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Dedication

For My Daughters, My Heartbeat

As well as the many bags of white cheddar Cheetos that made writing this tale possible. 
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Restraint never wrote a love story worth holding on to.

Mix one grumpy Green Beret with a woman brimming with positive vibes, add a pile of good intentions, and what do you get? A man praying that his too-happy neighbor finds someone else to annoy so he can get on with his plan to avoid human contact and become the hermit he’s meant to be.
Zane Hawker retired from the Army all but broken and hopes the semi-haunted home he and his brothers inherited will be the refuge he needs.
Olivia Bennett survived a tragic event in college and vowed to appreciate the blessing by spreading love and light whenever possible. Especially to those who think living like a troll under a dark bridge is a good idea. 
Can Zane resist the tornado of gratitude and happiness headed his way? Will Olivia convince her grumpy neighbor that positivity is not rash-inducing and a little human connection isn’t life-threatening?
Are a Ferris wheel and a mongrel dog involved in this tale of love?
Of course. It wouldn’t be a romantic dramedy otherwise!
Come see what happens when opposites not only attract but find a way to trust that happiness comes in the most unexpected packages.
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Zane stood on the stone steps of his semi-haunted home, watched the neighbor’s dog tear through the grove of trees, and decided one of the family ghosts had to be responsible. 

Feeling a shiver skitter down his spine prompted him to wonder if something fortuitous was on the horizon or something that would smash his carefully constructed solitude to smithereens. 

The fact his mind hadn’t produced a neutral option, unfortunately wasn’t all that surprising. Too many years in the Army had cemented his glass-half-empty mentality, and though a change was due, he didn’t think it was imminent. 

A damn shame, given that he was about to go mano a mano with Suzy Freaking Sunshine. 

At least, that’s what he assumed his overly friendly neighbor was since she waved like a maniac whenever he’d passed her in his truck. 

Running his hand along his neck, he quickly calculated the odds and allowed a satisfied smile to form when it hit the double digits. Most folks weren’t comfortable with the physical scars he’d brought home from his last deployment, and the neighbor who lived at the end of the lane probably wouldn’t be either. 

An attitude the head shrinker from the Army would term unhelpful, unproductive, and unhealthy. 

He scratched his head. Plenty more un-words probably applied but he couldn’t muster the effort to list them.

Lifting his gaze to the tall trees surrounding the property, he silently thanked his paternal grandmother for leaving him and his brothers the worn-down family homestead. Not only because it was a beautiful broken-down piece of history but because it allowed him the luxury of living in relative solitude. 

Something he hoped his neighbor would respect. 

The sound of a jangly bike bell interrupted his thoughts, and he let out a long sigh as a mutt resembling a miniature horse skidded to a stop at the bottom of the steps. “Poor you,” he murmured, studying the animal that was nearly as unattractive as him. 

Not that the dog’s looks mattered to the woman who doted on him regularly. Whenever he’d seen the two together, there was nothing but mutual admiration and matching silk bows. 

A thing he thought ridiculous but also surprisingly not nauseating.  

Shaking his head at the absurd thought, he studied the dog’s mottled gray hair and paws the size of dinner plates and decided the red bow tied to its collar wasn’t a bad touch.  

“Bella, you were supposed to stay close, not run ahead,” a light, airy voice called out.

Narrowing his eyes, he studied the woman as she got closer and told himself the small bite of physical attraction he experienced every time he caught sight of her wasn’t that big of a deal. 

“Hello, neighbor.”

He lifted his chin in greeting as the woman glided to a stop at the bottom of the stairs. Was she going to react like everyone else? They’d never been closer than a half dozen feet, and he expected that once she got a good look at his face, she’d make some polite conversation and then be gone quickly. “Morning.” 

“I can’t believe it’s taken me a month to catch you at home and won’t blame you for thinking me the worst neighbor in the world.” She ran her finger over the bell on her bike. “I’ve made you at least four loaves of chocolate chip banana bread and sadly must report that Bella and I ate every single one after our delivery attempts failed.”

“That wasn’t...”

“Necessary,” she finished. “I know, but I wanted to. After all, we’re the only two this far out of town and should stick together.” Jumping off the bike, she offered a wide smile. “We’ve not been properly introduced, but I assume you know I’m Olivia.”

“Yes, I saw it on the mailbox, and...”

“You’re Zane Hawker.” She adjusted the red bow in her hair and then grabbed a wrapped package out of the bike’s basket. “I made it this morning and want you to know that my dog and I did not take one nibble.”  

“Really...”

“It goes best with tea, but,” she hesitated and tilted her head. 

Here comes the disgust, he thought as her eyes crawled over his face. Waiting for the imperceptible flinch, he was surprised when nothing but kindness showed in her expression.  

“You seem more of a coffee guy, so we’ll have that instead. I can go either way if there’s some caffeine involved.”

Did the woman forget her glasses? 

Was she legally blind? 

There had to be an explanation because there was no way to miss the two-inch red scar bisecting the right side of his face and the burns decorating his neck. He was scary, and why this woman wasn’t reacting in the typical fashion was odd. And more unsettling than he could put words to. 

Most people slid their eyes away at the first opportunity, but his neighbor was doing the opposite as she mounted the stairs with a twinkle in her eyes. Accepting a warm foil package that smelled like heaven, he tipped his head. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She stroked her dog’s head as it sat on her feet. “And this is Bella, my beautiful girl. She’s recently adopted me and doesn’t have the whole discipline thing down, so I’ll apologize in advance if she does something naughty.”

“How exactly does a person get adopted by an animal?” he asked, trying to make sense of the woman standing well inside his personal space.

“Dogs can choose their family just like people do, and that’s what Bella did when she showed up at my house two months ago.” She ran her hands over her hair. “And to answer the unasked question: yes, I did my best to find her family before I claimed her as my own.” 

“Why didn’t you just take her to a shelter?”

A look of horror crossed Olivia’s face as she bent down and covered Bella’s ears. “Don’t even suggest it; she’s very sensitive.”

Stepping back, he gave the woman a nod and added peculiar to the list of adjectives he’d keep handy to describe her. “Well, I won’t keep you, ladies. Thanks for the banana bread.”

“You’re not keeping us,” she replied, looking up at the house. “Aren’t you going to invite us in and introduce us to the famous family ghosts?”

“Now isn’t a good time, perhaps another day.”

“Why, are they sleeping or something?” she asked with a snort. 

“No, but...”

“Great,” she said, breezing past. 

He watched the woman and dog saunter into his sanctuary and tried to devise a semi-polite way to get rid of them. When she turned in a circle and gave him a blindingly bright smile, he decided ten minutes of conversation wouldn’t kill him.

He just had to ensure that she understood it was a one-time thing.
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Olivia stood in the middle of the foyer, letting her eyes travel over the worn wallpaper, exquisite woodwork, and light streaming through the leaded glass windows. “Beautiful.”

“What’s that?” Zane asked before closing the front door.

“I haven’t been inside this house since I was a kid and am both happy and sad to see that nothing much has changed. Are you going to give it some love and bring it back to life?”

“I’m going to restore it if that’s what you’re asking.”

She gave her neighbor a faint smile and wondered why the word love was objectionable. Did it have to do with the events that resulted in his scars or an affair of the heart that had gone wrong? 

Whatever the answer, she vowed to find out. 

A feat that could easily take a while if his reticence didn’t give way before the end of time. 

Something she wasn’t sure was possible given that his scowl was foreboding, his physical presence intimidating, and his energy a pulsing gray. 

Not that any of that would stop her. 

Running her hand over a worn side table, she smiled. “That’s good news since keeping it as is would make the whole recluse thing you’ve got going a cliché and give you a troll under the bridge vibe that would be hard to shake.” 

“I’m not a recluse, Olivia. Just a man who’d like to be left alone.”

Ignoring the not-so-subtle hint, she studied the harsh planes of Zane’s face and decided his noble forehead, strong Roman nose, and lush mouth made him quite handsome. 

Unfortunately, his prickly porcupine personality might get in the way of them becoming great friends.

“So, tell me, neighbor, what brings you to our little corner of the world? Did you retire from the military and decide the old family homestead was the perfect place to hide out?” 

Tapping her finger against her lip, she gave him a slow up and down. “Or are you a super-spy that needs to stay below the radar?” She held up her hand. “No, wait. Are you a tech genius who needs a dark basement from which to operate?” 

Zane leaned against the banister. “You don’t get out much, do you?”

“Why would you say that?” she asked with a laugh, doing her best to ignore his arm porn and thickly columned neck. 

“Because you talk a lot.” He moved the foil package from one hand to the other. “And ask a lot of personal questions.”

She took two steps closer and rested her hand on his massive forearm. “I haven’t even gotten started. Before too long, I’ll be pulling on all your loose threads and unraveling your story one clue at a time.” 

Expecting the audacious statement to be refuted, she was surprised when he remained silent and the air around them thickened. She closed her eyes briefly and decided that the Hawker family ghosts couldn’t be responsible because whatever was happening tasted a little forbidden. 

A stream of anticipation whipped through her veins, and she took it as a sign that something was about to happen. 

Would it be friendship, a truce, or a thing so delicious that it could never be spoken about in polite company? 

Clearing her throat, she prayed it would be the third thing and lifted her hand from his warm skin. “And to answer your earlier question, I do get out and am related to more than half the town. So, I have loads of people to chat with but have decided we should at least know the basics about one another.”

“Why?” he asked curiously.

“We’re the only two out here, and it would be weird if we didn’t.”

“Agree to disagree,” he mumbled as he stepped back. 

She took the bread out of his hand and ignored his lack of enthusiasm. “Is the kitchen still in the back of the house, or have you changed the layout?” 

“I’m not going to get rid of you anytime soon, am I?” 

“No way.” Leaning into his massive shoulder, she grinned. “The way you’re acting tells me this could be my only chance to hang out with your ghosts, so I’d be a fool not to make the most of it.”  

“You picked up on that, did you?”

“Ha-ha! I’m not obtuse.” Stepping away, she turned toward the long hall. “I’m just ignoring your sad attempts to get rid of me.” 

“I don’t think they can be characterized as sad.”

“Agree to disagree,” she replied, taking another step back. “I know you’re going to avoid me like a bad rash from here on out, so I’m going to get acquainted while I can.” 

“I think this one visit will be more than enough to satisfy any curiosity burning in your belly.” 

She gave him an enigmatic smile. “We’ll see.” 

“Has anyone ever compared you to a dog with a bone?”

“Perhaps, once or twice.” She hitched her thumb over her shoulder. “Should I make the coffee, or do you want to?” 

“I’ll make it,” he sighed. “Follow me, and let’s get this neighbor thing over with.” 

“Perfect.” She trailed behind him and admired his broad back and exceptionally fine behind, knowing the work to break through his walls would be worth it. “I just want you to know that when you change your mind and want to become friends, I won’t consider it a sign of weakness. In fact, I’ll accept all friendly gestures graciously.”  

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he called over his shoulder. 

Laughing at the disgruntled tone, she walked into the kitchen and sighed happily. “Oh, my. This is kitchen porn in the making.” Sliding her hand over the island’s warm wood, she felt a sharp pang of envy. “No wonder your dead relatives want to hang out. This is going to be so lovely.”

She tore her eyes away from the massive Wolf stove and noticed something flicker in Zane’s expression. “Are you okay?”

“Of course,” he said gruffly before striding over to a counter on the opposite wall. “I’ll just get the coffee started.”

“Sounds good. I can’t wait to settle in and share our dark secrets and hidden desires.”

He glanced over his shoulder. “Do you believe half the things that come out of your mouth?”

“Yes!”

“An optimist, how...”

“Fantastic,” she finished. “Isn’t it better to believe in miracles than a tragedy is around every corner?”

“Not really.”

Unable to stop herself, she walked to his side. “Any chance of you changing your mind about that at some point?” 

“No. And why would I?” 

Lifting her hand, she ran her fingers softly over the scar that bisected his cheek and felt him stiffen beneath her touch. “Because you’ve already experienced a miracle of epic proportions.” 

“Or a tragedy that would break most humans,” he said quietly.

“You don’t look broken.” Unable to determine why she’d crossed the invisible line of good manners and touched him so intimately, she slid her hand away. “Sometimes ruin is a gift and a road to transformation. A precursor to something amazing.” She let her eyes drop to the floor. “Perhaps that’s possible for you.” 

Zane cleared his throat. “Does that amazing include being annoyed by my pushy neighbor and her mongrel dog?”

“Only if you’re lucky,” she said with a laugh before turning. “Point me to the dishes.”

“Top left cupboard, nearest the sink.”

“Got it.” She went to the designated cabinet, knowing she’d meant what she’d said earlier about unraveling his story. Underneath Zane’s surly exterior lay a person very much worth knowing. 

God willing, he wouldn’t make it impossible. 
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Zane descended the staircase, heard a door slam on the third level, and tried to guess which of his dead relatives he’d pissed off. There were at least a half-dozen in residence, and he wished he could determine what it would take to get them to move on. “Why didn’t you guys put on a show when Olivia was here?” 

Hesitating on the landing, he waited to see if they’d bother responding. 

Nothing. 

Damn spirits never cooperated. 

He moved toward the bottom step and heard a sharp bark. “What the hell?” Stalking toward the front door, he swung it open and saw Bella wagging her tail. “Does the purple ribbon signify your royal lineage?”

Drool dripped from the dog’s mouth, and he stepped back when she pushed her way inside. “Seems you take after your mama and don’t wait for an invitation.” The beast barked in agreement as a cool breeze brushed across his skin, and he knew it was a sign that the family ghosts approved of the intrusion. “In case any of you are interested, this isn’t normal.” 

Again, no response. 

“Whatever.” He strode down the hall with the dog on his heel and entered the kitchen, trying to remember when speaking to ghosts had become a regular occurrence. 

Giving the room a cursory look, he remembered what Olivia had said about kitchen porn and silently agreed. He’d been outdoing himself with the update and looked forward to making the rest of the house worthy.

Stopping abruptly in the middle of the room, he felt Bella bump into his leg and realized he’d had a positive thought. Weird shit, to be sure, since he couldn’t remember the last time he’d looked forward to anything. 

Certainly had to be before he joined the armed services. Happy, woo-woo, mumbo-jumbo wasn’t part of life on the front lines as a Green Beret, and he’d never been inclined to move outside his three-foot world to develop the habit. 

Was that something he should try and change? Did the new life he was forging have room for some positive vibes? 

“Not likely,” he murmured as painful memories tore through him, parking themselves in their usual spot against his heart. He’d stood at the side of too many graves in the last several years and struggled almost daily with the reality that he’d survived when so many of his brothers in arms hadn’t. 

The guilt was crushing on good days and deadly on bad ones. Realizing he was about to be engulfed by a tidal wave of dark thoughts, he heaved a long breath. “Don’t give in to it.” Bella’s head pressed against his hand, and he stroked the dog’s fur, feeling the bleak emotions recede slowly. He kept still until his heartbeat slowed and then took a long breath. 

“Better,” he muttered after several minutes. A doggy smile lit up Bella’s ugly face, and he found himself matching it. “Maybe we should keep that little episode between us.” The dog blinked twice, and he let out a short laugh before walking to the coffee pot. “I hate to admit it, but you’re almost as charming as your mama.” 

He got a happy bark in response as he filled a big mug with coffee and thought about his two-hour visit with his neighbor the previous day. Surprisingly, it hadn’t been awful, and a tiny part of him wouldn’t hate it if it happened again. 

Could he chalk it up to how damn beautiful the woman was? 

Possibly. 

Sure as hell wasn’t a man alive who wouldn’t want to look at her heart-shaped face with full lips and laughing eyes. 

Not that he would do anything about being in her company anytime soon since the care and feeding of a woman like Oliva would require a lot more free time than he was currently in possession of.

Not to mention the mental health and emotional intelligence it would require. 

He didn’t have much of either, and the short amount of time they’d spent together told him that would never suffice. And since he never entered a battle space he couldn’t dominate, he would keep his distance. 

Right after he returned her dog. 

He walked toward the two-story house a mile from his and let out a low whistle when he got close. He’d seen it from the road they shared more times than he could count but had never taken the time to study it. 

The home was painted dark green, reminding him of a glammed-up summer cabin. There was a small enclosed front porch draped in ivy and an American flag waving in the breeze. The only thing that seemed out of place was the abandoned Ferris wheel that dominated the empty field to the left of the house. 

“That has to be an interesting story.” He gulped his coffee, watched Bella run toward the back of the house, and decided to escape while he could. 

One visit was more than enough since no good would come of seeing her heart-stopping smile two days in a row. Spinning around, he heard the slap of a screen door. “So close,” he muttered before hearing the pretty lilt of his neighbor’s voice. 

“Did you stop by for more banana bread?”

He turned slowly and was glad that he’d worn his dark aviator sunglasses because it allowed him to enjoy the visual feast her curves and dips provided. 

Making sure he gave away nothing, he tilted his head. “Your dog showed up at my door, and I brought her back.”

“How sweet,” Olivia said as she stepped down the short staircase.

“Not particularly.” Keeping his expression neutral, he watched her move into his personal space. “Don’t want to add dog-napper to my list of sins.”

“How long of a list of sins do you possess?” she asked, looking up. “And will you tell me the juicy ones?”

“No,” he sputtered, ignoring the mischievousness in her gaze. 

Clasping her hands behind her back, she sighed. “Fine, tell me the boring ones.”

“That would be a hard no.”

“You’re no fun.” She frowned, stalked to a metal table beside the porch, and picked up a bowl. “But I forgive you since you brought Bella home.”

“So relieved.” He followed her and watched her scoop a handful of nuggets out of the metal container, creating a heart on the table. “I know I’m gonna regret asking...but what in the world are you doing?”

“Luring the big black cat from the woods closer.” 

“With a heart?”

She gave him a slow once over. “Yes, I want him to know that he’s welcome.” 

“Interesting.”

“I’m just trying to keep up the family tradition.”

“Which is?”

“My forbearers settled the town and named it Haven in hopes that misfits, oddballs, loners, and rebels would feel welcome.” 

He lifted a handful of food and filled in the bottom of the heart. “Guess that explains why mine decided to call this place home since they’ve all had their eccentricities.”

“I love a good peculiarity and am proud to be a part of our population of twenty-five thousand free-thinking souls.” She bumped his shoulder. “Truth be told, it helps me maintain the illusion that I’m not all that quirky.” 

“Solid strategy,” he murmured, not understanding the sudden need to shift closer. Placing an iron fist of control around the impulse to run his finger over the soft skin of her neck, he ignored the ripple of awareness. 

Mate, claim and devour were the words skidding across his mind, and he couldn’t understand why Olivia ignited the long-forgotten need for human connection. 

The sound of a car engine rumbled in the distance, and he let out a breath, welcoming the interruption. “Expecting someone?”

“My sister,” she replied, brushing off her hands. “Which means luck is on your side, and you get to meet the prettiest of the Bennett sisters.”

I already have, he thought as Olivia stepped away. 

She held out her hand. “Come and meet her.”

“Another time.” He turned toward the path that led to his house. “Yesterday filled my quota for human interaction for the week.” 

“Alright, but feel free to stop by anytime.”

He gave her a salute and then strode down the rutted road. Waiting for the familiar feeling of relief to bloom, he was surprised when a stab of regret appeared instead. 

Telling himself it had nothing to do with his pretty neighbor and her quirks, he quickened his pace, vowing to stay away from temptation. 

If something like that was even possible. 
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Olivia watched her neighbor stalk away and decided while the short encounter didn’t move their friendship forward, it didn’t decimate the small start they’d made. “Take the win.” 

Bella barked her agreement as she bounded forward. Welcoming her dog with kisses, she patted her head. “Good job, girl; you did exactly what we discussed and made that big, beautiful man step outside his routine.”

“Who’s routine?” Lucy called out as she picked her way across the mud puddles. 

“My neighbors’,” she answered, admiring her sister’s showgirl body encased in a flattering dress. “Love the look, Lucy. That day dress does all kinds of sinful things for your figure.”

“Good,” she said flatly. “Because I want that snake of a man I used to date to feel overwhelming regret every time he catches a glimpse of me.”

She took her older sister’s hand. “Are you and Ken on the outs again?”

“We’re done,” Lucy replied firmly. “Never to be resurrected. Finito!”

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“Good Lord, no.” Leaning back, she waggled her finger toward Zane’s retreating form. “I’d much rather discuss your hot neighbor.” 

“We’ll need chocolate muffins to go with that convo, so come inside.” 

“Oohhhh,” Lucy said, “that’s exciting and makes me think the tea you’re about to spill is going to be hot.”

“Unfortunately, it’s lukewarm at best.” 

“That’s a shame,” she replied quietly, “since I plan on living through you vicariously for the foreseeable future.”

“I doubt that will be necessary since the town’s men will buzz around you like bees the minute your breakup becomes public knowledge.”

“I hope not. I’ve known most of them since kindergarten and remember vividly when they ate their boogers.” She made a frown. “There’s not one decent prospect in all of Haven, and I might have to follow our baby sister’s footsteps and move out of town to find a man worth holding onto.”

“Callie didn’t move to the Outer Banks for love; she went to pursue her career.”

“And happened to find a fab man along the way.”

“True. But I doubt the ties that have kept us bound to this town will loosen any time soon.”

Lucy let out a dramatic sigh. “I know, but I like to pretend it’s possible every once in a while.” 

She tugged her sister’s hand toward the front door. “Let’s go fix our lackluster love lives with chocolate.”

“Might as well.” 

As they tromped into the house, she thought about the man at the end of Lady Bug Lane and wondered if he’d ever find her...not annoying.  

Ten minutes later, they were comfortably settled in the enclosed porch, and she gave Lucy an assessing gaze. “Is it truly over with Ken, or have you two just had another knockdown war of words that will take a couple of days to get over?”

“There is no coming back from what he said, and I can happily report that I’ve seen the light and set fire to the bridge that once connected us.”

“So, you’ve decided to go with the nuclear option?”

“Absolutely, and I look forward to the peaceful days ahead,” Lucy replied. “No more drama for this llama.”

She cut her muffin in half and prayed her sister was truly over the town’s golden boy. They’d never been much of a match, and she always suspected that underneath Ken’s perfect façade lay a heart filled with darkness. Or some fairly bad intentions. Either way, her sister deserved more. She lifted a piece of her muffin and tapped it against Lucy’s. “Cheers to new beginnings.”

“Indeed.” 

“Hey, before I forget, is our book club meeting still on for Thursday?”

“Yes,” Lucy said after taking a sip of her coffee. “I’ll send out a reminder tomorrow because no one will want to miss the question-and-answer Skype session I’ve scheduled with the author.”

“I can’t believe you got Ariella Buckwitz to agree to speak with our little group. She’s a rock star of regency romance, and I hope she’s as funny in person as she is on the page.” She stirred another heaping teaspoon of sugar into her coffee. “I’m gaga over the woman.” 

“Who isn’t?” Lucy replied. “My little bookstore may be small in size, but it’s enormous in influence, and Ariella appreciates all the online pimping I’ve done for her fabulous books.”

“Is Grams going to be joining us?” 

“Assuming you’re asking that rhetorically since our gin-swilling, caftan wearing, bon-vivant of a grandmother would never miss a get-together where drinks and nibbles are present.”

“I just wanted to make sure,” she said before taking a bite of her muffin. The dark chocolate chunks melted against her tongue, and she felt Bella’s head on her knee. “We both know that chocolate isn’t good for you.” Her dog slid her face away and let out a little whimper before collapsing.

“Seems you found a dog that’s as dramatic as Grams.”

“I think they could give the other a run for their money, that’s for sure.” 

“Tell me about your neighbor. Is he too handsome for words?”

“Yes and no,” she replied. “He has a significant red scar slashing one cheek, and his neck is mottled with burns, but none of that detracts from his devastating magnetism. It almost makes him a tiny bit more appealing since he’d be too handsome otherwise.”

“Really?” Lucy asked. “Guess I have to see him in person to grasp his appeal.”

“He’s rather unfriendly and gruff when you first speak to him, but after a couple of hours, he warms right up.” She watched her sister’s signature eye roll and let out a huff. “What...it’s true.”

“No doubt, but why am I getting the feeling that this poor man is going to be subjected to your efforts to save him?”  

“He’s 6’3”, two hundred plus pounds of muscle and determination. He was a Green Beret and could probably take out a man with nothing more than a post-it note. Nothing about him needs saving, and truth be told,” she let out a sigh, “it would be me who would benefit from his company.”

“Ooohhhh,” Lucy replied quietly. “You got the feeling, didn’t you?”

Picking at the crumbs on her plate, she nodded. “I did, and the closer I got, the more intense it became. It was like that force field Grams is always yammering about. It’s not nonsense, Luce, and I’m bewildered why God made it possible with a man who’s a grump and finds me more than a tad irritating.”

“Did you do that thing where you forget about personal space and chatter about any random thing that comes to your mind?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “It was so bad.”

“Think you’ll be able to get ahold of yourself next time you see him?”

She shook her head slowly. “Not a chance in the world. He’s a flame that I can’t stay away from. I sent my poor Bella over there this morning so he’d have no choice but to return her. I’ve stooped quite low and will likely do it again the minute I come up with a plan.”  

Lucy patted her sister’s hand. “I guess the only thing we can do is embrace it and figure out a way to minimize the fallout.” 

“Maybe there’s some spell I can cast on him so he doesn’t find me so unappealing. Do you have any of those witchcraft books on the sale table anymore?”

“No. Betsy Yarlin bought them when I dropped the price to $5.99. Lord knows what she plans on doing with them, but Hoyt Doherty is likely the center of whatever she’s got in mind.”

“Bless her heart.” Feeling a kinship with the woman who lived across the lake, she wondered if she might share the spells that succeeded. 

“Don’t,” Lucy said firmly.

“I wasn’t,” she said with an innocent smile. “I’m not dumb enough to interfere with the universe’s plan.”

“Let’s hope so.”

Crossing her fingers under the table, she knew she wouldn’t interfere but might help things along should the right opportunity present itself. 
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Zane grabbed his tool bag off the hall table and heard the rumble of an approaching car. “Please don’t let it be well-intentioned town folks or anyone from my family.” He looked through the small window that flanked the right side of the door and groaned when he spied his older brother, Asher, emerge from a car. 

“Why do they always send the golden boy?” he grumbled, swinging open the door. “Guess no one felt like paying attention to my request to be left alone.”  

“Brother, you know us Hawkers don’t leave one another in peace for long. No matter the consequence, we’re genetically predisposed to be in one another’s business.”  

Shaking his head at his sibling, who resembled a Ralph Lauren model, he told himself that a couple of days of brotherly bonding wouldn’t kill him. “Just know that I plan on sending the most troublesome family ghosts your way. So, don’t think a decent night’s sleep is possible while in residence.”

Asher pulled a bag out of the back seat along with a cooler. “We both know there isn’t a person, alive or dead, who can resist my charms for long. I will have them wrangled before the day on the calendar changes.”

“Sure, sure,” he replied, trudging down the stairs and taking the red cooler out of his brother’s hands. “Did Mama fill this with my favorites, or did you stop at the liquor store and load up on our favorite beer?”

“Both,” Asher replied before slapping Zane on the back. “And for the record, I probably need this visit more than you.”

“So, the family rumor mill wasn’t inaccurate?”

“Nope!”

“Am I gonna get the full download on your fiery departure from the Navy while you’re here?”

“Yep, just get me liquored up, and I’ll bore you with every gruesome detail.”

Taking a minute to study his brother’s perfect features, he noted something sad beneath his perpetual shit-eating grin. A thing he never thought possible for the man who never had a bad day or took a wrong turn. “Come inside, and I’ll show you the renovations.”

“Sounds good.” 

Before they made it through the front door, he heard Bella’s now familiar bark and glanced over his shoulder. “Guess it’s time for her daily visit.”

“Who does the mongrel belong to?” Asher asked. “And why does it have a baby blue silk ribbon tied around its collar?”

“Bella is the neighbor’s dog; believe it or not, the woman wears a matching ribbon almost daily.”

“You mean the hot dish I saw standing next to the mailbox is your neighbor?”

Frowning, he set the cooler down and put out his hands to stop Bella before she skidded into his family jewels. He patted the dog’s chest and didn’t like the flare of anger his brother’s comment produced. “Olivia is not a hot dish. She’s a...”

Asher arched his brow. “Note taken and territory successfully marked, brother.”

“No, it’s not like that. It’s just...”

“No need to explain. And for the record, bravo. It’s about damn time you stepped into the land of the living.”

He picked up the cooler and walked into the house. “There’s no step, and I’m not interested in my neighbor. For your information, she’s pushy as hell, nosy, and has no respect for personal space.”

Asher winked at Bella and then followed the dog into the house. “Methinks the gentleman doth protest too much. What do you say, dog? Does Zane have the hots for your mama?”

A loud bark smacked against the old house’s walls, and he ignored it and headed straight into the kitchen to unpack the food his mother had made. 

The moment he stepped inside the room, a large window rattled in its casing, and he knew one of the family spirits was trying to send him a message from the great beyond. “Not interested,” he murmured, sliding two six-packs of his favorite brew into the restaurant-grade fridge. 

Asher strolled in with Bella on his heel and whistled. “You weren’t exaggerating when you said the kitchen would make professional chefs weep.”

Looking up, he smirked. “Considering I never oversell anything, it shouldn’t be a surprise.”

“Point taken,” Asher said, leaning against the island. “Should we return the dog before we start on the beer or call fancy pants from down the lane to come and retrieve her beast of burden?”

“I’ll take the dog back, and you can get settled.”

“No way, man. I’m not gonna miss out on meeting my brother’s crush.”

“You remember that I’m the one in possession of all the deadly skills, right?”

“All the Hawker men are lethal,” Asher replied. “Shove that food in the fridge, and let’s go visitin’.”

Deciding that any reaction was a bad one, Zane took a couple of long breaths and told himself that Olivia meeting his handsome brother wouldn’t be a big deal. 

Fifteen minutes later, Zane looked up at the sky and noted a distinct lack of storm clouds or anything else that would explain the strange and curious situation. 

Perhaps it just needed another minute. 

He waited quietly and couldn’t understand why Olivia didn’t flutter her eyes and start talking a hundred miles a minute in Asher’s presence. Perhaps she was coming down with something. 

What other explanation could there be for her polite smile? 

She’d been a chatterbox and stood as close to him as a lover when they had been in one another’s company and, by all accounts, should be doing the same with his brother. “Are you feeling okay?”

She adjusted her bow. “Of course. Why?”

“No reason.” 

“Are you okay?” she asked, lifting her hand to his forehead. “Half the town has come down with the flu.” Lifting her eyes, she stroked his skin gently. “You don’t feel hot, and since you don’t mix with the locals, it would be difficult to catch the latest bug.” 

Ignoring the pleasure her cool hand produced, he cleared his throat. “I never get sick.”

“He doesn’t,” Asher confirmed with laughter in his voice. “But maybe you should see if I’m running a temperature.”

Olivia glanced over her shoulder. “You look fine.”

He stepped back and watched the woman move closer, making it impossible for several of their body parts not to collide. 

Maybe the apocalypse had begun without him noticing. What other explanation could there be for Olivia ignoring the man so few could?

“I can make you soup, just in case,” Olivia said, taking his hand. “Getting sick while your brother is here would be such a bummer.”

“Not necessary.” 

“I like soup,” Asher called out.

Olivia ignored the comment, and he bit back a snicker when he noticed Asher’s incredulous expression. The man has never been rejected within the continental United States by any female between the ages of eight and eighty, and bearing witness to the first occurrence wasn’t horrible. 

He squeezed Olivia’s hand and then released it. “We’re going to head back to the house.”

“Okay.” She played with the ends of her hair. “Thanks for returning my sweet dog. I don’t know why she’s suddenly become besotted with you.”

“Me either.” He watched her bite her bottom lip and
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