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            Prologue

          

          Emery

        

      

    

    
      Hartwell

      Present day

      

      The nutty, smoky, caramelized smell of coffee lingered with me long past my day at work. It was a good thing I liked the scent. It made me feel content, in control, and safe. Because it usually meant I was in my favorite place.

      My bookstore café.

      Standing at my Mastrena high-performance espresso machine, I wasn’t feeling so content. I tried to focus on making my customer’s cappuccino and not on my immature behavior earlier.

      Bailey wanted to invite Ivy Green into our friendship circle.

      And because I wasn’t comfortable with the idea, the girls had decided not to.

      Like we were in middle school.

      I groaned under my breath, feeling my cheeks heat. As I handed over the coffee, took the money for it, and moved on to the next customer, only half of me was in the store. The other half was locked in my head and would be for a while. Whenever I did something bothersome, I’d chew on it for a long time. Even when I would finally move on, I’d never really let it go, because it would come back to annoy me months later, just for the hell of it.

      Ivy Green was Iris’s daughter. Iris was one of my favorite people. She’d been the only person I was close to until Jessica Huntington—now Lawson—vacationed in Hartwell and ended up staying. There was something about Jessica I instinctively trusted, and trust was difficult for me.

      I’d trusted Iris too.

      And this was how I repaid her friendship? By using my influence with my friends to cut her daughter out of a pretty fantastic group of women who could help her through an arduous time?

      By arduous, I meant that Ivy used to live in Hollywood as a screenwriter and was engaged to a big-time director, Oliver Frost, who sadly died of a drug overdose. Ivy returned to Hartwell a complete wreck, only for Deputy Freddie Jackson to hold her at gunpoint to extort money out of her, all after he murdered local businessman, Stu Devlin. My other good friend, Dahlia McGuire, took a bullet trying to protect Ivy. Ivy then cracked Freddie Jackson over the head with an Oscar statuette to protect Dahlia from getting shot again.

      Welcome to Hartwell, folks!

      We’ve had a lot going on these last few years.

      Iris had worried about her daughter before Oliver died, especially after Ivy broke contact with her parents during the relationship. I’d counseled Iris about it, continually prodding her to reach out to Ivy. But the woman was stubborn. Now I knew she regretted that stubbornness.

      Iris would want Ivy to have support. She needed excellent friends. I couldn’t stand in the way of that, even if I was afraid someone new might change the dynamic of our group, a group that had become my family. I was a little possessive over the girls.

      That was no reason to shut someone out.

      I sighed. The girls wouldn’t make a move now. Jessica said they were just going to let things work out naturally. Perhaps Ivy needed more effort than that.

      It would be up to me to approach her and bring her into the fold.

      The thought made my stomach knot.

      I wasn’t good with giving people any kind of power over me, and what if Ivy rejected my offer of friendship?

      And yet, I’d let Jess, Bailey, and Dahlia in, and it had been my best decision ever.

      Now I was a part of their lives. I was a bridesmaid in Jess and Cooper’s wedding; I’d be a bridesmaid again when Bailey and Vaughn tied the knot at the end of summer. Moreover, I had a front-row seat to the reunion of Dahlia and Michael, which was magical to watch considering the painful years they’d spent apart.

      The icing on the cake: Jess had recently informed us we would be aunts! She actually said the word “aunts.” I was going to be an aunt. Jess was twenty weeks along, and I’d already started shopping online for baby gifts.

      There was so much goodness in my life because of these women. Who was to say Ivy wouldn’t just add more goodness? If she was anything like her adoptive mother, Iris, then she absolutely would.

      A customer yelled from the raised seating area near the fireplace, asking for a clean spoon. I was a staff of one, and although I knew I should hire some help during the high season, I enjoyed keeping busy. It would be great, however, if customers would read the signs that pointed to the cutlery tray so they could help themselves. This was not a restaurant.

      I excused myself from the line of customers waiting for coffee and hurried from behind the counter to grab a spoon for the guy. He didn’t even say thank you.

      Asshat.

      Not that I’d ever dare call him that to his face.

      Even Bailey, the most forthright, ballsy woman I’d ever met, wouldn’t call a customer an asshat. To his face.

      As I rounded the counter again, the bell above my door tinkled and I looked over at it. My stomach dipped like I was on a roller coaster.

      Jack Devlin.

      I wrenched my gaze from his intense expression, my heart skipping a beat, and tried to concentrate on my other customers. Still, I knew I was blushing, and I knew he’d know he was the cause.

      Always the cause of the damn blushing!

      I cursed my fair complexion on a daily—no, strike that—hourly basis.

      What was he doing here?

      Jack hadn’t come in for coffee since last summer, since “the incident.”

      That’s what I was calling it.

      It was better to call it that than the hottest—and most humiliating—moment of my life thus far. I bet you didn’t know those two sentiments could go hand in hand.

      Respectful of my request to leave me alone, Jack had avoided me since then. He’d even given up my coffee, which I knew he loved since he used to come in every morning for an Americano.

      But last summer wasn’t the last time we’d interacted.

      I hurt for him as I remembered that moment between us.

      “I gave you ten dollars.”

      The aggravated voice brought me out of the memory. Christine Rothwell, the chair of the board of licenses in Hartwell, glowered.

      “Excuse me?”

      She pursed her lips before replying. “I gave you ten dollars.” She spoke obnoxiously slow, as though I was too stupid to understand. “The coffee”—she pointed to her cup—“was four dollars. Are you with me?”

      Must not insult customers to their faces. Must not insult customers to their faces.

      “Yes.”

      “You gave me back a dollar.”

      “I’m sorry.” My cheeks bloomed even redder knowing Jack was witnessing my fumble. I handed over a five-dollar bill, which she snapped from my hand before marching out of the store. The bell above the door tinkled aggressively with the force of her departure.

      My next customer gave me a sympathetic smile. “Someone forgot her manners today.”

      I returned the smile, relaxing a little. Well, as much as I could relax with Jack in the room.

      Which wasn’t a whole heck of a lot.

      My hands trembled as my line depleted and Jack grew closer. No new customers had come in after him.

      Pulse racing, I threw back my shoulders to face him as he stepped up to the counter. What was he doing here?

      One of the most confusing things about Jack’s decision to go work with his father and be involved in the nefarious plotting of the Devlin family was his obvious disgust of them. You only had to look into Jack’s eyes to know he wasn’t a rotten person. In fact, he had the kindest eyes I’d ever seen.

      And when he looked at me … he looked at me. Jack stared so intently at my face, as though he didn’t want to gaze at anything else. It was hard to resist that kind of open intensity.

      And I couldn’t.

      Consequently, he’d broken my heart last summer. And not for the first time.

      It was something I’d kept to myself. Not even the girls knew about the secret interactions between me and Jack Devlin.

      However, those kind eyes that could morph into a smoldering gaze, and the tortured, brooding hero thing he had going on would no longer appeal to me. Jack had a dreadful habit of pulling me in and then pushing me away. It wasn’t deliberate. I knew that.

      But I was over it.

      I’d offered him support on the beach three months ago because, no matter what, I hated to see him hurting.

      That’s as far as it went.

      I wrenched my eyes from his, determined not to be pulled in. “What can I get you?”

      He hesitated a moment. “The usual, Emery.”

      I loved Jack’s voice. It was deep and smooth. Like whisky-flavored caramel. And it caused a physical reaction in me.

      Dammit.

      Turning away, I started on his coffee and kept my back to him.

      I could feel his eyes all over me and tried not to hunch my shoulders against his perusal.

      “Busy today,” he noted.

      I shrugged.

      “Anyone buying books or just your coffee?”

      Stop trying to make idle chitchat.

      “Yeah,” I answered vaguely.

      Jack let out a huff of irritated laughter. “Was that an answer?”

      I didn’t respond.

      By the time I returned to the counter with his coffee, his expression had darkened. “Is this the way it’ll be from now on?”

      I slid the coffee toward him and he swiped his card over the card machine.

      Jack scowled. “Em, are you seriously going to give me the silent treatment?”

      “I’m not giving you the silent treatment.” I took a deep breath, my focus wandering past him to the book stacks. “I asked you not to come here. Nothing’s changed in that respect. I’m going to suggest, again, that you find somewhere else to get your coffee from now on.”

      “Look me in the eye when you say it, and I might take that advice on board.”

      I determinedly met his eyes. His expression veered between anger and concern.

      His head dipped toward mine. “Look, Em—”

      “Don’t.” I jerked away.

      “I wasn’t going to kiss you, sunrise,” he murmured.

      I ignored the ache of hearing the endearment he’d started using years ago. “I know. But you were going to lean in close and try to soften my resolve, and I don’t want you to.”

      “Em—” A shrill ring sounded from somewhere on Jack’s person.

      He sighed, placed his coffee on the counter, and reached inside the inner pocket of his suit jacket for his cell. His expression told me we weren’t done as he moved away from the counter, phone pressed against his ear.

      I didn’t want to want to listen in, but I couldn’t help but watch him.

      He had a strong, angular jawline covered in prickly stubble. The unshaven look started just over a year ago. And I knew that because I’d personally felt the prickle of it against my skin a year ago.

      I flushed and looked down at the counter.

      “She did what?” Jack’s angry voice brought my attention back to him.

      He glared at my wall, a muscle ticking in his jaw as he listened to whomever was on the other end of the call. “Fuck,” he bit out. “Okay, I’m on my way.” He ended the call and turned to me.

      My heart hammered at what I saw in Jack’s eyes.

      Fear.

      “What is it?”

      “Rebecca.”

      Rebecca was Jack’s sister. She’d been living in England for the last few years, in a form of exile from the Devlin family. “What about her?”

      “She came home two days ago … that was Sheriff King on the phone.”

      “Jack?”

      He leaned his hands on the counter, bowing his head.

      Worry flooded me. “Jack?”

      “She … she just turned herself over to the police.”

      Oh my God.

      I reached for his hand.

      He lifted his head, his tortured gaze locking with mine.

      I knew what this meant.

      I knew something no one else knew about the Devlins.

      I knew the real reason Jack went to work for his family and why he’d betrayed Cooper, his best friend.

      I knew it all.

      And it had everything to do with protecting Rebecca Devlin.

      “Oh, Jack,” I whispered, heartbroken for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Hartwell

      Nine years ago

      

      It didn’t matter if it was high or low season, Cooper’s Bar was always busy in the evening. Creedence Clearwater Revival played from the jukebox, fighting to be heard over the football game on the bar’s two flat-screen televisions. Football season had just started, and a lot of the locals came to Cooper’s to eat, drink, and watch their favorite game. As Delaware didn’t have an NFL team, most folks in Hartwell were Patriots fans.

      Jack split his time between eating his burger, watching the screen above the bar, and talking to Coop while his friend served customers.

      There was nothing atypical about the evening.

      Jack was foreman of his own construction company, a job usually done by someone older. But Jack had worked in construction since he was fourteen years old. He’d hired Ray English, the guy he’d learned everything about construction from, stealing him away from the competition. He and Ray were more like co-foremen.

      They’d closed the site they were working on earlier than usual. It was a private development of a small community of homes, out near Jimtown. Jack tried to keep the weekends free, but sometimes when a client offered a lot for overtime, it was hard to say no. Not only was his team not working the weekend, but with permission from their clients, he’d given them Friday off so they could enjoy the kickoff game with a few beers the night before.

      His guys had been working flat out all summer and deserved the extra day. As for Jack, he was looking forward to doing some work to the home he’d bought six months ago in North Hartwell, near Coop’s house.

      Yeah, there was nothing out of the ordinary about Jack hanging out at Cooper’s Bar, eating, drinking, and shooting the breeze with his buddy and their local friends.

      Old Archie sat at the end of the bar, dressed immaculately from head to toe, despite the fact that he’d probably been drunk for forty-eight straight hours. His real name was Archibald Brown, and he was from old money. He was also an alcoholic whose wife had left him twenty years ago and had taken the kids with her.

      People had tried to help. Jack had tried.

      It was no good.

      Old Archie didn’t want help.

      Jack had to learn to let the guy be.

      “The Saints are looking good.” Old Archie gestured to the screen.

      Jack nodded. They were playing the Minnesota Vikings. “Yeah.”

      “Where’s Dana, Coop?” Old Archie asked. “She’s usually here for the first game of the season.”

      At the mention of Cooper’s wife, Dana, Jack flicked his buddy a look. Cooper was pulling a pint, not looking at Old Archie as he replied, “She wasn’t feeling it tonight. She’s at home, watching some shit romantic comedy and having something she called ‘self-care time.’”

      Jack looked up at the game, afraid the derision he felt was obvious. Self-care time? The woman worked eight hours a week at the salon as a receptionist and then did nothing else. She didn’t help Coop around the house. She didn’t help him at the bar. And she didn’t provide the guy with any kind of support beyond what she gave him in the bedroom. She bought shit Cooper had to work his ass off to afford, and Jack was afraid one day Dana would bury Coop in debt.

      Or worse.

      It would be fair to say Jack Devlin did not like Dana Kellerman Lawson.

      In fact, she’d caused the first real argument between him and Coop.

      Sometimes, Jack still couldn’t believe Cooper had disregarded Jack’s opinion.

      For years, they’d joked about Jack’s superpower—his ability to smell bullshit on someone from a mile away. Perhaps it was growing up in a house like the one he had with manipulative bastards around every corner. But Jack had instincts about folks, and he wasn’t often wrong. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been wrong about someone.

      And when Dana Kellerman came back to Hartwell from college and set her sights on Cooper, Jack tried to make his friend see sense. However, Coop couldn’t see past Dana’s beauty or that falsely sweet smile. Or the way she seemed to rely on him entirely, something that fed the protective, alpha-male shit Coop always had going on with the women in his life.

      However, Jack saw right through Dana. He saw past her movie-star looks and what did he find?

      A whole lot of nothing.

      That woman only wanted Cooper because other women wanted him, and they failed to nail him down.

      It probably didn’t hurt he owned lucrative property on the boardwalk.

      She wanted a handsome husband who bought her nice stuff and took care of everything and that’s what she got in Cooper. Seriously, she didn’t lift a finger to do a damn thing. They even had a housekeeper to look after their average-sized, three-bedroom house, something Cooper complained about because his mom had raised him to clean up after himself.

      Worse, whenever Cooper had a problem or was worried about the bar, Dana didn’t want to hear it. So Cooper laid that shit on Jack. What was the point of having a wife if it wasn’t a partnership, a support system? Jack had asked this, and Coop shut him down every time, so he stopped asking.

      After he’d warned Cooper not to propose to Dana, calling her shallow as a kiddie pool, he and Cooper hadn’t spoken for days. Jack finally had to apologize, knowing he’d lose his friend if he didn’t just let him do what he needed to do with Dana.

      Still, standing up as his best man at the wedding had not been an outstanding day for Jack.

      Cooper was more brother to him than his own brothers, and Jack wanted the absolute best for him.

      He deserved better than Dana, something that was becoming more apparent with each passing year.

      She’d realized Jack didn’t like her, and Dana didn’t know what to do with that. She expected all men to fall at her feet in worship and the fact that Jack didn’t was a challenge.

      Dana had been getting in his face lately, and Jack had been working overtime to avoid her, which wasn’t easy when she was married to his best friend.

      “Self-care?” Old Archie snorted. “What the hell does she need self-care for? The woman spends all day every day self-caring.”

      Jack’s lips twitched around his beer bottle as he stared determinedly at the screen.

      “She works,” Cooper said easily. “At the salon.”

      “For one day a week and only to catch up on the latest gossip.” Iris’s voice sounded behind Jack and he glanced over his shoulder. Iris Green, along with her husband, Ira, owned Antonio’s, an Italian pizzeria on the boardwalk. They weren’t Italian but their food certainly was. Jack lifted his chin at Iris.

      She smiled and patted his shoulder before looking at Cooper. “You got that table for three I reserved?”

      “Yeah, reserved you a booth.” Cooper nodded to the back of the bar. “You going to introduce us?”

      Wondering who Coop meant, Jack leaned so he could see past Iris.

      He spotted Ira standing next to a tall woman with pale-blond hair that spilled down a slender back in attractive waves. She wore a long, dark blue dress made of a material that clung to her body. And what a body it was. At least from what he could tell from the back. Narrow waist, gentle roundness to her hips, and the dress clung to an ass that made all the blood in his body travel south.

      Fuck me, he thought. Turn around so I can see that face.

      “Emery’s kind of shy.” Iris’s words pulled his attention from the new woman to her.

      “Emery?” Why was that name familiar?

      “She inherited the Burger Shack,” Cooper said, leaning on the bar.

      “The woman who’s turning it into a bookstore?” Jack had heard about her. Everyone had. Property on the boardwalk was prime real estate. His father, Ian Devlin, owned a lot of property in Hartwell. What he didn’t own was boardwalk property. Jack endured Sunday dinners at his parents’ house every second week and when news of Emery’s arrival hit, his father was disgruntled, to put it politely. “Some little upstart from New York inherited the Burger Shack from her grandmother and won’t sell it to me because she’s planning on running a business there. Idiot child. You know she’s moving here under a false name. Thinks the businesspeople here are too stupid to do a background check. But she’s not who she says she is. She’s a society princess with more money than brains. Woman is worth a mint.”

      When Cooper told him about Emery Saunders converting the place next door, Jack hadn’t told him that the woman was from money. No one needed to know her business, and while he trusted Cooper, he didn’t trust his friend wouldn’t tell Dana.

      And if Dana knew, everyone would know.

      “And when I say shy”—Iris leaned toward them conspiratorially—“I mean shy. We need to break this one in gently.”

      Jack snorted and shot the woman another look. “She’s not a horse, Iris.”

      “Trust me, Jack.” Iris sighed. “I know what I’m talking about.”

      It was then, as Jack flicked another look at Emery, that she turned around.

      And his typical evening at Cooper’s Bar went completely atypical.

      His heart raced like he’d just run a marathon. His mouth felt dry.

      Holy shit.

      Emery Saunders was the most beautiful fucking woman Jack Devlin had ever seen.

      “She’s only twenty,” Iris said. Her voice filled his ears as his eyes locked with Emery’s startling light blue ones. A blush stained her pale, smooth cheeks, and her lips parted as if she were surprised.

      His gut tightened.

      “And if the way she reacts around men is anything to go by, the girl is innocent as Snow White.” Iris tapped Jack’s shoulder and he reluctantly pulled his gaze away. She smirked at him. “She’s not a tourist you can mess around with—you hear what I’m saying?”

      Jack frowned at her but before he could respond, Iris was walking away. She led Emery and Ira across the bar to their reserved booth. Emery shot Jack another shy, quick look over her shoulder before sliding onto the bench seat, her long hair swaying across her slender back.

      “She’s a beauty,” Old Archie observed.

      Swallowing hard, wondering why his heart wouldn’t slow down, Jack tore his eyes away and stared unseeing at his half-empty plate.

      “Jack?”

      He looked up at Cooper. His friend was amused.

      “You might want to wipe your chin. You got a little drool right there.”

      “Fuck off,” Jack muttered good-naturedly.

      However, as the minutes passed, Jack couldn’t get back into the game. Instead, he kept looking toward his right shoulder, wanting to glance at her.

      Finally, he lost the struggle and looked across the bar at her.

      She was smiling softly at something Iris said.

      Jack itched to get off his stool and cross the room to introduce himself.

      He’d never been one for settling down. He’d expected to later, maybe in his thirties, which was only a couple years off. He wanted kids eventually. Someone to come home to.

      But since the age of thirteen, he’d been content to play the field. Jack had enjoyed his and Cooper’s standing in high school. They were on the football team. Girls thought they were good-looking. He’d never had a problem getting a date.

      Living in a tourist town was excellent for a guy who didn’t want to settle but also didn’t want to hurt a woman’s feelings. Born with a natural charm that he used to his advantage, Jack would see an attractive woman, approach, and make easy conversation that would eventually lead to a sexual relationship lasting only as long as their vacation in Hartwell.

      He firmly steered clear of local women.

      However, staring across the bar at Emery Saunders, Jack did not want to steer clear. The opposite, in fact. Some caveman-bullshit need to scoop her up before any other bastard got to her fired his blood.

      “Jack.”

      He wrenched his attention away, turning to face Cooper.

      His best friend’s amusement was replaced with disbelief.

      “What?”

      Cooper flicked a look in Emery’s direction and then back to Jack. Understanding dawned, and he grinned. “Really?”

      Feeling like he’d been caught doing something wrong, he shrugged, rubbing the nape of his neck, which was weirdly hot.

      Cooper leaned on the bar, lowering his voice. “Woman is beautiful. Iris is taken with her, which says a lot. You know she doesn’t suffer fools easily.”

      True.

      “But you heard Iris. Pure as fucking Snow White.” He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t fool around with a woman like that.”

      No. You didn’t. And Jack wouldn’t.

      As he remembered the calculating look in his father’s eyes that Sunday he talked about Emery, he knew he couldn’t approach her—even if he wanted to get to know her with a fierceness he’d never felt before.

      What no one else knew—what Ian Devlin was keeping close to his chest probably to use in the future—was that Emery Saunders was actually Louisa Emery Paxton. She’d inherited the majority shares in her deceased grandfather’s company, the Paxton Group, a billion-dollar corporation that owned airlines and an aeronautical company.

      If Jack attempted to insinuate himself into Emery’s life, Ian would only use him to get to her.

      Tightness clawed at his chest as it always did when he thought about his father and brothers. Jack had tried his best to break away. Now and then, one of them would hound Jack to come back into the fold. And Jack did whatever he could to avoid fucking up and giving Ian something he could use to blackmail Jack.

      All this time he thought he’d made it out. Free and clear of Ian.

      But Jack realized now that he hadn’t.

      When he finally settled down, it would have to be with a nobody. Someone Ian couldn’t use.

      It couldn’t be with a woman as wealthy as Emery Saunders.

      Disappointment that seemed out of proportion to the situation, considering he hadn’t even spoken two words to Emery, flooded him.

      Cooper must have seen something in his face because concern furrowed his brows. “You all right?”

      “I’m fine.” Jack’s voice was flat. “Just realized you’re right. I’m not ready to settle down.”

      His friend gave him a slow nod, but there was suspicion in Coop’s eyes.

      Avoiding him, Jack looked up at the flat screen.

      For the next two hours, he did his best to ignore the urge to look across the bar at Emery. He tried not to look at her when Iris and Ira came over to say good night while she hung back a little. If Iris hadn’t told him she was shy, Jack would think the New York princess was aloof.

      She didn’t look like a New York princess in that long, clingy dress.

      Christ, the image of her in that dress was imprinted on the back of his eyelids.

      As the Greens departed with Emery at their back, Jack’s willpower fled, and he looked.

      Just as Emery glanced back over her shoulder at him. When their eyes caught, she blushed again.

      She made his chest ache.

      Fucking ache.

      Then she was gone.

      His chest ached harder.

      Jack’s reaction was an overreaction. But he couldn’t deny it was how he felt.

      And for the first time in a long time, Jack got very, very drunk that night.
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      Hartwell

      Nine years ago

      

      Standing behind the counter of my bookstore café, I gazed in wonder at the space. No one would have believed the compact building that had housed the Burger Shack could look like it did now.

      When my grandmother died, leaving me everything, including the rental properties she’d obtained up and down the East Coast, I’d spent weeks poring over it all with her business manager and financial advisor, Hague Williams. Hague was now in his late fifties, sharp as ever, and as devoted to me as he was to my grandmother.

      I knew I didn’t want to live on her estate in Westchester. The house was too big and lonely. I’d had dreams of opening a bookstore since I was a child, and I wanted as far away from society life as I could get. Like my grandmother before me, I had to trust in other people to run the Paxton Group so I could pursue my own passions.

      My grandmother’s interest had lain with real estate. She liked to travel the country looking for buildings that were unassuming but lucrative. For instance, the Burger Shack in a small beach town called Hartwell in Delaware’s Cape Region. Technically, Hartwell was a city, but it was tiny.

      She bought the building to rent out because boardwalk property in the tourist city was worth a lot of money.

      When I started investigating her properties, I did it physically. I went out to all the locations that interested me. And I knew as soon as I arrived in Hartwell that it was the place for me. I gave the tenants of the Burger Shack three months to make other arrangements and included a hefty compensation for their troubles, against Hague’s advice. I had to soothe my guilt somehow, though. I was kicking someone out of their business so I could launch mine.

      “You own the building, Emery,” Hague had said, exasperated. “It belongs to you. Not them. It’s in the rental contract that you can end the contract with only six weeks’ notice.”

      I knew that. But still.

      After that, I began the hunt for a place to live. By sheer luck—or at least it seemed like luck—a beach house, minutes’ walk from what would become my bookstore, came up for sale. It was a sizable beach house with an open-plan living space, a wrap-around porch, and three bedrooms. I fell in love immediately. Mostly because the previous owners had attached a stunning porch swing that was almost like a bed. I could sit curled up on it every morning with coffee in hand and watch the sun rise above the ocean.

      Perfect.

      It cost a lot of money.

      But it was worth it.

      And now, I was actually here.

      As you entered the store, to the left was a large counter and behind it, coffee machines. To the right, the bookstore, its walls painted in a soft gray against the white woodwork. Ahead and up a few steps was a seating area filled with cute little white tables and chairs. To the left of those, comfortable armchairs and sofas were arranged near an open fireplace. I’d placed some Tiffany lamps from the house in Westchester around the store to give it a cozy vibe. Behind the counter was the door that led to my office and a private restroom. The customer restroom was behind a door on the opposite wall of the fireplace.

      I bit my lip as I took in the store—my store. The gray was exactly the sedate color my grandmother would’ve chosen. Maybe when it needed refreshed, I’d go for something punchier—like teal or turquoise. I was also thinking about selling sandwiches for people to enjoy with their coffees. I could make them up in the morning before the store opened. I’d have to get a permit for that but it was worth considering.

      Emery’s Bookstore and Coffeehouse had been open for a week.

      That first weekend had been very busy with tourists and locals. It was an extremely difficult few days in which I’d wondered if I’d made a colossal mistake. I was a shy person—there was no getting around that. Not only did I find small talk uncomfortable but I had trust issues a mile long, which made it hard for me to make myself vulnerable enough to befriend most people.

      Since moving to Hartwell two months ago, I’d befriended Iris and Ira Green. They owned Antonio’s, the boardwalk pizzeria. I’d trusted them almost immediately. There was just something so genuinely good about them, even if Iris was blunt. She reminded me of my grandmother a little, minus the cold ruthlessness. She’d even aided me with the tradesmen that helped create the look of the bookstore and coffeehouse. She tried to teach me how to be more assertive with them, to tell them exactly what I wanted done.

      I think she saw how panicked I was when she popped into the store that first weekend. Her brief pep talk calmed me down when she reminded me it wouldn’t be like this all the time. People were just curious about me.

      And she was right. By the end of the week, the store was quieter. Most people who popped in were tourists and since it was hot, they were usually there to buy a beach read and iced tea. I had some regulars already appearing in the morning for coffee, but today’s caffeine rush had just ended.

      “I have my own business,” I muttered as I picked up the paperback I was reading and sat down on the stool behind the counter. I didn’t take the rare and blessedly quiet moments of free time for granted. There always seemed to be something to do, even after hours, so I had to get my reading in when I could.

      The bell above the door rang, drawing my attention.

      The man striding into the store caused my breath to catch.

      Jack Devlin.

      Iris had told me his name when she caught me looking at him for the hundredth time when we were at Cooper’s Bar weeks ago.

      Jack was tall. I hadn’t realized how tall until I saw him around town. And now, as he walked to the counter with a slight smile on his face, I realized he had to be about six four. Which was perfect for me because I was five ten.

      Not perfect for me, I reminded myself.

      Iris said he was a player.

      I’d had enough of those to last a lifetime.

      Not that I would get involved with a Devlin. Or that I was ready to get involved with anyone. My business was my priority.

      Yet, staring up into Jack’s handsome face, it was hard to remember any of that. It had been like this from the first moment I saw him. He wore jeans, a plain white T-shirt, and tan construction boots. I was used to men wearing suits or preppy clothes.

      Jack and his best friend Cooper dressed similarly, and together they were unfairly hot.

      Jack alone was … wow.

      He had these beautiful, expressive eyes, and he was now close enough that I could see they were a dark bluish gray, striking against his naturally tan complexion. His hair was dark blond, thick, and disheveled like he was always running his fingers through it. Jack Devlin wasn’t as in your face handsome as Cooper, but to me he was even sexier. It was his height, his loose-limbed walk, the exaggerated power of his broad shoulders against his lean build. And there was something about his eyes and the mischievous quirk to his mouth that was difficult to resist.

      “Emery, right?” Jack stopped in front of the counter as I stumbled off my stool to greet him.

      My cheeks and neck felt like they were on fire, so I knew I was blushing like crazy, which only made me more embarrassed and increased the flushing.

      His lips twitched as his eyes took in the sight.

      “I’m Jack Devlin.” He held out his hand for me to shake.

      To my shock, I didn’t even have to think about it. I wanted to feel his hand against mine, so I reached for him. As soon as I did, he clasped it tight. Our eyes locked, the breath leaving me as goose bumps rose across my arms.

      Jack’s eyes narrowed and his grip tightened.

      He didn’t shake my hand.

      He just held it.

      This caused a swooping sensation in my gut and I let out a little sound of surprise.

      Jack’s eyes dropped to my mouth, and I watched as his jaw clenched.

      Quite abruptly, he released my hand, and I had to stop my arm from hitting the counter.

      He cleared his throat and looked swiftly around the shop. “You settling in okay?”

      I was grateful for the question.

      It allowed me time to remember that Jack was a Devlin and his father, Ian Devlin, was to be avoided at all costs. This wasn’t just because of the information Iris and Ira had provided me with about everyone in town.

      I’d known about Ian Devlin before I moved to Hartwell.

      He’d tried to buy the Burger Shack when he learned of my grandmother’s death.

      Hague had dealt with him but had warned me to avoid Devlin. He said he was an unscrupulous businessman, and he’d used private investigators to discover my true identity. It made me uncomfortable that someone here knew who I was, but Hague seemed convinced it wouldn’t be in Devlin’s best interest to tell the entire town about me.

      From Iris’s account, his eldest sons Stu and Kerr worked for Ian and were just as disliked around town. She said the exceptions were his daughter Rebecca and his second youngest son Jack. They took after their mother, Rosalie, who’d been well liked until she became more and more reclusive. Jamie, the youngest Devlin, was a late baby and it was too soon to tell which way he’d go.

      As for Jack, Iris had nothing but good to say. But she’d warned me that he was the town player and only “dated” tourists.

      He wasn’t for me.

      Even if I wasn’t a shy, bumbling twenty-year-old with trust issues.

      “Yes, thank you,” I replied to his question, studying his strong profile.

      He turned to me and I blushed harder for being caught staring at him.

      Jack’s lips quirked into that mischievous smirk. “How are you liking Hartwell?”

      Small talk.

      I was awful at small talk.

      I nodded. “I like it.”

      This made Jack grin. And just like that, it knocked the breath out of me.

      Oh boy.

      He had the best smile I’d ever seen. It gave him these sexy crinkles at the corner of his eyes. It was a boyishly naughty smile, the smile of someone up to no good and at complete odds with the kindness in his eyes. The overall effect was detrimental to my heart.

      A person could melt a marshmallow on my cheeks.

      His eyes actually twinkled. “We’re glad to have you here, Emery.”

      The sound of his deep voice saying my name caused another swooping sensation in my belly. I exhaled and stammered as I turned to point at the price board behind me. “C-coffee?”

      At his silence, I glanced back at him.

      He was looking at the silver bangles on my wrist.

      Strange.

      His eyes flew to my face and his voice sounded rougher when he replied, “Americano.”

      Grateful to have something to do, I turned from him and made his coffee. Neither of us spoke again.

      When he handed over cash, I touched the five-dollar bill by the tip of it so our fingers wouldn’t brush. I slid his change across the counter.

      “Thanks.”

      I forced myself to meet his gaze again. “You’re welcome.”

      “See you around.”

      I nodded.

      Jack tipped the to-go cup toward me and turned to stride out of the store. I held my breath the entire time. The bell tinkled above the door and then he was gone.

      I let out air like a deflating balloon and sagged against my counter.

      Typical me, I thought. I would have to develop a crush on the one guy I shouldn’t want.
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      Hartwell

      Seven years ago

      

      Waking up to a phone call from Ian was not Jack’s favorite thing in the world. He answered it because he knew Ian would just keep calling until he did. He answered it even knowing what the call would be about. Every two months or so, Ian liked to call and berate Jack for not coming into the family business. Jack didn’t know what Ian hoped to accomplish with these phone calls other than to irritate his son.

      There was a cure to Jack’s current mood, however, and it was on the boardwalk.

      Sure, Emery’s coffee was the best in town and he’d taken to going every morning, Monday to Friday, before work to grab himself a coffee. On the mornings he and Cooper ran on the beach, they’d go to Emery’s together and the buffer of Cooper was much appreciated.

      Cooper found Emery’s shyness awkward as fuck. If it weren’t for her coffee, he’d probably avoid the place.

      Not Jack.

      Jack thought every blush, every stutter, was so adorable, he couldn’t stand it. There was something mysteriously feminine about Emery Saunders. He wanted to know all her secrets. He wanted to make her laugh, to know what it sounded like.

      And he wanted to be the one to discover if she blushed all over.

      In the two years Emery had lived in Hartwell, no one had learned much about her. The people of Hartwell understood that she was painfully shy, so it wasn’t like they disliked her. It was just that they would always consider her an outsider while she didn’t participate in town events and befriend folks.

      It annoyed Jack. Someone should make more of an effort. He’d talked with Bailey Hartwell about it, and she’d tried to approach Emery, but it had backfired. Bailey’s lack of filter had led her and Jack to deduce that she was a little too intimidating for Emery.

      Someone more reserved needed to approach the shy newcomer. He’d asked Cat, Cooper’s sister. Although she was as blunt as Bailey, she didn’t have Bailey’s overwhelming energy or reputation as the town princess.

      Cat, unfortunately, was like her big brother and was uncomfortable with Emery’s timidity.

      She was also suspicious of Jack’s motives, as were Cooper and Bailey … so Jack stopped asking folks to look out for Emery.

      He’d just have to do it himself, but from a distance.

      Little did he know he’d have to do it that morning.

      Jack pushed open the door to Emery’s, a smile prodding his lips at the mere anticipation of seeing her. That smile disappeared at the sight of the man aggressively shouting at Emery.

      “I bought it yesterday. I should be able to return it!” the man waved a book in her face.

      Emery was scarlet with embarrassment and concern. “S-sir … as I’ve—as I’ve tried to explain, the book is damaged. You’ve clearly read—”

      “I want my money back, moron, end of story!” he yelled, making her flinch back in fright.

      Furious, Jack pushed past the guy waiting in line and grabbed the aggressor by the scruff of the neck to shove him away from the counter. He stumbled, almost going to his ass.

      “What the fuck?” He glared at Jack as he straightened.

      Jack glowered down at the tourist. “You do not get in the face of any woman in my town, asshole.”

      The man waved his book at Jack. “The bitch won’t give me my money back.”

      Oh, he really wanted to hit this loser. Jack took a step toward him. “You watch your mouth, or I’ll make you watch your mouth.”

      He swallowed. “Look, there’s no need for threats. I just want my money back.”

      “No need for threats? You don’t think screaming at a woman in her establishment is threatening for her?” Jack looked at the book in his hands. The spine was bent to shit, the pages speckled in sand. “This isn’t a fucking library. You bought the book, you read the book, end of fucking transaction. You got me?”

      “I—”

      Jack moved right into his space, shutting him up. “I don’t care what your problem is, why you need to treat a woman like shit to make yourself feel like a big man. But you’re not a big man. You’re a bug. A bug I’ll squash if I see you in here or anywhere near Emery again. Got me?”

      Despite the rage flickering in the man’s eyes, cowardice won out. Without another word, he marched out of the store, slamming the door behind him.

      Dick.

      Jack turned back to Emery who seemed a little dazed. “You okay?”

      She nodded slowly.

      Jack gestured to the man waiting in line who looked embarrassed too. Probably because he’d just stood there while that guy tore into Emery. Once the customer got his coffee, Jack was alone in the store with her.

      He loved and hated these moments of aloneness.

      She was pure temptation.

      He couldn’t have her.

      But, fuck, did he want her.

      His blood was up after dealing with that little shit, and it was harder to ignore the urgency of that want.

      Drifting to the counter, he enjoyed the way she watched him. Anytime he saw her around town, she had a faraway look on her face, as if she was somewhere else. She was like this when she served her customers. But not with him. Jack always got her entire focus.

      And he liked that more than he could say.

      “You sure you’re all right?” he asked as she began making his and Cooper’s Americano without him having to ask.

      She nodded, glancing over her shoulder at him. “Thank you.”

      “That happen a lot?”

      “The angry customer?”

      “Yeah.” Jack didn’t like the thought of her being alone in here all the time. She needed to hire someone else to work along with her. He’d thought she would. But it had just been her for the entire two years she’d been here.

      “Now and then, but rarely, customers can be unpleasant.” She set his coffee on the counter. “But nothing like that. I’m sorry you had to deal with it. I wish I were better with confrontation.”

      “I’m not sorry. I’m glad I could be here. That asshole has anger problems. It wasn’t about you.”

      She nodded again.

      His concern for her frustrated him. “Why don’t you try to make more friends in town?”

      There she went, blushing again. The white dress she wore beneath her short apron had a V-neckline so he could she even her chest flushed. Jack tried not to look. He always tried not to look. The dress had tight sleeves at the upper arms and then they puffed out from the elbow to the wrist where the fabric was tight around the wrist. The bodice was tight, hinting at perfect breasts and a narrow waist that flared at the hips. Jack couldn’t tell with her standing behind the counter if the dress was long or short, only that it loosened around the hips.

      Silver jewelry dripped off her, and her hair was tied in a fancy-looking side braid, hanging down over her right breast.

      Emery Saunders was like a fairy princess come to life.

      Or an angel.

      Yeah. A goddamn angel.

      Jack, at once, wanted to protect her from everything, arm her with a metaphorical sword and teach her to fight for herself, and he wanted to dirty up those angel wings by rolling around in bed while she wore only her silver jewelry. He wanted to hear it jangle so badly, it hurt.

      Christ, he was so lost in his lustful thoughts, he momentarily forgot what he’d asked her when she replied, “It’s not that easy for me.”

      Remembering he’d asked her about making friends, he leaned his hands on the counter, bringing them closer. Her eyes dropped to his mouth and his gut clenched.

      Jack knew Emery was attracted to him.

      That knowledge made avoiding temptation extremely hard.

      Literally.

      “Why isn’t it easy?”

      “I … I find small talk difficult.”

      “You’re small talking with me.”

      “I …” She frowned. “I don’t think talking about my shyness is really considered small talk.”

      “Okay.” Jack leaned away, crossing his arms over his chest. “Emery, it’s a beautiful day today, don’t you think?”

      Her lips twitched with amusement, making Jack feel about fifteen feet tall. “Yes, it’s very nice today.”

      “Has the shop been busy?”

      “It’s busy every morning. People need their coffee. Are you on your way to work?”

      Elated that she’d asked him a question, Jack grinned. “I am. I’m on my way to a restaurant we’re renovating in Dewey Beach.”

      “Do you like your job?”

      “I do. Do you like yours?”

      “Surprisingly, yes. I thought when I first opened, maybe it was a mistake … you know, with the whole small-talk thing being hard for me. But I like it. I love being surrounded by books.” She gestured to the stacks behind him, those silver bangles tinkling around her wrist.

      “How long has this affair with books been going on?”

      She grinned at him now, and Jack felt that smile like a punch to the gut. It was the sweetest smile he’d ever seen. That smile was like the sunrise across the ocean. There was nothing more beautiful to Jack than watching the sun start its languorous climb in the morning. The way it moved across the water as the sky transformed through shades of purple to pink to orange. Jack had never seen anything as awe-inspiring as the sunrise over Hart’s Boardwalk. Until Emery Saunder’s smile. Jesus Christ, she was so beautiful. And she had no idea. The complete opposite of Cooper’s wife, who knew she was a beauty and used it to get what she wanted.

      “Since I was five. But it became something of an obsession when I turned twelve.”

      “Why?”

      Her gaze lowered. “That’s when my parents and grandfather died. I went to live with my grandmother.” Her eyes flew to his, like she couldn’t believe she’d told him that.

      Of course, Jack had looked her up and knew from the articles that her family died when their private plane crashed.

      “I’m very sorry for your loss, Em.”

      Her eyes widened, perhaps at his use of a nickname. “Thank you. It was a long time ago.”

      “I’m still sorry.”

      After a few seconds of studying Jack, she asked, “Have you and Cooper—”

      The bell above her store stopped her in her tracks, and she turned to look at the incoming customer.

      Jack glanced over his shoulder, annoyed by the interruption and even more so by who’d caused it.

      Dana.

      Tall, slim, and tanned with an athletic body and sweet tits, Dana walked with a confidence that would’ve been sexy on any other woman. Jack understood from a purely visual perspective what Cooper saw in his wife. She had lots of silky, light brown hair and ice-blue eyes that tilted like a cat’s. Perfect little nose and full, luscious lips. High cheekbones. Great skin.

      She strutted across the store, her icy gaze flicking between Emery and Jack. He barely noticed what she was wearing. She was always showing off her figure in a summer dress that looked the same to him, if not for the variation in color.

      “I thought it was you I saw as I was passing.” She came to a stop at the counter, eyeing him and Emery with a narrow smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m Dana Lawson.”

      Emery shifted uncomfortably but nodded.

      Dana raised a perfectly plucked eyebrow. “Do you speak?”

      “Dana,” Jack warned.

      “It was just a question.” She smirked at him. “I actually came in to ask if you like brisket, Jack. We bought a slow cooker and Cooper was thinking of trying brisket for dinner this Thursday. He wanted to invite you.”

      “Yeah, sure.”

      Dana made no move to leave, even though Jack’s look was pointed.

      She pushed up off the counter. “I’ll walk you to Coop’s.”

      Realizing his progress with Emery had been well and truly blocked by his buddy’s annoying wife, Jack sighed. He looked at Emery who watched them both with those intelligent eyes of hers. He handed her the money for the coffees.

      “You have a great day, Emery.” He gave her a small smile.

      She returned it as she took the cash. “You too, Jack.”

      It was the first time she’d said his name.

      And he would not lie—he felt it in his gut and his dick and in the sudden increase of his pulse.

      The urge to shout “Fuck it!” and grab her by the nape so he could kiss the hell out of her was an almost uncontrollable itch beneath his skin. Instead, Jack swallowed the impulse, raised his coffee to her in salute, and walked out of the store with Dana trailing behind.

      As soon as they were out on the boardwalk, Dana snorted. “Please tell me you weren’t flirting with her.”

      At his silence, she huffed. “Jack, you can do so much better than a shy bookworm.”

      “I’m not going after Emery Saunders,” he bit out as he yanked open the door to Cooper’s. “You know I’m not the settling-down type.”

      Dana seemed satisfied. Too satisfied.

      Lately, she’d been a little too concerned about who Jack had in his bed. It worried him.

      The sight of Cooper coming around the bar to accept the coffee Jack held out, while wrapping an arm around Dana’s waist, soothed him somewhat.

      Dana snuggled into Cooper’s side, smiling up at him like she actually did love him.

      Maybe Jack was being paranoid about her.

      He could blame growing up with Ian Devlin for that.

      Cooper took a sip from his cup and sighed. “That girl can certainly make a good cup of coffee.”

      Dana snorted. “That’s about all she can do. People think it’s shyness, but I think maybe she’s a little dumb.”

      Cooper rolled his eyes. “I doubt it.”

      “C’mon. I said hello and she just looked right through me.”

      “I think that’s because she’s the opposite of dumb.” Jack turned heel and walked out before either of them could call him on his sly insult.

      No one would say shit about Emery Saunders around him.

      Ever.
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      Seven years ago

      

      After weeks of Iris’s not-so-subtle hinting about Hartwell’s annual, midsummer music festival, I gave in and agreed to go.

      I’d closed the store for the afternoon and walked along the boards toward Main Street. Passing Cooper’s Bar, the building next to mine, I saw it was open, which probably meant the bar staff were running it. According to Iris, Cooper wasn’t the type to miss out on town events.

      Beside Cooper’s was the Old Boardwalk Hotel, the largest and tallest building on the boardwalk. Built at the turn of the century, it was a red-brick building with small, white-framed windows. Every time I passed it, I marveled at its history but also thought it was sad there was no vantage point from any of the rooms to enjoy the spectacular ocean view.

      The owner didn’t live in Hartwell. He was a real estate mogul from Florida and relied on his staff to take care of the place. I’d been inside out of curiosity, and the slightly musty-smelling hotel needed a revamp.

      Iris said Bailey’s place, Hart’s Inn, at the north end of the boards, was always fully booked because people would rather stay at her establishment before choosing the Old Boardwalk. I didn’t blame them. The inn was a stunning New England–style home with white shingles, a wrap-around porch, and a widow’s walk overlooking the water.

      Next to the Old Boardwalk Hotel was George Beckwith’s gift shop where he sold tacky souvenirs the vacationers loved. Beside his store sat Antonio’s, which was open and would be managed by Ira today, since I was supposed to meet Iris on Main Street in ten minutes.

      I passed the pizzeria, the surf shop, and Mr. Shickle’s Ice Cream Shack and approached the bandstand at the top of Main.

      A band was setting up under the covered stage. The town had hired several musical groups for the day while businesses set up stalls to sell everything from music memorabilia to jewelry.

      A plaque on the bandstand spoke of the legend of Hartwell and explained to tourists why locals called it Hart’s Boardwalk. Back in 1909, Bailey Hartwell’s great-grandmother’s sister Eliza was the darling of Hartwell. The founding family still had money and power, and Eliza, being the eldest, was expected to marry well. Instead, she crossed paths and fell in love with a steelworker from the Station Railroad Company based outside of town. Jonas Kellerman, Dana Kellerman Lawson’s ancestor, was considered beneath Eliza—and a noted con artist. They were forbidden to marry.

      Instead, Eliza was betrothed to the son of a wealthy businessman. On the eve of her wedding, a devastated Eliza walked into the ocean. By chance, Jonas was up on the boardwalk with friends, saw Eliza, and went in after her. Legend said he reached her, but the waves took them under, and they were never seen again. Jonas
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