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      For my cousin, Janet. Thank you for being one of my earliest and most stalwart fans. You are loved and missed every day.
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      Three Months Ago

      The somber graveside service complete, most of the mourners drift away. I barely register the platitudes, the squeezes of my arm or pats on my shoulder as they walk past. It’s unseasonably warm today, but I’m so cold from the inside out I’m shivering. Some people think it’s a good sign for the sun to shine during a funeral, but I think it’s a damn insult the weather should be so nice when you’re putting your best friend in the ground. Especially when it’s the middle of December and only a week ago it was snowing so hard, it caused a multi-car pile-up on I-95. The same pile-up that brought us here.

      The tiny baby in my arms squirms, and I sway to calm her. Violet is only two months old and she has no idea what’s going on, no idea we’re standing at the foot of her mother’s grave, and—like me—no clue as to what comes next.

      Laura’s parents stand to my right, Denny’s face wet from tears as he stands stoic, arms around his wife. Lulu weeps openly against his chest and I long to have that kind of comfort. Unfortunately, I have never felt that and doubt I ever will. But I have Violet and I have Tessa, who stands on my left with an arm around my waist. She, Laura, and I were a team, the best of friends, sisters. Under the tree at home, there are three identical gift-wrapped boxes, each containing a Powerpuff Girl charm. Now I wonder if I should return them or set Laura’s Blossom charm aside for Violet. It’s one of the many details that I am now responsible for but will leave for another day.

      “I’m going to head to the cafe and see if I can help Bette set up.” Tessa adjusts Violet’s little knit cap and kisses her head.

      “I’ll be there shortly.”

      Bette arranged for a small lunch for Laura’s parents and closest friends at her cafe. I don’t really want to go. I want to curl up on the couch under a blanket and not come out again until March. Winter’s for hibernation, right? It’s the time for everything to die, for the earth to prepare for new growth in the spring. Sounds like a good time to mourn my best friend.

      Violet squeaks, and I’m reminded it can’t be only about me anymore. I look down at her and smile. Her eyes are closed, little bow mouth moving like she’s suckling. She’s getting hungry.

      “Piper.” Laura’s mother’s voice shakes. “Denny and I are going to pass on the lunch and go home. Do you want us to take the baby or might you be able to take care of her, just for a little while?”

      “I’ve got her,” I say. Even though custody passed to Lulu and Denny upon Laura’s death, they’re not set up yet to take over her care.

      “Thank you,” Lulu says, her voice watery. “Please give our apologies to Bette.”

      “She’ll understand.”

      She strokes the baby’s cheek before turning to take her husband’s arm and walk away. I stand there over the open grave, Laura’s pearl-gray casket covered in a few ceremonial shovels of dirt and the roses tossed down by her mourners. Tears are cold on my cheeks as a breeze kicks up and brushes its icy tentacles across my exposed face.

      “What am I supposed to do, Laura? You were the one who always had the answers.” I look down at Violet, who stares up at me with her now-open dark brown eyes. I trace her button nose, her cheeks that are already filling out, the little dark curl poking out from under the cap, and I know the answer as sure as if Laura spoke it to me. And maybe she did, in the way some people say God speaks to them.

      “I promise you, I will look after your daughter. I will protect her and love her and make sure she grows up knowing all about you,” I say. “I promise to do whatever it takes to give her a happy life.”

      I blow a final kiss to Laura, holding her daughter tight and repeating the promises I mean to keep. No matter what.
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      There is no justice in this universe.

      He’s still the most gorgeous human male specimen to have walked the earth since Cary Grant. Thick waves of dark blond hair frame his square, scruffy jaw and curl behind his ears down the nape of his neck. His eyes are the color of my dad’s old army jacket—the one I refuse to throw away despite there not being one original button or zipper left, the one currently hanging off the hook by the back door of my confectionery. Wide shoulders, sinewy muscles flexing under a salmon-colored button-down, long thick legs, and pillowy lips that’ve launched a million dirty fantasies. He ambles in, his quick perusal of the store relaxed, but the way he carries himself is simply—commanding. He’s a sauntering, sexy wet dream.

      I despise every square inch of him.

      His gaze lands on me and the corners of his mouth curl up in a devastating smile. Except for the tiny lines that crinkle at the corner of his eyes, and the angles of his face that have sharpened with age, he looks the same as when I last saw him fifteen years ago at our college graduation. He couldn’t have put on fifty pounds, lost some hair, broken that perfectly patrician nose of his? Like I said... no fucking justice in the universe.

      I steel my spine and lift my chin, prepared to face the man who broke my heart. Who broke me.

      “Pip Poincelot. God, it’s been so long.”

      I grit my teeth. “Not long enough. And it’s Piper PONS-low. ‘Points-a-lot’ is a tired joke.”

      If he hears the edge in my voice, he’s ignoring it. He leans against the counter and I’m grateful for the foot-and-a-half of purple quartz between us as his voice drops a notch when he tells me I look great. It’s not my fault his voice can still hit me right between the legs. It’s only science, a chemical reaction no different from when you heat sugar and cream to make caramel.

      “Why are you here, Webb?” I’m happy—and surprised—my voice is so steady. I even sound bored. Twenty-two-year-old me could never pull off being so casual around Webb Duncan. That version of me had silly romantic notions about white knights on noble steeds and a naiveté when it came to what love really is. When it came to Webb.

      “Didn’t Hayes tell you?” He quirks an eyebrow. “I’m moving here. Opening a new practice just down the way.” He jerks his head toward the beach. “Hayes said the Isle used to have a full-time dentist until he retired. Figured I can be his replacement.”

      My brain stumbles over his announcement. “You’re moving here? To Sandcastle Isle?”

      He chuckles. “I am.”

      I’m trying to process the news, but I’m unable to reconcile Thomas Webber Duncan, of the wealthy Weston, Massachusetts Duncans, moving to a place whose unofficial motto is “Poor Man’s Nantucket.” We’re a blip of an island located just off the southeastern tip of Rhode Island, accessible only by ferry and sea plane. It’s a small, homey community with fewer than ten-thousand year-round residents, give or take. There is one fine-dining restaurant and no night clubs or golf courses. We’re salt-of-the-earth people here. What reason could he have to move to such a remote place, where his pedigree and pretty face won’t get him far?

      He laughs at my befuddlement, causing my face to heat with embarrassment. “I’m setting up a full-service dental practice with two partners. Pam is DDS, Trev does orthodontics, and I specialize in oral surgery.”

      My stomach does a weird flippy thing when he says oral. I sneak a glance at his left hand and clock the absence of a ring, though that means nothing. “Your wife is okay moving here with you? We’re not exactly a booming metropolis.”

      For the first time since he walked in, he looks uneasy. “She’s staying in Weston. We’ve divorced.”

      This is where I should say, “I’m sorry to hear that.” But I’m petty. He left me to marry his on-again, off-again college girlfriend. I hope he’s hurting.

      Like I said, I’m petty. Sue me.

      I busy myself by wiping down the already-clean counter, cursing my luck. I should be in the back creating confections and Mara should be out here. I could’ve avoided this whole awkward situation. But her husband Drew, my ex-boyfriend-turned-business partner, had to sneak her away for a mini-vacation before their baby comes. “So you’re on the Isle because you’ve moved here, but why are you here? At Sugarbreakers?”

      “I didn’t have a chance to talk to you at Laura’s funeral. I wanted to tell you how sorry I was.”

      “You were there?” My voice is scratchy, the way it always gets when I think about my best friend. It’s been three months since she slipped on the ice coming out of the library and died, but some days it feels like yesterday. Other times I can make it the whole day without crying. The whole funeral is a blur. Prince Harry could’ve been there, and I wouldn’t have noticed.

      “Of course. She was my friend, too. Once.”

      I swallow past the small lump in my throat. “She would’ve appreciated it,” I say and mean it. Laura was a better person than almost everyone I know, including me.

      “She has a daughter now, right?”

      “Yep.” Thinking of the infant chases away the wisps of grief and makes me smile. “Violet.”

      “Is she with her father?” Webb asks.

      “Her grandparents.” I check my Fitbit for the time. It’s April 1st—how fitting since this is like one giant cosmic joke—and outside peak tourist season, so it’s not busy in the shop and I keep limited hours. “Look, I have things I need to do before I close up for the day. Unless you’d like to pick up some candy or something?”

      He pulls a face, as if I’ve just suggested he jump naked into the frigid Rhode Island Bay. “I don’t eat candy.”

      “That’s crazy. Who doesn’t eat candy?”

      He shrugs a shoulder. “I like a piece of chocolate now and then, but candy is usually too sugary for my taste. Not to mention the havoc it wreaks on your teeth.”

      “Taffy is our signature product,” I inform him, miffed.

      His expression is horrified. “Caramels, taffy—those are the worst. I always advise my patients to avoid those and the hard candies, like jawbreakers. You know, parents worry about their kids getting addicted to drugs, but they should really worry about sugar addictions. Not only can it lead to obesity but it can cause tooth decay, periodontal disease, edentulism—that's tooth loss. And most people don’t know this, but your overall health is directly tied to your oral health. They say marijuana is a gateway drug. I’d add Jolly Ranchers to the list.”

      I gape at him. “You realize you’re in a candy shop—my candy shop.”

      He looks around and nods. “It’s nice. Very colorful.”

      “Well,” I start, jamming my hands on my hips. “I hate dentists.”

      He regards me with a slight grin, looking more amused than offended. “Most people do.”

      He’s baiting me. It’s what we used to do back then. But this is now, and I’m not into fun and flirty banter, not with him. Ten minutes and already he’s twisting me up inside. He must sense the change from the polite indifference I’ve been trying to exude because his grin fades, and his eyes turn serious. “I’m sorry⁠—”

      “‘Bout what?” I counter. “For comparing me to a drug dealer?” Maybe breaking my heart? Almost ruining my life?

      “I didn’t say that,” he protests.

      “You called Jolly Ranchers a gateway drug.” I gesture to the display behind him. ”I carry ten different flavors.”

      For the first time he looks abashed, his infamous swagger wavering. “Could we talk?”

      “Like I said, I have things to do. See you around, Webb.”

      I turn and walk through the doors leading to the back of the shop. I listen for the telltale sound of the door opening, the bell jingling, and the door shutting again before I breathe easy again. A part of me was afraid he’d follow. I ignore the teeny, tiny part of me disappointed he didn’t.

      It took me years to get Webb out of my system and out of my head. I won’t let him get a hold again.
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        * * *

      

      I’m brushing my teeth when there’s a knock on my front door and a voice calls out, “Piper, hey! Where are you?”

      “Bah-rum,” I call back with a mouthful of toothpaste. I spit and rinse, then walk out to meet Tessa. She’s plopped on my couch with the remote, flipping through the channels. She’s already in her flannel pajama set, the one with the dancing bunnies I mock her for but secretly love. I can’t pull off cutesy, so I’m in my worn light blue URI sweatshirt and gray fleece leggings.

      “You need to lock your door,” Tessa says, clicking on the next episode of You. It’s our Friday night tradition, when she isn’t traveling, to binge a series and scarf down a pint of ice cream. “We just finished bingeing the latest season of Fear They Neighbor. Did you not learn anything?”

      “Uh, you’re my neighbor,” I remind her, heading to the kitchen for our respective pints of Ben & Jerry’s—hers Brownie Batter Core, mine Phish Food. Dairy-free because it seems the closer I get to forty, the less food tolerant I become.

      I’ve known Tessa Brandt since college and had invited her out to Sandcastle Isle a few years ago after she divorced her asshat husband. Originally, she lived with Laura and me, but when Laura got pregnant, Hayes—the same Hayes Rutherford who brought Webb back into my life—offered her his spare room. How Tessa and Hayes could share the house without either killing or boning one another was beyond me. But both were insistent they were friends, only friends, and nothing but friends so help them God. And help the rest of us that have to witness their elaborate self-denials.

      “I can only do one episode tonight,” I say, picking up the remote. “I have to take the early ferry to pick up Violet tomorrow. Lulu and Denny have some church thing they need to attend.”

      “Are they any closer to signing over custody?”

      “They said they’ve been in touch with their lawyer. It’s only a matter of drawing up the papers.”

      The Rosellis took custody of Violet after the accident that killed Laura, but they are both in their early seventies and at their own admittance not prepared to raise another child. Laura and I grew up together, and with no siblings and the baby’s father unknown, we’d agreed I should be the one to raise her.

      I’m excited about the prospect of becoming a mother, but any happiness will always be tempered by the pain of it coming at the expense of my best friend’s life. I had my chance years ago and I lost it; this was Laura’s chance and she deserved to be able to raise her daughter.

      “Laura would want you to have her.” Tessa smiles at me as if she knows what I was thinking.

      I lean my head on her shoulder, swallowing back my jumble of emotions. They’re always close to the surface, but seeing Webb today brought my regrets into the open.

      “Hey,” Tess says, patting my head. “What’s going on with you?”

      I sit up. “I saw Webb today.”

      “What? How?”

      “He lives here now. Apparently, Hayes invited him.” I give her a brief recap of the afternoon. “Hayes didn’t say anything?”

      Tessa shook her head. “I haven’t been home much.”

      I jam my spoon into the ice cream to dig out a bite. “He looks good. Great, actually.”

      “Asshole.”

      I grin at her. “I love you.”

      She nudges me with her arm. “How do you feel about this?”

      “Well, Dr. Brant,” I say, “If I’m being honest, I’m shook.”

      “Is he here alone?”

      “I guess so. He said he’s divorced.” I run my spoon around the edges of the pint. “He came in and talked to me like nothing ever happened. Like I was simply an old friend he ran into.”

      Tessa shakes her head. “I can’t believe you didn’t punch him in the balls.”

      “I was too stunned.” The last time I saw Webb Duncan, he was leaving my bed after a weekend of marathon sex. We were supposed to meet up the next day at the Kinney Azalea Gardens. He never showed; a few days later, I received a text breaking things off. Shortly after that, he and Carolynn were engaged.

      “Maybe this could be a good thing.” She bumps my shoulder when I give her a dark look. “Hear me out. I know how badly he hurt you, but honey—don’t you think you should tell him what happened? Give him a chance to apologize and make it up to you?”

      “No, I’m not going to tell him shit,” I snap. “There’s nothing he could do now to make what he did back then okay.”

      She puts her arm around me and holds me close. “Honey, if we learn anything from Laura’s accident, it’s that life is too damn short to hold on to regrets.”

      “I’ll think about it,” I say, setting my half-eaten pint to the side and picking up the remote to start the series. I need to clear my head. Tomorrow, I’m seeing Violet, and she’s all that matters now.
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      “Welcome to Sandcastle Isle. A little spot of paradise in New England.”

      Hayes and I clink our beer bottles together. We’re sitting out on his deck in a pair of white Adirondack loungers with a tabletop fire pit going and a cooler with more beers between us. The night is cool but warm enough to subsist in only a sweatshirt and jeans. Except for Hayes. He’s wearing a pair of cargo shorts. I’ve known the guy for almost twenty years and one thing that hasn’t changed is his style.

      I take a slug of the beer, a porter from a local microbrewery that’s a bit heavy. “Have to admit, it’s a pretty place. I wasn’t sure at first, it being so small. But it’s just what I needed.”

      “I’m glad. Though the population doubles between June and September.”

      I shrug. “Still not the same as living in the city. It’s much better.”

      “Have you explored any? Been to the other villages on the Isle?”

      Sandcastle Isle is its own municipality, but it’s divided into four separate villages. The townhome I’m renting is in Sakonnet Village on the western side of the Isle. The dental office will be located in The Shoals at the southern tip, where Piper has her shop and where she and Hayes live. “Just here and Sakonnet. Haven’t had much time.”

      “Not missing much. North Village houses all the summer mansions, and the Isle’s only Dunkin’, so it has that going for it. Eastshore has the best waves and it has a Del’s, but not much else.”

      “Can’t remember the last time I had a frozen lemonade. Probably URI.”

      “When do you think you’ll be ready to open the practice?”

      “By June 1st, if all goes well,” I tell him. “My contract with DDS gives a 90-day deadline for new offices to open and if we don’t make it by then, the CEO will sue us for breach.”

      Hayes’s eyebrows shoot up. “Isn’t your mother the CEO?”

      “Yes. Yes, she is.” I swig my beer.

      DDS is Duncan Dental Services LLC—the family business of which I, son of both the founder and the current CEO, am only a part of as a franchisee. They buy dental practices, sometimes acquiring them from retiring dentists, sometimes taking over an existing office. Then DDS sells franchising licenses to dentists who might want to practice on their own but don’t want the hassle from the business side and who lack the capital to start from scratch. They get to concentrate on their patients while DDS does all the background work. Dad retired leaving Mom as current CEO, my best friend Graeme is Vice-President of Acquisitions, and my ex-wife the VP of Marketing.

      I’d been expected to take on an executive role, the one my brother, Philip, would’ve held had he not died, but I’d invested too much time into my schooling to not put my degrees to use. For the past five years, I’d been working at a group practice near the homestead in Weston, where I had purpose and was valued for my contributions far more than I’d be as my mother’s office monkey. But when the divorce happened and this opportunity to start over outside of Massachusetts came up, I had to jump on it. I had to get distance from my family, from my ex-wife, from the constant reminders of how I was put on this earth for one reason only, and I’d failed at it. I’ll forever owe Hayes for suggesting it, and Graeme for convincing my mother to add the dental office on Sandcastle Isle to our list of locations, since my partners and I couldn’t afford to buy it outright on our own. I’m not independently wealthy, and I don’t plan on ever claiming the trust fund that passed on to me after Philip’s death.

      ”Have you met SASBO yet?” Hayes asked.

      “Saz-bo? What the hell is that?”

      “The Shoals Association of Small-Business Owners. They run The Pier and surrounding neighborhood. If you want your business to succeed, you’ll need them. You already know who their leader is.”

      “I’m guessing the older lady who owns the cafe on the corner of the pier. I heard her the other day ordering folks around like a platoon commander.”

      “Who, Bette?” Hayes laughs and shakes his head. “She can be a dragon if you get on her bad side, I’ll give you that. But she’s really a softie. No, it’s Piper.”

      The beer I swallow goes down the wrong pipe. “Piper?” I choke out. “Shit.”

      “So long as Piper is on your side, you’ve got nothing to worry about. She’s the unofficial mayor of the Isle. Everyone loves her.”

      Well, fuck. “I went by her store earlier. Pretty sure she hasn’t forgiven me for going back to Carolynn.”

      I’d hoped fifteen years would’ve been enough time to smooth out the hurt. The way I ended things back then was shitty, no two ways about it. The first words out of my mouth should’ve been an apology, followed by heavy groveling. Instead, I reverted to my old self-defense mechanism—charm—and crashed spectacularly.

      “It didn’t help when I swallowed my foot by telling her how awful her taffy was,” I add. “Not that I meant hers personally. All sticky candy in general. I did a rotation in a low-income, rural clinic and the amount of dead and decayed teeth I had to take out of kids whose diet included a steady stream of high-fructose corn syrup turned me off to most sweets.”

      “Unfortunate,” he says. He tips his bottle at me. “Like I told you back then, you were an idiot.”

      “I know.”

      “A class-A asshole.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” I grumble.

      “You pulled some douchebaggery in the first degree.”

      “All right.” I kick him under the table. “You made your point.”

      Hayes chuckles and I’d punch him, but he’s not wrong. He hasn’t called me anything worse than I’ve called myself over the years. I chose the wrong woman, and I’m paying the price.

      “At least you don’t have Carolynn to contend with anymore. Even if she took everything you had, it’s worth the price to be free.” He raises his drink.

      Despite how acrimonious the divorce was, the urge to defend my ex-wife to my friends is second nature. “She didn’t take anything. I gave it to her freely. It’s not entirely her fault we didn’t work out. I wasn't the right man for her. I knew it back then, but I was trying to do the right thing.”

      “I know,” Hayes says with a surprising gentleness. “But I’m glad you finally realized sacrificing your happiness to make up for something that wasn’t your fault—they’re called accidents for a reason—was stupid before you got too old to play the field again. Still, you wasted what, thirteen years?”

      We’d gotten married right before my second year of dentistry school. The first few years weren’t too bad, but that was only because we were so busy. We were both in grad school, then I had my residency. It wasn’t until she went to work for my parents and we moved near them that everything started going to shit.

      “I guess I hoped she’d be on my side when it came to Mom and Dad, but it was more like she was the daughter and I was the in-law. Or outlaw, as they probably saw it.” I never fit in with my own family, but Carolynn did.

      “Do they know she cheated on you?”

      I grunted and stared out at the yard. “I don’t know. Doesn’t matter. It was over before then. I was just dragging my feet. Walking in on her bent over our kitchen island was just the impetus I needed.”

      Hayes drops his empty bottle into a blue bucket with a clink and takes another one out of the cooler between us. “Took you long enough to come to your senses, but I’m glad you did.”

      “Might not have been soon enough.” I tap the beer bottle against my leg. “If I can stop shooting myself in the foot, maybe I can get Piper to hear me out.”

      I was a fucking coward back then, convincing myself I owed it to Carolynn to give her one-hundred percent of myself, which meant cutting Piper out of my life entirely. Except I never was able to exorcise her from my thoughts. I was never able to give Carolynn one-hundred percent because I’d already given a piece of myself to Pip, and I never got it back.

      “Women, man,” Hayes says with a shake of his head. “Can’t live with them, can’t fuck them out of your system.”

      He’s looking past me to where Tessa Brandt is walking across the short span of grass separating this house from Piper’s. She was roommates with Piper and Laura at URI and part of our larger friend group. Now she’s Hayes’s roommate, which I already thought was interesting. Now I’m even more intrigued.

      “All right, time to change the subject.” He reaches beside him and holds up a deck of cards. “Hope you brought enough cash.”

      “Liar’s Poker?”

      “I’m ready to win my money back.”

      Hayes hasn’t won since college, but he’s optimistic. Or foolish. Either way, he owes me about $3500 from our yearly game at this point. Not that I’ll ever actually collect; it’s all in good fun. I’m ready to forget about Piper for the moment and add to my friend’s IOU.

      “Game on.”
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      “Look at this little darling,” coos Bette Regules, who owns Beachcomber’s Cafe a few doors down. “She has Laura’s cute little nose.”

      “Mm.” The baby is sleeping in the sling strapped across my body. I don’t see it, but she’s the third person today to comment on some feature of Violet’s that reminds them of Laura. When I picked her up from Lulu’s earlier this morning, Lulu had commented about her being the spitting image of Laura as a baby, only with darker coloring. Maybe it’s a gene some people have that gives them that ability, like how only some of us can roll our tongues. I don’t possess it. Violet, with her big brown eyes and wispy nut-brown hair, looks like… Violet.

      “What can I get for you today, Bette?” She’s here for fudge, like she is every Sunday afternoon.

      She taps her chin and hums, pretending to mull over the choices before deciding on the usual—one pound peanut butter fudge, one pound caramel pretzel, and one pound dark with sea salt flakes. “Oh, and can you wrap up an extra half pound of the peanut butter separately? Last week I didn’t get to try a bite before Jonathan gobbled it all up. I’ll give him his own so he keeps his filthy fingers off mine.”

      I chuckle. “Sure thing. How’s the restaurant?”

      “Oh, you know.” She waves her hand in the air. “It’s off-season so not too busy. But did you hear about Dana King and Vic Guerra?”

      She lowers her voice and leans forward, a wicked gleam in her eye. Gossip is oxygen on the Isle and Bette is the main tank. “They were caught playing tickle the pickle on the dunes the other night.”

      My eyes widen. Yes, I’m a guilty consumer of gossip. “But isn’t Dana dating some guy on the mainland?”

      Bette shakes her head. “Not since he decided taking the ferry was too much trouble. But Vic has been after Dana forever. Now he’s finally got her.”

      “Yay for Vic.”

      “We’ll see. You know what they say—the chase is often better than the catch.”

      “I say good for them.” I wrap Bette’s fudge in wax paper and place it in individual boxes before sliding over to the register to ring it up. At least someone on this Isle is getting some because it’s sure not me.

      The bell over the door jangles, startling Violet. I soothe her as the new customer walks in. Bette makes a throaty noise and when I look up, I scowl. Was I not unwelcoming enough the other day?

      Webb smiles at us and walks up to Bette with his hand extended. “Hello, I’m Webb Duncan, new dentist in town. You own the cafe, right?”

      I catch the roses blooming in her cheeks when she shakes his hand, surprised she doesn’t do the whole swoon and faint. “Bette Regules. I don’t believe I’ve seen you in there. I’m sure I would’ve noticed.”

      He dips his head briefly in an aw shucks kind of move. “I was in on Saturday morning with Hayes and not looking my best, I’m sure. I had your chocolate-chip banana pancakes and can I tell you, they are the best pancakes I have ever eaten. Hayes says they’re second only to your croissants. I can’t wait to try them.”

      Bette titters—fucking titters—and touches his arm. Her eyes blaze and she lingers a little longer than necessary. “That is so sweet of you.”

      “Oh, brother,” I mutter under my breath, poking the iPad touchscreen a little harder than I probably should. I flip the tablet over to face Bette so she can pay. “$24.05, Bette.”

      Bette barely looks at me or the tablet as she taps her card to pay, still focused on Webb. “Next time you come in, ask for me, and I’ll be sure you get a complimentary pastry. To welcome you to the Isle.”

      “That’s awfully nice of you, Mrs. Regules.”

      “It’s Ms., but please, call me Bette.” She scribbles her signature and plucks the bag off the counter.

      He smiles again all wide and bright. “Bette. It’s lovely to meet you.”

      She waves her fingers at me and sweeps toward the door, turning back once to waggle her eyebrows behind Webb’s back before leaving. I resist the urge to roll my eyes. Like my dad always said, “Keep it up and they’ll roll right out of your head.”

      “What can I get you, Webb? Unfortunately, the ice cream machine is on the fritz so I have no dairy-free, sugar-free, gluten-free sorbet on hand and that’s the healthiest thing I sell.” I lean one hand on the counter, the other patting Violet’s rump through the sling.

      He leans over the counter to stare at the baby. “Is that Violet in there? Can I see?”

      I pull the edge of the pouch away so he can see her face. “She’s lovely,” he says. His face alights with another smile not as bright as the one he turns on for everyone else, but warmer. He looks up at me still smiling, and it’s way more disarming than his other one. A feathery lightness fills my chest, but then I remember what happened the last time Webb made me feel like this, and the feathers turn to pie weights.

      "Apparently she looks just like Laura.”

      His forehead wrinkles. “Eh, I don’t see it.”

      “See? Me neither. I was beginning to think there was something wrong with me.” I’m about to smile, but I cut that shit off. I don’t need to encourage him.

      “Pip,” he begins.

      “Stop calling me that. It’s Piper.”

      He continues like I haven’t spoken. “I know I did a shitty thing to you in college. But I’d like a chance to make it right. Can we talk about it? Maybe over dinner?”

      I start to shake my head, but his pleading voice stops me. “Please, Piper?”

      Maybe Tessa is right and I should get this over with, let him apologize to me, accept it, and move on. Finally. Only I’m not sure that will be enough to stop the aching I feel down to my bones, to assuage the guilt and regret I will carry the rest of my life.

      I draw in a breath and meet his wary gaze. “I have Violet until tomorrow.”

      “I can pick up a pizza and bring it by your house? Help you babysit?”

      “No,” I reply quickly. The last thing I need is Webb’s presence to taint my sanctuary. “My house isn’t really guest-ready. Besides, I’m not babysitting; I’m in the process of adopting Violet.”

      “Oh, wow. That’s—congratulations.” He sounds sincere and the earnest look on his face shakes something loose.

      With a sigh, I relent. “If you want, we can grab a slice after I close up. Il Pomodoro Dolce has great pizza.”

      “Sounds like a date.” He grins, a glint in his eye.

      I frown. “Sounds like a slice. I can give you thirty minutes.”

      Violet lets out a squeak, letting me know she’s awake and ready for a bottle. I take her out of her cozy pouch and place her against my shoulder. “There, there, jellybean. I’ll get your bottle in a sec.”

      “Can I hold her?”

      Webb puts out his hands and I eye him for a moment before handing over this precious bundle. “I’ll only be a minute. I need to warm her bottle.”

      He takes her and starts talking to her in a sing-song voice while he sways back and forth. My heart seizes at the sight. He looks like a natural and damn if my ovaries don’t twitch, the traitorous bitches. For a microsecond, I think about our baby—the one I never got to hold, the one he never knew about. But it hurts too much and I will not go there again. I go to the kitchen to warm the bottle, using the time to remind myself that it doesn’t matter how sexy Webb looks, or how cute he is holding a baby, he’s still the same asshole who smashed my heart into oblivion. Fifteen years later and it still feels like it’s only being held together by cheap dollar-store glue.

      I return to find Violet cradled in his arms, Webb smiling down at her like it’s no big deal she’s chewing on what looks to be an expensive silk tie. She gurgles like she’s answering him as he whispers to her. Great. He’s even charmed Violet.

      “I can take her now.” I shake the bottle. “She’s a messy eater. I would hate to see her damage more of your suit.”

      He looks at me, then down at his tie, and chuckles. “I can always buy another one. But I should get back to the office. We’re interviewing prospective staff.”

      He hands Violet back to me and I settle her in my arms to feed. “You look good with her. A natural,” he says, repeating the same thing I thought about him. My heart doesn’t just seize then. It splinters, holding itself together by the barest of measures. I keep my face turned down so he can’t see the pain I’m having a terrible time hiding.

      “What time do you close up?”

      “Five on Mondays. I’ll meet you at the pizza place. It’s near your office.”

      “See you later, then.”

      He leaves, and I finish feeding Violet. “Don’t fall for that charm, jellybean. He cannot be trusted. He’s a heartbreaker.”

      Violet’s still drinking from the bottle, but she looks at me and gurgles, dribbling milk out of her mouth. I mop at it with the burp cloth and laugh. “You’ll understand when you get older. Your heart is a precious organ, little one, and needs to be protected. Someday you’ll find your Prince Charming, and he won’t be anything like Webb Duncan.”
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      It’s a little before five when I arrive at Il Pomodoro Dolce. The Sweet Tomato, if my high school Italian hasn’t failed me, can be only generously called a hole-in-the-wall. The pizzeria occupied a tiny sliver of space a few steps off The Pier. If it weren’t for the pink neon tomato in the window, I might have passed it by.

      There is a short pink Formica counter with three stools abutting the front window. A bistro table for two is hidden in a corner just inside the door. A glass display showcases the Slices of the Day—a pepperoni, a cheese, a bacon-mushroom-meatball, and a Margherita with balls of mozzarella topping a red sauce and garnished with whole basil leaves. Adjacent to the case is another pink Formica counter where orders are obviously taken and rung up. A short older woman with a thick gray bun, deep-set wrinkles, and T-shirt depicting a cartoon slice of pizza wielding a light saber that reads “May the Sauce Be With You” has a phone pressed to her ear and is writing as quickly as she speaks. “Fifteen minutes,” she says, hanging up the phone, which starts ringing again almost immediately. She picks it up and snaps, “Hold,” before sliding the ticket onto a stainless steel table separating the front of the restaurant from the kitchen.

      “Order in!” she shouts, then barely sparing me a glance she picks up the phone and proceeds to take another order. “You want chicken and barbecue sauce?” she asks the person on the other end of the line. “Sacrilege. Next you’ll be asking for pineapple. No. I’ll give you chicken with our house made smoky marinara, how’s that? Fine. Fifteen minutes.”

      She hangs up and scribbles out another ticket, slaps it on the table behind her, and yells out again. Finally she addresses me. “What can I getcha’?”

      “I’m waiting for someone, actually,” I say, gesturing out the door. “I’ll order for us both when she gets here.”

      She purses her lips and looks me up and down. “Who?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Who? Who are ya waitin’ for?” She makes a hurry-up gesture with her hands. “Only locals would make a date to meet here, so it must be someone I know. Who is it?”

      “Uh—Piper Poincelot?”

      She nods once. “Piper gets the same thing every time. Bacon, olives, and pineapple. You want to share that or get your own?”

      I nod at the phone. “It didn’t sound like you offered pineapple.”

      She shrugs. “It’s not normal. But Piper wants pineapple, Piper gets pineapple. She’s a sweet girl.”

      “That she is,” I murmur.

      Her eyes narrow. “What are you doing with Piper? Who are you?”

      I turn my sixty-watt smile on her. “I’m Webb Duncan. My partners and I are taking over the dental office and opening a new practice.”

      “Webb?” She scowls. “Like a spidah?”

      I’m used to this reaction and give my customary chuckle. “Short for Webber.”

      “How do you know our Piper?”

      “We went to college together.”

      Her scowl opens to a smile. “Well, why didn’t you say so? Any friend of Piper’s is a friend of ours. I’m Gina Donato. What would you like, sweetheart?”

      I decide to have the same, although pineapples and olives isn’t a combination I ever thought I’d be keen on. But when in Rome… Gina writes out a ticket and sends it to the back.

      “We’ll get that started for ya,” she says, though it comes out sounding more like staw-ted. Damn, I’ve missed this state. Four years of college endeared me to the accent, which is not unlike back home, where “r”s tend to become “ah”s and are unceremoniously tacked on to the end of most words ending in vowels. Of course, my parents wouldn’t dream of their children speaking so common-like. The Massachusetts accent was practically thrummed out of us from an early age. Maybe that’s why I like this one. It’s more real.

      “Sorry, Nana.” A young girl darts in from the back of the pizzeria and plants a peck on Gina’s cheek. “I had to stay late for tutoring, and I missed the first ferry.”

      “S’alright.” The woman beams at the girl and pats her cheek. She’s glowing with pride when she looks at me. “This is my granddaughter, Jamie. Jamie, this is Piper’s friend, Dr. Duncan. He’s going to be the new dentist.”

      “Nice to meet you, Jamie.”

      “Uh, you, too.” She doesn’t meet my eyes, and her cheeks are turning as dark as the marinara sauce.

      Gina doesn’t seem to notice. “Jamie here is going to be a doctor.”

      “Nana, I don’t think he cares⁠—“

      Gina squeezes the girl’s shoulders and ignores her protest. “Won second place in the Rhode Island State Science Fair.”

      “That’s amazing,” I tell her. “What kind of doctor?”

      Jamie is still red in the face, but she replies. “Immunology, maybe. Or virology. I haven’t decided if I want to be a medical doctor or maybe a research scientist.”

      “I couldn’t decide if I wanted to be a dentist or a medical doctor,” I confess. “So I decided to do both. I became an oral surgeon, which required me to get my M.D. in addition to my D.D.S.—Doctor of Dental Science. You can do both, too.”

      “She can do anything she wants,” Gina proclaims, giving her a smacking kiss on the cheek.

      “Nana,” Jamie scolds, but she’s also pleased.

      “You know, we’ll have the practice up and running by June. If you ever want to come by and talk about a medical career, my door is always open.”

      Jamie’s face lights up. “Really? Oh, Dr. Duncan, that would be wicked cool. Thank you.”

      “What’s wicked?”

      We all turn and see Piper pushing Violet in a stroller up to the counter. She looks at me with a brow raised, gaze narrow. Gina speaks up.

      “Dr. Duncan here offered to give Jamie advice about becoming a doctor.”

      “Is that so?” Piper’s tone is light, but I can sense an edge to her smile. She bats her lashes at me. “That really is wicked cool.”

      I know the mockery is meant for me and not the teenager, but I choose to ignore it. “Gina has our order started. She said you always get the same thing.”

      She squints. “I thought we agreed to a slice. I can make do with one of those,” she says, pointing to the case containing the ready-to-go slices.

      I lift my hands. “I’m hungry.”

      She shakes her head, but covers her obvious irritation with a genuine smile for Gina. The older woman comes around the counter and coos at Violet, who’s wide awake and kicking her feet. She giggles at Gina’s tickles. “Such a beauty. Like her mother.”

      Piper’s smile quivers. My heart clenches, and I want to put my arm around her. But since I can’t be sure she won’t smack me if I touch her, I stuff my hands in my pockets instead.

      The phone starts ringing again, prompting Jamie into action. Gina blows a kiss to Violet then excuses herself to help out in the kitchen. I gesture to the corner table. “Have a seat?”

      The door opens and a few more patrons enter, leaving little room for the two of us and the stroller. She grimaces at the table, then heaves a sigh as if coming to a reluctant decision. “Your office is nearby, right? Can we take the pizza there? It’s too chilly for Violet to sit outside, and it’s too crowded in here.”

      “Absolutely.” We only have to wait a few more minutes before Jamie calls that our pizza is ready. She hands me a bag with paper plates, napkins, and plasticware. I pay and leave a generous tip, which Jamie acknowledges with gratitude. Piper’s shaking her head again when I open the door for her. “What?”

      “You can’t help yourself, can you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Making every female you meet fall in love with you.”

      There’s no waiting for me as she pushes the stroller up the sidewalk toward my office. I laugh to myself.

      Not every female.
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      At the office, I lead her into the kitchenette that will serve as a break room once we’re open. I place the pizza on the table and drop the bag on top so I can help Piper out of her jacket. But she beats me to it, removing the old Army jacket and draping it across one of the chairs. She sits before I have another chance to be chivalrous and pull out the chair for her. I take the hint and back away to remove my own coat.

      She glances at me. “I see you lost the tie. Sorry if Violet ruined it.”

      I laugh. “No you’re not.”

      Her lips twitch. “You’re right. I’m not. But I’m sure Violet is, or would be. She isn’t petty.”

      I wash my hands while Piper makes Violet comfortable in the stroller, then we switch and I start plating slices of pizza while she washes up.

      “Should I cut Violet’s into small pieces or will she just gnaw on the crust?”

      Piper whips toward me with a look that shouts, “What kind of idiot are you?”

      “I’m kidding, Pip.”

      “I know,” she says, a little on the defensive side.

      I laugh again. “Liar.” Her blush makes me laugh even harder.

      “What is so funny?”

      “I should be offended, but it’s actually comical how little faith you have in me. I am a doctor, you know. Not just of teeth, either.”

      She scoots in her chair and picks up her slice, folding it over and blowing on it. I avert my gaze, because the way her lips purse into a perfect little O and her cheeks puff out are making inconvenient things happen in my pants. And that is not what tonight is about. Tonight is about groveling.

      She takes a bite and chews, staring at Violet, who’s contentedly babbling at the sea animals hanging from the mobile above her head. I take my own bite, surprised at how flavorful the combination of toppings is.

      “I had my doubts,” I say. “But this is actually really good.”

      “Right?” She says around another mouthful. “Gina promises she’ll give me her sauce recipe someday, but I’m not sure I’d be able to do it justice even if I followed it to the letter.”

      “She lets you get pineapple on your pizza, which I understand not everyone gets to have. I heard her refuse to put barbecue sauce on for a customer, which is a pretty common topping nowadays.”

      She snorts. “Not around here. Gina and Tom would rather burn their place to the ground than sell out by making trendy pizzas.”

      “How come you rate so highly as to get whatever you want?”

      “I’ve known them my whole life. When my dad was Mayor, he helped them with the permits and such to open the place. And I went to school with their oldest son, Geno. I think Gina hoped we’d end up marrying and making lots of babies.”

      “What happened?” I asked, holding back an irrational urge to find this Geno and extract his wisdom teeth without sedation.

      “He married someone else more suited to him.”

      “The way Gina talks, you hang the moon for her. Who can be more suited for her son?”

      “Mike Phillips,” she deadpans.

      My bite of pizza lodges in my throat when I laugh and I cough-choke it down. I stand and open the refrigerator. “I forgot to get drinks back at the pizzeria. But I have bottled water and a six-pack of Narragansett.”

      “Water.”

      I grab a can of beer and a bottle of water that I open and hand to her. “Thanks,” she says, taking a small sip. She stares at my beer while I tap the top of the can then pop it open. A wistful smile plays at the corners of her mouth.

      “I can get you one if you’d like,” I say, tipping the can toward her.

      She shakes her head. “No, sorry. I was just thinking of my dad. He used to do that—tap the top of the can before opening it.”

      I lean forward to capture her gaze. “Pip, I’m really sorry about your dad. I only met him that one time, when we all came here for Thanksgiving break, but he seemed like a great guy.”

      “He was,” she says quietly, breaking eye contact. “You know what I miss most? He used to make these Hermit Cookies. They were like gingerbread but with raisins. It was his mother’s recipe and he would make them whenever I was having a tough time, and sometimes just for the fun of it. Since he’s been gone, I haven’t had one.”

      “Why don’t you make a batch?”

      She shrugs. “He didn’t have the recipe written down anywhere I could find. Anyway, it’s just one of those things.”

      “I should’ve called when I heard. I’m sorry I didn’t.”

      She dismisses my apology with a wave. “How is your family?”

      “Same as ever.” I grunt. “Dad’s retired, Mom’s taken over as the CEO, and both think I’m still as much a screw up as I ever was.”

      She stares at me thoughtfully while she chews. “You’re a doctor. I’m going to assume you’re not an alcoholic or a drug addict, or an ex-con. You’re a productive and respectable member of society.”

      “So?” I tilt my head and peer at her, wondering what she’s getting at.

      “If all that still doesn’t meet your parents’ standards, it says more about them than about you.” She raises and lowers her shoulders. “You’re any normal parent’s dream child. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “My brother was their dream child,” I say, lowering my gaze. In my thirty-eight years on this earth, they never failed to remind me of that. When he died from his leukemia over thirty-three years ago, so did all their hopes and dreams for a son worthy of carrying on the family name. “I was born to be his spare parts, but we know how that turned out. Marrying Carolynn was the only thing I ever did they were happy about, but now I’ve divorced her.”

      Instinctively I know I’ve stepped in it by mentioning Carolynn. Piper goes very still, then she sets her pizza down and wipes her mouth.

      “Piper, I need to say something.” I put down my own slice. Here goes nothing. “I’m sorry for hurting you. I should’ve handled things better.”

      “Webb—”

      “No, please. Let me finish.” I reach across the table and miraculously she lets me take her hand. “The night I was supposed to meet you at the Gardens, I was on my way. But I got a call from Carolynn. She’d gone out drinking with her friends and they abandoned her, so she called me for a ride. I would’ve said no; we’d broken up and I figured this was a ploy to get me alone. But she started crying and she sounded off. I was only going to drop her at her sorority house. I thought I’d only be a few minutes late to meet you.”

      “But you got into the accident.” She tried to pull her hand out of my grasp, but I clung to it. “I know all that. Then you decided Carolynn was the one, not me. End of story.”

      A wave of pain crosses her features before she schools her face into a placid expression. But that glimpse of pain was all I needed to see to feel like total shit. She has to understand the truth. Carolynn wasn’t the one, she was never the one.

      “It’s not as simple as that, Pip.”

      She jerks her hand away and this time I let her. There’s a fire in her eyes when she glares at me and stands. “This was a mistake. I need to get Violet home. She’s going to want to eat soon.”

      Fuck. Her porcupine quills are standing at attention again. “Wait. We need to talk about this.”

      She’s closing the pizza box and gathering the small mess she made into a pile. “No, we don’t. We managed not to talk for fifteen years, I think we can keep up the streak.”

      I huff out a breath, exasperated and pissed. Mostly at myself, though that’s not how it comes out. “You don’t understand.”

      She plants her hands on her hips. “I understand perfectly, Webb. I don’t need you to spell it out for me. The text you sent was quite enough.”

      My chair scrapes against the linoleum as I stand. “That’s not fair. I tried to talk to you in person, but you wouldn’t take my calls.”

      “Fair?” She laughs but it’s without any warmth. “Like it was fair of you to stand me up, to let me learn from some random chick the reason was because you were with your ex-girlfriend? Fair to let me come to the hospital looking for you, sick with worry because after an entire night and half a day, you still hadn’t found the time to call and let me know you were okay, only to discover you holding your ex in your arms and kissing her all over?”

      My gut clenches. “I didn’t know you’d been there.”

      She blinks her shiny eyes quickly and sniffs. “Well, I was. I got to see for myself, so when you did send me a text telling me it was over, I already knew why.”

      I try again, my voice pleading. “Pip⁠—”

      “Stop calling me that!” She smacks the water bottle off the table. Red blotches mottle her cheeks. “You know what? I’m not having this conversation. I’d rather pretend none of it ever happened.”

      I can’t help the flinch. It was the best time of my miserable life the past decade and a half and she wants to pretend it didn’t happen. Can’t say I blame her, but damn that stings.

      Piper tucks a blanket around the baby and reaches for her jacket. This isn’t how it’s supposed to go. I swallow hard. “Wait. Pip—Piper—I’m sorry. I’m so damn sorry. I would rather cut off my own balls than hurt you. If I could do it all again⁠—”

      She slips the jacket around her and zips it. “It’s too late. Look, we’re not going to be friends again. But I recognize you’re going to live here, and we’ll inevitably see each other. So I promise to be civil. But I don’t want to be friends again. I don’t want to talk about whatever in the past. I’ve moved on.”

      “Would you please just listen⁠—”

      “No, I’m leaving.” She grabs the pizza box and puts it on top of the stroller. “And I’m taking this.”

      She pushes toward the door. I want to chase after her, but my feet are stuck to the floor. I’m helpless when she turns her back on me and walks out of the building, taking the rest of my dinner with her along with any chance of making things right.
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