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Chapter 1
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TERRI

I looked up at the new sign over the storefront and stifled a shudder that had nothing to do with the first day of November’s chilly wind. Gold script on weathered driftwood, Tea and Tidbits, glistened in the late morning sunlight. I sucked in a sharp breath.

What had my uncle been thinking? I was only forty-five days sober, and he’d plunged me headfirst into a new business venture—a definite no-no in any rehab program. Yet, somehow, I couldn’t be mad at him. In my heart, this renovation felt right. The timing might be all wrong, but when did I ever play by the rules?

My Uncle Larry’s meaty hand clamped my shoulder as we stood together on the sidewalk outside the front door, which was painted a charming lilac hue that I loved. “The Candoleros did a helluva job getting this place together in time for your homecoming.”

In the back of my throat, a powerful need bloomed. A need for a shot of iced vodka. I swallowed hard, imagining the zing of the booze, then clutched the gold-plated medallion hanging on a chain around my neck for strength. Sobriety. You can do this. You earned this. “I wish you’d waited, Uncle Larry,” I said. “Not that I don’t appreciate all you and Aunt Andrea have done for me, but it’s too soon.”

“Who says?” he demanded. “If you ask me, this is just what you need. Your own tea shop will keep you out of trouble.”

In other words, this new shop, once the home of Andrea’s Antique Alley, was intended to keep me from drinking. The cold edge of my power symbol cut into my palm, but I didn’t let go. I had to learn to dull my pain in other ways than by numbing it with alcohol.

“Come on.” He nudged me with an elbow. “Wait’ll you see the inside.”

He dangled the key near my nose, and I reached for it with a slight hesitation. Uncle Larry and Aunt Andrea had planned this surprise for me. They loved me and forgave me for all the crap I’d put them through with my drinking binges. I had no idea if anyone else in Snug Harbor would extend me that same generosity of spirit. No one else knew I’d come home...yet. Eventually, I’d have to face my old friends. And my old enemies. 

Would I be able to tell the difference? After all the damage I’d wrought in my booze-induced hazes, it wouldn’t surprise me if the villagers grabbed pitchforks and torches to run me out of town. A new round of shivers rippled through me.

“What are you waiting for?” Uncle Larry prodded me again. “Come on. I want to see the look on your face when you see what we did.”

A huge gulp of air and another touch of my talisman gave me the courage to insert the key in the lock. Before all my newfound valor fled, I pushed open the door.

“Surprise!”

At the shout from the cluster of people inside, I gasped and jumped back, right into Uncle Larry’s brawny bear hug. While my heartbeat slowed to its normal rhythm again, I scanned the crowd of smiling faces. Nia and her twin, Paige; police chief Sam Dillon; Francesca, enclosed in Josh Candolero’s arms—that was new—Siobhan Bendlow and her bestie Pandora Bartlett; and, of course, Aunt Andrea all stood in a circle.

Francesca, always the most generous soul, strode forward, pulled me into her arms, and kissed my forehead. “Welcome home, Terri. We’re all so proud of you!”

I clung to her, waiting for the mocking laughter, but it never came. “Are you sure?” I whispered.

“Of course I’m sure,” she whispered back, her breath warm in my ear. “We’ve always known the pain you tried to hide. It takes a lot of courage to deal with your problems head-on. And that’s what you did. How could we not admire you for that? You’re one of us. Whether you ever believed it or not.”

I didn’t. She knew that. Since I arrived for a vacation and wound up staying after my parents’ murder/suicide when I was a child, I’d always felt like an outsider here. 

After a second quick kiss, this time on my cheek, she stepped away, and another friend took her place. Nia wrapped her arms around me and squeezed. “We missed you, babycakes.”

“We did?”

“Of course, we did. You’re the fourth in our quartet.” A sweep of her arm encompassed Francesca and Paige, as if bundling them with us. “We’ve been besties since you first came here. It hasn’t been the same here without you the last two months.”

“And yet...” I cast a meaningful gaze at Francesca snuggled up with Josh Candolero and Paige twisted around Sam Dillon. “...at least two of you have seemed to find new ways to occupy yourselves.”

A rosy blush bloomed on Nia’s cheeks. “Three of us, actually.”

“Really?” I couldn’t contain my surprise. Not that Nia was standoffish or anything. She just had this tendency to be...well, for lack of a better term, standoffish. “Who’s the lucky man in your life?”

“Aidan.” The blush went nuclear. “You’ll meet him soon.”

Paige and Sam greeted me together, as did Siobhan and Pandora, followed by Josh and, finally, Aunt Andrea who added a warm embrace. “Are you surprised, sweetheart?” my aunt asked. “Do you like it?” 

I could barely speak, partly from the shock, but also because my aunt had the slender figure of a bamboo reed, and whenever she hugged me, her ribs poked through her clothes straight into my soft over-and-underbelly.

“I’m still trying to take it all in,” I admitted as I gazed over the beautiful shop that was, apparently, all mine.

“Well, go on then,” she replied. “Walk around. Take your time. Look your fill.”

They all stood back and let me soak in the gift they’d created for me. The dark paneled walls were gone, replaced with lovely images of ivy and roses on a creamy wallpaper background. Framed prints of Victorian-era artwork evoked old-fashioned charm. Faux marble pedestals, topped with faux brass urns stuffed with overabundant bouquets of roses, English ivy, and lily-of-the-valley stood sentinel in the corners. 

I touched a petal, felt the silkiness between my fingers, and turned to Pandora. “Your handiwork?”

The owner of Pandora’s Petals, the local flower shop, nodded. “They’re all silk. No maintenance involved—aside from the occasional dusting.”

My black thumb was legendary around town. “Thank God,” I said on an extreme sigh.

While everyone laughed, I continued my survey. Plump, cushy wingchairs, upholstered in heavy gold fabric, circled tables of assorted shapes and sizes to accommodate intimate parties of two, or get-togethers of four to twelve people. Leafy vines twined the curtain rods where heavy gold drapes hung just to the re-sanded and polished wooden floor.

“The kitchen has all new appliances,” Aunt Andrea said. “And lots of counter space.”

In a near-dream-state, I walked past the gleaming mahogany serving counter, with its mini-pastry carousel and state of the art coffee/cappuccino maker, to the doorway in the back of the new space. Gone was the cramped storage area my aunt used to clutter with dusty crates of nineteenth century Americana. Now, I had a stainless stovetop, oven, refrigerator, and a commercial dishwasher. There was also a massive glass-fronted cabinet filled with ivory china embellished on the edge with a simple circlet of gold. Each piece looked elegant and delicate, the qualities I’d never acquired, but had always hoped to project in my tea shop.

“Well...?” Aunt Andrea prompted. “What do you think?”

I turned around to the sea of anxious faces. “It’s perfect,” I said, and I meant it. Every detail I’d ever discussed, dreamed of, and hoped for had been achieved while I’d been drying out. “Thank you. All of you. It’s incredible. And I can’t wait to get to work here.”

“Good,” Uncle Larry remarked. “‘Cuz we advertised your opening day for tomorrow.” 

****
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JAYNE

Archduke Ferdinand Fluffypaws had ear mites. Oh, the indignity. Not the mites so much as the name. After all, the infection could be cleared up with an antibiotic. The poor tabby’s title? He was stuck with that, thanks to his owner, Mrs. Pflug, for at least another decade. Pity pierced my tender heart as I lifted the cat off the exam table and placed him back in his carrier. His Excellency meowed in pitiful fashion, and I rubbed his head between his ears before locking him behind the cage door.

“If you’ll take him to the reception area and settle up with Becky,” I told Mrs. Pflug, “I’ll bring out the meds he’s going to need.”

The elderly lady beamed. “Thank you, Dr. Herrera.”

“You’re welcome.” I bent to peer into the pet carrier. “Goodbye, Ferdie.”

I received a hiss in reply.

Gratitude was a lost art in the feline world.

Stupid pet names and ungrateful cats aside, I loved working here. Dominic Bautista, DVM, had been a classmate at Cornell years ago and a member of the brother fraternity to my sorority. I still don’t know how he heard about my troubles, but like a guardian angel, he’d called to offer me a partnership in his veterinary practice in Snug Harbor at the exact moment I had decided to close my doors in Ohio. After two years of trying to dig out from the mountain of negative publicity and vicious rumors, I’d been forced to admit that my alleged notoriety far outweighed my reputation as a dedicated animal lover. I needed safe refuge, and this charming little village on the east end of Long Island was the perfect place for me to lick my wounds—so to speak—and start over. A place where no one knew me or David, where the publicity of the trial probably passed on a ten-second blip—if it appeared in the media here at all.

After washing my hands, I unlocked the medicine cabinet, grabbed a bottle of otic antibiotic lotion, and took it out to the front desk area, along with the patient chart. I left everything with Becky, the administrative assistant, who sat behind the desk. While she handled the paperwork and billing, Miranda, my vet tech, would clean the exam room for the next patient. I scanned the occupants of the waiting room. Seated on the bench near the entrance, a blond boy of about five held a leash connected to a beagle pup, who sniffed the scarred hardwood floor, no doubt in search of treats or the other dogs who’d clustered there until their turn on the exam table. Beside the child, his mother sat, reading one of our informational pamphlets. 

Across the narrow aisle, a hulk of a man on the opposite bench stared at his cell in his hand. He was so large I could only see a pair of black dog paws draped over his boots. The rest of his pet hid behind the human mountain. The man’s ramrod posture and shaved head screamed, “Authority figure,” and I shrank into the corner behind the glass to avoid notice. Not fast enough. 

As if he’d sensed my scrutiny, he looked up from his phone, and I swore his gaze searched deep into my soul. The fine hairs on my nape danced, and my breath caught in my throat. 

Who was he? A cop? At the thought, an icy chill wrapped around me. Would I ever be able to look people in the eye again, without fear they thought me guilty?

Hugging myself to keep the shivers in check, I turned my attention to Becky, who’d finished processing Mrs. Pflug and Archduke Ferdinand Fluffypaws. “Who’s next?”

“New patient,” she replied as she handed me a crisp manila folder. “Iggy Zemski.”

Iggy? Really? God, didn’t anyone name a pet Mittens anymore? Or Fido? I’d kill for a Fido. Figuratively speaking, of course. On an exasperated sigh, I stepped into the doorway between reception and the waiting area. “Iggy Zemski?” 

The brute rose from his seat on the pleather couch, and I caught my first glimpse of the dog he’d brought with him. Fear flipped to anger. The poor beast’s fur was a matted mess on his malnourished frame. He might have been a Lab mixed with border collie or Australian shepherd, but his poor condition made any clear-cut identification impossible. 

My voice turned to ice when I ordered, “Bring Iggy inside, Mr. Zemski.”

Behind me, Becky snorted.

“I’m Iggy,” he said as he drew the abused animal forward. “I don’t know the dog’s name. He’s a stray. I think he was abandoned.”

“Oh.” 

Shame brushed heat over my cheeks. Not only had I mistaken the man’s name for the dog’s, but I’d also insulted him by questioning his humanity. Served me right for jumping to conclusions about someone I didn’t know. Hadn’t I been judged and condemned without all the facts in evidence? Why on earth would I ignore my own hard-earned lesson and treat someone else with that same unkind knee-jerk reaction?

“I’m sorry, Mr. Zemski. Please...” I swept an arm toward the exam room door. “Come this way. I’m Dr. Herrera, by the way. Dr. Bautista’s new associate.”

I remained behind him, believing it safer to have a man of his size and stature where I could see him at all times. He was not only large, but solid muscle. His one weakness, a slight hitch in his right leg when he walked, only enhanced his power persona. He probably injured himself while wrestling a grizzly. Or kicking down redwood trees for fun. 

Once we were all inside the exam room, I closed the door. “What made you bring the dog to us?”

“He’s been hanging out in the woods behind the university for at least three weeks now,” Mr. Zemski said as he coaxed the dog further into the room. “I’ve been watching him. He gets close to the buildings so I’m guessing he was originally owned. But if I get too close, he takes off, which makes me think he was abused, then dumped when he got sick or something. Sorry he looks so mangy. It’s taken me this long to gain his trust and get him into my car. I figured I was better off bringing him straight here. I called Dominic, and he had your receptionist squeeze me in.” 

I directed Mr. Zemski to lead the dog onto the digital scale against the wall. “I take it the dog had no collar or tag?” I asked.

“Nope. Dominic said he might be microchipped, and you could check that out. But I doubt it. Somebody dumped this poor guy, but I doubt he was well taken care of beforehand.” Even laced with pity, he had a voice as smooth and dark as whiskey. 

And while those mellow tones melted my insides, the dog reacted with less cooperation. Mr. Zemski managed to get two front paws on the scale, but there, the animal stopped and whined as he shrank backward. I turned to Miranda, who’d hovered near the rear door leading to the back office and the kennel area.

“Let’s try a cookie,” I suggested.

Nodding, she reached into the apothecary jar on the counter, palmed a treat, and approached the dog slowly from the opposite side of the scale. “Come on, boy.” She looked up at Mr. Zemski, a question mark pleating her forehead. “Boy, right?”

“Far as I can tell,” he said.

With hesitant steps, twitching nose leading the way, the dog stepped all four feet onto the scale long enough for the LED digits to light up fifty-eight pounds. Seriously underweight for a dog of his size. I’d switched my attention to the intake form to jot down the info, when a sharp snap drew my attention. Miranda squealed as the dog lunged forward to place his paws on her chest. Only Mr. Zemski’s powerful pull kept the dog from knocking my unprepared vet tech to the floor.

“Well, he’s definitely hungry,” I said. “Let’s lift him onto the exam table and see what else we can find.”

I dropped the folder on the counter and bent over the dog’s back. At the same time, Mr. Zemski leaned from the other side and conk! We bumped heads. Hard. 

“Oops. Sorr—” I stopped in mid-apology as my gaze caught his and stalled. 

Delft blue eyes crinkled at the corners as he winced and smiled at the same time. “I’ll lift him. He’s not heavy, but he knows how to be dead weight. And he’s scared.”

“Sorry,” I managed to say through a dry throat. “But Miranda and I have to do it. Office orders.”

“Okay.” He stepped back. “But be careful. He might snap at you.”

“All the more reason we should handle him,” I replied. 

We finagled the dog onto the steel table. The poor beast whined, but luckily, didn’t snap or bite. He tucked his tail between his back legs, and his bony body shivered. 

“Easy, boy,” I crooned.

Miranda stood on the other side of the table, stroking him in a soothing manner while I began my exam. His teeth had a moderate amount of decay and pegged his age at somewhere between six and eight years. A comb check through his matted fur showed a severe flea infestation. On one side of his neck, a series of burrs had embedded into his flesh. Exposure to the elements had done some damage to the pads of his feet, leaving them cracked and bleeding.

“It’s bad, isn’t it?” Mr. Zemski hovered over us, wincing and reacting to every injury and issue I discovered with obvious empathy.

I wasn’t entirely certain what he planned to do about the dog once I began treatment, which left me in a quandary. Did Mr. Zemski intend to keep him? Or was he dropping the poor thing off with us and washing his hands of the situation?

“He’s malnourished,” I began and then, gently, ran down the litany of other problems I’d identified during my exam.

The man nodded, his expression solemn, his gaze fixed on the dog. “How old do you think he is?”

“No more than eight, I’d say.”

“So he’s still got a chance for a good life?”

“Not without a home.” Every word I spoke gave him more reason to turn tail and run, leaving the dog behind. But I wouldn’t lie to him. “If he doesn’t have someone looking after him, I don’t think he’ll survive another winter.”

“But if he had a home?”

“With someone taking very good care of him, he could live at least another seven or eight years. Maybe more.” Although what I said could be misconstrued as a guilt trip, it was the truth. Dogs were not meant to be wild outdoor creatures. They didn’t have the independent nature and hunting instincts feral cats developed to survive.

I received another nod from Mr. Zemski. “Okay, what are we talking about money-wise?”

“It’s hard to tell right now,” I said, “though I will admit the cost won’t be insignificant. But we can work out a payment and treatment plan. Right now, I’m most concerned about saving his life.”

“Yeah. Good. Let’s do that.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. Mr. Zemski was actually a very nice man. “If it’s all right with you, I’d like to contact an associate who’s a groomer. She’ll help me get some of the matting out of his fur, shave him down so we can see how bad his skin is, deflea him, and check for other injuries not currently visible. Then I can determine a proper course of treatment.” 

“Okay.” He toyed with the frayed leash in his hands. “Should I stick around?”

“That’s not necessary. It’ll take a while before I can get Cara here to groom him. And then once she’s done, I’ll want to do another exam. Is that all right?”

“Yeah, sure. I guess. Should I just come back at closing to pick him up?”

I shook my head. “I’ll have to keep him overnight. I promise I’ll consult with you on his condition every step of the way and call you before I do anything expensive. But I need to know everything I’m dealing with, and that’s going to take some time. Okay?”

“Sounds fair to me.”

At my nod, Miranda lifted the dog from the exam table, prepared to carry him into the backroom where we kept our overnight guests. “Umm...” She looked at both of us. “What name should I put on his crate?”

“Lucky,” Mr. Zemski said.

As I looked over the man’s determined face, those beautiful blue eyes, the sculpted cheekbones, I was reminded of an Italian painting I’d seen in a museum in Venice: a soldier as guardian angel with wings folded, bent over a fallen comrade. “Yes,” I said, “I believe you’re right.”
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Chapter 2
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TERRI

Tomorrow. How on earth could I possibly be ready by tomorrow? I had nothing prepared, no employees, no business plan, no menus. I didn’t even know if the kitchen was stocked.

My hands shook, and a cold sweat broke out on my nape.

“Relax,” Francesca said from behind me. “We’re all going to help. That’s why we’re here. You tell us what you need, and we’ll do it. No questions asked.”

“Menus,” was the first word to form on my lips.

“Gotcha covered,” Paige said and held up a miniature chalkboard and a piece of pink chalk. “There’s one of these at each table and a big one for the sidewalk outside. This way you can amend the menu every day. At least until you decide what you want to serve on a regular basis.”

I had to admit, I liked the blackboard idea. It allowed me a fluidity based on my mood and what ingredients were fresh and readily available. Maybe this could work after all. Next item. “Wait staff.”

Sam, Josh, and Uncle Larry all raised their hands. “That’s us,” Sam said. “Temporarily.”

“And Aidan will be here in an hour or so,” Nia added. “That makes four.”

“Temporarily,” Sam repeated.

“Okay,” I said, “I get it. How temporary are you guys?” An hour? Two?

“I’m yours ‘til Monday,” Josh said, casting a heated glance at Francesca that made me melt. Yowza, these two had nuclear chemistry. “Boss’s orders.”

“You can have Aidan ‘til Tuesday,” Nia said. “The vineyard business is slow right now.”

Uncle Larry shrugged. “I’m here as long as you need me.”

“That leaves you,” I said to Sam.

“And I can only stay until an emergency pops up,” he replied.

Siobhan chimed in. “Weekends are out for Pan and me, but we can do most weekdays.”

“Fair enough.” 

And it was. As the town’s photographer and florist, Siobhan and Pan worked every social event from sweet sixteens to weddings, and even celebrity fundraisers. Naturally, most of those parties took place on weekends. “Kitchen help?”

Aunt Andrea and Nia raised their hands. Okay. Once again, I realized this project could be workable, and my nerves skittered with possibilities. After years of living with her, I knew my aunt was a great cook and could pitch in wherever I needed her. Nia, on the other hand, was a wild card. I’d only ever tasted her homemade pizza. Don’t get me wrong. It was the best pizza in the state. But what if that was her only culinary skill? Oh, well. At least she could take care of the lunch crowd—if there was one—and wash dishes.

“I’m front end,” Paige announced with a grin, “because of my stellar people skills.”

Pandora added, “Siobhan and I are on ‘extras’ detail. Wherever you need us: wait staff, kitchen, general clean-up, flower dusting...”

“Oh!” Aunt Andrea interjected. “And don’t forget Gary.”

A shiver of apprehension tickled the base of my skull. “Gary?”

“Sure. Gary Sullivan.”

“As in Gary the Scary Bartender?” A nickname we four had given him a few years ago because of his gruffness and imposing physical stature. I hadn’t seen him since the night before I left for rehab. I’d apologized for my recent drunken episode where I’d nearly fractured my face after starting an altercation in the bar at The Lookout, the local upscale restaurant for moneyed tourists. That night on the beach at the Chamber of Commerce’s Clambake, I’d bared my soul to him and expected derision in return. Instead, he’d hugged me tight, told me he was proud of me, and promised to be around when I got back. 

Weird.

Even weirder, I spent way too many dark days in rehab remembering his kindness that night. Sometimes, the idea of him cheering me on was the only impetus that kept me struggling onward. 

“Actually,” my aunt broke into my musings, “Gary the Scary Ex-Bartender is really Gary the Scary-Talented Pastry Chef in disguise. And he’s all yours.”

“All...” I swallowed the lump that rose in my throat—I think it was my heart. “...mine?”

“Yup. I hired him. Did you know he studied pastry-making in France? Apparently, he won all kinds of awards over there.” She shrugged. “I guess you never really know a person.”

“No, I had no idea.” Gary? A pâtissier? If it were true, it’d be a real coup for my tea shop. 

Wait. What was I thinking? Gary and I were like gasoline and a lit road flare. We got too close to each other and boom! Major fireworks—not the good kind.

The front door flew open and, suddenly, there he was. Gary Sullivan. Tall, broad as a house, dark, and foreboding. The dim autumn sun framed him in a silver aura, giving him the look of some comic book superhero. Pastry Man: able to make a dozen three-tier tortes in a single morning. 

“Where’s our girl?” he boomed as he stepped inside, filling the empty space with the enormity of his presence, the door slapping shut behind him.

Our girl? Since when was I anyone’s girl? While I pondered the ridiculousness of that statement, he strode into my tea shop in his usual black jeans, black cowboy boots, and denim shirt. On anyone else in this beach town, the western attire would look ludicrous, but Gary...let’s just say Gary owned it. He got close enough to swoop me into a Texas-sized hug, and the scent of leather and, of all things, sugar surrounded me like a sweet masculine cloud. 

“Welcome home, cherie.” 

Cherie? I pushed against his broad chest, breaking his hold on me. “Thanks,” I bit out, terse and all-business. I bet he never called his boss at The Lookout “cherie.” If he was going to work for me, I would set the ground rules right from the start. “I hear you’re my first official employee.”

“Not quite. First things first though. I thought you might wanna taste the goods before you decide to keep me.”

Taste the goods? My spine stiffened at the innuendo, and I automatically ducked under that familiar umbrella of blame. Had I brought his behavior on myself? I tried to recall all the times I’d been drunk in Gary’s presence. Had I done something stupid I couldn’t remember? Flirted with him? Slept with him?

“That’s what won me over,” Aunt Andrea chirped. “Gary’s stuff is the absolute best I’ve ever had.”

Okay, now, I was totally confused.

“What’d you bring today?” Uncle Larry asked.

Only then did I notice the young boy behind him, holding a white box twice his size. Oh, duh. Taste the goods—his pastries.

“Profiteroles and Tarte Tatin,” Gary said. “I grabbed the last of the apples from Huberts’ Orchard the other day.” He lifted the lid off the box and the sweet smell wafted into the air. I swear, everyone in the room inhaled deeply and smiled. “And for Terri, one canelè.” Leaning closer, he whispered so near my ear his warm, minty breath tickled my nape. “No rum.”

“Canelè?” My mouth watered.

“You know what it is, don’t you?”

I nodded. “It’s my favorite.” Though I’d never had one without the rum flavoring.

“I wonder how I guessed that.” Grinning, he reached into the box and pulled out the golden, crown-shaped, miniature cake. “Take a bite,” he coaxed.

He didn’t have to say it twice. I sank my teeth into the sweet treat, delighting in the creamy vanilla custard inside the flaky pastry. My tastebuds burst to life and happy danced on my tongue. “Oh, my God! This is sooooo good.”

“I guess that means I’m officially hired,” Gary said. “Come on, kid. Let’s set up in the kitchen.” He strode past her, the boy with the box right behind him.

“Wait!” I called after them, the half-eaten canelè still in my hand, a metaphor for all my uncertainty. 

Gary stopped, one hand on the swinging door that led to my brand new kitchen. “Problem?”

“No. I mean, yes. I mean...” I looked around at the cluster of people watching me with open curiosity and some concern. “Let’s talk in the kitchen.”

He pushed open the door and leaned against it, allowing me to enter first. When the boy tagged along behind me, Gary clapped a hand on the kid’s shoulder. “Wait for me out here, Christian.” He pointed to the dining area where the other adults stood.

“Okay.” The kid set the pastry box on the counter and proceeded to make himself comfortable in one of the nearby wingchairs.

With a satisfied nod, Gary stepped into the kitchen, and the door swung shut, allowing us a modicum of privacy. “So? What’s up?”

I planted my fists on my too-curvy hips and faced him full-on. “Okay, let’s cut to the chase. How much is she paying you?”

His brow puckered. “Huh?”

“My aunt,” I clarified, though I was pretty certain he knew exactly what I was talking about. “How much is she paying you to babysit me?”

“Nothing. I mean, she’s not paying me. And I’m not here to babysit you. I’m here to work.”

“Well, if she hired you, she obviously offered you a salary. How much?”

“No salary. I bought into the business. I’m a partner.”

Oh, God, no. Not only did I have to worry about bankrupting my aunt and uncle, now I was responsible for Gary Sullivan’s financial situation, too? My throat dried to dust, and I rasped, “Why? Why would you do such a thing?”

“Because I believe in you.”

Yeah, right, sure. ‘Cuz I had such a perfect track record. “How much?”

“How much do I believe in you?”

“No. I mean, yeah, I guess. In a way. How much money did you invest in your belief in me?”

He waved a hand. “Don’t worry about that.”

He might not have added the patronizing, “little lady” to his statement, but the words sat between us in the stilted air just the same. “Why shouldn’t I worry? Because I’m just a girl with no head for serious stuff like numbers? Or because I’m a drunk you feel sorry for?”

“Neither.”

For God’s sake, his evasive answers tempted me to grab him by his chambray collar and shake the details out of him. “Then why did you do it?”

“Because I need a fresh start just like you.”

I folded my arms over my chest, a study in disbelief. “Oh, really? ‘Cuz you’re a drunken loser, too?”

His expression darkened, and the air between us charged with static electricity. “You’re not a drunken loser. Stop saying crap like that.”

“Why? It’s true.”

Sighing, he shook his head. “You know, everybody’s got problems. We all have faults. You’re no more a loser than anybody else. Including me.” He turned to check the door, and when he faced me again, he wore the expression of gruff, scary man I was used to. “The kid out there?” I nodded. “He’s my son.”

“Oh.” I didn’t know he had a son. Quite frankly, I didn’t know a heckuva lot about Gary except he mixed a great drink, and I once sucked down a tequila worm in front of him and a few other guys to win a five-dollar bet. Not exactly my best moment. But enough about drunken me. We were talking about him—and his son. “I had no idea you were married, much less that you had a kid.”

“His mother died before I moved here.”

Crap. Way to step in it. Hip-deep. “I’m sorry.”

He shook off my sympathy. “It was more than eight years ago. Before I came to Snug Harbor. But that leaves me as his only parent and the one he looks up to for everything. I don’t want him growing up with a bartender for a dad.”

“Oh, come on. You work at The Lookout,” I replied, disbelief and awe tinging the name of the place. “That’s like the class joint in Snug Harbor. I mean, it’s not like you had a job at some dive near the docks.”

“Doesn’t matter. One bartending job is the same as another, if you ask me. I didn’t attend Le Cordon Bleu to mix margaritas and daiquiris for a bunch of tourists. But, see, I took the job tending bar at The Lookout because the owner promised me as soon as an opening came up for a pastry chef in the kitchen, I’d slide right in. Then he romanced Neil LaManna out of Chicago and, poof! I’m left stuck behind the bar. I’ll be mixing drinks until I’m sixty unless I stop relying on everyone else to make my future happen.”

Well, I guess I could understand his eternal bad mood then. To have his plum job stolen out from under him would make anybody cranky.

“When your aunt approached me about this tea shop—”

“Wait.” I held up a hand. “How did my aunt know about your pastry background?” I thought for a moment and had the answer before he could open his mouth. “Never mind. Dumb question.”

Every small town had its Yente, the old gossip woman. Snug Harbor had a dozen such women, and my aunt was their Supreme Ruler. 

“When your aunt mentioned her plans for the tea shop,” he repeated, “I offered to buy in. My money paid for this kitchen. I told Josh exactly what we’d need, and he designed it to my specifications. So whether you like it or not, you and me, we’re in this together.”

Strangely, that fact didn’t ease the butterflies flitting in my stomach. “Look,” I said. “I’m sorry you’re in this situation with your son. But I’m not sure I’m the right answer. You are totally betting on the wrong horse here. You do know there’s a good chance I could sink into a bottle and fall flat on my face with this project, right?”

“Yeah, I suppose you could.”

Gee. Thanks a lot. 

“But you won’t,” he added. “Too many people are looking out for you.”

I stared at the floor, panic and doubt weighing down my head and heart. “That makes failing all the more tempting.” 

His fingers brushed my chin, raising my gaze to meet his. Gary Sullivan had gorgeous eyes—a deep coffee brown that radiated sincerity, trust, and all-around good guy stuff. How had I never noticed before? Maybe because I was too drunk to appreciate the beauty around me. Well, the sober me wouldn’t make the same mistake.

“Terri, listen to me. This tea shop is a great idea—women will go nuts for it. You’ve got a good location, a solid business plan thanks to Paige Wainwright, and the best pastry chef on Long Island working with you.”

I laughed. How could I not?

“So we have a deal?” he asked, thrusting out his hand. “Partners?”

I took his offer, shook on it. “Partners.”

****
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A dozen dogs barked a symphony inside Paws and Claws, the local grooming shop. Lucky remained stoic and silent while Cara and I lifted him into one of the tubs and hosed him down. He shivered as we scrubbed his fur with a mild soap and soft brush and let out a soft whine when the humming dryer blew warm air over his wet coat. 

Once Cara had trimmed and cut Lucky’s fur, I could easily see the Australian shepherd in him, along with the rest of the damage his abandonment had wrought. Chill blains, tooth decay, fly bites, flea infestation, and a double ear infection were all diagnosed and treated to the best of my ability. A lot of his issues would take time to heal. Still, our efforts had already made a marked improvement.

“Oh, he’s a handsome boy underneath all that dirt,” Cara exclaimed, nuzzling her nose near his. “Aren’t you?”

“Watch it,” I admonished. “He’s still terrified, and I don’t know what he’ll do.”

“Don’t worry. I’m used to nips. It’s an occupational hazard for me, too.”

I knew that. One of the reasons I preferred to work with Cara for grooming services was her refusal to use sedatives. “Okay,” I said, “let’s see what else we’ve got.”

We managed to cut Lucky’s nails, clean his ears, get some antibiotic on the deep scratches we found, and bandage his pads. I still had work to do, but we’d made some progress. Looking over our handiwork, I sighed with satisfaction. “I think Mr. Zemski will be fairly pleased.”

Cara’s eyes rounded. “This is Iggy’s dog? Since when?”

“Since now.” I placed a hand on my jumpy stomach to calm the butterflies. She seemed so taken aback by the idea. “Why? What’s the big deal?”

She shook her head, a grin lighting up her face. “I keep forgetting how new you are to this town.”

“What does my arrival here have to do with Mr. Zemski?”

“Everyone knows Iggy. He’s the town’s military hero. Injured in Iraq, and he’s got medals up the wazoo to prove it. And because he’s got all those medals and a semi-celebrity status, he’s never without a girlfriend. No one serious, though. Ever. He’s a player, but not a bad guy. He doesn’t make any promises or anything. He’s upfront and honest with everybody. None of his girlfriends have ever complained about getting a raw deal. And since we’re on the subject of raw, you’re the new meat in town. I’m guessing he’s got his eye on you now as his next target. I wouldn’t be a bit surprised if he arranged to get this dog here just so he could come up with a reasonable way to meet you.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“No, it’s actually kind of sweet, which defines Iggy all the way. He looks like this hard, mean Marine, but inside, he’s all soft and sweet. He’s Snug Harbor’s version of a Tootsie Pop. If he wanted to meet you, he’s not going to pick you up in some bar or stalk you or anything.  Rescuing a stray and bringing it to you to heal is definitely a good way to get you to notice him.” I started to argue, but Cara cut me off. “You wait. When he comes back to pick up Lucky, he’s gonna ask you out. You’ll see. Just don’t get too hooked on him. You’re not his permanent type.”

“What makes you say that?” Not that I had any intention of dating anyone, much less Mr. Zemski, but Cara’s quick dismissal pierced my pride and piqued my curiosity.

“Oh, don’t get me wrong. You’ve got the right look, but you’re missing one main ingredient. Iggy’s looking for a Polish girl. His mom wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“How do you know all this?”

Cara shrugged. “Small town life. Snug Harbor isn’t like what you’re used to. This isn’t Brooklyn where your neighbors are virtual strangers you might nod a greeting to at the beginning or end of a work day.”

Right. Brooklyn. Cara would no doubt be surprised to learn I was more familiar with small-town gossip than she realized. For the last few years, I’d been the main topic of conversation for everyone in a small town in Ohio. I probably still was. Only now, the questions most likely revolved around where I’d flown off to with my ill-gotten gains. I wonder what all those gossips would say if they knew I’d fled the state with nothing but my DVM degree, an angry cat, and the clothes on my back. No gains at all, ill-gotten or otherwise. 

Cara ran a hand over the newly shorn dog’s shanks and sighed with all the drama of a soap opera star. “Iggy Zemski. I don’t know which is the true lucky one, you or this dog.”

“Him,” I said as I jabbed the poor thing with another needle. 

When Mr. Zemski came back to pick up Lucky, I made myself scarce. While I finished the last of my paperwork in my tiny office in the back, Dominic got to reunite Lucky with his new owner, much to my relief. 

After leaving the day’s files with Becky, I pulled on my coat, bid the staff a fond farewell for the evening, and left through the rear exit to the parking lot. A hot, sudsy shower and a microwaved dinner of leftovers waited for me at home. Exciting, yes? The truth was, I’d had enough excitement when I was still in Ohio. Now, I craved peace, solitude, and nuked convenience food for a blustery November evening.

“Dr. Herrera?”

At the sound of a man calling my name, fear slammed into me, and I screamed as I whirled, poised to do...I don’t know what. Scream again? I didn’t carry a weapon. I was woefully unprepared, which, considering what I’d been through was pathetic. The only things in my pocket were my keys, but I grabbed them anyway. Whether for a quick getaway or for possible eye-gouging I didn’t know.

“Easy.” Iggy Zemski stood at the edge of the parking lot, hands held high. Lucky stood on a leash at his side, his tail wagging and tongue lolling from his mouth. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. I just wanted to thank you for what you did for Lucky here. And for me. I know you didn’t charge me full-price for all your services. He looks great, by the way.”

I inhaled and let the air out of my lungs slowly, allowing my heartbeat time to return to its normal rhythm. “You don’t have to thank me,” I said with the slightest quiver remaining in my voice. “Dr. Bautista sets the rates. He insists we give a discount to anyone who brings in a stray or feral animal. It’s kinda like incentive for people to do the right thing.”

He took a step closer, and I backed up, inching closer to my car, the key fob handy and my finger dancing between the unlock and alarm buttons. 

“You took off a lot more than the standard discount Dom gives me,” he said. “Lucky’s not my first stray, you know.”

“No, but he was the first one you opted to keep,” I replied. “That alone gave me leeway in the pricing.”

The wind kicked up, and I shivered inside my coat. This man terrified me. His eyes, sharp and detail-oriented, missed nothing as they pierced my shields. War hero. I knew little more than that about him, and yet, my senses went on full alert whenever he came near. I’d learned to heed that inner voice, the mental alarm that suggested something or someone was not what they seemed. Too late, perhaps. But better late than never.

“I’d like to thank you personally. Maybe, say, over dinner?”

Holy crap, Cara was right. He was trying to play me.

“Umm,” I said, inching closer to the driver’s side door of my Jeep. “That’s nice of you, but I can’t. I’m sorry. Thanks anyway. I have to go.” I hit the door lock on my fob, whipped open the door, and lunged behind the steering wheel.

While he stayed in the same position watching me, I started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot as calmly as my growing panic would allow. As I turned onto Main Street, I glanced into my rearview mirror. He still stood there, the dog at his side, guardians in the twilight. 

I didn’t need a guardian. I just needed to be left alone. That was why I came to Snug Harbor. To lose the past that haunted me.

A few minutes later, I pulled onto the gravel driveway leading to my two-bedroom bungalow. The motion sensors flipped on at my approach, bathing the property in parchment light. I parked in front of the detached garage and locked my car before scaling the weathered steps to the sunporch. On the windowsill inside the dining room, Midnight stretched and meowed his usual welcome.

“I’m coming,” I said to the cat. “Keep your fur on.” I had barely stepped into the living room before he weaved his slinky body in and around my legs. I suppose other women would’ve worried about pet hair, but not me. How could I? With the stains and various indignities my work clothes suffered on a regular basis, Midnight’s stray bit of shedding was a single thread in my typical workday quilt. I ran a hand over his coat from ears to rump. “Missed me today, huh, buddy? What’s wrong? Your food bowl empty? Can’t find the catnip mouse? Don’t worry. Whatever it is, Mama to the rescue.”

That comment seemed to appease Midnight, who sauntered off into the kitchen to wait for me while I finished my evening ritual. I peeled off my coat and hung it in the hall closet then kicked off my sneakers. Ahhh. Let the relaxing begin.

I padded deeper into the living room in my stocking feet, picked up the remote control, and clicked on my favorite streaming music. A few years ago, I was a television news junkie, a habit borne out of the incessant boob tube running in the veterinary practice where I worked. But when I became one of the headlines, that part of my personality became not only painful to continue, but a solid reason for others to suspect my guilt. I quit watching the news cold turkey. Oh, I still had a television, but only for streaming movies: rom-cons, mostly, with the occasional British farce tossed in for variety. My news days, as well as the genres of mystery, suspense, and drama, were over.
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