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         Jackson Lowe fished his phone from the back pocket of his worn denim jeans and leaned against the company truck. The sea fog had burned off by midday, and the sun-warmed steel soothed the tight muscles in his lower back. After punching in his passcode, he flicked over to the surf app, groaning at the perfect afternoon forecast: light offshore winds and waves five to eight feet high. It seemed unlikely he would be able to fit in a sneaky surf session, but maybe one little ride out wouldn’t hurt.

         He and the rest of his landscaping crew had busted tail on Mrs. Keller’s property for the past three hours. While the guys had pruned, he’d let her give him a private tour around her beloved rhododendrons, showing where a few were developing leaf spot. He’d removed and destroyed all the visibly affected leaves and promised to come back early next week to add extra mulch. She was happy, and now he was happy because he could sneak out for a quick surf session before picking up…

         “Jack!” a baritone voice yelled.

         Jackson startled, having been so engrossed on the app that he hadn’t heard his father’s approach. His dad’s elbow jutted out of the window of a white pickup identical to his own with the green company logo and LOWE’S LANDSCAPING: PROUDLY SERVING THE CENTRAL OREGON COAST emblazoned on the door.

         “Hey, Dad.” Jackson shoved the phone back in his jeans, while grinding his molars back and forth.

         “Working hard or hardly working there, son?”

         Jackson tried to ignore the sinking feeling that he’d just been busted, as if he wasn’t a thirty-one-year-old crew leader who’d finished a job well done. His dad always had that effect on him, even now as he regarded him from below his Trail Blazers hat with those serious blue eyes that belied his half smile.

         “Just finished up here. Do you need something?” Or are you checking up on me? Jackson left the last question unspoken, but it hung in the air between them. Why did he always feel like such a loser whenever his dad shot him one of those long, searching looks? It wasn’t like he was a major life screwup. He worked hard, stayed out of debt, didn’t smoke or have more than a few beers at the Last Chance Bar on a Saturday night. He didn’t sleep around or get in trouble with the law.

         “Oh, well, I was in the area and remembered your truck was in the shop. Thought I’d give you a lift and catch up.”

         “Cool.” Jackson chewed the inside of his cheek, a better option than retorting with a salty “Yeah, right.” Given that Mrs. Keller lived a few miles out of their quaint coastal town of Heart’s Hope Bay, at the end of a long private road that wound up into the coastal hills, the chances that his dad was coincidentally passing by was somewhere in the vicinity of no chance in hell.

         The old man was up to something. Was he going to have to play twenty questions to figure out what?

         “Yeah, I’m getting new tires put on. I’m going to be heading out of town for the weekend, so if you could give me a ride to pick it up, that would be great. I was going to catch a ride with the guys.”

         “Sounds like a plan. You should know, Mrs. Keller called.” His dad turned the truck off. “And”—he held up a hand, bronzed from years of outdoor work—“before you get your boxers in a bunch, she had nothing but good things to say about you.”

         “That’s good news, right?” Jackson glanced back at the big three-story gray-shingled house, but there was no sign of the owner, who was famously nitpicky and high maintenance.

         “You’ve got a knack for customer service. The clients like how you interact, the way that you take your time and explain things. This isn’t the first time I’ve had someone sing your praises.”

         “Okay, great, but…” Jackson hooked his hand around the back of his neck and kicked at a rock in the driveway. “I’ll cut to the chase. Do you have something you wanna say?”

         “Boss! Time to go. You need to get your truck, and it’s beer o’ clock!” Reggie, one of the newer members of the landscaping crew, barreled around the house, then abruptly pulled up short when he saw the company owner. “Oh, hey, Mr. Lowe…didn’t know you were here.” His nervous laugh hung in the air as the rest of the crew came to a halt behind him, all of them taking a sudden keen interest in the steel-toed tips of their work boots.

         Jackson made it a point not to cringe, bow his head, or give any outward sign of embarrassment. He had nothing to apologize for. His crew busted their tails, and if they finished a bit early and got to get a head start on their weekend, who was it going to hurt?

         Alan gave his employees a curt nod, and despite the sunshine, the air seemed to drop ten degrees. It’s not that his dad was a jerk, but he never was easygoing with the crews. Things like banter, fun, or letting folks duck out of work a few hours early—that was how Jackson rolled. Life was too short to take too seriously. Having fun made everything better, so why do otherwise? While he knew his dad didn’t love the idea of him letting the guys off early while keeping them on the clock, he didn’t ever mention it. Out of sight, out of mind.

         Except for today.

         “Um…hey…Boss?” Reggie stood by the truck, kicking dirt with the tip of his boot. “Are you catching a ride with us?”

         “That’s okay. I’m going to take him back into town,” Alan called out evenly, answering for Jackson. “We have some things to discuss. Business things.”

         “Of course, Mr. Lowe, no problem.” Reggie’s expression was unmistakable. Straight oh crap.

         Jackson forced a small reassuring smile and ignored the knot in his stomach, the one that came from still getting treated like the kid who had camped out in the principal’s office during middle school and who had never once earned one of those stupid MY STUDENT IS ON THE HONOR ROLL AT HEART’S HOPE BAY HIGH bumper stickers like his other siblings.

         “Have a good time!” Jackson threw up his hand in farewell as he rounded his dad’s cab to climb into the passenger side. “You guys worked hard this week and deserve it.”

         The fact that the last part of the comment was meant more for his dad did not go unnoticed. It took until they had driven down the tree-lined driveway and turned onto the narrow country road, before Alan eventually spoke.

         “Those boys look up to you. And when you let them cut out of work and stay on the clock while drinking beer—what kind of message does that send about personal responsibility? And not only that, but is partying it up over pitchers of beer the best way for them to spend their hard-earned money? From what I hear, Reggie’s been couch surfing for months all over town. Shouldn’t he be saving for a rental deposit instead of buying another round for his friends?”

         “I hear you.” Jackson rolled down the window, letting the salt-infused air cool his heated cheeks. Dad might have a point, but he also had a knack of making things sound worse than they were. What his dad didn’t know was that Reggie had found out that his stepdad had been diagnosed with colon cancer this week and was stressed out. Having a chance to blow off some steam and forget about the real world for a bit couldn’t be all bad, right? But what was the point of trying to tell his father any of that?

         Alan Lowe wasn’t a guy who liked to listen; he lectured.

         Jackson nodded during pauses, but he’d tuned his father out, directing his gaze to the glimpses of sparkling ocean appearing between dips in the hills. What he wouldn’t have given to be out there right now. When catching a wave there is no past, no future, just the present.

         “I want to see you step up and focus, get some goals and real direction. You’ll understand one day. When you’re a parent.”

         Jackson turned and gave him a look. The idea of having a kid was as relatable as taking a vacation to Mars. Jackson appreciated how his younger sister, Savannah, worked magic with rug rats at the Sunshine Corner preschool, and hell, his closest female friend had a child. But the idea of losing sleep for what looked like forever? Not to mention being unable to go surfing on a whim? Having to make sure he was setting a responsible example? Vacuuming regularly? Making grocery lists?

         No thanks.

         Parenthood appeared to be a helluva noble job, and he respected it, but it just wasn’t his scene.

         “Let’s be real, Dad.” Jackson smirked. “It’s probably best that I’m just the fun uncle, right?”

         His father slammed the brakes so hard that Jackson lurched forward, the shoulder belt digging hard into his chest.

         “Dude! What was that for?” He glanced over, incredulous.

         “Dude? Jackson Lowe.” His dad’s knuckles tightened on the driver’s wheel. “You’re not a kid, no matter how much you want to pretend otherwise. You have potential, and I’ve had my fill of watching you squander it. I’ve been thinking this over, and look, I can’t stay in as the boss forever. Your mom has been pestering me about retirement. She wants to get out and travel while we are still fit and healthy, and if anyone deserves to have the world laid at their feet, it’s her.”

         “On that at least we agree.” Jackson’s irritation ebbed. Most people thought their own mom was the best, but he knew that he was lucky enough to have the greatest mother of all time. She was the only one in his family who seemed to love him for who he was, not despite it.

         “But I’m not too keen on giving up a business that I’ve poured my whole life into, a business that provides a good income for a number of people. What do we have now? Three crews with five guys on each? Plus, Donna and Nancy in the office. You. Me. That’s nineteen people right there.”

         Jackson nodded, brow furrowing. What the heck was going on? First, Dad showed up out of the blue, wagging his finger for letting the crew duck out early and enjoy an afternoon beer while being on the clock. Then he started talking about responsibility, and having a kid. Now he was saying he wants to retire.

         What gives?

         “I want you to step into my shoes and take over.”

         “Me?” The realization hit him like a bucket of ice water just as his dad started driving again. “Take over the business?”

         “Yes. You.”

         “Wh-what if I don’t want to?” The words were out before he could swallow them back.

         “You’d rather stay being the crew leader? You’d really want me to sell Lowe’s Landscaping? To someone who is not a Lowe?”

         “It’s not that.” Jackson frowned. He didn’t exactly like that idea either, but this had never been his dream job.

         “Come on, Jack. You had to expect this was going to happen sooner rather than later.”

         “Honestly, I haven’t given it any thought. I’m happy. You seemed happy. It’s all good.”

         “All good. It’s all good.” His dad sighed. “Those are your three favorite words, huh? Look, I promised to fly your mother over to Paris for our fortieth wedding anniversary. And then I want to surprise her with a Mediterranean cruise after. It’s something she’ll never expect. But that means my clock is ticking. I’m going to have to make a move. So I need you to think seriously about your future…probably for the first time ever.”

         Jackson nodded slowly, his dad’s words floating through his mind, but not really sinking in.

         “I mean it—seriously think about it. Don’t say yes to make me happy. It’s more that…I want this for you. I want to give you the opportunity to step up and be the man that I think you can be, not the oversized kid you seem intent on pretending that you are.”

         “Jeez, Dad.” Jackson mimed a wounded chest, even though the words hit him like a gut punch. “Tell me how you really feel.”

         “The truth hurts, son. Grow up and get used to it. I love my kids too much to see any of you being anything other than your best selves.”

         “Okay, okay. I’ll think about the offer. I will. I promise.” His phone buzzed with a text. He pulled it out and saw it was a message from Becca—a meme of an older woman saying “It’s been 84 years.”

         Where are you? Don’t be late!

         He snorted, a kaleidoscope of butterflies stirring in his body’s core, sending a wave of internal flutters through his limbs. This always happened whenever Becca popped up, whether it was on text, or over the phone, or at his front door. He had no idea where this particular picture was from, but the message was clear. His friend was getting impatient.

         Key word: friend.

         Those butterflies could go back into hibernation. He wasn’t going to let them take flight, ever.

         Three dots lit up. She was typing again.

         I know you won’t get the reference. It’s from Titanic. You know, the greatest movie of all time? The one you’ve always refused to watch with me? Anyway…you better not be surfing. We need to hit the road soon.

         Need to pick up my truck and shower. Give me an hour he typed back before glancing at his dad with a one-shouldered shrug, as he deleted any lingering impulse to catch a wave or two. “Sorry, it’s Becca. I’m supposed to drive her and Sofia to her cousin’s wedding. Carter and Abby were going to take them, but Abby had some sort of a blood pressure scare with the pregnancy and her doctor recommended that she stick close to home and rest. Of course, Carter won’t leave her side. So, I offered to go so Becca didn’t have to be alone.”

         His dad’s craggy face was inscrutable. “I knew it was Becca before you told me. Wanna guess how?”

         “Because I don’t have many friends.” Jackson winked cheekily. The exact opposite was true. He knew everyone in this town, from the high schoolers who ran the old-timey ice cream shop to the senior book club that gathered at the library on Tuesdays, the newcomers who moved in from Portland for a sea change to the long-timers whose great-great-grandparents had migrated here from Europe. He couldn’t walk a block in Heart’s Hope without having someone engage him in chitchat or honking as they passed by.

         “No one else makes you smile that way.” His dad’s huffed laughter was amused. “Rebecca Hayes, the one who got away, hey?”

         Jackson jerked his head. Oh God, there he went again.

         “Dad, look. For the hundred thousandth time. Me and Becca. We are friends. Just friends. Capital F friends. Always have been. Always will be.” If he said it enough, to his family, to his friends, to himself, eventually it might be true.

         A flash of her wide grinning mouth appeared in his mind, those full lips darkened by the red lipstick she wore on occasion. A mouth he thought about sometimes when he shouldn’t.

         A mouth that he wasn’t going to think about at all right now. Especially with his dad a foot away.

         “But if I’m late to get her she’s going to kick my ass, so let’s try to at least drive the speed limit so I can get home to shower.”

         “That Rebecca Hayes,” his dad repeated as he pulled up in front of the auto shop, clearly intent on ignoring Jackson’s plea and maybe even enjoying watching him squirm a little. “She’s got spunk. And made her own way, just like her brother.”

         Jackson bit the inside of his cheek. Spunk wasn’t the half of it. Becca was an incredible woman: funny, smart, and about as good of a person as they come. She’d overcome so much, including a deadbeat dad, to carve out success for herself and her daughter. She deserved nothing but the best.

         Which you’re certainly not, the unhelpful little voice in his head reminded him in no uncertain terms.

         “I respect someone who calls their own shots and makes their own way.” His dad had a far-off look. “I like her a lot.”

         “Yeah. I like her too. Emphasis on like. As in she’s an old buddy.” He jumped out of the truck before his dad could embarrass him further.

         “Hey.”

         He glanced back, ears burning. If Dad said another word about him and Becca then—

         “That was a serious offer I made you before. I need you to think about if you are ready for the next step.”

         “I said I will.” Jackson’s smile faded. The idea of taking over Lowe’s Landscaping felt like a rock in his gut, a burden he didn’t want to carry. But his old man was making an offer in good faith, and the least he could do was consider it. “I’ll think hard on it. And when I say I’m gonna do something, I do it, don’t I?”

         His dad’s cryptic shrug could mean a dozen things, but Jackson didn’t have time to analyze the inner workings of Alan Lowe’s brain. He had to get his truck, get showered, and get his ass over to Becca’s, or he’d be out of the frying pan and straight into his type-A best friend’s fire.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jackson wasn’t late. Yet.

         Becca rechecked the oven clock. He still had two minutes to make it by four.

         “When are we going, Mama?” Her four-year-old daughter, Sofia, glanced up from the iPad Becca was letting her watch as she tidied up the house.

         Becca resisted the term clean freak. Because there was nothing freakish about enjoying everything being put in the right spot, and if she’d used this year’s tax return to treat herself to a Dyson, well…at twenty-eight she might as well admit that she’d rather vacuum the house than get pedicures or go to yoga classes. She’d swear on a stack of Bibles that her Dyson was better than meditation.

         “Not yet, honey. Soon. We’re just waiting for Jackson.” Becca gave the counter a vigorous swipe, sending a few scattered sourdough crumbs from Sofia’s peanut butter and jelly sandwich onto the floor. She bit back a muttered curse. Why was she so on edge? It was silly to be stressed about a weekend away—especially when it was for a destination wedding, of all things. The next few days were going to be about fun, family, friends, and delicious food.

         But travel made her anxious. Home was her nest. She’d rather cook, or bake, or watch Netflix than go out. Here, she had Sofia on a strict bedtime schedule that guaranteed her a few hours of precious me time after dark, plus she had a well-stocked medicine cabinet and snack cupboard prepared to handle everything from a fever to a sudden fit of hangry. There were drawers of clean underwear. Her bed with six fantastic pillows.

         Home, she could control. Home, she was always in charge. Home, well, it was a known entity.

         God, she sounded so…boring. She grabbed the vacuum and sucked up the crumbs.

         Ugh. Had she always been this boring?

         The answer was no. She used to put herself out there. Go on dates. Get kissed. Get more than kissed.

         Now it was just her and cobwebs, both in her house and in other unmentionable places.

         But soon all that was going to change. Last night, after a second glass of wine, she’d gone and made an online dating profile. But since she’d activated it, she’d been too scared to go back on to look. What if no one had swiped on her? That would be such an ego blow. But what if someone had? That could be worse. Heart’s Hope Bay wasn’t big. People she knew might see her. Like the cute cop who let her off with a warning last week or the green-eyed owner of the new home goods store in town. That would be so awkward.

         Sofia’s giggle cut over the drone of the vacuum.

         Becca glanced up, realizing she’d been standing in place in the kitchen, sucking the same patch of hardwood, lost in thought. “What’s so funny, baby?”

         A pair of big warm hands clamped down over her eyes, and before she could shriek in protest, she was jerked back against a body—a big hard body.

         Two thoughts hit at the exact same time.

         One was that someday she was going to be the one to sneak up and startle Jackson Lowe. The other was that he smelled good, really good, like shampoo, toothpaste, and something intangible and fresh, like cut grass.

         “If you don’t let go, I’m going to stomp on your toe,” she snapped, getting her equilibrium back. Jackson was a looker, no doubt about that. But while that body might be all man, he was a big kid in so many ways. She found it charming…mostly. But he’d definitely be more of a catch if he’d just grow up a little.

         “Big talk.” His chuckle was slow and easy. “Coming from you, Fun Size, it’s hardly a threat.”

         “Don’t tempt me.” She ducked out of his grasp and held her arms up in a martial arts stance. “I have a green belt in karate, remember?”

         He reached out a big arm and petted her on the head, ruffling her hair. “Yes, yes. And I dropped out with only my orange, and you’ll never let me forget it.”

         “Never.” She eyed his shaggy blond mop, the ends of the tendrils still wet. “Let me take a wild guess, you were out surfing.” If he wasn’t working or at the Last Chance, he was usually down at Heart’s Hope Bay Main Beach. She’d always joked that he kept office hours there.

         “Sadly, no.” His grin was uncharacteristically muted, his eyes looking more like a shade of slate gray than the usual twinkling indigo. “Just took a shower. My dad showed up at our site today as a surprise and wanted to ‘talk.’” He made air quotes with his fingers.

         “About what?” The Lowe family was a loving pack, but she knew sometimes Jackson felt like the black sheep.

         “Eh. I’ll fill you in later.” He turned toward her daughter. “For now, what do you say, Princess Sofia-Bo-Bee-A,” he said, using one of his pet nicknames for her. “Is it time to head off to the ball in your chariot?”

         Her daughter squealed with delight as he scooped her up and out of her seat. “And I’m on time. You know what your mom would do if I was late, right?”

         “She’d say no iPad for the rest of the day?” Sofia lisped her ultimate punishment.

         “That would be horrible.” Jackson nodded with exaggerated solemnity while tugging one of her daughter’s braided pigtails. “No cartoons.”

         “Horrible,” Sofia agreed, except her r’s sounded a lot like w’s.

         Becca turned her head to hide her smile. It always warmed her from the inside out to see Sofia’s love for her big, burly friend. “Our bag is by the door. Let me grab my phone and then we can head out.”

         “This phone right here?” He held it out, teasing, just as her phone buzzed with a notification. He glanced at the screen and did a double-take. “Uh. Okay. Um. You’ve got mail.”

         He thrust the phone at her, and there on her screen was a notification of an email from the dating app that read: “Congratulations! Someone has matched with you!”

         “Oh. Right. Ha. Ha.” Heat rushed to her cheeks as she struggled for nonchalance, plucking the device from his hands. “Thanks for that.” Hopefully, her tone gave the impression that this was a regular thing for her, and not the first time she’d tried to get mixed up with the opposite sex in over five years, since her fling in Seattle with Graham—the very charming Brit who’d worked in the office next door, who had a witty sense of humor, wore fantastic cologne, and left her knocked up after a whirlwind romance before heading back across the pond to accept his dream job in London. “Now, does anyone need to pee before we hit the road? Sofia Kenani—I’m mostly talking to you.”

         “Dating app, huh?” To his credit, Jackson waited until Sofia had scooted off to the powder room before folding his arms. “Sounds like you’ve got some things to fill me in on during the car ride.”

         “Shhhhhh. It’s nothing,” she whispered. “I don’t want Sofia to hear anything. I’m just putting myself out there, all right?”

         “Settle down. I’m not judging.” He held up his hands in a defensive gesture. “I’m just surprised.”

         “Well, you shouldn’t be. It might shock you to realize, but your old friend Becca isn’t just a mom. She’s a grown-up lady…and has grown-up lady needs. Got it?” And with that she ducked her head and booked toward her suitcase without waiting to see how he reacted. Why was her heart beating so fast? Were her hands trembling? And why did it feel so stupidly awkward for Jackson to know she wanted to put herself out there?

         God, at this rate, dating was already for the birds.
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         Becca’s words echoed in Jackson’s mind for the entire drive, like the hook to one of Sofia’s catchy Disney earworm songs that’s impossible to shake.

         Your old friend Becca isn’t just a mom. She’s a grown-up lady…and has grown-up lady needs. Got it?

         Oh, he got the message all right. Loud and clear. It was sounding off in his mind like the tsunami alarm at the beach that was tested on the first Friday of every month. The trouble was how was he supposed to keep casual with that newsflash circulating through his system? For the entire three-hour drive to Hood River, he listened to Becca’s indie folk rock playlists without a single complaint about all the wailing, chatted about new TV shows, tuned in to random news of the weird variety, and ignored the frantic squawking from Sofia’s iPad game in the back seat—all the while replaying those words in his head.

         While he didn’t dare bring the dating app up again, he knew with the same certainty that the sun sets in the west, that Becca was simmering with embarrassment. She still had the same nervous tics from when they’d met in band when she was a freshman and he was a junior.

         Evidence 1: Hair playing—check. She’d been absently twirling fingers through her thick black locks all throughout the ride.

         Evidence 2: Forced merriment—check. Her laugh went up a few pitches—nearing the level of a dolphin squeak—and over things that weren’t particularly funny.

         Evidence 3: Compulsive finger snapping—check. When she wasn’t playing with her hair, she was snapping her fingers on her lap, a subtle repetitive gesture.

         He knew her so well that he could often size up her mood with just a glance. It was tempting to try to get her to talk more about her plan. Like why now and what had changed to put her back in the game? But he also wanted to honor her request not to bring up any probing questions in front of Sofia.

         He respected her instinct not to confuse her daughter, who already was dealing with the fact that she had to grow up with a dad she saw only once a year. A guy who had always seemed nice enough, if paler and skinnier than he’d expected Becca’s type to be. Graham King was ginger-haired and tall, seemed to only wear V-neck sweaters and checkered collared shirts, and blinked three times faster than normal.

         In short, Becca’s fling-turned-unexpected-baby-daddy wasn’t some horrible toad of a human, but he could never quite decipher how that was the guy Becca had gone for. Sure, he had money and made sure to provide ample support for Sofia as well as invest in her college fund, but besides being successful, he just never seemed like her type. Not that Jackson really knew what type Becca preferred. But it likely was a banker who did CrossFit and crosswords and organized his boxer briefs by the days of the week. Certainly not a six-foot-two surfer who worked for his dad’s landscaping business and had never moved out of his hometown.

         An infusion of jealousy shot through his veins, making his stomach go a little sour.

         He did have a healthy ego, and most women in Heart’s Hope Bay had made a play for him at one point or another. He had earned a sterling reputation for being fun in bed, respectful, and up front about not looking for a commitment. But Becca Hayes had never given him one single inkling that she thought of him as anything other than a pal.

         He’d let that fact keep him in the friend zone for so long it was if he lived there now. But the idea of standing aside while another man got to step in and shoot his shot? If he did that, he’d likely build a time machine in the future and come back and kick his own dumb ass.

         “Don’t worry. We’re going to make it right on time,” he assured her as they passed through the outskirts of the Portland city limits. He tried to keep his tone casual, like he wasn’t debating making a serious attempt on her panties.

         “What? Me, worry?” She made a scoffing sound. “Who says I’m worried? I’m going to a wedding where my aunt has offered to watch Sofia so I can have my first kid-free night in years. How can you possibly think that I’m anything but relaxed to the max?”

         “Uh…a common shared history.” He arched one incredulous brow. “I’ve never taken you anywhere without you being stressed out about being on time. Even if the event is something like the annual town anniversary where boring city council speeches last over an hour before any music starts.”

         “Okay, fine. Maybe I’m just a little aware of the time.” She sniffed. “But can I remind you, this is a wedding. If we’re late, we’ll miss it.”

         “So, guess it’s a good thing we won’t be late.” He signaled and maneuvered around a semi pulling a trailer loaded high with logs. “Who gets married this late in the day anyway?”

         “My cousin wanted a sunset wedding. I think it’s going to be gorgeous. And with Mount Hood in the background? It sounds picture-perfect.” She reached out and gave his arm a soft squeeze. “Hey. Thank you, both for putting up with my neuroticism and also giving us a ride. I know I should have sucked it up, but I really do get nervous driving too far with just me and Sofia. And then when I got offered a night by myself it sounded too good to be true, but I would feel dumb if I didn’t have a date.”

         Date? His ears grew warm. Is that what she considered him? The spot on his arm where she’d touched him still tingled. He cleared his throat.

         Keep it casual, bro. Don’t screw this up by being some damn eager beaver.

         “Happy to come. You know me. Never miss a chance for free beer.”

         “I know, I know.” She snorted. “Don’t forget, I know every single thing about you, Jackson Lowe.”

         But here’s the thing. She didn’t.

         For example, as smart as she was, she had never ever gotten a clue that he’d harbored a secret crush on her in high school. That he’d liked her so much that he could never get the balls up to actually tell her. It was hard enough to admit the truth to himself, and a hell of a lot easier to hook up with the girls that came on to him than to pursue the quiet, sensitive dark-haired girl with the sad eyes who always seemed to relax a little when he was around. He’d quickly gathered enough of a clue that her home life was rough and her widowed dad had become a hot mess. She needed hugs, not a hornball, and he never wanted her to think he was trying to take advantage of her.

         It turned out the friend zone wasn’t so bad as long as he could keep being around Becca. It wasn’t like he’d been a monk. He lived his life. She lived hers. It’s just that…he knew he put her up on a pedestal, one that no other woman he’d ever dated had come close to toppling.

         She was his opposite in every way. Short to his tall. Quiet to his gregariousness. Detailed to his laid back. Type A to his type B. And yet, they could make each other laugh, and they seemed to be able to communicate without even speaking. He didn’t know anyone else in his life who just got him so implicitly.

         It was a horrible idea to risk screwing up their friendship for a fling. Besides, she probably never even thought of him that way. He was just her good buddy Jackson. Always up to watch a movie or run around the park with Sofia.

         Just a big kid. She called him that enough.

         He kept calculating his deficits. He wasn’t like that preppy debate captain in high school, the dude whose name she’d doodled in her notebooks and drawn hearts around. Or the Portland hipster from her college years who majored in creative writing and played bass in a band and never shut up about being a vegan. And he certainly wasn’t anything like Graham King, who spoke with that posh accent like he was goddam royalty and drank tea unironically.

         He was just Jackson Lowe. The guy who never went to college, who didn’t have a stock portfolio or own a tie. But hey, he did have eight surfboards and a collection of flip-flops. And if he ever got lonely, he could find a local or a cute tourist to keep him company. He wasn’t the guy that women got serious with; he was the guy women had fun with.

         But then again…that didn’t mean he never wondered what it was like to have Becca’s hot mouth on his skin. The thought sent goose bumps racing up his spine.

         He was a guy. He was built from flesh and blood, not stone. Thoughts like that happened sometimes. He didn’t seek them out, but they would occasionally flash through his brain or sashay nebulously into his dreams, leaving him waking up sweaty, with a hard-on and a belly full of desire.

         “I forgot to ask. Did you bring a tie?” she asked out of the blue.

         “A tie? Like for a suit?” He glanced over with a snort. “That’s cute.”

         “What?”

         “That you think I actually own anything like that.” He shuddered.

         “Right.” She swallowed a small laugh under her breath. “I mean, it’s fine. You look fine.”

         “Fine?” He glanced down at his white long-sleeved button-down shirt. What the heck was wrong with how he looked? He even wore his best shoes. “I thought I cleaned up okay. Never heard any complaints before.”

         “Sorry. You do, you do.” She patted his head. “But that’s the same shirt you’ve worn for any semiformal event in the last ten years. And those khakis. Don’t forget the khakis. Are those the same ones that you got for high school graduation? You have a real uniform.”

         “Hey, those are fighting words. And no, for your information, they are not the same. These are my fancy pants. I know how to dress up for a wedding.”

         “God, you’re such a man-child. Fancy pants.” She shook her head, but the smile tugging her lips was genuine. “And whatever, leaving the top two buttons unbuttoned really works on you.”

         “You think so?” God, did he have to sound so insecure? He was fine. He was who he was—a surfer from a small town. No frills. No fuss.

         “I just think it’s funny.” She shook her head, pushing a lock of hair behind her ear. “I swear you’re never going to grow up. You’re like the Peter Pan of Heart’s Hope Bay.” Her teasing tone let him know she didn’t really mean anything by it.

         “Hey, if you remember, I’m older and wiser than you. So have some respect.”

         “Riiiiiight,” she drawled. “You were what? Two grades ahead of me. I always forget because you were in my math class.”

         “So, it wasn’t my strongest subject. But I was great at math puns, remember?”

         “Great?” Becca cringed, chuckling. “That’s not quite the word I was looking for.”

         “Do you like math? No? Me neither. In fact, the only number I care about is yours.”

         “That’s terrible,” she yelped. “I want to cringe on your behalf.”

         “Come on now, that’s genius. Are you a forty-five degree angle? Because, baby…you’re perfect.”

         Her groan came from her soul. “How did we ever become friends?”

         “I think you took pity on me,” he said.

         “Yeah, right. Pretty sure it was the other way around.”

         He glanced over, but she looked dead serious.

         “Jackson, you might have had the worst pick-up lines in the school, but you were a king there. Everyone loved you. And you saved me, the weird new girl, from social ruin by being nice to me.”

         “Weird? You’re not weird, Fun Size.” He cleared his throat. “I mean, you’re not that weird. I mean…I like your brand of weirdness.”

         “I can get you a shovel if you want.”

         “I’m serious, though. I like it. I like you, Fun Size.”

         “Thanks, Big Buddy.” She slugged his shoulder, using her nickname for him. “And thanks for not bringing up…you know…” She lifted up her phone from the cupholder. “I was going to tell you this weekend. I didn’t want you to find out like that.”

         “Hey, it’s no big deal.” It was weird how he was having to force his enthusiasm over the concept of her dating. It wasn’t like he wanted to date Becca; he just liked what they had. Two friends. Neither in a relationship where a significant other would get jealous. Just good companionship. Good vibes.

         “Okay good. I just…” She glanced back at Sofia, who wasn’t paying them any attention. “I’ve been starting to feel like if I don’t use it I’m going to lose it.” She gave a rueful chuckle.

         “I get it.” Jackson swallowed hard, refusing to let his gaze train on her bare knees, those great legs poking out from beneath her short emerald dress. Her skin was a deep rich brown, a testament to her Native Hawaiian ancestors, and her hair was so black that sometimes it appeared blue in the light. “You know me. Life’s about having fun. So just do it.”

         “Literally.”

         Her deadpan comment ripped an honest chuckle from him.

         “Who knows. Maybe I’ll get lucky at the reception. My cousin works for a timber company. There is bound to be lots of manly men.”

         “Except you’ll already be with the manliest of them all,” Jackson quipped, thrusting out his chest.

         When she didn’t laugh, he glanced over and found her staring thoughtfully at his pecs. When she caught him noticing, a flush crept up the hollow of her neck, making her deep red lips look even more vibrant.

         “Ha,” she said, her voice a bit tight before she waved a hand as if to physically clear the air. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me lately. I’m just weird.”

         “Well, weirdo”—he pointed at the road sign—“we’re only ten miles from the wedding venue, and we still have thirty minutes until the ceremony, so we’re going to make it with time to spare.”

         “Thanks for taking such good care of me.”

         “Always.” He winked. “It’s what I do best.”

         “I’m serious.” She picked up her purse and began to rifle through the contents, plucking out a tube of lipstick and lowering the car visor to pop open the mirror. He kept his hands at ten and two, and ninety percent of his attention was fixed on the road, but he’d be a liar if he didn’t admit he snuck a few looks over.

         There was just something about how Becca applied her lipstick. The way her mouth parted and her brown eyes hooded, the confident movements of her hand, expertly spreading the vibrant cover. And then best of all, when she’d finished, rubbing her lips together and opening them again with an audible pop before giving them a purse, almost a kiss, to admire her handiwork.

         The sight never failed to hit him with the same warmth as a beam of July sunlight. What would it be like to press his lips to hers? How did she taste?

         She turned her head to look at him, and he immediately focused on the light traffic, swallowing heavily. “I know we joke a lot, but really, you didn’t have to come up for this wedding with strangers. I just want you to know how much I
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