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      I was already staring at the ceiling when my alarm blared. The sun hadn’t woken up yet, but I had. I’d been up for over an hour and dreading the day for months. I would get through it, but it wasn’t going to be a good day.

      I slapped the screeching alarm and climbed out of bed. I took a fast shower to help me wake up then got dressed in my normal uniform of jeans and a black tee with Cracked scrawled over my large left breast and a bigger version of the logo on the back.

      I tied my hair up into a ponytail and added a touch of mascara and a little lipgloss. Not that I was trying to impress anyone, but it helped me feel a little more prepared to face the day. When I admitted to myself I couldn’t delay any longer, I took a deep breath and left my house.

      The walk to Cracked only took a few minutes. Even a curvy girl like me made the trip quickly, but when the heat of summer finally moved in, it would take me a little longer if I wanted to avoid being drenched in sweat all day.

      Megan, one of my coworkers, was coming from the other direction when I walked down Caroline Street. We met in front of Cracked and hugged. It was going to be a tough day for all of us.

      Lights were on inside, and the kitchen was already bustling. We had an hour before we opened, but biscuits were going in the oven, batter was being mixed, and coffee was brewing.

      “Hey,” Jean, another coworker, said, giving Megan and I both hugs. “This day sucks.”

      We nodded in agreement. Of all the things Georgia asked us to do before she died, none of us thought celebrating her sixtieth birthday with a celebration of her life would be hard, but now that the day had arrived, it was almost impossible.

      Earl, the owner of Cracked and our boss, called out from the kitchen and waved with his spatula. We waved back and set to helping Jean while Earl cooked breakfast. We’d all agreed to have breakfast together this morning. It was a chance to share the start of the day with the people who saw Georgia daily.

      Earl came out of the kitchen with a plate of pancakes, Georgia’s favorite, and lots of bacon and sausage. We grabbed one of the full pots of coffee and sat down.

      We held hands and all said a private prayer or blessing or whatever. I asked Georgia to give me strength to be there for Karissa, her daughter and my friend, and to hold out for the kind of love she had with Eddie.

      We squeezed hands and dug in to the food. Customers would be knocking on the door right at six if we didn’t open on time, so we ate quickly, sharing stories about Georgia.

      “Did you ever hear about her first day here?” Earl asked.

      I turned to look at him and shook my head. “Were you here?”

      He nodded. “I’ve been here forever, baby girl. I hadn’t bought the place yet, but I was in the kitchen. Ms. Georgia was a new mom the day she walked in here. She had that sweet baby girl of hers strapped to her chest and she marched in that door and demanded she talk to the manager.”

      “No,” I breathed. Georgia was always confident, but even I struggled to imagine her having that kind of gall.

      Earl chuckled, his teeth bright against his dark brown skin. His shaved head and face made him look younger than he was. I guessed he was pushing seventy, but I really had no idea.

      “Oh, she did. She said that she was going crazy at home with a new baby and she needed to work. Kathy was our manager then and she asked if Georgia had any experience. She said no, but she would learn quickly as long as she was given a shot and plenty of breaks so she could nurse her new baby,” Earl said with a laugh.

      “She demanded breaks and to bring Rissa with her?” I asked.

      Earl nodded. “She was always a pistol. I never thought she’d be gone from here before me.”

      The overwhelming sadness slapped me across the face. It stole my breath and had me closing my eyes.

      “None of us ever thought we’d be here without Georgia,” Jean said. “It’s not the same without her.”

      I forced a smile and tried to fake that I felt it. “You guys are all coming to the party Saturday night, right?”

      They all nodded back. “Wouldn’t miss it,” Jean answered for everyone.

      “Thanks. You know it’ll mean a lot to Rissa to have as many people there as possible.”

      “How is she doing?” Megan asked. Megan was a few years older than me, but we’d become friends over the last year. She started working at Cracked when Georgia got sick and had to back off her hours. When Georgia found out she wouldn’t be back, Megan agreed to take the job full time and got to know the woman she was replacing. It wasn’t easy to have someone else step into Georgia’s shoes, but Megan honored Georgia with everything she did.

      I shrugged. “I haven’t talked to her in a couple days. She’s been working on a new app and is really busy. I don’t know if she’s trying not to think about today or if she’s just under a deadline.”

      Karissa was a brilliant programmer and had a knack for developing apps that quickly went viral. She’d been secretive about her latest project, but she was close to finishing it last I heard.

      “If today is this hard for us, I can’t imagine how she’s feeling,” Jean said.

      I nodded in agreement.

      We finished our breakfast and cleaned up our seats. Earl went back into the kitchen while Jean, Megan, and I set the dining room up and refilled our own coffee cups.

      Megan opened the door just before six to let in the customers waiting for breakfast. All the regulars knew it was Georgia’s birthday and walked in with solemn faces and little fanfare.

      I took orders and shared Georgia stories. For the first hour, it was hard to keep it together as everyone wanted to talk about her. A few of the guys who’d been her regulars for years got choked up.

      By the time the early morning group headed out, I was ready for my five hour shift to be over so I could hide under my covers and cry instead of having to smile. I cleared tables and stocked creamer, sugar, and jelly. When the door opened again, I turned to tell the new guest to sit wherever they wanted and saw Ian Jameson.

      Ian’s sister had been my best friend forever, and Ian was…he was Ian. We were friends, too, but he’d become more in the months since we lost Georgia. I’d known him forever, and he was sort of like a brother to me also.

      Except for the fact that he starred in some of my fantasies lately. Okay, all of my fantasies.

      “What are you doing here so early?” I asked him with a teasing grin.

      Ian didn’t get up before ten most days. When he did, it was major. For him to be walking into Cracked just after seven in the morning was a shock.

      “I wanted to check on you,” he said softly once he reached my side. He kissed my cheek and lingered, pulling me into a hug.

      I wrapped my arms around his neck, enjoying the embrace almost as much as I enjoyed the strength I got from him. “I’m okay,” I said.

      He pulled back and studied me carefully. I tried not to think about what he saw. My ponytail was likely messy by now, maybe even with something in it. My shirt had been clean two hours ago, but it had a smear of butter at my waist where my belly brushed over a plate without me realizing it and something sticky on my right breast that was probably syrup. And I was sweaty, because chubby girls were sweaty girls.

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. It’s not easy, but I’m okay. Why are you really here?”

      He shrugged. “I hear breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”

      I laughed and rolled my eyes at him. “Are you staying or are you on your way somewhere?”

      “I’m staying. If that’s okay.”

      “Of course. You can sit wherever you want.”

      “Where’s your section?” he asked.

      I pointed. “Any of those tables and the counter is mine.”

      He squeezed my hand and winked. “I’ll grab a seat at the counter.”

      I nodded and finished what I was doing then went back to where he sat. I didn’t want to appear too excited to see him, but it wasn’t every day Ian stopped in when I was working. Still, I knew his order without asking.

      “The usual?” I asked him when I made my way over. He already had a cup of coffee with one creamer and his menu was closed next to him.

      He nodded. “Always. Thanks, babe.”

      I smiled, put his order in with Earl, grabbed plates from the window for another table, and checked in with customers who’d finished eating. When I made it back to Ian, he was watching me.

      “What?”

      He shook his head. “Just impressed with how you do this.”

      “What?”

      “Talk to people all day. I couldn’t do it.”

      “You talk to people,” I argued.

      He shook his head. “I talk to one customer at a time, then they go away and I work on their boat for a few weeks. You’re dealing with multiple groups at once and always have a smile for everyone.”

      I shrugged. “I’m used to it, I guess. I don’t really think about it.”

      The door opened and I glanced up with an automatic smile. I froze, my eyes going to Ian before going back to the man at the door as he walked closer.

      I dated William Hogan for almost five years. It had been almost nine months since he dumped me, all because he thought I slept with the man he was about to take a seat next to.

      “Hey, Blake. Can I get a coffee?” William asked, sliding onto the stool one away from Ian.

      I nodded, turning away from Ian to grab the coffee.

      “Willie,” Ian said, using the nickname he’d given William, even though he knew William hated it.

      “Ian. I guess I should have expected you to be here,” William said.

      I poured his coffee and played chicken, carrying the pot around to the rest of the restaurant filling mugs for everyone I spotted with less than a full cup.

      By the time I made it back to the counter, William was scowling and Ian looked pissed.

      “I’d like to order,” William said.

      I nodded and pulled my notepad out of my apron pocket.

      “Two poached eggs. Dry rye toast with butter, not margarine, on the side and grape jelly. Four slices of bacon.”

      I wrote it all down and looked up. “Is that everything?”

      “Yes,” William said.

      I nodded and put his order in. Ian’s was ready, so I grabbed his plate and set his food in front of him.

      “Looks great, babe. Thanks,” Ian said.

      I didn’t think anything of him calling me ‘babe,’ but apparently William did. He grunted and huffed a laugh. A part of me wanted to explain to him that Ian called me that for years, but I didn’t owe William anything anymore. He broke up with me.

      I busied myself with other customers until William’s food was ready. I set the plate in front of him and asked if he needed anything else. He looked around and said no, then dug in to his breakfast.

      Ian’s plate was empty so I took it and set it in the dish bin and asked if he wanted anything else.

      “Another cup of coffee would be great,” he said with a grin.

      I nodded and poured him another cup, sliding a creamer in front of him to add to it. I put the pot back and leaned against the counter, watching the mostly empty restaurant.

      The low moments were always the moments I talked to Georgia. She was constantly sharing wisdom and advice. She had an encouraging word for everyone and a smile and joke whenever you needed one.

      The emotion got to me for a second, and I needed to get away. I tore off the bills for both men and set them on the counter, then left the floor. There was nowhere to hide, but the bathroom was a single stall and, thank God, it was empty.

      I stuffed the back of my hand in my mouth to stifle the sob that wrapped around my throat and tried to push its way out. I sucked in a breath through my nose and blew it out again, over and over, until the need to cry passed.

      I washed my hands and took a deep breath, then unlocked the door and started to leave.

      Only to be pushed right back into the bathroom, the door closed and locked behind us.

      “Ian, what are you doing?” I demanded.

      “You’re not okay, babe. Come here.” He wrapped his arms around me and tucked my head under his chin.

      I wanted to resist him, but he was there and he cared. I slid my arms around his waist and held on tight. Five minutes. I could take five minutes.

      I let the emotions run, crying hard. My nose ran and my eyes flooded. The sobs I choked back a minute ago rushed right back to the surface and erupted from me.

      Ian just held me, his warm hands gliding up and down my back in smooth, even strokes. I hated that he felt the ripples of my chubby back under his perfect palms. I couldn’t hide my curves, but I did everything I could to mask them.

      I pushed all thoughts of my excess of curves away and tried to slow my tears. After a few minutes, I finally calmed enough to pull back from Ian.

      He wiped the tears from my lashes and cupped my jaw, tilting my head up to look at him. “Feel better?”

      I smiled and nodded.

      “Good,” he said, pulling me back in and kissing my forehead. “I wish I could take this pain from you.”

      “Me, too.”

      He chuckled. “Willie’s gone.”

      I laughed softly. “Did you run him off?”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t do anything.”

      I nodded. It didn’t matter either way. William was a customer, nothing more. I didn’t want him to be more. We were over, and I was okay with it.

      Ian finally let us out of the bathroom, and we nearly ran into Jean. Her dark brows went up, but she didn’t make a comment. I would definitely hear about it later, though.

      Ian paid for his breakfast and kissed my cheek before he left, putting a huge tip down with his bill. I started to chase him out, but I could give half of it back to him another time. He knew I hated when he gave me a massive tip.

      The rest of the morning went by quickly until a dark-skinned woman with wide, excited eyes walked in just after nine. The expensive purse on her shoulder and the MacKellar Cove sweatshirt said she wasn’t a local, but she definitely looked like she knew where she was.

      “Are you here for breakfast?” I asked her, holding a menu.

      She nodded and gave me a kind smile. “I am. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome to sit anywhere you’d like,” I said with a return smile.

      She zeroed in on the stools at the counter and sat on one of them. I set her menu in front of her and offered her coffee.

      “Oh, yes, please. I left really early this morning to get here. Can I ask you a question?”

      I nodded. “Of course.”

      She drew a deep breath and smiled. “I was here a year ago, and there was a woman working here. We talked for a while about, well, a lot of things. Her name is Georgia. Is she here by any chance?”

      I sucked in a breath and smiled. It wasn’t the first time a customer asked if Georgia was around. Everyone knew her. With visitors, I rarely told them the whole story, though. Just that she wasn’t around.

      “I’m sorry, but she’s not here.”

      “Oh,” the woman said, her face falling. “She promised me she’d be here today.”

      “She did?” I asked. That didn’t sound like Georgia. She loved her customers, but she didn’t usually schedule time to see them again. Even the regulars knew Georgia took a day off once in a while and didn’t work seven days a week.

      The woman nodded, her tight curls bouncing with the movement. “Maybe it’s silly, but today’s my birthday. She told me it was hers, too. When I was here a year ago, I told her I’d love to live here. She convinced me I should, and I finally made it happen. I have everything I own in my car outside, and I move into my new condo today. I was really looking forward to telling her I did it. And having a familiar face in town since I don’t know anyone.”

      Well, shit. I had to tell her the whole truth after that confession…and it was going to hurt.

      I drew a deep breath and smiled. “I’m Blake,” I started.

      “Hi, Blake. Trinity.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Trinity. I’m friends with Georgia’s daughter. Her name is Karissa.”

      “Oh, would she know where her mom is? I brought her something. Maybe you can give it to Karissa to give to her mom?” She dug into her purse. “It’s a necklace. I make jewelry and she commented on the piece I was wearing last year. I wanted to thank her for talking me into following my heart and living my dreams.”

      My breath stuttered as I inhaled. “Trinity, I’m sorry, but Ms. Georgia died a few months ago.”

      “What?” she asked, her smile crumpling. “No.”

      I nodded. “She had breast cancer. She didn’t know how bad it was until it was too late.”

      “No,” she said again.

      I nodded, choking back my own tears as Trinity’s raced down her cheeks.

      I stepped around the counter and hugged the other woman. Trinity turned into my embrace and held on to me. I hugged her, knowing I couldn’t provide the same comfort Georgia would but doing my best to console the sobbing woman in my arms.

      “She okay?” Jean asked softly, stopping behind me.

      “Georgia,” I replied, knowing nothing more needed to be said.

      Jean patted me on the shoulder and continued on.

      Trinity hiccuped and drew in a breath. “I’m so sorry.”

      I shook my head as I stepped back. “Trust me, I’ve had more than my share of moments doing the same thing. Georgia never wanted us to cry over her, but she was an amazing woman. It’s impossible not to miss her.”

      Trinity smiled. “I only knew her for a few hours, but she was so nice to me. She really made me want to live a better life. To be happier.”

      “Georgia had a way of inspiring people to do things they didn’t even know they wanted to do.”

      Trinity chuckled. “That’s exactly what she did with me. Now I feel like a fool for moving up here because of a woman I knew for a few hours who isn’t here anymore. I hated the city because I didn’t know anyone, and I’m in a new town and still don’t know anyone.”

      “Well, you know me. And a few blocks down is a bar called O’Kelley’s. Have you seen it?”

      She nodded. “It’s by my new condo, I think.”

      “Oh, you’re moving in to Waterfront Villas? Nice. Karissa and our other friend Finley live in one of those. Anyway, Saturday night, we’re having a party for Ms. Georgia at O’Kelley’s. Starts at seven, but we’ll probably be there until they close. You should come.”

      Trinity shook her head. “No, I couldn’t impose.”

      I smiled and put a hand on her arm. “I promise you, we’d love to have you join us. Please come.”

      Finally, Trinity nodded. “Okay, I will. Thanks, Blake.”

      I grinned. “It’s always good to have friends.”
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      By the time my shift was over, I was feeling better. I’d made a new friend, helped her feel welcome in MacKellar Cove, and I’d seen Ian.

      If I was being honest, seeing Ian was always the highlight of my day, but I couldn’t tell anyone that part.

      I went to the back to grab my bag before heading out, but Earl stopped me.

      “Hey, let me talk to you a minute. Come here and flip pancakes with me,” he said in his gruff, affectionate tone. Earl was the kind of guy who hated to get emotional but always was. He loved all of us like we were his own kids even though he’d never had any. He’d never gotten married and never dated as far as I knew.

      I took the spatula from him and flipped the row of pancakes in front of me while he added more to the griddle.

      “I have a proposal for you. I’ve been thinking it’s time to update that big wall overlooking the square. And I want you to do it,” he said, not looking at me.

      I couldn’t look at him either. Cracked was the first building west of the town square, which was really a huge park that took up three full blocks in the center of MacKellar Cove. The square was where everything in town happened. It was iconic for visitors, but also a meeting place for locals. Adirondack chairs sat on a small hill overlooking the water with pathways that ran into town. A wide sidewalk from the square led up and down the waterfront behind the businesses that lined the small cove set off from the St. Lawrence River. The square was the centerpiece of MacKellar Cove, and overlooking the square was huge for business at Cracked.

      And Earl was trusting me to create something that would help bring in that business. Wow.

      “Are you serious?” I blurted, unable to stop the words.

      He chuckled. “Of course. Who else would I get? The other muralist in town?”

      My heart cracked just slightly that he was hiring me because I was the only one around.

      Then he said, “You’re my one and only choice, Blake. Because you’re the best, and you love this place as much as I do. I can’t imagine trusting this job to anyone else. And it will be a job. I’ll pay for the paints and supplies and your time. Starting today. Work up a few ideas and we can talk whenever you have them ready for me.”

      Wow. I really couldn’t believe it. I’d painted a few small murals around town, but nothing the size of Cracked. It would be huge for me, for my career. And it was the kind of challenge I’d been looking for. Something other than nondescript water scenes that I painted on a regular basis to sell in the local gift shops. They paid the bills, but they didn’t always inspire me.

      “I’d be honored,” I finally told Earl. “I…thank you.”

      “There’s one more thing,” Earl said. He shuffled his feet and flipped pancakes, avoiding my gaze again.

      “Spit it out, Earl,” I said with amusement.

      He grinned and said, “I want Ms. Georgia in the painting.”

      “What?” I breathed.

      He shrugged and met my gaze with his own warm, sad one. “She was the heart and soul of this place for more than thirty years. I want people to know about her for another thirty or more. Eddie agreed to it. He said Georgia would have been honored.”

      “What did Rissa say?” I breathed.

      Earl avoided my eyes again.

      “You didn’t ask her?” I half-shouted.

      He shrugged. “I thought you could.”

      “Oh, jeez, Earl. You know you should have talked to her.”

      “I know, but I thought it might be easier coming from you. Will you talk to her?”

      I nodded. We were all getting together that night to have our own quiet celebration for Georgia. I told him I’d figure out how to mention it to Rissa then headed out.

      Instead of going straight home like I should have, I walked to the square so I could see the wall. I sat down in the middle of the first block, behind the Adirondack chairs on the grassy area that was a haven for young parents, and stared at the wall.

      Ideas filled my head immediately, one flooding in after another. My fingers itched to start sketching, but I didn’t have a book with me. I didn’t even have a receipt from breakfast. I just had my mind, and I let it wander.

      It wasn’t long before it was wandering toward Ian. More and more my thoughts were consumed by him. Ever since our trip to Hawaii where Georgia and Eddie got married, I couldn’t stop thinking about Ian. The way he held me close when we danced. The way his fingers teased my bare skin when he touched me. The way his eyes blazed with something dangerously close to need when I walked in on him in the bathroom.

      I could still see the look in his eyes from that night. I didn’t realize he was in the bathroom when I got back to the room we shared. I’d been in the hotel bar with the rest of the girls, and I thought Ian wandered off in search of someone to spend the night with. The room was silent when I let myself in, and I assumed the housekeeper left the bathroom door closed for some reason. I never imagined I’d walk in on Ian, water from his shower still running in rivulets down his chest. My gaze tracked those drops until they disappeared in the thick patch of hair surrounding his semi-erect cock. He yanked his towel around his waist, breaking the spell I was under.

      Then my eyes snapped to his and every cell in my body tightened with an undeniable craving. His hazel eyes were stormy. Lust filled. Soaked with as much desire as my panties.

      I backed up and closed the door, figuring someone else was in there with him. Why else would he have that look in his eyes?

      But he was alone. No one else walked out minutes later when he did, wrapped in that towel, to get clean clothes. I was already in bed, covers pulled up to my neck, wishing I was alone so I could slide my hand into my panties and take care of the throbbing ache.

      That was the moment I knew I needed to break up with William. He’d never looked at me like that. And I knew my friends were right saying it wasn’t worth being with someone who didn’t ignite that instant yearning in me.

      The fact that William beat me to the break-up just meant I didn’t have to be the bitch who dumped him after five years of dating and a proposal gone wrong.

      I repeatedly tried to think of a time William made me half as turned on as Ian did with that one look and couldn’t come up with one. It really wasn’t fair that the only man who sparked my desires that much was a man I couldn’t have. Even if he wasn’t my best friend’s brother, Ian wasn’t a commitment kind of guy.

      I sighed and told myself I needed to forget about Ian Jameson. He was a friend, but he didn’t want to be anything more, so I needed to stop thinking about him as more. It wouldn’t do me any good, and neither would fantasizing about him in public.

      The sun was warm on my back as I walked home, letting me know summer was coming quickly. By the time I reached my door, my tee was sticking to my back and my thighs were chafed and sore. I stripped everything off in my room and tossed it all in the laundry basket in the corner. I needed a cold shower and some painting clothes so I could get some work done.
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      A few hours later, I jumped back in the shower to wash off the paint, then dressed in a loose pink top and jean shorts. We were having a mid-week girls’ night at Book Boyfriends Unlimited, Finley’s bookstore. It was a few blocks from Cracked on Riverview Road. She had a prime spot, right on the water where boaters could pull up to the nearby pier or anyone walking along the water could stop in. Finley was a die-hard romance fan and only sold romance novels, which worked out well for all of us since it was the only romance we had in our lives.

      Finley already had the closed sign flipped when I got to the store. She locked the door also, since under normal circumstances, she would be open for business. I knocked and waited for her to let me in.

      “Hey, hun,” she said, wrapping me in a hug. Finley was like the sister I never had. We were opposites in many ways, but we always got each other. And no matter what else was going on in our lives, we were always there for each other.

      “How are you?” I asked her. Ms. Georgia was like a mother to all of us, and I wasn’t the only one struggling with the day.

      She shrugged. “It’s been tough. I had a reminder on my phone that I’d forgotten to remove. And I set up the display to showcase her favorites, but it was tough to walk by it all day.”

      I looked at the table front and center. Finley liked to ask locals what their favorite books were and maintained a display through the busy season with those selections. It gave everyone a chance to try out new authors. Ms. Georgia always participated. She was the one who got most of us into reading romance. She wisely told us the men in books weren’t real, but we needed to wait for men like them in our lives. Men who would say sweet things and do whatever it took to make us happy.

      I was finally ready to listen to her.

      “How was your day?” Finley asked after a minute.

      I shrugged. “Pretty good. Earl wants me to paint a mural on the side of Cracked.”

      “What?” Finley yelled. “Blake, that’s awesome. That’s not just pretty good.”

      I smiled and added, “He wants Ms. Georgia to be in the mural.”

      Finley’s eyes narrowed. “Karissa hasn’t mentioned this.”

      “That’s because she doesn’t know yet. Earl asked Eddie, but he wants me to talk to Rissa.”

      Finley huffed a laugh. “That was nice of him,” she added with a dash of sarcasm.

      I grinned. “Yeah, tell me about it.”

      Another knock on the door interrupted our discussion. Laura waved from the other side of the glass. She held up a plate that made my stomach rumble even though I didn’t know what it was.

      “Hey,” Laura said once Finley let her in. “It’s Oreo cheesecake. Ms. Georgia’s favorite.”

      Finley and I hugged Laura and the three of us headed toward the back where Finley hosted book clubs and our group of friends every week.

      Laura uncovered her cheesecake just as there was another knock on the front door. Finley went to see who it was while Laura and I talked.

      “How are things at the clinic?” I asked.

      Laura gave me a sad smile. “Today was tough. We had all hoped Ms. Georgia would ring the bell.”

      I nodded. “We did, too. How was Dr. Allison?”

      Laura had a thing for her boss, who was Ms. Georgia’s oncologist. Dr. Allison was brilliant and kind, but he was stiff and cold. He never joked or laughed with his patients. He was all business, which was fine, except people needed to feel like they were still human and not just a diagnosis.

      “He was his usual self,” Laura said softly. She defended him constantly, but there was only so much she could say about him when he acted like nothing bothered him.

      “I guess you have to be detached in his world. Otherwise he couldn’t do his job,” I said, trying to be kind to the man. He did try to save Ms. Georgia, and he was well regarded locally and within the cancer community.

      Laura nodded and looked up when Finley came back with Elise and Karissa. Karissa held up two bottles of wine. “I need to celebrate tonight.”

      “What are we celebrating?” Laura asked.

      Karissa’s grin was wide and bright, showing off her white teeth and the one with the slight turn to it. “I finished my app today. I think my mom inspired me. There was one thing I was working on, and she helped me get it straight today. It’ll be live in a few days, and I’m so excited about it.”

      Karissa’s fingers flew over her phone before she turned it around for us to all see what looked like the front of a bookstore.

      “Book Boyfriends Wanted,” Elise said.

      Karissa nodded. “Yep. We’re always talking about how cool it would be if we could wave a magic wand and turn the book boyfriends we love into real men. Well, this will do it.”

      “Your app is a magic wand?” Finley asked. One brow went up with her skeptical tone.

      Karissa shook her head. “No, but it’s close. It’s a dating app, except everyone is going to be known because of their favorite characters. The questionnaire I developed has a lot of questions about who you are, but I added in a bunch that tell others who you are in a relationship and who you’re looking for. If you want a guy like Mr. Darcy, you’ll get paired with him. If you’d rather go for a Mr. Grey, you’ll get him. It takes everything we love about romance novels and puts it into the real world so we can find real men who act like book boyfriends.”

      “Holy shit,” Elise said. “This is perfect.”

      The rest of us murmured our agreement.

      “Excellent,” Karissa said happily. She opened her wine and grabbed one of the cups on the table. “Because you’re all going to sign up and help me test it.”

      We looked at each other and nodded. “Okay,” Finley spoke for us.

      “Seriously?” Karissa asked. “I really thought it would take a lot more to convince you guys to give it a shot.”

      “A chance to meet a man who’s going to love me like this guy?” Elise asked, holding up the book we’ve been reading. It was a new friends to lovers story with a dirty-talking, alpha hero. I totally understood her desire to find a guy like that.

      Karissa nodded.

      “Can I sign up now?” Elise asked.

      Karissa laughed. “As soon as it’s live! I’ll let you guys know. And thank you.”

      We dug in to Laura’s cheesecake and shared stories and advice we’d gotten from Ms. Georgia over the years. We drank Karissa’s wine and celebrated her app and Ms. Georgia.

      It was a perfect night.

      “I met someone today,” I told them after we’d finished the wine and eaten the entire cheesecake.

      “Is he cute?” Elise said.

      I shook my head. “Not a guy. A woman. She knew Georgia. Met her last year. They have the same birthday, and Trinity moved here today. She came in to Cracked and wanted to tell Georgia she finally followed her dreams and moved up here.” I pointed at Finley and Karissa. “She moved into your building today.”

      “I remember Mom mentioning her. It was the first time she met anyone with her same birthday. She couldn’t believe it took fifty-nine years,” Karissa said with a smile.

      “I don’t think I know anyone with my birthday,” Elise said. “That would be cool.”

      “Yeah,” we all murmured.

      “I invited Trinity to the party Saturday. I hope that’s okay,” I said.

      “Of course,” Karissa said. “Mom would have wanted her there. Did you tell her?”

      “That she died?”

      Karissa nodded.

      “Yeah, I did. She kind of freaked out that she moved to a strange town and the only person she knew wasn’t there. I told her we’d be her friends and invited her. I feel bad for her.”

      Finley and Karissa exchanged a glance. “We’ll look for her in the building,” Finley said. “I wasn’t home all day so I don’t know where she moved in. There are still a few vacant units.”

      “I was buried in my app and didn’t leave until I came here. I don’t know either,” Karissa said. “But we’ll meet her Saturday if we don’t figure it out before then.”

      We were all a little quiet after that, thinking about Saturday and the party we were throwing. We were going to O’Kelley’s, but we knew most of the town would show up. Everyone loved Georgia, and they all wanted to celebrate her birthday.

      We talked a few more minutes, then everyone cleaned up and headed out. I yawned and stretched, knowing I was going to be exhausted the next day. I was running on fumes already and would be even worse in the morning. But it was good to see my friends.

      We all walked out together after Finley made sure the store was locked. We hugged in front and said goodbye then all walked off in the direction of our homes.

      I thought about how happy Karissa was about her app and wondered if I should have said something to her about the mural. It was chicken of me to keep my mouth shut, but maybe once I had a few concepts, she could help me pick something.

      That was what I told myself, at least. I hoped it was true.
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      The steady hum of the sander in my hand soothed me. The vibration tingled up my arm, but the earplugs I wore and the sound of the sander blocked out everything outside my head. Too bad they couldn’t block out everything inside my head, too.

      Blake. It was always Blake.

      I didn’t want to block her from my mind, but I needed every last bit of energy to focus on work instead of thinking about her like I usually did. Especially since I saw her the morning before. With Willie.

      She didn’t look surprised to see him there, but she didn’t look particularly happy to see him, either. When she ran off, I waited a few seconds for him to follow her, but he was clearly not interested. It fucking gutted me to hold her while she cried, but she let me comfort her so it was worth it. I hadn’t had my arms around her since we danced together in Hawaii. Too damn long.

      A knock on the side of the boat had me ready to rip someone’s head off. I hated when people did that. It wasn’t like they didn’t know I was under there, working.

      I stopped the sander and set it on the concrete next to me, then rolled out from under the brand new twenty foot boat to scowl at whoever was there.

      Thankfully, I hadn’t taken off my mask so the owner of the boat I was working on, Robert Mallory, couldn’t see the look on my face.

      I swiped off my mask and the shitty look and gave the guy a grin. The customer was always right, so I couldn’t tell the guy he risked me putting a hole in the side of his precious boat if he kept doing that shit, but I really wanted to.

      “Morning,” I said cheerfully. Or as cheerfully as I could manage when my day was barely started and already being interrupted.

      “It looks amazing,” Robert said with a wide smile. He slid his hand over the side of the boat where I’d already spent days sanding the wood to be soft as Blake’s skin.

      “Thanks. It’s going to be beautiful on the water.”

      Robert nodded. “I can’t wait to take it out. It’ll be ready for the Fourth, right?”

      “Absolutely. Should be ready by the middle of June,” I said. In my head, I added, “if I can get any work done,” but I didn’t push it. Not with a guy like Robert. Some of my other clients would understand, but Robert was the kind of guy who liked to be the smartest person in the room. Since he was paying me a hell of a lot of money to build him a large custom wood boat, I was going to let him believe anything he wanted.

      “Sounds great. I can’t wait to take her for a ride. The new girlfriend is excited to see it.”

      I nodded, knowing no words were necessary. Robert wasn’t really paying attention to me, he just wanted me to know he had a young, hot girlfriend. He was pushing sixty, and with a girlfriend too young for me, he thought he was hot-shit. At thirty-six, I wasn’t interested in dating twenty-somethings anymore, but that was mostly because Blake was thirty-one.

      “Have you come up with any names yet?” Robert asked.

      I hated when owners asked me to name their boat. The name was the most personal part of a boat. The people who came to me without a clear idea of what they wanted to call it were always frustrating clients. They were wishy-washy about the whole thing, and once in a while, they backed out of the deal when the boat was done and the final bill came out.

      Robert had more than enough money to pay for his precious boat, but if he had no connection to it, he wouldn’t hold on to it for long.

      “You could name it after the new girlfriend,” I suggested.

      Robert shook his head. “Nah. Then she’ll start to think she has a place.”

      I bit my tongue to keep the words I wanted to say inside. I hated dealing with guys like him. Guys who thought women were disposable and could be recycled. Fucking assholes.

      “What about naming her for your mom or your favorite fish?” I offered.

      He scowled. “I’m glad you’re better at building boats than you are at naming them. Keep thinking. Let me know when you come up with a good idea. I’ll be back next week to check on things.”

      I nodded and waved as Robert turned and walked out of my shop. Having the place open was the only way I could work since cooling it would cost a small fortune, but it meant dealing with clients and douchebags like Robert whenever they felt like dropping by.

      I was not looking forward to coming up with a name for his boat. If it were my boat, I’d be naming it for Blake. I almost named my boat for her, but she was dating Willie at the time and I didn’t have the right. I still didn’t, but I was going to earn the right.

      I got back to work, letting the sander work the tension Robert created out of my body. Laying on my back and sanding the bottom of the boat above me was tedious, and after a while, my arms were throbbing and in need of a break.

      As soon as the sander flipped off, two feet appeared next to me. I recognized the shoes immediately and grinned.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Had to see the master at work,” Ramsey Holland said. Ramsey and I grew up together. We were rivals in high school for no other reason than we were in the same grade and competed for the same girls. Once we went to college and Ramsey got married, we found a way to be friends and laugh about the stupid shit we did when we were younger.

      “Why are you really here?” I asked him.

      He grinned. “Is this Robert’s boat?”

      I nodded, making note of the fact he was avoiding my question. “Yep. He just left. Had to come check in on me. Make sure I was taking care of everything. And seeing if I had a name for his boat yet.”

      “What a dick. Why would he want a boat if he isn’t going to name it?”

      I rolled my eyes. “To impress the newest twenty year old he’s screwing.”

      “He should name it for her.”

      I shook my head. “He said then she’d think she has a right to something.”

      Ramsey scoffed. “He’s such a piece of shit.”

      “No argument there. So, what’s going on?” I asked again, hoping he wouldn’t dodge the question a third time.

      Ramsey shook his head. “I just wanted to go somewhere I would be welcome.”

      I nodded toward the office for Ramsey to follow me. I took a seat at my desk and stretched my back before reaching into the fridge for two bottles of water. “Not a beer, but better than nothing.”

      “It’s going to be a hell of a summer,” Ramsey said, untwisting the cap on his water and draining half of it.

      It wasn’t even Memorial Day yet, and we were sweating our balls off. He was right about summer, but that wasn’t why he came to see me.

      “I have a/c in the back. And a spare couch,” I told him.

      He blew out a breath and nodded. “Hopefully I don’t need them. Melody hasn’t mentioned throwing me out lately.”

      “What’s going on with you guys?” I asked. I’d never worked up the courage to come out and ask the question, but I really wanted to know. If for no other reason than he was my best friend, and he and Melody were perfect for each other. She’d been a year behind us in school, and way too good for both of us, but she had a crush on Ramsey. A crush he returned. They’d been married almost ten years, but lately, things weren’t going well.

      “She wants another kid,” Ramsey admitted with a hand on the back of his neck. “We talked forever that we were done trying after we lost the last one. We don’t need more than one kid, but now she wants to try again.”

      “Shit,” I breathed. Melody lost their second child when she was almost twenty weeks pregnant. It was the hardest thing I’d ever been through, and it wasn’t my kid. Sitting on the outside and unable to do anything to help two people I cared about cut me up inside. They had a five year old who would be starting kindergarten in the fall, but she was their only kid.

      Ramsey nodded. “Yeah, that’s how I feel. Amber is perfect, but Melody said she’s ready for another baby.”

      “And you’re not?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I can’t go through that again. Losing another one. I almost lost Mel when we lost Steven. She barely spoke to me for the better part of six months. She was so depressed, and she refused to talk to anyone. I can’t do it again.”

      I drew in a breath. Melody wasn’t the kind of woman who would take no for an answer. She was a woman who knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to get it, no matter who stood in her way. Whether they tried again or not, Ramsey was at risk of losing her.

      “I’m sorry, dude. I guess I’m as good at helping you as I am at naming other people’s boats.”

      Ramsey chuckled at that one. “You’d have no issue if you were naming your own boat. Blake’s Dream. Or maybe I love Blake. How about Blake’s Fantasy? Big, long, wet wood? It would definitely be a fantasy since she’ll never get anything that big from you.”

      “Fuck you,” I said with a laugh. Ramsey was the only one who knew how I felt about Blake, and he was happy to take as many jabs at me as possible. He also encouraged me to tell her I loved her, but I was a chicken shit.

      “No, that’s what you want to do to Blake. You should, too. Maybe at the party this weekend you can corner her in the bathroom and tell her how you feel.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, that’s a great idea. Hey, Blake. Let me treat you like all the other women I’ve fucked and press you up against this wall right here.”

      “You haven’t been with that many in O’Kelley’s have you?”

      I scoffed. “No, but that’s not the point. Blake’s special. She’s different. She’s—”

      “Everything,” Ramsey said.

      Our eyes met and we both nodded. Love definitely sucked. Especially when you weren’t on the same page. Ramsey and Melody would get there, but I wasn’t sure if Blake and I ever would.

      “I gotta head back to work. Just wanted to stop by. Work on those names. Maybe Twenty-Something? Then he can just say it’s for whichever woman he’s screwing at the time,” Ramsey suggested.

      I snorted. “Sounds perfect to me, but I’m not sure he’ll go for it.”

      Ramsey grinned. “You should mention it to him. See if he bites.”

      “Yeah, I’ll make sure I do that,” I said sarcastically.

      “It’s a damn good idea,” Ramsey said, walking out into the sunshine and waving.

      I chuckled and shook my head. It was a good idea, but something told me the client wouldn’t find the humor in it. Which meant I was back to work, and back to thinking of names that weren’t Blake.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      O’Kelley’s was already crowded when I walked in Saturday night. Everyone in MacKellar Cove loved Ms. Georgia, and half the surrounding towns felt the same. Her funeral was insane, but her birthday was a celebration. We got the word out as much as we could, and it clearly worked.

      I searched the stuffed bar and scanned the wooden booths until I saw the mousey brown hair I wanted to wrap around my hand and headed toward Blake.

      “Hey,” Finley said when I got close enough. “Blake saved you a seat.”

      Blake smiled up at me. “You said you were coming.”

      I winked and sat on the chair next to her. “I wouldn’t miss it. Thanks.”

      She grinned, her cheeks pinking up. I wondered how far that blush extended beneath the collar of her teal top. My gaze strayed to the exposed curves of her breasts and lingered until Finley cleared her throat.

      I looked up at my sister, but she wasn’t looking at me. Still, staring at Blake in a crowded bar wasn’t a good idea. Someone would definitely notice, and even though my deadline was up, I couldn’t have someone else telling Blake I wanted her. She was skittish, and she needed to realize on her own that I didn’t hang around their group because of my sister.

      Eddie and Karissa walked over carrying two pitchers of beer and two bottles of wine.

      “Piper started us a tab,” Karissa said. “Just for our table, though.”

      “There are a lot of people here,” Eddie said as he set the beer down.

      “Everyone loved Ms. Georgia,” Blake said. “She’s very missed.”

      Eddie nodded. He and Georgia were only married a few months, but he loved her almost all of his life. He told me once that he would never regret the life he had with his first wife, but he would always wish he had more time with Georgia. I couldn’t help but wonder if Georgia told him about our deal and the promise I made her.

      “Georgia loved everyone, too. She’d come home every day with new stories about the people she talked to. She knew what was going on with everyone in town. Whether they needed prayers or just someone to talk to, she was always thinking about everyone else. She told me I had to watch out for all of you,” Eddie said with a grin.

      The group was quiet as Eddie’s words sunk in. Blake drew in a deep, shaky breath. I wanted to wrap her up and make her forget about every sad moment of her life.

      Instead, I poured drinks for the table, handing out beer and wine to each person without having to think about who wanted what. When we all had a glass, I lifted mine and said, “To Ms. Georgia. The mom we all loved as our own. The woman we all counted on for a laugh. And the friend we all had when we needed one.”

      “To Ms. Georgia,” the others said with me.

      We clinked our glasses together and drank to Ms. Georgia.

      I watched Blake over the rim as I drank. Her tongue darted out to lick the edge of her glass before she pressed it to her lips. As the amber liquid eased to the top, her tongue darted out to taste it before it filled her mouth. I wondered if she kissed the same way she drank beer. Unable to wait for the kiss to start before she was licking her way inside. Excited and ready for more.

      If I kept my promise to Georgia, I’d find out soon enough. Shortly after her wedding, she stopped by my shop and told me it was time to shit or get off the pot. Her words exactly. She said I’d loved Blake long enough, and since Willie had just dumped her, I needed to tell her how I felt before someone else asked her out.

      I promised Georgia I would do something by her birthday, and seeing as how we were at her birthday celebration, my deadline was up. I had to either tell Blake I wanted her or walk away.

      I fucking hated it, but Georgia was right. I couldn’t keep wanting Blake forever. I never had trouble telling any other woman exactly how I felt, but with Blake I couldn’t imagine telling her the truth.

      Maybe it was because she was the only one I ever truly cared about.

      That probably made me an asshole, but there was no one like Blake. There never had been and I doubted there ever would be.

      People from town stopped by our table to share stories about Ms. Georgia with Eddie and Karissa. They laughed with them and offered condolences to the people who were still upset by her passing. The rest of us chatted quietly about summer coming and plans for the nice weather. After the bitterly cold winter, we were ready for some sunshine and bare skin.

      Or maybe that was just me.

      “Hopefully some hot new guys come to town this summer,” Elise said with a smirk. “I could use a little excitement.”

      “Oh, please,” Finley said, “you never have any trouble finding excitement.”

      Elise was definitely the friendly one of the group. She hooked up like I did, with no attachment and plenty of fun. She hit on me a few times, but I couldn’t sleep with a friend of Blake’s. I preferred to keep my one-night stands at a little more of a distance than that.

      “I enjoy sex,” Elise said. “And summer men are usually rich and willing.”

      “How do you know they’re not married?” Laura asked.

      Elise shrugged. “I don’t always. I’m not into cheating, so I ask, but if they lie to me, it’s on them. If I see a tan line from a ring or texts from a woman, I’m done, but if there’s no reason to think a guy is married, I’ll take his word for it.”

      “I’d be so paranoid,” Blake said. “But I also don’t hook up with strangers.”

      “You really should try it sometime,” Elise said. “You still haven’t slept with someone since William, have you?”

      Blake glanced at me quickly then shook her head. My dick twitched at the thought. Not of Blake and Willie together, but of being the one to end her dry spell.

      “Hello, Blake,” he said from right behind me. Fucking Willie. Of course he had to appear right then.

      She turned and smiled up at him. “Hi, William.”

      “How are you?” he asked, his gaze sliding around to the rest of the table.

      Blake turned in her chair so she could look at him. Her knees brushed my hip. She apologized, then focused on Willie again.

      Fucking Willie. Just looking at him and knowing he once had the right to touch her made my blood boil. Blake was mine. She didn’t know it yet, but she was mine. She was going to be mine. And it was time for Willie and everyone else to know it.
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      “I’m good,” she finally said to him. “Thanks for coming.”

      He nodded. “Of course. Ms. Georgia was always important to you.”

      The way he said it made it sound like he was there for her. Like he should be the one taking care of her. He lost that right.

      I leaned closer to Blake and made sure Willie noticed me. I nodded up at him. “Good to see you again, Willie.”

      The twitch in his jaw made me smile. I loved pissing him off.

      “Yeah, you, too,” he replied through gritted teeth. “I seem to be seeing you everywhere with Blake these days.”

      Blake stiffened next to me. I put my hand on her thigh, drawing Willie’s attention. I rubbed my thumb over the soft skin at the edge of her shorts and said, “She’s a tough woman to stay away from.”

      Willie drew in a breath and stood straighter. “I see. Well, it was good to see everyone.”

      I stared after him until he was at the bar and not looking our way. Then Blake shifted in her seat, dislodging my hand from her thigh. She spun around to face the rest of the table.

      “I still don’t know how you stayed with him so long,” Elise said. “I guess he’s cute, but he just has no personality. No passion. No excitement.”

      Blake shrugged and didn’t answer.

      “We’re not here to dissect Blake’s relationship,” Finley said. “Let’s give her a break tonight.”

      Blake offered her a grateful smile and relaxed a tiny bit. She was still stiff in her seat, but when her gaze strayed to the bar, she drew in another ragged breath.

      Willie was watching her. Dammit. I knew what that look meant. He still wanted her.

      I leaned closer to her and rested my arm on the back of her chair. She turned to look at me and smiled. I tugged her closer, and she sank against me. I kissed the top of her head and rubbed her bare arm.

      The asshole in me pulled my gaze to the bar. Willie was watching us. I caught his gaze and nodded at him, a fuck you and a thank you for being a dumbass all at once. He scowled and turned away. And I just grinned.

      “Why aren’t we dancing?” Karissa asked. “This is a party. We should be dancing. Who’s up to it? Eddie?”

      Eddie chuckled and shook his head as Karissa stood and offered her hands to him. “No, honey. I’m going to pass on this one. Let you kids enjoy the dance floor.”

      “Who’s with me?” Karissa asked, looking around the rest of the table.

      Elise, Finley, Laura, and Blake all stood. They wore matching happy smiles.

      Blake moved to get around her chair and lifted an eyebrow at me. “You coming?”

      I didn’t have to be asked twice. I stood and followed her to the dance floor, positioning myself behind her.

      The women danced in a small circle. Other friends joined us, some pairing off. Blake glanced over her shoulder more than once at me. Her hips taunted me with every shift, and her smile teased me. She was happy. Carefree. Beautiful.

      The song shifted and something slow came on. Karissa went to grab Eddie’s hand, and Finley turned to another friend. Elise and Laura paired off, which left Blake and me.

      “Want to dance?” I asked her from behind.

      She nodded and spun to face me. Her arms went around my neck, her body close to mine. I slid a hand around her waist and pulled her closer. I brushed her hair back from her face with my other hand and smiled at her.

      “You look happy.”

      She smiled. “I am. It’s always fun to be out with my friends.”

      I nodded, wishing I was a part of what was making her happy.

      “And you,” she added softly.

      I smirked. “I’m not one of your friends?”

      She rolled her eyes and scoffed. “You know what I mean.”

      I nodded and eased her closer. She didn’t fight me as our bodies touched. We shifted together, letting the music flow through us and dictate our moves. We didn’t speak, just moved as one. As the song played, we grew closer and closer until there wasn’t any space between us.

      All of my attention was on Blake. The beautiful smile on her face. The happy look in her eyes. The soft feel of her skin. Then she scowled.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      She forced a smile. “Nothing. Just William is watching us.”

      I turned her so I could see Willie instead of her. His gaze was locked on us, his eyes straying down to where my hand rested on Blake’s lower back.

      “He still wants you.”

      She shook her head. “No, he doesn’t.”

      I nodded. “He does. But we can end that now if you want.”

      Her gaze snapped to mine. Those big, brown eyes open and trusting. “How?”

      “He’ll back off if I kiss you.”

      She opened her mouth to say something then shook her head and looked away. “It’s okay. You don’t have to do that.”

      Every cell in my body tightened. This was my one chance. If she refused, I had to accept it and let go of her forever. I couldn’t let her say no.

      I tilted her chin up. She tried to look away, but I wouldn’t let her.

      “Blake, kiss me.”

      “Ian, really, you don’t have to. I know how you feel about William, but I can handle him.”

      “Blake, kiss me.”

      “No, it’s fine.”

      “Wow, you really know how to hurt a guy. I’m practically begging you to kiss me and you’re refusing,” I teased.

      She huffed a laugh. “It’s not that. I don’t want you to feel you have to.”

      I eased closer
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