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Secrets and old wounds threaten a burgeoning romance in this friends-to-lovers story from Donna Alward's Jewell Cove series.

Rick Sullivan left the Marines with a prosthetic and PTSD. His life is going off the rails, especially when a mysterious necklace in a safe deposit box holds the key to his identity. But he’s determined to start over and get his act together. Especially where Jess Collins is concerned. The dark-haired beauty holds him to a higher standard, and makes him want to be a better man than the one who left the service.

Jess Collins has fought hard for her new life, so seeing Rick destroy his has been infuriating. But Rick is trying hard to put himself back together, and falling for him is easier than she ever imagined. Beneath the damaged exterior is a tender heart and a fierce protector—the kind of man she’s needed all along.

But everything Jess has worked for is at risk when her ex comes back to town, threatening her peace and security. Meanwhile, Rick learns the secret of the necklace, and it challenges everything he thought he knew. He’d lay down his life to protect Jess, but how can he give her his heart when he’s no longer sure of who he is?
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Chapter One




Jess Collins hated funerals. 

She avoided attending when she could, though in a close-knit town the size of Jewell Cove, that wasn’t easy. When she found herself in these types of situations, she often offered condolences and got away as fast as she could.

Funerals brought back too many painful memories. Too many reminders of a time when life started to unravel. As a teenager, losing her father had been the worst thing she’d ever experienced. How she’d handled her grief, however, had led to something far more traumatic. Something she could never forget no matter how hard she tried.

The crisp breeze blew a strand of her hair into her lip gloss and she tucked it back behind her ear. Today was about more than neighborly politeness. Rick Sullivan was a close friend of the family, and as much as she was annoyed with him, she owed it to him—and to his mother—to stay for Roberta’s funeral and interment at the Jewell Cove Cemetery. 

Maybe Rick had gone off the rails lately. Maybe she didn’t approve of his choices. But once upon a time they’d been close. As kids he’d been at her house more often than at his own, hanging with her big brother, Josh, and her cousins Bryce and Tom. Rick had been one of the family. And one moonlit night on the beach he’d very nearly been more.

Rick had also served in the Marines and bore the scars to prove that service to his country was no cakewalk. She couldn’t help but notice his prosthetic hand beneath the cuff of his dark gray suit, both the appendage and the clothing looking out of place on a rough-around-the-edges man like Rick. 

And so here she was, standing with her sister and brother and cousins, part of a united show of support, while the autumn wind buffeted her navy skirt and the scent of funeral flowers mingled with the unique, musty aroma of fallen leaves and late September sunshine.

Roberta Sullivan’s fight with cancer had been very different from the accident that had claimed Jess’s dad, Frank, who’d been lost at sea when his fishing boat capsized in a storm. Jess’s family didn’t have any time to prepare; there’d been numbing shock and then the terrible weight of dealing with a funeral without a body. Suddenly Jess’s whole world had been turned upside down. She’d lost much more than a parent: she’d lost her greatest confidant and best friend.

Pushing away her own memories of grief, Jess looked at Rick, noticing the haggard lines around his eyes, the strained tightness of his cheeks, and knew what he was going through. Yes, he was a grown man and not a child as she’d been when she lost her father. And maybe Roberta had a little time to say goodbye at the end. But losing a parent was losing a parent. It was painful no matter the circumstances and the cancer had been aggressive. It had only been a few months between her diagnosis and her death. Jess still had the blessing of her family around her. Rick had no one.

Her heart ached at the thought. Still, knowing Rick, he’d handle his grief by heading to The Rusty Fern right after the burial in a pathetic attempt to forget his troubles by drowning them with whatever his favorite drink happened to be. She didn’t imagine he was too choosy.

With a sigh, Jess turned her attention back to the gravesite in front of her. No matter how much she sympathized with Rick, his drinking was something she didn’t want anything to do with. And so she stared at the casket, feeling a heavy grief for things that couldn’t be changed, and sad that the laughing boy she’d once known no longer existed.

And neither did the carefree girl.




      [image: ]She came.

Rick stole a glance at Jess Collins and tried to ignore the pain that squeezed his heart and made it hard to breathe; the constant feeling like the very last thing holding him together had just been snatched away, leaving him defenseless and alone. His mom was the only reason he’d come back home to Maine at all, and now she was gone. He was alone. Completely and utterly.

But Jess was here, her black curls tumbling over her shoulders, her sharp gaze softened now with compassion, her plump lips unsmiling. His best friend’s sister, and even though her deep blue eyes were currently filled with pity, he knew that under normal circumstances, she would be spitting nails just being in the same room with him. Jess didn’t even try to hide her disapproval or disdain these days. 

Half of Jewell Cove had been at the service, but now only a handful surrounded the gravesite, dark skirts and somber ties ruffling in the stiff autumn breeze. Other than Rick and the minister, he considered the assembled group the closest thing he had to family: Meggie Collins; Pete and Barb Arseneault, and their collective children; Bryce and Mary; Tom and Abby; Josh; Sarah and her husband, Mark… and Jess.

Despite Jess’s apparent opinion of him, he wasn’t surprised to see her here. Jess had loved his mother, too, and the Collinses were like his second family. What he hadn’t expected was for her to look at him with such compassion, even if she did stay as far away from him as she could. Jess was good at that. Almost as if she didn’t want any of him to rub off on her.

He wished he didn’t care one way or another.

The taste of regret was bitter in his mouth. So much regret. He knew he’d disappointed Jess. Disappointed so many people… 

He swallowed past the lump in his throat and tried to focus on the spray of roses and calla lilies blanketing the top of the casket. He knew the one he’d disappointed most was his mom. The one person who’d never given up on him since he came back from deployment, less of a man than when he left. She’d never given up faith or hope that things would get better. His mom, the optimist. Even when she’d been fighting for her life. 

She’d been braver than he ever hoped to be. 

Rick choked back the grief inside of him. He couldn’t imagine life without his mom’s warm smile and constant support. Hell, he’d give anything just to have her nag him about his bachelor lifestyle one more time. But instead, he was standing here in the chilly wind, willing himself to hold on. 

Even standing with the Collinses and the Arseneaults, he felt alone. Rick had known he was adopted since he was seven years old, though he’d never shared that knowledge with a single soul. At the time he’d had questions, but soon after that his father left them, and all Rick and Roberta had were each other. Over the years, she’d always let him know that if he wanted to find his biological family, she’d help him. She’d especially pushed it when she received her diagnosis, insisting that he shouldn’t be alone, but he’d merely kissed her cheek and repeated the same thing he’d told her his whole life. That she was his one and only mother. He’d never meant anything more in his life.

The casket was lowered into the ground, the sound jarring against the peaceful backdrop of leaves rustling and birds chirping from the nearby rosebushes, which had long ago lost their blooms and now held clusters of reddish-pink rose hips. God, he needed a drink. Just a shot or two of rye to steady him out. Shit. His hand started shaking just thinking about it. The sharp fire of it on his tongue, the soft, smooth glide of it down his throat, the warmth of it spreading through his belly. 

Tears stung his eyes and he blinked them away. His mom had made him promise one last thing before she died, and though he wished she’d asked anything else of him, he wouldn’t let her down. Not this time. It had been days since his last drink. All through the time she was in the hospice, and for the last few days as arrangements had been made. Josh and Tom had taken turns checking on him as if they didn’t trust him. They knew what Rick knew: promising his mother that he’d stay off the bottle was an impossible promise to keep. But damned if he wouldn’t do the impossible for her this one last time.

“Richard?”

The mellifluous voice of the minister reached Rick and he lifted his head, confused. Reverend Price was holding out a spade; it was time for the ceremonial shovelful of dirt on the casket.

He could really use that drink.

He took a step forward, then another, took the spade in his right hand as he approached the hole in the earth. Teeth clenched, he anchored his prosthetic hand on the top of the shovel handle.

Goddammit to hell.

Scooped up a bit of dirt and dropped it, the sound a hollow rattle on the top of the box, meaning nothing.

Goodbye, Mom. 

He handed the shovel back to Reverend Price, but he couldn’t go back to his spot. Couldn’t wait for the ceremony to end, couldn’t bear to shake everyone’s hand, or see their long faces or hear the sympathetic words. He turned around and kept walking, through the maze of headstones, over the soft grass to the dirt lane that wound through the small cemetery on the hill. And he didn’t stop until he reached his beat-up old truck.

He couldn’t think right now. Couldn’t imagine anything beyond the excruciating pain of knowing that he was finally, absolutely alone.

He was stuck with no one but the man in the mirror. And that man was not someone Rick cared to spend much time with.








  
  
Chapter Two




Jess sat behind the cash register, her hands busy with knitting needles and a ball of super-soft, pale yellow yarn. Foot traffic was slow this morning at her store, and it gave her time to work on the blanket she’d started knitting way back in June. 

Summer in Jewell Cove was always busy—a frenetic crush of tourists descending on the pretty seaside town for whale boat tours, sea kayaking, and lying on the beach. The waterfront was generally crowded on sunny days—kids begging for an ice cream cone from Sally’s Dairy Shack, families taking over the picnic tables on the grassy fringes with platters of fish and chips or lobster rolls from the Battered Up canteen. On Thursday nights in August, a local drama group put on Shakespeare in the Park at Memorial Square, in the shadow of the statue of Edward Jewell, the town’s founder. 

It was Jess’s most lucrative time of year, too, and for the most part she loved it. Her store, Treasures, was always bustling with people looking for handmade local items. She enjoyed meeting them, listening to different accents, learning where they were from. She enjoyed the long days of sunshine, the way the sun sparkled off the water of the bay, and the crazy riot of blooms which happened up and down Main Street. Window boxes and planters were always a profusion of petunias, geraniums, impatiens, and trailing lobelia.

But she loved this time of year, too—late September, right before the leaves turned into a glorious kaleidoscope of color. It was like a brief oasis of calm between the busy seasons of summer and autumn. The air cooled, and the front stoops were decorated with the hardier potted mums. The gardens let go of their brazen summer hues and settled into the more sedate colors of asters and goldenrod. 

The fall lineup of workshops she held at the back of the store would start in another week or so. Then there was the quilting club at the church, where she coordinated different projects for the quilt show in the spring, which in turn made a fair bit of money for the women’s group and attracted visitors from all along the midcoast. When winter arrived, Jess could really focus on her first love—creating many of the items that graced her store shelves. Beaded jewelry, soaps, scented candles, felted articles. But for now, she was enjoying the time to herself before all the leaf watchers descended en masse to admire the fall colors in Jewell Cove. 

Her first project was to finish the soft blanket she’d begun when she’d found out her sister, Sarah, was pregnant, then put aside when Sarah miscarried. It felt wrong to have those stitches sitting on the needles, incomplete. Jess planned to finish it and pack it away. When the time was right, she’d pass it on to someone. She figured she’d know when. And who. Life was funny that way. 

Besides, maybe she could save it for her almost cousin-in-law, Abby. Abby Foster had inherited the legendary Foster mansion up on Blackberry Hill and in a few short months had managed to steal the heart of the town’s most eligible bachelor, Jess’s cousin Tom. Jess was particularly happy for them. Both had had their share of heartbreak, but Abby was perfect for Tom. Abby fit right in with their family and felt like another sister. It was hard to believe she hadn’t always lived in Jewell Cove. Jess figured they might not wait too long to start a family of their own.

The door to the shop opened, bringing with it a gust of sea air. Speak of the devil, Jess thought with a smile. 

“Morning, Jess.” Abby smiled brightly. As of course she would. Her wedding to Tom was only a few weeks away.

“Hi, Abs. What brings you by this morning? Say muffins. Please.”

Abby lifted a bag of muffins. “Straight from the bakery. Raspberry cream cheese.”

Bingo. “You’re a mind reader. I’ll put on some tea.”

In the summer months they’d gone through this routine occasionally, only with iced tea or lemonade and in between customers. Jess slipped to the back room and switched on the kettle. “How’re wedding plans going?” she called out.

“That’s what I came to talk to you about,” Abby called back. “I have a favor to ask.”

Jess heated the pot, added the tea bags, and then poured in the boiling water. She took a small tray and added two mugs and a little carton of milk from her bar fridge and carried them to the front. “Favor? I’m intrigued. Because you never ask me for favors.” She raised an eyebrow, teasing.

Abby grinned at the deliberate sarcasm and Jess chuckled. Abby was always asking for favors and Jess was happy to help. First it was to recommend a seamstress to do the alterations on Abby’s wedding dress: a lovely vintage gown that had belonged to Abby’s grandmother, Edith. Then it was to ask for advice about flowers and colors. And to Jess’s surprise, Abby had asked her to be her maid of honor—and sole attendant. 

“You’ve been very patient,” Abby commented as she grabbed the spare chair, pulled it up to the desk, and helped herself to the first muffin. “I know I’m probably turning into a Bridezilla.”

Jess laughed and poured the tea. “No, you’re not. You’re happy and excited. And that’s just as it should be.”

“Well, you and Sarah are the closest thing to sisters I’ve got.” Abby’s face shadowed a bit. “How is she, Jess?”

Jess frowned, added a bit of milk to Abby’s cup, and handed it over. “She’s getting there. The miscarriage really hit her hard, but she and Mark have come through lots. They’ll come through this, too.”

Jess turned her attention to the muffin, biting into it with a satisfied sigh. “You are a lifesaver,” she said, washing it down with a sip of tea.

“Well, I still haven’t told you the favor.” Abby grinned at her, her blue eyes sparkling. “I wondered if you’d make me my wedding jewelry.”

“You’re sure? You could find something lovely at a store in Portland.” Jess loved making jewelry, but it was a lot of pressure creating something for someone’s wedding. It was an important day. One that would never be duplicated. A day when everything should be absolutely perfect.

Not that she’d know. Or probably ever know. She’d have to actually start dating again to ever have a chance at a proposal. Jess figured she’d be relegated to the role of Fun Aunt. It wasn’t necessarily a bad thing…but it didn’t sound as thrilling as it once had.

“I looked, and I couldn’t find anything I liked. I’d like something vintage-y feeling, but not too heavy, you know?”

Jess couldn’t help it. She was already formulating a picture in her mind of something that would suit Abby’s dress. “What color?”

“What about ruby? The dark red would look fabulous with the ivory satin, don’t you think?” She reached into her handbag and took out a photo in a frame. “Since I’m wearing her dress, I wondered about replicating my grandmother’s necklace.”

Jess looked at the photo, examining the piece carefully. The necklace was stunning, a simple yet elegant circlet of dark red stones. “Where’s the original?”

Abby shrugged. “I honestly don’t know. I have a box of a bunch of Edith’s finer jewelry, but the necklace wasn’t in it.”

That was too bad. If it belonged to Edith Foster, it had most likely been genuine gems and expensive. “Hang on a minute.” Jess went back into the workroom, pulled a drawer out of a plastic organizing box, grabbed a few more items, and returned to the desk. Once there she moved her tea and muffin aside to clear a spot and began lining up garnets and wire. 

“It would need detailing, and the stones would need to be set in something special to imitate the foil backing, but I can see this with your dress. They’re not real rubies, of course, but . . .”

She looked up at Abby hopefully.

Abby’s eyes lit up. “I knew you’d know exactly what I’d like. How do you do that, Jess? You’ve got such a talent and a wonderful eye.”

The words sent a pang through Jess’s heart. She knew she was talented, but sometimes she let her own insecurities get the better of her. For a while her creativity, the deepest part of herself, had been stifled. More than stifled, she ruefully thought as she started packing away the beads. It’d been completely silenced by a man who had been charming on the outside and a monster in private. This life, this business, was her victory over an ugly past.

“You like it, then?”

“It’s perfect. That design would complement your dress, too. Can you make two?”

“I could make a smaller one in dark blue for me. If you want.”

Abby nodded. “That sounds wonderful. I can’t wait to see your dress when it’s back from the seamstress.”

Neither could Jess. It was the prettiest thing she’d ever put on. They’d found it in one of the chests at Abby’s along with lots of other vintage clothes. Most of the items Abby had graciously donated to the Historical Society. But some she’d held onto, including the deep blue gown that they’d guessed to be post-World War One. The filmy fabric, beading, and drop waist suited Jess’s slightly bohemian style perfectly.

“Only a few more weeks now,” Jess remarked. The wedding was scheduled for mid-October and would take place at the church with the reception at the Foster House garden, weather permitting. After a brief honeymoon—rumor had it they were going to Paris for a week—Abby and Tom would be living in the grand house together. Tom was already looking at turning the old garage into a woodworking shop and they were planning on renting out his cottage at Fiddler’s Rock.

Changes. Good ones. Sometimes Jess felt a little left behind. Which was silly because she had everything she wanted right here.

“I can’t believe I’m getting married,” Abby said quietly, a soft smile touching her lips. “It seems so impossible, and yet…not. Your cousin is pretty special, Jess.”

Jess raised an eyebrow. Tom was special. He’d supported her dream to open Treasures when others had discouraged it. He was also a pain in the butt, but as a member of the family, that was part of his job description. “I’ll never confirm that. It’ll get back to him and go straight to his head.”

Abby looked down at her mug and turned it around in her fingers. “I should probably tell you that he finally decided on a best man.”

Something in her tone made Jess’s heart beat out a warning. “Is it Bryce?” It made sense Tom would ask his brother to stand up with him.

There was a moment of silence in which Jess had a feeling she wasn’t going to like the answer.

“No, not Bryce. Rick.”

Something strange swirled in Jess’s stomach, a weird flutter of nerves that she credited to her recent aversion to Rick Sullivan. “Really? But what about Bryce? They’re brothers and…” 

“He offered it to Bryce first, but you know Bryce. For such a burly, alpha male, he really hates being anywhere near the center of attention. It was all Tom could do to convince him to be emcee at the reception. I wonder how he even made it through his own wedding.”

Jess forced a chuckle. “I think Tom had to drug him.”

The two women shared a smile. “Jess, tell me honestly, will Rick being the best man be a problem? I know you don’t get along, but he’s Tom’s closest friend.”

Jess frowned. To say how she truly felt would sound awful and small-minded. More than anyone, she knew that people deserved second chances; that challenges and trials could take a lot out of a person, and Rick had had his share of both. Still. Rick was unpredictable with a substance abuse problem. And he’d be paired up with her for the entirety of the wedding day.

“I don’t know, Abby. I mean it’s your day. It’s just…” Jess sighed. She remembered the boy he’d been before joining the Marines. Always good for a joke and laughing, getting into his share of trouble with the boys, but nothing serious. Once, when he was fourteen and she was twelve, he’d kissed her in the equipment room at school while they were putting the basketballs away after lunchtime intramurals. It had been her first kiss, and she’d looked at him with stars in her eyes until he’d pulled some prank with Josh and Tom that left her steaming at the ears. 

But the truth of the matter was, their relationship had always been fraught with ups and downs that went beyond childish pranks. When she was eighteen, they’d almost started something at her graduation party. Instead, he’d cooled his jets without any explanation, leaving her behind a dune wondering what on earth she’d done wrong. These days all he thought about was feeling sorry for himself.

With another sigh and a shrug, Jess conceded defeat. 

“Rick and I can manage to be civil for a day, I’m sure,” she assured Abby. She would not cause wedding trouble. It was Abby and Tom’s day, and they should have it the way they wanted without bridesmaid drama. She just hoped Rick would stay sober throughout the day and not make an ass of himself.

Abby reached over and took Jess’s hand. “I know you have worries. Rick’s a bit of a loose cannon. But he’s been so much better since his mom took sick. And now she’s gone. Tom and I thought it would give him something positive, you know? He needs that.”

Jess couldn’t argue. And at least Rick had finally gotten a job. Granted, he’d been working for one of the whale boat charters, and like her own business, that was slowing down for the season. What would Rick do with all the extra time on his hands?

Hand, she reminded herself, and immediately felt guilty for her negativity. He had lost a hand in combat, after all.

“He does need that. I haven’t been a very good friend. It’s just that…”

She hesitated. She never talked about her past. Never talked about Mike, or the year and a half they’d spent together. It was something she’d rather forget and knew she never would. Some scars ran too deep.

“Just that what?” Abby asked, her face wreathed in concern. “Jess, are you okay?”

No, she wasn’t okay. Rick’s drinking shook her more than she liked to admit, bringing up painful memories of a history she worked hard to move beyond. 

“I’m fine,” she said, putting on a smile and reaching for a second muffin. “It’ll be great, Abby. Your wedding is going to be perfect.”




      [image: ]Rick put the key in the lock and let the door swing open with a long, lonely squeak. He stood on the threshold, not entering the cozy white-and-green Cape Cod he’d once called home. It seemed wrong. Wrong that his mother wouldn’t be there to say hello in her warm, welcoming voice. She wouldn’t give him shit for never coming over or having a decent meal. She’d never make his favorite clam chowder again, or the blueberry cake with the cinnamon crumb topping that he liked so well, or hang clothes out on the clothesline to dance in the breeze. 

It felt final. That once he stepped off the porch and into the kitchen, it would really be real. She was never coming back.

He swallowed, trying to screw up his courage. All his life, his mom had been his lighthouse. Even when he’d been far away, she’d been there, a light in the darkness to bring him home safely again, especially after she and Rick’s father had divorced when he was eight and it had just been the two of them. She drove him to Little League, went to every parent-teacher conference, and once bailed him out of jail when he was picked up for underage drinking when he was seventeen. 

The disappointment in her eyes was worse than being arrested. Worse than the punishment she’d doled out, which had been walking the highway ditches three Saturdays in a row picking up garbage wearing an orange jumpsuit just like inmates wore.

He stood, looking in at the empty kitchen, and felt his anger build. It was damned unfair. Unfair that she’d taken sick just when he’d come back for good. Unfair that she’d had to suffer, that she’d had to die. Unfair that she hadn’t said anything about the recurring pain until the truth couldn’t be ignored. Now he was left all alone. No family. Not one relative he knew of that cared if he lived or died.

He’d needed her. He’d pushed her away more than he ought to. And now he wouldn’t have a chance to make it right. One thing he knew for sure. He didn’t give a good damn whether he was adopted or not. Roberta Sullivan had given him far too much for him to push her memory aside just because she’d died. She was, and always would be, his mother. He’d loved her as a son, and he mourned her the same way.

A hornet buzzed by his head, reminding him that he was standing with the door open. He stepped inside and closed it, the catch clicking loudly in the silence, feeling a grief so intense he hardly knew what to do with it.

He’d seen horrible things, gruesome things, some of the worst parts of humanity and he’d come through all right. Well, mostly. So why couldn’t he handle this without feeling like he was going to fall apart?

The house was too quiet. His footsteps echoed off the hardwood as he walked further into the kitchen and threw the package his mom’s lawyer had given him that afternoon onto the worn table. Inside were his mom’s final papers, bank statements, and a safety deposit key. God only knew what his mom had placed in the thing. Probably more papers and his childhood treasures. All of which he was definitely not up to going through at the moment. Instead, he walked over to the sink and turned on the radio on the kitchen counter. It was set to a country station out of Portland, so he turned the dial to the classic rock station instead. The familiar guitar licks of Angus Young from AC/DC filled the air and he let out a breath.

This was his house now. It was where he’d grown up. He shouldn’t feel so weird about the possibility of moving back in. But it was like trying to put on shoes that were a size too small. The shape was familiar but didn’t quite fit. The man he’d become bore little resemblance to that long-ago kid. He’d thought he had it so rough, but those had been the easy years. It really was true what they said: you couldn’t go back.

He turned on the tap and poured himself a glass of water. He could always sell the house, he supposed, looking around the room. A thin film of dust covered the surfaces. No one had lived here for several weeks. But he knew that under the dust was a place that his mom had taken great pride in—especially considering she’d shouldered all the financial responsibility after his dad took off. It would be stupid to sell when he was scrambling to pay rent for a run-down bachelor apartment on the northwest side of town. 

He went from the kitchen into the living room, past her favorite chair and the silent television and the video cabinet that held her chick flick DVDs. Beyond that was the back porch, where a few pieces of wicker furniture made a nice spot to sit in the sun. Rick frowned, realizing that this porch would be the perfect spot to work on his painting. Lots of natural light and space that wasn’t taken up with anything important. Cabinets along one end, below the windows, where he could store his paints and brushes, and privacy, so no one need know what he got up to in his spare time. Not that anyone would believe it if they saw it. He wouldn’t have believed it either, but he could honestly say that his new hobby had been the one thing that had kept him sane since leaving the hot, dusty hell where he’d been deployed. 

Was he really considering doing it? Moving back home?

He went up the stairs to the master bedroom, looked in on the abandoned bed and floral duvet, stared at the closed closet doors, and ventured into the bathroom where the scent of her lavender soap still mysteriously clung to the air even though she hadn’t lived at home for over a month.

He couldn’t do this. Couldn’t go through her things like they didn’t matter, like they belonged to someone else.

But he had to. He was the only one. He didn’t want a bunch of women from the church coming in and pawing through his mom’s stuff like a flock of crows. He took a moment and inhaled, and then exhaled slowly, dropping an intentional barrier over his emotions, deadening himself to the grief and sentimentality that had overtaken him so often lately. He knew how to do it. To block out the darkness and guilt and simply do the job at hand. God knows he’d managed it while overseas, any time Kyle’s name was mentioned. Dead inside. Yeah, that was it.

Jaw set, he went back out to his truck and retrieved the bundle of boxes and packing tape he’d brought along. Methodically he made up the boxes, adjusting to the awkward task using his prosthetic. Then he went through his mother’s clothing and personal effects, boxing them up for goodwill. It was what she would have wanted. He had no use for her clothing, the shelves of old romance novels, face creams and makeup and hair rollers. Someone else might as well get good use out of them.

Lifting the boxes into his arms was awkward but once he had the weight balanced, it was no problem to carry them downstairs and into the back of his truck. Box after box of shirts, jeans, dresses, shoes. It was okay as long as he didn’t stop to think too much about them belonging to his mom. Detached. Unemotional. He could do this.

When her bedroom and bathroom were done, he ventured into the third bedroom, the “spare” room as she’d always called it, and the closet there. It contained very little: a few heavy winter coats that were out of season and a handful of banking boxes tucked in behind the clothes. Rick took one out, lifted the lid, and saw a row of coiled spines—photo albums.

His stomach clenched. 

He put the lid back on. There were some things he simply couldn’t tackle today. One of them was a trip down memory lane.

“Rick?”

He jumped as a deep voice called up the stairs. Tom, if he could venture a guess. Part of his every-other-day check-in. Rick wanted to be annoyed, but the truth was he’d started to look forward to the short visits from Tom and Josh. Not that the two of them ever showed up together. Things weren’t that easy between the cousins yet. After falling in love with the same woman, Tom and Josh hadn’t spoken for years. But after Erin’s death, they both agreed to put the past behind them. Plus, Tom had Abby now. “Up here,” he called back.

Boots sounded on the stairs and Tom’s dark head peered around the corner. “Hey, buddy.”

Rick shut the closet door. “Hey.”

“I went by your place and your truck was gone. Asked Jack if you were working today and he said you were off. Figured I might find you here.”

“Detective Tom. I thought your brother was the one for police work.”

Tom grinned. “Law enforcement is so not for me. Bryce can have it,” he replied. His face sobered. “Packing up your mom’s things?”

“Some. Clothes and personal stuff. I don’t know what to do with the rest.”

Tom nodded. “You thinking of moving in? The furniture would come in handy.”

Rick shoved his hands in his pockets; looked around the room. It was so familiar, with the same dresser and curtains and bedspread that had been there for a good twenty years. His bedroom was the same, too . . . a boy’s room with white walls filled with thumbtack holes from old Red Sox and Bruins posters, a pine bed, and a dark blue spread. Baseball trophies lined a shelf. His mom never changed it even after he joined the Corps and left home. Like she expected him to come back the same Rick he was when he left.

“I don’t know. It’s definitely nicer than my current situation, but . . .”

“But there are a lot of memories here. And it’s still feeling very fresh.”

Rick met Tom’s even gaze. “Yeah,” he agreed. “That.”

“I bet Josh felt the same way when Erin died. Having to live in their house, you know? You should talk to him.”

Rick chuckled, a dry sound. “I’m not going to be the one to bring up Erin with Josh. You…you’ve got Abby now. Josh isn’t in a good place like you. He’ll tell me to shut the hell up and go pound sand.”

Tom smiled. “Probably. Listen, you need a hand with anything?”

Rick’s throat tightened. Tom never judged, not even when Rick had messed up. He’d bailed Rick out of trouble more than once since he’d come home to stay and had been the one to convince Jack Skillin to give him a job. Rick was an only child, and Tom and Josh were the closest thing to brothers he had.

And Jess and Sarah and Bryce, too. That whole clan accepted him. But when push came to shove, they weren’t blood. “I think I’ve done all I’m going to today.”

“Then let’s get some lunch. Crab cakes are today’s special at Breezes.”

Breezes, Rick thought dryly. Not The Rusty Fern, where they normally would have gone for a bite. But at the Fern there’d be the temptation of ordering a beer with lunch, and there was no alcohol served at the café. Not that Tom needed to worry. Rick understood his friends’ concerns, but he’d made his mom a promise. Plus, it wasn’t like it was that bad. Sure, he’d made a fuss a few times, but he wasn’t dependent on booze. He thought of Jess’s disapproving looks and something in his gut clenched.

“Hey, where’d you go? You in for lunch or what?”

Rick looked around him and felt the walls closing in. “Yeah, I’m in. I can drop that stuff off later. I’ve done enough for today, I think.”

“Sounds good.”

Rick followed Tom to Main Street and parked on a side street a block from the restaurant. When they entered, the noise was deafening, and the smells were fantastic. Bright light beamed through the walls of windows and he could see the bay below, the blue of the water particularly intense as it could only be in autumn. Tom was right. It was a good idea. Paul Finnigan’s little fishing boat came chugging into the harbor, probably with a good-sized catch of haddock aboard. Jack had mentioned that the fishing was still good past Widow’s Point, and Paul would get in as much time as he could before putting his boat to dock for the winter.

As Rick watched the wake from the boat form a V, he thought he might like to paint it on the new pane of glass he’d found last week, maybe with a beveled edge so that it could be hung in a window, letting the light shine through the colors. Of course, it would mean another trip to Portland for supplies, but that was okay. There wasn’t much work with Jack now and he was bound to get his layoff notice any day.

“Hey, I found us a table,” Tom said, giving Rick’s arm a nudge. “Come on before we lose it.”

They sat at a table in the corner, waited while a young girl Rick didn’t recognize cleared the mess from the previous diners and then reached for menus. “No need.” Tom smiled. “We’ll both have the crab cakes and home fries.”

Rick nodded. “And make sure there’s a piece of Linda’s chocolate cake left, huh?” He smiled at her, noticed her staring at his hand, and discreetly tucked it beneath the table.

She recovered quickly and smiled. “Sure thing. Won’t be long.”

Tom frowned at Rick. “That happen a lot?”

Rick wasn’t sure why the question made a thread of anxiety spiral through him. He should be used to it by now. “All the time. People don’t expect to see this.” He held up his hand, stared at the synthetic material that looked real . . . at first, but was clearly not on closer examination. And as much as he could use it for a lot of tasks, he would never achieve the same dexterity again. 

But it wasn’t really about the hand. It never was. He just let people think that because it was better than facing the truth.

“You can’t let it hold you back, you know.” Tom reached for his ice water. “Any ideas what you’re going to do now that business at Jack’s is slowing down?”Rick considered saying the word “paint” and then laughed to himself. He could just imagine what the fine people of Jewell Cove would say if they knew tough, booze-loving, ex-Marine Rick Sullivan had taken up painting birds and flowers. They’d think it was a joke.

“Not so much. I think Jack’ll give me a good recommendation, though.”

“There must be something in town somewhere. Even part time. Just to get you out of the house, you know?”

A woman’s voice sounded behind him. “I’m sure there is. If he can stay sober long enough, that is.”

Rick’s hackles rose at the condemning tone, but he turned in his chair and regarded Jess Collins blandly. “Always nice to see you, Jessica,” he said. And it was. She was the most beautiful woman he knew.

And also the most judgmental. Which was probably best for all involved. Because Jess deserved a much better man than him.

It just pissed him off that they both knew it.








  
  
Chapter Three




Jess had thought to stop in, grab a chicken salad croissant for her lunch, and dart back to the shop. She hated having to put up the Closed sign, but Cindy White, who’d been working for her part time, had been offered an assistant job at the school and Jess’s high school girl, Tessa, only worked after school two days a week and Saturdays during the school year. 

If Jess wanted to skip out at all, it meant closing the store. She paused, though, after placing her lunch order. She didn’t expect to see Tom here, especially with Rick. She considered walking back out without acknowledging either one of them. But she’d been meaning to talk to Tom anyway, about building some extra wall shelves in her workroom. Now that her classes were really taking off, she needed the room without sacrificing workspace.

With the workload and the wedding plans, she might not get another chance for a while.

She got to the table just in time to hear Rick say something about his job situation. Tom replied, “There must be something in town somewhere. Even part time. Just to get you out of the house, you know?”

Indeed. Work was there if someone was inclined to actually look for it. Which hadn’t seemed much of a priority for Rick. At least not until this past summer. He’d been far too busy running up a tab at The Rusty Fern. 

“I’m sure there is,” she said, her voice tight. “If he can stay sober long enough, that is.”

“Always nice to see you, Jessica,” Rick replied. His tone said otherwise.

She looked at Tom. “Mind if I pick your brain for a second? I’m waiting for my order and I wanted to ask you about some shelving.”

She watched as Tom looked at Rick. Rick picked up his napkin and unrolled it, revealing his cutlery. She watched as he placed it on the table precisely using his prosthetic. She swallowed. She knew she should cut Rick some slack. So why wasn’t she able to? Why did she always feel so angry when he was around?

“Don’t mind me,” Rick said. “Pick his brain all you want.”

She pulled out a spare chair and focused on her cousin. “I was thinking of adding some wall shelves to the workroom. Do you think you’d have time for that, and can you give me an estimate?”

“You’re running out of space already?”

She smiled. “Business is good. And rather than stack things on the floor, having it on shelves makes it easier to find and access. Plus I can organize it so that everything for certain classes is in one spot. I probably should have had you do it from the start, but the store shelving was more important.”

“You need it right away? I’m tied up for the next few weeks, and then it’s our honeymoon…”

“Do you think you could do it before Thanksgiving? With all the Christmas materials arriving, I can really use the extra space.”

“That should be doable.” Tom nodded. “I’ll come over and measure and stuff first, and when I get a free day or two, I’ll bring one of the guys and we’ll do it up right.”

She smiled. Tom always came through. Despite tension between the two sides of the family over the last few years, he’d been on her side through it all. Tom had stepped in and built her display counters and shelves, added on a back deck and pergola. He’d believed in her, and she wouldn’t forget that.

“You know, Jess,” Tom mused. “Maybe Rick could put in your shelves. Jack’s not going to have much more work for you, is he, buddy?”

Rick looked startled at the suggestion and Jess’s stomach clenched. She could kill Tom for putting them both on the spot like that. What was she supposed to say? 

She looked over at Rick. Tom had helped him get the job with Jack Skillin, too. She felt a little guilty that she didn’t have the faith in Rick that Tom seemed to have. 

“He hasn’t given me a pink slip yet,” Rick stated, avoiding her eyes. “Besides, I appreciated the reference before, but I don’t need a pity job. Thanks anyway.”

“It wouldn’t be like that. You’d be helping me out,” Tom insisted. “My schedule’s pretty tight.”

Rick met Tom’s gaze. “Sure. That’s it exactly.” He reached for his water. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

Jess let out a slow breath. Rick didn’t want to work at her place either. 

“But you’re going to need…”

“How are you making out, Rick?” She interrupted Tom’s persistent voice and softened her own, removing the little bit of condemnation that usually found its way there. He had just lost his mother, after all. And he’d refused the job. Maybe she should give him a break.

He looked up. “Fine. Right as rain.”

Tom butted in. “We were at his mom’s place, taking out boxes.”

Her heart did a strange beat. “Oh. That must be a hard job. I’m sorry.” She met Rick’s gaze, surprised to see pain and defiance in the brown depths. “Is anyone helping you go through it? That’s not something you should have to do alone.” Indeed, now that the shelving issue was off the table, she was feeling quite generous. She could probably spare an hour to help. She owed it to Roberta if nothing else.

He was surprised at her offer, she could tell, but he dropped his gaze to his hands. “No, thanks. It’s something I have to do myself. But thanks for asking.”

Tom jumped in again. “He’s got clothes for goodwill in his truck.”

Jess frowned. It was good that Rick was donating to charity, but it was so soon. Too soon? Plus, there was a problem. The clothing bank drop-off was only open two days a week. She knew because she volunteered there one Saturday a month. And today was not one of those days.

“You know the drop-off’s closed today, right?”

Rick’s scowl deepened, creating a wrinkle between his eyebrows. “It is? Damn. I guess I’ll have to unload them again. I don’t want to leave them uncovered in the truck overnight.”

She imagined how taxing it must have been, lugging boxes all morning. Now he’d have to take them out and put them back again… 

“Jess?” The waitress interrupted. “Your sandwich is up.” She held out a Styrofoam takeout container. “And yours will be here soon, boys,” she said to Tom and Rick.

Jess took the box. “Thanks, Elaine.” She looked over at Rick. “You know, there’s a women’s shelter that could probably use your things. I could give them a call, and you could drop them off this afternoon.”

“I think my mom would like that.”

She felt her heart turn over. No matter Rick’s mistakes, he’d just lost his mom, a woman he’d clearly loved. “Roberta was always helping out with our charity efforts,” Jess said softly. “I think she’d like that, too, Rick. Do you want me to call them?”

“That’d be nice of you, Jess.”

He met her gaze. Her stomach did a little flip-flop. No matter the changes in their lives, Rick was still the dark-haired rascal who’d kissed her on the beach in the moonlight…

She pushed the memory aside. “I’ll arrange it. Do you have a cell? I can call you with the details.”

Details, heck. She knew exactly what to do and where to go. Because for a few days many years ago she’d slept at the shelter, eaten there, been frightened there. She’d been a quiet supporter of the organization ever since.

He wrote the number on his napkin and slid it over just as Elaine returned with two plates of crab cakes.

“I should get back to the store. I had to close while I grabbed lunch.” Jess stood and grinned down at the pair of them, knowing they were dying to cut into the cakes. “Now my chicken salad isn’t looking so tasty.” She put a hand on Tom’s shoulder. “Thanks, Tom. And Rick, I’ll call you in a bit.”

“Thanks, Jess.”

She took her boxed sandwich and made her way to the door, her heart clubbing a strange beat. That exchange was almost civil. Certainly without the biting rancor that generally characterized their conversations.

Outside the fall air was crisp and golden and she took a deep inhale, returning to her senses. Rick was the guy who’d come to the Memorial Day picnic at her sister Sarah’s with a flask tucked in his pocket, who’d gotten Josh drunk at his welcome home party, and who’d been kicked out of the pub more times than she could count for having one too many. She’d heard he was three sheets to the wind the night his mom had gone into palliative care, though at least he’d been sober for the funeral.

She wasn’t stupid. Some people could handle their liquor. She wasn’t opposed to a few glasses of wine with the girls now and again, or a cold beer on a hot summer’s day. But some people couldn’t. And she wasn’t dumb enough to put herself in the middle of that sort of situation again. Not when it had cost her so much.

She hurried back to the shop and ate her sandwich while searching her contact list, then took a moment to make the call. Two minutes later she took out the napkin with Rick’s number on it and dialed.

“Hello?”

The sound of the café filtered through the phone. “It’s Jess. You’re still at lunch?”

“Just finishing up.”

“I’ve got directions for you. You ready?”

He hesitated. 

“Rick?”

“Um, yeah, about that. Look, I was wondering . . . are you free to go with me?”

She blinked. “Go with you?”

“Yeah. I feel kind of awkward going there by myself.”

“Because…” she prompted. Surely he wasn’t prejudiced. No one ever intended to get in a position that they’d need a shelter. 

“Maybe the women there don’t appreciate a man being around. I don’t know,” he answered, sounding flustered. “I’ve never done this before.”

“You intimidated, Rick?” She smiled into the receiver. “It’s just a drop-off.”

“Never mind, then,” he answered sharply. “Give me the damn directions.”

She sighed, suddenly feeling guilty for breaking the tentative truce between the two of them. What would it hurt, spending an hour at most with him? For charity. “I can’t just leave, that’s all. My after-school help doesn’t get here until three thirty.”

There was a pause. “I could wait and go then.”

He was making a concession. An effort. And he was doing a good thing, so why was she fighting it so hard?

“Swing by and pick me up at quarter to four,” she said heavily. 

“Forget it.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Rick, let’s not make this into an argument. You want me to go and I’m going. Let’s just leave it, okay?”

There was a long silence. The clacking of dishes and cutlery was gone, and she assumed he’d gone outside.

“Fine. I’ll see you later,” he muttered, and then clicked off without saying goodbye.

She would not let him get to her.

At precisely three forty-five, Jess hooked her handbag on her shoulder and waved to Tessa as she left the store. When she got down the boarded walkway that Tom had built for her, she discovered Rick in his truck parked along the street, tapping his fingers impatiently against the steering wheel. 

She hopped in and pasted on a smile, determined to start the drive on the right foot. “Hi. Again.”

His fingers stopped tapping. “Hey.”

He pulled away from the curb and at the next intersection, turned left onto Main and continued until they hit the exit to the highway, all without saying a word. If traffic stayed light, they’d reach the shelter in thirty, thirty-five minutes tops. 

Over an hour when all was said and done. It would be the longest she’d spent with him since high school and even then, they’d rarely been alone. Considering his apparent lack of conversational skills, an hour was going to feel like a lifetime.

“So,” she began uneasily. “You went through some of Roberta’s things.”

“I’m thinking of moving in.” He stared straight ahead. “No sense putting it off, really. Going through her clothes, I mean.”

“People grieve in their own time. I don’t think anyone should be held to certain rules, you know? If you felt like doing it, then it was clearly the right time.”

His shoulders relaxed a little. “At first I thought about putting the house up for sale.”

Jess considered the cute two-story house. Situated on one of Jewell Cove’s side streets, it had a splendid birch tree out front and a profusion of perennials—forsythia in spring, rhododendrons and lilacs, cosmos and phlox. She’d always thought Roberta’s house looked like something out of a magazine or book. “I’m assuming your mom kept it in great shape,” she mused. “I bet it wouldn’t be on the market long.” In fact, it would be perfect for a family. She easily imagined a swing set in the backyard. A dog to fetch sticks or a tennis ball. 

“She did, until the last year or so when she started feeling tired and then was diagnosed.” Rick’s voice was tight, as if talking about it physically hurt. “But it won’t take long to fix up what fell behind.”

Jess studied his profile. His dark hair was a bit longer, now that the jarhead look was gone, and curled slightly at his T-shirt collar. His eyes were dark brown, and his face was angular: at times it seemed harsh and unrelenting, especially when he had a shadow of stubble on it. Like now, when he clenched his jaw. His words were easily spoken but his face told the truth. He was hurting and hurting badly.

“I’m so sorry, Rick. I didn’t mean to be insensitive.” She paused, and then carefully asked, “What about your dad? Have you contacted him? I mean, now that your mom is gone . . .”

He shook his head quickly. “You weren’t being insensitive,” he assured her. “And as far as my dad…” He hesitated, then let out a breath. “I haven’t spoken to him in years. And I don’t plan to, either.”

The harsh tone was startling, and she stared at him. “But…he’s your father. I mean, I know he left you and your mom, but so much time has passed. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to get in touch.”

Rick’s eyes blazed as he looked over at her. “He left and hasn’t bothered to stay in touch, ask about me, even pay any child support to my mom. I don’t owe him anything.”

She understood his anger, but family was important. Particularly since Rick no longer had any. Perhaps if they could make amends… 

“Maybe not. Or maybe he just doesn’t know what to say after all this time. If you just—”

“Look, Jess,” he interrupted sharply. “The truth is, I’ve known since second grade that I’m adopted. A year after that Graham left. So you see, he wasn’t my father in any sense of the word. What’s the point in calling him up now?”

“Adopted?” Shock rippled through her as her mouth dropped open. Granted, Rick had never really looked much like Roberta, but that didn’t really mean anything. “You’ve known all these years and never told anyone?” 

“Marian Foster arranged it. I was the last baby she helped place.”

Nothing he could have said would have surprised her more than this. If there wasn’t even biology connecting him to his dad, she understood his hostility better. “I don’t know what to say.”

“There’s nothing to say. It’s not like it makes any difference. My mom was my mom, and nothing will ever change that.” He looked sideways at her, then turned his attention back to the road. 

There was a beat of silence in which Jess saw Rick differently. He was clearly grieving for Roberta, and the way he spoke of her proved that he loved her very much. “What about your birth parents, Rick? You might have family out there somewhere.”

“That’s not really on my radar at the moment. Maybe down the road I’ll reconsider, but I doubt it.” He stopped at a stop sign, looked over at her again. “Being in the Marines taught me to look at things by taking them down to the lowest denominator. To keep things clear and straightforward. And the truth is that she was my mother. No one else. And that’s all there is to it.”

And his declaration drove home the point that he was now all alone. She kept quiet, knowing the last thing he’d want was her pity. 

“Well, no decision has to be made right away. It’s probably better not to rush this sort of thing. Make rash decisions and all that.”

He paused, and then blew out a big breath, relieving some of the tension that had marked their conversation. He winked at her. “Hey, haven’t you heard? Rash decisions are what I’m good at.”

Jess blushed and looked away, staring out the window. It was no secret that Rick enlisted out of the blue on his twenty-first birthday, surprising the heck out of everyone. Roberta especially had been distressed as he was her only child. But she’d been proud, too. Proud of him for serving his country. As they all were. He’d come home on leave, dressed in his uniform, looking heroic and strong and invincible.

And then he’d come back after being discharged and rented a place which wasn’t much more than a dump, instead of moving in with his mom. And proceeded to spend most of his disability pay at The Rusty Fern.

This was the closest she’d been to Rick since before he’d enlisted. She swallowed. The cab of the truck suddenly felt much smaller as Jess stole glances at Rick’s strong profile out of the corner of her eye. His jawline was firmer now, more masculine, and he’d grown into his features.

Jess’s gaze lingered on his lips. That feature, however, had remained the same. It had been graduation night. She’d been seventeen and had gone to a party at Fiddler’s Beach, just down the bay from where her cousin Tom’s cottage now sat. Rick had been there, two and a half years older, wearing jeans and a white T-shirt and looking dangerous. She’d met his gaze over the flickering light of the fire and something in her stirred. That same stirring which happened then happened now, only she was looking at the man he’d become. He was harder, tougher, and if possible, more handsome now than he’d been back then. 

“Oh, let’s just call it part of your charm,” she replied. He’d deftly changed the subject, and she got the message that he was both done talking about himself and determined to lighten the mood. 

“Of course, you never make rash decisions, do you, Jess?” He raised an eyebrow.

Her cheeks heated as she blushed. Thank God he couldn’t tell what she’d just been thinking. “Me? Well, I try not to.”
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