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      Busted knuckles, street grime, and axle grease—that was no way to start the morning.

      Jim Larsen rubbed his scraped and bruised knuckles and looked over at the long-legged beauty sitting behind the steering wheel. Silver hair streaked with white whipped around Kat’s face as they cruised down the highway with the windows down. That hair was as untamed as her spirit as it blew in the wind and danced across her sun-kissed cheeks.

      It was a good look on her. But then again, everything was a good look on Kat Davenport, and that was precisely why he would be leaving town in a matter of hours.

      “Thanks again for the ride.” He clenched his fists and rested them on his knees, trying—and failing—to look relaxed.

      Kat kept her eyes fixed on the road as Liberty Cove came into view in the distance. She put on a smile, but it seemed only skin-deep. “That’s what friends are for.”

      The sound of her voice released a honey-sweet warmth inside him. Though it filled every nook and cranny of his heart, it couldn’t combat the bitterness he felt at the word “friends”.

      It had been eight long years since they’d decided to fall back behind the line separating friends from something more—never to cross it again. He hated it just as much this morning as he ever had. But there was no one to blame but himself. He’d been the one to sound the call for retreat, after all.

      He’d given up dangerous living the day he’d retired from the United States Marine Corp, and there was nothing more dangerous to a man’s wounded heart than romance.

      Every time he was near Kat, his palms grew damp and his mouth got dry. But today was worse than usual. This was the morning they’d be saying goodbye for the last time... just as soon as he reattached his newly repaired and pumped-up tire to the axle of his Ford super-duty pickup.

      Tire grime stained his hands and trailed up his forearms to the elbows. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d walked out his front door to find a flat tire. Nope. That was a gift the universe had reserved for moving day. He resisted the urge to wipe his sweaty palms on the front of his pants.

      After waiting three hours for Ralph’s Tire Emporium to open up in the next town down the road, he’d had to bum a ride from the woman responsible for his decision to move fifteen hundred miles away.

      He gritted his teeth. Here he was—retreating… again. He hated running away with every bone in his body. He was a retired colonel, for crying out loud! Cowardice wasn’t a part of his DNA.

      But it was time to go. It had been time to go for quite a while.

      “You sure your other tires are good enough to make the trip?” Kat asked.

      “Yeah, the kid at the shop found a screw in my tread. That was the whole problem. The other tires are fine.”

      “That makes me feel better about you leaving.” She sighed. “Well, not better, but at least I won’t be worrying about you on the road. Wisconsin is a long way from Texas.” She glanced over at him with a sad smile. “It’s just not going to be the same around here without you.”

      Jim’s nails dug into the palms of his hands. She was right. Nothing was going to be the same. He was getting exactly what he wanted and exactly what he didn’t want, all at the same time. That knowledge had been gnawing at his insides for a month, leaving him raw, exposed, and tender. He cleared his throat. “It’s going to be a big adjustment, that’s for sure.”

      That was the understatement of the century.

      Returning to his roots wasn’t going to be easy, but it was better than the alternative. It had nearly broken him when his ex-wife left him for another man eleven years ago. Marines weren’t accustomed to losing, and he’d lost hard in that competition. He couldn’t handle any more rejection. His heart couldn’t take the strain.

      Kat’s voice broke in on his thoughts. “You’re going to be quite the accomplished fellow, you know.”

      “Accomplished?”

      “How many men do you know that have had three careers in their lifetime?”

      Jim swallowed hard. “None.” And there was probably a good reason for it, too. He was about to embark on his third career at the tender age of fifty-eight. He sighed, exhaustion crowding in on him before he even got started.

      “First the Marines,” Kat said. “Then the auto shop on Main Street—which, by the way, needs to get one of them tire-fixin’ machines so we don’t have to drive all the way to Bentonville every time we get a flat around here. And now dairy farming? That’s an impressive list.”

      Jim ran his palm over his military-grade, platinum-blond flattop, momentarily forgetting about his blackened hands. The skin of his neck heated. Accepting compliments wasn’t his strong suit. “I’m just keeping busy. That’s all.”

      “If it were me, I think I’d choose to keep busy somewhere other than the frozen North.” Kat’s soft laughter eased the tension in his neck. He was going to miss that laugh.

      A lot.

      “What can I say? Dairy cattle like the frozen North.” The corner of his mouth turned up as the heaviness in his heart lifted a little.

      “I’m glad you’ll have your sister nearby. But I’m sure Brooke is going to miss you something fierce. Little girls need their daddies no matter how old they get.”

      “Oh, I’m sure she’ll be happy to have some space from the old man now that she’s a newlywed.”

      Kat shook her head and glanced in his direction. “Don’t count on it. Space is nice, but fifteen hundred miles?”

      “It won’t be so bad. They can come up for a visit anytime they want.” He certainly wouldn’t be coming back to Liberty Cove—not until Kat was completely out of his system, at least. And if being over her was the prerequisite for visiting his beloved shoreline town, he’d better take a good long look at it before he left, because he’d never be coming back again.

      “I’m just glad Brooke and Levi will be getting started off on the right foot,” he said. “I wanted them to have the house she grew up in, and Levi’s ready to take over the shop. It’s past time for me to get out of the way.”

      He looked out his window, not daring to allow Kat to see his face. She had a way of looking into his soul like no one else could. One glance at him, and she’d know there was more to his reason for leaving than he was letting on.

      Quiet didn’t begin to describe the atmosphere in the car as they sped down the two-lane highway running parallel to the Gulf of Mexico. Deafening silence was more like it.

      Jim didn’t dare flinch. Kat was on to him—he could feel it. He said a silent prayer that she wouldn’t call him out on his flimsy excuses for moving away. If there was one thing he didn’t want to do, it was to look in Kat’s devastatingly beautiful eyes and tell her that she was the reason he was leaving.

      He just couldn’t.

      The Wounded Warrior Rescue stood out in the distance against a backdrop of ocean waves. Its grand Victorian style was rare for the area and served as a landmark cherished by the locals. Kat slowed as they approached it, and then turned into the long gravel driveway.

      “Why are we stopping here?” Jim asked.

      “You can’t start a twenty-three-hour-long road trip looking like you just lost a fight in a grease pit.” She gave his grimy hands a disapproving look and clucked her tongue. “And you can’t leave all that black muck in the sink at home for Brooke to find when she gets back from her honeymoon.”

      True. He’d scoured their old family home from top to bottom in the weeks leading up to his daughter’s wedding. He wasn’t willing to give a sub-par gift to his only child. The home he’d finished raising Brooke in all by himself would now house the next generation of Larsens—or Renners, as her marriage certificate now read.

      “Getting cleaned up sounds nice, but I’m going to get dirty all over again when I put the tire back on.”

      Kat put the car into park and stepped out. “You won’t get as dirty putting it back on as you did taking it off. I’ll rustle up some wipes while you’re scrubbing. They’ll be enough to clean you up after you’re done.”

      Jim got out of the car and followed her up the front steps of the rescue. It was strange knowing this was the last time he’d ever climb this handful of stairs. If only Kat’s life’s work at the rescue had been her own passion. He could have gotten on board and supported her dream. But a man couldn’t come alongside a woman and help her fulfill another man’s vision.

      The mission for the Wounded Warriors Rescue had been Hank Davenport’s baby. As long as Kat was running the place in his memory, there would always be another man between them—the ghost of her dearly departed husband. He could never hope to compete with that.

      “I’ll try not to leave any black muck in your sink,” he said, stepping inside.

      Kat waved an arm in the air as she headed toward the supply closet at the end of the hall. “Don’t worry about that. You just make yourself presentable.”

      A few minutes later Jim was rinsing gray dish soap lather from his squeaky-clean arms. He towel-dried them and headed back to the front door where Kat was struggling to open a pack of wet wipes.

      “You could wait to open those until we see if I even need them.”

      Kat looked up with flushed cheeks. “You said putting that tire back on was going to be a messy job. You’ll need these. You haven’t left Liberty Cove yet, and as long as you’re still in town, I’m going to make sure you have what you need.”

      She picked and picked at the closure, but it refused to open up. Her lips pressed into a thin line, and she blew a strong puff of air from her flared nostrils. Her long fingers lost their gracefulness as they succumbed to trembling. Her chin puckered and then quivered.

      All her attention may have been focused on that package of wipes, but that wasn’t what was bothering her. Jim’s chest constricted. His feet moved before his head could protest, and a moment later he found himself standing toe-to-toe with his distraught… friend.

      He placed his hand on top of hers to still its busyness. The comforting words he’d intended to say disappeared from his mind. Typical. All he could think of was the softness of her skin, the delicate proportions of her hand, and the way his touch calmed her.

      His touch calmed her. His heart hammered into his ribs as his eyes traced the drawn features of this friend he cared so deeply for. What kind of a man caused sadness when he was capable of bringing peace?

      A low-down, cowardly deserter, that’s what kind. Was protecting his own heart so important that the collateral damage didn’t matter? He sighed. It was too late to change course now. Everything was in motion. He’d purchased land from his sister, given his Texas home to his daughter, and packed his belongings in the moving trailer that was already attached to his truck.

      “Kat, I…” His voice was low and gravelly as words struggled to make their way to his lips.

      “Hold still,” she said in a quiet voice. Now that calm had been restored to her long, slender fingers, she was able to open the package without a problem. The plastic crinkled in her grasp as she tugged out a wipe. “You missed a spot.”

      She slowly wiped a smudge from his forearm, then looked up into his eyes. His back went rigid, and a shockwave of excitement turned his stomach upside down when she reached for his face.

      “And another spot,” she whispered, never releasing his gaze.

      The tip of her thumb grazed his bottom lip as she cleaned a smudge from his chin.

      Slowly. Gently.

      Her eyes searched his the entire time, daring him—no begging him—to make a move. He inhaled sharply, his lungs acting as a bellows and causing the fire in his veins to flare into a raging wildfire.

      He leaned in and took her upper arm in his hand, not knowing what his next move would be. This wasn’t rational. The back of his mind barked orders to disengage, but he disregarded those orders. Kat Davenport wasn’t a woman to be easily resisted. The shiver that ran through her body drew him closer still.

      The back screen door opened on hinges in need of a good oiling and then slammed shut. The scurrying of paws and clicking of claws on the hardwood floor broke their trance. A moment later a man’s voice called out from the back of the rescue. “Kat, are you here?”

      Kat’s lashes fluttered a few times before she took a step back. “I’m here, Jax—in the front hall.” she called out.

      A long-haired terrier mix with bright eyes and a big mouth burst into the entryway where they stood. She ran up to greet them. As usual, the dog bounced into the air several times, punctuating every jump with an ear-piercing bark. Though Jim normally found this particular dog insufferable, right now he appreciated the distraction. The shaggy little barking machine just saved him from getting himself into a whole lot of trouble.

      Kat really would be fine without him. She had her work; she didn’t need him.

      She took a few steps back and hugged her torso as Jax, one of the Army boys who worked at the rescue, made his way through the house toward them. She put a brave face on for the kid and chuckled. “You sure you don’t want to take this little pooch with you, Jim? She sure has taken a shine to you.”

      A single hearty peal of laughter broke free from his lips. “No. Thank. You.”

      “You know you want her.” She teased with a chuckle. “This little fur-person sure would make a wonderful going-away present.”

      She captured his gaze once more. The laughter died away in her eyes, leaving only a quiet longing in its place. “She’d be a nice reminder of all of us down here in Liberty Cove while you’re off living your new adventure up north.”

      An extra beat of silence stretched between them as he burned the image of her round chestnut eyes into his memory. “I won’t need anything to help me remember the people in Liberty Cove.”

      That was true.

      What he really needed was something to help him forget.
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      Locks! If Kat Davenport had been in the habit of using them more often, she’d still be gazing into Jim’s dazzlingly blue eyes. He’d still have his hot mitt of a hand clamped around her arm. And maybe… just maybe, she’d have been able to get the man to speak!

      But no.

      The door was always open during business hours at the Wounded Warrior Rescue. Always. And that was why there was a sweet—but yappy—dog bouncing beside her and a young man calling her name as he made his way through the rescue.

      “Kat?” Jax called again.

      She sighed and cast a longing gaze Jim’s way as he stepped away rubbing the back of his neck. Her skin still tingled from his touch; a tender caress that had been withdrawn all too soon. Yep. Locks would have solved a lot of her problems right about then. “We’re at the front door,” she said through a forced smile.

      Jax stepped around the corner. “Colonel? I’m surprised to see you, sir. Thought you’d be long gone by now.”

      Jim’s upper lip was stretched tight and turned the slightest bit downward. He was uncomfortable; Kat could see it all over him. The tips of his ears were crimson, and his posture was even more stiff than usual.

      It didn’t matter if it was the barking dog that had flustered him or the sudden intrusion on their intimate moment. His quick retreat meant he’d swallowed the words he’d been building up to saying all morning long—words she’d been waiting far too long to hear.

      Kat blew a puff of air into her bangs and rolled her eyes. She’d never noticed what awful timing Jax had until right then.

      Jim clasped his hands behind his back and squared his shoulders. “I’d planned to leave before sun-up, but my rear driver’s side tire had other ideas.”

      Jax looked at the clock on the wall and whistled. “It’s coming up on eleven-thirty. You’re getting a late start for such a long drive.”

      Jim offered a firm nod of agreement.

      “Sometimes these things happen for a reason,” Kat said. She’d definitely be thanking the Good Lord for Jim’s delay in her prayers that night. If he thought the pitiful excuse for a goodbye they’d shared at his daughter’s wedding the other night was going to cut it, he was sadly mistaken. You didn’t end an eight-year friendship with well-wishes and a handshake—not when that friendship had once meant so much more.

      No. This delay meant that they would have the chance to say a proper goodbye. What exactly that would look like was anybody’s guess. All she knew was that she wasn’t satisfied with the way they’d left things—unsaid and unfinished. Kind of like their short-lived romance eight years prior.

      Jim cleared his throat and sent her a look that caused warmth to bloom in her chest. “As far as delays go, this was… an enjoyable one.”

      Kat sucked in a shallow breath and held it for a moment. In Jim-speak, that was practically a profession of his eternal affection. Her eyes were glued to his. Who knew how long they stood there, gazing at each other. And who cared? She’d have stayed like that forever if it hadn’t been for the dog still bouncing at her elbow and Jax’s prying eyes looking on.

      She didn’t even have to look at her right-hand man to know that he found the situation amusing. Jax’s continued gaze heated the side of her neck. She looked over at him, only to find his peepers shifting between Jim and her.

      The grin on that boy’s face was nothing but a bundle of questions and insinuations all wrapped up into one. Didn’t his mama ever teach him to mind his own business?

      “You know, it’s almost lunchtime.” Jax said with an ornery light flickering in his eyes. “What’s an extra hour of delay at this point? You two should stop by the Lucky Penny for a bite to eat… for old times’ sake.”

      Kat’s breath froze in her lungs. Jim dissolved into a fit of coughing that turned his entire head beet red. He excused himself to go get a glass of water. Jax had no idea the can of worms he’d just opened. None of the kids that helped out around the rescue knew anything about the “old times” she’d shared with Jim.

      They’d agreed to let the past stay tucked away where Jim said it belonged—in the past. She was less convinced than he was that it made life easier for the two of them, but for his sake, she’d agreed to let their history lie.

      Once Jim was down the hall, Kat shot Jax a playfully disapproving look and slapped his shoulder. “You shouldn’t embarrass him like that.”

      His grin only widened. “What?” He glanced over his shoulder, as if checking to see if Jim was out of earshot. He lowered his voice and said, “You two are old friends, right? There’s nothing embarrassing about grabbing lunch with an old friend. Unless there’s a little more than friendship in the air?”

      The question hung between them for a moment. Kat had no answer she could give him, but she certainly could do without the smug “gotcha” grin on his lips.

      There was definitely more than friendship between Jim and her—her feelings were indisputable. Yet, he was leaving. For good. She needed to get the man alone so he’d open his mouth before he drove out of her life forever. If she was going to lose her closest friend, she needed to know why.

      “How about I take a turn at playing the role of resident matchmaker?” Jax said.

      “Boy, what do you know about matchmakin’?”

      Jax spread his arms wide. “What can I say? I learned from the best.”

      Kat popped a brow and cocked her hip. “Was there a reason you barged in here callin’ my name?”

      “Yes, ma’am. My reason has four legs and a furry face that won’t stop barking.” He gestured at the excitable terrier that had moved on to the front door, constantly leaping up to see out the window in the upper half. A high-pitched bark came out of her mouth every time she sprung into the air. “I can’t calm her down. Nothing I try works. It doesn’t seem normal.”

      “She’s excitable, that’s for sure, but she’s not that hard to calm. Biscuit!” she called out. The dog scurried to Kat and sat at her feet, panting heavily and licking her chops.

      Jax stood with his jaw agape. “What? How did you do that?”

      Kat strolled over to the supply closet and pulled out a box of dog biscuits. She shoved her hand inside and produced a treat that had the dog begging for a nibble.

      “Dog biscuits are her favorite treat. All you have to do is remind her of them, and she’ll do whatever it takes to earn one.” Kat tossed the dog a bone-shaped biscuit.

      “If saying the word biscuit is all it takes to quiet her, then I think we just found the perfect name for this nutty little ball of energy.”

      Kat knelt beside the dog and massaged the backs of her silky brown ears. Her perfect dark-brown eyes shone like polished marbles, peeking out from behind tufts of fur growing up around them. Her little button nose was cool and wet as she panted beneath her long buff-colored coat. “I think Biscuit is an adorable name.”

      Jax glanced around the corner at the sound of Jim’s footsteps in the kitchen. “Hey, I meant what I said about the matchmaker bit. You just say the word, and I’ll conjure some of your magic and get him to agree to go to lunch with you. It won’t be hard, you know. It’s obvious that he’s into you.” He pumped his thick black brows. “I didn’t know it was even possible for a man like the Colonel to blush, but when he’s with you?”  Jax whistled.

      Kat joined him in a quiet laugh and finished with a sigh. “He is pretty cute when he blushes.”

      “Cute isn’t the word I’d use to describe a retired Marine Colonel who’s built like a tank and still fully capable of taking out a small army on his own. But to each her own.” Jax winked.

      Kat hummed to herself at Jax’s words. Jim was built like a tank, a broad-shouldered tank with muscles for days and a smile that could turn her knees to jelly.

      “What do you say?” Jax asked.

      Kat stood and took a deep breath. “First of all, let’s get your facts straight. I don’t work magic. And I’m not a matchmaker! When I see two people that belong together, I simply set the stage and get out of the way. It’s best to allow nature to take its course.”

      Jax laughed. “If you say so.”

      “Go ahead and laugh, but you know it’s true.” Thanks to a few nudges from her, Jax had reconnected with the love of his life and would never know the soul-crushing loneliness that shadowed her heart every minute of every day.

      It wasn’t easy being twice a loser in love.

      She’d lost her husband, Hank, to a heart attack without warning. And then there was Jim. When she thought about it, she couldn’t really put her finger on how she’d lost him. They’d connected over their shared loneliness. Then one day, years ago, he’d called everything off, mumbling something about memories and ghosts from the past. It was easy to see he wasn’t ready to move on from his marriage that had ended a few years before.

      She understood. Moving on wasn’t easy.

      But that’s why she’d held out hope that this time would be different. They’d grown close again over the past year. She’d thought it was a sign he’d finally let go of the baggage his ex-wife had left him with. But just when she was sure he was ready to take their friendship to the next level, he’d announced he was leaving. She still felt nauseous when she remembered the day he’d broken the news.

      Jax took the box of dog biscuits from Kat. He dug a treat out and sniffed it before tossing it to the dog. “So, are you planning to ‘set the stage’ for you and Jim before he leaves? You know, as long as he’s in town, it’s not too late to change his mind.”

      “As much as I hate to admit it, growing old with someone just isn’t in the cards for me.” She grabbed a handful of hair and chuckled. “Look at me. I don’t have that much more growing old left to do.”

      She had to joke even as her throat ached with unreleased emotion. She couldn’t allow Jax to see the depth of her pain. It was her pain that drove her to make other people’s lives better.

      The dog rescue had been her husband’s dream. She’d worked it with him until he’d died, helping him guide young veterans away from the trials he’d faced as a vet returning from Vietnam. It was a noble cause, and Kat had carried on his mission long after his death.

      But over the years, she’d expanded on that vision. Now, more than anything, her goal was to see to it that none of the sweet kids that came to the rescue would suffer the same way she did.

      Regret cut swift and deep. But loneliness took its time, hollowing its victims out, month after month and year after year. It had left Kat with nothing more than a fragile façade. Yet she put a brave, happy face on every day for the kids who worked for her.

      But everything was different when Jim was around. When he was nearby, she could pretend she wasn’t alone for a while. His voice was like a warm blanket, wrapping around her shoulders and shutting out the cold of her endless night. His eyes were beacons, shining in the darkness, reminding her of what it felt like to be loved.

      People could poke fun at her all they wanted, but she would do anything to spare her boys at the rescue the pain she knew all too well—the pain of regret from a love lost and the loneliness that followed. If they never understood what she’d saved them from, she’d die a happy woman.

      Jim’s steps echoed in the next room.

      “Last chance.” Jax said. “Want me to set you up?”

      “No thanks, darlin’.” She leaned close to whisper. “I think I’d rather have him alone.” Jax’s brows shot up, and Kat laughed. “Hold your horses. Don’t get any crazy ideas. Jim’s a quiet-natured man. I want to talk to him, and he won’t do much of that at a busy diner with half the town listening in.”

      Jax didn’t look all that convinced, but he held his tongue when Jim came into view.

      “I suppose it’s time we were heading out,” Jim said.

      “I’m ready when you are,” Kat said. “Let me grab a couple of things, and I’ll meet you at the car.”

      Jim nodded to Jax. “Take care of this place.”

      Jax stood tall. “Yes, sir.”

      Jim moved toward the door but hesitated before stepping through. His eyes cut to Kat for a second and a familiar shade of red crept into his neck. He faced Jax once more with an expression so solemn, it bordered on pain. “And take care of this lady.”

      Jax snapped to attention. “It will be my honor, sir.”

      Jim nodded and left the Wounded Warrior Rescue for the last time, taking half of Kat’s tattered heart with him.
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      Jim dropped the tire iron and stood up, straightening the kink in his back. He reached for his back pocket, unconsciously looking for the hand towel he’d always kept there when he was running his auto repair shop on Main Street.

      “Ah-hem.” Kat stood in his driveway, leaning on his back fender. In one hand, she held a leash attached to the world’s loudest dog; in the other, she dangled one of the wet wipes she’d brought from the rescue. “I hope you’re not fixin’ to wipe those filthy hands on your pants. What would your sister say if you showed up on her doorstep with a tuchus covered in grimy handprints?”

      He grinned, thankful for Kat’s natural ability to brighten his spirits. “She wouldn’t let me sit on the furniture, that’s for sure.” He took the wipe and started cleaning his dirty hands.

      “You’re welcome.”

      Jim popped a brow. “I didn’t say thanks yet.” He held up the wipe, now a dark shade of gray. “Maybe micro-wipes weren’t the best idea, after all.” He held back a teasing grin. “I’m still dirty, and this tiny thing is all used up.”

      “That’s why I brought the whole pack.” Kat stepped up to him, pulled out three more wipes, and placed them in his hand.

      His breath caught in his throat when she closed his fingers around them and gazed into his eyes. “I'll never doubt you again," he said.

      Heartache flashed in her eyes at this accidental reminder of his eminent departure. She broke their gaze. His fingers instantly cooled when Kat removed her hand from his. Even he felt the sting from his careless words. Of course he’d never doubt her again—he was about to never see her again, and she knew it, too.

      “I’m sorry, Kat. I didn’t mean to…” Didn’t mean to what? Didn’t mean to highlight the fact that their final goodbye was bearing down on them like an Abrams tank on full throttle? Because it was.

      Unstoppable. Undeniable. Unavoidable.

      Kat forced a smile and waved his comments off. “Don’t worry about it. Here, hold this for me, will ya?” She placed the leash in his hand and walked around the moving trailer. She stopped at the trunk of her car as Jim looked at the pink nylon leash as if it were a deadly snake that might bite him any minute.

      His gaze traveled down the leash and came to rest on the furry creature seated at his feet. Her beady little eyes were fixed on him as she panted. Even her panting was loud! But it was better than the barking, at least.

      The dog cocked her head and pawed the air toward him. The corner of his mouth turned up. She was kinda cute… if you were into slightly neurotic dogs who liked to bark at the wind. He glanced up and down the street. He may have been on his way out of town, but there was no need to let the local boys think he’d gone soft.

      The coast was clear. He took a knee and held his hand out. “You want to shake, don’t you?”

      She placed her paw in his hand and then inched her hind quarters closer to him.

      “Okay,” Jim mumbled in a low voice, “you’re not all bad. Given enough time, you might actually grow on me.” The dog pulled her paw away, nuzzled his hand, then spun around to lean on him. She tilted her head back and looked up at him with her deep-brown eyes, licking the air in hopes of landing a solid kiss on him somewhere.

      Jim scratched her chest and shook his head, a full smile forcing its way onto his lips. “At ease. I said you might grow on me.”

      With a grunt, Kat pulled a full-sized cooler out of her trunk. “We’re calling her Biscuit.”

      The dog stood up. Her tail wagged so hard, Jim couldn’t tell if she was wagging it or if it was wagging her.

      “What’s that?” Jim called, stuffing the soiled wipes into one of the boxes in the bed of his truck.

      “Biscuit. We named her Biscuit.”

      “No, what’s that.” He pointed at the cooler in her hands.

      “This? It’s just your snacks for the road.” Her voice strained beneath the weight.

      His brows shot up. “Snacks? That thing could hold enough rations to feed an entire squad for a week.”

      Kat set the cooler on the ground and let loose a relieved sigh. “And your point is?”

      “I’m only one man.”

      “It’s a long drive.” Kat jammed a fist into her hip and locked eyes with him, daring him to argue. “I told you, as long as you’re in Liberty Cove, I’m going to make sure you have everything you need.”

      He shook his head, knowing he was hopelessly outgunned. That woman may have only been half his weight, but she was twice as fiery as he’d ever been. “When did you even have time to pack that thing?”

      “I started packing as soon as I got your call this morning.”

      Jim ran his hand lightly across his flat-top. Its precision cut reminded him that at least some things were still under his command. “You were packing a cooler while I was waiting on you to come pick me up?”

      “Oh, don’t bellyache, Jim. You were comfortable enough here at home, and we had plenty of time to burn. The tire place wasn’t even open yet.”

      “But why?”

      “Colonel James Larsen, you’re a man’s man through and through. I knew you hadn’t packed yourself anything to eat on the road.”

      “You didn’t know that,” he muttered, a little perturbed that he’d become so predictable.

      “Well, had you?” Kat just stared, waiting for an answer. A satisfied smile slowly spread over her face as she hummed to herself. “Um-hum! Just as I thought.” She stooped over to lift the cooler. “Now, are you going to help me put this in your cab, or am I going to have to do it myself?”

      “Hold on. Let me get that.”

      Of course, Kat didn’t wait. Her fingers curled around the handles on either side, and she hefted it up. Jim hurried around his truck to where she stood, Biscuit tugging at the end of her leash the whole way.

      “Get the door for me, will ya?” She grunted as she stepped toward the truck.

      Jim ignored his truck and stepped in front of Kat. He put his hands beneath the cooler, relieving her of the lion’s share of the weight. Their eyes met as they stood on either side of it. Pain twinged in his chest while his heart labored beneath the weight of his rising emotions.

      Was he crazy for trying to leave this woman behind?

      A mere twenty inches of ice cubes separated them now, but soon it would be hundreds of icy miles. Not even the negative temperatures in store for him that winter would be able to put a damper on the raging heat that raced into his system every time her face came to mind.

      Crazy or not, he had to leave. Staying in Liberty Cove would only mean remaining a third wheel at the rescue, and he couldn’t live with that.

      But that didn’t mean he was in a hurry to go, either.

      He swallowed hard. “We don’t have to put this in the cab just yet.”

      Kat never released his gaze. “You’re taking this with you, Jim.” Her voice wavered. “I won’t take no for an answer. I want you—” She cut her words off and bit her bottom lip. After taking a deep breath she continued. “I want you to be okay.” Her eyes welled up, and he lowered his gaze to that miserable plastic box keeping her so far away.

      A fresh, cool breeze stirred the trees as sunshine warmed his skin. The mid-November sky was bright blue with white, puffy clouds sailing along overhead. Never before had he felt so disregarded by nature. How could the world go on like everything was fine?

      Nothing about today was fine!

      “I’ll put it in the truck, but not yet,” he said. He glanced over his shoulder, jerking his head toward the front porch. “We could eat.”

      Kat’s cheeks turned his favorite shade of pink when her face melted into a smile. She nodded. “We could eat.” Her eyes sparkled when she said the words.

      Energy surged into his arms at her smile, and he lifted the chest out of her hands. He carried it to the porch and set it beside the swing that hung in front of the picture window. “Sorry, but all my outdoor furniture is packed up in that trailer. Do you mind sharing this seat with me?”

      “Absolutely not,” she said, climbing the few stairs leading to the porch. “I don’t think I could handle sitting on those steps for long.”

      Jim grimaced. “Me neither. I’m an old man.”

      “Bite your tongue. We are not old.” She sat on the cushioned swing with a satisfied sigh. “But when bones have as much life experience as ours do, I’d say they’ve earned the right to padded seating.”

      He chuckled and looped the leash around one of the spindles of the railing. Biscuit stretched out on the cool wooden planks of the porch as Jim sat beside Kat with a sigh of his own.

      “I don’t know, Kat. Sometimes I feel every one of my fifty-eight years.”

      “Haven’t you heard? Fifty-eight is the new forty.” She leaned over and nudged him with her shoulder. “You’ve got a lot of good miles left in you, Jim.”

      Her words put a silly grin on his face. He reached over and pulled the lid off the cooler, and his jaw fell open. “Good night, woman! Did you leave any food in your refrigerator at all?” He held Biscuit’s eager snout back from the fare.

      “Quit fussin’. I have to go shopping later anyway. I wanted you to have plenty to eat while you’re settling in at your new place.”

      “They do have grocery stores in Wisconsin, you know.”

      She threw a hand to her chest, feigning surprise. “They do? And here I was thinking you were going to have to live off the land and go ice fishing all winter long.”

      They shared a laugh that resonated deep in his heart.

      He handed her a sandwich, his muscles tensing at the electricity arcing between them. There he was again, staring down that line they’d agreed never to cross. Whose big idea had it been to draw that line anyway?

      No comment. He ground his teeth.

      He couldn’t help but wonder if that invisible line was really so treacherous that he had to uproot his whole life and move more than a thousand miles away to avoid it.

      No! Focus.

      It was time to face the facts; he just wasn’t the kind of a guy who would get to continue growing old with the woman he loved.

      They sat in silence for a few minutes, the porch swing swaying gently beneath them until the dog started barking at some invisible enemy in the yard.

      “She’s always kind of on edge, isn’t she?” he said. “What’s her deal?”

      “She was shuffled around from home to home before ending up at the rescue.”

      “Isn’t that always the case for these dogs?”

      “It’s pretty common. I can’t say I blame her for being a bit high strung though. I imagine it’s hard to settle in and relax when you think you’re one false move away from being kicked to the curb again.”

      He could understand that. He’d experienced more than his fair share of self-doubt after his ex had run off with a pencil-legged beach yoga instructor. If that yahoo had more to offer than he did, what did it say about Jim? Fear of being rejected and left all alone was something Jim was all too familiar with.

      Jim nodded. “That’s a fair assessment of this dog’s malfunction.”

      Kat burst into laughter, sending Biscuit into a new fit of barking. “Malfunction? Oh, Jim, Liberty Cove sure is going to miss you.”

      He tossed the corner of his sandwich to the dog to quiet her. “I don’t know about that, but I’ll miss this place. There’s a lot to love around here.” His heart leapt into his throat. What was wrong with him today? Why would he allow the L word to slip out of his mouth? Love was not a topic to be discussed over bologna sandwiches and bottled water—or ever with Kat Davenport, for that matter.

      “What are you talking about? Of course you’ll be missed.”

      Relief. So much relief washed over him at the fact that Kat hadn’t noticed his slip-up. “Things around here will be just fine without me. This town is changing fast, Kat. It doesn’t need me anymore.”

      “Things are changing around here—for the better, I think. Main Street hasn’t been so full of life in twenty years! That nephew of mine is responsible for a lot of it with all of his rehab projects. But those are only buildings. It’s the people that matter in this town. You might be surprised just how much you really are needed.”

      There was something deep behind her words, though she tried to keep her tone light. He watched her from the corner of his eye as she stared into the distance, his heart breaking at the drawn look on her face.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about my plans to move sooner,” he said.

      She shifted in her seat and looked him square in the face. “Why didn’t you?”

      He took a long swig of his water. “I guess I didn’t want to take the chance that I’d change my mind. I needed to be decisive and get out of my rut.”

      Kat’s brows drew together, her eyes darting here and there as if she were processing his last words. “Life here is too much of a rut for you?”

      “I’ve always been a man of action. Retirement doesn’t agree with me.”

      Kat slid what remained of her partially eaten sandwich back into the baggie and closed it. Her eyes were focused on the clear plastic as she fiddled with its seal. “I guess I just wonder why you had to look so far from home to find something to fill your time with.”

      He didn’t have a good answer for her, so he said the first words that came to mind. “Wisconsin is my home, too.”

      Kat stood and shut the cooler.

      His shoulders fell. Their lunch date, or whatever this had been, was over.

      “I guess I’d forgotten that somewhere along the line.” She smiled but avoided his eyes. “I’m happy for ya, Jim—real happy. I had no idea Liberty Cove didn’t hold any… attraction for you.” She took the leash Jim had attached to the railing a few minutes before. “The offer still stands, you know.”

      “Offer?”

      “You can take this girl with you, if you’d like.”

      Jim reached over and stroked the wavy tufts of hair on top of Biscuit’s head. “I think I’ll leave her in your capable hands. I don’t know how she’d take to the bitter cold.”

      “If that’s what you want.” She rapped her knuckles on the cooler. “I suppose it’s time to load this up then.”

      “Yeah.” He looked down at the rest of his sandwich and stuffed it back into the baggie as well. His appetite was gone. “I’ll save this for the road.”

      He followed Kat and Biscuit down the stairs, the ice chest feeling a hundred pounds heavier than it had before. His heart beat in his ears—loud and rhythmic—like a drum announcing an execution.

      Time to say goodbye.

      Kat opened his passenger-side door, and he put the cooler on the floorboard
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