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      The one that got away is now the one

      I refuse to let go.

      Enlisting was one of my life goals, so was marrying my high school sweetheart, Sophie, and escaping our small town. Nothing has ever hurt me more than when she turned down my proposal.

      I was stupid back then, heartbroken and foolish. A one-night stand was supposed to help me get over Sophie, instead I got the girl pregnant and ruined any chance of Sophie ever looking my way again.

      For the last few years I’ve focused on being the best father and soldier I could be. Now I’ve done my duty for my country and it’s time to take over raising my daughter, her mother insists it’s my turn. What better place to do it, than in my own hometown?

      Sophie has moved on and is now a successful bakery owner, but she’s still the woman I could never forget. My daughter is her biggest fan, secretly so am I.

      With a series of burglaries in town, Sophie is worried her bakery is next. I might not have made the right decisions all those years ago, but this time I’m going to prove to Sophie that I’m the right man for her.

      A future without her simply isn’t an option.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          SOPHIE

        

      

    

    
      My hands shook as I lifted the key to fit it into the lock of my bakery. Being alone in the early morning hours usually soothed me. No one was out walking their dog or jogging. I had a few hours of silence before customers came in, and my solitude was overtaken by the morning rush.

      But this morning, the quiet was deafening, overpowering the sound of my heart pounding in my ears.

      Through the store window, the chairs were visible on top of the tables like normal. Nothing looked out of place, but I couldn’t stop the trembling of my fingers.

      I startled at the thump of soles against the pavement. Was it an early morning jogger or someone up to no good?

      Worried, I shoved the key into the lock, willing it to fit. When it turned, I pushed open the door, the alarm chirping. I glanced over my shoulder as a shiver ran up my spine.

      A man ran toward me at a good clip, a black hoodie covering his head and face.

      My heart jumped into my throat as I slipped inside, my hands already pushing it closed when a rough, gravelly voice asked, “Are you open?”

      The man was close. Too close. He’d stopped in front of my door, his head down.

      “No,” I said, my voice shaking. I needed to close the door, but the alarm was dangerously close to going off. I inputted the code on the pad next to the door, but kept one finger hovering over the panic button.

      My desire to be nice to a potential customer warred with my fear that this could be the guy who’d broken into my friends’ shops.

      No one had ever seen him, but then, I went to work earlier than everyone else.

      I moved so that more of the glass door was between us. If I attempted to close it, would he shove his foot in the doorway, or would he use his arm to block the door from closing?

      “That’s too bad.” He hunched over as if he were recovering from a hard run.

      “Do you need water?” I asked before I could stop myself.

      He wasn’t carrying anything and was probably thirsty.

      Why had I offered? He could be the robber or even worse. My mind raced with all the possibilities. I could just see the headlines: Local Baker Found Dead in the Early Morning Hours.

      I shivered, tightening my grip on the door.

      “That would be great.” He lifted his head slowly, the cut of his jaw visible before his strong nose and eyes.

      Warm brown eyes. He was so familiar. I knew him.

      Shock flew through my system as my hand fell away from the alarm system.

      “Sophie?” His expression was a mix of surprise and something else—regret?

      “Mark.” My heart clenched. I knew exactly who he was—my high school sweetheart—the one who’d left. The summer after graduation, he turned eighteen and enlisted in the Army.

      “It’s good to see you.” The surprise was gone, and in its place was warmth. So much warmth. It was like a cozy blanket I could wrap myself in. I wanted to fall back into those fuzzy feelings he gave me back then and forget everything that came after.

      “You too.” It was still early, and my brain wasn’t firing on all cylinders. I was most likely weak from the adrenaline rush.

      A few seconds ago, I thought I was about to be robbed, but even knowing who this man was, I couldn’t relax, not entirely. This was the man who’d walked away from me so easily.

      Initially, I’d hoped he’d come back to me and admit he’d made a mistake. That the timing just wasn’t right for us in high school, but then he’d gotten some girl pregnant. And I shoved that fantasy down deep.

      At eighteen, I had younger siblings to help raise. I couldn’t even think about building a future for myself.

      “How ’bout that water?” Sweat dripped from his brow.

      I was tempted to wipe it with my fingers, to run my hands through the hair that was buzzed short. Would it be soft? His hair had been longer when we’d dated, and I’d loved running my fingers through it.

      “Sorry. Let me get that for you.” I stepped back, letting him enter before shutting and locking the door.

      I wasn’t afraid of my ex—at least not physically, but emotionally, I’d be smart to keep my distance.

      He wouldn’t rob me of anything other than my good sense and my heart. I wouldn’t make that mistake again.

      I grabbed a water bottle from the refrigerated case behind the counter, desperate to put space and physical barriers between us.

      He sat at the counter to the left where I’d recently added stools for customers to eat.

      I handed the bottle to him, and when our fingers brushed, I hoped he didn’t notice my fingers trembling. It had nothing to do with the robber still on the loose and everything to do with him.

      He rested the bottle against his forehead and closed his eyes. “Thank you for this.”

      I laughed despite my fear and the awkwardness of facing my high school heartbreak at four in the morning. “You’re not going to drink it?”

      His gaze lowered to mine, and he slowly smiled. “I’m getting to that part.”

      I blinked. He reminded me so much of the boy I’d dated. He was easygoing and fun, as long as his dad wasn’t on his case that day, and even if he was, Mark was good at brushing it off. I felt special because I was the only one who saw the real him.

      He unscrewed the cap and took a long pull. I was mesmerized by the up-and-down motion of his Adam’s apple as he swallowed.

      There were so many other things I could have been doing. Gathering ingredients. Starting the dough. Turning on the ovens. Instead, I was frozen in place.

      Once he’d drained the entire bottle, he set it down.

      “Would you like another?” I asked.

      “I should get going and let you do your thing.” He nodded toward the kitchen in the back.

      “I do have to get to work.” Yet I was reluctant for him to leave.

      I imagined him sitting on the counter in the kitchen as he told me about the last ten years. It was a ridiculous idea because we weren’t even friends anymore. The familiar pangs of loss pricked my heart.

      He’d tried to reach out after his mother told me about the pregnancy, but I hadn’t responded. It had been too painful, especially when I’d thought we still had a future. His actions obliterated that idea.

      He stood and lifted the bottom of his shirt to wipe the sweat from his forehead. My gaze was drawn to the very defined abdominal muscles. He hadn’t looked like that at eighteen.

      Mark exuded masculinity and strength. His shoulders were broader, his arms larger, and his abs were more defined. I couldn’t stop myself from following the happy trail to the waistband of his athletic shorts and the bulge the mesh material did nothing to hide.

      I swallowed hard. Needing water, I turned away from him. Fumbling with the refrigerator door, I unscrewed the cap and took a drink. The cool liquid soothed my dry throat.

      Why was I reacting to him like this? We’d dated in high school, but we’d moved on. Or at least, I thought I had.

      “I’ll get out of your way.” His voice was deep.

      I turned around and pasted a smile on my face. “You’re fine.”

      “I’m sure you have things to do.” He stood and moved around the counter. My heart thudded with each step he took, wondering what he was doing as he got closer. He leaned down, and I sucked in a breath, thinking he was going to kiss me when he tossed the empty plastic bottle in the recycling bin.

      I startled at the thud of the plastic bottle hitting the empty can, my entire body heating at his proximity.

      Mark turned slightly, taking in the dining area. “You’ve got a great place here, Soph.”

      Goose bumps danced over my skin at the familiar nickname. He’d stopped in one other time during a town festival, but we hadn’t had a chance to talk. Not like this. “Thank you.”

      He stepped closer and lifted a hand as if to brush aside the strand of hair on my forehead. But then he dropped it. His expression filled with remorse. “You’ve done well for yourself.”

      After he’d seen the hurt I’m sure was evident on my face when he told me how he’d enlisted, he’d proposed. It felt rushed. Like he hadn’t planned on asking me to marry him. It felt empty. Not at all how I imagined that moment.

      I’d said no. I had to stay to help my family. I couldn’t help raise my sisters if I was traveling and moving around at the will of the military. “So did you.”

      He’d wanted to escape and to make a man of himself. Someone who would make his father proud. I had my doubts that anything would help in that department, but he’d been determined. I’d wanted him to get peace, and if enlisting helped him get that, then I wouldn’t stand in his way.

      He frowned. “I didn’t get everything I wanted.”

      Was he talking about me? Hope flooded my chest despite the rational part of my brain that was telling me he wasn’t mine and never would be. “I guess that’s part of being an adult.”

      My response was generic because we weren’t friends or confidants anymore.

      He nodded tightly.

      “Are you back in town for a visit?” I asked, continuing with safe small talk as we slowly made our way to the front door.

      Outside, the sky had lightened slightly.

      He turned to face me. “I moved back.”

      My heart fluttered in my chest. “You moved to Annapolis?”

      He nodded. “It’s the perfect place to raise a child.”

      I barely restrained the wince at the mention of his child. “Oh, right. Of course, it is.”

      For a few seconds, I’d forgotten his betrayal. At eighteen, I’d stupidly hoped he’d come back for me. That he’d tell me raising my younger siblings wasn’t my responsibility. That I had an amazing future ahead of me, if only I grabbed on and took it. But then it all came crashing down.

      He wasn’t free to be with me. He had other responsibilities, and so did I.

      I wanted to ask if the mother of his child was here, too. If they were together, even if they weren’t married. But I wasn’t privy to the details of his life anymore.

      “I never thought you’d move back.” The pain of him leaving was sharp in my chest. It dulled over the years but came roaring back to life with his appearance.

      He was quiet, as if considering his words. Finally, he said, “Things change once you have kids.”

      “Right.” I wouldn’t know, as I’d never had any. I’d just raised my sisters as if they were mine. It was a good reminder of how different we were. He’d been in the military for the past ten years, traveling the world and having amazing experiences, while I’d stayed right here, getting my degree from home, raising my sisters, and then finally opening the bakery.

      I was a business owner. He was a father. We had nothing in common. As kids, we were escaping the reality of our homelife. For him, it was the expectations of his father; for me, it was the pressure to step in and take on my mother’s role after she died.

      “Thanks for the water.” His gaze was swimming with an emotion I couldn’t decipher. “It was great to see you.”

      I nodded, unable to say those words because this moment was bittersweet. It was like encountering the one thing you’d always wanted but could never have.

      Then he was gone, and I regretted all the things I didn’t say. I miss you. I want to see you again. I want to know who you’ve become. I want to show you who I am.

      I locked the door behind him and reset the alarm. Then I checked the clock on the wall to note I was twenty minutes behind my early morning routine. I did things in the same order every morning because I knew I’d get it done before opening. There was a comfort to that rhythm. Mark’s presence had thrown me offbeat.

      I usually felt pride when I took in the white wainscoting, the frothy pink paint, and the dark wood tables and chairs. The marble counter was my recent splurge. I wanted customers to feel decadent when they came inside.

      Now it seemed meaningless.

      How could one encounter erase all my progress to get over him these past ten years? Instead, I was right back where I was at eighteen. When Mark told me he had no choice but to enlist, that everything in his life had led up to that moment. I was crushed. I couldn’t think about anything other than him leaving me.

      He’d asked me to marry him, but there was no ring, no dropping down on one knee. The proposal felt like a last-minute decision. As if he’d just realized he couldn’t leave me behind. I needed more than that. I wanted to come first, not be an afterthought.

      I told him no because I couldn’t leave. I didn’t have a choice, and I thought he understood that. He knew my situation better than anyone. My teachers always commented on what an amazing job my father was doing, but in reality, it was me holding the family together.

      I’d hoped Mark would ask me to wait for him. He hadn’t. He’d moved on before the pain of his leaving dissipated. The familiar hurt burst in my chest, reaching every nook and cranny, making it difficult to breathe.

      I needed my routine. I needed to bake.

      I moved blindly through the store to the kitchen, my respite, my oasis. Here, nothing could touch me. Not Mark. Not lost opportunities or regrets.

      I took great satisfaction in the stainless-steel counters and appliances. Everything was clean and sparkling.

      I wasn’t my sisters’ pseudo-mother or everyone’s best friend and confidante. I was Sophie. The baker.

      The girl who’d thought she made the biggest mistake when she let the love of her life walk out the door. I rubbed the familiar ache in my chest. That one act negated everything we’d ever shared. Made me doubt every sweet word, every kiss, whispered promise, and declaration of love.

      I thought he’d regret his decision to leave. He’d come back to me, but when he left, I was apparently out of sight and out of mind.

      I squared my shoulders as I pulled out the ingredients I’d need for the morning. I’d grown up in the last ten years. I wasn’t the naïve girl he’d dated. I was a successful businesswoman. I didn’t need him walking back in here and eroding everything I’d built, along with my confidence.

      Besides, he was here for his daughter, not me. He wanted to give her a better life. He wasn’t here to right some wrong or declare his undying love for me. I was too practical to believe those fantasies anymore. People left, or they died. And those who were left behind had to pick up the pieces and move forward.

      I sucked in a breath. Mark was here to stay. I’d have to see him around town and pretend he didn’t mean anything to me. I wasn’t sure I’d survive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          MARK

        

      

    

    
      The cool air in the bakery had chilled the sweat running down my back, but it did nothing to lessen the conflicting thoughts I was having about my ex.

      When I first realized who she was, my heart had stuttered under my rib cage, and it had nothing to do with the way I’d pushed myself on my early morning run.

      She’d seemed flustered, her eyes wide and her breathing staggered. Inside, she seemed to relax, and that’s when I noticed she was wearing a pink T-shirt with the words “Sophie’s Sweets” stretched over her breasts. Those words and the way they emphasized all her curves had my imagination running wild.

      For a second, it was like no time had passed. She was still my girl, and I was the guy she could depend on, the one she loved. I wanted to move closer, grip her hips, and pull her against me. I wanted the sensation of her soft curves against my hard body. I wanted to feel the familiar weight of her hair in my fingers.

      Would she smell like sugar and dough? Would she be as sweet as she’d been as a teenager? Or was she spicier now?

      Instead, I’d taken a step toward the counter to block the evidence of my arousal while she’d grabbed the water. When she’d turned, I’d realized she was even more gorgeous than she’d been in high school. Her lanky frame had filled out into enticing curves. Her thick, red, wavy hair with the dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks was the same. She was achingly familiar.

      When I’d moved closer to throw out the water bottle, her breath had hitched. She was as affected by my presence as I was by hers.

      My heart clenched at seeing her for the first time in a long time. We hadn’t been alone in the same room since she’d turned down my proposal. I’d tried to reach out several times when I was gone, and a few times when I visited home, but she’d been cool toward me. Her wary eyes and the hurt that simmered just below the surface made it seem like I was at fault when she’d been the one to say no to the logical next step—marriage.

      Back then, I’d had no choice but to enlist. It had seemed so clear that I needed to leave, to escape my father and this small town. It would have been selfish to beg Sophie to come with me.

      She was the practical one. I was the dreamer. The one who thought there was more to life than this small town and my dad’s business. She hadn’t felt the same. Maybe what we had was just young love, and it couldn’t withstand the test of time.

      I picked up the pace to a jog on the last stretch home. The endorphins were already kicking in. I felt good. Each step that took me away from the bakery had me thinking about my future. Things had changed. Now that I was discharged from the military, no one controlled my life but me. Anything was possible.

      Could I have everything I’d ever wanted, my daughter and Sophie?

      It was still quiet when I opened the door, so I made coffee, then started to make pancakes with chocolate chips. Kendall always liked them when she was little, and I hoped she still did.

      I wanted to make a good life for my daughter, Kendall, in Annapolis, but I had no idea what to do for work now that I was back.

      When I was discharged, Kendall’s mother, Melanie, said she wanted to travel and it was my turn to raise her. Like our daughter was a doll we passed back and forth. I eagerly agreed because I hated that I’d missed so much of her life and was determined to make up for it.

      I ate and passed the time reading the news on my phone. I was getting antsy when Kendall finally came down at eight in her pajamas with her hair sticking up.

      Affection for her warmed my chest. “Good morning. Are you hungry?”

      She plopped down on the end of the couch, her nose wrinkling when she saw my coffee mug. “No.”

      “I made chocolate chip pancakes.”

      Her lip curled. “What am I? Five?”

      I bit back my initial response to remind her to be respectful. I knew moving here would be an adjustment. Kendall hadn’t wanted to leave her friends or her school.

      For me, it made sense to move back home. I had family and friends here. It was familiar, and I needed that after being gone for so long.

      I took a deep breath. “What would you like to eat?”

      She rolled her eyes, and I held my tongue again.

      “Why did we have to move here?” She’d made it known she hated small towns.

      But I suspected her main issue was that I’d deleted all the apps on her phone. Melanie didn’t monitor her usage. I didn’t mind if she kept in touch with her friends, but I didn’t like the things I was hearing and seeing on those apps. She was constantly primping and prepping and then filming herself. All I could think about was who was watching my little girl on the other end.

      “This is my home.” This decision tore me up inside because she would be more comfortable in the home she’d grown up in, but Melanie had sold it.

      “It’s not mine.” Her jaw set in a stubborn line, reminding me a little of myself at her age.

      I settled my elbows on my knees, drawing on the patience I’d used in the military. “I hope you’ll like it. That you’ll at least give it a chance.”

      She snorted and looked away from me.

      I liked to think I wasn’t the same when I was a kid, but I was probably worse. I butted heads with my dad every time we were in the same room together.

      But I couldn’t let her disrespect continue. “I know you didn’t want to move here.”

      “I want to live with Mom.”

      I wasn’t expecting that admission, and I guess I should have. She’d always lived full time with her mother, but I thought she would still want to see me. In the past, she enjoyed our time together, but it was limited, and I always planned fun things for us to do.

      It wasn’t real life. Now we’d be living together full time, and I was tasked with making sure she went to school and did her homework. It was a different dynamic. A role she wasn’t used to me playing.

      “I’m sorry I missed out on so much of your childhood, but I want to get to know you better. I want to be your father.” I needed to be patient with her and let her get used to the idea.

      She didn’t respond, but I took it as a good sign that she didn’t roll her eyes this time.

      “I loved my job, but I hate that it took me away from you. I wanted to be there when you said your first words, took your first step, and when you learned how to ride a bike. I want to be there for you now.” I didn’t ask her if she’d let me because I didn’t think I’d like her answer. It would take time for her to get used to me being in her life more.

      She swallowed and then nodded.

      I let out the breath I’d been holding. It was something. A small step forward. It was more than I expected after the painful drive from Indiana to Maryland.

      I needed to focus on Kendall and what she needed. I shouldn’t be caught up in a high school relationship that ended ten years ago.

      I got up to move the chocolate chip pancakes to a container and pour myself some orange juice.

      Kendall followed me and sat on the stool. “Can I have blueberry pancakes?”

      “Sure.” I probably should have refused because I already made her a perfectly good breakfast, but I needed to pick my battles. I’d gotten a small concession from her this morning. I wouldn’t push it.

      I mixed the batter, pleased that Kendall helped put the blueberries in before cooking them. Kendall brushed her brown hair behind her ears. She had my brown hair and eyes and was on the cusp of developing into a teenager. I wasn’t ready for any of it, but I’d figure it out. She needed me no matter how much she pushed me away.

      She was still in that last stage of being a girl but not yet a teenager, and I wanted to hold on to that for as long as I could. It was the primary reason I’d taken away the apps on her phone. It might have been the right thing to do, but I knew I’d make missteps along the way.

      I didn’t want her to put herself in danger, but I also didn’t want her to grow up too soon, worrying about how she looked on video, wearing makeup, and—God forbid—stressing about her weight.

      “What are you going to do this summer?” When I was her age, I was really into sports, but Melanie said she wasn’t. I’d looked into activities, but other than camps and some recreational sports, there wasn’t much that wasn’t already full.

      Kendall’s shoulders raised. “I usually hang out with my friends.”

      “We need to find some girls your age,” I said, with one eye on the batter and the other on her irritated expression.

      Kendall huffed. “How are we going to do that? You don’t know anyone here anymore.”

      I knew Sophie. Maybe I could ask her. She had younger sisters, but they’d probably be too old for Kendall. “We’ll figure it out together. In the meantime, you can hang out with me.”

      She huffed a second time, but I got the impression she was pleased. Melanie had worked full time, and I often wondered if Kendall was left to roam the neighborhood with her friends all summer. That was a recipe for trouble. I didn’t want that for her.

      I didn’t have a job yet, but I had some time to figure things out. I toyed with the idea of going to school, too. I’d wait until Kendall was settled in first. Then I’d figure out my life. Right now, I needed to reestablish a relationship with my daughter. I needed to ensure that she felt safe and secure. I wanted her to be happy.

      The idea of starting over rested heavily on my shoulders. I loved the military enough to be a lifer, but Kendall changed everything. I wasn’t okay with missing her grow up. I wanted to be more than a part-time dad.

      I had a box of letters she’d sent over the years. They started out as hand-drawn pictures and had evolved over the years to letters where she told me about everything. As she got older, they got shorter and less frequent. She was growing up and away from me.

      I only had this time with her. I was going to make it count.
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        * * *

      

      As I drove toward my childhood home, my stomach tightened. I left town at eighteen because my dad issued an ultimatum, and I wanted to be free of his control. The only option that made sense was enlisting in the military. The recruiting officer said I’d earn a good paycheck, they’d shape me into a man, and, in the end, I’d have a marketable skill. I could even go to college.

      I wanted to be independent, but I also loved the idea of belonging to something bigger than myself. I immediately felt like part of a large family, one that accepted me no matter what my homelife was like. I was following someone else’s commands, but I’d never felt so free and proud of who I’d become.

      If I’d stayed at home and worked in my father’s lumber business, I would have felt stuck. My dad had this way of making me feel less than, like nothing I could do would ever please him. Even with Sophie here, I would have always wondered what else was out there.

      Now that I’d seen the world, I knew the only thing that mattered was my daughter, and making her feel safe, secure, and happy. I wouldn’t be like my father. I wanted her to want to be around me. Not escape as I had at eighteen.

      I pulled down the long drive of the property that doubled as my father’s home and lumber company.

      “This is huge,” Kendall said.

      My parents usually flew out to see Melanie and Kendall, so she’d never been here. I felt a pang that she’d missed knowing her grandparents better.

      We passed several large buildings where supplies and equipment were held. The lane was long and dusty and frequented by large trucks. Finally, the family home came into view.

      “I can’t believe you lived here.”

      “It wasn’t quite this large when I lived here, but yeah, it was a lot.” I couldn’t escape my father’s expectations that I’d take over the business one day.

      I wanted to have options, and if I’d stayed here, I wouldn’t.

      I parked my truck in front. “Are you ready for this?”

      Kendall looked from the house to me. “Are you?”

      I chuckled without any humor, amazed that Kendall sensed it was difficult for me to be here. “My father and I didn’t always see eye to eye.”

      That was an understatement. He wanted me to work at the lumberyard, not play sports or be involved in activities. He hated that I was seeing Sophie. He disliked anything that kept me away from my responsibilities.

      Kendall touched my hand and then opened her door to slide out. I sensed it was her way of telling me she was here with me. We were a unit. I let that idea settle in my chest.

      She waited at the hood of the truck for me to join her. With a nod, I continued toward the porch, taking a deep breath before I knocked.

      Kendall raised a brow at the move. She was probably wondering why I didn’t feel comfortable walking inside.

      Mom opened the door. Her eyes widened as she took me in, and then she enveloped me in her arms. “I can’t believe you’re here.”

      Mom never wanted me to leave, but she wanted me to be happy. She’s the one who sent care packages and letters updating me about the town and Sophie.

      As much as it hurt to hear about Sophie and to know she didn’t want to hear from me personally, I ate up every tidbit I got.

      “And you,” Mom said as she pulled away from me to hug her granddaughter. Tears sparkled in her eyes. “I’m so happy you’re here.”

      The teenage attitude I’d seen this morning had dissipated. In its place was a girl who seemed pleased to be getting attention from her grandmother.

      Mom pulled back, her eyes bright. “Come in. Come in.”

      We walked through the foyer, following the smell of baked chicken into the large kitchen. It had been completely renovated since I’d lived here. The wall between the kitchen and the living room had been knocked down so I could see out the large windows to the trees on the back of the property. “This looks great.”

      “Your father finally let me have free rein a few years ago.”

      Comfortable furniture faced a large stone fireplace. Not seeing my father, I asked, “You need any help with dinner?”

      “Oh, it’s finished. I just need to set the table if you want to take the plates and silverware into the dining room.”

      Kendall followed me, grabbing the napkins and the pitcher of iced tea. We quietly set the table. I was lost in the memories after not being in this home for a meal in ten years. Anytime I visited, I stayed in a hotel and met my parents at a restaurant. I needed to maintain distance.

      “I didn’t believe it,” my father said as he entered the room.

      My stomach tightened further as I looked up at the man who never failed to set me on edge. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

      I sounded just like Kendall had earlier. My tone filled with irritation. Christ, he made me so prickly.

      He stood in the room, his feet set shoulder-width apart, his arms crossed over his chest. His jaw was tight, his eyes narrow. Then his gaze settled on Kendall, and he softened. He lowered his arms to his side. “Kendall.”

      “Grandpa.” She moved into his arms that he held out for her.

      I’d never been present for her visitations with her grandparents, so I didn’t know how close their relationship was. But she seemed genuinely happy to see my father, in a way she hadn’t exhibited with my mother. Were they close?

      Dad closed his eyes as he squeezed her tighter. When he pulled back slightly, he looked down at her. “Is it true that you moved here?”

      Kendall nodded. There were no eye rolls or complaints. She seemed to have a soft spot for my dad. I couldn’t reconcile that with my relationship with him.

      Dad ruffled her hair. “I’m happy you’re here.”

      Was he happy I was here? Why did I care? I thought I’d gotten over seeking his approval a long time ago.

      “I’m surprised you moved here,” Dad said to me over Kendall’s head.

      “It’s a great town to raise a child. Plus, I have family here.” When I made the decision to move back, I wasn’t sure how Dad would receive me. I knew Mom would be pleased, but would he expect me to work for the business?

      Dad scrutinized me before he finally nodded. “I’m glad.”

      Had I finally done something he agreed with?

      My parents had been upset when I got Melanie pregnant. They thought it was reckless and that a baby would ruin my life. At the time, I’d been trying to forget Sophie. It was after boot camp, and I was set to deploy. I wasn’t sure how I’d manage it unless I erased Sophie from my memory bank. She’d been clear that she wasn’t interested in creating a future with me, or at least, that’s how I took it.

      We were drunk. I couldn’t even remember if we’d used protection. I was pissed at myself until I saw Kendall for the first time. I’d never forget what it was like to hold her, to feel her warmth and the grip of her fingers.

      I didn’t regret Kendall because she was the best thing in my life, but it wasn’t easy expecting a child with a one-night stand while deployed. Instead of making my father proud that I was doing things on my own, I’d disappointed him yet again.

      Mom came into the room with a casserole dish in her hands. Dad took it from her and set it carefully in the center of the table.

      “I, for one, am ecstatic you’re here. We have so many things to catch up on.” Mom’s gaze flitted from me to where Dad stood.

      There was palpable tension in the room between my father and me.

      Kendall looked at me uncertainly.

      “Sit. I bet you’re hungry,” Mom said as she left the room again.

      “I’ll see if she needs help,” Dad said.

      I poured iced tea for everyone and then sat across from Kendall in my old spot. The one where I’d spent countless evenings waiting for my father to come home from work. More often than not, Mom and I ate alone. She made excuses for him, and I wondered if I’d grow up to be the same way. A man who let his family down again and again.

      I wanted to be different. I valued hard work, just not at the expense of my family. My father didn’t get that distinction. I was convinced he could have done better, encouraging me instead of putting me down.

      I dished the chicken casserole onto Kendall’s plate, then mine.

      Mom and Dad came back into the room with a salad bowl.

      “Go ahead and dig in,” Mom prompted Kendall, who lifted her fork and took a tentative bite.

      I wasn’t sure what life was like with Melanie. Whether she cooked or ate out for most meals. Was Kendall alone a lot? Had she wished I was there for her like I’d pined for my father? The thought settled uncomfortably in my gut.

      I took a large bite of the casserole, chewing and swallowing. It settled heavily in my stomach.

      “What are your plans now that you’re here?” Dad asked.

      His tone was deceptively casual. Every argument we’d had those last few years hinged on this very question. What were my plans? Would I forge my own path or fall back on his expectations?

      “We need to get settled, register Kendall for school, and find some friends for her.”

      I felt Dad’s unwavering gaze on the side of my face.

      “That sounds like a good plan,” Mom said.

      “What are you going to do for work?” Dad asked.

      I tensed. I should have known he wouldn’t let it go. “I have time to figure it out.”

      The silence fell on the table like snow in the winter.

      “I might go to school, but I have options and the time to figure it out.”

      Dad made a disbelieving noise in his throat.

      He didn’t believe in figuring things out. He believed in decisive action. According to him, the decision was easy: work for him.

      I’d always resisted. I think it was the weight of expectation. It felt like I’d had no other choice, and I’d rebelled hard against that.

      “They just got here. Let them settle in,” Mom chided.

      We ate while Mom talked about the farmer’s market, who’d stayed in town and who’d left. It was mindless chatter to keep the air filled with words. I sensed Dad at the other end of the table getting tenser by the second.

      I finished eating and pushed the plate back. “I saw Sophie today.”

      I wasn’t sure why I’d brought it up. Other than wanting to share it with somebody who understood.

      Mom smiled. “She opened that bakery a few years ago.”

      “It looks like she’s doing well.” I couldn’t see much of the bakery beyond Sophie standing in front of me. Even then, I didn’t know if she was happy or content with her life. Had she gotten everything she’d ever wanted?

      “She’s a sweet girl. She stops by to see me sometimes and drops off baked goods.”

      It was a small town, and Mom told me how she was doing over the years. So that didn’t surprise me.

      “Who is Sophie?” Kendall asked.

      Shit. I shouldn’t have even brought her up. I wasn’t prepared to explain my relationship with Sophie to Kendall. Maybe not ever. “She’s an old friend.”

      “They were high school sweethearts,” Mom said with a smile.

      I stiffened. Why was she giving more information than I wanted to reveal?

      Kendall’s eyes widened. “Why did you break up?”

      “I enlisted.” There was more to it than that. But what could I say to a nine-year-old? I asked Sophie to be my wife, and she said no. The familiar rejection flitted around the edges of my consciousness.

      “You didn’t try to make it work?” Kendall asked.

      “She didn’t want to.” My jaw ached with the force I used to keep my mouth shut.

      “Are you sure—” Mom started.

      I held my hand up. “That chapter in my life is over.”

      I didn’t have time for dating or revisiting an old love. Sophie hadn’t wanted me back then, and I wouldn’t get my hopes up that anything had changed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three
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      The monthly Shops on Main meetings were held in the spare room at Max’s Bar & Grill. We used the time to talk about town events or issues and discuss marketing and business strategies with each other.

      I’d started the group for the shops located on Main Street, but it had grown to include the new Harbor Garage & Service Repair Center and a few restaurants, including Max’s Bar & Grill.

      Today, I asked Officer Colton Castle to stop by at the end of the meeting to talk about the recent burglaries. There were break-ins last year at Max’s Bar & Grill, Remi’s Juice Shop, and the Spice & Tea Shoppe, but then they’d stopped. I’d hoped whoever was responsible had moved on to another town, but then they’d broken into Brooke’s Market Tavern this past spring.

      Shortly after my mother died, our house was broken into. It happened when we were at school, but seeing my room turned upside down, drawers and my things on the floor, was unsettling. I had trouble falling asleep and nightmares for a long time after that.

      I held up my hand to halt the conversation so we could start the meeting and then introduced Colton to the group.

      Colton stood at the head of the table, and I took a seat. “This is just as frustrating for the department as it is for you. We want to find this guy and restore trust in the community.”

      There had been
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