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Chapter one
George


It's almost impossible to reconcile how someone who despises me so fiercely could look so breathtakingly beautiful.

I pull slowly to the side of the road, just behind the sporty little car with its hazard lights on. The woman standing next to the car starts toward me, a grateful smile on her face.

The moment she recognizes me, she stops dead.

And there it is, the glare I’ve come to expect every time we cross paths.

My head spins at the sight of her. Catherine Hart. I see her as she is and as she was all at once. The baby-faced girl Lynn introduced me to when I was five.

The gangly, angry teen who told me I had no heart.

Now to the elegant, beautiful woman in a sleek power suit staring at me as though I’m her worst nightmare come true.

I get out of my truck. Unconsciously, I smooth my hair. I feel like an awkward teenager again.

“Hey, Catherine,” I greet as I head toward her.

When was the last time we saw each other? It has to be last Christmas. That’s the only time she comes to Sandburrow these days.

And every time I see her, she seems to have grown even more beautiful. Even the angel in my dreams can’t compare to real life.

She’s tall and statuesque, her cherubic face haloed by short, curly hair. Brown eyes survey me coolly. Right now, her mouth is set in an unhappy line, but I still remember the dimples that frame her face when she smiles.

“George,” she says with a slight nod. “I… my car broke down.”

“Mind if I take a look?” I gesture toward the car.

Catherine twitches, then nods stiffly. “Go ahead. I called Tony’s Tow but I only got the answering machine.”

“Tony’s always out fishing at this time of day,” I say as I head for the car.

Catherine opens the hood and I lean over, taking a look at the engine. I’m not a mechanic, but I know my way around simple fixes. Everything looks normal to me, but when Catherine turns the key, the engine refuses to catch.

“You’re going to have to take it into the shop, I’m afraid.” I close the hood and sigh.

I don’t look at Catherine. Seeing her always elicits a swirl of emotions that I’m not sure how to take.

There’s always this initial burst of happiness at seeing her. As though my heart forgets every time that we’re not friends anymore.

It follows with a swooping, low crash. The confusion and guilt from the moment when our friendship was utterly severed.

And of course, the anger from not understanding why she said the things she did.

“How long does Tony usually spend fishing?” Catherine asks, her expression guarded.

“Lately? Around noon. He’s the only tow truck in Sandburrow, so he gets away with it,” I say, shrugging. “You headed to Lynn’s place?”

Catherine gives me a dirty look. “Nah, I just decided to swing through this place without seeing my grandmother.”

I fold my arms over my chest. “I was going to offer you a ride since I’m headed there myself, but if you’re going to be that aggressive, I’ll just send her back for you and make you wait.”

“Oh, now who’s being aggressive?” Catherine’s eyes flash, but she slumps against the side of the car. “I wasn’t being aggressive, I was being sarcastic.”

“Sure sounded like the same thing to me,” I answer dryly.

I knew she was coming back to Sandburrow; Lynn told me when Catherine first called her. But I had hoped that I wouldn’t spend much time around her for this exact reason.

I can’t recall the last time we talked without it turning snarky.

Catherine pinches her mouth. Even pissed off, she’s beautiful. “Then go on ahead. I’ll just walk.”

Lynn would give me hell if I made Catherine walk all the way to her house. Especially in those shoes. They were flats, but the dressy kind that weren’t made for walking.

I drop my arms to my sides. “Hey, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped.”

She gives me a suspicious look. “I suppose I shouldn’t have been sarcastic.”

We eye each other for a moment, then Catherine nods.

“If you’re offering, I would like a ride to Grandma’s place. I’m going to be staying with her for a while. And if she ever found out that I refused a ride from George Callahan of all people…” Catherine shakes her head.

I have to laugh. “Oh, she’ll blame me. But my death will be on your hands.”

She tries to fight it, but those dimples flash with a smile.

The tension eases slightly between us.

“I’ll just grab my suitcase,” Catherine says, popping the trunk of the car.

I get it before she can. “Anything else?”

Catherine eyes the suitcase. “Um, I know that this is one of those ‘small-town men who have to do everything politeness things,’ but I’d rather you not touch my stuff.”

Her tone is wary, as though she’s worried I’ll take it the wrong way.

I put the suitcase down. “Just so you know, Lynn will get after us both if I don’t carry it into the house for you.”

Catherine carries her suitcase to the truck and secures it in the back. “I’ll deal with Grandma about that. I just don’t like people touching my things. It’s not personal.”

I shrug it off. It’s her prerogative.

She makes sure her car is locked before getting into the truck. The tension comes back in full force. Her hands twist in her lap as we drive.

The road to Lynn Hart’s beach house is one of the prettiest in Sandburrow.

We’re too far north for palm trees, but the birches cast shade over the golden-yellow beach. Stones, shells, and driftwood litter the space between sea and land.

“How are you doing?” I ask Catherine, trying to fill the silence.

Her shoulders tense. “Is that rhetorical or has the news not reached Sandburrow?”

I keep my eyes facing straight forward. “I wasn’t going to ask about that.”

“It’s not true. I’m not dating Crimson,” Catherine says emphatically.

The grim expression on her face speaks to something far worse.

What can I say to that? The rumors are certainly exploding everywhere. Few people in the world had even heard of Catherine Hart until this scandal came out.

Now her name is trending everywhere you look. It’s not right.

“You do work as a social media manager for him, right?” I ask cautiously.

Crimson is one of the highest-earning pop stars of our generation. I’ve never enjoyed his music. I prefer country music myself. The old stuff. Kenny Rodgers. Patsy Cline.

“Just because I work for him doesn’t mean I do anything besides manage his social media accounts,” Catherine snaps.

“Cat, I’d never believe that you would get involved with a client,” I say gently.

Her shoulders hitch forward, and she folds her arms.

I’m not sure if she’s just feeling defensive or if she doesn’t believe me.

How did we end up here, anyway? We were the best of friends when we were kids. Whenever we were out, we were together.

Sure, things changed through middle school and especially once we were in high school. I wish they hadn’t. I miss my best friend.

“Hey, if you were thinking about visiting the tidal pools, just be aware that the old bridge over the creek got washed out,” I blurt.

We had so much fun in those tidal pools as kids.

We’d carefully collect the creatures left on the sand and return them to one body of water or another.

Now as an adult, I understand that the animals didn’t need our help. Sometimes it’s best to just leave them. Sometimes, when we try to help, we just end up doing more damage.

“When did it wash out?” Catherine asks, sounding relieved that we have something to discuss other than the rumors about her.

“Last month, when that big storm hit us. It did a number on Lynn’s house, too. That’s why I’m headed out there,” I add. “I’ve been working on fixing it up.”

Catherine’s brow pinches together. “For a month?”

I wince at the semi-accusing tone she uses.

“I originally was going to have my whole crew help, but Lynn refused to let me do that without paying me,” I explain. “And since she doesn’t get much of a pension, I decided I’d just do it all myself when I’m not otherwise working.”

Catherine lets out a ragged sigh. “I told her that I’d pay if she needed me to and she kept insisting that she had it covered.”

“Lynn Hart is the most stubborn woman I know,” I say. “Although now that you’re here, maybe we can trick her. You can take her into town for a few hours, and I’ll bring my crew out and get things finished up and she’ll never know that it was more than just me.”

“Are you kidding me?” Catherine gasps. “I can’t lie to my grandmother! She’ll find out and then do you know what will happen?”

I snicker. “You’re right. Nobody would ever find our bodies.”

Catherine nods gravely. “So that certainly is not an option here, Mr. Callahan. Nope, we’ll just have to find some other way. Maybe we could find a beau to distract her… is there anyone in Sandburrow she’s sweet on?”

“If there is, she keeps it close to the vest,” I say with a shrug. “It might be better to try to keep things in the status quo.”

I’ve been enjoying this teasing with Catherine so much that it surprises me when her expression grows closed again. She turns her face away, staring at the landscape as it zips by. The lightness that was there moments ago disappears so quickly it leaves me uncertain what happened.

What made the atmosphere shift so dramatically?

“That will be best,” she says to the window. “But… but thank you for helping out my grandma with this. It can’t be easy, working on your weekends and free time. I will pay you, if you need me to.”

“I’m not taking your money. I’m happy to do this for Lynn.”

Catherine nods. “I won’t argue with you then. But thank you. For her sake.”

“Cat?”

Her shoulders tense.

“It’s going to be okay, you know. Whatever fallout you feel is insurmountable right now. You did the right thing by taking some time away. And Lynn is thrilled to have you, too. She’s been talking about nothing else since you called.”

“Does she know?” Catherine asks, her voice low. The worry in her tone is obvious.

I consider my words carefully. “She hasn’t mentioned anything about this scandal of yours. And I haven’t asked.”

“I thought you’d be eager to bear witness to my downfall.”

Her words catch me off guard. “Why? Especially when it’s something I know you wouldn’t do?”

Catherine shrugs once. It’s clear she’s done talking.

Is this just about the rumors circulating about her and Crimson or is there something more? I frown at her while keeping an eye on the road.

This isn’t like the Catherine Hart I know.

But then, it has been years. She went through college, then university. She became a well-known social media manager for several famous people.

I, on the other hand, stayed in Sandburrow. I didn’t get any further education, other than a few online courses on business management. I read a lot, but it’s not the same thing.

The last time we spent more than half an hour together was way back in high school.

“We got twenty minutes yet to Lynn’s place,” I say, turning my full attention to the road now. “I was just starting a new audiobook. Mind if I put it on?”

Anything to fill the silence. She doesn’t want to speak anymore, that’s fine, but I can’t just keep sitting here with only the sound of the engine filling the cab.

Catherine adjusts her seatbelt and glances at me. “I’m sorry. I’m being very rude.”

I shrug. “It’s not like I’m your best friend.”

“What book are you starting?”

“It’s a collection of Robert Frost’s poetry.” I glance at her from the corner of my eye. The surprise on her expression rankles me, but I put it aside. I put on the audiobook, trusting she’ll say something if she doesn’t want it.

She stays quiet. Which again, isn’t like her.

What’s going on in her head? And is it just the rumors that have brought her back to Sandburrow?

More selfishly… is there a chance that she’ll stop hating me this time?


Chapter two
Catherine


Sandburrow.

It’s the perfect place for me to bury my head in the sand, right?

My lips twitch at my own private joke. I’m grateful that George put on Robert Frost, although his poetry is even more depressing than my current situation.

This is the last place I want to be. The tiny seaside town where everyone knows everyone, and, of course, everyone has a feud with someone else.

Missy Downey once dated Heather Chapel’s second cousin twice removed. But then Missy broke up with him because he didn’t change his socks. So now Heather of course decreed Missy to be her sworn enemy.

There’s nothing else to entertain people.

Which means I’ll be a great source of entertainment.

It’s even worse that I find myself here with George Callahan of all people.

He was my first kiss. And he ruined that, too. Too much slobber and an unfortunate connection… with our braces.

Disaster.

First kisses are meant to be awkward but sweet. We had the opposite experience.

I should have known it would be bad.

After all, we only kissed because I asked him.

At the time, I thought it would be a romantic moment that would open his eyes to what I felt for him.

He was older (by three months) and more experienced (he’d kissed Evie Smythe under the slide in third grade), so I thought a kiss would be the perfect way for us to get together.

Nope.

It was the weirdest, most awkward thing you could imagine.

Even worse because we were in that weird first semester of high school.

When I look back, I think that’s the moment I realized we weren’t best friends.

Oh, we’d been growing apart for some time.

Being best friends through elementary school was no promise that we’d be friends forever.

Moving into high school was a natural place for that separation to occur. Unfortunately, without the bond of friendship, things took a turn toward rivalry.

We competed for the same awards. The same scholarships. The same prestige.

If I hadn’t won a scholarship in our final year to put toward college, he would have. This meant he would have ended up in college, and I’d be the one who never left Sandburrow.

George reaches over to stop the audiobook. “Before I forget, is your arrival a secret? I mean, obviously, it won’t stay a secret, but would you like me to avoid bringing you up to the townsfolk?”

He shoots me a blinding smile.

Oh, and this is one of the reasons why I hate him so much.

He’s the sort of man that Hallmark movies are made of.

Tall, with dark hair, a gorgeous smile, a muscular frame, and eyes that glimmer like diamonds when he teases.

Add to that the flannel shirt and jeans? He’s the sort of guy that a girl would give up her big-city dreams for.

Not me, though. I won’t be taken in by him.

He acts as though he doesn’t know he’s a total heartthrob, but I’m not going to be tricked.

No. I know him, and I won’t be one of the broken hearts he leaves in his wake.

“I don’t care if you talk about me or not,” I say, shrugging nonchalantly.

He doesn’t answer.

I make myself not think about the reasons why that might be. It doesn’t matter to me! I don’t care.

We pull around the last corner, and Grandma’s house comes into view.

It’s painted sage green with darker trim around the windows and gables. The front porch holds a swinging bench as well as a patio table.

The sight of it sends a whirlwind of emotions through me.

This is where I spent the best and worst years of my life.

All the indignities of being a teenager rush on me while, paradoxically, a swell of safety settles onto my shoulders.

“The roses are in bloom,” I note as George pulls to a stop on the white stones of the driveway.

Is it a good idea to come back here? I’ve resented Sandburrow for so long. I felt trapped here for too many years. Like that suffocating feeling when you wrap yourself in too many blankets, searching for comfort.

The front door opens, and Grandma comes out. She’s wearing a floppy sunhat and wearing the familiar old red overalls I've seen her in too many times.

A smile breaks over my face.

As much as I might dislike the town, there’s one thing that will always bring me back to Sandburrow.

I jump out of the truck. “Grandma!”

I rush to hug her. She laughs at the sight of me and opens her arms wide for me. I bury myself in her embrace.

And just like that, all the heaviness I’ve been feeling for three weeks now lifts.

“Well, I say!” Grandma hugs me back tightly. “I wasn’t expecting you until late. I don’t have anything made for breakfast, I’m afraid.”’

I release Grandma and step back, grinning. “I have a new recipe for crepes that I want to share anyway. I’m not here to get waited on hand and foot. You’ll have to put me to work.”

Grandma smacks me. “As though I’d ever just let you laze around.”

She looks so pleased to see me. I hope that she hasn’t heard the rumors about me and Crimson.

It’s only a matter of time before she finds out, though.

“I’ll grab my suitcase,” I say, turning back to the truck.

My stomach cramps as I do so. Because I should tell Grandma the truth of what’s happening before she hears any of the rumors.

A town this size, I can’t imagine it will be long before people talk to her about it.

But how am I going to explain it?

I pause as I gaze out toward the sea. Where Grandma’s house sits, we’re almost right on the beach. The beautiful golden-brown sand glistens in the sun. Trees and brush hug the edges of the property. Small sage bushes dot the beach, giving it more depth.

Down to one side, the beach turns into the rocky outgrowths and disappears into the brush.

Beyond that are the tidal pools.

The memories of exploring those places bring tears to my eyes.

“George, you better bring in Catherine’s things,” Grandma calls warningly from the porch.

I hurry to the truck. “No, I’ve got it.”

One thing at a time. I can figure out how I’ll tell Grandma everything later. Right now, I just want to settle in and enjoy her company.

The awful thing about this whole situation is that the rumors about me and Crimson are completely false.

But there’s a grain of truth connected to that falsehood. And that’s the reason I’m here.

I hurry to the truck, but it’s too high for me to grab my bag. I climb up over the tire to jump into the bed.

“Oh! George,” Grandma calls scoldingly.

“No, really,” I answer. “I want to take care of it myself.”

Her eyes narrow and her hands come to her hips.

I grab my suitcase as George pulls himself up onto the tire on the other side. “Are you sure?”

I glare at him.

The last thing I need right now is a man questioning what I do and do not want.

I’m here for a reason.

And it’s not because I’m taking a break from my job.

I quit

I’m jobless.

So, of course, I sold off all the stuff I didn’t want to keep, put the rest into storage, and gave up my apartment.

If it weren’t for Grandma and knowing I could always come here, I’d be homeless, too.

Well, maybe not. I could find another apartment for cheaper than the rent I was paying.

One month ago, almost to the day, Crimson invited me to one of his shows.

As a social media manager, I’d gone before. It was always a good thing for me to be part of the action.

It was fun.

Until it wasn’t.

I went to his dressing room after the show to tell him how much I enjoyed it.

And who was there, sitting in his lap?

Why… it was my mother.

Fifty-year-old June Hart, whose thirty-three-year-old daughter was the same age as the pop star she was making out with.

As though my mother hadn’t made my life difficult enough.

It was another slap in the face.

When I tried to bring up how uncomfortable it made me, June brushed me off like she always does.

So I quit.

June acted as though I was overreacting. Being too emotional.

I don’t care what she thinks of me.

But now it means I have no job and I’m jaded. Do I want to go back to the social media frenzy? Do I want to step back into the world of constant attention and scrutiny?

Well. Hopefully, once the rumors die down and people forget about me, I’ll be able to find a new job.

One where I’m working with a client who treats me professionally. And perhaps I won’t even have this scandal hanging over my head.

“I told you, I don’t like people messing with my stuff,” I tell him in a hiss.

George’s eyes widen. “Is everything okay?” he asks under his breath. “You don’t seem to be yourself.”

It’s the rawness of my situation that makes me want to snap back at him, demanding to know how he can say he thinks he knows who I am.

“Grandma will keep getting after us both if I don’t let you take it in, huh?” I ask meekly.

George’s brows furrow. It’s such a simple action, yet shows me something I don’t expect.

It’s not that fake concern I’ve grown used to.

Somehow, despite everything between us, he is genuinely concerned for me.

It’s just because of Grandma… but it still feels nice.

“Go ahead,” I sigh, handing him the suitcase. “I don’t want the drama of it, either.”

George nods, though he still searches my face.

I jump down on the other side of the truck, facing toward the ocean and away from the house.

Grandma mutters something and George answers, but I don’t hear their words.

When I glance over my shoulder, they’ve gone into the house.

Good. I need a moment to compose myself. This is all hitting me more powerfully than I anticipated.

As I gaze over the familiar landscape, my emotions calm.

I’m safe here.

Everything looks nearly the same. Even the old treehouse that George and I used to have sleepovers in is still in good shape.

I shake my head as I think of those nights. We were two innocent kids, telling ghost stories and trying to scare each other.

Only, when we did get scared, we always did our best to cheer each other up.

What I’m most grateful for is that Grandma is still healthy. I don’t visit as often as I’d like and often worry for her.

Balanced now, I head into the house.

While the outside looks much the same, the interior of the house has been gutted out. Plastic sheets hang over every doorway and inside the rooms are in various states of repair.

My jaw drops. “You didn’t tell me it was this bad!”

Grandma waves a hand. “Pa-shaw. I decided that it needed to be updated some. That’s all.”

George has put my suitcase on the stairs. When I meet his gaze, he grimaces. So Grandma isn’t being fully honest about this.

I open my mouth to argue but shut it again.

Nope. I can save that for later.

I hug Grandma instead. “I’ll put my stuff away and change into something else so I can help you in the garden.”

Grandma pats my back. “Good. Cause I have a lot for you to do!”

As I turn to head up the stairs, George laughs. “Let the gal have a rest, Lynn. She had a long drive from the city.”

“All the more reason to get to work,” Grandma retorts. She grins at him. “You’re just looking for a reason to get cozy, aren’t you?”

“Grandma!” My face burns with heat. “That’s so inappropriate.”

But George only laughs again. “You got me, Lynn. I’m a lazy good-for-nothing, aren’t I?”

“You certainly are,” Grandma agrees teasingly. She gives me a meaningful look. “Well? What are you standing around for?”

I fight a grin as I make my escape. Despite the heaviness weighing on me, I know I’ve made the right choice.

Just so long as George Callahan doesn’t go complicating things, that is.


Chapter three
George


After dropping Catherine off, I dive straight into work, eager to get started.

Unfortunately, it’s not long before I realize I didn’t bring everything I need. I tell Lynn that I’ll be back, all the while kicking myself for forgetting something so simple.

Lynn’s beach house is far enough out of town that she has few neighbors. One of the nearby properties is for sale, and I eye the dilapidated house as I pass it.

Maybe I should look into buying property myself. I certainly have enough money to buy something, rather than renting like I do.

A project house may not be the best idea. I think of that old expression, ‘the shoemakers' children go barefoot.’ With my dad also in construction, I’ve seen the way projects around the home tend to never got done.

On the other hand, I could simply hire my own company for the work.

Chuckling, I continue on. It takes me just over half an hour to get through Sandburrow and to the other side, where my house is.

As I pull up, my stomach drops.

An unwelcome surprise sits on the gravel driveway. My dad’s old blue Chevy.

Great. I told them I’m busy today.

Guess they ‘forgot.’

I jump out of the truck and head inside, unsurprised when I find the hall tree on the opposite wall that I keep it on.

“Mom? Dad?” I call as I pad into the house.

Mom is in the dining room, fussing as she slides the window seat to the next window.

“Oh, hello George,” she says. “Help me with this, will you?”

I cross the room and nudge the seat back to where I had it before. “Mom, please don’t rearrange my furniture.”

Mom puts her hands on her hips. “Georgie, I know what I’m doing. I bought you new curtains and this old thing will clash with them. It needs to go to that window where you won’t see it.”

“I don’t want new curtains,” I say.

“But these are so old-fashioned.” She gestures to the lace curtains that belonged to my grandparents. “You need a woman’s touch in this house.”

Dad, sitting in the living room, laughs. I glance over and grimace. His feet are up on the footstool, the TV is on, and he has a beer in his hand.

“Don’t argue with your mother, George. You know she’s always right.” He rolls his eyes and laughs again. “You know this wouldn’t happen if you were married. A woman’s got to boss her men around. If you had a wife, she’d be doing the bossing.”

I bite back on the surge of irritation that courses through me.

“I didn’t give you a key for you to just wander in and start changing things,” I insist, pressing my legs against the window seat as Mom tries to move it. “What are you even doing here?”

“The AC broke in our apartment,” Mom answers. “But speaking of marriage, I heard that Catherine Hart is back in town.”

Of course, they did.

“Lynn said that she was coming, sure,” I say with a shrug. “But that’s not the point. You need to call me before just showing up and rearranging my house.”.”

“But it’s not even yours,” Dad grumbles.

Mom nods, switching her attention to the vase of flowers that has suddenly appeared on my table. “That’s right. Old Ernie owns the place. And he doesn’t mind if I put up new curtains.”

“He doesn’t live here.”

I don’t even know why I’m arguing. This behavior isn’t uncommon for my parents. No matter how many fights we have over it, they always end up wandering back into my home like they own the place.

Maybe I will get married sometime.

Maybe I should buy the place out near Lynn’s house, and then simply not give my parents keys.

I love them dearly, but it’s hard dealing with them sometimes.

“When you and that Hart girl were little, you would go everywhere together,” Mom says, now dragging a chair to the window.

No doubt to change the curtains.

“Mom, Catherine and I haven’t been close for years,” I groan.

“I was so worried that I’d end up with her as a daughter-in-law,” Mom continues.

“Now we’d pay her to take you off our hands,” Dad calls from the living room.

My jaw clenches. I have to bite back on the desire to really snap at them. Losing my temper isn’t going to help anyone.

“Mom, don’t change my curtains,” I tell her. “And leave my stuff alone. You can stay here and use the AC if you want but I have things the way I like. Please don’t mess it up.”

Mom huffs as she drags the chair back to the table. “I was only trying to help.”

“I’ve got to get back to work,” I say. “Please just don’t mess with my stuff.”

I manage to gather my tools, kiss my mom on the cheek, and leave without being drawn into another argument. I just hope that when I get back, I’ll still recognize the place.

I’ll never understand why my parents feel so comfortable ignoring the things I say I want.

Sometimes I wonder if having a wife would actually change things.

Or if would it just create more problems with my parents rearranging her decorations, hanging new curtains, and insulting her cooking.

In any case, I have no plans to get married anytime soon.

I shake the annoyance from me as I head back to Lynn’s place.

When I pass the old neighbor's house, though, I slow down. How much damage does it actually have? How difficult would it be to fix?

When I get back to Lynn’s place, Catherine is outside. She paces back and forth, her cell phone held to her ear.

At first, I think she’s trying to call Tony. But when I get out of the truck, her tone is far too agitated to be over a simple tow job.

I grab my tools and an extra pack of screws from the truck bed.

“No, I’m not saying—no! I don’t want to do that,” Catherine is saying as I start toward the house.

Her back is to me, so I’m not sure she even realizes I’m here.

I make noise as I’m walking. Whoever she’s talking to, it sounds important.

“You can’t blame that on me! I’m not the one who—Alright, fine. Fine. I don’t care. I don’t want to hear from you again.” She rips the phone from her ear and aggressively slams her thumb into the ‘end call button.’

Unfortunately, at that moment I swerve to the right to avoid her. And she spins on her heel, marching back toward me.

Our collision is inevitable.

“Whoa,” I shout, pivoting to avoid slamming into her.

Catherine yelps and pivots the same way.

The result is a shower of silver.

That is, screws.

They arc through the air and land with hard smatterings throughout the gravel path.

One can falls off the top of the pile and drops toward my foot.

Catherine tries to grab it. It smashes into her cell phone, making it spin away.

The last screw hits the ground. I balance the remaining supplies in my arms.

Catherine’s eyes are as round as dinner plates. She’s in a half-crouch, the paint can on the ground between my feet, her hands on it as though she’s pushing it into the ground.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“Um… I think so.”

I step around her and put the rest of the stuff on the porch.

When I turn, Catherine’s still crouched. Now, though, she’s pulling screws out of the gravel.

“I’m sorry,” she babbles as I join her again. “I was talking with my—um, an old acquaintance. I wasn’t paying attention.”

“It’s okay,” I quickly say. “I should have let you know I was there.”

She looks up at me, her expression guarded. “How much did you hear?”

“Only that it’s from someone you don’t want to speak to again.”

Catherine winces. Her shoulders slump as she leans back on her heels. “It was from a media connection I have. This entire Crimson thing is bigger news than I first thought. I’ve been fielding calls all morning from people wanting the inside scoop.”

All this for a rumor? I fight to keep the frown off my face.

Catherine says she isn’t involved with Crimson. So I believe her. She’s not the sort of woman who runs around with married men.

Maybe I don’t know her as well as I once did.

Nothing will make me think that Catherine Hart of all people would do something like that.

We finish cleaning up the mess and head inside.

“Where’s Lynn?” I ask.

“She decided to go into town and get some new sheets for my bed. I told her it was fine.” Catherine smiles indulgently. “But apparently I’m too old for Sailor Moon sheets now.”

“Wait, you still have those?” I laugh aloud.

Catherine shrugs. “Yeah. They’re wearing out in a few spots though, so I guess it’s a good thing to get new ones.”

We bring my supplies to the living room, where I’ve been working lately.

“Cat, if you want to talk about what’s going on…” I shrug. “I can listen.”

She gives me a look that says she’d rather eat glass. But the aggression of her expression fades quickly.

“I don’t know what’s going to happen. I’m pretty sure my career is over,” Catherine says, wincing.

I reach over and gently take her hand in mine. “These sorts of things happen all the time. It’ll blow over.”

She shakes her head, morose. “I don’t know. Crimson won’t put out an official statement denying it. I’ve put things on all my own accounts and people are calling me a liar.”

I frown. “Why won’t Crimson address the rumors?”

“I don’t know. It’s the first thing he should have done, but it’s like…” Catherine grimaces. “If I’m honest, I wonder if he’s delaying an official statement to drag this out as long as he can.”

Surprise ripples through me.

She must see the question in my eyes because she quickly explains.

“It’s publicity. As long as his name is on people’s lips and his face is in the tabloids, it brings people to him. Especially when it’s something like this, that fans will argue over. It means he’s trending. As they say, ‘There is no such thing as bad press.’”

I bite back on the words I’d like to say about that.

“That’s not fair to you.”

Catherine gives me a strained smile. “I’m not sure that he cares. But maybe I’m just being… uh, well, overly emotional.”

She looks away quickly. I wonder what she had been planning on saying.

“The thing is, I need a new story. Some explanation that I can give about why these rumors kicked up in the first place. I can’t do that without Crimson.” A dark look flashes in her eyes.

A new story.

One of the large sheets of plastic flutters in the breeze like a curtain. As I watch it, a brilliant idea strikes me.

Okay, it might be completely insane.

But it’s an idea, one that might be able to kill two birds with one stone.

“Then tell them you’re engaged,” I blurt.

Catherine gives me a withering look. “Engaged to Crimson? No, thanks!”

I chuckle. “No, I don’t mean that. I mean, tell the media you’re engaged. Say you wouldn’t be involved with Crimson because you already have someone.”

Her brows furrow. “I don’t, though.”

“You kept them from the public out of respect for their privacy, but because of the rumors you’ve decided to come forward with them.” I grin at her. “And the best thing is, he’s a childhood friend. One whose parents just happen to be constantly ragging on him to get married.”

Catherine gasps. She pulls away from me, her eyes widened. “You?”

“Me.” I smirk. “What do you say, Cat? Want to pretend like we’re getting married?”


Chapter four
Catherine


The smirk on his face makes my heart beat faster. It’s the same reaction I had to him before that disastrous first kiss.

“What do you say, Cat? Want to pretend like we’re getting married?”

“No,” I say automatically.

Because of course, I don’t want to do that!

Of course, I don’t want to parade around on George Callahan’s arm.

It won’t solve anything.

People will still think I’m having an affair with Crimson, only it will be worse now because they’ll say I’m cheating on my fiancé.

So no.

I won’t play this game with him.

And I say, “No” very, very firmly.

Only… I don’t.

I hear my own voice before my brain catches up with what I’m doing. “Yes. Let’s pretend to be engaged.”

Ummmm, what?

Excuse me?

Who gave me permission to speak?

But George’s smile grows even bigger. His eyes sparkle in a mischievous, sexy way that leaves me unable to take back what I just said.

I hold up a finger to stop him before he can speak. “First things first. We need to tell Grandma about this scheme. She’ll figure us out anyway.”

“Agreed,” Geroge says, grimacing. He lets out a single laugh. “Oh, I can only imagine how she’s going to react.”

Oh, that’s right! I sigh in relief as I take my leave. If anyone will put an end to this insanity without me having to admit that I’m insane for accepting it in the first place, it’s Grandma.

As soon as she tells us that we can’t do it, I’ll be home free.

***

“That’s quite the stupid idea you’ve come up with there, George,” Grandma says.

She swings gently back and forth on the front porch, a glass of lemonade in her hand. Her eyes twinkle as she smirks.

Good. Now’s when she’ll say she’ll have no part of it and—

“But I’ll play along.” She waves her hand. “Sandburrow has fallen into a rather large rut lately. The drama of a fake engagement will be just the thing to bring us out of it.”

George laughs and kisses her cheek. “I knew I could count on you.”

I don’t know what’s more insane, the fact that Grandma is going along with this… or the fact that I’m not actually disappointed?

A surge of affection sweeps through me. Even though she recognizes that it’s a stupid idea, she’s doing this for us.

If nothing else, it gives me something other than Crimson to think about.

“If you’re going to pull this off, you need to know what you’re going to tell everyone,” Grandma says. She gets a faraway look. “You’ll have to tell everyone how you reconnected, how long you’ve been dating, and all that.”

“Right,” George agrees.

He turns to me and nods toward the door. “You want to go for a walk along the beach so we can figure this out?”’

I hesitate but nod.

I’ve already agreed. It feels too late to back out now and admit that I don’t know what I’m doing.

Grandma smiles, looking pleased with herself. I chew my lip as I head down from the house next to George.

The sun blazes overhead, blinding me off the water. I squint at the hot sand that sucks my shoes into it.

“Ugh, I’m going to lose my feet,” I groan as sand gets into my shoes.

I kick them off and hurry, wincing, to the edge of the water. The ocean is cool against my hot feet. I walk in the lapping waves, sighing.

“Better?” George asks.

He’s taken his shoes off, too. His shirt sleeves are rolled to his elbows, showing off his muscular forearms.

The sun suddenly feels much hotter. I gulp and wade out to my knees, ignoring the way the water soaks through my pants.

George stays ankle-deep.

“Last Christmas,” I say. “When I came to Sandburrow to be with my grandma. You came over regularly to help out with things. We can say that’s when we reconnected.”

“And you came back so we can start wedding planning,” George says. “The timing of the rumors is a complete coincidence.”

Relief washes over me. He gets it. Yes, that is the best way to address this. Act as though the rumors aren’t even of note to us.

“There’s just one thing,” George says as we come to the series of rocks that form the tidal pools.

“What?” I climb over the first rock and gaze into the pool. The little creatures inside scramble around.

A sand dollar swims from one side to the other.

“I need to know the real reason for you coming to Sandburrow,” he says.

I wince and jump off the rock. “No, you don’t. That’s personal.”

George sits on the rock and folds his arm. He frowns at me, as though thinking deeply.

I avoid his eye, instead turning toward the ocean. The sun dips behind a cloud, dimming the blinding light.

Looking out at the waves that continually roll toward the shore, I can’t help but think it’s a metaphor.

It seems like I’ve been working forever in my career. Always adding more work, never letting myself rest.

Now I’m like a wave breaking against the shore. I’ve hit an unmovable object and now I’m left slowly ebbing away, to where I don’t know.

It’s so morose that it makes me snicker.

“Something’s funny?” George asks.

I turn to him. “I am. Or rather, I’m dramatic. But you don’t need to know the real reason I’m here, other than it’s because of the rumors. I’m trying to lay low until everything blows over. Now. Where should the wedding be? I think just on the beach next to Grandma’s place.”

“Small and intimate,” George agrees. “Family and friends only.”

“Your parents and my grandmother only,” I argue.

George frowns. “You don’t want your mother or sister to attend?”

Mentioning them makes me wince. “Your parents. My grandmother. We can have a barbeque on the beach after for a wider group.”

“Alright. I can agree to that. But I think we’re waiting until we have a house we can move into before we’re getting married.”

I grimace. “And where is this?”

“There’s a place nearby for sale.”

“I’m not living in Sandburrow. I can’t even pretend,” I groan, shaking my head. “We’re getting a place in the city.”

“I have no job in the city.”

I fold my arms. “Okay. How about this. We’re getting two places. One here in town, one in the city. That way, we can both be close to our work.”

George nods slowly. “That gives us more time. We’ll say that I’m buying a place here, and you’re paying for a house in the city.”

“Apartment. We don’t have time for the maintenance of a whole other house, and apartments are easier to rent out when we start having kids,” I say absently.

George raises both his eyebrows. “Oh? And when are we going to start having kids?”

I flush. “Um…”

“How about two years?

“That’s way too soon!” I object. “I still have my career and—and this isn’t real.”

George’s eyes twinkle. “That’s right. It’s not real. We’ll play the engagement for a few months, as long as it needs to go, and then we’ll have a breakup. We’ll keep it classy. Just say that we realized that we’re not in the right place for marriage or something.”

I climb onto the rock and sit with my feet dangling in the tidal pool.

Even though it’s a turbulent time of life, the smell of the sea and the repetitive rush of water is calming.

I have to admit, even if Sandburrow was the backdrop of my most angsty teenage drama… it’s peaceful.

Sometimes peace might feel boring.

Right now, it seems exactly what I need.

It’s been quite a while since I enjoyed a slower pace. With my work, I’m always having to race for the next thing. Trends to keep up with, futures to predict. Always a mountain of work that needs to be done.

But right now, it feels like that lazy, easy feeling right when you wake up. Before the responsibilities of the day start to make themselves known.

“Before we get any further, you should know about my parents,” George says, breaking me from my thoughts.

I give him a small smile. “I know your parents.”

“They can be difficult to deal with.”

“If I can handle my mother, I can handle your parents.”

He grimaces. “They have a very difficult time with boundaries. My mom is constantly rearranging my things or replacing stuff I buy. My dad has no filter and insists he’s always right.”

“Ahh. I see. So you’re concerned I won’t be able to handle them?”

“I’m concerned that they’ll bombard you with inappropriate questions and bulldoze any boundaries you try to put into place,” he answers.

“Then it’s a good thing we’re playing this fake engagement. Sounds like you need a few lessons in raising your parents,” I joke.

“Maybe. First, I think you should meet them again now that we’re both adults. We could have dinner together,” he suggests. “They’ll never forgive me if I let anyone else find out that we’re engaged before they do.”

My stomach knots.

Meeting the parents, huh?

I remember Edwina and Jason Callahan. In my memories, Jason has a booming voice that sounds hoarse from shouting even when he’s telling jokes. And Edwina is telling me that I shouldn’t act like such a hooligan.

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I say quickly. “I forgot that your parents are… your parents.”

A crease forms on George’s brow. “What do you mean by that?”

“I mean I’d like to have some time to talk to them again in a more informal setting. Besides, I should have an engagement ring first.”

“Are you scared of my parents?” George asks. “I thought you said you could handle them.”

My cheeks grow warm. “I can handle them! I just want a bit more time for us to figure out this engagement story. Also, if I’m going to act like a buffer between you and your parents, I should get a read on them first.”

“Good point.” George runs a hand through his hair.

The sunlight highlights his freckles.

“I think I have an old ring that I picked up off the beach when we were kids,” he says. “Let’s use that as an engagement ring.”

“Um, no?” I fold my arms, narrowing my eyes at him. “I’m going to have a titanium band with a lab-grown starburst diamond, with two smaller sapphires on either side. And inside is an inscription. Let’s go with ‘forever strong’ or some such thing.”

George laughs. “Oh, I see! You’ve got it all planned out, don’t you? You’re just after my money.”

I can’t help it.

I scoff.

The idea that I’d be after George’s money is ridiculous. Not only have I built myself a successful career, but he’s stayed in Sandburrow of all places!

George frowns at me. “What’s that about?”

“Nothing!” I say quickly.

“Nothing,” he repeats. His frown deepens. “I see. Well, you can’t go around laughing at the townspeople who tell you about how well I’ve done for myself. So here.”’

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a battered business card.

I take it and glance over it, then freeze.

“You can look me up on your own time,” he says as he stands.

But he doesn’t have to.

“You own Call a Hand?” I yelp, stumbling to my feet. I trip over myself, and George grabs my wrist, stabilizing me.

“Whoa! And yes, I do. You’ve heard it?”

I stare at George, shock rippling through me. “Heard of it? You built Crimson’s house! You built… so many houses!”

“Not me personally,” George answers. His eyes are twinkling again.

That’s the great thing about him. Even after insulting him, he’s easy-going about everything.

“Holy cow,” I breathe, stuffing his business card into my pocket. “I guess this seals it, huh?”

“Seals what?”

“I really am after your money!”

George bursts into laughter. He offers me his arm, and I hesitantly loop mine through his. We head back up to the beach.

My head is all awhirl. Here I thought that I was successful because I left Sandburrow.

I thought George was unsuccessful because he never did.

I was wrong.

So very, very wrong.

What else am I wrong about?


Chapter five
George


Since Mom and Dad want to keep hanging out at my place due to their broken AC unit, I give them my credit card and suggest they go up to the city to find a replacement.

It takes a good hour arguing with them before I convince them to do it.

Funny how they’ll invade my space but taking money is too much of an imposition.

Some things, I suppose, make sense to parents that don’t make sense to their kids.

I don’t expect that they’ll buy anything for themselves. I have a sneaking suspicion I’ll come home to a new bathmat, though.

A knock comes on the door, and I open it to greet Catherine.

She looks fantastic, as always.

Her hair is done up in this cute, curly ponytail. She wears a white eyelet tank top paired with a skirt that hits just above her knee. Her strappy sandals show off a butterfly tattoo on her ankle.

“Wow,” I say, grinning at her. “You’re right. We can’t live in Sandburrow. You’re too fancy.”

I mean it as a compliment, but her expression falls. She glances over her outfit.

“Do I look presumptuous?”

“No, no.” I open the door for her to come in. “I only mean that you look like you should be hitting a red carpet, rather than hanging out here.”

Catherine gives me a weak-looking smile. “Ah. Well, thanks.”

She’s uncomfortable still. I wince.

If I’d known she would be so insecure about her appearance… but then, when I think about it, I ought to have known.

Catherine always felt out of place in Sandburrow.

My remark, though coming from a place of heartfelt sincerity, only serves to highlight that.

I clear my throat. “So, you got to the city yesterday?”

Catherine nods and fishes a small box out of her oversized purse. “Yeah. I picked up the ring. Want to see it?”

“I should, since it’s the one I proposed to you with.”

She laughs, the tension easing from her.

She opens the little blue box and shows me the sparkling ring inside. It’s exactly as she described two days ago at the tidal pools.

“All lab-grown,” she says proudly.

“Some people will ask us why I wouldn’t shell out for the real thing,” I say, plucking the delicate band from its velvet nest.

“Just tell them that I insisted on it. Call me a hippie if that’s the only way people will understand,” she offers.

It’s a beautiful ring. Catherine holds out her hand and I slide the ring onto her finger. It nestles perfectly in place.

“Is this the sort of ring you’ve always dreamed of?” I ask absently, still holding her hand.

I like the way it looks there. It’s simple and elegant, just like Catherine.

The sparkles are so clear it casts rainbows on the ceiling.

“This is exactly the sort of ring I want,” Catherine says.

“Aren’t you afraid of ruining it, using it up on a fake engagement?”

Catherine pulls her hand away from me. “Nope. Not at all.”

“Right. Want a coffee while we go over the engagement story?”

Catherine nods. “That’d be great. I made a list of all the questions I could think of that people will ask us. I’ve watched enough fake engagement rom coms to know that people will ask lots of crazy things, and we need to be able to have a believable story to tell them. We need to be on the same page with everything!”

“In rom coms, the fake couple end up getting together in the end,” I point out.

“Yes. But that’s fiction. It’s not our story,” Catherine says flatly. She points an accusing finger at me. “So if you think you can charm me with that crooked grin and constellation of freckles, think again.”

I blink in surprise.

I’m aware that I’m a good-looking guy, but my freckles have always been something I’m insecure about.

But the way she says it, it sounds as though they’re a temptation.

It throws me for a loop. As I’m scrambling to come up with some witty reply—or any reply at all, really—her cell phone dings.

Catherine lets out an annoyed grunt as she fishes it from her pocket.

“I thought I—” She looks at the screen and cuts off, her eyes widening.

“Catherine?”

I come forward.

She skips back a step. Her eyes well with tears as she finally looks up.

“What’s wrong?” My heart starts to slam. “Is it Lynn?”

“Mmm? No. No. She’s fine.” Catherine takes a deep breath and looks at the ceiling, as though willing her tears to slide back into her skull. “It’s just that… well… I suppose the only thing to say is that if you want to call off this charade, I understand.”

I stride forward. But when Catherine winces I stop.

“Cat,” I say, my voice low. “Come on. Look at me.”

Almost unwillingly, she does.

“You can trust me. Okay? So what happened?”

Wordlessly, she holds her phone out to me.

I take it and flip it around to see the image it displays.

My stomach drops.

The picture is as clear as day. Two people kissing.

The woman looks like Catherine. They have the same profile, the same color and style of hair. Her face is turned just far enough away that I can’t know for certain.

Crimson’s face, however, is perfectly visible. And it’s obvious that they’re lip locked.

What in the world?

She says she isn’t dating him.

Does that just mean she’s pussyfooting around the truth? It’s not dating because it only happened once sort of thing?

I turn off the phone.

A heaviness sits in my chest. No wonder she thinks I’m calling off our fake engagement.

If we were engaged for real, I’d have serious second thoughts about the whole thing.

Right now, though…

I take a deep, calming breath.

“What’s happening in this picture, Catherine?” I ask her.

Catherine wipes her eyes. “It’s not what it looks like. That isn’t me.”

“Then who is it?” I demand. “Because it looks like you.”

“Yes, it looks like me. But it’s not. As though the truth is any better,” she says, bitterly.

“Cat—”

She shakes her head, her hands clenching into fists. “I’m not talking about this anymore. Either you believe it’s not me or you think I’m a liar. So what is it?”

I’m surprised by how emphatic she is.

Clearly, whatever happened is making her miserable.

As she watches for my response, shaking, I can’t help but think about the day I knew our friendship was over.

Her face is blotchy from sobs. The front of her shirt soaked through with tears.

And her eyes.

Her eyes bore into me, expecting nothing.

It made me feel like I was personally responsible for every terrible thing that happened to her.

Right now, as she levels her chin and stares at me, I know she’s telling the truth.

She won’t tell me what really happened.

But I still somehow think that she’s telling me the truth about it not being an affair, either.

Not in the ‘technically it wasn’t an affair’ sort of way but in a genuine way.

I let out a heavy sigh. “It looks like you.”

“I know.”

She looks as though she’s used to facing the world on her own.

“But I don’t think you’re a liar.” I hand her phone back to her.

She gives me a strange look. “So… you believe me?”

“Are you going to tell me what’s really happening?”

“No. It’s too humiliating.”

Now just what does that mean?

“Let’s get some coffee and let me think about this,” I offer.

Her expression shifts ever so slightly like she wasn’t expecting that. But she nods.

I lead the way to the kitchen and reach for the coffee pot.

“I used to have a one-cup machine,” I say absently over my shoulder. “It was perfect for just me. But then my mom got me this because it’s ‘friendlier’ to make coffee for everyone. I keep my old one in the cupboard, but I pull this one out whenever they’re visiting…”

“Sounds to me like you need to be firmer with your parents,” Catherine says listlessly.

I shrug. “Maybe.”

As the coffee brews, I lean my palms against the counter.

Sandburrow will not react kindly to this thing with Catherine and Crimson.

They won’t care what the real story is. This is far too interesting.

Just imagine, Lynn Hart’s granddaughter.

I can almost hear their voices in my head.

I always knew that Hart girl was no good.

What do you expect from a girl who only visits her poor grandmother once a year?

I let out a heavy breath. It’s not just Catherine that will face their delighted gossip. It’ll hurt Lynn, too.

Part of me wants to ask Catherine what she’ll tell her grandmother. Will it be the truth or something else?

I have a feeling she’ll just give me the same answer as before—that she isn’t going to tell me anything.

“George. If you want more time to think about it… or if you want to just call it off, I understand. But I should get back home. I should warn Grandma before anyone can…” Catherine’s voice trails off, trembling.

That’s enough for me.

“I don’t need more time,” I tell her.

The coffee is finished brewing. I pour us both a mug as I continue.

“I’ll keep playing the role of fiancé for you. I’ll hold to the story that it’s private business and that we are choosing to keep the details to ourselves.” I put cream and sugar in hers and slide it to her.

Catherine’s eyes are wide as she stares at me. “But… you don’t even know…”

“I don’t. But I also don’t think you’re a liar.”

She chews her lip, utterly bewildered.

“What I do know is that Lynn is like a grandma to me. I’m well-liked in town. With any luck, my support will help shield you and Lynn from the worst of the gossip.” I nod, firm in my decision.

Her eyes fill with fresh tears. “You’d really do that? For Grandma?”

I sip my hot, black coffee. The bitterness fills my mouth.

“Yes. And I hope that you’ll confide in me,” I add. “But like I said. You’re not a liar.”

Catherine winces at my choice of words. She takes a deep breath. “But what will you get out of it?”

“Your lessons on how to raise my parents,” I crack.

“Ugh!” She rests her head in her hand and sips her coffee. “This is just going to make your mother hate me more than she already does.”

“She doesn’t hate you.”

Catherine gives me a sarcastic look. “You’re right. She absolutely loves me. That’s why she calls me ‘that Hart girl’ and is always surprised when she hears I’m not dead in an alley.”

I frown. “That’s not entirely fair, Catherine.”

“Not entirely. Which means you know she doesn’t like me.”

“That’s different than hating you.”

She heaves out a long sigh. “Regardless. I’m only going to make things more difficult with your parents now.”

“Maybe. But I’ve always found it easier to defend others than defend myself,” I say. I sip my coffee again.

This time it’s not quite as bitter.

A ghost of a smile passes over Catherine’s face. “Oh. I see. This is practice for you. If you can set boundaries on them saying things about me, maybe you can set boundaries when it comes to your coffee pot.”

I laugh. “Precisely!”

She studies me a moment longer. I can see the moment she decides to believe me. The tension eases from her hunched shoulders and her eyes lighten.

“Thank you,” she murmurs.

I nod back at her, still smiling.

But a part of me still wonders if she’s telling the truth.

Just how much has the city changed her?


Chapter six
Catherine


I frown at Grandma. She’s holding her sides from laughing so hard.

“It’s not funny,” I insist. “How did she even manage to worm her way to seeing him? Not to mention she’s dating a man the same age as her daughter.”

I’ve just finished telling her about June and Crimson. Her response is just to laugh at the absurdity of it all.

It’s not very absurd from where I’m sitting.

“No, I’m just imagining how she’s going to react once everyone wises up to her age. She’s going to be upset every time someone referred to her as Crimson’s ‘older’ girlfriend.” Grandma wipes her eyes, still chuckling.

“I suppose you think it’s stupid that I quit my job over this, too,” I say.

I can’t keep the bitterness out of my voice. The truth is, I’m doubting myself on that front. Is it really such a big deal?

Then I think of how I’d end up in close proximity to my mother for who knows how long. She had already started to worm her way into meetings Crimson and I had.

Nope. Better to leave before she could start making me lose my cool at work.

I fall sideways on the old, worn couch.

“Now I have no job, nobody’s answering my resumes, and I don’t know what to do next.” I gaze miserably at the open ceiling.

George is finishing up other rooms that need the insulation or new siding or whatever it is before he comes back to this one.

“Catherine, you’ve been running full speed ahead your entire life,” Grandma says. “You can stay here as long as you need. And don’t you worry about money, between my pension and savings, I’m more than comfortable.”

I give her a tentative smile under my arm. “But doesn’t it make me pathetic, moving in with my grandma when I’m in my thirties?”

Grandma scoffs. “Please! You’ve moved in to be closer to your fiancé and to help out your poor old granny. What’s pathetic about that?”

I’m distracted by the sparkly gem on my finger.

Engaged to George Callahan. I don’t have to wear the ring at home, but I’m trying to get used to it.

Part of me wants to phone up June and tell her I’m engaged. The bitter part of me wants to mockingly tell her we can have a double wedding.

I shake my head, throwing those thoughts out.

“Thank you, Grandma. I love you.”

“I love you, too, dear.” Grandma’s mirth fades as she gazes at me. “But you ought to know that June called me last night, asking for you.”

Tension sweeps through me. I bolt upright on the couch, my hands clenching into fists.

“I didn’t tell her anything. Didn’t even confirm you were here,” she says quickly.

“Thank you. I don’t want to talk to her.” I shake my head emphatically. “I don’t want to hear about whatever is going on in her life.”

The truth is, I can’t help but wonder if she thought about me at all when she decided to date Crimson.

On the other hand, I can’t imagine her considering how this would affect my job and my life.

On the other, the bitter part of me says she did it on purpose.

I’ve rarely talked to her since she left me on Grandma’s doorstep at five years old. Mostly because she rarely answers the phone.

I let out a shaky breath. Wasting energy being angry with my mother does nothing for my current situation.

“Well, now you know what’s happening and how jobless I am,” I say, trying to sound upbeat again. “Let’s see. What other gossip can I share with you?”

Grandma gives me a wicked grin. “Have you and George kissed yet?”

Heat floods my cheeks. “Grandma!”

“Have you? You can’t fake-engagement without kissing at least once,” she warns. “And passionately. If you want to trick the town, you two need to be wrapped around each other like worms on a fishhook.”

“Ugh!” I grab a pillow and pull it over my face. “You don’t have to be so graphic. I’m not wrapping around anything. Besides, you are supposed to see us as your grandkids. You’re meant to be weirded out by the idea of us kissing.”

Grandma continues to chuckle. “That’s not how this works, Catherine. So. Have you two practiced kissing?”

“No!”

“You should. Especially before you have to have dinner with the Callahan’s.”

I drop the pillow and jump to my feet. “This conversation is over. I’m going out to the tide pools.”

“Take some water with you,” Grandma says, still chuckling.

With a groan, I drag myself upstairs. I pull on a bathing suit, then a white lacy cover-up. Paired with a wide-brimmed hat and a drawstring bag I fill with water, sunscreen, and a notebook, I head out.

The day is hot. Even though it’s not far to the tide pools, I’m sweating by the time I get there.

I put my things near the base of the largest one and wade knee-deep into the ocean. The contrast between the water and the air quickly cools me down.

After slathering on the sunscreen, I find a place in the rocky outcropping where the rock is flat and gives me a backrest.

There, I start making lists in my notebook. They’re not about anything in particular. A list of things I can see, a list of things I want to accomplish, a list of possibilities

The repetitive nature of writing calms me.

When I’ve moved to a list of all the jobs I can think of—from grocery cashier to CEO—George calls out to me.

I look up to find him walking over the golden sand. He’s wearing knee-length blue shorts and a white button-down with geometric designs on the sleeves and down the front. Sunglasses shield his eyes but his hair ruffles in the breeze.

He looks like a dream.

And that annoys me.

“Lynn told me to bring you some water,” he says as he draws near. He offers me an insulated thermos.

I point to my bag. “I brought a bunch.”

“Ah. Well.” George opens the thermos and takes a swallow. “You’re not planning on swimming out here by yourself, are you?”’

“Nope. Just wading a little bit.”

George sucks on his teeth. “Lynn’s rubbing off on me. Right now I’m fighting the urge to warn you about the dangers of swimming alone.”

My lips press together. “I just told you I’m not doing that.”

“Hence the whole Lynn rubbing off on me thing. She’s constantly telling me to be careful about riptides and the like.” George leans against the rocks, gazing in at the tidal pools.

I can’t write my lists while he’s here, so I close the notebook.

After some time, George clears his throat. “I want to introduce you to my parents as my fiancée. If we’re playing this to help with the Crimson rumors, we need to launch our relationship sooner rather than later. But we need to tell my parents first.”

“Right. About that.”

George looks back at me. His expression is open and clear. “Have you changed your mind?”

“About our fake engagement?” My mind flips to Grandma’s question about kissing. Hopefully, George will think the redness in my cheeks is because of the heat. “No. I don’t have any better ideas at this point.”

“Is there a problem, then?” he asks, his brow furrowed.

“For one thing, Grandma is getting too into this,” I grumble.

George laughs.

I can’t help but smile along. “Honestly, I’m worried about what your parents will think about those pictures that have surfaced.”

The ones of my mom making out with Crimson.

The thought makes my gut twist.

She’s not that much older than I am. She was only seventeen when I was born. If it wasn’t my boss she’d decided to date, I’d be judgy about the age gap but not upset.

After all, both are established adults.

I just hate that she has pulled me into her life again.

And that stupid picture! Her natural shade of hair is lighter than mine, but it looks like she dyed and styled it like me.

So yeah. From the angle the picture is taken, it looks like me.

The fact that she’s copying my look makes this whole situation even more unbearable.

“I’m going to tell them it’s not you. The media has misidentified you and this whole thing is a misunderstanding,” George answers promptly.

“And what if they tell you I’m a lying scamp?”

George laughs. “For one thing, they’d never say ‘scamp.’ But that’s what we’ll stick to. And that’s all they need to know.”

I’m not sure how to answer that.

It honestly kind of blows my mind that George isn’t demanding more information about this whole situation.

Maybe he doesn’t care.

Or maybe it’s all for Grandma’s sake.

“Are you sure about this?” I blurt. “Aren’t you afraid that it will all blow up in our faces?”

“It will be dramatic if it does,” George says.

I fold my arms. “You can withstand it.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“Um, yes? You’re well-liked, you’re successful, and you look like a movie star. You could kill someone, and the town would make excuses for you,” I say, shaking my head.

George’s eyes widen slightly.

Uh-oh.

I just admitted that I think he’s handsome.

Great, now he can use that against me.

He clears his throat and looks aside. “Well. My mother certainly would have a hard time rearranging the furniture in my jail cell.”

I can’t help it. I snort.

He reaches over and puts his hand on mine. The weight of it is comforting, even though I’m getting a little too hot for physical contact.

“It won’t blow up in our faces. That is, so long as you don’t give everything away,” he teases.

“Oh, so you think I’m the one that will give it away?” I stuff my notebook into my bag and grab out my water. “Ha! You’re far more likely to fumble up than I am.”

George’s eyes sparkle. “Is that so?”

“It is.” My water has gone warm, but I don’t care. I gulp it down.

Probably because my mouth’s gone so dry.

It’s the heat. That’s why. Nothing else.

“Want to make this interesting?” George asks. “Two hundred dollars says that I can be more convincing as your fiancé than you can as my fiancée.”

I finish off my bottle. “Ha! That’s an easy two hundred for me. You’ve got a bet.”

George holds his hand out, still smirking.

I gaze at his hand, then a slow smirk grows over my face. “Oh, you think so, do you?”

“How are you going to play this if you can’t even shake my hand?” he asks.

“You misunderstand.”

My heart starts pounding. Because of the heat.

Grandma’s teasing from earlier comes back to me.

And she’s right. Fake dating is one of my favorite genres of romance. And no, this wasn’t going to end with George and I falling in love.

But…

But kissing always comes up. People don’t buy you as a couple if you don’t lip lock at least once.

“A handshake is no way for an engaged couple to act.” I lean forward, tilting my face up to him. “Let’s seal this bet with a kiss, shall we?”

George leans back.

Um.

Okay. I pushed too far.

George takes off his sunglasses. His eyes rove over my face, scrutinizing me.

“You’re right,” he says. “Score one for Catherine. A real engaged couple kisses all the time.”

“Just don’t slobber all over my face this time,” I warn him.

George looks affronted. “I think I’ve learned a few things about kissing since then.”

He puts his arm around me, pulling me tight against him. My heart thrums.

There’s little preamble. He leans in, brushing his lips to mine, then pauses. His eyes meet mine, checking to make sure it’s still alright.

I nod and he kisses me.

It’s light and sweet.

My knees go weak.

I lean into his embrace, sighing as our kiss lingers.

George’s arms tighten briefly before he releases me. He nods, looking distracted. “Right. I should get to work. Here’s the water.”

He puts the thermos on the rocks and quickly walks away.

I have to sit down, still feeling shaky from the kiss.

Er… no. Not the kiss.

It’s the heat.

I’m not developing feelings for George.

Nope.

Absolutely not.


Chapter seven
George


Mom looks as though she’s about to burst into tears. “Oh, Georgie! I thought we raised you better than this. How could you?”

I expected this and so gave nothing away in my expression. “You can’t insult my fiancé like this, Mom.”

“But she’s not even making dinner!” Mom presses both her hands to her face, shaking her head slowly. “I know she’s become one of those city women, but I thought you had more sense than this.”

“Leave the boy alone,” Dad says. He’s sitting in his normal place in front of the TV.

Mom whirls on him. “And how am I supposed to look that scamp in the eye when I know she’s cheating on my boy?”

Well, that’s an apology I have to make to Catherine. Apparently, ‘scamp’ is part of my mother’s vocabulary after all.

“She’s just pulled in. Be nice,” I warn.

Now that the time to have dinner with Catherine and my parents has arrived, I’m doubting this plan.

Oh, they buy that we’re engaged.

But I’m just concerned about how much abuse I’ve set Catherine up for.

I go to greet her at the door, silently vowing that I won’t allow my parents to get out of line.

If they start being inappropriate, I’ll kick them out.

It’s so much easier to plan to stand up for Catherine than to stick up for myself.

“Mom, Dad, you remember Catherine,” I say once I escort her to the dining room.

Dad’s at the table now. He looks dismissive while my mother looks as though I’ve brought a worm into the house.

“Edwina, Jason,” Catherine greets. Her smile is warm. “I hope you don’t mind but I brought some drinks. I do hope that you like bourbon and peach wine.”

She produces the bottles.

“Oh! I adore peach wine.” Mom takes the bottle and studies it. “This is just the brand I buy. Thank you, dear.”

Dad takes the bourbon. “Looks like you got the good stuff.”

“Thank you.” Catherine’s smile never faltered. “It smells divine in here. I’m sorry I wasn’t here to help with the cooking, George.”

“Is Lynn feeling better?” I ask.

Once Mom started to complain about Catherine not cooking for our meal, I’d said Lynn wasn’t feeling well. I’d texted Catherine to let her in on the plan.

“Yes, thank you. It’s the heat,” she adds. “I made her some snow cones, and that seemed to help.”

I see Mom’s opinion of her shift at once. There’s just so much obvious affection Catherine has when talking about Lynn.

The dinner goes wonderfully. Catherine is bright, interested, and completely charms my parents. By the time I bring out dessert, Mom is telling her how much they look forward to having her join in with our Christmas plans.

“It’s just so wonderful that you’ll be in Sandburrow,” she continues. “You’ll be able to check in on Lynn so much more.”

“Actually, George and I are looking into having two homes,” Catherine answers. “One here and an apartment in the city. I’ll still have my work to do, after all. But that’s still something we’re working out, isn’t it?”

She reaches across the table and takes my hand, giving me a stunning smile.

My parents give each other side-eyes. As my mom opens her mouth, Catherine lets out a soft gasp.

“Oh! I nearly forgot.” She leaps up and rushes to her purse. “You both like that country singer Tria Sherwood, right?”

“We do,” Dad says with a confused nod.

Catherine waltzes back over and slides two tickets across the table. “I have a couple of tickets for her show up in the city. Would you like them?”

Mom and Dad both look like they’d died and gone to heaven.

“Now where did you get these?” Mom exclaims. “It must have cost you a fortune!”

Catherine laughs. “Not at all. It’s one of the perks of my business. My client, Crimson, is actually Tria’s cousin’s grandson. I’ve had these tickets kicking around for a couple months now. I have a hotel booked for three days that I already switched over to your names.”

“Now that is just too much,” Mom says as her hands curl around the tickets.

“I’m not going to use it and it’s too late to get a refund,” Catherine says. “Honestly. It’ll just go to waste if you don’t accept it.”

Mom and Dad both look like kids at Christmas. I think Dad is about to burst into tears.

“You are a real angel, aren’t you?” he says to Catherine. “It’s so nice to see that you take after your grandmother.”

Catherine’s smile freezes.

Unlike your mother.

The words Dad doesn’t say hang in the air.

“It’s going to be great for you two to get out of town,” I say quickly, jumping to my feet. I start collecting the dirty dishes.

“It will indeed,” Mom agrees. “You know, we haven’t gone anywhere for ages! This is just the sweetest thing, Catherine.”

Catherine gets up to help me. “It’s no trouble at all. Honestly. Don’t think anything of it.”

“Yessiree, you’re the spitting image of Lynn,” Dad says.

I quickly interject. “Speaking of Lynn, you probably need to get home to her, don’t you?”

Catherine shoots me a grateful look. “I should at least give her a call. Grandma isn’t as young as she once was, after all.”

“Oh, yes! You can’t leave Lynn on her own for too long if she’s feeling poorly.” Mom tuts as she starts to gather up the dishes, taking them out of my hand. “Georgie, why don’t you walk Cat to her car? Your father and I will clean up here.”

Dad gives her a startled look. “We will?”

“Yes.” She narrows her eyes.

Dad wrinkles his nose. “I guess we will.”

Catherine and I protest just enough to be polite about it, but soon we’re outside. Once we’re at her car, I open her door for her.

“Thanks for the tickets,” I tell her softly.

“It’s no problem. I thought it might be good to get your parents out of your hair, but in a way that gives them something to enjoy at the same time.”

“It’s definitely something they appreciate. And I do, too.” I lean against the side of her car.

Catherine gives me a mischievous look. “Don’t be fooled, though. This isn’t one of the ways to get them off your back. It’s a stopgap measure at best.”

“A stopgap?”

“Oh, yes. You can’t set boundaries with someone by bribing them. If you start off by going out of your way to please someone, they will take that as the norm. This,” she gestures toward the house. “Is for the sole sake of leveling the playing field.”

I try to keep up with her but can’t.

“Where did you get those tickets anyway?” I ask instead.

“Crimson. I wasn’t lying.” Catherine tilts her head, letting her hair fall to the side. “That’s another lesson for you. You get away more with telling the truth than coming up with elaborate lies.”

“Oh, and what about going along with someone else’s elaborate lie?” I counter.

She shrugs. “That, I suppose, depends on how desperate you are.”

I chuckle, amused at her antics. “I’m grateful that you happen to have tickets for a concert featuring my parents’ favorite singer. And for you to just happen to have a hotel room for them and everything.”

“Hey, it’s not like I want to go back to the city when I’m keeping a low profile,” she says. Then a grimace crosses her face. “Especially not when it means staying in a hotel and going to a concert that Crimson paid for.”

Ah, yes. I can see how that would be more fodder for the tabloids.

“You are doing okay, though, right?” I ask her, moving a little closer.

Catherine smiles, nodding. “Yeah. I’m staying off social media and focusing on helping Grandma around the house. And trying to convince her not to try to do the drywalling herself.”

Horror shoots through me. “She’s not, is she?”

“Luckily, I was able to point out that one of her flowerbeds is getting a little overgrown. We spent the day weeding and pruning instead.” Catherine laughs. “By the way, your parents are spying on us.”

I turn. Sure enough, the curtains in the kitchen flutter shut the moment I catch them.

“Hmm. Seems like we need to give them something to spy on,” I tease.

“Sure thing.” Catherine’s smile becomes stiff. “This is when that kissing practice comes in handy.”

“That’s what it was?” I cup her face in my hand.

“Of course.”

I close the distance between us. Her lips are soft and warm. She smells like roses, and it drives me crazy.

Unlike yesterday on the beach, I don’t lose myself in the kiss.

Not with my parents watching.

So the kiss remains short. I long for more once we step back from each other.

I wave Catherine off and go back to the house.

Back inside, Dad settles himself in front of the TV. “That Catherine is quite a girl.”

“I agree,” Mom gushes. “Such a lovely young woman! I’m sure all this business in the tabloids is just a misunderstanding.”

“I’m glad you think so,” I say.

I grin, pleased with the evening. Success is ours!


Chapter eight
Catherine


The morning after the dinner with George’s parents, I wake up nice and early.

It’s perfectly natural for me. I’ve always been an early bird. I don’t enjoy sleeping in, except when I’m sick.

Today, the dim grey of dawn is still hanging in the sky. I lie in bed, staring out of my window. The pale blue curtains waft in the sea salt breeze.

It’s times like this that I forget why I don’t like Sandburrow.

It’s just so relaxing, lying here while the birds start to wake up outside. The sound of the ocean is a constant lull in the background.

I understand why Grandma loves this place so much.

Unfortunately, it doesn’t take me long to get restless.

I get up and go make a pot of coffee only to find that we’re out of creamer. Grandma gets up shortly after and she sighs.

“I suppose I need to go into town and get some groceries. But I was hoping to get my tomato plants staked up,” she groans.

“I’ll do your tomato plants for you,” I volunteer.

Grandma pats my hand. “That’s nice of you, dear. But I’d rather do it myself. Why don’t you go into town?”

I nod my agreement. This is probably better for both of us.

After I go through all the cupboards and freezers—Grandma has three, one that works and two that she uses as storage—I’ve made a menu plan for the week and a list of the groceries I need.

And a new project. I’ll have to find a way to start getting rid of the boxes of cereal in Grandma’s food storage that were outdated five years ago.

I’ll have to recruit George to help me with that. Grandma lived through the Great Depression and grew up in poverty.

It’s only natural that she hoards food now.

That also makes it more difficult to convince her that she doesn’t need so much, though.

Sandburrow is a cute little town, I’ll give it that. So many old brick buildings that give it real character. The more modern buildings are all brightly colored.

Unfortunately, I don’t have much time to enjoy the aesthetics of the town.

“Catherine Hart, is that you?” a blonde-haired soccer mom squeals as she hugs me.

It takes me a moment to place her. Jessica Johnson. She was a friend I had for a few months in high school.

“How are you doing?” Jessica asks. “Oh, silly me. I’ve seen your picture all over the internet. What are you doing here? Did you bring Crimson to visit your grandmother?”

She looks over my shoulder as though searching for the pop star.

“No, Crimson and I aren’t dating,” I say quickly. “It’s not me in the pictures.”

Jessica frowns, her gaze returning to me. “It certainly looks like you.”

“I know, but it’s not.”

She taps her chin, eyeing me. “Oh, really? Who is it, then? If it’s not you, you must know who it is.”

Great.

I start looking around, hoping that Godzilla will suddenly appear and go on a rampage.

That’s about the only thing I can see saving me from this situation.

“Catherine,” a voice calls behind me.

I turn, relief washing through me.

I’ve never been so relieved to see someone I’m pretending to be engaged to before.

“George. I didn’t expect to see you today,” I blurt. “I thought you were going to be on site today.”

“I’m picking up some lunch for the crew,” he answers as he steps up to my side. He presses a kiss to my temple and smiles pleasantly at a dumbfounded Jessica. “Jess. Been a while since we’ve seen each other.”

Jessica’s eyes are so wide they’re bugging from her head. “Oh! It has been a while. Um. I was just asking Catherine about…”

Her eyes bug out even more when George takes my hand and kisses it. Our fingers twine, but he turns my hand in such a way that my ring is obvious.

“I was asking about, you know, that stuff about the, um… well, this business with Crimson,” Jessica says, sounding like she swallowed a frog.

“Oh, that.” George laughs. “It sure looks like her from the back, doesn’t it? Wonder who it’ll turn out to be.”

And as easy as that, he leads me past Jessica.

It’s over as simple as that.

No trying to explain, no insisting it’s not me.

Just… over.

I gaze at George with admiration. “How do you do that?”

He kisses my hand again. “Simple. Act like it’s nothing and people will think it’s nothing.”

“Except your parents?”

He winks. “Yeah. Except for my parents.”

***

George comes out to Grandma’s place after we’re done shopping. He planned to do so already, needing to pick up some tools he’d left here.

“Are you sure your crew isn’t going to be waiting for you?” I ask when he helps me carry in the groceries.

“I’m sure,” he says. “They don’t expect me back for another hour, anyway.”

Grandma is in the garden bed, puttering around. She waves at us but doesn’t come inside.

In the kitchen, George starts helping me to put the groceries away.

This makes me blush. “I’m good. Really. You don’t have to do this.”

“We need to spend more time together. Out in town specifically. If the good people of Sandburrow are going to dismiss the rumors about you, they need to see that we’re madly in love,” George says.

I grimace as I think of the way Jessica came at me earlier.

He’s right about that.

But it reminds me…

“I suppose I need to thank you for rescuing me,” I say reluctantly.

George gives me an amused look. “You mean from Jessica?”

“Yes, I mean from Jessica. You didn’t see the way she was looking at me before you arrived.” I shudder.

“I did see. I also know Jess is bored as hell in her marriage and is constantly looking for new sources of drama,” George answers. “If anyone would start getting the word that we’re to be married out, it’s her.”

The sparkly ring on my finger eases some of the tension in my belly.

“I’m not sure that this is going to be enough,” I say.

George puts the last of the groceries away. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, I need to find someplace to volunteer. To get my image back into a positive light.” I frown as I consider it. “You having proposed to me is enough to stop people from saying things to my face. But I don’t want everyone to think I’m cheating on you.”

“So you want to tell everyone what’s really going on?” he prods carefully.

“Ew, no!”

George snorts. “Ew?”

I glare at him. “Ew.”

“That’s… not what I expected.” Curiosity burns in his eyes. To my surprise, he doesn’t demand answers. Instead, he strokes his clean-shaven chin. “The museum always needs volunteers. I’m sure they would be able to find something for you to do.”

“The museum.”

I consider it. If I’m honest, I don’t really understand museums. The past always seems like such a bleak place.

Why should we put so much effort into preserving it?

“I didn’t even know Sandburrow had a museum,” I say aloud.

George laughs. “The better for a promoter like you to volunteer there!”

Huh. I hadn’t thought of that.

Volunteering will look good on my resume. After everything that happened, I could use a little polish.

“I guess I’ll check it out,” I say with a nod.

Since I haven’t heard anything back from potential jobs so far, I need to revamp my resume again. Once I have some current volunteer work on there, it’ll show that I don’t like to stand still.

I can’t stay in Sandburrow forever.

Grandma might have an open-door policy, but that doesn’t mean I can just sit here and rot. There are only so many weeds I can pull before I start feeling stuck.

“You want me to call Ginny at the museum and put a good word in for you?” George asks.

I shake my head hard. “I need to be able to promote myself, too. But thanks. This is going to work out nicely, I think.”

I hope.

George grabs his tools and heads out then.

I call Grandma in from the outside and make us both some lunch. Volunteering at the museum. It could be fun.

“With any luck, it will help me get a new job,” I tell Grandma. “Nobody wants to hire a woman who is accused of having an affair with her boss.”

Grandma grunts. “You could ask Crimson and June to make their relationship public. Then nobody can use those rumors against you.”

That would mean I’d have to talk to them, though.

The thought makes me nauseated.

“I’m going to try this volunteering thing first,” I say. Then I add, “Besides, George and I have only started our fake engagement. You haven’t enjoyed enough drama from it yet.”

Grandma’s eyes gleam. “That’s right. I haven’t.”

Uh, oh.

What have I done?


Chapter nine
George


I’m at Lynn’s house, painting the living room after I’ve done my work for the day. Even though I’m exhausted and would like to go home, I know this is taking longer than Lynn would like.

She won’t admit it, but she’s getting antsy to have her house back in order.

It’s taking me longer by myself than I anticipated. I really do have to find some way to convince Lynn to let me bring my crew out.

Perhaps I should break down and accept her paying me. If I do that, then I can use that money on gifts for her.

Besides, I can always lowball the estimate.

Maybe I’ll see if Catherine can help me think of something.

Speak of the devil—not that Catherine is a devil—the door flies open. Through the arch between the living room and the entrance, I watch her kick off her shoes and throw her purse to the ground.

She starts storming off, then comes back and tidies up.

Did things go badly at the museum?

I put the roller back in the paint and pad over. “Catherine? Are you okay?”

Catherine flinches back from me.

I stop.

“I didn’t see you. Where’s your truck, I didn’t see it.” Catherine runs her hands through her hair. “Never mind, where’s my grandmother? I need to—”

Lynn comes out of the kitchen, her brows lifted in surprise. “What’s going on out here?”

“That’s what I’d like to know,” I say.

She looks between both of us. Her shoulders slump. “I’m probably overreacting.”

“Or you’re stressed and need to share what’s happening,” I offer.

Catherine chews her lip. “A photographer that used to hang around Crimson a bunch found me here. He came into the museum and started to ask me all sorts of questions while taking my picture. Ginny had to kick him out.”

My stomach drops. “Why would he follow you out here?”

“Looking for a story. This guy has been sued at least a dozen times for infringing on a celebrity’s privacy. I just know he’s going to come out here and we’re going to get more and more unwelcome guests.”

If she really isn’t dating Crimson, why all of this?

I fight back the urge to ask.

If she’s dating Crimson, she wouldn’t be pretending to be engaged to me.

“Let’s take a deep breath,” I urge. “If this was a situation one of your clients was in, what would you suggest they do?”

Catherine presses her fingertips to her temples. “I suppose I’d tell them to face it head-on.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do. Let me pick up my stuff here and we can plan our attack,” I suggest.

Catherine gives me a startled look but nods slowly.

I tidy things up and pour the excess paint back into the can. By this time, Catherine’s in the kitchen with Lynn. She’s sipping cherry cola out of a margarita glass.

Lynn pats her shoulder. “I’ll leave the two of you to talk.”

“You don’t have to leave,” I protest.

Lynn only winks at me.

I narrow my eyes suspiciously. Just what’s going on in that head of hers?

I don’t have the time to think too much about it.

Catherine heaves out a sigh once her grandmother’s gone. “I know this isn’t what you signed up for.”

“Nonsense. You needed someone to help take the heat off you. What else did I sign up for?” I ask.

She squints at me. “Dinner with your parents?”

I chuckle. “And you faced them for me. The least I can do is help you with this photographer. Now. Tell me about him. Is he dangerous?”

“No, just pushy. I suppose sometimes he borders on stalkery but I’ve never felt like I’m in danger around him,” Catherine answers.

I nod slowly. “Then we’ll have to take matters into our own hands. Tomorrow I’m going to go into the realtor’s offices and see about buying that place up the road here. Either way, you and I are going to have a sit down with this guy.”

“What?” Catherine’s eyes widen.

“If it’s the inside scoop he’s after, then we’ll give him the inside scoop,” I say with a grin.

“That… might work.” Catherine takes a deep breath as she straightens. “Are you sure?”

I nod firmly. “Bring it on.”

***

Lanky and thin, Donny looks like a paparazzi photographer. His eyes bug out of his head in a way that makes him look permanently surprised.

Catherine’s description of him fits to a T.

“You must be Catherine’s fiancé,” Donny greets.

I shake his hand, squeezing a little harder than needed. “That I am. Pleased to meet you.”

He eyes the beach house behind me. A look of disgust briefly passes over his face.

“So this is the place that Catherine’s been living?” he asks. “Where’s her grandmother? I’ve been looking forward to meeting her.”

“Nah, this isn’t Lynn’s place. Lynn doesn’t like visitors. Her mastiffs don’t either,” I add.

Donny pales. “Mastiffs?”

“Yeah, they just about killed a salesman last month,” I tell him seriously. “Course, he was lucky. Lynn would have gotten him with her shotgun if the dogs hadn’t gotten him first.”

“Uh…”

I laugh and wave a hand. “I’m just messing with you. But no, this isn’t the Hart place. Actually, Catherine and I just bought the house here. We’ll be fixing it up. We thought it might be a good place to have this conversation.”

Donny glances back at the long stretch of beach. I can almost see the thoughts in his mind.

Plenty of places to hide a body.

Maybe it’s a bit mean to scare him right off the bat like this. But if it makes him leave Catherine and Lynn alone, then so be it.

Catherine arrives shortly. We give him a tour through the house all the while explaining our fake version of events.

“You understand, then, that we don’t want the rumors to get any worse,” Catherine says once we’re done. “Crimson and his girlfriend deserve to make their relationship known in their own time.”

“So he is seeing someone new?” Donny asks, pouncing on the statement.

Catherine smiles. “That’s not for me to say.”

Donny looks disappointed.

After the tour is done, we go out to Lynn’s place. She has watermelon and lemonade for us. Donny tries to ask her questions, but she manages to make a tangent every time.

“No, I think she must have been closer to five,” she says during one of her stories. “Yes. She would have been five. Anyway, so this little five-year-old… or maybe she was six? Oh, dear. I don’t remember. What was your question again?”

Donny’s eyes were glazed. “Oh, nothing important. Uh, how about some photos? Then I can get out of your hair.”

“I have a family album up in the attic,” Lynn suggests. “It’s in this old blue box with bears dancing on it. Or maybe I put it in the green box. The one with ducks, not the one with geese. You know they’re ducks because their heads are green. Like the box.”

“Oh, I mean just some photos of Catherine and George.”

Lynn nods. “I think I have some of them, too.”

“How about just one? You two could have a little smooch?” Donny asks quickly, lifting his camera.

I shrug as I glance at Catherine. She leans across the table, and we kiss.

Unlike our previous times, though, she remains stiff. As a result, the kiss doesn’t last long at all.

Catherine gives me an apologetic look, but I only smile at her.

“I’ll walk you to your car,” Catherine offers to Donny.

I start helping Lynn with cleanup, keeping a close eye on Donny and Catherine. They talk at his car for some time.

“We can spy easier from inside,” Lynn tells me under her breath. She leads the way into the house, where she promptly turns and starts to peer through the blinds.

Feeling a little silly, I do the same.

“I hope that you and Catherine have some kissing practice lined up,” Lynn tells me as we spy. “That was some pretty weak action.”

“Only because we were getting photographed,” I protest.

Lynn smirks at me. “Is that so? My, my. So you have been practicing.”

“Get your mind out of the gutter,” I tease back.

But as we stand there, spying, something twinges in my chest. It was a stiff kiss. But what if it’s about more than the photographer?

“We kissed in our first year of high school,” I say softly. “It was a bad kiss, too. I tried to be what I thought was passionate and I ended up ruining it all. Is that when she stopped liking me?”

“What do you mean about stopped?”

I shrug. “In high school, I thought our competitions were more or less friendly. Then at graduation, she completely blew up at me. Called me heartless. So I just don’t know when things changed.”

Lynn lets the blinds shut again. “Look. A fake engagement is one thing. But it’s a risky move, blurring the line between real and fake.”

“I’m not blurring anything,” I protest.

She gives me a look that makes me doubt myself.

But I’m not blurring. I’m just wondering if my bad kissing ruined our relationship forever.

That’s not blurring the lines.

Right?


Chapter ten
Catherine


“Alright, let’s see what I have to work with.” I take a seat at the too-old computer in the museum.

I push back the monitor and set my laptop in its place. I hook up the mouse and keyboard as it’s booting up.

The museum has internet, thank goodness. I quickly log into the various social media accounts that Ginny has been running.

Well.

More like the pages she set up and then promptly ignored.

I have a sneaking suspicion that it was actually a summer intern who created the accounts. Ginny wasn’t old by any means, but she was so busy running around with everything that needed to be done around here she didn’t spend much time on the computer.

It doesn’t take me long to realize that this is more than a case of neglect.

The museum’s pages are a mess.

Even its website is terrible. It’s one page, showing the image of the museum. Location and open hours are splashed across it in the worst yellow font I’ve ever seen.

“It might be a little out of date,” Ginny chirps behind me.

She’s a tall, muscular woman. Right now, her hair is done in milkmaid braids and she carries what appears to be an anvil in her arms.

“A bit, yeah. Do you have anything in mind for me, or do I have free reign?” I ask her.

She shrugs. “Just do what you think is best, Hon. You know more about this sort of stuff than I do.”

Okay! I crack my knuckles and get to work.

The hours pass quickly. By the time noon rides around, I’ve put up the basic information about the museum on the website.

“What sort of upcoming events do you have?” I ask Ginny while we eat.

Ginny wrinkles her nose. “Oh, let’s see. We’re coming up to the fiftieth anniversary of the museum opening, so I was thinking about having an event where I put up all sorts of facts about what was happening in the town that year.”

“Fifty years is impressive,” I say. “Why don’t I help you with getting the museum ready, and we can make an event out of it? We can have donuts and coffee.”

“That sounds like a lot of work.” Ginny gives me a reluctant look. “And people don’t usually come to these events.”

I grin at her. “Which is why you have me. Social media manager. I’ll make some mockups to get the word out. And if you approve of it, I’ll arrange everything else. Food, drinks, everything.”

Ginny thinks for a moment then nods. “Oh, alright. If you’re sure it’s not too much work.”

“Trust me. This will be awesome.”

The day passes quickly. I dig through the archives for any information about the town fifty years ago that seems interesting.

Funnily enough, Sandburrow got its first skating park the same year the museum opened.

It’s great to have so much to do. Sandburrow’s dreamy pace can easily be boring in contrast to the glitz and fast pace of the job I’m used to.

But I’m finding that just because the town is small doesn’t mean there’s nothing to do.

There’s always work to be done, you just have to find it.

I’m so glad that George put me in the museum. It’s refreshing to have a completely different sort of work to do.

Oh, I’m not sure how well I can do here in the long run.

But it’s certainly not as boring and frustrating as I had first feared.

It’s akin to having something to build, rather than fires to put out.

When I’m working with Crimson, I always have to deal with the hate. Sure, there’s a lot of love too, but you don’t get popular without getting hate, too.

Some of it is just so senseless. Tiny people who just want to scream at anyone who enjoys something they don’t like.

There’s probably a similar energy somewhere here in Sandburrow.

I feel like it’s going to be more muted, though.

Regardless, as I keep working through the day, I’m pleased with the progress I make. I learn a few fascinating things about Sandburrow, such as when Al Capone tried to use it as a stop point in his smuggling.

Apparently, a herd of goats kept drinking his booze, so he had to move out.

The day flies by. When Ginny tells me it’s time that I head out, I turn off my computer and pack up.

“I’ll be in tomorrow,” I promise. “I feel like we’ve gotten a good start on things.”

Ginny gives me a tentative smile. “I really appreciate it. I don’t understand all that stuff.”

“I’m glad to help,” I answer genuinely.

I call Grandma when I’m in my car to see if she needs me to pick anything up.

She doesn’t answer. Hmmm. She must be outside.

I decide to grab a few of the things we’re low on and then head back to Grandma’s house.

As I’m driving, I call George.

“Hello, fiancé,” I tease when he answers. The Bluetooth in my car crackles. “How was your day at work?”

“Rough,” he answers, sounding frustrated. “One of my new hires managed to nail himself to a cross beam. I spent the afternoon filling out reports.”

“Ouch! How did he do that?”

“I was giving him safety training, and he said that he knew how to use a nail gun. Picked it up, I told him to put it down, and the next thing I know, he’s screaming, and his hand is nailed clean though.”

I grimace, a tingle in the center of my palm. “Is he going to be okay?”

“Yeah. Doctors say it was a clean injury, thank God.” George sighs in a rush of static. “I hope he’s learned a lesson from this. I’m not putting another power tool in his hands until he goes through very rigorous training.”

The ‘conspiracy’ part of my brain wonders if this new hire did it on purpose.

“Is it going to hurt your company?”

“Nah. We have cameras and there’s witnesses.”

“That’s good.” I push the thought from my head. “Will you be joining Grandma and me for supper?”

“Sure thing. I’m headed out to Lynn’s right now. I should be there in forty minutes.”

I grin. “See you at home, then.”

We hang up.

And it’s only at that moment that I realize what I said.

Home.

This isn’t home, is it?

Actually… it is. Maybe not Sandburrow, but Grandma is ‘home.’ More so than any random place I’ve lived.

My high spirits are dashed low as soon as I get to the house.

“I’m home,” I call when I enter.

Nobody answers.

I frown. “Grandma?”

There’s a shuffling noise from upstairs. I head up, the stairs creaking beneath me. When I emerge to the top floor, I find Grandma, huffing as she shoves a mattress into the spare room.

“What are you doing?” I start.

Even as I speak, a head pokes around the doorframe. The same brown eyes I have peer out at me from a much younger face.

I stop dead. “Katherina?”

“Come help me with this,” Grandma orders, waving me over.

Numb, I jump into action. I help them heave the mattress into the room, where we maneuver it onto an ancient bedframe.

There’s a duffle bag sitting just under the foot of the bed.

“What are you doing here?” I ask my half-sister—my replacement. My tone speaks volumes.

Katherina winces as she shoves her light hair from her face. “The same thing you’re doing here. Mom.”

Despite myself, concern rushes through me. “Did Mom drop you off here?”

“Nope, I took the bus. She wouldn’t even know I was gone except Grandma called her.” Katherina folds her arms and gives me the sort of look only a sixteen-year-old girl can. “I couldn’t stand being there with her anymore. Not until Crimson kicks her to the curb.”

I rub my forehead. “Is Mom coming to get her?” I ask Grandma.

“I won’t go if she does.”

Grandma shakes her head. “June’s decided to give it a few days to let everyone cool down—”

“What’s that?” Katherina pointed at my hand—specifically my left. Her jaw drops. “Are you engaged?”

Heat floods my cheeks.

Oh, shoot!

This has just gotten far more complicated.

Telling Grandma the truth is one thing.

The half-sister I barely know?

Nope, she’s got to have the full lie.

Only… how are George and I going to pull this off?

“Uh, yeah,” I stammer. “I’m engaged. George. You know George? Well, George and I were having dinner, and he hid the ring in, uh, one of the dishes.”

“You two go downstairs and let me make up this bed,” Grandma says, waving us off.

I grab the sheets. The last thing I want is to talk with Katherina right now. “I’ll make up the bed. You go sit down?”

Katherina looked between us. A knowing expression crosses her face, followed by disappointment.

Disappointment I know too well.

She knows that I don’t want her here.

“I invited George to supper,” I say quickly. “But with Katherina here, I’m not sure we’re going to have enough. Let me finish taking care of things here, Grandma, then I’ll get going on supper. You look like you’ve been working hard.”

“Fine, fine.” Grandma gives me a hard look. “Kitty, you stay and help your sister, okay?”

We both wince at being referred to as sisters.

The tension doesn’t ease when Grandma leaves.

“Right. Well.” I let out a heavy sigh. “How’s school going?”

Katherina shrugs. “Fine.”

And that was all we had to say to one another.

Perfect.

Just when I thought my life couldn’t get any more complicated.


Chapter eleven
George


The next day at work, I try not to think about dinner at the Hart house.

It was… rough.

I understand where Catherine is coming from. Her mother isn’t good, and after abandoning her for Lynn to raise, having a sister that June decided to keep has to hurt.

Yeah, June’s age plays a huge part in being able to be a mother to Katherina.

But still.

That poor kid, too. From the way she kept glancing longingly at the food while serving herself minuscule portions, I imagine she’s been at the harsh end of her mother’s judgment, too.

The one memory I have of meeting June Hart was when Cat and I were in high school. We had a group project together and June showed up while we were working.

Looks like you’re getting fat, were the first words out of June’s mouth.

I shake my head. Yeah, even though Katherina’s a string bean, I bet she gets that same treatment. Catherine was a string bean, too

There’s not really anything I can do about that.

“Yo, boss,” one of my crew, Russel, calls. “You got flowers.”

Flowers?

I frown as I jog over to him. He carries a beautiful arrangement while grinning like he won the jackpot.

“They said they were for you,” Russel says as he puts them down.

“Huh.” What was going on?

“Who’s sending you flowers?” he teases.

A card sits atop the bouquet. I pluck it out and open it.

To the most beautiful woman in the world. I’m lucky that you chose to wear my ring on your finger. Love, your George.

Okay, that’s unexpected. But, I have an inkling as to what is happening.

The rest of the crew is starting to gather around. I put the card back and heave out a heavy sigh.

“Sorry to disappoint you, boys, but they’re not for me,” I say.

“Awwwww don’t be a bummer. Men can get flowers,” Russel says.

I laugh. “Yeah, but these aren’t for me. I ordered them for Catherine. I guess they messed up where to send them. You boys good while I take them over to the museum?”

We’re working in Sandburrow today. I suppose that’s why Lynn kept asking me all those questions last night about it all.

Russel cranes his neck toward the card. “Really? You got them for her?”

“Dumbass,” I say, nudging him out of my way.

Russel shrugs.

Not sure why he was so excited about the idea of me getting flowers delivered to the job site. I put it from my mind as I load them up into the truck.

Catherine is at the museum, sitting at the front desk, and hard at work.

When the bell chimes, she glances up. Then does a double-take.

“George?” she jumps to her feet. “What the heck is that?”

Ginny poked her head out from a room in the back.

I put the bouquet onto her desk. “Oh, I was just thinking about my talented, beautiful fiancé and wanted to let you see something that was beautiful, too. Alas, these flowers don’t compare to your beauty. Next time, I’ll just bring a mirror.”

Ginny smiles and goes back to her work.

Catherine, on the other hand, blushes deeply. Her eyes sparkle as she giggles.

“That was a good line,” she says. “You certainly are romantic today. What did I do to earn such an arrangement?”

I glance behind her, making sure Ginny isn’t listening in.

“Actually, I have to admit that I dropped the ball,” I say, not wanting to disappoint her but still needing to be honest. “I didn’t buy the flowers.”

Catherine’s shoulders slump.

“Although I should have,” I say, making a mental note to actually send her flowers at least once over the next few days.

I describe how the flowers arrived at my work. She agrees with me that it’s most likely Lynn.

“I don’t think we’re causing enough of a stir for her,” I admit.

“Either that, or she wants to distract me from the drama in my own life,” Catherine grunts.

“Hey.” I move closer. “I know that things are rough right now, but we’ll get through it, okay? Nothing like this lasts forever. And now that I’m closing the deal on the beach house, maybe you can move into it for a bit if you need space.”

Catherine shakes her head. “It’s not that at all. Or maybe it is. I don’t know. But thank you,” she adds quickly. “That is sweet.”

I wish I’d come up with the whole flowers thing on my own. It’s not fair that she was the one that bore the brunt of this disappointment.

Maybe there’s something I can do to make it up for her.

My parents are still in the city. They have a couple days left at the hotel.

Which means, I won’t have to deal with them showing up at my place unannounced.

I grin as the idea forms in my head.

“You know what? I’m going to treat you to dinner tonight,” I tell her. “My place. Candlelight and soft music.”

She gives me a doubtful look.

I lean in a little closer. “Listen. Do you want a safe place to talk about how things have gone upside down? I can be that safe place.”

“I don’t know, George. With Katherina in town now, I think Grandma is going to need me more,” Catherine hedges.

I put a hand over hers. “Cat. What’s the real reason?”

Catherine grimaces. “I don’t want Katherina to think I’m avoiding her. I mean, I am. But I don’t want her to realize how much I don’t want her around. It’s not her fault.”

I let my thumb trace over the smooth skin of her knuckles. “No, it’s not. But maybe that’s why you need some space to talk through your feelings? So you have a better idea of how to handle them at home?”

“Well… we are engaged.” She lifts her hand, letting the diamond catch the light. “And I had the thought this morning we should film the proposal so that we can share it with people. Trying to tell Katherina last night, there are so many blanks I don’t know how to fill.”

“Right.” I nod, determined. “Leave it to me.”

Catherine searches my eyes. “Are you sure about this? I mean… it’s a lot of last-minute notice.”

I only grin at her in return. “Cat, you’re worth the effort.”

Something changes in her eyes. For a moment, I think she’s going to kiss me. I’m more than happy to let her.

But as we shift closer together, a sudden bang from a back room interrupts us.

“Ow,” comes a surprised exclamation.

Catherine and I hurry back. We find Ginny sitting on the floor, the ladder collapsed near her.

“What happened?” Catherine asks.

Ginny looks up sheepishly. “I was trying to get into the vents.”

I glance up. Sure enough, one of the air vents is wide open. “What for?”

“Um…” Ginny shakes her head. “To check how dirty it is.”

She was going to try to eavesdrop on us. I burst out into laughter.

Catherine gives me a dirty look as she helps Ginny to her feet. “I’m taking you to the hospital.”

“There’s no need… those are very beautiful flowers,” Ginny sighs as they limp away.

I shake my head as I quickly tidy up the mess.

It seems I have a dinner to plan. Not just a dinner, though…

I have to plan how I proposed to Catherine.

No pressure, eh?


Chapter twelve
Catherine


Even though I know it’s not real, my stomach still has that excited, fluttering feeling as I pull up to George’s house.

The glow inside is warm and welcoming. The world has fallen to a soft, dim gold color around me. The windows of his house are open, letting in the cool air.

I bite my lip as I get out of my car.

This isn’t exactly what I planned for tonight.

Not that I had plans at all. Mostly just finding excuses to hole up in my room, rather than interact with my replacement.

I shake my head sharply, fighting against that bitter thought.

My mother might have decided to have Katherina because I was nothing but a disappointment. That doesn’t mean Grandma is going to feel the same way.

If anything, I should pity Katherina, not be jealous of her, because Mom chose to keep her instead of me.

I step into the house. My shoulders relax as the faint scent of juniper berries reaches my nose.

“Hello,” I call as I hang up my purse and jacket.

George appears in the hallway. He grins at me. “You got all dolled up.”

“Ha! This isn’t dolled up. You’re just used to Sandburrow girls with their dollar-store makeup,” I shoot back.

“Is there something wrong with that?” He gives me a pointed look.

Ahh. Yes, that was rather shallow of me. “No. Only I’m not used to putting a bit of curl in my hair and swiping on extra mascara and calling it dolled up,” I admit.

“Just accept the compliment, Cat.”

Blushing, I nod. “Thank you.”

“Right. So I took your suggestion to heart. I have a hidden camera set up and I’m going to need the ring to surprise you with the proposal,” George says.

“Oh! Really?”

He winks at me. “Really.”

I slide the ring off my finger and hand it over. He tucks it into his pocket, and I wince.

“Don’t you have a box to put it in?”

“I do,” George says slowly. “But it’s got to be a surprise. You’re not allowed to see the box until the moment I propose.”

I shake my head. “This isn’t exactly how I want to be proposed to.”

“We agreed that I proposed during a quiet dinner for just the two of us,” George says, frowning.

“We did. It seemed like the simplest way.” I sigh. “I guess I’d just prefer to be sitting in front of a fire with a gentle rain pattering on the windows. Then as I’m falling asleep, I’m proposed to.”

George smiles. “I’ll remember that for next time.”

I laugh. Next time?

He leads me into the dining room. I’m about to tell him just to make sure not to lose the ring, but the sight that greets me drives it from my mind.

“Wow,” I breathe.

He’s gone all out.

A lacy tablecloth covers the table. Several tapering candles sit in the center, while even more candles line the back wall. The scent of juniper berries wafts toward me.

“This looks beautiful,” I say.

“Thanks. Take a seat and I’ll bring dinner out.”

I press my hands to the back of a chair. It’s all so beautiful that I’m not sure what to do. It certainly has all the elements of a romantic dinner.

George kisses my cheek softly. Oh! So we’re playing for the camera already.

He goes to pull out my chair and I wave him off. “No, no. I’m fine. I’d like to stand for a while anyway. It’s been a long day sitting down.”

Which is true. It’d also be true if I’d driven down to Sandburrow from the city.

George nods and heads into the kitchen.

I’m reminded that we’ll be showing this to his parents. So I call after him, “Are you sure you don’t need help with anything.”

“I’m fine,” he calls back.

Maybe I should help him anyway. But if he says he’s fine, then I’m taking him at his word.

I stretch my back a little, then as George comes back in carrying a bowl of Caeser salad, I take a seat. It’s fully decked out with cubes of chicken in it and everything.

“That looks delicious,” I say admiringly.

“Don’t fill up too much on lettuce. I have plenty more,” he jokes.

When was the last time someone cooked for me? Other than Grandma, of course. What I should ask is, when was the last time a date cooked for me?

George brings out a seafood linguini and we tuck into our meal.

“How’s your day been?” I ask him. “How was work?”

He gives me a vague smile. “Fine. Long. I don’t really want to talk about it right now. I’d rather soak in your beauty.”

His lavish attention makes me blush. I duck my head, grinning into my food.

When I go to drink the wine he poured me, something bumps into my lips.

“Oh!” My eyes widen as I see the ring sitting inside.

I fish it out, worried that the wine will stain it. To my surprise, this appears to be cheap costume jewelry, not my ring.

When I look up, George is on one knee before me. He holds out a black velvet box and grins.

“Catherine Hart, will you marry me?”

I gasp and put my hands over my mouth. “Oh, George! Yes. Yes! I’ll marry you!”

I try to make myself seem happy beyond my wildest dreams.

There’s a breathlessness to my voice I don’t intend. Probably because my heart is doing weird things.

Things I don’t want it to do.

George slides the ring onto my finger, then kisses me.

My eyes slide shut, and I groan into his mouth. My fingers lace through his strawberry-blond hair, and I bring him closer to me.

“Careful,” he murmurs. “We’re being filmed.”

I snap back away from him. I’d forgotten!

George goes to the bookshelf and grabs his camera. Once it’s off, he grins at me.

“You think that’s good enough to share with family and friends?” he asks.

“Sure,” I say.

I’m still a little breathless. I put the costume ring down and unsteadily drink my wine.

“You okay?” George asks as he retakes his seat.

“Yup. We’ll just have to show it to Katherina first. She’s been asking,” I say, trying to give excuses for why I’m acting like this.

Why am I acting like this? My heart is racing, and I keep looking at the costume ring.

“I was worried that the wine might damage your expensive ring and thought this was a good alternative,” George says, catching my look.

I manage to smile at him. “It’s appreciated.”

We resume eating.

“How was work?” I ask again. “Any trouble from the guy who nailed himself?”

“Nope. Everything was pretty standard, other than receiving a bouquet of flowers.” George chuckles. “The crew was getting all ready to tease me mercilessly about that.”

I giggle. “No doubt Grandma had that in mind when she sent it.”

“No doubt. How was your day at the museum?” George asks.

Yes, this is perfect.

Something to talk about that will distract from these unusual feelings.

I launch into everything I’d learned about the town today. It’s an eclectic mix of random information, but George soaks it in as though I’m telling him the most interesting stuff in the world.

When I’m out of trivia, we’re done with our food.

This time, I insist on helping clean up. I take my ring off to wash dishes while he dries them.

As I’m working, I catch a grin on his face. He’s gazing at me as though he’s utterly charmed.

My traitor heart skips a beat.

“What are you looking at?” I demand, my cheeks going hot.

“You just sound so excited talking about everything you learned about Sandburrow. I’ve lived here my whole life, and I didn’t know any of that,” he adds.

I nod, trying to get myself back under control. “That’s good to know. It means that it’ll work as trivia for the museum.”

The calm, domestic scene I find myself in is so different from what I’m used to.

Even though George has a dishwasher, I find myself grabbing plates to handwash them as well. I don’t want our evening to end, even if it means cracking my hands a bit.

The truth is, I haven’t come back to myself since his faux proposal.

It’s funny how emotions work. They never quite do what you want them to do.

Right now, electricity seems to spark in the air.

I find the act of washing dishes somehow sensual. Maybe because George stands so near to me that I feel the heat of his skin radiating toward me.

“I still have a lot of work to do, but I have a good idea of how to get to the end product,” I say, trying to ignore the way my heart keeps wanting me to stare at him.

George is very handsome, but I’ve met enough handsome men to be wary of them.

What draws me in is less about his looks and more about other things. Especially the kindness he shows Grandma.

I’ve deliberately stayed away from Sandburrow as much as possible.

It’s not great. I know that I should be around more for Grandma.

So I’m glad that he’s been around, helping her out since I’m not here.

If I’m honest, there is a lot more to George Callahan than the infuriating rival I remember from high school.

“Now you’re frowning,” he notes. “Has something gone wrong?”

I grimace. “Oh, I started to think too much. About why I don’t like coming back to Sandburrow.”

George is quiet a moment, then asks, “Why don’t you?”

My grimace grows wider.

This isn’t exactly what I want to talk about.

On the other hand, I suppose if anyone deserves to know the truth it’s my fake fiancé.

“Everyone here knows me as June Hart’s daughter,” I say, staring into the soapy water. “And that’s even stronger to them than Lynn Hart’s granddaughter. Everyone looks at me with these looks, as though they’re expecting me to trick them into smoking pot.”

“I don’t think—”

“Your mom accused me of trying to hook you on pot,” I interrupt.

George’s eyes widen. “She did?”

“The summer before we entered high school. I brought over brownies, she said they smelled like pot.” My shoulders hunch.

George whistles. “I didn’t know that.”

“I ended up crying, trying to convince her that they were normal brownies. Finally, she ate one to prove I was trying to drug you. As it turns out, I used expired cream in the icing.”

“I’m sorry you went through that,” George says softly. “That’s terrible.”

I shrug. “She apologized for it. But it was always clear to me that she didn’t like me.”

“Is that why we stopped being friends?” George asks hesitantly.

There are no more dishes to wash, so I unplug the sink. “No, I don’t think so. I can’t remember any specific event that changed things.”

“Neither can I.” George hangs the dish towel on a hook on the wall.

“Guess it was just one of those things,” I sigh.

George folds his arms. “Maybe. But I do need to apologize. Through high school, I thought our rivalry was friendly. I had no idea that you were being affected so negatively.”

I look away quickly.

“Then, on our graduation day…” He trails off.

My heart drops. Am I really going to have to talk about that now?


Chapter thirteen
George


“We don’t have to talk about it right now,” I offer.

The clouds in Catherine’s expression make me wince. She’d been so animated when talking about the facts she learned about Sandburrow.

Have I ruined the evening by bringing this up?

Catherine shakes her head. “After that beautiful proposal? We do need to talk about it.”

She gives me a soft, teasing smile. It disappears quickly.

We go to the living room, where we take our seats on the sofa. I moved it back to where I like it, beneath the bay windows.

The twilight outside casts a purple glow over Catherine’s hair. She looks like the heroine of some tragic film.

“I was unfair to you on our graduation day,” she says slowly.

I wait, watching as she gathers her thoughts. I can practically see her plucking them from the air.

“I lashed out at you when it wasn’t you that I was angry about. It’s the day that I learned that my mother had another daughter.”

My stomach drops. “On our graduation day? So that’s why she didn’t come to see the ceremony?”

“That’s the reason she gave.” Catherine gives me a hurt look. “But she didn’t want to come anyway. She told me so.”

A sigh whistles from my lungs. “I’m sorry.”

“I hadn’t spoken to June in almost two years,” Catherine says. She wraps her arms around herself. “I stopped calling. That’s all it took for her to pretend as though I didn’t exist. But I still sent an invite to the ceremony. Some part of me hoped that this time, she wouldn’t disappoint me.”

“Just before we were leaving, I saw that we got mail from her. It looked like a card. I was so excited. I thought that even if June hadn’t shown up to support me, she at least remembered.”

The clouds on her face grow deeper and I brace myself for what’s to come.

“It had nothing to do with me. I said ‘we’ got mail from her, but it was really Grandma. My name was shoved in under hers as an afterthought.” Catherine rubs her hands over her face. “I remember every word, announcing the birth of her daughter, Katherina.”

I rub the back of my neck. There’s no use in trying to pretend as though both sisters didn’t share the same name.

“It felt like a slap to the face. I could barely hold it together during graduation. Then…” Catherine shakes her head. “Then you said one wrong word and I exploded. It wasn’t fair to you.”

“But understandable, since you had so much else going on.”

Catherine frowns at you. “It’s not excusable, though.”

I give her a soft smile. “You were a kid. Kids rarely react in mature ways.”

I lean back against the couch, turning over this information in my mind. I’d always known that Lynn had raised Catherine. When I was a kid, it took me quite a while to wrap my head around the fact that Lynn was Grandma, not Mom to her.

My parents never liked June. They’d call her a flake and express how sad it was for Lynn to have a daughter that turned out that way.

But despite that, I never really knew how bad things actually were.

Even knowing that June named both her daughters what was essentially the same name. This makes it even worse. She couldn’t even call Catherine for two years? Couldn’t be bothered to let her know that she was pregnant until after she announced the birth of her baby?

“I’m sorry,” I say again, though I know no words will make it better.

What happened to make June turn out like that?

Catherine searches my expression. “You are, aren’t you? It’s not just a hollow statement. You really are sorry that I went through that.”

“Of course. I never realized how you felt about our rivalry. I was always proud of your accomplishments. You pushed me to be a better person,” I admit.

She lets out a heavy sigh. “I wish I’d known that in high school.”

“I wish I’d known my mother accused you of making me pot brownies.”

She snorted, shooting me an amused look. “Yeah, that wasn’t the best.”

“Knowing what you were going through puts a lot of your behavior into perspective.” I shake my head slowly. You deserved better. You know that, right? You deserved to have a mother that treated you better.”

Catherine gives me the smallest smile I’ve ever seen. “I know. But it doesn’t matter.”

I open my mouth to argue—how can it not matter?

She holds up a hand and shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter. Not really. Because regardless of June, Grandma was always there for me. And everything that happened shaped me into who I am.”

I take her hand in mine. “I hope you know that who you are is beautiful.”

Catherine turns her hand so our fingers twine. She doesn’t answer but the light in her eyes is enough.

It occurs to me suddenly that if anyone were to see us here, now, they would have no doubts that Catherine and I are engaged.

Even though we aren’t, not really.

And I’m not sure how I feel about that.

***

The living room is now fully drywalled. The molding is back in place. I step back and admire my work.

Lynn’s place is nearly done. On the ground floor, there’s still the bathroom and pantry I have to finish, but the main living spaces are finished.

There’s still work to be done in the crawlspace, too, but that’s not as important.

Yes, this place is really coming together.

Which means I’ll soon start the work in my own place.

The sale of the house that neighbors Lynn’s property has gone through.

The front door opens and closes. Catherine puts her shoes away and slips on a pair of heavy-duty slippers. Then she joins me.

She looks around the space, nodding. “Looks good, Callahan. We’ll be able to start moving Grandma’s things back in here soon.”

I smile warmly at her. “That’s the plan.”

She’s wearing a spaghetti-strap dress with a flowy shirt that laces up the front. With her hair in milkmaid braids and a delicate chain around her neck, she looks especially beautiful.

If I don’t stop staring, she’s going to catch me, so I look away.

Though it would be natural as anything to compliment her, I can’t.

Not because of her, but because of me.

Ever since we filmed my proposal… things have grown complex.

In that, I have far too many genuine feelings.

I wish I could say that it’s just a protective streak, wanting to help Catherine know her worth. You know, after I learned just what a flake her mom is.

But that’s not it at all.

Catherine knows her worth. She’s strong, resilient, and quite honestly the strongest woman I know, second only to Lynn.

She doesn’t need me.

These feelings aren’t mere savior complex.

I want to dream about a life with her. I want to get to know her better as an adult than I ever knew her as a kid.

“Where are Grandma and Katherina?” Catherine asks.

“They were going up to the city to grab some things for Katherina.”

Catherine nods, a thoughtful look on her face. “How much more work you got tonight?”

“I’m done.”

She grins. “Excellent! Let me go get on some fresh clothes, then we can sit outside a bit and talk. We’ve got a fully clouded sky and there’s a lovely breeze.”

“Sure,” I agree.

As she skips upstairs, I tidy up my things and then hurry to my truck. The overcast sky combined with a light breeze does make it nice out.

Using the truck to shield me from the house, I change out of my dirty work clothes to the fresh set I keep in the truck. Then I quickly wash my hands, arms, and face.

Catherine comes out of the house and settles on the front porch swing.

I head back up to join her, my heart skipping a beat.

She’s changed into casual jeans and a loose T-shirt. And she looks even more beautiful.

These feelings of mine… should I share them, or is it better to suffer in silence?

If anything, she’ll be upset if I admit the truth.

She didn’t come to Sandburrow just for me to complicate her life. Her life is already complicated enough.

“Donny released the photographs he took of us.” Catherine passes her phone to me.

The image is us kissing. Catherine Hart Tell-All was splashed over the image.

“What’s the feedback so far?” I ask cautiously.

“Mixed. But luckily it seems that most people are asking who is dating Crimson now that it’s clear I’m not,” she answers. She tucks her phone away.

I study her profile. “You know who it is, don’t you?”

“Yes.” Catherine pushes her toes against the smooth wood of the porch. A slightly regretful look crosses her face, but it’s gone shortly. “There’s a reason why his paramour looks so much like me.”

“Why?” I force back possibilities, not wanting to assume anything.

She bites her lip. “My mother.”

June? June is dating Crimson?

“Yeah, I had that same reaction.” She points at my face. “Stunned disbelief mixed with disgust. I caught them making out. So naturally, I quit.”

“Naturally?” I repeated.

Catherine nods, her expression hardening. “I spent far too much of my life begging for my mother’s attention. When she finally gave it to me, it was by dating my boss. Things would be far too complicated. Besides, if things ever go sour between her and Crimson…”

“I suppose it is natural not to want to be involved in that,” I agree.

“On the brighter side, another company finally got back to me about my resume,” she adds, brightening again. “I’ve got an interview set. Lead director of a social media account. I can’t tell you who I would be working with, though.”

“Of course,” I say, nodding.

I hope that my expression is excited. Because she’s sharing good news, and I should be excited.

If she notices anything, she must chalk it up to still being stunned over June and Crimson.

Even that information is overshadowed in my mind, though.

Because I know what this interview and new job means.

It won’t be long before Catherine leaves again.

She won’t stay.

She never stays. Sandburrow is too small and simple for her. She’s made that clear; this place is a cage, and she needs space to stretch her wings.

I can’t ask her to give up her life and dreams in the big city to stay for me, either.

Can I live in the city?

I shudder. The thought feels too claustrophobic.

Which means we’re going to have to have a breakup soon. My heart sinks.

My resolve hardens.

Maybe I can’t ask her to stay. But before she leaves, I will tell her how I feel.


Chapter fourteen
Catherine


Sunday is the only day that Lynn sleeps in.

“It’s a day of rest for a reason,” she would always tell me growing up. “Some days it’s important to give yourself no responsibilities.”

I tiptoe from her room, enjoying the peaceful stillness of the early morning.

My version of rest isn’t lying in bed. It’s to get up and enjoy activities that I don’t have time for during the week.

Somehow, George’s plan to let Donny take our picture has worked.

The media is off my back and the vast majority of people agree that I’m not Crimson’s mysterious woman. They’re leaving me alone.

I don’t even care if Crimson and June make their relationship public now. They can do what they like.

Everything has gotten better these last few days, and that’s all that matters. I’m more rested and at peace than I’ve been for a while.

I make a cup of coffee in a travel mug, then grab my notebook. The tide is high right now, and, with the sun not having quite woken up, everything is in shades of pink.

It’s the perfect morning to sit on the beach and ponder the beauty of life.

A floorboard creaks and I turn.

Katherina, her expression guilty, stands at the base of the stairs. Her eyes grow wide, and she chews her lip.

“Did I wake you up?” she asks.

Her anxiety is clear.

“No. I always wake up at this time. I hope I didn’t wake you up,” I add.

Katherina shakes her head. “I’m an early bird. I always try to be quiet so I don’t wake up Mom, but I’m not used to this house yet.”

My heart breaks a little for her. Teenagers should be loud and boisterous. Is Katherina just naturally timid or…

Or is it because of our mother?

“You don’t have to worry about that here,” I tell her. “Grandma sleeps like a log and I prefer to be up early.”

Katherina nods. “Where were you going?”

“For a walk on the beach.” I study my half-sister. She knows that I don’t want her here in Sandburrow, and I know how much that can hurt.

I take a deep breath.

“Want to come with me?” I offer. It means I won’t have my solitude, but it’s a way to make it up to her.

After all, I know how much it hurts to be unwanted. I don’t want to inflict that same pain on anyone else, even if I can’t change my feelings.

Katherine’s eyes light up. “Really?”

“Of course. Just get some water to bring with you,” I say.

This elicits a chuckle from myself. I sound like Grandma!

Katherine grabs her things, and we head out along the beach.

It’s an awkward silence between us. I try to put myself in her shoes. If I was spending the first time with my big sister alone, what would I want to talk about?

“Er, how’s school going?” I ask.

That’s a lame question.

Nobody likes to talk about school.

But it’s the only thing I can think of.

“I’m not in school. It’s summer break,” she says.

“How’s school when you are in school?”

“Fine.” Katherina kicks off her shoes and wades into the ocean.

There’s got to be more that I can talk to her about. “Any boys you like?”

“No.”

“Any girls?”

Katherina shakes her head. “I’m not into all that dating nonsense.”

I chuckle at the way she phrased it. “Fair enough. Some people are late bloomers. Or never even get interested in it.”

“How old were you when you started to get interested?” she asks, peeking at me out of the corner of her eye.

I look straight ahead, heat rushing to my cheeks. “High school.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“Nope. That’s privileged information.” I’m blushing. Why am I blushing? “The point is, we are all individuals. Just so long as when—or if—you start getting interested, you know how to keep yourself safe.”

Katherina’s eyes widen. “Uh, we’re not talking about that.”

“Not without talking to Grandma first.”

“Mom already told me about it,” she adds quickly.

I nod, leaving it there. Though, if June’s talk with Katherina was anything like the attempts she made to talk to me about it, Katherina needs a lot more.

Right now, I’m more than happy to leave the conversation.

“Oh, so you know I have an interview coming up,” I say, remembering. “I’ll take it in my room, but I’ll need to not be interrupted… but I’ll let you know when that’s happening, so you know when not to interrupt me.”

I really suck at this whole big sister thing.

To my surprise, Katherina’s shoulders slump. “Oh.”

“Oh?” I press.

“Congratulations,” she says quickly.

I study her, then stop our stroll. “You look disappointed.”

Katherina shrugs her shoulder. “Mom said I could stay here as long as you are. But that she expects me to come home when you’re not here to help Grandma look after me.”

Ahhh. Yes, that will do it.

“I won’t be starting it for a while, even if I get it,” I assure her.

Katherina nods, though she doesn’t seem so certain. I put my coffee down and slip off my own shoes.

The ocean water is cold, lapping against my calves. The deep purple of the sky has lightened to pink, sunlight reflecting off clouds and water.

It really is beautiful here.

“What does George think about your job? Where are you going to live?” Katherina asks.

I shrug lightly. “We haven’t discussed it yet. George knows I’m interviewing. We’ll decide what to do after we know if I have the job or not.”

Unbidden, an image comes to my mind. The old house that George just bought, fixed up and perfect against the beach.

Me, sitting on the front porch, drinking lemonade.

George sitting next to me, whittling.

And our children playing in the yard.

There are three of them in my imagination. They’re chasing each other and our dog. A medium-sized dog, one that will thrive in our open space.

The image is striking. It makes my heart warm and takes my breath away.

I’ve never thought of myself as the type to settle down. Oh, I’ve long wanted to marry and have kids, but it always seemed like something I couldn’t have in my career.

I like this possibility. Even though there was a time when Sandburrow felt like a cage, now it feels more like freedom.

There are reasons for me to stay.

Grandma for one.

As much as I don’t like the thought of her getting old, the fact is she’s not as young as she once was.

She’s kept me busy while I’m here. And even though she tries to brush it off, I can tell she’s more tired than she used to be.

It would be a good thing for me to stay here and help her out.

I could stay volunteering at the museum, too. I don’t want all the work I’ve done to be for naught. Managing the social media accounts is something that needs to be done consistently.

The biggest problem in all of this is the fact that I don’t have a job.

And, if I’m being honest, I can’t imagine finding a job. A paying job that is.

In a town Sandburrow’s size, there really aren’t a lot of job opportunities. Maybe if I get something that I can do remote work with. Or I could strike out on my own and become freelance.

Another thought occurs to me.

I glance at the ring. If I was George’s wife, I wouldn’t need a paying job. He’s rich enough that we can live off his income. My savings can go into a retirement fund.

Oh, I would need something to fill my time. The museum. I can take my volunteering to full-time, rather than hunting for a job.

I can’t see myself being happy as a homemaker. It’s just not my personality type, unlike someone like Grandma.

If I’m honest, I’m afraid I’m not enough of a homemaker. I know I’ll love my children, but I’m worried that if I don’t want to stay home with them, I’ll just become my mother…

“Are you okay?” Katherina asks me, her gaze concerned. “That was a heavy sigh.”

“I was just thinking.” I shake my head. “Sometimes even what looks like what you want the most is riddled with doubts.”

Katherina’s eyes widen. “Are you going to break things off with George?”

“No,” I quickly say. “Of course not. I was just thinking about kids. George and I want to have kids someday.”

“But?” Katherina twists her hands.

“I’m not sure I’ll be a good mother.” I shake my head. “But it’s not for you to worry about. Being sixteen is hard enough without listening to your sister drone on about things that haven’t happened yet.”

Katherina is quiet but she smiles.

As we continue walking, I carefully discard the whole idea. If I were to stay in Sandburrow, it would not be as George’s wife.

Even if I might be able to benefit the community, even if I might be able to keep busy and have a wonderful life…

I vowed long ago I would never be reliant on another person.

People have a tendency to let you down.

Grandma is the only person I’ve ever been able to rely on. I’m not going to give up my autonomy for another person. Even if that person is as kind and generous as George.

It’s just not in the cards for me.

Besides, our engagement is fake.

It won’t be long before we go our separate ways.

George wouldn’t take it kindly if I told him I suddenly wanted him to support me.

I can just imagine how I’d say it. George, you know how we’re only pretending to be engaged? Well, I’ve decided we’re getting married and I’m going to be your stay-at-home wife. Except I won’t even stay at home.

Nope. That’s not going to happen.

“We should get back to the house,” I say to Katherina. “We both need some breakfast anyway.”

Katherina nods. “Alright. But if you ask me, you’d make a good mom.”

She’s only saying that to be nice.

She doesn’t know me. Not any more than I know her.

It’s nice but nice is all it is.

If the job is offered to me, I’m taking it. I’ll leave Sandburrow. Maybe I’ll find a way to convince Grandma to move with me so I can look after her.

Or maybe hire a local to do it, so Grandma doesn’t have to leave her home.

With any luck, I’ll have the flexibility that sometimes I can work remotely. Then I can visit more often as Grandma gets older.

But Sandburrow isn’t my home.

I can’t stay here.

It’s just not in the cards for me.


Chapter fifteen
George


I put the old wicker chair on the porch of my new beach house. I spied the chair on the side of the road with a ‘free’ sign attached to it on the way home.

It looks awful.

But it’s mine.

I grin, sitting in the chair as I look out over my property. Oh, it needs so much work but it’s the sort of work I look forward to.

Catherine’s little sporty car turns into my driveway.

She jumps out and waves to me.

“Mind if I bug you for a bit?” she calls.

Her hair is loose around her, a little messy as though she’s been running her fingers through it. And the casualness of her appearance makes my heart skip a bit.

Catherine’s the type of woman who is beautiful all the time. The fact that she doesn’t realize how beautiful she is causes a pang to hit my stomach.

She comes up the porch and tests the stability of the railing before she leans against it.

“This is a pretty spot,” she says.

“Almost makes you wish it was real, huh?” I joke.

Catherine doesn’t answer, only keeps looking over the property.

“Are you okay?” I ask.

“Yeah. I’m going up to the city in a couple of days to look at some apartments.” Her hands tighten on the railing. “Two more companies have contacted me, asking for interviews. So I need to start the apartment hunting so I can move back as soon as I get a job.”

Already?

Yeah, she’s been here for a while now, but it just feels like time has flown by.

My heart starts to pound. Can I really let her leave without telling her that I’ve fallen for her?

I’ll have another chance, right? I shouldn’t blurt it out right here. I need time for the right words. To set up the right scenario.

Flowers.

I need to buy her flowers.

And bring them to the museum.

Only I already did that. I need something that’s my idea and my idea alone.

“I got a call from Crimson earlier, too,” Catherine continues, blissfully unaware of the rabid thoughts racing through my head. “He and June have decided to officially announce their relationship. He asked me to come back to work for him.”

“What did you say?”

“No, of course.” Catherine turns back to me. “I told him that I hope that he’s happy and that June has changed, but that I can’t trust her back in my life.”

I stand and join her. “How did he take it?”

“He said that I ought to give her another chance.” Catherine’s arms tightened. “It’s the same thing I’ve heard from people all my life. I told him that unfortunately, this is part of a pattern I’m too used to. Maybe she has changed this time, but it’s too late.”

A protective swell surges through me. Even though I have problems with my parents, I can’t imagine ever cutting them out of my life.

Catherine doesn’t just have problems with her mother. And I have a feeling that if June really had changed, she wouldn’t have inserted herself into Catherine’s life again without asking, anyway.

I can’t truly judge their situation. I have to remind myself of that.

“Are you okay?” I ask her gently.

Catherine gives me a soft smile. “Better than I thought I would be. It’s good to have job opportunities. And I suppose it will be a relief for the truth to finally be out there.”

I nod, understanding. “Should I warn my parents ahead of time, so they don’t bring it up to you?”

“If you want. I think it’s more important that we start setting up our breakup,” she says. “It’ll be best if we blame my job. Say that I got an unexpected opportunity or something.”

Right.

That will be happening soon.

I let out a slow breath. “We should keep the false engagement around for a while after you’re back in the city. I don’t want my parents thinking that’s the only reason for our breakup.”

“Alright, that makes sense.” A furrow forms between her eyebrows. “I’m just worried about Katherina.”

“What for?”

Catherine tucks her hair behind her ears as she thinks. “I guess I’m worried that she’ll think that I’m leaving when she arrives just because I don’t like her.”

“Why would she think that?” I ask, surprised.

“Because she just got here and I’m immediately looking for somewhere else to live.” Catherine sighs heavily. “The thing is, I didn’t want her to be around. It’s not her fault, she’s an innocent kid. But I can’t help but wonder why our mother wanted to keep her and not me.

“Then I think, June dumping me on Grandma was the best thing she could have done for me. So I feel guilty for being resentful of a literal child who has no control in the situation.” She shakes herself. “Mostly I worry that I’m going to end up treating her the same way June treated me.”

I put my hands on Catherine’s shoulders, turning her to me. “You do realize that your situations aren’t comparable, right?”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re Katherina’s half-sister. That’s a very different position than mother. I’ve seen the way you interact with her. You’re being too hard on yourself.”

Her hair has come loose again. I tuck it behind her ear and let my fingers linger on her cheek. It’s so soft and warm. My fingers trail over her cheekbone and I lower my hand to brush over her lips.

Her mouth opens slightly.

“You’re a wonderful person, Catherine. You’re dedicated and focused. You care about people deeply. I wish you could see yourself the way everyone else sees you,” I murmur, moving a little closer.

“George…”

I realize that I’ve lingered too long, touching her. I pull back, letting my hand drop to my side. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have touched you like that.”

“If it was a problem, I wouldn’t have let you,” Catherine murmurs.

“I still crossed a line.”

Catherine reaches up to press her fingers to where my hand had been. “Did you? Really?”

The air becomes electric.

Gazing into her brown eyes, I want nothing more than to close the distance between us.

Chills sweep over my arms. That pull of electricity that begs for sparks. If I touch her again, it will be electric. I know this more than I know my own name.

“Catherine…”

“George?”

I swallow hard. “Right now, I really want to kiss you.”

“I want you to kiss me, too,” she whispers.

Moving slowly, I lift my hand to press my palm back against her cheek. She leans into my touch, her breath wafting across my wrist.

Her lips look just so enticing. I slant my mouth across them, kissing her gently. Catherine closes her eyes, her hands lightly grasping my biceps. Fireworks simmer beneath the point of our connection.

There’s nobody around to prompt us into this.

No role to play.

Just her and me, the only people for miles around.

The kiss is sweet and passionate all at once.

I comb my fingers through her hair, enjoying the silky feeling.

Catherine sighs and breaks the kiss.

Regret fills her eyes. I let my hand fall to my side again. Why does she regret the kiss?

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that,” she whispers.

“Why?”

Her eyes widen slightly. “B-because I shouldn’t have… I’m going to be going back to the city. Kissing just makes things complicated. It was a mistake for me to do that.”

If I don’t say something now, I have a feeling I’ll never have a true chance again.

I screw up my courage. “What if it wasn’t?”

“What if… but it was.”

“What if you don’t leave?” I blurt it out, not letting myself think of the complications this could begin. “What if you stay in Sandburrow? Or we can have a long-distance relationship?”

Catherine bites her lip, her brown eyes wide.

They’re such a lovely shade. I want those eyes to be the first thing I wake up to for the rest of my life.

“I love you, Catherine. I’ve always loved you. From the first moment I saw you, I knew I’d always love you. Why do you think I kissed you when you asked in high school?”

“Because you felt sorry for me.”

I shake my head emphatically. “I never felt sorry for you, Catherine. I’ve always admired you. You were the person who pushed me the most. The person I wanted to impress. I never would have gotten to where I’m at now if I hadn’t constantly thought that Catherine Hart would do better.”

Catherine steps back from me. “You’re only saying this because things are crazy emotional right now. It’s not real.”

“I think I have a pretty good idea about my own feelings,” I tell her.

“That’s not… George, this can’t happen,” she says desperately. “I can’t live in Sandburrow. I don’t want to live in Sandburrow. You belong here. You’re happy here. I’m not. I need to go back to real life.”

I gesture around us. “Is this all fake to you? This house? Me?”

She takes off her ring and holds it up. “This is.”

“It doesn’t have to be.”

Catherine puts the ring on the porch railing, staring hard at it. “That’s just the thing, George. It does have to be. What are you promising me?”

“Love.”

“That’s the problem.” She throws back her shoulders and looks me square in the eye. “I don’t want to be loved.”

I step back. “What do you mean?”

“Exactly what I said.”

“But—"

“I have to go.” Catherine hurries away. She doesn’t even look back as she jumps into her car.

I’m left standing on my porch, confusion swirling through me. What just happened?

It was a risk to share my feelings, I knew that going in. But I didn’t expect her to react like that. I don’t want to be loved. What does she mean by that?

The beach house seems even more dilapidated and empty with Catherine’s departure.

Things had been going so well.

We’d come back to friendly terms after years of being distant. Now I feel the same way I did on graduation day.

My best friend is driving away. And this time, I wasn’t sure if she’d ever be back.

I messed up.

And I don’t know if I can ever fix it.


Chapter sixteen
Catherine


Ginny looks unaffected when I tell her about my job and apartment hunting.

“That’s too bad that you won’t be able to stick around,” she says. “But I suppose I’ll just have to deal with things the way I always did.”

“I’m not sure when I’ll be leaving, but I’ll be around to finish off everything for the fiftieth anniversary,” I say.

Ginny nods. “Ah, that’s good. Thank you.”

Then she starts the process of moving a display case that must weigh a hundred pounds. She maneuvers it as easily as if it were only twenty.

I watch her in amazement for a while before setting up at the welcome desk. I take my seat and settle into the work I’d left off yesterday.

Though I know exactly what I want to do, I’m slow today. I’m distracted by everything.

Most of all, I’m distracted by yesterday.

I hadn’t planned to stop at George’s place.

As I was passing, though, I caught a glimpse of him sitting on the porch.

I can see him just as well now as I did then.

His strawberry-blond hair gleams boldly in the sun. It brings out the red, making him look like a beacon.

His muscular frame is too big for the wicker chair, but, seeing him sitting there, he looked so perfect.

Then as I came up the stairs, his dimples deepened with his grin.

Before I knew it, I was lost in his green eyes.

My stomach knots as I think of the words he said. I love you.

Why did he have to say that? Why?

There was a time when I would have been thrilled to hear him say that.

There was a time when sitting in rocking chairs as we grew old together was all I wanted.

But there are too many reasons why that’s impossible now.

For one thing, I don’t want to live in Sandburrow… right? And even if I did, I have no career here.

So without a career, I ought to at least cook and clean. But I can’t do that either.

I’d be nothing but a burden on him.

A knot tightens in the pit of my stomach.

George might think he loves me, but that’s only because he doesn’t really know me.

It’s just like how he was talking about me and Katherina. He wouldn’t say those nice things if he knew how much internal resentment I carry around.

Once he learns who I really am inside, he won’t love me.

My fingers fly over the keyboard, typing up today’s social media posts.

A heavy sigh escapes me.

Is it really that I don’t want to be loved, and risk the pain when that love goes away?

Or is it that I feel like I don’t deserve to be loved in the first place?

The bells above the door chime, announcing a guest.

I put a smile on my face as I look up. To my surprise, it’s Katherina. Her shoulders hunch inward and her eyes are red.

Concern sweeps through me. “What’s wrong?”

Katherina looks over her shoulder at Ginny. She leans in closer to me. “I need to talk to you. Privately.”

“Of course. Ginny, I need to step out for a bit,” I call, gathering my things.

“Have fun,” Ginny calls vaguely.

There’s a café with an outdoor patio nearby, so I take Katherina over there. I scan for Grandma’s car. When I don’t see it, I glance at Katherina’s shoes. They’re covered in dust.

“You didn’t walk into town, did you?” I ask, trying to keep my voice neutral.

“Grandma’s at the store. I asked if I could walk over here and see you,” she answers, giving me a semi-disgusted look.

I repress a sigh of relief. And the urge to point out that Katherina jumped on a bus out to Sandburrow without telling June.

I order a couple sodas and we sit in a corner outside, away from everyone else.

“What’s up?” I ask her.

Katherina swirls her straw in the plastic cup. “Mom called me.”

I tense, though I try not to show it. If her conversations with June are anything like mine, it’ll really explain why she’s upset.

“What did you talk about?” I ask cautiously.

Has June decided that Katherina is going back to the city?

Katherina gulps in a deep breath. “She’s getting married.”

Married?

My jaw drops.

It hasn’t been that long since I caught her and Crimson together.

And now they’re getting married?

Several unflattering words pop into my mouth. I have to clamp my mouth shut to prevent them from popping out.

“Mom wants me to ask you to be her maid of honor,” Katherina continues, her shoulders hunching further. “She told me that there’s nobody else she could see standing with her on her big day. And she wants me to ask my dad to walk her down the aisle.”

There are other words I’d like to say about that.

“I’m sorry that she put that on you,” I say, careful to keep my tone even. “I’ll talk to her about it.”

The last thing I’m going to do is let June put Katherina in the middle of our awful relationship.

“If you want, I can talk to your dad, too,” I add.

Katherina shrugs. “I just don’t want any of this to be happening. I just… it’s so stupid!”

I know these feelings far too well.

My heart aches for Katherina. I reach across the table and gently pat her hand. “It’s hard. And it’s even worse when you’re mad at someone you love. I know. You’re allowed to be angry, Kitty. You’re allowed to have whatever feelings you have.”

She looks up, chewing the inside of her cheek. “But she’s my mom.”

“She is. That doesn’t mean she isn’t hurting you.”

“She doesn’t mean to.”

“That doesn’t make your pain less real,” I say gently. “And I know that I’m not exactly a safe place for you, but if you ever need to talk, I can be here for you. Okay?”

Katherina nods, fresh tears pooling in her eyes. “Thanks.”

***

That evening, I go to the tide pools.

So much heavy emotion keeps hitting me, I’m starting to feel like a whack-a-mole.

The pools are the most peaceful place I can think of to visit.

I bring my notebook again, but rather than making lists I sit on the edge of the pool and stare out to the ocean.

I have a lot of good memories here.

Though Sandburrow is home to the worst memories of my life, these pools are a place where I’ve always found peace.

In my mind’s eye, I see Grandma relaxing nearby while George and I play around the pools.

I see us discovering sea stars above the tideline and rushing back and forth to put them into the ocean.

I see us building sandcastles.

I see myself, sitting alone here in this very spot. Making lists. Listening to music. Crying.

There was a lot of crying.

And when I think about it, so many of those tears were shed for things that I can’t remember.

In my mind, they’re all because of something June did.

Except when it was because of George.

Like when prom was coming up. And he gave me a letter and I was certain it was an invite to the dance.

Spoiler alert: it wasn’t.

It was a letter from his mother to Grandma about the school bake sale.

That was a heartbreak of my own making.

I refused to talk to George for two days.

I wince when I think about that. I blamed him for so much when the truth of it was, that I just didn’t communicate.

It’s easy to be hard on my younger self looking back. But I know she was just doing the best she could. She was acting in the ways her mother taught her to.

Grandma tried her best with me. But one person’s love can’t erase the indifference of another’s.

My mind turns back to George, and my last words to him. I don’t want to be loved.

It’s a lie.

I want to be loved.

When I think about George, I think of his smile and his kindness. My heart flutters. The few kisses spark through my mind.

There’s something about him.

Something that I know could easily pull me in.

What’s stopping me from letting go and letting myself admit that I might be developing feelings, too?

It’s all so confusing.

I shake my head as I get back to my feet. The sun is rapidly setting and the tide rapidly washing in.

I don’t need to figure things out right now.

Surprise, surprise, George is there when I get to the house.

He’s loading up his truck. He must be finishing up today’s work.

Part of me wants to avoid talking to him.

It’ll be easier to keep my distance.

But do I really want it easy?

I take a deep breath and head toward him. He sees me coming and pauses in his work.

“Catherine. You were out at the pools?” he asks, his tone oddly formal.

I nod. “You done working for tonight?”

“Yup.” He lifts the last of his tools into his truck. He stares down at his hands for a moment. “So you’re running up to the city tomorrow?”’

“Er… yeah.” I’d forgotten about my appointments to view apartments.

He drags a hand through his strawberry-blonde hair. “Right. I hope it goes well. If you need any work done once you get a place, I’m available for a discount.”

I snort. “Really?”

His cheeks turn pink. “Not like that!”

“Sure, sure.” I wink at him.

His grin doesn’t last long. “Catherine… I also want to apologize.”

“For…?” I wince. I know what he’s referring to. “You don’t actually have to apologize.”

“I clearly made you uncomfortable. I am sorry. I didn’t mean to put pressure on you.” He shuffles on the spot. “And I’m sorry for not making my feelings clear before kissing you.”

“George, really, you don’t have to apologize,” I say awkwardly. “If anything, I should apologize.”

“You don’t have to—”

I hold up my hand to stop him. “I was rude.”

George gives me a slight smile. “Giving me an honest answer isn’t rude.”

“Okay… how about this, I’m sorry for sending mixed signals.”

He opened his mouth, then closed it again. “Uhh… okay, you’re right about that. There may be a few mixed signals.”

“They’re about to get worse,” I warn him.

“Should I get a telephone switchboard?” he jokes.

Ugh, this is exactly why I’m having such a difficult time! He’s just too charming for his own good.

“That would be a good idea,” I tell him. “Because I lied. I do want to be loved. But the idea of being loved is mildly terrifying.”

George nods his understanding. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

“No. It’s something I have to figure out on my own. Just…” I let out a heavy sigh. “Don’t wait on me, George. We’re not meant to be together. And that’s the best I can do.”


Chapter seventeen
George


I step back to inspect the wall that Katherina has just finished painting. Her expression is a mix of being guarded and hopeful as she scrutinizes me.

She has been helping me paint for an hour now. The whole time, she has carefully watched everything I do and mimicked me. It’s both flattering and a little unnerving. I’m not used to being watched so closely.

“Looks like you’ve done a good job,” I tell her.

A wide grin breaks over her face. “Really?”

I grin back at her. “Absolutely. You have a steady hand with that thing.”

She carefully wraps the head of the roller as I’d shown her earlier in the day. “Could you maybe hire me over the summer?”

“Oh, are you staying that long?”

“Well… I hope so,” she answers.

I nod. “I’ll talk to Lynn about it. We are hiring new people.”

Among the new hires will be a social media manager. After seeing what Catherine has done for the museum, I’ve decided I need one myself.

I’m not going to offer the role to Catherine, though.

For one thing, it’s nothing compared to the glamorous life of a pop star.

For another, she’s made things clear. She doesn’t want to stay in Sandburrow.

Which means even though she inspired the job opening, it’s not something she wants.

“Great! Thanks.” Katherina glances around the room to make sure things are put together. “I guess that’s all, huh?”

“Yup. Thanks for your help.”

“Oh, it’s no problem.” She beams as she leaves the room.

I chuckle as I return to my inspection. Katherina has left good coverage on the drywall. She saved me quite a bit of time here.

I hear her greet Catherine and my smile fades.

I’ve been putting in extra hours on Lynn’s house because I want to get it done before Catherine goes back to the city.

Which means there’s more opportunities for Catherine and I to run into each other.

It’s awkward, though. I have a difficult time keeping our interactions light.

I’m glad that we’re able to talk but there’s still a lot being unsaid.

Such as, how will I ever know if her feelings change?

What is the reason she said we need to make the default assumption that nothing will work between us?

Am I being pushy by wanting to talk it out more?

Do I even want to talk? Or do I want to kiss away her doubts until she agrees to stay here forever?

And if she did stay, would she end up being resentful of me?

I shake my head sharply as I slip from the back room. No point in interrogating myself like this.

I nearly knock into Lynn.

“Oh, there you are,” she huffs. “You weren’t trying to escape without talking to me, were you?”

She narrows her eyes and puts on her most fierce expression.

I laugh but shake my head. “I wouldn’t think of it.”

“Ahh, I see.” She puts her hands on her hips. “That means you were just trying to avoid Catherine.”

“Lynn—”

“No, no. Don’t you start saying I don’t know what I’m talking about.” She wags a threatening finger at me. “I know what’s going on. You want to kiss her in the rain and make love in the ocean.”

My eyes bug out of my head. “Lynn!”

She gives me a sly wink. “Hey, I know these sorts of things. Don’t deny it. You want a honeymoon on the beach.”

“I don’t know about that. And stop talking about it, Catherine and Katherina will hear you,” I hiss.

“No, they won’t.”

“Yes, they will.”

Lynn rolls her eyes at me. “I sent them into town for pizza and ice cream. So say thank you that I managed to get this time for us to talk alone.”

I sigh. “Lynn—”

“George.”

She looks so stern I can’t help but chuckle. “Okay. Thank you, Lynn, for making time for us to speak alone.”

Lynn nods once in satisfaction. “Right. Now come help me get the turkey out of the freezer. I’m going to thaw it out for tomorrow’s supper. While we’re doing that, you can tell me what’s going on with you and Catherine. She’s not wearing her ring.”

I wince. It’s in my toolbox. “We had a… well, a discussion.”

“About?” Lynn prompts.

“How she doesn’t want to stay in Sandburrow. And how my feelings are too real for us to play the charade any longer,” I mumble.

Lynn opens up the deep freezer. “I see.”

I have to rifle around through the massive amounts of food to find the turkey she wants. Once I pull it out, she frowns at me.

“Where do you want it?”

“In the fridge in a roaster.” Lynn shakes her head as she guides me back to the kitchen. “I was afraid that something like this would happen.”

I wince. “We’re handling it like adults. You won’t have any reason to have to pick sides.”

“Uh-huh, and what makes you think that’s what I was afraid of?” Lynn grabs a roaster from under the sink and puts it on the counter.

I place the bird inside and cover it up before transferring the dish to the fridge.

Lynn is still giving me a hard look, though.

I steel myself. “Everything that’s between Catherine and me is just between the two of us. I don’t want to talk about it with anyone else.”

I expect her to push back, to tell me that as Catherine’s grandmother, she has a right to know.

Instead, Lynn’s expression softens. “Alright. We don’t have to discuss it if you aren’t comfortable.”

“Really? You’re going to give up just like that?” I frown doubtfully at her. “You, who would badger me for ages if I didn’t bring Catherine’s suitcase in? And you badger me nonstop about making sure I eat enough.”

“And what does one have to do with the other?” Lynn snorts. “One is common courtesy. The other is concern for your well-being. This is about your personal business as an adult.”

“You really are amazing, you know that?” I shake my head.

Lynn pats my shoulder, laughing. “Oh, I’m more than amazing, my boy. I’m terrifically awesome. That being said, if you ever want to talk about Cat, you know you can talk with me. I’m not about to choose sides but I think I can help.”

“Thank you,” I answer. I give her a smile as I shrug. “Really, though, I don’t think there’s anything to say. I have to respect her boundaries.”

“And she’s told you not to talk to her about this again, has she?”

I flounder. “Not in those words exactly. But she did say we need to just move forward with the assumption that we will never end up together. She told me not to wait for her.”

Lynn rubs her chin as she gives me a searching look. “Those were her words exactly?”

“Close enough.”

“Right. Then I’m changing my advice. You walk up to her, tell her that you love her, and ask her to stay,” Lynn says, with a decisive nod of her head.

I stare at her. “But Catherine doesn’t want to stay.”

“And she told you that in those words?”

“Well… not those words exactly.”

Lynn nods slowly. “Alright.”

I wait, but she seems to be deep in thought. “So you see why I can’t tell her again?”

“No. But I also can’t see through your eyes. I can’t know what was said and what feelings there were.” Lynn hugs me tightly. “If you think it’s best to let it lie, I’ll believe you. I love you, kiddo. You know that, right?”

“Of course I do, Lynn.” I hug her back, welcoming her grandmotherly embrace. “You warned me this would happen.”

Lynn pats my back as she releases me. She gives me a strained sort of smile as she shakes her head. “Nah. Prophecy is just wishful thinking coming true.”

The way she phrases it makes me snort.

Luckily, she doesn’t insist that I stay for supper. Though pizza sounds delightful, I don’t want to have to spend more time close to Catherine.

As I’m driving home, I wonder what I can do so that Catherine knows I don’t want to shut down the new blossoming of our friendship.

I’ve missed her a lot over the years.

And now that we’re back on friendly terms, I don’t want to lose that.

I’m crafting the perfect text message in my head when I arrive back to my home.

My stomach drops.

My parents’ car sits in my usual spot on the driveway.

If I wasn’t exhausted as I am right now—and wasn’t so consumed with wanting the right words to approach Catherine again—I wouldn’t feel so defeated.

The interaction I had with Lynn plays more strongly in my mind.

I’m not used to people saying ‘okay’ and not pushing when I say I do or don’t want something.

Seeing my parents shouldn’t cause this knot in my stomach.

They love me. I love them. That’s not up for debate.

I just can’t tell if I’m the one being ungrateful or if they really are too pushy.

There’s a roast cooking. I smell it before I even get into the house. Which makes my stomach knot even more.

Strike one to me—I’m ungrateful.

As I enter my house, I see the coat tree has been removed entirely. In its place is a large metal line of hooks screwed into the wall. Which, according to my rental agreement, I’m not allowed to do.

Strike one to them—I told Mom I’m not allowed to damage the walls several times.

“Oh, look who finally decided to come by. We’ve been waiting for you for an hour,” Mom says crossly when I enter the kitchen.

Strike two.

“I worked late at Lynn’s place. I didn’t hear my phone.” I pull it out and check. No missed calls.

“You’re always home at seven, how was I to know you wouldn’t be back this time?”

The sound of the TV reaches me.

“Wash up,” Mom orders. “We need to eat this before it gets cold.”

“Mom—”

“Wash up,” she insists. “We’re starving.”

Strike three.

I shake my head. “I’m not going to join you for supper. I wish you had called me.”

Dad pads into the room, an empty plate in hand. “Oh, hi George.”

“Dad, can you please explain to Mom why you should have called me?”

“Oh no. Can’t do that. You’ll learn soon enough. In a marriage, you just have to do what your wife says.” Dad chuckles.

I close my eyes and breathe in deeply. Then I let it out slowly, struggling to keep my emotions in check.

I don’t need this tonight.

“You need to leave.”

Mom gapes at me. “But we haven’t even eaten! I cooked this big meal for you—”

“No, if it was for me, you would have told me you were doing it. I saw the hooks on the wall. I told you not to do that. I keep telling you not to mess with my stuff, but you do all the time. I am done. Give me the key. Now.” I hold my hand out.

Dad frowns at me. “Don’t you talk to your mother in that tone.”

“Give me the key,” I repeat, remembering the one thing Catherine told me. Don’t engage. Right now, my emotions are boiling over the top.

I need to get my space back.

Mom huffs as she hands over the key. “I don’t know why you’re acting like this. I’ll bet your fiancé won’t like to know how you’re treating your mother.”

“Catherine and I aren’t engaged,” I snap. “I don’t have a fiancé. Now please leave.”

“But our food—”

I pull a fifty-dollar bill from my pocket. “You can go to a restaurant. Please leave.”

They shuffle out. I close and lock the door after them.

The smell of roast makes my stomach curdle with guilt. Yet there’s relief in there, too.

I close my eyes. My emotions are clearly too high to reach out to Catherine now.

So I’ll wait.

In the meantime, I need to take care of this food and clean up the many dishes left in my kitchen. And start coming up with a way that I can set boundaries with my parents so that this sort of situation doesn’t arise again.


Chapter eighteen
Catherine


The apartments in the city are… nice.

At one point in my life, I’d be thrilled to have the opportunity to live in such a sleek, modern space. Now it just feels cold and devoid of all character.

After the last disappointing viewing, I drive my car to a park. It’s tiny and the tall buildings all around me feel suffocating. I long for the open beach and ocean stretching as far as the eye can see.

This is what I wanted, though. I wanted a job in the city, a modern place to live, and all the excitement the city has to offer.

My shoulders slump as I watch a handful of pigeons strutting around.

I miss the sound of the ocean with its rhythm. Here, there’s just a steady background hum of vehicles.

Maybe there are new job listings. Ones that can be remote, or at least hybrid.

I pull my phone from my pocket and start to scroll through job listings. I’ve searched through them so often that I don’t expect to see anything.

My fingers pause as a new listing catches my eye.

Social media manager for a construction company.

My heart jumps to my throat.

Is this…?

My eyes land on the location.

Sandburrow.

I tap the listing. As the details load onto my phone, I’m left staring in shock. This is for George’s company. He’s looking for a social media manager.

Why?

Not why does he need one, but why wouldn’t he tell me? Why wouldn’t he offer me the job?

Does he think I’m not good enough to work for him?

As I carefully search through the requirements, another thought comes to replace the first one. The truth is, I’m vastly overqualified

More than that, when I think of our last few interactions, of course, he’s not going to offer me the job. It’ll just look like a desperate attempt to keep me around.

George is better than that. He cares too deeply.

I smile softly to myself as I stare at the listing. If I asked him to give me a shot, would he? I’d be able to stay in Sandburrow, close to Grandma.

On the other hand… well, I don’t want to give him even more mixed signals.

I close my phone and fold my hands on the table.

My feelings for George have grown deeper over these last few weeks. I can see myself as his wife. If I work at his company, I suppose technically he’d be my boss. Technically, I’d still be reliant on him for money.

But I’d be helping him build his business in a way that I know how. That way, I wouldn’t feel as though I was a burden, while still being able to do the work I love.

Before I get ahead of myself, though, I probably ought to talk to him about all of this.

I touch my lips, considering our last kiss. The one we shared before he told me he loves me.

Love.

He loves me.

My breath catches in my throat. Even though I still doubt whether he really knows me enough, the truth of those words hits me.

George Callahan loves me.

He really loves me.

He has no alternative motives. It’s not about his parents. It’s not about my reputation. It’s just about him and me.

I call his phone, but he doesn’t answer. He’s probably working.

It goes to voicemail, but I can’t think of what to say, so I only hang up again. Then, feeling like I’m floating through the air, I head for my car. Maybe I can wait at his place until he’s off work.

We need to talk. But I have a feeling it’s going to be a very good talk.

A hundred different things I might possibly say to him run through my mind.

The drive back is tedious, and I have to remind myself several times that going over the speed limit won’t bring George back home sooner.

I go to town first and grab what I need to make him dinner. That will help make my feelings clear, right?

After I’ve paid for the groceries, I start to doubt myself. I told him I needed time—I told him not to wait.

Won’t this back and forth be upsetting for him? What if he thinks—

“No,” I tell myself firmly. “He won’t think anything other than I’ve figured myself out. And I have. Because I love George Callahan.”

Saying it out loud, even to myself, sends a thrill through me. My heart starts to beat even faster.

At thirty-four, you’d think I would have fallen in love before now.

Maybe I have, but I can’t think of a time when I recognized that’s what I was feeling.

And now… now there’s a man I love in a place I love.

This is all such a rush.

A rush that vanishes when I pull up to his house.

Who’s there but his parents? They are putting a letter through the mail slot, but when they spy me their expressions darken.

I get out of the car. “Jason. Edwina. I wasn’t expecting to see you.”

Edwina folds her arms. “And after you broke our boy’s heart, we didn’t expect to see you.”

Surprise ripples through me. “Excus—”

“You gave him back the ring,” Jason interrupts. “You don’t think that will break his heart?”

I close my mouth and an unexpected pang in my chest. We’d agreed on a timeline for our breakup. Why had George jumped the gun on this one?

“You should go,” Edwina says. “I should have known better than to think anything good about June Hart’s daughter.”

Anything I could say in my own defense disappears.

My heart throbs in my ears.

“That’s not fair,” I whimper.

Edwina’s eyes widen but I don’t let her say another word.

I throw myself back in the car and rip out of there. Only after I’m back on the road do I fumble and put my seatbelt on.

Hot tears scorch my eyes as I drive to Grandma’s house.

Maybe George loves me.

But if we are together, what sort of life am I setting him up for?

Will I forever be a chasm between him and his parents?

Tears course down my cheeks. But before I reach Grandma’s house, I pull over.

I let myself have a cry, then stop myself.

I’m used to shoving my emotions down. This is no different—I’m not going to make trouble for Grandma by causing a feud between her and the Callahans.

It takes me a while to get myself under control, and longer to pat the redness from my eyes.

By the time I arrive home, it doesn’t look like I’ve been crying at all.

Surprise, surprise.

My day is about to get even worse.

If I was on a game show and they gave me three guesses, I’d only need one.

Of course, my mother has chosen today to come to Sandburrow.

“Catherine, Darling!” June cries.

She’s wearing the exact same outfit that I wore when Donny took pictures of me and George.

“Come here and see my ring,” June gushes. “Crimson proposed to me, you know. And you’re going to be my maid of honor.”

June, Grandma, and Katherina are all standing on the porch. It seems to me that June is trying to go inside but Grandma won’t let her.

Katherina looks like she’s about to throw up.

“Mom,” I say roughly. “I’ve had a hard day. I don’t want to talk about your engagement.”

June folds her arms, pouting. “But I drove all the way out here. Why are you being so rude to me?”

“I’ve had a hard day,” I repeat.

“It can’t be that hard! How much effort does it take to say congratulations?” June narrows her eyes at me. “And when I’ve just said you get to be my maid of honor. Well, no matter. When is your wedding? I want to make sure mine is first. It’s not fair for a daughter to steal her mother’s thunder.”

“Mom, now isn’t a good time. Why don’t you go into town and get a hotel room, and then I’ll come buy dinner for you?” I suggest with one eye on Katherina. How much was said before I arrived?

June wrinkles her nose. “At least there’s that. You’re not as ungrateful as this one.” She gestures carelessly at Katherina. “She’s such a disappointment.”

Anger flashes through me.

Katherina bursts into tears and takes off, running behind the house.

I open my mouth to start shouting, but Grandma beats me to it.

“June, you are going to leave Sandburrow and never come back.” Her voice is low, cold, and calm.

I’ve never seen her this furious. I actually take a step back, my heart jumping to my throat.

June stares at her. “What are you talking about? Can’t you see how these girls are acting?”

“You never deserved either of your beautiful daughters. I don’t know what I did to screw up raising you so badly, but I’m not letting you hurt them anymore.” Grandma draws herself up, her gaze like steel. “You’re going to leave my property now before I call the cops.”

“You’re the one keeping my daughter from me!” June shrieked.

Grandma pulls her phone from her pocket. “And I have everything we agreed to in writing. You said Katherina could spend the summer with me.”

June curled her hands into fists. “You old—”

“Leave, or I’m calling the police,” Grandma repeats.

June spits at her and kicks over a potted flower as she leaves. When she drives off, tires spinning, she deliberately crashes through the rose bushes lining the driveway.

Grandma lets out a shuddering breath. “I need to call the sheriff and let him know what’s happening.”

I nod, stunned. Did that really just happen?

Katherina must be devastated right now.

As narcissistic and neglectful as June was to me, she’d never called me a disappointment to my face.

I find my sister in the old treehouse. She’s wrapped in a tight ball, sobbing. I silently put my arms around her, holding her gently.

“You don’t… have to,” Katherina sobs. “I know I’m—not—worth—”

“You are worth it,” I tell her firmly. I rub her back softly. “I’m so sorry that she said that. It’s not true. You are beautiful and smart and kind. Grandma loves you. And I love you, too, Kitty.”

Katherina continues to sob, but now she leans into me.

Tears flow freely.

June Hart’s daughter indeed.

As I’m sitting here, I realize how much time and energy I’ve put into wanting to prove I’m not like my mother.

And I’m not.

I’m June’s daughter. I’m Lynn’s granddaughter.

If Edwina and Jason Callahan want to throw my mother in my face, I’ll take it.

I know who I am.

And I’m going to apply for George’s job. Because I don’t need to work with pop stars to prove my worth.

I can just be me.


Chapter nineteen
George


When I get home, I find a letter from my parents. It’s a brief, handwritten note apologizing for their pushy behavior.

In the letter, they say they’ve talked to my landlord. They will be covering the cost to fix what they have damaged.

Relief washes through me as I read those words. Maybe things are taking a turn.

Maybe my relationship with my parents is on track to get better.

Catherine phoned me at some point during the day, but I don’t have the heart to call her back yet.

My fridge is nearly empty since I dropped the leftovers off at my parents’ place.

I make myself some eggs. As I’m eating, the silence of the house weighs on me

I grab my pillows, a sleeping bag, and a camping cot. I’ll sleep at my new place tonight. It will be the first night I spend there.

The drive is peaceful. The familiar sights of the drive flood me with nostalgia.

My new house stands empty and dark, but when I enter it, it feels like home. I wander through the rooms, deciding where my bedroom will be. It’s all a blank canvas, ready for me to create a home out of it.

I wish I could make it a home for Catherine.

As I set up my bed, I consider our past.

Catherine and I had quite the rivalry in high school. I remember the times when I followed her from one class or another, teasing her that I’d won something we’d both been going for.

I was a pill to her.

I wouldn’t consider my behavior bullying. I teased her, yes, and I sometimes went out of my way to go for the same award as I knew she was going for it too. But whenever she mocked me for missing out on something, I was still happy for her.

I defended her when anyone would talk badly about her.

Now that I look back, though, I should have behaved much differently. What I thought was lighthearted teasing hurt her more than I realized.

By pulling away from her like I did, I made her life harder than it should have been. And I did pull away.

There were times when I was embarrassed by her. She wore hand-me-downs that were a decade out of style. She was a class know-it-all. She got into verbal fights with the popular kids.

If I knew then what I know now, maybe I could have made more of a difference. Made things better.

But I was a dumb kid who took our rivalry too far.

I understand why she would doubt my sincerity now.

With a sigh, I pull up the book on the library app I’ve been reading. I try to settle into the story to distract myself, but my thoughts will not stay silent.

The past has run its course, so now my mind fixates on Lynn’s suggestion to me. Tell Catherine again that I love her. Would it really be that easy?

I try to picture the scenario where I’d tell her once more that I love her.

All I can imagine is the look on her face after I said it the first time.

A notification pops up on my phone.

Ah! A welcome escape from my internal carousal.

I tap the notification. It’s an email, stating I’ve received a new application on the job posting. I’m pleased with how many prospective employees have reached out already.

I open the application and drop my phone.

Yeah, it’s not the most gracious thing I’ve ever done.

I snatch it back up, sitting on the edge of my camping cot as I double-check the name attached.

Catherine Hart.

Someone’s pretending to be her. That must be it. Somebody is using her credentials and pretending to be her to get a job.

They think I’m a small-town dunce who can easily be fooled.

Only nope, that’s Catherine’s actual number on the resume.

I sit there, stunned.

Why?

Did she apply by accident?

Or is this her way of asking me to talk?

Her way of saying she wants to stay…?

My heart starts racing like a puppy dog’s tail as I stand, pacing around the room.

It’s late, nearing midnight. Catherine’s application had come through only a few minutes ago, though.

Is it too late to call her?

I hesitate, but I can’t hold back. It’s far too easy to let myself fall into the trap of overthinking and doubting myself.

I call her, hoping that I don’t wake her.

She answers quickly. “George? Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. I just got… well, I got your application. Did you mean to send it?”

Bed springs creak from the other side of the phone. I wince.

“I didn’t mean to wake you. Sorry. We can talk tomorrow,” I say quickly.

“Hold up,” Catherine is quick to say. “I never said I was sleeping.”

I sigh as I shake my head. “Sorry. I guess I’m just thinking too much about… everything.”

“I have a lot to think about, too.” Catherine sounds exhausted. “So much that I can’t sleep.”

If we both couldn’t sleep anyway… “I’m at the new house. I can come over to talk if you want. We can have a sleepover in the treehouse like we did when we were kids.”

“Sure. See you soon.”

I grab the sleeping bag and pillow, feeling a little off-kilter. I quickly make my way to Lynn’s place. A warm light glows in the treehouse.

One of the upper windows opens as I get out of the truck.

Lynn pops her head through. She frowns at me. “Where’s the fire?”

“No fire,” I call back. “Cat and I just needed to talk.”

“Ah, I see. Well, be good. And if you can’t be good, name it after me.”

“Grandma,” Catherine’s protest is distant, coming from the treehouse.

Lynn cackles as she closes her window again.

I make my way to the treehouse.

It’s a bit too small for two full-grown adults. An electric lantern hangs from the low ceiling. I’m pleased to see that Catherine has the foresight to bring out a bunch of extra blankets, which she has used to build a soft nest beneath us.

“Hey,” she greets, her voice soft and shy.

“Hey.”

Is it just Lynn’s joke that’s making me feel awkward now?

“So. My application.” Catherine clears her throat. “I sent it on purpose. So much has happened today. It’s made me realize a few things and I had to apply before I could convince myself not to.”

Concern washes through me. “What happened?”

She explains her realization in the city, followed by the confrontation with my parents, and finally, what happened with her mother.

By the time she’s done, my mind is reeling.

“I told my parents we broke up last night,” I admit, running a hand through my strawberry-blond hair. I explain what happened. “I’m sorry for using you as a reason to be short with them.”

Catherine takes my hand. “We haven’t exactly treated our fake engagement with the respect it deserves, have we?”’

I snort. “I suppose not. But when you saw them, they were dropping off an apology letter.”

“That’s progress,” she says.

“And I’m going to make sure my mother apologizes to you, too,” I tell her, a steely note in my voice.

Catherine squeezes my hand gently. “I’d appreciate that. I don’t expect anything will come of it, though.”

“I do. My parents didn’t raise me to own up to my mistakes just for them to be hypocrites.” If there’s one thing I know, it’s that I can be far more insistent when someone else’s feelings are on the line.

Catherine nods, though she still looks a little doubtful.

I turn her hand over, tracing my fingertips over the lines in her palm. “And what about this application? I thought you didn’t want to stay in Sandburrow.”

“I thought so, too. But when I was back in the city, it was just… awful. It made me realize how much Sandburrow really feels like home.” She scoots a little closer. “I realized that I’ve had a much more fulfilling life here the last few weeks than I have for years in the city.”

“What’s been fulfilling?” I question.

It’s not that I doubt her. I just want to know what her thoughts are and make sure that it’s not just me.

“Volunteering at the museum. Helping Grandma around the property. Even spending time with Katherina.” She smiles at me. “I feel like I’m doing things that are actually important, not just grinding away for a paycheck.”

I gaze at her admiringly.

Catherine laughs softly. “I spent so much of my life telling myself that I was trying to escape Sandburrow. That I was trapped here. The truth of it is, I was trapped in my own emotions. I’ve never really given myself the space to deal with everything my mother put me through.”

“And now?”

“Now… now I realize that I’m not alone. I’ve always had support, and it’s not a shameful thing to lean on the people who love me when I feel weak,” Catherine says softly. “The people who really love me are still going to love me, even if I make mistakes.”

“That’s true.” I thread my fingers through her hair. She leans her cheek into my palm. “I love you, Catherine. I love you so much. I understand if we need to take things slowly. Just know that I love you.”

She smiles at me. “I know.”

“And I’m also sorry for how I acted when we were kids. I should have stood up for you more.”

She presses a finger to my lips, silencing me. “It’s alright. You were a kid. You didn’t know what was going on in my life.”

I kiss her fingers one by one.

“Our rivalry pushed me to be the best I could be. So thank you for that, George. And thank you for accepting me for who I am. You never made me feel like I wasn’t good enough. Only that I had the strength to be better.”

She kisses me then. Her arms wrap around me. In that embrace, I feel more connection to her than I’ve ever had before.

I see our lives laid out before us. All the possibilities that we have within our reach. And I’m so very grateful that I can have her in my life, in my arms.

Carefully, moving as one, we lie down in the treehouse. The intimate space encases us, closing out the world. It’s just her and me, the touch of our lips and the promises of what is to come.

And I’ve never felt so alive as I do right now.


Chapter twenty
Catherine


Waking up in George’s arms is nice.

The only thing I can think to compare it to is lying in a soft, warm cloud.

I smile to myself as I watch him sleep. He was my first kiss many years ago. Now, I have a sneaking feeling he’s going to be my last kiss, too.

I want to be in the house before Katherina and Grandma get up, though, so I gently shake George.

“Wake up. Time to get breakfast started,” I whisper to him.

George groans slightly. “Don’t need breakfast. Let’s just stay in bed all day.”

“It’s not much of a bed,” I point out.

With a grunt, George sits up. “Guess not. And now I have to use the bathroom.”

I laugh as I shimmy out of the little door to the treehouse. “Last one in’s a rotten egg.”

We race to the house, then tiptoe in like guilty teenagers. I give George a towel and soap so he can grab a quick shower while I get coffee and food ready.

Grandma and Katherina are still sleeping after he’s showered. I quickly clean off, too.

Then George and I sit down to our breakfast.

“We’re going to have to tell your parents we’re back together,” I muse. “And speaking of, we probably ought to tell them the full story.”

George shakes his head. “We’ll let them in on the secret slowly.”

“Why not just be honest?” I ask, lifting an eyebrow.

“For starters, they have to apologize to you and mean it before I share anything else,” George says emphatically.

Grateful tears prick my eyes. I look down at my coffee.

“Well. I’ll be gracious when accepting their apologies anyway,” I mumble.

George puts his hand on mine. “If they ever say anything like that again, you tell me, okay? Boundaries with my parents are my responsibility. It’s not up to you to grin and bear their remarks silently.”

“Thank you.” I sniff, feeling embarrassed by my emotions. “You really need to give me my ring back, though. I still can return it to the jeweler.”

“So you don’t want that ring for your real proposal?”

My heart jumps. “Are you planning on proposing?”

“I don’t know. It should be a surprise if I am, shouldn’t it?” he teases.

His green eyes sparkle with mischief. If he does propose, what will I say? It seems impossibly early to say yes…

We have been ‘engaged’ for weeks now already, though. Does it really make that big of a difference?

My phone starts to ring. I check it quickly, gasping when I see the company name flash across the screen.

“It’s the company I interviewed with,” I say excitedly.

I answer, standing up as I do so.

“Miss Catherine Hart?”

“That’s me,” I say.

“Excellent!” The woman on the other end of the line sounds extremely pleased with herself. “I’m pleased to inform you that we would like to offer you a job.”

My heart pounds. “Thank you. I’m very grateful that you’d want to hire me.”

She starts to explain the role. It’s not the one I interviewed for.

It’s even better.

One with more prestige and a higher salary.

“Fully remote?” I squeak. “You’re going to let me work from wherever I want?”

The woman laughs. “We take care of our employees, Catherine. We don’t care where you get the work done. And looking at your record, we would love to have you.”

“I… am going to need to think about it,” I say, feeling a little light-headed.

First George declares his love and now a high-paying job is offering me employment… as a remote worker.

“Of course. I’ll send you the package details. Just let us know by the end of the month one way or the other.”

“Thank you,” I say.

We hang up.

I turn back to George.

There’s a careful smile on his face.

“They’re offering me fully remote work,” I exclaim. “I could live here in Sandburrow and still work for them.”

“That’s excellent,” George says, nodding.

Oh. My eyes widen. I forgot entirely about applying for his social media job. I sink back to the table.

“I wouldn’t be able to do that job, your job, and volunteer at the museum.” The excitement I felt moments ago drains away. “Thinking about it, I won’t have much time to volunteer at the museum even. They’ll keep me very busy.”

George takes both of my hands in his. “If you’ll remember, I never formally offered you the job anyway.”

I search his eyes, uncertain. But when he grins, I know he’s teasing.

I relax. “Like I told them, I’m going to have to think about it. The paycheck is certainly tempting, but there does come a point where more money isn’t actually useful.”

“Take your time to consider what you want. I will hire you if you want the job.” He winks at me. “But you need to decide what will be best for you. Our relationship isn’t dependent on what job you work. Or even where you live.”

Gratitude swells through me. I lean forward, kissing him gently.

“I love you,” I say.

The words are sweet on my tongue.

George grins and nods.

He looks so silly that I have to giggle.

“Don’t laugh,” he says, his grin widening further. “That’s the first time you’ve said you love me.”

“Is it? No! I must have said it last night.” My eyes widen in horror.

I didn’t.

“I love you,” I repeat. “I love you, I love you, I love you!”

The door opens as I lean over and plant a kiss on George’s mouth.

“Ugh!” Katherina lets out a dramatic wail. She covers her eyes. “Not in the kitchen.”

“Oh, Kitty.” I roll my eyes while laughing. “No more kissing, I promise.”

Katherina wrinkles her nose as she inches in, peeking suspiciously through her fingers.

“Are we painting more this morning?” she asks. She hurries to grab some breakfast, and her eyes light up.

Apparently, she’s over the PDA already.

“Not this morning,” George says, shaking his head. “Catherine and I have some stuff we need to take care of.”

“What sort of stuff? Can I come?”

“Not this time.” George ruffles her hair. “It’s boring adult stuff, like talking to my parents.”

Katherina’s expression falls but she nods.

I smile at George, grateful that he’s able to so easily diffuse the situation.

And his suggestion that we go talk to his parents is another way for him to say that it doesn’t matter what job I choose.

He still wants me, regardless of my employment.

It occurs to me that he’d never see me as a burden. No matter what our circumstances were.

Even if those circumstances are difficult. He’ll always stand by my side and make sure I know I’m loved.

How did I get so lucky?

Breakfast is lively. Afterward, George and I go to talk with his parents.

Nerves clench in my stomach.

Parents have always disappointed me. Knowing that George’s parents have apologized to him about their behavior, though, gives me hope.

“I don’t think my relationship with my mother can ever be fixed,” I say on the drive. “Even if she did change, I’m not sure I can ever forgive her.”

George takes my hand, his eyes not leaving the road. “And perhaps that will never happen. You have to protect yourself, even if it’s against someone who should be on your side.”

I lean back into the seat. “I just worry that I’m the problem. And that, somehow, I’ll infect your relationship with your parents.”

George laughs. “You’re not a typhoon Mary. Look at it this way. June has problems with you, Katherina, and Lynn. What’s the common denominator. Spoiler alert, it's not you.”

I squeeze his hand. “Thanks.”

“I’m here for you, Cat. Always know that.”

***

A purple storm blows in from the ocean that night.

I stand at the kitchen window, a shawl wrapped around my shoulders. The events of the day turn over in my mind.

The talk with Jason and Edwina went far better than I could have hoped. Even before we explained the situation with my mother, Edwina burst into tears. She hugged me and apologized about a dozen times.

Apparently, they were determined to turn a new leaf and be better parents.

A crash of thunder makes me jump.

Grandma hurries over and closes the curtains. “Don’t stand in front of the window. I had a friend who was standing in the window during a thunderstorm, and she was hit by lightning.”

“Don’t you have a lightning protection system?” I ask, letting her lead me away.

“There’s no point in tempting fate.”

That’s fair enough.

“Where’s Katherina?” I ask as she goes to the living room. All of Grandma’s things have been put back in order, making it feel complete.

“Reading in her room. Apparently, storms are the best time to read horror novels.” Grandma snorts and shakes her head.

She’s twitchy, her head turning toward the window every time there’s a burst of thunder.

I never knew Grandma was afraid of storms before.

I cast about for something to distract her. “I might have a new job lined up. Actually, I might have two.”

Grandma gives me a surprised look. “Oh? Where at?”

“One of them is remote. The other is Sandburrow.” I explain the situation.

Grandma listens intently, a furrow in her brow.

“Working for George means I’ll be able to help his business and have the time to help with the museum,” I say when I’m done. “But working for the music company means that I have more money to do other things.”

“And less time to actually do them?” Grandma supplies.

I nod. “Something like that.”

Grandma pats my hands. “Of course, I would love to see you stay in Sandburrow. But most of all, I want you to be happy. I’m sure you’ll pick the path that will bring you the most joy.”

“Any words of wisdom?” I ask.

Grandma taps her cheek. “Intelligence. Insight. Knowledge. Sagacity.”

I laugh.

Another thunderclap sounds outside. Grandma winces and clears her throat.

“There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about. I might need your help with some legal matters,” Grandma says.

“Legal matters?” I repeat, my eyes widening.

“Katherina asked if she could stay with me until she graduates high school. I told her I would see what I can do.” So much sadness crosses over Grandma’s face that it hurts my heart. “I might need help fighting for custody if it gets that far.”

Determination sweeps through me. “Of course.”

Grandma gives me an uncertain look. “Are you sure? I know it’s asking a lot from you. I’m getting too old to take care of a teenager all by myself.”

I hug her tightly. “Grandma, you saved me from growing up the way Katherina did. I’ve resented her for so long for things she had no control over. If I can be part of her support now and give her a more stable home, then I want to do it. No child should be forced to live with a parent who calls them a disappointment to their face.”

“You’re a good girl,” Grandma says. She sounds exhausted. “Thank you, Cat. Thank you for Katherina’s sake.”

In a way, hearing this has made my choice of job very simple.

I smile to myself but then focus on Grandma as the thunder grows closer and louder. I can tell George later. Right now, it’s time for me to take care of my grandmother, the way she’s taken care of me for all these years.


Chapter twenty-one
George


It isn’t the thunder that wakes me.

It’s the lightning.

I’m a sound sleeper, except when it comes to light. I need it to be pitch black for me to sleep.

So when the first flash of lightning bursts across the sky, I’m wide awake.

I sit up in bed, rolling my shoulders. The rain starts to throw fat drops at my window. I stay where I am, gazing outside with a distinctly moody grimace.

I don’t like being woken up, especially by storms.

That said, I’ve had an eye on the weather forecast. This one shouldn’t be too bad. It will pass quickly.

As I get up to close the curtains and allow myself to get back to sleep, though, I remember.

I had been trimming molding for Lynn’s house last night. I left everything outside, intending to put it away in the morning.

With everything that happened with Catherine, I completely forgot about it.

“Darn it!” I breathe. I race to throw on a shirt and sweats over my boxers.

I grab my keys on my way out the door.

The rain is thundering down full force by the time I reach Lynn’s road. It’s so thick I have to take the familiar drive slowly, because I can’t see enough of my surroundings to know where I am.

When I reach the house, I jump out of the truck and race for everything I left outside.

Only when I get there, the molding and tools are all gone.

Lights glow from inside the house. A figure appears in the doorway and waves at me. I can only see their silhouette.

I bolt up the stairs and enter the house.

Catherine closes the door after me.

Her hair is plastered against her skull, brown eyes wide as she turns to me. She’s shivering.

“I remembered my tools,” I say.

“You c-could have c-called,” Catherine says. Her teeth chatter.

I wince. “I’m used to Lynn’s landline going out in the storms. Let me build a fire in the living room to warm you up.”

Catherine nods. “I’m going to ch-change.”

She heads upstairs and I go to the living room. Soon, I have a small fire crackling in the fireplace. Its heat fills the room.

I hope that Lynn is sleeping. After the last storm, I bought her special noise-canceling sleeping earbuds so she could sleep through the storms.

Lynn is tough and pretends as though the storms don’t bother her. But I’ve seen how nervous she gets when it starts to thunder.

Catherine rejoins me after a bit.

“Thanks for rescuing my tools,” I tell her.

“I remembered you left them outside and couldn’t just leave them.” She holds her hands to the fire but seems to have stopped shivering.

All the same, I eye her worriedly. She had gotten absolutely soaked through! “I hope you don’t get sick on my account.”

Catherine shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter if I do. You see, my new job has amazing health insurance.”

Right.

I stare at the flames, tamping down the disappointment that rises in me.

My construction company doesn’t have what it takes to compete against her other offer.

I am happy for her. She deserves a great job, and with the benefit of working remotely, it’s a great opportunity.

Mostly I’m disappointed in myself. Because I like the idea of us working together.

“When do you start?” I ask.

“I don’t know. I guess I haven’t officially accepted the job… come to think of it,” she frowns, “the boss hasn’t officially made me an offer, either. Huh. That’s my bad. I just assumed.”

“But you had a call,” I say, confused. “They offered it to you.”

Catherine peeks up at me through her lashes. An impish grin appears on her lips.

The effect is intense. It takes my breath away.

“You are so beautiful,” I blurt.

“Thanks. But I assure you I have many other qualities. I’m highly experienced in my field and I’m willing to relocate to Sandburrow permanently.”

I laugh. “You sound like—Oh!”

Catherine bites her lip, a motion that instantly has my pulse racing.

“You mean… you want to work with me? Even though you have that glamorous job offer?” I gape at her, uncertain I’m understanding correctly.

“I do. If the job is still open. If you’ve found someone else—”

“But they can pay you more.”

Catherine shakes her head. “Actually, I looked at your position again. They’re only offering five thousand more a year. Which, yeah, is a lot but when I crunched the numbers on expectations for actual hours, you pay more.”

“I see. But I can’t offer you any sort of progression.” I shake my head at myself. “It’s not that I don’t want you to work for me. I’m thrilled that you do. I just don’t want to take you away from something better.”

Catherine cups my face, her fingers still cool. “George, you are offering me progression. Maybe not in the sense of careers and promotions, but in terms of life. I haven’t had something in my life outside of work for too long.”

Warmth sweeps through me. Outside, the heavy rain has tapered off. The thunder and lightning have grown distant once more.

With the flames crackling lightly and the sense of connection swelling between us, I take her hands in mine.

A long, slow kiss follows. She leans into me, sighing.

I pull her closer. I can’t get enough of her. She’s sweet and warm and heavenly.

With her in my arms, I can’t think of my life without her. The words start to bubble up, but I hold back.

It’s too soon.

“I love you,” Catherine moans into my mouth. “So much.”

“I love you, too.”

We break apart, grinning at each other.

Aw, heck! Who says it’s too early?

“Catherine, will you marry me? For real, and not just pretend?”

Catherine’s eyes widen. “I…”

I let my fingers drift over her cheek. “You are an amazing woman. You’re smart, funny, and full of compassion.”

She lets out a heavy sigh. “I’m not sure about that.”

“I am. Look at you and Katherina. All you were seeing was the years of resentment toward June that leaked over. But you know what I saw? I saw a sister who loved her little sister, who did her best to be there for Katherina, even when she felt like she wasn’t good enough.”

Tears spill over her cheeks. I wipe them carefully. Catherine leans into my hand, laughing and crying all at once.

“I hate to see you cry,” I whisper.

“Don’t worry, these are happy tears.” Catherine laughs. “Does this mean that you’ll give me my ring back?”

“I don’t know. You haven’t given me an official answer.”

She rolls her eyes. “And neither have you. About the job.”

“Huh. So if I say no to the job…?”

“Then I’ll still say yes. But if I say no to your proposal?” she teases.

“I’ll still say yes to the job.”

“That’s settled then. You have a new employee and a fiancé,” Catherine says matter-of-factly. “And I can get my ring back.”

I laugh. “Oh, yes. And you can wear it however you like. But I’m going to buy you a proper engagement ring. With lab-grown gems and a titanium band,” I add, remembering what she said she wanted when I first proposed this fake engagement.

Catherine strokes my cheeks. “Yeah. I’d like that.”

We settle into each other’s embrace, sharing warmth as the last dredges of the storm pass us by.

I can’t believe that we’re here, now. There was so much that came before, such a chasm that it felt like it would be impossible to bridge.

And yet here we are.

“How are we going to explain the new ring to your parents?” Catherine asks.

I shrug. “We’ll think of something.”

A voice comes from the doorway. “I thought I smelled smoke.”

We turn to see Lynn padding toward us. She’s dressed in a nightgown, robe, and fuzzy slippers.

Lynn wags a finger at me. “Now, I don’t mind impromptu sleepovers, but don’t you think this is getting excessive?”

“They’ll be stopping soon, Grandma,” Catherine says.

“Ahhh!” Lynn claps her hands. “I knew it!”

“You knew I’m moving?” Catherine asks innocently.

I give her a dirty look. It’s not fair to tease.

Lynn shrugs. “The new house isn’t far. I’ll still see you all the time.”

“Oh?” I ask.

“Of course. Although I expect you’ll want to get some work done in it before you move.” Lynn takes a seat on the sofa. “Will that be before or after the wedding?”

Catherine and I share a glance.

“You should have known better than to try to trick your grandmother,” I tease.

“You’re right.” Catherine shakes her head. “We’ll have to decide what to do with the house before I move in. It is going to need a lot of work.”

Lynn nods. “You’d best decide what to do sooner rather than later. Otherwise, Edwina will have the whole thing decorated before you can say ‘I do’.”


Chapter twenty-two






Epilogue
Catherine


Excitement and nerves jangle through my body. Somehow, even though I ought to be a mess with how much emotion is warring inside my body, I’m calm.

Well. Maybe calm isn’t the right word.

Certain.

I know with more conviction than I have ever felt before that this is where I want to be.

Standing in front of the door of Grandma’s house, waiting, I can hear the music playing as guests take their seats.

Beside me, Katherina keeps taking peeks of herself in the mirror. Her eyes are bright with excitement.

When we bought her bridesmaid dress, she had broken down crying. It was the most beautiful dress she had ever seen.

Katherina turns to me, her eyes filling with tears again. “You’re beautiful, Cat.”

Next to me, Grandma chuckles. “You really are.”

Heat rushes to my cheeks but I smile all the same. The dress is nothing fancy. It’s loose and flowy… and it makes me feel like a mermaid-fairy princess.

My hair is clasped with silver shells. My bouquet is roses from Grandma’s garden.

“I’m so happy that you and George found your way back to each other,” Grandma says, fixing my short veil around my shoulders. She hugs me lightly.

I turn, hugging her fully. Tears fill my eyes, but I fight them. I don’t want to ruin my mascara.

“Thank you, Grandma. For always being there for me.”

“Oh, it’s time,” Katherina squeals. She grabs the door handle and looks to me for confirmation.

I laugh and nod at her.

She opens the door and steps out. She walks with a somber step that makes me smile.

Just a couple months ago, she was walking across the stage for her high school graduation. Katherina has decided on a gap year rather than jumping right into college. She’ll be working full-time for George.

Grandma loops her arm through mine. We start walking down the aisle together.

Our guests beam at us as we pass. Several people whisper to each other, tears in their eyes.

I barely see them.

George stands at the end of the aisle, wearing a black suit. He’s under an arch of greenery, and the smile on his face has his dimples in full force.

I nearly melt away just looking at him.

He’s handsome all the time, but the effect of his figure against the blue sky and rolling ocean is so beautiful it makes me want to weep.

The old feelings, that I’m not worthy of his love, have long gone dormant.

Day by day, George has shone his love like a light on me. He’s shown me just how much light I have to share all on my own.

When I think about the course of events that brought us to this point, it makes me want to weep.

Any misstep along the way could have changed our destination.

And yet, here we are.

We reach the end of the aisle. I kiss Grandma’s cheek and walk the last few steps to George’s side.

Edwina and Jason are in the front row. Grandma sits next to them.

Tears are streaming down Edwina’s face as she beams at us. Even Jason pats his eyes every so often.

Our relationship is tremendous. George’s parents have taken to heart everything he’s said to them.

Edwina still does overstep sometimes, but she is very conscious about apologizing when we bring it up.

Jason has started to be more active in changing up their home décor. It seems to me that they’re both more comfortable in their own home now.

“Welcome, family and friends,” our officiant greets. “We are here for the joining of Catherine Hart and George Callahan. Marriage is about unity. These two have decided to unite their lives into one life, one family.”

I grin at George. My heart beats faster as we join hands. Tears glimmer in his eyes, too. I attempt a wink at him,

We have a bet. I say he’s going to be the first to cry. He says I am.

The winner gets breakfast in bed every Sunday for a month.

“The couple has chosen to write their own vows,” the officiant says.

George takes the mic. “Catherine. I love you so much. I can’t believe that I’m lucky enough that you want to build a life with me.”

Oh no.

He’s being so sweet!

His face blurs and I flap my hands at my eyes.

“You’re only saying that to win our bet,” I sniff.

George laughs as he reaches out, dabbing my eyes with his handkerchief. “Then I better keep going. You are the most amazing woman I’ve ever met. Words can’t express how much I love you. I promise that I will always be here for you. I will always look after you.”

He laughs as his voice breaks. “Look at that—I lost the bet.”

I half-laugh, half-sob with happiness. I wipe the tear from his eye.

“George, you have shown me what it means to trust another person. You have stood for me even when I didn’t know how to stand for myself. I swear, I will stand with you throughout all of our challenges. And I promise I’ll try not to steal all the blankets at night.”

Our guests laugh.

“Thank you,” I whisper. “For everything.”

The officiant takes back the mic. We exchange rings, the silver tones sparkling in the sunlight.

“I now present George and Catherine, husband and wife,” the officiant declares.

Everyone starts cheering. George and I lean forward together. Our lips press together for the first time as a married couple.

***

One wonderful party and lots of celebrating later, George and I retreat to our honeymoon bliss.

The tide pools are currently beneath the tide. I look forward to seeing them in the morning.

George checks the air mattress and nods in satisfaction. “Looks like it’s holding the air after all.”

I turn the hot dogs over our beach fire. The driftwood we collected earlier sparks in hues of blue and green.

The whole thing is magical.

“Katherina told me that she doesn’t understand why we would want to camp on our own property for our honeymoon,” I tell George as he rejoins me.

George chuckles. “What did you tell her?”

“That this is our mini-moon, and we’ll be going around Europe later in the year.”

George puts his arm around my shoulders, and I rest my head against his shoulder. The ocean rolls in and out, a calming sound.

“I’m not going to lie. I think this might just be the best honeymoon we could have,” I sigh.

George takes the hot dogs off the fire to check them. The skin is bubbling, but not quite enough.

“Better than Europe,” I continue. “Just you and me here, on the beach. We have so much privacy here, away from our neighbors.”

“What neighbors?” George laughs. “We have a lot of privacy all the time.”

I pull slightly away from him. “Yeah, but here we can make love in the ocean and on the beach. You can’t do that in the city.”

“I never thought about trying it in the city,” George quips.

I kiss him, cupping his chin with my hand. “Thank you.”

“For this beautiful fire?” he asks, quirking one eyebrow up.

“For everything you’ve done these past two years.” I comb my fingers through his strawberry-blond hair. “Absolutely everything.”

He grins and takes the hot dogs off the fire. Then he tackles me.

We fall into the sand, laughing. George rolls over me, kissing me up and down.

“If anyone is thanking anyone, I’m thanking you,” he growls. “You’re the one that took a shot on me.”

I sigh, enjoying the sensation of his body so close to mine. My eyes slide shut. The fire crackles nearby, with the scent of the hot dogs reminding me that I haven’t eaten in hours.

Reluctantly, I remind George of this.

He groans and rolls up, then helps me sit. We make ourselves food.

“Huh. Lynn forgot to pack the champagne I asked for,” George says as he rifles through the cooler. “All she sent was sparkling apple juice.”

My eyes widen. “She knows!”

“Knows what?” George starts to open the apple juice.

I chew my lip, a new excitement washing through me. “Well… that it’s a good thing your company has good parental leave for employees.”

George stops.

He carefully sets the glass bottle aside. His green eyes are alight as he turns back to me. “Catherine?”

“Yes, George?”

“Is there a specific reason that’s a good thing?” The hope on his face makes me want to laugh.

So I do.

I nod, unexpectedly crying. “I’m pregnant.”

George’s smile is blinding. He places a light hand on my belly, then leans to kiss me again.

“Oh, Catherine. I’m so happy right now.”

I press my forehead to his. “Me, too.”

We sit there, the sun playing on the water, lost in this world that belongs to just the three of us.

And all I can think of is how excited I am that I can raise a family with the man I love in this place I love.

END
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Book 1: Pretending with my Brother’s Best Friend

Taking center stage is a breeze. But pretending I’m not falling for Rhett Lincoln again? That’s an Oscar-worthy performance in the making!

Event planning is my forte, but dealing with my ex-turned world-famous-actor? That’s a whole different ballgame. Yet, here I am, knee-deep in the whirlwind of our hometown’s theater reopening, face-to-face with Rhett—my brother’s best friend who once stole my heart and now just makes me roll my eyes.

When a storm traps us overnight in the theater, it sets the stage for a rom-com-worthy disaster. To save our reputations, I propose a fake relationship, complete with a secret engagement. Because nothing screams ‘wholesome event planner’ like a scandalous love affair!

As we fumble through rehearsals and dodge the town’s prying eyes, something unexpected happens. Rhett, the once cocky heartbreaker, starts stumbling over his lines, and I, the master planner, can’t seem to stick to the script. We may be acting, but I think our feelings are becoming all too real.

Book 2: Scoring with my Bestie's Ex

Dodging my wedding landed me in the arms of an NHL star—my best friend’s ex!

I’m Bella, a runaway bride, and after my dramatic escape, BFF Ellen drags me to Castleton for a ‘relaxing’ getaway. Surprise! Ellen’s ex, NHL superstar Aaron, and his friend Mike rent the cabin next door. Talk about drama!

After a rocky start, Aaron and I team up to play matchmaker, but when my ex-fiancé arrives, things get even crazier. A landslide traps us in town, stirring up more drama than a soap opera.

Book 3: A Single Dad and His Neighbor

I was ready to give my noisy new neighbor a piece of my mind, but now all I want to do is give him my heart.

The Toad’s Belly Pub’s deafening music kept me up all night. As a musician, I’m accustomed to noise, but this is beyond intolerable! When I confront the owner, I’m captivated by Jacob Hartley’s piercing blue eyes.

His strong presence and grief over his late wife create emotional barriers. As I perform at his pub, trying to break through, everything changes when his son goes missing.
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