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      For my daughter Ashley, my bright beacon in the storm.

    

  


  
    
      A ship is safe in harbor, but that’s not what ships are for.

      William Greenough Thayer Shedd
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      Welcome to Blue Harbor, where the cobblestone streets are charming, the ocean breeze is crisp… and death is always around the corner.

      

      Elizabeth Reading and Scarlett Harding leave behind the chaos of New York City in search of a peaceful new life running a cozy bed and breakfast in Blue Harbor, Maine. But their dream quickly darkens when a man collapses in a pool of blood at their feet on their first night in town, and the lead detective investigating the murder is Elizabeth's unexpected date from earlier that day.

      

      Shaken but determined, the women decide to go through with their plan to buy the inn. Soon, they fall under the spell of the coastal town's charm until disturbing deaths stack up, whispers of a centuries-old curse emerge, and the storm of a lifetime traps them in their hotel with a killer.

      

      As guests are murdered one by one and the town's haunting history unravels, Elizabeth and Scarlett must decide whether to flee while they still can or stand and face a legacy of blood, betrayal, and something far more sinister.

      

      Fans of atmospheric mysteries, twisty whodunits, and chilling folklore will devour this gripping tale of two women who find that starting over can be murder.
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      Hi, I am an author of paranormal suspense. In my first series, The Dead Game Series, The Dead walk the night & into the day, leading our heroines on a dangerous adventure from Florida to Quebec.

      The Blue Harbor Series offers a new set of heroines who fight to save their town from a Native American curse. The first book, Meet Me In Maine, uncovers the perpetrator of the curse and the plight of the Penobscot culture at the hands of the white man.

      Meet Me In Maine’s new edition contains two bonus chapters with Scarlett’s and Elizabeth’s stories, revealing why they chose to settle in Blue Harbor.

      Please sit back, put up your feet, and let me bring mystery and romance to your lives.
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      An intense competition raged at the fraternity house to find the new champion in the chug-a-beer-the-quickest contest. As loud music pounded in my ears, I wove through the drunk college boys, a few of whom grabbed at me as I escaped the crowded kitchen. My best friend, Elizabeth, had dragged me to the end-of-the-year party, and it was time to leave. I reached the couch in the living room, where a tangled mass of outerwear loomed before me.

      "How will I find my jacket?” I asked no one since the motionless bodies lounging on the adjacent chairs were unconscious or asleep.

      "Are you talking to yourself again?" a soft voice asked over my shoulder. I turned to find Elizabeth standing behind me, wearing a black t-shirt and tight jeans, her blonde hair as sleek as always, and her hands planted on her hips.

      "I hate frat parties," I replied, brushing the unruly brown curls from my forehead.

      "You're not leaving," Elizabeth said with pursed lips as she attempted to drag me away from the coats. "The party just started, and I met a cute guy."

      "Another college boy?"

      "Martin is interning at NYU Medical Center…." Elizabeth winked. "… and so is his friend."

      After a longing look at the tall mound of coats, I trailed Elizabeth to the kitchen to meet her latest conquest. I wasn't hopeful since she had a solid history of bringing home strays who weren't yet house-trained. A picture of her last boyfriend flashed through my mind: a college senior with a fake smile and a corny laugh.

      Two nice-looking young men stood in the corner. They didn't appear as boyish as the college frats chugging beers to the high-pitched cheers from the girls wearing low-cut tops and short skirts. The one with curly, dark hair bowed his head to Elizabeth before handing her a cup of beer. His brown-haired, blue-eyed partner threw me a quick wink. I responded by opening my mouth and pointing a finger to my gagging throat before retreating to the other room's coat section.

      Elizabeth's high heels clicked behind me, but I marched ahead as frat boys stepped aside, parting like the Red Sea before my ominous expression. "Please," her voice floated over my shoulder. "I just want you to meet Martin. Talk to him, and you'll see how intelligent he is." But I continued walking.

      "I've picked the wrong men in the past," she began, waiting until I finished snickering before continuing, "But if you meet him… then maybe you can help me make better choices."

      "Stopping you from making a terrible decision is the best reason I've heard so far for meeting one of your men," I replied and turned to follow her.

      The two men watched as frat boys constructed a shot tower in the kitchen. The blue-eyed wonder looked at me, this time not winking, while his buddy straightened to his over 6-foot height and approached Elizabeth with a cocky grin.

      "Can I get you a beer?" Mr. Blue Eyes asked, lifting his cup in my direction as he inched closer.

      "No, thank you," I replied, stepping back. "May I ask why you and your friend are at a frat party?"

      His eyes met mine. "An old girlfriend begged me to come."

      I snorted. "The girlfriend begged you?"

      He glanced around the room at the growing crowd. "The ex said they needed men."

      "She was correct," I replied. "There are no men here, only boys."

      Old Blue Eyes smiled, raising his cup in salute. "I applaud your devilish sense of humor."

      "I aim to please," I responded, with a flutter of my eyelashes.

      He cleared his throat. "My name is Robert. May I ask yours?"

      Intrigued by his manners, I slanted my head to look at him and replied, "Scarlett."

      Robert took my hand and brought it to his lips. "Please to meet you, Scarlett," he said, leaving behind a lingering kiss on the inside of my palm.

      "So, where is your girlfriend?" I asked, yanking my hand from his grasp.

      "Ex-girlfriend," he replied with a chuckle.

      "Is she here?" It was my turn to survey the room, but I saw no one who might hold his interest.

      "No."

      I faced him. "Did your ex prank you?"

      A shrug was my answer.

      Elizabeth joined us, pulling Robert's friend behind her. "Let me introduce you to Martin."

      Martin angled his hand at me.

      I watched him for a moment as he held his hand steady. "You'll make a fine surgeon," I said before shaking it.

      "Yes, I will," Martin replied, never taking his eyes off Elizabeth.

      "Martin is confident in his abilities," Robert said.

      "Are you just as confident?" I asked, turning to him.

      He shrugged as his beeper sounded in unison with Martin's.

      Both men pulled the offending devices from their pockets. Martin claimed they had to leave before asking Elizabeth for her number. I frowned at Robert's questioning glance.

      As Elizabeth watched them shove past the sloppy beer drinkers, she said, "Martin asked for my number."

      "I was standing there when he asked."

      She gawked at me. "Martin is smart and handsome, so what's wrong?"

      "His enormous ego," I replied, hurrying away to find my jacket.

      That week, Elizabeth and Martin had their first date. I couldn't prove his unworthiness, but deep inside, he left me uneasy.

      A year later, Martin proved he was the wrong choice for my best friend.

      That night began as most nights did for me: a lousy date that I was determined to end, except this date had dangerous consequences.

      A dense fog rolled in from the harbor, encircling the restaurant with smoky fingers. I glanced across the table at my date, who spent most of the meal gazing at the water outside our window. If I'd known harbors were one of George's hobbies, I would not have picked The Harbor View for our first and last date.

      "Why is the water so fascinating that you can't stop staring?" I asked.

      George's face swiveled to me as if a puppeteer directed its abrupt motions. "I love harbors and the soothing sound of the waves."

      "I guess nothing at this table is as thrilling to hold your attention.”

      His glib reply, accompanied by a sarcastic smile, was, “Your looks and wit enthrall me, so I have to glance away to get my bearings. “

      As my lips pursed in a tart response, Martin walked into the room with a busty brunette on his arm.

      "What the…?" I asked under my breath.

      George followed my stare to the table beside us, where Martin and his date were being seated by the waiter. "What's wrong?"

      "That is my best friend's boyfriend."

      "But he's here with another woman," George replied.

      "I know."

      Martin turned his head at the sound of my voice and froze.

      I waved.

      He stood and bent to whisper to his date before strolling over to our table. "Hello, Scarlett. I didn't realize you frequented expensive restaurants on your salary."

      "Is that why you brought your date here?" I replied, as my attention drifted to the gorgeous brunette glaring at me.

      "She's not my date, Scarlett; she's a colleague."

      Two can play this game. "Does Elizabeth know you're here, Martin?" I asked, my voice rising when I spoke his name.

      "No. But I'm sure you'll tell Elizabeth," Martin replied with an edge to his voice. As he spun around to leave, he banged his hand against my wine glass, causing it to wobble at the table's edge until he righted it. After a backward glance at me, Martin returned to his date.

      “I’m thirsty," I said, bringing the glass to my lips and taking a big gulp.

      A foul taste hit my tongue, and the room spun as I grabbed hold of the table.

      "Are you okay?" George asked, concern dawning in his eyes.

      "I'm dizzy."

      He stared at me. "You chugged that wine too fast. Do you want to leave?"

      The room swam around me, voices becoming muffled in my head. I reached for the glass and noticed the powder floating to the bottom. I faced Martin, who sported a smug grin. Now, his unexpected clumsiness made sense. Martin was not clumsy. As a heart surgeon, he had to be precise in his movements. The words "he did it" were on my tongue before I succumbed to the unyielding darkness.
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          NEW BEGINNINGS

        

      

    

    
      I lifted my face to the warm sunshine as Washington Square Park came to life in the early morning hours. Music from a lone guitarist mingled with the excited shouts of teenagers riding their skateboards. A sharp pang hit me when I thought of graduating and entering the workplace. New York University was my haven for the past four years. Martin asked me to live with him, but did I want another safety net?

      "Elizabeth." Scarlett hurried to me, weaving through the students and skateboarders, her curly brown hair blowing in the soft breeze. "I knew I'd find you here."

      "How was your last test?" I asked.

      "I'm finished. That’s what’s important. No more classes, no more exams. I am free." Scarlett spread her arms wide as she spun in a circle. "Freedom feels delightful." She sank beside me on the bench. “Is Martin meeting you after the exam, or is he on call again?" Her voice reflected the disdain she had for my boyfriend.

      I fought to ignore the unease Scarlett unleashed with her question. She didn't believe Martin was on call as much as he claimed. But I trusted him. I did.

      "He's on call, but we'd see each other more if we lived together."

      "Is that what he promises will happen?" She grabbed my hands. "Martin can't care for you if he only cares for himself."

      "You don't like him," I replied, trying to pry my hands loose, but she held them tighter.

      "This isn't just my not liking him." Her voice rose in pitch. "Why are you settling for someone who doesn't respect you?"

      I yanked my hands from her grasp and jumped to my feet. "I'm not settling."

      "You are." Her voice sounded sad. "Please don't move in with him. I'm your best friend and want only the best for you."

      "I haven't decided yet."

      The scenery faded to a hospital's waiting room. Moonlight shone across the sleeping and the few pacing the aisles. After rubbing my eyes, I focused on Martin's tall figure striding toward me from the hospital corridor. He halted before me, and I came to my feet.

      "How is she?"

      Before I knew it, he wrapped me in his arms, soothing me. "Scarlett is fine; we pumped her stomach."

      "How did this happen?"

      "We'll ask her when she wakes." Martin nuzzled my neck. "You smell so good." When he lowered his face to mine, I pushed him away. "Control yourself."

      He straightened, a professional demeanor crossing his face. "I am always under control." His attention drifted to the others in the room, but no one paid attention to us.

      "Thank you for helping Scarlett. I'm sure she'll appreciate it when she wakes," I said, watching him as his expression grew calmer.

      "It will horrify Scarlett that I touched her precious body; she's hated me since we met." His dark eyes met mine. "I helped her as a favor to you."

      Do I know this person standing before me? He isn't the guy I met at the frat party.

      The hospital announcements faded, replaced by loud music and the sound of breaking glass.

      "Hi, baby, I couldn't find you." A wet kiss landed on my cheek, and I turned to stare into foggy, dark brown eyes.

      “You left with Robert for the hospital. When did you return?”

      “It was a false alarm, so I came back for you.” Martin's handsome face sported a crooked smile. "You're an angel sent from heaven," he said, grabbing at my shoulders to yank me closer.

      I shoved him away, making him fall on a couch between two drunk and giggling college girls. My jeans and t-shirt mocked me as the girls' long, never-ending legs wrapped around him. Martin untangled his limbs from the girls and struggled to his feet.

      "Martin, what are you doing at a frat party?" A muscular guy halted before him, a girl on each arm.

      “This was Robert's idea." Martin rubbed his forehead. "He's off somewhere while I nurse a headache." He spun back around to me. "But I've met an angel."

      After eying me, the buffed guy nodded with a cocky grin. "Blonde hair, green eyes—nice."

      "Excuse me," I shouted over the booming music. "I'm not a doll, but a human being."

      "Sorry for my friend," Martin said, while shooing the other guy away.

      A pleading voice stopped me as I turned to leave. "Please don't go. I couldn't forgive myself if I let you leave like this - hating me.”

      I peeked over my shoulder at Martin's earnest expression.

      "Can I have a second chance to woo you?" he asked.

      I laughed. "Who uses the word 'woo' anymore?"

      "I'm just an old-fashioned guy who believes in love at first sight," he replied, directing his puppy eyes at me.

      This guy is a smooth talker.

      The music retreated, and bright lights hit me in the face as I stood beside Scarlett's hospital bed. The antiseptic odor and the loud announcements bombarded my senses until I wavered on my feet. I clutched the chair behind me and fell into it. Why do my memories of Martin bring me excruciating pain? We had great times, didn't we?

      "Elizabeth," a weak voice drifted from the bed.

      I shot to my feet and rushed to the bed. "You're awake. I was so worried."

      A faint smile crossed Scarlett's pale face. "Martin pumped my stomach," she said with a giggle. "He must have enjoyed it."

      "Martin told me he did it for me." I rolled her hands between mine, trying to warm them.

      Scarlett turned to the window. "I'm sure he didn't do it for me." She added with a sigh, "He did it for himself." She faced me. "I have something to tell you."

      Dread hit my stomach.

      She cleared her throat. "At the restaurant where I got food poisoning, I spotted Martin having dinner with a woman.”

      Dropping her hands, I stepped back from the bed, sinking into the chair behind me. "It's happened. Martin has been unfaithful, just as you warned me… "

      "I hoped to save you from this," she replied, her voice cracking.

      "I was too stubborn to listen," I replied, raising my face to meet her soulful gaze. "Better now, before it's too late."

      Scarlett nodded before drifting to sleep.

      The bright lights dimmed, and the sounds of traffic replaced the hospital announcements. Orange rays of sunshine burst through the apartment windows, highlighting Martin’s growing rage. He stormed across the living room to stand before me, his hands wedged on his hips.

      "I was on call," he said between clenched teeth.

      "No one could find you." I hated that my voice shook. "The staff paged you again and⁠—"

      "You listened to Scarlett's lies, but I've always been faithful to you."

      "Where were you?" I whispered, afraid to bring my doubts to the light of day.

      He turned away, hunching his shoulders. "I fell asleep on the couch in my office."

      "Why couldn't they reach you? Don't you always have a phone with you?" Exasperated with his nonsensical answers, I paced the rug from the couch to the chairs and back.

      "I'll explain it one more time," he replied, a bemused expression crossing his face, his pupils dilating. "My phone battery died."

      "I heard you the first time, and it still makes no sense." I lifted my hand to ward off more snide comments. “I’ll pack my bags and stay with Scarlett until I find a new apartment."

      Realization hit his face, and his mouth swung open. The mighty doctor found it hard to believe I dared leave him. I watched as he donned a new mask of humility and repentance. Why didn’t I recognize his false mien? Each mask represented the feelings he lacked. An empty vessel, devoid of human emotions and empathy, made him a better surgeon but a lousy human being.

      "Forget the fake speeches and words of love. I've heard them before and don't believe you understand what it means to love or respect someone. You can cut into a person's heart on an operating table, but you will never touch my heart again." After reciting the words I'd been practicing for weeks, I heaved a sigh of relief.

      Martin opened his mouth to speak, but shut it once he noticed my determined expression.

      We faced each other across the Persian rug in our shared apartment as the muted sounds of New York traffic filled the silence between us. I didn't need Martin as my safety net; I had my whole life ahead of me. It was time to spread my wings and fly.
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      I slammed the front door and peeked at the retreating figure through the living room curtains. Martin’s black hair glistened in the bright sunshine, his rugged face pensive,  as he dodged pedestrians on the busy sidewalk and strode to the BMW parked at the curb, glancing over his shoulder to see if I’d changed my mind. It was too late for second chances. He revved the powerful engine after folding his long body into the sleek car. A New York cabbie honked as the morning rush-hour traffic swallowed the black car when it cut in front.

      My favorite melody, The Point of No Return from The Phantom of the Opera, drifted through the empty apartment. I grabbed the cell phone vibrating on the coffee table, and my mood lightened once I spotted Scarlett’s name on the screen.

      “Hi, Scarlett.”

      My best friend’s sultry voice rose with excitement. “Elizabeth, is Martin gone for good?” Scarlett immediately hated Martin, while it had taken me a long year, laden with arguments and tears, to recognize the arrogant doctor’s faults.

      “Yes, he is.”

      “That’s all you have to say?”

      “What else can I say? I’m relieved but lost.” I paced the Persian rug covering the polished wood floor between the brown leather couch and matching chairs.

      “Are you packed?”

      My luggage sat as a tall mound at the front door. “Yes, and I can’t wait to leave this depressing place.” The apartment I shared with Martin held sad memories; we had good times, but the hard times outweighed the happy ones.

      “I’ll be there in a few minutes.” The line clicked, and Scarlett was on her way.

      I sank into the buttery soft leather couch, part of the set Martin had purchased for our perfect life together. A dream that his possessiveness and violent temper had soon turned bitter. Later that night, after he finished his shift at the hospital, the expensive furniture and empty brownstone apartment could comfort him, and he could cook dinner for himself. As thoughts of Martin swirled through my mind, the discordant medley of loud voices and car horns faded into the background. Why did I allow the abusive relationship to continue for so long? How did I become immune to his angry words to accept them as my due? I didn’t deserve his cruel attacks. I deserve respect. Even though no one was there to witness it, I lifted my chin in defiance, with the confidence I hoped one day to achieve. I was free from him and his tyranny. By the time he comes home, I will be long gone.

      The doorbell rang. I jumped to my feet and rushed to the front door. Scarlett’s brown eyes glittered back at me through the beveled glass. Her lipstick-red lips curved in a decadent smile. The bell chimed again, and I swung open the heavy wooden door.

      “How is my baby girl?” Scarlett swept into the hallway. I stepped back as she strolled past me, poking her head into the all-white kitchen outfitted with brand-new appliances.

      “I’m only two years younger than you.” She was twenty-six, to my twenty-four. I grimaced. “He’s gone.”

      Scarlett grinned, giving a sidelong glance at the mountain load of luggage. “You’re ready. So am I.”

      “You’re packed? But you just called.”

      “I packed this morning.” Her sultry smile widened. “Once you told me Martin was history, I quit my job.”

      “What?” The room spun around me. “Why?”

      “I found the perfect bed and breakfast for us to buy.” Scarlett perched on the edge of the couch. “Our appointment is tomorrow afternoon.”

      “You don’t have to uproot your life because of me.” Butterfly wings fluttered in my stomach as I sank into a chair.

      “I rented a gorgeous apartment at a terrific price.” She watched me through sparkling eyes that reflected her brimming-over-the-top delight with her plans. “It’s a beautifully furnished two-bedroom; I saw the pictures online.” Scarlett, a romantic who watched too many Hallmark movies, planned to open a bed and breakfast and meet her soulmate in Maine.

      “You’ve been busy.” I gave a cautious grin. Since meeting in college, a bed and breakfast was our dream, and I refused to return to Long Island and hear I-told-you so from my family, who’d disliked Martin from the start.

      Scarlett scrambled to her feet. “It’s a five-hour drive between Manhattan and Blue Harbor, and I want to reach Maine before dark.”

      “We don’t have to leave this minute.” I scrunched my nose. “Do we?”

      “We do if we want to stop on the road for a bite to eat.” She grabbed two wheeled bags, dragging them through the doorway and down the front steps. After storing the pieces in the red Mustang’s trunk, Scarlett removed her high heels and switched to sneakers. “I can’t wait to leave the City.” With her hands fisted on her hips, she stood on the sidewalk, glaring at me, orange and yellow leaves swirling at her feet. “Aren’t you going to help?”

      “I fell into a trance watching you.” I stood frozen on the top step with bags clutched to my body. “You’re a whirlwind once you get started.”

      She climbed the steps, yanking the luggage from my hands. “Once I make a decision, I’m eager to begin.” A laugh flew over her shoulder as she hurried to the car.

      I saluted. “Ready for duty.” I raced back into the brownstone, collecting the rest of my stuff before locking the door behind me.

      “You can have Martin send whatever you didn’t pack.” She eyed me from the front seat, waiting to see if I fell apart.

      “I took everything that was mine. Most things he bought.” I threw her a confident smile.

      Scarlett gave a thumbs-up as I settled into the passenger seat beside her. “And we’re ready to go.” She eased into traffic, honking at jaywalkers and swearing at cab drivers.

      I won’t miss the traffic, crowds, or Martin Pierce, the world-famous heart surgeon.

      Beneath a hazy September sun, honking cars, and slow traffic lights, we left Manhattan for a new chapter in our lives.
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      Once we crossed into Maine, the traffic thinned. A blanket in alternating shades of red, yellow, and green draped over the hills on both sides of the road. Instead of crowded sidewalks, traffic jams, and tall buildings, grass and groves of trees filled my vision. A salty breeze from the window swept across my face, and the tension eased from my body. Freedom smelled divine.

      After three brief stops and seven hours of driving, we rolled into Blue Harbor.

      Scarlett said, “We’ve arrived,” sporting an eager smile.

      “I hope the people are friendly.” The sign on the highway welcoming us to Blue Harbor flew past my window.

      She glanced at me, her long brown curls lifting in the warm breeze. “I’m sure they are.”

      I checked the visor mirror. Almond-shaped green eyes stared back as I patted my straight blonde hair into place. Stop worrying, I told myself. Everything will be fine. Martin will never find me; he won’t even miss me.

      “Did you say something?”

      I folded the visor and reached for the map spread open between us. “Do you need directions to the apartment? I can’t believe you still use road maps.”

      “I memorized the street map.” She threw me a saucy wink. “I like paper books and maps.”

      After exiting the highway, Scarlett followed the road past sculpted lawns and well-maintained homes painted in vibrant colors. The quiet streets turned busier once we approached the harbor.

      “I bet the town was more congested during the Labor Day weekend.” I stared through the window at the people strolling the sidewalks, smiling as they greeted one another. Two men, sitting on rocking chairs on the front porch of a barbershop, nodded hello to us. Hope blossomed in my heart as I smiled back at them.

      “I heard Blue Harbor was a madhouse of tourists last weekend.” Scarlett changed lanes to pass the double-parked cars. Beyond the colorful shops, turquoise water shimmered beneath a cloudless sky as boats of various sizes rode its choppy swells. She turned a corner, slowing the car to check the addresses before parking in front of a red-shingled, two-story house. “We’re here.”

      As we stretched our legs on the sidewalk, a white puppy ambled toward me and sniffed my leg. He nuzzled my hand with a wet nose as I petted his head and said, “Hi, boy. You’re adorable.”

      “He’s a girl, but she is adorable,” a deep voice replied. “Her name is Stella.”

      I raised my face to light blue eyes. The sandy-haired man grinned and extended his hand. “Hi, I’m David Hunt.”

      I straightened and took his hand. “I’m Elizabeth Reading.”

      Scarlett cleared her throat. “Don’t forget me.” She pointed to herself and said, “Scarlett Harding.”

      His gaze glued to mine, he asked, “Are you moving into the rental?”

      Unable to meet his direct stare, I shifted my focus to his cleft chin and chiseled cheekbones. “How did you know?”

      “The rent sign and your luggage.” He nodded to the backseat.

      “That’s correct, Sherlock,” Scarlett said, pushing past me before eying David with a mischievous grin. “We’re moving in today.”

      “Let me help you.” David handed the leash to me before rushing to open the car door and unloading the bags onto the sidewalk.

      “We have more luggage in the trunk.” Scarlett strolled to the front steps. “I’ll find the owner.”

      “Where are you from?” he asked, piling bags in his arms.

      “New York City,” I replied, crouching beside the puppy, who licked my hand.

      After depositing the baggage on the porch, David descended the steps and hunched beside me. “I see you love dogs. Is your friend a dog lover? Maybe she can babysit.”

      “Babysit?” I swallowed. “Do you have children?”

      A chuckle rumbled deep in his throat. “I’m not married.” He straightened to his full height, between 6’ 2’’ and 6’ 3’’, revealing broad shoulders, a narrow waist, and sculpted muscles beneath his white T-shirt. “We’ll need a babysitter for Stella if I take you to dinner.” A shy smile appeared between enticing dimples.

      “You’re taking me to dinner?” One last pat on the puppy’s head, I rose to my feet. “Are you asking me or telling me?” I refused to date another aggressive man.

      “I’m asking. I’m not usually so forward.” He cleared his throat. “Is tomorrow evening too soon?” David shifted closer, his blue eyes twinkling as his fingers grazed my cheek. “I must work on my technique… I’m rusty.” He dropped his hand to his side. “I should have waited to ask you.”

      “That’s okay,” I replied. “Are you divorced?” He seemed sweet, but there had to be something wrong with him: no one was as perfect as they appeared.

      He stepped back. “No, I’ve been busy with my practice.” He stared into the distance. “My last relationship ended a few years ago.”

      “Are you a doctor?”

      His attention drifted back to me. “I’m a lawyer. Why are you smiling?”

      “I’ve just ended a relationship with a bossy doctor.” I wiped sweaty palms on my jeans.

      “Then I’m happy I didn’t attend medical school.” He grinned. “My parents… both doctors… were eager for me to follow in their hallowed footsteps.”

      “Do you enjoy the law?”

      He smiled, dimples emerging again. “Yes, I do.”

      Scarlett called my name from inside the brownstone.

      As I headed to the front steps, David asked, “Is that a yes for dinner?”

      Am I ready to date, or is it too soon? Too soon, having just left Martin today. I turned to him, hesitating, before nodding. David is too handsome, and one date can’t hurt anyone. I hope.

      A grin crossed his face as he climbed the stairs and hurried to open the door for me. “That was the answer I was hoping for.”

      When we stepped into the narrow hallway, David nodded to the door to our right and said, “The owner’s apartment.”

      Scarlett walked through the open doorway with a tall redhead trailing behind her. “You have a spacious apartment.” Scarlett turned to her companion. “Is the rental as large?”

      “All the apartments are the same size,” the redhead replied in a bored voice, but as soon as she spotted David, she became animated, batting heavy-mascaraed eyelashes at him. “Are you visiting me?” She crossed the hall to stand at his side, sliding an eager arm around his.

      “No, Bella,” he replied in stilted tones as he removed his arm from her grasp. “I’m helping Elizabeth and Scarlett with their luggage.”

      Bella glanced at me with an annoyed frown.

      Scarlett grabbed my arm. “She gave me the keys to the apartment.” As we crossed the hall, she whispered, “Bella doesn’t trust you because she sees you as competition for David. But he can’t keep his eyes from you.”

      Bella’s voice took on a sugary tone behind us. “See me before you leave, David.”

      “Sure, Bella,” he replied before shutting the apartment door.

      Scarlett said with a chuckle, “Good riddance.”

      I walked into a room flooded with light from the large kitchen window straight ahead. The sunlight highlighted the yellow cabinets and white granite island’s cheerful glow before settling its translucent rays across the gray suede couch and chairs.

      “Isn’t this an awesome apartment?” Scarlett asked before disappearing into the hallway to the right of the kitchen.

      As Scarlett investigated the two bedrooms, David followed behind me in the narrow hallway to a small den, where he joined me at the window overlooking a compact lawn. “I’m happy I walked Sally on this block today. I had a feeling…”

      “A feeling?”

      He grinned. “I get those.”

      “What other feelings do you get?”

      “Let me see.” David paused as he took my hand, his thumb rubbing my inside wrist. “I feel you’ll enjoy the French cuisine at the restaurant I picked for tomorrow evening.”

      I gave a nonchalant shrug. “Everyone likes French food.”

      “They make a delicious chocolate mousse.”

      “They do?” I swallowed. “Mousse is my favorite dessert.”

      “I’ll store that information for future use.” David winked before handing me the puppy’s leash. “I’ll get the luggage.”

      Scarlett rushed into the den, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Wow. David is handsome and nice. I’m happy you found him. Well, he found you.”

      “Is he acting too pushy?”

      “No, David likes you.” She watched me with a concerned expression. “Don’t worry, David is not Martin.”

      “Okay.” I exhaled the breath I was holding. “I like him.”

      She chuckled. “So does Bella.”

      I frowned. Forcing Bella from my mind, I said, “We should help him with the bags.” Then I remembered Stella, who was watching me with soulful brown eyes.

      “I don’t need help,” David whispered in my ear.

      I turned. “You’re finished?”

      “I move fast.”

      I followed him to the bags piled high in the living room. “Yes, you do.”

      “I believe Stella needs a walk.” He took the leash from my hand. “Can I pick you up at 8 o’clock tomorrow? I have a late client.”

      “That is perfect.”

      David lifted my chin with his finger. “See you tomorrow.” He nodded to Scarlett before leading Sally through the doorway.

      Scarlett pouted. “You met a cute guy right away.”

      “Dumb luck?” I quirked an eyebrow.

      “Lizzie, one thing you’re not is dumb.” She laughed.

      “Let’s unpack; then we can order pizza.” I marched toward the bags. “Maine must have pizza places.”

      “We passed a few.” Scarlett wound her long curls into a ponytail. “You noticed nothing but David.”

      I grinned. Freedom felt divine.
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