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Chapter 1
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There was nothing quite like a huge to-do list to make you feel like you were just about ta-done. I sighed into the phone and covered it up as a laugh as I gave one more family the directions to The Charmed Inn. Directions that were not only on our website––down to the last turn into the U-shaped drive out front that led to the wide front porch and the front door––but also on any app, on any phone that gave specific turns. I’d even gone to each app and made certain it was correct last month. Because my boyfriend Dean was out of town, I’d had a little downtime and nothing better to do.

Yes, you read that right. Dean was now my boyfriend. It had been a truly wonderful six months since that first kiss. Let me tell you. I, Roxanne Gleason, was the luckiest girl in the world because the guy who I had harbored a secret crush on, the one who had listed me in his phone months before as Hottie instead of Roxy, was now eating dinner with me in the evenings as often as he could, and we were actually going out to do couples things instead of just best friend things. It had been a little weird at first, but I wouldn’t have traded that weird for anything.

Anyway...

I sincerely wished I’d taken that time while he was away doing family business to just relax in my room, to give myself a reprieve before the summer onslaught, but I hadn’t, and so now here I was.

Actually, I should have asked my books with my dubious but growing “talent” as a bibliomancer if I should have relaxed. Maybe it would have come through with the big letters again to say YES. Although, that talent hadn’t been doing much lately. Still, it would have been worth a try. But I hadn’t, and so here I was instead, trying not to lose my cool while also fielding the questions that were also answered on the website––if only people would have chosen to read through my very-well-put-together FAQ sheet at the bottom of every single page of the website. But no.

Fourth of July weekend was always a big holiday here in our small town on the Susquehanna River in Central Pennsylvania. People came from all around the state to watch the fireworks that launched from a tiny island in the middle of the river and shimmered with brilliance on the surface of the slower-moving water. The town had entertainment set up on the waterfront. The ferry would run up until sunset. And food trucks lined the paved path I normally used to do my daily walks so that my wristwatch wouldn’t constantly beep at me that I wasn’t being active enough.

Today, however, there would be no beeping since I’d hit my target by ten in the morning. And I still had so much left to do before guests arrived over the next two days to begin their vacation at my inn. 

I had to swing by and talk to Glennis in the kitchen to make sure she had everything she needed to feed the guests this weekend, as well as make the special Independence Day cakes I’d asked for. I had thought I would hear from her already. The delivery truck had pulled up about an hour ago. Maybe she’d gotten distracted and had forgotten to let me know, even though I’d asked her to. She was like that sometimes. We had an ongoing battle over who was actually the owner here, but it was one I was willing to be a little softer on because I couldn’t run the inn without her, and she knew it.

It wasn’t a hardship to stop by in the kitchen and check. If anything, it meant that I got to sneak a bite or two of the potato salad I’d asked Glennis to prepare for the staff lunch and also check in on my new employee, Nell, who’d been here for about a month. She was a friend of a friend, and I was happy to have her, but I needed to keep an eye on her progress.

With so many guests coming in, the whole staff would be running their rear ends off. If I made a point to thank everyone before the onslaught for all the work, I knew they’d be doing over the next few days, it usually helped immensely. Especially since they were going to have to do it around the two guys, I’d had to call in for a water pipe emergency and replumb, along with electrical work. My normal, little jobs, handyman Dean, had said that was out of his wheelhouse for repairs. 

Something had been going wrong almost every day for two weeks, and I had finally had to give in and call the professionals. After checking the damage, they gave me an estimate. I’d thought we’d be in the clear with having everything done before the new guests arrived since I’d scheduled them for last weekend. However, only the apprentice electrician had shown up without his dad, and things had continued to go haywire. Out of pure desperation, I’d tried the other local handyman, but he’d turned me down because he was out of town. I had about given up hope when the father, who was the actual professional, finally showed up this morning.

It was Tuesday, and I had been assured everything would be fixed no later than Friday. I was counting on them to be right as that was when the house would be full of the final set of guests arriving. Some were due over the next few days, but we were sold out come Friday.

As I approached the kitchen door, I walked and wrote to add to my list of things I needed to check on after lunch, while also adding a few to my current list of things to do before lunch. When I had to turn the page in my notebook to start listing even more things, I felt my blood pressure spike with the lack of checkmarks next to the many items.

Being in my head was the only excuse I could give for not registering the raucous laughter coming from the kitchen until I swung the door open and was hit right in the face with all the noise.

The laughing was the first thing that sent me right back to nights, hiding under my blankets with my younger sister and a flashlight as we tried to tell each other scary stories. I’d often been left shaking and suffering with waking nightmares. And she’d be laughing like a loon and topping herself, even though I had been pretty sure she couldn’t have gotten any creepier if she’d tried. 

But she always had, without fail. The girl had a horror imagination in a Barbie body.

And in case you were wondering, I adored her for it, even if I had neither the imagination nor the Barbie body.

“Well, look who the cat dragged in,” I said, leaning in the door frame with the door slightly ajar behind me. “Do you have a reservation?”

Philomena Carthwright Gleason launched herself from her seat at the butcher block in the huge kitchen, and I was certain she’d knock us both out into the hallway with her enthusiasm. I was only five-foot-one inch and slightly plumper than her, but her five-foot-seven height and slender frame could and had taken me down many times once she’d outgrown me when she’d turned thirteen and shot up like a tree.

She stopped short, though, right before she hit me with the full force of her body and instead gently wrapped her arms around my neck and then rested her forehead on top of my head. I felt her breath catch in her throat and stutter in her chest. Briefly, I wondered what was going on with her to make her react like that with me when she’d just been laughing like a loon two seconds earlier. But I didn’t have time to ask because she backed away, shaking her head and putting the biggest smile on her face, one that would even outshine Barbie on her best day.

Grabbing my hand, she dragged me over to the butcher block and forced me down onto the bar stool next to her and her cup of something that didn’t exactly smell like just coffee. In fact, it was very close to being a blond bombshell, and I wondered how much Irish cream she’d talked Glennis into letting her pour into the mug.

That was probably a question for another time. She pushed my knees so that the stool rotated to face her.

“I’m here working, and my boss rented the room for me.”

Immediately, my mind whipped through who was renting and who that boss might be. Was she talking about the banker who was here for the weekend, supposedly with his wife? That could be...awkward. What about the three couples who were coming in for the fireworks as they did every year?

I was pretty sure they wouldn’t be the boss of my sister. And beyond that, I wasn’t even aware she had a job. Usually, she house-sat for dozens of people, working her way across and around Europe and the United States to watch dogs or make sure the house didn’t burn down. I couldn’t imagine being that much of a nomad, but if it worked for her, I wasn’t going to judge her.

Unless whoever she was working for was setting up a hotel, and she was here to scope things out. That I might have an issue or two with.

“Are you even listening to me?” she asked, clamping her hand on my knee, which tickled far more than hurt, and she knew it since she used to do it all the time, very deliberately.

I jumped and screeched louder than she had been with her laughing, which just set her off into more guffaws.

Glennis chuckled, and Aunt Hellen came rushing in from the front desk. I saw her quick walk through the dining room on the flat-screen television hanging in the kitchen to keep an eye on things and shut my eyes. Had Mena walked in without saying hello to her? She had often snuck in the back and knew right where the key was.

“Tell me you said hi to...” I stopped talking when Aunt Hellen whipped the door open and stood with her arms crossed and a scowl on her beautifully aging face. Technically, she was my great aunt, but I didn’t call her that because she would deliberately take the word great wrong and let it blow up her ego a little more than I was ready to handle. 

“Philomena Carthwright Gleason, what on earth are you doing here, and when did you arrive?”

Since I wanted those answers, too, I didn’t step in to try to save my younger sister from that scowl. She knew better.

“Aunty Hell, I was just coming out to see you in a moment. I caught a glimpse of you through the front window when I pulled up in the taxi, and you looked super busy, so I didn’t want to interrupt you. I figured I would bother Glennis first and then come bother you right after. Promise.”

Of course, that scowl on the older woman’s face went to a smile when our aunt opened her arms and Mena jumped off her chair to tackle hug Hellen. She could take it more than I could and was ready for it. There was some squealing and a little jumpy dance. I took the time to smell the mug Mena had been drinking out of to see how much of the contents was alcohol. Glennis caught me getting a whiff and shook her head at me. Was it just milk? Quite possibly. Huh.

What was that job she said she was doing again?

I waited through the chatter of how they each looked awesome, and it was so good to see each other. There was that little screech from Mena that was much cuter than mine, and then she came back to her chair while Aunt Hellen leaned against the counter next to Glennis.

“So, what are you doing here?” I asked before they could get rolling again. “I love that you’re here, but what are you doing here?”

“Roxy, Roxy, Roxy, always so inquisitive. Don’t you already know? Can’t you answer that question on your own?”

I did not roll my eyes or sneak a quick glance over at Glennis. She was talking about my talent for being a bibliomancer, supposedly able to answer any question posed to me by looking at a passage in a book and answering correctly. It was a total crapshoot and definitely not one of the cooler talents that ran rampant in our family. But we also weren’t supposed to discuss the weird things we could do in front of people who were not related to us or also talented. Which meant she shouldn’t have said anything with Glennis in the room.

Typical Mena.

And then I didn’t have to nail her to her chair with a lethal side-eye because Aunt Hellen took care of it. 

“Of course, Roxy is happy that you’re here. We all are. But it would have been a lot nicer of you if you had given us a heads-up before finding you in the kitchen. We could have set up a dinner with everyone or at least have made your favorite bed up with your favorite sheets.” 

“Fair enough.” Mena smiled, and all was right in the world. Of course. “I still want the sheets, but I can put them on myself. And to answer your other question, I’m a nanny now,” Mena said, popping a piece of an apple crisp into her mouth.

“A what?” That was the very last thing I would have expected her to say. “I don’t remember you being a big fan of kids.” She had never liked when someone younger than her was in the room before becoming a teenager, and then once a teenager, anyone younger than her was to be ignored because she was now a big girl and only did big-girl things. That could have changed now that she was in her mid-twenties, but who knew?

“This kid is adorable, and her parents are a true joy to be around.” She took a sip from her mug and then smiled at me again. “Very plain, very quiet, very wealthy, very generous. I met them in Greece, and when I said I didn’t know where I was going next, they asked if I’d accompany them to the US. They wanted to find somewhere quaint to have a quick vacation before diving back into their busy season. I recommended here, of course, and they loved the idea of it being in a small town over the fourth of July, and especially the fireworks, so here we are.”

“Why didn’t you let us know?” Aunt Hellen tapped Mena on the nose, and it reminded me that everyone used to call Mena by the nickname Philly, thinking it was cute to use the nickname as a shorthand for Philomena. She’d grown out of that, too, when she moved into her teens. From then on, she absolutely hated that people would not only call her a horse, but also boop her on the nose, just like our aunt had done not two seconds ago.

This time, there was no screech, no anger, no huffing and puffing. Mena just smiled and then finished off whatever it was she had in her mug. I made a note to ask Glennis later for confirmation. I couldn’t always trust her head shakes.

“Is your family just meeting you here then? I haven’t checked anyone in early.” I cocked my head to the side to take Mena’s measure. “Better question is, are you even checked in?” I asked, thinking that was probably what I should have asked first.

“Not yet. I was getting there. Besides, it’s early, and I know how militant you can be about your check-in times. I’ve seen the reviews online.”

“They’re not bad. I look at them every day.”

“Oh no, dear sister, they’re not bad at all. People love the way you run things, but they often comment on how very punctual you are. I’d call it anal retentive, but I guess punctual works too.” She snickered, and I groaned. I adored my sister, but she never passed up the opportunity to needle me.

It was going to be a fun week while she was here. It had to be.

But then she gave me that cheeky smile, and I couldn’t deny that I enjoyed her needling. It kept me on my toes, and since I was the older one—for once in this house—I could have the upper hand if I chose to. I’d save that for later, though.

“So, you’re here for the week with a family as a nanny. I’m not sure I can wrap my head around that.”

“It’s not that difficult, actually,” Mena said, taking another apple turnover under Glennis’s watchful eye. “I like this kid. I’m not always a fan of all kids, but this one is adorable. And the parents are super low-key, which speaks to my need to not be overwhelmed with rules and regulations. I keep the kid happy and safe, and the parents leave me to it. Win-win as far as I’m concerned. Not to mention they’re paying for my stay here, and my salary is...” She puckered her lips and gave the chef’s kiss universal symbol.

Okay then.

“When are they getting here?” I asked as I broke off half of her turnover and popped it in my mouth.

She scowled at me, but she knew the rules, so she kept her griping to herself. My kitchen, my food, especially with a younger sister. “Tomorrow. In the meantime, I thought I’d get my room ready the way I like it, catch up with everyone I can, and then settle in to begin the business of enjoying my time here as a guest instead of a grunt worker.” There was that smile again.

“Well, guests don’t get to eat in the kitchen and snatch food. That isn’t part of the package. Just saying.”

Glennis laughed and whisked the empty plate out from under Mena’s hand.

Loud banging started above us, and I sighed out a breath of resignation. I’d made every effort not to have the work done while I would have guests just because of this very thing. People paid to come here and relax, to enjoy a carefree weekend or week without loud noises or distractions. And now we had this. I really hoped they’d be gone by the weekend.

At least they knew what they were supposed to do and had just gotten straight to work, but I was not a happy camper that they were going to be making so much noise, just as I was expecting a full house.

“I need to go make sure that Rand and his son are doing what I asked them to do. Enjoy the last of your non-guest amenities until it’s time to check in,” I said to Mena and then hugged her before leaving her with Aunt Hellen and Glennis.

I could have taken the back stairs from the kitchen to the second floor and emerged from behind the floor-to-ceiling painting where the door was hidden. However, the front steps made more sense, and from the racket, it sounded like Rand might be right where the door opened. I didn’t want to start out our working relationship by smacking him in the head or knocking him over. No matter how tempting that seemed at the moment.

The third stair creaked like it always did. I thought about asking the guys if they could possibly take a look at that, too. But I stopped myself because the creak was under the carpet runner that spanned the middle of the staircase, which meant that it would all have to be taken up in order to get to the possible damage. That was not happening this week. It had waited for probably all of my nearly thirty years. It could wait a little longer.

Arriving at the top of the stairs, I found that I had made the right decision by not taking the back stairs. Rand was sitting squarely in front of where it would have opened out, fiddling with the electric socket directly to the right.

“Hey,” I said, chuckling to hopefully start our conversation out in a better way than I felt at their tardiness. “I thought you were the plumbing guy.”

He glanced up at me and then immediately went back to whatever it was he was doing. “This is what happens when I let the welp do anything. He just came back to town recently. I’ve been trying to help him get his life in order, but I’m not sure that’s going to be happening anytime soon. I’m sorry we were late. I didn’t find out when he’d scheduled the job until just this morning. He told me it was sometime next week, and I’ve been dealing with some family issues over the last few days. I had no idea we were supposed to be here last week.” He grunted and kept his eyes down, which left me staring at the top of his thinning gray hair.

“It’s okay.” Not really, but what else could I say? “Ty has been here over the last week, though not a lot has been fixed. At least you’re here now. Do you still think it will take three days to do everything? I have guests coming in. Should we move it to a different week?” I really did not want to do that. The circuits had shorted a few times in the upstairs hallway and two of the rooms. The last thing I wanted was for a fire to break out because I’d waited too long to fix things. I did try to get things fixed in a timely manner, to be fair to myself, but today was the first day Rand had shown up, and I really hoped it meant that things would move along swiftly now.

My grandfather, who I affectionately called Poobah, had given me the inn over a year ago. And it would be the ultimate betrayal of his trust if I was to burn down over two hundred years of our family’s legacy because I hadn’t been anal-retentive enough.

“I’m relatively certain we can be done in a timely manner.”

That sounded a lot like a non-answer, but I left it and him alone after thanking him.

I had no idea where his son was or what he was doing, but I hoped it was work and fast work at that. I turned back around a few steps from the top.

“Is Tyler working on something else?” I asked, wanting to know where everyone was and what they were doing. Okay, maybe Mena had a point.

His answer was drowned out by a scream from downstairs.
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What on earth was that? Like a banshee with a megaphone, the noise zoomed up the stairs and seemed to shatter on the ceiling, then fall all around me and Rand.

He merely rolled his eyes, and I wondered how that could be his reaction. Mine was to clamp my hands over my ears and start running down the stairs. My balance was thrown off by my posture on my descent, though, and I stumbled down the last three stairs and then fell into waiting arms.

Dean’s arms, to be exact. And I was not mad about that, especially since the scream had cut off to be replaced by laughter.

“Hello there,” Dean said with a smile that melted my heart and made me forget all about anything but looking directly into his gray eyes.

“Hi.” I would have tucked my hair behind my ears if my arms weren’t wrapped around his waist. Six months in, and I still wasn’t completely used to being able to call this very awesome man my boyfriend. The fluttering of my heart in my chest was a wonderful feeling. And I hoped it would never dull or slow down.

“Were you running toward something?” He removed his hand from my hip and swept my bangs away from my eyes.

“Even if I was, I think I’ve forgotten all about it.”

As he chuckled, I felt the reverberation throughout my body. There was no containing the smile on my lips. It grew as he leaned forward and rested his forehead against mine. Because of our height difference, it moved my chest away from his, but I didn’t regret that as he kissed me. Just a quick one, since I was working and there were people walking around in my place of business, but even that two seconds was enough to send the flutter into overdrive. Oh, my.

He leaned back. “What’s going on? You’re practically vibrating with this energy that I can’t quite put my finger on.”

It was not easy to have a boyfriend who you could not share your whole self. It was a rule within our family and the heritage we shared that we were not allowed to share our talents with anyone who was not also within the group of mancers––people who had special talents. I had been doing research on it, though, because there had to be someone within our line who had married someone who was not talented. We wouldn’t have been able to continue the line without coming too close to those we were already related to if no one ever married outside our heritage.

But I hadn’t come across anything yet. That didn’t mean I was stopping. I wasn’t willing to give Dean up without continuing to look into things and find a way around the rule. There had to be.

But until I found it, I would enjoy every second of every day that I could spend with him. I smiled up at him, and he kissed me again.

Someone cleared their throat behind me, which had me closing my eyes.

No privacy, such was the life of an inn owner.

“You didn’t tell me you hired Nell,” Mena said with her arms crossed under her chest and one hip cocked. It was a classic “how dare you” stance, but I had no idea why she would be throwing that out now over a new employee.

Turning in Dean’s arms, I rested back against his chest and faced my sister, who did not look happy. “Dean, my younger sister, Mena. Mena, Dean.” I flipped my hand back and forth between them. “I never tell you anything about who I hire. We don’t talk that much, anyway, because you’re usually on the road or in a completely conflicting time zone. And even when we do manage to connect, it’s almost never about inn business, except when we had that death here six months ago.” Even then, I hadn’t told her all the details, like how it had affected Aunt Hellen and her relationship with our uncle.

“Right, right, right. But Nell was my best friend in high school, and of course, I would want to know if you’d decided to hire her. That makes my stay even better! We can catch up while she’s working, and now I don’t have to arrange to meet her after work or try to make our schedules line up. I thought she was traveling abroad, so it’s awesome to see her here.”

I barely resisted groaning. “She does need to work while you’re here. We can’t have the two of you screaming every time you see each other and then running off to put your heads together and gossip.”

Mena had the gall to laugh, even though I was serious. “So, you do remember that we were friends.”

Truthfully, I didn’t remember that at all. However, I would have been at the inn pretty much all the time as soon as I’d turned eighteen and could start helping Poobah. I was almost never home when Mena was a high schooler. But I wasn’t going to admit that if I didn’t have to, and honestly, that was her M.O. with every friend she’d ever had, so I’d taken a calculated guess.

“I have to work, too,” she said. “I just meant we could talk when we pass each other during our jobs or whatever.”

“Sure.”

When she squinted at me, I realized I had not carried that off the way I had thought I could. Story of my life. 

“I’m serious,” she said.

“I know that, and I appreciate it, but Nell is newer and still learning her job, so I want to make sure she is also focused on what she’s doing here. We’ve had a few issues with her training and overuse of earbuds when she should be listening for guest requests.” I probably shouldn’t have said that since it was private. But this was my sister. “Keep that between us.”

“Of course,” Mena said.

I sighed. “Okay, I’m fine with minor conversations when passing each other through the halls or whatever, but I can’t have her distracted catching up with you.” That didn’t come out much better from the stormy expression on her face.

“You really think I’d jeopardize my job and hers by standing in the hall forever and just yapping our heads off?”

I sighed again and wished I could have just gone back to enjoying the feeling of Dean’s arms around me and listening to the sound of his heartbeat as I rested my head against his chest. “No, I don’t think you would deliberately do that, and I know you’re a responsible person. But I also know you like to talk. I saw your report cards when Mom would have to meet with the school about your chatter and always getting in trouble for doing your little monologues instead of sticking with the assignment.”

That got her to laugh, and it was the real kind, straight from her belly. “Fair enough, and you have a point. I love my job this time, and it’s been a lot of fun to hang with people instead of always being on my own in a new place where I know no one. What if I promise to keep a clock on myself and not go full-on Gossip Girl? I won’t even soliloquy. I’ll watch myself, promise, but I really am happy she’s here. This way, we can just talk in passing instead of having to plan an afternoon for coffee. You know those can turn into three solid hours for me without even a hint of the conversation faltering.” She took my hand and squeezed it. “I like being here with you, too. Any chance of taking Aunt Hell up on her idea and talking Glennis into making a big old dinner for everyone since my family isn’t coming in until tomorrow? It’ll be my last night without a child to look after.”

Dean chuckled from behind me, and I felt the rumble in my back. “I’m sure we can work something out. And I like you being here, too. Just don’t distract my employees.”

“So noted. And with that, I should go get things ready in my room so that I can be the best employee when my family shows up. Which room am I in? Can I have the one on the third floor that our cousin Murphy says has a ghost? I may need someone else to talk to if I have to curb myself throughout the day.”

And there she was, my wonderful, frustrating, out-there, and so in my heart sibling. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed her until just now. I stepped away from Dean to pull her into a hug that caged her arms against her sides. She laughed again and then broke my hold to wrap her arms around me. “Love you, too. Now let me have my room. You’re taking up a lot of my time, and I don’t want to keep you from your work. I’ve heard you have a tough boss.”

“I’ll add that to the anal retentive. Thanks so much.” We smiled at each other, and then she kissed me on the cheek and left.

“You know, Caper is the same way with me.” Dean lifted my hand and brushed his lips over my knuckles.

“I’ve seen the interactions between you and your brother and have been relieved sometimes that I don’t have to deal with it on the daily like you do now that he lives in the cottage out back. I guess I’ll have to weather the storm over the next few days. What could go wrong?”

I groaned as soon as I had the thought and let it come tumbling out of my mouth. As with most things, the moment I said something like that, the Universe took it as a challenge and threw the gauntlet back in my face. I paused, waiting to see if anyone would run out of the kitchen saying something was on fire, or maybe another electrical outlet had gone out, or the plumbing had backed up again. But nothing happened in the immediate area, so I let myself relax, just a little bit, back into Dean’s arms.

“Any chance you want to come to dinner tonight with all the family? You know most of the characters in mine anyway, and if anyone new shows up, you at least have the lay of the land around here.” Well, except for the part where we all carried some form of magic. But we knew enough to put a lid on it when there were others around who didn’t have any talents. That could be both a curse and a blessing, depending on the timing and what was happening.

My talent had been a blessing for once when I’d found one of our guests dead six months ago. I hadn’t been able to activate it like it had been active during that time, but that was okay as long as there were no more deaths. 

“Sure.” He shrugged. “I was planning on having dinner with just you, but I don’t mind a bigger crowd.”

That Dean is always so easy-going about any changes or pivots in the road. I envied his ability to flow with things like that, but I didn’t envy why he was able to do it so effortlessly. Especially since it had a lot to do with his family being a little on the shady side. He’d gotten out of their way and their sphere by moving here about a year ago, but then the trouble had followed him, namely his brother. But that also included his niece and nephew, who were gems. It was complicated, but when wasn’t life complicated?

“Do you think Caper and the kids would want to join us, too? Get everyone in the same room at the same time to get it out of the way in one shot?”

Dean laughed, and I loved to hear the noise. “It doesn’t have to be like a showdown at the OK Dinner Table, Roxy. I’m sure everyone will be on their best behavior.”

I was glad one of us thought that. 

“Well, I should go let Glennis know the table needs to be extended by about ten then, and I should get back to work. I can’t exactly tell anyone that they’re lollygagging if I’m doing the very same thing.”

“Fair to a fault, that’s my Roxy.”

Let me tell you, I did not, at all, mind being called his anything and everything.

We parted ways with one more quick kiss. Dean was going out back to talk to Caper about the dinner invitation and then heading off to work. Having him right down the road at the ferry launch meant he could come up for lunch every day if things weren’t too busy down at the dock and shed. We were in peak season now, though, so I took him whenever he could get away. Whenever he still stopped by, I loved it. For someone who’d always played whatever role was needed at whatever time it was needed, it made a huge impression on me that I was a top priority for him.

Okay, I’ll stop fawning now. Seriously.

But that didn’t stop me from strolling by the bay window facing the backyard to watch him walk along the brick path to the house his brother was currently staying in to get his life back on track and keep his kids safe.

Dean’s height and how wide his shoulders were normally kept my attention, but when I saw Mena bolt out from the kitchen door, I couldn’t stop myself from following her with my eyes. When she flew across the lawn and jumped onto the white gazebo with her arms spread, my full attention was diverted from Dean to what on earth she was doing.

And then I saw a man’s head pop up, and I remembered something I had not thought of in years—Ty, the son of Rand, the guy working on my inn, had been a forbidden love interest when Mena was fifteen and he was twenty.

Uh oh. Why hadn’t I thought of that when he’d done the estimate? Then again, it was seeing the two of them together that sparked the memory. And I wouldn’t have been thinking of her or high school when I was facing some serious money-spending to get things working correctly around here.

The memory of them hit me in the forehead. The two of them talking out at the river, sitting on the very edges of a bench, five feet between their bodies, not touching at all. Mena had clenched her arms around her middle and bent her head. I couldn’t hear what she was saying because I’d been hiding behind a bush, watching without her knowing it. My books had told me she needed to be protected. Well, actually, I had read a passage in a fantasy book where swords were drawn, and the fate of the world was in the balance. The message I’d taken from it was that she needed protection. I was also about nineteen, so don’t judge.

He’d reached a hand out to touch her shoulder. She’d scooted farther along the bench and ended up tipping herself over the edge. In a flash, he’d crouched by her, keeping his hands to himself. After a few seconds, she’d sat up and brushed herself off, but stayed on the ground with her arms wrapped around her knees.

My parents had told her earlier that afternoon she was not allowed to see him anymore. They’d found out that he was five years older than her fifteen. The age gap was too much, legally, and for her level of maturity. She’d been crushed, but had listened to them.
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