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A summer in Jewell Cove leads ER doctor Lizzie Howard to discover there’s more to life than living up to expectations in the latest title by New York Times Bestselling Author, Donna Alward.

When Lizzie Howard’s best friend asks if she will cover her maternity leave in a small-town medical practice, Lizzie almost refuses. But with her career as a top ER doc in jeopardy and a failed relationship in her rear-view mirror, maybe a change of pace is exactly what she needs. Her boss is a veteran and widower, and Lizzie’s relieved there’s no chance of a distraction as she gets her life back together.

Josh Collins returned to Jewell Cove after his wife was killed on deployment. Now he runs the town’s medical clinic and puts up with his family’s meddling to find him a new wife. The new doctor is definitely not his type—she’s not into small towns or the slow pace of family medicine. Which is fine. If he falls in love again, he’ll do it at his own pace.

A trip to Lovers’ Island on a summer afternoon changes everything. It’s more than just passion between them, but Josh doesn’t trust Lizzie to stay, and Lizzie can’t let go of her dream to return to her life-in-progress. When that opportunity arrives in the form of her old boss and lover, will she take it and leave Jewell Cove—and Josh—behind?
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Chapter One




As punishments went, Lizzie Howard could have done a lot worse. 

The “recommendation” was for her to get out of town for a few days, and she decided to visit her best friend, Charlie, in Jewell Cove. The story Lizzie gave Charlie was that they could spend the weekend celebrating Lizzie’s thirtieth birthday. That sounded much better than the truth, which was that she was slinking away from Springfield with her tail tucked firmly between her legs.

Thirty. Her career was supposed to be taking off instead of stalled in its tracks. How the hell had this happened?

The wind was cool even for spring in New England as Lizzie’s convertible wound around the scenic road leading to her best friend’s house. Charlie lived with her husband, Dave, a few miles from town limits. Their home was nestled along a curve in the road, its cedar deck overlooking the shimmering waters of Penobscot Bay—the perfect retreat for Lizzie to clear her head. 

With each mile separating her from Massachusetts, her tension eased a little. Maybe Maine wouldn’t be so bad after all, she thought, pulling in the gravel driveway in front of the little cottage Charlie now called home. Gray shingle siding and white-trimmed dormer windows gave it a cozy, worn-in look. The trees and lilacs were budding, unfurling their new spring-green leaves to the sun, and at a small white picket gate hung a quaint little sign that read Seashell Cottage.

Lizzie loved it immediately. It was like something off a postcard.

As she got out of her car, she realized that the walkway to the door was lined with shells and she let out a soft laugh. Her best friend was living in an idyllic world far away from the high-class Boston neighborhood where she’d been brought up. 

Lizzie breathed in the sweet-scented air and smiled to herself, thinking of the shell-studded candles she had in her bag as a delayed housewarming present. Her only regret was that she hadn’t come sooner. She hadn’t actually seen her friend since Charlie and Dave’s destination wedding on a Jamaican beach in January.

At least she wasn’t completely out of touch where her best friend was concerned. Lizzie knew Charlie had always wanted a home like this. Nothing big or ostentatious, but a little corner of the world that she could call her own and an adoring husband across the breakfast table. A few babies with brown eyes and dimples to call her “Mama.”  

Lizzie wanted more. She’d been working her ass off in Springfield, determined to fill Ian Fortnam’s shoes as Chief of Emergency Medicine. It was what her father wanted for her and she would do him proud even though he wasn’t here to see it. The fact that Ian had been the one to ask her to take a leave of absence—a strong suggestion that Lizzie equated to a suspension—annoyed the hell out of her.

Ian insisted it was because he cared and the time off was for her own good, but she wasn’t so sure. Yes, she’d screwed up, with devastating results. She admitted that. And she had been working too hard. She admitted that, too. But the biggest mistake she’d made was having an affair with Ian in the first place. They’d remained “friends” when it ended, as they both knew it would, but she hated that he was in a position to influence the career she’d worked so hard to build. Mixing her personal life with her professional one was a mistake she wouldn’t repeat again. Ever.

So now here she was, standing in the dappled afternoon sunlight, miles from home and hospital. Lizzie shouldered her travel bag and blew out a breath, determined that she wouldn’t be dragged down again. She’d make the most of the days ahead and recharge her batteries. This was only a weekend, after all. Didn’t she deserve that much of a break? 

When Lizzie returned to Springfield it would be time enough to fight to get her position back. This forced leave was utter nonsense. If there was a lawsuit, it would be settled, just as they always were. She was a good doctor. Everyone would move on…

She was halfway up the shell-lined path when the screen door slammed open and Charlie was there, bouncing on her toes, one hand on her slightly rounded belly. “You’re here! You’re finally here! At my house!”

“Yes, I’m here.” Lizzie laughed, her dark thoughts banished by Charlie’s enthusiastic greeting. “I promised, and here I am.”

Charlie came down the stone steps and drew Lizzie into a hug.  “Gosh, it’s good to see you.”

Lizzie felt Charlie’s strong arms around her and closed her eyes. It wasn’t one of those polite, restrained hugs full of pretension between casual friends and colleagues. This was big, hearty, and full of affection. After all the weeks of being so very alone, it felt wonderful. She felt the firm baby bump against her own tummy and laughed, drawing back and framing the gentle roundness with her hands. 

“My God, look at you. You’re beautiful.” Tears pricked Lizzie’s eyelids and she laughed self-consciously.  “And showing already.”

Charlie laughed, too, wiping her eyes, then tucked her dark hair behind her ears.  “Dave says future linebacker in the making. I’m not due until September.”

“He could be right.”

Lizzie straightened, looked at her best friend, and couldn’t stop smiling. No unwanted pregnancy here, no angst or uncertainty. This was, Lizzie realized, exactly how it should be. “You’re glowing, Charlie. God, I’m so happy for you.”

Charlie sniffled and beamed even as she flapped her hands at her tears.  “You see?  This is why you needed to come! It’s going to be good for you.  You’re skin and bones, Liz. I’m going to stuff you full of yumminess all weekend.”

“Hey, I eat.”

“Peanut butter doesn’t count.”

Lizzie couldn’t help but laugh.  Charlie was the closest thing to a sister she’d ever had, and on long days of labs and rotations they’d skipped the cafeteria and made do with peanut butter sandwiches, which could be eaten in thirty seconds flat. In an emergency they’d forgotten about the bread and just gone for a spoon.

“Come on in. Dave will be home later this afternoon and he promised to cook us dinner. We can sit on the deck and catch up.”

Lizzie followed Charlie into the house.  The inside was as charming as the outside, filled with sun-strewn windows, the light bouncing off walls the color of the sand on the beach below. The flooring was wide plank hardwood, stained a gorgeous shade of oak. White country cupboards filled the walls in the kitchen and a stunning butcher block held a bowl of lilacs, bringing the fragrance in from outside.

“This is your room,” Charlie said, opening a door. The walls were the same sandy taupe, but splashes of aqua at the windows and on the duvet brought it to life. 

“It’s beautiful, Charlie. Just beautiful.”

“Get yourself settled, then come find me,” Charlie offered, stepping out to give Lizzie a moment of privacy.

Lizzie put down her bag and went to the windows. The room overlooked the ocean, the sun glinting almost painfully off the constantly shifting surface. She knew why she was here, and it had little to do with her birthday or even a suggested leave of absence. She was running from her grief and running from her problems, pure and simple.  

A lone sail bobbed on the water, skimming parallel with the shoreline. She squared her shoulders. Not running, she corrected. Regrouping. There was a difference.

 She found Charlie in the kitchen heating the kettle. “Tea,” Lizzie said with a smile. A plate held several cookies. “And shortbread. Did you read my mind?”

“It’s not my shortbread, are you kidding? There’s a bakery on Main that is amazing. I’ll take you there tomorrow.” She handed over a square and poured water into the mugs. “I still haven’t learned to cook very well. Oh well. No one’s perfect, right? Dave cooks and if all else fails there’s takeout. Or frozen pizza.”

Lizzie took a nibble of the cookie and sighed happily.  “It’s yummy.”

“It’s orange spice. Told you it was amazing. Jewell Cove has all sorts of treasures and I’m going to show you them tomorrow. We’re going to hit all the shops along the waterfront.”

“You wouldn’t still happen to be trying to sell me on covering your mat leave, would you?”

Two weeks ago, just before Lizzie was ordered to take her “break,” Charlie had called asking if she wanted to cover her maternity leave. Leaving Springfield right now wasn’t an option, not when what Lizzie really needed to do was get her act together. She had a job, a reputation, at stake. Responsibilities. Like proving to Ian and the rest of the administration that she was worthy of the faith they’d placed in her. Proving to herself that she hadn’t lost her edge. Physicians lost patients; it came with the job. They had to deal with it.

Besides, family medicine in a small town would bore her to death, even for a few months.

Charlie handed over the mug, a saucy grin lighting her lips. “Shamelessly.  Is it working?”

Lizzie had to admit, the pretty drive and idyllic setting had already eased some of her tension. But this was a weekend, not months. And she figured she’d only last a few days in a small town before going stir-crazy. “Let’s go outside,” she suggested, changing the subject. “I need to hear the ocean.”

They settled into Adirondack chairs and Lizzie closed her eyes, letting the sun bathe her face as she listened to the shushing sound of the waves hitting the shore below and the gulls shrieking as they circled.  The spring breeze was fresh and chilly; Lizzie pulled her knees in and rested her feet on the edge of the seat. Charlie said nothing.  She always seemed to know when Lizzie needed quiet and when she needed to talk. After a few minutes Lizzie opened one eye and squinted to look at her friend. Charlie was taking a sip of tea, completely comfortable to just be. One hand rubbed the curve of her belly. Lizzie would bet any money that the action was one of sheer habit, and she took a moment to appreciate the picture that was Charlie, burgeoning with motherhood. 

Lizzie didn’t know exactly how to explain how she felt. Adrift, maybe. Definitely alone. Her mom and dad had been her guiding stars. Losing her mom to Alzheimer’s bit by bit was terrible, and visiting her now was bittersweet, never knowing what state of mind Rosemary would be in. But losing her dad… they’d been so close.  Going through the last months without his wisdom was horrible. She’d put every ounce of energy into work, and she didn’t even have that now. She had no idea how to explain it all to her best friend, but she desperately wanted to. 

“I needed this,” she said simply. “So thank you.” 

Charlie reached over and took her hand. With anyone but Charlie it would have been awkward. But they’d been through a lot together, since the beginning when Lizzie had walked into her dorm room to find Charlie on one of the beds.  The two made an unlikely pair, but from the first moment they’d been there for each other. Just like they were now. 

“Everything’s out of control, Charlie. Just everything.” She swallowed against the lump in her throat. “For the first time in my life, I don’t know what to do.” Her lip wobbled. “I don’t know what to do,” she whispered.

“Oh, honey,” Charlie said, squeezing Lizzie’s fingers. “I know it’s been so hard. I should have been there for you more. I’m really sorry about that. I suck as a friend.”

“You had enough on your plate, with the pregnancy and planning the wedding and everything.” Lizzie tried a watery smile. “And look at you. You were always so shy, so reserved. Dave’s been so good for you. He really brought you out of your shell.”

Charlie’s gaze softened. “He is pretty wonderful.  But that doesn’t make it all right that I neglected you.”

“Well, I’m here now. Just what the doctor ordered.”

Charlie nodded. “Hey, don’t worry. I know you. You’re like a rubber ball—you always bounce back. You’ll figure it out. I know you will.” The confidence in her voice was clear.

But Lizzie shook her head. “I don’t know this time. I don’t know who I am, or what I want… The one thing holding me together was work.” She squeezed Charlie’s fingers back before letting them go. 

“You’ve been grieving so hard, Liz. I know it’s been eating away at you. You’re here now, and that’s what matters. You did the right thing taking some time off.”

Lizzie smiled but felt herself crumbling inside. How could she admit that her vacation wasn’t voluntary? Charlie was under the impression that this weekend was just that—a weekend. Lizzie’s smile wobbled and she took a deep breath, promising herself she wouldn’t cry.  “I wasn’t ready to talk about it before. Didn’t want to.” She swallowed, hard. “Couldn’t.”

“But you want to now?”

She took a sip of tea, the hot brew restorative, warming her belly, giving her strength to say the painful words. “I’m falling apart, Charlie. Seriously falling apart.” Her voice broke on the last syllable.

Charlie turned in her chair, tucking her legs beneath her. “What is it? Can I help? Are you sick?”

Lizzie shook her head. “Nothing that sleep won’t cure. But I’m not sleeping. I’ve been working extra shifts just to keep busy and keep myself occupied.” Mistake number one.

“And burning yourself out.”

Bingo. “What else am I supposed to do?”

Charlie didn’t answer but waited patiently. Lizzie thought that Charlie would make a very good mother. She was logical and tolerant and always thought things through. Marriage, too, had given her a new kind of serenity that Lizzie envied. Lizzie didn’t have that kind of patience. She didn’t wait for things; she went after them. Always moving forward and not backward. There were so many other things she wanted to do before having kids…if ever. 

She struggled to speak past the tightness in her throat. This was so unlike her! She was a doctor, for God’s sake.  She handled tough decisions every day. She spoke to family members and delivered bad news and it wasn’t easy, but she always kept it together. But it was different when it was her own life. Her own feelings. She couldn’t look at Charlie or the sympathy she knew would be in her best friend’s eyes. She looked out over the sparkling ocean and whispered, “I didn’t know that when I lost him, I’d lose everything. I haven’t even brought myself to put the house on the market. I don’t want it, but I can’t bear the thought of someone else there. It’s like it’s waiting for him to come home and say it was all a mistake.”

Charlie wisely stayed put in her chair.  Lizzie didn’t think she could handle any more handholding or hugging. She was feeling pretty fragile, ready to break apart at any moment. It was as if Charlie sensed it and after a few seconds of stunned silence she regrouped. 

“Your dad’s not coming back, Liz.”

“I know that. And then I go to visit my mom, and—" She was mortified to realize that tears were slipping down her cheeks and she scrubbed them away with her hand. “She asks where he is. She doesn’t remember that he died. Or she’ll say he’s been to visit her when that’s impossible, and it’s like ripping open a wound again.”

“Sweetie,” Charlie said, and her thumb rubbed reassuringly over the top of Lizzie’s hand. “I’m so sorry, Liz. I wish I could make things better.”

But Charlie couldn’t, not really. Though simply being here helped.

“I can’t put things off any longer. Everything is such an unholy mess and somehow, I have to fix it. I’m so angry!” Liz admitted the dark truth with a burst of frustration, relief sliding through her as she finally said the words. She was angry at a disease she couldn’t do anything about, turning her mother into a stranger. She was angry at the suddenness of the stroke that had taken her father, a cruel irony for a man who’d dedicated his life to saving others. And she was angry at herself for slipping up and the devastating consequences that followed.  

“Your dad loved you. You know that.” Charlie ran a hand over the swell of her belly, the action making Lizzie feel suddenly left out. “Your mom adores you, too. Of course, it’s going to take some time for you to grieve. You just shouldn’t be going through this alone. I wish you had someone…the way that I have Dave.” A wistful smile touched her lips.

Lizzie couldn’t help the small smile. Charlie was head over heels in love with her new husband. “I knew this would come back to my love life eventually.”

“What love life?” Charlie raised an eyebrow.

“Exactly.” Lizzie focused on picking shortbread crumbs off her jeans, glad she’d gotten some things off her chest and very glad they’d somewhat changed the subject.

“Whatever happened to that doctor you were seeing at Christmas? The cute one with the reddish hair and big laugh?”

Lizzie felt her cheeks heat. “That’s over.”

“I can tell by your tone who ended it. I thought you were crazy about him?”

Lizzie shook her head. “Ian’s last act as my boss was to tell me to take a leave of absence. He’s not on my list of favorite people these days.” 

Charlie shut her mouth. Picked at her shortbread. Took a sip of cold tea.

“Oh for God’s sake, say something,” Lizzie snapped, unable to take Charlie’s silence.

Charlie got up, picked up her chair, and moved it so she was sitting knee to knee with Lizzie. “He did you a gigantic favor in my opinion,” she said firmly. “Look, here’s what I know for sure. Russell Howard loved you. You loved him. No, hear me out. He was human, and you’re human, too. If you’re angry, be angry. My question to you is, what do you want to do now? Because whatever you want to do, I’ll help you.”

Anxiety seemed to tumble around in Lizzie’s stomach. 

“Everything feels so out of control, Charlie. I don’t know how to deal with it. And I haven’t been able to admit that to anyone before now.”

Charlie smiled softly. “If you had the answers you wouldn’t be finding this so difficult. And honey, you don’t need to decide today. I know that’s hard for you to accept, but it’s true. Stay the weekend and stop worrying. Look around. The offer is still open to take my place for a few months. I’m planning on starting my leave July first, as long as I can find someone to cover.”

Lizzie dropped her chin. “My head is so messed up. I can’t bring all that into the practice you’ve built.”

“Don’t worry about that. The other doctor is great. I’m already working reduced hours. It’d just be…backup.” She smiled encouragingly.

“Colds and ingrown toenails. Lovely.” But Lizzie’s lips twitched. Charlie was like a dog with a bone when she got an idea in her head. Nothing was going to make her give it up. “Besides, I’m sure the town is nice, but isn’t it a bit dull?” Dull as in dead. There probably wasn’t a movie theater, or a martini bar, or decent restaurants. 

“I know you’re impossible when you’re bored. But there is a lot to do here.” At Lizzie’s skeptical look she insisted, “There is! Including sleep. You look like hell, Liz. Besides, Portland isn’t far away if you need something more… cultured. There’s more to Jewell Cove than you think. It’s only for a few months. It’s not like it’s forever or anything.”

Finally, Lizzie laughed. Charlie was better for her than any prescription. “Thank you, Charlie. For inviting me to visit.” At Charlie’s skeptical look, she capitulated, “For making me come. I didn’t know who else to turn to.”

“I’m always here. You know that.”

“But just because I’m on leave doesn’t mean I’m saying yes.”

“It ups the chances. And I’m not above using a little blackmail.”

“More shortbread?”

Charlie put her hands on Lizzie’s knees. “If you stayed the summer, it means that my best friend in the whole world would be with me when my baby was born.”

Lizzie’s nose stung and her bottom lip quivered.  It was no secret that Charlie’s mom and dad weren’t exactly the nurturing type. Lizzie couldn’t imagine them being doting grandparents, or Mrs. Yang sitting through the undignified process of childbirth, even though she’d gone through it once herself. “That’s playing so dirty,” Lizzie whispered.

“It’s true,” Charlie answered. “You need someone, Lizzie. And I need you.  You’re the closest thing to a sister I’ve ever had. I want you to be our baby’s godmother.”

Lizzie felt herself slipping. But she had to be strong. She hadn’t even seen the town yet. Or met the other doctor. And where would she find a place to live this close to tourist season? Surely everything was rented in advance.

“I’ll think about it,” she replied. It was all she was able to commit to at the moment.








  
  
Chapter Two




They took Lizzie’s convertible, driving with the top down in the late-spring morning. The drive into Jewell Cove was short but pretty. Once leaving Charlie’s cottage, the road connected with Route 1, tracing the jagged coast like a curving snake. This morning the fog was melting in the morning sun, giving the light soft edges, like a picture from a magazine that had been photoshopped—but this was the real thing. Lizzie filled her lungs with the sea air and felt her hair blow back in the breeze. She had never been in such a naturally beautiful place in all her life. Maybe she could finally try windsurfing or go hiking in Acadia National Park. Whoa, she reminded herself. She wasn’t actually considering taking Charlie up on her offer, was she?

“We’ll find a place to park,” Charlie ordered. “Somewhere near the café, I think. We can shop and then come back for lunch.” Lizzie crawled along Main Street, looking for an open parking spot, following the direction of the finger Charlie pointed. 

“Do you ever think of anything besides food?”

“Believe me, after a solid thirteen weeks of throwing up…”

Lizzie laughed. “Fair enough. If my turn ever comes…”

“Do you want it to?”

Considering Lizzie’s current situation, the idea of a family was so far removed that it seemed a lifetime away. “I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it much. I’ve been too busy. And there’s the tiny issue of a husband. Not a lot of Daves floating around for the taking, you know. I know in this day and age it’s not necessary, but I’m still a little old-fashioned when it comes to marriage.”

“You’re far more conventional than you let on, Liz.”

“Don’t let that get out and ruin my reputation,” Lizzie replied. “Like I said. Long way off.” But she’d been truthful about her view of marriage and family. Her upbringing hadn’t been perfect. Her father had been a bit of a workaholic, which put a strain on the marriage from time to time. But her parents had loved each other and persevered, even through tough times, and they’d always made an effort to make home a fun and welcoming place. Lizzie would rather be alone than settle for anything less.

“Well, take notes just the same. You’ve already missed the morning sickness bit. Least you can do is hang around for the varicose veins and hemorrhoids.”

Lizzie laughed. “Gee, what fun. And here I thought small-town medicine was boring.” 

They made their way along to the northeast end of Main Street. Only a few parking spots remained along the curb, and the small lot by the wharf was half-full. In another few weeks Lizzie figured the tourism traffic would hit full force for the Memorial Day weekend, turning the relaxed little town into a hub of activity.  

As they halted at the stop sign next to the wharf, Lizzie saw a pleasure boat slowly make its way around the slip. The words on the side were still clear: Jewell’s Constant. Farther out in the bay, the pristine white sails of a pair of clipper ships glided above the water. What would it be like to escape for a day’s sail on the ocean? When had Lizzie last taken time to do something so frivolous? 

She turned her attention back to Charlie. “You’re really happy here, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Charlie replied, “I am. Look, Liz. I know this isn’t your speed and I know it’s not where you want to be in life, and that’s okay.” 

Lizzie pulled into a spot and killed the engine. “Small-town life isn’t for everyone, the same as city living isn’t, either.” 

Charlie frowned. “All I know is that I’m worried about you. I was worried after Russ died and I’m even more worried now. And yes, I can’t think of anyone I’d want taking my place more than you. There’s no on call, no night shifts. It’s regular hours, which, after your insane schedule, is nearly like a vacation. The people are wonderful. There are beaches and parks. You could do worse.” She looked Lizzie right in the eye. “I want the old Lizzie back. The one that smiles easier and isn’t so afraid.”

They got out of the car and the rich fragrance of coffee mingled with bacon coming from the café. The town was built on a hill, so each street climbed up a step and was dotted with postcard-perfect buildings painted an array of colors. The café was cobalt blue with white trim. An inn across the street was brick red, and Lizzie’s gaze caught on a large building the next street up painted lavender, of all things. How could she be anything but cheerful when faced with such a rainbow of architecture? But cheerful was not the same as happy. Charlie’s idea was an intriguing one, but Lizzie wasn’t sold yet. Charlie was right. It wasn’t her speed. And yet it wasn’t like it was a permanent position or anything. It would be like a vacation. It had been a long time since she’d taken one. She bit down on her lip. Had she actually forgotten how to let her hair down and have fun? Be spontaneous and daring? In the past she’d jumped at the opportunity to travel, to try something new. But in the last six months…

Charlie let the topic rest as they spent the morning browsing shops. First, they visited the Three Fishermen gallery featuring pieces by New England artists, including a stunning selection of painting on glass. There was a clothing boutique with hand-painted silk scarves and intricately beaded handbags that Lizzie drooled over. They laughed over lobster-shaped salt and pepper shakers in a touristy souvenir shop, and when Charlie wistfully touched a hand-pieced quilt she’d been eyeing for the baby’s room Lizzie bought it on the spot. 

“Are you crazy?” Charlie turned over the price tag to show Lizzie.

“No, I am not.”  She carefully took the quilt off the display rack, smiling at the yellow and white bunnies peeking over the squares. “It’s gorgeous and you’re in lust with it. It’s the least I can do.”

“But today is your birthday.”

Right. She’d pretty much forgotten that little detail. “Then buy me a cupcake.”

At the bookstore Charlie bought Lizzie an illustrated guide to the Maine Midcoast: another tool, she said, in her ongoing blackmail ploy. But the real clincher was lunch at Breezes Café. Grilled panini sandwiches and sweet potato fries would have done it all on their own, but the warm blueberry buckle with vanilla bean ice cream toppled Lizzie over the edge. 

As they left town, Charlie casually directed her past the doctor’s office two streets up, a large saltbox-style house with precisely two parking spots. It looked very proper with its deep-green rhododendrons flanking the door and a sign hanging on the front lawn. Lizzie figured the detour had been a strategic move on Charlie’s part.

“Dr. Collins used to be an army doctor,” Charlie said as they pulled up to the curb. “He retired from the military, and after his wife died, he came back to Jewell Cove to set up practice. He took over for Phil Nye, who was the town doc for decades.”

“What’s he like?”

“Phil or Josh?”

Lizzie chuckled. “Josh.”

“Kind. Smart and efficient. People trust him because he’s local. Jewell Cove might be small, but he keeps up with the latest. He’s been fine to work for. No drama, which from what you’ve said would be a plus. He’s very, uh, professional.”

Charlie made it sound like that was a negative, but Lizzie figured professionalism and efficiency were fine traits in a doctor.  After her disastrous affair with Ian, an ex-army widower sounded positively perfect. No chance of romantic conflicts in the workplace. “I haven’t even come close to saying yes,” Lizzie replied, putting on her signal light to pull away. 

And yet the town had charmed her with its colorful buildings and unique shops. She looked in her rearview mirror at the house. It had a certain appeal. There was a level of friendliness in the town she wasn’t quite comfortable with, but she suspected that would change when the tourists started rolling in and the strangers outnumbered the townies. 

What else was waiting for her that was any better? If she were perfectly honest with herself, it was wishful thinking that she would be able to convince Ian to let her go back to work. Especially while the threat of a lawsuit still hung over her head.

“I don’t know where I’d live,” Lizzie said, as if she and Charlie had already been having that conversation. “And don’t say with you and Dave. No way. I refuse to impose on you two that way. And then there’s my mom…”

“Not that it would be an imposition, but I already thought of that,” Charlie replied smugly. “And as far as your mom goes, it’s not that long of a drive. With your lighter schedule, it won’t be difficult to visit often. No more difficult than finding time when you’re working over sixty hours a week.”

“You’re probably right about that last part.” Lizzie sighed. She should have known. Charlie always had a contingency plan, always had her bases covered. Lizzie suspected she’d never stood a chance. Not that she’d truly put up much of a fight. God, she was weaker than she thought. What did that say about her?

“Does this mean you want the job?” 

“Are you really going to make me ask?”

Charlie’s smile was so big Lizzie thought her cheeks might crack. “You’re really thinking about it?”

Charlie looked so excited it was impossible to remain immune to her enthusiasm. The idea of going back to Springfield and begging for reinstatement filled Lizzie with dread. There were memories back there, too, memories she’d rather not face. Why not give herself a break? 

She’d been top of her class at Harvard. Every step of the way she’d gotten what she wanted. It had really thrown her to have someone else call the shots in her career.  She was more daring in her personal life; maybe it was time to employ a different professional strategy.

So she laughed and threw caution to the wind. “I can’t believe I’m going to say this. I’m not just thinking. I’m offering. Just for the mat leave, though. I don’t think I could stand more than six months in a place so small there isn’t even a Starbucks.” She gave a false shudder. “Where am I going to get my macchiato?”

 Charlie let out a squeal. “Hot damn, Dave owes me ten bucks. I told him I could do it!”

They had been sitting at a stop sign for so long the driver of a truck behind them laid on the horn. “Keep your shirt on!” Lizzie called back, and Charlie giggled. 

“You sure you want that? The driver seems awfully cute. Definitely shirt-off material.”

Lizzie gave a cursory glance in the rearview mirror. She could make out streaked blond hair and broad shoulders. Okay, so he was kind of good-looking. She sent Charlie a stern look as she proceeded through the intersection. “Look, you’ve already played havoc with my professional life. No matchmaking. I mean it, Charlie.” All teasing aside, the last thing Lizzie needed in her mess of a life was a romantic entanglement.

“I promise.” Charlie crossed her heart.

“When would I start?” Despite Lizzie’s reservations, excitement fizzed through her veins. 

Charlie’s smile was so big Lizzie wondered if it hurt. “End of June, first of July? It’s nearly six weeks away. Lots of time to make arrangements.”

“So where are we going?” Lizzie checked the rearview mirror again, and the truck turned off on a different street.

Charlie smiled. “Put on your turn signal and get back on the highway. I’m going to show you the cottage at Fiddler’s Rock.””




      [image: ]The afternoon was getting on when the Realtor met them at the cottage, less than two miles away from Charlie and Dave. The property agent smiled as she turned the key in the lock. “The owner got married and moved somewhere bigger,” she explained, shoving open the door. “He rents it out now.”

“I can’t believe it’s not rented already,” Lizzie replied, stepping onto the wraparound deck. 

Charlie grinned. “Dave was renting it when we met.”

“Tom, the owner, likes a long-term renter, none of those rent-by-the-week vacation types,” the agent replied, sticking her head back out the door. “You coming in?”

Lizzie looked back at Charlie. “Come on. This is your party.”

Charlie laughed, her brown eyes twinkling at Lizzie. “You were a lot easier to convince than I expected.”

“You caught me at a vulnerable moment.”

They stepped inside the cottage and Lizzie caught her breath. It was perfect. Solid wood cupboards in the small kitchen, a drop-leaf dining table in front of sliding deck doors. The kitchen led into a living room with warm oak flooring, and at the back of the cottage were two bedrooms and a beautiful bathroom complete with an old-fashioned claw-foot tub for long evening soaks. Trees around the cottage added privacy; endless windows provided views from every angle. The décor was decidedly masculine, sturdy, with dark-plaid upholstery on the sofa and chair. But it worked, somehow. It felt settled, and comfortable and welcoming. Very different from Lizzie’s modern condo in Springfield but cozy like her childhood home had always been.

The agent wisely kept quiet. Lizzie opened the patio doors and stepped out onto the deck. She thought she understood now why the knob of land in the middle of the cove was called “Fiddler’s Rock.” From this vantage, the shoreline curved in the shape of a violin, until widening out into the bigger bay, then on to the open ocean.

Her life had been spiraling for some time now. Maybe this was a desperate move in the current circumstances, but it was a deliberate one, and one she was making on her own. It was both heady and terrifying.

“I’ll take it,” she said.

She pretended not to see Charlie’s fist pump the air. 

 








  
  
Chapter Three




Six weeks later 

Josh Collins grabbed a still-warm oatmeal muffin from the plate and ate a third of it in his first bite on the way to the coffeepot.  His mug was already sitting on the countertop waiting, a sickly, grayish ceramic one with “World’s Best Skipper” painted on it in bright blue.  Another one of his sister Sarah’s craft classes gone wrong. Why Jess had gotten all the handicraft genes and Sarah had none was beyond Josh. Sarah was always signing up for Jess’s classes at her store, Treasures, claiming they were fun and not all about artistic talent.  Personally, Josh thought Jess’s evenings above her store were more about the gossip and wine than about crafts, but he’d never be stupid enough to say that to either of his sisters.  Besides, what Sarah lacked in artistic talent she more than made up for in the kitchen. She was a tremendous cook.

“Fog’s in again,” Sarah said, wrinkling her brow and gazing out the kitchen window at the harbor. Sarah tended to mother them all. She’d let up on Jess recently since Jess had gotten married. That only left Josh. He let Sarah hover because he understood. She was a nurturer, and she didn’t know how else to help him. Poor, poor widower Josh. He was fine. Had been for some time, really. But she did make great coffee and muffins, so the morning ritual was one he enjoyed. Most of the time.

“The fog will burn off well before lunch,” he answered easily. 

“You’re going out today, then?”

“Not today. I’ll be at the office.”

She seemed relieved to know he wouldn’t be out on the water, even though it was just some fog and not a storm. “I thought it was your day off.”

Josh had thought so, too, and had looked forward to taking out the boat, doing some fishing, not to mention peace and quiet. “Not anymore. Charlie‘s replacement is starting work today and I’m going to show her around.”

Sarah’s brow knit into a frown. “But Susan has a checkup today. Besides, Charlie isn’t due for a few months yet.”

“Well, Dr. Howard was available, and Charlie said she’d like to have some time before the baby arrived. It doesn’t matter to me, really, so I agreed. Today you’ll be seeing the new doc.” 

Sarah didn’t look appeased. One thing he’d realized about his sister—she liked things a certain way. She didn’t like leaving things to chance or change. He rather suspected it had been that way since their father had died at sea. One morning their dad had been eating breakfast at the kitchen table, and hours later he was just gone. 

He was familiar enough with grief to know that it changed people in small but important ways. Sarah’s need for control was one. Her urge to nurture was another.

So he poured her a cup of coffee and put it on the table before her. “Look, I trust Charlie. If she says Dr. Howard’s a fine doctor, I believe her.” He smiled. “I’m pretty sure Susan doesn’t want her uncle giving her a checkup. But if there’s a problem, we’ll set you up with my friend in Portland, okay?”

She nodded. “Yes, okay.” She let out a sigh and raised her mug, taking a test sip of coffee.  “I’m sorry, Josh. I don’t mean to be difficult.”

He smiled, jostled her free elbow. “You’re not. I know you worry about me. I’m fine, Sarah. I’ve been home over a year now and I’m happy. Truly. I’ve got a great practice, I’m around my family, and I’ve got a brand-new boat and fishing rod. Life’s good.”

And so what if he was alone? All through his marriage he’d felt alone. At least this way it was stress-free. 

He turned away, focused on pouring his own coffee.  It wasn’t just his family who was concerned about him. The whole damn town worried, for that matter.  He clenched his teeth.  He was fine. Absolutely fine. He wasn’t going to break. 

“You want some eggs?” he asked.  “I’ll cook.”

“Oh,” she replied, jumping up.  “I forgot you haven’t eaten.”

“Sit down, Sarah. I’ll get it. By now I know your kitchen as well as my own.”  Josh went to the fridge, taking out eggs and butter. 

Sometimes his family’s concern got claustrophobic.  He could have stayed at his own place this morning, he supposed, as he melted butter in the pan and broke eggs into a bowl.  But they’d settled into this pattern months ago, ever since he’d returned to Jewell Cove.  To ignore the routine now would mean worried phone calls from his sisters, a lecture from his mother, and fancy tap dancing around everyone. The last thing he wanted to do was upset the family applecart, so it was easier just to show up a few times a week, have breakfast, and keep everything on an even keel. 

Not that he could blame his sister entirely. He put up with the hovering because she’d been the one to pick him up when he’d damned near had a breakdown after Erin’s death. Dealing with the repatriation and the funeral… It had stretched him to the limit. Grief and guilt were not a good combination. 

Then there’d been Erin’s parents to deal with. They’d absolutely hated that their precious Erin had gone into the Army as a medic. Erin had always felt like a disappointment to them. Their expectations had run much higher. He’d often had the thought that they’d only tolerated her “mild rebellion” because their future plans had been for Josh to go into practice with her dad and they’d be one big happy family. Afterwards, trying to work day in and day out with Erin’s father, it was too much. And it had been time to come home.   

He stirred the eggs and put some bread in the toaster. Butter and jam followed, plunked unceremoniously in the middle of the table.

Sarah’s face finally cleared of its worry as she grinned.  “I still can’t believe you’re in the medical profession with a bedside manner like that,” she groused, teasing.  “Thank God you were never a waiter.”

He scooped eggs onto a plate, added toast, and put it before her before filling a plate of his own. For a few minutes they ate in easy silence. He was glad she seemed to be out of her doldrums. The last year had been a rough one, and he didn’t want to add to that.  

And even though he knew the Collins women tried to mother him, Josh had never been able to shake the protective feeling he had for his sisters. Part of the reason he kept up with the day-to-day charade was because he worried about them as much as they worried about him. 

“I’m gonna run,” he said, getting up and going to Sarah’s side.  “I’ve got to catch Tom before he heads to work, and then hit the office.” 

“There’s a lunch for you in the fridge,” she replied as he pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Say hi to Tom. Tell him not to forget the big picnic on the Fourth. We’re all supposed to be at Jess’s by six.”

“Will you make potato salad?”

Sarah laughed and handed him a paper bag. “Oooh, a request. I’ll make you a deal. I’ll make the salad if you’ll bring a date.”

Josh sighed, wishing everyone would stop with the matchmaking. “Sarah…you and Jess have been plotting again.”

“And Mom. Don’t forget Mom.  We were thinking Elaine, you know?  From the inn?”

Lainey Price. Nice enough but so not his type. “No matchmaking.”

“Or maybe Summer’s free. You do tend to end up together at these things.”

He sent her a dark warning look. Summer was a nice girl, too, but that was it. Nice. Not for him. “Back off, Sarah,” he warned.

“You’re lonely.”

“No, I’m not. And I can find my own girl if I want one.”

“Then why don’t you?”

It was a fair question.  Erin had been gone nearly two years. Did he still grieve? Yes. But not necessarily for the reasons his family thought. He wasn’t sure he ever wanted to go down that road again. Dating in this town was problematic, too.  Everyone would know within the hour and would have them marching down the aisle by the following breakfast. There would be no privacy to fall in love, just pressure. It was easier just to steer clear.

“Not yet,” he answered, not wanting to get into his personal life with Sarah this morning. All he wanted was to have his breakfast and get to work and treat this like any other day.

Because that’s exactly what it was. A day just like yesterday, and tomorrow would be the same again. Until he damn well felt like changing it.

 “I still want potato salad.  Now let me get going.”  He leaned over and kissed her cheek again, knowing he could definitely get around her that way.

The fog was thick as he drove to the edge of town and the small prefab that Tom used as an office for Arseneault Contracting. He dropped off the circular saw he’d borrowed to cut some new deck boards and then drove the six blocks to the clinic. It was oddly quiet after he shut the truck door. On mornings like this, the sounds of the bay held a different, mysterious quality that almost felt otherworldly. 

The moisture hung in the air and he tried not to let the dismal weather drag down his mood. This was the life he’d chosen. His own practice, back with his family. At the time it had made the most sense. But lately there was something missing. Something more that left him unsatisfied. He wished he could put his finger on it.

This damned fog wasn’t helping matters any. He opened the back door to the office and flicked on the lights. Their assistant, Robin, was already ten minutes late, and when he booted up the computer the e-mail showed she’d be an hour late because her kid had popped a wire on his braces, requiring an emergency trip to the orthodontist. Josh turned on the radio for background noise and set to work making coffee. 

“Dammit,” he muttered, running a hand over his hair. “Why do I bother hiring people when they never manage to show up on time?” Now he was on the hook for pulling the first patient files and making sure the exam rooms were prepared. 

When the back door opened and shut again, his irritation spilled over. “It’s about time!” he called out.  “Your appointment go faster than expected?”

“I didn’t realize I was late,” said a soft voice, and Josh paused, his hand on the trash can that hadn’t been emptied the night before.

He looked over his shoulder, knowing it had to be Dr. Howard but unprepared for the sight just the same. Medium height. A bit too skinny for his taste. Good eyes, though, he thought, and he suspected her dark hair would be quite a sight to behold if she ever let it down. Today she had it pulled back in a low, demure tail. Professional. He liked that. His own personal reaction? Not so much a fan. It had been a long time since the sound of a woman’s low voice made his pulse jump.

“I’m Elizabeth Howard,” she said smoothly, raising a perfectly groomed eyebrow at him.

“Josh Collins.”

“You’re Dr. Collins.” Her other eyebrow rose to meet the first, making it more of a question than a statement despite the inflection. 

He wasn’t sure what it was about her tone that set him on edge, but it did. “Who did you think I was?”

“I don’t know. The janitor?”

Josh chuckled tightly and put down the trash can. Dr. Howard, on the one hand, was dressed in neat trousers, a pressed blouse, and sensible flats. He, on the other hand, was in faded jeans and a golf shirt in muted orange. It was Jewell Cove, after all, and not Johns Hopkins. “I actually do have an assistant who normally looks after this stuff. She has an orthodontist emergency this morning. I thought you were her.”

“Oh.” Her lips thinned in disapproval, as if the tardiness was a reflection on the entire setup. “Where can I put my things?”

“Your office. End of the hall on the right. You’ll see Charlie’s name on the door.”

“Thanks.” She brushed by him but not before he caught a telltale pinkness coloring her cheeks. “I’m gonna kill Charlie for this,” he heard her mutter.

Josh trusted Charlie and she said that Howard was the best doctor she knew, but they hadn’t gotten off to the best start. He wasn’t quite sure if Dr. Howard was disapproving or embarrassed, but either way it was awkward. 

He looked down the hall and saw Dr. Howard slide her arms into a white coat. At least she was on time—unlike his other employee. He liked Robin and she kept the office running like a well-oiled machine, but she did take liberties with the time clock now and again.

Dr. Howard came back down the hall and Josh decided to try a friendly overture to break the ice instead. “There’s coffee in the kitchen. I was just going to get a cup before I unlock the front. Want some?”

She followed him to the kitchen—a closet, really—and he pulled down two mugs from the cupboard. “There’s milk in the fridge, and sugar here,” he said, reaching for the coffeepot. He poured two mugs and handed her one. She stared at it for a moment before taking a cautious sip—black.

Josh grinned. “I like mine black, too. If the military didn’t teach me to drink it that way, twenty-four hours on hospital shift would. You take what you can get, huh?”

“I have an espresso machine at home, so I prefer macchiatos.”

Of course she did. With that one sentence Josh felt entirely inadequate. Erin had been that way, too, at first—an air of accepting nothing less than the best. Growing up rich and privileged seemed to bring with it a general expectation of standards and this Elizabeth Howard had the same way of looking at him that made him feel just a little bit lacking. Provincial and unsophisticated. Like his little practice was beneath her. Then again, she was probably right. He’d seen her qualifications. Why she’d ever accepted Charlie’s proposal was beyond him. Even with Elizabeth’s current troubles, another hospital would have snapped her up in a heartbeat.

Josh’s family had never looked down their noses at anyone; there hadn’t been the money or the time. It wasn’t something he apologized for anymore. Maybe blood was thicker than water, but he’d take Sarah’s and Jess’s meddling any day of the week over the cold formality of Erin’s family.

“Well, no fancy coffee machines here. Just plain family medicine. Blood work is done at the local lab, radiology at a clinic in Portland. You’ll find requisitions in each exam room.” The back door opened and closed once more. “That’ll be Robin, I hope.” He looked at his watch. “Make yourself at home and any questions, ask.”

He took his coffee and made his way to the front office and waiting room. The true test would be Howard’s attitude toward her patients. And luckily for Josh, he had the perfect insider already scheduled for two forty-five. Susan would be brutally honest with her opinion of the new doc.




      [image: ]Lizzie had meant every word. She was going to kill Charlie.

Charlie had known all along that Joshua Collins was drop-dead gorgeous. She had known all along that he was in his early thirties. A military vet and widower indeed. Lizzie had pictured a retired army doc, perhaps with a little gray hair and a crusty demeanor. That’s who she’d prepared for and she’d been relieved—she could handle that sort of boss right as rain. But Collins? Faded jeans and a golf shirt passing for professional attire…good Lord. 

She flushed a little and tried to turn her attention back to her chart. He did wear the faded denim well. Too well.  She’d gotten a good look at his backside when he’d bent over that trash can and she’d called him the janitor. Janitor! She’d been so flustered that the only words she could think of to say were to ask where her office was and to tell him she had an espresso machine at home. What an idiot she was.

Even worse was the knowledge that Charlie had deliberately kept quiet about such an important detail. That day they’d been touring the town, it had been Collins in the truck behind them, Collins who had laid on the horn and made Charlie laugh. Heat rose into Lizzie’s cheeks. This was the problem with letting people know you too well. Charlie knew that Lizzie would have said no if she’d admitted her partner was a young, sexy, single doc. 

Maybe he wasn’t single. Charlie had mentioned he’d moved back after his wife died, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t a new Mrs. Collins. And Lizzie hadn’t checked to see if he was wearing a ring. Or there could be a girlfriend in the picture. 

Robin tapped on the door. “Dr. Howard? Your two forty-five is here, in room one.”

“Thanks,” she said, pushing aside the chart. She was already going crazy. Today she’d seen a total of ten patients. The most exciting one had needed a slight adjustment to his blood pressure medication. God, she missed the emergency room. Missed the activity and the challenge. Maybe this one would actually need some real medical care.

Outside the exam room she plucked the file off the door and skimmed it. So much for challenge. A ten-year-old patient for a checkup. She sighed. No such luck.

When she opened the door, a pretty woman in her early thirties was sitting in a chair and the patient was already on the exam table, her hair in a perky ponytail and freckles dotting her nose. “Hi, Susan. I’m Dr. Howard.” She smiled what she hoped was a welcoming smile.

“I’m Sarah, Susan’s mother.” The woman stood and held out her hand. 

“It’s nice to meet you. You’re here for a checkup?” Lizzie shook Sarah’s hand with the odd feeling that the woman was somehow familiar. 

“Josh is my uncle!” Susan announced. 

It was tough to keep her smile in place. Oh goody. Josh’s family and on her first day. Was this a test or just a coincidence?

Sarah let go of her hand and sat down again. “I know it must be strange, on your first day and all. We always saw Phil Nye when he was here, and then when Josh came back to town we started seeing Dr. Yang. It’s a little weird thinking about Josh being our doctor.” She gave a lopsided grin and Lizzie relaxed a little. 

“Yeah, more like eeew,” Susan answered. 

Lizzie laughed. Maybe today’s appointments weren’t a total loss. She rather liked Josh’s niece. The tone was just a touch snooty, her eyebrow raised in a sarcastic arch. The girl had just the right amount of attitude and spunk.

They went through the usual stuff—height and weight marked on a percentile scale, blood pressure and heart and lungs—a formality, as Susan appeared to be a perfectly healthy little girl. Lizzie chatted to her about school and what activities she liked, including piano lessons and soccer and an upcoming sleepover where the girls were going to make their own pizzas and ice-cream sundaes with a zillion toppings.

She was a chatterbox, but a delightful one.

“Well, I think you’re all set here, unless you have any questions for me,” Lizzie said, closing the chart.

“Do you have a boyfriend?” Susan asked, unfazed by the dire look her mother sent her way.

Lizzie felt a blush heat her cheeks. 

“Don’t answer that,” Sarah said, turning to Susan. “Suze, that was rude.”

“You’re always saying you want Uncle Josh to date. You can’t throw Summer Arnold at him forever.”

Now it was Sarah’s turn to blush and Lizzie gave an uncomfortable laugh.

“Where on earth did you get that?” Sarah demanded.

“Grandma said it last week after church.” 

There was a moment of awkward silence. “Sorry,” Sarah apologized. “Sometimes I think she’s ten going on twenty-five.”

Lizzie flapped a hand. She’d seen a lot of things in emergency departments, had been propositioned and proposed to once by a man dressed in drag with alcohol poisoning who was brought in by his friends during a bachelor party gone wrong. One ten-year-old being slightly inappropriate was really no biggie.

Except that it did make her blush, because she actually had noticed Josh that morning and found him quite attractive.

“Your uncle and I work together, that’s all,” she said with a polite smile. “And you, Susan, are perfectly healthy. It was good to meet you.”

Susan hopped down from the examination table. “You won’t tell Uncle Josh what I said, will you? About Summer?” She looked a little worried. The bravado of earlier had been curbed by her mother’s sharp admonitions.

Lizzie smiled reassuringly. “Of course not.” Like she’d repeat the notion to Josh, or talk about her personal life at all. That was strictly off-limits. She winked at Susan. “Doctor-patient confidentiality. It’s our secret.”

Susan smiled, and so did her mom.

As Susan tied her shoes, Sarah picked up the conversation. “So, how are you enjoying Jewell Cove?”

Lizzie thought of her morning run along Fiddler’s Beach and had to admit the fresh air and space were growing on her. “It’s very beautiful. And everyone has been so friendly.” Too friendly. Even out at Fiddler’s Rock, her arrival had prompted a basket of baked goods and a casserole showing up from well-intentioned neighbors. So much for privacy.

“Our Fourth of July celebrations are in a few days. There’s always lots happening on the docks, and there are fireworks, too. You won’t want to miss it.” Sarah angled her head a little. “In fact, our family always throws a picnic on the Fourth. You should come. Charlie and Dave have accepted an invite, and you are Josh’s coworker, after all. You could meet some people in town.”

Way to put her on the spot. She certainly didn’t want to horn in on a family event, especially since she and Josh had only shared a few sentences today that weren’t about work. 

“I’ll definitely think about it,” she offered, trying to be positive but noncommittal. “Thanks for the invitation.”

Sarah nodded.  “Our family is always coming up with excuses for get-togethers. If you can’t make it, there’s always the next time.”

After Sarah and Susan were gone, Lizzie took a moment to sit on the rolling stool and let out a breath. How did Charlie manage to keep the patient/doctor relationship professional in such a small, intimate town? Residents waved and greeted each other on the street. The gossip mill was alive and well, too, if the chatter at the café was anything to go by.

This wasn’t her style at all. And yeah, maybe she needed the change of pace to de-stress, but the thought of staying here indefinitely? Not in a million years. 

She left the exam room and went to the reception desk to find Robin and instead found a wicker basket covered with a pretty napkin sitting on the middle of the counter. She lifted a corner and saw plump, golden muffins tumbled about the inside. There was a small card attached to the handle and she removed it, sliding the little cardboard note from the envelope.

Welcome to Jewell Cove, Dr. Howard

It was signed from the Jewell Cove Business Association. Good heavens, a welcome wagon?

At that moment Josh came from his office and stopped, lifting his nose to the air. “What’s that smell? I’m starving.”

“Muffins,” she answered. 

He sauntered out, curiously examining the basket and lifting the napkin. “Banana chip. Yum. Welcome present?”

She swallowed. “How’d you know?”

He chuckled as he selected a muffin from the assortment. “That’s Jewell Cove for you. Always there with a warm welcome and a helping hand.”

There was something in his voice that made her think he didn’t necessarily consider that a perk. “I think it’s a lovely gesture,” she answered.

 “Hey,” he said, taking a bite of the muffin and chewing thoughtfully. He swallowed and frowned a little. “I obviously love this place. I grew up here. I moved back, right? But I’ll be the first to admit it can get a little too small and well-intentioned sometimes. “

Hmm. Curiouser and curiouser. “But you’re the town golden boy, aren’t you? I mean Charlie said--”

And then she stopped talking, rather abruptly, because she’d been about to say, “after your wife died” and had realized how callous it would sound.

“Charlie said what?” One eyebrow lifted as he took another bite of muffin, catching a few crumbs in his hand.

She scrambled to come up with better words. “She just said that when you moved back, everyone was happy about it. That you belong here.”

His gaze sharpened, as if he was trying to puzzle her out. She wasn’t quite comfortable with the intensity of it. It made her feel rather transparent. A little bit naked. 

“It can be a little claustrophobic at times. Very little privacy.”

She smiled at that. “Really? So you didn’t plan for your niece to have her checkup on my first day in the office?”

The answering grin he gave her made her catch her breath. It lit up his whole face, transforming it. He looked younger, despite the crinkles at the corners of his eyes. Lighter, less burdened.

“Suze is great, isn’t she? A real firecracker.”

“She asked if I had a boyfriend.” She wasn’t sure what prompted her to admit that, but Josh’s answering laugh made her glad she had. 

“And do you?” he asked, and the smile slipped from her face. He put the nearly finished muffin on the countertop. “Bad question to ask?”

“It’s no big deal. I was seeing someone a few months back. It didn’t exactly end well.” She hoped Josh would leave it at that. How humiliating to admit that she’d been dating her boss. Particularly when she was talking to her new boss.

“Sorry,” he offered kindly. “That sucks.”

Truly, she felt way worse about the bigger situation in Springfield. The relationship had just been a casualty of that, really. No permanent damage. Not like that poor family—

“Elizabeth? You okay?”

He was looking at her with concern now, so she shook off the disturbing thoughts and smiled. “I’m fine. And call me Lizzie. Please.”

“Lizzie,” he repeated, and their gazes caught once more. 
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