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      Yeah, okay, the only person I can blame for the excruciating pain I’m currently experiencing is…me.

      That’s right.

      The fact that I’m writhing on the ground, cupping my aching balls because they’re halfway to my throat is no one’s fault but my own.

      I certainly can’t blame the girl laughing hysterically as she watches me gasp in discomfort. Hell, she has no idea that the connection between her toe and my nutsack has temporarily debilitated me. And I can’t blame the woman who called my name, causing me to turn at the exact wrong moment, either.

      Maybe I can blame her.

      If I hadn’t shifted my stance while pushing my daughter on the swing, her foot never would have connected with my balls and I wouldn’t be rolling on the ground, entertaining all the kids, as well as a few adults, at the neighborhood playground.

      But I won’t blame the woman who called my name and is now waving wildly as she comes my way. Being raised by two hard working parents, I was taught at a very young age to own up to my mistakes and take responsibility. Which is why I’m a single guy, raising a four-year-old girl alone.

      Wait, I don’t think that came out right. What I’m trying to say is Camryn isn’t—never was—a mistake. She might not have been planned, and her puck bunny mother ran off weeks after Camryn was born, but raising her and loving her was the best decision I’ve ever made, and the truth is, the kick to the nuts was my fault, because I’ve been distracted lately.

      “Noah,” Julie, who I’ve known since our kindergarten days, calls out as she gets closer, pulling me from my thoughts as the pain between my legs somewhat eases.

      “Becky,” Camryn shrieks and kicks her legs, wanting off the swing as Julie and her little girl Becky reach us.

      Julie smooths her hand over her hair and crinkles her nose as she looks down at me. “Are you okay?”

      I let go of my balls. “Peachy,” I say, calling on one of my mom’s favorite phrases, but thinking of my mom once again brings pain to my heart. She’s far too young for the diagnosis she just received.

      Julie laughs at my response. “I didn’t know we’d be seeing you here today. What a lovely surprise.”

      I’m not sure why she’s surprised. It’s Sunday, and every Sunday when I’m not practicing, playing, or with my team at an away game, I take Camryn to the park. Since it’s three weeks until the pre-season, anyone who knows me, knows this is where I’d be today.

      “I’m here,” I say for lack of anything else and push to my feet. “It’s nice to see you too, Julie.” I turn to her little girl. “Becky, did you see the geese?” I point to the nasty Canadian geese swimming in the pond like they own it. I thought Canadians were supposed to be nice, but their damn geese are just plain mean.

      Becky nods at me as she shades the sun from her eyes. “I want to play with Camryn.”

      I reach for my daughter to slow her down, and after I help her off the swing, she grabs Becky’s hand and jumps up and down.

      “Daddy, can we go play in the castle?”

      “Yeah, sure. Just stay away from the pond.”

      “Thank you, Daddy.”

      I give her a smile, not really wanting her to go because now I’m stuck with Julie, who is constantly urging me to bring Camryn to her place for a children’s play date. From the way she’s always touching me, I suspect she might be looking for an adult date as well, and I’m just not going there.

      For the record, that’s not ego speaking. I don’t have much of one, or any at all, to be honest. I might be tall, dark, and athletic, but I fall short of society’s physical standards. The acne on my face in my teenage years, now deep, ugly scars, have not only disqualified me from becoming anyone’s Prince Charming, it caused me years of grief in high school.

      Crater Skater.

      Yeah, that’s the name the popular rich kids called me. Teenagers are so damn nice, aren’t they? It terrifies me to think what Camryn’s teenage years will be like. If I could put her in bubble wrap I would. But thinking of her growing up reminds me why I was distracted earlier. I need to find a new caregiver for her. My mother took kids into her home for years, Camryn included, but after her diagnosis, I can’t ask more of her. My chest constricts as a new kind of sadness and desperation takes hold.

      Julie weaves her arm through mine as I watch Camryn run off to play. I have no hard feelings toward Camryn’s mother—even though abandoning her daughter was a dick move—but I don’t hold grudges. They don’t do anyone any good, least of all for my daughter. I do, however, worry I’m failing her by not having a mother in her life. My own mother did what she could, but it’s not the same, and I’m not going to run out and marry the first person who shows interest. Tons of women show interest, but again, that’s not my ego speaking.

      It's very clear to me that the women who follow hockey players around, and those here at the park, only fall all over me because I’m Noah Jones, center for the Boston Bucks. What is it my ex-girlfriend bunny said she read on the bathroom wall once? Oh yeah. I remember now. For a bucking good time, call Noah Jones. Ridiculous. But it does cement what I know. What I’ve always known. Women want crater skater for a good time, and nothing more. Hell, Julie here barely spared me a glance in our younger years and now, after her divorce, she’s all over me.

      “We should nail down a play date.”

      My gaze slides to the woman holding my arm as she emphasizes the words nail down, and her eyes gleam with interest as she blinks heavily coated eyelashes at me. “In two weeks, I’ll be going non-stop with the team,” I remind her.

      She goes quiet, like she’s deep in thought, and a moment later we’re dropping down onto a bench. “Is your mother still going to watch Camryn?”

      My heart thumps. Christ, I know Sparrow Springs is a small town outside of Boston, and word spreads fast, but Mom was just diagnosed with early onset dementia last week. Julie can’t know about that, can she? Although she is a hair stylist, and rumors spread in her salon faster than a brushfire in the heat of August.

      Before I can answer, she shuffles closer and takes my hand in hers. “I’m so sorry, Noah. I’m here if you need anything. In fact, on my days off, I can take Camryn. I have a great backyard. If you’d just bring Camryn over, you could see for yourself.”

      Jesus, I really hope she’s talking about the space behind her house and not… Camryn squeals in delight and my thoughts shift as she flies down the slide, dust punching in the air as her feet hit the soft, dry ground. She loves playing at Mom and Dad’s place, as they too have a great backyard. I want a place like that for her, and as she grows up, it’s clear I really need to get her out of the city and apartment living.

      “I’m looking for something a little more permanent. Camryn needs stability in her life.”

      She reaches into her big tote bag and pulls out a designer water bottle. “The offer is on the table, if you’re in a pinch.”

      “Julie, Noah. Hey, how’s it going?” Gemma, one of the other mothers who frequents the playground, and another girl I’ve known all my life, calls out as she hurries our way. Her daughter Olivia runs to play with Camryn and Becky as Gemma drops down onto the other side of the bench, and I find myself sandwiched between the two women.

      Most guys would probably enjoy the position, and in my younger years, I probably would have too. Now I have more important things to think about. Like how I’m going to find good childcare for my daughter for the upcoming NHL season.

      Fuck me.

      I stare off across the street, catching sight of a very familiar woman heading into the town’s real estate office, and when Gemma follows my gaze, she leans in. “Have you heard?”

      “Heard what?” I ask as Brighton White—the girl from the high school clique that picked on me—stands before the door, waving her hands in the air, like she’s trying to get the automatic sensor to recognize she’s outside. It finally opens and she disappears inside the building.

      Bright white.

      That’s how I used to think of her. Blonde hair that was always shiny, and a smile that dazzled all the boys. I’d heard through the grapevine that she’d recently lost her father. That can’t be easy, especially since her mother was never in the picture. From what I understand, when Brighton was just a kid, her mom ran off with some sheik who’d been staying at the resort, but who knows if that’s true. Still, she now has no one and that’s fucking sad.

      “She owns White Sand Resort,” Gemma points out.

      Julie’s hand lands on my knee, giving a little squeeze as she leans over to talk to Gemma. “No surprise there. I assumed her father would leave it to her in his will. She’s an only child with no mother, so it’s all hers.”

      “Yeah, but did you hear that her father ran the place into the ground before he died? Gambling. He took out tons of loans. No one had any idea, and now lenders are looking to repossess.” I catch the revengeful gleam in her eyes. Did Brighton pick on her in high school too? “She has to sell to cover the debt.” She shakes her head, but there’s no sorrow in her eyes. I glance across the street to where I’d spotted Brighton as Gemma snaps her fingers and continues, “She’s going to be out on her ass.”

      My gaze flies back to Gemma, my heart stalling. She’s going to be out on her ass? “Are you serious?”

      “As serious as your goal that won the cup last season.” She nudges me.

      “That…” I shake my head, distraught at the idea of anyone being out on their ass. “That’s not…”

      Gemma flips her long dark hair from her shoulders as her gaze rakes over my face. “I thought you’d be happy about all this.”

      “I should be happy that she’s in debt?” Christ, these women don’t know me at all. Not a surprise, really. I don’t let anyone in, so it’s not their fault. But to believe Brighton’s misery and loss would make me happy? That’s extreme.

      “She and her friends were so cruel in high school, Noah.” Gemma makes a tsking sound. “She deserves what she gets, if you ask me.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” I whisper under my breath. The thoughts of anyone out on the street doesn’t sit well with me.

      Gemma gives a humorless chuckle. “Funny, isn’t it.”

      “What’s funny?” I ask Gemma.

      “I just mean back in high school, you know. We were the kids from the wrong side of the tracks, but our district was close enough to the boundary lines that we went through the Sparrow Springs school system. Brighton was the rich bitch who looked down her nose at us. Now look at you and Brighton.” She snorts out a laugh. “Talk about a complete role reversal.”

      Julie squeezes my leg…again. “You showed her.”

      I hadn’t set out to show anyone anything, other than my parents. They worked hard and put every extra penny toward hockey. Nothing about Brighton White and her privileged life motivated me. Honestly, I never gave her a second thought after high school. Much.

      Gemma makes a tsking sound. “It must have been awful for you, having to work for her family in high school.”

      “Poor you,” Julie adds. She aims a look laced with pity my way, but I don’t regret working at the resort. I didn’t much like the way Brighton would watch me at times, a sneer on her face. At least, I think it was a sneer. As the resort’s entertainment coordinator, she was always in the pool or the tennis court, running activities with the kids while their parents drank too much at one of the many bars. From what I remember, Brighton was good with the kids, so maybe she’s not so awful after all.

      Brighton was good with kids.

      “Interesting,” I murmur.

      “What?” Julie asks.

      “Nothing.” I check the time on my phone. “I should get going. I promised Camryn ice cream.”

      Julie pouts. “What about our play date?”

      My gaze strays to the real estate office as Brighton comes out, stands still for a second and walks back inside. “Once I have full-time care figured out, I’ll let you know.” I don’t want to keep my daughter from a playdate with her friend. It’s just…I don’t want to go and I’m hoping when I finally hire a new nanny, she can be in charge of such things.

      “What is that woman up to?” Gemma murmurs, shaking her head as she too watches Brighton run around like a chicken with its head cut off. “Hey, Noah. If you don’t want to see Brighton on the streets, you should buy the resort and keep her on. Make her do all the menial work. Oh, I know. She could be your maid.” She wags her eyebrows at me. “You know, payback for the way she treated you.” She laughs. “You could even make her wear one of those French maid costumes. That would be the ultimate payback, wouldn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” is all I say under my breath. Hell, what do I know about running a resort? Absolutely nothing and I don’t plan on finding out what it takes. “See you guys around.” I walk over and collect Camryn, who doesn’t want to leave until I remind her that I promised her a double scoop of chunky monkey.

      My heart squeezes tight as she slides her tiny hand into mine and waves goodbye to her friends. “Daddy, I like Ms. Julie,” she says. “Do you like her too?”

      “I do like her.” I take a breath, worried about where this conversation is going.

      “Becky said she heard her mom tell Ms. Gemma that she was going to get Becky a daddy, and that I needed a mommy. Do I need a mommy?” She glances down. “I think I’d like to have a mommy.”

      “How about a triple scoop of ice cream?” I blurt out before she can go any further down this path. Her big blue eyes—eyes that match her mother’s—go big as I press the light to cross the street. As the lights flash, we hurry across the crosswalk and I guide her straight to Get the Scoop.

      I order an ice cream for Camryn that’s bigger than her head, and get a small chocolate cone for myself.

      “Daddy, this is huge.” Delight lights up her face as we step outside into the warm sunshine.

      “You’d better eat it fast before it melts all over you.”

      “If I eat it too fast, I’ll get a brain freeze. Remember when that happened to you.” She giggles at the memory.

      I chuckle. “Yeah, I remember.”

      “It’s wobbly,” she says as she licks the top scoop, which looks like it’s about to tumble off.

      As I envision the disaster, I glance around. “Maybe we should sit.”

      “Right there, Daddy. Right there is a bench.” Without looking at who might be coming our way, she darts toward the bench, but when she does, she stumbles on a crack in the sidewalk and the top scoop of her ice cream takes a leap and lands with a thud on the crisp white shirt of the woman coming our way, and that woman is none other than…Brighton White. She gasps in response, and my blood drains.

      Fuck me twice.

      “Daddy, I lost my top scoop,” Camryn squeals as she rebalances herself, holding tight to her cone so she doesn’t lose any more.

      “Looks like I found it,” Brighton announces, glancing down at her soiled shirt and the blob of ice cream melting on her shoes. She steps back, and tugs her shirt from her body.

      I briefly close my eyes, hoping this isn’t really happening. But when I open them again, I find Brighton standing before me, dressed in cute white shorts, with a mostly white but now chocolate stained shirt tucked into the front of her shorts. “I’m so sorry.”

      Her blue eyes are strained, upset when they meet mine, but I’m not entirely sure it’s from the mess of her clothes. I hand her the napkins I’d stuffed into my back pocket. “I’ll pay to have this cleaned.”

      “No worries. It was an accident.”

      “I’m sorry,” Camryn says and Brighton’s face softens as she turns to my daughter.

      “It’s okay. Do you want me to take you back in for another scoop?”

      “Daddy?” she asks, blinking up at me with hopeful eyes.

      “No, two big scoops is enough. It’s my fault for piling on the third. This probably wouldn’t have happened if I made better choices.”

      Brighton laughs at that and something about the sound goes through my body and does the strangest things. “Three scoops is always the right choice, isn’t that right…” Her voice falls off as she arches her brows at me.

      “Her name is Camryn,” I tell her.

      She aims a genuine smile at my daughter. “What a pretty name.”

      “She was named after my grandfather, Cameron.”

      “You were close?” she asks.

      I nod and Brighton smiles as Camryn asks, “Who are you?”

      I’m about to correct her and tell her it’s not polite to ask in that manner, as Brighton works to clean the ice cream from her shirt but only manages to spread the chocolate further. Brighton answers before I can speak. “I went to high school with your father. I’m Brighton. Brighton White.”

      Bright white…at least everything about her was bright white, until she met with the third scoop of chunky monkey.

      Camryn takes a big lick of her ice cream. “That’s pretty too.”

      As I watch my daughter and my old nemesis hit it off, I once again remember how good Brighton was with the kids at the resort.

      “If you don’t want to see Brighton on the streets, you should buy the resort and keep her on. Make her do all menial work.”

      I clear my head of that ridiculous thought. “Please send me the dry-cleaning bill.”

      “It’s okay, Noah.” A garbled sound crawls out of her throat. “I probably deserved this.”

      I open my mouth but my words get lodged in my throat as pain spills into her eyes. That’s when I notice the dark circles, ones I’ve never, ever seen before. “I should get going. You two have a great day and it was so nice meeting you, Camryn.”

      “You too, Ms. Brighton.” She gives me a curt nod and circles around us, her heels clicking on the sidewalk. I turn to watch her go, not really hating the view. When she disappears around the corner, I reach for my daughter’s hand.

      “Come on, Camryn. I need to check something out.”
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      “I’m just parking. I’ll be right there,” I inform my realtor on the other end of my phone as I ease my car into my spot at the resort. I would have been here sooner, had I not gotten a flat tire. Triple A couldn’t come for over an hour, so I simply pulled up my sleeves and changed the damn thing myself. I guess dating a car-obsessed guy in high school, who spent nearly all his spare time working on his vehicle, as well as talking about it, finally benefitted me.

      I kill the ignition and snatch up my purse. I’d like to have five minutes to at least change my soiled clothes, but my realtor and the possible buyer for the resort are inside the lobby, and I can’t keep them waiting any longer. I step from my car and take a deep breath to calm myself. I want this deal to go through, need it to go through, and pray to God, whoever is interested in the place doesn’t want to tear it down and construct condos like investors are doing everywhere else along the shoreline.

      Honestly, a part of my soul would die if I couldn’t keep the resort alive. The ocean has been my playground my whole life, and the staff count on their jobs. The thought of them losing work and seeing the place torn down would seriously gut me. Also, with any luck the new owner will want to keep me on—doing something.

      I smooth my hand down my white dress, and that’s when I notice the streak of black grease staining the linen. “Oh, God,” I murmur, and hold my hands out to discover more grease. I glance over my shoulder, to my family’s estate, situated just behind the main lodge. While I want to run up to the house to scrub up and change, there’s just no time. I’ve kept them waiting long enough, and I don’t want anything to ruin this possible sale.

      I put my big bag in front of the grease stain and hurry up the steps, my thoughts returning to last week, when I had ice cream all over my clothes. Honest to God, seeing Noah up close and personal like that really threw me off. I mean, I’ve seen him around town during the NHL off season, but I always go the other way. Not because I hate the guy, but because he hates me. I don’t blame him one little bit. The way my friends treated him…my stomach cramps in memory.

      Crater Skater.

      My throat grows so tight it hurts. Why are teenagers so damn cruel? Maybe the better question is, why did I hang out with people who were hateful, and why didn’t I stand up for Noah? I might not have shouted names, but by not stopping the others, that makes me just as bad as they were, and I hate myself for keeping my mouth shut.

      I have to say, though, Noah looked good. Strong, healthy, confident, and his little girl is a sweetheart. From the rumor mill and social media, I know Camryn’s mother ran off shortly after Camryn was born. Not that I’ve been checking Noah’s socials…not a lot anyway. Does he have someone else special in his life? Before we ran into each other on the street, I’d seen him at the park sandwiched between two women.

      But now is not the time to be thinking of Noah, or his current relationship status. I need to put on my game face and sell it to someone who wants to keep it a resort. I step up to the automatic doors, and they don’t open. Why does this keep happening lately, and not just at the resort. I glance up and wave my hands. I realize maintenance had done some work on the sensor mechanism after our last big storm, but why is it still not working properly? I wave my hands again. Nothing.

      It’s because the sensors don’t register someone as shallow as you, Brighton.

      From inside I spot Simon, our concierge, and he comes hurrying over, the doors automatically opening for him. “Good afternoon, Ms. White. Everything okay?”

      “Hi Simon. Are the doors not working again?”

      Confusion moves over his face. “They’ve been working fine all day.”

      I shake my head. Of course, they were. They’re just not working for me, a reminder that I really don’t belong here anymore because I’m a failure.

      “I can call maintenance again.”

      “That would be a good idea, thanks.”

      I step inside the opulent, air-conditioned front lobby and glance around. Simon, knowing exactly who I’m looking for, leans in and in a low voice whispers, “The sofas, near the back deck overlooking the ocean.”

      “Thank you.” I start across the foyer, my steps fast as I make a beeline for the sofas. My realtor Phillip is talking to a man sitting across from him, but I can only see the back of our potential buyer.

      Phillip jumps to his feet and buttons his blazer as he smiles at me, and the second the man across from him stands and turns my way, my legs just about give out.

      Is this some kind of joke?

      Noah smooths his hand over his tie as he widens his stance, in that sexy way guys do, and my purse slips from my fingers. His smile dissolves as his gaze drops, to the big streak of grease across my abdomen. This is our second run in this month, and once again I’m a mess.

      “Noah,” is all I manage to get out, and his brows pinch together.

      His gaze slides to my hands, and then back up to meet my eyes. “Are you okay?”

      “I…I’m okay.” It’s a lie. I’m not okay. I haven’t been okay in quite some time. “I didn’t mean to keep you waiting.” I wave my hand toward the parking lot and give a light laugh, even though there are hurricane force winds swirling around my stomach. “I had a flat tire on the highway, and Triple A…” I pause and take a breath, to stop myself from rambling, and he picks up where I left off.

      “They didn’t come.” He angles his head, his brows raised. “You changed your own tire?”

      Does he really need to look that surprised? Okay, maybe he does. I was born with a silver spoon in my mouth, and up until a few months ago, had the world in the palm of my hand. Now, however, that spoon has tarnished, and the only thing I have in my palm is overdue bills.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, instead of answering his question.

      He opens his mouth to speak when Phillip moves forward and picks up my bag, handing it back to me. “He’s the buyer I was telling you about.”

      It would have been nice if Phillip had told me exactly who the buyer was, instead of letting me find out this way. Then again, Phillip went to school with us. He wasn’t in either of our cliques, but that doesn’t mean he didn’t know about the rivalry. Which is probably why he kept a few details to himself.

      I shake my head, working to wrap my brain around this unusual turn of events. “You’re interested in White Sands Resort?”

      Noah nods and I follow his gaze as he glances around the front lobby, cataloguing the place like he’s seeing it for the first time. He’s not. It’s just that now he’s no longer that teenage boy who worked for my father. He’s looking at the place through eyes of a grown man, with a bank account that now allows him to buy whatever he wants. I follow his gaze and try to see the place through his eyes. It might not be as posh as it was in its heyday, but with an injection of funds, it could be spectacular again. “I’m interested in looking around, and seeing if it’s a good investment.”

      Phillip claps his hands. “I’m sure Brighton will be happy to show you around, and we have all the paperwork ready for you to take to your investment banker.”

      I stand still for a second longer, my gaze bouncing back and forth between the two men. Any second now, I expect someone to jump out at me and scream, surprise. But the longer I wait, and the longer they stare at me, expecting me to say or do something, I realize this is no joke.

      Noah Jones, NHL hockey star and the guy who hates me, is interested in buying my resort.

      Damned if my day didn’t just go from bad to worse because what does he know about running this place? No way is he going to keep me on staff. Not that I’d want to work under him, or well, do anything under him. Wait, why am I even thinking about being under Noah? Sure, he looks damn good in his suit, but we have a horrible history and I’m clearly under a tremendous amount of stress.

      “Shall we?” Phillip asks, pulling me from my stupor.

      I quickly pull myself together, and grip my bag tighter. “Yes, of course.” I turn. Where the hell do I take him first? Just then, Phillip’s phone rings and he pulls it from his pocket.

      “I have to take this,” he informs us. “Can you two get started and I’ll catch up to you?”

      Great, now I have to be alone with Noah. He’s probably going to toss me in the pool, or drown me in the ocean, for how I treated him back in the day. I clear my throat and try to remain professional. “Of course. Noah, what would you like to see first? The grounds, the rooms, or the amenities?”

      He considers it a moment, a frown on his face. “I know the grounds pretty well.”

      My throat tightens. Of course, he does. He spent his summers mowing and tending to the gardens, keeping a low profile so as to not bother any of the guests—as per management’s instructions. Dad.

      “Why don’t we start with the restaurant, and then the indoor pool, after that I can show you some of the rooms. I believe the penthouse suite is free right now.” That gives me pause as the unthinkable hits. If he buys the place, will he move into our family’s estate out back, with Camryn? I actually have no idea where he lives now, so maybe he won’t be moving into our family home. It’s the only home I’ve ever known. I take a deep breath, barely fill my lungs. I guess deep down I knew the family home would sell with the resort, but it really hadn’t hit me until this moment. I guess I’ve had too much on my mind to really consider it.

      As if reading my mind he asks, “What about the family estate out back?”

      I try not to show a reaction even though my stomach is in knots. “Are you thinking of living in it?”

      “That would make sense, wouldn’t it? I have an apartment in the city, but I think a house would be better for Camryn.”

      “Yes, I’m sure it would be. She’s a really sweet girl, Noah. You’re a great father.”

      Do not ask if he has a woman in his life, someone to mother little Camryn.

      His face tightens, and I go still at his sudden sadness. “Just not a great mother,” he murmurs. Before I can say anything, and really, what do I say, he continues, “She liked you.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, I liked her too. You’re doing a great job.”

      He nods, but there’s skepticism in his dark brown eyes. I can only guess Camryn got her big blue eyes from her mother. “I get a lot of help from my mother. She just…let’s just say she’s not been well, and I need to make some new childcare arrangements.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” No need to let him know I heard about his mom’s illness through the grapevine.

      “Thanks, and I’m sorry about your father, Brighton.” The warm sincerity in his eyes nearly steals the air from my lungs. Honest to God, I don’t deserve sympathy from him. “I know none of this has been easy on you.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, as my heart squeezes tight. Trying to stay strong, as I have since his death months ago, I fight off tears. Noah watches me carefully as I work hard to keep it together, but I sense he can see just how distraught I really am about…everything.

      A moment of silence as a frown mars his features. “Anyway, I’ve been thinking about moving for a while, and I’d like to get her into the Sparrow Springs school district. They have award winning programs, and I guess no matter what school she’s in, there will always be bullies. I just hope she doesn’t fall victim.”

      My gaze moves over his face as my blood runs cold. But I don’t see hatred for me there, and I’m not even sure he’s making a point about our past. Maybe he is, and maybe he’s just a great actor. I take a breath, as my lungs constrict, and hug my purse to my chest.

      “Noah,” I begin slowly. “About high school⁠—”

      He holds his hand up and cuts me off. “Brighton. Let’s leave the past in the past, okay?”

      I take in the warmth of his dark eyes, but there’s something else there too. Hurt. Pain. Little boy lost. I nod, my heart aching for the teen with bad acne. He was a nice kid, and mainly kept to himself. He always ignored the verbal abuse, but not the physical. He got pushed around in our junior year, but he always fought back, even if the guys picking on him were bigger. I always admired that about him.

      It was in our senior year when he really filled out, and the guys started backing off. Too little too late, because the psychological damage had been done, I’m sure. No one walks away from high school bullying unscathed. I wasn’t bullied, but watching it and doing nothing to stop it, has seriously scarred me for life. Guilt by association. I wring my dirty hands together, and note the grease under my fingernails. Ugh.

      “Hey,” he says, making a fist and giving my chin a light nudge. “Gotta admire a girl who can change her own tire.”

      I laugh at his joke, as I appreciate his attempt to lighten the mood. “I guess I’m not totally useless.” I sweep my arms wide to take in the lobby. “I might have made a mess of this place, but I can change a tire. Not that that in any way redeems me for what’s happening here.”

      He angles his head. “You made a mess of this place?”

      I give a humorless laugh. “I have a degree in business management and tourism, and here I am selling the resort because I failed to save it.”

      His hand lands on my arm, and a wave of heat races through me. I stare into his dark eyes, which are brimming with concern. “Brighton, it wasn’t your fault.”

      My stomach clenches so tight, I fear I’m going to lose my lunch. As Noah watches me, his hand still on my arm, the room spins around me. Within six months, I’ve lost my father, my boyfriend—because apparently, I’m only appealing when I’m rich—and now, the resort that’s been in my family for generations. Cripes, I haven’t even had a chance to breathe, let alone grieve my father’s death, or the loss of the only home I’ve ever known.

      “Noah,” I begin and shake my head under his watchful eyes. I can’t talk about this. I’m a failure and he’s just being nice, and everything about that confuses me.

      Why would Noah ever be nice to you, Brighton?

      “Let’s get on with the tour.” Before I can help myself and a part of me just wants to know for sure, I add, “I’m sure you’re missing your daughter, and…” Oh, God Brighton. Way to be subtle.

      “Just my daughter.” His hand falls from my arm, and his body stiffens as I walk away. My shoes click on the floor as I lead him into the restaurant, which is quiet midafternoon. “I’ve never been in here,” he says as he glances around and it once again reminds me of our childhood social status differences. He was the hired help. I was the owner’s little princess. Although I did help out at the resort. It wasn’t a hardship playing games with the kids in the pool, ocean and tennis court.

      “The food is great. There are chicken nuggets on the menu are a favorite with children. I’m sure Camryn would love them.” That brings a smile to his face. It’s clear he loves his daughter with all his heart, and that warms me from the inside out, especially knowing she doesn’t have a mother. I almost snort out a sad laugh, because Camryn and I have such a deep loss in common. It hurts my heart to think her mother ran out on her, too.

      Abandonment leaves you with a kind of emptiness that can never be filled. Or maybe it can for Camryn. With the right love from her father, she might never feel the pain of rejection, and there’s time to Noah to find a mother. I’m not saying my father didn’t love me. He just buried himself in work after Mom left…and then gambling...and maybe there was a part of me that became a workaholic to get his attention and respect.

      I turn my thoughts to Noah as I stand back and watch him walk around the restaurant. He glances out the window at the gorgeous view of the water below and it strikes me that he’s now the one looking out, and I’m the one looking in.

      “Nice,” he says, and puts his hands into his pockets. I stare at his suit, loving the fit on his big, athletic body.

      “Come on.” I wave my hand, gesturing for him to follow me, and begin to show him around the rest of the resort. We visit the pool, the weight room, the outside patio and rooftop bar, which he seemed rather impressed with. “How about we head to the family estate out back?” I suggest.

      He nods and I have the strangest feeling in my gut as we walk to my family’s home. The second he enters, standing there with authority and confidence, like he owns the place, it becomes glaringly apparent
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