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Chapter One

Ultimately, the eight-foot-tall smiling ghost was the last straw.

Liam Donovan certainly didn’t consider himself to be the
kind of guy who didn’t enjoy some festive Halloween
decorations, but for some reason, this year it annoyed the hell
out of him.

“Hey,” his brother Jamie said with a smart-ass grin. “Nice
ghost. Didn’t realize you were decorating this year.”

If it weren’t for the fact that his brother was carrying a box
of glasses, Liam would have punched him.

Or tripped him, at the very least.

This so wasn’t the way he wanted to go about meeting his
neighbors as he moved into his new home. But unfortunately,
over the last week as he’d been going about doing some work
on the house before he moved in, the yard decorations at the
house next door just got progressively more obnoxious. Even
now as he stood in the middle of his front yard and glanced
over at theirs, he couldn’t believe anyone would go to that
much trouble to decorate for Halloween.

And then there was the ghost that wandered onto his
property.

Yeah, that was the last straw.



Liam had picked this particular house because of the
neighborhood and the fact that each home had a decent
amount of space between them. He was looking forward to the
privacy and not having anyone living right on top of him.

And that included inflatable ghosts.

“Dude, you know I don’t mind helping you move,” Jamie
said as he walked back to the moving truck, “but you have to
at least give a hand.” Chuckling, he went and grabbed another
large box before heading back into the house.

He hated that his brother had a point and, with more force
than necessary, he kicked the ghost back over to his neighbor’s
yard. He’d talk to them later about boundaries and property
lines.

“Should have gone with a newer subdivision with an
HOA,” he mumbled as he grabbed one of the boxes from the
truck. “I could complain to them anonymously and go about
my day.”

When he got out of the Marines a few months ago, one of
his first goals was to buy a house. He’d been renting an
apartment in town that he’d kept for years, even though he
rarely used it. The logic had been that he wanted a place to
come to and have some privacy when he was home on leave.
With four siblings, it was important for him to be able to come
back and visit and see everyone without having to stay in his
childhood home and sleep in the same bed he’d grown up in.
Everything had fallen into place and gone so smoothly that
he’d felt like he’d hit the jackpot.

And now this.

“What are you frowning about?” his sister Ryleigh asked
as he put the box of dishes down on the kitchen counter.



“We’re all working and things are getting done. I thought
you’d be thrilled.”

“Just...thinking,” he murmured before turning and walking
out of the house again.

“It looks like the Halloween version of Candyland over
there,” his other brother Patrick said as they worked together
to heft a sofa out of the truck.

“Don’t remind me.”

With a small laugh, Patrick picked up his end of the sofa
before they carefully made their way down the ramp.

“You should have warned me about this,” Liam grumbled.
“About what? That your neighbors celebrate holidays?”
He had a point, but...

“As my realtor, you should have pointed out this sort of
thing to me. It’s an eyesore and if I’d known about it, |
wouldn’t have bought the house.”

“Bullshit,” Patrick retorted.

“Excuse me?” He wanted to drop the sofa and argue this
out, but he was the guy walking backwards while his brother
was pushing forward.

“Liam, be serious. Are you saying you would have passed
on this house because a neighbor puts up holiday decorations?
I mean, I know you’re uptight, but that’s ridiculous. Even for
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you.

That made him laugh. “I’m uptight? Dude, you are the
king of uptight.”

Grinning, his brother shook his head. “I learned from the
master. You.”



They put the sofa down in the living room before pausing
and staring at each other. Maybe he was just itching for a fight
because it seemed like everyone was grating on his last nerve.
He was about to say something—definitely not an apology—
when their mother walked in with a big smile and announced
that she had lunch for everyone.

“Finally!” Jamie called out before running over and taking
the box of food from her. “Your eldest child is working us all
to death! He hasn’t allowed us to even take a break! I’'m telling
you, it’s almost criminal.”

“Seriously?” Liam huffed with annoyance. “What about on
the ride over here?”

“That was a twelve-minute drive,” Jamie countered. “I’d
hardly call that a break.”

“My poor baby,” Kate Donovan cooed as she patted her
youngest son’s cheek. “You’d think a strapping young man
like yourself could handle this sort of thing. After all, wasn’t
that what you told that pretty girl the other night at the pub?”

Everyone stopped and watched as Jamie’s cheeks turned a
little red.

“Wh...what are you talking about?”

“Jamie, please,” she said as she poked around the kitchen,
looking in all the boxes. “There 1sn’t a night that goes by that
you’re not flirting with one girl or another. You’re the town
Casanova and everyone knows it.” She shrugged. “Of course,
there are some things a mother doesn’t need to hear.”

“Mom...what the heck?” Jamie hissed.

“What?” she asked with amusement. “The cute blonde
who was hanging on your every word Thursday night. She
wore that very low-cut pink blouse and practically put her



breasts in your face.” Pulling out a stack of napkins, she went
on. “You mentioned something about your stamina and...”

“Mom!”" he cried. “Oh my God! You were listening to
that?”’

And just like that, Liam’s foul mood dissipated a bit.

Stepping into the kitchen, he kissed his mother’s cheek and
figured he’d help his baby brother out a bit. “Thanks for
bringing lunch over. I’m sure things are busy at the pub, so...”

“Nonsense. We have a wonderfully competent staff and |
always have time for my family,” she told him as she began
pulling food out and placing it on the counter. “I brought you a
bacon cheeseburger. Patrick, I made you a turkey club. Jamie,
I got you the Swiss and mushroom burger. And there are fries
and drinks for everyone.”

Behind them, Ryleigh cleared her throat. “Um...hi,” she
said with a hint of annoyance. “Did you happen to bring
anything for me?”

“Of course I did!” Picking up a container, Kate handed it
to Ryleigh. “I made you a nice salad with grilled chicken and
the light dressing on the side. Use it sparingly.”

“What? Why? Why do the guys all get burgers and I get a
measly salad?”

“Your jeans look a little snug.”

Now it was Ryleigh’s turn to cry out in frustration. “Mom!

Jeez! These are not snug!” Tugging on the waistband of her
jeans to prove the point, she let out a low growl before

walking out of the room.

“Are Arianna and Will here?” Kate asked as she looked
around. “I didn’t think I saw their cars, but I brought lunch for



them.”

“They stayed behind and are cleaning up at the apartment,”
Liam explained. “And to pack up anything we left behind.”

“If you ask me, it’s an excuse for them to get out of doing
any of the heavy lifting,” Jamie murmured around a mouthful
of burger. “We all know there’s nothing left there.”

All Liam did was shrug. “Doesn’t matter. Arianna
volunteered to clean the place and I sure as hell didn’t want to,
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SO...

“That was very sweet of her,” his mother said as she
unwrapped a sandwich for herself. “Now you’ll certainly get
your deposit back. Be sure to thank your sister.”

“We could’ve used Will over here,” Patrick chimed in.
“One more set of strong arms to move the furniture. You and I
can’t do it all.”

“Hey!” Jamie snapped. “I’m right here and I’ve been
helping too!”

“Yeah, you’ve been a real champ with the boxes,” Patrick
countered. “I think Ryleigh carried in heavier stuff than you.”

“Okay, that’s enough,” Kate said as she tried hard not to
laugh.

Liam always got a kick out of how she tried to keep the
peace between her children without showing favorites, but it
was definitely fun when she had to hide her amusement.

“Your brother works very hard at the pub and does heavy
lifting all the time. It’s exhausting,” she explained to no one in
particular. “And no matter how much stamina he claims to
have...”



“Oh my God, Mom!” Jamie snapped again. “Stop!

"9

Please

“What? What did I say that was so wrong? You do this sort
of thing all the time when a pretty girl comes into the pub.
You’re a shameless flirt, Jamie.”

His brother hung his head and groaned.

Looking around, Kate smiled at her other three children.
“You all know what I’m saying. Maybe cut your brother some
slack. After all, it’s not just all the heavy lifting he does at the
pub. Carrying around that giant ego of his has got to be
exhausting.”

There was a round of laughter and then it got quiet for a
few minutes while everyone ate.

“So, Liam,” his mother said after finishing her lunch, “how
much more do you have to do today?”

Glancing around, he tried to gauge where they were at. “I
think we got almost all the boxes in, so I’ll need to unpack.”
He looked around again. “Although, I think Ryleigh’s kind of
been on top of that.”

“I have,” she called out in response. “Most of the kitchen
is done and I hung up all of your stuff in the bedroom closet.”
Walking back into the kitchen and throwing out the remnants
of her salad, she gave their mother the side-eye before
continuing. “I unpacked the bathroom and linens too, so other
than these last few boxes that Jamie brought in and random
deécor stuff, you’re good to go.”

“Holy crap, Ry,” he said in amazement. “Thanks. I had no
idea you got so much done.”

She grinned. “Please. 1 love organizing stuff, so this was
fun for me.”



“Such a weirdo,” he teased even as he pulled her in for a
hug and kissed the top of her head. “Thanks.” Then he looked
at his mother. “There are a few more pieces of furniture out in
the truck, but then it all comes down to getting boxes broken
down, hanging curtains and pictures, connecting all the

electronics...”

“Moving day is always exhausting,” she replied before
walking over to the box she had brought in with her. “Your
father will stop by later on and help with anything else you
need. I’'m going to bring these sandwiches over to Will and
Arianna and get back to the pub.” Walking around, she kissed
each of her kids. “I’ll be sure to send dinner with him.”

“Thanks, Mom!”

She paused and turned around with a smile. “Oh, and
maybe a couple of pumpkins for the front porch to go with the
ghost! It’s so cute that you started to decorate for Halloween
on top of everything you’re already doing!” And with a wave,
she was gone.

“Son of a bitch,” he muttered.
“What’s the matter?”” Ryleigh asked.

Logically, he knew it was absurd to be this annoyed by an
inflatable decoration, and yet...

“Excuse me for a minute,” he said as he stalked out the
front door. When he reached the ghost, Liam grabbed hold of
it and yanked it along behind him as he stormed across the
property to his new neighbors’ home.

Picking up the tie that should have anchored the
monstrosity to something, he decided to pick his own thing to
attach it to. There were six-foot-tall lollipops on either side of



the front walkway and he tied the offensive balloon to one of
them before walking up and knocking on the front door.

“No need to get nasty,” he quietly reminded himself.
“Simply introduce yourself and let them know their ghost...
wanders. That’s it. Shake their hands and be on your way.”

After a minute, he knocked again.

And a minute after that, he knocked one more time before
looking around and noticing there weren’t any cars in the
driveway.

Muttering a curse, he walked back across the yard and
made a beeline for the moving truck where his brothers were
picking up his dresser and instantly went to give them a hand.

Maybe it was for the best that the neighbors weren’t home.
He wasn’t really feeling particularly friendly and there were a
million things he needed to do to get settled in. Perhaps in
another few days he’d feel more like his normal self and could
have a civil conversation with them.

So yeah. This was all for the best.

As long as the damn ghost stayed off his front lawn.

“Hmm...how on earth did you get over here, Boo?” Pausing in
her tracks, Tessa Sullivan looked at where her smiling ghost
was tied to one of the giant lollipops flanking her front
walkway. Her arms were full of groceries, her purse, and her
dog, so with a small shrug, she kept walking. Knowing the
position of the ghost would have to wait, she let herself into
the house and happily made her way to the kitchen.



“Obviously Boo was on the move again,” she said as she
put Phoebe, her pet teacup Pomeranian, on the floor and began
unloading her groceries. “I thought I secured him pretty well
this morning.”

Moving around the kitchen, she put her fresh veggies in
the refrigerator and made a mental note to make some soup
with them at some point over the next few days. Glancing out
her kitchen window, she saw the moving truck in the driveway
next door and frowned. The Fosters had been the perfect
neighbors—elderly and sweet, and they enjoyed decorating for
the holidays just as much as she did. So far no one knew who
the new people were and Tessa craned her neck to try to see
anyone.

After a solid minute and no movement, she relaxed and
looked down at Phoebe. “I hope they’re nice,” she said softly
before putting away her reusable shopping bags and wiping
down the counters. “Maybe once the truck is gone, I should

bring over a welcome basket. What do you think? Doesn’t that
sound like fun?”

Of course the dog wasn’t going to respond, but she found
it comforting to talk to her anyhow.

Her phone chimed and she smiled when she realized what
time it was.

Taking the phone from her purse, Tessa went and got
comfortable on the sofa before swiping the screen.

“Hey, you,” she said softly. “It’s been quite a day.” With a
small sigh, she went on. “Phoebe had a vet appointment this
morning and she’s fine, everything’s okay, but you know how
much it bothers me when they take her back for her shots. To
pass the time, I went next door to the farmers market and
grabbed a bouquet of sunflowers—because you know how



they always make me smile—and some fantastic veggies. ’'m
torn between making a cream of vegetable soup or something
in a broth.” She shrugged. “All the Halloween decorations are
out and the weather is positively gorgeous today—fifty-five
degrees and sunny.” With a happy hum, she smiled at the
screen. “When I got home, however, Boo was tied to one of
the lollipops and I have no idea how he got there. I mean,
obviously one of the neighbors did it, but I have no idea who.”

Phoebe whined from her spot on the floor beside the sofa
and Tessa reached down and scooped her up. Giving her a
small hug, she placed Phoebe in her lap.

“The new neighbors are moving in today,” she said after a
moment. “The truck is in the driveway but I haven’t seen
anyone yet. I know there’s been a handyman coming and
going almost every night last week. Personally, I can’t imagine
what they’re doing to the house. The Fosters were always
great about their renovations and they did all that work before
putting the house on the market, so...I have no idea what these
new people could find fault with that they’d want to change.”

Another shrug.

“I’m going to make a welcome basket and bring it over
once the truck is gone. I baked cookies earlier and figured I
could throw in some herbal teas, some neighborhood
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information, and maybe the sunflowers.” Pausing, she
frowned. “Although I'd love to keep them for myself, but |
guess it might be nice to share them, right? Spread the love?”
Laughing, she reached out and gently touched the screen. “I
miss you, Trev. Every single day.” Tears stung her eyes and

she willed them away. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

She stared at the picture for several moments and—just
like every other day—she wished things were different.



Wished that life wasn’t so unfair and this wonderful man
hadn’t been taken from this world so damn soon.

With a sniffle, Tessa swiped the screen and then put the
phone down and promptly picked Phoebe up. Snuggling the
tiny dog, she whispered, “It’s not fair.”

This was her daily routine. Every day at three o’clock, she
spent a few minutes talking to Trevor and telling him about
her day. It was a promise she’d made to him two years ago
when he was in hospice care. They’d talked about all the
things he was going to miss, and one of them was hearing
about her day.

Honestly, Tessa had laughed at that because she didn’t
exactly live an exciting life. She was an elementary school
music teacher and even though it gave her so much joy, it was
hard to imagine anyone else feeling that way simply by
listening to her talk about it. But Trevor had told her how
much her words meant to him because her love of her job was
infectious. So...here she was, still talking to him about it.

Her family was constantly telling her how it wasn’t
healthy, that she needed to move on. Part of her knew they
were right, but she felt like it wasn’t the kind of thing other
people could decide for her. In her heart, she’d know when she
was ready.

And it wasn’t today.

Closing her eyes, she leaned back against the cushions and
tried to think happy thoughts. It was something Trevor always
used to say to her, “Just think happy thoughts, Tessa, and soon
you’ll feel better.”

It sounded good in theory, but some days were harder than
others.



Some days it felt like it took Herculean strength to simply
get out of bed, smile, and prove to the world that she was
okay.

Moving to Laurel Bay after Trevor died had been her way
of getting a fresh start while also putting a little distance
between her and her family. That seemed like the healthy
option at the time. Her family had been harping on her for the
decisions she made before his death and it became a daily
struggle to survive both the loss and the criticism. So, she put
her faith in a recommendation from her cousin Jenna and
visited Laurel Bay.

It had checked all her boxes and she happily sold her home
in Charleston and made the move north. It was far enough
away that her parents and sisters couldn’t just drop by
unannounced—although they tried a few times—but it was
close enough that they could visit each other with some ease.

After those few unannounced visits, they’d all come to an
agreement that Tessa would come home and visit more often
so they wouldn’t worry. She agreed but also wanted to remind
them of how she wouldn’t have had to move if they hadn’t
hovered and complained about how she was living her life.
She was thirty years old, for crying out loud. There was no
reason for the constant interference and certainly no right for
them to tell her how to grieve.

Once that was settled, things calmed down and for almost
two years, life was pretty much perfect. Her teaching job was
very fulfilling, this house was exactly what she wanted, and
her little neighborhood in the tiny town was beyond charming.

Then the Fosters announced they were moving, the school
announced budget cuts that meant her winter chorus concert



was going to be a little less magical, and now she had no idea
if the people moving in next door were friends or foes.

She desperately prayed they were friends.

Feeling a wave of sadness starting to wash over her, Tessa
quickly sat up and forced herself to think of something good—
something happy.

Standing, she picked up her phone and pulled up one of
her favorite playlists of Disney songs and hit play. Within a
matter of seconds, “The Gospel Truth” from Hercules began
playing and she immediately burst into song with it. Placing
Phoebe down on the floor, Tessa did a little dance on her way
back to the kitchen and began putting together a small
welcome basket to take next door.

As she put a frilly bow on the plate of cookies, the music
changed to “Under the Sea” and she kept singing. Next, she
pulled a vase down from one of her cabinets and considered
keeping the bouquet of sunflowers for herself again.

“Nope. It’s better to spread the joy with new friends.”
Putting the vase back, she put a matching bow on the bouquet
and arranged them and the cookies into one of the many
baskets she had. Then she put some packs of assorted herbal
teas in there and then the helpful folder of local restaurants and
places of interest that she kept on hand for when friends or
family came to visit. Perhaps these new people were familiar
with the area, but maybe they weren’t. Either way, it went into
the basket along with a sticky note that had her name and
number on it, in case they had any questions.

Stepping back, she smiled at her handiwork. Feeling
pleased, she walked over to the window and noticed someone
was sitting in the driver’s seat of the moving truck. A minute
later, it slowly pulled away from the house and she took that as



her cue to go over and introduce herself. She was sure they’d
be tired and might appreciate a late afternoon treat.

Phoebe danced around her feet and Tessa instantly scooped
her up. “Yes, you can come with me,” she cooed.

Within minutes, she had the basket and her dog in her
arms. With a pep in her step, she walked out the door and
paused on her porch. Even though it could probably wait, she
desperately wanted to get Boo back in his proper place so
anyone driving by could marvel at her festive yard.

“Wait here,” she told Phoebe as she placed her on the
porch swing with the basket and went to handle her wayward
ghost.

It took a solid five minutes to get him secured again, and
Tessa walked out to the sidewalk and smiled. It looked so
much better and she felt good about taking care of it now
rather than putting it off until later.

Like she was clearly doing about going next door and
meeting the new neighbors.

“Okay, this is ridiculous,” she muttered as she collected the
basket and Phoebe again. “Meeting new people is always fun
and a great way to maybe find a new friend. And who doesn’t
enjoy having more friends, huh?”

Big talk for a woman using a four-pound dog as a shield...

“For all I know, my new best friend is on the other side of
that door. All I have to do is smile and knock and...who
knows? This could be my destiny, right?”

Phoebe yawned broadly in response.

“Fine. Be that way. But [ am going to look at this as a good
thing. A great thing!”



Only...she wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince—
herself or Phoebe.

Ugh...trying to get my dog's approval has got to be a sign
that I'm losing my mind...

Stepping up onto the front porch, Tessa let out a long
breath, raised her hand, and rang the bell.

Was her heart beating a little fast? Maybe.

Was she considering turning around and trying again
tomorrow? Possibly.

“Think happy thoughts,” she whispered. “Just think happy
thoughts.”

Putting herself out there more and more was something
Trevor always encouraged her to do, but it never got easier. It
helped when the people she introduced herself to were kind
and welcoming. True, none of them had ever turned into her
best friend, but...that doesn’t mean it couldn’t happen this
time.

She heard movement behind the door as someone called
out, “I’ll be right there!”

It was on the tip of her tongue to say she could come back

later. After all, maybe they were busy unpacking or up on a
ladder...

She’d feel terrible if they hurt themselves in their haste to
answer the door.

And before she could second guess herself, that’s exactly
what she did. “No worries! I’ll come back later!” She took one
step back and then another. “Bye!”

She was about to turn away when she heard the doorknob
turn.



Drat! So close...

Moving forward again, she smiled and was all set to
welcome them to the neighborhood.

The door opened and all the words died in her throat.
Well, almost all the words.

“Oh crap. It’s you.”



Chapter Two

Liam blinked as he tried to comprehend what he was seeing
and why this woman was frowning at him.

Then he remembered.

Three months ago, he was in a wedding party and was
partnered with her. She was an overly cheerful, super happy
kind of person and it annoyed the hell out of him. For that
entire weekend, she raved how everything was great,
everything was beautiful, everything was super fantastic. It
was exhausting. He couldn’t fathom how someone could be
that damn happy all the time.

She doesn t look so happy now...

Forcing himself to smile, he cleared his throat and stepped
out onto the porch. “Um...Tracy, right?”

Her frown deepened.

“Tessa,” she corrected and thrust the basket into his arms.
“Welcome to the neighborhood.” Then she turned and walked
away.

For a moment, he was too stunned to speak. He caught a
whiff of chocolate and noticed there were cookies in the

basket, along with some tea and pamphlets and flowers. Who
did this kind of thing?



That’s when his manners kicked in and he went after her.

“Hey, uh...wait a sec,” he called out as he caught up with
her on the lawn. Luckily, she stopped and waited for him.
Once he was facing her, he wasn’t exactly sure what to say
except, “How did you know I lived here?”

“I didn’t,” she said stiffly.

She was shorter than he remembered and as he studied her,
he realized she was probably in heels that whole weekend.
Right now, her dark hair was long and loose whereas she’d
worn it up for all the wedding festivities.

She was also prettier than he remembered too.
Huh...
Her dark eyes were shooting daggers at him though, so...

“I live next door,” she said after a moment. “I was coming
over to introduce myself to my new neighbors. Any chance
you’re just the handyman and there’s a nice, friendly family
inside?”

“Excuse me?”
Shaking her head, she said, “Never mind. Wishful
thinking. Anyway...welcome to the neighborhood. Keep the

basket.” When she turned to walk away again, it occurred to
him that she clearly had a problem with him.

Moving in front of her, he blocked her path. “I’'m a little
confused here. Did I do something to offend you?”

Her eyes went wide. “You’re joking, right?”

Crossing his arms awkwardly over his chest while still
holding the basket, he shook his head. “I don’t joke. Ask
anyone.”



“Oh, I don’t need to. I fully believe that,” she murmured.

The next thing Liam noticed was how she was holding her
left arm awkwardly. That was something he didn’t remember
from the wedding, but he wasn’t sure if it would be rude to
mention it.

“Look, I’'m sorry for whatever I did at the wedding,” he
said. “I don’t remember us having any kind of confrontation,
but since we’re obviously going to be neighbors...” Turning
slightly, he motioned toward his house. “Maybe you’d like to
come in and we can start fresh?”

There. That was a nice gesture, wasn’t it?

“No thank you,” she said before stepping around him and
walking toward the nightmare yard with all the decorations.

“Wait...you live there?” he asked in disbelief.

Tessa stopped again and looked at him. “Yes. Why?”
“Because your ghost was in my yard.”

“And?”

Now it was his eyes that went wide. “And...don’t you
think that’s all a bit much? I mean...it’s a little tacky to cram
your yard with so much crap. It’s kind of ridiculous.”

Her spine stiffened. “Crap? You think my yard is full of
crap?”’ she asked incredulously. “I’ll have you know the
neighborhood kids /ove coming here to trick-or-treat. Love it.
And last year, the local paper did a feature story on my yard as
well as the local news station! I was on TV and praised for
making this such a fun and festive yard!” Then she took a step
back and let out a small snort. “Although I shouldn’t be
surprised. You’re the kind of person who likes to suck the joy
out of everything.”



Was she for real?

“I do mot suck the joy out of everything,” he countered
angrily. “Just because I don’t view everything as being perfect
and magical doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate the fun in things.”

Her only response was another snort.

It didn’t matter that Liam was raised to be respectful to
people, Tessa essentially threw the first verbal punch the
second he opened the door to her.

“You know what? Think whatever you want, but the next
time your ghost wanders over onto my property, I’'m popping
him,” he said smugly.

“Wow,” she murmured before walking away.

Liam was fine with it until he realized he was basically
proving her point.

Dammit.

“Okay, I won’t pop it,” he said loudly. “Just...keep your
stuff out of my yard. Please.”

Tessa paused at the steps to her porch before strolling back
toward him. “Thank you for adding the please,” she said. “And
don’t worry. I made sure that Boo is extra secured.”

“Boo?”
She nodded. “The ghost.”

It was hard not to let out his own snort this time, but he
controlled himself. “Cute.”

“So do you hate all holidays or just Halloween?”

“I don’t hate any holidays,” he replied. “I just think the
number of decorations is a little...much.”



What he wanted to say was that her decorations bordered
on obnoxious, but again, he controlled himself.

“Well, you’re entitled to your opinion,” she said casually.
“Like I said, everyone enjoys them so...”

There didn’t seem to be anything left to say—at least on
this topic—but that still left him looking like a jerk for not
acknowledging the basket she’d given him.

“Listen, um...thanks for the welcome basket. It looked like
there were some cookies in there and...”

“Chocolate chip,” she told him. “I baked them this
morning and the flowers are from the local farmers market. I
don’t know where you’re originally from, but I also included
information about the town, like local restaurants and places of
interest.”

“I actually grew up here.”

“Oh, well...”

“Still, I think it’s a great idea...you know...the
information. Very considerate.”

That seemed to make her relax a bit. “Thanks.” Studying
him for a moment, she then asked, “So, where did you move
from?”

“I was in the Marines for a little over ten years and only
recently retired. I’d been renting an apartment downtown for
years for when I would come home on leave. Now that I’'m
back for good, I figured it was time to buy a house.”

She nodded.

“So...I don’t think we’ve ever properly been introduced,”
he said. “The whole wedding weekend was a bit chaotic since
[ was a last-minute groomsman. I’m Liam Donovan.” Holding



out his hand to her, he was surprised when she didn’t
immediately respond.

“Donovan? Like Donovan’s Pub?”

“Yeah! That’s my parents’ place. It’s been in our family for
like...four generations. I take it you’ve eaten there before?”

“Definitely! Their burgers are amazing!” Her smile was
sweet and a refreshing change from all the frowning she’d
been doing. “I go in there at least once a week. Is your mom
Kate?”

He nodded.
“She’s a sweetheart. And is Ronan your dad?”

“No, he’s my uncle. My dad is Shane. He’s usually in the
kitchen, but he hangs out behind the bar with Uncle Ronan
when things are slow.”

“I’ve met him too. They’re all very friendly.” She paused,
but her smile stayed. “Is Jamie your brother?”

Liam felt his own smile falter as his mother’s earlier words
about Jamie came to mind.

“There isn't a night that goes by that you're not flirting
with one girl or another. You're the town Casanova and

everyone knows it.”
“Uh...yeah. Jamie’s my youngest brother.”
“So there are more?”

“There are actually five of us,” he explained. “I’m the
oldest, then there’s Patrick, then my sister Ryleigh...”

“She’s an amazing cook,” Tessa interrupted.

“That she is. She takes after our mom,” he agreed. “Then
there’s Jamie and the youngest is Arianna.”



“She’s the one who just got engaged, right?”
Chuckling, he asked, “How did you know?”

“Small town,” she said with a small laugh of her own. “It’s
one of the things I love most about it—everyone knows
everyone. It’s nice.”

“I don’t know if I’ve ever thought about it quite like that,
but...I’m sure everyone else might know your full name.”

Blushing, she laughed again, and this time, she shook his
hand. “Oh, I’'m Tessa Sullivan. Sorry.” When he released her
hand, he noticed that her left arm stayed at that awkward
angle.

“Hey, um...I don’t mean to be rude, but...is there
something wrong with your arm?” he asked carefully.

“My arm?” Looking down at it she laughed softly before
meeting his gaze. “No. Why?”

“Because you’re holding it funny.” Inwardly, he groaned at
how tactless he was being.

“I’'m not holding it funny for no reason,” she explained,
amusement lacing her tone. “It’s the easiest way to hold
Phoebe.”

“Phoebe?”
Nodding, she said, “Yes, my dog.”

Then she held up a ball of fur that could not possibly be an
actual animal. It was just a bunch of white with three black
dots.

“That’s a dog?” he asked and almost cringed at how
sarcastic he sounded, but...come on! There was no way that
thing was real.



If anything, Tessa cradled the dog even closer and
whispered to it soothingly, something about not listening to the
mean man. Liam didn’t even attempt to hide the eye roll.

“You have to admit that it’s a little unusual to have an
animal that small. Is it a puppy?”

“First of all, Phoebe is a she,” she said emphatically. “And
she’s three years old. But this is as big as she’ll ever get. She’s
a teacup Pomeranian.”

“I had a guinea pig that was bigger than that,” he said,
leaning in to get a better look at the dog. “Can it even bark?”

With a weary sigh, she gave him a patient look. “Yes, she’s
real, and yes, she can bark.” After a brief pause, she said,
“Look, Liam, I think it’s best if we sort of stop right here. It’s
obvious that you think very little of me and the way I live my
life, and to be honest, I’'m not too fond of...well...you. So let’s
chalk this up to unfortunate circumstances that we ended up as
neighbors and simply limit our interactions to waving from a
distance and the occasional head nod, okay?”

It sounded simple, but...
It also made him feel like a total jerk.

“I’m sure we don’t have to reduce ourselves to that,” he
reasoned. “Why don’t we go back over to my house and we’ll
start over?”

She didn’t even pretend to think about it.

“No, but thanks. I’ve got things to do. I really just wanted
to bring over the basket and...well...you know.”

There was no point in trying to convince her because she
was right. They did seem to irritate each other, and it sucked
that they were now going to be living next door to each other.



It was probably best to cut their losses and just move on with
their lives.

Behind him, Liam heard a car door slam shut and when he
glanced over his shoulder, he saw his mother walking toward
him with a big smile on her face.

Oh, no...

“Oh my goodness! Tessa! You’re Liam’s neighbor? This is

",

wonderful!” She walked over and gave Tessa a hug. “Is this
Phoebe? Look how precious she is! Liam! Did you see this?

Isn’t she the cutest little thing?”
“Um...”

“Tessa, come over to Liam’s and have something to eat.
Shane and I brought dinner and there’s more than enough food
to feed almost the entire block,” his mother went on. “You
were going to tell me about plans for the Christmas
musical...”

She led Tessa away, but not before he caught her eye. It
was clear she had no idea how to say no to his mother.

“Liam! Your father needs a hand! Go help him!”

And apparently, neither did he.

Two hours later, Tessa eyed the front door longingly.

No matter how many times she’d tried to leave, Kate
Donovan found a reason for her to stay.

More than once she’d caught Liam looking at her with
amusement, and all it did was make her want to stomp over
and just kick him in the shin or something.



Of all the people for her to have living beside her...
Seriously, Universe? What the heck?

Three months ago, they met at her cousin Jenna’s wedding.
She had been so excited about the weekend in Myrtle Beach
and even more excited to see Jenna finally marrying the man
of her dreams. Unfortunately, she got paired up with Liam at
the last minute because the groomsman she was originally
supposed to walk with had fallen and broken his leg. It
shouldn’t have been a big deal, but Liam seemed to constantly
be annoyed by everything she did and said and more than once
she caught him rolling his eyes.

Like a jerk.

By the time the wedding reception was in full swing and
they no longer had any bridal party duties, she had breathed a
huge sigh of relief. Like it wasn’t hard enough to smile all the
dang time and be as upbeat as humanly possible, but to then
have to deal with a guy who seemed to thrive on being stoic all
the live-long day was just too much. It was al/l too much. Tessa
enjoyed giving people the benefit of the doubt when they were
less than friendly, but that weekend she had written Liam off
as a miserable human being with no redemptive qualities.

That was something that still held true, no matter how
charming his family was.

“Hey! We brought dessert!” someone called out as they
walked in the door.

Tessa had never seen this couple before and if she had to
guess, this would be Arianna and her new fiancé, Will.

A minute later, Kate confirmed that when she introduced
them.



“Ari! This is Tessa,” Kate said excitedly. “She’s the music
teacher I was telling you about. She’s got the voice of an angel
and the cutest little dog you’ve ever seen! And now she lives
right next door to Liam! What a small world, right?”

Before Tessa could say anything, Kate had Phoebe in her
hand and was holding her up to show Arianna.

“Oh my goodness! Look at this tiny baby,” Arianna said
softly before smiling at Tessa. “Is it okay if I hold her?”

“Of course. Phoebe loves to be snuggled and is a big fan of
all this attention.”

Unlike her owner...

For the next several minutes, Tessa answered all kinds of
questions about what it was like to own a teacup dog. It
happened all the time because they were a novelty and people
were naturally curious. Plus, in this particular situation, it was
a safe topic. She’d already endured an almost painfully
awkward dinner with Liam, his parents, and his brother
Patrick. Ryleigh Donovan arrived about thirty minutes ago and
was currently organizing the bedroom closet while Liam, his
father, and Patrick hung lights in the screened-in back porch.

“She 1s so sweet,” Arianna said as she handed Phoebe back
to her. “I think I’d take her everywhere with me!”

“I can’t imagine they’d like that at the radiology lab,” Will
commented.

“Are you kidding? They’d love her and it would be
amazing for our patients to have the distraction of this little
love.” Her eyes went wide. “Did you ever think of letting her
be a therapy dog?”

“Not really,” Tessa replied. “I’ll admit I do bring her
around to cheer people up, but that’s just friends and family.



When 1 go home to Charleston, I bring her to the assisted
living facility my Nana lives in. All the residents love it when
we come to visit.”

“What does your husband think of her?”” Arianna asked. “I
imagine some guys don’t mind having a tiny dog for a pet, but
some might not find it manly.”

“Oh, um...”
“Tessa’s a widow,” Kate said quietly, and Arianna gasped.

“I’'m so sorry,” she said. “I didn’t know. I saw the ring on
your finger and...”

Tessa looked down at her hand with a sad smile before
doing her best to assure Arianna that it was fine. “It’s okay.
Really. There’s no way you could have known.”

“Still, that was awfully thoughtless of me to just blurt
something like that out.”

“Jeez, Arianna,” Liam said with a small laugh as he
walked back into the kitchen. “What did you do now?”

Tessa was about to say it was nothing, but his mother went
and repeated the entire conversation.

All of it.

His eyes went a little wide when he looked at her. “You’re
a widow?”

She inwardly groaned and simply nodded.

“You didn’t know?” Kate asked. “The two of you spent
that entire weekend in Myrtle Beach at Nick and Jenna’s
wedding. Didn’t you talk?”
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“It’s fine, Kate,” Tessa quickly interjected. “It’s not
something I enjoy talking about, so...”

He stepped closer to the table; his expression was somber.
“I’m really sorry, Tessa,” he said gruffly. “I had no idea.”

Then he was saved from having to say anything else when
Jamie showed up. It seemed like everyone was talking at once
and it was more than a little overwhelming.

“So, 1s your house the one with all the fantastic Halloween
decorations?” Arianna asked.

“It 1s! Although, your brother is not a fan,” Tessa said
murmured.

“Ignore him,” Kate chimed in. “He’s a little too serious for
his own good. I'm going to bring some pumpkins over
tomorrow and put them on his front porch so he doesn’t look
like the neighborhood Scrooge.”

“Can you be a Scrooge with Halloween?” Arianna
pondered, and that led to an entire discussion of how the rest
of the family enjoyed celebrating all the holidays.

“Liam’s just a little more uptight about them because he
was in the military for so long and couldn’t celebrate,” his
mother concluded. “Maybe now that he’s home he’ll
remember how we always went big on our decorations too.
You see how the pub looks, right?”

It took almost another hour before she could make her
escape. Most of the time had been spent between more
questions about Phoebe and dodging Jamie’s flirtatious
advances.

By the time she was walking back into her own house, it
felt like she’d been gone for days instead of mere hours.



Her own family was close and enjoyed spending time
together, but the Donovans were loud and boisterous and
seemed to know way too much about each other’s lives.

“Okay, pretty girl, let’s get you some dinner,” she said
when she placed the dog down on the floor. Together they
went to the kitchen and Tessa poured the quarter cup of
specialized food into Phoebe’s bowl before putting it down
and then giving her fresh water. All night the Donovans had
wanted to give her table food, but she’d had to explain how
dangerous that could be for tiny dogs.

Once that was done, Tessa walked into the living room and
collapsed on the sofa and simply relished the silence. Being a
teacher meant most of her days were spent surrounded by
noise and some sense of chaos—especially as a music teacher.
But spending time with the Donovans was noisy and chaotic
on a whole other level. They talked loudly, laughed loudly, and
most of the time, she wasn’t sure if they were arguing or
simply having conversations. And through it all, there was
something else she noticed.

Liam Donovan was the quietest of the bunch.
Go figure.
Maybe that’s because his face said it all.

Yeah, the disapproval, the annoyance, the condescension...
it was all right there in every look, every expression.

And it just irritated her all the more.

The only redeeming thing she found was that it seemed to
just be who he was and it wasn’t like he had singled her out.
The man clearly thought he was better than everyone and
hopefully this would be the last and only time she was forced
to hang out with him like that. Maybe she’d figure out his



work schedule over the next week so she could be sure to
avoid even having to wave or do the head nod thing.

“Ugh...why do people have to just be the worst
sometimes?” she mumbled.

In the kitchen, Phoebe let out a little bark to let Tessa know
she was ready to go out.

With a small groan, she got up and went to the back door.
Scooping her up, Tessa turned on the outside lights before
stepping out onto the porch. A teacup dog was too small to
realistically put on a leash and walk, so every night they came
out to the yard and Tessa would sit in one of her Adirondack
chairs while Phoebe roamed the yard and did her business.

It was actually one of her favorite times of the day. The
yard had been a labor of love when she moved into the house.
It was her oasis. With the help of the privacy fence, Tessa had
turned the backyard into a space that allowed her to enjoy and
relax without a lot of noise and prying eyes.

Between the seating area under the pergola covered in
twinkly lights and her attempt at an English garden with a bit
of coastal flair, it was her happy place. She loved all the
greenery and how peaceful it was, and Phoebe loved running
around and getting her exercise out there. At one time Tessa
had considered putting in a pool, but considering it was just
her, it seemed like an unnecessary expense.

That’s how she ended up with the hot tub.

Glancing over at it, she considered taking a nice, long soak
to ease the tension the night had brought on.
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“Hmm...and perhaps a nice glass of wine too,” she said

softly before picking Phoebe back up and bringing her inside.



Decision made, Tessa quickly changed into a one-piece
swimsuit and poured herself a glass of wine before heading
back outside. It took a few minutes to get everything right—
taking the cover off of the tub, turning on her heat lamp, and
getting the jets going—but once it was all done, she climbed in
and let out a very happy sigh as she sank under the water.

For several minutes, it was perfect. She felt all the tension
leaving her body. Reaching for the wine, she took a sip and
smiled.

“You should totally put a basketball hoop back here!”

Tessa didn’t have to open her eyes or even glance toward
Liam’s house to know that was Jamie’s voice.

“Or a pool! Yes! And not an above-ground one like Mom
and Dad have, but a legit in-ground one with a diving board
and slide! Think of how awesome that would be in the
summer!”

“I was planning on doing an outdoor kitchen,” Liam said.
Seriously, do these people never talk softly?

“You’ve got enough space to do both,” Patrick said,
joining the conversation. “You’d add a little value to the house
and without an HOA, you don’t have to get anyone’s
approval.”

“That’s one of the reasons I chose this house,” Liam
replied. “Although...I think an HOA would have put a stop to
all those Halloween decorations next door.”

“Dude, let it go,” Jamie moaned. “They’re just up for fun.
Don’t you remember how much we used to love going to the
houses with the most decorations?”



He mumbled something in response and Tessa imagined he
was annoyed that his brothers weren’t agreeing with him.

“Maybe you should have moved to a retirement
community,” Patrick joked, and after that the voices faded and
she heard a door close, signifying they’d gone back into the
house.

Good riddance.
Still...his words got in her head a little bit.

Did her other neighbors have an issue with them? Were
people annoyed or did they think she was tacky?

Halloween was a week away and maybe after it was over,
she’d open up a dialogue with the neighbors she knew and
liked to see if they thought she needed to tone things down.

In the meantime, she was going to push all thoughts of
Liam Donovan and his grumpy attitude from her mind and
think happy thoughts.



Chapter Three

Liam hadn’t felt this tired in a long time.
And weirdly, it felt good.

Work on the fishing resort he and his buddy Will were
building was coming along nicely. They were both big on
being hands-on and several parts of the property construction
they were handling themselves. He was filthy and more than a
little hungry, and after he grabbed a quick shower, he was
going to take a ride up to the pub and grab some dinner. All he
needed to do was...

“What the hell...?” He was driving slowly past Tessa’s
house and she was dressed like Little Bo Peep. She had on a
pink and white dress with big polka dots on the skirt, a bonnet,
and was carrying a big blue staff in one hand and that
ridiculous dog in the other. The woman was insane.

Slowly, he pulled into his driveway when the entire scene
came together in his head.

Halloween.

O-kay. That made more sense. And the more he looked
around, the more he noticed the number of kids and their
parents walking along the sidewalks.



There was a trick-or-treating curfew in Laurel Bay and
families were only allowed out to collect candy from five to
eight p.m. He’d gotten the notice from the town about it and as
he climbed from his truck, he realized he had completely
forgotten what day it was and had zero candy to give out.

Muttering a curse, he kept his head down and let himself
into the house, locking the door, and not turning on any lights
until he got to his bedroom. He was sure that his entire family
was going to mock him for forgetting what today was and for
coming in for dinner to avoid dealing with trick-or-treaters.

Hell, not having to cook his own dinner and listening to
the doorbell ring for the next three hours would be worth a
little ribbing.

Moving around his room, Liam stripped and dumped his
clothes in the hamper before walking naked into the bathroom.
He could hear singing and children squealing with laughter
outside—his master bathroom was on the side of the house
that faced Tessa’s—and there wasn’t a doubt in his mind that
families would linger at her property because of the crazy
setup.

“Have at them,” he mumbled, turning on the shower and
giving the water a minute to heat up.

Stepping under the spray, he let out a low groan. It felt so
good and he simply let the hot water beat down on him for
several minutes while he did his best to clear his mind.

Only...he couldn’t.

If anything, all he could think about was what was going
on next door.

Dammit.



They had avoided each other for the entire week.
Obviously they weren’t going to be on the same schedule, but
he figured at some point they’d be outside at the same time.

But they hadn’t.

And the thing was, it wasn’t one of those out of sight, out
of mind situations. If anything, she’d been on his mind all
damn week and it pissed him off.

A widow.

Yeah, that had come as a bit of a shock to him and he
couldn’t believe no one had mentioned it to him the weekend
of the wedding. She was too young to be a widow. Of course,
there wasn’t ever a good age for that sort of thing to happen,
but considering she was only a couple of years younger than
him, he imagined it had to be beyond devastating. They were
only just starting their lives and then...

He had no idea.

He’d lost a couple of buddies on his last deployment and
they were both married. Liam remembered thinking of how
they’d never gotten the chance to come home and start their
families, but obviously it wasn’t only military spouses who
dealt with that. It could happen to anyone.

Even your neighbor.

With another curse, he grabbed his shampoo and quickly
washed his hair before switching that out for his body wash
and finishing up. This was no longer a relaxing shower and the
sooner he was done, the sooner he could get dressed and go
grab something to eat.

It didn’t take long for him to dry off and get dressed, and
as he walked through the darkened house, he knew he was
mildly overreacting. Not everyone in the neighborhood was



handing out candy and he was fairly certain no one was going
to condemn him for going out instead of sitting home and
answering the door.

But as he stepped out on his front porch, he realized he
may have miscalculated everything.

There was an actual crowd in front of Tessa’s house.
Parents and children were wandering around her front yard
taking pictures and even from where he was standing, he could
hear their praise of her display.

“So creative!”

“Always a treat!”

“She’s so sweet to do this!”

“We need more people like this in the neighborhood!”

And yeah, with that last one he swore a group of parents
turned to specifically give him the stink eye.

Qreat.

With his head down again, Liam quickly made his way to
his truck and climbed in. Getting out of the driveway took a bit
longer than usual because of the crowds of people all making
their way to Tessa’s house.

“Okay, but it’s only once a year,” he reminded himself.
And if he planned it right, he could go out of town next
October or work extra-long hours so he wouldn’t have to live
with the spectacle year after year.

By the time he pulled up to the pub a few minutes later, he
felt a little better and was already thinking about the pot roast
with mashed potatoes and gravy he was going to order. No one
made a pot roast like his mother and after such a long day—



long week!—he felt like it was a well-deserved thing to have
some comfort food for dinner.

But when he walked into the pub, it was a mob scene.
A costumed mob scene.

Son of a...

“Liam!” Uncle Ronan called out from behind the bar. He
was dressed as a vampire. Beside him, his brother Jamie
smiled and waved. Tonight, he was dressed as a baseball
player.

“I’m never going to live this down...”

“Wow, I guess you really are a Scrooge,” Arianna said as
she walked over and kissed him on the cheek. Taking a step
back she posed. “Can you guess who I am?”

Liam looked at her long red dress and wasn’t sure, but
when Will joined them wearing a medieval mercenary
costume, he put two and two together. “Wesley and
Buttercup,” he said. “The Princess Bride.”

“Yay! You guessed it!” she said excitedly, hooking her arm
with Will’s.

“You couldn’t have given me a heads-up about this?” he
asked his buddy. “We worked together all day—all week,
actually—and not once did you mention dressing up for
Halloween.”

“Dude, it’s Halloween. It’s kind of a given about dressing
up,” Will replied with a small shrug. “And since your family
apparently does this sort of thing every year, I just figured you
were aware of it.”

Yeah...now that he thought about it, he did remember this
being a thing.



“You could tell people you’re dressed like an uptight
party-pooper,” Arianna suggested with a sweet smile.

Before he could respond, Ryleigh walked over dressed as a
Greek goddess. She took one look at him and smirked. “Man,
you really just refuse to get into the holiday spirit. Don’t let
Mom see you or she’ll...”

“Liam James Donovan!”
Too late.

Hanging his head, he knew there was nothing he could do
but stand there and wait to get reprimanded. It didn’t matter
that he was thirty-two years old. Apparently age didn’t matter
in this family.

“Why would you show up here without a costume?” his
mother demanded. “Look around! Everyone is wearing at least
a hint of a costume! Even old Mr. Jacobs from the paint store
put on a motorcycle jacket and sunglasses. Are you telling me
you didn’t have one thing you could wear to the party? Why
even bother showing up if you weren’t going to wear a
costume?”

“Um...I sort of forgot about the party. I really was hoping
to just grab some dinner. It’s been a long week and I’ve been
putting in a lot of hours and...”

“And yet Will managed to get himself into a costume.”

“Yeah, well, I’'m sure Ari had a little something to do with
that.”

She waved him off. “Go to the kitchen and make yourself
a plate and eat back there.”

“What?!”



“You heard me. You can eat in the kitchen because you
look ridiculous. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have costumed
guests to serve.”

As soon as she walked away, Liam looked to his siblings
for help. “She’s kidding, right?”

“I don’t think so,” Ryleigh said.
“Yeah, but...”

“Dude, where’s your costume?” Patrick asked as he joined
them.

Liam’s eyes went wide. “You too?” he asked in disbelief
and then noticed even he was in costume. “Han Solo? Really?”

With a shrug, Patrick straightened his vest. “What? You
know how much I love Star Wars.”

“Okay, but...you’re just so strait-laced. I can’t believe you
dressed up.”

“Um...first, I think you’re confusing me with you. You’re
the strait-laced one. I’ve mellowed. Besides, it’s Halloween.
Everyone dresses up.”

I’'min hell...

“You could have put on your old fatigues or something
with no real effort,” Will chimed in, and when Liam glared at
him, he held his hands up in surrender. “I’m just saying...”

There was no way he was going home to change.

For starters, he didn’t want to, but more importantly, he
didn’t want to battle the crowds of trick-or-treaters. So...he
went and ate in the kitchen. Fortunately, his father was back
there and they were able to have a nice conversation and hang
out without being surrounded by costumed annoyances.



“We should do this more often, Dad. Just me and you,” he
said after eating a slice of apple pie. “How about we go fishing
on Sunday?”

Shane grinned. “At the resort property?”’

“Maybe. Or anywhere. We can take the boat out on the
ocean and give that a try. I know I haven’t done that in years.”

“Sure. We’ll make a day of it,” his father said with a nod.
“I’11 bring the food, you bring drinks, and you’ll have to be the
one to tell your brothers if they find out we’re going without
them.”

“No worries there.”

Beside him, his father chuckled. “They giving you a hard
time out there?”

“They give me a hard time everywhere since I’ve come
home,” he murmured and then realized he sounded a little
whiny. “I mean...I get it. It’s what we do to one another, but I
just wish they’d take my side on something for once instead of
constantly turning everything into an argument.”

“Well...you’ve been gone a long time and they’re trying to
make up for it.” He shrugged. “Plus, I think they’re trying to
get to know you again, but this time as a peer rather than the
older brother. You’re not kids anymore. You’re all grown men.
So...maybe take some time and do something, just the three of
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you.
It made sense.
“I will. Just...not Sunday.”

Clapping him on the shoulder, his father agreed. “Deal.”
Then he stepped away to cook up a couple of burgers. “You
should go back out there. Don’t let anyone make you feel bad



about not dressing up. Spend some time just enjoying a Friday
night.”

That was his cue and his father’s roundabout way of
saying he’d been hiding in the kitchen long enough. So...with
a weary sigh, he walked back out to the dining room and saw
it was still fairly packed.

Its a Friday night and Halloween; what did you expect?

Making his way around the room, he stopped and talked to
a few familiar faces. It didn’t take long for him to relax and no
one else seemed to care that he wasn’t in a costume. Accepting
a beer from Uncle Ronan, he thanked him, but noticed him
smirking at something across the room. Liam followed his
gaze and wasn’t exactly sure of what he was seeing.

Some guy was talking to Ryleigh and she looked more
than a little uncomfortable. He was tall and his arms were
covered in tattoos and it became more and more obvious that
he was hitting on her.

“Should I go over there?” he asked his uncle. But before
Ronan could respond, his sister had walked away, so...crisis
averted.

“Ryker’s harmless and your sister can handle herself. Trust
me,” Ronan said before turning away to take another drink
order.

And that’s when he realized his father’s words were right.
They weren’t kids anymore. For the last dozen years, he’d
been away in the Marines and his siblings had grown up into
adults who he didn’t really know. The only thing he did know
was that they clearly knew how to take care of themselves
without any help from him.



You’d think he would have learned that after everything
that happened with Arianna and Will, but...here he was.

And suddenly, he didn’t feel like drinking anymore.
Hell, he didn’t even feel like hanging out.

Putting his beer back down on the bar, Liam looked around
and knew no one would really care if he left.

So he did.

“This is ingenious, Tessa! Thank you so much for all your
hard work. This has been a real treat! And that sing-a-long you
did earlier was precious! I’ll send you the video.”

Smiling, Tessa took a bite of her sugar cookie. “Thanks,
Jeanie. I feel like the adults need a little something for
themselves after taking the kids out and maybe the folks
without kids need a way to celebrate too. So, having a little
yard party for the neighbors just seemed like a great way for
us to maybe have a little fun while the kids wind down with a
movie.”

She’d hung a white sheet against her front porch and
rigged up a projector and currently had Monsters, Inc. playing
for the kids so the adults could have their own little party.

She’d done it last year for the first time and it was a
success, so she was thrilled that twice as many people showed
up this year. Fortunately, it was a cool, clear night so no one
was going to stay too long, but it was enough time to just hang
out and catch up with everyone.

“Oh, look,” Mike, Jeanie’s husband, said in a mock
whisper. “It’s the new guy. Notice how he didn’t even have



candy for the kids tonight. Kind of a grinch if you ask me.”

Tessa hid a smile even as she glanced in Liam’s direction.
He paused on his front walkway and she could tell he was
curious about what was going on in her front yard. It was after
curfew, after all.

The smart thing to do would be to ignore him and go back
to talking to her friends, but when Mike questioned if anyone
had met “the new guy,” she knew she couldn’t keep quiet.

“Um...I’ve met him,” she said. “He grew up here in Laurel
Bay, and...”

“Then 1t’s even worse that he went out instead of taking
the opportunity to meet his neighbors,” Dave from across the
street commented. “He knows that it’s just a couple of hours
once a year, and if he was interested in meeting people, this
was a great way to do it.”

A few others murmured in agreement and as much as it
would have thrilled her to have more people not like Liam—or
maybe have an angry mob not like him—she wasn’t the kind
of woman to encourage that sort of thing.

Dang it.

Raising her hand, she caught Liam’s eye and waved him
over.

It was too dark to tell if he was relieved or annoyed, but
either way, he walked over. That’s when she noticed he looked
a little uncertain.
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“Everyone,” she called out. “This is Liam Donovan. He
just moved in next door.” Without looking at him, she
continued. “He’s just moved back to Laurel Bay after over ten

years in the Marines and his family owns Donovan’s Pub in



town, so...you should come over and introduce yourselves and
welcome him to the neighborhood.”

“Tessa,” he whispered, but she wasn’t listening. Instead,
she went and poured him a glass of cider and grabbed a couple
of cookies and put them on a napkin for him. Wordlessly, she
handed them to him and then stood back and simply observed.

Once introductions were done, she noticed people asked
about his time in the service and some praised his parents’
food at the pub.

Then the best thing happened.

People started pointing out how much they appreciated ser
and all she did to make the holiday even more festive.

“Tessa really knows how to bring the neighbors
together...”

“Coming to Tessa’s house was the highlight of the entire
night...”

“No one does Halloween like Tessa does...”
“You’re so lucky to have Tessa as a neighbor, Liam!”

“Tessa’s a local celebrity! The newspaper ran another story
on her decorations this year. Did you happen to see it?”

All she could do was smile and blush a little at the praise.
Watching Liam smile and nod while not looking at her was its

own form of entertainment.

“I know some people think it’s overkill,” she commented
at one point, “but...I don’t know...people seem to enjoy it.”

“Whoever said it’s overkill is crazy,” Jeanie stated. “You
are like a breath of fresh air in this neighborhood.”

Everyone agreed.



Well, almost everyone.

Still, it gave her a smug sense of pride that Liam was
definitely outnumbered. He never said anything directly to her,
and before she knew it, everyone was saying goodnight and
offering to help her clean up.

Liam said goodnight to the group as a whole, but made no
offer to help with anything.

Which was fine with her.

Halloween was over, but Tessa left the decorations up for a
few extra days before diving into the task of taking them
down.

Then she got to start decorating for Thanksgiving.

It wasn’t nearly as fun, but she enjoyed the whole fall
harvest theme. Her pumpkins didn’t have faces on them, but
she had a nice little display of them to put on her front porch,
along with all the new plants she was going to purchase.

The week at school kept her busy and there was a lot of
extra work going into the winter chorus concert. Every day
when she came home, she felt a sense of exhaustion, but
remembered it was all for a good cause.

On Friday afternoon, she sat on the sofa for her afternoon
chat with Trevor.

“I'm telling you, the kids sound great, but the stage is
going to be seriously lacking. I’m tempted to just go out and
buy some stuff myself, but I know that’s setting a bad
precedent. Plus, I don’t want the other teachers getting
annoyed with me.” She sighed. “But I am going to go to the



farmers market in the morning to get a couple of pots of mums
—hopefully in a few different colors—and whatever fun fall
decorations I can find for the porch. I have my scarecrow from
last year and I had grabbed some extra pumpkins last week,
but hopefully there will be more stuff to choose from.”

Phoebe whined up at her and Tessa bent over and scooped
her up, giving her a little snuggle.

“I have a bunch of twinkly lights up in the big tree in the
front yard, but I noticed there were a lot of bulbs out this
week. I’'m thinking of just getting a couple of new sets and
starting fresh. It’s such a pain but it looks so pretty when it’s
done, so...you know I’ll do it,” she said with a small laugh. “I
got bigger bulbs on the lights in the backyard and they’re on a
timer. They’re a lot less maintenance. Still...they’re not as
pretty as the twinkly ones. I’ll have to pull out the ladder and
work on it this weekend.”

She considered hiring a handyman, but she enjoyed doing
this sort of thing herself once in a while.

“Luckily the weather’s going to be nice, so it won’t be too
much of a hardship.” She sighed. “I wish you were here
working on it with me. I know how fall was always your
favorite season.” As she always did, she gently touched the
screen. “I miss you.” And letting out a shaky breath, she let the
screen go dark before putting the phone down.

It took her longer than it usually did to get back up, and
instead of making herself the chicken piccata she had planned
on, she decided to order Chinese food and have it delivered.

Tomorrow she’d be happy and perky and back to her old
self, but tonight she wanted to just put on her jammies, turn off
the lights, and watch some sort of documentary while eating
her dinner on the couch.



So that’s what she did.

By Saturday morning, however, she truly was feeling
better.

The farmers market was crowded and there were so many
fantastic sights and smells that she didn’t know where to look
first. In less than an hour, she had purchased enough
vegetables to feed the entire neighborhood, a couple of pints of
soup, a fresh baguette, and enough mums to cover multiple
porches. It took several trips to her car to get it all in, and by
the time she arrived home, the thought of unloading it was
more than a little daunting.

“But first...lunch.”

Inside, she enjoyed one of the pints of soup and some fresh
bread before taking Phoebe out into the backyard for a little
exercise. As much as she would have loved to stay out there
and relax, all the plants were waiting.

“There is definitely a soak in the hot tub in my future,” she
promised herself as she put Phoebe back in the house and
headed straight out to her car.

It took an hour to get everything out and arranged on her
porch exactly the way she wanted it. Of course, that included
pulling out some of last year’s decorations and incorporating
them and putting some of the pots of mums on her back porch
as well.

When everything was exactly to her liking, Tessa headed
to her small shed and pulled out her ladder and carefully
carried it out to the front yard. Hanging—or re-hanging—
lights was her least favorite thing to do, but she hated the
thought of paying someone when she was perfectly capable of
doing it.



“Just...don’t look down,” she murmured as she climbed up
and tacked the lights on the front porch first. These were easier
to handle because they were in a straight line, so switching
them out for the new set was a breeze. The ones in the big
Sweetbay Magnolia tree were going to be a little trickier.

The tree itself was gorgeous and one of the reasons she fell
in love with her house, but its size definitely challenged her
love of outdoor decorating.

Carefully, she moved the ladder into the yard and braced it
against the tree. She’d done this at least four other times
without incident, so she had no idea why she was freaking out
about it today. Staring up at the tree, she took a minute to think
things through. Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted
Liam’s truck driving by and knew he’d be pulling into his
driveway and probably cursing her very existence.

“That’s right, neighbor. I’'m putting up new decorations,
so...suck it.” The giggle was out before she could stop it, and
it made her feel a little like a badass to say that sort of thing
semi-audibly, but it was all really just a stalling tactic before
getting up on the ladder.

Tessa climbed up the first two rungs and jumped a bit at
the sound of a car door slamming.

Liam’s.
Jerk.

It didn’t matter that there were plenty of other sounds
coming from all over the neighborhood; she took it personally
that he would make such a loud noise when she was clearly
trying to concentrate on climbing into the tree.

Pushing all thoughts aside except for the task at hand, she
climbed up to the second to last rung and began carefully



unthreading the lights from the tree. It was slow going and the
longer she worked at it, the more she realized that maybe it
was too time-consuming for her and perhaps worth the money
to pay someone else to handle. Still...she was already up in
the tree, so she was going to finish what she started.

“Note so self, find a handyman...”

This strand of lights wasn’t too long, but just when she
thought she had it all untangled, the end of it snagged on a
branch. With a muttered curse, she stretched to give it a final
tug, but all that did was make her lose her footing on the
ladder.

A small cry escaped her lips as she found herself on her
tippy-toes. It was either grab onto a branch or fall, and as she
heard the ladder creak, she realized she was flailing and
essentially kicking it away.

Dropping the lights, Tessa reached for the closest branch
and scratched her arms in the process, causing her to cry out in
pain. Upper body strength totally wasn’t her thing and she had
a feeling this was all going to end badly for her.

Desperately, she clawed at the branch and tried to pull
herself upwards, but she couldn’t get her footing. The ladder
crashed to the ground and her whole body shook. Tears stung
her eyes and this was the most afraid she could ever remember
being. She might only be ten feet off the ground, but she had a
feeling it wouldn’t be a gentle fall if she simply let herself go.

“Help!” she cried out and prayed one of her neighbors
could hear her because her voice was more of a hoarse whisper
than an actual loud plea like she intended. When she tried to
call out again, no sound came out and she knew she was going
to fall. Her hands were slick and her sneakers didn’t have good
soles on them to get any kind of traction on the tree trunk.



“Tessa!” someone called out. “Let go! I’ve got you!”

“Liam?” she whispered, but was too afraid to turn her head
to see 1f it was really him.

“Just let go! I’m right beneath you!”
“I’m scared! I’'m just so...”

She lost her already tenuous grip on the branch and felt
herself falling. Another scream was out before she could stop
it, and she was certain he couldn’t catch her. It was too
improbable. With her eyes slammed shut, she simply waited
for the pain of hitting the hard ground and prayed she wouldn’t
break anything.

Suddenly, all the air rushed from her lungs as she felt
herself surrounded by a pair of strong arms.

He caught me...

Her whole body was trembling and for a moment, Tessa
wasn’t sure if she was going to be sick or simply cry. Curling
into Liam’s solid frame, she let out a shaky breath and tried to
compose herself.

Deep breaths...in...and out ...

When she lifted her head to thank him, the first thing she
noticed was the scowl on his face.

Uh-oh...
“Liam, I...”

“What the hell were you thinking? Do you have any idea
how stupid this little stunt of yours was?”



Chapter Four

The words were out before he could stop them, and honestly,
he wasn’t sure he wanted to.

She’d taken ten years off his life when he looked over and
saw the ladder fall and then her dangling from a branch.

Damn foolish woman...

Carefully, Liam put Tessa on her feet and saw her eyes
brimming with tears.

That she quickly wiped away.
“Tessa, look um...”

She seemed to pull herself together as she squared her
shoulders and met his gaze. “Thank you for catching me,” she
said stiffly. “I’ve been putting lights in this tree every season
and every holiday for the last two years. This is the first time
things went wrong.” He watched as she swallowed hard. “I’'m
very thankful that you were close by and able to respond so
quickly. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll go inside and
rest for a bit.”

And without another word, she walked away and went
right into her house and shut the door.

Loudly.



Leaving him standing in the middle of her yard, feeling
like a world-class jackass.

Yeah, it was stupid for her to be up on a ladder all by
herself with no one around to at least hold the damn thing, but
that didn’t mean he needed to yell at her. Hanging his head, he
wondered what it was he was supposed to do now.

The obvious choice was to pick up the ladder and pull
down the lights she had been trying to snag.

So he did.

Once the lights were on the ground, he spotted the new set
she was more than likely going to replace them with.

So...he did that too.

Several things occurred to him as he worked; he was
spending far too much of his time either thinking about this
woman or watching her. There had been no reason for him to
stay in his front yard as long as he had when he got home. If
anything, there had been plenty of reasons for him to go inside
and make himself lunch and return some calls and emails. But
seeing her up on that ladder had given him pause and he’d
lingered on his front walkway, watching her like a bit of a
creeper.

Turned out it worked to her advantage, but...

Why the hell wasn’t he in his own house eating lunch?
Why was he hanging twinkly lights in her tree? Why was he
thinking about her smile and how much she seemed to simply
glow under all the praise she got last weekend? Or why did he
wish all week long that he had a plateful of those delicious
sugar cookies and some warm cider while sitting outside alone
by his firepit? But basically, why was he thinking about her



and her smile when he had a million other things that he
needed to be thinking about?

Unfortunately, he didn’t have any answers.

Folding up the ladder, he picked it up and placed it in front
of her garage, along with the old set of lights. And as much as
he’d love to pat himself on the back and congratulate himself
on a job well done, he knew he needed to knock on the door
and apologize.

And he really hated to apologize.

Raking his hands through his hair, he realized he hated
procrastinating almost as much, so with nothing left to do, he
walked up to the front door and knocked.

Tessa opened the door and stared at him blandly but didn’t
say a word.

Message received; she was wary.

Clearing his throat, Liam said, “Um...I put the ladder in
front of your garage door.”

She nodded.

“And I took down the old lights.”

Another nod.

Damn, she was not going to make this easy on him at all.

“I also hung up the new ones,” he said almost defensively.
“They might not be as artistically arranged as you might have
hung them, but...I did the best that I could.” When she still
didn’t respond, he gave a curt nod and took a step back. “So...
yeah. Next time you need help with something like that, just
let me know.”

Still nothing.



“And I’'m glad you didn’t get hurt.” Then he realized he
really didn’t know that for sure. “You’re not hurt, are you?”

“Other than some scratches on my arms and hands, I'm
fine. Thank you for asking.”

It was all he should have needed. He told her what he’d
done, she assured him she was fine and...

Oh, right.
The apology.

“I shouldn’t have snapped at you,” he said after a moment.
“I don’t have any excuse and...I’m sorry.”

She nodded again. “Thank you.” Taking a step back, Tessa
rested her hand on the front door and winced slightly. “I
appreciate the help, so...I’ll see you around.”

The door was almost shut when he blurted out, “And I'm
sorry about all the shit I said about the Halloween decorations.
Obviously I was in the minority and I should have just kept
my opinion to myself. So...yeah. Sorry.”

She paused in the doorway and studied him hard for a
moment, as if trying to figure out what to say.

Her response was the last thing he expected.
“Would you like to come in for some cider and cookies?”
Don 't appear too anxious...

“Uh...sure,” he said casually, impressing himself with how
blasé he sounded. “That would be nice. Thanks.”

Stepping aside, Tessa motioned for him to come in. He
stepped inside and took in the cozy coastal decor. It all looked
like something directly from a decorating magazine, and he
had to admit he was impressed. Walking into the living room,



he noted the oversized sofa with lots of throw pillows, a white-
washed fireplace, and the built-ins around it. Walking over, he
admired the craftsmanship.

“I want to do this at my place,” he told her. “I feel like
there should have been built-ins around the fireplace.”

“It was one of my favorite things about this room,” she
was saying, but Liam was only half-listening because he
spotted several framed photographs. Even without knowing
anything about her past, he knew the man in the photos had to
be her husband.

The one in the silver frame where Tessa was in a white
sundress and the guy was in a suit looked like a wedding
picture, and he couldn’t seem to tear his gaze away.

Tessa must have noticed what he was staring at and quietly
cleared her throat to get his attention. “If you think those are
impressive, you should see the crown molding in the dining
room and kitchen,” she said, and as soon as he faced her, she
turned and led him out of the room. “We can eat in the kitchen
or we can go out back, if you’d like. I was just about to take
Phoebe out.”

He was curious about her yard—purely from a neighborly
perspective. “Out back would be great. I’m trying to figure out
what to do with my yard. The Fosters kept it in pristine shape,
but it’s pretty basic.”

“He loved mowing that space,” she told him. “I used to
think it was adorable how much he looked forward to getting
on his ride-on mower every Saturday.”

“I’d really like to put in an outdoor kitchen. That was my
initial thought when I first saw the property. But my brothers
are trying to convince me to put in a pool.” Shrugging, he



watched as she put a bunch of cookies on a plate and then
turned to pour cider into mugs. “Do you always keep it
warming on the stove?” he asked.

“No, not always. After I came in earlier, I put some on and
then sort of lost track of time,” she said shyly. Turning, she
looked at him. “I was mortified that you had to come and save
me. I’ve never had something like that happen to me before.
I’m not a fan of heights and it’s a task I don’t look forward to,
but I’ve always gotten through it without any issues.”

“You could always hire a handyman,” he suggested and
watched as she smiled.

And it lit up her entire face.
Then something strange happened...

Liam felt himself smiling with her and had a strange
overall sense of lightness that he hadn’t felt in...years.

“I was thinking the same thing before I went out there—
and...several times this week—but it seemed like a waste of
money when I could just do the job myself. Lesson learned.”

Unable to help it, Liam stepped in closer. “Hey, don’t be so
down on yourself. Things like that can happen to anyone. It
was just fortunate that you didn’t get hurt.”

She held out her arms and placed her hands palm side up
and he saw all the cuts and scratches.

“Oh, Tessa...” His gaze met hers. “You really should put
something on those.” Reaching out, he gently touched the
palm of her hand. “And you definitely should have them
bandaged up. Do you have a first aid kit?”

“I cleaned them up when I came in—washed up and used
peroxide and all that. I’m surprised you didn’t hear me cursing



all the way outside. It stung like fire.”
Laughing softly, he continued to study her injuries.

At least, he told himself that’s what he was doing and not
simply enjoying the softness of her skin.

“I'm sure it did. Still, I know letting the air on them is
good, but you should put some antibiotic cream on them and
cover them up for a while too.” Straightening, he looked
around. “Why don’t you get the first aid kit and I’ll carry the
cookies and cider outside? I can help you bandage up.”

“Liam, you’ve already done so much...”

“It’s not a big deal. I’d hate to think of you getting an
infection.” He felt something by his foot and looked down to
find Phoebe sniffing his sneaker. “I’ll carry her out too.”

“I’'m not sure you can balance two hot drinks, a plate of
cookies, and Phoebe,” she teased.

“Get me a tray and I’ll make it work. Trust me. I’ve got
excellent balance.”

“As opposed to me, right?”
“Tessa...”

“Just kidding,” she said with a laugh of her own and a few
moments later, she had a tray on the island and was placing
everything on it. Liam bent down and scooped up the dog and
marveled at how she weighed next to nothing. “If you give me
a minute, we can walk out together, and I can at least hold the
door open.”

“Deal.”

And sure enough, that’s what they did.



He stepped out her back door onto the deck and then
paused in awe. “Holy crap. This is amazing back here.”

She smiled at the compliment as she led him over to her
seating area. “This 1s like my little sanctuary. Phoebe’s really
too small to take out on a leash, so we spend a lot of time back
here. Plus, I don’t know, it’s kind of nice to have a bit of green
space to call your own. It’s peaceful.” She let out a small sigh
as she sat down and motioned for him to join her. “My mother
always had the prettiest gardens when I was growing up and I
had zero interest in learning how she did it. But then, a few
years ago, I found that it was actually very relaxing and a little
therapeutic. So when I bought this house, I tried gardening.”

“Well, you’ve done an amazing job. Seriously, it’s
beautiful.” Sitting in the cushioned seat beside her, Liam
reached for the first aid kit and began pulling out the antibiotic
cream and bandages, even as his mind wandered to think about
if she took up gardening as a way of dealing with the loss of
her husband.

It was none of his business and yet...he was curious.
Probably way more curious than he should be.

There was no way he would come right out and ask her, so
he busied himself with getting her hands bandaged up along
with a few spots on her arms too. When he was done, she
thanked him and together they sat back with their cider and
started to eat the cookies.

“I'm sure I already know the answer to this, but did you
make the cookies yourself?” he asked.

“I did. Baking is something I’ve always enjoyed doing. I
grew up baking with my grandmother on my father’s side and
it’s just something that’s always stayed with me. If there’s a



holiday or any kind of special occasion to be celebrated, I'm
going to bake cookies.” She took a sip of her cider. “I’m not
great with cakes or pies, but cookies are always fun.”

“My mother loves to bake pies,” Liam said with a small
laugh. “And when she gets in the mood, she’ll make what
seems like dozens of them.”

“Well, with the pub, I’'m sure she can always put them on
the menu as a dessert special, right?”

“Definitely. She makes the absolute best apple pie.”
Grinning, he picked up another cookie. “Whenever I was
deployed, I used to wish that she could send a pie, but...”

“Yeah, I’'m sure it wouldn’t be edible by the time it got to
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you.
“Exactly.”

They sat in companionable silence for several minutes and
Tessa seemed content to just nibble on her cookie and watch
her dog.

And oddly, he wasn’t hating it.
But his mind simply wouldn’t shut up.

“So those built-ins,” he began. “They look great and the
framed photos are a nice touch. Rather than filling them with a
lot of clutter, it really just highlights the space.”

She glanced at him and seemed to know exactly what he
was doing.

“Liam, if you have something to ask, just ask it.”
Damn.

With a bit of a sigh, he looked at her. “I guess I was just
curious about...your marriage.”



Beside him, she groaned softly. “That’s what I was afraid
of.”

Tessa knew the instant Liam stopped and stared at her photos
that this topic was going to come up and yet...she supposed it
wasn’t the worst thing in the world for her to talk about it.

“Trevor and I were best friends from the time we were in
middle school. I tutored him in history and he helped me with
math,” she said before looking out at her garden. “We bonded
over our love of Harry Potter books and our mutual dislike of
Mor. Collins, our science teacher.”

He nodded and waited for her to continue.

“By high school, everyone thought we were a couple,
but...we were just really good friends. Although...guys
hesitated to ask me out because they thought Trevor was my
boyfriend.” She shrugged. “And more than a few girls got
annoyed with me because they had crushes on him, but I was
always around.” Looking over at him, she grinned. “It was
actually a good test for who would make a good girlfriend for
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him.
Again, all he did was nod.

“Anyway, we chose the same college, and it was spring of
our junior year when Trevor got sick.” This time she let out a
shaky breath because she remembered that day so clearly. “He
came to watch the rehearsal for the musical I was performing
in, and I could tell he didn’t feel well. He was rubbing his head
and shaking. I insisted he go to the doctor and before we knew
it, he was in the ER having all kinds of scary tests. He made



me promise not to call his parents until we knew he was going
to be okay.” Shaking her head, she said, “But he never was.”

“Tessa, you don’t have to...”

This time she looked over at him and smiled sadly. “It’s
okay. I should be able to talk about it.” Taking a moment to sip
some cider, she continued. “He had a brain tumor. Inoperable.
Obviously we called his parents and things got crazy after that.
I didn’t want to finish college, but he insisted. As soon as |
graduated, though, I was back in Charleston so I could be with
him. After seeking second, third, and fourth opinions, we had
to accept the truth.”

Pausing, she took another sip of cider and watched as
Phoebe pranced around the yard.

“Anyway, by that time, the doctors could tell how fast the
tumor was growing and they gave him two years.”

“Holy shit,” Liam whispered.

“So we decided to try to cram as many things from his
bucket list into those two years that we could. Trevor wanted
me to start teaching, but...I couldn’t. There was no way I
could commit to a job when there was so much we wanted to
do. So, I tutored and worked a bunch of random jobs—much
to my parents’ dismay—but I didn’t care. In two years, [ was
going to have to say goodbye to my best friend. He wasn’t
going to get to live to see his 25™ birthday.” Turning her head,
she looked at him. “When you’re faced with something like
that, you realize what’s important and what’s not.”

He nodded.

“Anyway, we did a lot as soon as we could because he was
still feeling okay and the doctors said that could change at any
time. So we took road trips, went to concerts, did some crazy



stuff like zip lining in Colorado on the highest one in the U.S.,
went skydiving, swam with dolphins, rode horses on the
beach, and rode in a hot-air balloon.”

Beside her, he chuckled. “That’s impressive. You’re pretty
brave.”

“I faked it,” she confided. “Climbing up on that ladder
today required a bit of a pep talk, but...I mean, how crappy
would it be to make him do those things alone? So I went and
smiled and laughed and even though I was terrified most of the
time, I did my best to never let it show.”

“I’m sure he would’ve understood...”

“Oh, I know he would’ve, but...I didn’t want him to do
that. I wanted to be supportive. I wanted to show him how
brave I could be, just like he was having to be brave.” She
shrugged. “I realize riding in a hot-air balloon isn’t on the
same level of facing your own mortality, but...”

“It wasn’t a competition,” he said, his voice a little low and
gruff.

“Fifteen months later, he had a seizure,” she said rather
than address his comment. “That was like...it was the
symptom we dreaded the most because it signified that things
were progressing in a bad way. The doctors all said this was
normal and he was put on some different medications to ease
his discomfort, but...the countdown officially started that
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day.

Phoebe walked over and stood on her hind legs at Tessa’s
feet—her way of saying she was done playing and wanted to
be held. Picking her up, she kissed the tiny dog on the head
and knew she needed to finish the story.



“About a week later, Trevor said there was one last thing
he wanted to cross off his bucket list.”

“What was 1t?”’

“To get married.” A small laugh was out before she could
stop it because, thinking back, she could still remember the
shock she felt when he said it to her. “He had a ring and
everything.”

“Were you really surprised?” Liam asked carefully. “I
mean, the two of you had been together for so long...”

Oh.
That.

Swallowing hard, Tessa paused, took another sip of her
cider before putting the cup down. Twisting in her seat, she
looked at Liam’s confused face. “Trevor and I were never a
couple. Ever. There was never that...that feeling, you know?
We tried kissing a couple of times and always ended up
laughing instead. So...yeah, I was surprised.”
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“I tried explaining how it wouldn’t be the same—that the
two of us getting married would be a waste of a bucket list
task.” She shrugged. “He disagreed.”

“So the two of you...?”

She shook her head. “We loved each other very much,
just...not romantically.” Then she held up her left hand,
wiggling her fingers. “And because I loved him that much, I
married him.”

His eyes went wide, but he said nothing.



“We got married, and I moved into his home with him. He
made me promise to let him stay home with hospice care for
as long as humanly possible. I think he knew if his parents
were in charge, they’d try to talk him into moving to a hospice
center or the hospital and he didn’t want that. So I was...” She
paused as her voice caught. “I was his advocate. I slept by his
side every night, we played games and sang songs and I made
sure every day was filled with love and laughter.”

“Damn, Tessa. How...”

“You just do it,” she said softly. “When you love someone,
you just do it. I knew I could cry and scream and get mad
when he was gone, but while he was still living, I would be the
happiest person on the planet.”

“Wasn’t it hard? I mean...to keep up the pretense...”

“It was exhausting,” she admitted. “But...I did it.” Tears
stung her eyes, and she quickly brushed them away. “That last
week, Trevor admitted that he knew—he could tell how much
of a toll this was taking on me and made me promise that I
would grieve when he was gone, but that I’d also remember to
find the joy in every day. Those silly things we all take for
granted—the things he would never get to do again—I
promised to embrace them because I realized that tomorrow
isn’t promised to us.”

Wiping away another wave of tears, she kissed Phoebe
again as a distraction.

“After he was gone, my parents gave me a few weeks but
then finally told me how much they disapproved of the way I
put off my career and put my life on hold. They said Trevor
would have understood. And again, I knew he would, but...I
don’t regret a single thing.”



“Wow,” he whispered.

“So now...I find the beauty in everything around me. I
appreciate the mundane. I dance in the kitchen, I sing loudly,
and 1 over-decorate at the holidays.” She gave him a
mischievous grin and winked. “And I don’t expect everyone to
understand or to approve, but loving Trevor was the best thing
to ever happen to me. I mattered so much to him that he
wanted to experience his last days in this world with me.”
Nodding, she stood. “Not many people experience a love like
that. Not many people even understand it. But [ do.”

Picking up a cookie, she took a bite and walked back into
the house. It was a little rude to just do it without saying a
word, but she needed a few minutes to compose herself.
Maybe he’d follow her inside, maybe he wouldn’t. It didn’t
matter. Liam Donovan seemed like the kind of man who didn’t
take anything on face value; he needed facts. He needed to do
the research and figure out how things work the way that they
do and why.

Well, she’d just pretty much given him an instruction
manual on herself so he could understand why she did the
things she did.

And maybe moving forward, he’d keep his snark and
disapproval to himself.

A few minutes later, he walked into her kitchen with an
empty plate and their mugs. Tessa took hers from his hand and
thanked him. She turned to get more cider, but his words
stopped her.

“I think you’re hiding,” he said, sounding firm and as if his
words were law.

“Excuse me?”’



He nodded. “I think you’re hiding behind this Pollyanna
persona and avoiding life. Now, I realize I never met Trevor,
but I doubt this is the way he wanted you to live. You need to
move on, Tessa.”

So much for him keeping his disapproval to himself...

Rather than argue—because this was the exact same thing
her parents had been saying for almost two years—she gave
him a serene smile. “I appreciate your concern, but, like you
said, you never met Trevor, so you really can’t say, and...it’s
none of your business.”

He looked mildly taken aback by her words and if she
thought he was going to back off, she was wrong.

“I’m not saying it’s my concern, but I am saying that I
don’t believe he would want you walking around spouting
sunshine that you really didn’t feel. And even if he did, that’s a
heaping load of pressure to put on you.”

“You’re crazy. Trevor never put any pressure on me.”

Studying her hard, he leaned against the kitchen island. “I
can understand grieving, but you’ve taken it to an unhealthy
level. Maybe go for counseling, maybe find a support group,
but it’s not healthy to still be living like this years later.”

And that was it.
That was like hitting the launch button.

“Who the hell put you in charge of deciding how long
someone is supposed to grieve?” she demanded. “Have you
ever lost someone you cared about?”

“As a matter of fact, [ have. I lost a few buddies during one
of our deployments. I sat right there and watched them die,” he



countered. “You don’t get to corner the market on grief, you
know.”

“Oh, I know, but I also believe grief is personal and no two
people grieve the same. So spare me the pep talk or how it is
you think I should be living.” Turning away, she put her cup in
the sink because she suddenly wasn’t thirsty.

“Have you dated anyone since he died?”
Turning again, she looked at him in horror. “What?!”

“You heard me. Have you dated anyone since Trevor
died?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

Taking a step toward her, he explained. “I’m not saying
you didn’t love Trevor. But it wasn’t a romantic love. Hell, it
wasn’t even a real marriage! I know I’m no expert in grief, but
even I know there’s a difference between the loss of a friend
and the loss of a spouse. A real spouse.”

“How dare...”

“I think you’re hiding behind this bright and cheery
persona because you’re afraid of getting hurt again, and that is
completely understandable. But what you really need to be
asking yourself is if this is the life that would make Trevor
proud. As your best friend, is this the life he imagined you
living?” He took another step closer and his voice softened. “I
don’t think someone who loved you so much that you were the
one person he wanted with him right until the end, would want
to see you walking around smiling and being this uber-cheery
person when that’s not what you felt in your heart. You know
if he were here that he’d be able to see right through this.”

It shouldn’t have mattered—anything that he said—but
unfortunately, he was right. Trevor would see through this



persona and yell at her for not being true to herself. She was a
genuinely happy person—that much wasn’t a lie—but she was
also someone who enjoyed her privacy and could take comfort
in a long, hard cry.

She was tired.
So damn tired.

Licking her lips, Tessa looked up at him and tried to smile.
“Thank you.”

He instantly looked suspicious. “For...?”

“You’re right. He would see through this...this person I’ve
morphed into. And he would hate it.” She cursed the sting of
fresh tears. “I genuinely am a happy person who always looks
for the best in everything, but...sometimes I feel like I go
above and beyond and...I can’t help it. That’s what the world
needs sometimes.”

“But at what cost to you?”
Good question.

The sigh was out before she could stop it. “If it’s all the
same to you, I’m really not up for being under the microscope
anymore today.” She held up her bandaged hands. “As it is,
I’'m feeling a little like the walking wounded and all this talk is
just...I just can’t.” With as much grace as she could muster,
she said, “I appreciate everything you did today, Liam.
Everything. So...thank you. But I think I’'m going to crash on
the couch for a little while and then figure out what kind of
takeout I’'m ordering since I won’t be cooking with these
hands tonight.”

He nodded and together they made their way toward the
front door. It was weird to think that she’d just sort of bared
her soul to the one person who’d basically been nothing but a



huge negative in her life. Even long after Jenna and Nick’s
wedding, she thought about him and would cringe at all the
negative energy he brought with him. They’d seen each other a
few weeks after the wedding and even then, he’d been a
downer.

But today, he redeemed himself a little.

Not that she thought it would last, but still, it was nice to
see another side of him.

At the door, Tessa smiled at him. “Thanks again and I
guess [’ll see you around.” She had mixed feelings on whether
or not she wanted to change the status quo between them. It
was nice to just have to smile and wave occasionally—Iess
chance of them griping at each other. They had turned a corner
today, but again, she wasn’t sure it was a permanent thing.

Liam stared down at her like he was trying to think of
something to say—which was weird because Liam always
seemed to have something to say. But when he spoke, it was
the last thing she ever expected him to say.

“Have dinner with me tonight.”



Chapter Five

Liam looked around his kitchen and frowned. It was a
perfectly fine kitchen, but after seeing Tessa’s, it felt like it
was lacking something.

Character.
Personality.
Just like the rest of his house.

Raking his hands through his hair, he let out a long breath.
“Okay, I’'m getting way too freaked out over the color of my
backsplash and lack of crap to decorate the space.” Groaning,
he walked out of the kitchen and went to the living room.

Big mistake.

Now he was disappointed in a second space when just this
morning, he was perfectly fine with his entire house.

Clearly going over to Tessa’s was a mistake.
Except...it wasn’t.

She would have gotten hurt if she’d fallen from the tree—
not terribly hurt, but hurt just the same. And then everything
that happened after that was just...unexpected.

She’d married a friend to fulfill a dying wish. He wanted
to ask what kind of person did that, but he already had the



answer.
He just didn’t agree with it.

To him, it seemed like maybe that last act of friendship
was keeping her locked in this pattern of make believe and not
really dealing with life.

“Then again, what the hell do I know? I can count on one
hand the number of times we’ve actually spoken, so...”

Part of him wanted to pick up the phone and call his friend
Nick and maybe get some insight, but that seemed a little
extreme and sort of like invading Tessa’s privacy.

And he did not want to be that kind of creeper.

Still...maybe inviting her over was a bad idea. At the time,
it seemed like the thing to do. When they weren’t arguing with
each other, he found she was really kind of nice—especially
when she wasn’t in one of her super cheery moods and
spouting about how wonderful everything was.

It wasn’t like Liam hated the world or that he was overly
pessimistic; he was just a realist. Sometimes things weren’t
great or fantastic or beautiful. That’s just the way life was.

But Tessa s beautiful...
Okay, where the hell did that come from?

Sure, Tessa was attractive in a girl-next-door kind of way,
but beautiful? No.

Yes.

Groaning, he paced around the house and there wasn’t one
thing out of place.

Mainly because he didn’t have anything extra to be out of
place.



No throw pillows, no afghans or decorative throws, no
knick-knacks...everything he had served a purpose and was
functional.

The damn place practically looked sterile.
It was almost like he was still living in the barracks.

He’d been working on the house since the day he closed on
it. He’d taken down wallpaper, painted walls, installed some
new trim around the windows, ripped up the carpet that was
practically all throughout the main floor, and put up some new
light fixtures. The house had been seriously outdated and in
need of some upgrades. It occurred to him that decorating
hadn’t really been a priority.

The next project was going to be the master bathroom,
then new appliances in the kitchen, knocking down the wall
between the dining room and kitchen, and then the backyard.
It was all planned out. But between the house and the fishing
resort, Liam felt like he was being stretched a little thin.

There was a construction crew doing the bulk of the work
at the resort, but he was still on site every day overseeing
things and, with Will working beside him, they were ensuring
that nothing went awry.

That’s when the strangest thought hit him.

One of the things he most looked forward to when he
retired from the Marines was slowing down his pace a bit. But
as soon as he’d gotten home, he hit the ground running and
bought a home, broke ground on a new business, and hadn’t so
much as taken one full day for himself in well over a month.

Liam felt that once he came home, he’d start dating and
could finally have a social life and a possible romantic one and
yet...he hadn’t gone out with anyone since hooking up with



one of the bridesmaids at Nick and Jenna’s wedding three
months ago.

1I'm pathetic.

Was that why he was inviting Tessa over? Somewhere in
the back of his mind, was he looking at her in a potential
dating way?

Um...no.

Maybe.

Okay, he wouldn’t exactly say no if it came up in
conversation.

Which he doubted it would.

The doorbell rang and he suddenly felt nervous and unsure
and so unlike himself that it bordered on the bizarre. He was
fearless, dammit. There was no reason for him to be feeling
like this over some Chinese takeout with his neighbor.

Neighbor, not a woman he would consider dating.

But as soon as he opened the door, he wondered just how
much he was lying to himself.

Looking up at him with those big brown eyes, Tessa
smiled and handed him a plate of cookies. “I brought dessert,”
she said with a smile. “If I’d had more time and my hands felt
better, I would have made more, but you seemed to like them
and I thought it would be enough. I have ice cream that I can
go and grab from my freezer and...”

“Tessa?”
“Hmm?”

“This 1s perfect,” he assured her as he took the plate from
her hands. “Thank you, but you really didn’t need to bring



anything.” Stepping aside he motioned for her to come in.

“I have to admit, I’ve been curious about what you’ve been
doing to the place. I was close with the Fosters and spent a lot
of time here.”

“You were here on move-in day...”

“I know, but everything was a bit chaotic and your family
distracted me from really seeing what you’d been doing with
the place.”

Closing the door, Liam moved beside her. “So? What do
you think so far?”

She paused and looked around, and he knew immediately
that she wasn’t impressed.

“I mentioned earlier how I’m thinking of adding the built-
ins around the fireplace,” he explained, “and I’m thinking of
refinishing the floors. Can you believe they had all this
hardwood under the carpet? I mean...why cover it?”

Making a non-committal sound, she stepped further into
the room before wandering around a bit.

“You really kind of stripped the place,” she commented
after a minute. “I realize the importance of putting your own
stamp on a home, but what was wrong with what was here?”

Rather than answer right away, Liam put the plate of
cookies on the kitchen table before joining her again. “It was
all seriously outdated and felt like my grandparents’ house.”
With a shrug, he added, “The house has great bones. It just
needs to be brought up to date.” He described all of his plans
that he still needed to implement and when he was done, he
felt pretty proud of himself. “Can I get you something to
drink? I’ve got beer, water, wine...”



“Just water, please,” she said before following him into the
kitchen. “What happened to the island?”

Chuckling, he got her a glass and filled it with water and
ice. “That thing was on its last legs and basically an eyesore.
Did you know it wasn’t even a built in? It was on wheels! It
was kind of a safety hazard too.”

She frowned. “I thought it was charming because it could
be moved if you needed the space, but that’s just me,” she
murmured before taking a sip of her water.

Since they clearly weren’t seeing eye to eye on his
improvements, he thought it best to change the subject. “So, I
was thinking of ordering Chinese food. Is that okay with you?”

Thankfully, she smiled. “Ooh...that’s my favorite. If I’'m
going to get takeout, nine times out of ten, that’s what I get.”

Relief washed over him. “I enjoy it too. Mostly when I get
takeout, I grab it from the pub, but after that, my go-to is

pizza.”
“That’s a good option too. If you’d rather get a pizza...”

“No. No, Chinese food is fine. Tell me what you like and
I’1l place the order and have it delivered.”

It took several minutes for them to review the menu while
talking about their likes and dislikes, and by the time Liam
placed the order, he felt like he knew everything he needed to
know about Tessa’s taste in food.

Well, Chinese food.

“Would you like to go out to the yard? I can show you
what ’m planning on doing.”

All she did was nod.



Stepping outside, Liam launched into his description of
where he was going to put the outdoor kitchen, how he
planned on building a pergola, how he’ll tear up the concrete
patio and install new pavers, which bushes and shrubs he was
going to pull, and where he’d put the pool when the time
came.”

“Wow. That all sounds ambitious,” she said without the
least hint of enthusiasm.

“I might add another seating area over there in the far
corner,” he added.

“But...what about the oak tree? It’s in great shape and it’s
the perfect tree for a treehouse.”

That made him laugh. “A treehouse? I think I’m a little too
old for that.”

Rolling her eyes, she let out a small laugh too. “Not for
you,” she said in a mildly condescending tone. “For the future.
You know, when you have kids.”

“Yeah, um...I don’t think that’s going to happen for a
while. Why should I keep a tree just for the possibility that one
day I might have kids? Who knows if I’ll still be living here?
And besides, maybe they won’t like treehouses.”

“Every kid loves a treehouse, Liam,” she reasoned. “It’s
like having your own fort. You can’t tell me you didn’t want a
space like that when you were a kid. I know I did.”

“I did, but like I said, what if I never have kids? Shouldn’t
I get to use the yard in a way that works for me?”

She shrugged. “Sure. It’s your place.”

And there was something in her tone that screamed
disapproval.



Again.

Doing his best to ignore it, he explained in greater detail
more of his plans until he was sure their food would be
arriving. “Come on,” he said. “Let’s go inside. The food
should be here any minute.”

Wordlessly, she followed.

But within a matter of minutes, she was questioning his
choice in light fixtures, his color choices, and commenting that
the house looked like a typical bachelor pad.

“I just moved in two weeks ago,” he argued lightly. “In
time, it will look more lived-in and will feel like a home.”

“But it already did feel like a home,” she countered. “The
Fosters lived here for twenty-years and it worked perfectly for
them.”

“Yes, but that’s the difference. It worked for them. I don’t
have the same taste. I’ll never use a formal dining room, so
taking the wall down makes sense. I paid for the house and I
shouldn’t have to keep it as a shrine to the former owners.”

“I didn’t say to keep it as a shrine...”

“No, but you’re implying that I shouldn’t change
anything.” Pausing, he frowned as everything suddenly made
sense. “Oh...I get it.”

“Get what?”

“This is about you not liking change and not wanting to
move on with your life,” he said simply.

“That’s not what I’'m saying, and the two things don’t have
anything to do with one another.”

He was about to explain his theory when the doorbell rang.



Literally saved by the bell...

Within minutes, Liam had their food set out on the table
and he was holding the chair out for Tessa.

Because his mother raised him to have manners.

They made small talk about the food and the local
restaurants and she asked a ton of questions about what it was
like growing up owning a pub.

“We all worked there from the time we could walk,” he
said with a small laugh. “Mom always brought us in and we’d
either wipe down tables, take out the trash, refill the ketchup
bottles...” He shrugged. “It was just something we always
did.”

“So you never had to look for an after-school job, huh?”

“Never,” he said with a grin. “Although, I really wished I
could work anywhere else but there.”

“How come?”’

“Just to try something different and have an identity away
from Donovan’s Pub.” Another shrug. “What about you? Did
you have any exciting jobs in high school?”

She laughed softly and Liam found he liked the sound of
it.
“I did a lot of babysitting and worked as a nanny during

the summers,” she explained. “That’s really what started my
love of teaching.”

“You’re a teacher?” Wait...didn’t his mother mention that
the day he moved in?

Nodding, she said, “Music teacher. I teach at Laurel Bay
Elementary.”



“Wow! That’s very cool.”

“I enjoy it and the kids are great. Working with them has
really helped pull me out of a funk more than once. It’s hard to
be depressed when you’re singing happy songs.”

Taking a moment to finish a forkful of food, he
remembered their earlier conversation. She didn’t like change,
she struggled with depression...

“Look, I hate to harp on this, but...have you looked into...
you know...therapy?”

Tessa gave him an odd look. “For what?”
“You know...depression.”

Rolling her eyes, she reached for a fried wonton. “Liam,
I’m not depressed.”

“But you just said...”

“I just meant...” Pausing, she sighed. “I went for grief
counseling after Trevor died and sometimes I get in a funk
because I miss him. It’s completely natural and then...I move
on. [ have to.”

“Which brings me back to what we were talking about
before the food arrived,” he said, because clearly he was like a
dog with a bone. “I think that maybe this whole inability to
deal with change is keeping you from moving on with your
life.”

Tessa rarely lost her patience and she never argued when she
was a guest in someone’s home, but Liam Donovan pushed her
over the edge.



Tossing her wonton down, she leaned back and glared at
him. “What is it with you, huh? Do you get some sort of joy
out of being a total jerk?”

His dark eyes went wide and his mouth moved, but
nothing came out.

“Where do you get off psychoanalyzing me? Do you have
a degree in psychology?”

“No, but...”
“Are you a psychiatrist?”
Frowning, he said, “No. But...”

“So you just feel it’s okay to throw your completely
unfounded opinion out there just because my life looks
different from yours, is that it?”

Pushing his plate aside, Liam glared hard at her. “It’s not
that your life looks different from mine, Tessa. It’s that I'm a
fairly good judge of people and it’s obvious that you’ve got
some...you know...issues.”

Mimicking his move and pushing her own dish aside, she
met his glare head on. “So what if I do?” she asked loudly.
“No one’s asking you to do the things I do! I don’t think it’s a
crime to have emotions or be sentimental! It’s not hurting
anyone if I’'m sad one day and need to just be alone! And it’s
definitely not a cause for therapy because I happen to like the
charm of an old house!”

“That’s not what...”

She stood up. “It’s exactly what you’re saying.” Mumbling
a mild curse, Tessa walked out of the kitchen, grabbing her
purse as she went. “I knew we should have stuck to our
original plan of just waving from a distance. There’s no point



in even trying to be civil to someone like you.” She was just a
few feet from the door when Liam caught up to her and
stepped in her path. Coming up short, she let out a huff. “I’'m
going home.”

“Okay, okay, okay...I was out of line,” he said quickly.
“It’s just...I’'m the oldest of five kids. I'm used to watching
after everyone, identifying if there’s a problem, and then
solving it. It worked that way in the service too.”

It explained a little more about him, but she was unwilling
to say it was a valid excuse for him to be rude.

“Whatever,” she murmured and tried to step around him.
He blocked her.
“Liam...”

The next thing she knew, his hands were gently grasping
her shoulders. “I realize we don’t know each other that well,
but from everything you’ve told me, it seems like you’re sort
of...stuck.”

Tessa was fairly certain her jaw was on the floor. Her heart
was racing and she prayed she wouldn’t burst into tears.

The thing was...he wasn’t wrong.

She knew she was a little stuck in the past; her family
mentioned it a time or two or twenty. Still...no one
understood! If she knew how to move on, she would! There
was just something comfortable about this place she was at.
Leaving it was scary and she honestly didn’t know if she could
survive opening her heart again to the kind of pain that losing
Trevor brought.

“You don’t know anything about me,” she said, hating the
slight tremble in her voice. His hands were still on her



shoulders and as much as she wished he’d let her go, the other
part of her—the part that was clearly crazy—was enjoying the
contact. It had been so long since a man had touched her and
here it was twice in one day that Liam Donovan had.

And she still wasn’t hating it.
Ugh...maybe I do need therapy.

Unaware of her inner dialogue, Liam went on. “Have you
dated anyone since Trevor died?”

“We’ve already covered this and...”

“Just...hear me out. I get that you were married, but...it
wasn’t a traditional marriage. You said so yourself.”

“I never said that!” she argued, and now she did twist out
of his grasp. “What is wrong with you? Why would you even
think it’s okay to talk to me about such a sensitive subject?”

“I can’t help but think that if you put yourself back out

there, maybe you’d be happier!” he challenged. “Don’t you
ever get lonely? Don’t you ever just want someone who is

physically there and not just a memory?”
“How dare you!”
“I just think...”

“No,” she interrupted. “You don’t think. You just blurt
stuff out that has nothing to do with you. Maybe your siblings
don’t mind it, or maybe they’re used to it. Heck, it was
probably the same while you were in the Marines. But I’'m not
one of your fellow soldiers and I’m not one of your siblings! I
don’t want to discuss this with you anymore. I’d like to leave,
please.”

And she hated that even when she was this upset, she was
still polite.



Dang it.

Fortunately, he listened and took a step back. Tessa went to
walk out but felt like she had one more thing left to say.

“You know, it’s obvious that you’ve never truly loved
anyone. Because if you did, you would know that going out on
a date with another person doesn’t change anything.
Sometimes it makes things worse. So before you go and give
anyone else some bad advice, maybe stick to things that you
actually know about.”

Her hand was on the front doorknob when he stopped her
again.

“You realize you’re just proving me right, don’t you?” he
said evenly and as much as she wanted to ignore him and go,
her curiosity got the better of her.

“Excuse me?”’

“You’re running away. I said something that you don’t like
—perhaps I struck a nerve—and rather than discuss it, you got
up and ran.” Sliding his hands into his trouser pockets, he
shrugged. “I didn’t take you for the type to walk away when
things didn’t go your way.”

Was he for real?
And what was worse...she took the bait.

Turning, Tessa faced him. “Okay, Ace. You want to talk?
We’ll talk.” Crossing her arms and cocking her hip, she prayed
she looked casual. The truth was that she felt 1ll, but there was
no way she was going to let him get the last word like this.
“According to your logic, dating someone new should make
all the grief go away.”



Rolling his eyes, Liam shook his head. “No, that’s not
what I said. What I said was that dating someone would help
you move on. Hell, I’'m not saying you have to get seriously
involved with someone. Just a casual date or...or...even
sleeping with someone could possibly do it for you.”

Rage built up in her like nothing she’d ever felt before.

“Sex? That’s your answer? Sex?” she asked incredulously.
“That’s incredibly shallow, Liam, and what little respect I had
for you is gone.”

This time, she was definitely going. Her hand grasped the
doorknob again and...

“I think you’re scared,” he taunted. “I think you’re afraid
to be with another man because it will prove that all the things
you’ve been feeling aren’t what you’ve built them up to be.”
He took a step toward her. “You’ll always love Trevor—as a
friend. And you’ll always have feelings for him—as a friend.
But romantically and sexually? I think you’ve added that in
there for some twisted reason and you won’t allow yourself to
get involved with another man because you’ll realize you’ve
been wasting your time and...”

Before another word could come out of his mouth, Tessa
tossed her purse to the floor and launched herself at him. One
hand reached up and anchored into his hair as she went up on
her tiptoes and pressed her lips to his. It was supposed to be
just a quick, harmless little kiss.

She was going to prove a point, dammit.

She was going to show him that a date or a kiss didn’t flip
a switch on how you felt about someone.

Except...she was wrong.

Uh-oh...



Liam’s arm immediately banded around her waist as he
pulled her in close right before he took control of the kiss.
Clearly she hadn’t thought this through because she figured
he’d let her do her little test and either push her away or sort of
not engage. But the way his tongue was gently coaxing hers
and the fact that he was holding her even tighter said that he
was not only fully engaging, but maybe even enjoying this.

Just like [ am...

Tessa’s free arm wrapped around him, and it was
impossible to get any closer. She could feel every hard inch of
him.

Every.
Hard.
Inch.

Oh my...

As much as she wanted to clear her mind and simply feel
all the things this kiss was making her feel, she couldn’t seem
to shut it off. Never had a kiss felt so intimate—so carnal. And
never had a single kiss ever made her want to throw caution to
the wind and do something reckless.

Like ask a thoroughly annoying almost-stranger to have
sex up against his front door.

It had been so long since she’d been kissed that she hadn’t
even really thought about it—but she had a feeling it was
going to be all that she thought about now. And as much as she
wanted to be annoyed about it, she couldn’t. Not when the kiss
just kept going on and on and on.

Her lungs felt tight and certain girly parts were feeling all
tingly and achy in a way they hadn’t in years and yet all she



wanted was for Liam to keep kissing her while she just rubbed
herself all over him.

It would be shameless and brazen and far more sexually
aggressive than she’d ever been and...

That’s when reality hit her like a bucket of water to the
face.

This isnt who [ am...

As much as she hated to, Tessa slowly pulled back. Her
eyelids felt heavy, but she forced herself to look at him and
keep her composure as much as humanly possible.

When she got home, she knew she’d overanalyze every
second of the last few minutes, but for now, the key was to
look as unaffected as she could muster.

Unable to help herself, she quickly licked her lips before
bending over and scooping up her purse. Then she made the
mistake of looking right at him.

And almost stripped herself down and begged him to do
whatever he pleased with her.

His hair was mussed up, his breath was ragged, his eyes
were dark with desire, and he looked just as turned on as she
felt.

Damn him.

Gently, she cleared her throat. “So, um...yeah, sorry. No
switch has been flipped. Thanks for dinner and I’ll see you
around.” It was amazing how calm she sounded when her
heart was beating so loud she could barely hear herself speak.

Without a backward glance, she walked out the door,
across the lawn, and into her house.



And promptly took a cold shower.



Chapter Six

“Ow! Son of a bitch!” Tossing the hammer aside with a loud
curse, Liam shook his hand and prayed he didn’t break his
finger.

“Dude, what is going on with you?” Will asked. “You’ve
been a walking disaster all day.”

It was Monday afternoon and as much as he wanted to
argue with his friend that he was wrong, the fact was that he
wasn’t. All day, Liam had been making mistakes and most of
them ended up injuring him in one way or another.

“If you keep this up, the general contractor is going to
throw you off the job because you’re a safety hazard.”

“We’re the general contractors,” he murmured as he
straightened.

“Yeah, and I’'m going to throw your ass off the job for the
day,” Will countered sternly. “Seriously, I don’t know what’s
on your mind, but your focus isn’t here and we can’t afford for
you to do something that hurts you or someone else. It’s
already after four, just...call it a day.”

“It’s unnecessary. I’'m just having an off day.”

“Liam, I’ve known you for a long time and you’ve never
been this off. If there’s something on your mind...”



Damn straight there was something on his mind.
Or rather, someone.
Tessa.

Where the hell did she get off kissing him like that and just
walking away? He’d been turned on for days and it had taken
an act of iron will not to go knocking on her door and
demanding to know what she was thinking.

Um...that I provoked her and maybe she was just taking
my advice?

Yeah, okay, that thought had occurred to him, but he never
expected her to do such a thing.

But since she did, he’d been fantasizing about her coming
back and doing it again and again and again. And in each
scenario, she was dressed in less and less.

If anyone would have told him he’d be tempted by his
uber-cheery neighbor, he would have told them they were
crazy.

And yet, here he was.
Tempted and slowly losing his mind.

“Um...Liam?”

Sighing loudly, he glanced at Will. “It’s nothing. Can’t a
guy just have a bad day? Does it have to mean something’s
wrong? Maybe I didn’t get enough sleep last night!”

“Did you get enough sleep last night?” Will asked with
mild amusement.

Sadly, he hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep because he had
rather detailed, erotic dreams about Tessa.



“Okay, clearly you don’t want to talk about this, but can I
make a suggestion?” Will asked a moment later.

“Sure...”

“Go home, take a shower, and go out. Call up a woman or
maybe go to the pub and meet one. Just...you’re clearly in a
funk and even though we haven’t talked about this, I don’t
think you’ve gone out and...you know...been with anyone in a
while.”

Rolling his eyes, Liam fought the urge to laugh.
Only...it wasn’t funny.
Sadly, it was quite possibly the most honest observation.

“Maybe you’re right,” he forced himself to say, raking a
hand through his hair. “And thanks, Will.” Before he could
second-guess himself, Liam gathered his tools and cleaned up.
“I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Take tomorrow if you need to,” his friend called after
him. “I won’t mind.”

“We’ll see.” Ten minutes later, he was in his truck and
heading home.

It had been months since he’d been with a woman and
while he knew it was partially the issue, it wasn’t lack of sex
that had him off his game. In the service, sometimes he’d gone
a full year without sleeping with a woman. Right now, he
definitely wouldn’t mind crawling between the sheets and
getting naked and sweaty with someone.

Tessa.

“Yeah, this has got to be dealt with,” he mumbled. It had
only been two days and yet he’d thought about the kiss—



thought about ser—almost continuously since. “It shouldn’t be
like this. I shouldn’t feel like this.”

Liam was always the one in control of his emotions.
Maybe it had to do with the fact that he was the firstborn and
had to set the example for his siblings, or maybe it was his
military training. Either way, he did not enjoy this sudden...
awareness—the need for one person in particular.

The drive home took only a few minutes and as he drove
past Tessa’s house, he almost missed his driveway and pulled
onto the lawn when he spotted her watering the plants on her
front porch.

He knew the instant she noticed his arrival because her
movements suddenly sped up—Iike she was trying to wrap
things up quickly before he could come over and talk to her.
Well, he wasn’t going to let anything deter him. He wanted
answers, and he wanted them now.

Hopping down from his truck, he slammed the door and
made his way across his front yard toward her. She
straightened and met his gaze. Today she had on a pair of dark
jeans and a maroon sweater. Her dark hair was loose and even
from across the yard, he could tell that her lips were glossy.

Swallowing hard, he closed the distance between them.
When they were mere feet apart, he stopped short.

And had no idea what to say.

Tessa eyed him warily and, after a moment, she turned to
shut the hose off before facing him again. “Was there
something I could do for you, Liam?”

Now that was a loaded question.

“As a matter of fact, there 1s.”



She arched a dark brow at him in response.
“What the hell were you thinking on Saturday?” he asked.
“You’ll have to be more specific,” she casually replied.

Inwardly groaning, he stared down at her. “The kiss, Tessa.
Why would you do that?”

With a shrug, she walked up the two steps to her porch
before looking at him again. “I was testing your theory. You
made it sound like going out on a date and kissing someone
would miraculously change my life. I figured I could count the
semi-dinner we had and the conversation as a date, so then I
thought I’d try the kiss. You know...since you were so
confident that would be the answer to all my problems.”

This time, the groan was outward and full of annoyance.
“That wasn’t what I said.”

“Oh, I realize I’'m taking some minor creative liberty with
it, but it’s essentially the same thing.” Another shrug. “I was
curious.”

“That’s it? You were curious?” he repeated incredulously.

“Mm-hmm. I’ll admit I’ve never done anything like that—
you know, initiating a kiss that way—but there’s a first time
for everything.”

He waited for her to elaborate but she didn’t, and it was
infuriating as hell.

“And?” he prompted impatiently.

“And what? I believe I told you my thoughts on my way
out the door. Why? Did you think there was more?”

Her smile was sweet and serene, and it annoyed him even
more.



“So you’re telling me you felt absolutely nothing?”
She nodded.

“Bullshit.”

Her eyes went wide. “Excuse me?”

Taking one giant step up onto the porch, he stood in front
of her. “I said bullshit. I think you were really into that kiss
and just don’t want to admit it because you don’t want to
prove me right.”

He almost smiled when she paled slightly.

“Im not saying it was a bad kiss, Liam. It’s nothing
personal. It just didn’t have the magical healing properties you
seemed to think it should. No offense.”

“No one said it would have magical healing...jeez, Tessa, I
swear you make this stuff up just to aggravate me!”

Grinning, she shrugged again. “I’m sorry this is bothering
you. I never intended to upset you this much. But you’ll have
to excuse me. I just got home a little while ago and I have
things I need to do.”

When she pulled the screen door open, Liam reached for it
and held it that way. “You didn’t upset me,” he lied. “I just
wanted to know if you had time to think about it afterwards
and 1f it maybe, um...”

“Maybe what?”
Ugh...how did he word this?

“Did 1t have you looking at things differently?” he asked
diplomatically. “Did you maybe go into work today and
consider asking out one of your coworkers? Or...or is there
someone in town that you would consider going out with?”



Why was he goading her like this? The last thing he
wanted was to think of her being interested in another man,
but he doubted she’d admit to suddenly being attracted to him.

No matter how much he would love to hear that.

She seemed to consider him for a long moment. “You
know...there is someone I was a little attracted to...”

Swallowing hard again, he nodded.

“Before the kiss, mind you,” she quickly corrected. “But...
[ don’t know. I don’t think I could ask him out.”

“Why not?”

Her soft sigh was the first response. “Liam, no offense,
but...this really doesn’t concern you. I appreciate your interest
and how you thought you were helping, but I’'m not
comfortable being the one asking a man out. And besides, it’s
been a long time since I’ve been...you know...intimate with
anyone. Heck, you were my first kiss in years, so...”

It was stupid how much that pleased him.

“If it makes you feel any better, it was a great kiss,” he told
her, and watched as her cheeks turned the prettiest shade of
pink. Taking a step closer until they were both in the house
and the screen door gently shut behind him, he nodded. “It’s
true. Whoever this guy is, I bet he wouldn’t mind if you kissed
him like that.”

She was shaking her head before he finished the sentence.

“That’s sweet of you to say, but...it will be awhile before
I’m comfortable doing anything like that with anyone. It’s
been too long and I’m out of practice...”

“It’s like riding a bike,” he said with a boyish grin. “Trust
me. You’re a natural.”



“Liam...”

Okay, he knew exactly what he was doing and exactly
what he wanted.

He was just too afraid to ask.

Doing his best to sound casual, he said, “You could totally
practice on...you know...me.” Clearing his throat, he
continued, “Obviously we’ve already done it once so it
wouldn’t be weird and you know that neither of us is going to
take it for anything more since whenever we’re together we’re
arguing about something...”

Her back seemed to stiffen a little and he thought maybe
he’d gone too far.

“Wait...you want me to kiss you again?” she asked, the
confusion on her face obvious.

“Just for practice,” he quickly reminded her. “You can
consider me your safe space. No one has to know and...”

“What do you get out of this? Clearly I annoy you, so why
would you even want to do this?”

Because I can't stop thinking of you and maybe this will

help me come to my senses...

“I feel bad for all the grief I’ve given you, and you shared
something that was deeply personal with me. I should have
been more supportive, so...now I think this is a way that I can

be.”
That sounded logical, right?
The face she was making said otherwise.

“I appreciate the offer, Liam, but...” She glanced away as
Phoebe came prancing into the room. With the grace of a



dancer, Tessa bent down and scooped the tiny dog up before
straightening and snuggling her. “There’s my good girl. I
promised we’d go out back and play, right?”

Maybe that was his cue to leave, but he wasn’t ready to
just yet.

“I meant to ask you,” he began before she could show him
the door, “who did the work in your yard? The pergola and all
that? I’'m guessing you did some of it yourself, but did you
hire a landscaping company?”

Smiling, she shook her head. “My family and I did it all
together. My mom is a total whiz with gardens and my dad and
both my brothers-in-law are super handy, so they did all the
building. Amazingly enough, we got it done in two weekends.
It wasn’t quite as full as it is now. I’ve been adding to it ever
since, but it was a fun project for all of us to do together.”

Yeah, he knew his family would help him when the time
came, but he figured there might be more to her story so he
could stay longer.

“Would you mind if I looked at it again? After our talk
Saturday night, I’ve been thinking about your suggestions—
especially regarding the tree. Maybe if I don’t take it down, I
can do some sort of garden thing like what you have. I don’t
know anything about flowers, but...”

Tessa’s eyes lit up with pure delight. “Sure! Come on
back! Phoebe needs to go out so she can do her thing while we
walk around. I know a lot about different kinds of flowers and
what works best in this region and climate and I can help you
make your yard as beautiful as it can be!”

There was that perkiness that usually bugged him, but right
now, he kind of liked her enthusiasm.



Just like he was liking her.

And he had no idea what it all meant.

Tessa walked out the back door ahead of Liam and had to fight
the urge to simply burst into song. It was her go-to response
when she was happy and right now, it was hard to even keep
her feet on the ground.

It was thrilling to know she wasn’t the only one affected
by their kiss. She already knew she’d been playing it on a
continuous loop in her own head, but no matter how he was
trying to pull this whole thing off, he wasn’t simply trying to
be a good neighbor or make up for being a jerk to her so many

times.
He wanted to kiss her too.
Yay!

Of course she’d never admit that out loud because...
well...she just wouldn’t. If she seemed too eager to take him
up on his offer, he’d probably think there was something
wrong with her. But there was also the fact that a small part of
her was hesitant. The man she referred to earlier when the two
of them were out front—the one she said she was attracted to
—was Liam.

But...there was no way she’d get involved with Liam
Donovan. They’d already proven how incompatible they were.
Unfortunately, she had opened a Pandora’s box with that kiss
two days ago and now it was all she could think about.

Her plan had been to just keep herself super busy so she
wouldn’t have time to think about it, but so far that hadn’t



happened. If anything, she found herself doing activities that
left her with nothing to do but think.

Earlier today, she had been looking over songs for the
holiday chorus concert at school and it all had her thinking of
Liam.

“Walking in a Winter Wonderland”: Thoughts of walking
with him in the snow and then kissing to keep warm.

“Baby, It’s Cold Outside: Thoughts of all the ways she’d
love for them to keep each other warm and they all involved
kissing.

And that wasn’t including the contemporary -classic
Christmas songs like “All I Want for Christmas is You” or
“Christmas, Baby, Please Come Home.”

Every single song had her tangled up with Liam in one
way or another and to have him here right now, proposing a
little more kissing? Well...it was a miracle she hadn’t thrown
herself at him yet.

“So, um...what kind of garden were you thinking of?” she
asked as they stepped out into her backyard. For the next
several minutes, they walked around and Tessa described all
the different flowers she had planted and why she chose them,
but the entire time she was hyper-aware of Liam beside her.
She had no idea if he was genuinely interested in anything she
was saying, but she could feel his eyes on her.

“That is a lot of information,” he said as they moved back
toward her sitting area. “I don’t think I’d have a problem
doing the heavy labor or building anything, but all the planting
stuff I’d probably need to hire a landscaper for.”

They sat and she nodded. “It is a lot, I know, but the
reward is so worth it.” Motioning to her yard again, Tessa



couldn’t help but smile. “I know you’re looking to have a little
more of a recreational space with a pool and all, but I think
you can still do a lot with the right shrubs and flowers. Plus...
that tree is amazing.” Leaning forward, she pointed at it. “I
have to admit, I like the shade it gives the back corner of my
yard too.” Then she felt herself blush. “But um...that totally
wasn’t why I wanted you to keep it.”

Smiling, Liam reached over and touched her arm and she
felt it from her head to her toes.

I’'m in trouble.

“Relax,” he told her softly, and she wasn’t sure if he was
referring to her reaction to his touch or what she’d just said. “I
already know you’re not the diabolical type.”

Okay, so...the tree.

“I just wanted to be sure you understood that,” she replied
as she slowly moved out of his grasp. “I think with a little help
from a landscaper you could make your yard a genuine
retreat.”

Phoebe walked over and stood on her hind legs and gently
scratched at Tessa’s legs before getting picked up.

“Do you leave her home all day?” he asked, motioning to
Phoebe.

“Sadly, I do. There was a time when I used to bring her to
work with me, but she ended up being a major distraction for
my students. Sometimes I still take her with me, but only if I
know I’'m going to be staying late. And even then, I come
home after my last class and pick her up then. I don’t have her
with me the entire day.” She scratched the pup’s head. “She’s
good about being home alone and she never gets destructive. I
just feel bad and worry that she’s lonely.”



“Do dogs get lonely? Seriously?”

And just like that, all the good feelings she was having
toward him started to melt away.

“I think most living creatures—the ones with an actual
heart—do. If I could, I’d take her with me every day or have
someone stop in while I’'m at school to check on her. As it is, I
leave music playing just so she has a little noise in the
background.”

“Tessa, come on. That’s a little crazy, don’t you think?”

With a weary sigh, she pinched the bridge of her nose
before looking at him. “And this is why there won’t be any
practice kissing,” she said with a frown.

“What? Why?”

“Because I'm tired of defending everything I do to you.
It’s exhausting!”

When he didn’t respond right away, she got mildly
suspicious.

“What I mean 1s...”

“So if I didn’t speak, then you’d kiss me?” he reasoned,
and it wasn’t really a question.

“I didn’t say that.”
But...she kind of did.

“Okay, I’ll admit that I have a problem—I say what’s on
my mind. I don’t mean for it to be confrontational, but that’s
how you always seem to take it.”

“That’s because whatever’s on your mind tends to be that
I’m doing something you think is crazy or ridiculous or...
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or...



He reached out and touched her again and she realized the
skin on his hands was a little rough and calloused and felt
really good.

So good that she wanted to feel it on other parts of her
body and not just her arm.

Ugh...I'm pathetic.

This time she fought the urge to pull away as she met his
gaze.

Which was sexy as hell and full of heat.
Well...maybe one kiss wouldn’t hurt...

“You’re right,” he said, interrupting her thoughts. “I guess
some things you do seem...you know...like what you said,
and that’s not fair to you. I’'m sure there are plenty of things
that I do that you don’t like and you keep them to yourself.
Right?”

She nodded.

“So if I promise to think before I speak, then would you
practice with me?”

Tessa’s eyes narrowed. “Why is this so important to you? |
mean, why do you even care if [ move on with another man?”

His hand on her arm tightened somewhat, and she noticed
a slight twitch in his jaw.

Interesting.

“Like I said, I just thought it was a way for me to make it
up to you for being such a jerk,” he said after a moment. “If
you don’t want to...”

“I didn’t say that,” she interrupted quickly.

A little too quickly, and he quirked a brow at her.



Shoot.

“I guess it can’t really hurt...” she said and was amazed
she wasn’t struck by lightning. “And it’s not like you’re a bad
kisser.”

“Um...thanks?”

His reaction made her giggle and she couldn’t believe they
were sitting here talking about kissing each other again. She’d
never had a discussion like this in her entire life, and that it
was all his idea was just a bit bizarre to her.

Slowly, she pulled her arm away and stood. “Would you
like something to drink?”” And before he could answer, Tessa
was walking into the house. Fortunately, he followed, and
once she put Phoebe down, she turned to face him.

He didn’t want a drink.

The way he slowly advanced on her—Ilike a predator
stalking its prey—told her the only thing he wanted was her.

Yay, me!

At some point, Tessa moved toward him to close the
distance sooner. She couldn’t be sure who reached out first,
but the next thing she knew, she was in his arms and
completely surrounded by him.

And it was glorious.

She wanted to be embarrassed by the little hum of pleasure
she made the moment Liam’s lips pressed against hers, but she
was far more interested in what was to come. His tongue slid
along hers even as they both tilted their heads to get the best
angle. His hand reached up and fisted in her hair as their lips
did their best to devour each other. It was madness and wild



and untamed and more passionate than anything Tessa had
ever experienced in her entire life.

If this is what he kisses like, I can only imagine what he's
like in bed...

It was crazy to even let that thought take hold.

Especially since this kiss was essentially the best thing to
happen to her in a long time.

Possibly ever.

How she had gone so long without ever being kissed like
this was beyond her and she had a feeling she’d be comparing
every other kiss for the rest of her life to this.

What was becoming abundantly clear was that Liam
brought out strong emotions in her—primarily passion.
Whether it was with anger or desire, it was always intense.
She’d been living in her happy little world—her cheery bubble
—where one day simply blended into the next with no real
surprises and certainly no bumps.

Liam disrupted all of that, and it was as terrifying as it was

exciting.

And who knew arguing could be such a turn-on? It was...it
was...

Tessa instantly ended the kiss and took a horrified step
back as her fingers shakily touched her lips. “Oh my God, I
can’t do this,” she blurted out.

There was no mistaking the confusion on Liam’s face,
even as he stood frozen to the spot.

“You...you should go,” she said, even as her entire body
trembled and her voice shook. Although she wasn’t sure if she
was shaking for sexy reasons or out of nerves.



“What’s going on?” he asked softly. “Did I do something
wrong? Something you didn’t like? Because...” When he took
a step toward her, Tessa instantly took a step back as she held
up a hand to stop him.

“The kiss was fine,” she told him.

“Fine? Just fine?” he asked with wide-eyed disbelief.
“Tessa, that kiss was off the charts and...”

“And I know that,” she interrupted. “It’s just...it’s angry
kissing. We provoke each other and then kiss and that’s...
it’s...” Her shoulders sagged. “It’s wrong, Liam. That’s not
good for anyone. And it’s certainly not the kind of thing I
should be practicing.”

That seemed to relax him. With a nod, he gave her a weak
smile. “That makes total sense. Kissing should not only be
done out of anger.”

Finally, they agreed on something.

Relief washed over her and it was wonderful to not have to
defend herself to him.

“Kissing is all about enjoyment,” he was saying, and
something in his tone had her on alert. That walk was back—
part stalking, part swagger—and his voice was low and gruff
and almost hypnotizing. “With a little seduction thrown in.”
They were toe to toe again, and this time he reached up and
caressed her cheek. “It should start out slow and then get to a
point where you both just sink into it before it turns into what
you and I have been doing.”

Tessa felt her breath quicken along with her heartbeat.
“Oh?” she whispered.

Nodding, his hand gently stroked her jaw and then along
her throat. His eyes were so dark and as she watched him, she



swore he was the most handsome and sexy man she’d ever
met. Guys like him never paid attention to girls like her.

Well, until now.

It was a little like an out-of-body experience. Tessa licked
her lips in anticipation and Liam’s gaze instantly homed in on
that one little action.

“Tessa?”
“Hmm?”

“I’d like to kiss you now,” he said in a voice that made her
knees go weak and all she could do was nod.

There was no frantic move to get closer. There was no
rushing. It was like it was all happening in slow motion until
she had no choice but to close her eyes and just...feel.

Oh...oh, this is so much better ...
Without all the urgency, there was tenderness.

And without all the anger, there was a gentler feeling of
desire.

Tessa had no idea if one was better than the other. All she
knew was that no matter how Liam Donovan came to kiss her,
her entire body was completely on board. They swayed
together before slowly working together to get over to her
sofa. At that point, Liam took control and guided her down
with him and cradled her in his lap.

It was the sexiest move he could have made.

His arms were loosely banded around her waist and hers
rested on his shoulder while her hands gently raked through
his silky hair. Every move, every stroke of his tongue was



slow and languid and she knew she would happily stay like
this for hours if he’d let her.

And 1t felt like he did.

By the time they broke apart, it was obvious a significant
amount of time had passed. The sun was setting, the room was
darker, and she felt completely boneless. “Wow,” she
whispered, resting her forehead against his. “That was a little
unexpected.”

“Was 1it?” he murmured, caressing her cheek again.
“Because | think we both knew what we were doing.”

Tessa felt herself blush. “I know, but...after the first two
times, I just never expected it could be like...well...like we
just did.”

And she wanted to do it again, but the sound of his phone
ringing ruined the moment.

She carefully moved out of his lap. “It’s okay. You can
answer it.”

He apologized as he came to his feet and greeted whoever
was calling. Two minutes later, he was back with a sad smile.
“I hate to do this, but...I need to go.”

Coming to her feet, she asked, “Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. My folks are doing some work on the pub and
some things went wrong today so they’ve got an all hands on
deck kind of situation going. I’m really sorry.”

She held up a hand to stop him. “It’s okay, Liam. It wasn’t
like we had plans or anything. This all just sort of...
happened.”

Although, she had been on the verge of inviting him to
stay for dinner, but maybe some other time. And hopefully that



would lead to more kissing.
She really hoped there’d be more kissing.

And as Liam leaned in and kissed her again, she knew
there would be.



Chapter Seven

“Dude, redhead at the bar is checking you out hard,” Jamie
said as they moved a bunch of tables into the far corner of the
pub.

“Um, yeah. Shouldn’t we be doing all of this when we’re
closed? I feel like we’re potentially going against some sort of
health codes by working on the renovation with customers
here.”

Rolling his eyes, Jamie stacked one table on top of another.
“We’re closing at eight.” Glancing at his watch, he said, “So,
in another twenty minutes. If [ were you, I’d go over and strike
up a conversation with her and get her number for later.”

Liam glanced over at the woman in question and felt...
nothing.

She smiled at him, but he honestly had zero interest in her.
And he immediately knew why.

She wasn’t Tessa.

Yeah, he’d completely misjudged that whole situation.

He’d meant to go there to kiss her again and just get it out
of his system—or to prove that he had remembered it wrong.



But that didn’t happen and now he was more turned on
than ever and he had no idea what to do about it.

“What’s wrong with you?” Jamie asked with annoyance.
“Why are you just standing there glaring at her?” He paused.
“Great, now she’s leaving.” With a slight shove, he stepped
around him. “I swear, it’s like I’'m the only Donovan male who
knows how to treat a woman.”

Before Liam could ask him to clarify that statement or to
even argue with him. Jamie was walking across the floor
toward the redhead and, of course, managed to make her smile
and giggle.

Maybe he is the only Donovan who knows how to treat a

woman...

“Is he seriously not helping because he’s flirting with a
customer again?” Patrick asked as he walked over with
another table. “Seriously, I wish we had a hose in here because
I’d totally turn it on him.”

Honestly, it didn’t bother Liam. He had too many other
things on his mind than worrying about his little brother’s love
life. “Let him be. He’s stuck here all the damn time. I think I’d
be hitting on the female clientele too if this were my life.”

“What’s wrong with this life?”

Shrugging, Liam walked over and sat in one of the booths
and waited for Patrick to follow. “Don’t get me wrong, the pub
is great and it can be fun working here. Hell, all through high
school, I used to meet a lot of girls while working here on the
weekends. It’s just...” Sighing, he leaned back against the seat
cushion. “I don’t know how he stands it. Stuck inside all day,
seeing the same people, hearing the same stories...”



Patrick studied him for a minute. “Okay, valid point.
However, just because this isn’t appealing to you doesn’t mean
it’s not appealing. This was never something you were
interested in. You wanted to see the world, you wanted
adventure, you just wanted something different where you
could be the guy in charge.”

“It wasn’t about being in charge...”

“Oh, i1t was totally about being in charge,” his brother
countered. “You’ve always had issues with anyone who
doesn’t think like you or do things the way you do them. It’s
annoying as hell and I’'m not gonna lie to you, it was very
freeing after you enlisted because we were all free to do our
own thing without you being so damn judgy about it.”

“I wasn’t judgy...”

Nodding, Patrick leaned back and got comfortable. “You
were unbearable,” he stated. “You corrected all of us about
things we weren’t doing wrong; we just weren’t doing it like
you. It was like having three parents and it was annoying as
hell.” Then she shrugged. “I don’t think you’re even aware
that you’re doing it. And obviously you still are because I’'m
sure you’re dying to lay into Loverboy over there about how
he shouldn’t be flirting with the customers.”

Ugh, am [ that predictable?

Then he remembered some of the things Tessa had said to
him and realized it wasn’t just that he was predictable, but he
was a jerk about it as well.

Awesome.

“Are you sure you’re not just jealous because obviously
Jamie’s getting laid and you’re not?”



“Excuse me?” he snapped. “Who said I’'m not getting
laid?”

“Please, just like I know I’'m not getting laid. We’re both
here on a Monday night moving tables on short notice.”
Another shrug. “Besides, I drive by your place every night on
my way home and your car is always there. By itself.”

“Maybe I’'m sleeping with someone in the neighborhood.
Ever think of that?”

“Are you sleeping with someone in the neighborhood?”
Patrick asked.

Clearly, he hesitated too long because his brother’s grin
was smug.

“Okay, fine. No, I’'m not sleeping with anyone in the
neighborhood and haven’t gotten laid in months. I’ve been
busy with the resort. I’'m putting in long hours, working on the
house, and there just aren’t enough hours in the day.”

Patrick motioned to the pub. “Plenty of women come in
here and as you just witnessed, you could meet someone if you
put in a little effort.” He glanced over to where Jamie was still
chatting with the redhead. “I thought she was checking you
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out.

“That’s what Jamie said, but I sort of zoned out and he said
[ was glaring at her, so he swooped in.”

“Yeah, you have to be fast around him because he has no
problem doing shit like that. Were you even interested?”’

He shook his head. “Not really.”

Patrick turned and looked toward the bar again. “Really?
She’s pretty.”

Not as pretty as Tessa.



It wasn’t like he was the kind of guy who was big on
sharing his feelings, but...maybe his brother could help him
out.

“Can I ask you something?”
“Sure.”

“Have you ever been attracted to someone who—mostly—
made you...um...crazy?”

Grinning, Patrick rested an arm along the booth seat.
“Crazy in a good way or in a bad way?”

“Bad way. Like...polar opposite in every way and
normally aggravates the crap out of you,” he explained.

“So you’re into a woman who annoys you. Do I have that
right?”

He nodded.

“Is she annoying to other people or is this just you being
you?”

Groaning, he shook his head. “A few minutes ago, [ would
have said other people, but I have a feeling this is a me issue.”

“Okay, so...one hurdle crossed.” He paused for a moment.
“Annoying...how?”

Now he knew he was going to sound like a jerk.

“She’s just...super cheery. Like...all the time. The
perpetual glass is half full, every cloud has a silver lining,
always looking on the bright side...” He shook his head again.
“She bakes cookies for the neighborhood, bursts into song just
for the joy of singing, and has this ridiculously tiny dog that I
can’t even believe is real!” Raking a hand through his hair, he
leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “But here’s the



kicker: she married her best friend who was dying. It was
something he wanted to do before he died—get married. And
it’s like she’s stuck in this holding pattern! She hasn’t dated
since and it doesn’t make sense since it wasn’t a real
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marriage

He let out a long breath, feeling better just for finally being
able to say all of that out loud.

When he looked over at Patrick, he was frowning. “What?
What did I say?”

“You have a problem, Liam. Like a serious problem.”
“Idon’t...”

“Oh, you do,” he interrupted. “So you’re annoyed because
this woman is happy, kind to people, makes sacrifices for a
dying friend, and just genuinely enjoys life. The dog thing I’'m
kind of with you on. Tiny dogs are just ridiculous.”

“I know, right?”

“However, I can’t believe you’re actually giving this
woman grief—either to her face or behind her back—because
she’s grieving for someone she cared about. I realize you and I
aren’t the most emotional guys, but damn. That’s just heartless
to be giving someone shit because they did something so
selfless.” The look he gave Liam was full of disgust. “Even I
wouldn’t do something like that.”

“I realize I was wrong to say anything to her about it,” he
said defensively, “but things took an interesting turn and now
I’m completely confused.”

All his brother did was stare blandly at him.

Liam explained how he had essentially provoked her about
dating again or at least kissing a guy and how she kissed the



living daylights out of him.
Now Patrick looked amused.

Then he told him about their earlier kiss. “And the thing is,
I keep telling myself I’'m doing this for her benefit, like I’'m
the guy who’s going to get her over this grief and push her to
take back that part of her life.”

“But...?”

Sighing, he shook his head. “I’m a selfish bastard. As soon
as she kissed me, all I could think of was how there was no
way | wanted her kissing anyone but me. Unfortunately, me
and my big mouth are a major issue for her.”

“You are kind of an ass...”

After giving his younger brother the finger, he groaned.
“Tessa 1sn’t someone I should want to date. She’s not my type
and...”

“Wait... Tessa Sullivan? You’re trying to hook up with
sweet little Tessa Sullivan?” Patrick asked with wide-eyed
amusement.

“How do you know Tessa?”

“Who knows Tessa?” Jamie asked as he slid into the booth

beside Patrick. “Tessa Sullivan?”
Shit...

Patrick grinned at him. “Yeah, Liam’s got the hots for the
town music teacher.”

“What?” Jamie asked with a hearty laugh. “Come on,
seriously? That’s just wrong.”

“Why?” Liam demanded hotly. “Why is it so wrong?”
“It’s like...Bo Peep and the Big Bad Wolf.”



“No, no, no...” Patrick said. “You got that mixed up. It’s
like Little Red Riding Hood and the Big Bad Wolf.” Then he
laughed. “Wait, speaking of red, how’d you make out with the
redhead?” Then he laughed harder. “And yeah, pun intended.”

“I’m meeting her once we’re done here, so as much as I’d
love to sit here and know more about why Liam would even
want to go after such a sweet girl, I’ve got a date to get to.”
Then he looked at Liam before reaching over and slugging
him in the arm—hard. “She’s not for you, bro. Move on.”

Then he stood up and walked away.
“What the...?”

“Yeah, I’ve got to agree with Jamie on this one,” Patrick
said after a moment. “You kissed her a couple of times, but...
let it go at that. She’s far too sweet for you. Hell, if you hurt
her, the entire town would be after you like an angry mob. If
you need to hook up with someone...”

“No,” he said miserably. “Just no.” Sighing, he realized he
had one more question. “Why do you think I’d hurt her?
Maybe I’m exactly what she needs.”

This time Patrick leaned forward; his expression was
deadly serious. “Dude, trust me, the negative energy you tend
to throw at people is definitely not what someone like Tessa
needs.”

And before Liam could defend himself, Patrick slid out of
the booth and walked away.

Muttering a curse, he stood and was about to go after him
and then realized it wasn’t his brother he needed to talk to. It
was Tessa.

Only...he couldn’t.



He’d promised his father that he’d be here to help. Jamie
was still flirting at the bar and Patrick had walked off, but
there was still a lot that needed to get done, so...he was going
to do it.

Because he was a man of his word.

Even if he was heartless.

Thursday afternoon, Tessa arrived home in a great mood.
She’d sang along to the soundtrack from Hamilton and was
just feeling light and happy. Tomorrow was a holiday, so she
had a long weekend ahead of her and she was looking forward
to it. She was going to hit the farmers market, do a little
baking...and maybe go out walking in the park. The leaves
were hanging on a little longer this year and the colors were
magnificent. She and Trevor used to love this time of year, and
he would always take some amazing pictures of the foliage. If
she had planned it better, she would have opted to go to the
mountains and do the drive along the Blue Ridge Parkway to
take it all in.

And maybe learn to take some good pictures herself.

“There’s always next year,” she said as she climbed from
the car. She’d stopped for groceries on the way home and was
opening the trunk when she spotted Liam’s truck pulling into
his driveway.

They hadn’t seen each other since Monday when they had
their phenomenal make-out session.

Oh, God...did I just refer to that as a make-out session?
What am 1, fifteen?



Still, whatever it was, it was amazing and she had really
hoped they would have done it again, but...maybe Liam had
second thoughts.

Well, that’s a depressing thought ...

And because it didn’t take much for that thought to take
hold, she decided it had to be true and so she put all her focus
on getting her shopping bags out of the trunk while singing
“Don’t Stop Me Now” by Queen. She’d heard it on the radio
in the grocery store and it was stuck in her head, so she
embraced it.

“Like a tiger defying the laws of gravity, I'm a racing car
passing by like Lady Godiva...” she sang, right before turning
and walking directly into Liam. With a scream, she jumped
back and banged her head on the open trunk. His arms
instantly wrapped around her to steady her.

“Jeez, Tessa! I’'m sorry! Are you alright?”’

Swallowing hard, she nodded. “You scared the heck out of
me!”

The lopsided grin he gave her was adorable. “I didn’t mean
to do that and I tried to get your attention, but you were deep
into your song and didn’t hear me.”

“Oh...yeah, I’ve been told I zone out when I sing.”

“Your voice 1s amazing,” he told her with a hint of awe. “I
don’t think I really noticed that before.”

“I’m not sure I ever sang around you.” Had she?

“Maybe, but still. You sing beautifully. I’'m beyond
impressed.”

Tessa could feel her cheeks heat and she smiled up at him.
“Thanks.” Feeling calmer, she carefully stepped out of his



embrace. “Would you mind closing the trunk for me? I’ve got
frozen foods in these bags that need to get inside, and then I
need to take Phoebe outside.”

“Here, let me take these,” he said as he took the bags from
her hands.

She thanked him and pulled her keys back out of her purse
to unlock the door. Liam followed her inside and went right to
the kitchen while she gave Phoebe some love. It seemed
weirdly natural for him to be there and by the time Tessa
walked into the kitchen with the dog in her arms, Liam was
putting the perishable foods away for her.

“You didn’t need to do that,” she gently chastised. “But I
appreciate it.”

“Glad I could help.” He smiled and it made her reconsider
her thoughts from only moments ago. Surely he wouldn’t
come over here and help her like this if he had second
thoughts, would he?

Placing Phoebe down, she watched as the dog danced over
by the back door. “I need to take her out.”

He put the carton of milk in the refrigerator for her and
then followed her out to the backyard. “So, how was school
today?”

Unable to help herself, she giggled.
“What? What’s so funny?”

“My mom used to ask me that all the time when I was
growing up,” she said with another laugh. “Sorry. It’s been a
long time since anyone said that to me.”

Fortunately, he laughed with her.



“What about you?” she asked. “How are things going at
the resort?”

With a small groan, Liam sat down in the closest
Adirondack chair. “I’'m beginning to think we made a
mistake.”

Eyes wide, she sat down beside him. “Oh no! Why?”

“I don’t think i1t’s coming together the way I envisioned it.
The first cabin is done and it looks a little more rustic than I
thought it would. I mentioned it to Will and he got a little pissy
with me. He said I’m just being too picky, and the project
manager swears everything is exactly as it’s supposed to be,
but...I don’t know. It just feels a little off to me.”

“How come?”’

Shaking his head, he looked at her with a small smile. “It’s
too much to explain. I’m sure it will be fine.”

Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Phoebe doing her
business before looking back at Liam. “Can you take me to see
it? Am I allowed on the site?”

For a moment, he simply stared at her. “You want to go to
the job site?”

Nodding excitedly, she explained, “I really do! I'm a very
visual person. So you can sit here and tell me about it and I’ll
be able to see it a bit in my mind, but it’s so much better to go
and walk the property so I can truly understand what you’re
worried about.”

Then she waited for him to argue that he wasn’t worried,
but...he didn’t.

“Do you have a sturdy pair of boots?” he asked.



“Yup!” she proudly replied. “I used to do a lot of hiking.
And I know to wear clothes that cover you properly—Ilike
jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. Does that mean we’re gonna
go? Like now?”

“Are you sure you really want to?”

Jumping to her feet, Tessa smiled down at him. “Give me
five minutes!” She turned to walk away before looking at him
again. “Can you watch Phoebe for me?”

“Um...sure?”

“Thanks!” Running inside, she was true to her word and
quickly changed into a pair of her favorite old jeans, a hoodie,
and her hiking boots. Tossing her hair up into a ponytail, and
putting on a touch of lip gloss, she made her way back out to
the yard where Liam and Phoebe were exactly where she’d left
them. “Ready?”

He stood and grinned. “That was impressive. I wish my
sisters were fast like that.”

Walking across the yard, she picked up the dog and carried
her back into the house. “Well, I can’t say I’'m always this
prompt, but I know the sun’s going to go down soon and I
don’t want to miss out.”

They made small talk on the way over to Liam’s truck, and
once they were out of the driveway, Tessa listened to all of his
concerns. The more he talked, the more she figured he was just
a little overwhelmed with the whole project and maybe wasn’t
as visual as Will and the rest of the team.

Not something she was willing to bring up just yet.

The drive was short and when they pulled onto a dirt road,
she thought maybe he was on to something. “So, um...this is
it?”



He chuckled. “It’s not much to look at, I know. Eventually
we’ll do some landscaping at the entrance and put up proper
signage.” He parked and muttered a curse.

“What’s wrong?”

“Everyone’s gone for the day,” he murmured. “I swear,
we’re never going to get done at this rate.”

There wasn’t anything she could say to that, so she simply
climbed from the truck and followed him to a single-wide
trailer. “I guess this is the office, huh?”

Unlocking the door, Liam nodded. “Yeah. It’s not bad and
it’s a great place to come and either warm up or cool down—
depending on the weather.” He walked across the space and
grabbed two hard hats. “You’ll need to wear this.” Placing it
on her head, he chuckled when it wouldn’t sit properly.

“I think my ponytail is in the way. Hang on.” Handing him
the hat back, she made quick work of moving the band down a
bit and went from a high ponytail to a low one. Taking the hat
back, she put it on and smiled. “There! All good!”

“Yes, you are,” he said, and Tessa was certain he was
going to kiss her.

But he didn’t.

Instead, he took her by the hand and led her out of the
trailer, where they began walking along the cleared paths—
which would more than likely get paved at some point. They
were wide enough for construction vehicles, but it was fairly
rough terrain.

“This whole area will have small cabins,” he explained.
“We’re planning on a dozen of them and then further down by
the lake will be campsites.”



“How small are the cabins?”

“They’re like those tiny houses that were all the rage for a
while.” He pointed to a structure down the path. “That’s the
model that we just finished earlier this week. Want to see it?”

“After we look at everything else. Show me what’s
bugging you overall about the property.”

It took several minutes, but when he stopped talking, Liam
also stopped in his tracks and studied her. The sun was going
down and she knew they should head back to his truck, but she
could tell he’d just had an epiphany of sorts.

“Do you know what I just realized?”
She shook her head.

“This 1s what I needed,” he said, sounding incredibly
pleased. “There’s always so much going on that every
conversation is chaotic. But being able to walk around and just
talk without someone correcting me or interrupting me was
incredibly helpful. Thank you for suggesting this!”

She was beyond pleased to be of help.

“Do we have time to see the cabin?” she asked. “I know
it’s getting dark, but...” Looking up through the trees, she
realized it was also very cloudy.

“It has electricity and we have lights along the path—solar
ones—so we’ll be fine heading back to the truck.”

“Sounds good.” Together they walked toward the cabin
and the closer they got, the more excited she became. “Oh,
wow! This is amazing!”

“We didn’t want anything too contemporary, but we also
didn’t want to go too rustic. I think this look works, but now



I’m wondering if we should have gone with the traditional tiny
house floor plan.”

“What’s the difference?”

“Ours have everything on one floor and the traditional
ones all have a sleeping loft. I just felt like for the sake of
housekeeping, a loft would be a pain to deal with.”

“I think you are totally right. That could get to be annoying
and then if anyone started slacking off, you might get a bad
reputation. Plus, think of the smell if it didn’t get cleaned.”
She shuddered and then screamed when lightning lit up the
sky, followed by a boom of thunder. “Uh-oh...”

“Come on,” he said, walking faster. “Rain wasn’t in the
forecast, so it will probably blow over quickly. We can hang
out in the cabin for a few minutes.”

Nodding, Tessa followed him and just as they were
approaching the front path to the cabin, the skies opened up
and they were soaked in a matter of seconds.

“Sorry!” Liam called out as he fumbled for his keys. She
wanted to argue that the cabin didn’t need to be locked up, but
as soon as they stepped inside, she realized she was wrong.

“Oh my goodness,” she whispered. “Look at this!”
Everything looked so shiny and new that she didn’t want to
walk too far in with wet and muddy boots. Whipping her hat
off, she placed it on the floor as she bent over to untie her
boots. Beside her, Liam did the same. Straightening, she took a
few steps further in and looked around in awe. “Liam, this is
beautiful!”

“This 1s the one-bedroom model. We’ll have two and
three-bedroom ones too.” Coming to stand beside her, he
shrugged. “I don’t know, it just feels...small and bland.”



“It’s perfectly cozy,” she countered. The space was
definitely small. There was a living room, kitchen combo, a
bedroom, and a bathroom. But they decorated it to make it feel
very welcoming. “Seriously, it’s wonderful.” Roaming into the
bedroom, she looked around and took note of the quilt on the
bed that looked handmade, the small pieces of furniture that
had a rustic-chic vibe, and that nothing felt crammed.

When she turned, he was standing right there and suddenly
the space felt very small.

Tessa’s heart was hammering so loudly that she was
certain he could hear it.

One strong hand reached up and cupped her cheek. “I
thought about you all week,” he murmured gruffly.

“You did?”

Nodding, he said, “I did. I wanted to call you and invite
you to dinner, but...it never felt like the right time. And I
figured you might not be interested in anything more than
just...you know...practicing your kissing skills on me.”

Practicing her kissing skills? Was that really even still a
thing?

If she were the braver sort, she’d admit that she was fairly
confident in her kissing ability now thanks to him, but there
were other areas that she could use a little help in.

Namely, sex.
Could I be that bold?

Thunder shook the tiny house, loud enough that it made
her jump and move even closer. When she looked into Liam’s
eyes, she had her answer.

She could be that bold.



At least...she hoped she could.

Resting her hand on Liam’s chest, she softly told him, “I
think I’m confident enough with kissing.”

His expression fell slightly.

Pressing her entire body against his, she whispered, “But
there are other things I’'m out of practice on that I think you
can help with.”

“Whatever you want, Tessa. I’'m yours.”
Holy. Crap.
“Kiss me, Liam,” she softly commanded.

The heated look in his eyes almost had her asking for
more, but she knew they’d get to the good stuff. The rain was
pouring down outside and they weren’t going anywhere for a
good long while.

His thumb gently caressed her lower lip. “Do you have any
idea how beautiful you are?” he murmured as he began to
lower his head.

Slowly, Tessa shook her head. People had often told her
she was pretty in a girl-next-door kind of way, but no one had
ever called her beautiful.

Until right this moment.

“It’s true,” he went on before placing tiny kisses along her
jaw. “You are pure temptation.” More kisses. “So sweet.”
More kisses. “So sexy.”

Sexy? Me?

Before she could respond, Liam captured her lips in a kiss
so deep, so carnal, that Tessa almost couldn’t keep up.



But as she anchored her hands in his hair and held on, she
was determined to be the woman he seemed to think she was.



Chapter Fight

Warning bells should have gone off in his head.
But they didn’t.

All week he’d stayed away based on the conversation with
his brothers, but in the end, Liam knew he’d regret it if he
simply walked away from her. Coming to know her the way he
was, there wasn’t a doubt in his mind that she would take it

personally and the last thing he wanted to do was cause her to
doubt herself.

Which was why he was showing her just how damn
tempting she was.

How desirable.
And how much he wanted her.

Even if he hadn’t said the words yet, he was fairly certain
she could feel just how turned on he was.

Carefully, he maneuvered them across the small room and
was about to sit on the sofa with her, but Tessa surprised him
by breaking the kiss and panting, “The bed.”

He didn’t need to be told twice.

The bedroom was less than five feet away, but the urge to
pick her up in his arms and carry her there was too strong to



deny.

“Oh!” she whispered against his lips, but before he could
utter a word, he was placing her on the mattress and covering
her body with his.

And then he was kissing her.
Or she was kissing him.
Actually, they were devouring each other.

For so many years, Liam felt like he had to be in control of
his emotions, but with Tessa, he felt like he could let that go.
When it came to speaking his mind, he would most definitely
need to reel that in, but with what they were doing right now?
With passion? There was no controlling it. She was turning his
world upside down more and more every day—driving him
wild with a need he didn’t realize he had.

Tessa’s hands clutched his hair before smoothing down his
back and then up over his shoulders. Her touch was
everywhere, and it made him want to do the same to her.

Without breaking the kiss, Liam let one hand gently make
its way under her sweatshirt so he could cup her breast. She
moaned into his mouth as her back arched. Then she surprised
him as she broke the kiss and said, “Wait.”

Before he knew it, she reached down and tugged the
sweatshirt up and over her head, tossing it to the floor, and left
him staring down in shock.

As a matter of fact, he was sure his jaw was hanging open.

For a woman who seemed relatively conservative in just
about everything, her taste in lingerie bordered on fantasy-
inducing.

“Tessa, I...” But there weren’t any words.



The bra was so sheer that it left nothing to the imagination.
His hand felt rough and scratchy against it, and he quickly
lifted it away.

Only to have Tessa put it back.

There was an impish grin on her face as she said, “It’s
okay. But we can take it off if it makes you feel better.”

Um...yes please...

They worked together to remove it, and once it joined her
sweatshirt on the floor, Liam went to lower his head because
he couldn’t wait to put his mouth on her breasts. She stopped
him again.

“I think I’'m at a slight disadvantage here,” she said
sweetly before one of her hands snaked under his shirt and
smoothed over his abs and up to his chest.

Message received.

In a flash, his shirt was up and joined the rapidly growing
pile of clothes on the floor. “Better?”

Her hand continued to move all over his chest, so Liam
slowly lowered himself until it was trapped between them. Her
beautiful eyes went wide right before he kissed her again.

Her skin was warm, her lips were soft, and the sounds she
made were sexier than anything he had ever heard. It was
obvious this attraction wasn’t one-sided and as long as the
storm raged outside, Liam was confident they they’d be just
fine right here.



Sometime later—it could have been minutes; it could have
been hours—but Tessa was naked and breathless in his arms
and Liam was perfectly content for them to stay right where
they were.

His fingers gently ran through her hair, and he turned his
head to place a kiss on her forehead. “I want you to know I
didn’t bring you here for this.” It was important for him to
clarify that so she didn’t think he had ulterior motives.

Smiling sleepily up at him, she quietly replied, “I know.”
Then added, “But maybe it’s why I wanted to come here.”

Unable to help it, he chuckled. “Tessa, I’'m not sure which
one of us needs a filter, but I’m beginning to think it’s you.”

She shrugged. “Maybe. I think you bring out a side of me
that knows I can say whatever [ want and you’ll be okay with
it.”

That was...surprising.

Pulling back a bit, he stared down at her. “Who could
possibly have a problem with anything you say?”

Her eyes went wide before she laughed. “For starters, you
seem to. But I was referring to other people in my life—my
family, friends...”

Now she had truly piqued his curiosity.

“I don’t understand. You’re like...the happiest, most
upbeat person I’ve ever met.”

With a slight frown, Tessa pushed up on one elbow and
looked at him. “Liam, you’ve openly admitted how much my
upbeat things annoy you. Do you think you’re the only one?”
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“Okay, I think I worded all that wrong. With you, I know I
can say whatever I want and even though we’ll argue and
disagree, we move on from it. My family and friends? Not so
much.”

“Damn, I had no idea...”

“Even before Trevor got sick, I was a very upbeat person,”
she began, and Liam had to fight a wave of jealousy at the
mention of her friend-slash-husband. “But when he got sick,
everyone criticized me for being too upbeat. Like they
expected me to show how devastated I was or to let Trevor see
how upset it all made me and all 1 could think was...why?
Why does he need to see that? He had enough to wrap his head
around. Why did I need to add to that?”

All he did was nod.

“I’ve had people accuse me of not feeling enough, feeling
too much, not accepting what was happening, being too
accepting of what was happening...” Pausing, she groaned. “It
was exhausting. There’s no handbook on how to handle
situations like this.”

That he could totally understand.

“Anyway, the thing that most people don’t get is that being
positive doesn’t mean that you love every single day. Or just
because I am grateful for my life and the things that I have
doesn’t mean every moment is great.” She sighed and rested
her head back on his shoulder. “The thing is, Liam, some days
are hard. Sometimes [ still get sad and wish things could be
different. You have to make a conscious effort to find the good
each day and to search for the lesson in each and every
struggle so you can grow from it.” Another shrug. “I’m not
stuck in my grief and Trevor didn’t need to spend his last days
worrying about me. Every day I choose to be happy and keep



moving forward. But sometimes those steps are tiny and I’'m
the only one who can see them.”

Guilt shamed him hard in that moment, and he hugged her
close. “I’m sorry,” he whispered against her forehead. “I’m so
sorry. I never thought of it like that.”

If anything, she snuggled even closer. “Most people don’t.
You don’t know until you’re the one going through it.” She
kissed his chest. “A good friend of mine was estranged from
her dad for years. If you ever brought him up, she’d tell you he
was dead to her. A month before he died, he reached out
because he knew he was dying.” Letting out a long breath, she
continued. “She spent a lot of that last month with him and
when he died, she was devastated. And I mean, devastated. I
didn’t question it and I didn’t tell her she was wrong for
feeling the way she did. One day she looked at me and said
how she never in a million years thought she’d feel such
sadness. So...”

He understood what she was saying. “Two years ago, when
I was deployed, we lost several guys in our company. It’s
something you go into any combat knowing is a possibility,
but you hope and pray everyone goes home together. We had
to learn to turn off the part of ourselves that grieves. Or, at
least, I did. Because you have to go on. You’re in the middle
of a war and you have to keep moving forward. So I get that
part of it—the moving forward—but it just feels different from
how you do it.” He hugged her again. “And just because it
looked different didn’t give me the right to criticize you.”

“Liam?”
“Hmm?”

“I realize I’'m out of practice with this sort of thing, but...
this is absolutely the worst post-sex pillow talk I’ve ever heard



of.”
They each pulled back at the same time and laughed.
Hard.
“Okay, okay, you’ve got a point,” he finally said. “Sorry.”

Beside him, she hummed and snuggled back into his arms.
“Do you think it’s still raining out?”

Once they were both silent, they had their answer. The rain
was pounding down on the roof. “If you need to get home to
Phoebe, I can run up to the truck and then drive it down here
and get you.”

She happily sighed his name. “As much as I love that
you’d do that, I wouldn’t let you.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s very muddy out there and if your truck got
stuck in the mud, then we’d really be in trouble. Phoebe’s fine
with the rain, and she’s used to be alone.” Pausing, she placed
a kiss on his shoulder and then his chest. “Besides, I’'m not
opposed to staying here for a bit longer.”

He liked where this was going.

Slowly, she moved over him, covering him with those
gloriously smooth and sexy limbs. “In fact,” she went on, “I’d
say it’s probably very smart for us to stay here as long as
possible.”

Leaning in, she kissed his throat and then moved lower to
kiss his chest. Liam reached up and gently fisted her hair. “I
couldn’t agree more. We’ll stay here all night if we need to.”

Tessa lifted her head slightly and smiled. “That sounds
wonderful.”



They didn’t stay at the tiny house all night, but it was after
nine by the time they got home. They had stopped and picked
up a pizza along the way and were currently sitting in her
kitchen eating.

It was nice having him here and she felt a strong wave of
relief that he simply didn’t walk her to her door and wish her a
good night. She truly was out of practice with sex and dating,
so she wasn’t sure what exactly to expect once they got home.

Or what this all meant in general.

Kissing Liam was one thing and something Tessa felt
confident she could handle with no real problem; sleeping with
him certainly complicated things. She didn’t regret it and
would certainly do it again if he asked, but she wasn’t sure if it
meant they were dating or if he was doing this for the sake of
helping her.

Although...she couldn’t imagine going to such extremes
for a friend.

Oh, really? Like you didn t marry a friend?

But she and Trevor had loved each other. They’d been best
friends for years. Of course she would do something extreme
to help him.

But Liam wasn’t in love with her. Heck, she still wasn’t
sure he truly liked her, so...what was his motivation?

You mean other than guilt-free sex?
Oh, right.
That.



“With all this rain tonight, will the crews still be able to
work tomorrow?” she asked as a way of keeping her confusing
thoughts at bay.

He nodded. “It may limit some things, but not a lot.
Considering we’re dealing a lot with the landscape and that
sort of thing, it makes clearing some areas easier. We need for
the ground to be dry when we’re building, but there’s so much
of both going on that there’s always something to do. Of
course, if it’s raining in the morning, we’ll probably take the
day off.”

“I have tomorrow off for the holiday. I’'m a little psyched
for a three-day weekend. On my way home I contemplated a
trip to the mountains, but...I would have needed to plan
better.”

“Why? Why not just be spontaneous?”

“It’s a six-hour drive. If I really wanted to do it right, I
would have left right from school today so I could have gotten
up early tomorrow and enjoyed a full day of exploring and
enjoying the fall foliage.”

“You could get up early tomorrow and get at least a half a
day in...”

“It’s okay. There are plenty of things I can do around the
house and lesson plans to work on.” She took a sip of her
wine. “And baking. I plan on going to the farmers market and
getting some supplies and baking this weekend.”

“Cookies?”

“Always,” she said with a wink. “But I was going to do an
apple pie too. My mom’s recipe is amazing and I know she’ll
make it for Thanksgiving, but there’s never enough to go
around, so I thought I’d make one for myself.”



“My mom makes a great apple pie too. She serves it at the
pub a lot.”

Tessa nodded. “I’ve had it and it’s delicious. I also love her
pot roast.” She hummed appreciatively. “Oh my goodness,
some of the best winter meals I’ve ever eaten have been from
the pub on those nights when I don’t want to cook.”

“Mine too,” he teased.

“You’re lucky to have access to it the way you do. I’'m sure
your parents are thrilled to have you home. Your siblings too.”

He shrugged. “My folks, definitely. My siblings?” He
chuckled. “That I’'m not so sure about.”

“Seriously? You don’t get along with them?”

“I always thought I did, but since I’ve been back, our
relationships aren’t exactly how I remembered them.”

“I’m not sure what that means.”

Taking the last bite of his pizza, he took a moment before
explaining. “My baby sister, Arianna? She hid an important
relationship from me and our entire family because of me.”
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“Will’s my best friend and they knew I wouldn’t approve,
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SO...
“Why wouldn’t you approve? Is he a good guy?”

“Well, yeah. Will’s the best, but he’s a lot older than Ari,
and apparently, I’'m overprotective.” He shook his head. “Will
kept it from me for over a year because of how I’d react.”

“Okay, but that’s kind of understandable. There’s nothing
wrong with looking out for your sister.”

“I’m just getting started.”



GLOh',7

“It actually hit me Halloween night,” he began. “I went to
the pub and everyone was there celebrating and...I didn’t fit
in. I hung out in the kitchen with my dad and I mentioned how
different everything felt and he said how they’re trying to get
to know me again. I’d been gone for a long time—even though
I always came home whenever | had leave time. He told me
we’re not kids anymore and how they’re all trying to get to
know me as a peer rather than the older brother.”

“That makes sense.”

“Then my uncle made a comment to me that really hit me
hard,” he said. “I watched some guy hitting on my sister
Ryleigh. I was about to go over and intervene, but Uncle
Ronan told me that she could handle herself.” He shook his
head. “And I realized he was right. I was so used to always
stepping in and handling situations and fighting their battles
for them, I don’t know how to just be their brother. It’s weird.”

“Personally, I don’t think 1t’s weird. I think it makes total
sense,” she reasoned. “You left home as the big brother who—
according to you—fought their battles and probably was bossy
with them because there was a lot of responsibility put on
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you.
He didn’t respond, but simply studied her.

“Now you’re back and they’re too old for you to be
bossing around—although I’'m sure you’ve tried—and you’re
trying to figure out this new role. It’s got to be confusing for
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you.
“Um...1t 1s,” he said with a bit of wonder.

“I have two sisters and they’re both older than me,” she
explained. “We’re close, but since I’'m the baby, they never



quite saw me as an equal. They were both married by the time
they were 22 and had babies by 25. So they had that in
common and there I was, single and childless.” She took
another sip of her wine. “When Trevor got sick and we got
married, I felt like I could finally talk to them like a peer rather
than their little sister, and neither of them knew what to do
with that. I got the whole ‘it’s not a real marriage’ and ‘you
don’t understand’ thing thrown at me more times than I care to
remember. But it wasn’t until after he died that they saw how I
didn’t need to have a conventional marriage or children to be
on the same level as them. I had grown up and my version of
that differed from theirs.”

“Tessa, I think your version of life differs from most
people’s,” he said gently. “And I’'m not saying that to be
snarky or mean, it’s just...I’m a little in awe of you. I’ve been
deployed multiple times and seen things that give me
nightmares, and I’m realizing you might not have walked my
identical path, but you’ve lived just as much as I have.”

Tears stung her eyes because most people never saw that
about her. They don’t realize the depth of her experiences or
they minimize it.

Reaching across the table, she squeezed his hands. “Thank
you.” But she didn’t let her touch linger because—again—she
still had no idea what it was they were doing. Instead, she
stood and began cleaning up. Liam stayed seated while he
finished his wine and they were both somewhat lost in their
own thoughts.

It was now after ten and her normal routine had her taking
Phoebe out one last time before coming inside, getting into her
jammies, and either reading or watching TV until she was
ready to go to sleep. Even though she didn’t have to be up



early for school, she was kind of tired after such an exciting
afternoon and evening. Liam had worn her out and she
wouldn’t mind crawling into bed a little early tonight.
Maybe...

In the blink of an eye, his arm was around her waist and
Tessa was falling into his lap. “Oh my goodness!”

“I was sitting here thinking about a dozen different topics
for us to talk about because I didn’t want to go home yet,” he
admitted before leaning in and running his tongue along the
shell of her ear.

Tessa couldn’t help but shiver with pleasure because it felt
so good. She tilted her head to give him better access. “I don’t
believe I was kicking you out...”

“Not yet,” he whispered against her skin. “But I didn’t
want to take that chance.”

There was no way she couldn’t smile at that, because it
was so honest and she had a feeling they had maybe been in
that situation a time or two before. And because she was
becoming more comfortable with him in so many ways, she
felt like maybe she could tease him about it.

“Well, to be fair, it only comes to that when you talk too
much.”

His chuckle was low and deep and a little rumbly and for a
moment she felt like Red Riding Hood in the arms of the Big
Bad Wolf.

“Then I guess I’d better use my mouth for other things,” he
murmured before tilting her head so he could kiss her.

Yeah. This was so much better than teasing banter, she
thought.



Curling into him, Tessa’s arms went around his shoulders
as she pressed herself closer. Liam’s arms tightened around her
as his hands moved leisurely up and down her back.

And he had great hands.

They were large and slightly calloused and felt absolutely
magnificent on her skin.

But sounded slightly scratchy on her shirt.
One way to rectify that...

Liam’s eyes went wide with confusion as Tessa broke the
kiss and pulled back. Smiling sweetly, she casually
maneuvered herself so she could pull the sweatshirt off and
dropped it to the floor.

Where Phoebe promptly came over and made a bed out of
it.

His hungry gaze raked over her. “Not that I'm
complaining, but...”

“I was thinking about how amazing your hands feel on my
skin and the sweatshirt was in the way,” she replied. “I can put
it back on if you’d like.”

Instead of saying anything right away, his hand reached up
and gently caressed her breast. “This bra is the sexiest thing
I’ve ever seen.” One finger slowly scratched over her nipple.
“It’s so sheer and hides nothing.” Then he looked up at her
with a seductive grin. “I love seeing what my touch does to
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you.

Tessa raked one hand through his dark hair. “What a
coincidence—I happen to love what your touch does to me.”

His expression turned serious. “I don’t know how we got
here and at some point we’re going to have to talk about it, but



I want you to know that I...um...what I mean is, I’'m really
glad...” He muttered a curse.

“Liam?”
“Hmm?”
“Talk to me,” she whispered, cupping his stubbled jaw.

“You just told me that bad things happen when I talk to too
much,” he said, amusement lacing his tone, and she couldn’t
help but laugh softly.

“I’m not saying we have to have a deep conversation, but
there’s obviously something you need to say.”

Then his eyes met hers and she read so much there—the
question, the passion, the turmoil, the indecision—and she
wasn’t sure she was going to like what came next.

“Thank you,” he said solemnly after a long moment.
That...was totally unexpected.

“Thank you?”

He nodded.

“For...?”

Oh God...please don't let this be a ‘thanks for letting me

sleep with you’ or something weird like that...

“For being you,” he said, resting his forehead against hers.
“You had no reason to give me a second or third or fourth
chance at being a good neighbor or friend. But you still did
and 1t’s just one of the things that makes you amazing.”

A week ago, she had a feeling it was something he would
have mocked her about, but she was glad to see he was
changing.



No, that wasn’t the right word. Changing makes it sound
like there was something wrong with him, and she hated to
think that way. Instead, she’d say he was learning and growing
and that made her feel better.

Her hand continued to play in his hair, and she knew now
wasn’t the time to get into any of her thoughts with him. So
instead, she said, “I’m really glad you’re here, Liam. And I’'m
glad we’re here like this.”

Lifting his head, he studied her. “I’m torn between picking
you up and carrying you to bed or carrying you out to the hot
tub, stripping you down, and seeing what kind of mischief we
can get into out there.”

“Ooh...naked in the hot tub? I’ve never done that...”
And suddenly, she very much wanted to.

“How about this?” she suggested. “Let’s go outside and
explore this whole hot tub idea and then you can carry me
inside to bed and see what kind of mischief we can create
there.”

His smile was downright lethal. “A woman with a plan. I
love it.”

He stood with her in his arms and Tessa let out a laugh. “I
didn’t really mean you had to carry me everywhere. I am
perfectly capable of walking.”

“I know, but this is way more fun,” he said, kissing her
soundly before they ever moved away from the kitchen table.

Sighing with contentment, she rested her head on his
shoulder as he walked to the back door. When he paused and
seemed uncertain, she thought for sure he was having second
thoughts.



“Liam?”

“Is she going to be okay in here or do we need to bring her
out with us?” He motioned to Phoebe and her heart nearly
burst at how considerate he was being.

“She’ll be just fine,” she assured him, kissing him softly.
“Thank you.”

“For...?” he teased, mimicking her tone from minutes ago.
“For being so wonderful.”

Now it was his turn to laugh. “I don’t think anyone’s ever
referred to me as being wonderful.”

But Tessa wasn’t laughing with him. With her hand on his
jaw, she forced him to look at her. “Then they’re not seeing
what I’m seeing, because you are. You may try to come off as
being in charge or being the guy in control, but that’s only
because you were put into that role from the time you were
young. When you look beyond that one tiny layer of yourself,
there’s so much more there. And I’'m enjoying discovering all
that makes you who you are, Liam Donovan.”

He swallowed hard before carrying her out to the yard and
placing her on the edge of the hot tub. Stepping between her
legs, he kissed her with a ferocity that should have scared her,
but she knew exactly why he reacted that way.

So she soothed him.
Encouraged him.

Loved him.

But more importantly...she accepted him for exactly who
he was.



Chapter Nine

A week later, Liam walked into Tessa’s house and the entire
place smelled like all the best parts of fall.

Someone’s baking...

They’d gotten into the habit this past week where he came
over after he got home from work. She told him he didn’t have
to knock or ring the bell, that he could just come in. It didn’t
seem like a big deal, but he kind of liked how she trusted him.

He also liked the way she normally greeted him.

For someone who said it had been a long time since she’d
been intimate with a man, she was most definitely making up

for lost time and Liam was more than happy to be the one she
did that with.

With each day he was discovering something new about
her—something that was completely at odds with the woman
he initially met. She was still ridiculously cheery and overly
optimistic, but there was a bit of wildness to her that she only
showed when they were alone. A lot of the time, Tessa was the
one to initiate sex and he loved all the ways she would seduce
him.

Not that it took much. All she had to do was look at him
and he was ready to strip her down and make love to her.



The night in the hot tub seemed to be the turning point.

Well, that entire afternoon and evening had changed things
between them. Once they crossed the line to lovers, Liam
knew nothing would ever be the same, but the hot tub seemed
to unleash a little part of her she had been repressing.

Now he looked forward to seeing what part of Tessa she
was going to reveal to him each day.

He found her in the kitchen where she was pulling a couple
of pans out of the oven. Thanksgiving was only a few days
away, and he knew she was getting ready. He hated how she
was going to South Carolina to be with her family while he
was staying here with his. As much as he loved a big Donovan
holiday dinner, this year he would have enjoyed letting Tessa
experience one too. Only...

They weren’t dating.
At least, he didn’t think they were.

Hell, whenever he tried to talk to Tessa about it, she
changed the subject and he was getting a bit of a complex.

Was it possible that he was more into her than she was into
him? Could she be sticking to his original plan, that this was
all just about him helping her get comfortable dating again?

Oh God...is she...using me?
For sex?

Groaning inwardly, he told himself that would be poetic
justice. He’d finally found a woman he wanted to date and
he’d put himself in a position where she didn’t take him
seriously. It would totally serve him right for pushing her into
re-discovering the sexual side of herself. Maybe now she



realized that she could have all the pleasurable fun that she
wanted without having any deep entanglements.

For years, that had been the dream—hell, for most guys, it
was the dream—but Liam was feeling like he was ready for
something more than casual, something more fulfilling.

So then, what am I doing here?

“Hey, you,” she said softly, smiling at him as she took the
oven mitts off. Her hips swayed as she walked around the
kitchen island toward him, and when she reached him and
wrapped herself around him, she looked very pleased with
herself. “I made an apple butter pound cake that I’'m going to
put caramel frosting on.” Then she kissed him thoroughly
before smiling again. “I remember you saying how much you
loved caramel.”

She was out of his arms before he could say a word, and
his stomach growled louder than he was prepared for.

“I’m experimenting with some new recipes,” she told him.
“My mom makes all the usual stuff and I wanted to maybe add
my own personal touch to Thanksgiving this year.”

Nodding, he walked over and watched as she stirred
something up in a bowl. “What’s that?”

Dipping her finger into the mixture, she then held it up to
him. “Taste.”

Slowly, Liam leaned in and sucked her finger into his
mouth. He heard her soft intake of breath and watched as her
eyes got a little dazed. Licking his way up and down her
finger, two things hit him. First, that was the caramel frosting
and it was freaking delicious, and second, he wanted her right
here, right now, in the middle of her kitchen.



“I’m not sure which tastes better, you or that frosting,” he
said gruffly. “I hope you made extra because I’d love to put it
to use right now.” Glancing around, he looked for a clear spot
on the island, but there wasn’t one. Tessa surprised him by
pushing a bunch of bowls and pans into the sink before
hopping up onto the counter.

“Was this what you were hoping for?” she asked
breathlessly. Her chest was heaving and she was nibbling her
bottom lip and it was crazy how they did this to each other
with such little effort.

Frosting, for fuck’s sake. He was practically brought to his
knees with need over caramel frosting.

Well, that and pretty much everything about Tessa.

He’d say he was in trouble, but he was enjoying himself
far too much.

They were kissing, clothes were either being flung to the
floor or being shifted, and all he could think of when he was
deep inside of her was how this was pure bliss. She was
temptation personified, and he was the luckiest damn bastard
to be able to have her like this.

It was fast and furious and over faster than he wanted, but
as he rested his head on her shoulder and tried to catch his
breath, something else hit him.

Maybe this was all they did—maybe this was why she
didn’t take him seriously—because he never tried to take her
out.

They stayed in all the time. Not once did he ask to take her
out to dinner or a movie or...anything. Maybe she thought this
was strictly about sex—or friends with benefits—because
that’s all they had done.



Well, that stopped right now.

Kissing her shoulder and then her cheek, Liam pulled back
and smiled at her. “Damn, Tessa. That was incredible.”

“I guess you really liked the frosting,” she said with a wink
as she slowly unwrapped herself from him. He helped her
down from the counter and they took a few minutes to get
dressed again. But when she went to move away from him, he
grabbed her hand and gently pulled her toward him.

“Hey,” he began softly. “How about we get cleaned up and
go out somewhere to eat?”

“Um...what?”

Okay, that wasn’t quite the response he was hoping for, but
he wasn’t deterred.

“Yeah, I was thinking we could go out someplace. What
are you in the mood for? I know we’ve gotten Italian from
Vincenzo’s, but there’s a place down in Magnolia that has a
great menu.” Taking a minute to think, he then suggested, “Or
we can go for seafood or Mexican or...hell, we can even go to
the pub if you’d like.”

“You think we should go to the pub? Really?”

He shrugged. “Why not? If that’s what you’re in the mood
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for...
“It’s not that, Liam. It’s just...”
“What?”

“Well...it could be weird,” she said slowly. “I mean...
some of your family will obviously be there. Are you prepared
to have them questioning you about us?”



And this was his opening. Giving her a small tug, he
grinned when her breasts were pressed against his chest. “Who
says they’re going to question us?”

The look she gave him spoke volumes. “Liam, please. I
obviously know your family and your mother has always been
vocal about wanting her kids to settle down. You don’t think
us going in there together is going to start some speculation
that we’re dating?” Then she laughed a little and stepped out
of his grasp. “I mean, I think they’d realize pretty quickly that
we’re not, but I just don’t want you to get upset with them.”

Wait a minute...was she serious?

“Um...what exactly are you trying to say? What would be
so wrong with them thinking that we’re dating?”

Letting out a breath, she began loading dishes into the
dishwasher and cleaning up after her baking endeavor. “Liam,
be reasonable. You and I are as opposite as night and day, and
I’m sure you complained about me to them a time or two.”

He had, but...

“That was before I got to know you,” he said defensively.
“And there’s nothing wrong with you. You’re beautiful and
talented and friendly...I mean, why wouldn’t we date?”

She chuckled again and he was getting more than a little
annoyed with it.

“We’re friends, Liam,” she said after a moment. “Good
friends.” Pausing, she looked up at him. “I get that we’ve got
some...blurred lines here, but you’re just helping me out,
right? You’re not likely to fall in love with me!” Another
laugh. “Eventually, I’ll be confident enough to give dating a
try again.” Her shoulders sagged a bit and she seemed to sober.
“I have loved every moment of this last week, and I just don’t



want you to get uncomfortable if people think something more
1s going on.”

Honestly, he had no idea what to say to any of that.

“Are you saying you wouldn’t be uncomfortable if anyone
came over and made that assumption?” he asked and yeah, he
was even more defensive than he was a moment ago.

Tessa’s eyes went a little wide at his tone, but she
shrugged. “Like I said, you and I know what’s going on, so
we’d just set them straight. Not a big deal.”

And for the first time in a long time, Liam was eager to be
around his family.

If anything, he was going to use their nosy, interfering
ways to his advantage.

Tessa might not think they had anything more than this
friends-with-benefits situation, but Liam was determined to
start a campaign proving to her that they could be so much
more.

“You’re right,” he said casually. “I’m sure it won’t be a big
deal. Besides, I really could go for either some pot roast or the
beef stew in the bread bowl. Have you tried that yet?”

Shaking her head, she closed the dishwasher. “I haven’t,
but that sounds amazing! Do they bake the bowls
themselves?”

“Honestly, I have no idea. You’ll have to ask my mom.”
Looking at his watch, he saw it was after six. “I’m gonna run
next door and wash up.”

She eyed him curiously. “Didn’t you do that before you
came over?”

“Um...I did, but then we just did what we did and...”



“Ah. Gotcha. I'm going to go and do the same. So what do
you say? A half hour?”

“That should work.” Leaning in, he kissed her and turned
to walk away, but she stopped him.

“Or...” she began.
“Or...7”

“We could wash up here together and then go,” she
suggested. “I’ve got plenty of soap and my shower—as you
know—definitely fits two.”

If he were a stronger man, he’d be a gentleman and
decline.

But...being a gentleman was the furthest thing from his
mind as she gave him a sultry look.

The little vixen.

“Sweetheart, if you think I’'m ever going to say no to
getting you naked and soapy, you’re crazy,” he said with a
grin. “Lead the way.”

Something was up.

It was almost like Liam was purposely trying to provoke
his family into thinking they were dating.

From the moment they walked through the doors of the
pub, his hand held hers or his arm was around her, and he had
her practically plastered to his side.

Not that she was minding it, but it was all very different
from what they had discussed earlier.



You mean when your pants should have been on fire from

all the lying?
Okay, fine. Yes.

Technically, she was being less than truthful with him on a
few subjects.

Namely, how she felt about this turn in their relationship
and how she viewed it.

Yes, she had gone into this new physical part of things
truly believing she could keep herself in check and treat it all
casually.

That was the first lie she told herself.

Then, after sleeping with Liam the first time, Tessa swore
she wasn’t going to let herself fall for him.

That was lie number two.

As the week went on, she’d had many conversations with
herself where she got firm and said that she would be fine if
this was all they had and Liam eventually moved on.

That was the biggest lie of them all.

He hadn’t argued with her earlier about where things
stood, but as they sat in the corner booth of the pub with
several of his family members, she found she was more than a
little confused.

“So, Tessa, are you going home for Thanksgiving?” Mrs.
Donovan asked as she put an order of corn fritters on the table.

“Um...I am. I was just doing some baking today and
testing out some new dessert recipes,” she said before Liam
interrupted.



“Mom, Tessa made this amazing apple butter pound cake
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with homemade caramel icing. It was to die for

She wanted to remind him how he never tasted the cake
and only had the icing, but...

“Ooh...that sounds good. Do you ever make cheesecake? I
recently found a recipe for a gingerbread cheesecake,” his
mother explained. “I’m thinking of trying it, but none of my
kids eat cheesecake.”

Tessa looked over at Liam in shock. “You don’t like
cheesecake?”

He shrugged. “Not really. I prefer an actual cake or cookie.
The sugar cookies you brought to my house that night were
delicious.”

She felt herself blush and caught Mrs. Donovan’s knowing
smile.

“Ryleigh likes cheesecake,” Liam reminded his mother.
“Maybe test it out with her?”

2

“She gets mad when I make her eat desserts,” she said

wearily.
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“Probably because then I tell her she’s putting on a little
weight and won’t ever find a nice man to settle down with.”
She shrugged. “Who’s to say?”

“Mom,” Liam said with a chuckle before serving both of
them some of the fritters. “Hey, can we get some sour cream
with these?”

“You can’t find your way to the kitchen?” his mother
snapped, and Tessa was shocked when he slid from the booth
without a word.



Uh-oh...
“So? You and Liam, huh?”” she said with a big smile.

“Oh, no...no. No,” she said a little more firmly. “We are
just friends. Living next door to each other, we’ve gotten to
know each other and were talking about some of our favorite
dishes that you make. When he mentioned your beef stew and
bread bowls, I was curious.”

The older woman’s expression fell slightly. “Hmm...but...
Liam’s a nice man, right? He’s been polite and respectful?”’

Tessa didn’t want to touch that question with a ten-foot
pole, so she simply nodded.

“I know you and I don’t know each other very well, Tessa,
but...I know it’s been a long time since your husband passed.
May he rest in peace,” she added solemnly. “But maybe it’s
time for you to start dating. Liam is...”

“Liam is not interested in me,” she quickly interjected.
“Trust me. I’'m far too cheery for him. He’s told me that a
dozen times.”

“My son could use some cheery in his life. I think all his
years in the Marines, he saw too much—too much death and
destruction. I think it’s been hard for him to be back home and
trying to find his place.”

“The resort project is going well and he has his house...”

“On a professional level, he’s fine. But he’s too serious and
he...I don’t know, he’s not the same boy he was when he first
enlisted.”

“Of course he’s not,” she gently replied. “He’s a grown
man now. We all change as we age. Maybe he’s more serious
because he appreciates how fragile life is now. It’s got to be



hard to come home after so many years and not really know
his siblings as intimately as he would have if he never left. It’s
an adjustment going back to civilian life and maybe that’s why
he threw himself into this business venture so quickly—so he
wouldn’t have time to sit and dwell on those things.”

Mrs. Donovan studied her hard for several moments. “You
understand him,” she said quietly before she nodded. “That is
a true gift when a woman understands a man. It took me a long
time to fully understand my husband. I loved him from the
time I was a young girl, but understand him?” She shook her
head. “It took us being married and living together and having
children before I truly felt like I knew him. But listening to
you talk about Liam...” Her hand went to her heart. “You
would be good for him.”

I think so too, but...

Liam slid back into the booth with a bowl of sour cream,
another beer, and a plate of something deep fried. Grinning, he
put everything down. “My father makes these amazing taco
bites. When I saw he was prepping some, I grabbed the ones
that were finished.”

“Liam!” both she and his mother admonished at the same
time before starting to laugh.

“What? Ryleigh handed me the plate and Dad said it was
fine,” he argued lightly before holding up one of the bites to
Tessa’s lips. “Trust me, once you taste this, you’ll know why |
snagged them.”

And he was right.

“Oh, wow,” she said around a mouthful of food. “Those
are delicious!”



“My Shane is a phenomenal cook,” she said with a smile.
“All my kids know how to cook. Well, except Arianna, but
she’s learning.”

“Only because | refused to keep secretly cooking for her,”
Ryleigh commented as she slid into the booth too. “Hey,
Tessa! What did you think of the taco bites?”

“They’re delicious,” she said with a smile. “Not that I’'m
surprised. Everything I’ve ever had here has been amazing.”

Both Ryleigh and Mrs. Donovan smiled with pride.

“So, what brings you two in for dinner tonight?” Ryleigh
asked.

“We’re on a...” Liam began, but Tessa cut him off.

“I was super curious about the bread bowls! Do you bake
them here on site?” she quickly asked.

“Definitely not,” Ryleigh said with a small laugh. “The
bakery over on Fourth makes them for us. Our kitchen can’t
handle baking anything like that on top of everything else.”

“That’s why we’re upgrading,” Jamie said as he placed
fresh drinks on the table. “And why does everyone get a break
to sit down but me?”

“Join us!” his mother said as she slid in closer to Tessa,
forcing her to press up intimately against Liam.

“I didn’t know we were having a family dinner,” Jamie
commented with a grin at her and Liam.

“It’s not,” Liam said through clenched teeth. “Tessa and I
just wanted to grab a quiet dinner together.”

“And you brought her here?” Jamie laughed. “Dude, just
how bad are you at dating?”



Tessa heard him groan and carefully reached under the
table to playfully squeeze his thigh. Unfortunately, he sensed
her move and his hand instantly covered hers, holding her in
place.

Which was dangerously close to...well...

“Patrick was supposed to stop by too,” Ryleigh said with
amusement. “Maybe we should call Arianna and Will and
really make it a family meal!”

“Aren’t we all going to be together on Thursday?” Liam
reminded them. “Thanksgiving? Any of this ringing any
bells?”

“Will Tessa be joining us?” Ryleigh asked.

“Oh, um...no,” she replied. “I’'m going home to see my
family for the weekend.”

“It’s a shame they couldn’t come here and then we could
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have a massive Thanksgiving dinner!” Jamie threw out there.
“Think about it, we could do it here so there’d be plenty of
room, everyone could even be in the kitchen at the same time.
It really would solve so many problems. What do you think,

Tessa? Would your family be up for a change of venue?”
“Um...”

“That’s enough, Jamie,” Liam said wearily. “Tessa’s family
isn’t coming to hang out at the pub with us.” Then he looked
at her. “Or do you think...?”

Unable to help herself, she frowned at him as if willing
him to put a stop to this whole conversation. It took a moment,
but he seemed to take the hint.

Facing his family, he smiled easily. “Thanksgiving will go
on as planned.” Looking at his mother, he asked. “Who else is



joining us?”

“Well, it will be the eight of us and Ronan, both sets of
grandparents, and the Murphys.”

Jamie groaned loudly. “Seriously? The Murphys? Why?
Don’t they have any other friends they can hang out with?”

“What’s wrong with the Murphys?” his mother asked.
“They’ve been our friends since all you kids were little.”
Reaching over, she smacked the back of his head. “What’s
wrong with you?”

Tessa caught the look of amusement between Ryleigh and
Liam and knew there was a story there. But before she could
ask, Patrick joined them.

“Hey! Did I miss the text that we were all having dinner
together?”

Tessa chuckled and Liam leaned in until his breath was
warm on her ear. “This was the worst idea I’ve ever had.
Please tell me you’re not upset.”

When she turned her head, their noses brushed, but neither
pulled back. For a moment, she swore they were the only two
people in the room. “I’m fine,” she whispered. “It’s kind of
fun.” Then she smiled at him and he seemed to relax, but...
they were definitely going to have a conversation about this
when they went home. His family was great and she truly
liked them; what she didn’t like was that he deliberately put
them in a situation that he said he didn’t want them to be in.

Yeah, they were definitely going to have a conversation.

“Okay, okay,” Mrs. Donovan said as she nudged Jamie
from the booth and then slid out herself. “This is not a family
dinner and we’ve intruded on Liam and Tessa’s meal enough.
Everyone go away and find your own spot to eat.” Looking



over her shoulder, she winked at the two of them. “Enjoy the
rest of your meal, and I promise to keep your siblings away
from you.”

Jamie waved on his way back to the bar, Ryleigh smiled
and said she hoped to see Tessa again soon, and Patrick and
Liam were having some weird wordless conversation that was
beyond bizarre.

“Good to see you, Tessa,” he said a minute later before
glaring at Liam one more time as he walked away.

“Everything okay?” she asked.
“Yeah, why?”

“That looked...intense. Are you mad at your brother for
something?”

He shook his head and put the last corn fritter on his plate.
“No, but I think he’s a little peeved with me.”

“How come?”’

Shaking his head again, he said, “It’s not important.”
Cutting the fritter in half, he put one piece on her plate. “What
did you think of these?”

She knew a diversion when she heard it, but she wasn’t
about to argue with him here. “Like I said, everything I’ve had
here has been amazing.”

Within minutes, Ryleigh brought their dinners out and
wished them a good night. “I probably should have gone back
there and done that myself.”

“You mean grabbed our plates?”

He nodded. “I know I’'m going to catch a lot of shit for
making them wait on us.”



“I’'m not sure what to say to that,” she said with a small
laugh. “But I will say that this looks and smells delicious too!”
The stew was piping hot and was filled with huge chunks of
beef, baby carrots, onions, peas, and potatoes. It was the
ultimate comfort meal on a cool fall evening.

They ate and talked about how the resort was coming
along and then they shared stories about their typical family
Thanksgivings.

“Why does Jamie hate the Murphys?” she asked.

“They have a daughter two years younger than him, but
she is brilliant and graduated with his class. She’s been calling
Jamie out on his BS since they were teens and I can say
without a doubt that she is the only female who isn’t
impressed with my baby brother’s charms. Thanksgiving will
be like dinner and a show because they can’t seem to stay
away from each other.”

“Are you sure they’re not into each other? Otherwise,
wouldn’t they be keeping their distance?”

He shook his head. “No, it’s like a weird competition
where Jamie spends the entire day—no matter what the
holiday or occasion—trying to prove to her why she’s wrong
about him.”

“Like I said, then maybe he’s into her?”

Another head shake. “No, it just pisses him off that she
doesn’t fawn all over him like most women do. It’s both
comical and embarrassing.”

“Sounds interesting, that’s for sure.”

When they were done eating, Liam asked if she wanted
dessert and she shook her head. “I’ve got that apple butter
cake back at my place, if you’re interested.”



The heated look he gave her told her he remembered
where the frosting for that cake had led them earlier. “I’'m very
interested. Come on. I’ll take these plates back to the kitchen
and then we’ll go.”

Nodding, Tessa slid from the booth and watched him walk
away.

“Hey,” Ryleigh said quietly as she sidled up next to her. “I
know it’s none of my business, but I just want to say that if
there’s anything going on between you and Liam, well...it
would be great for him. I’ve been worried about him since he
came home but...he doesn’t really like to listen to anyone
giving him advice and he has zero tolerance if he thinks we’re
coddling him, but...he could really use someone to coddle him
a little. He’s done so much for everyone else that it would be
nice to know that someone was looking after him.”

Her words stopped abruptly when Liam stepped out of the
kitchen.

“So I’'m glad you enjoyed the stew, and you can get the
bread bowls from the bakery almost any time,” she said,
almost comically loud as her brother approached. “Good to see
you both and Liam, I’ll see you Thursday!” And then she was
gone.

“You ready?” Liam asked.
“Sure.”

The ride back was quick and quiet, and they pulled into
Liam’s driveway since he was the one who drove. He took her
hand as they walked across the yard to her place. She often
wondered if he’d rather they go to her house, but she knew he
would never suggest it because she had Phoebe to consider.



As soon as they stepped inside, he was the one who
scooped the dog up and headed for the back door. “Why don’t
you take care of the cake and I’ll make sure she does her
business?”’

“Thanks.” She watched as she walked out the door and
marveled at how...normal this all felt. Like it was completely
natural for them to come home together and for him to take the
dog out while she served up their dessert.

Maybe it feels natural because that’s just the way it is.
There’s nothing weird about this. ..

Only...she thought there would be. The thought of some
other man being in her home—a man who wasn’t Trevor—
always seemed strange to her. It was why she hadn’t dated in
so long, because she couldn’t imagine anyone else being that
close to her. But Liam had sort of come into her life in the
most unconventional way and...stayed.

Sighing quietly, she whispered, “I don’t know what to do,
Trev. Are my feelings real or am I just projecting them
because I’'m lonely?”

As usual, there wasn’t a response, but...there never was.

The frosting wasn’t quite cooperating, so she had to heat it
up for just a few seconds in the microwave. Eventually she got
it to the proper consistency, just as Liam was walking back in
with Phoebe.

“I think she sniffed every blade of grass in the yard,” he
said with a laugh before sitting down at the kitchen island.
“Anything I can help with?”

“Nope. I think it’s ready.” Slicing the cake, she plated a
piece for him and then one for herself. Sliding his plate over,



Tessa stayed standing opposite him. “So...I wasn’t sure if |
should bring this up...”

Looking up at her, she could see the concern on his face.
“What’s going on?”

“I guess I’m a little confused, that’s all.”

“About?”

“Well...it seems like you wanted your family to think we
were dating.”

“Did 1?7

The short bark of laughter was out before she could stop it.
“Liam, come on! You were holding my hand, had your arm
around me, and joined in when they wanted to invite my
family to Thanksgiving! That’s hardly something you’d do
with a friend.”

“Agree to disagree,” he said before taking a bite of cake.
“Oh, wow...I already knew the frosting was killer, but with
the cake? Holy shit, is that good.”

“Thanks,” she murmured before taking a bite for herself
and...okay, wow. That was much better than she thought it
would be. “I just don’t understand. When we left here earlier, I
thought we were on the same page about not giving them the
wrong impression, but...”

“Okay, I’'ll admit that maybe I wasn’t thinking. Between
the sex in the kitchen and then in the shower...” He gave her a
lopsided grin. “You can’t blame me for wanting to be more
than a little attentive to you. Hell, I almost considered
changing plans altogether and ordering takeout so we wouldn’t

"7

have to get dressed and leave



“Really?” she asked, wanting to believe him, but still not
feeling like he was being one hundred percent honest.

“Really.” Standing, Liam walked around to her side of the
1sland and slid his arms around her waist. “Tessa, 1 love
spending time with you, just the two of us. But I honestly
thought you might want to...um...you know...get used to
going out places with a guy. Obviously going to the pub
wasn’t the right thing to do, so maybe next time, we pick
someplace where there aren’t a bunch of Donovans waiting to
swoop in and join us.” He placed a kiss on the tip of her nose.
“What do you say?”

Now it felt like it made more sense.
Even though it depressed her a bit.

He was still all about just trying to help her get back into
the dating world.

If only he knew that the only man she wanted to date was
him.



Chapter Ten

“Okay, enough. You glared at me over the mashed potatoes,
threw a dinner roll at me, and purposely dropped my slice of
pumpkin pie. Can you maybe try being an adult and talk to
me?”’

Rolling his eyes, Patrick turned and walked out onto their
parents’ back deck, forcing Liam to follow. Closing the sliding
door behind him, he stepped out into the freezing air and
mentally cursed as he could see his breath in front of his face.

“Well?”

Turning, his brother faced him. “What is wrong with you?
There are probably dozens of women here in Laurel Bay who
would love to date you! Why Tessa? Why would you go bring
your twisted, negative view of the world into hers? I mean...I
don’t get it!”

“Why are you taking this so damn personally, huh?” Liam
demanded angrily. “Believe it or not, I heard what you said
that day and I took it all into consideration, but the bottom line
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is this 1s between me and Tessa, not you

Patrick paced, raking a hand through his dark hair. “Guys
like you and me are far too intense, Liam. Trust me. We see
things in black or white and we’re driven with laser focus,” he
said heatedly. “Right now, you’re starting a whole phase of



your life and you made sure you came home and made a big
damn fuss about it! Are you telling me you have any clue
about how to balance that with a relationship? Do you
honestly think you can give Tessa what she needs? Or...or do
you think she’ll just be fine with the few crumbs of your time
that you toss her way whenever it’s convenient for you?”

“What...?” Pausing, Liam took a moment to collect his
jumbled thoughts because there seemed to be a lot more going
on than he was aware of. “Do have feelings for Tessa? Is that
what this is about?”

His brother stopped in his tracks. “You mean other than
basic, common respect for her as a human being? No. This is
about genuine concern because I know you.”

“So your issue is fully with me,” he stated.

“Basically.” And the stance he took appeared like he was
ready to fight.

Bring it...

“Then let’s hear it, little brother. What is it you think is so
wrong with me?” Then he braced himself for whatever was
about to come his way.

“You’re a control freak,” Patrick began. “You always have
to be right. You criticize everyone who doesn’t do things the
way you do. You’re constantly telling all of us what to do and
how to live our lives!”

“Need I remind you I’ve been gone for like twelve years?”
he asked incredulously. “Any of this shit you’re obviously still
pissed about is from when we were kids, Patrick! Would you
like me to hold you accountable right here in the present for
the way you behaved and the things you said when you were a



damn kid? I mean, if you’re going to be pissed at me, at least
make it because of who I am right now!”

“That’s just it, Liam. I don’t know you right now! You
spent the last twelve years in the military, and when you came
home, everything was a fucking group activity! And when it
wasn’t, you were out with friends! Do you even know who 1|
am or what I’'m doing with my life or why?”

“You’re hell-bent on world domination!” he shot back.
“You’re buying up properties here in Laurel Bay and either
flipping them to sell or renting them out and being the
property manager! As for why, the short answer is because you
can and you’re good at it. But if I had to dig deeper into the
psychological reason you chose this career path, I’d say it’s
because we never left this damn town and were too poor to
ever own anything. We didn’t travel much, but there’s a
comfort in being here. It’s home. It’s just been neglected for
too long.” Pausing, he let out a long breath. “Maybe you feel
neglected too because—Ilike me—you got lost in the shuffle of
having a bunch of younger siblings. Maybe you wished
someone had given you a little more attention so you could
better yourself and that’s why you can relate to the town.”

He turned away and hated himself for blurting all that shit
out but he turned back around and continued.

“No matter what the reason, Pat, ’'m damn proud of you
for what you’re doing. Do I think you work too hard?
Absolutely! Do I wish you could see just how successful you
are and relax a bit? Hell yes! But I don’t look at it as a
character flaw. I’'m not standing here looking at you as being
damaged because of the way you choose to live your life. So
maybe [’m not the one who’s closed minded here.”



The string of curses his brother let out actually made him
blush.

Which told him he’d definitely struck a nerve.

“Bravo,” Patrick said sarcastically. “I didn’t realize you
also added psychologist to your perfect resume!”

“Now, just a minute...”
“No! You got to say your peace; now it’s my turn.”

“Again? Because, um...I thought you already did when
you told me all the things that were wrong with me when we
stepped out here into the freezing cold.”

“Here’s the thing, Liam, if you’re so good at figuring
people out, ask yourself this: do you think you’re good enough
for Tessa? Do you think someone who’s been through what
she has genuinely needs a guy like you picking apart her faults
—or what you deem as faults?” He let out a loud, weary
breath. “People like her—people who are upbeat and positive
—they need other people who are upbeat and positive. And if
there’s one thing I do know about you, is that upbeat isn’t in
your vocabulary. You’re basically one of those glass-half-
empty people. Think about that.”

And without another word, he walked back into the house,
leaving Liam standing there, freezing his ass off and feeling
thoroughly confused.

Walking over to the railing, he leaned down and hung his
head. “Shit.”

He had no idea how long he’d been out there, but when
Arianna popped her head out the door and called his name, he
had a feeling it had been a while.



“What are you doing out there? It’s freezing!” she said
with a laugh, stepping outside as she slid her coat on. “Will
and I are getting ready to leave. You okay?”

An hour ago or even a few minutes ago, he would have
said yes. But now he wasn’t so sure.

“Can I ask you something?”

“Of course!”

“Am I a terrible brother?”

She looked up at him with total bewilderment. “Um...”

“I’m serious, Ari. Apparently, I’'m the reason you and Will
couldn’t be together for so long. I mean...I think we’ve all
gotten past that, but...”

“Okay, hold up,” she said, pulling her coat in close around
her. “Yes, you were the reason Will pulled away instead of
dating me, but that was on him. Although...he probably
wouldn’t have felt that way if you weren’t so vocal about how
much you wanted to strangle any guy who dared to date one of
your sisters.”

“Ari...”

“Wait, wait, wait...look, I get it. It’s what older brothers
are supposed to do. It’s annoying as hell and there was a time
when I genuinely hated you for it, but...it also meant that you
cared,” she told him. “I know you’re cool with me and Will
now, but I do sometimes wonder if you would have relaxed the
way you did if you didn’t know him. Like...what are you
going to be like when Ryleigh gets serious with a guy?”

He didn’t even want to think about that right now because
his brain already hurt too much.



“So what’s going on? Are you really still worried that I’'m
mad at you? Because I thought we’d all moved on. I know you
like to give Will a hard time every once in a while, but we all
know you’re just teasing, so...what’s up?”

As much as he enjoyed being a private person, he needed
to talk to someone. And if anyone in this entire family had the
right to have an issue with him in the here and now, it was
Arianna. So he told her about his relationship with Tessa and
the way Patrick reacted to it.

“Now do you see why I’m asking?”
“Okay, first of all, wow.”
“Yeah, I know. Tessa’s not at all like...”

“Not, Tessa, you doofus! Patrick! I can’t believe he would
say all that crap! And who is he to be passing judgement on
anyone?”
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She held up a hand to stop him. “First, he’s completely
closed off from all of us, even though he lives right here. We
never know what’s going on in his life because he’s super
secretive about it. Hell, I needed a place to live for a year and
he’s in real estate and wouldn’t help, so...if anyone has issues,
it’s him.” Then she smiled. “Liam, you were the oldest of five
kids. You had to grow up faster than all of us and then you
chose a career that is all about being in control, following the
rules, and being a leader.” She shrugged. “I think that’s what
you’ve done for all of us.”

Some of the tension started to ease. “Thanks, Ar1.”
“However...”

And.. .1t was back.



“I think Tessa’s awesome and there is no doubt she’s your
polar opposite.”

“O-kay...”

“I know sometimes people say opposites attract, but I’'m
just not sure this is the right relationship for you. I’'m sorry,”
she said quietly.

“Can I ask why?”

She shrugged again. “I kind of agree with Pat on this a
little. Not in the angry way he feels about it, but...”

Shit.
“I’m saying this with love, okay?”
He nodded.

“I don’t see you being able to handle Tessa’s...perpetual
cheeriness for too long. It’s going to get on your nerves
because you’re far too practical and you’ve been through some
really dark stuff. Not everyone looks at life through rose-
colored glasses and she does. Those of us who don’t—myself
included—tend to get annoyed by people like that. And you
will too.” She sighed. “The thing is, Liam...don’t be the guy
who dims her light.” Pausing, she snorted. “Ugh...that
sounded awful, didn’t it?”

“Just a little,” he murmured miserably.

“You get what I’'m saying. Maybe someday you’ll relax a
bit and have a more...sunny view of the world. But right now?
I don’t see this being a good thing for her.” Stepping in close,
she got up on her toes and kissed his cheek. “Go inside and get
warm. It’s too cold to be out here for so long.”

She turned to go back inside when he said, “What about
me?”



Arianna turned and looked at him curiously. “What?”

“What about me?” he repeated gruffly. “What if I need her
light, her sunniness, her rose-colored glasses? What if that’s
what I need to change who I am?”

Her shoulders sagged. “Oh, sweetie, there’s nothing wrong
with who you are. You just need some time to decompress
after serving in the military. You need time to figure out who
you are and what makes you happy. If the two of you had met
a year or two from now, I’d think it was great. But...I don’t
know...” She sighed again. “This is more than a fling, huh?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. It could be.”
Her expression saddened. “Then that’s your answer.”
“What is?”

“If you don’t know for sure, then maybe you need to back
away until you are. Less chance of anyone getting hurt.
Including you.”

Hanging his head, he nodded grimly because she was right.

“Are you going to be okay?” she asked softly. “Should I
get Will?”

“No. It’s okay. I’ll be fine. I’ve just got a lot of thinking to
do.”

Liam watched his baby sister walk back into the house and
wondered how he went from being the brother with all the
answers to being the one who needed them.

Saturday afternoon, Tessa loaded up her car and started
counting down how long it would take for her to get home.



She loved spending Thanksgiving with her family and had a
great time, but...for some reason, they were annoying her.

A lot.
“Have you started dating anyone yet?”
“Don t you think it s time you stopped grieving?”

“You know it was very selfish of Trevor to convince you to
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marry him...’

None of it was new, but normally she was fine with simply
letting them talk.

Not this weekend.

This weekend she had pushed back a bit and gave them
almost the exact same speech she had given Liam a few weeks
ago right before they kissed for the first time. She hated
arguing and she hated having to defend Trevor when he wasn’t
there to defend himself. But more than that, she was tired of
having this discussion every time she came home to visit. So,
she’d walked out the door five minutes ago after saying, “I
don’t think I’ll be home for Christmas this year. I know you all
think you’re helping, but you’re not. If anything, you’re
keeping me in the past. Not Trevor.”

Yeah, it wasn’t her greatest exiting line, but it was mostly
true.

So many times she had felt like her life was great—and it
was—and then she’d come home and have to deal with the
same barrage of questions that put her back in that place. It
was like they didn’t know how to deal with her as the person
she currently was and preferred to see her as the woman she
was a few years ago.

Either way, she was done explaining herself.



And she didn’t tell them about Liam either.

Mainly because she wasn’t sure what was going on with
them and the last thing she wanted was to get their hopes up
and then have them disappointed the next time she came home
if things didn’t work out.

Which...the jury was still out on that one.

After their dinner at the pub and dessert back at her place,
Liam had stayed the night. They had made love and maybe it
was just her own imagination, but...it felt different—more
intimate than any other time before.

It was probably just wishful thinking.

Still, they spent every night together—sharing dinner,
talking, laughing, and making love. The man had pretty much
ruined her for sex with anyone else. She craved him like she
craved chocolate when she was PMS-ing.

Damn him.

And just when she thought maybe it was just sex, he went
and did something incredibly sweet. Thursday morning, she
had to get up early because it was almost a five-hour drive
down to Charleston. Liam had gotten up with her, made her
coffee, and put it in a travel mug before loading the car for her.
Then he’d taken care of Phoebe and made sure she was all
ready for the trip before putting her in the car too.

They had been standing in her driveway with the sun
barely up, and he’d kissed her until they were breathless.

“I wish you weren’t going,” he said softly. “Or that
maybe...I was going with you.”

Her heart had melted right there on the spot.



“I figured you needed to be here with your family since it’s
your first big holiday since coming home.”

He’d nodded solemnly, but...she felt like there was more
to it. Unfortunately, she’d had to get on the road because she
needed to be with her family.

I should have stayed home and enjoyed Thanksgiving with
the Donovans. I’ll bet he had a much more relaxing time than |

did...

She put Phoebe down in the grass one last time before they
got in the car and was waiting for her to do her business when
her mother came and stood beside her.

Qreat.

“Here’s something most people don’t tell you about being
a parent,” her mother said as she watched Phoebe prance
around in the grass. “The worrying never ends. Neither does
the overwhelming urge to want to make things right for your
kids.” Sighing, she looked at Tessa. “I never realized how all
that worrying and fussing might be detrimental to you.”
Reaching out, she pushed the hair away from Tessa’s face.
“You’re actually quite strong and doing great things, and we
all need to focus on that rather than the past. When you’re
ready to...well...you know...then you will.”

“What about Beth and Casey? Do they feel the same
way?”

“Oh, sweetie, what difference does it make? They don’t
understand because they married young and they want you to
experience all the things that they did. The truth is, you were
always your own person. Don’t try to fit into anyone else’s
mold.” Pausing, she smiled sadly. “And I’m sorry if I tried to
force you into that too.”



“Thanks, Mom.” And because she wanted to, she hugged
her. “I love you and I need you to trust me when I say I’'m
okay.”

Cupping her daughter’s face, she smiled. “I do, Tess. And
you want to know how I know you’re doing well?”

“How?”

“This is the happiest I’ve seen you in years,” she said
softly, giving Tessa’s cheeks a slight squeeze. “And I mean
even before Trevor got sick. Whatever is going on in your life,
it’s agreeing with you. Don’t let me or your sisters take that
away.” She hugged her. “Don’t let anyone take that away.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

Feeling a lot lighter than she had minutes ago, Tessa
scooped up Phoebe and put her in her carrier before climbing
into the car. After going through her little checklist to make
sure she had all her necessities, she waved to her mother and
pulled away. Her phone was plugged in and as soon as her
playlist kicked on, she was more than ready to sing at the top
of her lungs.

She didn’t sing a lot when Liam was over because they
were either talking, kissing, or eating, and she found that she
missed doing it.

Not that he’d stop her, but she also couldn’t imagine him
singing along the way Trevor used to.

“Okay, note to self, stop comparing the two because they
aren’t the slightest bit the same.”

And that gave her pause.

Of course 1t didn’t matter; Trevor was her best friend, but
there had never been any romantic feelings for each other. It



would make sense that someone completely different would
attract her.

“And you don’t get much different than Liam,” she
murmured before sighing happily.

There had been a definite change in him since their initial
meeting at the wedding, but he was still incredibly serious and
focused and driven. None of those were bad traits, but it
seemed to take him a while each day to just unwind and relax
and not think about work. Tessa loved hearing about all the
building going on and his plans for the next phase and what he
and Will were looking to do next, but...it was almost like he
didn’t know how to talk or think about anything else but work.
Sometimes she just let him talk because he obviously needed
it, but other times she had to get creative in how she changed
the subject.

Sex and food were great motivators.

Before she could really focus on that, one of her favorite
Whitney Houston songs came on and after that, all her
attention went to the road and singing.

Mile after mile, song after song, her spirits lifted and her
soul felt lighter than it had all weekend. By the time she saw
the “Welcome to North Carolina” sign, however, she was more
than ready to be home.

But then the most perfect song came on, one that summed
up her life at the moment, and it gave her the final push to
keep going. Disney songs were always fun to sing just
because. But “I Won’t Say (I'm In Love)” from Hercules had
her smiling so hard her face hurt.

“Who d’you think you're kidding? Hes the earth and
heaven to you...” she sang and then danced a little in the



driver’s seat.

By the time the finale came and she was saying, “At least
out loud, I won't say I'm in love,” Tessa knew it was true.

She was in love with Liam Donovan.

They were going to have to talk about it eventually. It
scared her to even think about it because...she’d never had to
do something like this. Her dating life was rather uneventful
before Trevor got sick, but she had dated enough men to know
she never had to be the one who said they were in love.

Because you 've never been in love, dummy.
Yeah. That.
Dang it.

There were guys she’d really liked, but...none of them
ever made her heart feel the way Liam does.

“Uptown Funk” was playing and it was something she
normally loved to sing to, but suddenly, all she could think of
was being rejected. What if Liam had truly only been trying to
help her out and now she was going to blather on and on about
how she was in love with him? And then she’d have to live
right next door to him feeling like a total idiot because she
couldn’t handle a casual relationship!

There was a tightening in her chest, and she was fairly
certain she was having a heart attack. “Oh God...”

Of course, there was a chance—albeit a small one—that
maybe he felt something for her too, something more than
friendship. It didn’t mean he was ready to propose or anything,
but maybe he’d be open to changing their status to one of a
dating couple.

“It could happen,” she murmured. “Maybe.”



But if it didn’t...

She could clearly imagine him walking to his truck and
completely ignoring her if she was out in her yard. Or seeing
him at the pub and pretending she wasn’t there.

And the worst?

Sitting alone in her yard and hearing him out in his
fabulous backyard with its swimming pool while he fooled
around with a woman he actually wanted to date.

So I guess I’ll be moving next.

Ugh...it was the curse of being artistic and creative. She
had a very vivid imagination. And now, with an hour of
driving left, all she could think about was one crazy scenario
after another where she told Liam she loved him and he said
he didn’t and all the awkward ways they’d bump into each
other in town.

“Okay, so this sucks,” she mumbled, and by the time she
pulled into her driveway, she was completely brokenhearted
and angry at the same time.

The original plan for the weekend was for her to come
home on Sunday, so there was no way for Liam to know she’d
be pulling up now. His truck was in his driveway, but she
wasn’t going to call or text or even go and knock on his door.

Their imaginary breakup was still too fresh in her mind.
I seriously have issues.

The first thing she did was get Phoebe out and let her run
around the front yard while Tessa pulled her carrier out of the
car. She had barely put it down on the front porch when she
spotted Liam jogging toward her with a smile on his face.



It really wasn’t fair that he was so handsome and yet so
unattainable.

Dang it, dang it, dang it!

“Hey!” he said when he reached her and then kissed her
until she barely remembered her own name. “You’re back
early.”

“Yeah, um...it wasn’t the best visit with my family, so I
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decided to come home.” Carefully stepping out of his

embrace, Tessa headed back to the car to unload it.

Liam jogged over to her. “Go let Phoebe in and I’ll get this
stuff, okay?”

She was too tired to argue, so she simply nodded and
walked away. It took all of three minutes for him to have
everything in the house and her car locked up, and before she
knew it, he was sitting at her kitchen island watching her.

“Is everything okay?”
No.

“I don’t really want to talk about it,” she said evasively.
“I’m going to have a glass of wine. You want one?”

“Um, sure.”

After pouring them each a glass, Tessa handed Liam his.
“What about you? How was your Thanksgiving?”

“Yeah, I don’t really want to talk about that either,” he
murmured before taking a sip of his wine.

Tessa did the same and when she put her glass down, she
looked right at him and said, “My family ticked me off with
their constant harping about my life and how I’m not moving



on the way they think I should. Much like you said to me not
that long ago.”

She hadn’t planned on sharing this—or starting a fight—
but her words and tone said otherwise.

“Tessa, we went over this. I apologized for all of that. I had
no business saying anything to you about how you live. Hell,
you’re probably the most together person I know.”

“Clearly I’'m not, otherwise we wouldn’t be doing...you
know...the things we’ve been doing,” she challenged and felt
a small sense of satisfaction when his eyes narrowed.

Carefully pushing the wine aside, Liam’s expression
turned a little fierce. “And what are we doing?”

“Sex. Sleeping together. You know, to help me ease back
into dating and all that crap.”

He got to his feet, his eyes never leaving hers. “I don’t
understand what’s happening right now. When you left
Thursday morning, everything was fine. Now you’re back and
apparently mad at me for something and I have no idea what.”
Then he muttered a curse, stepping away from the island.
“And you know what? My family pissed me off too about how
I’'m living my life, so maybe instead of getting all kinds of
snarky with me, maybe we should talk about this since we’re
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both dealing with the same crap
“Liam, I...”

He paced for a moment before facing her. “Do you not
want me here, Tessa?”” he demanded.

“I didn’t say that! I...”

“Yes or no? Do you want me here? Did I misread
something these last few weeks?”
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It was on the tip of her tongue to say yes. Yes, he had
misread something, and now she was crazy about him and had
no idea what to do about it! But that would open the door for
any of the scenarios she’d been playing in her mind on the
way home and, honestly, she just wasn’t ready for that yet.

“I’ll go,” he was saying as he walked out of the kitchen,
and that’s when Tessa realized she’d been in her own head a
little too long.

“Liam! Wait!” He was already at the front door when she
caught up with him. “Hey!” she snapped. “No one asked you
to leave.”

“And no one asked me to stay, either.”

Sighing with frustration, she reached for his hand. “I
needed a minute to think, okay? It was a rough weekend, a
long drive, and then...this! Gah!/ 1 should be allowed a
moment to gather my thoughts in my own home!”

Eyes wide, he stared back at her. “What was there to think
about? I asked if you wanted me here. It shouldn’t have
required that much thinking time.”

“You know what, Liam? I honestly wasn’t sure if I wanted
you here. There. Are you satisfied? Maybe a lot of what |
argued about with my family had to do with you and how I
have no idea what this even is that we’re doing! I’m not a
casual sex kind of person and I know I said I could be when
this all started, but maybe I’'m changing my mind! Is that
allowed? Am I allowed to think about that? Huh?”

“Tessa...”

But she was on a roll now and it seemed like her mouth
and her brain were on a break.



Moving away from him, she did her own pacing around
the living room. “Move on! Stop grieving! You made a
mistake! You’re not living right! On and on and on and now
I’'m looking at you—at us—and wondering if this was a
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mistake too

Her eyes stung with tears and she wanted to curse them,
but clearly she had more to say.

“I want to come home and sing and I want to go out and
meet other people and not have to be all weirded out about
what they’ll think or what they’ll assume! I’'m just sick and
tired of having my life constantly put under a microscope to
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where /'m even criticizing the way I’'m living

Tears fell in earnest now, and Liam walked over and
wrapped her in his arms.

“Shh...it’s okay,” he whispered, holding her close. “It’s
okay. I'm sorry. I overreacted. I guess I was still a little on
edge from Thursday and I didn’t mean to take it out on you.”
He held her tighter. “The last thing I want to do is upset you
and if this is all too much for you, then I’ll go.”

Pulling back slightly, she looked up at him. “Do you want
to go?”

“Tessa, not five minutes ago I asked you this exact same
thing.”

Swallowing hard, she made a decision.

It might not be the wisest, but it was what she wanted most
right now.

“I don’t want you to go, Liam. There’s so much about my
life that I’'m unsure of, but I know that I want you here with
me tonight. Please. Don’t go.”



Then he was kissing her and lifting her up and carrying her
to bed and for a little while longer, she allowed herself to live
the fantasy.

She knew it wouldn’t last, so she had to just enjoy it for
NOw.



Chapter Eleven

The week kicked off with freezing temperatures, which meant
some of the work on the resort was at a standstill, and Tessa
was working extra hours on the school holiday concert. It
meant their schedules were off a bit, and Liam was trying to
figure out what to do with his time.

He was sitting in the construction trailer Wednesday
afternoon when Will walked in. “Hey.”

“Hey. Did the lumber delivery get here?”

“I actually made arrangements with a warehouse down in
Wilmington,” he said as he sat at his desk.

“For what?”’

“We’re going to assemble some of the cabins off-site. I’'m
renting warehouse space so we don’t lose a lot of time because
of the weather.”

Frowning, he asked, “Did we talk about this? I don’t
remember us having a conversation about it.”

Will shrugged. “I made an executive decision.”

“But...people build in the winter all the time. And I don’t
imagine a warehouse would be much warmer.”



“It’s not just the temperature; it’s the precipitation. It
means a bit of an expense, but we won’t be losing time.
Ultimately, it will all even out, but I hate sitting still when we
were finally hitting a good pace.”

Raking a hand through his hair, he nodded. “I guess.”

Will stood and made himself a cup of coffee and one for
Liam before he sat down and passed the mug to him. “So, you
and Patrick. Want to talk about it?”
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Chuckling, he said, “Fair enough.” After taking a sip of his
drink, he grinned. “So, you and Tessa. Want to talk about 1t?”

“You mean my sister didn’t tell you everything?”

“Of course your sister told me everything, but you know
she has a flair for dramatics and went off on twenty-seven
different tangents. I wanted to hear it all from you.”

“I don’t think I can handle one more person telling me I’'m
too serious and depressing and unworthy of love,” he
murmured before picking up his mug.

“So dramatics run in the family. Good to know,” Will
teased with a laugh. “C’mon, Liam, you did not just say that to
me! No one said you’re unworthy of love.”

“Maybe not in so many words, but that’s the bottom line.
Tessa’s like...she’s this princess or paragon of happiness and
up on some pedestal surrounded by sunshine and unicorns, and
I’m this nasty, stinky ogre who’s trying to defile her. It’s pretty
damn insulting.”

“Um, no. That was insulting to princesses, unicorns, and
ogres. You’re taking this all wrong.”

“I don’t see how.”



“Naturally.” Pausing, Will took another sip of his coffee.
“Do you remember when you used to freak out about the guys
your sisters were dating?”

Liam just glared at him.

“Dude, you knew me. You knew me well, and you still
gave me shit about dating your sister. You thought I was a
great friend, a great soldier, and I was someone you trusted
enough to go into business with. But put me with your sister
and suddenly I was...wait...what did you call it? A nasty,
stinky ogre who was trying to defile her.” He grinned. “I kind
of like that.”

“You’re an ass.”

“No, I’'m your friend,” he said seriously. “And not to be a
dick, but how does it feel to have the tables turned on you?
You’re a great guy who obviously cares about your family and
you look out for the people who mean something to you, and
it’s not enough. Well, newsflash, sometimes it’s not enough
and you have to actually work at it. Sometimes you have to
prove people wrong. So if Tessa means something to you,
prove your family or whoever else is giving you shit wrong!”
He shook his head. “You’re a lot of things, Liam, but a quitter

1sn’t one of them.”
“I’m not quitting...”

“Not yet. But you’re certainly not doing anything to
change their minds.”

“I told Patrick...”

“You argued with him,” Will interrupted. “Two different
things. You weren’t going to change his mind on
Thanksgiving. You couldn’t. But everything you do from this
point forward could.”



They were silent for several minutes before Liam admitted
his worst fear. “I don’t know how,” he said gruffly. “I
honestly...I don’t know how to be the man she deserves. I
can’t change a lifetime of habits or my entire personality just
to match hers.”

“I don’t think anyone’s expecting that. It wouldn’t be real.
What about...?” Then he seemed to catch himself.

“What? What about...?”

“Why don’t the four of us go out one night? A double
date?”

Ugh...how did he explain this?

“Um...because Tessa doesn’t really think we’re dating.”
Will sighed loudly. “Okay, now this I’ve got to hear.”

“I thought you said Arianna told you everything!”

“Clearly something was lost in translation because this is
brand new information.”

So, Liam briefly explained the initial reason for everything
they were doing. “The thing is...I didn’t expect this. Didn’t
expect her. Getting involved with someone was the last thing
on my mind. But now that we’ve been spending time together,
it’s all I want and I know I’'m being a damn coward by not
telling her that.” Groaning, he said, “I’m afraid to spook her;
I’m worried that I’ve helped her build up her confidence and
she’ll want to go out and experience the world—or other guys
—and then where will I be?”

“I’m not trying to harp on it, but I had to let Arianna go for
an entire year. Don’t you think I worried about that kind of
stuff too? You’ve just got to have a little faith that it will work



out.” Then he chuckled. “And try not to piss her off because
you have no filter.”

“I’'m working on it,” he grumbled. “I guess I’'m afraid to
rock the boat—you know, putting a label on what we’re doing
can change things.”

“So maybe don’t put a label on it. Is Tessa pushing for
that?”

“No, but...” The sigh was out before he could help it. “I
can’t have these kinds of deep feelings for her this soon, right?
[ mean...a few weeks ago, she annoyed the shit out of me. It
can’t turn around that fast. It’s not possible. No one falls that
fast.”

“Dude, I fell in love with your sister in less than a day,”
Will stated. “When you know, you know.”

“I didn’t say I was in love with Tessa.”

“No. Not yet. But I think that’s also part of the problem.
You’re overanalyzing everything—which is typical of you and
not necessarily a bad thing—but you’re also fighting what
you’re feeling. It’s like you’re trying to talk yourself out of
feeling what you really do.”

“And you know what pisses me off the most?”

“That everyone’s not falling in line and saying ‘Sir, yes,
Sir!’?” Will teased.

“Now you’re definitely being a dick.” Standing, he walked
over to the window and looked out at their property. “Nothing
has ever scared me. Ever. I’ve always willingly taken on
challenges, I went into every deployment confident in our
platoon and with our strategies, and any relationship I ever
had, I was cocksure that I was the one in control with no
chance of having my heart broken.” Looking back at Will, he



frowned. “And ever since we came home, I'm second-
guessing myself at every turn, and it scares the hell out of me.”

“You’re human. We all feel like that sometimes.”

“But that’s just it, it’s not sometimes. It’s been like every
moment since we got home. I look out at this resort and think
we’re making a mistake, every interaction with my family
feels like an attack where I’'m fighting battles for unknown
reasons, and then this whole thing with Tessa...” He sat back
down and put his head in his hands.

“Maybe that’s why you’re a little...um...overly
defensive?” Will suggested. “I kind of think it’s more like
you’re a man without an identity. You came home and even
though your family is still your family, they’ve changed and
you didn’t notice it over the years. The dynamics have
changed. Now they’ve got opinions...”

“They’ve always had opinions. They’re just louder now.”

Chuckling, Will shook his head. “You know what I’'m
saying. You didn’t come home and instantly step back into the
big brother, third parent role you had when you left at
eighteen. So then you have to wonder just who exactly you’re
supposed to be. As for the resort, believe me, I’ve had more
than my share of second-guessing this whole thing.”

“Really?”

He nodded. “Absolutely! I’'m sure your sister is tired of
hearing me obsess about it all the damn time.”

“What are you worried about?”

Will let out a long breath. “Everything! Is this the right
area for this kind of resort? Is it going to make any money? Is
there even a market for this? I know you did a lot of research,
but it’s still daunting, Liam. Neither of us has any experience



with this and we’ve invested a lot of time, money, and energy
here. I’'m looking to buy a home and marry Arianna. What if
this fails? Will I be able to do that?”

“My sister would marry you if you had to live in one of
those damn tiny cabins and you know it.”

“Yeah, but I don’t want her to have to do that. I know how
independent she is and how much she really doesn’t need
anyone taking care of her, but...I want to take care of her. I
want to give her the world.”

“Okay, so do we need to sit down and go over all the plans
again? Just to reassure ourselves that we’re not making a
mistake?”

Standing, Will refilled his coffee. “Now that I know I’'m
not the only one freaking out? Yeah.”

It certainly didn’t help him come to any long-term
conclusions where he and Tessa were concerned, but right
now, he had to deal with his issues one at a time.

And this one just happened to be the most convenient to
handle.

He only wished the rest of them were.

The weekend was finally here and Tessa couldn’t wait to go
out and get her Christmas tree. It was something she and
Trevor started doing in those last precious years, and this was
the first time she didn’t feel overly emotional about it.

For the last two years, she always picked smaller trees
since she had to carry it in and set it up by herself. But this
year Liam was going tree shopping with her and promised that



he’d help her pick out the biggest one she could fit in her
living room and set it up for her. It was beyond exciting.

As she danced around the house while blasting Christmas
music, she happily envisioned what it was going to look like
and how beautiful it was going to be. As she sang along to
Elton John’s “Step into Christmas,” she thought about all the
things she might need to purchase. She knew she’d need more
lights and ornaments than she currently had, but that would be
tomorrow’s project. She was in the middle of belting out U2’s
version of “Christmas, Baby Please Come Home” when Liam
walked in. She was in such a good mood that she danced her
way over to him and encouraged him to sing along with her.

Grinning, he shook his head. “Nuh-uh. I don’t sing.”
“Party pooper!” she said before finishing the song.

Once it was over, she lowered the volume and turned to
face him. “So you never sing?”

He shook his head.
“Not even when you’re alone in the car?”
CCNOpe.’9

“How about when it’s someone’s birthday? Do you sing
along to the ‘Happy Birthday’ song?”

Grinning, he stepped in close and wrapped his arms
loosely around her. “Most of the time I just silently mouth
along. Singing is totally not my thing.”

“That’s just sad, Liam. I get that not everyone has a good
singing voice, but that’s no reason not to sing.”

“That’s exactly the reason not to sing. Why torment
everyone around you when you can’t carry a tune?”



“Just for the fun of it! To make you feel good!”

“Trust me, my poor singing skills would not make me or
anyone else feel good.” He placed a quick kiss on the tip of
her nose before releasing her. “So...ready to tree shop?”

She was practically bouncing on her toes. “Yes! I could
barely focus on anything else today! Fortunately, we had a lot
of practice time for the winter concert so it kept me in the
holiday spirit. I still hate how we don’t have the funding to
make the auditorium look the way I wanted it to, but I know
the parents will understand.”

“I’m sure they will,” he reasoned. “They’re going to be
there to see their kids sing. I’'m sure if you had absolutely zero
decorations, they’d still be thrilled.”

“Maybe. It just adds to the whole experience when there
are twinkly lights and giant snowflakes hanging from the
ceiling.” She sighed. “I wanted to have a whole display of
Christmas trees and one of those giant sleds—you know, like
Santa uses.”

Liam started to say something and stopped himself.
“Wow,” she said with a grin. “I’m impressed.”
“What? What did I do?”

“You totally wanted to roll your eyes and remind me that
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Santa isn’t real and yet you held it in!” She clapped

enthusiastically. “Bravo!”

This time, he did roll his eyes and then grinned before
pulling her back into his arms and kissing her soundly. “There.
Better?”

Laughing, Tessa pulled out of his embrace and walked
around gathering her coat, purse, and keys. “You couldn’t keep



it in, right?”

“I could have, but I figured you’d appreciate my honesty
more.” Together, they walked out the door and across the yard
to his truck. “I’ve passed quite a few tree lots on my way back
and forth to work every day. I'm actually kind of surprised that
our little town has so many of them.”

“I’ve gotten my tree at Mr. McCay’s lot over on Barnford
the last two years,” she told him. “But I’'m open to looking at
the others if you want to.”

They pulled out of the driveway and Liam shrugged.
“Growing up, we always had an artificial tree, so I’ve never
gone tree shopping. You’re the one in charge of this outing.”

They’d talked about how he’d never had a live tree before
and she loved how he was going to experience it for the first
time with her. “Then let’s start at McCay’s and if you don’t
find one you love there, we can go to one of the others.”

“Find one I love?” he asked with a small laugh. “Tessa, it’s
a tree. As long as it’s green and doesn’t have any bald spots, it
will be fine.”

Sighing loudly, she looked over at him. “Do you have to be
like this all the time? Can’t you just pretend to be excited
about this?”

She caught his frown before he seemed to relax. “You’re
right. Sorry.”

Reaching over, she held his hand and within minutes, they
were pulling up to the tree lot. “Ooh...he’s got a great
selection this year and it looks like we got here at the perfect
time!” Climbing down from the truck, she waited patiently for
him to join her. “Ready?”



Liam walked around the truck and, taking her hand in his,
they made their way toward the eight-foot tree section.

“Liam!” someone called out, and they both paused and
looked around. A couple walked toward them and Tessa was
surprised to see Liam smile.

“Jackson Coleman! Holy shit! How are you?” They
walked toward each other and shook hands before giving a
traditional bro hug.

“Doing great! It’s been a while. How are you doing?”

“Things are good,” he replied, his arm loosely draped
around Tessa’s waist. “The work on the resort is coming along
and...”

“Wait...resort? What resort?”’

“Oh, right! T guess it’s been longer than I thought!” Liam
said with a small laugh. “Will Jameson and I are building a
fishing resort here in Laurel Bay. It was something I’ve been
mulling over in my head for a few years and Will and I are
making it happen. So, what about you? What have you been
up to?”

Smiling, Jackson pulled the pretty brunette standing beside
him in close. “Well...first, this is Savannah James, my
fiancée,” he said proudly. “Savannah, this is Liam Donovan.
He’s the buddy whose apartment I was living in when 1 first
came home.”

“Oh, wow!” she said, shaking Liam’s hand. “It’s so nice to
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meet you
“It’s great to meet you too, and congratulations!”

“We actually owe a bit of thanks to you,” Jackson went on.
“If I hadn’t come here to Laurel Bay instead of going home to



Magnolia Sound, Savannah and I wouldn’t have met the way
we did.”

“Really?”

They both nodded. “We actually met at your parents’ pub,”
Savannah said. “We both showed up there for dinner one night
and Jackson walked over and introduced himself.” She and
Jackson smiled at each other, and it was easy to see just how in
love they were.

“That’s awesome!” Liam said and then seemed to realize
that Tessa was standing beside him. “Oh! Sorry! This is Tessa
Sullivan. Tessa, this is Jackson and Savannah. Jackson and I
served together in the Marines.”

Reaching out, she shook Jackson’s hand. “It’s nice to meet
you.” Then she turned to do the same to Savannah. “And

congratulations on your engagement.”

“Thanks!” Savannah said and then paused with Tessa’s
hand in hers. “Should we be congratulating you too?”

“What?” she and Liam asked at the same time, but then
Tessa instantly realized what was going on.

Gently, she pulled her hand back. “No,” she said sweetly.
“No, Liam and I are not...”

“Not what?”” Liam asked, thoroughly confused.
“It’s nothing,” Tessa said softly.

“m...I'm sorry. I guess I just thought... well...]
assumed,” Savannah awkwardly tried to explain, but
fortunately, Jackson changed the subject.

“So who’s doing the construction on the resort? Any
chance it’s Coleman’s?”



“Um...no,” Liam replied, still obviously confused. “We
sort of lucked out with a smaller company since we’re not
building anything large. All the cabins are the size of the
average tiny house. Will designed them and is helping build
them. We’ve had to deal with a lot of engineers with clearing
the land and putting in plumbing and...” Pausing, he laughed
softly while shaking his head. “You’ll have to come and check
it out. What are you doing with yourself these days?”

“I just joined the Laurel Bay Fire Department,” he said
proudly.

“That’s awesome! Good for you! I thought for sure you
would have done something back in Magnolia.”

Shrugging, Jackson explained, “I did too, but...Savannah
and I sort of fell in love with the town and it’s only a few miles
away.” He shrugged. “We bought a house over off of
Soundview Drive, and Savannah works right here in town too.
My cousin Parker opened up a day spa...”

“Alloro,” Savannah supplied and then smiled at Tessa.
“Have you been there yet?”

She shook her head. “Believe it or not, I don’t think I’ve
ever been to a day spa.”

“Seriously?” Savannah’s eyes went wide. “Then you need
to come in! We do massages, and facials, and all kinds of
pampering. Every woman needs to treat herself to a little
relaxing time. If you ever want to try it, you can call and ask
for me.” Reaching into her purse, she pulled out a business
card and handed it to Tessa. “You can book an appointment
online too, if you prefer.”

“Thanks!”



“Listen, we’ll definitely all have to get together for dinner
at the pub sometime,” Jackson said. “But they were tying up
the tree for us and it looks like we’re good to go, so...” He
shook Jackson’s hand and then hers. “It was nice to meet you,
Tessa, and hopefully we’ll see you again soon.”

She smiled and watched them walk away before turning
toward the eight-foot tree section again. “Okay, let’s see what
we can find!”

Liam stopped her before she’d gone even two steps. “What
was that all about earlier?”

“When?”
All he did was stare back at her blandly.
Sighing, she held up her left hand.

The one where she still wore the rings Trevor had given
her.

“I guess she just assumed that...”

“Yeah. Got it,” he said stiffly before walking over to the
trees.

Hanging her head, Tessa took a moment to tell herself that
it wasn’t a big deal and other than it being awkward for a
moment. It was a natural conclusion for someone to see them
together as a couple and then see her wearing an engagement
ring and wedding band and assume he was the one who gave
them to her. It was silly, really. She seriously hoped he didn’t
take this as some sort of pressure for them to be more than
what they were.

Even though she seriously wished they were more than sex
buddies.

Ugh...is that the label I want on this?



No, it wasn’t, but unfortunately, it didn’t seem to matter
how much time they spent together, Liam wasn’t falling in
love with her and he certainly didn’t talk about his feelings.

So why aren't I?

It wasn’t the first time this had occurred to her, but...she
didn’t want to rock the boat. What if she blurted out that she
was falling in love with him and he got all weird and said that
his work was done and simply walked away? How awkward
would it be to have to see him all the time since he lived right
next door? She didn’t mind it back when they hated each other
because she just thought he was a massive jerk then. Now she
knew how kind he could be when he wanted to be and how
loving and sweet and...

Inwardly, she groaned.
I am in big trouble here...

With a fortifying breath, she trailed after Liam and saw
him simply walking by tree after tree after tree.

“Sometimes you need to pull them away from the others to
get a good look at them,” she told him when she caught up.
“See? Look.” Picking one tree, she awkwardly pulled it away
from the rest, lifted it slightly, and slammed the trunk on the
ground to force the branches to open a bit. She almost fell
over, but Liam didn’t seem in any hurry to help her. “See how
much fuller it looks now?”

He shrugged and kept walking.

With another sigh, she put the tree back before going after
him. Stepping directly in front of him and blocking his path,
she snapped. “Are you going to be like this the entire time?
Because if you are, I’d rather you just leave.”

“Excuse me?”’



Nodding, Tessa did her best to sound cocky. “You heard
me. If you’re just going to be a jerk, you should go. I’'ll call for
an Uber or something and come back and get my own darn
tree.”

Crossing his arms, he stared down at her and looked ready
to argue, but clearly decided against it.

“Tessa, look, I...”

“No, you look,” she retorted, poking him in the chest.
“This was supposed to be something fun to do, and you
stomping around glaring at everything and everyone is ruining
it. So either snap out of it or go home because I’m here to get a
tree and you’re not going to take that from me.”

Liam’s lips twitched slightly before he reached out, hauled
her into his arms, and kissed her soundly right there in the
middle of the tree lot.

Okay, so maybe we’re not just sex buddies...

“Sorry,” he murmured against her lips when they
reluctantly broke apart. “Come on. Show me how to pick out
the perfect tree. Then we’ll pick up some stew from the pub
before going home and decorating.”

“Ooh...I do like the thought of grabbing dinner from the
pub...”

He nodded. “Then that’s what we’ll do. And for dessert,
we’ll have cookies and cocoa and admire our awesome
Christmas trees.”

“There’s no way we’re going