Lexi

SOMETIMES LIFE DOESN’T JUST KICK YOU when you’re down—it waits until you’re in the gutter, then it piledrives you.
My just-been-fired box dug into my elbows as I watched the windows of my apartment stream.
“Water damage.” The super wiped his forehead with the back of his hand. I barely heard him as I stared up at the veritable Niagara Falls rushing shiny black down the brick fascia. “Flooded the whole unit. Y’all can clear belongings out tomorrow.”
I stared at the door, where translucent grey-blue shrink-wrapped concrete steps smooth and shimmery as water flowed out of the mouth of the building and onto the pavement.
I stepped back, avoiding the frothy edge of the spreading water. My neighbours milled around the street. People I’d barely interacted with, despite seeing them most days. The air smelled like wet concrete and dirty carpets.
“Who’s 6B?” The super’s booming voice broke me out of my thoughts and my head snapped up. Dread yawned in my stomach, yielding to cramps.
“That’s me.” I sounded small and shaky, like I felt.
He nodded at me firmly. Once. Twice. A look of almost-pity passed across his weathered face. “Unit above you was the source. Floor caved in.”
The smell of mildew hit my nose and the tightness in my chest grew, slow and sinking. I’d lived there for five years. It wasn’t like it was a home, but everything I owned was in there. My jaw hinged open. The sound of a jackhammer one street over jangled through me.
“Into my apartment?” I finally asked, after what felt like a long time.
He scrubbed a gloved hand over his face, rasping on grey stubble. He nodded from behind the yellow and black fabric before making eye contact with me again, but only for a second as he said, “You won’t need to come back and get your belongings.”
I blinked, mouth still open, shifting the box in my arms. Mugs clinked together and paper crumpled against cardboard walls. I didn’t know if they were important, but I felt like I shouldn’t leave anything when I left. “There’s nothing I can do? It’s all gone?”
He shrugged, that careless kind of shrug people give where they flick their eyes up and down you, when they aren’t the ones losing everything they own. It wasn’t like it was his fault, or that there was anything he could do—but couldn’t he just fake it for a second? “The damage is too extensive.” He turned away from me back to the plumbers trying to figure out how to turn the water flow off in the ancient, backwards-ass building.
I shifted the box again. I wanted to dig my fingers into my temples to stop the threatening headache. My foot tapped in the murky water, darkening the toe of my boot. The jackhammer jittered on, overlaid by the whoosh of accompanying air tools.
Fine. It wasn’t like I’d already had a morning when my boss (ex-boss?) told me my services were no longer needed.
I turned on my heel and started down the street, heading for Kyle’s apartment. We’d been together for two years, it wouldn’t be a big deal for me to stay at his apartment for a few days. Just until I found a new apartment. We hadn’t talked about moving in together. It had never felt like the right time.
I realised why that was when I pushed through the door with my hip and found him sprawled on the sofa with his dress pants round his ankles and a pretty brunette bouncing on his dick like she was riding a mechanical bull.
He nearly launched her across the room with the speed he stumbled up, unfortunately not breaking his cock with the force of it.
There it is, I thought mildly. Bad things come in threes, that’s what they say.
I didn’t remember dropping it, but the box was on the floor at my feet. The mugs must have crashed together upon impact, because they were both broken. I stared down at them, momentarily forgetting where I was or what was going on, until Kyle spoke.
“Alexis, look—I didn’t—” I fucking hated that, but he’d always insisted.
“Lexi” sound childish, he’d said. I need to be taken seriously at the firm, and I can’t be taken seriously when I tell them my girlfriend’s name is “Lexi.”
He’d said it with a sneer. Like having an apparently “childish” name was the worst thing that could happen to a person. At the firm, anyway.
When I looked at him, he had the nerve to look like it was my fault I’d shown up at a bad time. I’d never realised how much his face irritated me. He looked like a Ken doll.
More fool me.
“Save it.” I held up a hand and ignored the burning in my chest, refusing to let it be vented out of my mouth or tear ducts. I would not be crying for this maggot of a man.
Man. Ha.
“Alexis—”
“Don’t.” The brunette had dressed at lightning speed and stood between us in the kitchen doorway, her head snapping back and forth like she was watching a particularly engaging tennis game, minus the grunting and strawberries. She was wearing tight black jeans and a baby blue peasant style blouse, but she’d put it on backwards.
That got me. A laugh bubbled up before I could stop it and they both looked at me like I was insane.
Maybe I was.
Of course this was happening. Whatever cosmic entity pulling my strings really woke up today and chose violence—pointed at me and said, “That one. Fucking ruin her.”
It was working.
“On the bright side, you don’t have to worry about the reservation at Tenori.”
His mouth opened and closed, his stupid square jaw flexing.
My throat tightened as I toed the box with the wet suede of my boot. “Keep the mugs.” I swallowed hard to stop my voice from breaking but it still did a little. Keep the paperwork too, I don’t know what it is, I didn’t say. There was definitely a banana in that box too. I hoped he wouldn’t find it until it rotted.
By the time I hit the street, deciding whether I should call Mattie or book a hotel room for the night, the sun was sinking behind the buildings, sending long, cold shadows spilling across the sidewalk.
I pulled out my phone, aimlessly scrolling through my contacts as I dropped my ass on the curb, my back leaned against a lamp post. I was past caring that it was covered in dog piss. Cold soaked into the seat of my jeans and dripped down my spine.
The street hummed with energy. Litter nipped my feet, blown against the curb from the road. The rattle of people climbing fire escapes floated down from high behind me.
A burst of hot wind lashed my face, the gritty pelt of dirt and exhaust fumes hitting my lips and cheeks as my phone vibrated in my hand.
The screen lit up white and black with an unknown number.
I hesitated. I didn’t have any reason I’d need to answer a call from an unknown number.
The dark, sinking feeling in my chest grew heavier as I stared at it. I swiped the green button and pressed the phone to my ear, fingers still buzzing with the residual vibration.
“Hello?”
I heard my father draw in a deep, rattling breath on the other end and my heart leapt into my throat, beating under my tongue like a fist. “Your grandmother died.”
I blinked, sucking in a sharp breath through my nose, all fry oil, sweet corn and overburnt coffee.
Three words detonating like a grenade in my chest.
It had been over fifteen years since I’d left Edgewater—over ten since I’d heard from my father.
The world around me went silent for a beat, then two, before it all rushed back with a hiss, like air escaping a balloon. Honking horns and squealing breaks, chattering people, screaming kids—the whir of the world exhaling slow and steady, carrying on exactly as it was before.


Lexi

I DIDN’T EVEN KNOW SHE WAS SICK.
My father drew in another breath but it sounded miles away. “She left the inn to you.”
I let out a choked sob. A lady on the street stutter-stepped and cut her eyes to me, but I waved her away.
“She did what?” My voice came out high like I’d been sucking gas at the dentist’s office.
“The inn. It’s in your name. In the will.” My father sounded like he was chewing on the words, like they were too big to swallow. I could picture him standing in his office, in that same worn-out uniform. I couldn’t imagine him any different.
The world had moved on around him too.
There were a million questions I wanted to ask.
What happened? Was she sick a long time? Did you know? Why didn’t she tell me?
All that came out was, “Why?”
Why what, I wasn’t sure, everything suddenly felt fucked up and senseless.
He paused, a long silence stretching out like the distance between us. It was too far to bridge. It had been pretty much since that day at Silversurf.
“Lexi, look! Look how fast I can go!”
I licked my lips, the taste of gasoline and salt sweat spreading on my tongue.
“Can’t exactly ask her now,” he said gruffly, taking my question as why’d she leave the inn to me. “Guess she thought you were capable of handling it.” The only one, he didn’t say.
I heard it anyway. In the bitterness between his words. In the way he said capable like it rhymed with every awful word in the English language.
“I can’t—I don’t—I’ve no idea how to run an inn, Dad.” My voice cracked on the last word. It felt foreign in my mouth. I wasn’t even sure why I’d said it. It just slipped out and there it was, plunked down between us like an unpinned grenade.
I wanted to argue that I had a job and a boyfriend and a life in the city—but none of those things were true anymore. The only thing that was true was what I said next, my voice low and even. “I can’t come back there.”
“She wanted you to have it.” His tone matched mine. Low. Even. Emotionless. “It’s in the will. Deed’s in your name. You come back and take care of it. Run it. Sell it. No difference to me.”
Of course.
Like it was easy. Like Edgewater was a place I could set foot in without being swept away by grief, beset upon by ghosts, eaten alive by guilt.
I bit my tongue to stop myself from saying all the things I wanted to say, but my voice rose as I spoke.
“Just like that, huh?” Bitterness crept in audibly. I didn’t care. It wasn’t like we were gonna close this chasm, whether I went back or not. “After all this time—nothing from you—I just come back?”
More silence. He’d used up his quota of words for the conversation. It’d always been like that—my daddy spoke like he was saving syllables for a rainy day.
His sigh blew across the microphone. I could smell the coffee and cigarette smoke on his breath. “See you when you get here, Lexi.”
The line clicked dead.
My ass was numb from the cold sidewalk, knuckles white as I gripped my phone, staring at the screen like it had betrayed me.
In the span of a few hours I’d lost my job, my apartment, my boyfriend, and my gram.
She left the inn to you.
Harper’s Landing.
It was the house I grew up in—probably spent more time there that in my own home.
It was my gram who helped me get out of Edgewater all those years ago, although I knew she hated me leaving. I swore I’d never go back.
I could already feel the ghosts rising up from the water to meet me.


Cole

IT WAS TOO QUIET without the hum of her TV buzzing through the wall night and day. I’d tell her she needed to get her hearing checked, only to be told to fuck off. Never realised I’d miss it.
Penny Harper sure did love her stories.
She’d sit in that overstuffed armchair with the ugly lace trim, eyes fixed on the screen through her tortoiseshell glasses, fate of the world resting on whether that blonde with the mafia don’s secret baby found true love again.
I teased her about it, though I never felt bad—Penny always gave as good as she got and never took anything too seriously. Except her stories. It didn’t matter what I was doing for her, if I crossed that tiny CRT while she was watching? Game over. Penny could throw a knitting needle like a poison dart.
She was gone.
No matter how long I lived or where I went or what I did, I would never see her again.
I’d never wanted to fuck with forever—not again, not after Sarah—but forever had always had a way of fucking with me.
I grabbed my keys off the counter and headed for the door, gusting out a sigh as I shook the heavy thoughts off like a physical thing.
I had work to do. I wasn’t the type to leave things unfinished—especially not a promise to Penny Harper. She’d haunt my ass good if I didn’t fix that stair rail.
The door creaked shut as I stepped onto the porch, squinting against the morning light. The air swam with the scent of salt and sand. Gulls screamed at the waves, diving over the tide as it nipped the shore beyond the wall. It could be an irritating sound if you weren’t used to it, but to me it was home. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to sleep without whispering surf and the wail of aerial pirates fighting over food scraps.
Toby and Sam Watkins were at the door of the hardware store as I turned into the gravel lot. Sam waved as I rounded the side of my silver truck, his face lit up in the rising sun. “Morning Dawson! You’re here early.”
“Yeah.” My boots crunched across the lot. “Stair rail at the inn needs fixing. Never broke a promise to Penny Harper. Not about to start now.”
Toby leaned a shoulder against the door as he absently flicked through the keys on his hoop. “Damn shame. Town won’t be the same without Penny.”
I nodded, not trusting myself to speak as I pulled my phone from my back pocket, flipping through my notes to find the list of supplies I needed. “I don’t feel like getting haunted,” I joked, trying to keep my tone light. “So I better finish the job.”
Sam chuckled, shaking his head as Toby cranked the key and shoved the door open. “Bet you’re right about that,” he mused. “Can see it now. Knocking over tools, possessing the lathe.”
I huffed a laugh, but there wasn’t much humour in it. I followed them in, bell jingling. The smell of wood shavings and rust lingered in the air. Watkins Hardware hadn’t changed much in my lifetime. Same shelves, same tools, same squeaky floorboards you’d think would be unbecoming of a hardware store.
It was a comfort, in a way—that even when some changes seem insurmountably big, other things just… persist.
Sam launched himself over the counter, landing with a thud of rubber-soled work boots. Toby rolled his eyes at his husband, opening the hatch and stepping through like a normal person as Sam noisily dropped the tray into the cash register.
Toby nodded at my phone and I handed it over. He grabbed a pair of wire-framed glasses from counter and perched them on the end of his nose, squinting at the screen. “You said stair rail, right? Last legs?”
 “Lot on its last legs over there, truth be told. Place has been rough for years. Penny hadn’t used it as an inn for almost a decade.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “Tried to maintain it best I could for her, but only so much I could keep up with.”
Toby raised a brow and threw his arm to the side, hitting Sam in the chest with my phone. Sam plucked it from his hand. I winced as he hopped over the counter,  hoping he wouldn’t drop the damn thing. Or break a hip.
“Who’s gonna deal with it?” Toby asked, taking off his glasses and dropping them, then his elbows, to the counter as Sam disappeared into the narrow aisles with a wire basket, humming away.
I shrugged. “No idea. Figured family would show up, but—well, I don’t know who’s left. Jim never came around much.”
Or ever, I didn’t say.
Penny didn’t talk much about family. Sheriff Jim Harper was her son-in-law. Her daughter, June, passed a few years back. I hadn’t heard much, but the buzz around town—and there was always buzz around a town like Edgewater—was that she’d drank herself to death after what happened to her son, Ethan, over fifteen ago.
Accidental drowning. Nine years old. I’d known his older sister, Alexis—or Lexi—in passing because she was friends with my best friend’s sister.
I wasn’t sure how a person—a family—recovered from something like that.
I guess they never did.
Lexi disappeared shortly after her brother died. Didn’t even visit Penny when she got sick. Guess she was too busy with her new life to bother.
Sam stepped up beside me, dropping the wire basket in front of Toby and handing me my phone. He was behind the counter again in a jump, ringing up the order with practiced fingers on worn buttons.
I dropped the money on the counter and swiped up the bag of nails and wood. 
The sun peeked over the cedar shingled inn roof by the time I returned, throwing my truck across my front yard next door.
I stood inside the red gate, staring.
The inn was quiet. Still.
Like it was holding its breath.
Penny loved this place. She’d run it as long as I could remember. Even when she started getting older and didn’t run it as an inn except in special circumstances, she still tried to keep it in good repair.
The shutters sagged. The brick and board porch sunk against the ground. The window boxes were empty.
Still, the bones were good. Strong. I pictured it restored, often. New windows, wood siding polished and bright, a stone patio where the backyard sloped towards Main Street and King River Ranch.
In my head, I saw the lines, the angles.
If I had the time and money, I’d turn it into something more.
Penny would have loved it.
I should have told her I had these plans.
I wished I had.
But I didn’t. It wasn’t my place.
I shook off the thought as I stepped inside. I’d promised her I’d replace the stair rail. The wood creaked under the slightest pressure. Anybody leaned on it, they’d go flying. It wasn’t just cosmetic, it was dangerous and it needed fixing.
I ran my hand along the railing so the rough wood splinters snagged on my palm. The inn creaked around me, sinking into itself like it missed her too.
I let out a sigh, my shoulders deflating as I opened the bag from Watkins, tearing the package of nails and setting one aside before rifling through my toolbox for a hammer.
The door whined on its hinges behind me—didn’t matter how many times I oiled it, nothing worked—but I didn’t bother turning to the sound.
“Place is closed.” I lined up the nail with my thumb and forefinger. “Come back some other time.”
No answer. No door creak. 
I drove the nail into the railing with more force than necessary before rounding, hammer swinging down to my side. Irritation flared in my chest.
A woman a little younger than me stood in the doorway, arms crossed, eyes narrowed on me. “What are you doing?”
I glanced down at the hammer, then back to her. “I’m fixing the stair rail.”
“No kidding.” Her voice was laced with sarcasm. “Why? This place is supposed to be empty.”
I dropped the hammer into toolbox and straightened, brushing dust off my knees. “I promised Penny I’d fix it.”
She scoffed as she stepped inside. Her eyes flicked up to the ceiling, then back to me, arms remaining crossed. “I think promises become null and void when one party dies.”
I blinked. “Not if you’re not an asshole.”
She stopped her aimless wandering and her eyes snapped to mine. “I’d always heard you were a self-righteous piece of work, Cole Dawson. Guess some things never change.”
A startled breath soughed out of me.
“Look, I don’t know who you are or how you know who I am, but you’re trespassing.” I didn’t like the way her smile grew with every word I spoke. “You don’t get out of here, I’ll call the Sheriff.”
She raised an eyebrow, her smirk wide and bright, even silhouetted by the light spilling in the doorway. “By all means—long time since I seen my daddy.”
My stomach dropped as the pieces fell together.
Penny’s granddaughter. Ethan’s sister. Alexis Harper.
I hadn’t seen her in well over a decade, probably closer to two. She was a teenager the last time I’d laid eyes on her. This woman, standing in front of me—razor-tongued, sad-eyed—was not the girl I remembered.
“Lexi.” My voice came out slow, like cold molasses. I couldn’t stop my gaze raking over her. Her smirk didn’t falter, but her eyes darkened a flash.
Damn.
This wasn’t the kid with the broken open grin running errands for her grandmother, kicking buckets from the pier to catch crabs in the summertime. She was all grown up.
All woman. All sharp edges and frigid, icy words.
There’s a lot of shit talked in small towns about how things don’t change, and I guess it made sense because she’d left—but Lexi Harper had definitely changed.


Lexi

I ALMOST DIDN’T RECOGNISE HIM. There was rarely a phone call from my gram that didn’t include talk of Cole Dawson and how helpful, considerate and thoughtful he was. I knew he helped her with the inn, but I’d not seen him since I left.
The guy I remembered was tall and gangly, always scowling and getting into trouble with JD Tucker. I was friends with JD’s younger sister, Emma, so JD and Cole were permanent fixtures, though they were a few years older than us.
The man standing in front of me was not that guy anymore.
Cole Dawson was broad-shouldered, easily over six foot tall, with dark tousled hair that curled at the ends where it brushed his collar. His sage sweater clung to the muscles in his arms and his wide chest curved down into a soft middle. He looked strong, but not all sharp edges. I hated that I liked it.
The well-groomed scruff along his jaw added to the rugged, rough around the edges look. He was casual, imperfect, a working man. Dark amber eyes locked on me, embers burning, and I almost forgot why I was pissed.
He stared at me for a long moment. I could hear the gears turning in his head. His gaze was assessing and my skin prickled with heat. My back straightened and I tipped up my chin, refusing to feel self-conscious in my black jeans, peach Balmain blazer, and my favourite grey suede Carvela boots.
Cole’s boots were brown and well-worn, similar to his blue jeans. Grey cuffs peeked from the sleeves of his cable knit sweater where he’d pushed them up to his elbows, and a grey collar folded over the top, drawing my attention when his stubbled throat worked with a rough swallow.
Fuck, this man is downright edible.
“What’re you doing sneaking around?” He swept away my horny thoughts with his deep baritone, and everything crashed into me at once.
“Sneaking?” I echoed, fixing him with a glare. “This is my inn.”
I didn’t miss the flash of surprise in his eyes, but he shuttered it quickly. He crossed his arms and the way his biceps strained against his sleeves was, frankly, obscene. “No way.” His tone was dismissive.
Irritation was gasoline under my skin. Cole Dawson was the spark.
“You can leave,” I snapped. “I don’t need your help.”
He popped a brow and his eyes flicked from my face, to my feet, and back up again. “Right. Believe that when I see it.”
Of course.
I bit down on the inside of my cheek. I thought I’d get a few days before I had to deal with the dismissive attitudes, the judging looks. Just an incompetent little girl, can’t be trusted to look after anything important.
Why would he think anything else? It was what I was told. Why would I assume everyone else hadn’t been told the same?
It didn’t matter that I’d spent the last sixteen years proving I wasn’t that incompetent fuck-up little girl anymore—because what did I have to show for it? No apartment, no job, no boyfriend.
But I had the inn, and I was going to prove I could do this.
I had to.
I stepped forward. “I own this place. It’s my name on the deed, so why don’t you get off my damn property before I call the Sheriff.”
I wasn’t about to do that, and I think Cole could tell.
He chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound straight from his chest. It felt like it rippled in the air, altering the space around me. His gaze didn’t leave mine as he closed the distance between us. “That so?”
He towered over me and before I knew it, my back was against the wall. I could see fine lines of gold branching out in his dark eyes, smell the scent of sawdust and cedar soap, coastal and earthy.
My swallow was audible in the quiet. “I’ll call him,” I said. “Then you can explain why you’re trespassing.” It was a threat, but my voice wavered.
His eyes narrowed, but there was a flicker of amusement. “Good luck with that.”
I gritted my teeth, a muscle in my jaw flexing almost painfully. This was the ‘helpful, considerate and thoughtful’ Cole Dawson? Far be it from me to speak ill of the dead, but I called bullshit.
 “You can leave, Dawson.”
He didn’t move, the warmth of his giant skyscraper body filling the space. When he finally stepped back, he gave me another slow, deliberate once-over. My stomach flipped like a hot pancake in a sizzling pan, goosebumps spilled all over me.
I crossed my arms as he pulled the front door open, but the tension in my shoulders eased. “Say hi to Sarah for me.” I said it off-handedly but Cole froze mid-step.
His whole body went rigid, and when he looked over his shoulder, his expression was dark and wary. “She left me.” Each syllable was bitten off. “She’s gone.”
Cold rushed my body, ice crystals splintering in my chest.
Cole Dawson and Sarah Sharp were high school sweethearts. He asked her to marry him after graduation. Edgewater talked about them like their happily-ever-after was destiny, and it seemed like it was, even to me as a kid. It was the kind of all-consuming, inevitable love I pined for. The forever kind.
Seemed like forever didn’t work out for him.
I swallowed the rock in my throat as guilt dug icy fingers into me. “I didn’t—”
“Don’t bother.” His tone was subzero, and he didn’t wait for my response before taking off down the path.
I didn’t know, I wanted to say.
I hadn’t expected things to stay the same. I’d been gone over a decade—closer to two. But you expect some things to be forever. Inherent and inevitable. It’s what your brain expects, what your heart wants.
Then you’re met with the ruthless impermanence of everything.
Everything changed. Nothing stayed the same.
I’d been gone too long.


Lexi

KYLE: ALEXIS, YOU’RE BEING CHILDISH.
KYLE: WHERE DID YOU GO? I WENT TO YOUR APARTMENT AND IT WAS CLOSED OFF.
KYLE: MARISA SAID YOU GOT FIRED? WHAT THE HELL HAPPENED?
KYLE: ALEXIS???
I WAS SURPRISED HE BOTHERED contacting me. I figured he’d move on. He didn’t really want me—Kyle just didn’t like losing.
I swiped all the texts away without opening them.
Leaving him on read would be petty. Was ignoring him more petty? Frankly, I couldn’t find it in myself to care.
Mattie: Hey girlie. I’m sorry to hear about your gram. I’ll miss you at Martini Mondays ‘til you’re back. Love you.
Me: Love you too. I won’t be gone long. You know how I feel about going home.
Mattie: Well
Mattie: Not really because you haven’t ever been.
Me: Exactly.
THE BRICK AND BOARD STEPS creaked and the front door sighed as I dropped my phone on the counter.
I was ready to give Cole Dawson a piece of my mind. The last day would be vented out of my mouth and directed at him—my lost job, my cheating boyfriend, my ruined apartment, my dead grandmother. Everything.
I rounded the corner from the green melamine 70s kitchen and froze.
My dad had always cut an imposing figure. Stiff-backed, broad-shouldered, wearing that light brown sheriff’s uniform like armour. Of course he let himself in. This was his town.
Not mine.
He looked at me like a problem to solve. It was the way he’d looked at me for as long as I could remember—at least after the accident.
After the accident there was no more before the accident.
Jim Harper stood with his hands on his hips, eyes scanning the dimly lit room. It didn’t surprise me that he looked like he hadn’t been here in years. As far as I knew, he hadn’t. Gram never mentioned him visiting, and I never brought him up, so we never talked about him.
She was my only ally, and she was gone.
“So.” My father’s voice was low, clipped. I hated that it was familiar to me. He didn’t deserve that. “You came back.” He didn’t look at me.
“I didn’t get a choice,” I shot back. “Why’d you care either way?”
He didn’t flinch, but he never did. “Place is falling apart. Hasn’t had guests in years.” His tone was mild, but one hand came up to casually push the stair rail Cole had been working on. It twisted against the force and splintered noisily.
I flinched, but tried to smother it.
“You didn’t know.” This wasn’t a question.
I wasn’t sure what he meant, but in any case, “No.”
I didn’t know she was sick. I didn’t know she’d leave me the inn. This blindsided me as good as anybody.
My father sighed. “What you gonna do?”
“I’ll figure it out,” I snapped. “Not that it’s your business.”
He huffed. It was almost like a laugh but not quite. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard him laugh and I tried not to care. Clearly I’d given the wrong answer.
Still the screw-up who couldn’t even look after her own brother—now she had a whole inn to look after.
“In over your head, Lex.” Lex. Wondered how long it’d take. I hated that. Nobody called me that. I hated it more than Kyle calling me “Alexis.”
“Lexi,” I corrected. “I’ll probably just sell it.” It was an olive branch. For both of us. If he knew I wasn’t planning to stick around, he’d leave me alone.
He sighed, a long low sound, and tugged some folded papers from his pocket. “You should read this.”
I took a step, echoed in dust in the dim entryway, and snatched the papers from his hand. They fluttered as I unfolded them. “What is this?”
“The will, the deed,” he cleared his throat, “and the living clause.”
Living clause?
My father didn’t wait for me to ask what that meant, he could still read my face. I hated that he could. “Gotta live it out for a year before you sell, if that’s what you want.”
I resented him making it sound like I had a choice. Like I could stay.
“You don’t want me here.”
“Never said that.” His voice was arctic.
“You didn’t have to.”
All the years I’d spent trying to forget, to move on, bury the guilt and the blame, unpack it then bury it again—it all came rushing back like the tide. My fists clenched and unclenched, papers crumpling. “Edgewater was my home, too. Til you drove me out of it.”
His eyes met mine for the first time since he’d me, the same green as mine with a ring of near-black around the outside. I couldn’t identify the shadows there. “That’s what you think?”
The breath stolen from my lungs caught high in my throat. “What was I supposed to think? I was sixteen.”
His eyes narrowed. There were more lines around them. I don’t know why that surprised me. I’d got older—made sense he would, too. When you’re a kid you think your parents are invincible and ageless.  “You can’t erase the past just ‘cause Penny left you a shitty building.”
“I’m not trying to erase anything!” My voice cracked on the word erase. “I’m trying to—”
I cut myself off. We weren’t actually having a conversation. He wasn’t listening to me, he was just waiting for his turn to talk—to berate, to level, to sink claws and rip flesh. To leave me wounded and broken open as punishment.
His laugh was bitter, shoulders shaking. “You ran away. Now you think you can fix something’s been broke for years? This place needs more than you can give.”
More than you.
Those were the words that lit me up like touching a live wire. I could hear it buzzing in my ears, could taste the metal on my tongue where I didn’t realise I’d bitten too hard.
The weight of the years fractured, sharp edge slicing into me, but it didn’t draw blood.
“Maybe if you gave me the chance to show you, made any kind of effort to see—you’d realise I’m not the same kid who left.” The words came out before I could stop them. “I’m doing the best I can. It’s been sixteen years. That’s half my life. You haven’t even asked how I’m doing—”
“Neither did you!”
His voice cracked through the space like a gunshot, splitting the air and stealing my breath.
My father turned towards the door and I screamed at his back. “You never gave me a chance. Not one, not once! You just decided I wasn’t good enough, that it was my fault—”
“It was!”
The words smashed over me like glass shattering.
He’d never said it out loud before.
He ran a sun-weathered hand through his hair, looking just as stunned as I felt. “I can’t do this.” The front door groaned as he yanked it open.
I marched to the door as he walked through the small front garden. “Perfect. Great visit.” My voice shook with angry tears. “Why’d you even come here just to walk away? Again?”
“That wasn’t me, Lex.” He didn’t turn around. The metallic sound of the gate was like a blade being unsheathed, but his voice was a dull edge. “You’re the one’s good at running.”
Skidding gravel threw dust up my shins through the fence slats as his cruiser crunched out of the driveway and my throat burned with all the words I didn’t say. They’d been there close to two decades, decaying, metastasising.
I didn’t know how to get them out of me so I wouldn’t rot with them.
The sun was setting, everything in the overgrown yard dripping with yellow gold. My chest heaved and I inhaled a huge gust of air so heavy with salt I could taste it when I licked my lips.
I noticed Cole as I turned back down the half-sunk steps of the quartzite flagstone path.
He stood near the border between the two properties, leaning against the cedar shake siding of a small garage, watching me. The look in his eye was somewhere between curiosity and concern.
My heart still pounding, I stalked towards the fence that separated the yards. “What the hell are you looking at?” My knees pressed into the salt-stripped wood of the grey picket, tilting it in the damp earth as I leaned over. “You stalking me or something?”
He didn’t answer right away. The early evening light gilded the masculine lines of his face, making his eyes glow clear and gold like honey. He shifted his weight, casually leaning a large hand on a crowded workbench half inside the garage.
“Your name might be on that deed,” he said, nodding to the inn. “But mine is on this one.”
I stared at him. “You’re kidding.”
I felt like I was being set up. Gram had mentioned that Cole Dawson helped out at the inn all the time. She didn’t say he was her fucking neighbour.
The realisation slammed into me as he quirked a dark brow. “Quite tragically, I’m not.”
I let out a dry laugh and it sounded almost maniacal.
His lips twitched, but he didn’t smile. “Welcome home, neighbour.”

Cole

MY HANDS WERE DUSTED WHITE with wood shavings as I stood at my workbench,  smoothing a chair leg.
The scrape of the fine grit paper against the grain should have been grounding, but even with my hands were busy, my mind drifted.
Alexis Harper. My new neighbour.
I’d not recognised her when she came to the inn. I should have—it made sense in retrospect, but the last time I’d seen her she was a kid. I didn’t know her, but she was friends with JD’s sister, so she was around a lot until she disappeared.
I did remember her, though. Wild hair, always grinning, followed Penny around something wicked.
The woman I saw today was not the girl I remembered.
She’d grown up.
That heart shaped face and those full lips, not to mention her eyes. People always talk about green eyes being ‘striking,’ so maybe it was cliché—but they sure struck me. Her dark hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, sleek and businesslike, probably how she wore it in the city, and it struck me that I didn’t know what she did for work.
She was about the same height as when she was a kid—maybe five three, tops—but she clearly tried to make herself appear taller by wearing those heeled boots.
She was not the same shape though.
Back then I only had eyes for Sarah, of course—but I was still a guy. I’d have remembered curves like that. Lush, full hips and a nipped in waist, and though she’d been wearing a blazer I could tell from the way the buttons worked that there was a generous rack underneath it.
I tipped my head back on a groan. Stop thinking about Lexi Harper’s tits, man.
No matter how pretty she was, it didn’t change the fact that she didn’t come back even once to visit her dying grandmother.
I cursed under my breath as a stubborn patch on the turning chair leg whipped the sandpaper from my hand and flung it across the garage. It skated over the poured concrete floor and I grunted as I grabbed another sheet from the bench.
Irritation prickled under my skin. Lexi definitely had a mouth on her, but that wasn’t why I’d been such a dick when she showed up. I was pissed she wasn’t here for Penny, but that wasn’t all of it.
Penny left it to her.
The cold fingers of resentment crawled up my spine as I pictured Lexi walking through that door like she owned the place.
Technically, she did.
I’d spent years keeping on top of it for Penny. I’d kept it together for her when her health started to go and she stopped taking guests.
I helped with maintenance, made sure things didn’t fall apart. Made sure she was comfortable and everything was safe and it was easy for her to get around.
I was there when she got sick.
I was there at the end.
For a split second—no, definitely longer than that—I’d hoped she’d leave it to me.
Stupid.
I was stupid for thinking that. Why would she leave it to me? I wasn’t family. I was just the lonely guy who lived next door, fixed things for her, kept the place from crumbling—but that was it. It was my job. I was that guy in Edgewater. The guy that didn’t really have a proper job title or calling, but was good with his hands. Craftsman, handyman, fix-it guy.
That didn’t mean I had any claim on Harper’s Landing.
I stopped the lathe and wiped the wood as it slowed. The breath I blew out sent sawdust fluttering around me.
I shook my head.
I never got to keep anything I cared about. Why change the habit of the lifetime? Wanting things meant having something to lose—and losing left you bleeding.
Don’t fuck with forever. No matter how much forever tries to fuck with you.
I moved to the bench and cranked the cap off the Danish oil, poured it across the rag and began smoothing it over the freshly sanded wood. The whirr of the lathe died behind me and the garage fell into pseudo-silence, only the sound of waves and gulls
I’d heard them, Lexi and her dad.
I didn’t say, when she marched up to me and sank the loose fencepost I’d been meaning to fix, accusing me of stalking her—didn’t seem like the right time—but I heard everything.
Jim Harper was always someone I’d respected. Most all of the town did. He was the Sheriff, the man who’d kept Edgewater safe for years with the help of his deputies. But the way he spoke to her, the things he’d said… I couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling it left me with, like knot in my chest that kept tightening.
It was a brutal exchange—cutting into her like she wasn’t even his daughter—but there was this festering pain in his words too, something that felt like a puzzle I didn’t have all the pieces to.
Jim Harper had been through hell—he was probably still there. The whole Harper family was razed with what happened to Ethan. It tore them apart.
June—Penny’s daughter and Lexi’s mother—practically drank herself into the grave after that. We all watched it happen. Nobody knew what to do. That kind of pain didn’t leave people whole, so a whole town of people just watched her drift and drift and drift.
Until she sank.
I slowed my work as oil seeped through the rag and spread across my fingers.
I was twenty when Ethan Harper drowned out at Silversurf that summer. It was probably one of the worst things to happen in Edgewater—all anybody talked about for a good long time afterwards.
I never knew the full story. The official version was one thing, but the grief that tore through that family was something else. Something with savage teeth and vicious, seeking fingers. They kept it close, locked up where nobody could see the cracks forming, but people don’t recover from that kind of loss, not really. It takes a part of you with it.
The chair leg trembled as my grip faltered.
I knew a little of what that was like, living with that kind of weight.
A family torn apart by grief—by the loss of a child.
I swallowed hard, dropping the rag on the bench and grabbing a clean one from the hook on the wall to wipe the residual oil from my hands.
I recognised the way Jim spoke, the hostility in his voice. I didn’t understand it or condone it, but I knew it because it was familiar. The sound of blame wrapped up in grief. The kind of acid that seeped into your bones and lived in your marrow. It made you sick with it, turned you bitter until that was all that was left.
I sighed, looping the rag back onto the hook and scrubbing a hand over my face. Usually this helped. Doing something productive, making something, using my hands.
It wasn’t.
I needed air.
I needed to think.
I hit the button to close the garage door and walked back into the house as the shutter rattled down. I grabbed my jacket and headed out the front door.
The sun was a sliver on the horizon beyond the wall across the road. Cross Street. Sarah and I bought the house fifteen years ago because it had a great view out front and a nice garden in the back.
Somewhere for kids to run around, and we could walk right down to Leeward Sands beach in under a minute. I could convert the garage into a workshop.
Now it was just me.
Edgewater was bathed in a low, warm glow as I walked to the end of the road and crossed the street, cobbles knocking loose under my boots.
“Hey, Cole!” Marge raised a pale palm to me, jute rag in hand as she wiped down the bench outside Tide’s, Edgewater’s general store on Main Street. “You fixed up that chair for me?”
“Almost done,” I called back. “Oiling up the legs nice and shiny.”
“I’ll hold you to it!” She waved me off, grinning so wide I could see the gap in her teeth where she’d taken a kiddie hockey puck straight to the jaw whilst watching her grandbabies last summer. Kiddie pucks made of titanium, she’d said when I asked if she got in a fight, and if she won. They still laughin’ ‘bout it, little hooligans.
I passed the Briny Breeze Café on Fox Lane, the smell of fresh bread drifting on the salt air as Hannah waved at me from behind the counter. Her blonde hair caught the sun, making it look like gold wisped out behind her ears.
Edgewater wasn’t a big place.
One inn, right next to my house. A general store, Marge’s domain, next to which was Fox Yard Bakery, where my buddy Fox Sinclair blessed us with the best apple turnovers in the known universe—made with local apples from the Reed family orchard, managed by Ben Reed, separated by a road from King River Ranch, now operated by Jasper since his daddy retired.
A favourite café, run by Hannah Walker, go-to for both coffee and wine, when she did tasting evenings with bottles ordered special from a fancy sommelier in Tovin. Penny used to go with Marge, and I had to make sure on more than one of the rowdier occasions that they both got home safe. 
A single auto shop, owned and operated by my best friend, JD Tucker. One elementary school, where his son Jack attended and his sister Emma taught. A little flower shop, The Blooming Tide, where Emma’s best friend, Nina Calloway, had taken over from her mother and still lived in the little apartment above it. The hardware store that had been in the Watkins family for decades.
The Sandpiper, the best bar in town, owned by Pete McCallister, beloved by both locals and tourists alike—stocked with local beer from the Edgewater Brewery, run by Jacob and Annie Lawsen and their daughter, Tilly, and more single cask whiskey than you could ever need from Edgewater Distillery, run by Nash Sterling.
The docks, where Dex Cameron was the coxswain for the crabbing vessels and the lifeboat crew. The sporting goods store I mostly avoided, because Molly Fontaine’s definition of “no strings” was different from mine. One hospital with a general practice and an emergency room.
The hospital where Sarah and I—
I shoved my hands in my pockets.
That’s enough of the twinkly small town reverie.
Edgewater was the kind of town where most people knew your name. Sometimes you couldn’t escape the shit that stuck to you in such a small place, but the smiles, the nods, the recognition, the hellos—they kept the place from feeling lonely.
Or, as lonely.
I wasn’t deluded enough to think I wasn’t lonely. Even my own home had become a tomb around me, almost without my notice. The silence, the emptiness—it sank into me.
Became a part of me.
The ocean was slow as I approached the pier, water nipping the pilings.
I found myself here when I needed to clear my head, to think about something other than the past—or the future. The waves had a way of dulling the sharp edges, the way the tide could wear down a bottle shard into a smooth, pretty piece of sea glass.
My therapist, Cleo Bennet, smiled when I shared that little analogy, said it was very poetic, Cole, hold onto that one. I told her she could have it for free.
She’d told me it was good to have somewhere to think. To let myself wallow, if I needed to.
There’s this ‘trick’ for grief, anxiety, low thoughts—you set them aside, tell them you haven’t got time now, then you allow yourself a specified, scheduled time in the future to address them. Sometimes, by the time you get there, you’d have achieved some clarity in the in between.
Sometimes, with more mercurial things, like grief, it was still there strong, happy to wait as long as you tried to put it off.
My place for that was the pier.
The wood sighed under me as I stepped onto the boards and I looked up, expecting to meet the empty stretch of the horizon bleeding an orange line between the sea and the sky.
Instead, at the far end, a figure sat small, shoulders hunched over and head bowed low. Dark hair pulled into a ponytail, less sleek now, with loose pieces fluttering free in the coastal breeze. A shuddering sigh loosed from her chest and her shoulders sank lower.
Lexi.

Lexi

I DIDN’T BOTHER LOOKING UP when I heard heavy footfalls behind me.
“Go away.” The words sounded far away.
I felt far away.
The footsteps stopped abruptly. “Just got back and you’re acting like you own the town, huh?” Cole’s voice was a low rumble.
My stomach clenched.
I furiously wiped the tears from my face and peered over my shoulder at him, hoping my red-rimmed glare might deter him. He stood a few feet away, hands shoved into the pockets of his brown leather jacket.
The sun had just dropped below the horizon line, darkening the sky, and his eyes had gone back to deep amber. They scanned my face and I could immediately tell he had seen the tears I hadn’t managed to hide.
I turned away again, wiping my eyes with the back of my sleeve and fixing my gaze on the water. “I don’t have the energy for this right now.”
“Sure the big city life takes it right out of you.” His voice dripped with derision.
I whipped my head back to him so fast my ponytail lashed across my cheek.
“Excuse me?” The words were brittle, but serrated, nonetheless.
His face was impassive, but there was a kind of challenge in his eyes, like he was daring me to take the bait.
I got to my feet, the heels of my boots thudding against the warped, salt-saturated planks as I stalked up to him. “Why are you being such a dick? Because I told you I don’t need your help? That bruise your ego?”
He shrugged, completely unfazed by the fire in my voice. “Doesn’t matter what you said. Can see you’re already in over your head.”
I stopped right in front of him, close enough that I had to crane my neck up to look at him in the eye because he was so tall. It felt like sanding next to a wall.
“What is your problem, Dawson?” I jabbed a finger into his chest. He didn’t budge. I probably could have bodily shoved him and he’d have taken it like someone wafting him with a paper fan. “Why do you even care that I’m here at all?”
 His face hardened. “Are you serious?” He tilted his head and his eyes flicked between mine. “I care because you couldn’t be bothered to visit your dying grandmother even once, then you suddenly drop everything and show up now? You’re not fucking subtle.”
My mouth fell open and I froze like he’d struck me.
His voice was ruthless, his expression one of unbridled disgust.
I wanted to explain—tell him I didn’t know, she never told me, that my entire life imploded that day and there was nothing to drop when I heard the news—but I couldn’t push the words past my teeth.
“Can understand why your daddy sounded so happy to see you,” Cole hissed. “Of course you’d high-tail it back now there’s something in it for you.”
The lump in my throat was impossible to breathe around. I felt like I was made of glass and he could see right inside me. All the guilt and the grief and the ugly things that were swimming to the surface. The only thing I could conceivably think to do was give as good as I got.
“Fuck you,” I bit out. “No wonder Sarah left you.”
I’d barely closed my mouth before I regretted saying it, no matter how much what he’d said hurt me. The words landed on him like acid and his whole body jolted and stayed rigid with it.
The first time I’d mentioned her, I hadn’t known. I hadn’t meant to be cruel.
This time, I had known, and I did it anyway.
I made to dart around him so I wouldn’t have to watch the dust settle after the blow landed—but before I could take a step, his hand shot out and shackled my wrist.
“Let go of me,” I demanded, twisting in his grip, but he didn’t budge.
His hold wasn’t overly tight, but it was firm. His gaze locked on mine, capturing and holding me there, cold and hard—like he was forcing me to see what I’d just said sink in—and behind that, something else. Something I recognised well.
Hurt.
Tightness coiled in my throat as I tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t let go. He didn’t speak. He just stood there, making sure I saw it. Making sure I understood. What I’d done and how it affected him.
Making me accountable.
“The fuck are you doing, Dawson?” My voice shook with anger and guilt and a hundred other emotions I couldn’t sort out. “Let me go.”
I twisted my hand, harder this time, and he released me so fast I staggered back. The shiny sole of my Carvela boot slipped on the algae-slick edge of the pier and the world tilted. My heart shot up into my throat and I gasped—but before I could topple into the water, Cole’s hand caught my forearm, pulling me upright fast.
I was yanked against a broad, hard chest and a soft stomach, and everything went still.
His scent hit me first. A warm, woodsy smell, cedar soap and cloves, the leather of his jacket. The solid heat of his body pressed into mine and the coarse fibres of his cable-knit sweater rasped under my palm where it landed flat on his chest.
The proximity hitched my breath high in my throat and I quickly stepped back.
Cole’s eyes tracked me, but he didn’t say anything. His face was unreadable now, emotions shuttered. Maybe he really was made of stone.
 “Watch your step. Water’s cold this time of year.” His eyes flicked to my feet, lingering on the grey suede of my boots, before moving back up to my face. “You need sensible shoes.”
With that, he walked past me, his own well-worn work boots thudding on the pier as he made his way to the end. I watched him go, heart still pounding.
When he reached the edge,  he sat down with a heavy sigh, dropping his forearms to his knees and bowing his head low. His broad shoulders rose and fell as he took a deep breath, like he was trying to push the weight of the world off his back, just for a minute.
The strange, fleeting urge to say something soft—something human and comforting, with no sarcasm or heat to it—rose steady in my chest before I pushed it back down.
Cole Dawson was an asshole.
That, I’d confirmed.
I didn’t need to comfort him.
I needed to keep my distance.

Cole

THE CHURCH HEAVED WITH PEOPLE. It was the kind of crowd that only showed up for “big things,” and Penny Harper’s funeral was, without a doubt, a “big thing.”
She was the heart of Edgewater. Had been for pretty much as long as I could remember. My folks knew her, and my grandparents.
I stood near the back, rolling my shoulders and straightening my jacket. I hated wearing a suit. I wasn’t built for them—or they weren’t built for guys my size. I tried to shake off the sting of self-consciousness, focussing on people shuffling in, murmuring condolences and patting shoulders as scent of lilies hung like mist in the air.
My gaze drifted no matter what I did, always landing on Lexi. It was like she was magnetic and my brain was made of ferrous metal shavings.
She stood near the front, spine straight, chin tipped up like she was daring anybody to spot the cracks. Lexi’s lips were pressed into a thin line, hands clasped in front of her, gripping her sleeves so tight her fingertips blanched white.
She wasn’t standing anywhere near Jim.
As far as I knew, it was the first ‘public’ appearance she’d made since she returned about a week ago, but everyone was well aware she was back. You couldn’t avoid the whispers in a town like Edgewater.
I’d seen her walking the tightrope between keeping the inn from falling apart completely and putting it back together piece by piece.
She was fighting fire.
But every time the thought occurred to me to offer help, I thought about Penny, about how Lexi never visited, and most of all—about her words at the pier. They bit into me.
No wonder Sarah left you.
I gritted my teeth, a harsh breath filling my chest and shaking out of me.
Preacher Eric Mills’ voice echoed in the small church as he spoke about Penny—her warmth, her kindness, the legacy she’d leave.
I heard the words but my mind was elsewhere.
Penny was always a fixture in Edgewater, everyone’s surrogate grandmother, but I didn’t really know her until Sarah and I bought the house.
We hit it off immediately.
When Sarah left—when everything in my life shattered around me and I was left standing cut up and bleeding in the debris—Penny was there.
She never pried—although she sure did love gossip—and she never tried to force me to talk. She’d just show up when I least expected it. When I thought I didn’t need or want anybody there.
Of course, I was wrong and she was right.
Penny was always right.
She’d linger outside of the inn, catching me as I went to my workshop, handing me odd jobs and farming me out to friends over town.
You know, Betty has an old chess table she needs fixing and I gave her your number.
Oh yes, I did pass on your name to Hilary—she wanted to know if you could repair the fence panels in her yard, cliffside breeze keeps knocking the posts out.
Are you going to see Cecelia? She wants to gift that cigar box to her husband for their anniversary.
I realised now that she’d known I was heartbroken and grieving and lonely.
Everyone in Edgewater knew what had happened between me and Sarah. Nobody held it against her for leaving. Neither did I, not really.
But I couldn’t leave.
Rose was here. It was winter when we buried her. I hadn’t known how to walk away. How could I? That was my baby girl. It was freezing.
The memory sank into my bones, as brutally cold as it was that day, and I tried to chase it away as Eric wrapped up the service.
People filed out of the church, filling the space with chatter as they spilled through the large, wooden doors. I caught sight of Jim first, his face unreadable as he nodded to a few people on his way out.
“I’m sorry for your loss, Sheriff.”
He shook my hand, his grip firm and quick. “Thank you, Dawson.” His voice was flat. His eyes flicked to the side, then back to me. It was a brief exchange, almost mechanical, but that was Jim.
As he was swallowed by the crowd, my gaze landed on Lexi again.
She was standing where the gravel lot turned to tilled earth at the tree line, back to the crowd. Her shoulders shook, just the faintest little tremor, but it was enough to send me in her direction.
I hesitated as I got close. I should have left. Turned around and let her be, but for whatever reason, I couldn’t.
Gravel into frosted earth into leaves crunched under my dress shoes as I made my way over to her. “You okay?”
She froze but didn’t turn. Her head tilted slightly, dark hair sliding from her shoulders. She leaned heavy into the trunk of an old oak, hard enough that the bark splintered into the sleeve of her expensive-looking blazer, but if she noticed she didn’t care.
“Don’t act like you give a shit, Dawson,” she muttered. “Didn’t even visit, did I? I deserve it.”
I took another tentative step forward, watching her shoulders tighten as I did. “Nobody deserves grief.”
She turned slightly, just enough for me to catch the profile of her pretty face. Her eyes were red-rimmed and rheumy, her jaw tight, lips drawn in a rictus of grief she had no way to hide. The silver leaf-shaped earrings she wore fluttered as she moved, catching the low light.
I should have walked away. She didn’t want me there and I could tell, but I still couldn’t make myself leave.
“Know you think I’m an asshole, but I’m not a monster,” I said quietly. “Are. You. Okay?”
A beat of silence passed between us, where even the wind seemed to die and the waves quieted, then with a violent shudder, she folded with a broken whimper.
I moved before I realised what I was doing. In two strides, I closed the distance between us and wrenched her into me before she could collapse. She crumbled, her body small and trembling as I banded an arm around her shoulders and cradled the back of her head in my palm.
I held her tight to my chest, and she buried her face in my jacket. She smelled like lemon and jasmine and something faintly smoky. My heart pounded, fast and hard, and I knew she couldn’t probably feel it, but I didn’t care.
“I got you,” I murmured into her hair before I could think not to.
She didn’t seem to register it. I sucked in a slow, shallow breath and tightened my hold on her, dipping my chin to the top of her head as her sobs slowly ebbed, giving way to shuddered sighs.
After a long moment, she pulled away abruptly, like she just remembered she was meant to hate me, but she immediately stumbled over the tree roots gnarled at her feet.
She cursed under her breath, trying to regain her balance in her ridiculous heels.
I caught her arm, steadying her. “Do you own any sensible footwear?” My eyes flicked down. “I didn’t know you were so clumsy.”
Her bloodshot eyes snapped up to mine, still beautiful even in their obvious grief. She let out a breathy laugh, but her voice dripped with sarcasm as she shot back, “Didn’t know you were capable of cleaning up.”
I felt the corner of my lip twitch but I fought the smile and resisted asking her if she’d just complimented me.  Instead I rolled my eyes and stepped back to give her some breathing room.
She looked wrecked. Grief-stricken. Raw. There was a big part of me that didn’t want to leave her that way.
“You good?” My voice was softer than I intended.
Her eyes flicked to the ground. “I’m fine,” she said stiffly. She stepped past me, her shoulder brushing my arm as she began to walk away. But before she got more than a few paces, she hesitated.
I turned half towards her, watching from the edge of my vision. She didn’t look back, but she muttered something so low that I almost missed it.
Sounded a lot like, “Thank you.”
Then she walked away.
I stood for a few moments, listening to the distant sound of waves and the wind piping through headstones. Voices faded as my feet found the path by memory. I’d travelled it enough.
I stopped at the small stone marker nestled under the shade of the cedar tree.
Rose Evelyn Dawson.
Born 14/01/08 — Died 14/01/08.
I knelt, running a hand along the smooth marble surface. The ache in my chest never really went away. I was used to it. It was part of me.
The cold wind picked up, sawing rough air around me and carrying the scent of salt and cedar as the light faded, turning the world to shadows.
I could still feel her in my arms, Sarah beside me, stroking her cheek. Telling her we loved her, she was perfect, beautiful—that we were so, so sorry.


Lexi

I WAS FIGHTING FIRE. For every fix, the inn spawned additional issues in triplicate.
Pipes groaned, ready to burst, windows didn’t shut, and the roof looked fit to collapse during the next storm.
The next storm was never far, and Leeward Sands was right out front. Only the garden, the pocked asphalt of Cross Street, and a wall separated Harper’s Landing from the sea.
Everywhere I turned, something new cropped up.
Then it fucking multiplied.
I’d been back for two weeks and all I’d managed to do was make the inn look worse. I could barely recognise it from the place Gram loved so much when I was a kid.
The bones were good—but everything else was falling to bits around me and I didn’t know where to begin with shoring it up.
I was letting her down.
Can see you’re already in over your head.
Cole’s voice swam in my ears and I gritted my teeth. I didn’t want to think about his vicious words at the pier—much less about the whiplash of how he held me outside the church and whispered, “I got you.”
I shook my head. Failing was not an option—not when I could already hear half the town whispering behind my back.
I’d prove them wrong.
I stared at the wall of screws and nails in a narrow aisle at Watkins Hardware. There were dozens of options—different sizes, lengths, shapes, materials—and I’d forgotten the type I needed to fix the stair rail.
I squinted at the labels, trying to remember the article I read that morning.
Did I save the link?
I fumbled for my phone with a wind-numbed hand. When my fingers got caught I blew out a sigh, dumping the wire basket on the shelf.
“You want the two-and-a-half-inch wood screws if you’re doing the stair rail.” Ice dripped down my spine. I hated that I recognised his voice already. “For anything structural, you’ll need galvanised.”
I whipped around with a scowl to find Cole. His eyes were bright under the store’s fluorescent lights but he wasn’t smiling. He looked dressed to work, in a grey knit sweater over a blue button down, jeans and those big brown lace-up boots.
Sensible shoes.
“Didn’t ask,” I clipped. 
I had a friend at school who had ADHD. She hated being told what to do. It was part of how her brain was wired and she called it ‘pathological demand avoidance.’ I knew this wasn’t that, but I felt that fire at Cole Dawson telling me what to do when I was already doing it.
His gaze flicked to the mess of plastic clamshell boxes I’d been pawing through, then back to my face. His expression was maddeningly calm, my unfriendly tone not affecting him any. “No,” he said slowly. “But you were clearly struggling. Y’not hear me the first time? Asshole, not monster, Lex.”
“Wasn’t struggling,” I snapped. “And don’t call me that.”
His dark brows furrowed. “Call you what?”
“Lex.” I glanced to the bag in his hand and tried to ignore the fact that he’d already paid, but came over here to help me anyway. “What are you doing here?”
“Supply run.” His huge shoulders popped in a shrug. I tried to forget how it felt to have those huge arms wrapped around me. “Elementary school monkey bars need repairing.”
I scoffed. “Never skip on a good deed, do you?”
Heat crawled up the back of my neck as soon as the sharpness in my words sliced the air.
He never asks for anything and he’s always happy to help. I think he likes to be needed.
My gram’s voice echoed in my head and blood roared in my ears as Cole’s expression flickered. Shadows passed in those amber eyes and he gusted out a slow breath. “Is there something I’ve done to make you feel this kind of way about me?” he asked flatly, face impassive.
An incredulous laugh shook out of me. “Huh, I don’t know.” My voice was reedy with disbelief. “May be something to do with your choice words at the pier.”
A weighty thought visibly passed across his face.
“Maybe I shouldn’t have said what I said,” he admitted eventually, “but neither should you.”
I blinked, my mouth popping open, and watched his expression shutter before he added blandly, “Get the wood screws.”
I turned back to the rack, reaching for the right box. “Y’know, Dawson, if you were aiming for an apology, you didn’t quite get it,” I mumbled, snatching my basked up as I turned back to face him. “Wanna try again—”
But he was gone.
I blinked at the empty space, chest fluttering with rapid heartbeats as I headed for the counter.
Sam and Toby were behind the register, but I couldn’t see Cole. I hadn’t even heard the bell on the door when he left.
Toby looked up as I approached, grinning wide. “Hey Lexi. How’s the inn?”
I hummed a non-committal sound. “It’s… going.” I set the basket on the counter and Sam started punching in values on the ancient cash register.
“Place is a beast, huh,” he said absently. The register popped with a trill and he grunted as he shoved the drawer back in, cursing under his breath.
I opened my mouth to answer, but Toby jumped in. “You know who your neighbour is, right? Dawson’d be happy to help.”
A muscle in my jaw flexed.
Here I was, obviously looking like I needed help. It knocked the forced smile right off my face.
 “I can handle it.” The words came out bitten off.
The cash register drawer popped out again and Sam shoved it closed with his hip, hiking a shoulder in a half-shrug. “Least he’s nice to look at.”
I blew out a raspberry and Toby barked a laugh, sliding the card reader across the counter. “What?” Sam asked. “Married not dead.”
I couldn’t help but huff a laugh. “Yeah, fine.” I pocketed my wallet and glanced up. Sam’s face was probing. “No, don’t do that,” I warned.
I knew that look. That unrepentant, wolfish interest. I’d gone too city-soft for the Edgewater gossip telephone.
Toby pushed his shoulder into Sam’s, breaking the eye contact. “Leave her be, Sammy. She’s been back two weeks. Still a newbie.”
I loosed another laugh, but it was brittle as my skin pricked with heat. “Come on, Tobe. I’m not a newbie.”
Sam chuckled, but there was a sad sort of softness in it. “Maybe not, but you been gone a long time.”
He didn’t mean it badly, I knew that, but the words were a harsh finger jabbed between my ribs to get to my tenderest parts. I swiped the bag from the counter.
I was an outsider in my own home town.
Toby gave a sympathetic smile. I could see it out of the corner of my eye as I turned to leave. “Ask Dawson for help. He knows the inn. Good with his hands.”
I gave a tight smile.
Salt and sand air stung my face as I stepped outside, the bell above the door a sweet little note whipped away on the wind.
Edgewater was the same and changed all at once. I was a stranger missing a place I thought was home.
 It wasn’t, and I knew I couldn’t stay.
I didn’t belong here anymore. It didn’t fit.
I didn’t fit.


Cole

I’D SEEN ALL MANNER OF DUMB SHIT, but this?
I spotted Lexi from my kitchen window, halfway up an extension ladder and flirting with gravity. It was unsecured on the brick and board steps and rested on the gutter as she over-reached with one hand white knuckling a rung and the other wielding a hammer.
She’d been back for close to a month, and for the most part, I ignored her—no matter how many people told me I should volunteer my help. One, she clearly didn’t want my help, and two, she clearly had an issue with accepting it.
This was a step too far. I’d seen too many people take bad falls off ladders to keep my opinions to myself.
“Hey!” I was out the door before I realised I was moving. “What the hell are you doing?”
The porch groaned as I stepped up. It’d needed work for months—another thing on the laundry list I never got to fix for Penny. Lexi glared down at me. The ladder trembled and my stomach twisted.
“What’s it look like?” Her voice was strained with the effort of balancing. “Fixing the roof.”
“Fixing the roof?” I repeated dumbly. “You’ll break your damn neck. Get down from there.”
She narrowed her eyes. “I’ve got it handled,” she said acidly.
I grabbed the ladder to hold it steady. “Get down, Lex. Now.” My tone must have brooked no argument, because she shot me another withering glance but then started backing down. I tried to ignore her perfect, round ass in my face.
As soon as her foot touched the ground I released the ladder and rounded on her. It overbalanced, sliding along the gutter and hitching at the elbow, almost knocking it loose. “What the hell were you thinking? That’s how people end up dead—you know that, right? You know how many ER visits are the result of people fucking about and finding out with ladders?”
The hammer dropped with a thunk. “I know what I’m doing, Dawson—”
“No you don’t,” I snapped. The adrenaline in me had me seeing red. “You were a second from falling off the roof like an idiot.”
Her face flushed with rage, pulse fluttering hummingbird-fast in her temple and her throat. “I’m not an idiot.”
“I didn’t say you were an idiot, I said you were acting like one,” I shot back. “That was careless, Lex. I know you’re not as stupid as you’re acting—that just makes it worse. You can’t throw yourself into this without knowing what you’re doing. I know you’re just tryna do a quick job—make it look pretty so you can sell it.”
Lexi glared at me. “I’m not just—”
“Oh come on,” I cut her off, resentment rising in me too fast to quell. “You think I don’t know that this is the last place you wanna be? You made that clear with your absence.”
Her lips parted on a startled exhale but I wasn’t done, the words were coming too quick for me to control them. I shook my head, a bitter laugh clipping out of me. “They must miss you out there in the city, huh? Such a busy life you couldn’t even visit your dying grandmother.”
Lexi froze, chest heaving, and for a second I thought she was gonna punch me.
“I didn’t know.” Her voice wavered, then broke. I stilled, my mouth popping open in surprise as her words slammed into me. Her hands shook, exhaustion and frustration rolling off her in waves.
Oh shit.
“You—you didn’t—”
“I didn’t fucking know,” she snapped. Her voice cracked again and she squared up to me, finger jabbing into my chest as I stood there stunned. “She never told me.”
Oh shit. I fucked up.
“Lex, I—”
“Fuck you, Dawson.” Her lip trembled, but her eyes stayed hard and shiny like emeralds, face like stone. The words cracked like a whip and I couldn’t move as the sting rolled over me.
A beat of silence pulsed, then two, and she turned to march away.
I only let her get a few steps before something inside me broke open. “Ask me for help.”
Lexi froze mid-step. She was still wearing those grey boots with the little heels. They were not ladder-going boots. She turned back, eyes still shiny and guarded. “What?”
“Ask me for help,” I repeated, my voice low but steady. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry you didn’t know. I’m sorry I made it harder. Let me make it up to you. Ask me to help you with the inn.”
She barked a disbelieving laugh. “Fuck off.”
I closed the distance between us. The backs of her ankles pushed against the doorstep with a creak. “Ask me.”
Disbelief flashed across her still-red face. “You want to help?”
I nodded, pulse pounding in my ears. It was the least I could fucking do.
“I do, but I won’t force you.” I swallowed. “You wanna do it yourself? Be my guest. But if you need help, if you want my help—ask me.”
Her throat constricted and her eyes searched mine. I wasn’t sure what she was looking for.
I waited.
Finally, she muttered, “Okay.”
No, that won’t do.
“Say the words, Lex,” I said quietly. She winced at Lex, but didn’t correct me. “I need to hear you say it—you need to hear you say it.”
She scoffed. “What the hell are you talking about?”
I studied her face.
She was waging a war with herself.
She was beautiful, even like this—especially like this, all that fire and spark—and for a brief, incredibly stupid moment, I wanted to kiss her. Claim her.
I shoved the thought down, hard.
“You need to know asking for help isn’t failing.” I paused. “You’re not failing.”
Lexi stood there, silent for a perennial moment. Her shoulders were tight beneath her yellow sweater, breath still coming uneven. Then, finally, her voice low and rough, she laid down her weapons. “I want your help with the inn. Please.”
Neither of us moved for what felt like forever and I wasn’t sure why. I knew I was getting into something unknown but she’d said please, and I couldn’t make myself walk away.

Lexi

I TOLD HIM NOT TO CALL ME DUMB, but this was the stupidest idea I’d ever had.
This guy had treated me like I was barely capable of breathing correctly, compounded the guilt I had over not visiting the grandmother I didn’t even know was sick, and then practically demanded I ask him to help me.
I could feel judgement rolling off him in waves, splashing through the dust of the inn as he insisted on doing a job I hadn’t asked for and barely understood.
Like I didn’t already have a list of things that needed doing.
Cole knelt by the creaky porch step, the door propped open with a heavy bucket I found in the closet. The tide was in, only a sliver of sand beyond the wall, and air smelled of seaweed and brine and that nasty plastic they used to make inflatable beach toys.
The tool in my hand was foreign. I couldn’t remember what it was called—apparently it was not simply a drill—and nor could I remember what I was meant to do with it. Cole had groused at my “piss poor excuse for a toolbox” before walking off and returning with his own, mumbling something about the right tool for the right job.
I rifled through the pile of screws beside me, the ferrous smell of them curling in my nose. I tried to line up what I thought was the correct one, but it didn’t fit. I cursed under my breath.
Cole had given me a simple job. It wasn’t hard.
I could feel his eyes on me.
“Pilot hole first, then screws.” His voice was impassive.
“Thanks,” I snapped ungratefully. Frustration clawed up my throat, hot like tears. The bridge of my nose stung.
It’s not hard. A child could do it.
I sensed the weight of his gaze dropping. I adjusted my grip on the not-a-drill and held it to the cross I’d drawn on the wood, a little ribbon of triumph unfurling in my belly. It died with two thwacks from the doorway, the steel head of the hammer driving nails through the boards. Effortless.
“Make sure you hold it steady.” There was no heat in the words, but irritation licked my skin like flames.
My finger slipped the trigger and the bit spun uselessly. I swore again. Jitters of overwhelm slalomed up and down my spine and my muscled tightened as I felt his assessment again.
“Nobody teach you it’s rude to stare?” I looked up and my gaze collided with his. He was partly silhouetted in the doorway, the sky high and blue with early afternoon sun shining around him. His eyes looked intense when the light wasn’t on them, dark as molasses. “I’ve got it,” I muttered, unable to keep the derision from my voice.
“So I can see,” he said mildly.
Something in my jaw made a snapping noise as I gritted my teeth. My pulse pounded in my ears. I was getting a headache and this was a stupid idea. I couldn’t work with Cole Dawson breathing and judging down my fucking neck.
My eyes were hot and dry. I blinked as I rocked back to my heels and landed my butt on the cold floor. I rested my forearms on my knees and dipped my head between my shoulders.
I ached. I was exhausted. This wasn’t working. It was foolish to think I could do this. I was an event planner—apparently not even a very good one. Not good enough to keep my job.
Not a good girlfriend either. I’ve got a childish nickname and I clearly wasn’t giving Kyle what he needed so he found it elsewhere. Did it even bear going into all the ways I was such a terrible daughter? A selfish, uncaring granddaughter, no doubt—couldn’t even be bothered to visit.
Not to mention, an unthinking, careless sister.
A sister that should have been watching, listening, paying attention.
It was my job to keep him safe.
“Lexi, look! Look how fast I can go!”
I didn’t realise Cole had stopped his work on the step until I heard his heavy footsteps moving towards me. I swore I could feel the warmth of his large palm hesitating over my shoulder, before he thought better of it.
The floorboards sighed as his knee dropped beside me. He waited a second, maybe to see if I’d take another shot.
I would have, if I had the energy.
“Look, could you maybe… put your claws away?” There was a soft sort of resignation in his tone that made me lift my head.
“What?” I blinked at him. There wasn’t a trace of venom in his expression. He lowered his other knee and sat on his heels. He’d probably still be taller than me even if I stood. The man was a mountain.
He brushed the dust off his hands and it puffed into the air like warm fogged breath in winter wind. “We could try actually working together.”
He watched my face carefully, like he thought I might laugh.
I wanted to, but I didn’t. I just waited for him to continue.
His eyes looked lighter now, half-lit by the sun dripping in through the skylight at the top of the wraparound staircase. “If you wanna learn, I’ll teach you,” he went on. “But you gotta be willing to listen. No more verbal sparring. No more cutting each other down.”
I stared at him, searching for a tell. I wasn’t sure why. Cole Dawson was annoying as hell, but he  was never unkind and never malicious. Not ever. Not even to me when I’d jabbed with the intention of drawing blood.
Something in me still couldn’t help it when I muttered, “So no more snide comments from you?”
His lips twitched, but he wouldn’t take the bait. “Yeah—and none from you either.”
I let out a slow breath, sobered. The fight in me deflated like a popped balloon.
 “Fine.”
He nodded, just once, then pushed forward and pointed across me, at the not--a-drill. His thick thighs flexed in his jeans and I couldn’t help following the movement. “Lemme show you.” He gestured to the drill again, clearly unaware of my ogling him.
I loosed a sigh and adjusted so I was kneeling too, and I passed him the tool. He shuffled closer and I tried to ignore his body heat permeating the shrinking space between us. The guy was a furnace.  I could hear my high school biology teacher’s voice in my head explaining how muscle is the primary source of heat generated in the body. Cole was almost all muscle except for the softness of his middle.
“Like this.” He demonstrated quickly, then pushed the drill into my hands. I swallowed the little breath that hitched high in my throat as his rough fingertips brushed over my knuckles, and I expected him to let go and back up, but he didn’t.
Cole leaned closer. “Hold it steady—but let the tool do the work.” I could feel his warm breath on my ear. Goosebumps poured down my throat and spilled across both collarbones. I hoped he couldn’t see.
I glanced at him. He was entirely focussed on the task. Strong, bearded jaw set with concentration, straight nose, amber eyes, dark furrowed brow, tousled hair that’d taken a few too many big hands raked through it.
Big hands that were seeping warmth into mine. I tried to focus on what he was saying about a pilot hole but his deep, quiet voice when he was so close made me feel like my head was being pushed underwater.
He carefully adjusted the angle of the drill, dipping his head so his chin nearly brushed my shoulder. “There. Try now.” His hands slipped from mine on the drill and I took a shallow breath, squeezed the trigger and pressed.
The gold bit disappeared and the silver chuck butted up against the wood. I released the trigger and it whirred to a stop. Cole’s hands went over mine again as he mumbled something about guiding it out still spinning.
Bubbled up laughter filled my throat. “Oh my god, I did it.”
I set the drill down and turned to Cole. Before I could think too hard, I punched him in the arm and grinned. “See? Not totally hopeless.”
It took a half second, but his lips quirked at the corner and to my complete and utter shock, his mouth hooked up into an honest-to-goodness smile.
It was debilitating, slashing my IQ in half instantly.
I froze, my chest making a weird flip-and-flutter type move.
“See something you like?” His voice was laced with that same sarcasm, eyes spice-dark, but it was softened by the curve of his mouth.
I blinked, snapping my dumb self back to reality with a shake of my head. “Not sure yet. I don’t think you’ve smiled at me before. I can’t make an informed decision without more data.” I tried to keep my tone deadpan, but I was grinning and it tipped my pitch up until I almost giggled.
All that did was make him smile wider. It changed the air in the room, his whole face relaxed.
If I thought he was handsome before—girl.
My heart gave such an unexpected thud that blood rushed to my head.
“Maybe I just save them for the right moments,” he said quietly. The smile lingered and his eyes stayed locked on mine. I swallowed hard, suddenly hyper-aware of the space—or lack thereof—between us. The heat radiating off him still.
“Well,” I muttered, turning back to my perfect little pilot hole in an attempt to hide the flush creeping into my face. “I hope you find some more of those moments.”
My teeth clicked together with the force of shutting my mouth.
Behind me, I heard him chuckle softly.
I turned back to him, trying to muster some annoyance, but it’d all died in me. “A smile and a laugh? You’re spoiling me, Dawson.”
For a second, his gaze softened, flicking down to my mouth. My pulse kicked so hard he probably saw it flutter in my throat, but before I could process it, his back straightened and he schooled his expression.
“I should go.”  His voice was a little rough. He rocked back on his heels and rose to his feet, putting more distance between us than I wanted. “It’s getting late and I got other jobs to finish. I’ll be back tomorrow. Good job.”
The smell of sawdust and cedar lingered in the air after he left and I exhaled when the door clicked shut.
I wasn’t going to survive if Cole Dawson gave me too many smiles like that.


Lexi

THE SANDPIPER WAS A PERENNIAL ANACHRONISM. A paradox perched on the outskirts of Edgewater where the town sprawled into the marsh, grey clapboard and salt-stripped siding bleached in a hundred summers. Willows and alder bushes curled around the tin roof, as if to take the structure back into the earth. Boggy pools and stretches of brackish water teased the wraparound deck with the tide. It was less like The Sandpiper had been planned and built and more like it grew in place, part of the rolling quag.
Tucked away as it was, it never got overtaken by summertimers—not even in the summertime. Tourists stumbled across it mostly by accident, and they were welcomed warmly, but they were rare. For all intents and purposes, Pete McCallister’s Sandpiper was a locals-only establishment.
My Carvela boots were wet from the walk. I needed to get some “sensible shoes.” Sedge grass and reeds tapered the narrow, gravel path and the smell of peat and rotted vegetation was a foreign and familiar comfort. I never came out to the marshes. It was dangerous, and I was cautious, the Sheriff’s daughter. My daddy woulda tanned my hide if he caught me out here.
The scent of wild mint and moss stuck on my skin with the humidity and the new AC dried it to me. The sound of frogs and crickets died as the doors swung shut with a whoosh.
I basked in the cool air. Some twangy country number was playing on the ancient jukebox in the back. The lights were dim and yellow and smooth, worn wood panelling darkened the space, but not enough to make it feel small.
The Sandpiper didn’t do meals, but whenever me or Ethan did good in school, our parents would bring us out here and treat us to Beth McCallister’s chilly cheese fries.
The memory hit like a bat and my chest yawned and cracked open with the ache.
The shiny mahogany bar stretched the length of the wall, polished pale in places, ringed with beer stains, nicked and scarred. My wet boots left dark prints on knotty oak planks as I spotted Lucy McCallister. When I left Edgewater, she was still in elementary school—now she wore a nametag as she whirled around behind the bar
Bottles lined the shelves behind her and stacks of painted ceramic pots labelled “coffee,” “green,” “sugar,” and “rooibos” were stacked beside an ancient kettle and a mason jar of teaspoons with shiny enamel handles in pastel colours like smooth candied almonds.
The glow of industrial pendant lamps hung over the bar lit up her face as it split with a grin. She’d grown up pretty, dark blue eyes and near-black hair braided down her back.
“Lexi Harper.” She said my name like it was a full sentence, and like I was an old friend, and before I could respond, she reached across the bar. 
Alright, Lucy’s a hugger.
“Hey.” My weak voice was muffled in her shoulder.
“What can I get you, babe?” She wiped her hands on a bar rag and tossed it down. I hesitated and she turned her gleaming eyes back to me with a smirk. “Expected me to grill you, huh?”
I snorted. “S’what most people been doing.” I glanced draught beers and tapped my finger on the round blue placard with the lighthouse. “Pint of Edgewater Amber Ale. Thanks.”
She busied herself pulling the pint and taking payment, the card reader chirping agreeably. “Can I have one question?”
I shrugged as she topped off my beer. “Will it stop you if I say no?”
She pushed the glass across to me and something flashed in her eyes. “I’m trying to be polite, since you’ve probably had your bones picked clean already.”
I hummed, taking a sip of my beer. I never got to try Edgewater Brewery ale before I left. It was good, malty and a little bitter. “One way of putting it,” I muttered. “Shoot.”
She leaned forward, and I focussed on the foggy, yellowed glass of the lamps above her head. “How’re you doing?”
That… is not what I expected.
I tried not to inhale the sip of beer spreading over my tongue. My eyes met hers. She didn’t push. I rolled my lips in, biting down.
I wasn’t sure how to answer the question. Nobody had asked me since I’d been back. Except Cole, outside the church.
He’d asked three times.
You okay? Are. You. Okay? You good?
“I’m fine,” I said a little too carefully.
Lucy’s gaze sharpened. Bartenders and tattoo artists are basically mind readers. They get you at your most vulnerable and tease out your soft bits without you realising.
“Mmhmm.” She didn’t believe me. “Welcome home.” With a faint smile, she spun away, A-line skirt swishing as she went.
I turned and leaned against the bar. It pressed into my shoulder blades and I rested a boot on the brass footrail, surveying the room. The Sandpiper was comfy, in a gritty, imperfect way, a backwoods bar. Perfect for hiding.
“Lexi?” Except in a place like Edgewater, where hiding was a pipe dream.
The voice came from somewhere to my left and my eyes darted automatically.
I scanned the crowd until I spotted them, grinning like of Cheshire cats. I blinked at the familiar-but-not faces of Nina Calloway and Emma Tucker and my mouth hinged open.
Nina’s honey blonde hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun, the inherent chaos of it like a reflection of her energy.
Emma was serene and put together beside her, medium length, chestnut brown hair in a neat chignon. Their hazel eyes locked on me, similar though they weren’t related, and a beat of inaction stilled the space.
Then Nina bounded over, practically vibrating.
She half-hugged me to avoid spilling my beer, then immediately grabbed my hand and dragged me to where she and Emma had commandeered a high top and stools.
“Holy shit, it is you.” Nina’s voice was familiar in its mild franticness. She stood back and gave me an intentional once-over before hopping up onto her barstool. Emma gave a genuine smile, but didn’t attempt an embrace. Compared to Nina, she  was the zen friend. Nina drove Emma’s brother crazy when we were kids, like her chaos vibrated on an incompatible frequency to him. It was always fun to watch.
A laugh slipped out of me unbidden, and some of the tension unfurled inside me as I dragged a stool from a nearby table and plunked myself down with them.
“I’m sorry about your gram,” Emma offered.
My gaze flicked to hers. She had little branches of mossy green in her eyes. Her smile was warm but sad and grief dripped into my chest. I mumbled something like “thanks” around the rim of my pint glass.
“She gave you the inn?” Nina asked, throwing back a mouthful of what looked like a gin and tonic. Nina never pulled punches.
“Yep.” I felt a lightness around them. Familiar faces, even if they’d changed slightly with age, like I instantly had two bodies in my corner.
They always were back then.
Then I’d disappeared on them.
“I have to live there for a year,” I said mildly.
Emma arched a manicured brow. “How come?” She took a demure sip of her Gibson martini, finger and thumb pinched on the stem. Her peach lip gloss had left a triplet of three perfect, overlapping  prints on the rim.
“There’s a ‘living clause’ in the will,” I said. “It’s mine, but if I want to sell it, I have to live here for a year before I do.”
My stomach churned as the words settled like acid.
“Weird stipulation,” Nina muttered into her glass.
“Penny was a weird lady.” Emma shrugged.
A laugh clipped out of me. “She was. I miss her.”
Sympathy softened both their faces..
“I heard the place isn’t in great shape,” Emma said. “Did you speak to her much? She was sick the last few years.”
I stifled my flinch. “On the phone.” I took a fortifying gulp of beer. “She… she didn’t tell me.”
Nina’s eyes widened. “That she was sick?”
“Just asked me to visit.” I shook my head. “Whenever I was ready.”
I wish I had.
“Cole Dawson helped Penny with repairs.” Emma eyed me over the rim of her martini. “He lives next door.”
My pulse kicked and I took a long pull from my pint. “We’ve crossed paths.”
Nina snorted a laugh. “Crossed paths?” Her eyes cut to Emma, who had an equally shit-eating expression on her face. “Story time. How long have you been back?”
I tilted my head and blew out a breath. “About a month. He was at the inn when I got there. Didn’t know who I was. We had… words.” I didn’t mention the other words, at the pier. “He watched me nearly fall off a ladder and demanded to help. He’s fine, I guess, I just don’t remember him being so… guarded.”
Nina’s grin widened I spoke, but it snapped and crumbled at the last word. “Yeah, well. Been a long sixteen years.”
My chest tightened. The mood turned morose, heavy air and heavier gazes.
“Right, figured,” I probed. I didn’t want to pry, but I was curious. I remembered a guy that was scowly and sarcastic, but never guarded or cold. 
That’s all I got now.
Guarded. Cold.
“I know Sarah left.” I swallowed around the lump in my throat. I only knew Cole through JD, and I only knew JD through Emma. Why’d it hurt to think about him being hurt like that?
Nina leaned forward conspiratorially. “Do you know why she left?”
I felt a pang of guilt pressing in on me. I took a sip of my beer and shook my head as I tried to push away the uncomfortable feeling yawning in my gut. I’d used Sarah as a weapon when he came to the pier, even though I knew she’d left. I’d seen how much it affected him when I mentioned her before, and I still did it.
It was an asshole move and I wasn’t sure I was ready to learn just how much of an asshole I’d been.
Emma’s expression was soft. “Nobody really blames her for leaving—not even Cole. I mean, with what happened.” Her voice had gentled but it sliced through the din like a hot blade through butter as she added, “JD said he blamed himself.”
Cold poured through me, icicles crystallising sharp in my veins. “For what?”
Nina swore under her breath.
Emma’s face blanched and her back snapped ramrod straight. Both of them hesitated, eyes darting as they shared a non-verbal conversation.
Nina cleared her throat. “Sarah was pregnant, but—something went wrong.” The air whooshed from my lungs like they’d collapsed. “They couldn’t get to the baby in time.”
The pressure dropped in the room so fast I expected my ears to pop. All the thoughts in my head turned to ash.
Cole’s child had died, then his wife had left him.
I had used her name like a weapon and told him it was no wonder.
Like he deserved it.
I distantly registered Nina’s sigh. Her fingers tapped on the side of her empty glass. “It was… bad. Cole was wrecked. Sarah too. She left a few months after.”
The guilt was a physical thing, biting and clawing in my guts.
He should have let me fall off the pier.
Emma give me a sympathetic look. “Has he mentioned it?”
I almost laughed.
“No, but—” My aching throat closed around the words. “I mentioned her the first time I saw him. Didn’t mean anything by it. He just said she left.”
Nina leaned back in her barstool and the faux leather creaked against her corduroy shirt.
“The man’s not exactly an open book,” Emma said. “He’s still ride or die with JD. I mean—everyone knows him. The town loves him. He’d give you shirt off his back, but he keeps to himself. Other than JD and some guys at the gym, he was probably closest to Penny.”
I let a breath shake out of me. “He came to the pier and I  was in a bad mood ‘cause… everything. He took a cheap shot, and—” I swallowed the lump in my throat and it sank like a stone in my belly. “I told him it was no wonder Sarah left.”
Nina deflated with the force of her exhale and she made no attempt to hide her frown. “Straight for the jugular,” she said flatly.
“I never would have said it if I knew.” I felt like that went without saying, but it also felt like I should say it anyway. Emma said it herself—everyone loved him.
If their allegiance was anywhere, it’d be with Cole Dawson, not with me.
“JD said Cole didn’t talk to him for weeks after Sarah left.” Emma popped a shoulder, but her expression had darkened like Nina’s. “He just kept showing up.”
“What happened?” I barely dared ask.
“JD broke the door down and reamed him.” Emma drained her drink and speared the cocktail onion with the toothpick, popping it in her mouth. “He got a little better after that. JD said he felt like he couldn’t leave Rose.”
Rose. Her name was so tiny, so soft.
It hit like a truck.
“I didn’t know,” I repeated, shaking my head. “God—” Emotion swelled up in me like a storm or a tidal wave, filling my chest. I was drowning.
Nina eyed me with a mix of sympathy and wariness. “It’s not exactly something people talk about, least of all him—but that’s why he is the way he is.”
I ran my hand through my hair until my fingers lodged at my hair tie. I tugged it free and retied it. “I feel like the biggest asshole.”
Emma tilted her head with a gentle smile. “You didn’t know.”
I let my shoulders sink as I drained my pint. “I knew something happened because of how he reacted when I mentioned her the first time. I shouldn’t have thrown it in his face. That was an asshole move.”
Nina quirked a brow, her lips twitching as if to say, you’re not wrong.
A beat passed, then she slapped her palms on the sticky high top and declared, “Right. No more doom and gloom. You’re home—for at least a year.” Her smile turned a familiar kind of wicked. “Let’s celebrate. Shots.”
I laughed nervously, subconsciously edging my stool away from the table. “No, I can’t—”
“You can,” Emma interrupted. My head whipped to her. She was already out of her stool, cocktail stick wedged in her teeth as she pushed towards the bar.
Despite the lingering ache in my chest, I couldn’t help but laugh again. Emma didn’t strike me as a shots girl—but none of us were girls anymore.
“Fine!” I tried to sound frustrated at the concession, but there was no heat in it. “But just one!”
Emma returned with a tray.
We talked for hours, giggling as we swapped stories. I learned that Nina took over The Blooming Tide, and Emma taught at the elementary school we’d all gone to, where JD’s son now went too.
It was a feeling I’d had constantly since being back, that cyclical sensation of how everything had both changed and stayed the same—how even the things that had changed felt inevitable in a way, Nina selling flowers and Emma teaching elementary.
Me. Here.
I felt lighter than I had in years—the lightest I’d felt since I’d come back or even before that. A long time before that.
By the time I left the Sandpiper, I was hazy at the edges. The chill in the marsh air sobered me a bit, but the pier called me as I passed. I wasn’t ready to go back to the inn yet.
I walked right to the end, sitting down at the edge and pulling my knees to my chest. The waves sloshed beneath me and I looked out into the inky night. It was clear when I looked up, a fingernail moon and thousands of stars I’d been missing sixteen years in Tovin.
I missed Gram.
She would have known what to say. She always did. We talked for hours, usually both of us baking. We’d make the same thing or she’d talk me through a new recipe. It was the only way I could feel close to her from so far away.
She never stopped asking me to visit. Telling me I should come home.
Not “back.”
Home.
I let out a long breath. Maybe I’d bake tomorrow—Gram’s cheese straws, or sable cookies. I knew it was going to hurt when I realised I couldn’t just call her—but it always brought me back to her.
I hoped it still would.
I pulled myself to my feet, looking out over the night, lost in the lazy lull of the waves, worms of white squiggling like TV static as the water caught and held the moonlight.
I startled at footsteps and turned quickly, almost losing my balance, but a warm hand caught my arm and steadied me
I found myself looking up into dark, amber eyes.
Cole’s gaze flicked down to my shoes, a faint smirk tugging at his lips. “See you’ve not taken my advice.” His voice was low and gravelly, but warm.
A giggle spilled out of me and I shook my head. “Nope. Don’t think I will.” I gave a little heel kick and it made me sway.
His hand tightened on my arm, keeping me close, gaze searching.
“You drunk?” He sounded almost amused.
I gasped, slapping a hand to my chest in exaggerated offense. “Cole I-don’t-know-your-middle-name Dawson, how could you ask me that? I am a lady.”
He looked like he was two seconds from pushing me off the pier himself, but he settled for a sigh. “Come on. I’m taking you back to the inn.”
I frowned, tugging against him, but he didn’t release his grip. “Why can’t I stay here?” I was pretty sure I was pouting.
He gently pulled me towards him and I stumbled closer. He smelled warm and woodsy, with the familiar hint of cedar. One large arm wrapped around my waist, bracketed low on my hips to keep me steady. I swallowed hard.
“You can barely stay upright sober,” he muttered. “I’m not leaving you out here, and I’m sure as shit not letting you wander back to the inn drunk and alone.”
I wobbled again and he steadied me with a large palm on my lower back, so I ended up pressed against his chest. My heart shot up into the back of my throat, pulse beating under my tongue as he dipped his chin and my gaze clashed with his when I looked up. The flames in his eyes licked at my face.
“Lexi, walk back to the inn with me, or I’m going to throw you over my shoulder and haul you back.” His voice was measured. “And you won’t be able to stop me.”
My cheeks flushed and heat pooled in my belly. Low and volcanic.
His eyes flickered with something almost playful, though he wasn’t smiling. He took a step back, ensuring I was stable before he did, and held his hand out to me.
I stepped carefully past him, shooting a smirk over my shoulder as I stalked off, grateful for the moment to compose myself in the wake of fleetingly wanting him to push me down on the planks, bend me over and fuck me there.
“What kind of girl do you think I am?” My voice wavered a little. I could both hear and feel his heavy footsteps following me. “Buy me a drink first, Dawson. I’ll let you walk me back but I am not holding your hand.”
I heard him chuckle behind me, a deep, rumbling sound that sent a thrill through me. I whipped around to face him, but the darkness of the night and the dim light from the pier lanterns made it hard to see his expression clearly.
Was he smiling?
Surely he must have been. Who laughs without smiling?
I just wanted to see it again. It felt like something rare, like an eclipse or a shooting star.
I shook my head and began walking again. He caught up to me easily, of course—he was built like a mountain, with legs long enough to outpace me even with a head start.
Even in a flat out sprint, probably. I was five three and a buck forty soaking wet.
We walked in silence after that, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. His presence felt solid, reliable.
Safe.
I turned on my heel as we reached the inn, porch steps sighing under me. I gave a playful curtsey, pretending I was flipping up the edge of a long, Southern-belle skirt. “Well, thank you kindly, Mr. Dawson. You truly are a gentleman.”
His mouth twitched, a flicker of amusement in his eyes.
I wanted to see that smile again.
Worse than that, I wanted to be the one who made him smile.
The thought was fleeting and wholly unsettling.
The realisation of why he didn’t often smile dropped over my head like a bucket of ice water and my stomach swooped low.
That was why he was like this. Closed off, guarded, careful with who he gave his emotions to. Even the good ones. He was still carrying that weight, that grief.
I didn’t know why I didn’t recognise it before. I knew it so well and I didn’t even see it reflected back at me like a mirror.
“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Cole said, his voice somehow both rougher and softer than usual. “Drink some juice and salt so you’re not hungover as fuck in the morning.”
He didn’t wait for my answer before he turned away. I don’t know what made me do it, but before he could get too far, I called after him. “Dawson, I—”
The way he froze made me freeze too and I cut myself off.
I swallowed hard, suddenly alight with nerves. “I’m sorry about Sarah.” The words came before I could stop them, “and… and your baby.”
I watched Cole go statue-still, his broad back snapping rigid beneath worn leather. His fingers curled and uncurled at his sides. My heart hammered in my chest as the pseudo-silence stretched heavier and heavier with each passing second.
Then, his chin dipped in a stiff nod. Just one, sharp and quick, like a flinch. It was a small movement—an acknowledgement at the very least, if not a forgiveness.


Cole

I LEANED ON THE DOOR to close it, making it shudder in the frame.
Someone told Lexi why Sarah left. About what happened. About Rose.
I didn’t realise I valued her ignorance until it was replaced with pity.
I pulled my phone from my pocket and shot a message to Molly. I didn’t care how late it was.
Me: Hey. You free?
Molly: I’ll come over.
I SOUGHED OUT A BREATH and shrugged off my coat. I should have said I’d go to her. We’d come to the same impasse after I made her come a few times and got my dick wet, then she’d try and stay. I didn’t want her to stay, and I’d tell her as much. I was always communicative.
Didn’t matter. She’d try and skirt my boundaries, but would leave eventually.
No strings means no strings.
Molly clearly didn’t like it, but she went along.
She was a distraction.
I felt bad sometimes, but I was always clear. She chose to ignore it, and I needed something to take my mind of everything.
I knew she wanted something I couldn’t give her.
It wasn’t personal.
It was something I couldn’t give anybody anymore.
She fulfilled a need. A mechanistic thing. I was clear about it with her from the start. I couldn’t break it down for her any more than I already had. Managing her expectations was on her.
I paced as I waited, and when I heard her footsteps on the porch I yanked the door open before she could knock.
Her lips were on mine the instant she stepped in with a whip of cold wind, fingers finding the top button of my shirt as she murmured against my mouth, “I can’t stay.”
I grunted in response, pinning her to the door with my hips.
Works for me.
She pushed my shirt off my shoulders and I palmed her ass, hiking her legs around my waist.
I ground my hips into hers—banishing all thoughts from my mind. That was the goal. Fuck to forget. Even a few moments of relief from the chaos in my head was something more than nothing.
Anything more than nothing.
We moved to the kitchen, her shirt and bra shed along the way. I laid her out on the island and dropped to my knees, tugging off her jeans and panties and burying my head between her thighs until she cried out my name as she came on my tongue.
I yanked her from the counter and walked her into the living room to bend her over the arm of the sofa. I shed my jeans and boxers and scrambled for a condom from my wallet.
“Harder.” Molly whined when I wrapped her ponytail around my fist and sank deep, then whimpered as I pulled her back flush with my chest before deciding it wasn’t enough and she wanted to be on top.
Her face was impassive as she lowered herself down on me. I groaned when she rolled her hips, chasing friction for her own release. Her hands grazed my chest, then down. The familiar stab of self-consciousness lanced through me. It’d been a while since I’d had visible abs—like she’d let me forget.
Molly thought her comments were harmless.
They weren’t.
She picked up her pace, a brow quirked as she gazed down at me. Some women have “resting bitch face.” Molly had “resting judgemental face.”
“You been keeping up with Caleb’s sessions?”
There it is.
Caleb Novak, fire chief, ran boxing sessions at Logan Brooks’ Rock Salt Gym. I’d started going over ten years ago, when Caleb caught me wigging out over nothing and dragged me there with him.
It worked, for the most part, and Cleo agreed it was healthy to have a safety valve.
Molly seemed casually pleased when I told her in passing, and I’d had this flash of apprehension—like she was too invested in a relationship that wasn’t a relationship if she cared about my headspace.
Then she said if I went more often I might lose the “dad bod.”
Her hands smoothed pointedly over the softest part of me, just once. A curve that was meant to be the plane of a flat abdomen, apparently.
It had been, over ten years ago. I resisted the urge to bite back that it’d been a fucking long, brutal ten years.
I couldn’t fathom commenting on a partner’s body like that—much less during sex. When you’re arguably at your most vulnerable, flayed open and laid bare.
Literally. Figuratively. Spiritually.
But we weren’t partners.
“Been busy.” I rocked my hips up and Molly inhaled sharply.
I’m over this, whether I finish or not. I got two hands.
She hummed, riding harder on my dick, and in spite of myself, I could feel my balls tightening as I watched her tits bounce.
Molly had pretty tits. Lexi’s were nicer. She was in a tight little low-cut tank tonight—no boxy blazer. I was right—Lexi Harper had a phenomenal rack.
Whoa, what?
I blinked. Molly threw her head back as she ground down hard enough to tip me over the edge with her. I groaned as I spilled into the condom, still thinking latently about Lexi’s tits and how they might feel in my hands. Pretty, warm, with perky nipples to tease to hard points. What sounds could I drag from her, playing with those perfect, round breasts?
Molly folded over me. Her hair smelled like leather and rubber from the sporting goods store.
“You should make the time for the gym. You’ll feel better.”
Her breath was warm on my chest, but her words left me cold.
What she said was, You’ll feel better.
What she meant was, You’ll look better.

*
I WASN’T ON THE PAYROLL at Tucker’s Automotive, but I should’ve been. JD’s shop was a surefire way to clear my head if the pier was too quiet and my mind was too loud, if my workshop was too much and the gym wasn’t enough—then my best friend’s yammering and the smell of motor oil was a great distraction.
JD was crouched by a beat up old truck with the hood popped, tools scattered every which way. It was a chaotic system, but he knew where nearly everything was, and he hadn’t left a wrench in the block of some poor schmuck’s car to date.
“You been AWOL,” he grunted, not looking up from whatever he was tinkering with.
I picked over tools to lean against the workbench, shoving my hands in my pockets. “Don’t need leave. You don’t pay me.”
JD snorted as straightened, wiping his hands on a grimy rag and tossing it over his shoulder. His dark hair was pushed away from his face and trapped under the same backwards baseball cap he’d been wearing for close to twenty years.
“Here I was talking about my best friend’s company and you’re all work, work, work,” he chided.
I rolled my eyes. “Busy with the inn.”
That slow, shit-disturbing grin spread across his face and he crossed his arms over his chest. Black ink wrapping his left forearm flexed as he sized me up. “My favourite sister tells me there’s a new innkeeper.”
“Em’s your only sister.”
“Default still counts.” He shrugged. “So little Lexi Harper’s all grown up?”
I blew out a breath and hedged, “One way of putting it.”
“Not seen her myself, but, well, people talk, y’know?” He leaned beside me and shoved a shoulder into mine. I didn’t move. JD was around six three, a couple inches shorter than me, and I had fifty pounds on him, easy. Not all muscle, unlike him. He was lean. “Word is she’s a knockout.”
Why does him saying that bother me?
I grunted.
JD stepped away from the bench. “Uh, okay?” I didn’t dignify him with an answer. He eyed me. “So, you’re playing nice neighbour?”
I toyed with a wrench on the pegboard. “She has no clue what she’s doing. Watched her almost fall off the roof. Ladder on the gutter.”
JD shuddered, leaning on the grill of the truck to peer under the hood. “Ladder accidents, man.”
I scoffed a humourless laugh.
“You’re mad Penny didn’t leave the inn to you.” It wasn’t a question.
I opened my mouth as he tinkered around the engine block. I had so much to say, and nothing, at once.
“How are you doing?” His voice was uncharacteristically serious, but he didn’t turn around.
That was for the best. Serious looked fucked up on JD.
He was a good friend, but I wasn’t ready to unpack it yet.
“You know me,” I muttered. “I’m fine.”
“Uh-huh.” JD turned this time, swiping the wrench from the pegboard and pointing it at me. “Been a minute since you been able to bullshit me. Don’t try. It’s not a good look.”
I knew it. We’d been friends over 25 years—through the wild teenage shit, through the best and worst moments of my life, when I tried to shut him out with everyone else.
He wouldn’t let me.
JD kept showing up, knocking on my door. When I wouldn’t open it, he broke it down.
I didn’t know how to untangle this. Losing Penny—then feeling like I was losing the inn, too. Grief is strange. It doesn’t care about rules. It creeps up on you when you least expect it, sinking into your bones to drag you under just when you think you can breathe again.
“Losing sucks, man,” I said finally. Not poetic by any stretch. That was fine.
JD didn’t want or need poetic, but he demanded honest.
He stopped working, turning to face me. His grey eyes were sharp and searching, but there was no pity there. There never was. “That it does,” he agreed evenly.
He set the wrench down and toed the bag at my feet, his gaze never leaving my face. He pulled the rag from his shoulder and wiped his hands again. Only then did his eyes flick down, zeroing in on the book sticking out of the top of my bag. “Come on, then,” he drawled. “Cough it up.”
I scowled.
I’d barely drawn anything since Penny died. I thought helping Lexi with the inn would loosen up my brain, get the ideas flowing again—but I still felt stuck.
“No.”
JD he folded his arms across his chest and mean-mugged me. “You made a promise to your Crying Shoulder—show someone your designs. You picked me.”
“Please don’t call Cleo my Crying Shoulder,” I groaned. “It’s called therapy. You should try it.”
He feigned affront with a histrionic gasp. “You tryna tell me I’m not well adjusted?”
“Fuck off,” I muttered, but it lacked any real heat.
JD smirked and held out his hand expectantly. “Gimme.”
I sighed, snatching the small softcover sketchbook from my canvas rolltop and shoving it into his still-filthy mitt. “Happy?”
“Very,” he deadpanned with a grin as he flicked the leather cover open. The pages were dog-eared and yellowed with age. His eyes scanned over the last few pages. “Man, you been holding out on me. These are good,” he said sincerely.
I shrugged it off, but my skin prickled. He flipped through blueprints, technical designs, structural notes, ideas. I never intended for anybody to see them, but I let slip to Cleo that I was interested in architecture and she told me I should share my designs with someone. She stressed that it didn’t have to be her, so I showed JD.
His eyes narrowed on the last pages. “These for the inn?”
My body buzzed electric with the question.
He glanced up, eyebrows raised.
I shrugged, leaning further back on the workbench, arms crossed tight over my chest. “They’re just sketches. Messing around. It’s nothing.”
JD hummed sceptically. He flipped through again, back to front, then front to back, lips quirking. “Man, these are really good. You ever show—”
“No,” I clipped. He didn’t need to finish the sentence. I didn’t want him to.
Regrets are ugly things. I had plenty. I wasn’t ready to unpack this one yet.
“Show ‘em to Lexi.” He snapped the book closed. “Be a great way to perk up the place. Been looking sad for a long time.”
I snorted, tension creeping up my spine. “Nope.”
“Why the hell not?” He lifted his cap and raked a hand through his hair before shoving it back on. “You’re already helping her, right? That’s halfway there. These are good, man. You know that, right?”
My head shake was jerky, jaw tight. “It’s not that simple, I’m not—”
“Don’t do that,” he cut me off. JD hated it when I did the “I’m not an architect schtick,” as he called it. He flipped the book open again and stared at the last design for a moment.
It was a version of the stairway skylight I’d been toying with—like a roof lantern, but I had this idea of contacting Solomon Vance, an artisan glassblower we went to school with. Some kind of collaboration on a stained glass type design.
JD released a slow breath as he gazed at the page, unblinking. “Penny would’ve loved this.”
My stomach twisted. The words hit like a sucker punch. He knew they would.
I snatched the book from him, grip so tight the leather cover creaked. “Drop it.”
JD’s eyes snapped to mine, brows popped, but he didn’t back up. I knew what he was thinking—all the things he didn’t say. He’d said them before and was probably getting tired of me not listening.
How I should stop burying it, stop pretending it didn’t matter, like I didn’t want things.
He didn’t get it.
I’d let myself want before. I got everything I wanted, almost—then ended up gutted, bleeding, and alone when it fell apart. I wasn’t like him.
I shoved the book in my bag and stormed out of the shop before JD could say anything else. The cold air hit me like a slap when I stepped outside, but it did fuck all to cool the hot sickness rising in my chest.
I walked.
I didn’t know where I was going at first but my feet carried me by memory to the pier. The sky was slate grey, sun hiding low and hazy on the horizon, ready to fall into the sea. The air was sharp and brisk with the tang of salt.
I dropped to my ass at the edge, legs dangling over the side. Water lapped slow at the pilings below. I pulled the book from my bag with a sigh, flipping it open and staring down at the designs. The ones JD had lingered on. High arched doorways. Restructured kitchen. The new skylight.
A door between my kitchen and the inn’s vestibule.
Because I was fucking stupid enough to think it’d ever be mine.
It was Penny’s pride and joy, and it was hers to do whatever she wanted with. She loved it.
But so did I.
My fingers traced the lines of a wraparound porch design. I could almost hear her voice, telling me how nice that’d be. Sit out with a sweet tea, watch the sea drag itself out over Leeward Sands.
I swallowed hard as JD’s words echoed in my head.
Penny would’ve loved this.
I squeezed my eyes shut. The weight on my chest threatened to crush me. I wanted to believe him—and I wanted to shake it off, too.
It didn’t matter anymore, anyway.
It was over. I was too late to show her any of it.
The waves rolled beneath me, steady and rhythmic. I didn’t know how to let myself want this again. I didn’t know how to let myself want anything again.
Show ‘em to Lexi.
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I MADE IT TO THE TOWN HALL with a few minutes to spare after running to the sporting goods store to finally purchase some “sensible shoes.” I succeeded, even if it felt like the sales associate was being super weird with me, especially when she worked out who I was and that I was restoring the inn with the help of a neighbour.
I tried to shake off the weird feeling but it’d been sticking to me since I got back to Edgewater. Everyone was judging me, I knew it, whether they made it obvious or not.
Edgewater Town Hall was just as cramped, hot and rickety as I remembered. Creaky floorboards, smell of BO and shoe-scuff, and ancient folding metal chairs that lost their rubber feet decades back, so it rung in the air whenever anyone shifted.
I didn’t know why I was here. The festival at Silversurf wasn’t exactly an easy topic for me. I wasn’t sure if I was trying to be helpful where I could, earn my keep—or if I was just punishing myself.
Most of the dozens of faces there were familiar, and a great many of them amicable, but I knew the whole town was watching me. I was the outsider, the defector, the one who didn’t belong. Even though I was trying to. I wanted this place to be somewhere I could stay.
I had to, for a year, whether I wanted to or not. I couldn’t exactly go back to my apartment in the city.
I uncrossed and recrossed my legs, running my hands over the smooth surface of the table where I sat with Nina next to me, chatting animatedly with Emma on her other side, both throwing around ideas like it was second nature.
The door creaked open and I glanced up at the sound to see Emma’s brother, JD Tucker, stroll in. His son, Jack, followed closely. He was adorable, with dark hair and those silvery grey eyes just like his dad.
When JD spotted his sister, he grinned and held up a hand in a wave before leaning down to whisper in Jack’s ear. He nodded enthusiastically and took off like a shot.
Jack threw himself into Emma’s lap. She made an exaggerated show of having the wind knocked out of her. JD tugged out the chair next to me and dropped himself down.
“Lexi Harper,” he said by way of a greeting.
I gave a tentative smile. “That’s me. Been a minute, JD.”
He grinned, lifting his baseball cap off to rake a hand through his dark hair before dropping it back on his head. “Well, I’m flattered to be remembered by such a beautiful woman.”
“Stop flirting,” Emma chided from across the table, bouncing Jack on her knee.
“Not flirting,” JD fired back without looking at her. “Just stating a fact.”
Emma rolled her eyes. The door creaked again and I glanced up as Cole walked in.
Jack’s voice cracked through the air as he hurled himself off Emma’s lap. “Uncle Cole!”
I watched as Jack tore across the hall and flung his tiny body at Cole—and Jesus Christ, if he didn’t absolutely beam as he scooped Jack into his arms like it was second-nature. Cole settled him on his hip and crossed the hall to drop himself down next to JD with Jack on his lap.
My ovaries went up in flames.
Cole’s eyes met mine and I just about managed a small smile. To my utter shock, he grinned back before looking back down to Jack and muttering, “I know, buddy, super neat.”
Jack continued talking his ear off and Cole dutifully nodded along as he leaned over to JD. “Where’s Lynn?”
JD sagged back in his chair. “Out of town. Her dad’s sick.” He frowned, but didn’t elaborate. JD nodded to me and gestured to his son. “This is Jack, my little troublemaker.”
“Hi Jack.” I gave a small wave. “I’m Lexi. Lucky to have such a cool dad, aren’t ya?”
Jack beamed and JD barked a laugh, pointing across the table to Emma. “See, I’m not the only one flirting.” Emma gave a withering eyeroll and went back to whatever list she was poring over with Nina and Marge Reeves.
Cole huffed a little sound and muttered, “He’s not that cool.”
“Hey, I heard that.” JD backhanded Cole in the shoulder before he stilled and pointed to Jack. “Wrong of me—we never hit—and don’t let him fool you, Jacky-boy. He might be able to fix houses but daddy can fix cars.”
Cole snorted. “Hey, bud? What’s more important, houses or cars?”
Jack blew a raspberry and laughed loud and long in that borderline maniacal way kids do. “Houses!”
JD made a non-committal pfft sound as Cole dipped his chin to Jack’s shoulder, both of them chuckling. I tried not to stare, but it was impossible not to track the interaction, impossible not to notice how completely natural Cole was with this kid.
It made sense—he’d probably known Jack his whole life.
It was heart melting, but in a way where it almost hurt. Watching them, I couldn’t help wondering about all the emotions he’d have to sort through and reconcile—about his own child.
It must have been exhausting, but if it was, he didn’t show it.
The meeting droned on as people discussed arrangements. Nina would run her booth for The Blooming Tide, selling bouquets and fresh wreaths. Emma would coordinate a booth for Edgewater Elementary with a bunch of games for the kids to play. Caleb Novak, the fire chief, and West Faulkner, the lead EMT, would put together a first responder display and information setup—complete with the rigs parked up at the wall so families could tour a real fire engine and ambulance.
I steadfastly avoided the dull gaze of my father as he offered a few clipped words on what the Sheriff’s station would contribute to the festival.
Before I could wonder if the festival went on hiatus for any amount of time after what happened to Ethan there, my train of thought was derailed by a familiar voice.
“We’ll bring King Lizard in for the day.” My eyes cut across the room to land on Dex Cameron, stood among the crowd to speak. “Kids love a lifeboat tour. We could wear our drysuits.”
The beardy guy next to him leaned forward to back-hand him hard across the shoulder as he clipped, “Fuckin’ full gear in high summer, Cap?”
Dex boomed a laugh as someone intoned about children being present, so cut the sailor talk. Dex smirked at the guy as he dropped himself into his chair.
He was another friend I’d pulled my disappearing act on. A couple years older, joined the volunteer lifeboat crew right before I left, and was training up on the fishing boats and crabbing vessels with old man McKillen. Gram told me the latter passed a while back. It looked like Dex was the go-to guy now. That was what he’d wanted.
My gaze tracked his jaw to the spot below his left ear where the thin, silver scar ran through his beard.
The memory blindsided me, a sharp, saltwater sting like the burn in my eyes. I remembered running, sand like hot coals under my feet as I sprinted for the docks when I saw King Lizard pulling in. High sun beat down, sweat pouring off me. I tasted it on my dry, cracked lips.
There was so much shouting.
It was the moment I knew my brother was dead.
Dex had just joined the crew, barely eighteen. I’d seen him instantly as the boat docked and I ran faster, desperate to get to Ethan, but Dex stopped me.
He put himself in front of me and physically restrained me as I fought. I hit him, scratched him, clawed at him. I made him bleed, screaming hysterically.
He banded his arms around my shoulders and held me tight against his chest, telling me over and over again, “You don’t want to see him like this, Lexi. You don’t want to see him like this. Trust me.”
They had recovered Ethan’s body from the shallows at Driftwood Cove early that morning.
I blinked hard, glaring at my fists clenched in my lap to will away the sting behind my nose and the ache in my throat.
“Oh!” Nina’s voice was bright. “Bet Lexi can help with that!”
My head snapped up to meet a dozen eyes
“You said you were an event planner?” Emma chimed in. “That’s what you did in Tovin? We need help with layout and logistics.”
I opened my mouth, scrambling for an excuse.
Marge shot me a borderline pleading look. I knew before she asked that I was going to give in. I wanted to ask if there was anybody else who could do it, but bit my lip.
I didn’t want to seem ungrateful for them including me.
Offering for me to be a part of this. My home.
This is what I wanted, isn’t it?
“You willing to pitch in?” Marge studied my face. She knew what happened there. Everyone here did. I glanced to Nina and Emma and they both nodded enthusiastically.
The silence was going on too long.
I felt Cole’s eyes on me before I dared a glance. His gaze was intense, embers burning, but indecipherable. He bounced Jack absently on his knee as the boy babbled something under his breath about the fish that live in the Mariana Trench and repeatedly popped the same three silicon pips of a rainbow fidget toy.
“That was my job,” I admitted. My mouth dried and I swallowed hard. “Layouts. Mostly indoor, but… I’m sure I can manage.”
“Great!” Marge clapped and it echoed through the hall like a gunshot. I flinched. “First port of call will be going to site to rough out vendor locations.”
A grenade detonated inside my chest.
Going to site.
Silversurf.
It’d been half my lifetime.
I gripped the base of the chair, but before the panic could pull me down, Marge addressed me again. “Whilst we’re on you—got anything to say about coming home?”
Coming home.
It didn’t feel like that. I wasn’t sure I wanted it to—and at the same time, I was upset that it didn’t.
“Those who don’t know,” Marge continued, urging me to stand with a waving hand as she spoke, “Lexi here is Penny Harper’s grandbaby, and the new owner of Harper’s Landing.”
Awed sounds and a ripple of polite clapping rolled through the room.
Then murmurs rose up.
—knew I recognised her—big shoes to fill, inn’s a bit of a state—she stay, or sell it to some outsider?
It didn’t take long for the subject to turn.
—such a sad thing that happened—that place is such a tall order—she know what she’s doing?
—didn’t even visit her gram, did she?
I cleared my throat loudly and popped up to my feet, wringing my hands. A hush fell, pressing its fingers into me. I soughed out a breath. “It’s good to be back.” I didn’t know if I was lying or not. “I recognise most of you—and a lot of you probably recognise me. Been gone a long time.” My eyes found Dex, watching me intently.
I flicked my gaze away and opened my mouth, but the words sizzled out on my tongue. I took a slow breath. “I don’t know why my gram left the inn to me. She didn’t even tell me she was sick.” My voice got reedy. “She never said anything. Didn’t explain it.”
A jarring scrape of chair legs echoed and my eyes met my father’s. My brain stutter-stopped, and he blinked away, but I didn’t miss the weighty shadow flickering across his weathered face.
“She obviously wanted me to stay—she wrote it into her will. Harper’s Landing is mine—if I stay for a year. A ‘living clause,’ apparently.” I was rambling, I knew I was. “I want to make her proud.”
My voice cracked. I didn’t even recognise the emotion climbing up my throat until it was already there, a lump turning my tongue to cotton in my mouth. I pulled my shoulders back and lifted my chin. “We spoke all the time, for hours. She told me about most all of you, even if I don’t know you myself yet.”
But I think I want to.
The thought stole my breath and I dropped my eyes to my new “sensible shoes” for a moment’s reprieve.
When I lifted my head, Cole’s gaze caught mine. His smile was barely there—blink and you’d miss it—but warm. Reassuring.
I darted my eyes away, willing away the sting as heat crept up my neck. “Edgewater…” I trailed off. How did I summarise it in a neat little sentence? I couldn’t. “I left for a reason.”
Murmurs swelled and Marge cleared her throat sharply. Silence slammed down on us again. “I want to make her proud and do the right thing for my home.” The word snapped my spine straight. “Hard to be here or not—whether I stay or not, it’s my home. Always will be.”
The adrenaline flushing out of my body was instantaneous, like an intolerable weight lifting with the admission. A relieved kind of heaviness settled in my limbs and I flicked my eyes back to Cole.
He flashed a smile and warmth dripped through me, filling me up slow. “And, uh—in case anybody’s worried, I’ve got reliable help from Cole Dawson. Y’all know he knows what he’s doing.” I couldn’t help but grin as he sheepishly dropped his chin to Jack’s shoulder to hide his face. “We’ll do a proper job, I promise.”
A louder ripple of clapping and approving chatter filled the room.
Cole’s expression was soft and shy in the most endearing way as I settled back into my seat—and when I flashed a grin, his lips quirked up, and the impenetrable mountain of a man blushed.


Cole

EDGEWATER’S SHERIFF’S STATION was a Romanesque revival redbrick by the firehouse on the corner of Fox Lane and Meadow Grove. Across the road, the lighthouse on Red Strand Bay cut a silhouette against a hazy golden hour sky, orange near the horizon and the water shimmering like static.
When I hopped the two front steps and pushed the door, it didn’t budge. I heaved with my shoulder—twice—and it burst open, ricocheting me loudly into the lobby.
Deputy Sheriff Carter Evans popped up from his desk with a lazy grin as he chuckled, “Hello to you too, Dawson.”
I huffed, glancing over my shoulder. “Well, that’ll be job number one.” I turned back to Carter. “Jim called about some finicky doors. Wasn’t exaggerating.”
“No sir, he was not,” Carter drawled. “Most people come in here make an entrance pretty much how you just did.” He snorted a laugh. “Never been so glad to have a desk at the door—might just miss it if you spoil my fun. Makes folks coming in about thieving gulls in their yard worth it.”
I shrugged. “Sorry man.”
Carter grunted with mock affront and dropped himself back at his desk, but he was smiling. Carter always seemed to have something that made him smile. Laid back as they come, especially for a deputy, but still took his job seriously.
I blew out a breath and green eyes flicked to me. “Coffee in the pot.” He gestured to the counter against the left wall of the lobby. “If it’s been a long one already.” There was the smile again, like there was a private joke and he was always in on it.
“Thanks.” I myself a cup in a blue Edgewater Elementary FC mug. “Didn’t see you at the town hall.”
Carter snorted, sliding on a pair of wire-framed glasses as he flipped open a manilla folder. “Festival planning? Not my wheelhouse. Mama, hell yeah. Not me.”
I chuckled, sipping my coffee. Darlene Evans was a former elementary school cook and local mother hen, equal parts nurturing and badass—somewhere between “I’ll make cookies for the book club” and “if someone hurt you I’ll help get rid of the body.”
“Besides,” Carter added, “Had to be here, since Jim was there.”
He sure was. I didn’t miss the holes his eyes were burning through Lexi—and I know she didn’t either. I hummed.
Carter glanced up. “Heard his daughter’s back.”
I rolled my lips inwards and bit down, rinsing my drained mug in the metal sink. “Yep. Inn’s hers.”
“I don’t know why I hadn’t heard that.” It sounded like he was talking more to himself than to me. “Thought Penny’d leave it to you, if I’m honest.”
Glad I’m not the only one.
My grip tightened on the rolled melamine counter edge. “You and me both.” My voice came out way too tight. Shitty spot to be in. Carter read people for a living—and right now, he was reading me.
His eyes narrowed and he made an absent kind of humming sound, then peeled his gaze off me and stared back down at his file, but he wasn’t focussed on it.
I could read people too.
The front door was as good a place to start as any, so I set my toolbox down, dropped to my knees and got to work.
“You live next door to Harper’s Landing, huh?” I heard the folder slap down.
He knew I did. Carter knew where everyone in town lived. “Shit or get off the pot, man,” I muttered around the brass screw between my lips as I adjusted the hinges.
“So… what’s the deal?” Carter’s probing was surprisingly obvious, given his career.
“You seriously haven’t heard?” I lined up the screw, the taste of metal lingering on my lips.
“Humour me.”
“Y’know, you’re a shitty detective,” I quipped, lifting the tray from my toolbox to find the old peanut butter jar full of spares so I could replace any stripped screws in the door hinges.
“Not a detective,” he deadpanned.
I blew out a sigh. “She’s fixing up the inn. I’m helping.”
“Helping?” he echoed.
“Did I stutter?” I clipped.
“Okay, touchy.” I could hear the smirk in his voice. “So she’s staying?”
I intentionally misunderstood him. “Living in the inn.”
Carter gave an annoyed grunt. “You know that’s not what I meant, smartass.”
“Well then why don’t you say what you mean?”
He didn’t answer, just waited.
It didn’t take long for me to get uncomfortable enough with the silence that I deigned to fill it myself. “She has to stay for a year. There was a ‘living clause’ in Penny’s will.”
“Huh.” Carter walked to the counter. He glanced at me, but his eyes didn’t linger. “Think she’ll stay after that?”
“I don’t know,” I answered honestly.
“You want her to?”
What is this, twenty questions?
“I don’t even know her.”
That was honest, too—regardless of whether or not I knew my answer to his question, which I was pretty sure I did. I was equal measures confused and terrified that if someone put the screws on me and I had to tell the truth, then, yeah.
I wanted her to stay.
Why do I care if she stays?
“Getting awful defensive over someone you don’t know.” He clanked around at the counter.
“Not being defensive,” I said, defensively.
“Fine—snippy,” he conceded. The smirky tone was back.
“Snippy? Seriously?” I raked a hand through my hair. “What are you, a twelve year old girl?”
“Pot, kettle,” he said, pointing between us. “Put your claws away, Dawson, or I’m telling the principal.”
I sighed, scrubbing a hand over my face as I moved to test Jim’s office door. It only sagged a little, but I figured I may as well give it a tune-up while I was there.
“You know much about what went down between her and Jim?” Carter asked after a few minutes.
I gusted out a breath. “Could ask you the same thing.”
I thought back to the day Lexi got back. The ugly things he’d said—how deep they’d cut her.
In retrospect, it was easier to understand why Lexi was the way she was—fiercely independent, sensitive to being deemed incompetent, and so desperate to prove she was capable—after hearing how he spoke to her. “Overheard them arguing. When she got back.”
“Arguing? Juicy.” Carter’s tone was somehow both bored and enraptured.
I scoffed. “He’s your boss, man. Ask him yourself.”
He barked a laugh. “Nah, I like my job.”
I rolled my eyes and went back to the door. Carter’s chair creaked and he prodded, “Spill.”
“God, you’re worse than Helen Rivers,” I muttered without looking up.
“Nobody’s worse than Helen Rivers.”
True enough. Helen Rivers ran the library and if there was anywhere best to overhear gossip in a small town, it was there. Her son, Noah, was an investigative journalist—literally paid for big shot gossip.
“Lot of harsh back and forth—doesn’t bear repeating.” I inhaled for a count of four and blew it out as I tightened the screws on the bottom hinge just enough to hold while I adjusted the rest. “Mostly on the subject of her leaving.” I flicked my eyes up to Carter. “What happened to her brother.”
He whistled, but it was far from an amused sound.
“Yeah,” I muttered. I stood to adjust the top hinge. “It was brutal, man.”
He made a clucking sound with his tongue. “I mean… I know what happened.” He tapped his fingers on the desk. “I was new. Guess Jim never really recovered.”
“Can you blame him?” I mumbled.
“No sir,” Carter agreed. “Got worse with June. The drinking.”
I just nodded, unsure if I could blame her either. It’d been the path I almost went down.
“Never really decided, y’know.” Carter hesitated. “If I thought her leaving helped or made it worse.”
I stilled. “For Jim? I mean… he didn’t seem happy to see her, I’ll be honest.”
“Yeah but—I don’t know, man—I think losing his son, his daughter leaving… then June getting the way she did.” Carter cleared his throat. “Man ended up alone. Think it hurt him more than he let on.”
“He’s got a funny way of showing it.” I couldn’t keep the bite from my voice as I cranked the screwdriver.
“Jim’s not good at talking about his feelings,” Carter mused.
I grunted. “S’what therapy’s for.”
He guffawed. “Yeah, well, we can’t all be as well-adjusted as you, Dawson.”
I snorted. “Wouldn’t go that far,” I mumbled as I stuck my head into Jim’s office and spotted the record room door. “This the last one in here?”
“Yep, then you got ‘em all. Thanks and no thanks.” The gas prop in Carter’s chair squeaked as he kicked his feet up on his desk. “Holding it against you, taking away my source of entertainment.”
I rolled my eyes. “I’m shaking.”
Carter laughed loud and long as I stepped into Jim’s office. “Yeah, nah, I’m not fighting you, Dawson, you crazy fucker. I know you box at Rock Salt with Cay.”
I smirked. Caleb and Carter were as close as me and JD, and sparring in Caleb’s sessions was known to get a little rowdy. I tended to stick with the heavy bag, since there weren’t all that many other guys my size. Caleb or Fox could probably take me, but on size and mass alone, there weren’t many who’d make a dent—or would want to try.
The wire mesh trash can caught my eye as I set my toolbox on Jim’s desk. Specifically, two white envelopes crumpled down the side, black ink smudged.
That was Penny’s handwriting. I’d recognise it anywhere.
Post-It notes she left me threatening my boys with a rolling pin if I didn’t fix whatever she wanted me to fix, hastily scrawled lists so I could pick her groceries up from Tide’s, and cheques she had me deposit at the bank for her utility payments.
I instinctively glanced to the door. Carter was at his desk, faced away from me, so I reached into the can and snatched the envelopes.
One was addressed to me—the other, “Lexi girl.”

*
WHEN WE FIRST LOST ROSE, Sarah and I visited often—as often as we could, without getting dragged under entirely. The visits dropped off gradually, until Sarah stopped going altogether, a few months after we lost her.
Two months after that, Sarah was gone too.
I was alone.
In the last ten or so years, I didn’t go as often either.
But every now and then, when the weight got too heavy, the silence in the house making my ears ring, and the memories crept under the doors I’d tried so hard to barricade closed—I found myself under the cedar tree with Rose.
I had to force my feet not to take that path by memory. I was here to see Penny.
I hadn’t opened the envelope yet. I’d come straight to the cemetery from the Sheriff’s station.
My boots crunched over sandy earth and gravel, glinting in the evening’s dying light.
I recognised Lexi as soon as I saw her, squatted by a plot further up the path, faced away with her arms wrapped tightly over her shoulders so I could see her blanched fingertips crossed over the back of her neck.
The wind whipped her hair and she rocked from her heels to the balls of her feet, then back again, crouched low in the grass. Her shoes were new—not those shitty grey boots with the shiny soles she was always slipping in.
I slowed my steps, thinking maybe I should go the long way to get to Penny, but I continued. I glanced at the headstone as I passed, though I could have guessed whose it was.
Ethan Harper.
It must have been a long time since she’d visited her brother.
I didn’t speak as I passed behind her, and as far as I could tell, she didn’t even hear me.
I stopped at Penny’s plot, where the earth was piled up new and uneven, fresh turned dirt darker than the surrounding ground patched with green and blown sand. I crouched down, brushing stray leaves from the wooden placeholder. Penny’s name looked too clean on the brass plaque.
I stayed there a spell, hand resting on the shiny, cool metal until it warmed beneath my touch and my knees started to ache, so I straightened just in time to see Lexi walking in my direction.
Her steps were slow, hesitant, and our eyes met as she stopped a few paces from me, then glanced down at the freshly turned earth on her grandmother’s grave with a shaky exhale. Her fingers brushed over the sleeve of her jacket, toying with a loose thread in the quilted material. I studied her, trying to figure out what was going on in that pretty head.
Probably a lot.
“You visiting your daughter?” she asked softly.
I winced, then nodded.
Lexi cast a glance over her shoulder, towards Ethan’s grave, then back to me. “I didn’t know. When I got back. When I mentioned Sarah—” She drew in a shuddering breath. “It doesn’t excuse it, especially when I brought her up again, but… it wasn’t my intention to do that to you.” Her throat worked with a swallow and she tipped her head down so her chin almost touched her chest. “It was cruel, and I’m sorry.”
I shifted my weight from one foot to another. “I wasn’t being particularly welcoming,” I admitted. She was right, nothing would have excused it, but for some reason I wanted her to know I didn’t hold it against her.
She huffed a breathy sound. “You weren’t,” she agreed, and I could hear the smile in her voice.
“I’m sorry.”
Lexi shook her head. “You thought I knew. I’d be mad too.” Her swallow was audible in the quiet cemetery. “Thank you. For being there for her.”
I averted my gaze. “You’d have been here if you knew.”
“I would have,” she said quickly, “but I didn’t, so I wasn’t. You were. Thank you. I know it can’t have been easy.”
She could say that again.
“I don’t really talk about it much. That hurt, I mean,” I muttered, stuffing my hands into my jacket pockets, rolling a discarded tissue between my fingertips until it began to pill and disintegrate. “Least not with anyone other than Cleo.”
Lexi’s head snapped up. “Cleo?” There was an inflection in her tone I couldn’t identify.
“My therapist.” I shrugged. “Helps to talk. Grief’s a heavy thing to carry on your own.”
I knew she knew it as well as I did.
She studied me for a moment, then nodded, and we stood unspeaking for a while, wind whispering through the trees, but I could sense the tension buzzing around her. Finally, she sighed, dropping her gaze.
“Been a while since I’ve come here,” she admitted, “to see him.”
I waited for her to continue because it felt like that was what she needed—to speak freely and not be pushed.
She swallowed hard, warring with herself. “I watched him all the time but I wasn’t supposed to that day—at the festival. But my mom had to pick up an extra shift because the ER was understaffed.” She sucked her bottom lip between her teeth and bit down so hard it made me wince. “Ethan wanted to go so bad. We never missed the festival, not once since he was born.”
I didn’t like the tremors that grew in her voice as she went on, making her words rattle in the air. “My dad was gonna be there anyway,” she continued, “working, but there—and when I asked him he said it was fine as long as I kept an eye on him, so I figured… what’s the worst that could happen?”
All the air soughed out of me and burn in my chest was almost intolerable.
What’s the worst that could happen?
It didn’t bear thinking about all the times she must have run that question over and over and over in her mind until the sharp edges cut her to pieces. Until the weight of it crushed her.
“You were sixteen.” Not a question.
She flinched at my voice and her arms tightened around herself as she nodded.
I stared at her as flames poured through me. She was a kid herself—and I’d put the pieces together when I heard her and Jim have it out.
They blamed her.
None of it was new information but for some reason, hearing it from her directly made something break open inside of me. My hands clenched to fists in my pockets so my short nails bit into my palms.
Lexi opened her mouth but I shook my head sharply to stop her.
“You don’t have to tell me this,” I said. “You don’t owe me shit.”
Her jaw tightened and when she met my eyes, hers were glassy. “I know that.”
For a moment, she was silent, then she let out a shaky breath, her voice small as she whispered, “It was my fault.”
My mouth popped open. “Jesus, Lex—”
“I was supposed to look after him,” she interrupted, her voice rising like high tide. “It was my job to keep him safe.”
“You were a child,” I clipped. Lexi dropped her gaze.
How could they put that on her? How could they make her believe that? How could a parent—even one so deeply drowning in the black grief of losing a child—do that to their kid?
“Why’d you agree to help with the festival?” The question popped up and escaped before I could stop it, gusted out on an exhale.
She shook her head sharply, posture went stiff as stone. “I can do it,” she ground out.
I blinked. “Not saying you can’t. I know you can.”
That was true. She’d been back a month and I already knew I wouldn’t bet against her. It was abundantly clear to me that if Lexi Harper wanted to do something—consider it fucking done—even if she destroyed herself in the process.
That was the part that worried me.
“I’m just wondering,” I said carefully, “if you should.”
Her eyes flashed with defiance. “I can look after myself, Dawson. I don’t need you questioning me.” Like everyone else, she didn’t say.
There was something in her tone that was rough-edged and indecipherable. I’d seen Lexi angry—been on the receiving end more times than I could count since she got back—but this was different.
It was deeper, more insidious, more vicious.
I wanted to argue, but what could I say?
It’s all well and good wanting to recover and grow and move forward, but healing’s only healing if you’re ready—otherwise it’s just punishment.
The realisation landed heavy on me. She was still punishing herself. It made me want to argue even more, but I knew better than to push her. I’d been on the receiving end of her reaction when I did that, too. It sucked.
Lexi turned away, body still ossified with tension. “I’m gonna stay a while,” she murmured. “I’d like to be alone, please.”
I hesitated, instinctively reaching for the back pocket of my jeans where the envelopes were—but something stopped me. I didn’t want to withhold it, but she wasn’t in a good place now.
My hand dropped back to my side as I watched Lexi shuck her coat off and lay it on the damp ground like a blanket so she could drop to a seat at the foot of Penny’s grave. A shiver wracked her body, goosebumps peppering  her shoulders.
“You’ll catch your death out here without your jacket on,” I intoned.
She threw a half hearted glance to me. “I’ll be fine.”
My jaw flexed and I hovered behind her, before sighing as I shrugged off my brown leather jacket and draped it over her shoulders. Lexi stilled as I let my hands linger—then she  gripped the collar and curled it tight around herself, dipping her chin.
It drowned her, but she’d be warm.
“You’ll get cold,” she mumbled.
“I’m bigger than you,” I said with a shrug. I was wearing a sweater anyway.
She snorted. “Understatement.”
Ordinarily, a comment like that would have hit me the wrong way. My self-consciousness around my body could be an ugly thing some days—but the smile in Lexi’s voice told me she wasn’t being unkind, and I found myself chuckling softly.
“Yeah, well, I hold heat easy,” I muttered.
I didn’t want to leave her, but I also knew that sometimes space was the only thing that helped—that even when the worst part of it all was being  alone, you still needed to be on your own.
“Give it back tomorrow.” I hesitated. “You need anything, you know where to find me.”
She sniffed. “Thanks, Cole.”
Cole. Not Dawson.
Warmth poured through me and it felt like progress.


Lexi

Mattie: Hey so I guess you and Kyle broke up? He just showed up at the coffee shop demanding I tell him where you are.
Mattie: Told him to kick rocks, obviously.
Me: Thanks.
Me: We did break up. He cheated on me.
Mattie: Scumbag. Are you okay? Having a bit of a fucking time aren’t ya?
Mattie: With all the love in the world.
Me: Ha. Right. I’m fine. But he keeps bugging me.
Mattie: Ugh.
Mattie: Girlie, just block him.
Me: I don’t want to let him win like that, y’know. Feels like he would be if I blocked him. He’ll forget about me after a while.
I FELT BAD FOR NOT calling Mattie yet—but I didn’t know where to begin to explain everything. Still, at least she had proof of life. Mattie was protective and I didn’t want to give her recourse to do anything dramatic.
Kyle: Alexis, you’re being childish. It’s normal for couples to fight. What makes the difference is how you move through it together, and you aren’t being very understanding. You haven’t even given me a chance to explain my side. How are we supposed to move on from this if you won’t meet me halfway?
Kyle: I spoke to Mattie and she said she hasn’t heard from you. Did something happen?
Kyle: Stop declining my calls.
Kyle: I know you’re getting my messages.
Kyle: You’re in one of your moods, aren’t you?
I TAPPED THE DECLINE BUTTON, swiping away the stack of unread texts. His call history read 34. Frankly, that felt low. My phone was like an unpinned grenade these days, never far from ringing with his name on the screen. I knew Mattie was right—I should block him, but I didn’t want him to win.
I was surprised he’d not given up after almost two months.
You’re in one of your moods, aren’t you?
Grief isn’t linear.
It comes in waves. Some are tsunamis—early on, most of them are. They knock your legs away again and again and again. You never have time to get back to your feet.
Over time, the waves get smaller. It doesn’t get easier, just more manageable—but right after you lose someone, where you’re learning your new reality without them in it, it’s like being on the beach as a little kid, and you see the water coming, and you know that no matter what you do, you can’t get out of the way in time.
What people don’t tell you is that sometimes, the waves can get real big again for no reason. They come out of nowhere and steal your breath, and it hurts just as bad, even after years. Decades.
Kyle labelled my grief “moods.”
I was sat on the bed in a state of time dilation, staring at my “sensible shoes.” They’d earned a few scuffs, and part of me liked it. I’d be devastated to see the same scuffs on my Carvela boots—but these looked better for it. Worn in, like they belonged here.
Like I belonged here.
I had to go. I was running out of time. The two weeks since the town meeting flew by, and Marge had already been flexible, allowing me time to psych myself up over going to Silversurf.
Psych myself up I did.
There was an endless to-do list, and I was creating a blocker because I hadn’t surveyed the location and finalised a vendor layout.
A chill slid down my spine and I forced a breath to expand my frozen chest.
I shoved my feet into my boots and tied them hastily before I could talk myself out of it, grabbing my jacket and barrelling down the stairs where I tugged the door open and smacked straight into solid muscle clad in navy wool knit and smelling of cedar and soap.
I staggered back and stilled as Cole barely flinched. I bounced off him like a ping-pong ball. Relative to him, I basically was—he was built like a wall. A warm, comfy-smelling wall. He smelled like the leather jacket he leant me at the cemetery. Masculine, but soft and safe. Like him.
It was hung in the hall behind me.
I’d planned to return it, but I kept forgetting and he never asked.
I forced a breath. All I could think about was getting myself to Silversurf (and then all the fucking way away from it) while I had the impetus.
“What are you doing here?” The words were sharp and Cole’s brows pulled down as he studied me.
“Moving the faucet behind the washer-dryer,” he said slowly, almost carefully. “So you can access it from the cabinet. We talked about it.”
I pulled my jacket tighter around me. “Fine. Just, uh, lock up when you leave?”
I stepped forward, clearly signalling my intention to pass by him, but Cole didn’t move. His eyes stayed locked on my face, shadows moving in them.
His toolbox clunked and shuddered as he shifted his grip on the handle. “Where you going in such a rush?”
I hesitated and my throat went hot. “Nowhere important.”
His jaw shifted and he moved slightly—just enough to block the doorway entirely. “Where?” His voice wasn’t demanding—but it sure was insistent. “Don’t bullshit me.”
I glared up at him and hoped the defiance in my eyes hid the panic. “None of your business,” I said acidly. I didn’t miss how he flinched. “Move, Dawson. I gotta go.”
His eyes searched mine, more intent this time. “Where?”
“It doesn’t matter,” I snapped against the burn in my throat.
“It does matter.” Cole’s voice was soft. Something hot burst open in my chest. “It matters because you’re clearly not okay—and it is my business, because I can’t stand seeing that look in your eyes. So you need to tell me where you’re going, or you’ll be late—‘cause I’m not letting you past ‘til you do.”
I blinked, pulse kicking.
He set his toolbox on the porch and braced his forearms on the doorframe—which only made his huge chest look even wider—and gave me a pointed look. “I’m a patient man, Lex.”
I barely winced. For some reason, when Cole called me “Lex,” it was almost okay. Nice, even. I never let anybody call me that, so it felt like something special. Something just ours.
I knew he wouldn’t let this go—part of me didn’t want him to. I wanted him to care.
“I’m going to Silversurf,” I mumbled.
Realisation flooded his face. “Silversurf,” he repeated. “You not been since—”
“No,” I interrupted. “So, if you could just…”
I jerked my chin, the universal signal for get the fuck out of my way.
Cole exhaled slow and his large hands gripped the doorframe. “Lexi, you can’t—”
“Please, don’t,” I clipped. His mouth clicked shut. “Just, don’t, Dawson. Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do.” My toes curled in my boots, squeaking against my socks. “I’ve honestly had it up to here with people telling me what I can’t and can’t do, so just… let me past.”
Cole sighed and dropped his arms from the doorframe, raking a hand through his dark hair.
“I wasn’t gonna say you can’t,” he said softly. “I was gonna say you can’t do it alone.”
I stared at him. I could feel my heartbeat rattling my collarbones.
“I’ll go with you,” he added, quieter.
I blinked. I was sure if there were any words left in my head, I might’ve said them, but they got blasted from my brain like a confetti cannon. He wasn’t ordering me. He wasn’t trying to control anything. He wasn’t saying I couldn’t.
“I—” My throat constricted and I looked away, swallowing everything rising up in me. “I don’t need—”
“Lex, you shouldn’t do it on your own.” His voice was so calm, so steady. It made everything inside of me feel chaotic by comparison.
I scowled at the ground as I willed the scratchiness in my eyes to go away. I didn’t want to admit how scared I was of what would happen when I got there—the collapse and the crush and the fallout. I was terrified of Cole seeing that, but I was also terrified of being buried alive and alone when the debris came down on me.
I nodded into my chest and flicked my gaze up, looking at him through my eyelashes. He nodded back, toeing his toolbox over the threshold and tipping his head to the coat rack. “Can I have my coat back?”
I cleared my throat, turning to grab the leather jacket. “Sorry. I kept forgetting.”
“S’fine.” Cole’s rough fingertips brushed mine as he took it and my pulse kicked. He shrugged it on and jerked his chin towards his driveway. “Come on. We’ll my truck.”
“I can drive—”
“Humour me?” His face had softened with a small smile. “It’s a small thing, but—would it be easier on you if I drive?”
“Yeah, I guess,” I answered honestly. “One less thing.”
His smile widened. “Then let me do a small thing that makes it easier on you. Okay?”
Warmth poured through me as I followed him to his truck.
Cole walked ahead of me and opened the passenger side, waiting for me to get in and connect my seatbelt before he closed the door.
“Y’know,” I said as he jumped in, “You’re acting an awful lot like you care.”
Cole glanced to me as he started the engine. His expression was confusion mixed with something I couldn’t identify until he said, his voice low, “I do care.”
My stomach seized.
Hurt.
The cab was silent as I let my hand creep over the bench seat and find his forearm. I squeezed and his eyes cut to mine briefly before flicking back to the road, the confusion in his expression deepening.
“Thank you,” I whispered.
I was about to loosen my grip, but before I could, the rough warmth of his other hand covered mine and he squeezed once.
“I got you, Lex,” he murmured.
Then he let go, and so did I.
I know, and I don’t know what to do with that.
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Silversurf was a short rumble down Cross Street. You could walk it on a nice day. The big board Reed Family Orchard sign at the end of Sea Drift Road whipped past, followed by the smaller part of King River Ranch, where the family home and stables were.
Cole pulled his truck over near Gravenstein Way, a stone’s throw from Watkins Hardware. The large windows of Edgewater Coastal Research Centre glimmered in the sun, and behind it loomed the large white dome of the Edgewater Observatory. The distant clank of chains and creak of hulls from the nearby docks carried on the wind as Cole opened the passenger door for me.
“Mama raised a gentleman.” I tried to push some lightness into my voice. His smile would have been panty-melting if I didn’t feel so sick. Every one of the little orange markers in my pocket felt like it weighed a thousand pounds.
Cole offered a hand as I turned in my seat and I scoffed a caustic laugh. “May be built like a child but I can get out myself, thank you.”
He quirked a brow and backed up so I could step down via the running board. “Might be tiny but you’re not built like a child, Lex,” he muttered, almost under his breath.
Heat melted up the back of my neck as I met his gaze. “What?”
Cole’s eyes flicked down, then up, just once—surveying me as he hummed an approving sound. “You are all woman, Lex.” His voice had dropped low, gone a little rough. The heat in my neck flooded my face under the weight of his perusal.
As if to make his point, he let his gaze drip appreciatively down my frame again, from my face to my feet, and back up, where he lingered for a second, eyes dark and drugging.
Holy shit. Is Cole Dawson flirting with me?
He looked out towards the horizon. “Ready?” The teasing lilt in his voice vanished.
“Nope,” I said cheerfully. I wanted him to keep flirting with me instead. He cracked a smile.
Was I ready? No. Was I gonna do it? Fuck yeah I was.
The beach stretched out ahead of us as we tracked down the stone steps. The tide was out, waves crashing in the distance. The wind was wild, rustling through sea oats and beach heather, whipping my hair across my face.
Every step felt heavier than the last.
Cole walked beside me wordlessly, not too close and not too far.
Another sharp wind cut through me, cool and carrying the scent of the ocean and the sound of the tide. The sand shifted under my feet and a pit yawned in my stomach, opening and contracting,  the grief a living thing, breathing in me.
I stopped at an invisible line in my head, the edge of the space I’d earmarked for most vendors. Blood roared in my ears and my pulse throbbed in my wrist and my throat.
This was the last place I heard my brother’s laughter. His voice.
I told him to stay close and be careful. I told him to slow down, to wait.
Running.
Vines wrapped my chest with thorns, constricting my lungs and biting into me, making me bleed. My hands trembled as I pulled the map from my pocket and smoothed it against my leg.
Water.
This was just another job, just another site.
That couldn’t have been further from the truth and I knew it, but I clenched my jaw and stared down at the paper anyway, trying to focus on the lines.
Panic.
I made a shaky mark with my pen—vendors here. Stage over there so we could run the cable—I’d talk to Lucy. She did sound tech for live music at the Sandpiper. I made another mark, the ballpoint drawing phantom lines in my thigh through the paper.
I tried to take another step, ready to lay out markers so I could double-check the spatial arrangement, but my legs wouldn’t move.
Running. Water. Panic.
The sand was too wet, too heavy. It’d grown hands to drag me down—trying to keep me there, where I failed him.
I forced my next breath, uneven and way too shallow.
“Need a minute?” I flinched at the sound of Cole’s voice as he stepped into my space, so close the heat of his body cut through the cold. It settled over me like mist rolling in from the ocean. 
I blinked hard and my vision blurred. “I’m fine.”
He lingered close and I glanced to him. His face was calm, gaze steady on me.
“I have to lay it out.” I swallowed, trying to ease the tightness coiling in my chest. “Spatial floor plan check.”
Cole nodded, glancing around the empty beach. “Alright. Let’s do that.”
Then he waited. I took a slow, grateful breath and forced my feet to move. The sand shifted under me as I made my way to the first marker point. Cole was never more than a few paces behind me. I caught the scent of his cedar soap on the wind, the leather of his jacket, but he didn’t speak. He was just there, a silent sentinel.
“Got your markers?” He knew I did—they stuck out of my coat pocket, bright neon orange. Any other time I might have been annoyed at him for telling me to do what I was already doing, but not now. It was to keep me moving forward.
A small thing to make it easier.
I pulled one out and my hand shook as I crouched in the dunes to press it into the sand.
Cole crouched beside me, his movements slow and deliberate, like he was trying not to spook me. “You want help?”
I shook my head, though the back of my throat heated. “I need to do this,” I said tightly.
“Alright,” he said quietly as he stood. No push, no argument. Just his steady presence.
I moved to the next spot on the map and pushed another marker into the sand. Next spot—another marker. All I had to do was keep going.
As I stood from the back corner of the live music bandstand, my gaze caught on the ocean, waves crashing rhythmically.
Running. Water. Panic.
I sucked in a sharp breath and I felt it catch in my chest, trapping it halfway between expanded and deflated and unable to go in either direction. My vision vignetted, my ears hissed—no sea and salt, no lines on the map, no orange markers in the sand.
I crouched, my hand landing hard to steady me.
Ethan’s voice was high and bright, cracking through the air.
“Lexi, look! Look how fast I can go!”
It was the last thing he ever said to me. I don’t know if it was the last thing he said, ever.
I hoped so. The alternative was worse.
That he’d called for help, but nobody came.
When I’d looked back, he was gone.
Drowning isn’t loud. It’s not thrashing and screaming because for the most part, you can’t.
More often than not, it’s silent.
A slip beneath the surface, a vanishing.
The water had been so cold it stole my breath when I threw myself in and plunged my head under, the world muffled to near-silence beneath the waves.
I didn’t deserve to come back up if Ethan didn’t.
I squeezed my eyes shut and Cole moved closer, so I could feel the warmth of his body.
I wanted him to reach out, but he didn’t.
When he held me at the funeral, it was the first time someone had held me like they were showing me it would be okay. Promising it would. He held me like that even when he still thought I’d chosen not to visit Gram.
“I told him to stay close.” The words hung between us in the heavy salt air. “Not to run off. I don’t even remember taking my eyes off him—”
Cole’s gaze sharpened on me, the weight of his patience a physical thing.
I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter,” I muttered, trying to swallow the grief lodged in my throat. It sank like a stone in my belly. “I need to finish this.”
“Take a minute,” Cole said softly.
My lips pressed together so hard it hurt. “I can’t stop. If I stop, I’ll—” My voice brittled and broke off. “I have to finish.”
He crouched beside me, one knee pressed to the sand, so close his shoulder brushed the back of mine.
“You will,” he promised. “In a minute.”
The words undid me. Held-back tears stung my eyes and my vision blurred. A breath shook out of me and I dropped the last marker.
Cole’s hand brushed mine, his touch probing my knuckles, and his fingers settled over mine. He didn’t need to speak, I could read his touch.
I’m here.
I carefully turned my hand under his in the sand. He let me twine my fingers between his, and when I squeezed, he squeezed back.
I’m here.
We stayed like that a few minutes before I reluctantly stood, pulling my phone out and taking photos for Marge.
Cole remained close, and the cold wind continued to bite, but it didn’t feel as sharp. The waves still crashed, but they weren’t so deeply drowning. I licked my lips, tasting salt there.
As I collected the last marker, the sun was sinking low, casting the beach in golden light and speckling the sand like stars.
Cole stood beside me, his gaze fixed on the horizon. I didn’t know how to express everything inside of me. The grief and gratitude and his being there.
So even though it was woefully inadequate, I simply whispered, “Thank you.”
We drove back to the inn in silence and I thanked Cole again as I started down the path.
“Lexi, wait.” There was a kind of urgency in his voice that made me stop and turn.
He stepped up to me on the path and pulled a crumpled envelope from his pocket.
“What’s that?”
His shoulders rose and fell with a sigh and he held it out to me. There, in my grandmother’s neat and narrow cursive, said, “Lexi girl.”
“Where did you get this?” I couldn’t keep the bite from my words but when I looked at Cole’s face, his expression was apologetic, not guilty.
“Look, I’m not trying to start shit,” His tone was soft and conciliatory,  “but I found it at the Sheriff’s station.”
My mouth popped open on a startled exhale. “What—when were you there?”
“After the festival meeting—I was fixing the doors—but when I went to your dad’s office, I—it was in the trash.”
My heart lurched. “That was two weeks ago—why—”
Cole dropped his gaze and loosed a sigh. “I was gonna give it to you at the cemetery, but it didn’t seem like the right time.”
“The right time?” My voice cracked. “Did you read it?”
His features pinched. “No, of course not.” He sounded almost tired.
“Why would my dad throw it out?” I flipped over the envelope in my hands and traced a trembling finger over the intact seal. “It’s not—he didn’t open it? Why would he—if he didn’t even—”
My brain was starting to misfire. Today had already been way too much.
“I don’t know,” Cole said softly. “I don’t know what it is. Read it when you’re ready.”
I nodded, gripping the paper hard enough that it wrinkled as I blinked my eyes closed for a breath.
His sudden touch startled me and my eyes flew open as he crooked finger under my chin and gently lifted my gaze to meet his. “Hey, you did good today. You should be proud of yourself.” He paused, eyes on my face. They were dark in the dying light—a rich, deep amber, like whiskey. They burned, but warmed. “I’m proud of you, Lex.”
My lips parted, his hand dropped to his side, and his gaze dropped to my mouth. Time slowed to glacial, then he gave a jerky nod. “Night.”
I blinked after him as he left.
I wasn’t sure how long I sat with the envelope when I went back inside.
“Lexi girl.”
My gram was one of only two people who called me that.
Before I could talk myself out of it, I carefully broke the seal.

Lexi girl,
I’m sorry. Sorry for what? Where do I start?
I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I’m sorry I’m forcing your hand.
I’m sorry I’m about to ask you to come home. I know you’re not ready, but it’s time.
I knew the living clause would be the only way to get you to stay—and you should stay. Take this as my dying wish—that you’ll stay.
Circumventing the living clause would break the law but are you willing to break a promise to your dead grandmama? There’s another thing for me to be sorry for.
Edgewater is your home. You grew up in this house, the one I hope you’re in now. You belong here.
The last thing I’m sorry for is that I won’t be here when you get back.
All my love,
Gram


Cole

Cole,
You must be pissed. I would be. You loved this place as much as me. Maybe more. I know it’s going to rub you the wrong way when my grandbaby takes it out from under you. Don’t hold it against her that she didn’t come back. I haven’t told her I’m sick, so if you want to be mad at someone for it, be mad at me.
[bookmark: _Hlk188449398]Help her with the inn. She’s smart, but filled with self-doubt. She’ll overwork to compensate when she thinks she’s failing. Promise me you’ll keep an eye on her. Take care of her. Being in Edgewater is hard for her, but she deserves to have her home back. She blames herself for what happened to her brother.
Remind her that there can still be good here. That she can want good for herself.
You’re alike that way. Afraid to want.
Don’t think I forgot that time you had too much Sterling 12 with me that New Years. Loose lips sink ships, Cole.
Thank you for being here. Even now it’s getting mighty ugly.
All my love,
Penny

EDGEWATER WAS QUIET. The kind of quiet that settled low in the streets like mist.
The kitchen window was propped open on the latch so I could smell the sea air. It always seemed stronger in the evening, right on the edge of the dark, and I liked that.
I’d been rereading my letter from Penny for hours or minutes. I wasn’t sure.
She deserves to have her home back.
Penny didn’t write anything about Lexi staying, but it was heavily implied.
I wanted her to stay. That scared the fuck out of me. I wanted to spend more time with her. I liked being around her and I liked her being around.
Loud knocking flinched me out of my thoughts and  I felt like a dick for being disappointed when I opened the door to find Molly, not Lexi.
My brow furrowed—a direct contrast to her bright, expectant smile. Her breath fogged in front of her face. “Hey—haven’t seen you much lately.”
She pushed through the door and I stepped aside automatically, cursing myself as soon as I did. “Of course, come in,” I groused, mostly to myself because Molly clearly wasn’t listening.
Her hands were on me before the door closed. I couldn’t help the visceral urge to recoil.
“Molly, look—” I cut off with a hiss as she palmed my cock through my jeans. “We talked about you showing up outta the blue.” My voice was strained.
She rolled her eyes. “It’s not a big deal.” She had this low, husky voice. I used to think it was sexy but now it just made me wince.
“Stop.” My hand encircled her wrist. “It’s a boundary, and it’s non-negotiable.”
Her scoff made my throat tighten. “You’re seriously weaponising therapy speak? Come on, Cole you’re clearly into it.”
Her eyes flicked down pointedly. I didn’t know how to explain to her that if she touched my dick, he was gonna take it personally, whether I was into it or not.
“I’m not ‘weaponising therapy speak.’”
I sucked in a sharp breath as she untucked my shirt and she took that reflexive reaction as a green light to continue.
The crack of self-consciousness was a whip with her hands on me there. As if on cue, she hummed and smoothed her hands over my stomach. “Not sure tucked-in is a good look for you. Kinda unflattering, y’know?”
My chest swarmed with heat.
“Stop,” I snapped. Molly froze, her eyes cutting to mine. “I said no. It’s a complete sentence.”
I can’t believe I’m explaining consent to a grown woman.
She opened her mouth right as I said, “You need to leave,” and a metallic crash clattered next door. My head whipped toward the sound.
“I gotta go.” I tucked my shirt in roughly and shoved my feet into my worn leather boots.
Molly blew out a derisive breath and whined, “I just came over.”
“I didn’t ask you to.” I ushered her out onto the porch with me.
She huffed but I ignored her, guiding her to the end of my yard and barely muttering, “Bye,” before I took off.
I knocked at the same time as trying the inn’s front door. It opened freely and I made a mental note to tell Lexi to lock the door as I called her name.
“In here.” Her voice was strained and dismay splintered in my chest.
I followed the sound of her voice and found her wrestling with a broken piece of wooden shutter. Rough shards littered the floor and she had her palm cradled in her opposite hand, blood pooling in the centre. An ancient swingback ladder on its side told the source of the crash.
Lexi cursed under her breath, glaring at the mess.
“Jesus.” I shook my head, wood crunching underfoot as I crossed the room. “Are you okay?”
“Obviously,” she clipped.
I reached for her hand to inspect the damage. “You don’t have anything to deal with this, do you?”
She tried to pull away from my grip, but I wouldn’t let her. I glanced down and loosed a sigh at the sight of her socked feet.
“You should have shoes on,” I intoned. “Too easy to slip.”
She glared, but there wasn’t much heat in it. “I’m fine. I’ll take care of it.”
“Right.” I’d have bet money I’d come back the next day to find she’d wrapped it in toilet paper. “Come on.”
Before she could argue, I was guiding her out of the inn via the shoe rack so she could slip her boots on. Her hand was small and cold in mine, and while the scrape looked superficial, I was concerned she was doing exactly what Penny said she would. Too much, without help.
I spotted Molly leaning on the wall that separated the road from Leeward Sands. The second her eyes landed on Lexi, her expression hardened. A tight-lipped scowl twisted her features and she turned sharply, stalking off.
Lexi muttered under her breath, “Sorry for ruining your date.”
I snorted. “We’re not dating.”
That’d always been the case, but it felt good to say it out loud.
“Does she know that?” Lexi said with a chuckle as I sat her down at the kitchen table, reluctantly letting go of her hand to retrieve the first aid kit.
I knelt in front of her and laid her hand palm-up across her legs, then unzipped the little green bag to find the antiseptic wipes and gauze.
“She knows,” I said eventually. I slid my hand under Lexi’s and my knuckles brushed her denim-clad thighs. I tried not to think about the potential implications of being on my knees in front of her.
“We had a thing,” I mumbled, swiping the antiseptic over her palm. She hissed. “No strings. It’s over. Now hold still.”
The silence between us stretched as I carefully wrapped her hand like I’d wrap my hands to box—minus between the fingers and around the thumb and wrist.
Lexi’s phone buzzed and she glanced the screen before blowing out a soft breath and setting it on her thigh. When I flicked my eyes up, her gaze was on me and her expression was pinched.
I failed to stifle my huffed laugh. “You jealous, Lex?” I teased.
Her eyes widened and I fucking loved it. She shook her head. “Of course not.” Her voice was a little breathless, a slight blush flooding her face.
I sat back on my heels, still holding her hand in mine. “Sure about that?” I couldn’t help the way my lips twitched into a smirk.
She stammered a few fragmented sounds, trying to find words—presumably to argue with me—but I didn’t let her. “Look,” I said, my voice dropping. “I’m not with Molly.”
Lexi’s eyes searched mine, dark under her lashes. A midnight kind of green. She hummed thoughtfully. “You should tell her that—seems like she’s not getting the memo.”
I held her gaze. “I will.”
Lexi’s phone lit up on her thigh and I didn’t even pretend not to look. A scroll of messages from someone called Kyle filled the screen.
I frowned. “Who’s Kyle?”
I pushed to stand and busied myself with putting the first aid kit away and disposing of the associated garbage.
Lexi snorted a light laugh behind me. “Now who’s jealous?”
When I spun back to face her, she’d stepped into my space and I almost took her out. I glared down at her, but she just smirked. “Not jealous,” I muttered. “Didn’t seem like you wanted to talk to him anyhow.”
“I’ll believe you when you believe me.” She quirked a brow. I could smell her shampoo—something with lemon and jasmine—soft, pretty. Like her. “I don’t want to talk to him.”
The addition felt strangely like an admission.
She stepped back but her gaze lingered on me, raking up and down my body like she was drinking me in. I couldn’t help feeling exposed, but her perusal wasn’t judgemental—it was appreciative.
Her smirk grew and she gestured to me with a pointed finger. “The tucked-in button down is definitely doing it for me, Dawson,” she praised, her voice low. Blood rushed south. “Really suits you. All proper. Very handsome.”
My mouth popped open and her grin was a flash of white teeth as she spun on her heel toward the door, calling, “Thanks for the bandage, Doctor,” over her shoulder.
I stood frozen in the kitchen as the door clicked shut.
Jesus fuck, I was utterly screwed with this woman.


Lexi

WHY DO I KEEP FLIRTING with Cole Dawson?
It was like I couldn’t help myself. The man had turned me entirely fucking stupid.
There was something about that grey and forest flannel stretched across his broad shoulders and neatly tucked into his grey jeans, accentuating his soft stomach—not to mention the sleeves cuffed at the elbows.
That was probably why I was leaning against the doorframe, watching him fixing the rotting, exposed beams in the living room ceiling.
Aside from how downright edible he looked, I did admire the way his brain worked. He clearly understood the structure of the place and building construction in general. I couldn’t help but notice the precision with which he worked.
“You get into this because of your dad?”
Cole peered down at me over his shoulder, then shifted his attention back to the beam. “I’m good at fixing things,” he muttered.
There was a pause before he glanced to me again. “You knew my dad?”
I grinned. “He was my shop teacher the last two years I was here.”
“No way you took shop,” Cole gusted out on a laugh.
“You wound me.” I laid a hand over my heart. “I liked making things with my hands. Your dad loved what he did. It was inspiring.”
Cole worked harder at the beam. I’d already deduced from his tone, but he confirmed my hunch with a muttered, “He died six years ago.”
I rolled my lips in, dropping my gaze. “I’m really sorry. At least you’re carrying on his legacy.”
Cole’s shoulders tensed, but he forced a shrug through the tightness. “Always liked taking things apart to see how they’re put together.”
I snorted. “Pretty sure I remember you doing that with JD and Emma’s TV.”
A deep chuckle rumbled out of him, his body shaking with it. “I’d never seen Jenny Tucker so pissed.”
I remembered that, too. When Emma’s mom found out what her son and Cole Dawson had done to their television set, she practically had steam coming out of her ears.
The memory made me smile. “You obviously have an understanding of building construction, but you’ve got an eye for layout and design, too.”
He glanced at me again and a shadow flickered in his eyes. “I’m just good at fixing stuff.” His voice had drained of the warmth it held a few moments before. “Not the same as design. Pass me the plane? Red handle.”
I shrugged, wandering over to his toolbox and grabbing the wood plane. “You don’t just fix things—you improve them. You understand the way things go together and what makes them look good.”
The rasp of the plane flooded the room for a few moments, followed by silence. Cole wiped  his brow with the back of his hand. “Just things I’ve picked up.”
Of two things, I was sure: One, Cole’s eye for design wasn’t something he just picked up; and two, I struck a nerve bringing it up.
Now I wanted answers.
“Picked up?” I leaned my hip to the table where his toolbox and rolltop backpack rested. “Most people wouldn’t notice half the things you’ve pointed out about this place. Give yourself some credit.”
He shrugged as he backed down the ladder, it was a casual gesture, but his body language had shifted, movements stiff and jerky as he jostled things around in his toolbox. It shifted, nudging his bag so it overbalanced.
I reached out absently to stop it toppling, and out of the mouth of the rolltop spilled a small leatherbound notebook, landing right in my hand.
I turned it over. It was well-worn, with a cracked brown cover and yellowed pages. I pinged the elastic closure off and flipped it open. As soon as a I saw the contents, my mouth fell open.
There were pages and pages of sketches—blueprints, designs for rooms, details and angles for beams and supports, archways, a wraparound porch, and a fancy new skylight with stained glass inclusions. The drawings were meticulously constructed, and Cole’s compact, scribbled handwriting filled every scrap of remaining space on each page with scrawled notes and hasty asides.
“These are designs for the inn,” I said before I could stop myself.
Cole turned  sharply, face like thunder.
“Put that down.” His voice cracked like a whip.
I froze. “I wasn’t—I’m sorry. It fell out of your bag. I just—these are really good.”
“I said, put it down.” His voice was ice spilling through me. I closed the book and placed it on the table by his bag, my teeth sinking into my lower lip.
“I’m sorry,” I said softly. “I didn’t mean to—”
“It doesn’t matter,” he cut me off. The muscles in his shoulders bunched tight as he turned away from me. “They’re not important.”
I think I found the nerve.
I should have left it alone, but I was nothing if not persistent—more often than not, to a fault.
“I don’t know. Maybe you could look into architecture—”
“Stop.” He rounded on me, embers burning in his amber eyes and a muscle ticking in his jaw. I shrank back a step as he glared down at me. “Just drop it.”
I stilled under his burning gaze. “Why are you being like this?” My voice trembled. “I’m trying to tell you that you’re good at something. Is that really so hard to hear?”
Cole’s hands were clenched at his sides. “Please, let it go.”
There was an undeniable note of bitterness in his voice and it threw me. “Cole.” I wasn’t sure why I was arguing, but it made me mad that he was sitting on something he was good at and not letting himself explore it. “Your designs for this place are good. It could be a portfolio.”
His eyes flashed and his shoulders rose. “I’m not interested. What’s the point if you’re just gonna sell it?”
My flinch was too big to stifle, and Cole’s frown deepened. “I haven’t decided if I’ll sell it,” I admitted softly.
“You been pretty clear you hate being here.” Cole’s voice dropped low as he added, “What changed your mind so quick?”
My stomach swooped low.
You, I didn’t say
I hesitated. Everything had changed already, and still was changing. I felt it like the ground shifting under me. It was tectonic.
“I don’t know,” I said weakly. “It’s painful being back here, I’m not gonna pretend it’s not, but I don’t want to sell the inn without thinking it through. Either way—you could do something with it. We could.”
Storm clouds gathered in his eyes. “We?” His voice was venomous. “You really think I’m gonna go to those lengths when you could just turn around and sell it to some stranger?”
I took a sharp breath.
Fuck him for thinking I’d do that.
 “You just… you’ve got all these ideas. They’re good ideas. Why keep them hidden away in a little book instead of making them real?”
“You think you get to decide what I do with my ideas?” The words sliced into me. “This isn’t your call. I don’t wanna waste my time making changes to this place—a place that means something to me, even if it doesn’t to you—for you to sell it out from under me and walk away.”
My cheeks flared with heat. “You seriously think I’d do that to you?” I spat. “I’m not asking you to waste your time. You’re already doing half the work. I know it means something to you, it means something to me too—I’m just trying to help.”
“I don’t need your help.” His voice was arctic and it froze the blood in my veins.
I gulped a breath, trying to ignore the sting in the bridge of my nose and my pulse pounding my ears. “You’ve got so much potential.”
Cole’s brows were thick, dark slashes over his eyes as he glared at me. “Worry about your own potential. That’s plenty for you to be getting on with.”
The words hit like blow darts, precision-engineered. A rough rattled in my throat. “Fuck you. I’m taking a walk.”
His expression morphed and he reached out. “Lex—”
“Don’t touch me,” I snapped, moving out of his reach. I spun on my heel and marched out of the inn.
I ended up at the pier and spent maybe twenty minutes there, then decided to be a grown up and go back.
Cole’s gaze lifted slowly as I walked into the living room, where he worked on the shelves by the back window.
“Where’d you go?” he asked gruffly.
My first instinct was to snap that it was none of his business, but I knew that wouldn’t help, as much as I wanted to needle him. “I told you. I went for a walk.”
“Lexi.” He dropped his hammer to the walnut coffee table with a thunk. “I—”
“Don’t worry about it,” I muttered.
“It’s just, nobody’s ever—”
I held up a hand, stopping him. “You were right. I don’t know if I’m staying. Your ideas are yours. Forget I said anything.”
He was quiet for a moment, watching as I toed my boots off. Then he blew out a breath and his gaze dropped. “Right.” His voice was soft, almost defeated. His shoulders sagged. “That’s what I was gonna say.”
Thing was, I had a horrible feeling that wasn’t what he was going to say at all.



Cole

NOBODY’S EVER BELIEVED in me like that, I’d wanted to say.
Lexi clearly didn’t want to hear it.
The silence was deafening until there came a sudden loud knock followed by the creak of hinges, and JD’s voice boomed through the space. “Thought I’d find you here!”
I turned to see him in the doorway, arms crossed and grin reaching from ear to ear. He surveyed the scene—me balancing the walnut shelf and Lexi holding the drill like a weapon—and loosed a laugh.
“You’re having too much fun,” he declared. “Break time. Sandpiper.”
Lexi glanced to me. Her expression was still guarded and I hated it. I’d been a prick, but the truth was I’d rather have Molly Fontaine rib me for my “dad bod” than have Lexi judge my designs. Except she didn’t judge them.
I didn’t know what to do with that.
“We should really finish this—”
“No, no, no,” JD cut her off. “I had a shitty day. You’re both coming with me so I’m not drinking alone.”
Lexi was already trying to formulate an excuse, her eyes darting between me and the shelves and the drill in her hands. She wasn’t gonna get out of this one. Not with JD.
“I don’t think—”
“Come with us,” I interrupted her this time. I didn’t know why I said it, and by the look on her face, neither did she. Even JD looked surprised—but he was also smirking. “We can take a break.”
Lexi cut me an incredulous look. “Take a break? You?”
JD barked a laugh, clapping me on the back. “She’s got your number.”
I rolled my eyes. “Appeal wears off quick.”
Lexi shot me a glare but she was still smiling a little. “Okay. Fine.” She set the drill in the open case. “Hate this drill anyway.”
JD snorted a laugh as we piled out into the brackish air, walking down Cross Street to Main Street. At the mini roundabout brimming with wildflowers, JD tipped his head to the big house on the corner and glanced to Lexi. “That’s me.”
She quirked a brow. “Didn’t realize the money was in auto mechanics.”
JD just chuckled as we wandered down Driftwood Walk, where the paved road turned to the dirt track of Palmetto Springs. If you followed it round, you’d end up in the marshes. Come at it from the other direction by JD’s shop, via the unimaginatively titled Saltworks Road, and you’d find the old namesake, a huge abandoned factory with the pits stretching out.
Beyond it, the Munroe family shack stood on legs I’d replaced last summer for Luna, the oldest daughter. Her mother, Geneva, had been sick for a while, and Luna was pretty much looking after her younger siblings, Willow, Reef, and Finn, herself. The Munroes kept to themselves, but Edgewater looked after its own regardless. That was why I didn’t charge them.
Luna sent me off with fresh oysters anyway.
“You ever go out to the marshes?” I asked Lexi as we took the wooden steps up to the Sandpiper’s wraparound porch. JD swiped the empty glasses off the barrel table and carried them in with him, beelining for the bar.
“Not really,” she said absently, following JD. I walked behind her and tried not to stare at her perfect round ass in those tight blue jeans. “Dangerous. Sheriff’s daughter has to set an example, right?” She threw a smile over her shoulder and I basked in it. It felt like sunshine on my face.
“Tellin’ me you never misbehaved?”
I knew I was asking for trouble, but I couldn’t help myself.
She leaned an elbow to the bar beside JD as Lucy flashed him a grin and thanked him for returning the glasses.
“What do you think?” Lexi quirked an insouciant brow.
I’m thinking things I shouldn’t be thinking in public.
I covered with an eyeroll as she loosed a laugh. I was just glad she didn’t seem to be mad at me anymore.
I hated that I’d hurt her like that.
JD pushed a pint of amber ale across the mahogany to Lexi and she smiled gratefully, lifting it to him, then to me. “Salut.” She took a long swallow and I watched her throat work, transfixed, until JD’s elbow dug into my side.
He pushed a cold draft into my hand and deadpanned under his breath, “Be more obvious, man.”
I glared as we shouldered through the crowd to grab a horseshoe booth by the jukebox and the pool table. JD slid into the back, stretching his arms across the weathered vinyl top.
“See?” He gave a contented sigh. “Perfect remedy for a long day—alcohol.”
Lexi dropped into the booth and I sat opposite her. “I’m sure that’s scientifically proven,” she said dryly.
I liked her like this. Warm. Relaxed.
Like her any way she sees fit to be, if we’re being honest.
Thing was, I wasn’t being honest with myself at that point, so I dropped my gaze and pushed the feeling down. All wanting had got me in the past was hurt. Not fucking with forever meant not fucking with commitment, vulnerability, or openness.
Which meant not giving in to whatever this was.
JD raised a hand to Pete, calling out for three whiskey picklebacks.
“No, man, what the fuck,” I groaned.
He waved me off. “Come on, I told you I had a shitty day. Humour me.”
I dragged a hand over my face.
Lexi leaned back in the booth, exhaling a stifled laugh through her nose as her gaze stuck on me. “He always like this?” She glanced to JD.
I smirked. “Bossy?”
“Assertive,” JD corrected, pointing a finger at me. “Don’t make a good trait out to be a bad one.”
Pete ferried over our six little glasses of sin and JD slammed his bourbon and pickle brine chaser before Pete even got the chance to set mine down. He smirked when he did.
Lexi eyed me, a hint of wariness in her expression, then followed suit. Her gaze landed back on me as she dropped the second glass and raised a brow pointedly.
I rolled my eyes. “I fuckin’ hate you,” I said to my idiot of a best friend, before taking the shots.
I despised picklebacks and he knew it.
“Love you too,” JD beamed.
He did most of the talking as we nursed our beers—something about a busted carburettor and the idiot customer who thought he could fix it himself—but I mostly watched Lexi. She was engaged in the conversation, at least when she could get a word in around JD’s monologing, her shoulders gradually relaxing.
I could tell she didn’t let herself enjoy a break often.
Takes one to know one.
“I gotta say,” JD tipped his glass to her, “You’re the first person I’ve seen in a long time who can hold there own against him.” He cocked his head at me in an accusatory fashion. “Usually people just give up when he maxes out on his grumpy fuckery.”
Lexi snorted a laugh into her drink, amplified by the pint glass, and it was entirely too adorable. “Max? Thought this was default.”
I furrowed my brow, taking a slow pull from my Edgewater Ruby Ale. “I’m right here, y’know.”
Lexi’s face lit up with a megawatt grin. “I know—and look at you! Thriving at max.”
JD whooped a laugh. “See? She’s not bad to have around.” His eyes flicked to me momentarily, but that was all he needed. Twenty-five years of friendship meant I could read him like a book, and him me.
Keep hold of this one.
I wished I could.
Lexi rolled her eyes, but then I felt her foot nudge my shin under the table. I froze as she threw a lazy smirk to JD. “Your approval is the high point in my day,” she deadpanned.
JD grinned, leaning back so the vinyl creaked. “Should be,” he said solemnly. “Tough one to get.”
“No it’s fucking not,” I said on a snorted laugh.
I felt Lexi’s foot under the table again as her boot worked its way between my calves.
Is she playing footsie with me?
I zeroed my gaze on her and she smiled right back as she sank down into her seat with her feet crossed and settled between my ankles.
It felt familiar and comfortable. I couldn’t have made myself move even if I wanted to. Guess I should have expected something to burst the bubble.
“Cole!” The voice zipped up my spine and I straightened in my seat. Molly stopped by the table, all blonde curls and wide smile that seemed to tic in her cheeks.
Molly was really pretty and it was unfair to compare her to Lexi, but I knew I’d be comparing any woman to Lexi whether I liked it or not. She’d knocked me on my ass in less than two months.
I want her.
The thought sideswiped me—it both came completely out of nowhere and was utterly predictable.
Inevitable.
My grip tightened on my glass and JD glanced at me, then at Molly, his easy smile faltering. “Well, well,” he drawled, his voice markedly flatter than it was a few moments before. “Long time no see, Molly.”
I couldn’t look at Lexi, even though she was sat right across from me. Her legs stayed between mine. I wished I was sat next to her. I could sling an arm over her shoulder. Let Molly know she was wasting her time. Even if I’d just be pretending Lexi was mine.
I wanted to pretend.
And I didn’t want it to be pretend at all.
“Molly.” I nodded. “How’ve you been?”
“Oh, y’know.” Her hip brushed my shoulder as she propped it to the booth. I leaned away. I hated that she said ‘y’know,’ like I did, and I knew it was intentional. “Same old same old.”
Her eyes flicked to me, then to JD, before landing on Lexi.
Molly’s eyes were a beautiful light hazel that almost looked yellow like citrine. Here, they looked borderline reptilian. “You came into the store—but I can’t remember your name.”
It was an innocent enough statement, but calculated for maximum acidity. Read between the lines, and what she meant was, You’re not memorable.
Lexi straightened. Her feet drew back and I instantly missed the warmth of her legs rested between my ankles. “I never mentioned my name.” She smiled at Molly, but it was a thin smile. Breakable. Forced. “Lexi. Harper. Been away a while.”
Molly’s eyes swept over Lexi, calculating. “Right,” she said, slow as molasses. “Sheriff’s daughter. Penny’s your grandmother.”
“That’s me—and you’re Molly?” Lexi’s smile widened, fortified with genuine amusement as she flicked her gaze to me. In her forest eyes—wildfire. “Cole’s not mentioned you.”
I stifled a snorted laugh. JD didn’t manage to smother his own.
That’s my girl.
Molly’s smile faltered but she didn’t retreat—she lined up her shot, and struck. “I thought about it after you left the store.” Her voice brittled with artificial sweetness. “You never visited when Penny was sick?”
Lexi’s expression sobered instantly and the smile fell from her face.
“I mean, it was awful what happened,” Molly went on. She may as well have been driving a physical blade into Lexi’s chest. “Your brother, right?”
My jaw tightened and I shot JD a look. He was scowling at Molly. I opened my mouth, but Lexi beat me to the punch. “Yeah.” Her voice was steely as she squared her shoulders, but I could see the bleakness in her eyes. “Time away made sense. Grief isn’t linear. You learn how to manage it—however you can. There’s no right way.”
Lexi tipped her head to Molly, her chin stubbornly jutted and a combative smile on her lips but not in her eyes.
God, I admired the hell out of this woman.
Molly blinked, but rebounded quick. She shrugged and slid into the booth beside me where I hadn’t realised I’d left the space.
“Inspiring that you’re moving on,” Molly said. “Can’t let the past dictate the future no matter how ugly, right?”
My teeth clacked together with the force of my jaw snapping shut so I wouldn’t yell at her.
I should’ve, but Lexi didn’t relish anybody fighting her battles for her.
I studied her. Her hand gripped her glass a little too tight as she downed the last third of her beer in a couple mouthfuls and set it on the table with a little too much force as she stood quickly.
“I’m gonna call it a night.” Her voice was a flatline.
My stomach twisted. “I’ll walk you.” I wanted to leap up, but Molly blocked my way.
Lexi smiled, but there was something vicious in it. “It’s okay,” she said blandly. “Gonna head down to the pier.”
My chest tightened. I didn’t want her alone down there—not after that. “Lex—”
She waved me off. Her brittle expression was filled with hairline fractures. “Don’t worry. I’ve got my Cole Dawson approved sensible footwear.” She gave a histrionic heel kick and I snorted a laugh in spite of myself.
I tracked her across the crowded bar and out the doors, my stomach churning. I was ready to flip the table to follow her out, but before I could, Molly slid closer.
JD glared at me and his eyes flicked to the door. I could read the question in his expression. What the fuck are you still doing here?
I hesitated.
“Hey.” JD’s tone was uncharacteristically sharp as he slid out of the booth. He looked at me, jerking his chin to the door. I whipped my jacket off the back of the seat and shuffled around the horseshoe. “That wasn’t cool.” He jabbed a finger at Molly.
She blinked, all wide-eyed innocent. “What do you mean?”
“Don’t act dumb.” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard JD Tucker snap. I didn’t like it one bit. My best friend was a scary motherfucker when he wanted to be. His eyes flicked to me and his glare could cut steel.
Do something, you dick.
I shoved my arms into my leather jacket. The weight of JD’s stare seared into me. “You knew what you were doing, mentioning her brother. Penny.”
Molly’s jaw tightened. “I was making conversation.”
“Y’know Lexi didn’t know her gram was sick, right?”
Her face blanched. “I—”
“Save it,” I cut her off. “I’m out.”
JD clapped a hand to my back, draining his beer with a satisfied smirk. “Dumbest smart guy I know, Dawson.”
I pushed a twenty into his chest for the drinks. “Fuck you, Tucker,” I muttered, but there was no fight in it.
My pace was quick as I booked it out of the Sandpiper and crossed town to the pier, cool evening air chilling my face. I hated how Lexi looked when she left. Walls up, trying to keep it together. But I knew her better now—knew what it looked like when she took a fatal hit to her defences.
Her brother’s name still wrecked her the same way my daughter’s still wrecked me.
Grief recognises grief.
I wasn’t about to let he sit with this on her own. She’d have to throw me off the pier.
I hopped the low wall instead of walking down to the gate, eyes scanning the horizon. The sound of water lapping at the pilings poured through the still night as I marched down to where Lexi sat cross-legged at the end, the way I’d found her the day she got back.
I wished I could take back what I’d said to her.
I wondered if she wished she could take back what she’d said to me.
I slowed as I reached her. She looked so small out here alone.
I didn’t know how to approach. I didn’t want to push her and God knows I wasn’t good with words.
I drew in a deep salt breath and took another step, wood creaking under my boot. Her shoulders stiffened.
“Lex,” I said softly, but I didn’t know how to continue.
Her head was tilted slightly down as she stared out at the water, arms wrapped around herself. After a beat, she let out a sigh. “I’m fine, Cole. Really. Go home.”
Don’t believe it for a second.
I pointed, though she couldn’t see me. “Mind if I sit?”
She glanced over her shoulder. Her expression was still guarded, but she didn’t say no.
I took that as a yes and lowered myself next to her, my legs dangling over the edge, close enough that her knee brushed my thigh.
For a while, neither of us spoke. The water sloshed below us and the clouds moved above us. Tension rolled off her in waves timed to the tides.
“I know you’re not fine,” I said quietly. “You know I can tell, right?”
After what felt like a lifetime, a ragged breath shook out of her. “I hate this.”
I wasn’t sure what she meant. The situation. The pity. Edgewater. All of it. None of it.
So I just nodded.
I felt the same sometimes.
“I know people talk. I know they remember. I’m glad. I don’t want them to forget him. I just… I wasn’t ready. For all this. And tonight—we were having fun—”
Her voice cracked and it took everything in me not to reach out and gather her up, pull her into my arms, and hold her.
“I shouldn’t have come back,” she whispered.
“You know that’s bullshit,” I said too quickly. “I’m sorry I’ve been so hard on you.”
She snorted a laugh. “Big ego you got there, Dawson.”
“I mean it. I’m sorry, Lex.”
She sighed. “I know you thought my absence was intentional, when she was sick—”
“You didn’t know.”
Lexi picked at her nails. “Wasn’t just that though, was it?”
She glanced at me. It was like she could see inside me, to all the things I hadn’t said and all the things I wanted to.
I scrubbed a hand over my face, muffling my words as I admitted, “I resented you.”
That made her head snap up, her gaze clashing with mine, confusion written there. “Why?”
A heavy sigh shook out of me and my shoulders rolled in a despondent shrug. “I hoped it’d be mine.”
Lexi’s lips parted and she blinked.
I looked back out over the inky water as quiet descended on us again, until she whispered, “Maybe it should’ve been.” Her voice was impassive.
I hated it. I’d have given anything to have her fire instead, even directed at me.
Part of me longed to be burned by Lexi.
Her next breath was rattly and my head popped up to watch her shoulders shake. “I don’t deserve it.” Her voice trembled. I ached to hold her. “I didn’t visit. I should have known something was wrong—”
“There was no way you could’ve known,” I snapped.
Her eyes cut to mine, wide and glassy.
“Penny wanted you to have it,” I insisted.
I think I want you to have it, too.
Lexi shook her head. “I don’t know if I can stay.”
I shifted closer. I couldn’t help myself. She didn’t move away, so I leaned into her shoulder. She mirrored me, her body warm against my arm.
“You know I left when I was sixteen, right?” she asked, almost conversationally.
I did know. I didn’t like it one bit. The idea of her being on her own like that. She was a kid—a kid grieving the sudden loss of her brother. “Yeah. I know. Can’t have been easy.” It felt like an understatement.
Lexi exhaled a cracked-in-half kind of laugh and swallowed hard. “I think being alone in Tovin when I was sixteen was easier than it is being back here, surrounded by… all this.” She sighed, and there was so much unsaid in it. “It feels like I’m being handed reasons I shouldn’t stay.”
“Like what?” I said, way too sharply.
“My dad hates me.” Her voice grew small and brittle.
“He doesn’t.” Jim wasn’t a bad person. But he was hurting and hadn’t handled it well.
“Molly definitely hates me,” Lexi said acidly.
“Fuck Molly,” I said automatically.
This earned me a soft laugh.
“Not my type,” Lexi deadpanned. “Besides, you kinda beat me to the punch.”
Her words stung.
“What about reasons to stay? The inn. People you’ve reconnected with.”
Me, I didn’t say.
She soughed out a breath and leaned her head to my shoulder. I froze, afraid to move in case she did. I resisted the urge to wrap my arm around her. I so badly wanted to.
“What if it’s too hard to be back here?”
“It’s been a couple months.” I leaned my head to the top of hers, and she didn’t move away. “It takes time. You deserve to have your home back.”
I didn’t realise I was echoing Penny’s words until Lexi gave a caustic laugh.
“Gram put that in your letter too, huh?” She flicked the end of the pier. “‘Edgewater is your home. You belong here,’” she quoted listlessly.
“You do,” I said.
That was all I could make myself say. A whole truth in and of itself, but part of a larger whole.
The alternative was the absolute truth—the reason I thought she should stay, and it terrified me, how badly I wanted her to stay.
I couldn’t ask her that and have her leave anyway.
Wanting got me left alone and bleeding.
Still, behind the mask of her grandmother’s words, what I wished I could say was, “I want you to stay. Stay for me. Stay with me.”
I can be enough for you.
Choose me.





Cole

“YOU’RE TELEGRAPHING YOUR PUNCHES, man.” Caleb Novak popped his head around the side of the heavy bag. “What’s got you so bent out of shape? Your form’s usually pretty good.”
I blew out a breath. I wasn’t in the mood to play twenty questions with the fire chief.
“I see Cleo for therapy, man.” I threw another punch but Caleb bracketed the bag with his giant bear paws and I grunted as the hit vibrated up my arm. I took a step back, breathing heavy.
“Enough,” he clipped. “You’re gonna break your hand. Take a breather.”
“I’m fine.”
“Wasn’t a suggestion,” he said flatly.
I took a step back, fists curling in my gloves as I glared at him.
Caleb folded his arms and jerked his chin toward the benches. “You’re rattling the walls. I don’t slow you down, the bag won’t make it through the week, and guess who Brooks’ll make replace it?”
I snorted, feeling the tension in my chest loosen. Reluctantly, I stepped away from the bag and sank onto the bench, ripping the straps open on my RS1s and flexing my fingers, though I left my hands wrapped.
My pulse pounded through my whole body.
Caleb settled beside me, resting his forearms on his knees. “This anything to do with Lexi Harper?”
I glanced to him, eyes narrowing. His were a similar colour to mine, and they studied my face. “Where’d you hear that?”
He huffed a laugh. “People talk.”
“Evans talks,” I groaned, scrubbing a hand over my face. I should’ve known Carter would open his big mouth to his best friend. “What’d he say?”
Caleb quirked a brow. “Nothing, actually,” he said slowly. “Word’s been around, but I saw you at the festival meeting. Saw the way you looked at her.”
An incredulous laugh clipped out of me. “The way I looked at her? Big into body language psychology now, are ya, Cay?”
“No, but Amelia was.” His smile at the mention of his late wife was entirely genuine, but still sad. “Guess it rubbed off on me. So hit me with it.”
“I’m all over the place, man,” I muttered, barely audible over the hum of the gym. “I don’t know what I’m doing—how to get her out of my head.”
Caleb raised an eyebrow, a knowing look passing over his face. “No wonder you’re on edge.”
“It’s like… she makes me feel like I could—” I stalled. “Like I could actually be good for someone again. But I know I’m just gonna end up hurt. If I give in—open up, and she leaves, I don’t know if I’ll survive it.”
Caleb nodded, looking out over the studio floor. “I get it.” He shrugged. “Know what it’s like to give your all and get gutted for your trouble. It’s like crawling through glass.”
I huffed a laugh. “Can say that again.”
He glanced to me, like he was calculating his next words. “If she’s got you twisted up like this, maybe she’s worth crawling through glass for.”
I rubbed a hand over my face, swallowing against the frustration that had nowhere to go. “Maybe. Doesn’t make it easier.”
“Not supposed to be easy,” Caleb said with a shrug. “Things worth doing usually aren’t.”
My gaze dropped to his hand, where his wedding ring glinted under the harsh fluorescent lights. Amelia had passed a little over six months ago, and he was raising his daughter Carrie alone now.
I gestured idly to the ring. “Nobody worth crawling through glass for yet?”
He chuckled, holding his hand up so the light caught on the scratched gold. “Nah, man. I’m not exactly looking.” He paused, turning his palm inward and rubbing his thumb over the ring like it was second nature. There was an inscription on the band but I couldn’t see what it said. “With Carrie… it’s hard to decide who’s safe to bring into her life. She’s still…” He sighed. “It’s not just me I’d be hurting—if a new thing went wrong.”
I blew out a breath, feeling a hollow ache in my chest I didn’t want to examine too closely.
Caleb hesitated, his voice lowering, “I want that, though. Someday. I still love Amelia. I always will, but… I don’t want to close myself off. No way to live. We’re made to give and receive love.”
“Who knew you were the sentimental type?”
He grinned. “Always the ones you least suspect.”
I studied him, wondering how he could even think about opening up again after all he’d lost. He seemed so steady, so sure, even when everything had gone to hell. But what was the alternative? You move on or you let it consume you.
And it will consume you, if you let it.
“So… why do you still wear the ring?”
He laid his hand on his lap, palm up, thumb grazing the band again. “Promised myself I’d take it off when I’m ready.” He let out a quiet, sad laugh. “Guess I’m not ready yet.”
The gym felt quiet around us, the sounds of punches and weights clanking fading into the background. Caleb lost the love of his life and was still putting one foot in front of the other—not just that, but clearly hoping for something more someday. Hoping to be ready for that.
“I don’t blame you for not wanting to let your heart get wrecked again.” He soughed out a breath, leaning back on the wall and glancing to me. “You… I can’t imagine it.”
The words were like a blade plunging into me. “You’re a dad—”
“Nah,” he cut me off, shaking his head. “Grief is grief, I’m not trying to compare—but not all loss is created equal. Just because I have Carrie doesn’t mean I can approach knowing what you went through with your baby girl.”
The knife twisted in my chest.
“You deserve someone in your corner. Someone who makes you happy.” Caleb looked to me, popping a brow. “Lexi make you happy?”
“Fuck yeah,” I gusted out on an exhale, even if my lack of hesitation scared me more than some. Lexi Harper had been back in Edgewater for two months and she already had my stupid little heart by the balls.
“Then do what you can to win her, and keep her.” Caleb clapped me on the back with a grin as he stood. “Keep your form. You know better. Don’t give my class a bad name by screwing up your hands.”
I rolled my eyes as he headed back across the boxing studio, and dropped my gaze to my hands.
I took my ring off when Sarah left—I knew she wasn’t coming back.
Now I wondered, if I still wore it, would this be the point I’d be ready to take it off.


Lexi

TIDE’S WAS PRETTY MUCH THE SAME as it’d ever been. Grey-blue painted clapboard,  cedar shingle roof patched with moss, and a wide windowed shopfront pouring light into the store.
The salt-eaten sign painted with a lobster trap and scrawled with the store name hadn’t changed in the time I’d been gone, and I found the familiar knotty pine an odd comfort.
In the off season, Tide’s smelled like sugar, leather and old wood—a marked contrast to the summer, where the scent of sunscreen and AC-chilled skin permeated the air and all you could hear was the slap of flip flops on old linoleum.
Early on a Monday, it was just as empty as I expected. Marge nodded as I stepped in and darted down the first narrow aisle. By the crates of squash and pumpkins and the solid oak door to the back room lingered Helen Rivers. She ran the Edgewater Library, the archives for the Edgewater Coastal Research Centre, and—most troublingly of all—the Edgewater gossip telephone.
I flashed a bright smile to her and her friend, then went about my shopping.
The shelves were lined with glass jars and paper packages and I rifled around the seemingly senseless layout, dropping things into my wicker basket as I came across them. Cocoa powder, caster sugar, plain flour, baking powder, butter from the fridge, eggs from the stand at the end of the aisle, fresh that morning from Jasper’s chickens out on King River Ranch.
It was 10 weeks to the day since my dad called me.
The waves were big and I kept getting knocked on my ass, so I planned on baking. I knew it’d hit me like a freight train to do it without my gram the first time, but I didn’t want to lose that part of me entirely. It was something I enjoyed, and I knew even if it hurt at first, it’d keep me connected to her.
I passed by the dim back room housing coils of rope, lanterns, and canvas tarps. Boots, work gloves, and rain slickers were lined and stacked against the far wall, the smell of rubber and salt rising off them like heat off hot tarmac. Metal hooks on the walls held various lengths of neatly tied jute twine and hemp cord.
The layout of Tide’s never made sense but when you lived in Edgewater you learned it. There’d probably be an uproar if Marge changed the layout—even if it made more sense. I imagined pitchforks and torches and a mob of angry small-towners.
“Been back a couple months.” Helen’s hushed voice drifted over the top of the aisle and I froze, my boot squeaking on the floor. The mumbling from the other lady was too low for me to decipher, then Helen tutted. “I know. Such a big job. Poor girl’s in over her head, even with help. Shame. Pride and joy of Edgewater, that inn. Be sad to lose it.”
My stomach swooped low.
Their voices carried away on a wave of laughter and the brass register clacked as Marge rang them up. I tried to swallow away the pain in the back of my throat as I swiped up the brown glass bottle of vanilla extract and dropped it into my basket.
I threw a few bags of chips in there too, and gathered anything else on my list mechanically.
When I got to the register, Helen and her gossipy girlfriend were tottering out of the store together. Marge’s eyes cut to me, darted to them, then returned with a knowing glint.
As soon as the door sighed shut, she took my basket and hiked it onto the counter. “Pay no mind, honey.” Her tone was dry but laced with amusement. “Gossip’s the lowest low. Won’t partake in it—but she’s got nothin’ better to do, that Helen Rivers. Stick up her ass has a stick up its ass.”
I snorted. “Sounds painful.”
Marge shrugged, scanning my groceries with practiced efficiency. “Who am I to kink shame?”
“Marge,” I admonished on a sputtered laugh.
She flashed a smirk. “Penny left you the inn because she knew you’d do right by it, Lexi girl.”
Lexi girl.
The rolling wave of emotion swelled quick and sucker punched me. Marge glanced up, her hawkish gaze sharp as she studied my face with rheumy blue eyes.
“You’re the only one who calls me that, now,” I forced out around a watery smile.
Marge’s smile was equally sad. She held up the flour and sugar before settling them into the bag. “She loved baking with you,” she imparted. “Could’ve been on fire and she wouldn’t deign to piss on me if she knew you were calling.” Her voice trembled and my ribs tightened.
“She talked about you a lot,” I offered truthfully. Marge was probably my gram’s best friend. “If baking was our thing, I heard Hannah’s wine tastings at Briny Breeze were yours.”
Marge beamed. “Never missed ‘em.” She paused, hands stilled. “Not been back since.”
“I’ve never been,” I admitted casually. “Maybe I could come with you?”
Her face lit up like the sun. “That would be real nice, Lexi girl.”
The nickname didn’t hurt less the second time around, but it was a cathartic sort of pain. “You just let me know when.”
She nodded once. “So. You and our Cole Dawson.” Her voice had flattened. “Fess up.”
My face heated immediately. I opened my mouth and stalled. “He—been helping with the inn. That’s all.”
Marge scoffed, her voice desert dry as she drawled, “Can’t bullshit a bullshitter, little Alexis Harper.”
I gawped at her. “What happened to gossip being the lowest low, Margery? You partaking now?”
Her face softened, but her eyes stayed flinty. “When it comes to Cole, yes. Hate the idea of that boy taking any more of a beating than he already has. Can’t bear the thought of him having to pick up the pieces of that big ol’ heart of his all over again.”
Her words knocked the wind out of me and my mouth popped open with an exhale.
It was too big a responsibility—Cole’s heart. He kept it so closely guarded.
“Everyone around here sure is real protective of him, aren’t they?”
“Damn right. That boy looks after everyone around him before thinking of himself, but—” Her words died on her tongue and her hand hesitated over the can of cocoa powder in the bottom of the basket. Marge sighed and her shoulders sagged. “Been a helluva long time since anybody’s thought to look after him. Big strong boy, likes to think he’s got it all handled. But everyone needs to rest sometimes. Be cared for.”
A muttered curse slipped my lips and I pinched the bridge of my nose as she stuffed the last of my groceries into the bag silently. She’d said her piece. Her and my gram were the same that way.
I stepped out of Tide’s and into the fresh sea air, but even the crisp salt breeze couldn’t clear the mess of thoughts warring in my head.
Me. Cole. This place.
Edgewater was my home and it had become a stranger to me, like I’d become a stranger to it.
I was the same and not at all, and so was this town.
As I reached the end of Main Street, with Red Strand Bay stretched ahead of me, and the Lighthouse cutting a familiar silhouette, my phone buzzed in my pocket.
And like an idiot, I answered it automatically, so the first thing Kyle heard when I put the phone to my ear was, “Fuck.”
Buzzy pseudo-silence permeated the other end of the line as I hesitated at the mini roundabout that connected Main Street with Cross Street and Fox Lane, then Kyle’s smarmy chuckle rolled over the static. “Nice of you to finally answer my calls, Alexis.”
A shudder chased up my spine as I took a sharp left. “I don’t want to talk to you. Take a hint.”
“You’re being childish,” he snapped. Relief washed over me as chatter rose in the background. He probably wouldn’t make a scene around other people.
“Told me that already,” I said blandly. “Any new information, or is this just a recap?”
He made an irritated sound in the back of his throat. “When are you coming home?”
A hundred thoughts flew through my head—never. Tovin’s not home. I don’t have a home there. My home isn’t with you—but the one that came out was, “I am home.”
The words lit up under my skin.
I am home.
It felt so foreign, and at the same time I wanted to say it again and again and again.
I heard the scrape of Kyle gritting his teeth over the phone. “Your home is here, with me.”
“You cheated on me,” I said mildly. “Presumably not for the first time.”
“We can work through this,” he ground out. “You haven’t even given me a chance to—”
“I don’t have to,” I cut in. I glanced out over Leeward Sands. The tide was in, an endless stretch of blue-black sizzling into the horizon. “I’ve moved on. You should to.”
Kyle snorted a derisive laugh and I felt it drip down my spine as I pushed the inn’s gate open.
“You can’t possibly be happier in your backwoods hometown.”
My throat constricted as I stepped inside. “Fuck you.” My words shook. I opened my mouth to continue but Cole appeared inside the kitchen doorway, his brows drawn in a deep frown. I froze.
“You’re being utterly senseless,” Kyle hissed. Something dangerous lingered under the words. “You keep talking to me like that, and I’ll—”
I disconnected the call and dropped my arm limply to my side, phone almost slipping from my grip as I started over to the kitchen.
“Who was that?” Cole demanded.
“Nobody important.”
“Lex—”
“Doesn’t matter.” I pushed past him and stilled. The oven was pulled away from the wall, and his tools were scattered around with bits of pipe and cable. “What’s going on?”
Cole stepped around me, still frowning. A burgundy knit sweater was discarded on the island and I cursed my hungry gaze as it roved over him in his tucked-in navy button down, cuffed at the elbows as he worked.
“I was adjusting the access behind the range.” He propped a hip to the counter. “Figured it’d be easier for repairs down the line.”
I stared at him. I wanted to say something, to thank him for going out of his way, but nothing came out. All the chaotic energy I’d been holding onto drained out of me and the grocery bag from Tide’s slipped my grip, landing on the floor with a soft thud as I exhaled.
Cole immediately stepped closer. “What’s wrong?”
I shook my head and forced a tight smile. I knew he’d see right through it. “Nothing.” I swallowed around the knot in my throat. “Thank you. For doing that.”
He straightened, studying me. “Don’t lie to me. Who was on the phone?” His hands landed on my shoulders and he dipped his chin, catching my gaze. “Tell me what’s wrong so I can fix it.”
The way his voice softened almost unravelled me.
I sucked in a shaky breath. “I just went to Tide’s to get some—I—” My voice cracked. Heat built behind my eyes and I blinked hard.
Cole kept his gaze steady on me, large palms seeping warmth into my shoulders, grounding me.
“I miss her,” I whispered. “We baked together and I—” I pointed weakly to the bag at my feet, latently hoping the eggs weren’t broken. “It made me feel closer to her—because I never—” An altogether humourless laugh squeaked out of me and I gestured to the range, “but now I can’t—”
“Lexi,” Cole started softly.
“No, it’s fine, really.” My voice came out high and thin. I could feel the tears threatening to spill as I stepped away. His hands slipped from my shoulders and I missed their warmth immediately. “I’m really grateful you took the initiative, I just—I had a plan for the afternoon, and—”
Cole’s expression darkened instantly. His jaw set and his eyes flicked over me. He looked angry, but at what, I wasn’t sure. “What can I do?”
I bit my lip hard and shook my head. “It’s okay,” I mumbled, throat tight. “I’ll just go take a minute, if that’s alright,” I added quickly, my voice all air. 
I turned to leave, but before I could make it more than a step, Cole’s hand closed around my wrist and he pulled me back. I spun and collided with him, letting out a startled oof as my face pressed into his solid chest.
I stumbled back, heart beating like a fist in my throat, and opened my mouth to speak, but Cole tipped my face up to his with two fingers under my chin, connecting his amber gaze with mine as he murmured, “Use my kitchen.”


Cole

MY HOUSE SMELLED LIKE vanilla sugar, warm, sweet, and the first time in a lifetime that it didn’t feel like an airless tomb.
I watched Lexi flit around my kitchen, flour in her hair and sleeves pushed up, whisking a bowl of batter with intimidating determination. The change in her demeanour was so stark it was almost jarring. She was close to tears when she realised I’d disconnected the oven.
Here, she was in her element. Watching her was mesmerizing.
“You’re doing it all wrong,” she declared, without even glancing up.
I raised an eyebrow and looked down at myself, then back at her. “I haven’t done anything yet.”
“Exactly!” she shot back, her face splitting into a blinding grin. “You’re supposed to help—not just stand there looking pretty.”
I scoffed as I pushed off the counter and stepped up beside her. “Pretty?”
She huffed a laugh. “Sorry, handsome.”
Goosebumps flooded the back of my neck and I couldn’t stop myself asking, “You think I’m handsome?”
Jesus, assassinate me now.
Lexi peered over her shoulder, dark lashes fluttering as her gaze raked up and down my body. I felt suddenly too hot. She pushed the bowl away and turned to face me.
Her hands landed warm and firm on my hips and self-consciousness simmered under my skin.
Too big. Too tall. Too bulky. Too soft in the middle, for sure.
Lexi’s hands smoothed up and down my sides. She didn’t hesitate at the swell over the waistband of my jeans, and the simple gesture felt nothing short of fucking reverent.
Her gaze flicked up to me, green eyes clear and bright.
“Do I think you’re handsome?” she mused, a slow smile curving her full lips. I wanted to taste them. Kiss that smile right off her pretty face. “Of course I do. Stop distracting me, Dawson.”
Stop distracting her?
The audacity of this woman.
I blinked, and as quick as her hands were on me, they were gone again, leaving me wondering if it’d even happened at all. Lexi grabbed the bowl from the counter and nudged a shoulder into me. “C’mon, big guy. I’m teaching you how to bake the best damn sable cookies you ever had.”
“Your gram’s?”
The grin she rewarded me with felt too bright, like I couldn’t possibly deserve it. “You’ve had them?”
I couldn’t help smiling back as she pushed the bowl towards me. “Sometimes asked for ‘em if she wanted a shitty job done,” I chuckled. I tried to recreate her movements, but my hands felt too big and clumsy. “Don’t know how you expect me to be any good at this.”
“Heard you’re good with your hands,” she said casually, then her eyes flicked to me and her cheeks flushed the prettiest shade of pink. “That came out wrong. I meant with tools—making things.” She giggled softly and it went straight to my dick.
Twenty minutes later, we were rolling the dough into little walnut-sized balls and lining them up on a baking tray.
It looked like a bomb went off in my kitchen, but Lexi beamed, pointing triumphantly to the chaos. “See? You’re a natural.”
I looked at the dark batter smeared over my gray marble counters, the flour on the floor, and the mess on my hands. “This is a disaster.”
“It’s perfect,” she said with a grin. “Trust me.”
I couldn’t help smiling back as I wiped my hands on a towel. “If you say so, Lex.”
“You’re saying you never baked with my gram?”
“She never asked me,” I said solemnly. Lexi snorted a laugh through her nose. “Granted, I never asked if she wanted to help with any woodworking.”
“That’s a shame.” Lexi popped a hip to close the drawer from which she’d pulled a measuring spoon. I liked that she already knew where things were in my kitchen, like she belonged here. “Bet she’d have had a blast on the lathe.”
I guffawed, and Lexi burst into peels of laughter again, her head thrown back.
I couldn’t concentrate on anything other than the musical sound of her laughter. It was the best sound in the world. I wanted to hear it forever. Loud, uninhibited, and bestowed upon me freely.
She shifted her bowl from one hand to the other and stumbled slightly. The spatula flipped up, lashing a string of batter right across her face.
She giggled a curse word and set the bowl on the counter with a clatter.
I shook my head, but I was fighting a grin. “How are you so clumsy?” I admonished, but there was no bite in it. I glanced down at her sock-clad feet. “You’re not even wearing shoes so I can’t blame it on your shitty footwear.”
Lexi shot me a playful glare, swiping at the batter on her chin, but she only smudged it worse.
I stepped into her space without thinking. “Hold still.”
My thumb grazed her chin, but then my brain sort of froze, my hand on her skin, warm beneath my touch. Her laughter fizzled as her eyes met mine, wide and searching.
I let my touch drift, tracing the seam of her lips. Time slowed, and her mouth popped open on an exhale.
When her tongue darted out, grazing the pad of my thumb, I almost passed out. Her pupils blew wide and black, gaze still locked on mine, and her tongue pulled slow back into her mouth.
My pulse pounded in my throat, roared in my ears, and my hand slid from her chin to cradle the back of her neck. Lexi’s eyelids fluttered shut as she tilted her face up, and I leaned down, so close I could almost taste the sugar on her lips.
The doorbell sliced through the air between us, and we sprang apart.
I turned sharply towards the sound. “I’ll get it.” My voice was rough.
Lexi didn’t speak, feet rooted to the spot as I marched to the front door.
I wasn’t expecting anybody, and I was mad as hell about the interruption, but when I yanked the door open, all the heat and anger evaporated.
All my thoughts, too. Everything gone. Steam sizzled off a hot pavement.
Sarah stood on the porch, her hand raised as if to ring the bell again.
She looked just like I remembered her. Beautiful. Familiar. Bereft.
My heart crashed into my ribs. My breath was stolen.
“Cole.” Her voice was so slow and careful, like she wasn’t sure if she had the right to say my name anymore.
Behind me, Lexi’s soft laughter and clattering movements drifted through from the kitchen. The smell of vanilla lingered.
I couldn’t look away from Sarah’s face. Couldn’t process what was happening.
There was no longer any inhalable air in the house. In the street. In the whole of Edgewater.
I couldn’t fucking breathe.


Lexi

SOMETHING SHIFTED IN THE AIR. The easy, light feeling that’d been here moments ago had evaporated, leaving the house silent and the air chilled. Unease curled in my chest and I wiped my hands on a dish towel.
We’d been interrupted by the doorbell—and the less said about me licking Cole Dawson’s thumb, the better—but there was no conversation, no footsteps… just, unsettling stillness.
“Cole?” I pressed a hand to the kitchen doorway and peered out.
My pulse kicked with the lack of response.
Something was wrong.
I stepped into the hall, my sock-clad feet shuffling on knotty pine. I spotted Cole immediately, his back to me. He was inhumanly still, fingers digging into the cherry wood of the front door as he held it open.
I wanted to say his name again but I couldn’t make the sound come out. I moved closer, trying to make sense of what was happening. My eyes stayed on Cole—tall, strong, and utterly motionless. I’d never seen this man seem small, but in that moment he looked like he’d been struck.
My stomach dropped. The energy in the air felt volatile and unpredictable, like a warning.
I moved hesitantly around him to glance the porch, and there she was.
Sarah Sharp.
I hadn’t seen her in sixteen years but I immediately knew it was her. She looked the same, just older. Her dark hair was pulled back in a messy bun and her eyes were sad and glassy.
Cole’s high school sweetheart, his ex-wife, the mother of his child.
The woman who left him after everything that happened.
She looked just about as stricken as he did. The unresolved pain between them was like a living entity, stealing all the air from the space around us.
“Hi,” she ventured softly. “I’m Sarah.”
I blinked. “I know who you are.” My voice came out like black ice and Sarah’s eyes widened.
She shifted her weight between her feet, gaze flicking back to Cole, who still hadn’t moved or spoken at all.
I cleared my throat and stepped into the boots I’d kicked off at the door. “I should… I should probably go. I’ll let you two… catch up?”
I hastily tied my laces. My heart sank at the idea of leaving but I wasn’t sure what else I was supposed to do. I wasn’t meant to be here. Whyever Sarah was here, it was none of my business and just standing in their presence felt overwhelming.
I moved to step past Cole and his hand shot out, gripping mine.
Not my wrist, not my arm—my hand. His fingers slipped between mine, his palm pressed flush with mine, and he squeezed hard. He was shaking.
I froze and my heart plummeted as I stared down at our intertwined hands. The warmth of his skin against mine was almost too much to process, and I could feel the desperation in his trembling grip.
I looked up at his face, and as soon as I did, I wished I hadn’t.
His bearded jaw was set and his skin had visibly paled. The look in his beautiful amber eyes was devastated, raw, and desolate.
He was unmoored.
I ached for him. I could feel the weight of his grief, and see it crushing him, the pain of seeing Sarah again with so much clearly left unsaid. Everything she represented to him.
I was furious with Sarah for blindsiding him like this, a righteous kind of anger burning in me.
I squeezed Cole’s hand, hoping he could feel that I was still there with him—because wherever he was, the look on his face told me it wasn’t the here-and-now, with us. I desperately wanted him to know he wasn’t alone.
Sarah’s eyes flicked to our hands, her brow creased.
“I should go,” I said again, but my heart wasn’t in it. I really didn’t want to leave him, not like this, but I couldn’t referee whatever this was between them, and it wasn’t my place to insinuate myself into it.
I locked my eyes on Cole’s face, though he wasn’t quite looking at me—trying to convey everything I wanted to say, but couldn’t.
I’m here. You’re not alone, I promise. You’re safe.
I hesitated before I could let go of his hand. “You come by later if you need to, okay?” My voice trembled. “You hear me, Dawson?”
His gaze finally connected with mine and the anguish in it flooded my entire body with cold. He didn’t speak, but he nodded and his grip on my hand loosened slightly.
Something in me screamed not to leave him there. I didn’t want to let him do this alone—the same way he didn’t want to let me do Silversurf alone. I wanted to pull him into me, fold his enormous body up in my arms and hold him, keep him safe—but I knew I couldn’t.
Before I could talk myself out of it, I stepped into his space with our hands still clasped, popped up onto my toes, and pressed a soft kiss to the line of his jaw. His stubble rasped against my lips as I lingered, whispering, “I’m right next door, Cole.”
His eyes closed for a beat, then two, and he squeezed my hand again, right as I pulled away.
My heart felt like lead in my chest as I stepped past him and out the door, trying to ignore the sting in my eyes and the ache in my throat as I walked away.


Cole

I DIDN’T EVEN KNOW HOW to stand in front of my ex-wife anymore. I felt locked up, like I couldn’t get a grip of my own body as Sarah stepped into the kitchen that used to be hers.
I still hadn’t spoken. I didn’t know what I could possibly say to make the situation less fucked up.
She glanced at the mess—flour on the floor, half rolled cookies, an apron slung over the back of a barstool. It felt like fifty years had passed since I’d slid my hand to the back of Lexi’s neck and almost been brave enough to close the gap.
Sarah gave a small, awkward smile, gesturing to the counters. “So… what were you making?”
I cleared my throat. “Lexi likes to bake.” My voice sounded disused and rough. “Makes her feel closer to her gram.”
Sarah’s face twisted and she dropped her gaze. “I’m sorry for your loss. Were you and Penny close, after…?”
She couldn’t finish the question.
I wanted to finish it for her—wanted to wound her. Did that make me an asshole?
I wanted to ask, “What? After you detonated what the left of my life after Rose?”
But I didn’t—so the words hung between us like a noose. Sarah must have felt it too, the weight of everything we weren’t saying, pulling tighter and tighter with each passing second.
“I never really took you for the baking type,” she offered weakly.
I shrugged, unable to summon anything close to amiability. “You been gone a long time.”
She flinched as the words rolled over her.
Even after fourteen years, I could tell she didn’t know what to say. Part of me hated that I could still read her that way.
“Yeah,” she whispered. “I have.”
I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t know where to start—and judging by the way she wouldn’t meet my eye, neither did she.
She shifted on her feet, folding her arms over her chest. She still wore her mother’s white gold bangle on her left wrist. The glint of a new wedding band—not the one I had given her—caught my eye, and realisation lanced through me, but it felt dull.
There was a brittle hopefulness in her voice as she ventured, “So… are you and Lexi—”
“No.” It came out too fast, too defensive. Sarah’s brows shot up and her lips twitched with something that looked almost like disappointment.
“Oh.” Her voice was soft again. “I just thought…”
I stared at her, my stomach twisting in knots. I felt like I was outside of my body.
Why was she trying to talk to me like this wasn’t utterly messed up? Like we could just chat like old friends who’d drifted apart, and maybe now we could close the gap?
The gap wasn’t a gap, it was a fucking chasm, at the bottom of which was our stillborn daughter and the wreckage of our broken marriage.
“Look,” I clipped, “why are you here? I don’t—I don’t understand. I need you to break it down like I’m five.”
She blinked at the acidity in my words, but I couldn’t help it. I hated this, I hated all of it. I wasn’t about to dance around whatever this was. I needed her to make sense of this, because nothing about it made any sense to me at all.
Sarah opened her mouth and hesitated, eyes flying around the room, landing on anything but me. “I… I’m moving back home,” she said after a beat. “I needed to see you. If I’m going to be back here… I want to make this right.”
I exhaled an incredulous laugh. “Make this right?” I echoed. “In what universe could you make this right?”
Her eyes shot back to mine, hurt flickering there, and I felt the guilt but I shoved it down. I knew she was hurting too, but so was I. “I thought we could talk. Y’know, clear the air.”
“Clear the air?” My voice rose without my permission. “You left. We made a promise to each other, made vows—and you left me after the fucking worst thing to ever—” My throat closed. Fuck. It hadn’t hurt like this in a long time and I wasn’t used to it. I dragged in an unproductive breath, scrubbing a hand over my beard. “Now you wanna come back and—what, exactly?”
Her lip trembled. In our past life, I’d have done anything to wipe that broken look off her face. Now it could stay there however long it wanted for all I cared.
“I want to make it right,” she gritted out.
“You can’t,” I snapped. “You cannot make any of this right.”
I didn’t remember feeling so bitter and angry before, and I didn’t like it one bit.
I’d never blamed Sarah for leaving Edgewater, for leaving her pain, and I didn’t.
But I did blame her for leaving me.
The silence was deafening as she stared at me, her face pale. I could see the pain in her eyes, and I could feel it too, our shared pain—and I could also see the regret, but it wasn’t enough.
Regret couldn’t fix this. Not after fourteen years.
I didn’t have to tell her to leave. She dropped her eyes to the floor and gave a jerky nod as she turned toward the hall. At the door, she hesitated, eyes soft as she studied me.
“You look good,” she said quietly, like that was supposed to mean anything at all.
I clenched my jaw, irritation and self-consciousness warring in my chest, flaring over my skin like flames. I looked a darn sight different than I did when we were together, and she knew it.
“Don’t fucking lie to me, Sarah. You been gone a long time but I can still tell when you’re lying.”
He face fell, that bereft kind of hurt pooling in her blue eyes, and for a second I almost felt sorry. I knew I did, but I couldn’t access it in any meaningful way through the suffocation of grief and resentment and everything else she’d smashed open in me, where I’d spent so long carefully packing it away.
The door clicked shut and the silence in the house was so thick I thought it might choke me. My breathing was short and choppy, my heartbeat loud in my ears. I didn’t know what to do with everything crashing through me.
My hand caught the back of a barstool as I passed into the kitchen and I shoved it hard. It tipped over, nudging the bowl of batter off the counter with a crash. The mixing bowl followed, bouncing off the tile and sending flour up into the air like a mushroom cloud.
The rage was a physical thing, crawling under my skin.
The rest of the barstools followed the first across the floor, and the ceramic measuring cups after that. I might have yelled as I resisted the urge to drive a fist into the wall.
This was exactly why I boxed at Rock Salt.
Anger has to go somewhere, you can’t just sit in it, and well-adjusted people do not punch walls—but I’d never been so sorely fucking tempted in my thirty six years.
A hard, solid thud at the door snapped me out of my rampage.
I swear to god.
I marched through to the hall, my jaw unhinging ready to unleash on whoever was stupid enough to come over here right now.
I didn’t know who I expected, maybe Sarah again. Or Lexi.
Lexi.
I wanted it to be her. I was gonna break—I knew it—and if that was going to happen, all I could think was that I wanted her near me. I wanted her to hold me. I wanted her to care, to make me feel seen, to make me feel safe.
I wrenched the door open to JD, his face still and his gray eyes calm.
He hiked a thumb over his shoulder. “Come on. Sandpiper.”
I stared at him, volcanic rage still pulsing dark red in my veins, but I knew that look in my best friend’s eyes. This was not a suggestion.
Still, I shook my head. “Not in the mood to kick your ass at pool tonight, man.”
“I know,” he said with an easy shrug. “That’s why we’re going.”
I dragged a hand over my face, and my voice was pleading as I said, “I can’t do this now.”
JD didn’t take his eyes off me. “Heard Sarah’s back.” His gaze roved my face, studying, dissecting, analysing. “You know we’re not doing this again.”

“OPEN UP, MAN!” My best friend was fucking relentless.
I let my head tip back on a frustrated exhale. When was JD gonna get the message that I didn’t wanna talk? I didn’t wanna see anybody. I just wanted to be left alone.
“Dawson, you don’t open this door, I’m kicking it down.” His voice was filled with conviction, and worse, concern. I could count on my hands the number of times I’d heard JD anything other than horizontally-laid-back. “Man, come on, please.” This addition was still a yell, but it held less bite. “Need to know you’re okay.”
“I’m not,” I muttered, and before I could close my mouth, I watched through the living room arch as my front door flew open, the brass handle annihilating my plasterboard as it bounced off the wall.
“What the hell, man?” I yelled.
JD stepped through the doorway and his eyes found mine. They were cold as ice and near black like gunmetal. He marched over to me, ripped the whiskey tumbler from my hand, and hurled it against the wall.
It exploded like a grenade—amber liquid trickling, glass skittering.
My mouth snapped shut and he leaned down to put his face level with mine, his hands gripping the arms of the chair I was slumped in. “Don’t you ‘what the hell?’ me. You shut up and listen to me, Dawson. This. Ends. Here. You wanna drink, that’s fine with me, but you don’t ever do it alone like this, y’got that?” His eyes searched my face and his throat work with a rough swallow. “You went through something unimaginable. I can’t even begin to—I just can’t, okay? But you gotta understand something. I will not let you do this to yourself. I will not stand here and watch you destroy my best friend. Do you hear me?”
He leaned closer, his grip creaking on the arms of the chair. “Tell me you hear me, Cole.”
I couldn’t remember the last time JD had called me anything other than “Dawson,” so I stared up at him with double vision and a head full of ghosts and slurred, “I hear you.”

I FROZE AS THE MEMORY zipped through me.
Of course he knew she was back. This was Edgewater. The moment Helen Rivers saw Sarah, she was probably calling her bingo club to start spreading the word. People knew things here before you had time to process them yourself.
My throat constricted and I yanked my jacket from the hook, toeing on my boots as I muttered, “How’d you know?”
JD glanced away, his jaw flexing. “Saw her.”
I hesitated on tying my shoes. There was something he wasn’t telling me. “And?”
He scratched the back of his neck. “She was with a guy.”
The wedding ring.
I tugged my laces hard and straightened up, thinking that was it, but JD still looked twitchy.
“Anything else?” I asked. His eyes shifted uncomfortably. I stepped closer, crowding him. He didn’t shrink back, he never did, but he sure looked flighty. “C’mon, Jack David. Spill.”
He winced at his full name. Probably been fifteen years since I’d used it.
JD sighed, shoulders sagging. “Saw her with a guy and a kid.”
My chest caved with the breath that hissed out of me on a muttered curse.
He watched me, his expression sympathetic but cautious, like he was dealing with a wild animal. He knew there wasn’t much he could say to make this easier—but I knew he’d always try anyway. “C’mon, man. Let’s get out of here.”
I wrenched my zipper closed as we stepped out into the cold, my breath fogging in front of my face. JD’s heavy footfalls matched mine on the gravel drive and I glanced over my shoulder, toward the inn. The curtains in the upstairs window fluttered.
I sighed. Lexi had seen me freeze up like an idiot in front of Sarah. I hated that she’d been there for that. That she’d seen me that weak. I could still feel her fingers laced with mine, the way she’d squeezed my hand, and the way she didn’t let go until I did.
I felt the warmth of her kiss on my jaw, heard her whispered words.
I shook my head. Evening crept across Edgewater, the light turned dusky and bleeding through the streets like fog as we walked in silence toward the marshes. Salt hung in the air, the tang of sea and sand a heavy thing.
My entire body buzzed with frantic energy that had nowhere to go.
The Sandpiper was alive with people settling in for the night—locals laughing, glasses clinking, and the low hum of conversation rising and falling. Pete glanced up with a nod of acknowledgement when JD and I parked ourselves at the end of the bar.
“Nash dropped by with the new 14-year,” Pete held up the bottle, amber liquid glinting in the dim lights. The label was simple, just the silhouette of the Distillery, owned and operated by the Sterling family for over 100 years. Nash Sterling had been running it in the year since his dad died. “First of the year. Sherry cask.”
“Count me in.” My fingers tapped a merciless rhythm on the bar.
Pete’s gaze was hawkish. “Want I should leave the bottle?”
I counted for four on my exhale and forced a smile.
He cracked a gap-toothed grin and pushed two tumblers across the walnut wood.
I pulled mine into my palm to bring it to room temperature. It was getting cold in Edgewater, and whiskey on the rocks was sure as shit no way to drink a single malt as nice as this one.
JD turned to face me, leaning an elbow to the bar. “So, start talking.”
“Not much to say,” I muttered, glancing over his shoulder to take in the room. Dex Cameron nodded as he rounded the high tops by the bar, settling in with his crew, who looked like they’d barely docked, then come straight here.
Sam and Toby crowded a pool table. Nina Calloway leaned on a booth seat nearby, mouth moving a mile a minute as she simultaneously shit-talked them, and flirted with an out-of-towner, twirling her cue between her blue-chalk-covered hands as Toby sank his shot.
Thing about living in a place like Edgewater was that everyone knew everyone, and worse—they knew everything about everyone. They all knew about me and Sarah, about Rose, about everything that happened, and everything we lost.
JD quirked a brow, fingers drumming on the bar. “Gonna talk about it, or shall we sit here in awkward silence while you get blackout drunk?”
“Told me you didn’t care if I wanted to drink,” I mumbled. “Just not to do it alone.”
I took a big swallow of whiskey—bigger than I had any business taking. This wasn’t gulping whiskey.
“Surprised you remember that,” JD chuckled.
I shruggled. “What’s to talk about?” Pete topped up my whiskey without me asking. “Sarah’s back. Wants to ‘clear the air.’” I couldn’t keep the acrid edge from my voice.
“You believe that?” JD’s level tone said he wasn’t swayed one way or the other.
“I don’t know.” It wasn’t like I believed there was any malicious intent behind Sarah’s coming to see me. That wasn’t the kind of person she was. “Told me she wants to make it right, but there’s nothing to make right.”
“So you angry she left Edgewater?”
“No,” I said quickly. “I knew why she couldn’t stay. I understand it, I just—”
“So you’re mad she left your little girl behind?” JD supplied.
“God, no.” I shook my head, although maybe I was a little hurt that Sarah could leave Rose when I couldn’t, but, “She knew I’d be here… to keep her safe,” I mumbled.
JD studied me. “Then you’re mad she left you.”
This one wasn’t a question or a suggestion.
I looked down into my own glass, amber liquid staring back at me—color of the bottles I’d tried to crawl into after Sarah left, but JD wouldn’t let me.
Thank fuck he didn’t let me.
“I couldn’t fix it. We loved each other, man. I did everything I could. I tried my hardest.” My voice cracked and I scrubbed a hand over my beard. “Why wasn’t it enough?”
Why wasn’t I enough?
JD sighed, taking a slow pull of his drink. The yellow light of the bar lanterns shifted shadows over his face as he searched for the right words.
There weren’t any, we both knew it—and JD was less a poet than a relentless drill sergeant who simply refused to let me go down like this, and picked me up every time I did, so least of all I wouldn’t stay down.
“No fixing it.” His grey eyes met mine, dulled with sympathy.
If something fucked with me it fucked with him, it’d always been that way with JD.
“You did everything right. All of it.” He blew out a breath. “You got screwed anyway.”
I scoffed a caustic laugh, shifting on the stool so my boots scraped the brass foot rail, grit and salt loosening from the soles to rain down on sticky floorboards. “This your idea of a pep talk? Not working wonders.”
“Shut up, Dawson.” He clipped me in the back of the shoulder and I grinned despite myself. “Guess I’m just wondering why, after all this time, you’re still keeping these walls up over something that wasn’t anybody’s fault.”
I heaved a sigh, my shoulders sagging. “I’m not—”
JD raised a hand. “Nah, nah, nah—you let me speak. You know what all that gets you? Alone, man.”
I cut my eyes to him. They were fixed on my face, dark and assessing.
Lucy popped up behind the bar and turned on the twinkly string lights so soft pulses of pale blue and ultraviolet purple strobed over JD’s face.
“What’re you scared of?”
“You know,” I gritted.
“Wanna hear you say it.”
I took a pull of my whiskey, relishing the smooth burn of a decadent sherry cask.
“Losing,” I admitted. “Again. Losing and being left alone, again.”
JD popped a brow. “Funny. Know what pushing everyone away gets you? Keeping your walls up and closing yourself off and rejecting the possibility of anything good—even if it’s in an honest effort to stop yourself getting hurt? What’s that get you, man?”
I stubbornly pulled my gaze from his, jaw flexing.
“Alone,” he supplied after a beat. “What’s the poet guy say? Better to have loved and lost.”
“Didn’t take you for a nerd,” I needled.
JD didn’t fire back, which surprised me enough to look up. His face was still, eyes bright. “Lexi’s good people, man.”
I groaned, dragging a hand through my hair. “Don’t do this. Don’t try—”
He gusted out a laugh. “I’m not trying to do anything, you two are doing just fine with it on your own.” He finished his whiskey. “I’m just reminding you that you got through it before. Lexi likes you, man. Let her in. Let her care, ‘cause she does. Let her see all those ugly, broken parts of you, because I swear to god, man, she doesn’t mind ‘em. She’s got hers to match.”
I want her.
This was where we were when I’d first had that thought.
“I don’t know how to…” I dropped my gaze. “What if I go to the trouble and she leaves anyway? It fucking hurts, man.”
“You think I don’t know it?” he murmured.
I sighed. My best friend may have been the good time guy, but that was all in spite of his woman leaving him with their two month old son when she decided she didn’t want to be a mother.
He didn’t get to disappear, didn’t get to hide in a bottle, or push everyone away and fall so low we could barely reach him. He had a baby to look after.
Humans learn to adapt despite anything and everything.
Every blow, every strike, every catastrophic, life-levelling event—you just carry on, because what’s the alternative?
But it doesn’t make it hurt any less.
I pushed off the stool. “Gonna go to the pier. Clear my head.”
JD nodded. “You need me, y’know where to find me.”
“Thanks, man.” I shoved my hands in my pockets, nudging my shoulder into his as I passed.
The walk through town was quiet, most of Edgewater having turned in. Night settled across the pier, the slow lull of the water sloshing at the pilings and the cool breeze ruffling my hair as I sat at the end, my legs dangling off the edge.
The moon was high, dripping silver over the water.
I was angry, but it wasn’t a clean anger, it wasn’t directed. I’d held onto it for so long, only half aware of it. It was messy, confusing, and mixed with guilt and grief and the relentless tide of every other ache inside me. The fear of not being enough, and simultaneously being too much to want to saddle anybody with it—with me.
Footsteps drew closer from behind me, slow and clunky. As they neared, the scent of jasmine and lemon washed over me, mixing with the salt in the air and the whiskey clinging to my jacket.
“Hate to admit to you being right, but the sensible shoes are really doing it for me,” Lexi said in that low lilt of hers. “Haven’t tripped once in these babies.”
I huffed a breath, glancing to the side. Her brown walking boots looked comically new. I could count the scuffs they’d earned on one hand. Lexi squatted down to eye level and her green gaze met mine, glowing light and bright under the moon.
“What can I do to help?” she asked softly, settling to a cross-legged seat beside me.
The question hit me like a strike. I swallowed, looking back to the water.
I wanted to push her away. It would be easier. She was going to leave. She’d finish the inn, then she’d be gone. She’d never stay. Not for me. Not even if I was brave enough to admit I wanted her to.
Lexi reached up and tapped a finger to my temple. “Hey,” she whispered. “What’s going on up in there, Dawson? Talk to me. I’m a good listener.”
That pulled an almost-laugh from me. “Since when?”
She grinned. “Since I used to spend hours on the phone with my gram.” She nudged her shoulder into my arm, and I leaned reflexively into the touch. “She’d talk my ear off about you.”
The words hit me square in the chest. “She talked about me?”
Lexi smiled and it was like sunshine warming my face. I wanted to bottle it. “Couldn’t shut her up about you. So helpful, you’d do anything for anybody.” The lilt in her voice was like music. I wanted to sway with it. “Not that I believed her when I got back.”
I glanced to Lexi, trying for a smile. Her posture softened and her expression turned bittersweet. Her eyes drifted out over the water and she blinked away the glossiness there.
I scrubbed a hand over my face but it didn’t loosen the tightness in my throat. “I miss her.”
Lexi let out a long breath. “Yeah. Me too.”
She sat there with me in silence for a while after that, but it wasn’t the kind of silence that felt heavy, like drowning. It was just still and soft, and exactly what I needed, even if I didn’t realize it.
“You coming home?” Lexi asked, breaking the silence.
I froze, pulse kicking at the words.
She’d said, “coming home.” Not “going home,” like we were going our separate ways.
“Coming home,” like “coming home with me.”
I knew she didn’t mean it that way, but my mind latched onto it, repeating the word over and over until it lodged it my chest and I couldn’t shake it free.
When I didn’t answer, Lexi stood, dusting off her pants and stretching her arms overhead, revealing a stretch of soft skin where her sweater rode up.
I stared up at her and she flashed a smile, bright white teeth in the moonlight. “Walk me home, Dawson?”
I stood, nodding. “Of course.”
Her smile widened and we fell into step together, the silence easy.
When we reached the gates, Lexi turned to face me. “See you tomorrow?”
A whole mess of words stuck in my throat, and I didn’t trust myself to speak.
What I wanted to say was too much. I wanted to tell her how much her being here meant, how much I wanted her to stay, and how scared I was of all of it.
Because she was leaving. Once the inn was done, she’d leave this place behind again, go back to her life, and I’d still be here.
Alone.
I wanted to kiss her.
It consumed me—the urge to close the distance like I nearly did in my kitchen.
Pull her into me, feel her move against me, know what her lips tasted like and the sounds she’d make when I touched her.
But I couldn’t do it now, not when I was feeling like this. Raw from seeing Sarah and unsettled by all the shit being dredged up inside of me.
The last thing I wanted was Lexi thinking I was kissing her because I felt sad or confused.
No way.
When I kissed her—and I think I’d already conceded that I would—I wanted her to know it was because I had to. Because I couldn’t stop myself, and it would have nothing to do with Sarah, or grief, or any of it.
It would just be her.
So I just nodded, the lump in my throat making it impossible to do anything else.
Lexi smiled again, and it felt like a secret, intimate thing meant only for me.
“Drink some juice and salt, okay?” When I frowned, she dropped the register of her voice to deadpan, “‘So you’re not hungover as fuck tomorrow.’”
I huffed a laugh in spite of myself. “Didn’t drink that much.”
Lexi gave a smirk and retreated to the inn, glancing over one last time before disappearing through the door. I stood and watched the space where she’d been for a moment before heading inside.
I kicked off my boots and padded into the kitchen, conceding that Lexi’s suggestion of juice and salt may not be the worst idea. I wasn’t getting any younger.
When the lights flickered on, I stopped dead.
The place was spotless.
Barstools lined up neatly. No shattered ceramic, no flour, no batter lashed across counters.
The mixing bowls and utensils that survived the rampage were washed and neatly stacked in the centre of the island.
I stared at the space, my pulse pounding in my throat, and realised all at once that Lexi had heard me—when I’d lost my shit and trashed my kitchen—and she saw me leave with JD.
The fluttering curtains gave her position away.
Lexi must’ve come in with the spare key I’d given her for emergencies and cleaned up the mess.
I stood in the middle of the kitchen, realization pouring over my skin like gasoline, ready to take the flare of a match strike and light me up.
I was falling for Lexi Harper, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to stop it.


Lexi

NINA DROPPED HERSELF DOWN beside me at the Briny Breeze Café, shucking her oversized mustard yellow teddy coat, and Emma shrugged out of her fitted burgundy pea coat as she slid into the opposite chair. The heavy orange binder she dragged from her bucket bag was intimidating, to say the least.
I quirked a brow. “Jesus, what’ve you got in there?”
She lanced me with a look and I snapped my mouth shut. Nina tipped her head back on a laugh. “Don’t try and come between Em and her planning shit. You’ll catch hands.”
I snorted into my cup. “Noted.”
“I know we’ve got the meeting later but I wanted to bring you up to speed on the layout,” Emma said briskly. She sent a glare at Nina, who steadfastly ignored her, bouncing up to the counter to order drinks.
It was nice to feel part of something again. Things were as easy as they’d always been with Nina and Emma, and I loved it.
My phone buzzed on the table and I flipped it over to find a stack of new texts from Kyle. I sighed and put it back face down.
“You need to get that?” Emma asked.
“Nope.”
She blinked and set her pen down, looking at me expectantly.
I huffed a breath. “Ex. Found him splitting a pretty brunette in half the day my dad called about my gram.”
Emma whistled. “Ouch.”
“That’s what I thought when he nearly broke his dick launching her off him as I stepped through the door,” I deadpanned. “Ouch.”
Emma snorted a laugh as Nina returned to the table with two tall glass mugs on white saucers.
“Okay, so your plan looks good,” Emma continued, pointing her red pen at the updated vendor layout for the festival. “I wanna make a few small adjustments. One, Nina’s stall wants to be further in.”
“Yeah, salt spray’ll kill my pretty babies,” Nina said into her latte. “Salty flowers makes for a salty florist, babe.”
“Gotcha.” I chuckled as Emma crossed out ‘The Blooming Tide,’ replacing it with ‘Sporting Goods,’ and drained my coffee. “Do you guys know the girl who works there, Molly?”
The intensity of Nina’s eyes snapping to my face felt like a physical thing. She gave a conflicted kind of hum and set her drink down with a clack. Emma didn’t look up at all, clearly uninterested as she continued rattling off vendor position changes.
Before I could continue my line of questioning, the bell chimed, and I glanced to the door right as Sarah walked in. My heart lurched into my throat, bringing bile with it.
She spotted me as she neared the counter. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Nina’s posture straighten. Sarah smiled almost apologetically, and I forced a smile in return, but Cole’s bereft face flashed in my mind and my chest seized.
It’d been a week since she’d come back to Edgewater, and from what I could tell, she’d kept to herself. I hadn’t seen her, and Cole had been—for the most part—his normal self. But I didn’t know how good he was at pretending he was okay, so would I even know if he wasn’t?
I wanted to be angry at her, and I was, but I also had more sympathy for her than I cared to admit. Coming back here after such a terrible thing. I understood it.
Emma’s planning chatter slowed and her gaze lifted. Sarah had a conversation with Hannah that I couldn’t hear over the roar of blood in my ears, and tracked her back to the entrance as she left.
As soon as the door closed, I sagged back in my chair and all the air gusted out of me.
“Was that Sarah Sharp?” Nina hissed under her breath. She was white knuckling the edge of the table. “What was that?”
“I don’t know,” I conceded. “She showed up at Cole’s place last week.”
Emma quirked a brow. “You were at his place?”
I waved a dismissive hand. “I wanted to bake—makes me feel closer to my gram, y’know? He offered to let me use his kitchen because he’d pulled the oven off the wall at the inn.”
Nina fanned herself dramatically. “Okay, was he helping you bake? That’s… oddly domestic. Kinda hot, if I’m honest.”
I rolled my eyes but there was no heat in it.
Truth was, I had no clue what was going on with me and Cole.
Was I attracted to him? Fuck yeah. I’d have climbed the man like a tree. But the whole mess with Sarah had me reeling. What did her return mean for him? For me?
For us.
“Hey.” Nina snapped her fingers in front of my face and I jerked in my chair. “Share with the class, please.”
I hesitated, then said on a breath, “It was awful.”
Both of them frowned, expressions suddenly tight and serious. “He basically turned to stone when he saw her. Don’t know what’s going on between them. I left, and I guess they talked? After she left, JD came by.” I glanced to Emma. It was my understanding that JD had pulled Cole out of it when Sarah left in the first place. “But… before he got there, Cole totally lost it. He was—like, yelling, trashing the kitchen. Breaking stuff.”
Emma winced. “Breaking stuff?”
I nodded, still feeling the weight of it. I could still hear his yell. Broken. Desperate.
“All the stools were down. Broke some bowls. The kitchen was a mess. I just didn’t want him to come back to that, y’know? So I went over with the spare key and cleaned it up.”
Nina stared at me, then arched a predatory eyebrow. “You cleaned his kitchen?”
“Yes,” I said defensively. “It was the least I could do. I didn’t want him to have to come home and deal with that after… everything.”
Nina’s amused expression didn’t shift as she said dryly, “Ah, yes. ‘The least you could do.’”
Emma laughed and I sighed, sinking down further in my chair, my arms crossed over my chest. “He’s been… mostly normal this last week, I guess. Don’t know if he’s seen her again.”
“So… you and him?” Nina hedged.
I hesitated, my stomach twisting. I wasn’t ready to admit what was happening between us. The fact that I was already thinking about staying here scared the hell out of me.
Putting down roots in Edgewater.
What would it mean if I stayed?
“I don’t want to be another person who leaves him.” The words felt heavy on my tongue.
Nina looked me straight in the eyes. “So don’t leave.”
I blinked. “It’s not that simple, I—”
“No, you’re confusing words.” She leaned forward. “It actually is that simple. What it isn’t, is easy. But, well, you know what they say—nothing worth doing is ever easy.”
Emma snorted. “You gotta stop buying those inspirational quote calendars.”
Nina scoffed a sarcastic laugh, but I wasn’t laughing. I was too stuck on her words.
It actually is that simple.
Stay.
Don’t leave.
Could I do that? Did I want to? Did Cole want me to?
When I left the café, promising to remember all Emma’s notes for the festival meeting later, the sun was high and the air was warm, but I couldn’t shake the cold knot in my stomach.
Sarah was back. I couldn’t drown out the repetitive drumbeat of it in my mind.
With the thought came the flicker of fear as I realized that whatever this strange, magnetic pull between me and Cole was, it could end before it even started—and I didn’t want it to.
I’m falling for him.
I was falling for his big heart, and his soft smiles, and the way his amber eyes went liquid warm when he laughed. It terrified me because I wasn’t sure I was ready for this, for him, for everything that came along with loving a man like Cole Dawson, but the thought of him choosing Sarah—of them rebuilding what had been shattered between them—made me ache.
I sighed as I pushed the inn’s door open. The house was still, the familiar scent of the sea and old wood greeting me. The place was starting to feel more and more like the home I remembered, and every time I let my thoughts roam there, I could imagine staying.
There was so much love and pain squeezed inside these walls, and when I first got back it felt like with only me left, all the love had vanished and only left the pain behind—but I was realizing that wasn’t true. It was still there, all of it.
My phone buzzed in my pocket as I set to work on the shelves—an easy job Cole had given his blessing for me to do alone—and I answered before I could think not to. “Alexis.”
Kyle’s voice sent a chill down my spine.
“To what do I owe the pleasure?” I tried to make my tone as emotionless as his. 
“Cut the bullshit,” he clipped. “When are you coming home?”
“I’m not,” I said flatly. “It’s over.” The words were a sweet syrup in my mouth. I fitted the floating shelf onto the dowels, wedging my phone between my ear and my shoulder as I grabbed the nylon hammer.
“Alexis—”
“Stop fucking calling me that.” The words exploded out of me. “It’s Lexi, not that it matters. You lost the right to say my name when you cheated on me. Have nice life.”
“I warned you if you talked to me like—”
I mashed the screen with the pad of my thumb, tossed my phone on the coffee table, and turned back to the shelf, swinging the hammer with so much vigor that when it hit the index finger I couldn’t quite pull out of the way in time, blood sprayed from the ruptured nail bed in a perfect arc.
“Oh, Jesus, motherfuck—”
Heavy footfalls crossed the room before I could register the fact that I hadn’t even heard the front door open. The hammer hit the floor and Cole was suddenly in front of me, hands gripping my elbows and his face leaned down so he was eye-level with me. “You are a goddamn liability, Lex.”
Before I could speak, he was pulling me to the kitchen, one hand still locked on my elbow to guide me as I cupped my profusely bleeding finger in my opposite palm.
“What are you doing here?” I asked dumbly as he sat me down at the round oak dining table.
“Well, I was gonna help with the shelves,” he drawled. “But I can see you’ve got it covered.”
I glared at his broad back as he crouched down, rifling through the cabinet under the sink. He was dressed to work out, in grey sweats and a black half-zip hoodie.
“What’re you doing? I don’t have a—”
“A first aid kit?” He turned back to me and straightened, quirking a brow as he held up the dark green bag.
“What—where’s that from?” I could feel every pulse in my body but mostly the one thrumming in the end of my poor, pancaked finger.
Cole knelt in front of me. “I got it. You should have a first aid kit here, just in case.”
He bought me a first aid kit?
All I could do was blink at him as he carefully inspected and wrapped my finger, his movements gentle and his tone hushed as he told me to redress it tomorrow. I just nodded, shifting in the seat.
“You been pushing yourself too hard,” he said conversationally.
“I haven’t—”
“Don’t bullshit me,” he admonished. “The inn and the festival, you’re gonna burn yourself out.”
“I don’t need you to baby me,” I clipped.
“I’m not,” he said easily. “Now come on.” He stood, swiping the spent supplies from the table and tossing them in the bin before returning the first aid kit to its place under the sink.
“Where?” I asked weakly.
He flashed a disarming smile. “You are gonna relax.” He pointed a finger at me and it landed in my chest like a bullet. “I know the master bath tub here needs work—I’ll get to that, promise—so you’re coming back to my place, and you’re gonna have a bath and take a load off. Okay?”
“No, Cole, I—”
His hands settling on my shoulders cut me off and his gaze caught mine, molten amber with veins of gold. He smiled again. “Not up for debate, Lex. Your body needs to relax. I can feel the tension in your shoulders.”
Oh lord, don’t offer a massage, I’ll never recover.
“I have too much to do, and there’s a meeting—”
“Then we better go so you’re not rushed.” He jerked his chin to the door. “Humor me. Please? I can see you pushing yourself, Lex, and I promise, no good’ll come of it. Let me take care of you for a minute?”
I so badly wanted to volley, Only if you let me take care of you.


Cole

ONLY AFTER I PUT LEXI IN MY ENSUITE did I realize I needed to shower. I was sweaty as fuck after a session at Rock Salt with Caleb, and I didn’t want to kill the café patrons when I met Sarah.
That was fine, I had a guest bathroom. Mine had the bigger tub, though. Not easy to find a bathtub that’d cater to a guy my size, so I spent a long time finding a good one. The one in the guest bath would fold me in half.
I wandered back into my room to grab a change of clothes, stripping off my hoodie and tossing it in the wicker laundry basket.
I glanced the bathroom door. The water was still running, and I could hear Lexi humming off key. The corner of my mouth quirked up. The woman couldn’t carry a tune in a wheelbarrow.
I tugged the back of my t-shirt, and the bathroom door opened as I pulled it off over my head.
“Hey, Cole, I—oh.”
I shook my hair out of my face and my eyes met Lexi’s. She stood in the doorway, steam billowing out around her, and her gaze unfalteringly locked on me. Her lips parted, cheeks flushed a pretty pink.
Under ordinary circumstances, I’d have felt self conscious, but something in me realised that this wasn’t ordinary circumstances. Not with Lexi looking at me like that.
The way her eyes raked over me was like a physical caress, like she was scraping her fingers over my body, from my shoulders, down my chest, and over my stomach—and it didn’t make me want to hide.
Her pulse fluttered in her neck, chest rising with quick breaths, and her pupils blown wide and dark. Jesus, she was looking at me like she wanted me.
I fought not to preen under her gaze.
I couldn’t seem to access that the discomfort I was used to feeling. Lexi’s perusal was such a stark contrast to the derisive, body-shaming bullshit of Molly Fontaine, and of my own vicious brain. Lexi looked at me like she wanted to touch me—exactly the way I was.
Jesus, I wanted to touch her too. Especially when I realized she’d shed her dark green sweater, leaving only the tight tank top underneath. I could see her pebbled nipples through the white material, stretched across the swell of her perfect, round tits.
I wanted to manhandle her. I wanted to take those needy, peaked nipples into my mouth and make her gasp. I wanted to strip her down and worship her.
I wanted to punish her for doing this to me.
My cock thickened in my jeans, and I cleared my throat in an attempt to break the spell.
“You need something?” My voice was all gravel.
Her eyes met mine again, a little glazed.
“Um… I don’t have a change of clothes,” she said softly.
I glanced her up and down, my lips quirking into a small smile. “Don’t think there’s much of mine that won’t drown you.”
Lexi huffed out a laugh and it was breathy, all air. “True.”
I grabbed a gray tee and a pair of boxers from my dresser. Her eyes never left mine as I crossed the room, and when I got within a step, her hand came up and landed on my chest.
My cock took it to heart.
Her fingers curled for a split second in my wiry chest hair, then she snatched her hand away like she’d been burned. “Sorry.”
I pushed the clothes into her hands and tried to keep my cool. “S’okay,” I murmured. “Here. Maybe use the back door to get back to the inn to change before the meeting.”
Lexi’s eyes flicked to mine, confusion written there.
I grinned. “Unless you want the Edgewater gossip telephone revving up about you leaving my place, wearing my clothes.”
She chuckled. “Probably best not,” she said softly.
Shame. Not sure I’d mind it myself.
I jerked my chin to the bedroom door. “I gotta shower. I’ll use the guest bath. You’ll be okay in here?”
“I’m kicking you out of your own bathroom?” Lexi tipped her head with a smile.
I shrugged. “This one has the nicer tub. Relax, okay? You need it.”
Her gaze roved over me again—like she couldn’t help herself. Perusing, appreciative, approving. I was addicted to it, her eyes on me like that.
“Okay. Thanks.” She lingered for a second, then turned and closed the door with a soft click.
I waited for the turn of the lock, but it never came.
I wasn’t ready to unpack the implications of that. I told her about the lock. She knew it was there. Was that an invitation?
I blew out a breath and headed to the guest shower.
The whole time I was in there, I resisted fisting my cock and putting myself out of my misery with thoughts of Lexi. That’d be an ungentlemanly thing to do.
But after I cleaned off, got dry and dressed, and head back down the hall—she chose the nuclear option, and left me little recourse.
I swear I didn’t mean to sneak, but as I neared my bedroom door, I heard it—a soft sort of whimper. The kind that can only mean one thing.
I was moving towards the sound before I could think about what I was doing. The extractor fan hummed through the door, and the air smelled like eucalyptus and the clean tang of Epsom salt.
Another soft sigh drifted out, then a startled inhale, and the faint sound of water moving.
I’d managed to resist in the shower, but when Lexi moaned, it was game over.
“Cole, please—” Her voice was a whimper, and my cock jerked in my pants.
Did she know I was stood out here? My chest tightened.
She left the door unlocked.
“Please, Cole, harder—” Another moan broke off her words.
Fuck. She was touching herself in my bathtub, and fantasizing about me while she did it?
I imagined her slender fingers circling her clit, all red and swollen and desperate to be sucked into my mouth, nipped and flicked. I so badly wanted to taste her. I’d play her like a fucking instrument, make it my life’s work to learn her.
I wanted to lay her out and feast on her, I was ravenous for it. I wanted to have to hold her hips down to stop her arching up whilst I fucked that sweet, greedy pussy with my tongue until she begged me to let her come.
I silently unbuckled my belt and tugged down my zipper tooth by tooth, freeing my cock from my boxers. It was hot and hard in my hand, and I gave a firm tug, swiping at the bead of precum leaking from the tip.
I shouldn’t be doing this.
“Cole,” Lexi’s moan was long and low. “Please let me come.”
Jesus wept, this woman was going to kill me. My dick flexed against my palm. I wasn’t gonna last long with her making those agonized little whimpering sounds.
I wanted to be the one dragging those sounds from her.
I guessed in her mind, I was.
Was she fucking herself with her fingers? How many did she use? I stroked myself as I imagined my fingers inside her. I wanted her wet and swollen before she took my cock, and I wanted to tease her for the hell she was putting me through.
I picked up the pace as her breaths grew more frantic on the other side of the door. I wanted to feel her gripping my fingers with her needy pussy, and I’d curl them inside her and find that spot that’d make her cry out.
“Oh, god,” she whimpered, water rippling with her movements as they grew less controlled.
I gripped my cock harder, saw her sprawled on my bed, naked and beautiful and perfect. Those round tits begging to be touched, teased, played with.
I stifled a groan as I imagined lying back and pulling her on top of me, dragging her down to sink deep and bottom out inside her. I wanted to watch her full, heavy breasts bounce as she rode my cock. Head thrown back, grinding down on me with each stroke, feeling her squeezing me, her hands tracing my body with that appreciation that was all she’d ever given me. No judgement, no shame, just that plain open reverence, even for the softest parts of me.
“Cole, please,” Lexi whimpered. I bit down on a groan and steadied myself against the door frame, my hand working faster on my cock. “I’m so close, please, Cole—”
Her moan was stifled and high, a sweet resonant note in the steam-drenched air.
I squeezed hard and went off hot all over my hand and my shirt for the first time since I was a teenager. As I panted, I could hear her doing the same in the bathroom, her little breaths going slow and even as she came down from the high.
I grabbed a fresh shirt and cleaned myself up in the guess bathroom. Again.
When I came back my room, I made my footsteps intentionally heavy, before tentatively knocking. “Lex?”
Silence on the other side, then a low, husky, “Hmm?”
“I’m headed out,” I said. “I gotta… I’m meeting Sarah. She wants to talk.”
“Oh… Okay.” I didn’t miss the sting of disappointment in Lexi’s voice. “I hope it goes well.”
I didn’t miss the insincerity in her statement, either.
“I’ve got a session with Cleo after,” I told her. “You can stay as long as you want, okay?”
“I’ve gotta head to the town hall in a little while,” she said softly. Her voice sounded sad, and I hated it. I wanted to go in there, scoop her out of that tub, and hold her. Not fuck her, just hold her. Take away some of that sadness. “So, thanks, but… guess I’ll be gone when you get back.”
Her words sank like stones in my gut.
I’ll be gone when you get back.
That wouldn’t do at all.

*
I SCANNED THE CLIENTELE at the Briny Breeze as I stepped through the door, the scent of coffee and pastry sweet in the air. My eyes landed on Sarah, sat at a table by the window. She gave a small, hesitant smile.
I forced myself to return it, but it felt tight and unnatural as I took a deep breath and walked over to her, my boots scuffing on the floor. “Sarah.” I nodded, dropping myself opposite her.
“Cole,” she said softly, folding her hands on the table. “Thanks for meeting me.”
She watched me for a moment, eyes searching. Her coffee sat untouched in front of her, a swirl of steam rising in front of her face.
“What did you want to talk about?” I asked evenly.
Sarah hesitated, playing with the edge of her napkin. Rain streaked the window, the sky darkening outside. “When I said I wanted to clear the air, it wasn’t about what went down… between us.”
I waited for her to continue, fingers tapping restlessly on my thigh under the table, a subtle beat I couldn’t stop.
“I just don’t—” She struggled for the words. “I don’t want anything to come out of left field, y’know?”
What, like you turning up on my doorstep after fourteen years of silence?
I hummed noncommittally, raising a brow for her to continue. I knew I wasn’t engaging with what she was saying, and that it was a dick move, but I couldn’t help it. I barely had the inclination to be here at all.
“I’m married.” She stared out the window as she said it. “His name’s Ryan. He’s a good man.”
I nodded and tried to ignore the weird knot in my chest. It wasn’t jealously and it wasn’t sadness either—part of me wasn’t sure it was anything negative at all. I truly did want Sarah to be happy. “I’m glad.”
“And…” Her throat constricted. “We have a daughter, Ella. She’s three.”
Baseball bat to the chest. Didn’t matter that I already knew.
My heart lurched, stuttered, turned over.
A little girl.
Sarah finally looked at me, her eyes soft and steady. “I didn’t want that to come out of nowhere for you.”
The noise of the café faded to a dull hum. The scrape of chairs, the soft murmur of voices—it all felt distant, like someone had pushed my head underwater.
“You don’t owe me anything. You’re allowed to move on.” I swallowed hard and forced myself to meet her gaze. “When did you meet your husband?”
Her face twisted at the question. “It—does it matter? I was just as broken up as you when I left.”
I huffed a humorless laugh. “How would you know? You left.”
“I didn’t want to,” she said quickly. “I had to. There’s a difference.”
“Why didn’t you ask me to leave with you?” The question flew out of me. Sarah froze. “Why would you make the unilateral decision to leave, on your own, if you were just leaving Edgewater, leaving the pain. How could you do that if you weren’t really leaving me, too?”
Sarah was quiet for so long I wondered if she was going to answer me at all, but finally she pushed her slender fingers through the curly ends of her dark hair where it hung over her shoulder.
“Would you have?” she asked. “Left with me, I mean? And if you did… how long before you’d resent me for it?” She shifted in her chair. “I knew you couldn’t leave her. I couldn’t force you to make that decision.”
“So it was a purely noble act?” The words stung like acid in my mouth. “Nothing to do with everything that happened between us?”
“Of course it was to do with what happened,” she snapped.
Her eyes widened and she slapped a hand over her mouth. It was the first time I’d seen her exhibit any emotion other than tail-between-her-legs remorse since she got back to town. I wanted more of that. I wanted her to give me her fire.
I wanted Sarah to show me her wounds, because they matched mine, and that had to count for something.
“What reason would I ever have to leave you otherwise? I loved you, and you loved me.” She dragged in a breath, spearing me with a look. “Neither of us did anything wrong, Cole. I’m sorry my leaving hurt you. I never wanted to do that to you, and I hated myself for it. I still do. But I had to go. If I stayed here, I would’ve—”
She cut herself off and her spine straightened, like a realisation had zipped up it. Something sizzling electric.
“You would’ve what?” I already half knew. We were both in the lowest place. Bottom of that chasm. The black abyss of grief, where you wonder if you might do anything to make the pain stop—even if the only way is to make everything stop.
Sarah looked at me, something dark welling up in her blue eyes. “Please don’t make me say it,” she whispered. She looked down at her hands in her lap. “I had two options. Leave Edgewater, or leave—” She gulped a breath, bulldozing the rest of her statement. It didn’t matter. I got the picture. “I knew they’d both hurt you, and I was running out of time before the choice got taken from me. So I…” She choked on her next breath, steeling herself with her arms wrapped around her middle.
I stared at her. The lost love of my life, my wife for close to a decade, and the mother of my child—regardless of how it ended.
Sarah had to leave. Staying in Edgewater was going to kill her. She could see that and so she got out before it did.
How could I possibly hold that against her?
“You said you’re glad I moved on,” Sarah ventured. “I think… I think you should too.” She looked down with a sheepish smile. “I kind of hoped you already had. When I saw you with Lexi, well—I thought…” She trailed off and her eyes moved slowly back up to mine. “You know… it’s okay for you to forget me.”
A startled laugh soughed out of me. “I don’t want to do that.”
Her face softened to concern, eyes growing sad. “Cole.”
“No, you’re misunderstanding me.” I shifted in my chair. “Sarah… what we had is gone. We loved each other with our whole hearts. I don’t doubt that for a second. Do you?”
My next breath went nowhere, and I forced another.
God, this hurts.
Sarah rolled her lips together and shook her head.
“I don’t want to forget that, because it was part of my life. It’s a part of me. You are a part of who I am. Life’s a journey, and you don’t get to move forward with it every day. Sometimes you move backward, or you stall a really long time. I can’t forget us, and I can’t forget Rose, and I don’t want to.”
Sarah’s eyes got real big and glassy, her throat bobbing as she swallowed. “I understand. I still think you should let yourself move on. I know you don’t need my permission… but maybe you feel like you do.”
“I’ve done a lot of unpacking in therapy.” I rolled my shoulders. “I sincerely hope you’ve seen someone about all of this. You owe yourself that.”
She smiled. “I did, and I just registered at Glass Box Therapy with Cleo Bennet.”
I smiled knowingly. “Yeah, she’s good,” I mused.
“You been seeing her a long time?”
“Since she moved to Edgewater about nine years ago.”
Sarah tentatively asked, “And before that?”
Unease settled in my chest. “Mostly self-medicating. I’m better, thanks to JD kicking my door in, then kicking my ass.” I paused, savoring a deep breath. “Not healed. But better.”
Sarah’s smile was sad. “I don’t think we’ll ever heal from Rose.”
I nodded. “Not convinced we’re meant to,” I admitted. “Probably won’t ever be easy. Grief never is. It doesn’t conform to rules or follow predictable patterns. You just have to give yourself the grace to manage it as best you can.”
Sarah looked down at her lap, nodding. She finally grabbed her coffee and took a sip, looking at me over the rim, and the longer I looked at her, the less it hurt.
“You been to see her yet?” I asked suddenly.
Sarah’s watery eyes met mine and she set her cup back down. Rain beat down on the windows and she exhaled a slow breath. “I’m scared. It’s been so long.” Her face crumpled. “I feel like I don’t deserve it.”
“You want me to go with you?” I offered. “You’re her mama. You should visit her—if you want.”
Sarah’s smile was waterlogged and she nodded furiously. “I’d like that.”
She drained her coffee, then hesitated. “I have another favour to ask you. I want us to be friends.”
“Of course,” I said, too quickly to realise I’d cut her off.
She bit her lip. “I was wondering if… if you would meet Ella. Ryan knows about us. He knows everything that happened, obviously. He understands why I want this, and I just—”
She cut herself off and I stared at her, mind spinning.
Everything inside me was twisting into a knot I couldn’t hope to untangle.
I rubbed the back of my neck. The tension there was brutal. “I don’t know.”
“I know it’s a lot to ask,” she said carefully. “I’d just… like you to be in her life. If you want.”
Sarah reached across the table to squeeze my hand, and while I had a type of grief about the future we’d lost future, I found myself at peace with it, too.


Lexi

MY BRAIN WOULD NOT SHUT UP.
I should’ve walked the long way to the town hall. If I’d avoided Fox Lane, I wouldn’t have seen Cole cozied up with Sarah at the Briny Breeze, and there wouldn’t be a yawning, aching pit in my chest.
Their conversation looked serious.
It looked intimate.
I couldn’t tell if they were just catching up, or if it was something deeper—something that didn’t leave space for me. I was still coming to terms with the fact that I wanted there to be space for me. Desperately.
I was falling for Cole Dawson.
My soul nearly vacated my body when he knocked on the door and murmured my name in that perfect, gravelly baritone, mere minutes after I’d fucked my fingers in his bathroom, imagining they were his.
“Lexi!” Molly’s cloying lilt speared my thoughts. “Got a sec?”
“Sure,” I said evenly, but my jaw flexed as I forced my eyes back to the maps laid out in front of me.
“Working on the sporting goods booth—just need measurements.” She leaned in way too close, her neatly manicured nail tracing the edge of the map. “Huh—kinda small. Maybe I could convince Cole to extend it for me if I ask real nice. Heard he’s doing some new vendor stalls—since he’s so good with his hands.”
Heat ripped through me—and not the pleasant kind that should’ve come from the insinuation.
“Right.” I kept my voice measured.
“Heard Sarah’s back in town,” she chirped. “Married with a kid—that must’ve been a shock.”
“You’ve not spoken to him?” I needled before I could stop myself. I glanced up just in time to see her face morph to blind rage before she shuttered it.
“Y’know,” I said conversationally. “I didn’t realise your parents are the Franklin and Dahlia Fontaine. How’re they up there in that ivory tower?”
Molly’s entire body jerked. I stifled my smirk.
She opened her mouth to return fire—and I was sure it would’ve been good—but a familiar voice cut in before she could make a noise.
“Call off your dogs, little Fontaine,” JD drawled as he walked up. His easy smile was in place, but there was an unmistakable edge to his tone. Jack bounced around him like an adorable little rocket, oblivious to the tension in the air in the way only a four-year-old can be.
Molly straightened. “Just a friendly chat,” she said innocently.
JD’s gray eyes flicked to mine. “Sure it was. It’s done now. Scoot.”
Molly loosed a huff, shooting a sharp look at him before flitting away.
I let out a long breath, my body deflating. “Thanks for that.”
“No problem,” JD said, watching her go before turning back to flash me a grin. “Not sure what it is makes her behave that way. Fontaine family’s a trip.”
I hummed noncommittally, staring back down at the maps, but I wasn’t really seeing them. “What’s the deal with her and Cole?” I ventured.
JD rubbed a hand over his stubbled jaw. “Not my place,” he eventually conceded, adjusting his backwards baseball cap. His dark hair curled out of the edges, brushing his ears and his collar.
JD Tucker was undoubtedly handsome, not quite as tall as Cole and nowhere near as big, with gray eyes and an easy-going attitude that made it borderline impossible not to warm to him.
Jack whirled around us, darting between tables and vaulting chairs. JD grinned as he watched his son, then turned his gaze back to me. “Need some help?”
I smiled gratefully. “Sure. I’m finalizing vendor locations, but my brain’s… somewhere else.”
“Sounds like you could use a hand.” He propped a hip to the trestle table and pushed the sleeves of his plaid shirt up to the elbows, revealing an intricate sleeve of black ink on his left forearm.
Jack zoomed past us and I couldn’t help but grin at his boundless energy.
“Sorry about him,” JD said sheepishly. “He has a nanny, but her dad’s sick, so I gotta have Jack when she visits him in the city.”
“Don’t apologize, he’s a sweetheart,” I said honestly, watching zip around the room, stirring smiles and stealing hearts. “Did a great job with him, didn’t you?”
JD beamed. “I appreciate that,” he said sincerely, a rare tone-shift from his usual playful lilt. “Raising him myself, for the most part, as I have.”
Something went a little soft in his expression as his eyes tracked his son around the room.
“What happened to his mom?”
JD’s smile faltered visibly this time, turning sad in a way I wasn’t used to seeing on him. “She didn’t want to be a mom, so she left.” His voice was flat.
I blinked. “Does she see him at all?”
JD shook his head, his eyes still locked on Jack as he spun in circles with his grinning face tipped up to the ceiling, wielding a stick someone had given him. “Nope. Haven’t seen her since she left when Jack was a baby.”
“Jesus.” I stared at him. “People like to give the good guys in Edgewater a rough time, huh.”
JD’s mouth quirked up into a crooked smile. “Well, now, I’ll skip over the part where you called me a good guy—drawing attention to it’d be unbecoming.” His eyes scanned my face, so bright they almost looked silver. “But, something tells me we’ve started having a different conversation.”
My teeth sank into my bottom lip.
JD popped a hip to the table again, his gaze softened. “Dawson is a good guy,” he said quietly. “Built some pretty high walls around himself. Can’t blame him for it, really.”
“I saw him with Sarah,” I admitted. “Looked like they were talking about some pretty heavy stuff.”
JD let out a slow breath, studying my face carefully like he was calculating something. “That bother you? Seeing them together, I mean.”
I shifted my weight between my feet. “I don’t know.”
It wasn’t the truth, and I think he knew it.
JD tilted his head, a wry but understanding smile curving his lips. “Look, I’m not one to tell tales that ain’t mine to tell—rare trait here, I know—but… you should talk to him.”
My mouth twisted and I turned back to the maps, but the weight of his gaze followed me. “Maybe,” I hedged.
“Hey,” JD clipped, voice low. My head snapped up. “I need you to listen to me, okay?”
The sudden shift in his tone stopped me cold.
“Okay,” I echoed carefully.
JD straightened, his face solemn. “I know I’m not the serious guy, but that man—he’s my best friend. I take him seriously.”
My chest tightened. “You gotta tell me what you’re tryna say, JD.”
He didn’t drop his gaze. “I wanna keep him safe. I gotta protect him, ‘cause he’s been hurt bad. I can’t let that happen again. He may not survive it the second time around.”
The gravity of his words was a rough hand in my guts, squeezing hard. “Look, I don’t know what you—”
“Everyone’s left him.” His voice cut through the air, dividing it into sharp slivers. “Not his fault, but he thinks it is. Know where that’s left him?”
“Alone?” I whispered.
JD nodded, his eyes going dark with a seriousness that refused to waver. It permeated his voice when he spoke again. “Alone,” he echoed, “and thinking he’s not good enough for anyone to stay.”
The air got knocked clean out of me, mouth popping open with the force of my exhale. I tried to swallow but there was a rock in my throat, something heavy and sinking that I couldn’t shift.
“I don’t know if—”
“You gotta tell me you won’t hurt him.” JD’s words cut through mine again, designed to draw blood, if he felt there was recourse to do so.
Annoyance flared in my chest, sharp and hot, surprising me. I straightened and crossed my arms, defensiveness creeping in. “What exactly do you want me to say?”
JD pinned me with a look.
I sighed. “I can’t tell you I’m gonna stay,” I whisper-shouted. “So what d’you want me to say? ‘Cause if I make him an empty promise and break it—” I cut myself off, pressing my lips together hard.
He was quiet for a beat. “He deserves to be happy.”
“Yeah, he does,” I snapped with an exasperated. “So do I.”
JD frowned. “You don’t think you could be happy with him?” He sounded genuinely curious.
The question hit me like a physical thing.
The walls I’d tried to keep up—the ones on their last fucking legs—crumbled with the impact.
“Of course I fucking could,” I bit out, “I’m already—”
I clamped my mouth shut, my heart landing on my tongue.
I’m already falling.
I’m already halfway there.
JD’s expression was unreadable as he stepped into my space. He clapped a hand on my shoulder, grip firm but not harsh, and his eyes softened as he searched my face.
“I know you gotta do what’s right for you. Fair, I get it. Just,” He sighed, his grip tightening slightly, “please don’t break my friend’s heart.”
My mouth opened, but before I could speak, Jack’s voice cut through the hum of the hall like a gunshot. “Hey, Daddy! Lexi! Look! Look how fast I can go!”
I froze, heart ramming against my ribcage. There was saltwater in my eyes.
“Lexi, look! Look how fast I can go!”
The town hall faded, no shoe-scuff and halitosis and sweaty gym mats—just sea and salt, sand and sunscreen. The fluorescent lights above me flickered—or maybe it was me flickering, everything turning dim and distant.
Running. Water. Panic.
“Lexi?” JD’s voice was a low, close rumble. “Hey. Sit.”
I felt his hand on my arm as I let him guide me to a seat, my legs giving out before I could fully lower myself down. The relentless tide swelled in my head, threatening to bring me to my knees.
I distantly registered scolding myself, demanding I calm down—like that’d work.
“Take a minute to breathe.” JD’s voice was steady but it sounded distant. My pulse throbbed painfully in my ears and I pressed my hands to my temples.
My vision sizzled out at the edges like a vignette as the clunk of heavy boots echoed as if from the end of a tunnel I was stuck in. The clean scent of cedar soap and leather only seized my chest tighter.
“What happened?” Cole’s voice was low and close. Controlled, but not directed at me.
I didn’t want him to see me so weak, but in the same breath, I needed him closer. I couldn’t see him, but I could feel him. I knew I was safe when he was near.
“Panic attack, I think,” came JD’s reply. “Jack was running, yelling—she just checked out.”
Cole’s hands settled warm on my shoulders, and his presence filled the space around me.
“Lex, I need you to look at me, okay?” he murmured.
I forced my head up, my gaze connecting with his as he knelt in front of me, his face inches from mine. His hands tightened on my shoulders, like he was keeping me from drifting away.
My lungs heaved with a string of shallow, staccato gasps.
“You’re safe,” Cole said softly. “Tell me five things you can see.”
I blinked, my heart tattooing an impression on the inside of my sternum. I opened my mouth and hesitated.
“No claws, Lex,” he gently admonished. “Humor me.”
I swallowed against the constriction of my throat. “Your eyes—amber.”
His lips curled into a small smile. “Good. Four more.”
“You not shaved,” I managed, my heart giving a thud as his gaze softened. “You’re scruffy, Dawson.”
Cole huffed. “Said no claws. Three more.”
I stared at his face, trying to memorize the warmth there. “The lines around your eyes when you smile.”
His smile widened and the tension in my chest began to unfurl, my next breath more productive.
“Calling me old, Lex?”
“No,” I whispered. “I like them.”
I like the scruff, too. The eyes. I like all of you.
He exhaled a soft laugh. “Two more things you can see.”
“Tables.”
“Good,” he soothed. “One more.”
“Your sensible shoes.” I shuffled my foot forward, knocking the toe of my boot to his and cracking a weak smile.
Cole’s face lit up and he squeezed my shoulders, thumbs brushing soft circles over my collarbones. “Four things you can hear, now.”
I swallowed, letting my eyes close. “Your voice.”
“Good, keep going.”
“Buzzy lights.” The sound grew louder as I focussed on it, like noticing a ticking clock.
“You’re doing so good, Lex,” Cole praised. “Two more.”
“Marge talking somewhere.”
He shifted his weight but his hands stayed planted on my shoulders. “One more thing you can hear.”
I snorted a laugh despite myself. “Noisy-ass gulls.”
He gusted out a chuckle. “Yeah. This helping?”
I nodded as the storm inside me retreated, panic ebbing like the tide whispering away, melting into the sand.
“Good. Deep breath—then gimme three things you can smell.” His thumbs traced little shapes on my collarbones again, and I didn’t want to tell him that it was distracting as hell, because it felt so good. “You’re doing great, baby.”
My eyes flew open and locked on his.
He studied my face. I didn’t think he even realized he said it.
Baby.
Like I was his.
I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, blocking out the intensity of his amber gaze. “Cedar. Leather. Cloves.”
Cole low chuckle rumbled through the air between us. I loved his laugh. I wanted to bottle it. “Not sure about the cloves, but alright.”
I opened my eyes. His face was so close.
“You,” I whispered. “Woodsy. Warm. Safe.”
Cole’s gaze flickered, something going molten in his expression.
“Two things you can feel,” he said, voice all gravel.
I pulled in another deep breath for a full count of four. “Your hands on my shoulders.” The warmth of his palms, the weight of his touch, anchoring me when I felt unmoored.
“One more.”
I lifted a slow, shaky hand and fitted it to the line of his jaw, fingers scrubbing in the coarse hair there. I could have said, “Your breath on my cheek,” when a sharp exhale gusted out of him, but instead I left my hand there and whispered with a smile, “So scruffy, Dawson.”
His pupils dilated and he froze for a beat, then roughed out, “You feel better?”
I nodded, the last of the panic loosening its grip on me. He offered a small smile and dug in the pocket of his leather jacket, pulling out a stick of gum. He took my hand from his face and turned it over, so it rested palm-up inside of his.
It looked so small—and like it belonged there.
“One thing you can taste.” He pressed the unwrapped gum in the centre of my palm.
I popped it into my mouth with a breathy laugh. “Mint.”
He squeezed my shoulders one last time before letting go, and the loss of his touch was a tangible thing until he ghosted a hand down my forearm and pulled me to standing with him.
I expected him to drop my hand, but he didn’t. “You alright?”
I nodded, taking a deep breath and feeling grateful for my lungs expanding successfully.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“Needed to talk measurements for some stalls.” His tone was casual, but his gaze was serious. “It can wait. I’ll take you home.”
“That’s okay, I’m fine—”
“No.” Cole’s voice was firm but gentle. “Not up for debate. Come on.”
I let out a breath, knowing I wouldn’t win this one. “Okay, but I wanna go to the pier.” I glanced at him as we started toward the door. “Even have on my sensible shoes.”
He chuckled. “In that case? Deal.”


Cole

“YOU USED TO COME HERE as a kid?”
Lexi flinched, like she’d forgotten I was there. I didn’t blame her. Panic attacks take it out of you.
“Yeah.” She glanced over the darkening water. Anchor Management, Dex’s crabbing boat, cut a tiny silhouette on the horizon as they hauled in.
“So, you gonna tell me what’s going on in that pretty head of yours?”
Lexi swallowed hard and her fingers worried at the hem of her dark blue quilted coat.
“I’m fine,” she said eventually, but she didn’t even sound like she’d convinced herself. “I’m happy for you, I guess. I want you to be happy.”
Hold up, what?
There was a long stretch of silence where the only sound was the lulling tide and the distant clang of chains from the docks carried on the wind. I looked at her until she eventually peered over her shoulders, meeting my gaze.
“Happy,” I echoed. It came out like a question. Like the word itself confused me. “You wanna stop talking in riddles, Lex?”
She snorted a laugh, but it bordered on derisive. “Y’know—Sarah.” She waved her hand vaguely in the air, but she winced as the name left her mouth. “I saw you… at the café. I guess you’re working things out”
I couldn’t stop the laugh that burst out of me—it cracked through the chilling evening air and Lexi jumped at the sound.
Then she was on her feet behind me. I could feel the heat of her glare on the back of my head.
“Dawson, I swear to God.” She planted an absurdly tiny foot between my shoulder blades. “I will boot you off this pier.”
My body shook with silent laughter as she gave a perfunctory shove. I didn’t move a lick with it, and she staggered back a step.
I got to my feet and rounded on her. Her face was half in shadow, lit only by a low-hanging fingernail moon. She looked so fucking pretty, and I savored the way her breath hitched audibly as I crowded her, still chuckling.
“Sarah’s married.”
Lexi froze for a beat, then whispered, “What?”
“She’s married,” I repeated. “She’s not tryna rekindle anything—she just wants to make peace.”
Lexi blinked up at me. She looked surprised, but the relief was visible in her green eyes. My hands came up to frame her face, and her skin was so soft beneath my rough palms. I let the pad of my thumb track slowly over her cheekbone, and her eyes fluttered, but didn’t quite close.
“You want me to be happy?” It was barely a question.
Her eyes flew open and she nodded against my hands.
I dipped my chin and felt the sharp puff of her breath, warm on my lips. “You make me happy, Lex.”
Her mouth popped open. That pretty mouth. It was begging to be kissed.
I was giving up the fight, and I couldn’t find it in myself to care.
As if she had read my mind, Lexi’s gaze dropped to my mouth. My palm followed the line of her jaw down to cup her chin, so my thumb could drag over her bottom lip. “I’m gonna kiss you now,” I murmured. “Okay?”
She nodded, tilting her face up.
My mouth twitched into a smile, my thumb still roughing along the seam of her lips, teasing. “Give me your words. Tell me you want me to kiss you.”
Her slender throat worked with a hard swallow and I let my hand drift to the back of her neck, my fingers toying with the soft hair escaping her ponytail.
“I want you to kiss me—but I’m scared if you do, I won’t be able to leave.”
I squeezed her nape, tugging her closer. “Would that be such a bad thing?”
Lexi gaze up at me, emotions warring in her eyes, then she popped up on her toes and whispered, “Y’know, I’m not sure it would be,” as her lips met mine.
I yanked her into me, fingers threading into her hair and gripping tight.
Kissing Lexi Harper was so overwhelming I fell into grounding myself as an automatic response.
I could see orange, red, blue, purple, black—pulsing colors, moving behind my eyelids.
I could hear the water moving around us, the pier creaking beneath us, her soft sighing breaths as I ran my tongue along the seam of her lips, and her whimpered moan as she opened to me.
My fingers dragged on her scalp as I moved her where I wanted her. Lexi usually smelled like lemon and jasmine, and she still did, faintly—but now she carried the scent of cedar soap and eucalyptus from being in my space.
It made me light-headed, because God, was that where I wanted to keep her.
In my space. With me.
Mine.
She tilted her head and the whole world filtered down to the feel of her mouth, hot and hungry on mine, and her hands on my body. One tangled in my hair, tugging, leaving me breathless, wanting, consumed—and the fingers of her other hand rasped at the course hair of my beard where her soft palm curved to my jaw, gently guiding me where she wanted me.
I’d have let her guide me anywhere.
All I could taste was her. The whisper of mint gum lingered, but she was pure Lexi.
Sweet. Sinful. Seismic.
All I tasted, all I felt, all I smelled, heard, saw.
Just her. Only her.
I cradled the back of her head in both my hands, and she moaned as I teased her bottom lip, sucking it into my mouth and grazing my teeth over it. I wanted to know what other sounds I could get her to make. I needed to know everything she liked, everything she craved—because what I craved was her. I wanted to devour her, savor her, destroy her.
I wanted to bring her to salvation and oblivion, and I’d let her take me down with her.
Lexi’s hands roamed down my chest to my hips, thumbs hooking under the hem of my shirt. The touch of her skin was like a burn and I groaned, my hips rocking forward.
She pressed her body to mine and her grip tightened with a startled gasp as my erection jumped against her stomach. I dragged my mouth from hers, trailing hungry kisses down her throat.
Her head tipped back and she moaned again, her fingers curling into my belt loops.
“Are you okay?” she asked breathlessly.
I stilled with my lips on her neck and my eyes flew open. “What?”
Lexi’s eyes were wide, pupils dark and dilated, almost swallowing the bright green of her irises as I reluctantly straightened, my gaze finding hers. Her face was flushed, pretty lips pink and kiss-swollen. I couldn’t wait to see what she’d looked like freshly fucked.
“After seeing Sarah,” she whispered. Her hands glided to my chest, warm over my heart. It gave a salutatory thud against her palm as she stared up at me. “I know it must’ve been a lot.”
I huffed a startled laugh. “Do I need to work on my game if I kissed you like that and you’re thinking about my ex?” I murmured, my hand curling around the side of her neck.
Lexi leaned into my touch, but her face was serious. “I need to know you’re okay right now.”
I took a deep breath. The magnetism, the devouring desire, the ruinous lust—it all dissolved there, fading away and replaced by something heavier. I looked out over the end of the pier.
Lexi’s hands had returned to my hips, half under my shirt, her thumbs drawing unreadable patterns on my skin just above the waistband of my jeans.
“Sarah wants to be friends,” I said to the sea.
“That makes sense,” Lexi said softly. “She didn’t leave because you stopped loving each other.”
My gaze cut to hers. I shouldn’t have been surprised that she understood. Of course she did.
“She’s got a little girl—and she asked me if—” The words stuck in my throat, breath and air near lost on the wind. “She wants me to meet her.”
Lexi’s exhale was slow and controlled. “Do you want that?”
I was quiet for a few long moments. “I don’t know if I can.”
Jesus did my voice sound broken. I sighed, bringing a hand up to scrub over my face. I wanted to step away, but I didn’t want Lexi to stop touching me.
“I wanted kids. Still do, but… I don’t know if I can ever look at Sarah without seeing Rose.” My hands found Lexi’s, palms resting over her wrists where she held my hips, and I swallowed. “I don’t know what to do.”
She looked up at me, eyes shadowed. “You don’t owe her anything, Cole.”
She said it carefully, and clearly didn’t mean it badly—but something about it hit me wrong. I frowned, my body stiffening. Lexi’s did too, her thumbs ceasing their movement under my shirt.
“I know,” I said tightly. “I just…”
I didn’t know what to say.
“This is the woman who left you,” Lexi said abruptly, “after the worst thing that ever happened to you.”
I stepped back, and as soon as I did, I missed her touch. I felt cold.
“It was the worst thing that happened to her, too, Lex.” My voice had gone hard. I suspect my expression had, too, given the way Lexi’s face fell.
“I know,” she said softly, “but you’re acting like this is something you have to do. You don’t. You deserve to do what’s best for you. For once.” The edge in her voice came back sharper.
“I’m trying to do the right thing.” Something rough and defensive calcified in my chest.
“By her,” Lexi snapped. I blinked, my jaw going slack. “When are you gonna do the right thing for you instead of bending over backwards for everyone else?”
I flinched. “Don’t act like you know me so well all of a sudden.”
Lexi’s eyes widened. A shadow passed there and she flicked her gaze down, her shoulders lifting and falling as she rolled them back.
“I’m not.” Her voice was low. She talked to me the way you’d talk to a wild animal—as if talk would do any good at all. “I just don’t want to see you hurt making the decision that’s best for her, instead of the one that’s best for you. You’re allowed to put yourself first, Dawson. Hear that.”
Her words stung like acid, corroding my defences.
“I can take care of myself,” I clipped.
Lexi took a step forward, her hand grazing my arm. I jerked away from her touch, and her face fell as she dropped her hand to her side.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I just—you deserve better than being used up by everyone around you, Cole.”
There wasn’t a lick of condescension in her tone, but it didn’t matter, my walls had already slammed back up, high and guarded. My chest burned.
“This shouldn’t have happened, I’m sorry.” I said before I could stop myself.
Lexi’s eyes widened and the hurt that pooled there almost sent me to my knees.
What the fuck am I doing?
It was the first time I’d been so cognizant of pushing someone away when I thought they’d get too close—and here I wanted to give up the fight, but I couldn’t make myself do it.
“It’s too complicated,” I gritted out. Lexi’s eyes searched mine and I could see the pulse fluttering in her throat, timed to the same frantic beat as my own, roaring in my ears. “You’re gonna leave anyway, so let’s just forget it happened.”
Something broke open in her expression and it stole my breath.
Stop. Please, stop. Don’t do this. Not to her.
I was shaking, my hands trembling like my body knew it was battling my brain.
War.
That’s what anxiety is in the end, isn’t it? The primal fish part of your brain thinks you’re in real, physical danger, so it does whatever it can to protect you.
Working against it felt impossible.
“I’ll help you with the inn.” I looked away from her. I couldn’t bear to look at her face anymore. “Just ‘til you’ve waited out the living clause. Then you can do whatever you want and be on your way.”
She let out an incredulous, high pitched laugh. “Be on my way?” she echoed. My gaze snapped to hers. Chaotic heat flared in her eyes and I burned with it, reduced to embers and ash. “Fuck you, Dawson.”
The contempt in her voice was vicious. It tore into me like shrapnel and my throat ached as I muttered, “True though, isn’t it?”
She opened her mouth so quickly I thought I was about to catch a full monologue, but she froze, blinking. So many emotions I couldn’t even name warred on her face as she hesitated.
She swallowed hard and a breath shook out of her. “You want me to leave.”
I froze.
“That’s what you’re saying, isn’t it?” she pressed, her voice sharp again, a well-honed blade.
“It doesn’t matter,” I bit out. “You got your whole fancy city life to get back to.”
Lexi barked a laugh and my eyes snapped to her face. “That’s what you think? Are you fucking serious right now?”
I took a step back but she closed the distance, her hands balled into fists.
“The day my daddy called—my apartment flooded, I lost my job, and my boyfriend of two years cheated on me.” Lexi pressed her fist to her mouth, stifling the cry in her voice, her whole body shaking. “So, no, I haven’t got a fancy city life to get back to, Dawson. I lost everything that day.”
Her words cracked into my ribs like a baseball bat.
“If you can’t wait to go back to the way you were before, just be a man and tell me, but don’t gimme shit about ‘complicating things.’” The scorn vibrating in her words scoured my heart raw. “Just admit that you’re where you wanna be, and where you think you deserve—alone, you and your ghosts.”
My body jerked as the blow landed.
“You know what, you were right.” Lexi barged past me, her small body barely moving mine. “Let’s forget this happened. That works fucking great for me, Dawson.”
I tried to make myself move as she stormed off, her footsteps growing further and further away until I couldn’t hear them over the sound of my heart pounding.
I could still taste her.
I didn’t know how to tell her I was lying.
Forgetting it didn’t fucking work for me at all, actually.
My hands trembled as I pulled my phone from the inside pocket of my leather jacket and dialled JD’s number. I cut off his drawled greeting as I blurted, “I’m getting the 18-year.”
It’d been over a decade since I’d invoked the coded message that more-or-less conveyed, “Something’s knocked my legs away, and I’ll be drinking alone if you don’t show up soon.”
A beat of silence trickled over the line, followed by the jingle of keys and quick, heavy steps. “I’ll be at the Sandpiper in five,” JD clipped. “I am buying.”


Lexi

Me: Do we have a panic sequence or something? EGN (emergency girls night)?
Nina: What happened? Do you need help burying a body?
Emma: Are you okay?
Me: No.
Nina: Oh, Jesus. Do you actually need help burying a body? I got bad knees babe.
Me: I need to vent. No bodies yet.
Emma: Sandpiper?
Nina: I bet I can convince Lucy to let us have the back room to ourselves.
Me: You don’t need to do that.
Nina: Too late, already doing it.
Nina: We’ll be there in twenty minutes.
Nina: Dress hot.
Emma: What? Why?
Nina: Idk, just felt like the right thing to say.
COLE DAWSON KISSED ME, and it was probably the closest I’d ever get to a religious experience.
Then I fucked it up.
I dug a hand into my hair and tugged hard.
What did I even know? Could I blame him for his reaction? He was right. I didn’t know him.
“Help has arrived,” Nina announced. I jumped, my eyes snapping up to her and Emma. “Come on.” Nina tipped her head towards the back of the Sandpiper. “Lucy said we can have the back room.”
“You didn’t need to do that.” I only half meant it. I was glad to be away from prying eyes. In a place like Edgewater it didn’t matter how much you tried to keep yourself to yourself—that only seemed to make people more ravenous for all the darkest bits inside of you.
Nina took my elbow, guiding me through the dove-grey door and pushing me down into a plush red diner-style bench seat on the far wall. I was about to ask where Emma went, when she shoved through the door with her hip, a stack of six shots precariously balanced in her hands.
Rivulets of clear liquor dribbled over her fingers as she set them on the table.
I blinked. “I know these aren’t all for me.”
“You said it was an emergency,” Nina said sombrely, sliding in beside me.
My nose wrinkled at the smell. “Not a six-tequila-shots emergency.”
Emma snorted a laugh and bookended me, so I was trapped between her and Nina. “Two each. Drink, then talk.”
I scoffed as Nina slammed her first shot, clacking the tumbler back down on the table hard. Emma followed suit, though more demurely, and I picked one up reproachfully.
“Least it’s not a pickleback,” I muttered, wincing at the burn as I swallowed.
A visible shudder wracked through Emma and she made a retching sound in the back of her throat. “You been hanging out with my brother?”
“Unfortunately.” I dropped my first glass back down. Both of Nina’s were gone. “He reminded me how disgusting they are.”
Emma chuckled, knocking down her second shot and stacking the glasses in the center of the table. “I don’t think JD even likes them that much. He just gets them to piss Cole off.”
I loosed a laugh. “He hates them.”
The wave of sadness that followed was breath-stealing, my exhale audible.
I grossly overreacted with a full-body flinch when Emma touched my elbow. “What happened?”
I stared at my remaining shot. The outside of the glass was slippery and I threw it back, shuddering, and blurted, “He kissed me.”
Nina made a high-pitched, impressed noise and stacked the sixth glass on the tower. I could feel their heavy gazes pressing in on me from either side.
“Is that a bad thing?” Emma asked carefully.
“I’ll answer for you: no,” Nina said on a laugh. “That man is six-ways-from-Sunday fuckable.”
Emma clipped, “Nina,” at the same time I dug a vicious elbow into her side.
She cackled harder. “No need to get all defensive,” she said through breathless giggles. “Not tryna steal your man.”
I threw myself back petulantly against the bench seat, head tipping up to the ceiling. A quirk of brows passed between the women either side of me.
“So, he kissed you,” Emma probed.
“You not want him to? You not kiss him back?” Nina quick-fired. “Help us out, babe.”
“I kissed back.” Lord, did that man know what he was doing. I squeezed my thighs together.
Emma barked an uncharacteristically uninhibited laugh. “That good?”
“Yeah, then he totally shut down on me.” My stomach twisted when I thought back to how he’d stepped away from me and shuttered his expression, completely freezing me out.
Nina frowned. “Explain. Full breakdown, please.”
I gave them the CliffsNotes version.
How I thought I saw something between him and Sarah, Cole disclosing that she was married, admitting I made him happy and telling me he was gonna kiss me.
I relayed the soul-stealing kiss in all its toe-curling glory, followed by me opening my big, stupid mouth, and everything going to shit.
“He said it shouldn’t have happened.” Nina’s voice was flat.
Emma was quiet, save for her fingers drumming a repetitive pattern on the table’s edge.
“Does he have a point, though?” I mumbled. “What if I do leave? Isn’t that what everyone’s done? Left him?”
Nina and I both looked to Emma as she snorted a laugh. Her eyes cut to mine. “Sorry. It’s just… you made a really big deal about him making the right choice for him. Told him to put himself first instead of bending over backwards for Sarah.”
“I know there’s a point in there somewhere,” Nina deadpanned.
Emma shrugged lightly. “Seems like you’re doing the same thing.”
Nina whistled a long, Oooooh.
“I’m not—”
“Cole’s a grown man,” Emma cut me off, her hazel eyes serious. “He’s capable of making his own decisions. You’ve been honest with him, right?”
“I’ve been clear that I don’t know if I’ll stay in Edgewater.” The words tasted sour on my tongue.
“Do you actually mean that?” Nina asked carefully. “Important nuance there. When you say you don’t know if you’ll stay, the implication is that you might leave—but that you could stay, too.”
I didn’t miss the hopeful lilt of her voice. My mouth opened but no sound came out. She flashed a tight smile and rapped her fist on the table, tipping her head to the door as she left to get more drinks.
The implication is that you might leave—but that you could stay, too.
The words looped in my head until they were unintelligible.
“Would you stay?” My head snapped up to meet Emma’s eyes. Her posture was relaxed, but her gaze was bright and searching. “It’s okay not to know the answer yet. I know it’s not been long.”
“Three months or so,” I supplied.
“Has it really been that being back here?” she asked softly.
A sigh gusted out of me. “Not really aiming for ‘not that bad,’ as a benchmark.”
Emma snorted a quick, humourless laugh. “Damn right.” Her hand landed on my arm and she squeezed gently. “I’m not trying to inform your decision, and I know you gotta be here for another nine months, but it’s been… kind of great, having you back. Can we agree on that?”
My throat constricted. “Of course,” I said honestly.
“I’d bet money we aren’t the only ones who want you to stay,” she said quietly. “But… honestly? I think the idea of keeping you scares the hell out of Cole.”
The words keeping you zipped up my spine and burst like fireworks behind my eyes.
I want to keep him, too.
“I don’t know Cole like JD does, but I’ve been in his orbit for twenty-five years now. I saw him after Sarah, and I saw him recover, and I saw the way he was for a really long time after that.”
Emma squeezed my arm again and I dared a glance at her face. Her eyes were clear, her expression serious but not unkind. “That’s not how he is with you here. I’ve not even seen the two of you together—but he’s different.”
I scoffed a caustic laugh. “Is this a ‘he’s more himself with you’ speech? Seriously?”
A slow smile curved Emma’s peach-gloss-painted lips. “Sorry,” she said lightly, “but it’s true.”
She released her grip on my arm and sighed back against the seat, her shoulder touching mine. “It’s not like he’s been miserable the last decade or anything. He’s grumpy as hell, always has been—”
A laugh burst out of me, though I tried to stifle it. Emma grinned.
“You make him smile,” she imparted. “JD says it’s been a nice break from all the scowling.”
My chest tightened and I thought back to what Cole had asked me at the pier, when I told him that if he kissed me, I might not be able to leave.
Would that be such a bad thing?


Cole

JD WAS ALREADY AT THE SANDPIPER when I arrived. The AC chilled air sent a shiver through me as his dark eyes met mine and he jerked his chin, gaze dropping to the two beers on the table in front of him.
No 18-year scotch tonight.
I slid into the booth silently, shrugging off my jacket as he pushed the goblet glass across to me. Chatter and hissing taps and the clack of pool balls filled the space around us and everything in my head still felt too loud and out of control by comparison.
“I kissed her,” I blurted, dropping my head in my hands.
“Lexi?” JD ventured. His voice was calm, but I’d seen in the set of his muscles when I arrived that he was bent out of shape about me using my little emergency code. He knew something had to be really wrong for me to use it, and he was waiting for the other shoe to drop.
I lifted my face just enough for him to see me nod. He whooped and it was swallowed by the din around us. I dropped my head back down, fingers digging into my scalp.
“Man, you’re acting like it’s a bad thing?” He leaned back in his chair and subconsciously mirrored him, taking a long pull from the Red Strand Stout he’d got me. It was one of my favourites but it was not a session ale at 10.3%ABV. That was why it was served in thirds, not pints. “I mean, come on. Lexi’s an easy ten.”
Red flashed in my eyes and I snapped my head up to him. He was grinning. “Keep her name out of your mouth when you’re talking like that, man,” I warned.
JD barked a laugh. “Okay, you fuckin’ Neanderthal. She’s your girl, I got it. No need to go all caveman on me.” He took a sip of his draught Edgewater Pale Ale and eyed me. “So what’s the problem? She not kiss you back?”
“She kissed me back.”
Did she ever.
Just the thought had my cock swelling. How she whimpered into my mouth, rocked her hips into mine. The way her thumbs traced those mindless circles on my skin where they dipped beneath the hem of my shirt, just above the waistband of my jeans—like it was automatic, like she couldn’t stand not to touch me.
“So what the hell is wrong?” He didn’t sound so much annoyed as bored.
“I told her it was a mistake.”
JD blew out a raspberry. “Well now why the fuck would you go and say something dumb like that, Dawson?”
I glared at him but he didn’t back down. He never did. I’d learned early on that JD would rather let me beat his ass than allow me to get buried by my own stupid bullshit.
There was a reason he was my best friend. He had my fucking back, no matter what. Even if the common enemy was me.
I struggled for what felt like a long time before I ground out an answer. “I… don’t know.”
JD hummed sarcastically. “That is very helpful. Truly.” His voice dripped with mockery.
I lanced him with a look. It rolled right off his back like water off a duck’s feathers. Everything always did. Nothing stuck to JD.
He studied me, taking another slow swallow of his beer.
I let my eyes drift around the room, sinking back in the booth seat as I sipped my own beer. Anchor Management had obviously docked, because the crew were gathered around a bunch of high tops pushed together, Dex at the centre surrounded by trainees hanging on his every word.
Lucy flew around behind the bar, the long ribbon threaded through her braid fluttering at the end and catching the glow from the string lights looped over the piping above her head. Her father, Pete, dipped in behind her and started at the other end of the bar as the space grew busier with patrons.
A tall, handsome blond guy in a navy suit and crisp white Oxford shirt unbuttoned at the top, tie loosened, leaned his elbow to the walnut bar top as he shot a wolfish smile at a woman in a red tank top and jeans. She tipped her head back with a laugh and he leaned in. She mirrored him and I squinted as I realised it was Nina.
My pulse jumped and I glanced around the room, trying not to look obvious.
If Nina’s here, does that mean Lexi is?
JD’s gaze burned on me. “I haven’t seen her.” He took a slow pull of his beer, now half-empty. “Nina’s probably just looking for some action. She likes a casual thing.”
My eyes narrowed slightly as I tried to zero in on the strange quality in his tone, but I couldn’t identify it. I shook my head, taking a gulp of my beer. “Wasn’t looking.”
I wasn’t sure why I insisted on trying to lie to him, it hadn’t worked in close to twenty fucking years and it wasn’t about to start working now.
JD scoffed a laugh, brows drawing up then down with an exaggerated eyeroll as he hummed. The way we knew each other we could probably communicate entirely in wordless noises—grunts and mumbles and hums. That one just then said, “Yeah right.”
He searched my face for another moment before setting his glass down forcefully. “What are you gonna do?”
I shrugged reflexively. “I don’t know.”
“What do you want?” he shot back without hesitation. “Don’t fuck with me, Dawson.”
I didn’t answer him. The defiance was too much. I crossed my arms over my chest and glared at him, just to complete the whole petulant child act.
He sighed. “Mature,” he drawled. “You need to break things off with Molly.”
“Nothing to break off,” I said, still defensive.
JD chuckled before sliding me another glance. “You know that’s not true.”
I exhaled hard, dragging a hand over my face. “I know.” I did. I’d let it go on too long—but truthfully, I’d been avoiding her because I was hoping the whole situation would just… go away. Obviously, it hadn’t. “I should have ended it a long time ago.”
“She wanted something else,” JD said simply, but not unkindly. He lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “She’d been holding out for something—else she feels territorial with Lexi in the picture.”
I nodded, dropping my gaze. “I knew she wanted more from the start. Didn’t matter how clear I made it, she kept pushing.” I pulled in a long breath. “But I was lonely, so I let it continue even when I knew she wanted something I couldn’t give her.”
JD lifted his beer towards me. “Big of you to admit that,” he said, draining the glass. “Not lonely anymore though—are you?”
His words landed way harder than they had any business doing, knocking the air from me.
Not lonely anymore though—are you?
Before I could respond, movement caught my attention from the corner of my eye. As if summoned by JD’s mention of her, I spotted Molly weaving through the crowd, heading right towards us.
“Shit,” I muttered under my breath, unable to stifle it.
JD snickered, enjoying himself far too much as he quirked a brow and leaned back with a smirk. “No time like the present, my man.”
I sighed right as Molly reached the table, all smiles—but something tense flickered in her eyes when she looked at me, though she shuttered it just as quick.
“Cole,” she said, her voice light and sweet—like it hadn’t been months of scarce contact. “It’s been a while.”
You can say that again. “Yeah.” I stood up and she took an instinctive step back, blinking. “Can we talk?”
Her smile faltered, but she nodded, following me as I guided her towards the back of the Sandpiper, where a dimly lit hallway led to the restrooms and Pete’s office. The noise of the bar quieted behind us, but the weight of what I wanted to say pressed down on me.
I needed to be clear—like that’d ever worked with Molly before. But she deserved that much. She wasn’t a bad person. She just wasn’t the person for me.
I leaned on the wall and guided her to face me, my hand light on her elbow. “What is it?” she asked, her voice tight. Her eyes searched my face.
I ran a hand over my beard. “This—us. I just… Like you said, it’s been a while. I don’t want to keep this going anymore.”
She crossed her arms, her expression hardening. “It’s not like this was an actual relationship,” she said, surprising me.
“I… I know,” I said. I bit the inside of my cheek. “I just don’t want to mislead you. We had fun. Now it’s done.”
She frowned, her mouth drawing into a pout. “Why does it even matter?” she clipped. “I don’t care if you sleep with other people. We use protection. We’re both tested regularly. Why does it need to be a big deal?”
I pulled in a frustrated breath, my jaw flexing. “That isn’t what I mean,” I gritted out.
“Then why don’t you stop being so cryptic and break it down for me?” Her voice simmered with annoyance, like she was just humouring me and had a million other places she’d rather be than here.
“I don’t want to do this anymore,” I said firmly. “This, whatever this was. This arrangement. It’s over. We fulfilled a physical need for one another, that was it.” I watched her eyes flicked over me, head to toe, and I couldn’t help the words that came out next. “And honestly it didn’t even seem like you were all that into me physically, anyway.”
Her laugh burst out of her like a spray of acid. “What the hell are you talking about?”
Even there, standing six five to her five four, I felt suddenly small. “All your bullshit comments about my body,” I snapped, the words hissing out like steam.
“All I’ve ever done is look out for your health,” she clapped back.
“No, all you’ve ever done is be cruel.” My voice came out like flames but I hated how it sounded thin. Molly stilled, citrine eyes going wide. “It’s hurtful, Molly. I know I’ve got shit to unpack on my feelings about my body—but your judgement hasn’t helped any.”
I wasn’t sure when the conversation got to be about this, but it was now, and it felt good to say it. To let her know that regardless of her intent—the impact of her words was that she’d fucked with my head.
She was studying my face again, trying to read whatever was written there. She raised a brow. “There’s someone else, isn’t there? That’s why you’re doing this.”
“Does it matter?” I soughed out a blast of air, my head tipping back. “Whatever this was, it basically ended itself—I’m making sure we’re on the same page.”
The slow smirk that spread across her face was one I used to think was sexy. Feline and predatory. “Holy shit,” she said, voice low. “Cole Dawson wants a real relationship.” Her voice wasn’t completely venomous, but there was definitely some derision in there.
I didn’t answer, just watched her.
Molly narrowed her eyes on me. “How’d that work out for you last time?”
My mouth popped open in surprise. That was a low blow, even for her—and it confirmed to me in that moment that I was right. Molly wanted more, and when she realised I wasn’t going to give it to her, she had no qualms about getting catty.
Going for the jugular.
“You should find someone who likes you for you,” I said flatly, because if anything I always preferred to take the higher ground, be the bigger man, all that shit. Even if she really didn’t deserve it. Her words still stung, but I steeled myself.
She scoffed. “I’m not built for relationships,” she sneered. “And neither are you. Just look how your last one fucked you up.” She gestured with a sharp, jerky hand and it felt like a physical strike though she never touched me.
I shook my head. “That’s where you’re wrong.” I winced at the withering look this earned me, but pressed on. “I know I deserve something good, Molly. I hope you know you do too.”
She rolled her eyes so hard that her whole head arced with it. When her gaze met mine again, it smouldered, the yellow of her irises giving way to darker hazel. “Tell me who it is, or kiss me.”
I blinked. “What?”
“One last kiss,” she repeated, her voice more insistent. “Or tell me who it is that’s got you so bent out of shape you’re trying to fit into some box you don’t belong in.”
Heat flared in my body. “This isn’t a game, Molly,” I ground out.
I tried to tamp down the frustration building in my chest, but it was a constant pressure behind my sternum, pulsing with my heartbeat and the roar of blood in my ears.
“No, it’s not. So tell me why now?” If looks could kill I’d be a dead man. “Who is it?”
I didn’t say anything. Didn’t need to. Whether I liked it or not, we had spent a fair amount of time together and she could read my face.
A bitter laugh shook out of her. “It’s Lexi Harper, isn’t it?” I didn’t like the shape of her name in Molly’s mouth. Her arms tightened around herself. “I knew it.”
She sounded genuinely upset and I didn’t like that. I wasn’t out to hurt her. I was actively trying not to, actually. That was the whole point of breaking it off.
“This isn’t personal.” I tried to make my voice soft, but it didn’t matter.
Molly’s expression twisted with hurt. “How is this not personal?” The mask—the one of a woman who was fine with no-strings, who didn’t care if I slept with other people, who said she didn’t want anything more and was insulted I thought she did—dropped like it was made of paper. Her tone was brittle. “You’re breaking up with me for another woman? In what universe is that not personal?”
“I’m not breaking up with you,” I said, possibly a little too mildly. “You can’t break up if you’re not in a relationship.” I swallowed, trying to keep my voice even. “We’re not compatible, Molly. You deserve someone who—”
“Who what?” she snapped. “Someone who’ll love me forever?”
The hostility in her words was white hot. It seared my skin.
“Yeah,” I said weakly. “Someone who loves you. I’m not that guy. Your forever isn’t with me.”







Lexi

NINA FINALLY BREEZED BACK THROUGH the grey door, her face flushed and her eyes bright.
Emma quirked a brow. “Where are the drinks?”
Nina looked down at her hands, seeming surprised herself that they were empty. “Oh. Shit.”
Emma burst into fits of giggles and I couldn’t help following suit. “You forget your meds or something?”
Nina glared at Emma, but there was no heat in it. “I’ve told you, stimulants don’t do shit for forgetfulness—bummer.” She scooted into the seat and her hand closed over the back of mine on the table, squeezing. “Okay, would I be a total asshole if I bailed on girls night?” Her voice was so high it almost sounded reedy.
My mouth hinged open as I looked at her. The vinyl seat creaked as Emma leaned forward to peer around me, eyes also on Nina. “Oh my god did you meet someone?” Emma asked before I could.
Nina’s face stretched into a grin and she nodded excitedly. Her eyes cut to me and softened. “Just say the word. I’ll stay.”
I couldn’t help laughing. Her giddiness was infectious and honestly I needed that. I shrugged lightly. “Just because I’m not getting laid doesn’t mean you should deprive yourself.” I nudged my shoulder into hers. “Go get your nut.”
Emma cackled behind me.
“Are you sure?” Nina asked. Her face was open and genuine and I appreciated that—but just as she’d meant it when she said she’d stay, I meant it when I said I didn’t mind if she went.
“Absolutely. In fact, I’m going to be mad if you keep them waiting any longer.”
Her ear to ear grin was feline and she yanked me into a hug. Emma made a salacious whistling sound and Nina pinned her with a glare, but it was gleeful.
She scooted back out the door and I leaned back in the booth, still smiling. I glanced the novelty clock mounted on the wall—it had a cowboy in the centre and the ticking hands were the cowboys red and yellow plaid arms. “I’ll probably call it anyway. I just needed some levity.”
“You sure?” Emma asked as I shuffled out of the booth.
“Yeah. I don’t want to be hungover.”
“Tequila hangovers suck,” Emma agreed, following me out of the back room. “Let’s use the restroom and then we’ll head out? I gotta go past the inn to get home.”
“You do?” I didn’t think she did. “Aren’t you opposite the library?”
She made a noncommittal sound as we wandered through the hall to the ladies bathroom. “If we take the long way down Applewood Lane through the ranch—then up Seadrift past the Orchard. It’s pretty.”
I snorted a laugh, but I was grateful. A walk sounded nice. “If you want,” I said from my cubicle, trying to make sure the warmth translated to my tone.
Her response was the flush of a toilet. I heard the tap running and the squeak of the soap dispenser, then the whir of the hand dryer filled the air. “I’ll meet you outside,” she chirped.
I hummed my response as I flushed the toilet, washing and drying my hands.
I heard Emma’s voice before I stepped out of the bathroom and that should have been warning enough to turn around, or wait, or anything other than step out there.
“Are you fucking kidding me? I swear to whatever god you believe in, Cole, my brother’s gonna knock your dick into dust if you don’t get your shit together—” I’d never heard her so fired up. She sounded ready to lay someone out.
As soon as I cleared the door my eyes landed on them.
Cole, back to the wall. Molly, her body pressed to his, face flushed, lips pink, hands gripped on the unbuttoned plaid shirt he was wearing over a grey Henley.
My mouth opened. I think Emma said my name, but I barely heard it.
Someone took a battering ram to my chest and it pushed all the air clean out of my lungs. Cole’s eyes snapped to mine as I let out an audible gasp.
I was turning on my heel before I’d consciously decided to. “Lex!” This time, it was Cole calling my name, but I ignored him. Overlapping shouts followed me down the hall with the sound of my boots knocking on hardwood but it felt like I was wading through molasses.
It was like I was stuck in one of those dreams where things move in slow motion. You have to get out of the way, or reach something, and you can’t force your body to go any faster and it’s a particular brand of torture.
Emma’s voice was corrosive with bile as she hissed, “You better fucking fix this.”
Cole’s voice snapped back, but it wasn’t directly at Emma. “You don’t fucking touch people when they’ve told you no like that, Molly.”
Emma’s caustic laugh sliced the air like a blade, acid sizzling. “Seriously, little Fontaine? Lessons on consent not come with that silver spoon?”
Their voices faded as I finally made it back to the oak arch leading to the main room of the Sandpiper. As I darted through the crowd, I distantly felt the warmth of Emma having my back like that. I thought Nina was all fire, but it seemed like Emma was the quiet inferno.
I was too wrapped up in the thought to spot JD and his fingers wrapped my upper arm, stopping me by a booth with two glasses and Cole’s brown leather jacket slung over the back of the vinyl seat. “Whoa, hey. What’s got you so worked up, Harper? What’s wrong?”
I yanked my arm away and JD raised his hands in front of him in a gesture of supplication, taking a half step back. “Ask your sister,” I hissed, and he tilted his head to the side. “She’ll need bailing out after she murders Cole Dawson.”
JD’s eyes darkened uncharacteristically and I backed away from him. “Tell me what you mean,” he clipped. “You look upset.”
“It’s none of your fucking business, okay?” I snapped, ignoring the heads that swivelled at my raised voice. I flicked my eyes to the ceiling. Now all I needed was Helen Rivers with a fucking Dictaphone. “It’s nobody’s business. So stay out of it.”
JD looked surprised and the guilt immediately splashed into me like a tidal wave—but before I could apologize or say anything else, Cole appeared from the back hall and I turned on my heel and fled.
As I shouldered the rest of the way to the door JD’s furious voice cracked through the din. “Man, what the fuck did you do?”
I didn’t hear Cole’s response.
Tears blurred my vision, stinging streaks down my face as I stormed through the streets of Edgewater—but it didn’t matter how fast my legs moved, I couldn’t outpace my thoughts.
The cool night air stung my burning cheeks and the scent of salt was sharp on the breeze, stoking the cold metallic feeling in my chest as I tried to draw in deep enough breaths to keep me moving. All I could manage were shallow bursts.
Worn cobbles knocked loose beneath my boots, bathed in the lazy gold glow of the streetlamps down Main Street. The distant caw of gulls and the rhythmic slap of water on wooden pilings grew closer as I neared the pier.
I was about 98% sure, as I stalked down the worn planks, that I might have just marched straight off the end. Instead I sat, staring at the horizon where it blurred into the sea, the lull of the waves shimmering under the moon.
I sat cross legged and leaned my elbows on my thighs, leaning down to catch my breath, eyes fixed on the inky black tide below me.
I could still see them.
I didn’t see it happen but I didn’t need to witness it to know what had gone down. The image of her lips on his was an intrusive image and my stomach dropped with it, everything inside me going ugly and dark like liquid black.
Tears leaked out when I squeezed my eyes shut and I drew a sharp breath, my nose stinging with it. I needed to redirect. Needed to ground myself.
Nothing I could see with my eyes closed—but I could hear the water, the pier creaked beneath me as I shifted my weight, the distant hum of Edgewater behind me, the wind whistling by my ears and lashing my hair on my face. That was four.
You’re doing great, baby.
Cole’s gravelly voice in my head was an unwelcome thing and my eyes flew open.
I scrubbed both hands over my face and drowned out a muttered expletive with my palms.
“Lex.”
I flinched, my entire body snapping rigid. My gaze remained fixed ahead. I knew that was probably the most childish thing I could do—ignoring him, refusing to acknowledge that he’d found me. The pier’s wooden boards sighed beneath his heavy footfalls as he stepped closer.
The smell of cedar and leather wrapped around me.
“Lex, please let me explain.”
His voice was so calm it only served to stoke the fire already in me. I kept my eyes on the water. My jaw tightened and my hands flexed together, fingers tangled together so hard my joints popped with it.
“I don’t want to hear it,” I said through gritted teeth, just so he’d go away.
He sighed softly, and I hated my traitorous body for the way it reacted in sympathy. His footsteps inched closer until I felt the warmth of his body at my side, and he hesitated for a second before kneeling down next to me.
I could feel his eyes on the side of my face, begging me to look at him, but I refused.
If I looked at him that’d be it.
“I broke things off with Molly,” he said quietly. “She didn’t take it so well.”
I stayed silent, the words sinking into me like stones, but they didn’t loosen the knot in my chest.
“Great,” I muttered, surprised by how cold my voice was. “Think I saw the aftermath of exactly how well she took it.”
Cole sighed again. His frustration was evident, but he didn’t raise his voice. “Lexi, I swear to you—I haven’t seen her in months, not since—” He cut himself off and I heard the rasp of him scrubbing a rough palm over his beard. “Even then, it was always casual.”
My eyes flicked to him and that was all it took for him to ensnare me in his amber gaze. The feeling of betrayal was crushing, but its sharp edges began to dull. “You tell her that?”
His chuckle was short and joyless. “From the start.”
I huffed as I got to my feet. “I don’t think she got the message.” I took a few steps away from him and he straightened to follow me so close that the warmth of his hand seeped into me where it hovered near my arm. When I stepped too close to the edge of the pier for his liking, his fingers flexed. I wasn’t wearing my sensible shoes.
He didn’t speak when I spun back to face him, he just watched me.
In the night, his eyes were dark, near black molasses.
“Months?” I said eventually, voice smaller than I cared for it to be. It almost sounded like I was pleading, but it was the palpable relief in the word that pissed me off even more.
Cole’s brows lowered to dark slashes, but he still didn’t say anything.
“My condolences to Molly Fontaine,” I muttered, more to fill the silence than anything. It had begun breathing like a physical thing and it was stealing all my oxygen. “Guess it’s her loss. She did say you’re good with your hands.” The words came out before I could stop them, and they were bitter as hell.
I fucking felt bitter.
I expected Cole to get defensive, but instead he smirked, white teeth flashing in dark. He stepped closer on the quiet dock until he was crowding me with the heat of his body and the smell of soap and cedar. “That right?” His voice was all gravel. A warning and a promise.
Well, fuck.
I swallowed hard and he tracked the movement, eyes on my throat. I nodded because I absolutely did not trust myself to speak.
The flavour of tension in the air had changed so abruptly I was dizzy with it. Where before it had been white hot and angry—now it pulsed with electric blue flux, lighting up every one of my nerve endings as he let his eyes rove over me. Slow. Deliberate. An unhurried, exploratory perusal. I could almost feel the weight of his gaze bruising me.
I wanted it to.
When he eventually dragged his eyes back up to my face, his hooded gaze snagged on my lips as he asked, “You believe her?”
I swallowed again. My throat and my mouth were desert dry. I was going to speak, but before any words could come out, Cole’s large, rough palm closed over my jaw, sealing my mouth shut. His other hand landed on the small of my back to avoid shunting me off the end of the pier.
He shook his head. “Don’t answer that, actually.”
All I could do was quirk a brow to signal my question of why?
The heat of his hands seeped into me.
He studied my face. “Because.” He drew out the word, long and slow. “I’ve only got so much self control, Lex. You get those sharp little claws out, like I know you will, and say no—well, then, that’s gonna bruise my ego.” His voice dropped dangerously low and my whole, traitorous body became a thunderous heartbeat, flooded with pulsing heat. “And I’d have no choice but to prove you wrong.”
His hand dropped from my face, and the other from my back. I sucked in a shallow breath at the first opportunity and he turned away, starting back up the pier.
He’d only made it a few strides before my voice cut through the air without the permission of my brain. “How would you prove me wrong?”
Cole stopped, but stayed faced away. “You’re testing me, Lex.” His voice was strained. He sounded as breathless as I felt.
“Yeah, I know,” I called, feeling bolder with every word. “Let you in on a secret, Dawson—I want you to fail this test.”
That was when he turned, slow, silvered by the moon, highlighting the masculine lines of his handsome face. There was something dark and deliciously feral in his eyes. Like he was the predator and I was the prey.
I wanted to be caught by him.
Ensnared.
The reckless part of my brain had turned escape artist, abandoning her cage and deciding I was fucking sick of trying to keep the strings off in Edgewater. I was getting all tied up no matter what I did. If there was anybody I wanted to be tied up by, it was Cole Dawson.
Figuratively and literally.
I grinned, a self-satisfied kind of smirk I was sure. “Come on, Cole. Always me failing—your turn to fail for once, don’t you think?”
It was immediately apparent that this was the wrong thing to say. His eyes went black, but not with lust. It was more like a lethal, protective kind of anger.
He spun on the boards and marched up to me and I thought—hoped—I’d finally pushed him over the edge and he was going to shove me down on that rickety ass pier and fuck the fight right out of me. Kiss me, touch me, show me just how good he was with those big hands of his.
Instead, he took my face somehow both soft and rough, palm fitted to the curve of my jaw to make me connect my gaze with his. “How many times have I got to tell you?” His voice was serious. So was his expression. This wasn’t the direction I wanted things to go in. “You. Are not. Failing.”
He searched my face for a few moments, like he was trying to see if it was going to sink in this time. I think it was. Bit by bit, each time he said it. Chipping away at the ice my self-doubt had built around my confidence. Holding it hostage.
Then he let go of my jaw, turned around, and left me there as he marched away.
“Hey!” I called after him, but he didn’t slow his stride.
I took off, unsensible shoes be damned, closing the distance between us until I was right behind him, and shoved at his shoulder with both hands. “Cole!”
He stopped, turning just slightly, his face in shadow. “What?” His voice was low and tight.
I crossed my arms, glaring at him. “That’s it? You’re just going to walk away?”
He looked at me for a long moment, then turned back around, continuing toward the road. “Go home, Lexi.”
Go home?
I clenched my jaw, my feet moving before my brain could catch up. I followed him, my boots pounding against the gravel as I kept up with his longer stride. “No,” I snapped. “You don’t get to do this. You don’t get to just kiss me one minute, then push me away and act like nothing happened. You don’t get to make me—”
You don’t get to make me fall for you.
I bit my tongue until I tasted metal.
“I’m not making you do anything. I’m just trying to do the right thing here.” His voice was still calm, but there was a rough edge to it.
“The right thing?” I barked out a bitter laugh. “That’s bullshit, Cole. You’re just scared.”
His shoulders stiffened, but he didn’t stop. I was practically jogging now, following him down Cross Street. The wind picked up, whipping my hair into my face, but I didn’t care. “What are you so afraid of, huh? Me? This?”
He didn’t answer, his jaw clenched tight.
“Hey!” I shouted again, grabbing his arm this time, forcing him to stop and face me. His body turned, rigid, and I could feel the tension radiating off him like heat. “What the hell are you so scared of?”
“I’m not scared,” he growled, eyes flashing. Then he took off again, shoving through the gate and up the path to his front door.
And because I didn’t know when to quit I followed him. He stopped as we reached the porch and I hopped up on the stoop, rounding on him. He still towered over me, but this gave me an extra half a foot. I used it to glare at him.
“Yes, you are,” I hissed. “You’re terrified. Of me, of us. Of whatever this is between us. Just grow the fuck up and admit it.”
His lips pressed into a tight line, but he still didn’t speak.
“You know what?” I pushed on, my voice rising. “You’re a coward, Cole Dawson.”
His body tensed like a coiled spring, eyes darkening as he stared down at me. One large hand shot out, grabbing my wrist—as if I was trying to go anywhere, I’d all but followed him into his own house. His grip was firm, commanding. I wanted it all over me. “What did you just say?”
“You heard me,” I breathed, my pulse pounding in my throat so it felt hard to push the words past it. “You’re a coward.”
His grip on my wrist tightened slightly and the storm flashed in his eyes as he struggled to hold on to that last fraying thread of control.
I wanted him to lose it.
I wanted him to lose it and I wanted him to take it out on me.
“Say it again,” he whispered, his voice so low I barely heard him over the howling wind.
Based on that request, I suspected he wanted the same thing.
An excuse.
I lifted my chin, heart hammering, meeting his glare head-on. I jabbed a finger into his hard chest for emphasis and his gaze dropped to it, before snapping back up to my face as I said, “You, Cole Dawson, are a snivelly little fucking coward, aren’t you?”
For a second, nothing happened and we were suspended in flux—his hand shackling my wrist, the space between us crackling with tension, his breathing all ragged and the heat coming off him like flames licking my skin.
Then something snapped.
Cole grabbed me, yanking me to him so hard my feet left the ground for a few breathless moments. His hand fisted the hair at the base of my neck as his mouth crashed against mine.
It wasn’t soft. It wasn’t sweet. It was raw, hard, desperate.
Him giving up the fight.
His teeth grazed my lip and I gasped against his mouth, my hands gripping his jacket, trying to pull him closer. He kissed me like he wanted to crawl inside my skin, shoving me hard against the door of his house, both hands cradling the back of my head, pulling me closer, pushing himself further into me—like he couldn’t get enough, like he was drowning in me.
I was drowning in him too, my heart pounding so loud in my ears it was like I was underwater.
“Always heard you were a sore loser, Dawson,” I murmured against his mouth. “Knew you wouldn’t be able to resist proving me wrong.”
He let out a low groan and his hands released from my hair, moving down to grip the backs of both thighs to haul me up so I was wedged between him and the door. My legs wrapped around his hips and he fumbled with the brass handle, pressing the door open with my back and his knee, not once breaking our kiss as he explored my mouth with a greedy, searching tongue.
“Gonna spend all night proving you wrong, pretty girl,” he breathed against my skin as he trailed his lips in a searing line down to my collarbones.
We were still in motion, moving through his darkened home. I clung to him, one hand fisted in the fabric of his shirt at his shoulder, the other with fingers threaded through his thick, dark hair.
I mapped our journey through my other senses. The creak of floorboards on the stairs, the fresh scent of soap and cedar as we passed a half open door. The taste of his lips on mine, whiskey and the salt in the sea air. The sigh of mattress springs and the feel of brushed cotton under my hands when he dropped me on his bed.
His large body moved quickly over mine, quicker than he had any business being, size that he was. He reached above my head, somewhere to the left, and the room was suddenly bathed in golden light. His eyes locked on mine, looking like flames, clouded with lust and burning paths on my skin as he took me in.
“What are you doing?” I whispered.
His brows lowered. “What do you mean?”
“Turning the light on.” I tilted my head up, pressing a kiss to the curve of his throat where his collar hung open at the top two buttons. I relished the audible catch of his breath.
When I leaned back, my head falling to the soft sheets, his smile was positively predatory.
I fucking loved it.
“I want to see you.” He leaned down to breathe the words into me on a kiss. “You’re beautiful, Lex. I want to watch your pretty face while I fuck you.”
I sucked in an involuntary gasp. The words were crude, but the way he said them sent my body up in flames underneath him. I was wearing too many clothes.
He was wearing too many clothes.
His hand came up to my face, shaping the curve of my jaw with his large, calloused palm. “Look at you,” he whispered. His voice was reverent, like he was beholding something precious. “You’re flawless. I want to watch you come undone for me.” His other hand wandered and my hips lifted slightly as his fingers grazed over the curve of my thigh. His thumb ghosted the seam of my jeans and he flicked the button undone. “I want to fucking ruin you, Lex.”
I’d barely recovered from the words when he yanked my zipper down roughly and it pulled a needy whimper from me. “You want that?” Cole’s smile was wolfish.
“Yes.” It was the first word I’d said in a few minutes. It was quite possibly the only word I had the capacity to say at that point, other than maybe his name.
“These are in my way.” The words were an annoyed little grumble, and I lifted my hips automatically as he hooked a finger in my belt loop and gave a pull to tug them down.
I scrambled to grab the waistband on the other side to help, but he lowered his weight onto me entirely, almost pushing all the air from my lungs, so he could grab my wrist with his other hand. “No.” The word was bitten out. “You let me undress you. Don’t ruin my fun.”
He released my wrist and pulled my jeans down, lifting himself up and sitting back on his heels so he was straddling my hips.
I huffed a breathless laugh. “Should have guessed you’d be bossy in the bedroom.”
Before I could do anything to stop him, he lifted his weight and flipped me over so I was face down. I let out a little yip as I hit the mattress, then a much louder one as his open hand landed a firm swat on my ass.
Cole hooked his thumbs into my panties and dragged them down, massaging my ass where he’d just spanked me. I hummed a moan as the sting melted hot and liquid, turning my head as he leaned down.
His lips brushed the shell of my ear as he whispered, “You been thinking about what I’d be like in the bedroom, baby?”
I moaned again, completely lost to him and myself, rolling my hips uselessly into the mattress. His hand was still hot on my ass, kneading and pinching.
“Whenever I touch myself,” I admitted a little too mildly.
There I was being flipped again. The man was treating me like a fucking pancake.
Despite the light from the bedside lamp spilling warm yellow across the bed and over our bodies, his eyes were feral and almost black, like volcanic glass. My chest heaved as I gazed up at him. He looked unhinged, unmoored, out of control. He was out of control for me.
“Shirt off,” he demanded. “I want to see.”
I scrambled back to a seat, the small of my back hitting the pillows at the head of the bed as I tugged my shirt off and tossed it into the dark.
My eyes roamed over his body and I swallowed. His broad shoulders, straining against the grey material of his Henley shirt, unbuttoned at the collar to reveal a peek of dark hair. The open plaid shirt over the top. His stubbled throat, working with a rough swallow, strong bearded jaw, straight nose, bedroom eyes.
I traced a line back down. Wide, hard chest, the curve of his belly, thick thighs in tight grey jeans, and an intimidating bulge. It was difficult to tell, denim and all, but he appeared to be very big and very hard.
Hard for me.
A full body tremor peppered me with goosebumps and I looked back to his face.
I’d thought his eyes couldn’t get darker or more dangerous, but they did.
“What do you want to see?” I whispered. I sounded scared, but I wasn’t.
He smiled, a white flash of teeth in the half light. “How you touch yourself.”
My spine snapped straight and I opened my mouth to speak, but he lunged forward and captured my lips in a searing, hungry kiss. His hands reached around my back and he popped the clasp on my navy blue lace bra.
He pushed the straps down my arms as he sat back, baring my breasts to him, and gave an appreciative groan. His hands roamed over my chest, squeezing my breasts just on the right side of pain. “Oh, fuck. You’re so pretty, baby.”
I was sure if I wasn’t already full body blushing I might have turned pink.
“Now show me.” He moved beside me, leaning one shoulder to the headboard and keeping his eyes locked on my body. I distantly registered that he was still fully clothed and that I was pissed about it.
“I don’t—”
“Don’t tell me you don’t masturbate, Lex,” he gusted out on a derisive little laugh.
I glared at him. “Of course I do.”
He traced a finger over the swell of my breast, then pressed a palm to my chest and forced me back, so I rested on the pillows and the headboard, partially reclined beside him. His eyes raked over me, consuming me, devouring me.
“I know you do,” he murmured, leaning down and letting the flat of his tongue lave over my nipple. I hissed, arching my back up to chase his mouth as he moved away. “I heard you.” His eyes flicked to the bathroom door and my lips popped open in a gasp. “Dirty girl.”
“I—”
Cole’s hum was enough to cut me off. He pressed in close to me again, tracing his tongue over the shell of my ear. I whimpered. “I listened to you in there, moaning my name.” He left a hot, wet kiss on my throat and let his breath fan over it, bringing the skin up in goosebumps. “Little tease, aren’t you? Had me the other side of that door, fucking my fist and coming all over my hand like a teenager.”
Lord have fucking mercy on my dumb, horny soul.
“I left the door unlocked,” I breathed.
He sucked my earlobe into his mouth and bit down, but that was the only place he was touching me and I was going mad with it. “I know. Needy little thing.”
“Please,” I whispered, trying not to sound as desperate as I was. “I want you to touch me.”
He chuckled, deep and rich and shooting heat straight between my legs. I pressed my thighs together. “I will, beautiful. I promise.” He leaned over a pressed a kiss to the corner of my mouth. “But I want you to show me what you like.”
“I’ll like anything you do,” I argued.
“Lex.” His voice was firm as he grabbed my wrist and all but jammed it between my thighs. “Touch yourself. I want to watch you. I want to learn you.”
His grip released from my wrist and he feathered his touch down to my knee, where he gently spread my legs, opening me up so the hand he’d placed at the apex of my legs naturally drifted down to my overheated core.
I hesitated, until Cole let out a little growl beside me. “Touch yourself, Lexi. Or I’ll spank you again.”
I bit down on my lip to stifle a whimper. “That’s not the deterrent you think it is.” My voice came out more like a moan, but I moved my hand, fingers sliding through my slick folds and spreading my arousal up over my aching clit.
Cole hummed his approval as his slow, seeking gaze crawled over me. “You wet, baby?” He palmed his cock through his jeans, letting out a muffled grunt.
My laugh was full of cry. “Why don’t you check?”
He chuckled. “You always such a brat?”
I teased my entrance, dipping a finger inside, just to the first knuckle. A blissful shudder wracked through me. “Only for you.”
He leaned closer, his lips brushing my jaw as he spoke. “How many fingers do you use when you fuck yourself, Lex?”
My head tipped back, hitting the wall with a soft thud. “I—” My brain short circuited. “Two or three? I—you have—I think—”
His hand moved to my leg, calloused fingertips tracing unreadable patterns. “You sound like you’re struggling, baby.”
I nodded with a whimper, sinking my finger in deeper with each thrust, my palm a broad pressure on my clit with each stroke—but not enough, even when I rolled my hips up.
Cole leaned in closer, his breath hot on my neck. “Do you need me to take care of you, Lex?”
“Please,” I gasped.
His hand was a shadow on mine, fingertips tracing over tendons and knuckles. He settled his palm over the back of my hand, and then his grip encircled my wrist. He brought my hand to his mouth and his tongue darted out, licking broad and flat up my finger to clean off the arousal glistening there.
He let out a groan, sounding almost angry as his eyes fluttered shut. “God, baby, you taste so good.” His words were almost slurred, like he was drunk. Drunk on me.
Before I could give my input—not that I was capable of forming any complex sentences at that point—his hand dropped mine. Calloused skin rasped the inside of my thighs and then a thick, rough tipped finger slid inside me without warning.
His groan came at the same time as my strangled moan. “Oh, fuck—Cole.”
“Relax, baby,” he murmured, his lips brushed my neck in a tender kiss as he moved his finger in and out at a languorous pace. He sounded pained. “You’re so tight, but you’re tensing on me—relax. I got you.”
The pad of his thumb glanced my clit and my hips bucked without my consent. I let out a hiss that may or may not have been an English word.
I didn’t realise I’d said, “More,” out loud until Cole withdrew his hand, before sinking back into me with two fingers. My back bowed off the bed.
“God, you’re so fucking responsive.” His lips grazed my ear. “That feel good?”
I hummed my acknowledgement as he crooked his fingers, his thumb working over my clit and pressing down lightly. My body wracked with uncontrolled tremors.  I was so close already it was frankly humiliating. I’d never been with a man who was so masterful with his fingers before. Fingering as a whole gets a bad rap but it’s only because most guys are fucking atrocious at it.
Not Cole Dawson.
“Talk to me, Lex.” His words were a soft demand. “You close? What do you need, baby?”
A keening sound curled up through my chest and got lodged in my throat. I vaguely registered my head tipping back with a thunk and I slid down the bed, sinking into the pillows.
My eyes flew open and my jaw slackened when Cole dragged his fingers from my core—and I whined. I was a grown thirty-two year old woman, and I whined like a child.
I fixed him with a glare and he just smirked down at me. He reached for my face, but instead of palming my jaw like I expected, he swiped his fingers over my lower lip, pressing my mouth open.
My tongue darted out of its own accord, and I could taste myself on him.
His eyes were like midnight. Pitch black winter sky, no moon, no stars. He froze for a moment, then pushed his fingers further into my mouth. I obliged the intrusion, swirling my tongue around them.
“Oh fuck, Lex.” His voice was a low rumble. Barely restrained desire suffused his expression. Part of me wanted to know what would happen if that restraint really snapped. I’d experienced what I now realised was just an inkling out on the porch.
This was different.
I wanted to watch him come undone.
He pulled his fingers from my mouth and I whimpered. My arms were dead weight at my sides. I wanted to reach out for him but my body was made of wet noodles and of lead simultaneously, I couldn’t make my limbs cooperate. “Please, Cole, I need you.”
He brought his fingers to his mouth and licked them clean as he’d done before, his eyes fluttering shut. He groaned and I watched him, my chest heaving. “Please, what?” His tone was fucking frigid, and I’d have felt the blast of cold if he hadn’t also opened his eyes, which burned with a torrent of flames entirely focussed on me.
“Please let me come,” I whispered. “I need to come.”
A slow smile crooked his lips and he surged forward. His hands pressed to the insides of my knees, spreading my thighs wide apart and burying his face between them.
It yanked my soul from my body for a second and my half-scream half-moan split the air as he licked a ravenous line up my slit. “Oh, Jesus, fuck—”
He groaned against me as he lapped at my folds, working his way up to latch onto my clit and suck hard. I yelped, my hands finding his head, fingers digging through his thick hair and gripping hard. That drew an agonised moan from him.
Oh. He likes that.
I filed that away for later, more focussed on chasing my release.
I ground my hips up, riding his face. The coarse scratch of his beard felt fucking incredible. One large, rough hand gripped my thigh, holding me open for him, and two fingers plunged inside me, pumping lazy and shallow, crooked up and massaging my walls.
Cole devoured me like a starving man and little pinpricks of white light dotted my vision. I let my eyes flutter shut, where the violent colours of red and orange darkened to purple and black.
“Eyes down here,” he demanded. He nipped my clit lightly as if to emphasise his point and my eyes flew open, snapping down my body to where my gaze clashed with his. He had pulled back, his beard glistening with my arousal like it had been studded with diamonds. “I want you to watch me make you come, beautiful. Eyes open.”
“Please,” I whimpered.
He lowered his mouth to me, his eyes fluttering shut as he hummed against me. The vibrations ratcheted me up higher as I watched him. My hands were still in his hair and my grip tightened as I got close to the edge, my moans coming in staccato little bursts.
The pace of his fingers sped up, pushing into me more roughly as he suctioned onto my clit again—and then he yanked his hand away. Both rough palms came to my ass, lifting me up to his face.
His tongue replaced his fingers, fucking into my entrance and swirling ruthless circles over my clit in quick succession—and then he opened his eyes. His gaze caught and held mine and it was so intense, burning with orange embers, that it pushed me right over that edge before I realised I was there.
My entire body electrified with white lightning, arcs of sparkling flux painting my skin with goosebumps and torching every nerve ending. My muscles tensed almost painfully, my back bowed off the bed and my ass gripped hard in his palms.
Cole rode out my orgasm with diminishing licks and pressure, not stopping until the last rolling waves of pleasure stilled my hips, and only then did he pull away.
He kissed a path up my body, starting at the inside of my thighs, leaving a hot trail of nips and bites and soothing licks until he reached my mouth, where he spoiled me with slow, searching kisses, his tongue sliding with mine.
“You’re perfect,” he murmured against my mouth.
I laughed. Couldn’t help it. “You’re kidding,” I said. There was not a hint of question intonation in it. “You just gave me—I don’t even know what that was. Either a religious experience or a near-death experience… and I’m perfect?”
Truthfully I wasn’t sure how I was able to string that many words together and I didn’t have high hopes for my coherence, but Cole just chuckled, his hands moving slow and rough over my bare skin.
I reached out to touch him and realised with annoyance that he was still fully clothed. I grumbled, my head rolling to the side. His hands bracketed my face and he turned me to face him. “Hey. What’s wrong, baby?”
I hooked my hands over his shoulders and pulled myself to him. His fingers spanned my waist and brought me close, holding me against his warm body. I tugged petulantly at the hem of his shirt and muttered, “Too many clothes, Dawson.”
He smirked, pressing a quick kiss to my lips before he leaned back. I almost lost my balance until I planted my hands behind me, watching him through the haze of my afterglow as he shucked off his unbuttoned plaid overshirt.
Cole pulled his grey Henley off in that way guys do, where they just fist the back of their shirt and yank it over their head one handed. Why was that so fucking attractive?
I sucked in a sharp breath as he tossed it aside and pushed his dishevelled hair from his face. His eyes locked back on mine and I pounced on him. His back hit the mattress with a startled oof and my knees bracketed his waist as I straddled him, my hands pressed to his wide shoulders.
Realistically I was absolutely not holding him down. He could have got up, but he didn’t. He gazed up at me as I ran my hands down over the planes of his broad chest, thick slabs of muscle the product of years of hard physical work. I sat back on his hips, my fingers tracing down over the soft swell of his belly.
Cole didn’t have visible abs, and I didn’t mind a bit, but it wasn’t lost on me that he flinched ever so slightly when I touched him there, my fingertips ghosting through the trail of dark hair below his navel and curving down to the waistband of his jeans.
I looked back to his face, hoping he could see what he was doing to me in the blackness of my eyes, the trembling of my hands as they mapped him, learned him, not to mention how fucking soaked I was for him. I rolled my hips down over his to make my point, feeling the thick bulge of his jean-clad erection. He groaned in response and I smoothed my hands back up to his chest, leaning down to press a kiss to his jaw.
“Your body is so fucking sexy, Cole Dawson.” I hummed, my hands gliding over the domes of his shoulders, down his arms, and around his sides to swirl over the soft curve of his belly again as I sat up.
I couldn’t get enough of him. All of him. He tensed again, just slightly, his large hands splayed on my thighs. He didn’t stop me, but I could tell he wasn’t entirely comfy with it either. I took issue with that, wanting to show him just how attractive I thought he was—even the parts he seemed to think were less desirable.
I shifted my hips back slightly, so I was straddling further down his thick thighs, and leaned down to press a kiss to the swell of his stomach just below his ribs. “I especially love this,” I murmured. I heard his breath catch and he rocked his hips up as I dragged the flat of my tongue over his warm, salt skin. “You’re so strong, but I want your soft edges. I want your life lived. This.” I dropped another kiss to his belly, just above his navel and pressed my fingers ever so slightly into the plush curve again, before sitting up and catching his gaze. “This is so sexy. You have no idea what you do to me, Dawson. Can’t keep my hands off you.”
A small smile hooked the side of his mouth up and he glided a hand over my thigh, a rough finger dragging through my dripping core. It stole my breath, my brain melting as I let out a strangled noise.
“I think I have some idea,” he murmured. He dipped a thick finger inside me to the first knuckle and heat coiled behind my hips again. I was so stupid drunk on his touch. “You’re not subtle, baby.”
I hummed, my hands moving to his belt buckle and flipping it open, fumbling with the button fly on his jeans and spreading it wide. He pulled his hand from my pussy and brought it to his mouth, licking his finger clean as I toyed with the waistband of his boxers. "Mm. Never get tired of tasting you. Taste like heaven," he groaned.
I huffed a laugh. “You’re the first guy to say that,” I muttered, tugging at his jeans.
He scoffed a laugh and propped himself up on his elbows. Both his hands gripped my ass as he yanked me back up his thighs so my hips clashed with his. My breasts crushed to his chest.
“You been fucking clowns, beautiful.” His voice was a rough whisper against the shell of my ear. His hips snapped up hard and his erection pushed against my pussy, only the thin barrier of his underwear between us.
I shuddered a breath and leaned back as I looked down. He was so big and so hard that the tip of his cock was poking out of the elastic waistband of his boxers.
I pressed a kiss to his shoulder and whispered, “Let me see if your dick is as beautiful as the rest of you.” Before I could take affirmative action to make that happen, he’d pitched us to the side and I landed on my back halfway down the bed. “Even if it’s unfair for you to be this attractive,” I muttered, only half annoyed as I looked down the length of my body at him.
Cole chuckled as he stood, shucking his jeans. “People in glass houses, pretty girl.”
I shuffled up the bed so I could lie with my head on the pillows but two large hands shackled my ankles and yanked me back down, rippling the sheets underneath me. I let out a surprised squeal and Cole said firmly, “You stay where I put you. You understand me?” I didn’t speak, just nodded. My eyes were probably wide as saucers. “Good girl,” he praised.
I trembled as I looked up at him through hazy, lust lidded eyes. He kicked his grey jeans aside, leaving him in only a pair of black boxers which were making a truly Herculean effort to hold his intimidating bulge at bay.
He chuckled as I gazed at him, my eyes raking up and down his body. I’d meant what I said. He was perfect. Strong and solid, but soft and safe. I was hooked already. Hungry.
“So you can take directions,” he chided playfully as he held eye contact with me, thumbs hooking in the waistband of his boxers to shove them down.
I pouted and he laughed again as he stood back up to full height—I guessed about six five. The man was a mountain.
My eyes dropped to his cock. It was thick and heavy and jutting straight out, extremely hard. He fisted it in one hand and gave it a couple of firm strokes, swiping at the bead of precum from the head and spreading it over his length.
I laughed nervously. “That’s quite the weapon you got there.”
His smirk was panty melting. Luckily I was already naked or I might have caught fire.
“Is it wrong that I want you to hurt me with it?” I whispered breathlessly.
His eyes went molten, embers searing through dark amber and gold.
He tugged me closer to the edge of his bed and grabbed a pillow, lifting my hips and shoving it under my ass to give himself a better angle. His movements were jerky and quick. I loved that I made him out of control like that. There was something about making a man like Cole Dawson weak at the knees. It was an intoxicating power and I was paralytic with it.
He turned away to fumble with the pocket of his jeans, muttering something like, “Look what you fuckin’ do to me, baby.”
“Cole, I—” He froze and I cut myself off. He glanced up, wallet in hand, foil square half out of the fuck it pocket. “I’m on birth control,” I blurted. “Clean. Test before I left the city, my—my ex cheated.”
Cole growled, dropping his wallet and grabbing my hips to notch the blunt head of his cock against my dripping entrance. I sucked in a harsh breath. “I’m clean. Tested every three months,” he murmured. His voice was so low it felt tectonic, like he could cause an earthquake in me.
I arched my back. “Please. I want to feel you. I—” I gasped a startled moan as he began to push into me, stretching me something perfect and just on the edge of painful.
I hummed and my head rolled to the side. That was it. He was barely inside me and he’d already fucked my brain right out of my head.
“Don’t get all quiet on me, Lex,” he grunted, pushing in another inch or so. He sounded just as wrecked as I felt. His hands on my hips were blistering hot and work-rough, fingers digging in. I wanted them to leave bruises so I knew what he’d done to me. So I knew I was his. “Use your words beautiful, I want to hear you tell me I’m making you feel good.”
“So good,” I whimpered. I could feel my pussy fluttering and clamping around him as he pushed in further. I already felt so full and I fucking loved it. He’d made me stupid and my brain ran away on some kind of fuck-drunk little babbling train as I mumbled, “I want to feel you to come inside me. Fuck me hard, please, fuck—"
He chuckled, shoving in the last few inches and bottoming out hard enough that I cried out as he murmured, “Dirty girl. That okay, baby? I need you to talk to me, I don’t want to hurt you.”
“You can’t hurt me,” I whispered, which was so absurdly untrue it wasn’t funny. This could raze us both, but I couldn’t make myself care. I needed this. I needed him. “Please move, Cole, please.”
He groaned, dragging himself out and then snapping his hips forward hard, sinking deep and bottoming out again. I yelped. “Fuck, Cole, yes—”
“Love the sound of my name on your lips,” he groaned, slamming into me again and burying himself deep, his hips pressed to my ass as he manhandled one of my legs so my ankle draped over his shoulder, allowing him a better angle. It was almost too much, and at the same time not enough. “Want to hear you scream it.”
The way his eyes dragged appreciatively over my body as he rutted into my aching pussy felt like he was physically bruising me, the weight of his gaze a heady crush injury I couldn’t help but beg for more of. I wanted to feel every impact, every strike.
I wanted him to ruin me.
Cole leaned further over me, his forearm dropping to the bed next to my head, and he brought his mouth down on mine in a consuming kiss. He maintained his punishing rhythm, but as his lips slid to my jaw, his kisses were reverent. “I want you,” he whispered. The words sizzled over my skin.
I let my hands glide up his sides, trailing up his chest and following the line of his throat as it worked with a rough swallow. His eyes were locked on mine, searching, as I framed his face, my fingers gripping his jaw and holding him there as I dragged his mouth back down to mine so my lips brushed his as I murmured, “You have me.”
The startled puff of his exhale was warm on my face. He stole another kiss and slid his hand to the back of my head, holding me close to him. My muscles burned where my leg was slung over his shoulder but I could hardly feel it each time he seated himself inside me.
“Tell me when you’re close, Lexi baby.” He choked on a breath and buried his face in the crook of my neck, teeth grazing the sensitive skin there. “You come with me.”
I could already feel the drugging heat spreading out from the base of my spine. Sparks ravaged my skin with every touch of his hands. He palmed my breasts, trapping my nipples between fingers and tweaking them until I was gasping with it.
“God, Cole—”
I was close and he could tell.
Cole groaned, hands sliding over my ribs and spanning my back, pulling me closer. I grappled for him, reaching for his face again. His beard rasped under my fingers as I crushed my lips to his, my desperate whimpers of, “Kiss me, please kiss me,” drowned out as his tongue delved into my mouth, answering my garbled pleas.
His thrusts became erratic and violent and one of my hands slid back into his dark hair, yanking hard. He gasped an agonised moan against my mouth, cursing under his breath.
When he sank his teeth into my lower lip, sucking on it to soothe the sting, I wrenched at his hair again and let lightning snake up my spine as I whispered, “Come with me.”
He broke apart just how I wanted. Unravelled, unstitched, undone for me. He pulsed hot inside me, spilling his release with a guttural groan that shook my foundations. I followed him over the edge, my body taut with it.
Cole gently unhooked my leg from over his shoulder and folded himself over me. We laid like that for a few minutes or more—it was hard to tell. Time was liquid.
When he stood, he pulled me up with him and guided me to the bathroom. Upon realising my legs were trembling, he picked me up and carried me into the shower, cradling me against his chest as we stood under the rain head.
He washed my body carefully, dropping soft kisses to any stretch of skin he felt inclined to spoil, then wrapped me in a big fluffy maroon towel. His hand came up to cup my cheek and he kissed me slow and sedating before leaving me to use the toilet.
When I turned back to the door, I spotted a soft blue tee and a pair of boxers on the counter by the basin. I inhaled the scent of soap and cedar as I slipped them on.
After I finished up in the bathroom I stepped back into Cole’s dimly lit space. He was sprawled on the bed, wearing grey sweats, his chest bare and his hair still damp from the shower, looking dark and messy. He was lying with one hand propped behind his head, elbow bent, which made his arm look obscenely huge, flexing in the half light.
His eyes instantly locked on mine when he spotted me in the doorway and he dropped his book spine up on the bedside table.
“Hey, c’mere, beautiful.” His words were whispered, like he was just as afraid to break the spell as I was.
I was drawn into him like a moth to a flame and he opened his arms, enveloping me in his warmth and bolstering the familiar scent of cedar that lingered on the clothes he’d leant me.
“Stay,” he murmured. “Please stay, Lexi baby.” He pressed a kiss to the side of my neck, where his lips connected naturally as he held me, leaning back against the pillows and pulling me down with him.
And I let him.
“I’ll stay,” I breathed. I felt his body relax as he wrapped me up in his warmth. I curled into him in his bed, my head on his chest and his mouth pressing soft, sporadic kisses to the top of my hair.
And I tried not to panic.
Because what I’d said was, I’ll stay.
What I meant was, I’ll stay the night.
What I wanted to mean was, I’ll stay forever, here with you, if you’ll let me.

*
I WOKE WITH Cole’s heavy arm draped across me. My head was on his bare chest and my hand rested on the soft, warm swell of his belly where it curved below his navel. Though we’d not gone to sleep naked, clothes had been shed in the night when his body had curled around mine in the dark, erection pressed hot into my spine and his mouth on my neck.
The room was still mostly shadow. I blinked my eyes up to his face and his eyes were closed.
I’d never been attracted to someone the way I was to him, a helpless kind of magnetism I couldn’t hope to fight. He looked more relaxed when he was asleep—like most people do, really. Softer. Like there was less daunting him. Thick, dark eyelashes fanned as his eyelids fluttered slightly. Straight nose and a strong jaw, the scruff of his beard well maintained and giving him that rugged handsome edge.
I smoothed my hand up from his stomach to his ribs to his broad, wide chest, my fingers bristling through the dark hair there. His arm tightened around my waist and his voice was low and rough with sleep when he spoke, eyes still closed. “You’re staring.”
I pressed myself in closer to his side, my leg hooking over his. He let out a groan as my thigh bumped his thick cock, already half hard.
“I’m admiring,” I murmured.
He chuckled, a soft sound that rumbled in his chest and vibrated through me. “Admiring?”
Cold and warm snaked through me at once, coiling a tight knot in my chest.
I’d tried to keep the strings off. This wasn’t a string. This was a rope, binding me to an anchor. But it didn’t feel like Cole was tying me down or holding me back, or like that would even be a bad thing at all, it was like being with him promised me I would no longer have to be unmoored, I would no longer have to feel bereft. Not with the weight of him keeping me safe and steady.
I grazed my hand over his chest, fingers circling the tight bud of his nipple and watching it pebble. A tremor raced through him and the arm around my waist moved, his hand drifting down to palm my ass. I rocked my hips shamelessly against his leg.
I hummed as I looked back up to his face. His eyes were open now, rivulets of gold running through honey amber, gilded in the morning light. “You’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, Cole Dawson,” I said honestly, my voice breathless.
If I wasn’t mistaken, he frowned, like he was ready to argue. But he didn’t. Instead, he tugged me over, pulling me on top of him. My hands roamed over the lines and ridges of his broad, strong chest, and down over the dips and swells of his belly. He gazed up at me, unspeaking and enraptured by my exploration.
“I love your body,” I whispered. “I wasn’t just saying that because you’d already made me come once. You’re strong and you’re soft. You’re warm, and sexy, and irresistible. You are perfect.”
His large hand closed around my forearm and he pulled me down so my bare breasts pressed to his chest as he kissed me. Slow, longing, our lips slanting and moving languorously, savouring each other.
“You make me feel safe when you hold me,” I murmured, and that gave him the excuse to slip his tongue into my mouth, rolling the soft edge of it over mine. I moaned against his lips, pulling back to add softly, “Which is good because I’m scared.”
He stilled instantly, frowning up at me as I sat back. His hard length notched against my entrance and I ground my hips down. “Why are you scared, baby?” His voice was breathy and edged with arousal, but he was still focussed on my face, even as his hands roamed up my abdomen, skating over my sides and absently teasing the swell of my breasts.
My back arched and I covered one of his hands with mine, guiding it over my nipple. Cole got the message loud and clear, his finger and thumb rolling the soft bud, teasing and tweaking until it hardened under his touch. I hummed as warmth spread through me with his slow, reverent ministrations.
I folded down to press a kiss to his jaw, feeling the rough hair of his beard rasp under my lips. He tilted his head, giving me more access to trail kisses down the strong, stubbled column of his throat until I reached his collarbone. “What if I leave?” I murmured against the hollow there.
His body went rigid for a moment, but softened again as I rolled my hips slow over his. The blunt head of his cock pressed to my slit and I exhaled a sharp breath. I was already soaked for him, my pussy primed and dripping.
Cole lifted his hips slightly, hands pressing to my thighs and dragging me down onto him, filling me up in the most delicious way. “Cole—” His name gusted out of me on a moan.
A prayer.
His hand slid to the side of my neck and he pulled my mouth back to his. His fingers threaded in my hair, cradling the back of my head to keep me close, keep me where he wanted me.
He held my body close to his, every touch adoring and drugging. His hips rocked up lazily and he moved slow inside me, hitting deep and bottoming out in long, unhurried strokes so my breaths came out shuddered.
He felt so good, like I was made for him.
It struck me then, first in fractured pieces and then all at once, like an optical illusion that suddenly makes sense to your eye and your brain—Cole wasn’t fucking me.
He was making love to me.
I rolled my hips, working my clit over the dark thatch of hair at the base of his cock every time he slid into me, and I could feel him hot and pulsing against my inner walls.
There were no frantic gasps or jerking movements, no whimpers caught in the back of my throat. It wasn’t the sharp edge of freefall.
Pleasure rolled through and over me, slow and heavy and I moaned with it as he swelled and spilled his release inside me.
My orgasm seeped into my spent body—deep, smooth, and drowning.
I looped my arms around his neck, hands cradling the back of his head as if mirroring the way he was still holding me, his fingers tangled in my hair as mine tangled in his.
He kissed me again. The familiarity of his mouth—hot, hungry, and searching against mine in the afterglow—was a rapturous spark of a moment that felt as inevitable as it did terrifying.
His words were a warm, tentative breath against my lips—less asking than begging—as he whispered, “What if you stay?”


Cole

LEXI HAD FALLEN BACK TO SLEEP after I’d cleaned her up with a warm wash cloth and told her to take a few more hours. It had been before six, and I knew she could use the rest.
She’d grumbled—obviously—but was breathing softly against my chest within a few minutes. I watched her for a while, waiting to see if sleep would deign to take me too, but it didn’t, so I loosened her surprisingly strong grip and slipped out of the bed just before seven.
When she found me, I was in the kitchen, dressed in jeans and a t-shirt, cracking eggs into a skillet bubbling with spiced tomatoes and peppers. Her pleased hum alerted me to her presence as she padded up behind me, arms sliding around my waist. My heart gave a heady thud.
Her cheek pressed to my back and her hands rested on my stomach. “How is it fair that you’re this handsome, that good in bed—and you can cook?” The warmth of her kiss to my spine poured goosebumps down between my shoulder blades. “Leave some charm for the rest of us, Dawson.”
I chuckled, leaning into the touch of her small body behind mine as I coasted the pan over the burner, turning the handle in and dropping the lid on to let the eggs cook.
As soon as I did, Lexi was turning me to face her. I sidestepped, so my hips leaned to the counter instead of the stovetop, and she pressed her body into mine, popping up on her toes and framing my face to bring my mouth down to hers.
I groaned into the kiss, my hands finding her hips. “Don’t distract me,” I murmured. “Your breakfast’ll burn.”
I felt her smile against my lips. “What if that’s not what I’m hungry for?”
All the blood in my head rapidly drained south. “Greedy girl.” I nipped her bottom lip, sucking it into my mouth to soothe the sting with lazy licks of my tongue. She made a contented little humming noise that was quickly becoming one of my favourite sounds. “After breakfast,” I conceded.
When Lexi pulled back, settling down to her heels again, she was pouting.
“You need to eat,” I admonished.
She rolled her eyes and huffed a sarcastic, “Yes, Sir,” but the word ended in a squeak when my grip tightened on her hips and rocked them into me so she could feel my hard cock jerk against her stomach.
I leaned down, the tip of my nose dragging down the length of hers. A full body shiver wracked through her. “You’re playing with fire, baby,” I warned.
Lexi’s green eyes stayed fixed on me, pupils blown wide as I drew back up to my full height and towered over her. She didn’t say it out loud, but she didn’t have to—I could read it in her gaze as she quirked a brow as if to question, what if I don’t mind getting burned?
Neither did I. Not by her.
The rattle of the skillet lid as steam hissed broke us out of the trance we’d fallen into and Lexi stepped back, her face flushing pink as she grinned sheepishly.
“Can I make coffee?” she asked as I turned back to the stove.
“Sure.” I directed her to mugs from the corner cupboard, fresh ground beans in a jar in the freezer, and the stove top espresso pot. The pervasive ache in my chest grew at the quiet, comfortable domesticity of her coming to stand beside me, her hip brushing my leg as she brewed coffee for the both of us and I made shakshuka.
Lexi slipped away to get dressed as I served our breakfast on toasted sourdough from Fox Sinclair’s Fox Yard Bakery on Main Street, next door to Tide’s. When she returned she was dressed in the same clothes from the night before. Black jeans and a flowy blue tank top that was tight over her breasts but flared out at her hips.
That alone probably would have gone straight to my dick, but it was my plaid button down she’d thrown on over the top that sent my pulse into cardiac arrest territory.
I’d never been jealous of my own clothes before.
I’d never be able to look at that shirt the same again.
She can keep it. It’s hers now. Anything she wants from me is hers, and so am I.
The thought ricocheted through me like a bullet and my throat closed around a painful lump as a I swallowed hard. Lexi sat beside me at the breakfast bar, oblivious and smiling. “This smells amazing. Thank you.” She leaned over a pressed a kiss to my shoulder, like it was automatic.
My mind was racing and I watched her hands for a few moments as she dug into her food.
“Are you okay?” I didn’t realise I was staring until her voice broke through the chaos in my head. My eyes snapped up to her face and it was soft with concern. “You not hungry?”
She’d almost finished her breakfast. I blinked down at my own and picked up a piece of toast, dredged in tomato and eggs. “I’m always hungry,” I chuckled, taking a bite.
She pushed her empty plate away and shrugged one shoulder, turning to me with a coy smile curving her full lips. “Lots of you to fuel,” she said. “You’re a big guy and you work hard.”
The words sent a jolt through me before I could stop it and I froze, hand halfway to my mouth.
Lexi’s face fell immediately. “Oh, no, Cole. I—”
“It’s okay.” I forced a brittle smile, but before I could brush her off, she had stood. One hand landed on my thigh to turn me on the swivelling barstool, and she stepped between my legs.
My breath hitched with the proximity. I vaguely registered the sound of my discarded breakfast hitting the plate as Lexi’s touch skimmed down my arms. She intertwined our fingers and pressed our joined hands to my chest as she leaned in. “I’m sorry.”
A stilted breath shook out of me. “I said it’s okay. Really.”
“It’s not okay,” she said quickly. “I can tell you struggle with it and what I said was insensitive. I’m sorry, Cole.”
I blinked. “Struggle with what?”
A line formed between her brows as she frowned slightly, her grip tightening on my hands. She leaned in so the tip of her nose brushed mine, and when I exhaled softly, she stole my breath with a lingering kiss. “How you see yourself,” she whispered, her lips skimming mine as she spoke. “How you see your body.”
This woman was going to annihilate me and I was going to let her.
As if it wasn’t enough that she found me physically attractive as I was, and didn’t seem to show any outward judgement of my body—but she’d also noticed that I had less than ideal self-image?
She’s perfect. Keep her.
Lexi’s hands slipped from mine and I let her graze them down my chest and over my sides as my forehead fell to hers, eyes closing.
The way she touched me was the same way she look at me. Her hands were careful, tender, exploratory—but without a hint of judgement. Just the opposite. The way her fingers dipped under my shirt and roved over my skin was like she was trying to learn me. I wanted her to.
She didn’t treat me like this big rough guy that nobody could hurt.
Lexi touched me like I was something soft, delicate—like I was something that deserved to be cherished and handled with care.
My grip tightened on the back of her neck. I didn’t realise my own hands had moved.
“Please, don’t ever stop touching me like that,” I murmured before I could bite back the words.
I winced, but she just kissed the side of my throat, her breath hot as she whispered, “Never.”
I was terrified of how much that sounded like forever—and more how much I liked the idea, and how it actually didn’t scare me at all, as long as it was with her.
Lexi leaned in and kissed me again, then nipped my earlobe. I hissed a breath through my teeth and her laughter poured over me, a sweet note in the air.
“I was a good girl and ate my breakfast,” she breathed against the shell of my ear. “Do I get a reward?”
I groaned a curse word under my breath.
She was turning me into a caveman. Before I knew it I was standing from the barstool, pushing our plates aside roughly and seating her on the kitchen island.
She pulled me closer with a small hand fisted in the front of my t-shirt. I went willingly, pushing her thighs apart to stand between them. I tugged on the open lapels of my stolen plaid shirt and her breath hitched.
“You knew what this would do to me,” I said, voice all gravel.
Her face broke into a beautiful, insouciant grin, but her tone was demure and innocent as she whispered, “I like that it smells like you.”
I hummed, palming the back of her head and hinging her at the hips so I could lay her down gently on the counter. “You like how I smell, I like how you taste—”
“Well, I haven’t tasted you yet,” she cut in blithely.
I growled, gripping her thighs and yanking her closer to the edge. She squeaked. “Done with breakfast. I want desert.”
I made quick work of her jeans as she giggled. “Breakfast doesn’t usually come with desert.”
“Like you said,” I murmured, dragging a finger over her swollen core through the lace of her panties. Her whole body convulsed on a whimper. “Lots of me to fuel.”
She rolled her head to the side and hummed thoughtfully. “You didn’t eat all your breakfast, Dawson. Do you deserve desert?”
My grip tightened on the soft skin of her thighs. “Shut up, Lex—or I’m gonna get you so close you’ll be sobbing with it,” I clipped. “Fuck this pretty pussy and fill you up, but I won’t let you get there—I’ll make you walk around with my cum dripping into your panties all day while you ache for the relief only I can give you, and you’ll know you belong to me.”
Her moan was strangled and she whispered, “You promise?”
God above give me strength.
I hooked my thumbs into her underwear, but just as I did, the doorbell rang. The muscles in Lexi’s thighs flexed and she pushed herself to a seat on the counter before hopping down and hiking her jeans up.
I couldn’t help laughing, but it came out more like a groan. “Was Sarah interrupting us last time—you got someone from your past cockblocking me this time around?”
I meant it as a joke, but Lexi’s face blanched. My stomach dropped.
“Baby, what’s wrong?” My hands covered hers where they’d frozen on the button of her jeans. I fastened it for her, my fingers sliding up her arms and cupping her face, tilting her head up to connect her gaze with mine. “Tell me.”
She frowned, her mouth drawn into a bow. I wanted to kiss all that tension away.
The doorbell rang again and Lexi flinched.
“My ex has been bothering me since I left the city,” she admitted. “He called the sheriff’s station a couple weeks ago and ended up talking to my dad. I just—” Her throat hitched in a swallow.
My grip tightened on her shoulders. “Just breathe. I’m right here.”
She blew out a slow exhale, her body sagging with it. “He cheated on me so I kinda just thought he’d forget about me when I literally disappeared from Tovin, but he’s been chasing me with texts and calls.”
A muscle in my jaw flexed. She brought a hand up, scrubbing her fingers through my beard and soothing the tightness. I relaxed into her touch. “I don’t think he wants me back,” she said almost conversationally. “He just doesn’t like losing.”
“Sounds like a peach,” I mumbled, more to myself than to her. It was an attempt to lighten the mood but I didn’t like this one bit.
The doorbell rang again, this time followed by loud knocking. “Alexis?”
Lexi’s body went rigid.
“Alexis?” I whispered, unable to keep the smile from my voice.
“Shut up.” She pushed me in the chest, but there wasn’t any heat in it. “Stay here.”
“Not a fucking chance.” I attempted to follow her out of the kitchen but she turned back to me, ostensibly blocking my path. The stubborn set of her chin told me she wanted me to hang back and not bulldoze her but I was struggling with the idea of that. She’d just told me this guy had been stalking her. Whether she used the word or not, that was what it was.
“Stay here,” she repeated.
I frowned, but knew she wouldn’t relent, so I leaned down and kissed her, long and slow until she melted into me, warm and pliant like hot wax. “I’m right here if you need me,” I promised.
“I know,” she breathed against my mouth before stealing another quick kiss, then stepping away and turning to leave the kitchen.
The scowl I must have been wearing was so deep it was hurting my head. I listened for the door, unable to keep from flinching as I heard it unlatch.
I didn’t step out immediately, even when I heard the guy’s snivelly voice, the tone he took with her. He sounded like a suit. Not that there was anything wrong with being a suit, except when you used it to talk down to my girl. That was going to be a problem.
I knew Lexi didn’t need me to fight her battles but that wasn’t the point. It wasn’t that she needed me to, it was that I wanted to, I had to.
She was mine.


Lexi

KYLE WAVED HIS PHONE IN MY FACE, the screen illuminated with our conversation—as if I didn’t have an identical string of his unanswered (and unread) messages on my own phone.
“I didn’t answer you for a reason,” I said calmly. “The times I answered the phone were accidental. I didn’t realise it was you—and if I knew, I wouldn’t have.”
I realised that would cost me, but I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to make it any clearer that we were over.
He glared at me, sliding his phone back into the pocket of his black dress slacks. “You don’t get to just walk out of my life like this.”
I loosed an agitated, incredulous laugh. “You don’t just get to insinuate yourself into mine.”
His blue eyes widened, mouth curling in a sneer. “Insinuate myself? We were together for two years. You’re just going to throw that away?”
I made a show of looking around the entryway of Cole’s house. I wasn’t even sure how he knew I was here, but I guessed he’d gone to the inn first and not found me, so he went looking. “I’m sorry but I was fresh out of fucks the moment you cheated on me.” My voice crackled with bile. “I am not the one who ‘threw it away,’ if that’s what you wanna call it.”
I was feeling pretty pleased with myself for staying calm. Kyle’s messages, and the calls I’d accidentally answered, were beginning to border on threatening and I was proud of standing up for myself.
But I shrank as he took a step towards me, crowding me against the post at the foot of the stairs. My heels hit the bottom step and I kept my eyes defiantly locked on his menacing face. “You won’t do this to me,” he hissed. “You’re coming back to the city with me and we’re going to fix this.”
“There’s nothing to fix,” I whisper-shouted.
Kyle’s barely veneered expression unshuttered abruptly, morphing to blind rage and my whole body became a coiled spring, ready to fight-or-flight the shit out of him—but a voice came from the kitchen doorway before I could.
“You don’t back up, we’re going to have a problem.” Cole’s voice was low and eerily calm.
Both my head and Kyle’s snapped to him and I took the opportunity to press a palm to Kyle’s chest and shunt him backwards. He stumbled and I instinctively moved towards Cole. I didn’t go straight to him, but I positioned myself so I was closer than him than to Kyle.
Kyle, who was now calculating, his gaze darting from me, to Cole, and back again.
“You can’t be serious, Alexis.” His voice was so fucking snotty. I couldn’t believe I’d never noticed it before. He flicked a withering glance at Cole. I wanted to gouge his stupid eyes out for even looking at my man. Especially with so much derision. “What, are you in your small town dadbod lumberjack era or something?”
Oh hell no.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” My voice came out way too loud, ringing against the brass sconces on the walls. “Get the fuck out of my town and lose my fucking number.”
I saw Cole’s full-body flinch out of the corner of my eye at the words “my town.”
Kyle scowled like a scolded child. “You’re going to regret this, you little bitch.”
My eyes widened and I heard the low rumble of Cole’s growl, but he didn’t move.
Kyle spared me a last sneer, then turned on his stupid boat-shoed heel and left, the door slamming shut behind him.
I could feel the heat and intensity in Cole’s presence, and it took a few seconds for me to calm myself before I turned around. I knew Kyle’s dumbass comment about my “small town dadbod lumberjack era” wouldn’t have been lost on him—and if I thought I couldn’t hate Kyle anymore, I learned I was wrong as soon as my eyes met Cole’s.
A devastating shadow passed there, and he dropped his gaze. Slow. Despondent.
“Hey,” I said softly. I crossed the entryway to stand in front of him, where I was enveloped by the comforting scent of soap and cedar, but he didn’t look up. My hands found his hips, thumbs hooking under the hem of his white t-shirt to graze over the warm skin there. “Please look at me.”
My eyes were fixed on his face, but his were on my hands. I smoothed them over his sides and around to his lower back, pulling him to me so his stomach pressed to my ribs. I had to crane my neck up, leaning my chest away to make eye contact with him, but I also wanted him to feel me close. “Cole. Look. At. Me.”
He sighed and connected his gaze with mine. His amber eyes were dull and his body language so dejected. I brought my hands back to his sides, then stepped away slightly, trailing them over the swell of his stomach under his shirt.
“What are you doing?” His voice was rough.
I tugged at the hem, pushing it up. “What does it look like I’m doing?”
He hesitated at first, but then obliged, lifting his arms slowly to let me push his white tee over his head. I stepped back, my eyes raking appreciatively over his bare torso as he shook his tousled hair from his face.
Wide chest, covered in dark, wiry hair. Soft stomach with a delicious happy trail below his navel. I wanted to lick it. He was all man. Perfect and safe and soft all over, but still strong. Bulky and broad. He was so sexy I was losing my damn mind. I think I had been since the second I got back to Edgewater and saw him, and decided I wasn’t all about chiselled abs.
“He’s right,” Cole mumbled.
My eyes snapped to his. “What?”
He scoffed. “The dadbod comment.”
My turn to scoff. “He’s an overgrown manchild with a suit and daddy’s credit card.” My hands roamed over Cole’s torso, dragging through his chest hair and up over his strong shoulders. “I couldn’t give less of a fuck what he thinks and neither should you.”
“I care what you think,” he said softly.
I smirked, my tongue darting out to wet my bottom lip. His eyes darkened as he tracked the movement. “You want to know what I think?” I leaned up to kiss him, slow and soft and searching. He melted into me.
“I’m obsessed with your body,” I whispered against his mouth. “All of it.” I trailed kisses down his jaw, dragging my tongue hot down his throat and nipping at his collarbones. “And it’s not like I want to stoop to his level by body-shaming, but being with him was like being fucked by a teenager. And tragically, I don’t mean just mean in terms of physicality, but skill level too.”
A low laugh rumbled through Cole’s chest. One of his hands had drifted up seemingly of its own accord, trailing soft over my arm, and it was now brushing gently through my hair, palming the back of my head like he wanted to make sure I stayed close.
I wasn’t going anywhere.
“It’s the Kyles of the world that give perfectly serviceable things like fingering a bad rap,” I whispered, my breath hot on his warm skin. “You, on the contrary, Cole Dawson, are every bit as good with your hands as I’ve heard.”
I nipped and licked the sensitive skin on his chest, my tongue flicking out to tease his nipple and revelling in the startled grunt that drew from him as I continued down, leaving a path of kisses over his ribs and leading to his navel.
I pressed my tongue to the soft swirl of dark hair that curved down the swell of his belly and into his waistband, licking a path down as I dropped to my knees.
“Lex—”
“Let me,” I whispered. My hands were already on his belt buckle. His fingers were still tangled in my hair. I gazed up at him, and I may or may not have pouted. “Please?” I asked sweetly.
“Jesus Christ,” he muttered under his breath. His eyes looked black, like burnt molasses. “Look at you on your knees for me, baby.”
I fumbled to unbuckle his belt and flip open the button fly on his jeans. He groaned as my fingers brushed his bulge and his hips snapped forwards seemingly of their own volition. I huffed a breathy laugh and leaned in to drag my mouth up his length through the fabric of his boxers.
He cursed softly, his grip tightening in my hair. “God, Lex—” He cut himself off with an agonised moan as I licked at the wet spot darkening the navy cotton where the head of his cock leaked. “Fuck—you know you got me, don’t you? You’re on your knees for me—but you got me, baby.”
I kissed the head of his cock and he honest to goodness fucking growled. The power trip was intoxicating. Making this man weak for me was my own personal drug.
“Tell me what you want,” I breathed, letting my lips brush him through the fabric.
He groaned again. His hand slid down to the nape of my neck so he could firmly grasp my hair by the root and tip my head up to him. “You know what I want, Lex,” he gritted out.
I pouted again. I wanted to suck his dick, don’t get me wrong—I wanted him to make me choke on it—but teasing him was way too fun. I exhaled slow, waiting for him to speak again, and experimentally grazed my teeth over his erection.
He fucking lost it.
One hand flipped down the elastic waistband of his boxers so his cock sprang free, and the hand at the base of my neck wrenched my head back so he didn’t take my fucking eye out. My lips parted on a gasp and Cole took his chance without a second’s hesitation, shoving his hard length into my mouth and right to the back of my throat.
The borderline pornographic moan I let out would probably haunt me for the rest of my life.
My eyes watered and heat shot to my core as he ground out, “You like that, baby? You want to choke on my cock?”
I hummed my affirmative, swallowing to avoid gagging on him. I squeezed my eyes shut and his hips snapped forward. I got shunted back, denim clad knees slipping on hardwood. “You want me to fuck your face, Lex?”
Do I ever.
I whimpered. I hoped that signalled my big fucking yes for choking on his big fucking dick. He growled again, grip tightening in my hair as he dragged me off his length and forced me to look up. “Then you look at me while I do it. You understand?”
“Yes,” I gasped.
“Yes what?” His eyes bored into me and I was practically vibrating with it.
“Yes, Sir,” I whimpered. Jesus fuck, where did that come from?
“Good girl.” He used his other hand to thumb my lower lip and hinge my mouth open again, then he filled it with his cock. I moaned loud and long and he groaned with me as his hips rocked forward again. I swallowed hard, keeping my eyes locked with his.
My hands were braced on his thighs, fingers flexing against denim, as he set a slow but punishing rhythm of long, demanding strokes. Long enough for me to keep pace without losing my breath, swirling my tongue slow around the head of his cock each time he dragged himself back.
His gaze was charred and smouldering, firelight flickering there, as he watched me with rapt attention. I loved undoing him like this. He said it himself—I was the one on my knees, but it was me who had him.
I rolled my hips, desperate for relief from the ache between my legs.
“You’re so pretty baby,” he murmured. “You take me so well.”
I let one hand drop to my lap, shaky fingers fumbling with the button on my jeans and tugging the zipper down desperately. I slipped my hand beneath the lace hem of my panties, fingers finding my swollen, aching core and running through the arousal there.
My hips jerked of their own accord and I whimpered around Cole’s dick as I found my clit. I suddenly felt so empty without him inside me. The realisation made me whimper again.
“Oh, Jesus, baby—” He made a kind of strained sound in the back of his throat and his rhythm faltered. I moaned, taking the chance to let my other hand drift to the base of his cock to tease his balls. “Fuck,” he groaned.
I moaned again, fingers working faster on my clit as he bucked his hips, fucking my face for a few strokes before his grip tightened in my hair and he pulled me back. I let out an embarrassing keening sound, my tongue swiping out to lap at the precum leaking from the head of his cock.
The hand in my panties didn’t stop moving and Cole glared down at me—he didn’t look displeased so much as pained.
“Pretty girl, are you touching yourself while you suck my cock?”
My hips rolled again and I attempted to get words out, I swear to god, but none came.
Cole crooked his index finger under my chin to keep my face tipped up, gaze locked with his. “Me fucking your face make you wet, baby?”
“Yes,” I breathed.
“You got a needy little cunt don’t you?” he murmured, his voice sounding almost soft and sympathetic. “You need me to fill it with my cock?”
“Please,” I begged. “Please, I need—”
He cut me off by tightening his grip on my hair and hauling me up to him and crushing his lips to mine. Before I knew we were moving, I was plastered against the hallway wall and his erection was trapped between us, slick with my saliva, hot and throbbing against my stomach.
I rocked my hips forward uselessly, clenching around nothing. “Please, Cole,” I whined against his mouth. He nipped at my bottom lip and tremors wracked through me. “I, fuck—I need you inside me. I feel so empty.” I sounded like I was going to cry.
Honestly if he didn’t fuck me soon, I thought I might.
“How do you want me to fuck you, Lex?” He teased my lip again, sucking it into his mouth and biting down lightly. My head would have tipped back if it wasn’t cradled in his large, rough palm.
When I didn’t answer him, he let out a low groan, and then my cheek was pressed to the wall. I whimpered. He had flipped me around, so his front was pressed to my back, pinning me as his hands grabbed my jeans and panties and shoved them down roughly.
He didn’t bother pushing them all the way off, they just stayed banded around my knees. The whole situation felt so lewd and dirty and delicious. I was crazed with it.
“Want me to fuck you like this baby? Against the wall with your panties shoved down? That needy little pussy so desperate for my cock you need me to take you right here?”
“Yes,” I hissed desperately, voice full of cry. Cole gripped my ass hard enough to leave marks and dragged my hips back, sliding into me in one hard, demanding stroke.
I choked on my moan as he pressed me into the wall. “Fuck, baby. You feel too good like this.” He sounded as blissfully devastated as I felt. His hands tracked over my hips as he pulled out and slammed back into me. I yelped, my chin shunted against the wall.
Rough tipped fingers found the hem of my bra and slipped underneath, teasing my nipple. His breath was hot on the side of my neck as he dropped slow, sloppy kisses there. “You got such perfect tits, Lex.” He chuckled, like he was revelling in an inside joke. His thumb and forefinger tweaked my hard nipple and I gasped. “One of the first things I thought when you came back to town—knew you didn’t look like this back then, before you left. I’d have remembered a body like yours.”
I moaned, pushing my ass back against him as he fucked me slow and lazy. He kept his unhurried pace despite my wordless attempts to make him move faster. He gave a hum, an unrepentant little sound, and I felt the curve of his smile against my neck. “You were wearing that peach-coloured blazer—” He shunted into me hard and a moan caught in my throat. “And I remember thinking that I couldn’t see ‘em properly because of it, but I knew you had perfect tits underneath it.”
I exhaled a fractured breath, palms pressed flat against the wall. “You remember what I was wearing?”
He huffed a laugh, biting my throat low down at the juncture between my neck and my shoulder, sucking hard enough that I knew I’d have a mark to cover up there. “Remember everything about you baby,” he murmured. “Those black jeans, tight on this perfect round ass.” He gripped hard for emphasis, then as he pulled out and readied himself to sink back into me, he landed a sharp swat against one cheek. When he rammed back in, I choked on my breath. “And I remember those stupid shitty boots.”
“Hey,” I said faintly, but my voice held no heat. He was fucking the fight out of me too thoroughly. “I like those boots.”
He chuckled. “I like you being safe.” He held himself inside me, hips rocking slow as he kissed my neck with a fleeting tenderness. “Sensible shoes only, okay?” His voice was low, rumbling through me.
“Yes, Sir,” I breathed. He groaned. His hand was still absently toying with my breasts, the other anchored on my hip to aid his strokes as his cock filled me perfectly.
My right hand fell away from the wall and I let it roam backwards over his shoulder, up the strong stubbled column of his throat and to the nape of his neck. My fingers tangled through his hair and I distantly remembered his reaction to me pulling his hair the first time—when he’d made me come so hard on his tongue I thought I’d had an out of body experience.
I was obviously delirious with his fucking my dumb brain out against the wall because in this moment I thought it’d be a great idea to tug his dark hair hard—like there’d be no repercussions. I tightened my grip and pulled.
He let out an anguished grunt.
“Lex.” His voice was a warning.
I giggled, but it turned into a whimper as he punished me with a hard thrust.
My grasp tightened again and I wrenched his head back with the force of it. His hips bucked violently and he sucked in a sharp breath. His heart beat like a drum against my spine as he growled, “Lex, don’t fucking play with me.”
I laughed again. My fingertips flexed against his scalp and I asked innocently, “What’s wrong?” My voice didn’t sound like mine, I was so fuck-drunk. “I know you like it, Dawson.”
And then I pulled again. Hard.
Bang. Bang.
The sound of my wrists slamming into the wall echoed in the entryway.
My breasts crushed to the hard surface and Cole’s unyielding grip shackled my hands above my head. I whimpered, a high pitched cry of a sound, and his breath fanned over my cheek as he leaned in to whisper, “I warned you, baby. I warned you and you didn’t listen.” He nipped my earlobe.
I hummed, trying desperately to scrabble some cogent thoughts together, but I couldn’t follow any threads in my brain, let alone form comprehensible words.
I was lost in this. In him.
Like—words? Hadn’t known a word in my life. Couldn’t tell you even one.
His hips rolled against my ass, the force of his thrusts pushing my own hips against the wall.
“You gonna be a good girl and come like this for me, Lex?” He pressed hot, open mouthed kisses to my throat and jaw, his tongue flicking out and soothing the stinging bite he’d left.
I whimpered. “Touch me,” I begged. “I need—please, touch me, Cole.”
His deep laugh vibrated in his chest and through my back, dripping down my spine like sizzling honey. One of his hands kept my wrists above my head and the other slid around my hip to find my clit, drawing little circles. “Like this, baby?”
I gasped. I might have said, “Yes,” but I wasn’t entirely sure it was coherent.
Heat coiled at the base of my spine as he picked up his pace, burying his face in the side of my neck. “I can feel you getting close,” he murmured against my slick, salt skin. “Can feel you gripping me with that sweet little cunt, you’re so perfect Lexi, like you were made to take my cock.”
I whimpered a moan as his rough fingers strummed my clit. My head fell back against his shoulder and he kissed my temple. “You’re mine, aren’t you baby?”
Electricity shot through me. “All yours,” I breathed. “Yours. Only—”
He fucked into me so hard on his next thrust it stole my breath. His fingers stuttered over my clit and he groaned. “Say it again,” he demanded. “This body is mine. You belong to me, Lex.” He sank deep, bottoming out hard. I moaned on an exhale. “Say you’re mine.”
“I’m yours.”
“That’s right.” Another hard thrust, almost on the edge of pain. He pressed his finger against my clit and lightning stomped up and down my spine. “This beautiful body belongs to me. This cunt. These tits.” He released my wrists above my head and his hand found my breasts to squeeze and explore at the same time as he said, “You keep your hands up there, you understand me?”
“Yes,” I promised. “Yes, Sir.”
He groaned, a pained and startled sound, and his thrusts became irregular and stuttering. “What you do to me,” he muttered. His pace increased on my clit and I sucked in a sharp breath. “You gonna come with me baby?” His words were barely there he sounded so desperate. “Tell me when you’re there, Lex. You’re gonna come with me. I wanna feel you come around my cock as I fill your sweet cunt.”
I opened my mouth to speak but no words came out. Instead, a series of soft staccato moans timed to his rapid thrusts soughed out of me. Lava moved behind my hips, dripping into my belly to pool there.
He grunted, hips slapping my ass as he rutted into me harder. Stars crept into the edges of my vision and hairline cracks spread through me, threatening tectonic shattering.
“Cole, I—” I choked, but he already knew.
“I’m with you, baby,” he murmured, peppering my neck with dozens of kisses as he forced himself to make his strokes long and slow, even as his pace on my clit stayed fast, little flicks that launched me over the edge and into the abyss as I felt him thicken inside me.
It was less like I orgasmed and more like my orgasm was inflicted upon me as I broke apart. He swelled and pulsed as he spilled in me, throbbing with his release as he muffled his groan against the skin of my throat.
I absently let a hand drift down from the wall above my head although he hadn’t told me I could—at this point, I didn’t think he’d mind. My hand cupped the back of his head, holding him close to me as his chest heaved against my back.
I brought my other hand down to snake between me and the wall so I could cradle his jaw in my hand, rough stubble against my palm, where his head rested on my shoulder as he caught his breath.
I tipped my head to the side, rested on his, my thumb grazing absently over his cheekbone. Every few seconds, he pressed another warm, soft kiss to my neck.
“You’re so perfect,” he whispered reverently. “God, Lexi, baby I—” He cut himself off and his body stiffened slightly. I let my fingers card gently through the back of his hair, soothing him, and felt his posture soften again, thawing against me.
I tried not to think about what he might have been about to say—about what I’d have said back, if he did say it.


Cole

I WAS HOPELESSLY GONE for Lexi Harper.
So much so that I almost told her as much right after I fucked her against the wall in my entryway, panties and jeans shoved down around her knees.
She was the ocean—consuming, devastating, with no hope of predicting or controlling her—and I was just this helpless little piece of sea glass getting thrown around by the pull of her tide, hoping to have all my sharp edges smoothed by the persistent, relentless gentleness of her touch.
I didn’t notice JD stood in front of me until he knocked his knee into mine and I almost spilled the beer I had balanced there. I gripped the bottle, eyes snapping up to meet his.
“Hey, man, where’d you go?” he chuckled, dropping himself opposite me in the armchair in his living room.
“What do you mean?” I drained my beer, setting the empty bottle down on the coffee table.
“I watched you for about five minutes,” he said mildly. “You didn’t even notice me.”
I leaned forward, planting my elbows on my knees and quirking a brow at him. “Weird of you to watch me like that,” I said in an attempt to deflect.
JD wasn’t buying it. He eyed me as he brought his own beer to his lips. “You fix things with Lexi?”
Did I fucking ever.
Just the thought of her must have plastered a smug look across my face because JD barked a laugh and tipped the mouth of his bottle to me, raising a brow as he gusted out, “Good for you, man.”
She was. Good for me, that was.
I still got a sick feeling in my gut when I thought about her saying, “What if I leave?” but I tried to tamp it down with my own response. The response I’d given her.
What if you stay?
I didn’t make a habit of looking for the best case scenario. I admired people who did, but it wasn’t me. I’d been bent over and railed too hard by life for that.
But something told me I had recourse to lean into hope with Lexi. Hope for Lexi.
For us.
“Go on, get out of here.” JD’s voice broke back into my thoughts. “Get home to your girl.”
“Lynn back tonight?” I asked, popping up off the sofa and grabbing my jacket. JD hummed his affirmative as I shoved my feet into my boots and knelt to lace them. “How’s her dad?”
He was contemplative for a few moments, which wasn’t much like him, then he hedged, “I don’t think it’s been good news.”
My mouth pressed into a line and I let out a sigh. JD’s sigh followed. I didn’t know what to say. There wasn’t really anything I could say. But like JD always tried to say something for me, even when there really was nothing that’d help—I wanted to say something for him, too.
“Let me know if you need me to watch Jack again,” I said, tipping my head to the stairs beyond which Jack was finally sleeping after four stories and eight rounds of off-key lullabies. “Any time, you know that, man.”
JD nodded, not quite looking at me. “Thanks. Tell Lexi I said hi.” I couldn’t help the smile that quirked my lips at the mention of her. I was such a goner. JD smirked, like he’d thought the same thing, and added, “Happy looks good on you, man.”
Oof. Right in the chest.
I nodded to him before I left, trudging down Main Street in the cold, damp air.
After we christened the entryway of my home with our impromptu tryst, Lexi and I had showered together—which turned into me on my knees, devouring her sweet pussy with her leg draped over my shoulder until her back bowed off the tile wall.
That turned into her nearly passing out on me, so I had to feed her again. I made her waffles, because that was what she wanted—and what my girl wants, she gets—but that turned into her dribbling syrup down her chin, which meant I had to lick it off.
Syrup dribbling down her chin turned to syrup dripping into her cleavage, which turned to me cleaning the sweet sticky mess from her tits with my cock, and her sucking it clean.
And that had turned into another shower.
By the time we were clean again, the sun was setting and I had to head to JD’s to watch Jack so my best friend could log a few more hours at the shop to try and shift the backlog of repairs that’d been building up since Lynn started going back to Tovin to see her dad a few days every week.
Lexi had asked if I wanted her to go with me, and of course I did, but I figured it’d be best if she rested and I focussed on Jack. Last thing I wanted to have to explain to JD was why his son caught me manhandling Lexi in some heated moment if she decided to be a little brat.
I couldn’t keep my hands off her. It was better to leave her at home for the night.
Home.
The world lanced through me, a sting following its path to my chest.
I rubbed my sternum mindlessly as I passed Tide’s on one side of Main Street, Nina’s flower shop, The Blooming Tide, on the other. All the roller shutters were pulled down for the night as the sky darkened from yellow gold to navy blue.
I spotted the black smoke against the last vestiges of sunset as I reached the mini roundabout that split Main from Cross Street and Fox Lane, and my chest caved with the pressure of my erratic heartbeat.
I’d broken into a full sprint, phone in hand, by the time my boots skidded in the gravel of my driveway. The upper windows of the inn glowed angry orange and heat constricted my throat as I dialled with trembling fingers, calculating what I needed to do and how fast I needed to do it.
Her name pulsed in my ears with my heartbeat.
Lexi. You have to get to Lexi.
Caleb’s voice buzzed over the line, one syllable into his usual Edgewater Volunteer Fire Department spiel before I cut him off. “Fire at the inn—I think she’s inside.”
My voice was so frantic I wasn’t sure how intelligible it was.
Half a beat of silence permeated the line and then I heard the bunker alarms sound. I could hear it from where I was standing, too. Edgewater wasn’t that big and the Firehouse was just a little ways down Fox Lane, past the pier.
I flinched at a loud pop from the inn. My breath had gone shallow and I gripped the phone harder. “What do I do? Cay, tell me what to do—I can’t—”
His voice was muffled. “You don’t do anything, you wait for us to—”
“You know I’m not doing that,” I snapped.
“Dawson—”
“Fuck off, Cay,” I barked. “I have to—Lex, she—I can’t—” My words were strangled and desperate, so much so that Caleb ceased his arguing. I heard the sirens from the rig both over the phone and in the damp air across Edgewater as Caleb grunted, followed by the metallic slam of a door.
“Cay.” At this point I was getting desperate. The crackling sounds coming from the inn seared under my skin.
Caleb groaned, moving away from the phone to bark “Go!” before his voice crackled over the line again, “At least cover your fucking face, Dawson.”
My phone hit the gravel with a crunch and I took off in a dead sprint through the gate to the inn, planting my foot beneath the doorknob and shunting my whole weight into it to break the catch open.
It sprung free with a creak and I barrelled into the entryway, taking the stairs two at a time and instantly forgetting what Caleb told me about covering my face.
The smoke was so thick I couldn’t see. I blinked with it and it stung my eyes. I hunched over, keeping my head down—weather up here’s great at six five, except in a fire, where smoke and poison gas rise up to wreck you.
I’d been in the inn countless time, I had the whole place mapped in my head, I could draw a blueprint from memory. None of that meant shit. The blackness was so disorientating I wouldn’t have realised if I ended up back downstairs.
I battled against the ache in my throat and tried not to cough, knowing it’d just aggravate the fuck out of my already inflamed airways, and threw open every door I passed, scanning the rooms to find her.
Nothing else mattered, but I had to find her.
If she wasn’t coming out, neither was I.
I couldn’t tell where the fire had started or what had caused it. I’d ignored the kitchen and the downstairs rooms because the glow was coming from upstairs, spilling down the jute runner I’d bought Penny the first Christmas after Sarah left. It was getting late and I knew Lexi had been tired—I knew she’d be asleep.
All doubt and question drained out of me when my hand landed on the doorknob of the master bedroom and I practically heard the skin of my palm sizzle with it.
I gasped, which made me cough, yanking my arm back. I shucked the open button down I had over my t-shirt off and wrapped my hand in it, counting to three before trying to handle again.
If it was that hot, I was afraid of what I might find on the other side.
The creak and groan of timber contracting grew louder as I shoved my shoulder into the barrier. The intumescent strip of the fire door resisted, expanded in the heat.
The fire was in that room. It was on the other side of the door—with her.
Get to her.
I took two strides backwards and threw my entire weight into the door, using my fabric bundled hand to catch the space under the doorknob and ram it hard with my hip. The ping of the catch snapping made a high pitched ring in the air.
I burst into the room, stumbling over a shattered dining chair that absolutely shouldn’t have fucking been up here—and sucked in a big ol’ lungful of thick smoke. I could feel tears streaming down my face as I blinked, trying to see anything in the sea of orange and liquid black.
“Lex?” I called out. My voice sounded burnt. The heat of the flames licked at my face, rising up from the art deco credenza in the corner by the door to the ensuite, bathing the entire room in its vicious glow. It was spreading fast, catching on her clothes strewn across the floor. “Lex, baby, please—”
My ears caught on the soft sound of her sleepy sigh some six feet ahead of me, but I couldn’t see shit. I dropped to my knees, fingers tracing the seams of hardwood boards until they found the edge of the quilted comforter draped over the end of the bed.
I exploded to my feet, climbing over the mattress and ripping back the sheet to get to her.
I could hear the crackle of her laboured wheezing even over the crackle of the fire that slowly surrounded us and I scooped her up, draping my discarded button down over her mouth and nose, using it like a particulate filter—the way Caleb told me I was supposed to be doing.
I didn’t care.
All I cared about was getting her the fuck out of there.
I careened down the stairs, my eyes fixed on Lexi’s face. It was covered in black but it didn’t look like she was burned, though fuck knows how much smoke she’d breathed in.
How long was it burning? How hadn’t anybody seen anything? What if I’d got back later?
The thought stole my breath.
Why wasn’t I here?
My ribs shrank around my lungs, the heat desiccating me, and I fought for a breath but it came in dry and shallow. The edges of my vision were beginning to fuzz into dark, but the rumble of the rig and the blast of sirens splitting the night renewed my resolve.
My feet dragged as I crossed the entryway. I could hear Caleb outside yelling to his men. Blue and red streamed in through the narrow windows either side of the door, pouring shafts of light over Lexi’s still face.
I leaned my head down close to hers and savoured the feel of her breath against my cheek. She smelled like smoke. I probably did too.
“I got you, baby, you’re safe. I promise,” I whispered, pressing a kiss to her temple.
She turned her head into my chest, mouth and nose still covered with my shirt, and made that contented little humming noise that I loved.
Not just the sound—her. I love her.
The thought dizzied me and I staggered back a step with the force of it, blinking hard. I wedged my foot between the door and the frame where it’d swung shut after I busted it in, and kicked it wide again. Cold air poured in from the street and I lurched towards it with a grunt, dazed.
No clue what poisonous shit is in smoke but I couldn’t recommend it.
As soon as I cleared the door, Caleb was on me in full bunker gear and West Faulkner was scooping an unconscious and soot-covered Lexi from my arms. I opened my mouth to argue but Caleb’s furious gaze almost put me straight in my grave.
“You. Oxygen, now,” he barked.
“I don’t—”
“So help me Dawson, I will drop you like a stone in front of all these people.”
I glanced around and hacked a cough, following him to the rig whilst his boys descended on the inn to fight the flames. There were a lot of people—fucking Edgewater gossip telephone—but I couldn’t spot West with Lexi, and I panicked, the adrenaline of the situation still bolting through me.
“Where is she?” Fuck. I wheezed and my chest burned with it. “Where’s West taking her?”
Caleb rounded on me and shoved the oxygen mask into my hands. “Where the fuck do you think? He’s a fucking EMT, man, he’s taking her to the hospital, where you need to go.”
“I know, I need to be there when—”
“Stop fucking running your mouth and sit.” He guided me by my shoulders and shoved me down on the running board of the rig. “Shut up and breathe. You ever do that again I’m gonna fill your beloved RS1s with superglue. You hearin’ me, dumbass?”
I rolled my eyes, taking a few deep gulps of clean, saltless air as I glared up at him. The fire reflected in his gaze was only half from the blaze nearby.
“Why didn’t I decide to be a firefighter? You get to be a hero, plus all this praise and adulation for free,” I deadpanned, muffled by the mask.
“You’re not a hero, fuckwit.” He cuffed me hard in the shoulder and I flinched away. “You could’ve been killed going in there. You know that? You could’ve—”
A whip crack split the night and we both watched slack-jawed as the front portion of the inn’s roof collapsed. Caleb’s men backed up and he barked some kind of procedure code at them in response to their overlapping shouts of “chief!”
Black smoke poured into the air and greedy, bright orange flames licked the sky.
Front of the house facing Leeward Sands was the master bedroom, where Lexi had been asleep.
The realisation zipped up my spine and the impact of it detonated in my head like a bomb blast. I blinked against the sting of smoke particles in my eyes.
Caleb scrubbed a hand over his face and turned to me. “You could’ve been killed,” he repeated, and then he looked positively rabid with anger as he reluctantly added, “But you did save her life.”

*
I DIDN’T KNOW what time it was and I couldn’t remember when I’d last eaten. Lexi was sedated and nobody would tell me anything because I wasn’t family. Thankfully, when the elusive Edgewater coroner, Grant Shephard, ventured out of the morgue to find one of his colleagues hassling me, he’d barked at him to fuck off so I could sit with my girl in peace.
He didn’t speak directly to me, just nodded. I’d met him when we lost Rose, so maybe we didn’t need words. And here I was.
My own treatment was easy. I’d been in the smoke a few minutes. Not like that made it okay, by any stretch, but I let them give me oxygen for as long as it took the doctor to bandage my burnt hand and tell me I was gonna be fine, but I had to lay off strenuous cardiovascular exertion for a few weeks.
I took off looking for Lexi with him calling after me reproachfully, “You should consider that pace ‘strenuous,’ Mr. Dawson.”
Because she wasn’t awake, they didn’t know how long she’d been in there breathing it in, or what damage it had done. I could hear the crackle in her breath each time she inhaled, and worse when she exhaled.
I stepped out of her room for a second to grab a cup of water, but abandoned it and practically jumped on Caleb when he rounded the corner, still in his three quarter boots and Nomex turnout pants, held up with grey suspenders over a black tee.
“What did you and Evans find? How’d it start?” I’d seen Carter at the scene before West hauled me off in the ambulance with Lexi, but I hadn’t had the chance to speak to him. The fire had only just been contained, so he’d not been in yet.
If it was something I’d missed, or worse, something I knew about and didn’t fix, I’d never forgive myself.
“It was intentional.” His voice roughed over my skin like flames.
The memory of the shattered dining chair slammed into me like something smashing it over the back of my head. “There was a chair. Wedged behind the door—I had to ram it.”
Someone had tried to trap her in that room.
I was suddenly less worried about my forgiving myself for missing something, and much more concerned with the big man upstairs forgiving me for fucking burying the person who hurt Lexi.
The person who tried to kill her.
The thought stole my breath—but that was it, right? You set a fire in a residential building you know is occupied, at night, because you’re trying to kill the person who’s in there.
“This isn’t your concern.” Caleb’s low voice yanked me from my murderous thoughts.
“What—you’re fucking kidding me, right?” His hands were clapped to my shoulders and I shrugged away from him, turning to face the wall and then rounding on him again. “Someone tried to kill my girl by setting her inn on fire while she was asleep inside—they barricaded her in the room with the source! How the fuck is that not my concern, Cay?”
There was murder in his eyes too, and that comforted me some. “You’re not a cop and you’re not one of my guys either, no matter how much you like running into burning buildings. This is not yours to deal with, it’s ours.” His gaze tracked over my face, dissecting my expression. “So now your job is to go look after your girl.” His expression softened the slightest bit and one side of his mouth hitched up in a shit-disturbing smile. “Yeah, I didn’t miss that. You said that.”
I wanted to argue some more but I knew he wasn’t going to let me. “She is my girl,” I gritted out.
“Then you better make sure you’re in there when she wakes up.” He nodded to Lexi’s room, then stepped past me and walked off.
I slipped back through the sliding door, letting it whoosh shut behind me. She looked so small in the bed. She was small, but here she looked too small.
I pulled up the tiny plastic chair that was absolutely not built for guys my size and dropped myself into it. I ignored how it creaked under my weight and grabbed her hand from where it rested on the pink knit blanket across her legs, squeezing hard.
I shuffled closer, brushing my lips over her knuckles, letting my other hand come up to toy with the soft hair at her temples, stroking it back and away from her face.
She looked peaceful. Not like she was in pain or anything.
They told me she was sedated and they’d given her opiates the manage any pain she might be in—from the burns to her airways, though they weren’t sure how extensive they were.
The words kept trying to come out of me and I kept swallowing them back down.
I love you.
Please wake up, I love you.
Come back to me, I love you.
I wanted her to hear it when I told her and I wasn’t sure how much stock I put in the whole “they can still hear you when they’re out” thing. Maybe she could, and that’d be fine, she’d know I was here.
But I was also scared if I said it out loud, it’d make it a goodbye.
And I knew Cleo would ream me for the pure magical thinking of that, but I couldn’t help it. It didn’t matter to me where we were when I told her the first time—but I sure as hell wanted it to be with her eyes open, looking at me, hearing me. And I couldn’t have it be the last time.
I wasn’t sure how long I sat there with her, but the sun was climbing in the windows bright orange when I stepped out to grab a shitty coffee from the vending machine.
I was leaned on the wall with it cradled in my hands, waiting for it to cool down so I didn’t jack up my throat any worse by scalding it, when JD’s voice boomed, “Dawson!” through the sterile air.
My head snapped up as he shoved through the metal trimmed double doors, Emma and Nina all but galloping to keep up with his pace. The way he marched over to me made it seem like he was about to punch me in the face and I tried to muster up the inclination to wince but I’d honestly been feeling so numb I relished the idea of a good sting that wasn’t centred on the burn of my roasted airways.
Emma and Nina went straight for the sliding door where they could see Lexi laid out on the semi-reclined bed. “She’s sedated,” I supplied quietly before Emma’s hand landed on the sensor to open the room. “Don’t know—they don’t know if—” I choked on the words and JD swiped the Styrofoam cup from my loose grasp before I dropped it.
His hands landed firmly on my shoulders and he squeezed hard enough to make me look him in the eye. “What happened?” he demanded. He sounded as murderous as I felt—at least under all the numb I was battling at the surface.
I steeled myself to relay what Caleb had told me, but the words still sounded weak as I ground out, “It was intentional.”
JD’s mouth hinged open and his thumb dug in painfully right below my collarbone. I didn’t care. It was something that wasn’t nothing.
He looked like he wanted to wrench me forwards and wrap his arms around me, but he didn’t. We weren’t especially touchy feely, but neither of us shied away from physical affection either. It was usually just with other people and not each other.
I didn’t know if I wanted my best friend to squeeze the shit out of me or grab my head and smash it against the fucking wall.
Anything that wasn’t nothing.
“There was a chair rammed against the door,” I relayed flatly. His eyes widened first, then went livid. “I had to break it down. Dining chair—shouldn’t have been—fuck.”
I spun away from him and hammered a closed fist on the wall, leaning my forehead on my arm and expelling a rough, painful as fuck breath. I felt the three pairs of eyes on my back. I heaved another breath and turned back to face them.
Nina was bouncing on her feet, unable as always to stay anywhere adjacent to still. Before she took a step closer, JD leaned in and said under his breath, just loud enough for me to hear, “Whatever we need to do, you fucking tell me, man.”
His steel grey eyes said ride or die, and I knew he meant it. A muscle flexed in my jaw as I jerked my chin in a nod and mouthed, “Thank you,” right before Nina barrelled into me.
“Jesus, you beautiful lumberjack calendar model, were you dropped on your head as a child?” Her words came out a mile a minute and it took me a moment to decode them. When I did, I smiled despite the situation.
“Ever heard of personal space, Calloway?” JD drawled.
Nina glared at him but truthfully I didn’t mind. If there was anything that could lighten the mood, it was Nina’s complete lack of awareness of social cues. It was a little slice of normal I sorely fucking needed.
Emma eyed me contemptuously from the door to Lexi’s room, her arms crossed over her chest. My mind flashed back to her face flushed red at the Sandpiper as she tore me a new asshole for fucking with Lexi, and despite the fact that she was mad as hell with me, my chest buoyed with it. Emma had Lexi’s back, and that was what I wanted for her.
“We worked it out,” I said carefully.
Emma didn’t move, didn’t speak. JD was still stood to my left, Nina on my right. I took a step forward and Emma didn’t flinch. Her eyes weren’t grey like JD’s, but her hazel burned just as brutal when she was pissed.
You do not fuck with Tuckers—they’ll bury you with a smile.
“We spent the night together, after… after what happened—and I—” I cut myself off sharply and Emma’s eyes bounced all over my face. I took a deep breath and rolled my shoulders. “Would it help if I told you I—fuck—I love her.” It started as a question and ended as a blurted confession.
Both JD and Nina visibly jerked with the revelation.
Emma blinked, her lips parted in surprised. She didn’t speak, but I saw a conciliatory shadow pass in her eyes. I knew she’d want to speak to Lexi first, but I saw myself on my way to her forgiveness.
That was okay. I’d hurt Lexi, no two ways about it. I’d want anybody claiming to be in her corner to make someone earn forgiveness for a transgression like that. It was the bare fucking minimum.
“You got her out?” Emma’s voice was small. Her gaze dropped to my arm, where beneath the sleeve cuffed at my elbow, the skin was raw but not burned. I didn’t realise that just being in proximity to the flames would roast me up good but the tenderness of my forearm was a testament to it.
I nodded, and when her eyes reached my bandaged hands I raised it, palm facing her, in a gesture of supplication. “Door handle was hot. I tried it before I realised—before I knew that was probably where it started.”
Her expression softened. “You knew the fire was in that room and you went in anyway?”
I paused, my eyes searching her face, before looking at JD and Nina in turn. “Would any of you do any different?” All three of them shook their heads without hesitation and I muttered, “Damn right,” under my breath.
JD dug an elbow into my side. “Cay must have been foaming at the mouth you going in.”
I huffed a humourless laugh. “Just about.” I glanced to the door and let loose a sigh. “I’m gonna go sit with her. Wanna be here when she comes to.”
“Do you want to get something to eat? Shower? You smell like smoke and—” JD stepped around me and yanked on Nina’s arm, cutting off her rambling as he pulled her towards Emma. He glanced over his shoulder and nodded to me.
I called a perfunctory “thanks” after them and told them I’d let them know when Lexi woke up.

*
I’D GOT USED TO the pulse of her heartrate monitor so much so that it’d been soothing me to a fitful sleep the last few nights at the hospital.
My whole body ached from sleeping in a plastic kiddie chair folded over Lexi’s bed but I didn’t care. I wasn’t leaving. Any time anybody tried to make me, one of the nurses would follow shortly after, cracking their figurative whip according to their orders to get people to leave me alone. I was allowed to stay.
Grant and I never said more than a few words to each other. I only saw him once or twice, but he’d obviously spread some message among most of the nursing staff that nobody was to hassle me. I appreciated it.
I was woken by a nicotine-tarred, masculine throat-clearing sound and my head sprang off the bed from where it’d been rested to Lexi’s thigh, my hand clasped tight in hers.
Chair legs scraped the floor as I jerked around to find Sheriff Jim Harper stood half in half out of the sliding door. He shuffled nervously into the room when the sensor beeped and the door whooshed in, threatening to squish him in two if he didn’t move.
I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen Jim nervous.
His corded throat worked with a swallow, the excess wrinkled skin pooling over the collar of his tan shirt. “She come around yet?”
I shook my head.
His body flinched with the answer. “It’s been—”
“Six days,” I supplied.
He pressed thin lips together in a frown. “I need to take her statement, but… I can come back. When she wakes up.”
“Carter can do that,” I said automatically.
A shadow passed in his eyes. They were green, like Lexi’s, and they were filled to spilling with regret, remorse, rue, lament—you fucking name it, Jim’s eyes had it.
Nothing like a near-death experience to make you realise what a dick you’ve been, huh?
His gaze flicked to my hand, gripped hard on Lexi’s and he rolled his lips inwards again, biting down. He nodded once. “Do you think… would it be alright if I came back to take the statement?” He paused, deliberating on the words. “I think… I think we have some talk to be had.”
I wanted to throw him out and I would have, had it not been clear as day how rattled he was by what’d happened—by nearly losing his daughter, push her away for sixteen years though he had.
I dipped my chin in agreement, turning back towards the bed. “Yeah. I think you should talk, too.”




Lexi

THE VEINS IN MY EYELIDS looked purple and I already knew it was going to sting to blink, so I kept my eyes closed. My limbs were made of rubber and the thought kept vaguely passing by me that I didn’t really need to breathe.
The first time I had morphine, when I had surgery on my shoulder after a bad fall playing hockey as a teenager, that was how it felt. I remembered telling the nurse that I didn’t feel like I needed to breathe and she’d frowned, saying, “Please do continue to breathe, Miss Harper.”
I forced my eyes open and the popcorn ceiling shook into focus like I was on a ship.
I didn’t know where I was, but having deduced that I had been given morphine, I was betting hospital—I just didn’t remember why.
My lips parted on a slow breath and my head rolled to the side, papery sheets crinkling under the movement. My skull felt like it weight nine thousand pounds. I couldn’t lift it.
My gaze slowly focussed on the large figure folded in literal half in a tiny blue plastic chair, draped uncomfortably over the side of bed. Leather and cedar flooded my senses.
“Cole.” My voice was charred. It barely sounded human. Fuck, my throat hurt like I’d swallowed glass and chased it with acid and loft insulation fibre.
I’d spoken softly—I literally couldn’t have said it louder even if I wanted—but Cole practically exploded out of the chair by the bed. He sat bolt upright so fast I thought he’d go through the ceiling.
He looked terrible and beautiful.
His hair was messed up a treat, his usually well-maintained scruff giving way to a longer, unkempt beard. Impressions of the crumpled hospital bedsheets had printed faint pink lines across his cheek. His eyes were red rimmed, amber gaze clouded with exhaustion and desolate hope.
“Lex—”
His voice turned to a gasp, turned to breathless air—turned to a tortured sob. His giant shoulders caved and he collapsed over the bed, his back heaving with it. One hand gripped my thigh through the pale pink crocheted blanket spread over my legs, the other held my hand so tightly and so gently at the same time. He loosed a muffled curse against my knee where his face was pressed.
Seeing him like this broke my heart.
I reached out a slow, shaky hand, finding his head and brushing my trembling fingers through his dark, tousled hair. He leaned into my touch, breath still ragged. “I thought—fuck, baby, I thought—” he stammered into the sheets.
I shushed him, letting my hand stroke through his hair for a few unhurried minutes before I admitted, “I don’t know why—” I swallowed hard and it hurt like hell. “I don’t remember why I’m here or why it hurts so much.” My voice got high at the end.
He sucked in an audible breath before slowly lifting his head from where it’d been buried against my legs. I immediately missed the warmth of his exhalations into the sheets, warming my skin.
He swallowed so hard it made my own throat hurt.
I reached for the little cup of water next to the plastic jug on my swing-around hospital bed table and held it out to him. It shook so hard it almost spilled and he grasped it gently, steadying my arm in the process. He took a sip himself, then rose from the chair and stepped closer to me, holding it to my lips. “Thank you, baby,” he whispered. “Drink.”
Swallowing hurt like fuck.
I gazed up at him and honest to god my first thought was something along the lines of, It’s gonna be weeks ‘til he’ll let me choke on his cock again.
Like Cole knew exactly what I was thinking, heat flashed in his dark eyes as he studied my face. He pulled the cup away from my mouth and set it down, before dragging his thumb over my bottom lip and pressing my mouth open slightly.
My tongue darted out, swiping weakly at the pad of his thumb.
“So pretty baby,” he murmured. He opened his mouth as if to speak again, then his entire face drew defiant and he shuttered it hard.
Cole pulled his hand from my face and stepped back quickly, sitting down heavily in the tiny little chair so it practically cried its protest with a creak of brittle blue reclaimed plastic and a screech of metal feet on hospital linoleum. “There was a fire,” he said, quite suddenly.
I couldn’t help my startled inhale and I winced with it, the cool air harsh on my throat.
Cole winced too. “What—I don’t…” I wasn’t sure what I was trying to ask. “I was asleep?”
His lips rolled in and he scowled, his gaze dropping to his lap. He hand white gauze wrapped around one hand and his left arm looked raw and red, like he’d caught sunburn but only on one side of his body. Eventually, he conceded a nod.
“You…” I tried to think back. “You were at JD’s.”
He flinched as I said it and I jerked to a seat reflexively because I wanted to tell him that it wasn’t his fault that whatever happened had happened but the force of it sent a jolt of air searing through my throat and I gasped a pained whimper.
Cole was on his feet immediately. One hand cradled the back of my head and the gauze wrapped one gripped my shoulder, guiding me back down onto the semi-reclined bed. “Baby,” he whispered. “God—don’t do that. You need to rest, beautiful. No sudden movements. No… no gasping like that.”
“Sorry,” I croaked as he refilled the water cup from the plastic jug and brought it to my lips, my head still cradled in his large, rough palm. When he took the glass away, I turned my head into his touch, pressing a kiss to the inside of his forearm and letting my lips linger there.
“Don’t apologise,” he whispered.
His hand slipped from me and he sat back down, leaning heavily on the bed so I could feel the warmth of him against my calves. “What happened?” I was almost afraid to ask. “How—I only remember waking up here. How’d I get out?”
His jaw set so suddenly, so harshly, I thought it must have hurt.
I found his hand in the papery sheets and they crinkled as I gripped hard.
He swallowed hard, lifting his bandaged hand to scrub at his overly scruffy jaw.
I liked the scruff, liked his neatly groomed beard. This wasn’t neat or groomed at all, but it was still sexy, and it made me realise abruptly that actually I found Cole Dawson attractive in any guise. It wasn’t anything about him that wasn’t everything about him. It was just him.
“I saw the smoke when I got to the end of Main,” he mumbled, eyes anywhere but on me. I didn’t want to push him, so I waited patiently for him to continue. After a few moments, he pushed out a loud, aggressive breath and snatched his hand from mine.
It didn’t feel personal. He roughed both hands over his face like he was trying to scrub away the last however many days. I still didn’t know how long I’d been here.
“I was running.” Another swallow. “I—my phone was in my hand. I saw it was… the inn was on fire.” It was then that I began to appreciate that whilst I was piecing the story together because I didn’t remember it, Cole was also piecing together his own experience.
I was glad he had his therapist, Cleo, with whom I was sure he’d be unpacking this.
I hoped he would.
Cole groaned, leaning back in the chair and letting his head tip up to the ceiling. His hands dropped to his lap and he huffed another annoyed breath. “Cay told me not to go in, but I—” He swore under his breath and jerked up straight again, glaring at the wall behind my head. “I told him you were in there and he—”
“It’s okay,” I said quickly. I slapped my hand on the pink crochet blanket by the side of my thigh even though there was nothing there and Cole’s hand instinctively went to mine. I squeezed hard. “He had to tell you not to go into a burning building, Cole.”
“But you—I knew—I told him—”
His breath stalled so hard it was like I felt that familiar tightening in my own chest.
“I had to get to you,” he said, voice low and uneven.
I blinked. “You walked through fire for me?”
His eyes shot up to mine and a small, almost smile curved his mouth. I’d got used to Cole Dawson’s real smiles, but I recognised this as a situation where I shouldn’t feel short changed, and that almost-smile made it feel like I could breathe again. He huffed a light chuckle and my whole body relaxed with the sound. “I walked around fire for you,” he corrected softly. “Lots of smoke, though—and the door handle. Hurt like hell.” He held up his bandaged hand.
I opened my mouth, about to ask, but he cut me off, wringing his hands so hard I could hear his knuckles cracking and the gauze creaking with it. “I had to ram the door.” He suddenly wouldn’t look at me. “There was… fuck, like—a dining chair? I don’t know. Cay and Carter won’t tell me anything.”
His breath had gone low and shallow. I reached out, my hand searching for his over the edge of the mattress. “Cole—”
“It’s—I’m okay,” he ground out, but I could hear the struggle in his voice.
I pressed a hand to his chest, over his heart, feeling its frantic rhythm. “You’re not. That’s okay. Tell me five things you can see.”
He cut his eyes to me and the annoyance there almost made me laugh. “No claws,” I whispered with a smile. He didn’t return it, just dropped his gaze.
“The soot under your fingernails,” he murmured, dragging the pad of his thumb over the back of my cuticles. His breath shook with his inhale and I pressed the hand over his heart more firmly into his hard chest. His jaw ticked.
He lifted his head just enough to connect his gaze with mine. “Your eyes. Green.”
I flipped the hand under his so I could slip my fingers between his and squeeze. “Three more.”
Cole’s head dropped again, like he was exhausted by the whole conversation and everything else. I didn’t blame him. It looked like he’d slept here for however long I’d been out, and if the thought of him trying to catch some shut-eye in that tiny plastic chair wasn’t so hopelessly endearing and heartbreaking, it might have been funny. “Pink knitted blanket.”
“Crocheted,” I corrected.
His dark, narrowed gaze met mine again. “Crocheted,” he echoed reprovingly.
“Two more.” I let my hand travel up his chest, ghosting over his collarbone and tracking the stubbled column of his throat to scrape over the longer, coarser beard framing his strong jaw. “So scruffy, Dawson.”
His eyes flashed with heat but I knew what I was doing was doing the trick—I was trying to distract him from his panic and it was working. He lifted his wrapped hand to point at my bedside table. “Empty coffee cup.” His gaze flicked down and he flattened his palm to face the ceiling, flexing the gauze as he straightened his fingers. “Bandaged hand.”
“Good,” I praised. His shoulders lifted and fell with a heavy sigh. “Tell me four things you can hear.”
He mumbled something I couldn’t hear, then brought his hand up to rub his forehead, like he was trying to dispel the tension there. I let my hand rasp over his bearded cheek, trying to get him to relax his jaw. He leaned into my touch. “Your breathing,” he said, and his voice cracked with it. “Wheezing. Crackly.”
“I’ll be okay,” I reassured him. “Three more.”
“Heartrate monitor beeping,” he mumbled.
“Two more.” It was starting to hurt to talk again, and I needed some water, but I had one hand on his face and he was gripping my other hand like if he didn’t he’d fall off the Earth, so I swallowed and tried to ignore the pain. He needed me to bring him back.
Cole turned his head to press a soft kiss to my palm and my stomach bottomed out. I swiped my thumb over the tip of his nose to try and pull a smile from him, but it still didn’t work.
“My own pulse in my ears.” His face remained impassive.
He leaned further towards the bed, resting one elbow on the thin mattress. My hand drifted over his temple and threaded into his hair and I hummed with it. I loved stroking my fingers through his hair, and I knew he liked it too.
“My favourite sound,” he whispered.
I searched his face as he caught and held my gaze. “What?”
The corner of his lips twitched and he leaned into my touch, my fingers still absently carding through his hair, massaging his scalp. Tension was still rolling off him in waves, but his affect seemed a little easier. “That humming noise you make. I love it.”
I swallowed, not dropping his gaze. “Three things you can smell.”
“Lemon and jasmine,” he said, and when I quirked a brow he tilted his head. “S’what you smell like.”
I smiled. “One more.”
He inhaled and held it, then blew the breath out slow. His jaw flexed. “Smoke.”
“Good. Feel better?”
He shook his head dejectedly, but I could tell he was breathing easier. “Two things you feel.”
It felt like a loaded question, but we both knew I wasn’t talking about all the mercurial emotional shit swimming around us right now. “How much my throat fucking hurts,” he muttered.
“One more,” I prompted.
He turned our joined hands on the bed, squeezing gently. “Your hand in mine.”
“Good.” I let my fingers tighten slightly in his hair and pulled him towards me, using the leverage to also pull myself more upright. He tugged me forwards by the hand and I whispered, “One thing you can taste,” as our lips connected.
A contented sigh deflated his chest and I moved my hand to the back of his head, holding him close to me and keeping our mouths connected as I opened to him. “You,” he said, before slipping his tongue past my parted lips.
I smiled into the kiss, letting it linger slow and soft before pulling back slightly, but holding him close, his forehead rested to mine. A little laugh escaped me and I regretted it immediately because it hurt my throat. “And other than bad breath, what exactly do I taste like?”
He brushed his lips to mine again and a satisfied rumble vibrated in his chest as he whispered, “Home.”

*
THE SMELL OF SEA LAVENDER hit me half in half out of sleep.
“I chose a mix of pretty and healing.” I was pretty sure that was Nina’s voice but it was hard to tell. My pain meds were obviously wearing off and I couldn’t think of much beyond the pervasive ache in my throat.
“Healing?” That scoff was definitely JD. “You’re not over all that woo-woo bullshit yet?”
I heard Nina’s little annoyed inhale as she geared up to clap back, but Cole’s deep voice cut in before she could. “Shut the fuck up, would you? My girl needs to rest.”
My girl.
I felt him squeeze my hand and I tried to muster the energy to blink my eyes open. I wanted to ask him if he meant it. I wanted to hear him say it again.
I squeezed back weakly and I heard the comically small chair creak as he stood. The smell of cedar and soap washed over me and he leaned close, his lips brushing my ear as he whispered, “Hey, baby. You need anything?”
JD made a whip-cracking sound and I snorted a laugh despite myself—then my eyes popped open and my hand flew to my neck as the sting seared through my throat from the gesture. I whimpered with the pain, which only made it worse.
“Fuck, Lex,” Cole muttered, his hand cupping my jaw as he leaned in to examine me.
I barely managed to husk, “Hurts,” while tapping my hand to my throat before he mashed the call button attached to the bed so hard the grey plastic in the centre brittled and cracked beneath his thumb.
As soon as the nurse in purple scrubs stepped through Cole clipped, “She’s in pain.”
I mumbled something akin to, “S’okay,” but he wasn’t having any of it. The nurse stepped forward and unlocked the little plastic box over the morphine dosage button, tapping the up arrow a couple of times to renew my meds.
“Thank you,” I croaked. I forgot how fast intravenous morphine worked. Within half a minute, it felt easier to breathe. I let my hand fall from my neck and as soon as it landed in the sheets it was intertwined with Cole’s.
It was only then that I realised Nina, JD, and Emma were still in the room. JD was leaned by the window, studying me and Cole with an affectionate, if slightly bored, look on his face. When his eyes met mine,  his face lit up in one of his trademark grins and I couldn’t help smiling back. “Jack?” I asked, voice still low but much smoother thanks to the pain meds.
“Lynn’s back,” JD said with a nod. I couldn’t help pouting. I’d have liked to see Jack. He had so much infectious energy, it would have done wonders to take my mind off the fact that I was still stuck in here. JD must have registered my expression of displeasure because he chuckled and added, “I’ll bring him to see you when you go home, alright?”
I nodded and turned my attention to Nina and Emma.
The flowers Nina had brought were on the table at the foot of my bed. Big clusters of sea lavender and red aster were nestled in puffs of baby’s breath with big velvety green leaves cradling the whole bouquet together. She definitely had a knack for arrangements.
“Pretty,” I commented. “Thanks.”
Nina beamed, which was a relief. Both she and Emma looked terrified. “I’m okay,” I reassured them. “Promise. Just… hurts.” I swallowed hard.
Cole’s arm slid behind my shoulders, pulling me closer into him at the edge of the bed. His breath was warm on the side of my neck as he pressed a kiss there and whispered, “Don’t talk too much.” His nose grazed the shell of my ear and I leaned into him.
“I’m okay,” I repeated. “The meds help.” I took a deep breath, inhaling the scent of cedar from the man beside me, letting it calm me. “Someone talk, please.”
JD exhaled a laugh through his nose and pushed away from the window. “What do you wanna talk about, Harper? Weather? Cold out.” He stuck his hands in his pockets, wandering past the end of the bed playing the part of the good time guy, making everyone feel more comfortable. “How whipped you got my boy? 100%, I’d say.”
I giggled and Cole grunted, but he didn’t stop drawing patterns on the back of my hand with his fingertips, still leaned close into me.
“How about we play mediator between him and my sister?” JD looked pointedly to Emma and her eyes widened before narrowing to a scowl on him. Her gaze flicked to me and her face turned sympathetic. “She’s still pissed about what went down the night before the fire.”
The night before the fire.
It felt like a lifetime ago.
I’d been in the hospital nearly ten days, a week of which I was out.
I hesitated, my mouth opening and closing a few times before I whispered, “The inn?”
Cole straightened in the chair and his gaze connected with mine. Then all four sets of eyes were on me. All of them conveyed the same thing: none of them wanted to be the one to tell me.
The silence stretched long and Cole’s grip tightened on my hand.
“It’s not… good.” I’d never heard JD sound quite so deflated and uncomfortable. He wasn’t the serious one and he wore that feel-good vibe like armour. I guessed that also meant that he wasn’t used to being the one to break bad news.
Even as he said it, I couldn’t access the negative feelings that seemed to be painting all of their faces. Maybe it was because I hadn’t seen the damage yet, but I felt like maybe I was still in shock because I felt so distant from any feelings of sadness or grief.
“It’s not—” Emma cut herself off and twisted her hands together. “You can’t live there right now, I don’t think.” She looked to Cole and an unsaid conversation happened between them with only shared eye contact.
“You can stay with me,” he said, squeezing my hand. I opened my mouth and he shook his head. I expected his voice to be commanding when he spoke again, but instead, it was soft. “Please, baby. Will you let me keep you close?”
I knew I was falling too far into what it felt like to be his, but I couldn’t help it. I felt safe, protected, and I wanted that. I wanted to believe I could stay here because of that—because even when it got hard, and I knew it would, he’d be there to anchor me.
“My… all my clothes,” I gestured weakly.
“I got whatever I could that wasn’t burnt.” Cole’s voice cracked on the last word but he shuttered his face quickly, dropping his gaze from mine. “There wasn’t much. I got your bathroom stuff. I got you some basics.”
“Basics?”
He leaned in and pressed a kiss to the corner of my mouth. “Clothes. Nina helped me pick up some jeans, tanks, sweaters.” He kissed me again. “Underwear.”
My face heated. “Thank you,” I breathed.
At the same time JD chuckled and said, “Get a room,” there was a nervous ahem from the doorway. I hadn’t even heard the glass slide back. When my eyes darted to the sound, my gaze connected with my father’s.
I blinked and the temperature in the room dropped noticeably.
“We’ll go,” Emma chirped. She grabbed Nina’s arm and tugged her along.
JD followed them out, shooting me a sympathetic smile and nodding to my dad, muttering, “Sheriff,” as he passed by.
Jim Harper looked like a different man from the one I’d seen about three months prior, standing in the entryway of the inn and admitting for the first time aloud that he blamed me for my brother’s death. He looked tired, old—and more than that, he looked tortured.
I forced myself to maintain eye contact with him as he stepped into the room, hesitating about four feet from the foot of the bed. His gaze matched mine, dark green and searching. Clouds passed across his face, and I saw something in his eyes I didn’t think I’d ever seen before—remorse.
He nodded to Cole and something passed between them but I didn’t know what it was. “Dawson. Glad to see you’re still here.”
Cole maintained my father’s gaze and nodded back. “Not leaving ‘til she does,” he said calmly.
My dad’s eyes came back to my face and he studied me. “How are you feeling?”
My slow exhale rolled down my ribs and dissolved in my belly. “In pain. I’ll live.”
Cole’s grip tightened on my hand and I squeezed hard in return. His thumb grazed reassuring little lines up and down the back of mine.
My dad cleared his throat and took another step forward. Three feet from the bed. He lifted a hand, then dropped it back to his side like he didn’t know what he was meant to be doing with it. Gripped in his other hand was a manilla folder and he swallowed audibly before saying, “I need to take your statement.”
My chest deflated as a rough breath rattled out of me. Of course. This was just his job.
I reflexively tilted my body away from him, towards Cole. “I don’t remember anything. I was asleep. Pretty easy statement.” I let my head fall to the side and Cole’s eyes were on my face. There was something in his expression I couldn’t read, something like pleading but I wasn’t sure.
I quirked a brow and his gaze darted over my shoulder, then back to my face.
“Is that all?” I asked flatly.
“Can I sit?”
My mouth popped open and I jerked back to look at my father. That was not what I expected him to say. He was looking at me, his face still. He flicked a look to Cole, then back to me, like he was asking both of us.
I felt the mattress dip and raise as Cole shrugged. “Up to her, Sheriff—but the chairs are built for kids.”
I snorted a laugh despite the oppressive tension in the room and jokingly corrected, “You’re not built for the chairs.”
I threw a glance to Cole and he was smiling softly, but there was a heat in his eyes that wasn’t lost on me. Like I’d pay for my sass later.
I couldn’t wait.
The scrape of metal on hospital lino dragged me back to my father and he pulled up a blue plastic chair on the other side of my bed. That hand came out again and hovered over the pink comforter, but didn’t make contact with the bed or my leg.
It dropped back down and a violent breath shook from Jim Harper’s chest, forearms on his thighs as he hung his head between his shoulders. “Shit, honey—I’m sorry that I don’t know how to do this.”
My body jolted once for two things.
The first was my dad calling me ‘honey’ for the first time in over half my lifetime.
The second was him saying, even if it was just in passing and not for the thing I needed to hear it for, “I’m sorry.”
My free hand crawled across the sheets until it hung over the edge of the thin hospital mattress, dangling in front of my father’s bowed head. An olive branch.
Registering the movement, he glanced up and his eyes widened on my open palm. His head snapped up to me and I tried to school my expression. I wasn’t sure what was written across my face or what he was searching for but maybe he found it because he lifted his hand slowly and folded it over mine, squeezing gently.
Something broke open in his expression, then, and he screwed his eyes shut, other hand coming up to rub his brow. “I’m so sorry.” His voice didn’t sound like his. “I—this isn’t where we need to do this but I need you to know I didn’t—I just—”
“I know,” I whispered, cutting off his rambling. I knew that he didn’t want to do this here either. We could probably both benefit from some time to sort out our feelings before opening that dialogue, but I understood that he wanted to open the line of communication as a first step.
I was glad that he was. I didn’t know if I’d have done so.
“Thanks, Dad.” I squeezed his hand again and he squeezed back. His palm scrubbed over his forehead and covered his eyes. A rough breath gusted out of him. Cole’s hand slipped from mine and I felt his touch graze up and down my arm, soothing me.
My eyes drifted to the folder my dad had propped against the leg of the chair where he sat. “Do you have photos in there?” I asked before I could stop myself. His head tipped up and his hand dropped from his eyes. The other kept hold of mine tight.
“Lex—”
I cut Cole off with a tap to the chest without looking over my shoulder. He silenced, but not without a little grumble that vibrated through my palm where it rested over his heart before dropping back down.
My dad looked at me, frowning, then over the bed, presumably at Cole.
“They’re not pretty pictures,” he said carefully.
“I want to see.” That wasn’t strictly true. It was more like I needed to see. I didn’t want to see, but I needed to. “Please?”
My father sighed and let go of my hand, scooping up the folder and slapping it open on his legs. I shuffled further up the bed so I was in more of a sitting position, watching him closely. He carded through the contents of the file and pulled a few glossy printed photos.
He hesitated before holding them out.
When he did, my breath caught.
Cole’s roving hand stilled on my arm and his fingers dug in slightly. I heard him swallow and when I glanced to him, his gaze was averted. I looked back to the photo where my dad had placed it on my legs.
The whole front of the top floor of the inn was caved in, black and wet. Snakes of deflated hose were still strewn across the ground outside the gate, like the fire crew had still been packing their gear away.
I pressed a hand to my chest, trying to steady my breathing but it grew erratic.
My other hand ghosted fingertips over the picture, tracing the line of the collapsed master bedroom. “That—I was asleep in—” Breath whooshed out of me with a hiss. “I could have died if—” I cut myself off with a whimper.
Someone had done this on purpose.
Cole told me there was a chair against the door of the master bedroom—where I was asleep. Someone had started a fire in that room and made it so I couldn’t get out.
I whimpered again, hands twisting in the sheets.
“That’s enough,” Cole said firmly. The photo was swiped away by my father, who remained silent. I blinked hard and two big fat tears dripped down my face and fell from my chin. “I think maybe you should go, Sheriff. You can visit Lexi when she’s discharged. She’ll be at my place.”
I didn’t remember my father saying anything or leaving, just being pulled into Cole’s chest and sobbing into the warmth of him, the smell of cedar. He buried his head in my hair, whispering sweet nothings as I wept.
I almost choked on the words as I forced out, “All our hard work.”
Cole held me tighter. “Buildings can be repaired. You can’t be replaced.” His words were firm.
I pushed my face further into his chest and his hand came up to the back of my head, holding me close. He pressed a kiss to my hair and whispered, “I promise you, baby, I can fix it, and I will. I promise.”
That was fine, but I didn’t know if anything or anyone could fix me.


Cole

IT WAS ELEVEN DAYS AFTER THE FIRE that they finally discharged Lexi from the hospital with firm directions to rest and avoid stress as much as possible. I had every intention of making sure she stuck with those orders. I’d dress up as a fucking maid if she wanted me to.
I hadn’t given too much thought to taking her by the inn and how it looked, and by the time we pulled up out front in my truck, it was too late.
The sound of her hand slapping over her mouth registered first—then the muffled whimper issued into her palm as if against her own will.
“It can be fixed,” I assured her. I wasn’t sure it helped any.
She was quiet after that, letting me open the passenger door and help her step out onto the running board with a hand at the small of her back. No comments about how she didn’t need or want my help.
I could tell there was something going on in her head but I didn’t know what, and I didn’t know how to approach it without upsetting her.
Instead of walking up the path to my front door, Lexi wandered a few paces down the sidewalk to stand outside the gate to the inn, staring up at the crushed second floor, collapsed and sagging over saturated beams dried to salty husks in the sea air. The whole front of the structure was black and brittle, shards of shattered windowpane glinting in the sun.
Her shoulders lifted and her chest inflated abruptly with a sharp inhale, and she fractured. Like that day at the cemetery where everything went quiet first, the calm before the storm.
I stepped up and wrapped her in my arms, turning her head away from the building and crushing her to my chest. “It can be fixed,” I repeated. “I promise, I’ll fix it all even if I have to do it myself.”
I could feel her nodding against me even as she trembled with the tears and the cold. It was getting deeper into the off-season in Edgewater, shorter days and darker nights, temperatures dropping and warm breath fogging in the chilled air.
Lexi steadied herself slowly, just like at her gram’s funeral, drawing herself up straight again and steeling her spine as she turned and walked to my place, waiting for me to open the door before stepping into the entryway.
It felt like a lifetime ago that we were last here. I wouldn’t have minded an encore—understatement, I’d have fucking killed for one—but I suspected the doctors would consider activity of the like ‘strenuous.’
The weight of Lexi’s gaze on me made me look to her. There was a flash of heat in her eyes before she blinked it away and her face went blank, then sad.
“What’s wrong?” I asked genuinely. I mean, it could have been any number of things. There was a shitload that’d gone wrong recently, but nothing felt too wrong when she was here with me.
She dropped her gaze. “The inn—the fire—” She drew in a deep breath, expelled it slow. I counted four in my head automatically. “It’s clear I’m not welcome here, in Edgewater. I should leave. It’s not safe here.”
My heart detonated like a pinata taking a strike from a two by four. “What?” My voice came out too sharp and Lexi’s eyes cut to mine. “I will keep you safe,” I clipped. I wasn’t mad at her, I was just mad. “And nobody from Edgewater would ever do something like this.”
She scoffed an acidic laugh. “Nice rose-tinted glasses you got there, Dawson.”
“Well if I’ve got rose-tinted glasses, you’ve got whatever the opposite is,” I snapped back. I could feel my skin prickling, heat crawling up my neck. “Just because shitty things happen doesn’t mean it’s all shit.”
I was getting irritated but I couldn’t stop it. When it started, it was always hard to stop it. Sometimes too hard. “There’s always good and I know it can be hard to look for it, but you’re not gonna see it unless you try to,” I said firmly. My fists were clenched at my sides.
Lexi’s lips had parted in surprise at some point whilst I was speaking. For a moment it looked like she was going to argue with me, but instead she stalked past me into the living room. I followed.
She dropped herself on the sofa and brought her hands up to her face. I could hear her crackly breath in the quiet space. “I just—I need to be alone. I’m sorry,” she mumbled against her palms. “I know it’s a dick move kicking you out of a room in your own house but… I need to be on my own. Please?”
The absolute last thing I wanted to do was leave her on her own, but I could feel the frustration simmering in me too, so instead of arguing or trying to change her mind, I took two steps forward and knelt gently in front of her.
She dropped her hands from her face, looking at me with a little line between her eyes as she frowned. I leaned forward, tugging on her hand. She let herself be pulled towards me willingly and I took it as a win. When she let me kiss her, I felt like I needed a confetti cannon to celebrate it or something. “I’ll give you some space so you can rest,” I whispered, my lips grazing hers. “I—the last thing I want to do is leave you here alone, but if you need me to, I will. When I get home, we’ll talk. Okay?”
I held my breath, waiting for her to call me out on saying “home,” but she didn’t. Technically it was my home, whether she was there or not. But that wasn’t how I meant it, and I hoped she heard that.
This time, Lexi leaned in and kissed me. I savoured it, her lips warm and pliant against mine. “You don’t have to leave the whole house,” she breathed.
“It’s okay. I think I need a bit of mental clarity too.” I swallowed hard. “I’m gonna go for a walk, maybe go to the gym.”
“You shouldn’t—”
“I know,” I cut her off. “It’s just—that’s where I go to get out of my head, other than the pier.” I specifically didn’t say I wouldn’t work out. I knew I wasn’t supposed to—but it was starting to feel like I might need to, and I didn’t to lie to her.
“Don’t harass Caleb for information,” Lexi said softly.
I cupped her jaw, stealing another kiss. “No promises.”
And I got myself out of the house before the angry embers smouldering under my skin could turn to full flames.
Because I’d told her I wasn’t going to work out, I didn’t change my clothes.
That was how I ended up standing outside Rock Salt Gym in jeans and a button down. Thankfully, I kept a few changes of clothes in my locker along with my shower stuff, wraps and gloves. I learned a long time ago that it served me well to be sure I could drop everything and hit the studio if I needed to—whether I was dressed appropriately or not.
Anger has to go somewhere, and right now I was feeling it too hard. There was no way to channel it and aside from knowing Lexi needed space because she’d asked for it, I also knew I needed space before we tried to sit down and talk about this.
It wasn’t that I didn’t want her to see this part of me—truth be told, if I got what I wanted, I knew she would eventually, and I would do my best to make peace with that. I didn’t want to hide any of myself from her, because I wanted her to stay, I wanted this to last, and that meant showing her all the parts of me that would be the most likely to make her leave.
That was scary as fuck, obviously.
The anger was one of them.
After Rose, I had so much guilt and it simmered for a long time, until after Sarah left and it started to boil until my head was like a pressure cooker, my body vibrating with this energy that had no outlet.
Until I was fixing the bay door at the fire station and I cross-threaded a screw and it was the straw that broke the camel’s back. I lost my fucking mind, that way you do when it’s been building for so long and when you finally snap it’s at something you cannot realistically blame or punish, like an inopportune papercut, hitting your head on a cupboard door, or trying to put your jacket on and your sleeve is inside out so your arm gets stuck.
I hadn’t realised Caleb was watching from the bunker door. He’d just finished a 48 hour shift, and he took me straight to the boxing studio at Rock Salt Gym and I pummelled the shit out of a heavy bag until one of the chains popped off the hook and I almost passed out.
Anger has to go somewhere.
That was where I put it for the last fourteen years and it’d worked. Combined with therapy, it was how I kept the ghosts at bay and kept my head and body healthy.
So when I said I wanted space too, before we talked, it wasn’t because I wasn’t going to show her this part of how I struggled—but because there was a difference between showing Lexi that, and her becoming a victim of it. And that wasn’t literal, I’d never hurt her, and I hadn’t hit a person outside of Rock Salt in over twenty years. But if I was choosing between calmly telling her I sometimes struggled to control my temper or her being present when I ended up losing it and throwing a toolbox against the wall… well I knew which I’d be choosing.
Not that she hadn’t already seen what I did to my kitchen, and not only that but tidied up the aftermath of that particular rampage—but I wanted to be able to coherently verbalise it for her too, so I was being transparent.
The kitchen was part of why I knew I could tell her, I could show her—every dark, ugly piece of me that I hid inside—and be 99% sure she’d still stay. That she’d show me her own broken pieces and let me see how they fit with mine.
It was the 1% that rattled me, feeling bigger than it was, twisted out of proportion.
Catastrophising, that was what Cleo called it.
I blazed the locker room like a speedrun and was out on the floor within minutes. I knew I wasn’t supposed to be. I’d been explicitly told to go easy on the cardio—and what I needed wasn’t about to be easy.
But I did need it.
There was too much of this combination of anger wrapped in numbness. I needed something. Something that wasn’t nothing. The heavy bag wasn’t going to cut it, I wanted to spar.
My first instinct was to look for Caleb. He was roughly my size, and if I asked nicely and/or pissed him off enough, I could probably convince him to punch me in the face.
I scanned the room, spotting Fox Sinclair faced away from me at the other end of the space and starting over to him before I could think better of it.
“Hey, Sinclair!” I called. “Look like you been skipping sessions.”
I could have been commenting on his form as he worked the speed ball at a frankly terrifying pace, but I deliberately positioned it so it sounded like I wasn’t.
I never normally would have commented on someone’s body like that, much less a guy who was built like me—wide as he was tall, not all solid muscle by any means, soft in the middle. Not with the hangups I had about being the shape and size I was, with where my head would be at if someone said that to me.
But honestly? I really needed him to punch me in the face.
The level of chatter in the studio dropped abruptly and dramatically. Where air had been soughing from assaulted heavy bags, cords twanging on speed ball recoils, and breaths hissing between teeth with every punch, the whole room gave sudden pause.
A group of newbies huddled around Hale Griffith, Edgewater’s own professional boxing golden boy home on the break from the circuit. When he stopped mid-sentence and looked up, all their eyes found me.
Fox reacted last of all, despite the fact that I’d addressed him directly. His bare, broad back expanded and contracted with laboured breaths. When he turned and spotted me, his auburn beard split with a grin and his green eyes sharpened.
The monochrome tattoos across his barrelled torso looked particularly high contrast under the fluorescent training lights. His long, dark copper hair was tied back in a loose knot, damp with sweat.
The guy looked like a classical Thor. Not the cut, chiselled one like you see in movies, but the softer, more pliant ones from old Norse myth—if Thor was a redhead covered in tattoos, owned a bakery in a small coastal town and looked like he might be suited to a kilt and bagpipes.
Fox Sinclair was a teddy bear, but he sure didn’t look the part.
“How’s your girl?” was the first thing he said to me as I stopped in front of him.
The question lanced through my chest and I gritted my teeth with how genuine he sounded, especially with me trying to piss him off enough to hit me. “Not as bad as your form.”
He grinned again, mad fucker.
“You shouldn’t do this,” he said around his smile. I swallowed hard and he studied my face. “I know you think it’s what you need. It’s not.”
“Don’t tell me what I need,” I bit back.
He quirked a brow and dipped his gaze to where I was shoving my gloves on my already wrapped hands, the tear of Velcro echoing in the space. The fact that he was still smiling only served to annoy me further. He turned back to speed ball and raised his hands. “Let me know what your woman’s favourite pastries are. I’ll send some, and the sourdough you like.”
Jesus fuck, can he stop being so fucking nice and throw hands?
I jabbed him in the back of the shoulder with my gloved fist before I could stop myself. He stumbled with the force, but only because he wasn’t expecting it.
Fox’s face was impassive when he turned, his green eyes darkened. “Don’t do that.”
“What?” I asked, clipping him again. This time his feet were planted and he didn’t move. “That?”
He rolled his lips in, but he still wore that smug, knowing smile. It drove me fucking nuts. I was vibrating with it. The room was so quiet you could hear a pin drop.
“Cay said you wouldn’t be here,” Fox said conversationally. His arms were loose by his sides. Dozens of eyes were on us—me, specifically, and how I was being a complete idiot and goading this man that was my friend into laying me out. “You’re supposed to be resting.”
“When’d you have time to get your MD with all that baking?”
He snorted a laugh. “He’ll kick your ass when he finds you here.”
“Good,” I clipped. “What I been tryna get outta you for the past five minutes but you been too dumb to take a hint.”
Fox’s huge 16oz red Title paw came up and popped me hard in the shoulder. I stumbled back but recovered quickly and he leaned in, getting right up in my face so I could see the dark lines of near black in his green irises. “All you had to do was ask fucking nicely. Put your guard in Dawson—bet your girl likes your mouth, be a shame to break it.”
This was the Fox Sinclair I wanted. The flipped switch. The pulled pin on the grenade.
Teddy bear though he was, Fox was an adrenaline junkie and there wasn’t much in baking that could get your blood pumping—not the same way getting your shit rocked in the ring could, anyway. Guy had to have something to let off steam.
Molly had told me once that she saw him at an adult club in Tovin called The Black Dove. I was never sure if I could take her at her word, but how many guys were there that looked like Fox Sinclair?
I’d barely shoved my OPRO in my mouth and fitted it to my teeth before Fox’s unforgiving uppercut rammed my jaw closed. My head snapped back and I caught a glance at the strip lights above me before my vision shuttered. “God—fuck—”
That was the thing about unpinned grenades—you’re working with limited time.
“Don’t know about me skipping sessions, dude,” Fox taunted, words muffled by his own gumshield. He grinned, upper teeth encased in green plastic, as my gaze tracked back to him. “You’re lookin’ out of practice.”
My head was already spinning. He darted away from my body jabs and my attempt at a hook. Big fucker had no business being so light on his feet with the size he was. I knew I fucking wasn’t, but it was just a testament to how bullshit my comment about him skipping sessions was.
Fox never skipped sessions.
He gave me a hard hook to my left side and I doubled over with it. His knee followed, grinding my poor defenceless kidney into red mist. I groaned, my chest on fire with the exertion of just trying to avoid him.
I vaguely registered him asking, “You done yet, man?” He tapped his gloved fist to the side of my face and I jerked upright. He stepped back, grinning like mad and taking two steps back. He raised his hands in faux defence, then lunged back in and landed a hard cross on my jaw. “Y’girl like playing nurse? She’ll love that shiner.”
I could taste blood. My chest heaved and my throat seared with the effort of breathing.
“Cut this out.” Fox’s words were harder this time, his tone sharper. When I looked at his face, he wasn’t smiling anymore. “Enough.”
“No,” I gritted out, lunging for him. He dodged me easily and I whirled, only to meet Caleb’s apoplectic gaze from the door to the locker rooms.
“Stop. Now.” Caleb didn’t shout. He didn’t need to. His voice still boomed through the space regardless, and his mortal timbre was enough to zip right through me, ossifying all my vertebrae together so my spine snapped straight with it.
Before I could respond, Caleb had crossed the room. His hand fisted the back of my shirt and yanked me away so hard I got dizzy with it for a second. Or maybe that was the force of Fox’s hits. Wasn’t sure anymore.
“Your girl’s favourite pastries, Dawson,” Fox reminded me mildly as Caleb dragged me away.
I didn’t know where he was hauling me off to until the lighting changed and I was slammed against a wall of lockers. The air sang with the metallic clang of them all shuddering together.
It rang in my ears and knocked the wind out of my already overtaxed lungs. I bent over, hacking into the crease of my elbow until tears started to leak out of the corners of my eyes.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Again, he didn’t shout, and the menacing tone in his voice told me this was a rhetorical question. “You’re really trying my god damn patience, here, Dawson.”
“Yeah, well, so are you,” I bit back before I could stop myself. I straightened up and Caleb’s face went hard so his jaw ticked. “You and Evans haven’t found shit yet and it’s been nearly two weeks since the fire.”
Caleb’s hands clenched to fists and I really thought—hoped, actually—he’d finally lay me out.
“Say that again, I dare you,” he clipped. “I know you’re having a hard time, okay? I fucking get it, believe that. But I can’t give you any new fucking information, especially if you wanna nail the person who hurt your girl.”
I hacked again and Caleb groaned. He grabbed me roughly by the shoulders and pulled me away from the lockers, shoving me down to the benches in the centre of the changing rooms.
He bracketed my skull with his hands so they covered my ears and pushed my head down between my knees. “Breathe. Slow.” His tone brooked no argument.
I did as I was told, even though it felt like trying to breathe stinging saltwater into my lungs through a coffee filter.
After a few rounds of rattling and wheezing, Caleb tipped my head back up and pushed my whole body back so my spine lined up with the back column of the central clothes rack behind me. My chest burned.
His hands dropped from my head and he took a knee in front of me, ripping my gloves off and throwing them on the bench beside me. “You need. To fucking. Listen to me.” He punctuated the words with jabs of his finger right into my sternum. “You’re not doing yourself or your girl any favours by being here. I know you were told to lay off cardio from the smoke because I’ve been told to do the same thing before.”
“Did you?” I asked weakly before I could stop myself.
Caleb narrowed his eyes at my sardonic tone. “Not the first time, no.” He paused, watching my face to make sure I was paying attention. I suddenly didn’t like where this was going. “And I ended up having a heart attack.”
My mouth popped open and my brows shot up. Caleb’s face stayed still, eyes sharp and focussed, bouncing between mine. He studied me for another few moments then stood. “Do we have an understanding? You can’t be back here right now. You have to let your lungs recover, man.”
He turned away as he was speaking, so he didn’t see me lean forward and drop my face in my hands. My back heaved with a sharp breath and a growl tore from my throat.
His sneakers squeaked on the floor as he swivelled back. “Dawson—”
“I don’t know what the fuck to do with this, man,” I hissed into my still wrapped palms. I scrubbed my hands over my jaw. I still hadn’t trimmed my beard back down and I was looking more and more the picture of the “lumberjack calendar model” vibe Nina kept likening me to. “I—fuck. I don’t know where to put all this—this anger, if I cant—” I groaned again. “It has to go somewhere!”
Caleb remained still.
I threw myself back against the centre bars, hands still on my face to block out the light and to block him from seeing me break down like this. As far as I was concerned he’d already seen me throw one tantrum over a damn cross threaded screw, and that was enough for me.
The bench creaked as he took a seat beside me.
He nudged an elbow into my lats, forcing me to drop my arms and look at him, head tipped back to the bar. The cold radiating from the metal rung into the back of my skull almost stung.
I wasn’t sure if it was only seconds or minutes that passed before Caleb cleared his throat. I glanced to him and quirked a brow in question. The fight had drained out of me.
“You should go home to your girl,” he said.
Go home to my girl.
With how flighty Lexi was feeling, I wasn’t sure how dangerous it was to invest myself in the idea of that being a real thing I could have. Home, with her. Where she’d stay, with me.
Us.



Lexi

PROMISE ME YOU’LL KEEP AN EYE ON HER. Take care of her.
I didn’t mean to snoop. I would never do something like that, but I recognised my gram’s handwriting straight away.
I knew Cole got a letter too, he told me he did—and that made sense. He was her neighbour and they were close. I never asked him what his said and he never asked me what mine said.
I didn’t want it to leave such a sour taste in my mouth, but it did and I couldn’t make it go away. I didn’t want to feel like this. Like I was some burden or assignment.
Like everything that’d been shared between us was part of Cole’s keeping his eye on me at the request of my late grandmother.
It was ridiculous, obviously. I knew that. She didn’t tell him to fuck me into next week—though I wouldn’t have it put past her to be that forward, and she did allude to something more than friendship at the end of Cole’s letter and it made me chuckle before the sick feeling took over.
I didn’t want to feel betrayed about this, because what the hell was he betraying by keeping this from me? But that was what I felt and I couldn’t untangle it.
That was how I ended up standing in the entryway of his house where he’d fucked my face then fucked me against the wall, clutching the letter with fire in my veins as Cole stepped through the front door.
He looked calm, if tired, and when his eyes met mine, he smiled for a second and it warmed me like the feeling of sun on my face. But the smile dissolved when he realised something was wrong.
Something was wrong with him, too, and I momentarily forgot the paper crushed in my fist as my lips parted on an exhale and I stepped up to him, my thumb brushing over a split in his lip.
“What happened?” My voice was soft but brittle and I think Cole could tell.
“I went to the gym.” His tone was careful. Measured.
“Are you serious?”
“As a heart attack,” he deadpanned. A shadow passed in his eyes like there was some hidden meaning I wasn’t privy to. “I got sent home by the principal.”
“You shouldn’t have been there,” I admonished gently, forgetting my conflict and upset as I pulled him in for a kiss. He melted against me, his hands finding my hips. “The doctor told you to lay off cardio, right? I got told the same. It’s dangerous.”
“Believe me, Cay made his position clear. I’m not welcome back ‘til the first of the month. I just… It helps to have a release.” He sighed, pressing his forehead to mine. “No new information from him or Evans about the fire.”
I ghosted my fingertips over the split in his lip again. “Who did this?”
Cole chuckled lightly, but it was humourless. “Fox Sinclair.”
I couldn’t stop the high pitched laugh that whistled out of me. “The baker? You’re kidding.”
“I am not,” Cole said solemnly. “I goaded him into it.”
I blinked. “Why would you do that?”
He gave a shrug and hummed, a rumbling sound that came straight from his chest. “I was feeling off. Sometimes I feel angry and it’s a lot. Other than you asking me to, it was part of the reason I left earlier. It needed to go somewhere and I didn’t want it directed at you.”
A pang of hollow heat erupted in my chest. It wasn’t fear because I knew Cole would never hurt me, no matter how angry he got. I hated that he dealt with that, but I was glad he had healthy coping mechanisms and the self-awareness to know when he needed to deal with it.
Most of all, I felt the inherent intimacy of his sharing that part of himself, a part that was probably one he didn’t like to share. I knew how it felt wanting to keep your ugliest parts to yourself because you’re afraid that others seeing them would make them realise something you don’t want them to realise. That you’re not what you seem, or you’re too much or not enough, that you’re not worth keeping.
Cole’s hand moved from my hip to coast down my forearm and he stilled as he found the letter in my fist. “What’s this?”
I stepped back abruptly, like I’d just remembered I was angry with him. I was, but it felt muddled. Mixed up with everything.
“Why didn’t you tell me Gram asked you to look after me?” My voice wobbled.
Cole’s brows drew together. “Lex, baby, that—”
“Just, tell me, please,” I cut him off tightly.
“That was a private letter,” he said warily. He didn’t sound upset that I’d read it—he’d probably have let me if I’d asked—it was more resignation that I had, and was taking it this way. “I’m sorry it upset you. I know what you want to ask and no, I’m not looking out for you because Penny told me to.”
“How do I know that?”
His face fell and it hollowed out a pit in my chest. “Lex,” he breathed. Where before he left the house and his body was tight with erratic energy, he was now placid. He looked exhausted. “Have I not made it clear how I feel about you? Because if I haven’t, please tell me.”
“No, I just—” My voice was wavering again. The paper shook in my hand like a wind teased leaf, the sound of its fluttering bouncing around the space in whispers. “It feels like you only—I need to know, Cole, were you just helping me with the inn because she asked you to?”
The hurt that immediately washed over his face was like poison in my veins, circulating in my blood and threatening to shut my organs down one by one. It physically pained me to watch his expression fall like that. “I started helping you before I even knew about the letters,” he said evenly. I hated that his voice sounded small. I’d already wounded him, I could tell, and he was trying to stay calm. “I gave you yours after the town meeting. After I took you to Silversurf. Remember?”
“How do I know you didn’t have them before that? That you didn’t keep hold of them and give mine to me at the right time?” I didn’t know why I said that, and I regretted it as soon as I did because one, I didn’t believe Cole would do that for a second and two, the wave of desolation that poured through his face and body stole my breath.
“You really think I’d do that?” His voice had withered even smaller and I’d never wanted more to just fold him up in my arms and hold him. “You seriously think that little of me?”
“It just feels like you never even liked me—I mean you didn’t, did you?” God, I felt so childish, talking about whether he ‘liked’ me or not. “We hated each other. So, what, you just put up with me because she asked you to?”
“Put up with you?” His words were staccato, temper flaring. When I looked at his eyes, I could see the embers coming alight there. “God, Lex, what—” He sucked in a sharp breath so sudden it seemed like it shocked him as much as it shocked me. He frowned. “How could you think that? Of course I like you. I fucking l—” He raised a closed fist to his mouth, biting off his words.
I only barely caught the first sound of the next thing he was going to say and a breath choked out of me but I didn’t speak. I couldn’t let myself think he was going there. That he’d say that. Not to me.
I fucking love you.
I swiped away the imagined sound of his low, soothing voice saying those words. I couldn’t let myself entertain it.
If I was wrong, it was too high a place to fall from, too long a drop. The impact of that landing was one I knew I would not survive.
“I think it’s pretty clear now that you only helped me for her. That’s okay,” I said flatly.
“Lexi.” His voice was filled with warning and desperation. “Don’t do this. Please.” More desperation. The words were drenched in it.
“I get it,” I gritted out. My tone was so tight you could bounce a quarter off it. “I know you probably wouldn’t have been interested in me without the push. It’s fine.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Cole’s voice rose and I swallowed instinctively. “How did you—what would ever make you think that? This?” He ripped the letter from my hand and I flinched.
It crumpled as he gripped it tight and he discarded it on the wooden chest of drawers by the front door. He stepped closer and I instinctively stepped back, raising a hand. “Please, don’t.”
His mouth fell open and he scanned me up and down, eyes vulnerable and searching. “I don’t know what you want me to say, Lex. Why are you doing this?” he whispered.
“I asked first.” The words were so cold they were like icicles. I watched them stab him.
“Me? Why am I doing what?” He scrubbed a hand over his face and muffled a groan against his palm. “Lex, baby, I need you to explain what you mean, please? I don’t know what’s wrong. Please.”
I don’t either. Why am I doing this?
My jaw hinged and he watched me for a beat. Two. I tried to find the right words but I didn’t think there were any. “I think I shouldn’t stay,” I blurted. “I should leave Edgewater.”
I slapped a hand over my mouth, stifling my own gasp.
Cole’s head snapped back like I’d struck him and his hand came up to his chest, then his throat, fingers gripping lightly like he was trying to soothe himself with the touch.
Ice poured through me and the silence dragged on. I waited for him to speak, but he didn’t. His eyes were locked on mine and I almost had to look away from the force of the anguish there. It was bludgeoning me.
Why wasn’t he saying anything? Why wasn’t he doing anything?
He’s not fighting for me.
I swallowed hard and the sting of betrayal washed over me anew. My heart sank in my chest like lead, twisting my guts on the way down so I almost doubled over. I crossed my arms to hide my shaking hands and my teeth sank hard into my bottom lip.
“You’ve got nothing to say?” My voice broke. Cole froze. “Not a single word?”
The man in front of me was made of stone. I saw the same reaction when he had kissed me the first time—then retreated. He was shutting down on me, falling back into that guarded, unreachable, unbreakable version of himself he’d honed over the years to keep his heart safe.
The version that didn’t let anybody in—not even me.
I was beginning to realise I wasn’t sure he’d let me in at all in the first place.
My cheeks hurt as I sucked them in and bit down, trying to stop the swelling tide that threatened to bring me to my knees. “Fine,” I snapped, letting the hurt give way to anger. It was harder to control but it put me less at his mercy. I knew I was foolish to think it’d make it hurt less, but I leaned into it anyway. “Of course you don’t. That just proves my point.” I gestured to him harshly and he flinched. “You never wanted me to stay anyway. You never even asked me to. All those times you told me I should stay—you were careful with your wording.”
His face morphed to one of confusion, mouth open but still unspeaking.
“You always said I should stay because Edgewater is my home, because I belong here.” I sucked in a stiff breath. “You never asked me to stay for you. You never said you wanted me to stay.”
I knew it wasn’t fair. It was like I was failing him on a test he didn’t know he was taking.
The dam inside me broke.
“You never really let me in. You’ve just been waiting for me to leave, haven’t you?” I could barely get the words out. “Everybody else has. Why would I think you’d expect any different from me? Why did I expect you to be different for me?”
Cole’s eyes flickered, something dark and dangerous shifting behind them, but he stayed quiet, expression hardening.
The tears were threatening now and I tried to blink them back. My hands clenched to fists at my sides. “God, I’m so fucking stupid.”
“Don’t—”
“No, I am.” I stepped forward. My chest was so tight I wanted to rip my skin off. “You never asked me to stay. Why would you? I’m just the girl who screws everything up. I don’t know why I was dumb enough to think you saw me any different.”
Cole’s jaw flexed and his hands curled into fists to match mine. He stayed like that for a second, coiled like a spring. Then he let his body relax. His fingers unfurled and his shoulders dropped as he sighed. “Please, baby—”
“I want you to stop calling me that.” He jerked at my tone, and I didn’t think I’d told such a blatant lie with so much false conviction in my life, until my next words came flying out of me before I could stop them. “I am not yours, and this is not my home.”

Cole

“YOU DON’T MEANT THAT.” I deserved a fucking medal for the evenness in my tone.
I was crumbling and I didn’t know how to stop it.
“Oh believe me, I do.” Lexi’s voice shook with every word. I wanted to go to her, to pull her into me and hold her. “You knew I couldn’t stay here, and you drew me in anyway. You made me—”
She cut herself off, but if she hadn’t, I probably would have. “I didn’t make you do anything,” I bit out. “You’re an adult, Lex. So why don’t you grow up and tell me what this is about? Why are you fighting me like this?”
Her head fell back with a caustic laugh. The force of it was a physical jolt. She pointed to the crumpled letter on the hall table which I absolutely knew had nothing to do with this. “You never—”
“Oh come on,” I snapped, stepping forward. “Penny could have told me she’d chop my dick off from beyond the grave and I still wouldn’t have been able to fucking resist you. Tell me what this is really about!”
My voice ended in a yell and Lexi’s breath rattled with her forceful exhale. Neither of us should have been getting this worked up, what with the taxation of the smoke, but I didn’t expect she’d take well to me telling her to calm down.
“It’s about that,” she said in a tiny voice.
“No it isn’t,” I hissed. “This is about you being scared of something, isn’t it? You’re afraid of staying because it’ll be hard to live in Edgewater with what happened to your brother—and I know it will, okay? I fucking understand that better than most, believe me.”
Lexi’s mouth opened and her eyes bounced around my face. We were no more than a foot apart and she looked like she might bolt if I didn’t close the gap between us, but like she’d definitely bolt if I did, so I held back. My hands flexed and unflexed at my sides and I cast a glance at the letter. “This is an excuse. You’re looking for a reason not to stay—a way to destroy this so there’s nothing else tying you here and you can walk away without being responsible for hurting me, because if it’s my fault this ends, then you don’t have to feel guilty.”
Her lips made a perfect ‘O’ shape as a rough exhale whooshed out of her. “That is not—”
“Yes it is,” I said harshly. “So fine, go ahead. Leave. Everyone else fucking does. So if you don’t want me, just say so. If I’m not a good enough reason for you to stay, admit it. I’m a grown man, I can take it.”
I can’t. It’ll ruin me. I won’t survive you.
She stared at me.
I dug in. “You never planned to stay, did you?”
“I would have if you’d asked me!” she cried. It was less like she’d said the words and more like I’d ripped them from her against her will. Her face crumpled like the letter from Penny, crushed in an unforgiving fist. “I just wanted you to want me to stay.”
I froze, my blood turning to tar in my veins. My heart seized, lungs trapped in full expansion around the feeling of an agonised freefall. “What?”
“All I fucking wanted was for you to want me to stay,” she repeated, every word shaking. “Not because it’s my home, not because my gram wanted me to have the inn, not because I’ve reconnected with people here—because you want me. I just wanted you to care whether I stay or not and admit it. I wanted you to fight for me. For us.”
Panic chased down my spine like venom injected straight at my heart. “Lex—”
Her face broke open and she loosed a sob. I instinctively moved forward but her hand flew out to keep me away. I raised my palms to her, my heart in my throat. “Don’t touch me,” she roared. “You’ve shown me your fucking cards, Dawson.”
“Lexi, I—”
“I can’t stay here unless I know you want me to. Because if I do, I’m a burden. If you don’t tell me that you want me to stay because it’s you that wants me here, with you—then I can’t do this. I can’t hold out hope for you to—”
She cut herself off with a choked sob.
I opened my mouth, trying to force the words out but nothing came.
Say it. Tell her you want her to stay. Tell her you want her.
Why the fuck couldn’t I say it? I was paralysed with it—the fear of admitting I needed her when she could just as well leave anyway, and the devastation of the fact that she would leave if I didn’t tell her how I felt.
Tell her.
Lexi’s face crumpled. “Cole, please,” she begged. “You always tell me you need to hear me say the words. I need to hear you say the words. Please.”
A car could have crashed into the front of my house and I wouldn’t have noticed as I watched Lexi’s face collapse in a sob. She turned away, both hands coming up to cover her mouth, stifling the sound. My chest caved and I still couldn’t speak.
Say it. Tell her you want her to stay.
Tell her you’re in love with her.
“God, I fucking hate you, Cole Dawson. I hate you for doing this to me.” Her hiccupped, hysterical words stole my breath.
The air soughed from my lungs, fast and hard. “Lex—”
“No, no—fuck you. I’m out. We’re done.”
Panic gripped me and the edges of my vision darkened. “No, baby—please—”
Lexi jerked away from my attempt to grab her hand. “Don’t fucking touch me. We’re done, Dawson.” She shoved past me and was out the door before I could turn to follow her.
I flinched as it slammed, and the adrenaline that shot through me sent me to the ground, my chest tight and my palms clammy. Both my knees hit the floor and I gasped for breath.
I tried to ground myself but there wasn’t enough oxygen going to my brain.
I couldn’t see anything beyond the way her hair sometimes looked like black silk swishing over her shoulders, the pine green of her eyes, the pink flush of her cheeks when I touched her or her face covered in soot and how small she looked in that hospital bed.
I couldn’t hear anything other than her laugh, that little humming sound she made, the way she moaned my name—the violence in her voice when she told me she hated me.
I couldn’t smell anything that wasn’t the lemon and jasmine of her shampoo, or the way her skin smelled when she laid beside me in the early morning.
Nothing felt the way her hand felt in mind, nothing as perfect as her fingers scrubbing in my beard and telling me I looked scruffy.
There wasn’t anything that tasted more like home than her kiss.
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Cleo had her office window cracked open so the scent of saltwater mixed with the orange oil and bergamot from her diffusor.
I sat in the worn leather armchair and tried to tamp down the panic. My elbows were on my knees and I stared at the floor and I knew she knew I was losing my shit.
Cleo always did.
She gave me that soft, serene smile she always did.
Today it felt like nails on a chalkboard.
It had been six hours since Lexi left. I didn’t know where she was and it was driving me insane. I’d tried JD, but he didn’t know anything. Neither Emma nor Nina would answer my calls at all. Nobody would talk to me or tell me she was okay and I was starting to freak out.
“So.” Cleo settled back in her chair. “What’s going on? Why the extra session?”
She said it like she wasn’t privy to the Edgewater gossip telephone—and I know she tried to avoid it but I’d seen and heard it explode all over the town.
Everyone knew about the fire. Everyone knew Lexi had been staying with me—and everyone found out when she suddenly wasn’t anymore.
I let out a slow breath, running a hand over my face. It was a soft gesture where I was really ready to claw out of my own skin. “I—god, I fucked up.” The words got stuck in my throat and I gasped with it. “Lexi—she needed me to—”
It was too much to say.
I dropped my face in my palms and hoped that over the past five years Cleo had gleaned enough information from me that she could work out what the fuck had gone wrong because that was why I was here.
I didn’t understand why I hadn’t just told Lexi I wanted her to stay—why I couldn’t.
It felt inevitable—both me and her and whatever was between us, and the idea of me pushing her away. And I fucking hated the latter.
But Lexi had seen it too. She knew that was what I’d do and she was prepared for it. She called me on it and I fell right into my own fucking trap.
I gasped again and Cleo flinched slightly, but didn’t move towards me.
“Cole,” she said softly. “We’re going to do grounding. Are you ready?”
“No,” I said honestly. “Sensory grounding hasn’t been working for me recently. I need something different. How do I—Cleo, I don’t—I can’t—” I buried my face in my hands.
Cleo was quiet. Her chair creaked as she shifted her weight and I heard the faint scratch of her notebook settling on the table beside her. “You should give up,” she said mildly.
My head snapped up and my eyes locked on hers. They were a mossy green. Pretty, but not like Lexi’s. “I’m not doing that,” I said forcefully. “I absolutely—I can’t.”
“I know,” Cleo agreed. “Do you want to know how I know?”
I just stared at her and she took that as my affirmative. She leaned back in her chair and folded her hands in her lap. “I know you haven’t given up because if you had, you’d have called JD.”
“I did call JD,” I informed her.
“But not with your code,” she said confidently.
I rolled my lips in, shaking my head.
Cleo’s small smile grew. “Exactly. The fact that you’re here and not at the Sandpiper means you haven’t given up on resolving things with Lexi, and you don’t want to give up yet. So what do you think you should do?”
“She needed to hear me say I wanted her to stay,” I whispered, dropping my gaze. I felt like such a fucking failure. “Why couldn’t I just say it? I wanted to—it’s true. But… I couldn’t get the words out. Why the fuck could I not say it?”
“You tell me,” Cleo said calmly.
I blew out a noisy breath. My chest ached. “I’m here because I need your help,” I said harshly. “I fucking pay you to help me break this down. If I could do it myself I wouldn’t fucking be here.”
I’d never yelled at her or argued like this before, but here we were.
“I’m sorry,” I said reflexively.
Cleo just smiled again. “It’s okay.” She traced her hands down the arms of her chair and studied me for a moment. “Why do you feel like you couldn’t ask her to stay for you?”
I blinked against the sting in my eyes and the ache in the back of my throat. “I don’t know,” I said truthfully. “I wanted to. I could hear the words I wanted to say in my head. But I was just so…” I trailed off, twisting my hands together in my lap.
“Scared?” Cleo supplied. I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. “I agree, and I think it’s twofold. You’re not only afraid of being hurt again, but you’re also afraid you don’t deserve it. You think you’re too much.”
“I am too much,” I clipped, jerking my head up so my gaze collided her hers again. “This fucking proves it. She asked me for something fucking easy and I couldn’t even give her that.”
“It wasn’t easy,” Cleo said calmly. “Not for you. And you aren’t too much. Not for Lexi. You know that, or you wouldn’t have pursued her in the first place. You’re too careful with your heart to do that. You’d never have got to this point with anybody you couldn’t see a whole future with.” She paused, making sure my eyes were still on her, before adding quietly, “A forever.”
My breath hitched with the word.
“It’s okay to be scared,” she said softly. “The best thing you can do is be open with her. That’s what you need—and I think it’s what she needs too. She said she needed to hear you say the words, and that’s because she’s scared as well. That’s why you lean on each other.”
Cleo shifted in her chair. “You told me when you had her ask you to help with the inn you did it because you thought she needed to hear herself say it too. Do you remember that?”
I nodded bleakly. “She needed to know that asking for help wasn’t a failing,” I mumbled.
“Well you need to know that asking for her to stay is something you’re allowed to do. You are allowed to want Cole. You need to hear the words too.”
I blinked my gaze down, pushing my closed fist into my opposite palm. “What if I am too much?” My voice was small. Desolate.
Cleo hummed thoughtfully. “Someone else’s too much or not enough is another person’s just right.” She paused and I glanced up. When I did, she caught and held my gaze. “Lexi is your ‘just right,’ isn’t she?”
“Yes,” I said without hesitation.
“Then give her your heart. I think you already have. I mean… you walked through fire for her.”
“Around fire,” I corrected mildly.
Cleo let out a half-laugh through her nose. “I know opening yourself up like this is terrifying—and it may not work out. You have to trust that it will, or that if it doesn’t, you’ll survive. You’ve already survived one of the most unspeakable losses a person can experience. You know you can come back from this if it doesn’t go how you want.”
“No,” I said, dropping my head again. Tightness built in my chest. “I won’t survive letting Lexi Harper go.”
“Then you do everything in your power not to let her go,” Cleo said, like it was just that easy. “That includes being completely vulnerable—and you know what that is for you, don’t you?”
I swallowed hard. “Letting myself want.”
“Asking for what you want without pretence,” Cleo rephrased softly. “Being completely clear and open with Lexi about what you want with her, no matter how much it scares you. Telling her that you love her. You do, don’t you?”
“She’s ruined me,” I said, almost laughing with it. Cleo smiled when I looked up, and I felt the corner of my lips twitch. “What if she won’t talk to me?”
“You keep trying unless she asks you to stop. She’s here for nine more months, right? If she waits out the living clause and sells the inn. So unless she tells you to walk away, you show her that you don’t want to.”
“And if she tells me to walk away?” I barely got the words out around a full body shudder.
“Then you respect that and you walk away,” Cleo said firmly.
I gripped the arms of the chair so hard the fabric squeaked. “Fuck.”
I was staring up at the ceiling but I swear I saw Cleo shrug in the edge of my vision. “Love is a leap of faith, Cole. You already know that. It’s a gamble, falling for someone and trusting that when you tell them, they’ll catch you.”
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I DIDN’T SEE THE TEXTS until I went to text Mattie to let her know what happened.
As it turned out, she already knew.
Me: Hey, Mattie. This is Cole, I live next door to the inn. I wanted to let you know there was a fire. Lexi’s okay, she’s in the hospital, but she’s still unconscious. So, she might not get back to you for a while. Not until she wakes up. – Cole
Mattie: ???
Mattie: Oh my god
Mattie: A fire? What happened? Are you and Lexi dating? You said she’s okay, but is she hurt? Will she be okay when she wakes up?
Me: Yes. To the other questions… I don’t know. – Cole
Mattie: Please let me know when she wakes up.
Mattie: Or, tell her to let me know. Thank you.
Mattie: Will you stay with her?
Me: Yes, to all three. I won’t leave her. – Cole
Mattie: You’ve already won my approval, maddeningly fuckable grumpy neighbor.
Me: Thanks. – Cole
Me: Hey girl. I just wanted to let you know I’m okay. Probably something to explain over a call rather than text.
Mattie: Oh my god! I’m so glad you’re good. Jesus, you scared the hell outt of me.
Mattie: Like
Mattie: If it wasn’t for your angel of a hot neighbor letting me know you were alright I’d probably have sent for a welfare check.
Mattie: SPEAKING of hot neighbor, spill.
Mattie: Tell me you’re fucking him.
Mattie: Or letting him fuck you.
Mattie: Or maybe you are fucking him. I don’t wanna kink shame.
Mattie: I need DETAILS.
Me: Sorry to disappoint, but I fucked it up, just like I fuck up everything.
Mattie: Call me NOW
Me: I can’t, I have to meet the sheriff and deputy. They have new info about the fire.
Mattie: Wait
Mattie: Hold up
Mattie: Isn’t your dad the sheriff? What the hell else did I miss?
Mattie: Nobody tells me anything in this family!
I BLINKED AWAY THE WETNESS in my eyes. I missed Mattie. I didn’t miss Tovin, but I missed her. I definitely had a lot to catch her up on, but right now the weight of it all felt like it was crushing me, especially seeing those damn texts Cole sent her from my phone lettering her know I was okay.
It just made me feel worse about fucking it all up.
The last time I was in the Sheriff’s station, I was a kid. It still smelled the same. Like warm copy paper, coffee grounds, and sweat.
I was faced away from the door of my dad’s office, studying a display case filled with accolades and newspaper clippings, when a familiar voice broke me out of my perusal. “Well if it isn’t the one and only Lexi Harper.”
Carter Evans was leaned on the doorway when I whipped around and he grinned when his green eyes met mine. “Hey. It’s been a little while.”
“It sure has.” He stepped forward, his gait a little careful, like he was trying to decide if he had recourse for an embrace or not. When I opened my arms his grin widened and he let out a little laugh and wrapped me up in a hug. “Yes ma’am get in here.”
“My dad said you have some new information on the fire?” I wrung my hands as I stepped away and he dipped his chin in a nod. “What is it?”
“How about we wait for your daddy, hmm? You want a coffee?” He tilted his head to the door behind him.
“Love one,” I said with a nod, following him back into the lobby of the station. There was a counter along one side and Carter began fixing us each a cup as I hummed one affirmative for cream and another for sugar.
I hadn’t seen Cole since yesterday. Everything felt wrong, like my skin didn’t fit right anymore. I meant what I said—I did need to hear him say the words. I needed him to tell me that he wanted me to stay. Not for me, not for Edgewater, not for the inn or my friends or to mend this bridge with my father—but for him.
Because he wanted to be with me.
I honestly thought he would.
I was fucking stupid and I felt furious with him and myself.
I couldn’t get the look on his face out of my head—the way every flicker of hope in his eyes turned to ash when I said I hated him.
I didn’t mean that part, but once it was out that was it.
I showed up on the doorstep of The Blooming Tide and Nina agreed to let me stay with her. We were the same size, so I was borrowing her clothes until I could figure out a way to get my stuff from Cole’s without having to see him.
I was afraid of what would happen if I did—and I was just as afraid of what would happen if I didn’t.
It was like part of me was missing.
Steam rose from my coffee as I held it under my nose, smiling my thanks to Carter. He leaned on the counter, gaze locked on me like he was calculating something in his head. “How’s Dawson?”
I swallowed my mouthful of coffee a little too quick, sputtering as I set the mug down. “What?”
Carter’s head tilt said, Lexi, please, with abundant sarcasm.
“Man’s crazy about you,” he muttered into his own coffee.
My shoulders deflated. What was I supposed to say? Everyone had obviously heard about what happened. Not just the fire—but the fact that I was staying with Cole, and then suddenly I wasn’t.
“I don’t want to talk about it,” was what I settled on.
Carter nodded, face sympathetic, and my dad pushed into the station with the frigid air and icy rain. He smiled when he saw me and I returned it on instinct. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen my dad smile.
“Hey, honey,” he greeted me warmly. And it did feel warm.
I nodded, draining my coffee. We hadn’t spoken any more than we had at the hospital, but an inherent ease had settled between us. I think we both knew it’d take a while to be completely comfortable with one another again and to mend what was broken, but it felt like we’d already both let go of a lot of ugly feelings.
“You told me to come in,” I said. “Something about new information about the fire?”
My dad’s face fell slightly and he nodded to his office. “Let’s sit.” His voice had gone tight.
Carter and I followed him in there and my dad sat behind his desk in the large brown leather chair. I dropped myself in one of the seats opposite him. Carter stayed standing, coming around to stand beside my father as if to give the impression of a united front, as the deputy.
“What did you find?” I asked carefully. My voice had gone small.
My dad tugged a file folder from an inbox tray to his left and flipped it open.
Where before I’d needed to look at the photos, this time I averted my eyes. I hated seeing what had happened to the inn. The sting in the bridge of my nose grew and I blinked hard to try and dispel it.
Carter glanced at my dad, his face impassive. “We found some DNA,” he said.
My father looked up, studying my reaction. My mouth popped open. “Where?”
“Accelerant was your classic kerosene and matches.” Sheriff Jim Harper went into all-business man-of-the-law, his tone even. I didn’t take it personally. He’d always been like that. “Chief Novak says origin point was by the doorway to the master bedroom ensuite. The suspect used clothes and the credenza for kindling. Left a line to the bed, where you—”
A flash of emotion flickered across his face and he jolted with it.
“Where I was asleep,” I whispered.
My father’s eyes met mine and he gave a stiff nod. “A dining chair was pushed under the door handle—at least, that’s what we figure. It was smashed to pieces and burned before we could walk the scene. But Cole Dawson mentioned it in his statement.”
His name ripped over me like an electrical current and I flinched.
I didn’t remember him pulling me out of the fire—but I remembered his face and the way his voice broke when he told me about the chair.
Carter placed his empty mug on the edge of the desk, crossing his arms over a broad chest. “I take it you still don’t remember anything?”
“I don’t think I will,” I confirmed. “I was asleep. Or passed out, I guess. From the smoke.”
My father blew out a breath, leafing through the contents of the folder. “There was a half empty kerosene can in the bathroom by the ignition point. There were partial prints and DNA that traced back to this man.”
Carter leaned forward and swivelled the piece of paper in the folder, sliding it across the desk to me. My mouth fell open as I read the name at the top of the page over and over and over again.
Kyle Riviera.
My stunned reaction must have given a tell because my father set his elbows on the desk, his chair creaking, and Carter’s brow furrowed when I looked up. “You know that name?”
A muscle ticked in my dad’s jaw. “My ex,” I supplied. I touched the paper lightly, like I was checking if it was real. “He—Kyle did this?”
“We don’t know that for sure,” Carter hedged. “But he was arrested outside Tovin this morning. Confessed to the whole thing. His life’s over.”
My throat closed and I hummed loudly, trying to tamp down all the emotions swimming in me. Not just remembering how dangerous Kyle seemed when he threatened me the day of the fire, but also what preceded and followed his visit.
Cole. The night with him. The day with him. How it felt like home when I thought I’d forgotten how home felt.
Carter and my dad gave me some more information after that but I wasn’t listening. I was numb. And as I walked back down Fox Lane to get to Main Street, where The Blooming Tide was, all I could think was that Cole was right.
He was right about all of it.
Someone from Edgewater didn’t do this.
I used the letter from my gram as an excuse to push him away because I was scared to stay here.
There was one thing Cole was wrong about, though—he’d said I destroyed what was between us so it would be his fault it ended and I wouldn’t have to feel the guilt when I walked away. That wasn’t true. The guilt was a breathing entity, living inside of me.
It was dark, ugly, consuming.
There was nothing in Tovin for me anymore, so why would I go back?
I’d reconciled with old friends in my hometown, I’d even begun to mend bridges with my estranged father—but now I couldn’t stay here either. I’d fucked things up too badly with Cole. I wouldn’t be able to stand living next door to him and not having him for myself, but I wasn’t sure he’d ever forgive me.
As I came to a stop outside Nina’s flower shop, I decided my only option was to leave as soon as I could. I wasn’t sure where I would go but I was running on impulse at that point. Adrenaline. It was survival.
I was up the stairs before I could think too hard about it. The door was locked, so I assumed Nina wasn’t there. I was running on autopilot. There wasn’t even much at Nina’s that I needed to get. My phone charger, a few overnight things that were in my bag I swiped from the hall when I stormed out on Cole that day.
I’d ruined everything. The inn had gone up in flames—literally—and so had everything else. I’d even missed the festival I’d promised to help with. I was in the hospital recovering from my sociopath ex trying to burn me alive.
I wasn’t thinking anymore, I was running. It was what I was good at.
I was so good at it that I almost ran straight into Nina without realising as I went barrelling back down the stairs to go to Cole’s, hoping that he wouldn’t be there or that if he was, I could wait him out, go in and get my stuff, and be gone before he returned.
I couldn’t give him the chance to stop me.
“Whoa, where’s the fire?” Nina’s voice was teasing, but as soon as she registered what must have been a pretty frantic look on my face, her expression morphed to a frown of concern. “Um, what’s wrong?”
Everything.
“Nothing.” I said it too quickly and she could tell. Nina was this weird mix of terrible and eerily adept at decoding social cues. Right now she was erring on the eerily adept end of the spectrum. She squinted at me. “I’m just gonna head to Cole’s to get some of my stuff. Running out of clean clothes.”
She was quiet for a few moments, her eyes scanning up and down me. Her gaze lingered on my face, the lace of sweat on my brow, my nostrils flaring with laboured breaths from darting around her apartment to grab my things. “Okay.” She drew out the word. “I’ll see you later.”
“See you later,” I lied.
Before I could stop myself, I pulled her into a hug, squeezing so hard the tears that were threatening at the corners of my eyes squeezed out too. Then I booked it down the stairs before she could ask what the fuck that was for.
It was goodbye.



Cole

MY DESIGN BOOK WAS OPEN in my lap when JD found me on the back patio of his house, where he’d left me to help Lynn put Jack to bed for the night.
“Can hear your brain working from inside, man.” He dropped himself in the Adirondack chair across from me and slid a beer across the table. “What’s going on in there?”
He looked pointedly at the small leather book, but made no direct comment on it.
I sighed, my shoulders sagging.
JD quirked a brow. “That bad, huh?”
I grunted, bringing the glass bottle to my lips. Edgewater Pale Ale was better on draught, but the bottles weren’t bad. It was still a good beer.
“When’d you last talk to her?” He didn’t need to say her name, we both knew who he was talking about.
My throat worked with a painful swallow. It still hurt like hell, but it was getting slowly better. I hoped Lexi’s was too. She got it way worse than I did. “I haven’t seen her in three days,” I ground out. “I don’t know where she is. Your sister has been dodging my calls.”
JD chuckled humourlessly, taking a sip of his beer. “Last Emma told me, Lexi’s staying with Nina above the flower shop.”
Heat detonated in my chest and I took another swig of my drink to try and put out the fire. The urge to go to her right now, now I knew where she was.
I knew I needed more of a plan than that, but it didn’t stop the reckless need from rearing its head. I was desperate to see her again, to hear her voice, to touch her, kiss her, have her hands on me.
“So how come you’re out here with your book open looking all introspective?” JD tipped his beer towards the aforementioned book and I picked it up, slapping it on the table.
He reached for it and I didn’t stop him, just kept my eyes locked on his grey gaze as he perused the entries carefully.
JD set his bottle down, looking closer, the pad of his thumb tracking over each page in turn. “You’ve added new dates.” It wasn’t a question. “What’re they for?”
I shifted my weight in the chair and the wood creaked as I hooked my ankle over my knee, leaning back with my beer settled in the crook of my hip. “Completion dates.”
JD’s head snapped up and his eyes locked on mine, wide. “You’re serious?”
“I want to restore the inn the full way—with my designs.” I took a deep breath and let it shake out of me slow. “Fire gave me the excuse. I want to do it properly—whether Lexi stays or not.”
The impact of the words was like a physical strike. It crushed the air from my lungs.
“Why?” My best friend’s question was almost accusatory. “Is this how you’re gonna win her back?”
If that comes as a bonus, I’ll take it—but I expect she’ll have made her decision before it’s done.
I rolled my lips in a shook my head. JD frowned. “Then why?”
“Because I want to,” I said firmly. “For me. Because it’s something I want to do. Because Penny would have liked the designs.”
And yeah, because I ultimately wanted to sit on that wraparound porch with Lexi in the evenings, holding her close to me and telling her I loved her.
But most of all I needed to do it for myself.
“And it’s something to keep me busy,” I admitted quietly. “If she decides to leave anyway.”
It was a shitty line of thinking to entertain and I hated doing so, but like Cleo said—it was part of the leap of faith. I had to take it if I wanted anything good to come out of this. I had to show Lexi that I wanted her to stay instead of walking away.
God did I want her to stay.
“You gonna talk to her?” JD slapped the book down on the table and slid it across to me. I grabbed it and tucked it into the inside pocket of my leather jacket. “Tell her what you plan to do?”
“Restoration’s happening regardless,” I said mildly. “Inn’s under wraps because of the fire. Even if she was still living with me—” I cleared my throat, the pain in my chest sudden and sharp as the words lanced through me. “She wouldn’t be able to see it. Nobody’s allowed in there except crew.”
JD huffed a laugh. “Crew?”
I shrugged. “I hired a few guys.”
“Damn, Dawson.” JD gave a low whistle. “You’re going all out. And you’re not even gonna tell her? Hell of a move. Win any woman back with that.”
I pressed my lips together and dropped my gaze for a moment, taking a deep breath for four before looking back up. JD’s expression had fallen and he gave a weak, conciliatory smile.
“I know what you’re gonna say,” he said quietly. “You don’t wanna manufacture reasons she should stay. You want her to stay for you.”
People didn’t give JD enough credit. Everyone thought he was just the good time guy. Shallow. Lots of surface but nothing underneath. Sarcastic, always there with a joke but nothing going on beyond it.
That couldn’t have been further from the truth. JD saw fucking everything. He could read people, and he felt deeply. He was just careful who he shared his emotions with, good or bad. A lot like me.
I nodded, because my best friend was right. I took a swig of my beer and he tilted his head. “So what are you gonna say to her?”
I blew out a breath. “I don’t know, man.” Scrubbing a hand over my face, I leaned back in the chair, stretching my legs out and crossing them at the ankles as I set my beer on the glass table. “Tell her I love her. That I want her to stay because that’s what I want. Not because she should or for any other reason than that I want to be with her.” I swallowed hard, looking up at the darkening sky. “Wanna fuck with forever, with her. Move her in with me—marry her. I want everything with her, man.”
JD snorted a laugh into the mouth of his beer bottle, muttering, “Sounds like you got it pretty much figured out.”
I gave a weak smile.
I did want to see her. I needed to. But I wasn’t only afraid of it not mattering what I said, that she was already done with me—I was also terrified that I’d freeze up again. That I wouldn’t be able to give her what she needed. My assurance that I was all in.
I am all in.
Why did it have to be so hard to say that?
I knew the answer, obviously. I’d had what I thought was forever ripped away from me and torn to shreds in front of my eyes and that shit fucking hurt. I’d barely recovered the first time.
But I did recover.
I did survive.
Lynn stepped out of the house, heading to the annex at the back of the garden where she lived as Jack’s full time nanny. JD tipped his bottle to her. “Have a good night, Lynn.”
I threw her a smile and she returned it. “Hi, Cole. How’s your heroic respiratory system?”
I chuckled despite myself. “Better than yesterday, not as good as tomorrow.”
Lynn rubbed the back of her neck. “I heard it was Lexi’s scummy ex boyfriend who set the fire, but they caught him.” Her eyes were filled with sympathy.
I nodded slowly. “Yep.” I popped the ‘p.’ Frankly I’d been trying to think about Kyle Riviera as little as possible, and I was glad they’d caught him because otherwise I’d have been tempted to go vigilante on his ass.
“Is she okay?” Lynn asked.
I blinked up at her, offering a noncommittal smile. I wasn’t sure how much JD had told her about what went down between me and Lexi. “She’s tough. She’ll be fine.” I paused, noting the dark circles under Lynn’s eyes. “Speaking of tough, how’s your dad?” I asked politely.
She gave a brittle smile, half turned away like she wasn’t sure if she was going to answer me before retreating to the annex. “One day at a time,” she said softly.
Right. One day at a time.
Lynn nodded and disappeared down the end of the garden. I turned back to JD, draining my beer. He was looking at his phone, frowning like it’d personally offended him.
When he looked up, he cleared his throat like he had something to say.
I narrowed my eyes. “What is it?” I asked cautiously.
He set his phone down on the table and let out a sigh. “Nina just messaged me.”
My mouth dropped open. “Since when does Nina message you?”
“She doesn’t,” he said flatly. He looked up then, his grey eyes meeting mine. “She’s being dramatic.”
I huffed a laugh despite myself. “Nina’s always dramatic.”
JD’s brow furrowed. “She said Lexi’s acting suspicious. She grabbed her stuff from Nina’s apartment and wouldn’t tell her where she was going.”
The heat that surged in my body was like a flashover. I shoved up out of the chair so quick my bottle rattled on the table. “She’s running.”
So was I. Off the deck and through the gate. JD’s chuckle was amplified in the mouth of his beer bottle, floating after me. “Go get your girl, man.”
My brain was firing and misfiring as I raced back to the inn.
The worst she could say was no. The worst she could do was leave. I wanted to show her my cards without expectation of anything in return, but all the hope in the world that she’d see how much I loved her, how much I needed her, how much I cared.
I had to tell her. She had to hear me say the words—and I needed to hear me say them too.
I’d spent enough fucking time entertaining the worst—I wanted to entertain the best instead.
What was the best that could happen?
She tells me she wants to stay.
With me.
She tells me she wants me.



Cole

I FOUND LEXI IN MY BEDROOM, half-packing and half-pacing.
Her back was to me as I skidded into the doorway, but she obviously heard me or sensed me because she stilled as soon as my gaze landed on her back.
“Lexi.” My voice was strangled. She whipped around, eyes wide and glassy.
Fuck. Please, baby, don’t cry.
I wanted to say it, but I wasn’t sure if it would make her bolt so I swallowed it down and settled on, “Please don’t leave. Please.”
If the tension rolling off her was water we’d be drowning in it. It’d fill up the room with no space left to breathe. It was like a mirror to the mess inside me too.
It wasn’t gravity keeping my feet anchored to the ground anymore, stopping me from falling off the earth. It was her. Her reverence. Her understanding. I really needed some of that understanding right now because I needed to ask her to forgive me for being such a fucking piss baby.
I took a deep breath so maybe I could say all of that. Say all of what I told JD. What I wanted with Lexi, what I wanted for us, together. Forever.
Instead, I half-yelled, “I’m in love with you.”
Well fuck.
It wasn’t what I intended to say.
I didn’t have a script or anything but if I did, that wouldn’t have been the opening line—
It was true though, wasn’t it?
Of course it’s fucking true.
Her eyes had turned to saucers, pupils dilated and taking up her pretty irises until there was nothing but a sliver of green. She blinked, like she wasn’t sure she heard me right.
I stepped closer and gave an internal fist pump when she didn’t step back. Every nerve in my body was buzzing with electricity. I wanted to touch her, but I wasn’t sure if she’d let me yet.
“I’m in fucking love with you, Lex.” My voice was rough, raw and honest. The words just came tumbling out. “You’ve ruined me.”
Her lips parted. I wanted to kiss them. She looked like she might speak but I went on, heart racing in my throat. I could see her pulse fluttering in her neck too, her eyes never leaving my face. “I want you to stay here, with me. For me. Forever.”
Her brow furrowed and I hated the flicker of uncertainty I saw there. I wanted to crush it. “Believe me, Lex, I do not fuck with forever. But you’ve ruined me for anything else. I want that with you.”
She let out a breathy chuckle, almost a surprised sound.
The soft note of it was like a battering ram and I dropped to my knees in front of her, grabbing her hands, desperate to keep that tiny spark of hope alive. If she laughed it meant she wasn’t too mad to laugh—and if she wasn’t too mad to laugh, I still had a chance here.
“Don’t, baby, don’t laugh—I’m serious.” There was definitely still some panic in my tone, but I tried to tamp it down. “You have to stay. Please, Lexi. I’m begging you. I’m telling you—you said you wanted to hear me say the words. So hear this. I want you to stay. I want you.”
She opened her mouth, those full lips parting with a little exhale I wanted to swallow. “Cole.” My name sounded like silk wrapped up in her whisper. Her eyes clouded with something I couldn’t name.
“Come on, baby. I’m on my knees.” I threw my hands up, dramatic as hell. I wanted to hear her laugh again. See her smile. I’d do anything. “Laugh if you want, but I’m not leaving unless you tell me to. Please, promise me you’ll stay. I want you here, with me.”
Lexi rolled her lips inwards and bit down on a smile.
“I can give you more,” I whispered. My hands went back to hers. “I was scared to say it because since Sarah and Rose, I’ve been terrified of wanting anything that can be taken from me. I’m done with that, it’s not worth you walking out of my life. I want you to choose me because I choose you. I need you to stay, baby. I want you to be mine.”
Her eyes widened slightly and my grip tightened on her hands. I pressed a kiss to her thumbs, clasped in mine. “I want to call you my girl, Lex,” I repeated. “Then I want to call you my fiancée, and I want to call you my wife.” I swallowed down the oppressive fear building in my chest even as Lexi let out a startled exhale at my admission. These were all my fucking cards. It was my last ditch effort. If she told me to walk away after this at least I knew I did everything in my power to get her to stay. “I want a family with you. You are the only forever I want to fuck with, baby. And if you don’t want that with me—” I sucked in a harsh breath, exhaling through the panic. “If you don’t want that with me, if I’m too much or not enough—if I’m not your ‘just right,’ tell me now. I’ll walk away.”
I gazed up at her, watching her eyes soften as she stared down at me.
When she opened her mouth, I held my breath.
She stroked her fingers over the backs of my thumbs where our hands were tangled together, rested over her stomach, me still on my knees in front of her. “I needed you to tell me you wanted me to stay for you, because that’s why I want to stay,” she whispered, like a secret. “I didn’t realise that was why I needed to hear it at the time, but that’s it. I’m not staying because this is my home, or because I’ve mended things with my daddy, or because I’ve reconnected with old friends.”
She let her head tip back slightly and the delicate column of her throat worked with a swallow as she blinked away the wetness in her eyes. “I want to stay for you. To be with you. I needed to know you’re giving as much as I am. That you’re risking as much. That you’re all in.”
“I’m all in.” The words clipped out of me, almost cutting her off.
And then she laughed again and it unravelled every hard knot that’d tangled up inside me since she walked out the door.
“I’m scared,” she admitted, her voice small. “I’m scared of failing you. I’m scared of loving you and being loved by you because then I’m going to let you down.” She blinked and her hands slipped from mine. I scrambled to my feet. “The last time I fucked up, it didn’t just cost me my brother but also my mother and sixteen years with my father.” Lexi’s voice cracked and her shoulders heaved. My hands stuttered at my sides. I didn’t know if she wanted me to hold her. If she’d let me. “I don’t want to fail you,” she whispered.
“Baby, you could never fail me.” Fuck it. I reached out and yanked her into me. “You could never fail us.”
She shook her head, or tried to. I had it cradled in my hand, pushed to my chest. “You don’t know that.”
“I do. I know it. I know. Just stay. Please. Stay with me. You don’t have to be perfect—god knows, I’m not. That’s what therapy’s for, baby.” This earned another one of her breathy laughs and I ate it the fuck up, burying my head in her hair. Lemon and jasmine. I inhaled deeply. “Please just stay with me.”
I didn’t want to, but I loosened my grip on her so she could ease out of my arms. Her lip trembled and she blinked, looking away like she was still deciding.
Still on the edge of making a decision that could destroy both of us.
“Please, baby,” I whispered, my voice hoarse. “Choose me.”
She was quiet for a long beat and I could feel my pulse in all my limbs as I waited.
Lexi’s eyes finally found mine and her lips parted as she whispered, “Okay.”
Relief hit me like a fucking freight train. I exploded into motion, grabbing her and pulling her to me, pressing a hard, desperate kiss to her mouth.
Lexi melted into me, her hands coming up to thread in my hair and she made that happy humming noise I fucking adored. I pulled back, just barely, my breath heavy against her lips. “Say the words, Lex,” I murmured, my forehead resting against hers. “I need to hear you say it.”
She huffed a sarcastic little laugh but there was no heat behind it.
I kissed her again, softer this time, slower. Again and again. Whispering between the kisses. “Please. Please say it. I need to hear those words, beautiful. Make it real. Tell me you want this. Tell me you want me as much as I want you.”
Her breath caught and I could feel the tension easing from her body, still pressed to mine.
She leaned into me, popping up onto her tiptoes to brush her lips over mine in a soft, lingering kiss. When she dropped back to her feet, her green eyes were bright and her face was flushed.
“I want to stay here with you,” she whispered, voice soft but certain. “I want to choose you.” My chest thundered in relief. I thought I might pass out, that I couldn’t get any happier, until she let a slight smile curve her lips as she added, “I love you too.”
The world stopped.
My breathing stopped.
I framed her face in my hands. “Say it again,” I demanded.
She giggled and it was like music. “I love you.”
“Fuck,” I muttered. Her smile only grew. “I love you. I love you. God, I love you so fucking much, baby.”
She pulled me down for another kiss and it felt like something inside me shifting. A door that’d been stuck shut for years finally unlocking, letting in the sunshine and the breeze.
“I think I liked you on your knees.” Lexi’s lips brushed the shell of my ear and goosebumps lit up my neck.
“I’ll go anywhere you ask.” I lowered myself in front of her and watched her throat work with a swallow. “Wanna know where I’d like you?” She hummed softly, that sound I loved. I smiled. “Love to have you sit on my face, baby. Taste you, eat this sweet cunt, watch those tits bounce.”
She moaned when I dragged a teasing knuckle over the seam of her jeans. I could feel the heat of her core.
“You offering for me to ride your beard?” she asked coyly, voice wavering with arousal. I hummed as I traced my knuckle over her again, feeling her tremble.
Her hands came to my face, scrubbing at my facial hair in that way I loved. I loved her touch all over me. I loved her.
I love her.
“What if you can’t breathe?” she asked breathlessly.
I chuckled, leaning forwards and bracketing her hips with my hands as I closed my mouth over the apex of her thighs through the fabric of her jeans, sending a tremor through her. “Then I die a happy man?” I murmured against the inside of her thigh.
She huffed as my palms grazed over her sides to grip her ass. “Not staying just for you to die on me, Dawson,” she mumbled reproachfully.
I growled, yanking her to the side so she tumbled onto the bed, giggling. I followed her, rolling us so she straddled my hips with my head on the pillows. “Say it again,” I demanded.
“Say what?”
“Tell me.” I knew she knew what I meant.
Her face softened and she leaned down to connect her mouth with mine, her hands roaming under my shirt and pushing the hem up as she mapped my skin. “I’m staying,” she whispered against my lips.
“Why?” I murmured.
I felt her smile and she deepened the kiss, opening her mouth and rolling her tongue over mine. I moaned against her lips and her smile grew. “Because I love you, Cole Dawson. I want to stay here, with you, forever, because I love you, and I’m yours.”
Something broke open in my chest and I tilted her head, taking control of the kiss. “I love you,” I whispered breathlessly. “I love you, Lex.”
She broke our mouths apart and let the tip of her nose brush mine. “Tell me you’re mine.”
I laughed almost incredulously. “You own me. I’m yours always, baby. Only forever with you.”
I meant it, too, every single word.
I couldn’t wait to fuck with forever if it meant I was with Lexi.




Lexi

I’D NEVER BEEN SO GLAD to smell the salt in the sea air, to see the familiar coastline coming into view. My heart picked up, thrumming in my throat and my temples.
There were fresh wildflowers in the window boxes outside the front windows of the inn, the soft scent of sea lavender and red aster sweet in the air as I abandoned my car at the curb and sprinted for the steps, leaving my case in the trunk.
The fire tarp still covered the top floor. I wasn’t sure how much longer it would be like that, but Cole had told me it was a big job, restoring it after the fire. I had faith in him to do the job properly, no matter how long it took.
My trip to Tovin had been fruitful. Mattie was glad to know I was, in fact, alive and well, and she ate up the stalker-ex-turned-arsonist story—with all the love in the world, of course, but Mattie was nothing if not a sucker for drama.
I’d left that afternoon, promising her she could come and visit whenever the spirit moved her. She told me she wanted, and I quote, “her own small town romance.”
My pulse kicked as I pushed the door open, stepping into Cole’s entryway and calling his name. My voice came out a little high and squeaky.
Like I’d summoned him straight from my dreams, he stepped out of the kitchen, wiping his hands on the front of a navy and white striped apron with little rope and eyelet straps. It was very nautical, and it stopped me dead in my tracks.
“You’re home.” His voice was soft. I just stared at him.
Dark tousled hair, neatly trimmed beard split in a warm smile and amber eyes shining, six five tall and about the same across—and wearing a fucking apron. He was determined to ruin my life.
Bubbled up laughter filled my chest and I rushed across the room, the soles of my Carvela boots he hated skidding on the hardwood. He caught me easily when I threw myself at him, strong arms wrapping around my waist and lifting me from the ground as I buried my face in the crook of his neck.
I inhaled the familiar scent of cedar soap and cloves.
Cole’s hand came up to cradle the back of my head, fingers gripping in my hair to pull me back just enough to land his mouth on mine. We’d only been apart just less than a week, but it felt like a lifetime. I was meant to be here. With him.
The kiss was deep and drugging. I hummed against his lips as his tongue rolled lazily over mine, and I felt the pleasured groan that rumbled from his warm chest. My fingers crept up the back of his neck, threading into his hair just the way he liked.
When Cole finally set me back down, I was breathless, my hands sliding over his shoulders to grip the edges of the apron. Another laugh burst out of me. “What the fuck are you doing?”
He glanced down, then back at me, and his grin was absolutely debilitating. It was shy, and heat flushed his face in the most disarming way.
Cole Dawson was blushing.
I pulled him into me as fiercely as I could, my tiny frame against his. He smelled like him, but also like flour and sugar. He felt like home.
“I missed you,” I murmured into his chest. I could feel the thud of his heartbeat through his clothes.
He laughed softly, a deep rumbling sound I felt against my cheek. “The apron does it for you?”
I tilted my head up to catch his eye, my chin rested against his sternum. “Everything about you does it for me, Dawson.”
I turned my head to the side, burying my face in his chest, content just to be back in his arms—but when my eyes blinked open, I spotted it.
I straightened, still in his arms. “Um… that door. I know I can be quite unobservant sometimes, but that’s not always been there, right?”
Cole stepped away from me, pulling a tray from the oven. When he set it down on the rack and the smell wafted over to me, I realised they were my gram’s sable cookies.
He baked my grandmother’s cookies ready for when I got home.
He shucked the apron casually, draping it over the back of a barstool. My poor, defenceless core never stood a chance as I took him in.
Plaid button down rolled up at the elbows to reveal strong, corded forearms. It stretched across his broad chest and was tucked in all proper, accentuating that soft bulk I loved so much about him. His light grey jeans were criminally well fitting.
Cole smirked as he quirked an eyebrow, crossing his arms. It made him look almost rakish and I loved it. “If you’re quite finished eye-banging me,” he drawled, “I’ll show you where it goes.”
Heat flooded my face. “I was just admiring the… craftsmanship,” I blurted. Cole guffawed. My face flushed further so I just leaned into it. “I mean—your parents did a fantastic job.”
Cole’s laughter rose and he stepped past me, his large hand landing warm on the small of my back as he opened the door, slow. He waited so that I could step through first. I expected a pantry or side room, but instead I found myself standing in a familiar space.
My heart stopped, then burst into frantic confetti.
The door from his kitchen led straight into the entryway of the inn.
I blinked, trying to take it all in as I walked slowly through the space. There were small differences in some of the details.
“It’s not finished yet,” Cole supplied from behind me, sounding apologetic. “I didn’t—it’s going to take a while, but I want to do the whole thing. Not just the fire damage. The designs…”
I rounded on him as he trailed off. “What?”
He stopped still and my heart leapt into my throat when I realised he looked nervous. More nervous than I’d ever seen him. His hands were jammed into his pockets, his shoulders tense.
“What’s wrong?”
He hesitated, swallowing hard. “Well… I’m not sure what your reaction just then meant.”
I exhaled slowly. “You’re going to restore the inn with your designs?”
“Only if that’s what you want.” The soft hesitation in his voice broke me. The way his amber eyes flickered darkly with worry. “I just thought… I thought—maybe—”
I hated to see him doubting himself. I stepped up to him, unable to stop the little gust of laughter that popped out of me. I took his hand in mind and squeezed hard. “Yes. Are you kidding? Yes.”
“Yeah?” His eyes softened, a slow, sheepish smile spreading across his face.
“Yeah,” I echoed. I pressed a kiss to the centre of his chest, lingering there for a second. “I’m so fucking proud of you.”
I glanced back to the door that connected his house to the inn. “So, the door?”
He followed my gaze, rubbing the back of his neck. “Well, I wanted to get that done before you got back.” He cleared his throat. “I thought maybe you could run the inn, and live next door… with me.”
I blinked at him, my heart stopping again.
This man had to stop making my heart stop, it couldn’t be good for me.
I looked up at him and his eyes were so unsure, like he was terrified I’d say no. When I grinned, his expression relaxed instantly. I reached up to brush my fingers through the hair at the nape of his neck, pulling him down to me so I could kiss him, slow and sweet, letting my lips linger on his.
“Cole, are you asking me to move in with you? Because I’d really love to move in with you.”
He huffed a little laugh, his breath warm over my lips. “Please,” he whispered, voice soft. “Yes. Please move in with me. Stay with me. I’m yours if you’re mine.”
I wound my arms around his neck, pulling him into the tightest embrace I could manage so I could murmur against his ear, “I’m yours, Cole Dawson. I am all yours.” His grip on me tightened and his breath hitched. I kissed the flutter of the pulse point at the side of his throat. “If there’s one forever you dare fuck with, let it be this one.”
He chuckled, lifting me off the ground and spinning me around, pressing kisses all over my face until I was breathless with laughter.
Cole carried me back through the door, back into his kitchen, and dropped me on the counter, pushing my legs apart to stand between my thighs, and leaned in to capture my mouth with his.
My hips rolled forward of their own accord.
“Missed you,” he murmured against my lips.
“Me too,” I whispered, grabbing at his sides to try and pull him closer. “We should get reacquainted. I mean, you’ve probably just about forgotten what I taste like.”
“Never,” he clipped. I’d almost have thought he was angry for his tone if he wasn’t pinning me with such a wolfish smile. His large palms were warm at the insides of my knees, pressing my thighs wider apart.
I giggled. “Could you use a reminder anyway, maybe?”
“Always.” He fumbled with the button and zipper on my jeans, tugging my waistband open roughly before he dropped to his knees, yanking my pants and underwear down with him.
I let my body fold back over the counter, my spine arching back up instantly as Cole’s lips brushed the inside of my thigh, leaving featherlight nips and kisses and the rasp of his beard.
“Don’t tease me, Dawson,” I reprimanded.
He chuckled, and I felt his hand drift a soft line up the inside of my leg before a thick finger slipped inside me. I gasped at the intrusion, clenching hard around him. “Favourite thing is teasing you, baby.”
“Thought your favourite thing was tasting me,” I challenged.
He hummed, and the hot puff of his exhale fanned over my drenched core. I was so fucking wet already. His thumb swiped over my clit and electrified my whole body so I went taut, then slack. “Favourite thing is you,” he eventually murmured.
I wanted to bask in how fucking sweet that was, but the flat of his tongue laving over me, then the point flicking at my clit, was too sinful and any intended words dissolved into whimpers deep in the back of my throat.
My hands found his hair, gripping hard. He sucked my clit and gave a playful nip, but I could tell it was a warning as well. “Don’t even think about it, Lex.”
“You never followed through on your promise,” I whispered.
He stilled momentarily, then gave a questioning hum. “Remind me, baby.”
Cole pulled his finger from me and returned with two, fucking me lazily as he teased me with his tongue and lips.
“You—when—” I sucked in a deep breath. “That morning.”
That made him freeze again. It wasn’t like I wanted to bring it up but he was kind of making me stupid right now, so the words just came out. It was that morning.
The morning Kyle showed up.
The morning of the fire.
“You said you’d get me so close,” I whimpered, hoping if I continued that neither of us would be bulldozed by those awful memories. “So close I’d be sobbing with it.” He groaned against me, the sound vibrating through my core. Heat coiled behind my hips and my head lolled to the side. “You said you’d fuck me hard and fill me up but I wouldn’t get to come. I—”
I choked as he nipped at my clit, then soothed the sting with his tongue, turning it to white hot shards of pleasure dripping all over me. “Go on,” he rumbled, his voice all gravel.
“You said I’d be dripping into my panties.” A full body tremor wracked me and I whimpered as his fingers crooked up, hitting just right. My shoulder blades pressed into the granite counter hard, but I didn’t care. “Begging for relief—relief only you could give me—”
He gave a pleasured sound against my clit, then licked a languid line over my slit until he reached my entrance. His fingers pulled back and he replaced them with his tongue, fucking into me a handful of times before murmuring an expectant, “And?”
“And—” His grip tightened on my thighs and I choked on the words for a moment. “And I’d know I belong to you.”
“That’s right, baby.” His voice was dark and warm, like a summer sky. “I did promise you.” He said it like he was deliberating, considering. “And you are such a good girl.”
I found myself nodding, though I wasn’t sure if he could see me.
“Please.” The word left me unbidden.
Cole stood and towered over me, tugging me from the counter and wrapping my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist. He clearly didn’t care that I was going to drench his shirt. He hopefully wouldn’t be wearing it for long anyway.
“Do anything for you, Lex,” he murmured as he carried me upstairs. I landed flat on my back on the bed and Cole slipped the buttons on his shirt quickly, whipping it off and unbuckling his belt as I propped myself on my elbows.
“I know,” I whispered. “I love you.”
His movements slowed and his gaze connected with mine. Warm, dark, like whiskey. His smile was slow. A smile, not a smirk. We may have been playing, but this wasn’t a game. “I love you too,” he said softly.
I blinked away the sting behind my nose as he pushed his jeans and boxers down and climbed over me. I gasped when he grabbed the back of my thigh and sank deep inside of me. The warm weight of his body pinned me to the bed and my eyes fell shut.
“I love to play, and tease you, you know that,” he murmured, “And I’ll keep my promise—but I need to get you there this time, okay baby?”
“Okay,” I breathed.
“Good girl.”
I whimpered, my hands grazing over him, brushing his sides and his arms and his shoulders, feeling him exactly the way I liked. Warm, strong, soft. Mine.
His hand moved between us, drawing tight circles around my swollen clit as my breathing grew choppy and his movements became ragged and irregular.
“I love you.” My words were a promise whispered against the side of his neck, my lips brushing his hot, salt skin. His movements faltered and lightning arced under my skin as he spilled inside of me, his moan deep and vibrating through me as I followed him over the edge.
“I love you,” he echoed breathlessly. “More every day, Lex. You’re my forever.”



Cole

WALKING INTO THE BLOOMING TIDE was like being slapped in the face with every flower in Edgewater at once. Nina’s eyes snapped up from her spot behind the counter as the little brass bell above the door jingled, and a smile spread wide across her face when she spotted me.
“Cole lumberjack-calendar-model Dawson.” She set down the roll of green ribbon she’d been working with. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“Just here to get my girlfriend some flowers.” I couldn’t keep the smile from my face or keep it out of my voice either. I’d gone straight from meeting Sarah and Ella to Tide and Time as soon as Rhodes Coleman called me and told me my order was ready—and I could feel the little red box weighing heavy in the pocket of my jeans, waiting for the right time, but I wanted to get Lexi some flowers too.
Nina’s grin stretched even wider than I thought was possible—and then when it couldn’t get any wider, she giggled.
“God I just love this,” she gusted out on another laugh. “You and Lexi are just…” She made an unintelligible noise, face scrunching up. “You both deserve something so, so good—and look at you, giving that to each other. It’s perfect.”
I chuckled, perusing the shelves of glass and ceramic vases to the left of the counter whilst Nina busied herself grabbing handfuls of different blooms and fluffing them up together in a dulled metal bucket by the register. I glanced up to her. “Don’t you need to know what I want to get before you start putting something together?”
Nina’s laugh was so sharp it split the air in the shop, like it surprised her as much as it surprised me. I’d always remembered her being loud and just kind of… uninhibited. She was Emma’s best friend, and Emma was my best friend’s sister, so we’d been in each others’ orbits for over twenty years. I wasn’t sure I’d have considered us friends, but I’d help her if she needed it and I was sure she’d do the same for me.
Like she was doing right now.
“I know what you want,” she said, her voice a mix of amusement and playful derision. “This isn’t my first rodeo.”
I snorted a light laugh through my nose. “No, I suppose not.”
“Do you want a bouquet?” she asked, tracking my movement across the display wall. “Or is the spirit moving you over there—got your eye on one of the vases?”
“Maybe.” I hummed, reaching out and grazing a finger over what looked like a vase made of paper instead of ceramic. It was painted matte orange, in the shape of a tube with an opening at the top for flowers and then looping around so the other end of the tube was flush with the surface it sat on. It was more like an art piece than a vase, honestly. “These are waterproof, right?” I asked, eyes flicking up to Nina.
She was faced away from me, but obviously knew what I was talking about because her head dipped in a quick nod as her hands worked on the arrangement. “Yeah. They’re made of paper, but they’re coated on the inside to make sure they’re waterproof. They’re from an artist in Tovin—found her stuff online. Rebecca West. Does all kinds of cool sculpture stuff and when I saw the paper pots, I couldn’t resist.”
I huffed a laugh. “It’s neat. Will the pretty little thing you’re whipping up over there fit in here?”
“I can adapt,” she said, an edge of determination in her voice.
“Then I’ll have it.” I picked up the pot carefully—it was heavier than I expected for being made of paper, but I guessed it’d have some kind of weight in the closed end to make sure it didn’t tip over—and walked it over to the counter.
I glanced over Nina’s shoulder to where there was a broken up half-diagonal crack running across the sage green painted wall. It was wider at the top, where it connected to the doorframe leading into the back room. I rolled my lips in. “You had anybody look at that?” I tipped my head when she glanced over her shoulder at me and she cast a quick look to the wall before resuming her work on the bouquet.
One shoulder popped in a shrug. “Is it something I gotta worry about?”
I hummed. It was hard to tell from here but it didn’t look great. “Know how long it’s been there?”
“Time’s not my strong suit.” Nina snorted a laugh. “No clue.”
I rolled my eyes. I already knew that about her. “Okay. Well, tell me if it gets worse. I can take a look at it.”
I leaned a hand to the counter as she spun back to face me, a bright but modest bouquet in hand. It was a mix of little puffs of tiny white and red blooms, some sea lavender and long velvety green stalks, with a few large pops of yellow—big bright sunflowers ready to open up. “Thanks, Mr. Fix-It. So, what do you think?”
“Perfect,” I said honestly. “She’ll love it.”
“I know she will,” Nina said, pulling the vase across the counter so she could scan the barcode. “I arranged it—and it’s being given to her by the man she is hopelessly gone for. What’s not to like?”
I could feel the heat creeping up my neck in the wake of her the man she is hopelessly gone for comment. It was okay though. I was hopelessly gone for Lexi too. Couldn’t find it in myself to mind at all.
“Okay.” Nina drew out the word, clacking around on the dinosaur of a cash register that must have been a holdover from when her mom owned the shop. It looked older than the one at Watkins Hardware—and that was saying something. “So that’ll be—”
I wasn’t sure if it was the jingling bell above the door that cut her off, or the shrill female voice that shrieked, “You!” at the same time the door swung open. Nina’s mouth popped open and her brows shot up, eyes wide and fixed behind me.
I turned around to find a woman maybe my age, with sleek black hair pulled into a neat ponytail. Her eyes were wild and red-rimmed and there were light streaks down her cheeks where she’d clearly been crying and the tear tracks had reaped her foundation, leaving blotchy pink beneath.
“Can I help you?” Nina’s customer service voice was in place, but it wavered.
The woman stalked up to the counter, coming to stand beside me. She barely reached my chest and she looked like she probably weighed less than half what I did, but it was admittedly intimidating how absolutely fucking rabid she was with whatever had pissed her off.
It looked like what had pissed her off was Nina.
“How dare you!” The woman’s neatly manicured finger jabbed over the counter at Nina, her blunt, beige-painted nail making sharp contact with her sternum. “Do you have absolutely no shame?”
Nina seemed like she was frozen. Her mouth was still open. Her whole face spelled complete and utter confusion. Brows drawn low but eyes wide and unblinking.
“Excuse me.” My voice came out sharper than I meant for it to. I was absolutely not in any position to know what to do in a situation like this. I was no hostage negotiator or proven mediator and I don’t think I’d deescalated a potential physical altercation since I was about fourteen—but I wasn’t about to stand there and do nothing. “Ma’am? You don’t speak to her like that.”
The woman scoffed and turned her wrath to me. If looks could kill I’d have been six feet under easy. There were flames in her eyes and I could feel myself burning up. All the words in my mouth and in my head turned to ash. “Are you her boyfriend?” the woman asked, her words all derision and venom.
I said, “What?” at the same time Nina said, “Who the hell are you?”
At least she was unfrozen now. The woman’s head snapped back to Nina and she loosed a borderline manic laugh. “I’m the wife of the married man you slept with!”
Nina’s face paled instantly, like someone spiked her somewhere in the leg and just drained all the blood out of her in seconds. “What?” Her voice was faint and far away.
“Harvey Peters—from Tovin, he was on a business trip here a few months ago,” the woman spat, watching Nina through a watery blue gaze.
“I—” Nina cut herself off, sucking in a deep breath. Her eyes flew around the room like anxious birds, like she was trying to parse something out in her head. “I didn’t even—”
“Oh my god,” the woman bulldozed over her. “You didn’t even know his fucking name, did you?”
Nina blinked once. Twice. “I… didn’t know he was married. I never—”
“You didn’t ask?” the woman snapped back.
“Why would I ask?” There was fire in Nina’s voice now too. The whole shop was going to be razed to the earth if this kept up. “He picked me up in a bar—he wasn’t wearing a ring! Why would I—”
The woman’s high-pitched laugh cut her off. “So you’re not just a slut and a homewrecker, you’re a liar too?”
Nina’s face morphed to utter devastation and I’d had my fill.
“That’s enough,” I snapped. “You need to leave. Now.”
The woman cut her gaze to me, licks of scornful embers beneath the brimming tears. “You should get yourself tested. Who knows how many other men your girl has slept around with besides you.”
“Out,” I gritted through my teeth. “Or I’ll call the sheriff’s station.”
She scoffed, but turned on her patent leather stiletto and stalked out. I followed her with my eyes to make sure she left. The echo of the bell jingling hung in the air, and the air hung heavy around us as the door sighed shut.
What the fuck just happened?
“Nina, what—” I turned back to find her hunched over, head in her hands, shoulders curved forwards and heaving with silent sobs. “Jesus, Nina. C’mere.” I flipped up the hinged hatch and stepped behind the counter, pulling her up and into me. Her body wracked with her weeping and I smoothed her hair over the back of her head as she cried it out.
Sometimes you just have to do that, right? Crying is cathartic.
Something was telling me there wasn’t much catharsis in this for Nina, though.
“I-I’m so sorry,” she mumbled into my chest. “Fuck—I’m sorry you had to see that.” She was hiccupping with her words she’d been crying so hard. It was those big, throat-clogging sobs that make it impossible to breathe through them, one step away from hysterical hyperventilating.
“Don’t apologise to me,” I said firmly. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”
“I never—I wouldn’t—if I knew—”
“I know.” I continued smoothing her hair. It seemed to be calming her down. “Just breathe. That wasn’t your fault. It’s not on you what her husband did. It’s on him. He cheated. That’s on him and only him, Nina.”
Her breaths were still heaving and ragged, but she slowly pulled away from my embrace. Her face was bright angry pink and her eyes were glassy and wet. “I know. I just—fuck.”
I shook my head and tipped my chin to the door. “Let me take you back to the inn. You and Lex can call Emma.”
“I—”
“I don’t want you to leave here alone,” I said firmly. “Hell hath no fury and all that.”
That dragged a chuckle from her and I was grateful. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen Nina cry like that. She was fiery and impulsive and from what I knew about her, she was sensitive and felt deeply.
But that was fucking devastating.
“Okay,” she whispered. She dragged in a deep, lung-filling breath and blew it out slowly. “Your stuff is on the house.”
“No, come on—”
“It’s not up for debate,” she said blandly. “She was gonna claw my eyes out if you weren’t here. I’m certain of it. Let’s go.” Her voice was soft and her forced smile was brittle as she scooped the wrapped bouquet and the paper vase off the counter, pushing them into my hands.
She swiped up her keys and locked the register, flipping the lights on the way out and securing the door and the roller shutter before we headed over to my truck.
“Wanna talk about it?” I asked as I opened the passenger door for her. She took the flowers and the vase from me to hold them whilst I drove and I shut the door and crossed over to the driver’s side.
“Not really,” she muttered.
I glanced at her and nodded, starting the truck. The engine roared to life and we drove the few minutes back to my place and the inn. I reversed my truck into the drive and killed the engine. Nina didn’t move right away, so I got out and went around to open her door.
“I would never sleep with someone in a relationship,” she said.
“I know that,” I said easily.
“No, I just—I know—but I need you to hear me say it?” She huffed out a series of staccato breaths. “Does that make sense? I need you to know that I mean it. It shouldn’t have to be a rule because it should be a rule for everyone not to fucking sleep with people when they’re in a committed relationship, but—” She ran out of air, sucked in another lungful. “As a rule, I would never do that. I wouldn’t have taken him home if I’d known.”
I knew she didn’t need to hear me say, “I know” again, so I just nodded, taking the flowers and the paper pot from her and letting her jump out of the truck and close the door before I locked it.
She followed me up the path and I could hear her sniffing behind me.
“Hey baby, where are you?” I called as I stepped through the door to my house. The kitchen light was on and I could smell vanilla, sugar and cocoa. Lexi was probably making Penny’s sable cookies. I fucking loved those things. They were like crack.
Lexi popped her head into the doorway. Her dark hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun and she had a streak of flour on her cheek. I grinned, meeting her halfway in the hall and leaning down to press a kiss to her lips.
She hummed, that sound I loved, then pulled back.
I hesitated for a moment, the box digging into my thigh through the lining of my pocket, but I knew it wasn’t the right time—so I just held the bouquet out to her as it suddenly became a ‘just because’ gift.
“Something pretty for my pretty girl.” Lexi beamed, grabbing the flowers and burying her nose in them, inhaling deeply. I held up the quirky orange vase. “I thought this was neat. From a sculptor in Tovin. It’s made of paper but it’s waterproof so it can be used for flowers. Nina—”
Nina.
She cleared her throat behind me at the same time I remembered she was there. Lexi arched a brow and I stepped aside. Her lips parted when she saw Nina, looking frankly fucking bereft. “Oh my god. What’s—Christ, Nina. What happened?” Lexi’s voice bordered on frantic.
I emptied her arms of the bouquet and pot and she rushed to Nina. “There was… an incident at the flower shop,” I said over my shoulder as I walked the vase and flowers to the kitchen counter and set them down. “It was—I’ll let her tell you, but… it seemed like company was in order. Maybe call Emma?”
Lexi glanced back to me, then to Nina, who hadn’t spoken yet. Lexi’s hands were on her upper arms, rubbing absently like she was trying to warm her up. That made sense, because Nina was shaking.
“Of course,” Lexi said softly. She leaned her head a little closer to Nina and added, “Girls night?”
Nina still didn’t speak, just nodded.
I busied myself with unwrapping the bouquet and filling the vase, feeding the stems into the top of the tube and trying to keep the arrangement as pretty as Nina had made it. Lexi and Nina migrated into the kitchen, taking up residence on the barstools at the island as Lexi fired off some kind of coded SOS message to Emma.
“She’ll be here ASAP,” Lexi told Nina quietly.
Nina offered a watery smile. Her eyes darted from Lexi to me, and her gaze softened. She reached out and rested her hand on Lexi’s knee. “I—when Emma gets here I’ll explain but I—if Cole wasn’t in the shop with me, I don’t really know what would have happened,” she whispered, flicking her eyes to me again. “You’re really lucky to have him in your corner.”
Well, shucks.
Lexi’s smile was all soft and gooey and I rounded the breakfast bar to stand behind her, wrapping my arms over her shoulders and dropping a kiss on the top of her head. I cut my gaze up to Nina’s and offered a smile. “I’m in your corner too.”
Lexi’s hands found mine where they rested over her ribs and squeezed. “We both are.”
I dropped another kiss on Lexi’s head. “I’ll let you plan your girls night. Need anything?”
“Keep an eye on the cookies?” Lexi said over her shoulder, dropping a kiss to my forearm before I stepped away. “Another five minutes, maybe. Check with a skewer.”
“Got it.”
I glanced in the oven and gave the sable cookies a few more minutes before grabbing them out and shucking them onto a wire rack to cool. At least Lexi, Emma and Nina would have something sweet to enjoy for their girls night.
Nina and Lexi were leaned together now. Nina’s eyes were still red and puffy from crying, but she was smiling at least. They were muttering between themselves about doing face masks, wine, romcoms, the whole nine.
When there was a knock at the door, I assumed it was Emma. I wasn’t sure where she’d been when Lexi called, but it must have been close by for her to get here that quickly.
I pulled the door open to find JD. Jack bounced beside him, hand clasped in his dad’s. I felt my features contract in confusion. “Hey,” I said slowly. It came out a bit like a question. I glanced between them. I couldn’t read the expression on JD’s face but I could tell it wasn’t good.
“Hey buddy!” I turned my attention to Jack, extending my arms. He bolted to me and I scooped him up, stepping backwards into the hall, eyes still locked on my best friend, who hadn’t spoken yet.
That wasn’t a lick like him.
I spun towards the kitchen, carrying Jack on my hip as he babbled away about some elephants toothpaste coke and mentos experiment he’d been doing in science class.
His little arms flung wide as he yelled, “Mine went so high it almost burst the ceiling into the sky!”
I winced. That’s fine bud, I didn’t need that eardrum.
“That sounds so damn cool, Jack—we should try it out back here and see how high it goes with no ceiling at all,” I said, trying to force some enthusiasm into my voice to match his. I could hear JD trailing after me. Something was fucking wrong, I could tell. “But it’ll have to be next time, when you’re here in the day. It’s dark out now.”
Lexi’s eyes snapped to mine as we stepped into the kitchen. “Hey.” Her voice was just as careful and confused as mine was when I saw JD and Jack at the door. “Hey Jack.” Lexi’s eyes darted between me and the space behind me, where I assumed JD was. “Why… why don’t you come sit with me and Nina for a second? I think your dad wants to talk to Uncle Cole.” It wasn’t intended as a question, I don’t think, but her voice tailed up at the end like she might have been probing.
“Thanks baby.” I handed Jack off to Lexi and Jack immediately began rehashing the elephants toothpaste story for her and Nina. I turned back to JD.
He was stood half in the doorway, hands shoved in his pockets. He was wearing his ballcap but I’d hazard a guess that his hair would have been messed to fuck. He looked stressed, and when he was stressed he was like me, raking a hand through his hair every three seconds like he was trying to drag some sense out of the depths of his crowded head.
I jerked my chin towards the living room and made a start that way. JD followed me again. I could feel the dejection radiating off him.
“Sit,” I said flatly. He dropped himself down on the sofa and I parked my ass in the armchair. Right as my butt hit the seat the doorbell chimed, but I heard Lexi yell from the kitchen that she’d get it.
I settled back, distantly aware of Emma’s voice in the hall as she exclaimed to Jack, “Hey! What are you doing hear little guy?”
I had the same question.
“What’s going on?” No point beating around the bush. Something was up with JD and it was freaking me out at this point. I wasn’t sure I’d ever been in his presence for this long without him speaking. JD was never quiet.
His throat worked with a rough swallow and he took his baseball cap off and threw it on the coffee table between us. I was right about the hair—and, as if on cue, he shoved both hands through it as he dropped his head low, eyes locked on the jute rug at his feet.
I was about to ask him again what the hell was happening. I didn’t want to push him, but I couldn’t fix anything if I didn’t know what the deal was. But as I opened my mouth, he finally spoke. “Lynn’s gone.”
I blinked. His back heaved as he drew in a long breath and let it out slow and ragged. “Lynn’s… gone? What do you mean gone?”
“Her dad is really sick, and—” He cut himself off as his voice got low and wobbled. “She’s going back to Tovin. For good. She quit. She’s not coming back.”
My mouth fell open but no words came out. I didn’t know what to say.
Lynn was basically full time childcare for Jack. She was his nanny. He loved her. She was great with him—and she was the only reason JD could work full time to support himself and Jack.
And now she was gone.
A breathless and altogether humourless laugh soughed out of him as his hands dropped between his knees, forearms rested on his legs. He practically threw himself upright and against the back of the sofa, sinking down and tipping his head back. His eyes were glassy and a little red stained.
He huffed again, but didn’t look at me. “What the fuck am I gonna do, man?”

*
It ended up being stupidly late by the time Lexi and I headed to bed.
I didn’t mind it. We had friends who needed us.
Lexi, Emma and Nina had their girls night—JD and I drank some whiskey and talked shit out on the back porch of my house like we used to while Jack bounced between us all. When they left, I think JD was thinking a little less about what he was going to do without Lynn.
Whether that was a good thing or a bad thing, I wasn’t sure.
I’d almost forgotten about my plan by the time I was undressing slowly, tugging off my shirt and shucking my jeans, until the little red velvet box tumbled onto the floor from my pocket and I froze as Lexi’s gaze landed on it, and then shifted to me.
I’d stared at it in the shop when Rhodes opened the box to show me what he’d put together—he had a better vision than me, all I knew was that Lexi wore mostly gold jewellery, and that I wanted something green. It was beautiful. Simple. Yellow gold, and emeralds to match her eyes.
Eyes that were locked on me now, questioning.
Her swallow was audible in the quiet room, quickly followed by mine.
“What’s that?”
She said it almost like it was a question but it wasn’t really. It was a burgundy red velvet box, a little smaller than a stack of mini Post-It notes. What the hell else would it be?
A slow smile was spreading across her beautiful face and before I could stop myself, I swiped the box from the floor and stepped up to her, in nothing but my boxers, muttering, “Fuck it.”
Lexi’s teeth sank into her lower lip and she looked up at me coyly. “What’s going on, Dawson?” It bubbled out of her on a giggle, another non-question.
“Life doesn’t always work out, does it baby?” I murmured, tipping my gaze down so my forehead rested to the top of her head. “I had this planned, and it didn’t go how I wanted because of things out of my control. But that’s okay. I love you anyway.”
Lexi’s breath hitched and I whispered a kiss to her head as I dropped to one knee in front of her, in my damn underwear, popping the box and holding it up to her. “Marry me, Lex?”
Her hands covered her mouth and her eyes filled with tears but her “yes” cracked through the air like a gunshot and my whole body relaxed with the relief of it.
She said yes.
Somewhere in the chaos I slipped the ring on her finger and she dove into my arms, sending me sprawling backwards so she could straddle my hips, pressing breathless kisses all over my face and neck as we both laughed.
Every now and then the ring caught the light, gold and emeralds sparkling.
Mine.
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