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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Oliver Kerrigan stood at the edge of the lake near the resort his parents operated. They owned it with their siblings after being passed down to them by his paternal grandparents, but his parents were solely responsible for managing it. His uncles had wanted other careers, yet they all still had a hand in making sure the resort had what it needed to be the best place to stay in town. 

      He liked that his family had this history in Cypress Bay. Their resort was a big part of why tourists came to town. An hour away from Orlando, most tourists bypassed them for the theme parks. But for those looking to get away from the crowds and overpriced vacations, this was where they came. 

      Cypress Bay Manor Resort—Cypress Manor as his parents called it—was on Lake Tola, which gave them a ton of water activities to take part in every summer with their friends and family. 

      The private beach was for guests only, but seeing as they owned the resort, his friends and family used it all the time. They had a dock with a gazebo at the end that his grandfather had built for his grandmother. He fished off that gazebo many times with his brother, Simon, cousins, Luke and Noah, and their friends, Sean and Joel. Their cousin, Ryleigh, always wanted to tag along and fish, too, but they didn't want a girl hanging out with them.

      Joel had a secondhand boat, and he would take them out onto the lake in it. It wasn't a big boat—just enough room to fit two or three of them at a time. He had become a good boat captain, and Oliver wouldn't be surprised if Joel eventually took off on a larger ship someday. Taking the boat out further into the lake meant they frequently caught bigger fish without having to throw them back into the water. Oliver often took them to cook over a campfire for his family and friends for weekend dinners.

      He loved to cook and couldn't wait to leave for culinary school in a few weeks. It was his passion, and he itched to be in his own kitchen someday—preferably the one at Cypress Manor.

      After looking out over the lake and beach, Oliver gazed over at his family and friends. His brother Simon and his friend Joel weren't with them again this year. They were two years older than him, and they’d both left for a quick backpacking trip before heading back to college. They would usually come home for a month during the summer break, then leave for whatever activity or place they wanted to explore before the new school year started.

      His cousins, Luke and Noah, were identical twins, but they couldn't be more different in their personalities. Noah was the oldest by a few minutes. He was getting ready to finish his bachelor's degree, then he’d head to medical school to become a doctor. He finished his associate’s degree while he was still in high school. Oliver admitted Noah was the smartest of them. 

      Luke was all muscle. He was the "bad boy" of the family, always getting in trouble. Never enough to be hauled off by the sheriff—he wasn't that sort of "bad boy"—but he definitely had a reputation as the troublemaker of the bunch. Luke worked out all the time and had more muscles than anyone else at his age, but no one would ever mess with him or anyone else he cared about; that was for sure. College was out, much to the dismay of Uncle Lou and Aunt Amanda. Instead, Luke planned to join the Army and was set to leave in another two weeks. 

      Oliver smirked as Luke, Noah, and their friend Sean tried to build a huge monstrosity of a sand castle on the beach, while their younger cousin, Ryleigh, tried to build a moat around it. Their other cousins, Katia and Marinda, were trying to convince them to decorate the castle with shells, but the guys weren't having any of it.

      Ryleigh, Katia, and Marinda were their fifteen-year-old—going on sixteen—triplet cousins. Officially, they were a pain in his ass that wouldn't go away. Unofficially, they all worried about the girls. Especially now that they were getting older and catching the attention of all the boys. With all the guys leaving, it would mean the girls were on their own. Sure, his parents, uncles, and aunts would keep an eye on them, but it wasn't the same thing.

      Their father—his Uncle Riley—was doing his best to raise them on his own. They were all aware that their mother abandoning them at a young age left a mark. The adults tried to keep what happened from the older cousins, but it didn't take much to figure it all out over the years.

      Hailee rounded out the cousins at almost seventeen. She wasn't related by blood, since his Uncle Joshua and Aunt Felicia had adopted her as a baby, but she was theirs. No matter how much she tried to keep herself apart from them all.

      Right now she was reading by the pool near her parents, sitting under a huge umbrella. She always said that with her light complexion and auburn-red hair, she didn't want to burn playing on the beach and would rather sit under the umbrella next to the pool. They all understood it was another way for her to keep to herself, so everyone always made a point of spending some time with her when they were all together. At that moment, Sean's sister, Emma, and another girl who visited every summer were trying to coax her out to help with the castle.

      The other girl was becoming a problem in his mind. Demi-Lyn Shaw and her family had been coming to Cypress Bay Manor Resort every summer to stay in one of the new cabins by the lake. Her parents liked the area so much that they recently bought a small vacation home on the lake and planned to retire in Cypress Bay.

      Demi-Lyn met the triplets playing around the lake, and she immediately clicked with Katia, who became her summer best friend. Her parents also became friends with his parents, uncles, and aunts over the years. They were always invited to spend time at the private beach with them even though they had their own lake access next to their vacation home.

      Oliver shouldn't be thinking about Demi-Lyn at all. He was almost eighteen and about to go off to culinary school. Demi-Lyn was only fourteen. Besides, she didn't live in Cypress Bay. Her family lived somewhere in Maryland. By the time he finished school and lived his life a little, she would be all grown up and heading to college herself. Chances were their paths wouldn't cross again anytime soon unless she visited with her parents. Even then, he'd most likely be spending most of his time in the kitchen at the resort.

      He knew Demi-Lyn had a crush on him. If only she hadn't started changing from a gangly little girl who followed them all around into a pretty teenager, who was still way too young for him. He especially loved her long, curly brown hair. It was so long he often wondered if she got tangled up in it when she slept. 

      The thought of how stunning she would be when she was older made him shiver before he reminded himself of how old she was now. 

      Clearing those thoughts out of his mind, he headed over to his father and uncles, who were building up a campfire on one side of the private beach. They purposely made it small for Oliver to grill up some of the fresh fish they caught earlier for dinner. 

      His father, John, and Uncle Lou were building the fire, placing stones around the edge and twigs in the center, while Uncle Joshua and Uncle Riley stacked up some larger logs nearby. They planned to expand the fire into a larger one after they ate. The whole family and their friends would sit around the fire talking for half the night. Sometimes guests at the resort would stroll by and join in. It was always something Oliver looked forward to, and it was something he would miss when he left. 

      Walking up to his father and uncles, Oliver stopped to help. "Hey, Dad."

      "Oliver! Just the boy I wanted to see," his father boomed. 

      Oliver rolled his eyes. His father was always calling him a boy when he wanted him to start seeing him as a man. His father didn't mean anything bad by it and was mostly teasing him. But he was almost eighteen, damn it! "What can I help with, Dad?"

      "Go up to the resort and grab the fish we caught and prepped, will ya? We left it in the cooler in the kitchen. There should be a cart you can use."

      "Sure thing," Oliver replied, turning toward the resort.

      “And bring the vegetables in the containers next to the fish. Take someone with you to help," his Uncle Lou suggested.

      "I'll help!" Demi-Lyn rushed up to where he was walking. 

      Oliver didn't want any help, especially if it was from her. "You don't need to come, Demi. There'll be a cart to carry it all," he said, still walking toward the resort. Maybe if he walked fast enough, she would become discouraged and go back. 

      "Sure, there's a cart, but that doesn't mean you won't need help. What if something falls off when you're pushing it? I can grab it to make sure it doesn’t fall onto the ground.”

      He was practically jogging to the resort now, but he forgot that Demi-Lyn enjoyed running and was on her track team in Maryland. Bloody hell!

      Knowing she wasn't going anywhere, and that he didn't want to overheat before having to cook over the fire, Oliver slowed down and came back to a walk. 

      No point in trying to get rid of her; she wasn't going anywhere. 

      Besides, her family was leaving tomorrow morning, and then he would leave in a couple of weeks. He reminded himself that this would most likely be the last time he'd be around her. 

      Oliver could handle one more night.

      Walking around to the back of the resort to the delivery entrance, Oliver held the door open for Demi-Lyn and followed her through into the kitchen. The kitchen was absolute mayhem with people working at every surface, preparing food for the dinner rush. The head chef was yelling at his station chefs to move the food along or to cook it to perfection, while the kitchen porter was running around taking orders to complete multiple tasks, like grating some cheese and cleaning up a spill. 

      He loved every moment.

      This was his environment. A place where the chaos in his head disappeared as he immersed himself in the chaos in the kitchen.

      Oliver started working in the resort kitchen as soon as he was old enough to legally work. He began by helping in the dining room, Tola Dining. It wasn't what he wanted to do and was pissed off about it at first, but over time he understood why his parents told him he had to start at the bottom. 

      His plan was to go to culinary school and eventually take over as the head chef at the resort. If he wanted to be worthy of that job, then he needed to work in every part of the business. Lately, he had been helping as a junior chef, helping the station chefs and learning everything about the kitchen process.

      Besides the dining room, his parents added a British-style tavern, BritSip, as his mother was missing a part of her heritage. His father thought the tavern would fit in with the resort. He wasn't allowed to work in the tavern yet since he wasn't eighteen. But he spoke with the manager of BritSip all the time to glean how they operated with the kitchen. 

      And they were just starting the plans to add a poolside eatery that his mother wanted to call The Basin. That would serve all-American type fare, like burgers, hot dogs, fries, and ice cream. He'd miss the opening, but it couldn't be helped.

      Ignoring everything going on around them, Oliver directed Demi-Lyn over to the full walk-in cooler away from where everyone was working. 

      "Can you grab the cart around the corner?" Oliver asked as he opened the cooler and walked in.

      "Sure, be right back."

      Looking around the cooler, he found the fish laid out in a large container of ice. Bins of cut vegetables were stacked with the shucked corn next to them, ready to grill over the open flame.

      "Here you go," Demi-Lyn said as she pushed the cart into the cooler.

      Picking up the larger container of fish first, Oliver set it on top of the cart. Demi-Lyn started grabbing the vegetable bins and placed them on the bottom of the cart. When they were all done, Oliver wheeled the cart out the cooler door, making sure it was closed behind them.

      Several times on their way back to the beach, some of the vegetable bins shifted off the cart because of the rough path. He wouldn't tell her, but inside he'd admit he was glad for her help. 

      Back at the beach, Demi-Lyn went back to her family, while Oliver started seasoning the fish and vegetables, placing them on the makeshift grill over the fire. This was where he was in his element. His chest swelled with pride at being able to cook food for his family and friends. Watching them enjoy what he made was even better.

      Later that night, after everyone ate, they settled around the larger fire and relaxed together. Oliver would really miss this. It wouldn't be forever, he reminded himself, but he would be so far away from home. For the first time, he was leaving Florida to go to school in New York City’s much colder climate.

      He couldn't wait to experience everything there was to learn about the culinary arts. The sooner he went, the sooner he'd come home. The head chef already said he was planning on retiring in another five years. Plenty of time for him to earn the job…gain the experience he needed, maybe work in a few other restaurants, then come up with some new ideas to bring back with him.

      Feeling a little melancholy—and if anyone ever said he was, he'd deny it—Oliver stood from his camp chair around the fire, said goodnight to everyone, and walked toward the resort to head to his car.

      His family used to live at the resort in a private apartment on the first floor, but as he and Simon got older, his parents wanted a separate home for them. They currently used the apartment now when his grandparents came to visit from England, or for close family friends.

      Oliver knew that at some point Simon would live at Cypress Manor since he was preparing to take over the resort someday. He was okay with that. He didn't want all the headaches of running the entire resort and would rather be in the kitchen. And he would never want to live at the resort where he'd be bothered at all hours. 

      His dream was of a home on the lake, away from the hustle of work, to relax and create in a kitchen of his own.

      The night had a pleasant breeze—if a bit warm—his body a little overheated from the fire and night air. Instead of walking straight to his car, Oliver strolled down the beach a little toward the trees to take the longer path through the woods back to the parking lot. The temperature dropped a little as he entered the green space, cooling him off. 

      Hearing footsteps behind him, he turned. A figure was running toward him at a fast clip; her long legs ate up the space between them.

      "Demi, what are you doing here? You should be with your family."

      She stopped right in front of him, practically toe-to-toe. Not wanting to show how much his body reacted to her, he stood his ground, crossing his arms. In reality, he knew she only had to look down, or take a step closer for their bodies to touch, to find out how he really felt about her. 

      "We're about to go back to the lake house, and I wanted to say goodbye since we'll be leaving to go back home tomorrow morning." 

      "I already said goodbye when I left the beach."

      "That was just a general goodbye to everyone. I didn't want to miss saying good luck with school. You're going to be a great chef, Oli."

      He wouldn’t admit how much the nickname meant coming from her. She was too young for him. And they were both leaving soon.

      "Thanks, Demi. Have a safe trip home," he said, turning to continue walking away, dismissing her.

      "Wait!" she exclaimed.

      As he turned, Demi-Lyn wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her mouth to his in an unpracticed and innocent kiss. Oliver's hands unconsciously went to her waist to hold her steady.

      Before he registered what was happening, the kiss quickly ended. Demi-Lyn unwrapped herself from him and ran through the woods toward the beach and her family without looking back.
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      Twelve years later.

      

      Demi-Lyn Shaw drove down I-4, monitoring her GPS for the exit to the road leading to Cypress Bay. The setting sun gave the sky a glowing darkness with just enough light to see the road ahead, her own headlights on so others would view her in the dimming brightness.

      She'd been to her parents’ vacation lake home many times growing up as a kid, but she had never driven to the place as an adult. Once she graduated high school, Demi went off to college on a track scholarship and stayed at school with her friends, working and hanging out over the summer breaks. 

      She was nervous about coming back to Cypress Bay. Not because she was worried about seeing her childhood summer friends again. She kept in touch with Katia Kerrigan, and she kept Demi updated on what everyone was doing, telling her she wished for her to visit again.

      But over the years, she knew she couldn’t come back. It was too painful for her to see Oliver and not remember how she felt about him. Just thinking about him made her heart pound and her skin flush. 

      Her parents thought it was a young girl's crush. It was not. She loved everything about him.  

      But things changed. 

      Painful events made her really look at her life and decide Cypress Bay was where she needed to be, even if Oliver was never in her life. Maybe they'd be friends. She would need to be okay with that. Because this time she wasn't coming for a summer vacation—never mind that it was January, so obviously not. No, now she was coming to make it her permanent home.

      Thinking back, Demi reflected on what had changed. Her parents’ death was the catalyst for all her rash decisions. She realized she wasn’t handling it well. Had it been seven months already? It all seemed to merge in her mind.

      She was finishing up her shift at the office when a pair of officers came to her workplace. That was when she found out her parents had been killed in a freak car accident. She still didn't understand what really happened to them. The officers said it was a single-car accident and that somehow they believed a faulty part caught fire after the car hit the tree, causing the whole car to burst into flames. Her parents were trapped in their car, or knocked unconscious from the crash; the officers weren’t clear. Whatever the reason, they couldn't exit the vehicle before the flames overtook them.

      Demi still didn't understand. They were on a remote road with no one else around. It wasn't raining—it was a bright sunny day. Her father was a good and careful driver. He would do nothing to put him or his wife at risk. Her parents adored each other. The officers said they suspected an animal crossed their path, causing the accident. She wasn't sure whether she believed them. 

      They wouldn't even look into the accident anymore, deciding it was a simple one-car accident with no crime to investigate. Again, Demi wasn't so sure about that. 

      She wanted to believe it was nothing more than an accident, but she really couldn't work it out in her head.

      Her parents had been the best a girl ever had. 

      Her father, Marc Shaw, was a tall Caucasian man at six-three. It was the only reason Demi grew to a respectable five-seven and had curly hair, while her Filipino mother, Malaya Shaw, was a paltry five-zero with hair as straight as a pin.

      Their love story was one they told Demi frequently growing up. He was stationed in the Philippines way before the United States pulled out of the bases in the 90s, but that wasn't when her parents met. Instead, they met when her father went to Manila to visit friends and her mother was hanging out with her friends. They all ended up at the same nightclub, where her father and his friends had reserved a table. Her mother and her friends had nowhere to sit, and when Marc spied Malaya across the room, he quickly offered them a place to sit at their table. 

      The rest worked itself out, as her father always said. Her mother told Demi he refused to leave the country until she agreed to marry him. Her father laughed and said he didn’t go that far that fast. Then they’d give each other a look that made Demi want to leave the room.

      Just thinking about them together made her smile until Demi thought of how she would never see them again. This thought led her back to thinking about the crash. She wasn't able to identify her parents. With nothing left of them to identify, Demi had no reason to even look, the officers told her.

      Amazingly, the only thing to survive the crash and fire was her mother's rosary beads. Her mother wasn't a devout Catholic—Demi snorted at the thought—but she always carried a string of rosary beads in her pocket that had been passed down from her grandmother. Somehow, it was the only thing recovered from the accident still in one piece. Demi carried it with her everywhere she went ever since she collected it from the officers who informed her of their deaths.

      It wasn't the only thing Demi had of theirs, though. They had a house in Maryland. Marc and Malaya Shaw were not pack rats at all, but their office was crammed full of books, notes, and computer equipment. She packed all of it up to look through later. Demi was sure some of the financial papers would be important, though she didn't have time to look through everything yet.

      Demi's car was on its way out, so she sold it. Instead, she packed it all—the office boxes, a chest of keepsakes her mother kept in their bedroom, scrapbooks, photo albums, and anything else she deemed irreplaceable—into her father's old Jeep Cherokee that he kept in the garage for when he went fishing and a 5x8 cargo trailer.

      Now, an estate company was going through what was left. They’d sell what they could, and clean out what they couldn’t before the real estate agent put her parents’ house up for sale.

      Demi quit her job last week, so that wasn't an issue any longer, but she would need to find a new one soon. The money she had in her own savings was minimal, and until the house sold, it was all she had to live on. Thank goodness she had her parent’s lake house in Cypress Bay. Otherwise, Demi didn’t know where she’d be living.

      "In one mile, turn right." The sound of the GPS talking snapped Demi out of her pensive thoughts. Concentrating on her location, she flicked on the turn signal and veered into the exit lane.

      Now that she was on the road heading toward the lake home, she recognized local landmarks. The nature park gate on the left was locked up tight for the night. She always liked to hike the hilly paths, though it was usually uncomfortably hot in the summer. 

      A couple of stores and businesses had changed hands in the years she had been away, but the buildings were still the same.

      Turning onto a less densely populated road, Demi was getting eager to arrive at the home and settle in for the night. It had been a long couple of days driving down, and that was after all the weeks of sleepless nights trying to deal with what was left of her parents after working full days.

      As Demi was about to reach the turnoff for her new home, she heard a crack and pop before losing control of the Jeep. Fighting with the steering wheel, Demi moved it and the trailer to the side of the road. Not seeing the ditch in the dark, the vehicle tilted to a stop partway in the ditch.

      Damn! Now what was she going to do? 

      It was possible to walk to the lake home, but she didn't want to leave all her stuff sitting on the side of the road. Looking around, there was not a single light or building visible—just trees.

      Katia was aware she was coming tonight. But what would she do? OK, Demi…you can work this out yourself. No problem.

      Before she exited the Jeep, headlights appeared from around the corner. Thank goodness, she thought, hoping they’d stop to help.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      After a long day at work, all Oliver wanted to do was grab a beer and a nice meal, sit on his couch and catch a game on tv—he didn't care which one—a long hot shower, and a good night's sleep. In that order. 

      He loved his job, but some days it was more about getting people to do what he wanted them to do, or stepping in between arguing employees, rather than actually cooking.

      That was what he got for wanting to become the head chef, he supposed, though he was more like the executive chef. He understood what he was getting into as far as becoming the head chef was concerned. Not that he did not know, but as an executive chef he was in charge of more than just the food. 

      For once, he would like to do more than wrangle people—those in the kitchen and those working the dining room. Oliver wished he had realized that his job would be more like being the CEO of the kitchen and restaurants. He was in charge of the kitchen, Tola Dining, BritSip Tavern, The Basin, all their employees, inventory, and any other supplies needed.

      It was exhausting. 

      Oliver admitted it wasn't like he was running all over the place all day. If he had to be everywhere at once, he could never go home. He employed people under him who helped manage each area. He had a couple of sous chefs in the kitchen, who overlapped in some duties with him and each other. One had the morning shift and the other the night shift. Plus a team lead for the dining room.

      He had a manager in charge of the tavern. She was responsible for hiring and managing the bartenders and for making sure they were well stocked. Since any food ordered from the tavern menu came from the main kitchen, that was one area she didn't need to worry about.

      The Basin got its food inventory from the main kitchen's food storage—ventilated pantry, walk-in refrigerator, and walk-in freezer—before they opened each afternoon. But they prepared everything to order at the poolside eatery. Because it was smaller than Tola Dining, the manager was also one of the cooks. He was more like a team lead, with minimal responsibility, other than making sure he had enough food for the day and managing the few employees who worked at The Basin.

      Every week, Oliver would meet with the sous chefs, tavern manager, and both the dining room and eatery team leads. Then he would take their reports and create his own—he hated reports—before having another meeting with his brother, Simon.

      Thankfully, there were no meetings today. He actually loved days when he immersed himself in the kitchen, getting to create meals for the resort guests. He loved it even more when he had time to experiment with new recipes and menu ideas. Oliver realized he hadn't given himself the time to do that recently. He would need to make some time this weekend, if possible. 

      To be honest, he was having problems concentrating on anything these days. He realized it was because he still hadn't allowed himself to move past the anger stage in his grief, even though it had been a year since his mother's death. Okay…he knew she was never coming back, but he was just so angry that his mother wasn't with them anymore and the man who hit her got off with barely a scratch. 

      The man was in prison, sentenced for life because apparently he was a habitual drunk driver, and actually killing someone was too much this time. Oliver was still angry that they did nothing about the guy after one of the many other times they arrested him for drunk driving. If they had, his mother would still be with them today.

      One thing he was happy about was not having to corral his father anymore. John Kerrigan lost the love of his life and went into a tailspin trying to distract himself from how much pain he was experiencing. He’d been causing all kinds of problems at the resort, which he had retired from to spend more time with his wife traveling. When she was killed, he didn't know what to do with himself anymore and came back to the resort, insinuating himself into their employees’ jobs and making a right mess of everything.

      Thankfully, he pulled out of it about the same time his brother needed someone to set him straight so he wouldn't lose the love of his life. Simon was now happily engaged to Aylin, and they were planning their wedding, while their father now worked filling in where needed at the resort.

      He was short a server, though. He had one leave last year, then today the server who replaced her didn't show up for her shift. Again. He and the team lead had to scramble to find someone to take her place for the day. This was the third time she either called in or didn't show up for work. He would need to let her go and find someone else to replace her. But first, he would need to find the time. 

      Maybe he'd let Simon find someone. Oliver hated the entire hiring process. Besides, his brother was the CEO of the resort, not him.

      Thank goodness this workday was over. He was almost home and looking forward to that beer and meal. As he turned the corner, a vehicle with a cargo trailer was parked on the side of the road...no, it was tilted in a ditch, its hazard lights flashing brightly in the dark. Great, just what he needed. A disabled vehicle, someone needing help, at the end of an already exhausting day.

      Pulling over, Oliver couldn't ignore someone in need. Especially out here where there were fewer places to get help. As he pulled over to assist whoever was having problems, a person got out of the vehicle. When the woman was bathed in his headlights, he quickly realized it was Demi-Lyn Shaw and cursed. Of course, it had to be her!

      Slowly getting out of his SUV, Oliver took in Demi while he was still in shadow, his body nothing but a black outline from her perspective. 

      She had definitely grown up from the kid she was the last time he saw her twelve years ago. Demi filled out a great deal. She had way more curves than she had at fourteen. She cut her hair. It was now up to her shoulders; soft curls bounced around them, and she had some sort of sweeping bangs that went to one side. He found himself disappointed that her gorgeous brown-black hair was no longer down to her waist. She was average in height…at least compared to his six foot two. 

      "Hi, I'm so glad you came by when you did and stopped. I was about to call someone to help."

      Oliver was angry that she would jump out of her car like that, not knowing who it was stopping to help her. For all she knew, he was some sort of serial killer or something. What would she have done if he had been someone stopping to hurt her?

      "What are you doing getting out of your car? I could be a stranger wanting to hurt you," he growled at her.

      Demi froze after hearing his voice. "O-Oliver?"

      He walked up to stand next to her, where she would be able to clearly take him in. "Yeah…it's me," he said much softer now. He didn't want her scared of him. He may not be happy she was unexpectedly thrown at him this way, but the last thing he wanted was for her to be frightened.

      "What are you doing out here? Not that I'm unhappy to see you. I’m glad you stopped to help me," she added.

      "I live out here now. What happened?" The last thing he wanted to tell her was that he practically lived next door to her. She would find out soon enough.

      "I don't know. I was driving and heard a pop. I must have run over something. I was able to pull over, but my Jeep got stuck in the ditch."

      "Okay. Let's take a look. Got a spare tire?"

      "Yes, my father always kept one, but the back is filled with boxes and luggage on top of it."

      "All right, let's look at your tires first. We'll only take out the spare if we need it." Crouching down next to the vehicle, Oliver quickly figured out the passenger rear tire had a hole in the side. It would not be an easy fix with where the vehicle was in the ditch.

      "How does it look?"

      "Well, it will not be easy, but we'll manage. I need to pull my SUV in front of you and hook you up to drag it out of the ditch and onto the street, then we can move some of what's in the back to squeeze the spare tire out."

      Oliver walked back to his SUV and pulled it in front of Demi's Jeep Cherokee. He was lucky that she already had a hook on the front. She said this was her father's, but he was having a hard time thinking about her driving a beefed-up SUV like this. It just didn't fit with how he thought of her, especially when he hadn't seen her since she was a kid. He guessed he really didn't know her at all anymore.

      Quickly hooking up her vehicle to his, Oliver had her put her car in neutral while he dragged it out of the ditch. It would have been easier if they had unhooked the trailer first, he thought. But he'd still make it work. He just needed to go really slowly, so he wouldn't tip everything over.

      Once they had it back up on the street, Oliver unhooked it from his SUV. Together, they unhooked the cargo trailer and started shifting all the boxes and luggage out of the way. Some too big to shift had to be taken out and temporarily placed on the ground.

      "I'll take this to get it fixed for you," Oliver said once he had the new tire on. He took the old flat tire and loaded it up in his SUV before she even thought to refuse.

      "Oh, um. I could have done that."

      "That's okay. You look like you have enough to take care of," he said, pointing to the boxes and luggage on the ground. "You actually shouldn't be towing the trailer with the spare. Why don't I hook it up to my SUV and bring it to the lake house?"

      "Ummm…I guess that would be all right."

      "Let's load you back up and get on our way."

      They quickly put everything back into the Jeep before moving it out of the way, hooking up the trailer to his SUV. Demi told him she was going to park it in the garage for now. He nodded to her before getting back into his vehicle and followed her to the lake house. 

      He really didn't want her to find out he lived next door yet, but he had no way to keep her from figuring it out. He would just need to tell her. When they got to her house, she opened the garage door, and he backed the trailer into it.

      "Thank you for helping me. I couldn't have done it on my own," she said after they'd unhooked the trailer, closing the garage door.

      "No problem. That's what friends do, right?" he asked.

      "Yeah…something like that. Would you like to come in for some coffee before you go?"

      "No, I need to get home,” he said.

      "That's right. You said you live out here now. Is it close?" she asked.

      "Yes, it's close,” he said, dreading her reaction when she found out just how close.

      "Okay, well. I guess I'll see you later." 

      "Let me know if you need any more help. I'll get your tire fixed and bring it back to you,” he told her.

      He got back into his vehicle, started it up, drove out of her driveway, down the street one house, pulling into the driveway on the other side of the house next to hers. Getting out, he looked over at her and shrugged when he saw her standing in her driveway with her mouth dropped open in shock.

      "Goodnight, Demi," he called out before walking into his house and closing the door.
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