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      Luke Kerrigan drove around Cypress Bay in his sheriff's vehicle, making sure everything was quiet. The night was clear without a cloud in the sky, the almost full moon lighting his way. 

      This was his town, and he would always be on the lookout for anything not right with it. There had been too many fucking incidents lately—most of them involving the men in his own family and their women. He couldn't let them continue. He had enough to deal with without all their own issues.

      After Hurricane Imma came through earlier that summer, the cleanup was slow, but the town was getting better. Coming back to the way it was before the storm. 

      Unfortunately, it also increased the number of strangers in town. They had a fair number of tourists looking for a less hectic area to vacation outside Orlando. Since Cypress Bay had a resort, lake, and touristy downtown shops, they often visited for a week or two. 

      They had the occasional issue. An altercation between tourists or an emergency at the lake. But now they also had a bunch of contractors helping to fix up the town. Most had already left, but they still had the crew hanging around to rebuild the bridge over Lake Tola. Losing it put a crimp in the responding time of his deputies and that of other emergency services. 

      The lake was large. Luke gave an unamused chuckle. The fucking thing was huge; as large as the four-town county’s landmass all by itself. Getting around it was a nightmare.

      Luke and his deputies handled the entire county, which spanned all the towns around the lake, including Cypress Bay. The bridge allowed them to drive from one side of the lake to the other much quicker. Now with the bridge out, they had to drive all around the lake to get to the other side of Lake Tola. 

      The construction crew that the community council hired to fix up the bridge was giving them problems. They gave the county a specific timeline and budget for the bridge’s completion. 

      But they were spending more time carousing around the town, messing with the tourists and locals instead of fixing the bridge. He and his deputies spent more of their time responding to disturbance calls at the local bars, arresting the men who were supposed to be in town to fix their bridge, than any other types of calls in the area.

      The community council was meeting soon. They’d look into canceling the company's contract, then find another contractor to fix the bridge. But all this meant Luke needed to work more to ensure the safety of his county and town. 

      One thing he enjoyed about his job was driving around late at night. It was the only time he could breathe again. 

      The bar was closed. The people in town were asleep or, at the most, tucked up in their homes. Everyone was safe and sound with only a few cars out on the roads—those who worked late night shifts or who were traveling through from somewhere else. 

      One would think he’d also be tucked up in his home, but he didn't have a place he considered home. He had a small apartment that was a box with three rooms—a main living room/dining room and kitchen, a bedroom, and a bathroom. 

      It was nothing special. He had a leather couch, coffee table, and TV in the living room. He had no need of a table since it was just him. Besides, Luke would rather eat standing in the kitchen or sitting on his couch. 

      His bedroom had a king-size bed that took up the entire room. A small night table sat on one side, and a dresser on the far wall held his folded clothes, socks, and underwear. The closet was big enough to hold his shoes and his sheriff's uniforms; the bathroom was tiny. 

      That was about it. No adornments, pictures, pillows on the couch, little collectible items…nothing. And he liked it that way. 

      He did. 

      But it felt like living in a box, and he was man enough to admit he had nightmares that made living in that box more confining. So yes, he enjoyed driving around town in the middle of the night.

      Luke realized he was driving on the street Gracie lived on with her son. Gracie Acton-Rogers was renting Demi-Lyn Shaw’s house. When his cousin Oliver and Demi-Lyn got engaged, they moved into his home and rent hers out. Her home had belonged to her parents as a summer home on the lake until their deaths, which was when Demi-Lyn inherited it. It was located one house down from his cousin's home. He could just as easily tell himself he was driving down this way to check on them.

      Or to make sure Mrs. Tepen's house was secure. The older woman lived between the two homes. She came face-to-face with the men who broke into Demi-Lyn's home earlier this year. She was knocked out by one of the men. Thankfully, with some rest and rehabilitation, she would make a full recovery, and her granddaughter was now living with her until that happened. 

      Cruising down the street, Luke found Oliver and Demi-Lyn's house was dark and quiet. Mrs. Tepen's house next door was quiet, too. Shifting his gaze toward Gracie's house—he couldn't think of it as Demi-Lyn's house as long as Gracie was living in it—he noticed several lights were on. 

      Pulling over to the side of the road, Luke sat watching the house and surrounding area to make sure there weren't any issues where he would need to get involved.

      The front room and one bedroom were lit up. He couldn't see anything through the curtains of the bedroom, but someone must be having a hard time sleeping. Luke thought about Gracie's son, Sebastian. He was five years old and had recently broken his arm trying to climb a tree on the property.

      Luke and the rest of his family were hanging out after the re-opening ceremony of the clinic—that now belonged to his twin brother Noah—when she came barreling up to it in her car. He was so spitting mad that someone would put others in danger driving that way. 

      That was until he realized it was Gracie and she was in a panic over Sebastian breaking his arm. Luke took control of the situation and got her inside so his brother could take care of the young boy.

      He stayed, making sure she calmed down from her initial fright. By the time Sebastian had a cast put on his arm, she was looking a lot more relieved and relaxed. She apologized for the way she had pulled into the clinic parking lot, not realizing there was anything going on. Luke told her he wasn't worried and was just glad they could help Sebastian. Noah, of course, gave him a strange look. Damn twin mind-meld thing…whatever it was. 

      The bedroom light turned off, and Luke viewed Gracie moving in the living room between the gaps in the curtains. That light went off as well, and he didn't see any other lights go on, though he couldn't see the rooms at the back of the house. Luke sat a bit longer until he realized Gracie must have gone to bed. 

      Putting his sheriff's vehicle back into gear, he drove away to continue his rounds.
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      Gracie Acton-Rogers rolled the die, making her move to finish the last round of the board game sitting on the coffee table. And just in time, too. Sebastian was getting tired. His eyes were drooping closed; his right arm, covered in a neon green cast, lay limp in his lap. 

      The black signatures stood out against the bright color.

      Her son asked Noah and Luke to sign his cast right before they left the clinic the day he broke his arm. His mother was a paltry third compared to a doctor and sheriff, she thought wryly.

      Honestly, she was tired, too. It hadn't been an especially long day, but trying to keep up with her five-year-old son was exhausting. He had more energy than she knew what to do with, and any time he wound down gave her the opportunity to relax.

      Gracie was on edge. She knew it, and her son could sense it.

      That was most likely why it took longer to get him into bed these days. She wished she still had the help to take care of him, but it would do no good to dwell on what could have been.

      "Okay, kiddo, it's time for bed," she told him. "I let you stay up way past your bedtime, but let's not make this a habit."

      "Mommy, can't I stay up a little longer?" Sebastian asked, his words slurred with sleepiness.

      "Nope. You need your sleep if you want your arm to heal. Besides each night you go to sleep brings you closer to the day we go into town later in the week," she said. 

      Leading her son into his bedroom, she tucked him in and turned out the light before leaving the room. She looked over at him with a little smile before she closed the door. He was already asleep. Good thing she had him change into his pajamas and brush his teeth before they started playing the game. Otherwise, it would have taken twice as long to get him into bed.

      They had been staying at the house by the lake for most of the time they had been in Cypress Bay, Florida. Briefly closing her eyes, Gracie breathed a sigh of relief at finding a nice place to rent that was both available and furnished. She didn’t know what to expect when she made the impulsive decision to take this trip.

      Now that they were settling in, the last thing she wanted to do was draw too much attention during their stay. Unfortunately, her plan didn't work out the way she wanted it to. 

      She thought about how scared she’d been when Sebastian screamed outside. Gracie had just come in for a minute to grab some sandwiches for them to eat, and the next thing she heard was his scream. She had rushed outside to see Sebastian lying on the ground under the enormous tree and realized his arm didn't look right.

      Scooping him up as carefully as possible, she rushed him to the clinic. Gracie didn't realize they were having a grand re-opening of the clinic and that everyone in town would witness her acting like a crazy person. 

      Especially Sheriff Luke Kerrigan. She had met him once before when they had gone into town for groceries. He intimidated her. He looked at her as if he were trying to figure her out, but Gracie didn't want to be figured out.

      She just wanted to have a quiet stay in this small town and maintain a low profile. No one needed to know about her and Sebastian, and she didn't need to make friends. They weren't staying forever, just for a little while until Gracie felt it was safe enough to go home again.

      Then Sebastian broke his arm. She drove into downtown like a crazy woman, drawing attention to them and destroying their low profile, since half the town was just leaving the clinic. 

      She only hoped everyone would forget all about it soon, allowing everything to go back to normal. Or whatever normal was. Gracie wasn't sure what was normal anymore.

      Sebastian would need to go back to the clinic to have his arm re-examined. She hoped the visit would be uneventful. Sebastian found an interesting bug and just had to follow it. Unfortunately, it was crawling up the tree, and Sebastian couldn't help but try to follow it.

      She sighed indulgently at how her son was attracted to the strangest things. He was super smart for his age, which was why she waited before putting him in school. He would go straight into first grade next year. It had nothing to do with what was going on at home. Or that was what she told herself.

      Gracie worked her way to the living room and turned out the light. She turned toward the window on her way to the kitchen and saw the car sitting across the street with its lights on. Opting to leave the kitchen light off, she looked out the window, afraid someone had found them. Instead, it was Luke's sheriff's vehicle.

      She wondered why he would sit outside her house this late at night. Her whole body tensed, remembering others sitting outside her home.

      She couldn't believe he had stayed with her and Sebastian the entire time they were at the clinic. Gracie was freaking out about Sebastian’s broken arm, and Luke kind of took over. He knew not to grab Sebastian out of her hands. Instead, he gave her his strength to get through the situation of seeing her son in pain. 

      It made her feel grateful he was there to help. Still, she didn’t need him sitting outside the home she rented, watching it as though he was trying to figure them out.

      Through the space in the curtains in the dark room, she saw Luke drive off and let out a breath she didn't realize she was holding in. She couldn't let the sheriff get too close. No matter what he made her feel inside when he was near her.

      She couldn't let him into her life. She couldn't let anyone in.
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      The sun rose over the lake as Luke finished his rounds and headed toward home. He spent the night driving around the county, checking on some areas still waiting for repairs and making sure Cypress Bay and the surrounding areas were safe overnight. 

      Luke had deputies in each of the four offices around the county who worked nights, so he didn't need to work. But he felt better taking the time driving around. He’d checked in with a couple of deputies throughout the night and was told there was no trouble. 

      Luke just couldn't help himself. He had to be involved in everything going on. If that meant getting less sleep, then that's what he would do. The office staff was aware he'd grab a couple of hours of sleep, then come back into the office to take care of whatever needed to be done. 

      Swinging back into Cypress Bay from the neighboring town of Riverview, Luke felt a need to check on Gracie and Sebastian. He was, after all, the sheriff and was at the clinic when she brought her son in with a broken arm. It was only natural that he would want to stop by and make sure they were all right.

      That was the lie he was telling himself, anyway.

      He felt like he had to go see her, and her son's broken arm was as good a reason as any to stop by before he went home to change and catch a couple of hours of sleep. 

      Besides, she piqued his curiosity. Why was she here with her son, and where was her husband? She was wearing a ring, so she was married, yet she didn't want to call her husband when their son broke his arm. How was he supposed to find out what was going on if he didn't ask?

      And what made him think so much about a woman who was married, anyway? Those kinds of thoughts got men in trouble...a lot of trouble. He didn't need those kinds of problems.

      He remembered a time one of his buddies in the Army got himself involved with a woman who turned out to be married to an officer...woo boy...he had to do some quick talking.

      Luke was just glad it wasn't him. He wasn't about to become involved with a married woman, but her being in Cypress Bay alone with her son just didn't add up. It was suspicious. Luke didn't enjoy speculating about what was going on, so he would go straight to the source and ask.

      He pulled up at Gracie's house, studying it in the morning light. He remembered the home as a somewhat plain structure, with no adornments on or around it. Demi-Lyn's parents had kept the house up, yet hadn't bothered with the extras that gave a home life. He thought it was because they didn't live in Cypress Bay full-time. It was their summer home.

      When Demi-Lyn inherited it, she had little time to do anything extra around the house. She spent most of her time cleaning out her parents’ belongings and dealing with the lowlifes who ended up kidnapping her. Right after her rescue, she moved in with Oliver one house over, leaving this one open as a rental. 

      But now it looked like a home. New window boxes filled to the brim with colorful flowers and green plants sat below the front windows. He knew absolutely zilch about plants, but he assumed there were varieties of plants that enjoyed their mild winters. Or maybe Gracie planned on changing them out every season. He shook his head at the thought.

      What was he thinking? This wasn't her home. It wasn't as though she'd be staying for the change of seasons, not that they had many seasons here in Florida. It was hot, hotter, wet, wetter, and maybe a month of cooler temperatures. 

      Right now it was edging toward a somewhat cooler period, but nature couldn't make up its mind. One day it was in the seventies and the next it was in the fifties. He'd take either, though. It was hell driving around the area when it felt like it was in the triple digits, his service vehicle's air conditioning struggling to keep up with the heat of the day.

      Getting out of his sheriff's vehicle, he slammed the door and walked up to the front door. Before he rang the bell, Gracie answered the door. Sebastian was at the table eating breakfast when he looked past her into the rooms inside. 

      "Is there something wrong, Sheriff?" she asked. Her eyes were wide as she stared at him.

      He took her in as she stood waiting for his answer. She looked as if she had just woken up. Dark circles under her eyes stood out against her pale skin as though she hadn't slept well overnight. He thought she most likely wouldn't even be up right now if it weren't for her son. 

      Dressed in blue jeans and a short-sleeved shirt, she had her long black hair pulled up into a ponytail. Her alabaster skin was unmarred and free of makeup. But what he liked the most were her gorgeous dark blue eyes, which right now were staring at him still waiting for him to speak. 

      "No, nothing wrong. I was just in the area and wanted to come check on Sebastian," Luke said as he moved a step forward, flustering Gracie and allowing him access to the house. He should feel bad that he was forcing himself into her home and life, but again he was both captivated and suspicious of her at the same time.

      Luke walked over to the table where Sebastian was eating his breakfast. "Hey, buddy, mind if I sit down with you?" he asked the boy, who stared up at him with the same wide eyes as his mother before nodding and going back to shoveling cereal into his mouth.

      The boy was cute. Sebastian had the same dark blue eyes as his mother. But his hair was brown rather than black, styled short on the sides, and longer on top with adorable waves running through his hair. He must have gotten the hair color and waves from his father because Gracie's hair was stick straight. Though she could have done whatever women do to straighten it out. Luke had no clue why anyone would want to spend the time straightening out curly hair. 

      "How's your arm?" he asked the boy.

      "It's good," he mumbled around the cereal in his mouth.

      Gracie followed him to the table and sat down. "He needs to go back to see the doctor in a couple of days, but he's doing well. It doesn't seem to bother him much."

      "I'm glad it's not giving him any trouble," Luke told her.

      "I'm afraid I wasn't in any shape to pay much attention while we were at the clinic, but are you and Noah related? I realized you may be after we came home that day," she said.

      "Yes." He knew she waited for him to say more. Maybe tell her a little about him and his brother, but he wasn't one to say more than he needed. He was so used to keeping what was in his head to himself that it would take a lot of prying to get him to talk about anything in it. Even then, he wasn't likely to talk much.

      Even Noah couldn’t coax much out of him.

      The work he was involved in before becoming the county sheriff didn't allow for deep conversations. At least about some information. But he became used to not talking about anything unless he had to—this was not one of those times. 

      Gracie sat with pinched lips and a stiff posture. Luke should feel bad that he had essentially forced his way inside her home and then refused to expand on a simple question about him and his brother. That was too bad. Until he knew more about her, there was no way he was going to tell her more about himself. If that made him an insufferable asshole, then so be it.

      Sebastian finished his cereal, amazing Luke at how he shoveled so much of it into his small mouth all at once. Was that how he and Noah used to eat when they were this age? He'd need to make a point of asking his mother.

      "Seb, why don't you go brush your teeth and get dressed? And don't get your cast wet," she yelled to him as he ran down the hallway.

      Sebastian left. This was Luke's chance to talk to Gracie, find out more about her husband and why they were here without him. Before he could ask her anything, her cell phone rang. Gracie went white as a ghost, grabbed her phone, looked at it, then turned it off. He narrowed his eyes at her suspiciously. Was she running from her husband? What was putting a look like that on her face and made her so scared just from a phone ringing? 

      He decided right then and there. He would do anything to find out what was going on and to make sure she and her son were safe.
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      Gracie saw Luke look at her with suspicion after the phone call. She couldn't let him get too close to her and find out what was going on. His actions were already infuriating. He didn't know how to take no for an answer, but that was too bad. This was not something she wanted getting around Cypress Bay. She was supposed to be lying low, hoping things would die down and they could go home. 

      But the phone calls wouldn't stop. No, she couldn't tell him what was happening or why they were there. She wasn't even staying permanently in Cypress Bay. 

      He was staring at her, and she couldn't help staring back. Yes, he was attractive, and her heart beat faster whenever he was around, but anyone would think that way. It didn't mean anything. 

      Gracie changed the subject. "Do you want some coffee?" she asked.

      She figured if he would not get up and leave on his own, she might as well get herself some coffee. Not offering him some was just rude. One thing she was not was rude. 

      "Yes," he replied.

      Getting up from the chair, she walked over to the coffeemaker, pulling two cups from the cabinet above and pouring the liquid into them. She had made the coffee and was about to pour some for herself when he had come to the door earlier. Another thing that frustrated her. He prevented her from getting her first cup of coffee as planned. 

      Setting the cups on the table, she went back to the fridge and pulled out some sugar and creamer. She walked back to the table, putting them down on it before sitting back down.

      "You keep the sugar in the fridge?" he asked her.

      "Yes," she answered with no further explanation. If he stuck to one-word answers, then so would she.

      His mouth tilted up at the corner, and she knew he found her amusing, catching on to what she was doing.

      "Mommy, I can't get my shirt on," Sebastian said when he walked back into the room. 

      Gracie almost broke down in laughter after catching the confused look on Luke's face. Her son had the arm with the cast in the shirt's sleeve; only his fingers were sticking out of the top of the long sleeve. His other arm was trying to pull on the shirt. The bulk of the shirt wrapped around his head, showing a large hank of hair sticking out at the top.

      Gracie helped him by removing the shirt before straightening it out. "Okay, arms up." 

      The boy put his arms up in the air, while she put each arm through the shirt sleeves and then over his head before tugging it down his torso. 

      "There you go. You can watch some cartoons for a little while." Sebastian ran to the living room, sliding onto the floor and turned on the television. 

      Before Gracie could say anything else—not that she knew what to say—Luke shocked her with a question.

      "Where's your husband, Gracie?" he asked, looking at the ring on her finger. 

      "Dead," she said flatly. 

      "How long has it been since he died?" Luke asked, his voice soft with compassion. 

      Gracie sighed. She didn't want to tell him anything, but she could tell he was stubborn and would sit there until she told him what he wanted to hear. If she didn't, he'd most likely go do a search or something. 

      "He was killed two years ago," she said.

      "He was killed? What happened?" he asked, his eyes sharpening on her. 

      She sighed again and decided she would tell him what happened, then she’d find a way to get him out of the house so she could go about the rest of the time she had in Cypress Bay without him around messing her up inside. 

      "Colin Rogers was a great husband and father. We loved each other and Sebastian very much. But then he died in a robbery getting gas after work. He wasn't even in the store when it was robbed," she began with a hitch in her voice. Even after all this time, it was hard for her to remember that day.

      "He was at the pump getting gas and the guy robbing the convenience store got into a shootout with the store owner. Colin was hit. The police don't know which bullet hit him. He died at the hospital before I was even told what happened. My husband was just in the wrong place at the wrong time," she said.

      "Did they ever catch the guy who was robbing the place?" he asked her.

      "In a way. The store owner shot him. He died at the gas station before anyone arrived. The police decided he was the one who shot Colin, and that was it," Gracie told him, firing off facts one at a time.  

      "How long were you and Colin together?" he asked, making her sigh. Guess she was going to give him a little more information after all. Anything to get him to leave her alone.

      "We met in college and dated for a year before we got married—I was twenty, he was twenty-one. We graduated college, Colin and I got jobs, saved up to buy a small house, and then had Sebastian two years later. I left work to stay at home with him. It made no financial sense for both of us to be working. My paycheck would have only been enough to pay for daycare anyway. Colin would pick up extra shifts at work to bring in some extra money when we needed it.

      “That's the only reason he was at the gas station so late that night. We'd been married for five years and Sebastian was three-years-old when he died," she told Luke, her voice flat as though reciting a boring monologue for some school project. Gracie couldn’t let any of the rioting emotions spill out that thoughts of losing Colin brought up. Not with Luke sitting in front of her. She just couldn’t do it.

      "What have you and Sebastian been doing for the last two years since his death?" he asked.

      "Surviving."

      Luke stared at her like he wanted more information and was about to ask her more questions, but that was all Gracie could handle. "I've had enough." 

      Thankfully, Luke got the hint, saying he should be going. He rose from the table, said goodbye to Sebastian, and followed her to the front door. "I know there's more. I may not know you well, but you don't go white the instant the phone rings if there wasn't more. I'll leave it for now, but you will tell me the rest."

      "There's nothing to tell, Sheriff," she said, not meeting his eyes. "If you'll excuse me, I need to go take care of my son."

      Luke opened the door and stopped in his tracks. Gracie peeked around him to see why he wasn't leaving. Standing at the door were Demi-Lyn Shaw and Oliver Kerrigan, his hand poised in the air as though he was about to knock. 

      "Well, what are you doing here so early, Mr. Sheriff?" Oliver asked, teasing Luke. 

      Gracie wasn't sure what their relationship was, but knew they were somehow related because of the last name. Luke didn't look happy to see the man, whoever he was to him. That made her stand taller and want to pay attention to what they might say to each other next. Who knew what information she could garner to help redirect their conversation the next time Luke wanted to talk to her about what was going on in her life.

      He wasn’t the only one who paid attention.
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      Luke was just walking out of Gracie's house, with her still standing at the door, when Demi-Lyn and Oliver showed up right outside, just about to knock on the door. 

      Oliver gave him a curious look. "Well, what are you doing here so early, Mr. Sheriff?" 

      "Shut up, Oliver," he growled at his cousin, glaring at him. "I just came by this morning to check on Sebastian." 

      His cousin grinned at him like he knew something he didn't. Luke continued to give Oliver a hard stare. This just made Oliver laugh at him harder until a jab in his side from his fiancée, Demi-Lyn, had him grunting.

      "Stop it, you two. Save it for another time," Demi-Lyn admonished them before giving Gracie a big smile. 

      "Sorry about these two. We wanted to stop by as soon as we heard what happened with Sebastian, but we were swamped at the resort with a large group that came in. We are so sorry Sebastian fell out of the tree. I feel so guilty that I didn't think about getting the tree trimmed before you moved in. I used to climb that tree all the time when I was younger and didn't think twice about it, but now it's a lot bigger than it was when I was a kid and much more dangerous for little climbers. We're going to have it trimmed as soon as possible so there are no lower branches to climb on. And while we're at it, we'll see about anything else that may be dangerous for him around the yard and house. Just let us know if you see anything and we'll fix it," Demi said.

      "Take a breath, Demi-Lyn," Luke told her. Oliver shook his head, with a small smirk on his face. Luke spoke to his cousin the day after it happened, so he knew Demi-Lyn had been worried over what happened to Sebastian. That, and it seemed Luke was the only person who still called her Demi-Lyn rather than Demi. His cousin got a kick out of her not seeming to mind, but corrected everyone else whenever they tried to call her by her full name.

      She backhanded Luke in the gut. "Oww," she muttered, when she hurt her hand instead of Luke. Oliver took her hand in his and rubbed the sting out. 

      Looking over at Gracie, Luke noticed she was just standing there with her eyes wide open in shock. He guessed she wasn't used to anyone who didn't give you a chance to respond. 

      Taking her hand in one of his, he gave it a quick squeeze before dropping it. "Let Demi-Lyn and Oliver take care of the tree. They'll feel better if they do. Worry about the rest another time. Sebastian won't be climbing anything for a while now with a broken arm." 

      This snapped Gracie out of it. "He most certainly will not be climbing anything else. Would you both like to come in for some coffee?" she asked, pulling herself together after realizing they were all standing at her open front door. 

      It was like a switch flipped when he mentioned her son's broken arm. And she was not that polite to him when she asked him if he wanted coffee. Interesting.

      "Thanks, but we need to get to the resort. We'll let you know when someone will be by to take care of the tree," Oliver told her. 

      "I need to go home, get some sleep, and change before going back into the station," Luke said.

      Oliver quirked his eyebrow at him. "Really? I thought you said you just stopped by to check on Sebastian this morning."

      Luke growled, taking an aggressive step toward him, while Gracie went beet red beside him. "I was on patrol all night, asshole."

      "Boys!" Demi-Lyn yelled at them. "Seriously, I don't think they ever grow up," she told Gracie, grabbing both of them by the shirt sleeves and dragging them away.

      Looking over his shoulder at Gracie, their eyes connected for a moment before she closed the door, locking it behind them. He carefully removed Demi-Lyn's hand from his shirt sleeve and ran his own through his hair.

      "Damn it, Oliver. Did you need to fucking embarrass her like that?" he asked, frustrated at the situation.

      "Bloody hell…sorry, Luke. I only wanted to mess with you. I didn't think about what she would think about it," Oliver said.

      "Well, think about it for the next time. It was rude as hell," he told him.

      "The next time, huh?" Oliver asked.

      "Okay, that's it, Oliver, you've teased him enough. We need to get to the resort," she said. "It's like I'm the boss instead of you," Demi-Lyn muttered. She came over to Luke and gave him a hug. "We'll see you later. Get some rest…you look like hell."

      "Thanks," he said dryly. He watched them walk back over to their house and get into Oliver's car before driving away.

      Luke shook his head at the thought of Oliver's teasing. It wasn't like they all hadn't teased him when he met Demi-Lyn again. Her family would always hang out with the Kerrigans at the resort’s beach during the summers.

      Then Oliver went away to culinary school, not returning for a few years.

      Something changed with Demi-Lyn after that summer, but she was only here a few more years herself. Her parents would continue to come down on their own, giving glimpses and hints about her life as a college student.

      Oliver came back to work at the resort, managing the kitchens, while she started her life in Maryland. Then her parents died, and she moved to Cypress Bay, where she had friends and the summer home. It was only a matter of time before the two of them got together. 

      But his life wasn't like that. Luke wasn't looking for a relationship with Gracie. He had enough problems of his own. He didn't need a woman with a kid in his life. It wasn't the right life for them, and he didn't deserve to have that kind of wonderful in his. 

      He was the county sheriff, first and foremost. He worked long hours and was rarely at home. Never mind that he didn't need to work long hours or spend that time away from his apartment. It was what was for the best. With that settled, Luke walked to his sheriff's vehicle and got in, driving away without looking back at Gracie's house.
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