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Chapter One




Summer Arnold stared at Sally Jenkins and willed herself not to cry. “You…you’ve already sold? Signed the papers?” 

Sally nodded, her eyes also filling with tears, but her face didn’t reflect the same anguish that was currently crushing Summer’s chest. “I have, Summer. I’m sorry. I know this means you’re out of a job, but it’s time I retired.”

Summer liked Sally. She liked this job, even if it was scooping ice cream and supervising teenagers which sometimes felt like herding cats. Sally’s Dairy Shack was a summertime fixture in Jewell Cove. People lined up to have a double scoop and sit at the picnic tables along the wharf, listening to the lap-lap of the waves and the cry of the gulls over Penobscot Bay. Summer’s “career” had consisted of working seasonal jobs for years, and every July and August, she worked at Sally’s. Only it wasn’t Sally’s any longer. 

Summer hadn’t even known retirement was a discussion that was happening, though perhaps she should have. Sally was no spring chicken. But she wasn’t exactly old, either. And now Summer wondered how she was going to make her rent, let alone put money aside for tuition. She’d decided to go back to school in the fall, to do something more with her life. She’d paid her application fee to the nearby community college and had been accepted into the paralegal program. But none of that would work if she didn’t have a job from June through the end of August. 

She should have known better than to get her hopes up. When Sally had called asking to meet for coffee at Breezes Café, Summer had foolishly thought that maybe an offer to manage the dairy bar was forthcoming—maybe even a raise. Instead, she was being shown the door.

Conversations swirled around them, but for once Summer wasn’t interested in people-watching. “I could have managed this for you, Sally. You didn’t need to sell it.” She failed to keep the disappointment out of her voice, and Sally’s crow’s feet deepened as she frowned. But Summer knew she had the experience to do the job well. Honestly, it stung that Sally hadn’t asked. Sally certainly could have taken a step back from the business if she wanted to have more time to herself. 

Sally sighed. “I know you’re disappointed, Summer. I hated having to tell you. But the truth is, I needed to sell the business to fund my retirement. It’ll likely be closed for a good part of the season, as the new owners renovate.”

“Renovate for what?”

Sally’s gaze slid away. “A gift shop.”

Summer looked down, crushed. Another gift shop tourist trap, selling the ubiquitous tchotchkes and saltwater taffy and everything with stupid lobsters on it, spelled lobstah. The mass-produced kind of gift shop, no doubt, that stocked up on magnets and keychains and T-shirts. It might have been all right if it was something like Jess ran up at Treasures. That was all local goods and consignment from nearby artisans and craftspeople. True souvenirs from a gorgeous little town on Maine’s midcoast, as well as art supplies and evening classes for the townies and activities for the kids. But losing Sally’s meant losing yet another business that catered to the townspeople and replacing it with one that provided cheap goods to the transient tourists that came and went three months of the year, maybe four if the weather was good and the “peepers” came in search of the splendor of fall colors. 

The more immediate problem was that it meant no job for her. She would finish at the elementary school in two weeks and had nothing else lined up. Her school job was only part time. She was a lunchroom supervisor for two hours a day each day, then worked for three hours in the afterschool program. Twenty-five hours per week. She barely made ends meet. Scooping ice cream was just over minimum wage money, but it had always been more weekly hours, plus tips. 

June first was in three days. Sally always reopened on June first. Now Summer had less than two weeks to find something else. And the stupid thing was, most of the summer jobs were already spoken for. Students had started applying weeks ago in anticipation of positions going fast. Sally’s reluctance to tell Summer the truth had put her in a doubly awkward position.

And yet, as she looked at the woman who’d been her employer for… oh, at least eight summers now, she didn’t have it in her heart to be angry. Sally had always been so good to her, and Summer treasured their relationship. She knew what it was like to be alone; she’d spent the majority of her childhood on the fringes. It made her extra thankful for the friendships she had now. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll find something else,” Summer said quietly. “And of course you’ve earned the right to retire. And to sell the business. I’m just disappointed, Sal, that’s all.”

“I know, honey, I know. If I hear of anything I’ll give you a shout. Promise.”

“I should go, then,” Summer said, staring at the half-full coffee cup that she’d abandoned on the table the moment Sally had given her the bad news. She reached for her wallet, but Sally put her hand over Summer’s.

“I got this, Summer. It’s the least I can do.”

“Thanks,” Summer answered, not even putting up the usual argument of “you don’t have to do that,” and “oh, it’s all right, I can get this one.” All she wanted now was to go home to her little apartment, pour herself a glass of the wine she’d been saving for Saturday night, and feel sorry for herself.

She exited Breezes with a heavy sigh. The May evening was sunny but cool; the wind off the water held a chill that said summer wasn’t here quite yet. Summer put her purse strap over her shoulder and wrapped her arms around herself as she made her way home to the apartment on the second floor of an old captain’s house overlooking the harbor. 

Along the way she glanced in at the businesses lining the waterfront, checking for Help Wanted signs just in case. There was nothing at the coffee and tea store, Leaf and Grind, and nothing showing at Bubbles, the boutique featuring locally made soaps and essential oils. The art gallery, The Three Fishermen, was already closed for the evening, and she knew the owners ran it with a very small staff. There was always waiting tables, she supposed, or dipping fish and clams at Battered Up. 

This was exactly why she wanted to go back to school. She was ready to be challenged. Ready to stop floating through life. She was going to be thirty-two soon, and she’d let her upbringing dictate far too much of her life, thinking she couldn’t reach for more. That she didn’t deserve it.

The moment her comfort zone became a rut, she’d known she had to do something.

First school, and maybe a better job. And then maybe a place better than her cramped apartment. She’d open the windows tonight and let in the cool air, but within a month when the humidity and heat descended, that second floor would be hot as balls, even with the breeze off the ocean. The only thing hotter was the third floor apartment, and her neighbors had installed one of those window air conditioners on the backside of the house that didn’t face the street. They kept cool, and Summer got to listen to the rattle and rumble of the A/C that Fred down at the hardware store called a “window shaker.”

Despite the racket, Summer had considered splurging on one of those and getting Tom Arseneault to install it. Unlikely she could do that now. Not while she was unemployed. Her old fan at the foot of the bed would have to do.

She was nearly home when a voice called her name and she looked up. It was Abby Arseneault, Tom’s wife, who’d moved to Jewell Cove a few years back when she’d inherited her Aunt Marian’s house. “Summer! Hi!”

Summer pasted on a smile she didn’t quite feel. “Hey, Abby. What are you doing in town?”

Abby grinned. “Oh, I was picking up a prescription and some diaper cream at the drugstore before it closed.” She lifted up her cloth tote as if to demonstrate. “You?”

Summer sighed. “Coffee with Sally at Breezes. She’s sold the business. No Dairy Shack this year.”

Abby gaped. “What? I didn’t even know it was up for sale! Wow, the grapevine really let us down, huh?” Her eyes suddenly registered understanding. “Oh, hon. That means no job for you this summer, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah.” Summer sighed again. “I’m trying to not feel too sorry for myself, but hell. I’m disappointed. I mean, I’ll have the school job again in the fall…” She looked at kind, sympathetic Abby. She considered Abby a good friend, and she’d been dying to say something about her plans for weeks. “Do you want to come in for a glass of wine? I could use a sounding board for a few minutes. But not if you’re busy…” She didn’t want to be a nuisance or bring someone else down with her troubles. They were hers to manage, after all. They always had been.

“I can handle that. Tom’s got the baby at home while I run a few errands. I’ll just send him a text. But I’ll pass on the wine since I’m driving.” She grinned. “And still breastfeeding.”

They climbed the outside steps to the second floor and Summer’s door. She opened it and stepped inside. Lord, it was stifling in here. “Hang on while I open a window and turn on the fan,” she said, hustling to the kitchen to lift the window above the sink. A pedestal fan sat in the living room and she turned it on, creating some air movement. “It was raining when I left this morning, and I haven’t been home since.” Indeed, her dinner had been the half cup of coffee at Breezes. She’d lost her appetite.

“This is a cute spot,” Abby replied. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever been inside before. I always see you around town. At Sally’s. Or at Jess’s craft classes, or whatever.”

“It’s kind of small. Not really great for entertaining.”

Abby toed off her shoes and entered the living room. “It’s cozy. And cute. I love the colors.”

The apartment was painted the standard rental eggshell throughout, and Summer wasn’t about to say it out loud, but all her furniture was thrift store finds. The sofa was red and plush, and she’d steam cleaned it and flipped the cushions over so the threadbare spots didn’t show. There was a wing chair in orange with a scrape down one leg, and she’d found plump orange cushions at a discount department store in Houlton that she’d put on the sofa to tie the two together. The coffee table she’d grabbed at the church rummage sale for ten dollars, and on it sat a bowl filled with artificial, fat sunflowers. And the few prints on the wall she’d discovered on sale at Amazon, with the same red, orange, and yellow color scheme.

It was determinedly warm and cheerful, just the way she tried to live her life. But damn, sometimes it was hard to be positive.

She went to the fridge and grabbed Abby a soda, popping the top and pouring it into a glass before delivering it to the living room. Then she went back and took out her weekend bottle of Pinot Grigio. Moments later she joined Abby on the sofa, letting out a sigh as she sank into the old cushions.

They chatted for a few minutes about nothing in particular, until Abby said, “So what did you want to run past me?”

Summer cradled her glass, knowing her hands were warming the sweating bowl but not caring. “I’m registered for a paralegal course in the fall through the community college. It’s not super expensive, and I’m able to do it online, so I don’t need to travel.” That had been a big concern, as Summer didn’t own a car. She walked or biked anywhere she needed to go in Jewell Cove, and the odd time she went out of town she took the bus or rented a car. “But it does mean I can’t work quite as many hours to make ends meet. I was planning to really economize during the summer and put extra away to help me with expenses, but without the summer job…” She took a long sip of wine. “I don’t know how I’m going to make my rent, let alone put anything aside.”

Abby nodded, turning on her cushion and putting one foot under her leg. “Definitely. In the short term, you can apply for unemployment insurance, right?”

Summer nodded. “I guess. I should have enough hours at the school to qualify.”

“Which helps you in the short term, but not for the fall.”

“I’m wondering if I should just forget about it. I mean…” It hurt her even to say it, but she had to consider that maybe her plans were going to change. “I have half of the tuition saved. I could use it to get through the summer, but then won’t have anything to pay my tuition in September.”

“What about student loans?”

Summer swallowed tightly as her stomach formed a knot. She’d always been super quiet about her upbringing, not wanting to air her sordid laundry to her adopted hometown. She remembered too much about not having money for groceries, for the electric bill. Remembered a few times someone had come to the door looking for money her mother had owed, and Summer hid in the closest. “I, uh… I have a thing about debt,” she admitted. “The thought of taking out a loan scares the hell out of me.”

Abby regarded her curiously, then took a drink of her soda. “Summer,” she said gently, “what if a loan came from a friend?”

Summer shook her head, knowing exactly what Abby was suggesting. “I can’t do that, Abby. But gosh, I thank you for the offer.” And it wasn’t like Abby couldn’t afford it. She had inherited her Aunt Marian’s substantial estate and her husband, Tom, was a top contractor on the midcoast. Still, Summer had always made her own way and she would this time, too. Relying on other people had only ever let her down.

“Well, you can’t change your plans. Not when you’re this close. The issue isn’t about whether or not you go to school, it’s about making ends meet during the summer months. Sadly, a lot of the seasonal jobs are taken.” Abby frowned.

“I know. And other full-time jobs aren’t going to want to hire me knowing I’ll be leaving in September.”

They sat in silence for a few moments. Suddenly Abby sat up and snapped her fingers. “I just had an idea. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before! A production company is filming a documentary on Aquteg Island this summer. Some history buff with a shitload of money is bankrolling it. I bet there are jobs there. Let me ask around and see if there’s a call for local jobs. When we were approached about it, the film schedule was for three months, ending mid-September. It would be perfect.”

“About the island? Really?”

“Yes! Oh, and a bit of local history for context. About the founding families, that sort of thing.”

The tiniest flicker of hope flared in Summer’s chest, tempered only by a slight sense of unease. How deep was this company digging into the three men who’d settled here? And yet… the prospect of a three-month job made her feel a little bit lighter. “It would be perfect. Even if the pay is crap, if I can get full-time hours I can manage everything.” She looked at Abby, who was smiling widely. “I don’t want to get my hopes up.” Nor would she be broadcasting any of her family history around town. No one knew her ties to the origins of Jewell Cove, and if she had her way, they never would. 

“Oh, don’t you worry about that,” Abby said, her voice confident. “I’m the lone descendant of the Foster family who settled Jewell Cove, and my participation in the documentary is crucial. Leave it all to me.”

Summer knew she should say no, that she shouldn’t let her friend take advantage of her position like that. But it was Abby. Abby was sweet and kind and also knew how to get things done. Besides, she’d far rather Abby used her connections than accept a loan—at least then she’d be working for the money. “I won’t take a loan, but… Well, if you hear of anything at all just let me know. I’m done at the school in two weeks. I’m free in the mornings for interviews. And it doesn’t have to be the documentary thing either. Just… anything.” The words “lone descendant” stuck in her brain. Abby was a Foster. Tom was an Arseneault, a descendant of Charles, who had a reputation as a blockade runner in the Civil War. But where were Edward Jewell’s descendants? No one knew. 

Nor would they. She’d be keeping that tidbit to herself. Edward Jewell hadn’t been the paragon everyone thought he was. 

Abby grinned. “Of course, I’ll let you know if something comes up. Summer, I don’t think you realize how much you are Jewell Cove. You work here, you volunteer here. Gosh, do you remember the first time we met at the candle-making workshop at Treasures? We had wine and you made some comment about Tom’s good looks…”

Heat climbed Summer’s cheeks. She did remember. It might have had something to do with him being sex on a stick…

Abby laughed. “Don’t be embarrassed. You were right. He is sex on a stick. A blind woman would notice. What I’m saying is, you’re loved here. People care about you and will help you if you let them. This is going to work out, I promise.”

It seemed to Summer that Abby couldn’t promise anything. Promises were made to be broken. Looking back, she couldn’t think of one single promise that had ever been made to her that had worked out. But her friend’s words touched her. She was loved? That was a surprise. She’d never really felt loved in her life, and for the most part, she’d made peace with it. Instead, she’d worked very hard at loving herself. She didn’t need external validation. She never had. Waiting for it was an exercise in futility, and when it did arrive it could be ripped away as quickly as it had come. 

And yet those words—you’re loved here—sent something warm but terrifying through her. Like if she messed up somehow, it would be taken away. Just as her mother had been taken from her. And then her grandparents. 

“You’re the best, Abby,” she said, and rose from the sofa to refill their drinks. At least she could hide in the kitchen, where Abby couldn’t see how much she felt like a fraud.








  
  
Chapter Two




Jax sat behind the ancient desk and tapped his pen on the yellow pad of paper before him. Five applicants already this morning and none of them were standing out as anyone special. His next interviewee was five minutes late. He appreciated punctuality and getting off on the right foot. His dad had always said that being on time meant arriving fifteen minutes early. That the next person was behind schedule didn’t bode well. And he only had the six interviews. He supposed he’d have to choose one. 

The outer door to the house slammed and footsteps rushed through the entry. He stood. The instructions to each applicant were to exit the mudroom, go through the kitchen, turn left at the hall, and then right into the makeshift office. There was a pause, a rustle of paper, and then more steps until a woman stepped into the open doorway.

“Mr. Brodie? Summer Arnold. I’m so sorry I’m late. I had some bicycle trouble.”

He lifted an eyebrow. Her face was flushed from heat, exertion, or both, and little pieces of hair curled around her face, damp with sweat. She was attractive, though, with bright blue eyes and lips that just now curved into an adorable, sheepish smile. “To be honest, I should have been here twenty minutes ago, but my chain came off. I had to stop to put it on, then made another stop to wash my hands. It was either be a smidge late or shake your hand with grease on my fingers.” She stepped forward and held out her hand. “Pleased to meet you.”

He shook it automatically, still surprised by the whirlwind that had just taken over the office with her breezy presence. “You biked? All the way from town?”

“From Jewell Cove, yes. I don’t own a car, but it’s a nice bike ride just the same. Thankfully more down than up at the end of the day.” She smiled again. 

He guessed the woman—Summer—to be in her late twenties. Her hair was pulled back, but there was a purple stripe on the right side that was tucked into the braid she wore. She also wore sturdy flats, for biking, he supposed, and pants and a cute top with short sleeves and a ruffled collar. Professional, but serviceable. And that was actually a box checked as far as he was concerned. His assistant would be going with him to the film sites occasionally, and Aquteg Island was rough terrain in places. A woman who biked to work and wore sensible shoes was a good thing.

“Why don’t you sit down, Ms. Arnold, and we’ll get started?”

“Oh, certainly.” She smiled again—or was it still—and took the seat across from him, perching on the edge of the chair with her posture straight. He glanced down at the resumé on his desk and remembered that this was the applicant whom Abby Arseneault had recommended. She’d used the words “reliable,” “smart,” and “hardworking.” Her CV held a vast array of employment, from scooping ice cream to waiting tables, church secretary, and working at the school in the afterschool program. 

Zero experience in film or television, or with research, even. 

“Why do you want this job, Ms. Arnold?”

She met his gaze evenly. “I work at the school for nearly ten months of the year. Normally, I have a summer job that pays my bills during the break, but this year the business closed. I’m going back to school in the fall, and this seemed like an amazing opportunity. You’re looking for someone for a short-term contract, and that’s exactly what I’m looking for as well. I’m smart, I pick up things quickly, I can absolutely be a Jill of All Trades, so to speak.” She shrugged. “Besides, I’ve lived in Jewell Cove my whole adult life. I can help you navigate the town and its people if you run into snags or need additional information. I can be your Girl Friday.”

Cutesy movie references aside, she had a point. One of the applicants today was a film student. She’d be wasted in this job and would do better on the film crew. There might be something for her there, in the thick of things, as a paid intern. What he needed was someone to help with the day-to-day, and honestly, a lot of it domestic in nature. “You’d be acting in a rather broad role here. A mix of housekeeper and personal assistant, whatever is required at the time. It requires flexibility and good time management skills.”

“If you check my resumé, you’ll see I’ve worked hospitality housekeeping in the past and I’m a bit of a neat freak, so that’s not a problem. I’m a fair cook, though if you’re expecting a personal chef I’m not it. I’m good at time management, though. Most of my life I’ve had to juggle more than one job, and if you’ve ever had to manage thirty elementary school kids, you’ll know that flexibility and being good in a crisis comes with the territory.” She grimaced. “Or at least it should, if you know what I mean.”

He was tempted to laugh. Summer Arnold said what she thought, and he liked that. Too many people, when they found out who he was, tripped all over themselves to say the right thing. Or maybe she didn’t realize who he was. Either way, it was refreshing.

She looked around her. “I’ve never been inside this house before. It’s nicer than I expected.”

He agreed. The owner was a lawyer who’d practiced in Jewell Cove before joining a lucrative practice in Portland. Now he leased the house—which was connected to the now-defunct lighthouse—as a short-term rental, like so many were doing these days. “The owner apparently did a massive reno a few years ago. I think Abby Arseneault’s husband’s company did the work.”

“He’s an excellent contractor,” Summer said, still looking around. “He restored their house, you know. The original Foster mansion on Blackberry Hill.”

“Yes, I know,” he replied. “Abby has been very helpful with researching the island.” His first visit to the mansion had left him slightly in awe. Tom Arseneault was talented, and Abby had decorated it beautifully.

Summer turned her attention back to him. “Mr. Brodie, I know my qualifications aren’t academic. But I do know Jewell Cove, and I know its people. Whatever you need, I can point you in the right direction. You’ll get quality work for the best price so you can stay within your production budget.”

He appreciated that, because even though this was a pet project of his, and he was definitely able to bankroll it himself, there was no sense wasting money, either. And perhaps she really didn’t know who he was if she thought such things were a concern. He liked that. He was used to being used. Leveraged, simply on the basis of his name and his fortune. Or rather, his parents’ fortune. That he’d chosen a different path from his parents wasn’t exactly a bone of contention as much as puzzling for them. His money was family money. He felt guilty using it when he’d made it clear that he had no intention of joining the family business, a fact all the more disappointing since he was now the only Brodie capable of doing so. Not that his parents reminded him of it—at least not overtly. They didn’t have to. He was all too aware he’d refused to follow in the family footsteps.

“When can you start?” he found himself asking, not sure when he’d actually come to a decision. 

“I finish at the school at the end of the week. I’m available after that.” She hesitated, a small frown twisting her lips as if she tasted something bad. “Might I ask what I can expect as far as pay?”She should have asked for terms before giving her availability, but Jax wasn’t about to use it to his advantage. He named an hourly wage, told her that payroll was every two weeks, and that he’d pay overtime if she ended up working more than forty hours a week.

Her eyes widened. “Is there a contract I should sign or something?”

She really was so disingenuous. He thought back to her resumé. She’d worked lots of jobs, all local, presumably for people she knew. Negotiating wasn’t something she probably did very often. He loved these small towns where everyone knew everyone. The kind where deals were struck over coffee or maybe a beer at the local pub—which he’d discovered to his delight was called The Rusty Fern. Towns where neighbors helped each other. He’d always been jealous of that way of life, even as he’d grown up surrounded by privilege. It was partly why he’d decided to rent here for four months—to get away from Philly and Brodie Biotech. Having a world class surgeon for a mother only added to the prestige that came with the Brodie name. And here he was, a lecturer and fledgling filmmaker with a tiny production company. He felt like he never quite fit in. Square peg in a round hole and all that. 

“Yes, there’s a contract, but I’ll have that sent over from HR. Is email okay?”

She nodded. “So… you’re offering me the job.”

He probably should tell her he was going to deliberate among the candidates, but what was the point? He already knew she’d be the best fit. Her description of being a Girl Friday was pretty accurate, really, though the classic movie reference had surprised him, and he was certainly no Cary Grant. He needed someone to keep the house going—it was quite large, really—and help with the odd jobs that cropped up during his day. 

“I’m offering you the job. But look over the contract first, and make sure everything is in order before you accept.”

“I will.” She looked at her watch. “I have a half hour before I need to bike back to the school for work. Could you maybe give me a tour? I’ve been on the grounds before, though not for ages, and I’ve never been inside the house or the lighthouse, for that matter.”

Jax didn’t see why not. “I can give you the nickel tour. Would you like a coffee or anything?” He’d figured out the Cadillac of coffee machines yesterday and wouldn’t mind making himself another espresso.

“I’m more of a tea girl, but thank you.” She smiled up at him. “And thank you for this opportunity. It’s a lifesaver.”

He laughed. “Don’t tell me that. Always bargain from a position of power, Ms. Arnold.”

Her cheeks pinkened. “You’re so right. And please, call me Summer. I’m Miss Arnold at school and…” She shuddered. “Well, imagine thirty kindergarten and first graders all trying to get your attention.”

He laughed unexpectedly, thinking she was both artless and charming. It felt good to laugh; he hadn’t been doing much of that lately, and the sudden lightness he felt buoyed him immensely. “All right. Summer, then.” He rose from behind the desk as she also got up from her chair and then headed to the door. He stopped and spread his arm wide. “After you,” he said, and when she brushed by, her scent trailed in her wake, a soft fragrance that reminded him of his grandmother’s lily of the valley. 

But, he remembered, lily of the valley was poisonous and could cause cardiac distress.

Good thing, then, that his heart was good and locked away. He had no time for relationships. He was too busy trying to prove to his parents that his path could still be an important one.

A job that would be easier if he could actually convince himself of it.




      [image: ]Summer tried to pretend that Jax Brodie wasn’t incredibly attractive and charming. She’d entered the room to find him behind his desk and immediately started babbling about her stupid bike chain. He hadn’t seemed to mind. And he’d offered her the job. Which was amazing, but she’d have to get over being flustered in his presence if they were to work together. 

He got up from his chair and she noticed he wore faded jeans and a pair of Vans, of all things, with an untucked button down. His light brown hair was slightly on the shaggy side without looking sloppy; he simply gave off a relaxed vibe that she hadn’t expected. He smiled easily, which sent little butterflies winging from the middle of her chest to her tummy. Get a grip, she told herself. You’re thirty-two freaking years old, not fifteen. 

“The house has only been here since the twenties,” he was saying, leading her from the room, “but you probably know that already. The lighthouse itself was built in the 1880s. Of course, it’s not used anymore.”

“The Jewell Cove Historical Society has a whole thing about it,” Summer replied, following him back down the hall to a spacious, modern kitchen she’d only glimpsed in her hurry to the office. “The coast guard maintained the light for a while, but now it’s defunct.”

“That’s right. And the town took over the land but then sold it in 2008 to a private individual.” He paused by a massive butcherblock in the middle of the kitchen. “I’m no lawyer, so I can’t tell you how that all went down. But the man who bought it is a lawyer, so I’m assuming there were some interesting negotiations and regulatory hoops to jump through.” He shrugged. “The historian in me wishes the history of Refuge Point was shared with the public. The other part of me is glad it’s not a big tourist trap, and that it remains much the same as it always was—except the owner has done a fantastic job updating and maintaining it. No massive parking lots for buses, no cluttered gift shop.”

Summer agreed with him wholeheartedly. “I know tourism is big business for the town, but the ice cream shop I used to work at is being replaced with another gift shop for tourists. There are enough of those, thanks.” She met his gaze. “So, you’re a historian and not a television exec?”

He laughed. “Both? But I’m a historian first. I’m a lecturer at Penn State, but I also own a small production company that works to bring lesser-known stories in American history to life.”

It sounded pretty grand when he put it that way, and Summer found herself awed once again, not by his presence but by his brains. And who was she? A high school graduate, and barely that. She wasn’t stupid. She knew that. But she wasn’t educated, or well traveled. Heck, she’d hardly been out of Jewell Cove since she was eight years old. It was her little safe corner of the world and that was just how she liked it. 

Safe. Secure. Constant. Even predictable. To her, that wasn’t a failing. She’d never really had a surprise that was a good one. 

“Come on,” he said. “Let me show you the rest of the house.”

She followed him through the two-storey house, upstairs where there were two bedrooms, each with their own updated bathroom and king-sized bed. While the house was old, the decoration was modern and beachy. Roman blinds the color of sand dunes adorned the windows looking over Penobscot Bay, the hue repeated in the area rugs on the floors. One room was decorated in white with accents the same pale green as beach grass. The other brought in shades of blue, making it feel airy and open. The blue room looked lived in; she assumed this was where Mr. Brodie—Jax—slept. There was a thick book on the night table and the bed was made but lacked that professional look from a cleaner. A pair of trousers were folded over the back of a chair in off-white upholstery. “Your room,” she said, feeling like she was intruding. 

“I try to keep things neat, so you won’t have much to do here. But look at the view.” He seemed to have no problem inviting her into the space, even though she felt odd entering. There were three windows on the back wall, and beyond the lighthouse stretched the ocean, as far as she could see. It glinted and sparkled in the sunlight, while sea birds darted and dipped on the wind. 

“Wow. That’s stunning. I have a small view of the harbor from my apartment, but nothing like this.”

“A million-dollar view,” he agreed. “Let me show you the rest.”

They went back downstairs where Jax led her to a beautifully appointed living room, a powder room, a small dining room off the kitchen, and past his office again. “I was thinking I could set up a workstation for you in my office, or you’re welcome to work elsewhere in the house. I’ll provide you with a laptop to use so you can access all the spreadsheets and calendars you’ll need. But where you work is up to you. It’s wherever you’re comfortable.”

She got to come to work to this beautiful house every day. And would be working side-by-side with a man who looked like he should be on a magazine cover and not poring over dusty history books or standing in a stuffy lecture hall. And he was concerned about her comfort. There had to be something wrong with him somewhere. But why should she care? She was here for a few months to do a job. She didn’t need to concern herself with his attributes or flaws. She just had to do the work, pay the rent, and get started on building herself the life she wanted. 

She definitely didn’t need to be in the same office as he was.

“Oh, I’ll probably set up in the dining room, or maybe the living room. The view is quite lovely, and it’s so open and inviting.” She tried a smile. “If that’s all right.”

“Of course, it is.” His smile suddenly widened. “Do you want to see the lighthouse?”

She took her phone out of her pocket and checked the time. She’d be cutting it close, and she could see the lighthouse another day, but he looked so excited, and his enthusiasm was contagious. “Quickly,” she compromised. “I need to head back soon.”

“You won’t regret it.”

He opened a door toward the back of the house that led into what felt like a long shed. It was more rustic than the rest of the house, with plain white walls and plank flooring beneath her feet. “No need to go outside, which would be handy for a lighthouse keeper in the winter. Can you imagine having to do that during a Nor’easter? Or a hurricane?”

She followed along until they reached the other door. He took a keyring out of his pocket, found the correct one, and inserted it into the door. It opened with a creak, and Jax led the way inside.

The first thing that Summer noticed was how dark it was. There was a solitary window to her right that let in a bit of light, but it was meager at best. And it was cool inside, cooler than she had anticipated. “The tower is made of iron and lined with brick,” Jax said, his voice echoing in the cavernous space. “The owners also had everything cleared out. There was no need for anything to remain, really, since it’s not operational.”

“It’s a bit eerie.” Her voice echoed in the cavernous space, and goosebumps skittered over her skin, from the cool air, the haunting sound of their voices, and the darkness. She could almost hear the foghorn in her head, calling out to sailors at sea during bad weather. “But really cool.”

“Do you want to go up?”

“Of course.” She grinned, turning her head and looking up at him. “I’ve come this far. This is so neat. Most people only get to view the lighthouse from afar.”

His smile was boyish as they made their way to the winding stairs that would take them to the platform. They were steep and winding, and Summer held on to the iron handrail until they reached another door. This one wasn’t locked, and she turned the handle and entered the lantern room. The light was still encased in its glass dome, but no longer cast its glow out to sea. Instead, the entire structure of the lighthouse served as an old sentinel of days gone by. She could see for miles down the south coast, then further out to sea in a watery panorama. “God, this is stunning.”

“Come out onto the gallery.” Another door led to a deck outside, where the wind off the ocean whipped strands of hair out of her braid and made her catch her breath. Something expansive filled her chest, something wild and free and happy. Like how she felt when she was on the bow of a boat, feeling the spray from the waves mist over her face as the entire world opened up. It wasn’t often she got out on the water, but when she did she tried to enjoy every single second. 

“Are you sure I can’t work up here?” she asked, lifting an eyebrow and teasing just a little. “What a view! I love it.”

“Not sure how great the Wi-Fi signal is,” Jax answered, chuckling. “It’s something though, isn’t it?” He came closer, close enough she could feel his body just behind hers as he pointed to the right at about forty-five degrees. “Can you see that speck out there? That’s Aquteg. Lovers’ Island. A rock in the ocean that harbors secrets and treasures.”

She could barely make it out; perhaps it was time to get her sight tested again. But she saw a few clouds and then a dark smudge beneath them in the direction he was pointing. “Pirates and stowaways,” she said, her chest tight from his nearness. The butterflies took wing again. Attraction to her new boss was inconvenient. And he wasn’t being inappropriate. There was nothing intimate about his gesture. She was the one imagining atmosphere. 

“A stop on the Underground Railroad,” he confirmed. “Leaving from here to Canada.”

“Hard to imagine that happening so close to little old Jewell Cove,” Summer said, stepping back. She could smell his cologne—something subtle and woodsy—and needed to give herself some space. He might be surprised to know that she was well-versed on the history. And that it wasn’t just pirates and stowaways that had shaped the area, but betrayal, too. 

“That’s what I mean, though,” he said, taking her cue and turning so his back was against the rail. “All these little places, little towns like Jewell Cove that are off the beaten path, have significance. The founders of Jewell Cove had their own bit of scandal, didn’t they?” He didn’t wait for her to answer. “Some of the rumored treasure’s been found, though it’s highly probably there’s more somewhere. And the tidal caves! The records found there tell us so much about the Underground Railroad and blockade running these men engaged in. Those documents were in rough shape and need to be cared for properly. That’s not my area of expertise, though of course I’ve seen them as part of my research. Names, dates… we can actually put pieces together of families who fled and made it north. Then creating a story, and bringing that story to the world…” He turned and looked over the ocean again. “It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do.”

It was almost poetic. It was definitely a grand ambition, the kind that Summer had never allowed herself to dream of. Getting her bills paid, perhaps entering a career that was a bit more interesting and challenging was as far as she’d let herself go. What was the sense of flying in the clouds when the fall to earth was so devastating? What was the point of hoping for big and grand things when reality was far more practical?

No, the closest she ever got to flying was keeping her feet on the ground and the ocean breeze in her hair. That was enough. And she got the feeling that Jax wasn’t a “feet on the ground” kind of guy. She didn’t have to know his story to know that he led a very different kind of life from hers. Everything about him said comfort and confidence in living a life that was big and privileged. And that just wasn’t her. Her sense of adventure equaled the purple stripe in her hair, her nose ring, and a few other quirks. Mostly, though, it was a face she put on for the world. She wasn’t sure anyone truly knew who Summer Arnold really was. 

But she knew. Even when she tried to forget. A scared little girl who played pretend. Pretending to be happy because if anyone knew the truth, they’d head in the other direction. 

“I should be going. I’m due at the school soon and I’m going to have to re-do my hair.” She laughed a little, forcing the sound, tucking a piece behind her ear which blew right back into her face again. “But thank you, Mr. Brodie. For the job and for the tour. If you can send me the contract that’d be great. We can work out my exact start date.”

She held out her hand. It was good business practice to conclude a deal with a handshake, wasn’t it? Jax smiled at her and fitted his palm against her, giving it a firm squeeze that sent her pulse racing as he held it just a tiny bit longer than what was appropriate. 

“That sounds fine,” he said. “But please, call me Jax. I’ll have a contract sent over this afternoon. I’ll see you out. I have a few calls to make, anyway.”

She darted back inside and went straight to the lantern room door while he shut the gallery door behind them. His footsteps sounded behind hers down the spiral staircase, and she waited for him by the door to the walkway. Thankfully, he started chatting about lighter topics, like the best places to eat in Jewell Cove. By the time they reached the front door of the house, her heartrate was nearly back to normal. She needed this job, and she certainly didn’t need anything resembling romance. The last thing she wanted was for there to be some sort of atmosphere between them.

“I’ll be in touch soon,” he said, seeing her to the front step.

“Thanks again.” She smiled and gave a little wave before going to retrieve her bicycle. She was just about to mount the seat when she looked back, wondering if he was still standing there.

He wasn’t. He’d gone back inside and shut the door, exactly like a boss should.

A boss. She shouldn’t have to remind herself of that, but as she began to pedal across the point and to the road leading to the cove, her body echoed with the feel of him standing beside and just behind her, pointing out toward Lovers’ Island.
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