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      “Trent, party of two?”

      Trent Baker stood, wondering if he could get out of this date before it really started. Kathy was a brunette—his only requirement for his friends, who had been setting him up on dates for a couple of months now—but she wasn’t anything like the kind of woman he wanted to spend more than five minutes with.

      He knew, because they’d been waiting for a table at the steakhouse for twenty minutes and he’d stopped talking halfway through.

      But he didn’t ask Kathy for a raincheck, because he’d never cash that in. And she didn’t act like she wanted to leave either. Maybe she just wanted ribs or the killer delicious rolls at Stan’s.

      Trent thought at least he’d eat well tonight, but he wouldn’t be getting a second date.

      Kathy carried the conversation, and Trent felt himself loosening up a little bit as drinks came, and then main dishes. He laughed with her when a couple on the dance floor started doing a professional swing and took a long drink from his soda, thinking maybe he just needed to open his mind to women he didn’t immediately click with.

      Her phone went off, and she said, “Do you mind?”

      “Go ahead.” He had his phone on the table too, because his six-year-old son, Porter, could need him at any moment.

      Of course, his sister who watched the boy had never interrupted one of Trent’s dates yet. But Kathy didn’t know that, so Trent’s phone sat on the table, screen up.

      Kathy twittered over something on her device, and she looked up and said, “It’s my boyfriend.”

      Boyfriend.

      The word echoed through Trent’s head, and he blinked at the woman across from him. Her thumbs flew across the screen and the look of joy on her face couldn’t be anything but sincere.

      “Boyfriend?” Trent finally asked, employing his police officer voice. Maybe not the one he used on his four German shepherds while he worked on their K9 training, but close.

      Very close.

      Kathy looked up, surprise on her face. “Yeah, Bruce?”

      As if Trent should know who Bruce was. Trent had been back in Hawthorne Harbor for four years, and sure, he worked for the police department. But he certainly didn’t know every citizen in town.

      “How long have you and Bruce been dating?” Trent put his napkin on the table, ready to flee this disaster. Ready to simply be a single dad for the rest of his life. He could raise Porter. He could. He could find some way to ease the loneliness in his life. He could.

      But he wasn’t going out with another woman from this town.

      “Oh, six or seven months.” Kathy put her phone down and beamed at him.

      “What did you think this was?” Trent waved between the two of them and leaned his elbows on the table.

      She blinked, confusion racing through her eyes. “Oh, no.” She covered her mouth with one hand. “Did you think this was a date?”

      Trent refrained from rolling his eyes by looking up at the waiter as he arrived. “We’re ready to go,” he said, already pulling out his wallet.

      “So no dessert?”

      Trent threw a few twenty-dollar bills on the table and stood. “No dessert.” The woman had gotten her steak and salad bar already.

      “Trent,” she said, but he was already walking toward the front door. He had to drive her home—he wasn’t going to be rude or anything—but he didn’t have to stay in public for this conversation.

      Embarrassment and frustration heated his face, and though autumn had arrived in Hawthorne Harbor, Trent felt hot from head to toe.

      Thankfully, Kathy caught up to him and got in his truck without further incident.

      “Georgia said she had a friend who needed a friend.”

      Trent grunted, not sure how to respond. Friends who went out together paid for their own meals. They didn’t dress up in bright pink sundresses, wear heels, or put on as much makeup as Kathy had.

      Of course, he barely knew her. Maybe she did dress like this all the time.

      “It’s fine,” he said, practically jamming his foot to the floor in his haste to get this date over with. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      The drive to her house took eight minutes. Eight painfully long minutes of silence, and Trent didn’t get out to walk her to the door. After all, her boyfriend was probably waiting just inside.

      “Thank you for dinner,” she said, and Trent nodded her right out of the truck. He watched to make sure she got inside, as darkness had fallen and the police officer in him wouldn’t let him just drive off.

      But then he did pull out of her driveway and head down the highway toward the coast.

      He didn’t want to go back to Eliza’s and explain anything to her, and the date had only lasted one hour and fifteen minutes, including that awkward drive.

      His sister would ask a lot of questions and then start scrolling through her phone for more of her single friends. And Trent had already tried with three of them, and nothing had clicked.

      “Maybe nothing ever will,” he said to himself and the night in front of him. “Maybe Savannah was your click.” The very thought of his wife made his heart pinch.

      But he’d spent a year in complete mourning, barely alive, barely there for his toddler. And he wasn’t going back to that person. Savannah wouldn’t want him to anyway.

      Maybe coming back to Hawthorne Harbor was a bad idea, he thought.

      But his sister lived here, and his parents were just a few minutes away in Bell Hill. He’d needed their help with Porter, and their support in everything after Savannah’s death.

      He’d been lucky to get a spot on the police force, and his experience from the international airport in Seattle had sealed the job for him.

      Cheery, yellow light caught his attention, and he realized he’d driven all the way up to Magleby Mansion. A party was clearly in full swing, and Trent felt like he was living inside a bubble.

      Other people had fun. Great first dates. Boyfriends and girlfriends. But he just had his K9 dogs, his son, and his monotonous day-after-day job.

      He wanted more than that, but at the same time, he was comfortable with the life he had.

      Maybe that was why dating stung so much. It reminded him of how far out of his comfort zone he had to get in order to start and maintain a relationship.

      He turned into the circular lane to turn around, a truck with a construction rack on it catching his attention.

      “Michaels Construction,” he read to himself. He eased on the brake and stopped, snapping a quick picture of the side of the truck so he could call and get a quote on what it would take in terms of time and money to build a deck off the back of his house.

      If there was anything he loved more than his son and his K9 dogs, it was his backyard. All it was missing at this point, after four years of Trent’s hard work, was a deck.

      But he wasn’t going to call Michael on Friday night. He didn’t need to add insult to injury.
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        * * *

      

      He called the construction company on Monday morning and got a Lauren who scheduled a time for the general contractor to come out to Trent’s house to take measurements, talk dimensions, and get the information he needed to provide a quote.

      Trent had the whole day off, and with his son in school, he found himself out in the yard with all four German shepherds under his care.

      He threw them a ball for about thirty minutes before all of them found the shade from the three giant Washington hawthorn trees he cultivated along the side of his backyard.

      All four dogs panted, their huge tongues lolling out of their mouths while Trent pruned and weeded, hopefully for the last time before winter set in.

      “Hello?” a woman called, and Trent startled away from the rose bushes. Wilson stood, and Trent held out his hand for the dog to stay.

      “In the back,” he said, moving toward the fence to unlatch it.

      He rounded the corner of the house and came face-to-face with the prettiest woman he’d seen in years. And years.

      She had long, dark hair she’d pulled into a ponytail which draped over her shoulder, and she looked at him with sparkly, dark eyes that made his breath catch somewhere behind his lungs.

      “I’m Lauren Michaels,” she said, extending her hand for him to shake over the chest-high chainlink.

      Trent fumbled the latch, his heart also tossing around inside his chest.

      “Lauren Michaels,” he said, understanding dawning on him as he finally got the fence open. “I’m Trent Baker.” He shook her hand, enjoying the zing as their skin met. He had so many questions for her, and none of them were about the deck.

      The biggest one—and one he’d really need to know before this woman left his property—was, Do you have a boyfriend?
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      “How do you feel about dogs?” he asked, keeping himself between her and the rest of the yard.

      “I love dogs,” Lauren said, trying not to admire this man quite so much. But he clearly spent time in a gym—and the yard, if the work gloves were any indication—and he had beautiful brown hair and a pair of eyes to match.

      He wore a T-shirt that strained across his chest and biceps, and while Lauren had known who Trent was the moment he’d called, it was clear he didn’t know who she was.

      Or even that she was a she. It was a common mistake, what with her last name being a common first name for men. Still, it had an S on it, but somehow people overlooked that a lot.

      Her cousin Cat would love hearing this story, but Lauren determined she wouldn’t text her to tell it. She could keep her humiliation a secret just this one time, even if it would make Cat laugh.

      “So I have four German shepherds back here,” he said as he finally started walking into the yard. “They’re police dogs, and they only respond to me. They shouldn’t even approach you. And you can’t approach them until I say.” He cast her a quick glance that held kindness and apprehension, along with the power and authority in his voice. “Okay?”

      “Sounds great,” Lauren said, following him and wondering if she could ask him out again. Did she really want to get her heart sliced again by this man?

      He doesn’t remember, she told herself, but she honestly wasn’t sure if that was better or not. Before, his wife had just passed away, and Lauren hadn’t known that. No wonder Trent Baker had no recollection of her first, flubbed attempt to get a date with him.

      She waited near the back door, which had a few steps leading down to the yard and he definitely needed more for this stunning space. From the dwarf apple trees to the lavender growing along the house, to the grape vines to the stunning hawthorns on the far side of the yard—where the dogs waited—Trent definitely needed a deck to enjoy all of his hard work.

      Trent kept walking and he spoke to the dogs in low tones so that Lauren couldn’t tell what he was saying. He finally turned and gestured for her to come on over. She did, glad when only one of the shepherds came with him as he approached her. She liked dogs, sure, but maybe not four sixty-pounders at the same time.

      “This is Wilson,” Trent said, and he yipped at the dog before it came trotting forward to greet Lauren.

      Wilson sniffed and she crouched down to give the dog a healthy pat around his jowls and ears. “Oh, you’re just a big softie, aren’t you? I bet your dad lets you sleep on the bed and everything.” She grinned up at Trent, stunned again by his good looks.

      So maybe she’d been glad she hadn’t run into him in three years, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t try again. Did it? He was single, she knew that. Not really into dating, from what she’d heard.

      But she wasn’t in the gossip circles much and could only rely on what she heard from Gillian, her best friend, and Brooklynn, her cousin. And Gillian had a long-time boyfriend and didn’t know as much as she used to. Other than her, Lauren spent all of her time with men, and they certainly didn’t know the last time Trent had gone out with someone.

      One by one, each dog came over and got some love from Lauren, and she caught Trent looking at her with a strange glint in his eye. She couldn’t interpret it before she cleared her throat and got back to business.

      “So, tell me about this deck.” She turned to survey the open area at the back of the house. “How big are you thinking?” She pulled her tape measure from her tool belt and flicked it out.

      She was the best general contractor in town, but she didn’t work nearly as much as some of the other companies. She didn’t want to think it was because of her gender, but she couldn't think of any other reason.

      Trent detailed the kind of paradise he wanted, and Lauren could see it come to life in her mind.

      She used her tablet and the expensive construction software she’d bought to draw up some quick plans as he took the dogs inside to get them a fresh bowl of water.

      Twenty minutes later, Lauren felt confident she could tap “generate” and her tablet would give her a timeline as well as a quote for this dreamy man she really wanted to work with.

      She didn’t need to ask him out today if she could land this job. And the truth was, she needed another big project once she finished up the wing at Magleby Mansion.

      “So where are we at?” he asked, coming down the steps and exhaling heavily. “My son will be done with school soon, and I have to go pick him up.”

      Lauren’s chest squeezed on the word son, but she didn’t let it show. “I can email this to you.” She raised her eyebrows in a silent question.

      He joined her at her side, the scent of his skin hitting her like a heavenly punch of cologne and sweat. She kept the swoon under control, but his voice rumbled through her when he said, “I have time. Let me see it.” He peered at her tablet, and Lauren reminded herself to get the job done.

      “Okay.” She cleared her throat, wishing he didn’t make her so nervous. Maybe if she’d gone out with anyone whose name she could remember in the past three years, her heart wouldn’t be hammering quite so hard right now.

      She detailed the project, the hawthorn wood she’d use to mirror the trees, the swing, the benches, the place for the permanent umbrella to be secured so the bay winds wouldn’t disrupt his backyard barbecues.

      “And what does this cost?” he asked, taking a step back. “It’s beautiful. Exactly what I want. I just…” He gave a chuckle that sounded nervous. “I’m on a budget.”

      “Of course,” Lauren said. “We can do three payments. One-third up front. One in the middle. And one at the end once you’re one-hundred-percent satisfied with my work.”

      Their eyes met, and Lauren wasn’t sure if she was hallucinating or not, but she felt a quick spark of attraction between them. Fine, it was more like a lightning bolt.

      Could he feel it too?

      The seconds stretched, and she finally shook herself out of the depths of his eyes. “Here’s the price and timeline.” She tapped the button and the drawings changed to the quote. She handed him the tablet and stepped back. “I have to finish my great-aunt’s place first, so I’m not available until probably the end of October.”

      And then she had the Festival of Trees after that. She opened her mouth to say she couldn’t start until the new year when Trent said, “This looks great,” and handed back her tablet. “You’re hired.”

      Happiness flowed through Lauren, and not just because she’d gotten another job to keep her in business for another few months. She’d learned to take things day by day, month by month. Doing that, she’d kept Michaels Construction in business for six years.

      “Is your great-aunt Mabel Magleby?”

      “That’s right.” Lauren tapped a few more buttons and added, “I’ll get this printed. Do you want to stop by my place to sign it? Or I can bring it over here at your convenience.” She was so professional, and while she might want to take Trent to lunch, she also wanted him to recommend her to all of his friends who might need something done, whether it be a bathroom remodel or a new addition to their house.

      “I can come to you.” He smiled, and honestly, such an action on such a handsome face should be illegal.

      “Great.” Lauren stood there, though she had no reason to stay for another second. And Trent needed to go get his son, but he didn’t move either. Perhaps the lightning had struck him too.

      “What’s Mabel doing up there?” he asked.

      “A complete renovation of the west wing,” Lauren said, seizing onto an opportunity and hoping she didn’t mess it up. “She’s having a big party for the reopening. You should come.” She added a smile to her face, thinking her invitation could be interpreted as friendly. Like, Hey, the whole town is invited, so you should come too.

      She started for the corner of the house and the fence, but he said, “Lauren?”

      Lauren turned back to him. “Yeah?”

      “Have we met before?” He tilted his head, those eyes harboring so much intelligence.

      Lauren wanted to deny it, but she also really wanted a second chance with him. So she let herself emit a light laugh—not a giggle. A businesswoman such as herself did not giggle—and toss her ponytail over her shoulder.

      “I asked you out once,” she said with a quick one-shoulder shrug. “I didn’t think you remembered that.”

      Trent looked like she’d thrown a glass of ice water in his face. “I don’t remember that. When was it?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Three or four years ago.”

      Something dark crossed his face, and Lauren took it as her cue to leave. “It was no big deal.” She rounded the corner and had her hand on the latch when he practically yelled her name.

      He came around the corner, almost colliding with her. She blinked at him, all the shadows gone from his eyes. She really hoped her invitation to dinner four years ago wouldn’t jeopardize this deck now. She not only needed the job, she really wanted to work on this specific project.

      “I’d like to take you up on your offer,” he said. “That is, if you don’t have a boyfriend.” He reached up and rubbed his hand up the back of his neck in the most adorable way.

      Lauren’s face burst into a smile. “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      Trent grinned too. “Great. So I’ll stop by and sign those papers and we’ll chat then. I really am late to get my son.”

      “I’ll be at the Mansion most of the day tomorrow, if you want to stop by up there.” Lauren didn’t usually feel so shy—as evidenced by her bold move to ask out the new bachelor in town all those years ago—but somehow, in this small patch of lawn, with Trent, she did.

      “I’ll see if I can get up there,” he said. “I’m on duty tomorrow.”

      Lauren nodded and forced her slightly shaky legs to get her off his property and back to her office before she blew her second chance with the deliciously handsome Trent Baker.
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      Trent sat in the parent pick-up line, his heart thumping in some strange way it hadn’t in so long, he couldn’t even identify what kind of beat it was.

      But he knew it had everything to do with the beautiful Lauren Michaels. Had she really asked him out before? How could he have forgotten a woman like her?

      He’d almost texted his sister to find out if she remembered Lauren, but he didn’t need her asking questions. And Eliza would. She was as keen as their mother, and the last thing Trent needed was either one of them asking about his love life.

      When he’d picked up Porter on Friday night, Eliza had asked, “So?” and all Trent had been able to do was shake his head. He’d tell her about Kathy’s boyfriend eventually, but Trent didn’t need to relive the humiliation right now.

      The back door of the SUV opened, and Trent put on his daddy smile. “Hey, bud, how was school?”

      Porter climbed into the backseat, his backpack huge and getting stuck on the top of the doorframe. He yanked on it and finally settled in the middle of the bench seat.

      “Joey brought a lizard,” he said, his voice high and full of excitement. “And Miss Terry chose three people to hold it, and I got to!”

      “That’s great, bud.” Trent eased the truck out of the line and into the drive-through lane. “What was the lizard’s name?”

      “Chicken.”

      Trent scoffed. “What?” He glanced in the rear-view mirror and met Porter’s eyes. At least they were his and not Savannah’s. No, Trent saw her in the shape of his son’s face, the roundness of his nose, and the way everything seemed to be made of magic. Including, apparently, lizards named Chicken.

      “Yeah, Chicken,” Porter said.

      “Put your seatbelt on, bud.” Trent stopped at the sign before pulling out of the school driveway and waited for his son to click his buckle.

      “I guess lizards are born from eggs,” Porter said. “And Joey thought that it would be a chicken, so he named it Chicken even after it was hatched.”

      “Okay, then.” Trent turned toward Main Street, wondering if it was too early to grab dinner. Then he wouldn’t have to leave the house again that night. He wondered when he’d become an old soul, as a thirty-seven-year-old shouldn’t want to eat dinner at three-thirty in the afternoon.

      “Are you hungry, Porty?”

      “No, it was Baylor’s birthday, and his mom brought doughnuts.” He just looked out the window, but Trent felt like someone had stabbed a toothpick into his heart.

      He hadn’t been able to take a treat into Porter’s class last year, because he’d been on duty. This year, he’d already put in for a vacation day in March, so he could be Mister Mom and take cupcakes to Porter’s classmates.

      “Maybe we could grab sandwiches and take the canines to the beach.”

      “Will you teach me that word for find?” Porter asked.

      “Yeah. You can work on it with Tornado. He’s still trying to learn it.”

      “Wilson always takes over.”

      “Yeah, well, Wilson is the pack leader.” Trent turned down Main Street. “Pick a place, and we’ll stop and get something and go.”

      Trent took the dogs everywhere with him. Sometimes he leashed one or two and made them work among pedestrians. Wilson and Pecorino had performed brilliantly at the Lavender Festival a few months ago, and then Trent had paired Wilson with Brutus for the Fall Festival.

      Tornado was still a bit excitable, but he’d done really well with Lauren. That’s because Lauren has calm energy, Trent thought. As he’d been working with his police dogs—and taking training courses from the K9 Unit in Seattle—he’d learned a lot about a person’s energy.

      And Tornado hadn’t whined once with Lauren, so she definitely possessed an energy that spoke to Tornado’s.

      “Pizza,” Porter said as Trent drove by The Slice. Simple things like that used to frustrate him, but now he just flipped around and parked across the street. If his son wanted pizza, they’d get pizza.

      Trent held his son’s hand as they crossed the street—properly, in the crosswalk. He didn’t need anything getting back to his boss that he wasn’t a law-abiding citizen when he wasn’t on duty.

      They joined the line for family night pizza, and by the time they had their two boxes and were ready to head to the beach, the sun was already sinking fast. Trent sighed. He really disliked winter, and it seemed like the season was nearly upon them.

      As he set the pizza boxes on the seat on the passenger side and then turned to move around the front of his truck, his eyes caught a flyer taped to the lamppost.

      “Magleby Mansion grand unveiling,” he read aloud. He pulled down the paper and searched for the date. It was next weekend, and he heard Lauren’s voice saying, “You should come. You should come.”

      Surely she didn’t mean as her date, but when Trent thought about those few charged moments in his backyard, his thoughts turned muddy.

      He folded the flyer and put it in his back pocket before he got behind the wheel. He’d simply ask her tomorrow when he went to sign the work contract.

      The beach brought relief to his soul in a way that nothing else could. Savannah had loved the sound of the surf, the feel of sand against her bare feet, and watching the sun sink into the waves.

      Trent had tolerated the beach while she’d been alive, but now he treasured his time there, especially when he went with Porter. He felt closer to her there than anywhere else, and he often told his son stories about her while they ate or threw a Frisbee for the dogs.

      Tonight, Trent felt weary though he hadn’t even put on his uniform and gone into work. He sighed as he sank onto the blanket he kept in the back of the truck.

      “Wait,” he told the dogs, who quivered with anticipation of running out into the waves. Several other canines ran around the sand, but Trent’s dogs couldn’t go until he released them. And they better come back as soon as he whistled.

      Wilson sat, which helped Pecorino and Brutus to do the same. “Tornado,” Trent said as if he didn’t care at all if the dog sat or not. But he did, and Trent said, “Yep.”

      All four dogs sprinted toward the ocean, with Tornado barking every other step. Trent shook his head and laughed as they met the water and sent splashes several feet into the air.

      “Your mom used to make the best chocolate mint brownies,” he said to Porter as the boy opened the lid on the first pizza box. “And we never came to the beach without them, even though I used to tease her that they’d melt.”

      Porter picked up a piece of pizza and paused before he took a bite. “Do you know how to make the brownies?”

      “I have her recipes, yeah.” But Trent hadn’t made any of them. He made boxed macaroni and cheese, or spaghetti, or hamburgers and hot dogs. Savannah used to make delicious pasta casseroles and the best soups and stews on the planet. But Trent hadn’t been able to bring himself to pull out her binder and look at her handwriting as she made adjustments to the measurements or left herself notes for what to do next time she made the dish.

      Because it was too painful of a reminder that there would be no next time.

      “We should make them,” Porter said. “Maybe for Aunt Eliza’s birthday.”

      “Yeah.” Trent ate and kept watch over the dogs while the sun sank. When they had just enough time to get back to the truck before it was too dark to see, he packed up and took his son home.
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      The next day, Trent showed up to work to find Adam Herrin in a less-than-joyful mood. “What’s up with him?” Trent asked out of the side of his mouth. Sarah, Adam’s personal secretary, glared at the Police Chief’s door. “Oh, someone called and asked about the security plan for the Festival of Trees, and you know how the Chief feels about that.”

      Trent did know, and he also understood Adam’s frustration. “The Fall Festival ended ten days ago.”

      “That’s exactly what Adam said.” Sarah gave Trent’s hand a pat. “How’s Porter?”

      “He’s doing great.” Trent started to move over to his desk, hoping he didn’t have any paperwork to deal with from his day off.

      “Didn’t you have a date over the weekend?” Sarah asked, and Trent cringed. He’d enlisted almost everyone around him to help him find a girlfriend, and while it had sounded like a good idea at the time, now Trent was really regretting it.

      “Yeah, it isn’t going to work out.”

      “I have a neighbor⁠—”

      “I think I’m going to try it on my own for a while.” Trent gave Sarah a smile he hoped would soften his words. He wasn’t sure if he was saying he’d find his own dates or if he’d just like to stop dating for a while.

      Until Lauren Michaels had shown up at his house yesterday afternoon, Trent would’ve chosen never going out again. But she had him reconsidering his decision.

      Thankfully, he only had a couple of reports on his desk, and he flew through them before heading outside to work with his German shepherds.

      As he set up a new “bomb” for Tornado to find, Chief Herrin came through the gate. “You got a minute, Trent?” he asked.

      “Sure thing, Chief.” Trent paused in his prep.

      “I’d like you to run point on the Festival of Trees security,” Adam said without looking away from Trent. “How do you feel about that?”

      Pride swelled in Trent’s chest. “Sure thing.”

      “I need a report by the end of the week.” He finally glanced around the dog training arena. “I know it’ll take you from this more than you’d like. But with Janey pregnant, I’m not sure I can handle another event right now.”

      “Janey’s pregnant?” Trent rarely knew any town news, and he grinned at his boss and good friend. “That’s good news, right?”

      “It is, yeah.” Adam smiled back. “But she’s high-risk, and I’m trying to juggle things at home, and with Jess…” He blew out his breath. “I can’t take on the Festival of Trees.”

      “I’ve worked it for three years, boss. I can do it.” Trent really wanted to do a good job, not just for Adam, but to feel like he was doing something good with his life.

      He’d never struggled before Savannah passed away, but now he felt like he really needed to make something of his life. The problem was, he didn’t know how, and often simply reverted to keeping Porter fed and bathed, his yard and garden in tip-top shape, and tried to get his dogs to find trace amounts of explosives in pull toys.

      He was comfortable in his life, and heading up the team for the Festival of Trees would pull him from that comfort zone.

      And so would going out with Lauren Michaels.
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      Lauren tried not to watch the clock, but when her foreman, Gene, left and then returned to Magleby Mansion, Lauren couldn’t help the restlessness in her muscles.

      When would Trent show up?

      His paperwork sat in her truck, because she’d been secretly planning to get him alone and ask him to the unveiling for real. As her date.

      Aunt Mabel had made it clear Lauren should bring someone, and that the article about the new west wing in the Mansion would be printed in every magazine and paper from here to Forks.

      Lauren had added fifteen minutes to her treadmill workout that morning in anticipation of being photographed. And to have one of Hawthorne Harbor’s most eligible—and handsome—bachelors on her arm? Lauren definitely needed to go shopping for a new dress.

      But first, Trent needed to show up to sign his contract so she could ask him.

      It felt like hours later when she heard a dog bark. Her heart leapt, and she forced herself to casually move over to the window so she could see if a certain man had arrived with his four doggy pals.

      Sure enough, Trent stood at the tailgate of his truck, talking to the four dogs who sat in two perfect rows, apparently listening to him.

      Lauren smiled at the sight but moved away from the window before anyone saw her standing there. She’d already confessed that she’d asked him out once. She didn’t need to broadcast that her old feelings had grown new life as soon as she’d seen him fumbling with that fence.

      And seeing him standing at the back of his truck in his police uniform? Lauren had zero defense against this man. When she’d texted Cat about him last night, her cousin had said to go for it.

      You can’t get something if you don’t try, Cat had said.

      Easy for her to say, Lauren thought. She and Tony Herrin had been perfect for each other. They’d left Hawthorne Harbor about the same time Trent had shown up, maybe a few months after.

      It didn’t matter. Cat didn’t know him or remember him, and Lauren couldn’t seem to forget him.

      It seemed to take him forever to make it upstairs, and when he did, he said, “Wow, this place is completely different.”

      She watched him gaze around the room where she worked. “We’re on the finishing touches,” she said, drinking in the width of his shoulders in that uniform. Wow. Just wow. “Paint and molding. Then Aunt Mabel has the furniture and art pieces coming in.”

      He lifted his hand like he could reach the chandelier, which of course, he couldn't. “I saw a flyer for the unveiling.” He met her eye and didn’t look away. “I don’t have to work that night, so if the invitation still stands, I’d love to come.”

      “The whole town is invited,” Lauren said
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