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      A shameful past, an orchard camp, and a kindling romance…not exactly Little Men, but Bronson Martin never liked being compared to the March family anyhow.

      

      Grossly outnumbered by the women in the Martin family clan, Bronson fights tooth and nail to be taken seriously among his mother and sisters who still, in many ways, think of him as a young boy. As the man of the house, all Bronson wants is to take care of his family and to work toward something of lasting value. But as his dream of an orchard camp and apple-picking venture take root, an unexpected woman shows up, threatening to distract him from all he’s worked toward.

      

      Eight years ago, an irresponsible decision led to the death of Morgan Dalton’s best friend. Now, she’s returned home, hoping to make amends. When she obtains a job at the Orchard House Summer Camp, Morgan wonders if a new life is possible…until events at the camp cause her to relive her past in an all-too frightening way.

      

      Can Morgan bury the demons of her past before Bronson’s Orchard House camp dreams disintegrate?

      

      Book 5 in The Orchard House Bed and Breakfast Series is a contemporary twist on the well-loved classic, Little Women. Readers will fall in love with the Martin family—Maggie, Josie, Lizzie, Bronson, Amie, and their mother Hannah—each trying to find their own way in the world and each discovering that love, home, and hope are closer than they appear.
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      I passed the quaint sign that welcomed travelers to my hometown of Camden, Maine. I pressed the gas pedal harder. On the radio, Trisha Yearwood crooned about second chances and I flipped the station.

      If I’ve learned one thing from my quarter-century of living, it’s that second chances are the stuff of fairytales. Trish might be raising the hopes of other listeners, but not this girl. I knew better.

      If only I could drive fast enough to turn back time, to undo all that was done here eight years ago.

      I eased my foot from the gas and pushed the thought away. No good would come from carrying my past around like a child’s well-loved, dirtied blanket. I was here to build a new future. One in which I didn’t distance myself from my family and hide away in shame. One in which I would be an active participant in my new niece’s life. One where I faced the past like an adult.

      No matter how grueling that might be.

      As I pulled into the familiar drive, doubt curled cold fingers around my spine. Maybe I didn’t have to do this part of facing my past right away. I could at least see my family first, check in with the landlord at the apartment I’d found online, unpack my suitcase . . .

      But my Mazda was already pulling up the drive, parking in the spot I’d parked a thousand times during high school. The one to the left of Isabel’s spot, out of the way of the basketball hoop.

      The hoop was gone now. The driveway sported new cracks along its surface. The landscaping was neat as always, despite the shrubs that had grown too close to the house.

      With trembling hands, I pushed open my car door and shoved my phone and keys into the pockets of my winter coat. Though the last days of March had come and gone, winter didn’t release its stubborn grip from the coast of Maine without a fight.

      I strode to the front door, preparing myself for the worst. There would still be hard feelings, of course. Eight years wouldn’t have erased that. But I refused to come back into town without facing Mr. and Mrs. Davis. Words needed to be said—my words. Better to see Isabel’s parents now instead of allowing them to stumble across me in the library or in one of Camden’s many downtown shops. I must do this.

      I rang the bell before shoving my hands in my pockets. I glanced at the greenery along the porch so as not to stare into the house. When no one answered, I started back down the steps, relief stirring my insides.

      I had tried. There was always tomorrow.

      But as I made my way down the walkway, the door behind me creaked open. Slowly, I turned. At the sight of the familiar figure before me, I released a pent-up breath and smiled. While Isabel’s parents scared the living daylights out of me, the sight of Isabel’s grandmother, small and wrinkled and brown as a California raisin, eased a sore spot in my spirit.

      “Miss Esther.” I started back up the stairs.

      Isabel’s grandmother’s eyes remained blank behind her glasses. My sister mentioned several months ago that Miss Esther suffered from some sort of dementia. Would she not remember me?

      “It’s me, Miss Esther. Morgan. Isabel’s . . . friend.”

      Quicker than a Fourth of July firecracker, Miss Esther’s eyes lit up. “Morgan! Honey, what are you doing out in the cold? You come in here quick and we’ll get you a cup of tea, darling.”

      I stepped into the house, warmth encompassing me. A lot of warmth. Sahara Desert warmth. Isabel’s grandmother had always liked the thermostat on high. I looked around. Were Mr. and Mrs. Davis home?

      “Thank you, but I don’t mean to impose . . .” My gaze flicked to the woman’s chocolate eyes. Any minute now, she’d remember everything. Then, what would she do?

      But her eyes remained light and sparkly. “Ha! An imposition? No friend of Isabel’s is an imposition, as far as I’m concerned. Now, come sit down. Ruth has the box of tea here somewhere.” She planted her hands on her hips and looked around the kitchen—nothing had changed about it from when I’d last stood here during my senior year of high school. Same gingham curtains. Same white sugar and flour containers. How many times had Isabel and I sat at this very table, finishing off a row of Oreos while talking about boys or stressing about colleges?

      My heart squeezed and I reached out to touch Miss Esther’s arm. “It’s okay. Perhaps we could just sit. I—well, I was hoping to speak with Mrs. Davis. Do you know if she’ll be home soon?”

      With what appeared to be much effort, Miss Esther tore her gaze away from the kitchen counter where, from all accounts, she still battled her memory for the whereabouts of the tea.

      “Mrs. Davis . . . my daughter . . . Ruth!” She said Isabel’s mother’s name as if it were a hard-sought victory, as if it were a precious jewel she’d found buried in the depths of the couch cushions.

      “Yes, Ruth.”

      Miss Esther pressed her lips together and looked down at the table. “Ruth . . . where did she go?”

      “It’s okay, Miss Esther. We can sit and chat if you’d like.”

      “Oh! I know! She went to pick up Isabel from basketball practice.” She grinned at me, revealing a space between her two front teeth. My insides deflated. If only Mrs. Davis were picking up Isabel from basketball practice.

      “Okay, I’ll wait until she gets home.” I read once that it was best not to disrupt the delusions of dementia patients. So instead, I pulled out the chair closest to Miss Esther. “Would you like to sit?”

      She worried her bottom lip between her teeth, suddenly looking uncertain. My heart went out to her as she lowered herself to her chair.

      “How is the Camden Quilting Club? What have you ladies been working on lately?” Surely this line of conversation would put her at ease.

      Again, her eyes lit up. “Priscilla opened a bed and breakfast!”

      Priscilla Martin, Miss Esther’s longtime friend. “I heard about that. The Orchard House Bed and Breakfast, isn’t it?” I asked, although I knew very well, having researched as much as I could regarding my new landlords.

      Miss Esther beamed. “Yes.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, a tall shadow peered around the door of the kitchen. It couldn’t be . . .

      “Marcus?”

      Isabel’s brother grinned before diving back across the threshold, hiding his dark, curly hair. I stood. The last time I’d seen Marcus, he’d been a small second-grader . . . now . . . was he in high school already? I wondered if he were on track to graduate. I wondered what his plans post high school would be. His autism had slowed his progress, but his winsome personality had always made up for his lack in formal education. “Marcus, you’ve grown so much! Do you remember me?”

      He peered around the doorway again with wide brown eyes, gave me a lopsided grin, and nodded. “Ehmmmm . . .” He drew out the letter M long and proud. Tears pricked the insides of my eyelids. Isabel called me M. No one had called me that in years.

      I swallowed. “Yes, it’s M. It’s so good to see you, Marcus.”

      The sound of the back door reached my ears and my blood froze.

      “Mom? Sorry I took so long. The line was—” Mrs. Davis looked up, blinking behind the serious frames of her glasses and nearly dropping the bag of groceries she held.

      My mouth turned dry and I backed away involuntarily. “Mrs. Davis. Hi.”

      Hi?

      Mrs. Davis placed the groceries on the counter but didn’t release them. Instead, she leaned against the counter, the bag still in her arms, a storm of emotion clouding her face.

      “I—I hope it’s okay I stopped in. I—I wanted to see you.”

      Isabel’s mother released the bag of groceries, her jaw firm, her eyes shooting daggers. “You have no right to be here. Get out.”

      Heat rushed to my face. A thin sheen of sweat broke out over my entire body. I gasped for breath, but the warmth of the house combined with Mrs. Davis’s words choked me.

      “I—I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have . . . I should have called. I—I’m sorry.” I backed away toward the front door I’d come in.

      “Morgan!” Miss Esther said. “We were going to have tea!”

      Marcus began shouting Isabel’s nickname for me. “Ehmmm!”

      “Maybe another time, Miss Esther? It was good to see you, Marcus.” I stumbled into the living room and bumped against an end table, knocking over a couple of chess pieces. I scrambled to pick them up, placed them flat on the board without minding their proper place.

      “That was rude, Ruth,” Miss Esther scolded her daughter. Behind her, Marcus cried, still calling out my nickname.

      I took the last two steps out of the house, gulping in cold air. I practically ran to my car. I tried not to see Isabel’s ghost shooting a layup or challenging me to a game of HORSE. But it was no use.

      How stupid could I have been? A passing of eight years did not mean Isabel’s parents would welcome me into their home any more than they’d had when I left. Miss Esther and Marcus were different, of course—they wouldn’t hold a grudge against a fly. But then again, Marcus may not have fully understood what happened to his sister. And Miss Esther still thought Isabel was alive.

      Miss Esther hadn’t remembered that I, Isabel’s very best friend in the whole wide world, had killed her.
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      Bronson Martin considered himself a patient man. A decent man. A man who went above and beyond for his family.

      But even patient men had limits. And right now, his younger sister was coming dangerously close to toeing the line.

      “I don’t see why you won’t give her a chance, Bronson.” Amie stood beneath the tree he was pruning, a yoga mat bag slung over one shoulder.

      “I can find my own dates, Amie. Why don’t you worry about your own love life? Speaking of, how’s August anyway?”

      She shrugged. “We’re good.”

      He eyed her. Their brother-in-law Tripp’s youngest brother had been hounding after Amie for years. A few months ago, they’d finally started dating. From the lack of enthusiasm in his sister’s voice, he’d be surprised if it lasted.

      He cleared his throat. Whatever. Amie’s love life was not his business.

      He attempted to focus on the task before him, studying the one-year-old branch, considering where to prune. Every choice mattered. Every cut had the possibility to stimulate growth—or stunt his harvest.

      And he had big plans for the orchard this year. Real big.

      “Besides,” he continued. “I’m not sure you’re as interested in me finding my soulmate as you’re interested in finding a future sister-in-law you approve of.”

      “But Lacy’s smart and pretty and really sweet. She’s running an amazing, profitable business and she teaches classes at the Y for seniors on Saturday mornings—voluntarily.”

      “Wow, you sound pretty smitten. Maybe you should go out with her.”

      Amie swung her bag and hit him in the shoulder, narrowly missing a branch.

      “Hey, watch the trees.”

      “You and your stupid trees. All you care about is this orchard.”

      He pointed his hand shears at her. “That’s not true. I care about food. Which is why I need to finish up this tree before I miss dinner. You mind?”

      Amie released a growl of frustration before stomping off down the hill toward their home—a Victorian their great-aunt had allowed them to turn into a thriving family business. The Orchard House Bed and Breakfast. Sometimes he still couldn’t believe all they’d accomplished. And, Lord willing, it was only beginning.

      Amie’s blonde head disappeared among the branches of the apple trees and he exhaled a long breath, turning back to his work.

      Between his mother, his aunt, his four sisters, and the bed and breakfast guests, it was hard for a guy to find a moment’s peace. Thankfully, the weather was beginning to warm, freeing him from the confines of the house when he wasn’t teaching at the middle school.

      Not that he didn’t care about his family with every bone in his body. He cared. Sometimes too much.

      He moved on to another branch, assessing which cut to make, keeping in mind the goal of an open center, which would allow the sun to reach as many branches as possible.

      He imagined explaining the process to the kids who’d attend his summer camp in a few short months. Of course, he’d teach more than pruning. Some might be interested in pollination or irrigation or harvesting. Soil cultivation. Not to mention the business aspect of running a profitable orchard.

      At least, he hoped it’d prove profitable.

      An aggressive cut caused the shears in his hand to snap, and he stifled a curse. A spring from the tool leapt into the next aisle of the orchard. He stomped over to look for it, but after five minutes he resigned himself to a quick trip to the hardware store before dinner. With any luck, there’d be enough daylight after supper to finish up this section of pruning.

      A half-hour later, he drove north on Route 1, satisfied with the new pair of pruners he purchased at Rankin’s Hardware for a bargain price. A sign on the side of the road caught his attention. An apartment for rent. Man, what he wouldn’t give for his own place. And this was a great neighborhood, too. But getting his own housing wasn’t in the plans. Yet.

      If his orchard camp took off, maybe then he’d be able to afford a monthly rent. For now, what could be better than growing young minds, creating a venture that brought memories and learning and, of course, good food. With any luck, it’d be a boon to the bed and breakfast business as well. Maybe he’d be able to tuck some extra money in his own pockets.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a woman struggling with a tire beside a black Mazda on the side of the road. He pulled into the breakdown lane in front of her. Amie’d ring his neck if he passed this girl by to get back to his “stupid” trees.

      After a small row of passing cars whizzed by, he exited the driver’s seat. “Need help?”

      If the woman were like Josie, she’d shun him. It wasn’t that he thought a woman couldn’t change a tire—of course they could. But why do so alone on a busy road?

      The auburn-haired beauty looked up from her trunk where she struggled with the spare tire. Relief washed over her face, and raw attraction tugged hard from the pit of Bronson’s stomach. Maybe Amie was right. Maybe he did need to get out more if helping one damsel in distress was enough to stir his nerve endings.

      She bit her lip, and nodded, her beautiful green eyes puffy and pink. Growing up in a house of five women had taught him what that meant—this damsel had been crying.

      Oh, man. Nothing made him more uncomfortable than female tears. How many times had Amie won an argument between them with nothing but a few wet lashes? The mere sight of them made him feel utterly helpless.

      Something about her looked familiar, but he couldn’t place where he might have seen her. He pretended not to notice her emotional state as he took the donut from her. “I’ll have you fixed up and back on the road in no time. No worries.”

      She blinked fast. “Thank you. I’m having a rough day, so I appreciate you stopping.”

      He searched the side of the road for a heavy rock to chock the wheel on the opposite side of the flat. “You’re lucky—flats are my specialty.”

      A trace of a smile lit her face, illuminating perfect white teeth against lips the color of his mom’s pink roses. She lifted her phone. “So, you think it’s safe to put the You Tube video away, then?”

      “I’d say so.” He got to work loosening the lug nuts, jacked the Mazda up, and switched out the tires.

      Once he finished, he fit the faulty tire and jack back into her trunk and closed it. “You’ll want to get a new tire on there soon. This one’s only temporary—I wouldn’t do any highway traveling either, if you can help it. Definitely don’t go over fifty.”

      “I’m not going far. Thank you so much.” Her face brightened. “One second.” She held up a hand and ducked into the passenger’s seat, highlighting the well-fitted curve of her jeans.

      He looked away. If Amie hadn’t gotten his thoughts on finding a woman, he’d not be noticing more than he ought to be. But then, what if that meant something . . .

      A moment later, she extricated herself from the car and handed him a Subway gift card. “There’s ten dollars on it. At least I can say I bought you lunch for the trouble of playing my guardian angel today.”

      Guardian angel? Him? Bronson shook his head, pushed the card back in her direction. “That’s not necessary. I’m happy to help.”

      Those sharp green eyes studied him, and she shrugged, slipped the card in the back pocket of her jeans. “Suit yourself. Thanks again. I’m not sure You Tube would have cut it.”

      “No problem.” He kept his mouth open—for what, he wasn’t certain. Amie would prod him to ask her out. He wanted to ask her out. But he didn’t want her to think he was some kind of creep who preyed on helpless women struggling with flat tires on the side of the road.

      He smiled. “Maybe I’ll catch you around town sometime?”

      She returned the smile, a crease denting the corner of her cheek, her eyes not quite so puffy. “Maybe.”

      He had made those tears disappear. A chivalrous—or was it chauvinistic?—pride filled his chest.

      “Well, bye.” She gave a small wave, and he forced his legs to move back toward his car. An irrational urge to turn around and say, “How about I take you out to lunch sometime?” surged through him, but he ignored it. No need to scare the girl off. Besides, he had too much on his plate as it was—no sense adding a new relationship to the mix.

      Relationships could wait until after he got his summer camp off the ground. Until he was out from under his mother’s roof.

      He gave one last wave to the auburn-haired woman, checked his mirrors, and started for home, ignoring the odd feeling of loss that snaked through him.

      A few minutes later, he pulled into the driveway of the bed and breakfast, the stained-glass sign welcoming him home, the naked branches of the orchards filling him with excitement and possibilities.

      What would his father think of the work he’d accomplished? Hard to believe he’d been gone for three years now. Though the pain wasn’t as severe as it used to be, on days like this, when so many possibilities lay before him, the ache came with renewed vigor. What he wouldn’t give for just one day to show his dad the orchard, to pick his brain on how best to run the new summer camp.

      Not that taking advice from Amos Martin would likely be in the camp’s best interest. Most of his father’s well-meaning projects ended up in financial ruin, with his family footing the bill.

      Bronson sighed. He could only hope he didn’t take after his dad in that regard.

      He parked, glancing up at the empty apartment above the bookstore. After his sister Josie had married, Bronson had considered calling dibs on the apartment, but decided it’d be better to stay with his mother and help her out at the B&B so he could pay off his student loans faster. Besides, while being close to the orchards was convenient, when he moved out, he wanted more than a driveway separating him from his family—or it’d feel like he hadn’t moved out at all.

      He headed toward the Victorian when a familiar black Mazda pulled up the drive. He blinked, watching the woman from earlier park beside his truck. A moment later, she exited, shouldering a bag and smiling brightly at him with that alluring mouth.

      “I guess I caught you around town sooner than either of us expected,” she said.

      Caught him . . .

      He shook his head. “I really don’t need the Subway card, honest. I—”

      She pointed to the bed and breakfast. “I’m not following you. This is my destination. I guess it was yours, too?”

      Was this a second chance to ask her out? An orchestrating of events from the Almighty?

      His tongue explored the inside of his mouth, but no words came out. He tried again. “I—I live here.”

      Her eyebrows raised. “You’re Bronson Martin? You’ve . . . changed a bit since high school.”

      He’d been a shrimp in high school. A late-bloomer. Even his younger sister had towered over him. How many times had he gone to bed, begging God to make him tall? God hadn’t answered the prayer until senior year, but when He answered, He answered.

      No one would ever call Bronson a shrimp again.

      He stared at the girl. That was why she looked familiar. They’d gone to school together. But surely, he would have remembered those green eyes, the way her hair curled over one shoulder . . .

      He shook his head. “I’m sorry, I can’t remember your name.”

      “It’s Morgan.”

      Morgan.

      In a flash, he remembered. Something in his gut turned to lead. “Morgan . . .”

      She pressed her lips together before answering. “Dalton,” she whispered.

      He recovered quickly, pushing aside what little he knew about the biggest scandal that had caused a hubbub the summer after his senior year. “Didn’t we have a class together freshman year?”

      “Sophomore year. Honors Chemistry.”

      He groaned. “I suppose you weren’t absent the day the sprinklers went off?”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, one corner of her mouth pulling up in a smile. “Oh, I was very present. Could never figure out how you caused that much smoke.”

      He couldn’t, either.

      He rubbed the back of his neck, gave her a sheepish grin. “Sorry I didn’t remember you right away.” Clearly, he’d made an impression on her, but that’s what happened when you messed with ammonia and hydrochloric acid without reviewing the lab manual.

      “Probably better off.” She spoke the words so quietly he almost missed them, and for a moment he pitied her.

      It could have happened to anyone, really. Well, maybe not anyone. But what did Dad used to say? We are all one choice away from altering our futures. Be it for the good or the bad.

      Still, the woman in front of him had been irresponsible and reckless. Now, she had to live the rest of her life with the consequences of her decisions. Couldn’t be easy, no matter how careless her choices had been.

      “Are you checking in? It’s right around the side. I’ll show you.”

      She brushed a long curl out of her face. “Not checking in, exactly. I’m renting the apartment.”

      So, this was their new tenant. Interesting. Very interesting. “You probably spoke to my mom, Hannah.”

      She scrunched her face, and he tried not to notice how the gesture made her ten times more attractive. He really needed to tamp down whatever feelings—or hormones, rather—were acting up. Hadn’t he already decided his focus needed to be on his new venture alone? And Morgan’s history ought to be giving him far more pause.

      “I spoke to Maggie . . . I think.”

      “That makes sense. She runs the front desk. I’ll introduce you.” He started around the side. “I can help you with your bags after we grab the key.”

      He pushed open the door to see his oldest sister at the reception desk. She hung up the phone and pushed her dark hair behind one ear. “Oh, hey, Bron.” She ducked behind the desk. “What have the trees been telling you today?”

      The tips of his ears heated. Their new tenant did not need to know that he spoke to the trees.

      He cleared his throat. “Maggie, this is the new tenant, Morgan.”

      His sister stood from her crouching position and came around the desk, hand extended. “Morgan. We spoke on the phone. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “I know I’m early, but I thought I might get settled in before visiting my family.”

      Maggie waved a hand through the air. “You’re fine.” A piercing shriek sounded from behind the heavy door of the butler’s pantry that separated the Martin family living quarters from the bed and breakfast guest area. “Oh my, that would be Grace—my eight-month-old.” She fished around in the top drawer of the desk and pulled out a key. “Bronson, would you mind taking Morgan over?”

      “Sure thing.” Normally, he scoffed at any business surrounding the bed and breakfast—not that he thought himself above it, but if he didn’t set some boundaries his sisters would have him chained inside the house, serving fruit in fancy glass dishes and folding toilet paper rolls to end on a point. From the beginning, he’d made it clear he wanted to invest his time in the outdoor work.

      But it wouldn’t be any trouble to show Morgan around. No trouble at all.

      He took the key from Maggie and led Morgan back outside. They stopped at her car, where he grabbed her one suitcase.

      “This it?”

      She shrugged. “I’m a bit of a minimalist.”

      A minimalist, huh? He didn’t think that was possible for a female—at least it wasn’t for the females in his family. Even Josie, who could be content with little more than a notebook and pen, had been talked into building an extravagantly large house by her well-meaning husband.

      Bronson carried Morgan’s small suitcase up the stairs.

      “I never thought I’d be living above a bookshop.”

      “My sister, Josie, runs the gift shop. Feel free to stop in and say hi.”

      “That’s right. You guys are the Little Women family. I should have put it together with the name of the bed and breakfast.”

      They’d reached the landing, and Bronson jiggled the key in the lock while he tried to keep from growling out his answer. “That’s us.”

      He opened the door, stepping into a three-by-three tiled space that served as a foyer before giving way to the small, two-bedroom apartment. “Here it is. Nothing fancy, but it’s got a great view.” He gestured out the two windows along the wall of the sitting area to acres of orchards that would soon be in full bloom. And across the street, beyond the library, lay the sparkling bay. Past that, the wide blue of the Atlantic Ocean swelled with endless possibilities—one of the reasons he loved this place. One of the reasons thoughts of setting off on his own sometimes made him sad.

      “This is amazing. Perfect. More than perfect.” Her voice cracked, and he tamped down a sense of panic. Was she going to cry?

      He cleared his throat, gesturing to the small, half-kitchen. “Just the toaster oven and the mini-fridge, but if you ever need to cook something bigger, let one of us know. Mom’s generous to a fault—I’m sure she won’t mind you using our kitchen now and then.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “To a fault, huh?”

      His neck heated. “Yeah.” No sense straying into the occasional disagreements he and his mom had over her generosity—the latest involving a man from Dad’s mission they’d hired to do yard work. After telling the guy to help himself to whatever food they’d had in the kitchen, the man had done exactly that. Bronson would never get over the stolen pot roast, but his Mom had brushed it off, insisting the man would enjoy it more than they would have.

      Bronson couldn’t bring himself to agree. There was something about being taken advantage of when offering help that rubbed him the wrong way. Maybe because it had happened to his father one-too-many times. Maybe because his mother’s charity cases never made it up to her.

      Morgan placed her bag on the floor of the sitting area. With the movement, a faint hint of something flowery and sweet wafted toward him. “So, why do you hate the Little Women thing so much?”

      Had he been so obvious? “I’m a guy who grew up in a house of Little Women—all named for the characters . . . need I say more?”

      She giggled. “I think it’s endearing. That was one of my favorite books growing up. I need to read it again.”

      “There’re copies galore for sale downstairs.” He rolled his eyes.

      “Isn’t there a Little Men, too? Maybe I should read that one.”

      Yeah, like he’d not heard that joke when he’d been stuck at five foot two for a hundred years. He started for the door. “All the best, Morgan.”

      “The Little Women stuff really bothers you?”

      His jaw tightened. “When my dad was around, it wasn’t . . .” It wasn’t so lonely. Sometimes, he even liked being the only son. Him and his dad, taking on the world—or at least sympathizing with one another in their small house full of women.

      Now, he alone struggled to find his space in a house awash with women. Though once he moved out, he wasn’t sure it’d be any better. He’d likely feel like a scumbag for abandoning his mom.

      Get a grip, Bronson.

      It was the twenty-first century, after all. The Martin females were capable. More than capable. He’d never known such strong-minded women.

      “It wasn’t . . .” Morgan prompted.

      Bronson shook his head. No use unloading on their new tenant. “Nothing. Hey, it was nice meeting you. I mean, re-meeting you.” He could have smacked himself for the slip-up. “If you need anything, let us know.”

      She raised her arms, palms up. “I think I have everything I need. Unless, of course, you know of any job openings for special education teachers?”

      He perked up. “You’re a teacher?”

      “I am.”

      “No kidding. So am I. My sister Lizzie, too. She teaches music.”

      Morgan straightened, her eyes widening. “Maybe I’ll fit in around here, huh?”

      Did he mistake the longing in those green eyes? It’d make sense she’d be worried about being accepted, considering her past.

      She stuffed her hands in her pockets. “What do you teach?”

      “Eighth-grade English.”

      “Phew, glad you didn’t say chemistry.”

      He laughed. “I learned my weaknesses early on.”

      “So, what’s your favorite thing to teach in English?”

      “Wonder. It’s a novel.”

      Her eyes lit up. “One of my favorites. You have good taste.”

      “How about you? What grade do you teach?”

      “I was at the high school up in Presque Isle, near the Canadian border. I’m hoping and praying I can find something down here.”

      “I’ll pray with you. Good luck on your job search.” He opened the door. “Guess I’ll be seeing you around.”

      “Thanks, Bronson. For everything.”

      The way she said his name made him want to help her again. Maybe he could be a sort of answer to her prayer. “Hey, Morgan?”

      “Yes?” She straightened from where she’d been unzipping her suitcase, flinging her wavy, auburn hair over one shoulder.

      Without warning, the gossip from high school crowded his mind. Probably wasn’t wise to ask if she was interested in helping with his summer camp before he got to know her. And if she’d moved in the middle of spring semester, that meant she left her school high and dry. Something didn’t add up. He shook his head. His hormones were clouding his judgment. “Nothing. I hope you enjoy your time here.”

      She flashed him a grin that had his stomach flipping again. “Thanks.”

      He turned and shut the door behind him. Best to keep as far away from her as possible now. He couldn’t afford to get involved with a woman with such immense baggage, no matter how drop-dead gorgeous.

      He had big plans, big goals. And he would not allow a beautiful woman to distract him.
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      I peered out the window of my new apartment and watched as Bronson walked through the back door of the bed and breakfast. The guy wasn’t gifted at keeping his feelings off his face—he’d remembered what happened senior year. But I gave him credit. He’d been gracious. Then again, what had I expected—for him to kick me out?

      I sighed, and left the window, tackling my suitcase again. I’d nearly chickened out on following through with my stay. If it hadn’t been for the flat tire and the help Bronson had offered on the road, I’d be halfway to Pesque Isle by now. But the turn of events had changed my mind—not to mention the fact that I still hadn’t met my little niece yet. I’d thought long and hard about returning to Camden, and now that I was here, I needed to follow through with my decision.

      I needed to make things right.

      But my first hour in Camden had proven the difficulty of that feat. Mrs. Davis couldn’t get me out of her house fast enough. And what had I expected? Open arms? Forgiveness?

      I needed to get real. Building a relationship with the Davises would require nothing short of a miracle. A miracle, and time.

      Like it or not, I was here to stay.

      I finished unpacking my things. I hadn’t exaggerated when I’d told Bronson I was a minimalist. After high school, after hours of therapy, I’d decided to concentrate on simplicity and utility. A handful of outfits, a couple of shoes. I’d had the same quilted coverlet since high school, the same worn slippers and winter coat. Simplicity served me well. Besides, beautiful things only reminded me of what Isabel would never experience.

      My therapist said that sort of thinking was harmful. But the one time I’d tried to splurge on a new outfit for my cousin’s wedding, I’d left the store practically hyperventilating, the thought of spending my money on something decadent threatening to eat me alive.

      And so, I saved and I gave. Mostly to Mothers Against Drunk Driving and Isabel’s scholarship fund.

      And my saving had done some good, for now it afforded me a few months without employment. A few months to come back to Camden and figure things out. Hopefully.

      After I’d stored my empty suitcase neatly beneath the full-size bed, I grabbed my phone and my wallet and left the apartment, locking the door behind me with the key Bronson had given me.

      I ducked into the bookshop on a whim, a bell above the door greeting me. A pretty woman with straight brown hair looked up from where she stood at a desk. “Hello!”

      My gaze swept over the generous windows, the rustic bookcases, and a ladder to reach higher shelves. A spiral staircase led to a second-story loft, and a couple sat playing a game of chess beside a rustic fireplace.

      I returned my focus to the woman behind the desk. “Hi. My name’s Morgan. I’m the new tenant living upstairs.”

      Her face lit up. She came around the counter, holding out her hand. “It’s so nice to meet you.”

      Clearly, this woman didn’t remember me from high school. “You’re Josie?”

      She shook her head. “I’m Lizzie. Josie ran out for a bit.”

      “You’re the teacher Bronson was just telling me about.”

      “I was a music teacher, but I’ve been out of a teaching job for several months now. I’m staying busy.”

      She practically bounced on her toes, as if she wanted to say more, as if she had secrets to tell that she could barely contain. I wondered what it would feel like to be that excited about life again.

      “I’m looking for a teaching job, myself.”

      “What do you teach?” she asked.

      “Special education.”

      Her eyes grew wide. “That’s a special calling, indeed. I bet you’re great with the kids.”

      I shrugged off her compliment. What about me, in the few minutes she’d known me, made her think I was good at my job?

      “Bronson must have told you about the camp for students he’s starting, then.”

      “No. No, he didn’t.” We’d only spent all of fifteen minutes together. Maybe thirty if I counted watching him change my flat tire, the way his hands slid the new tire into place, those strong fingers confident and sure. Everything about him spoke of dependability, stability, safety. Was that what I was drawn to? Whatever the reason, I wouldn’t dwell on it. That road was not one I planned to walk down.

      Lizzie’s face fell. “Oh. I’m sure he can tell you about it better than I can, but I’m so excited for it. The kids will work in the orchard and help plan the apple business, go kayaking on the harbor, get good and dirty. Just experience life out in the open.”

      I licked my lips. “That sounds fabulous.”

      And it really did. It shouldn’t bother me that Bronson hadn’t said anything about it. After he realized who I was, there’d been a shift between us. Could I blame him?

      After a couple more minutes of chatting with Lizzie, I took my leave. This day wouldn’t get much easier, because the next item on my list was visiting my parents.

      I could only hope their reception would be warmer than the one I’d received from Isabel’s mom.
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      When I pulled into the drive of my parents’ sprawling waterfront home, I breathed a sigh at the sight of my sister’s new minivan in front of the house. Jenna had a way of softening life all around. Jenna was the reason I’d made the difficult decision to come home in the first place.

      The door to my Mazda felt ten times heavier than when I’d opened it twenty minutes earlier. Shoving my phone and my keys into my pocket, I started up the cobbled walkway. The path lights flickered on, signaling the end of daylight. Was my family sitting down to dinner? Had Jenna told them I was in town?

      I stared at the front door, vacillating between ringing the bell and inching the door open. If I chose the latter, what would I say? Somehow neither Guess who? or Anyone home? seemed appropriate.

      I decided on a light knock. More personable than a bell, more formal than simply entering the house as if I’d never left.

      A moment later, the door opened and I was enveloped in my older sister’s arms, her joyful shrieks piercing my eardrum.

      I clutched her tight, inhaling the familiar scent of her Victoria’s Secret perfume, relishing the slight squishiness of her. How often had we stayed up late at night, trading secrets from one bunk to the other? And although I was the younger sister by two years, Jenna never scoffed at hanging out with me and Isabel. She wasn’t the perfect sister, of course—we fought better than most, but we loved better than most, too.

      When Jenna finally released me, I was shaking, my cheeks wet. She’d visited me up in Presque Isle often, but it had been a good nine months since I’d seen her.

      “Oh my.”

      I swiped at my tears to see
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