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         Lia put on her best business voice.

          

         “I put the résumés of the vet tech candidates on your desk. You’ve got interviews at ten, eleven, one, and two o’clock. The first patient is due here at nine. It’s a new kitten visit.”

         “Okay.”

         She waited for Noah to say something else. But he didn’t. Instead he took his coffee down the hall to his office.

         Maybe she should go back to his office and tell him how much she had enjoyed his kiss.

         Or maybe she should keep her mouth shut. After all, Noah wasn’t sticking around and she didn’t want to get involved with someone who was going to leave Magnolia Harbor. She was tired of people coming and going in her life. She wanted some permanency.

         On the other hand, she wouldn’t mind being kissed like that again.
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            Chapter One

         

         Lia DiPalma stomped on the brakes. Her ten-year-old Chevy Trailblazer fishtailed as she yanked the wheel to avoid the obstacle in the middle of her lane. What the hell?

         She screeched to a stop, spraying gravel on the road’s shoulder. That wasn’t a piece of rubber. It was a dog.

         Oh my God. It was a dog, lying in the middle of the road. Dead?

         “Shit, shit, shit, shit.” She pounded her fists on the steering wheel. Life was unfair and then you died. She didn’t need any more death in her life. And anyway, who hits a dog and doesn’t stop? Who the hell does a thing like that?

         Unwanted tears filled her eyes.

         “Please don’t be dead,” she whispered.

         She pushed the car door open and hopped down onto the two-lane road that spooled through the middle of nowhere, South Carolina. Chaplain Micah St. Pierre, her former commanding officer, had told a lot of stories about his hometown on one of South Carolina’s Sea Islands. Lia had always pictured the place with white sand beaches and a pounding surf, not a forest of Spanish-moss-draped oaks on either side of a long, narrow road. Her GPS insisted this road would take her to Magnolia Harbor, a little tourist town on picturesque Moonlight Bay.

         Instead it had led her right to death’s doorstep. Again.

         She rounded the SUV’s back fender with her heart pounding in her ears, just as the dog whined and struggled to get up.

         Thank you, God. The dog wasn’t dead in the middle of the road. But he was hurt. Real bad. Something was wrong with his left hind leg, or maybe his pelvis. “I’m so sorry,” she said as she approached the animal, even though it wasn’t her fault. But it felt that way.

         The dog didn’t growl, although he should have. Oh God, the dog was only a puppy. A scrawny puppy.

         She reached out her hand to let the dog sniff. He laid his head down on the pavement, his eyes sad and unfocused as another mournful whine escaped him. “Don’t die on me. Please. You’re just a baby.” She looked up at the bright blue June sky. “Please God. Not again. Okay?”

         She got up, popped the tailgate, and rummaged through her stuff. She’d always been a rolling stone, so she’d never gathered much in the way of belongings. The SUV was just big enough to hold them.

         She reached for her plywood footlocker. Painted navy blue with her name and one-time rank stenciled on the front in yellow, it was the perfect size for the puppy. She hauled it out of the back and into the middle of the road.

         She pulled out a big bath towel and gently rolled the pup onto it, trying not to disturb the injured leg. The dog didn’t weigh all that much, but he whined when she used the towel as a sling to pick him up.  His right hip was abraded where the bumper had connected with it but there wasn’t any blood on the pavement, thank God. Maybe it was just a broken bone. Maybe there weren’t massive internal injuries.

         “You’re going to be okay,” she said, her voice trembling. If only she could believe it the way the dog seemed to. He gave her a soulful look out of his big brown eyes, and her heart lurched sideways. She’d always wanted a dog as a kid, but Mom moved around a lot and then Lia joined the navy, which had been her home for the last fifteen years.

         But she wasn’t in the navy now. Every time that thought crossed her mind it made the bottom of her stomach drop. Without the navy she was homeless. Just a waif on the road, the way Mom had been. Or like this homeless, hurt dog.

         Damn. She could take him to an animal hospital but she had no business adopting a dog. She didn’t have any home herself. And besides, she didn’t deserve a dog.

         “You shouldn’t put your trust in me,” she said as her throat closed up. “I’m a screwup.”

         The puppy continued to stare at her with trusting eyes.

         She settled the pup into her sea chest, which contained a couple more towels and a GO NAVY fleece blanket she’d picked up at an Army-Navy game years ago, all of which made a nice bed for him.

         She had to rearrange a few cardboard boxes to create a space for the open sea chest in the back. In the end, she unloaded a box containing miscellaneous kitchen items of no particular value. If she was lucky, she’d come back and pick up the box later. If not, she could always find what she needed at the local Salvation Army. She had thirty-three years of practice letting things go.

         The poor dog was infested with fleas, and half-starved. His little ribs stood out from his chest, and he was missing the usual fat puppy belly. Was he a stray, or had some a-hole abandoned him out here in the middle of nowhere?

         He was panting hard now, his little pink tongue hanging out of his mouth. She ground her teeth as she rolled down her window. The poor thing was already hot, and the damn AC had failed somewhere between Birmingham and Atlanta during her five-day, three-thousand-mile odyssey from the Naval Air Station in Lemoore, California—her last duty station. “Don’t worry, I’ll find a vet,” she said as if the dog understood. Then she gently closed the door.

         She climbed into the Trailblazer and used her navigation system to search for animal hospitals. They were all at least thirty miles back the way she’d come.

         “Damn.” She hadn’t updated the onboard GPS system in forever, so she fumbled with her phone. Her Google search produced an article from Magnolia Harbor’s local newspaper about the new Moonlight Bay Animal Hospital opening this month. Some rich lady had donated the money for it, and the paper said it was a big deal for year-round residents and tourists alike, because without the clinic everyone had to travel back to the mainland to find a vet. Best of all, the article provided an address, which she plugged into her GPS. The hospital was five miles down this road.

         Thank you, Jesus and rich animal lovers everywhere. She fired up the engine.

         She stepped on the gas and flew down the two-lane. A few minutes later, civilization reappeared in the form of several one-story brick ranch homes with sandy front yards shaded by pines and covered with golden-brown pine needles. The scent of pine wafted in through the Chevy’s open window. It was cooler here than it had been traveling down the interstates from Alabama. She glanced in the rearview. The puppy was still panting. Damn the broken AC.

         A white sign on the right side of the road, sandwiched between two gigantic Magnolia trees dripping with fat, white blossoms announced the corporate limits of Magnolia Harbor. She hit the brake and slowed to the thirty-five-mile speed limit. The ranch houses gave way to older buildings with tin roofs and wide screened verandas, and on the right side of the street stood a fire department that looked practically brand new. There were palm trees here, which made up for the missing white sand beaches.

         And then, right where Google said it would be stood a boxy, brick building that might have been a hardware store once, or some other retail establishment with a parking lot to one side. A sign above the storefront identified it as the MOONLIGHT BAY ANIMAL HOSPITAL. A yellow and black plastic GRAND OPENING banner hung over the front window.

         She pulled the Trailblazer into the parking lot, which looked semi-abandoned. One other car—a silver Ford Focus—occupied the handicapped spot. But otherwise Lia had her pick of more than a dozen spaces. She pulled next to the Ford, killed the engine, and hopped out. The dog was still alive. Still panting. And still gazing up at her with the saddest brown eyes she’d ever seen in her life. Damn it. He couldn’t die on her. He wouldn’t die on her.

         She pulled the footlocker out and rushed to the door.

         Which was locked.

         What the hell? How could the door be locked? The business hours listed on the front window said the clinic was open from 9:00 a.m. to 5:00 p.m. Monday through Friday. She checked her watch. It was precisely 2:38 p.m. on a Monday afternoon.

         She put the sea chest down and started banging on the door like a crazy woman, punctuating every drumbeat with a profanity-laced plea for help. She might have once been a Religious Program Specialist in the United States Navy, but hanging around sailors for the last fifteen years had given her a wide range of profanity to choose from.

         She only cursed when she was emotionally distraught, and never within hearing of any chaplain under her care and protection. Besides, she rarely became emotionally distraught, priding herself on her emotional control. But that control had sort of flown the coop the last few months. She really needed to find it again.

         She was good and angry when an older woman wearing one of those tentlike shirts in a wild purple and fuchsia jungle print appeared at the glass door. She had a round, friendly face and green eyes nestled in laugh lines and crow’s feet. She gave Lia a sympathetic look and said, “I’m so sorry. We’re closed.”

         “How can you be? This dog was just hit by a car. I need help.”

         The woman shifted her gaze from Lia to the puppy and back again. Something changed in her gaze, and her shoulders sagged a little. “Poor thing,” she said, leaning over the puppy.

         “Why aren’t you open? There was an article in the newspaper.”

         The woman sighed. “Unfortunately, Dr. Westin, the vet we hired, reneged on his employment contract just a week before he was scheduled to show up. He got a better offer, it seems, so now we’re without a doctor or staff.”

         The bottom fell out of Lia’s stomach. “I found him lying in the middle of the road.  Someone just left him…” Her voice broke. “Isn’t there anyone who can help?”

         The woman straightened. “Oh my word.”

         Guilt like a hot poker lanced Lia’s insides. Maybe she wasn’t responsible for this dog, but damned if he would die on her. She would. Not. Allow. It. She couldn’t handle one more death.

          “He can’t die on me. He just can’t. But…” Her throat closed up, and it became hard to breathe.

         “Oh, honey, come on. Don’t cry. There might just be someone close by who can help him.”

         “Really?” Hope blossomed in Lia’s tight chest

         “There’s a vet in town visiting,” the woman said. “Bring the dog in and let me make a phone call to see if he’s available.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Noah Cuthbert sat on his mother’s porch staring at the paint peeling away from the front railing. What was it about this house on Redbud Street that Momma clung to? It wasn’t as if the run-down cottage was her old homeplace or anything. She hadn’t grown up here. She’d moved here nineteen years ago, when she’d left Daddy.

         But then she’d stayed with Daddy way longer than she should have, proving that Momma had a big problem with change. She clung to this old, run-down place as if it had been in her family forever, when, in reality, she didn’t even own the place. She’d been renting it from Arthur Moore all these years. Art had done a halfway decent job of maintaining his many rental properties on Jonquil Island until he’d died five years ago. Then his son had taken over the business, and things had gone downhill ever since.

         Well, it was time for a change, and Momma would have to get used to it. Noah wanted her back on the mainland, in his modern, one-level, walker/wheelchair-friendly house, where he could take care of her.

         She’d been battling MS for years, but the disease was winning. She refused to admit it, but as the years rolled by, she depended on his little sister, Abby, more than ever. And that had to stop. Abby had a chance to go to college this September, and Noah aimed to make sure she had every opportunity to pursue her dream of becoming a doctor.

         His cell phone vibrated against his thigh. He pulled it out of the pocket of his board shorts.

         Granny.

         He stared at her picture for a long moment. Granny was Daddy’s mother but she and Momma were still pretty good friends despite the divorce. Unfortunately, that meant both of them believed they could solve the “Abby wants to go to college and Momma needs someone to look after her” problem by convincing him to stay here and take over the new animal hospital.  

         Not gonna happen.

         Noah loved his job as chief surgeon at the Charleston Animal Referral Center. He might not run his own practice, but he got to do complex surgeries and apply state-of-the-art veterinary science. And besides, he’d made a vow when he was eighteen and left home for the first time.

         He was never coming back here to live. Ever.

         He’d kept that promise. He’d come back to visit on an annual basis, but never for more than a week at a time.

         He let the call go to voice mail and put the phone back in his pocket. He didn’t feel like arguing with Granny again. She was a member of the nonprofit board that had set up the new clinic, and a true animal lover. He appreciated what she was trying to do. But he wasn’t about to get sucked into that trap.

         His cell vibrated again.

         Granny was persistent. He’d give her that.

         He reluctantly pulled the phone from his pocket and punched the connect button. “Granny,” he said in his take-no-prisoners voice, “I told you before. I’m here for exactly one week packing up Momma to take her back to Charleston. I don’t have time to volunteer. And when I leave on Saturday, Momma and Abby are coming with me. So the answer is still no.”

         “There’s a dog here that needs the kind of fancy surgery you do all the time. He was hit by a car. I’m no expert but it looks like a broken pelvis.”

         Noah ground his teeth. It had been easy to ignore Granny the last few days when the cases she’d called about were non-emergencies. But a dog who’d had a run-in with a car could have internal injuries as well as broken bones.

         He couldn’t say no this time.

         Granny pressed on. “Oh, and did I mention that the dog is a black puppy? Looks a lot like Duke. I’m guessing he’s some kind of Labrador mix, maybe twelve weeks old. Looks half starved.”

         He expelled the breath he’d been holding. “I’m on my way.”

         “I’ll leave the side door open.” There was no mistaking the smug tone in Granny’s voice.

         The clinic on Magnolia Boulevard was only two short blocks from Momma’s house, so he sprinted the distance and jogged through the new facility’s door five minutes later. Jenna St. Pierre had invested beaucoup money in the place, buying only new equipment and the latest technology. In all likelihood, this small clinic wouldn’t need all this fancy equipment. That’s what referral centers like the one in Charleston were all about.

         But the good news for the dog in question was that this facility could theoretically handle just about any kind of emergency.   

         He followed the sound of voices into Exam Room One where he got his first look at the dog. Granny was right; the puppy was the spitting image of Duke, Noah’s beloved dog of many years ago. The pup was lying inside some kind of wooden box with the words RELIGIOUS PROGRAMS SPECIALIST (FIRST CLASS) LIA DIPALMA stenciled across the front. What in the Sam Hill was a religious programs specialist first class? Some kind of holy roller?

         He shifted his gaze to the woman who was down on her knees beside the box, stroking the puppy’s head, tears falling from her dark, coffee-bean eyes. “It’s going to be okay,” she whispered continuously, as if trying to convince herself. It wasn’t clear how much the dog was taking in. He had that faraway look animals get when the pain is overwhelming.

         “Hello,” he said in his best veterinarian voice—heavy on the confidence with just the right amount of reassurance. “I’m Doctor Cuthbert. I’m an emergency vet down in Charleston. I’m up here visiting family this week.” He made eye contact.

         Wow. Her eyes were darker than the dog’s but just as sad. He blinked, momentarily nonplussed. Awareness flowed through him. What the hell? The woman—Lia DiPalma, he assumed—wasn’t his type at all. She was tiny and built like a bird, with long, dark hair pulled back into a tight bun. Her gray T-shirt and Levi’s jeans were as no-nonsense as her hairdo.

         And yet.

         “I’m so glad you came,” she said in a watery voice. “I’m Lia, and I…found him. You know. In the middle of the road.”

         He shook away the enchantment of her dark, sorrowful eyes.

         “So he’s not your dog?”

         “Of course not. Look at him. Some a-hole abandoned him before some idiot hit him.”

         So clearly, she wasn’t a holy roller. Not with that mouth on her. But it was still a problem. The dog was homeless then. And Noah didn’t need X-rays to know that the puppy would need expensive surgery to save the leg, and possibly his life. This woman didn’t need reassurance. She was just a good Samaritan with a colorful vocabulary. She wasn’t the one responsible for the accident or the dog.

         An ancient anger nipped at his insides. Nothing disgusted him more than having to deal with the injuries neglect and automobiles could inflict on dogs.

         He lost this faux reassurance and asked, “So are you going to adopt him?”

         “What?” She blinked.

         “Are you going to give the dog a permanent home?”

         Something hard sparked behind her tear-filled eyes. “I’m not in a position to give him a home,” she said.

         Of course not. That’s what they all said. It irritated the crap out of him. The people who took on dogs and then neglected them. Or the ones who didn’t pay attention while they were driving.

         “Right,” he said, letting his anger seep into his tone.

         Granny pulled a tissue from the dispenser on the desk. “Here, honey,” she said in her best sweet-granny voice as she handed the tissue to the woman. “Don’t you worry. Accidents happen, and it’s not your fault that this puppy was abandoned out there in the woods.” She turned and glared at Noah. “Is it?”

         He glared at his grandmother but said not one word.

         Granny continued giving him her best evil eye. “And since you’re volunteering and we’re not exactly open, this isn’t going to cost anyone a dime, right?”

         “No, ma’am,” he said. He knew good and well not to cross his grandmother.

         However, he also knew good and well that just fixing the dog’s leg wasn’t enough. This puppy needed rehab, and for that, he needed a home. A foster home at the very least.

         So this woman in front of him, with the sad brown eyes, might be a good Samaritan, but she wasn’t going to give the dog what he needed most.

         And that irritated the crap out of him, even though he was painfully aware of the hypocrisy of his own feelings. If he cared so much, he could give the dog a home.

         But he’d vowed never to love another dog after Duke. He would fix them and make them whole, but he wasn’t much different than the woman kneeling there by the wooden box.

         He pushed that irritating thought out of his mind and began his examination. The hip was definitely broken, probably at the top of the femur. X-rays would tell how badly and whether there was any damage to the pelvis. There didn’t seem to be any other swelling in the belly that might indicate internal injuries. But the puppy probably had heartworms and parasites, which was one reason he was underweight. God alone knew what the dog had been eating recently.

         “Let’s get some X-rays then.” He turned toward Granny. “Did you hire any vet techs who could come in on short notice?”

         Granny shook her head. “Dr. Westin said he wanted to do the hiring, and we agreed to that in his contract. I don’t know of any vet techs living on-island.”

         Great. Just great. He turned toward Lia. “I’m going to need your help,” he said.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Dr. Noah Cuthbert appeared to know his stuff, and he was gentle with the puppy, but a total jerk to human beings. He’d wasted no time laying a huge guilt trip on Lia, as if the dog’s injuries were her fault, when all she’d done was rescue the pup from the middle of the road. She already had plenty of guilt to haul around. And furthermore, the good doctor had been nothing short of snippy and abrupt with Donna, the woman who had called him. Who, it turned out, was his grandmother.

         He was some kind of hot-shot surgeon on the mainland, according to Donna, and he seemed to be duly impressed with himself. He certainly had the swagger that confident men possessed. Plus he was so casually gorgeous that it almost hurt to look at him.

         He filled out his tight-fitting white T-shirt like a gym rat, and his face was over-the-top male, full of laugh lines and hollows and crags and a dimple in his chin. She could almost imagine him riding a wild mustang over the plains, except that he wore baggy Hawaiian-print shorts that hung low on his hips. They exposed his bronzed six-pack every time he reached up for something, like positioning the X-ray machine over the puppy’s broken hip.

         Why, oh why had she noticed his abs? But really, who wouldn’t?

         So irksome. She’d spent enough years in the male-dominated world of the U.S. Navy to know that confident, good-looking men were universally a-holes. And the good doctor had already made her feel about as small as an ant. She hadn’t asked for that dog to appear in the middle of the road into town.  But once that happened, it wasn’t as if she could just drive on.

         But saving the dog didn’t obligate her to give him a home, did it?  She wasn’t sure she could even give herself a home. She had to talk to Chaplain St. Pierre before she knew the answer to that question. And even if she was able to talk herself into a home here, she wasn’t sure she could take on a dog. Not until she was sure things would work out. She didn’t want another Whiskers incident.

         Twenty years had passed since her ill-fated decision to adopt a cat. She would not make that mistake again. If she ever took on a pet, she’d be ready for it.

         No. The dog was better off without her. In fact, it was probably bad luck for her to even be here helping the doctor with the X-rays. The way her life had been going recently, it would be a miracle if the machine didn’t blow up or spew radiation all over the building.

         “Shouldn’t you be wearing a white coat or a lead apron or something?” she asked in her snarkiest voice when he brushed up against her side as they positioned the dog on the X-ray table. The snark helped to deflect the unmistakable awareness that gripped her libido. Damn.

         He smiled, and the dimple in his left check came out to play. Man, the guy had some serious twinkle in his blue eyes. “We should both probably be wearing lead aprons. But don’t worry, it’s pretty low-dose radiation. I wouldn’t recommend doing it this way on a regular basis. But I think we can manage this time since it’s an emergency. Unless you want to go hunting through the boxes in the storage area for the lead aprons and white lab coats.”

         The man could dish snark too. “No, it’s fine.”

         “We’re going to have to go through the boxes anyway,” Donna said from behind them. “All of the surgical scrubs are in those boxes. The instruments too.”

         The doctor huffed out an annoyed breath, rolled his eyes, and then took the X-rays, which showed up immediately on the computer screen attached to the machine. He stood there, studying the image, tapping his mouth with his manly index finger.

         After an excruciatingly long moment, he pointed to the ghostlike images. “See there,” he said.  “The ball at the top of the femur has separated and popped out of the hip joint. If the dog had been older, the trauma might have been more extensive. Older dogs often break their pelvises in cases like this. But because he’s a young dog, the joint just popped. So we just need to fix the hip.”

         “Can you fix his leg?”

         “I can perform something called a femoral head osteotomy. I’ll remove the ball and tighten the ligaments and create a scar tissue joint for that leg. We do this procedure in a lot of dogs with hip dysplasia. He might have a small limp as he gets older, depending on how big he gets. But I don’t think we’ll need to amputate.” He turned his blue-eyed stare in Lia’s direction. “But the thing is, he needs a home where he can get physical therapy. Without that, the prognosis might not be as good.”

         Yeah. There it was again. What did he need from her, a big mea culpa on bended knee? What part of “I’m not the right person for this dog” did he not understand?

         “Look, I’m not that person, okay? But I will work my tail off to find him a home.”

         The doctor looked away, utterly unimpressed by her promise. He studied the X-ray a little longer before speaking again. “I don’t see any evidence of internal injuries. So I think we can wait until tomorrow for the surgery. I want to put him on some fluids and treat him for heartworms and parasites. We’ll get him vaccinated too. When I do the surgery, I’ll neuter him at the same time.”

         “We’re going to have to open the boxes in the storeroom, Noah,” Donna said. “And they’re stacked floor to ceiling.”

         The doctor expelled another frustrated breath and then turned his gaze on Lia. The twinkle had disappeared from his baby blues. “You’re free to leave anytime.”

         It was a dismissal. And really, she needed to leave so she could visit Chaplain St. Pierre at his church office and explain why she’d come all this way to see him without letting him know she was coming.

         It wasn’t as if he’d actually offered her a job. He’d just said that he needed a good church secretary because he wasn’t entirely comfortable with his new role as a pastor. His new life came with a bunch of church-related matters and politics that kept him busier than he’d anticipated.  He’d been a navy chaplain for fifteen years—a job that was mostly outreach. But a pastor had to deal with a church, and paperwork, and a church board, and a building fund, and a whole crap-ton of stuff that made the U.S. Navy look like a cakewalk. He’d as much as told her that he needed her skills.

         And she needed a place to stay and a job to do. So…

         Besides, after the years they’d spent together serving in the navy, she felt as if she knew this town. Chaplain St. Pierre was always talking about Magnolia Harbor. It sounded like a nice place to live.

         But at the same time, it wasn’t as if she could just abandon the dog. Or Donna and her irksome grandson. She’d made a vow never to walk away from a mess she’d created. Not that she’d created this mess in the first place, but really, from the doctor’s point of view, she had. She might not have injured the dog, but she was the one who’d come banging on the clinic’s door and insisting on someone giving her help.

         And he’d answered that call, even though he was obviously on vacation. So, really, she had an obligation to help, even if she had no intention of adopting the dog.

         “I can help with the boxes,” she said.

         Dr. Cuthbert blinked. “You have no idea what you just signed up for.”

         Lia shrugged. “I’ve been given crap duty assignments before, doctor. A few boxes do not intimidate me.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         It was almost 8:00 p.m. when Lia finally left the clinic, but the work in the storeroom was far from finished. Dr. Cuthbert had insisted on tackling the boxes without any rational plan of action. So instead of opening a box and putting its contents where they belonged, he flitted from box to box looking for only the stuff he needed to treat the puppy and prepare for the surgery. By the time they found the IV equipment, the store of basic medicine, and the surgical instruments and gowns, almost every box in the room had been opened but none of them fully unpacked.

         The place looked like a hurricane had swept through it.

         It bothered Lia to leave behind a mess like that, but she needed to go before it got too late. As it was, she’d missed the opportunity to visit Chaplain St. Pierre’s church. She’d have to go to the rectory now. And if she stayed any longer, even that would be out of the question.

         As she left the clinic, she decided that she’d come back in the morning to clean up the mess that was clearly her responsibility now. On the day she’d joined the US Navy she’d vowed never to run away from a mess again. And she’d kept that promise. Until two weeks ago.

         So this was an opportunity to get back on track.

         She hurried to the parking lot and plugged Chaplain St. Pierre’s address into her GPS and headed off through the town.

         After making a couple of wrong turns onto one-way streets, she finally found the rectory on Lilac Street in an older neighborhood of stately historic homes with wraparound verandas, cupolas, and tin roofs. The parsonage had none of that charm. It was like an afterthought—a small, single-story ranch house sandwiched between two mini-mansions. He had no lawn to speak of, just sandy ground covered in needles from the three large pine trees in the front yard.

         But at least he had a real home instead of a berth aboard a ship, or a barracks on a base, or a tiny apartment shared temporarily with others.

         She set the parking brake and took a deep breath, enjoying the pine scent for a moment as she rolled her neck to ease the tension. It was now or never.

         Her future hung in the balance.

         She walked up the footpath to his door and rang the bell. Time slowed to a crawl. What would she say when the door opened? In that long moment, the events of the last week seemed almost dreamlike. She’d been running on autopilot for days. Hanging on to a few words the chaplain had said over the phone. What if she’d screwed up again?

         The door opened, and there he stood—all six foot three of him, with that café au lait skin and those dark eyes that had a way of seeing through the bull crap. Chaplain St. Pierre had the capacity to intimidate on sight, until you discovered he had a heart of gold beating in his chest.

         He cocked his head and blinked. “Radar?”

         Oh, that nickname. She hadn’t even realized that it came from an old TV show until her rotation aboard the USS George H. W. Bush. The marines she’d hung out with on that tour were huge fans of M*A*S*H and watched the reruns nonstop.

         But Lia had a love-hate relationship with the character Radar O’Reilly. She wasn’t a sweet Midwesterner from Farmville. And she’d never owned a teddy bear. But she was good at navy paperwork, and she did have a sixth sense about some things. A deep intuition about people that had been almost infallible, until a couple of months ago. Of course she didn’t finish people’s sentences the way Radar O’Reilly did, a fact she’d pointed out to Chaplain St. Pierre on numerous occasions. But it had never stopped him from calling her Radar.

         So she didn’t fuss at him now. “It’s me,” she said. “I guess I should have told you I was coming, huh?” No. No. No. What an idiot, blurting out her insecurities like that.

         “Well, yes. But I’m still glad to see you.” He smiled and opened his arms, and there it was, the big bear hug she remembered.  His man-hugs were legendary. And they always made her feel better…safe.

         Funny. Because, in the navy, bear hugs were actually discouraged, and it had been her job to keep him safe. If they went anywhere even slightly dangerous, she’d carried a standard-issue M4 carbine rifle. And he carried a Bible or the Book of Common Prayer. If the bullets started flying, it was her job to protect him at all costs.

         Chaplain St. Pierre let her go. “What are you doing here?”

         “Well, I know this is crazy. But a couple of weeks ago, when we talked by phone, you know, when I called to let you know that I’d left the navy, you said something about how you were drowning in paperwork. And, you know, organizing paperwork is one of the reasons you started calling me Radar.” She shrugged as her face grew hot. “I thought maybe there might be a job here, working as a church secretary.”

         There, she’d said it. Of course she’d left a crap-ton of other things unsaid.

         His eyes softened. That was good, right? And then he opened his door wide. “Come in.”

         She strolled into a spacious living room with a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking a back patio, where a bunch of wrought-iron furniture had been set up in a circle, as if he hosted Bible study back there. That would be just like him.

         The living room furniture was mostly big and heavy and upholstered in brown leather. The walls were white, and he hadn’t put up any artwork. The whole vibe was deeply masculine and still kind of temporary. As if Chaplain St. Pierre hadn’t quite settled in yet or adjusted to his civilian life.

         “Can I get you something to drink?” the chaplain asked.

         “Um, I could use a beer if you got one.”

         He nodded and headed into the kitchen. She followed him and took a seat at his kitchen table. He pulled a couple of Yuenglings from the fridge and sat down facing her.

         “So why’d you leave the navy?” he asked, getting to the point quick, the way he usually did. “I was surprised when you called me the other day. I always figured you for a lifer.”

         She took a pull at the long-necked bottle, the beer cold and sharp in her mouth. She was hungry. When had she last eaten? Hours and hours ago. Breakfast. “It was time,” she said, putting the beer down on the table and playing with the condensation on the bottle’s surface. The guilt of the last eight months weighed her down.

         He didn’t say anything for a long moment, probably because he knew she’d just lied to him. She’d always insisted that she was a lifer. She’d had fifteen years of service and only five more to go in order to get full retirement benefits. The navy had been her life and her home and her everything. Her nomadic childhood had made her perfect for the life of a chief petty officer.

         Yeah, she should have realized that Chaplain St. Pierre would see right through her BS. But she wasn’t ready to tell him the truth. So she said nothing, and the silence damned her.

         After an interminable moment, he blew out a long breath and said, “So, you’re here. Where are you staying?”

         She looked up into the chaplain’s kind face, her heart suddenly thumping in her chest. She didn’t say a word.

         One of his eyebrows reached for his close-cropped hairline. “You don’t have a place to stay, do you?”

         She shook her head. “I guess I was thinking about crashing on your sofa. I know that was impossible back when we were both navy. You being an officer and me being a non-com, but—”

         “It’s still a bad idea.”

         “Why?”

         His mouth twitched. “I told you over the phone the other day that being a pastor is different from being a chaplain. I have a church now, filled with parishioners who think it’s their job to keep an eye on me. The fact that I’m unmarried seems to be a big issue for many of them, particularly the altar guild. If I let a single female crash on my couch, there would be lots of rumors. And, trust me, gossip moves through Magnolia Harbor just as fast as on the Nimitz. If you want to settle down here, crashing on my couch would be the very worst way to start.

         “And in addition, it’s not as if I can just hire you. I have to run a decision like that through the church board. So…” He let his voice trail off.

         So they might object if she was sleeping at the rectory. He didn’t say the words but he didn’t need to.

         She was an idiot. She should have known this. She looked down at her beer bottle, cupping it in her hands. “So you think you can get me a job?” she asked.

         He reached over and gave her arm a squeeze. “Radar, I will move heaven and earth to get you a job. I can’t think of anyone better to help me negotiate the ins and outs of dealing with a church. You were always so incredibly good at figuring people out. When you were supporting my ministry, I always felt as if I knew what people needed. You know, all the stuff they need but don’t ever ask for.” He gave her a sober look, as if he wanted to know what she needed but was afraid to ask for.

         But she didn’t dare tell him the truth. Not if he was ready to get her the job she needed to move forward in her life. That job was everything. And really, working in this little town would be a snap compared to what she had to deal with in the navy. People here weren’t under fire, they didn’t get deployed for months at a time, and they didn’t have the same marital or economic pressures.

         It would be safe here.

         But staying here wouldn’t be possible if she crashed on his couch.

         “Okay, I can find a place to stay; it’s no problem,” she said, wondering if she could talk her way into sleeping on the floor at the animal hospital.

         Which suddenly seemed like a really good idea. She could keep an eye on the puppy and get an early start fixing the mess in the storeroom.

         “Are you sure? I mean, I can find you a place. I’m friends with the innkeeper who lives across the street.”

         Wait, what was that about? There was something in the way he said “friends” that set her intuition abuzz. Who was this innkeeper, anyway? She might have let her curiosity run away with her, but she decided it would be best not to press. Or to take any favors from him.

         All she wanted was a job.

         “No, it’s really okay. I’m sure I can find a place to stay in a tourist town, sir.”

         “I don’t know. It gets pretty crowded here in June,” he said. “And please don’t call me ‘sir.’ Micah will do.”

         “Yes…” She stifled the “sir.”

         “Okay,” he said. “If you’re sure you’re okay for the night. I’ll need to talk to a few members of the church board tomorrow. Why don’t we meet for lunch at Rafferty’s tomorrow at one o’clock? By then I should have an idea if this is even possible.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Well, you’ve certainly made a mess of things,” Granny said, eyeing the storeroom where the once-neatly-stacked boxes were now scattered.

         “I suppose you’re about to ask me to clean it up, huh?” Noah asked.

         “Well, that would be nice, but after watching you make this mess, I don’t have a lot of faith in your organizational skills.” She said this with a smile.

         In fact, she looked a bit like the cat who’d swallowed the canary. And why not? She had him exactly where she wanted him, with a patient in the kennel room and no staff to help him monitor the animal. He wasn’t merely the on-call doc, he was the on-call vet tech as well. He’d have to spend the night here because he didn’t believe in leaving sick animals unattended.

         And he’d most likely have to extend his stay in Magnolia Harbor until the dog recovered some. Momma would love that. She might even believe she could convince him to make this arrangement permanent.

         Yeah, the jaws of the trap were poised to spring closed. But Noah had no intention of getting trapped. So he looked Granny right in the eye and asked, “Is the board of directors doing anything to find a replacement vet?”

         “Of course we are. But it’s not that easy, you know. It’s kind of isolated out here.”

         He massaged the bridge of his nose where a tension headache was beginning to throb. The urge to step in and get the clinic set up was almost overpowering. But he was going to resist. He’d do the surgery tomorrow, and then he’d ship the dog off to one of the rescue societies on the mainland. That was it.

         Granny had other ideas, obviously, because she picked up her big purse and dug around its cavernous insides a few moments before coming up with a set of keys. “Well, I expect you’ll need to keep an eye on your patient. So you’ll need these. I’d like to help with the storeroom, but I’ve got to scoot. Your grandfather will wonder what happened to me. And he’ll claim I’m trying to starve him by being home late.” She gave Noah’s shoulder a squeeze. “Thanks for coming in, Noah. That puppy needs you.”

         He said nothing as she crossed the reception area toward the door. Clearly she’d won this skirmish, and it was just like her to need to have the absolute last word.

         She stopped just before the door and looked at him over her shoulder. “You know, we should name him. What do you think? How about Prince?” she said.

         “Prince?” A shiver ran down Noah’s back, raising goose flesh along his arms. Momma always said that a shiver like that only happened when someone in the future walked over your grave. In this case, it might be someone walking over that patch of ground in Daddy’s back yard where Noah had buried Duke. Noah had been just thirteen years old, but he’d dug the grave himself.

         “We’re not naming that puppy,” he said.

         Granny cocked her head. “No?”

         “No.”

         She waved. “We’ll see.” And then she turned and breezed out the front door.

         Noah headed back to the kennel to check on the dog. The pain meds had kicked in, and the puppy was sleeping. He was cute, like Duke had been as a puppy. Duke, who had slept in Noah’s bed. Duke, who had patiently listened to Noah every night as he whispered out his pain. Duke, who had died under the wheels of Daddy’s truck.

         He ground his teeth.

         “You’re going to be okay,” he said aloud to the sleeping dog.

         He headed into the storage room to survey the damage he’d done. Cleaning up the mess was going to be a long, tedious job. Which he was not going to do, no matter how much the mess bugged him.

         But he would still have to get things set up for tomorrow’s surgery. So he gathered up some supplies and headed into the OR. He’d just started disinfecting the place when someone knocked on the door.

         Great. Just great. He’d have a whole kennel full of patients before the evening was over. He headed to the reception room, ready to tell whoever was out there that the clinic was closed.

         But instead of another patient, Noah found Ethan, his face pressed up against the glass door as if he was checking the place out for bad guys. His younger brother was a few inches shorter than Noah and much beefier. His Magnolia Harbor Police Department uniform shirt gapped a little around his midsection. Ethan needed to go on a diet, or maybe get some exercise. He was starting to develop a gut.

         Just like Daddy.

         Noah opened the door. “It’s just me in here if you’re wondering why the light’s on. Granny left a few minutes ago.”

         “Oh, okay. I saw the light but I didn’t see Granny’s car.” Ethan stepped across the threshold and studied the reception area, which featured a wall mural of a dog and cat sleeping together. “Cute,” Ethan said with his lopsided grin.

         “Yeah, I’m sure Granny picked it out,” Noah said. “And things are fine here. Granny left a little while ago. She was headed back home.”

         “Good to know, because Granddaddy called in. He was worried.”

         “She stayed late. We had an emergency.”

         “So,” Ethan said, leaning up against the high reception desk, “does this mean you’re staying?”

         “No. I’m still planning to take Momma back to Charleston where I can look after her. And I thought Abby might like a break in Charleston before she heads up to Columbia for her first semester at USC.”

         Ethan shook his head. “Good luck with that. I don’t think Momma or Abby’s ready to leave.”

         “Momma’s not. But Abby is looking forward to college.”

         “Maybe. But I think she’s got a boyfriend.”

         “Really?” This was news.

         “I’ve seen Grant Ackerman sniffing after her, and he’s got to be at least ten years older than she is. I’ve seen her looking back at him.”

         “Who the hell is Grant Ackerman?”

         “He’s a CPA in town. Has an office on Tulip Street. He’s got to be at least thirty-five. I mean he’s got a head of gray hair.”

         “What’s he want with Abby?”

         “I don’t rightly know. And I don’t know why she’s been flirting with him down at Rafferty’s either, except she flirts with everyone. I’m concerned.”

         “Maybe it’s a good thing I plan to move her to Charleston.”

         “This is Abby we’re talking about. She’s not going to go easy. She loves her job at Rafferty’s. Daddy says someone should slap a chastity belt on her.”

         “Daddy would,” Noah said through clenched teeth.

         He hated it when Ethan quoted their father. In Noah’s opinion, Daddy was an a-hole. And he’d just proved the point if he thought Abby should be locked up like a medieval virgin. Abby was almost twenty years old. She was smart and hardworking. She needed the freedom to become her own person, and sometimes Noah felt like he was the only one in the family ready to let her grow up.

         On the other hand, he didn’t like the idea of some old guy taking advantage of her. Damn. There was a hard line between protecting his little sister from some jerk and letting her learn from her mistakes.

         He faced his brother head on. “She’s growing up, Ethan. Daddy needs to realize that. And besides, she’s put off college for two years so she could look after Momma. It’s about time she got to do something for herself. And for the record, I don’t see you helping Momma any.”

         Ethan shrugged a shoulder. “I’m a busy man. Got work to do keeping everybody safe.”

         Noah folded his arms across his chest. It took everything he had not to tell Ethan to shut up. Noah hated the way Ethan went around parroting Daddy’s favorite phrase. Daddy was always talking about keeping people safe but he had a checkered record on that score as far as Noah was concerned. Ethan really believed he was doing God’s work out there every day, fighting the bad guys, who were practically nonexistent in Magnolia Harbor.

         And he probably was doing God’s work. But why had he chosen to model himself after Daddy? Daddy had done nothing but criticize Ethan from the moment he came into the world. How the hell did Ethan put up with Daddy’s constant commentary about his failures? Noah had always been the fair-haired child in the family. Daddy had never criticized him.

         And yet it was Noah who felt every one of Daddy’s disappointments about Ethan, more than Ethan himself.  If Noah could convince his brother to leave this town, he’d do it in a New York minute. But the ship had sailed on Ethan.  

         “So are you gonna stay?” Ethan asked into Noah’s sour thoughts.

         “No. What part of ‘I’m leaving with Momma and Abby’ didn’t you understand?”

         “The part where you ended up here at this clinic,” Ethan said, his mouth twitching a little as if he was trying to hide smile. As usual, Noah’s snippy comeback had rolled right off Ethan’s back.

         “A dog got hit by a car. What? Did you want me to turn my back on that?”

         Ethan shook his head, his winning smile appearing like the sun behind a cloud. “Granny sure did find a way to get her hooks into you after all.”

         This might well be true but Noah wasn’t going to admit it. “No, it was an emergency.”

         “Keep telling yourself that.” Ethan strolled over to one of the chairs and dropped into it. He propped his feet up against the wall, leaving a scuff mark. “Daddy’s been wondering if you might play on the first responders softball team for the big Fourth of July charity event.”

         “What charity event?”

         “It’s new. Organized by the Gullah Heritage Foundation. They’re trying to raise money for a new museum. There’s a charity game between the town’s first responders and the merchants, and an open-air market with food vendors and stuff. Daddy wants to know if you’ll play on our team.”

         “I’m not a first responder,” he said mechanically.

         “BS. Of course you are. You came running when there was an emergency. Besides, we figure, with you on our team, we’re sure to win.”

         And winning was everything to Daddy, even at a charity event where winning wasn’t the object. But then Daddy thought winning was the only thing. “I’m not going to be here on the Fourth of July,” Noah said. “So tell Daddy no for me.”

         Ethan continued to grin. “How much you wanna bet you are here on the Fourth? I mean, you’re standing in the middle of a veterinary clinic in need of a vet. So my money’s on you still being here because I know Granny, and I know Momma, and I know you.”

         Ethan stood up and headed toward the door. “Daddy wants to know why you haven’t come by to say hey.”

         Daddy could rot in hell. Noah didn’t respond to Ethan’s question.

         Ethan pushed open the door. “You shouldn’t ignore him, you know? He’s your daddy. And it’s high time y’all buried the hatchet. Momma’s happier without him, you know. So you should quit blaming him about the divorce. They’re almost friends now.”

         Almost but not quite. And that suited Noah fine. He said nothing because he didn’t blame Daddy for the divorce. No, that wasn’t what had crawled under his skin like an infection. He blamed Daddy for Duke. And that was enough.

         “Think about it, bro’,” Ethan said. “I’ll see you ’round.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Not too long after Ethan left, Abby stopped by the clinic bearing one of Rafferty’s Everything Burgers in a polystyrene box. She also brought a blow-up mattress, sleeping bag, and pillow.

         “Granny called and asked me to take care of you,” she said, handing him the take-out container. “She also told me all about your dog. She says we should name him Prince.”

         If it weren’t for the aroma of the burger, cheese, and bacon, he might have snarled at his little sister. Instead his stomach growled.  He was hungry.

         “The dog doesn’t need a name,” he said, opening the box.  He breathed in the goodness of Rafferty’s Everything Burger. It was a good quarter pound of Grade A beef wrapped in bacon and cheese. He picked it up and took a delicious bite. Now that was food fit for a man.

         “I think Prince is a good name,” Abby said, dropping the pillow she’d been carrying under her arm onto one of the reception chairs. “I’d like to meet him.”

         “He’s in the kennel room,” Noah said through the food in his mouth.

         “Gross.” Abby wrinkled her nose.

         Noah swallowed. “Brat.”

         She smiled and walked past him, escaping his brotherly attempt to swat her backside. He followed her into the kennel room, where she sank down onto the floor and made friends with the dog.

         He ate his burger and watched his little sister as she petted the dog’s nose through the kennel bars and called him Prince. He detested that name. But he didn’t have the heart to scold Abby. In fact, he’d never had any ability to scold Abby. She was fourteen years younger than he was, born two weeks after Duke died.

         She’d never known the family dog. And Momma and Daddy split up a couple of months after Abby had come into the world. In a way, his little sister had replaced Duke in Noah’s mind. He would go to the ends of the earth to protect her.

         Which meant he was more than just concerned about the possibility that some older guy was hanging around her. He didn’t want to slap her into a chastity belt but, in his opinion, no one was good enough for her.

         He was about to ask her about this Grant dude when she turned toward him, her blue eyes dazzling, and said, “You should name him Prince Charming because he’s going to be very regal when he grows up, I think.”

         “Yeah, well, I guess it’s better than calling him the Prince of Darkness,” Noah quipped.

         She stuck out her tongue.

         “I don’t think we should call him by any specific name. He’s going to get adopted by someone so better not to confuse him. And you should go. Momma probably needs help getting ready for bed.”

         “You don’t have to do this, you know?”

         “What? Stay here and watch the dog?”

         “No, haul Momma back to Charleston where she doesn’t want to go. I can commute to Horry-Georgetown Technical College. They have a nursing major, you know.”

         “No. You deserve the scholarship you earned to USC, Abby. And you don’t want to be a nurse. You told me you wanted to be a doctor. It’s time for me to help out.”

         “Well, if you really wanted to help Momma, you’d think about taking this place over. She doesn’t want to leave Jonquil Island. She’s lived here all her life. And as for me, I’m not sure I really want to make the commitment to become a doctor. Becoming a nurse might be okay.”

         “Might be? Does this have anything to do with Grant whatshisname?”

         “What?”

         “Ethan told me this older guy has been flirting with you.”

         Her eyes widened. “Really?”

         “He hasn’t?”

         “Uh, well, not that I’ve noticed. And Ethan is demented. Just sayin’.”

         “Oh, okay. I was worried.”

         “Because you’re a worrywart. I’m fine. Ethan is a pest. And no, Grant Ackerman, who is gorgeous and hangs out at Rafferty’s on the nights when the Buccaneer sailors practice, is not hitting on me, okay? And I wish you’d consider staying here with Momma.”

         “I’m not staying,” he said, taking another bite of his burger.

         “I wish you would. I wish you and Daddy would make up. I mean, I know he can be a jerk a lot of the time. But…” Her voice faded off, and she shrugged.

         “You should go. Momma—”

         Just then, someone rattled the front door.

         “Jeez, Granny must have told the entire town that I’m here looking after an injured dog.”

         Abby laughed and pushed up from the floor. “Yeah, I bet she did. I’ll go see who it is.”

         He followed Abby out into the reception area, not trusting her to turn patients away. But, once again, it wasn’t a new patient.

         It was the woman who’d brought the dog in. What the hell had she come back for? Hadn’t she made it clear she wasn’t interested in adopting Prince? He inwardly cringed. He was not going to think about that puppy as Prince.

         Abby opened the door. “Can I help you?”

         “Uh, hi,” the woman—Lia? Mia? Noah couldn’t remember her name—said. She carried something that looked a lot like a sleeping bag tucked under her arm. “Hi,” she repeated when she saw him standing behind his sister. She gave a lame wave and spoke again. “Um, well, it turns out that I don’t have a place to stay tonight. And I was wondering…”

         Noah strode to the door. “What do you want?” he asked, letting his annoyance show. In some corner of his mind, he knew his animus toward this woman was unreasonable. She hadn’t injured the puppy. She’d just found him and brought him in and created this no-win situation for him.

         Unfortunately, dogs who came to him with trauma caused by automobiles were special. Saving them had become a higher calling. But for Noah, when a dog collided with an automobile, someone was always at fault. Always.

         Not this woman, of course. But lacking someone to yell at, she provided an easy target.

         “I’m sorry,” she said with a little shrug. “I thought I was going to be able to stay at Chaplain St. Pierre’s house, but it’s not possible. So I was wondering if I could crash on the floor tonight, and then I could pay you back by unpacking the boxes in the storeroom. I probably need to do that anyway because I know that I messed up your vacation when I brought the dog in this afternoon. And really, I would give him a home if I wasn’t homeless myself, and if I really thought I actually deserved a dog, and…”

         Her rapid-fire explanation petered off. She looked up at him with those dark coffee-bean eyes and then cocked her head, reminding him of an adorable cocker spaniel. Funny how she referred to Rev. St. Pierre as a chaplain. She hadn’t been out of the navy for long.

         Damn. Had he even stopped once to thank her for her service? No. He’d been too busy—and too angry about the dog’s injuries—to give her a chance. He’d been a complete jerk, hadn’t he?

         “I’m babbling, aren’t I?” she asked.

         “Don’t worry,” Abby said, opening the door wider and waving her inside. “Noah will fix Prince up good as new.”

         “Prince?”

         “Granny named him. We were just debating whether that’s short for Prince Charming or Prince of Darkness.” Abby gave Noah a bratty-little-sister look followed by an eye roll.

         “Maybe Prince of Darkness. When I first saw him, I thought he was a piece of tire lying in the middle of the road. I almost hit him too.” She crossed her arms over her chest as if she were giving herself a hug. As if just the near miss had left her shaky and upset. Noah felt an unwanted pang of sympathy.

         “Come on in,” Abby said.

         The woman crossed the threshold. “Hi, I’m Lia DiPalma.”

         “I’m Abby Cuthbert. Noah is my brother.”

         “Oh.” Lia cast her glance from one to the other. “I can see that,” she said.

         “I brought a blow-up mattress,” Abby said before Noah could shut her up. “It would solve a big problem if you could stay here overnight with Prince. That way Noah can come home and help with Momma. Momma has MS and needs a lot of help getting ready for bed. But, you know, he didn’t want the dog to be alone.” Abby turned toward Noah. “Isn’t that right? I mean, we were just talking about how Momma needs some help getting ready for bed.”

         “Yeah, I guess, but—”

         “So Chaplain St. Pierre?” Abby interrupted, turning back toward Lia. “You mean the preacher, right?”

         Lia’s cheeks pinked a little. “Yeah. I guess it’s a force of habit to refer to him that way. I was in the navy with him. I was a non-com in the unit that supports the naval chaplains. He was my CO for a time.”

         Abby laughed. “Yeah, well I can tell you haven’t been out of the service long because I have no idea what a CO or a non-com is. But it’s okay. So, you were planning to stay at his house?” Abby asked.

         Lia blushed a deeper shade of pink.  “Uh, yeah, but I didn’t realize that non-fraternization rules still applied. It’s okay. I’m really good at roughing it. I don’t mind sleeping on the floor. And if that’s not okay, I can always sleep in the car.”

         Well, crap. Noah wasn’t about to make the woman sleep in her car. Especially not when Abby turned toward him with a lifted eyebrow, waiting for him to show some compassion. Which the woman deserved. In fact, Prince was one lucky dog. If Lia hadn’t come along and rescued him, he might well have been hit by another passing motorist. The tension in his neck eased a little. He might be annoyed at his mother and his grandmother, but she was not at fault for that.

         “Okay, you can crash here. But don’t feel obliged to help unpack all those boxes,” he said.

         The woman gave him the tiniest of smiles, just a lift of her lips and a turning up at the corner of her big, sad eyes. “Oh, it’s no problem. I don’t have anything to do until lunchtime. I’m sure I can get everything shipshape in no time.”

         And that, in a nutshell, was precisely what he was afraid of.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Dr. Cuthbert wrote out a long list of instructions for Lia and then left her with the blow-up mattress and her sleeping bag and a box of take-out food that Abby brought from Rafferty’s.

         It was still on the early side so she spent the first hour or two in the kennel room with Prince. He was a little dopey on pain meds, but he still raised his head and gave her a tail wag when she sat down on the floor next to his cage. That tail wag broke something in her heart. How on earth could the dog wag its tail when it was in pain like that? And how the hell could anyone have abandoned this dog?

         “I’m sorry,” she said, trying to keep the tears from flowing again. “I can’t adopt you. But I promise I’ll do everything I can to find you a home. I got a good look at Micah’s place tonight. He’s got a yard and plenty of room. I think every holy man needs a dog, right? Especially an unmarried minister. You could help him attract a nice, dog-loving woman. So don’t worry. I’ll figure it out, okay?”

         It was funny really. She was telling the dog all the stuff she was going to do for him to help him find a home with Chaplain St. Pierre and how he would help the chaplain—no, the minister, or the preacher; that’s what folks around here called him even though technically in the civilian world he was an Episcopalian priest.

         She let go of a sigh. “Well, whatever they call him around here, you could help him settle down into his new life here in this little town.”  

         Prince’s little pink tongue appeared. He was panting, but dogs did that, right? He didn’t appear distressed at all. In fact, she swore he was smiling at her. She couldn’t resist that smile.

         She reached through the cage and petted him. He lowered his head and closed his eyes, utterly content in that moment. She sat with him for a long time, wishing for impossible things and fighting against the tide of guilt that had been with her almost constantly for the last few months. She was damn well not going to add this dog to her list of regrets. She would not fail him.

         When her butt got tired from sitting on the floor, she finally left the dog, turned out the lights, and settled into her sleeping bag, thinking about how she would convince the chaplain to adopt the dog and how Micah St. Pierre would work a deal with his board so she could become the church’s secretary.

         It was a nice dream. She could help him with his congregation and maybe even use her intuition about things again. What were the dangers here? There weren’t any forward deployments to worry about. There weren’t sailors suffering from PTSD to counsel. There weren’t the stresses on the spouses and families that navy life created.

         What could go wrong in a small tourist town? Not that much.

         She woke up a couple of times to check on the dog, but Prince seemed comfortable. She was dead asleep when someone rattled the front door.

         Without her morning coffee, she was groggy as crap, but she managed to find the front door, where Dr. Cuthbert stood, wearing Hawaiian-print board shorts and a white compression shirt that clung to every muscle of his impressive chest.

         He was a sight to behold. And was he carrying a cardboard food tray with a couple of polystyrene coffee cups? Okay, so maybe he wasn’t such a jerk after all.

         She opened the door. “Tell me that’s coffee.”

         His dimple came out to play, and her libido noticed. Down, girl. This guy was not for her.

         “It is,” he said. “I thought you might need some since you were probably up and down all night looking after the dog. How’s he doing?”

         “He’s been sleeping mostly.” She stepped aside to let the doctor pass.

         He handed her one of the cups of coffee, and the deep, rich aroma tickled her senses. “I brought a bunch of cream and sugar in case you—”

         “No, black is fine,” she said, taking a sip of the magic morning elixir.  It wasn’t until the warm liquid hit her throat that she awakened enough to realize what she must look like. She’d gone out to the SUV last night to get her big Navy sweatshirt and plaid PJ bottoms. To say that she had a case of bed head would be an understatement.

         Yikes! She needed to get her hair up into a regulation bun ASAP.

         “What time is it?” she asked.

         “It’s almost six.”

         She glanced at the sky beyond the storefront window. It was just getting light. “You always get up this early?”

         “When I have surgery scheduled. But don’t mind me. I’ll just go check on the dog and you can”—he waved at the sleeping bag and blow-up mattress—“tidy up or something.”

         Right. She needed more than tidying. She needed her toothbrush and a shower. But there wasn’t a shower in the clinic, although there was a sizable bathroom where she gave herself a spit bath, put her hair in order, and dressed in a fresh pair of Levi’s and a T-shirt. The sun might be just above the horizon but it was already hot and muggy outside when she stowed her sleeping bag, toiletry kit, and dirty laundry.

         She needed to get herself a pair of shorts or a sundress. As if she’d ever worn a sundress. But Levi’s in this heat were inadvisable. She made a mental note to southernize her wardrobe once she got a job. But right now, it was time to get to work organizing the clinic.

         She headed back into the storeroom and was about to dive in when the good doctor called her into the operating room. “I need your help. Are you squeamish about blood?”

         Was she? She’d seen a lot of it recently. But it wasn’t the blood that freaked her out; it was the violence. “I’m okay, but—”

         “Good. Put on one of those gowns.” It was an order. She’d been in the navy long enough to recognize the tone.

         She chose to follow it. And then for the next hour, she fumbled her way through assisting the doctor, who didn’t seem at all nervous about having her help. Ten minutes into the procedure he casually asked her, “So tell me again why you don’t think you can give this dog a home?”

         “I can’t. I just separated from the navy, and I don’t even know where I’m going to settle. I’m hoping I can get a job at the Church of the Heavenly Rest, but I guess that depends on the board of directors. And even then, I don’t know a thing about dogs. And the truth is I’ve been a rolling stone all my life. I’ve never lived for more than a couple of years in one spot. My mother was a nomad. And then I joined the navy. So…”

         “Sounds like a fun life to me,” he said as he dissected the dog’s hip area. There was not nearly as much blood as she expected.

         “You don’t know what it’s like to move around a lot.”

         “Sounds better than staying in one place that you hate.”

         “You grew up here in Magnolia Harbor?”

         “I did. And I left at seventeen and never came back. Except to visit. Couldn’t get out of this place fast enough.”

         “Really? I’m surprised. I used to hear Chaplain… I mean Reverend St. Pierre talk about this place all the time. He made it sound like a good place to live.”

         “It has its charms. The sailing is good. And the beach at the state park is really beautiful. But a place is made by the people who live in it. And I didn’t like some of the people here.”

         “No? Like who?”

         He looked up, scalpel in hand, and gave her a blue-eyed stare over his paper mask that told her to mind her own business. Her sixth sense tweaked. There was a story here.

         “So that’s why you haven’t volunteered to help out the clinic?”

         He let go of a long-suffering sigh. “I’m here, aren’t I?”

         “Yeah, but if another dog came in with like allergies or some other minor issue, would you send him to the mainland?”

         “Are you in league with my grandmother?”

         “I don’t really know your grandmother. I’m just curious.”

         “Well, stop being curious. Curiosity killed the cat.”

         That shut her up. She had never liked that particular saying. Not because Whiskers was curious, but just the whole dead cat thing. It brought up bad, bad memories.

         Thankfully he stopped asking questions as he began to remove broken pieces of bone at the top of the dog’s femur. The silence became oppressive until he said, “I had father issues.”

         “Oh. I never had a father either.”

         He looked up again. “No?”

         She shook her head. “I don’t know if Mom left him or he left Mom. I think it was probably Mom who left. She was very good at leaving and not very good at staying. You know?”

         He shook his head. “No. I don’t. I’m trying to get my mother to move to the mainland, and she’s being very stubborn about it. She doesn’t like change.”

         “I take it she’s still married to your father?”

         He shook his head. “No. They split up a long time ago. When I was thirteen.”

         “Oh.”

         He stopped talking again, leaving Lia with a million questions she decided not to ask. It wasn’t as if he was some troubled sailor who needed counseling. And she wasn’t required to probe to see if there was a morale problem.  

         Twenty minutes later, after taking out all the bone fragments and sewing up ligaments, he began to manipulate the dog’s leg up and down. “He’s got good range of motion, and he should do just fine. But he should probably get some physical therapy. We should find an adoption agency on the mainland that can put him in a foster home for a while until he’s ready for a forever home. I can probably find someone in the Charleston area who knows how to help him with the rehab.”

         A sudden longing gripped Lia’s insides. Finding a foster home for Prince was probably the best thing, but for some reason, she didn’t want to let the dog go.

         “I was going to see if I could convince Reverend St. Pierre to adopt him.”

         “Micah?”

         She shrugged. “Reverend St. Pierre needs a dog.”

         “Why’s that?”

         Her face heated. She was not about to explain that the dog would help the local priest attract the right kind of woman. “He just does,” she said.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Noah reached for the suture needle and thread. At the veterinary referral center, this part of the procedure was often handled by a vet tech, but even if Lia DiPalma wasn’t squeamish about blood, she wasn’t a vet tech.

         She probably could become one if she wanted to. He liked the way she asked questions. He liked the fact that she was steady and calm. She might be tiny, but she had a steel backbone when it came to blood.

         “So you’ve known Micah St. Pierre for a long time then?” he asked.

         “I was his RPS on his first aircraft carrier deployment. So, yeah, probably close to fourteen years or so.”

         “RPS?”

         “Religious Programs Specialists. It’s a military rating. I was part of the navy that supports the mission of the chaplains.”

         “Oh. How do you do that?”

         “We are like librarians, secretaries, PR specialists, counselors, and bodyguards. We keep the ship library going, print up the order-of-service handouts, and provide a liaison between the sailors and the officers. If there’s a morale problem, we probably hear about it first and have an obligation to report it up the chain of command.”

         “And the bodyguard part?”

         “We carry weapons. The chaplains don’t.”

         “I see.” But he didn’t really. She was too tiny to be anyone’s bodyguard.

         “I came here to see if I could talk my way into a job working for Reverend St. Pierre. I knew he needed a secretary, and I thought…” She shrugged.

         “You thought what?”

         “That he could just hire me on the spot. But I guess he’s got a board of directors and he’s got to run it up the flagpole. To be honest, I don’t really know all that much about churches.”

         Noah laughed. “That’s funny.”

         “Not really. RPSs don’t have to be religious to serve the military chaplains. I mean, we serve all the chaplains regardless of creed.”

         She looked up at him with those sad puppy-dog eyes. She didn’t look like some kick-ass ex-navy vet. She looked like a stray in need of rescue. And clearly in need of a place to stay. “So you weren’t kidding yesterday when you told us you were homeless.”

         “No. But things will work out.”

         How could she be so sure of that? Damn. She needed a forever home as badly as Prince did. And for some reason, he hated the fact that Micah St. Pierre had refused to let her stay on his couch. Why would the preacher do that?

         Unless he had a thing for her and didn’t trust himself.

         Or he was worried about their reputations.

         “Don’t worry,” she said into his silence. “I’ve been homeless before. I can deal.”

         “You’ve been homeless?”

         “Yeah. As a kid. Every time we moved, we ended up living in the car for a while before we settled.”

         Noah suddenly wished Momma’s POS rental had a spare bedroom. But unfortunately, he was occupying it right at the moment. But that gave him an idea.  “Look, maybe I can work a deal with you. I’m going to be leaving soon, taking my mother and sister back to the mainland. You could take over my mother’s lease. It’s not the best house on the island, but—”

         “That would solve a lot of problems.” She gave him a smile.

         Damn. He should have held his tongue. The house was in terrible condition.  “Um, well, don’t thank me yet. I told you it’s kind of run-down.”

         “I assume that will make it more affordable. I mean, I’m sure the church secretary position doesn’t pay all that well. So…”

         “It’s pretty inexpensive, considering the ridiculous rents around here. But it’s got three bedrooms so you could find roommates and reduce the costs.”

         “That’s very kind of you,” she said.

         “Yeah, well, if this works out, you won’t have any excuses about adopting the dog either.” He gave her a pointed stare.

         She stared right back at him. “I’m really sorry but I don’t think I deserve Prince.”

         “Deserve? What does that mean?”

         She shrugged. “Okay, maybe I’m just not ready for that kind of commitment. But I’ll find him a home. I promise.”

         “I’m going to hold you to that promise,” he said, then lapsed into silence as he finished sewing up the dog’s incision.

         Why did he feel this compulsion to help her out? Maybe it was all about the dog in the end. He didn’t want to see Prince—damn, even he was starting to think about this patient with that name—end up in some animal shelter. Black dogs had a hard time finding homes. A black dog with hip issues would have an even harder time.

         He needed to find her a home so she could take the dog. It was as simple as that.

         “That should do it,” he said when the last suture was in place. We’ll keep him on pain meds for a while, but he should recover well. He’s young. It’s really amazing how puppies heal.”

         They carried the dog back to the kennel area. When Prince was settled, Lia turned toward Noah with a little spark deep in her eyes. “Thank you for saving his leg. That was truly impressive. I’m happy to stay and keep watch over him while I organize the storeroom.”

         “You’re going to organize the storeroom? Why?”

         She shrugged again. Oh, that body language suggested her insecurities.

         “I’m kind of a neat freak,” she said. “And I hated the way we left the boxes yesterday. So I’m happy to get everything unpacked and put away. If you would just leave me some instructions about how you’d like things done, I’ll get to it.”

         “I told you, I don’t run this clinic. And I’m leaving at the end of the week.” He managed a smile. “And it’s in your interest to have me leave. I’ll be taking Momma and Abby with me, leaving the house for you and Prince.”

         She blinked up at him, a little frown forming in the middle of her forehead. “That’s true, but you’re the only vet I know, and I’m sure I’ll have lots of questions. Besides, I figure, if I get the place organized, maybe your grandmother might have an easier time finding someone to replace you.”

         Replace him?

         Wow, why did that word bother him so much? Of course he’d be replaced, because he wasn’t staying. And he wasn’t going to let himself commit to this clinic. It was as simple as that. But he could give her a few instructions on how to organize a veterinary practice. There was no harm in doing that.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Lia got to work converting the chaos in the storeroom into order. But even with Dr. Cuthbert’s written instructions to guide her, she still had questions about many of the obscure items she found packed in the boxes. The internet was a huge help, but still, she would need to consult him about a lot of things.

         But he’d left the clinic almost as soon as they settled Prince in his kennel, and he hadn’t told her when he planned to be back. Which created a dilemma for her when twelve-thirty rolled around. She had a lunch date with Chaplain St. Pierre that she couldn’t afford to miss.

         She hated leaving Prince alone. But she had no other choice. She checked on the puppy before she left. He was awake and was able to do his business outside with a little help. His IV bag was empty, but she didn’t know what to do about that. So she made sure he had some water and left him in his kennel. She slipped the keys under a rock in the flower box below the front window, taped her cell number to the front door, and headed off to Rafferty’s.

         It was a cloudless June day, warm but with a cool on-shore breeze. She decided to walk to Rafferty’s, six blocks down Magnolia Drive to the intersection with Harbor Drive, where the restaurant stood on the public pier in the heart of the downtown district.

         She ducked around to the back of the restaurant where an open-air deck provided a spectacular view of Moonlight Bay, dotted with sailboats, their colorful spinnakers billowing in the breeze.

         Micah had made a reservation. Good thing, because the place was packed with tourists. He hadn’t yet arrived, but the hostess guided her to a seat in the shade of a striped umbrella where she sat back to enjoy the briny tang on the sea breeze. It brought back memories, although people would be surprised to learn how little of the ocean, much less the sky, sailors got to see on deployments. A carrier was like an ocean-going city. If you didn’t have duty on the flight deck, you mostly stayed below decks—for months at a time.

         She didn’t have to wait long for Chaplain St. Pierre. He came bounding up the steps and made a beeline for her table.

         “Hey,” he said with a smile. “I thought you might enjoy a table outside.”

         “Trying to read my mind, sir?” she asked, standing up, feeling a little awkward when she remembered that she didn’t need to salute.

         He didn’t seem to feel awkward at all when he gave her a friendly pat on the back before they both sat down. “So did you find a place to stay last night?”

         “Yes. It’s temporary but I was comfortable.” She refrained from saying more, but just then Abby Cuthbert, wearing a blue-and-white striped boat shirt and blue Bermuda shorts, came over to their table and asked them what they wanted from the menu. Lia prayed fervently that Noah Cuthbert’s sister wouldn’t say one word about where she’d spent last night. Micah would probably not be happy to learn that she’d crashed on the clinic’s floor.

         Luckily Abby was all business. Chaplain St. Pierre ordered an Everything Burger and a Coke. Lia asked about the shrimp, determined they were locally caught, and got the fried shrimp plate.

         When Abby left them, Lia asked, “So? Have you talked to your board?”

         “I have. And it’s not as easy as I thought. Everyone agrees that the church is growing and needs a secretary but there’s a debate as to whether we need one full-time or part-time.”

         “Oh.” She let her disappointment show.

         “But don’t worry, I’m fighting for a full-time position. In any case, the issue won’t be resolved until the next board meeting on July eighth.”

         Oh crap. That was a week and a half away. What the hell was she going to do for the next ten days? And where was she going to stay?

         “I know that’s a bit disappointing,” Micah said. “And even if you do get a job with the church, it’s not likely to pay a great deal.”

         “I don’t need a lot, sir.”

         “Radar, I’m Micah, remember?”

         “Okay, and I’m Lia.” She smiled.

         His mouth twitched. “I’ll do my best to remember that. But here’s the thing: you might need a higher salary than you think. Magnolia Harbor can be an expensive place to live, especially in the summertime.”

         “It’s okay. I’ve got a line on a sublease,” she said, hoping she could actually afford the house Dr. Cuthbert had talked about during Prince’s surgery.

         The priest chuckled. “Why am I not surprised that you found a sublease within hours of arriving in town? If I ever needed anything, you always found it for me. Even when it seemed impossible or required a mountain of red tape. You do realize that it’s almost impossible to find a sublease this time of year?”

         She shrugged. “Just lucky, I guess.” Was that a lie? She wasn’t lucky, and the sublease wasn’t a sure thing yet either, although Dr. Cuthbert seemed determined to leave town as soon as possible.

         But she wasn’t about to let Chaplain St. Pierre—she found it difficult to think of him as Micah—know that she had exaggerated the situation. Or that she was homeless at the moment. She wanted a job from him, not charity or sympathy or empathy. She’d had enough of that crap from her last commanding officer. The one who had suggested it was time to separate from the navy or run the risk of losing her honorable discharge.

         Abby returned with their Cokes, saving Lia from having to say more about her living situation. When the waitress left, Chaplain St. Pierre leaned forward, a probing look on his face. “So, are you ready to tell me the real reason you left the navy?”

         She took a sip of her Coke. “No, not really.”

         “Why don’t you try? If you’re going to be working with me again, I’d like to know the reason.”

         “Is this like a job interview?”

         He shook his head. “Of course not. I just…” His voice trailed off.

         “Just what?”

         “Look, Lia, I know you. Never in a million years did I expect you to leave the navy. It was your home. You were happy there. What happened?”

         She looked away from him, casting her gaze over the bay where the sailboats were tacking back and forth, putting on a show for everyone. This harbor was such a beautiful, carefree zone.

         “I choked,” she said.

         “What?”

         “Under fire. Last January. I was escorting an Orthodox Christian chaplain on a whirlwind Christmas tour. The crap hit the fan in the middle of his two-hour visit to Camp Shorab in Afghanistan. One of the Afghan special forces turned his gun on us as we were heading back to the helo.”

         “Was he hurt?”

         Lia shook her head as her throat closed up. She clutched her soda as the horrible memories tumbled through her. Memories filled with violence and blood. Memories that hounded her in the wee hours of the night. Was this PTSD? Maybe. But she had avoided the counseling. She’d toughed it out.

         “Chaplain Stephanidis wasn’t hurt. But the marine standing right next to him was hit in the head. Thank God the round only grazed his helmet. He was okay, just a concussion. But it all happened so fast. I mean the shot was fired, and the marine went down, and then five guys standing next to me turned and opened fire on the Afghan.

         “Not me, though. I freaked. I didn’t act to get Chaplain Stephanidis under cover; one of the other marines did that. And I didn’t render aid to the guy who was shot. I just stood there. Like a dweeb. A terrified dweeb.”

         She took a shaky breath. “I failed.”

         Micah reached out and took her hand away from her soda glass. His palm was warm against her icy skin. He gave it a heartfelt squeeze.

         “Did you talk to someone? You, of all people, know how important it is to talk these things out. I can remember you handing out lists of psychologists and support groups to sailors and marines whenever they looked like they needed a helping hand.”

         She nodded. Another lie. She had not talked this out. She’d been too afraid that being diagnosed with PTSD would end her career with a medical discharge.

         “You know, I loved my job. But that was the first time I ever came under enemy fire. And it underscored something I had been blind to. I don’t want to shoot my weapon. At anyone.”

         “Well, I can’t blame you for that,” Micah said, giving her hand another squeeze, right before their food arrived.

          Thank God. She was able to turn the conversation away from herself, which always made her more comfortable. She enjoyed the rest of the meal as he gave her a history lesson about the island, and she learned, for the first time, that Chaplain St. Pierre was descended from a pirate.

         “And you never thought to tell me that before?”

         “Well, for a long time, I was kind of ashamed of my background. And besides, I didn’t think being descended from a buccaneer was consistent with my image as a chaplain. But here on Jonquil Island everyone knows it. Henri St. Pierre is a historic figure whose contributions to the history of this island are just now being recognized. He was the sole survivor of a shipwreck that occurred in the inlet more than two hundred years ago, and he helped Rose Howland plant the daffodils that gave the island its name. Just wanted you to hear it from me, because you’ll hear it from everyone else.”

         “Okay, good to know.”

         “So, it’s getting late. Is there anything I can help you with while we wait for the board to meet?” Micah asked.

         Here was her moment. “Actually there is, sir.”

         “What’s that?” he asked as he took a credit card from his wallet and placed it on the check Abby had just delivered to the table.

         “I was wondering if you might be interested in adopting an adorable black lab-mix puppy.”

         He gave her a probing stare. “And where did you acquire a puppy?”

         “He was in the middle of the road into town. I had to swerve not to hit him. I picked him up and brought him to the clinic.”

         “The clinic? I thought it wasn’t open.”

         “It’s not. But Noah Cuthbert is here on vacation and he did surgery on the dog this morning. Now all Prince needs is a home.”

         “Prince? You’ve named this dog?”

         “Not me. Maybe the doctor named him. Or maybe his grandmother.”

         “Jeez, Radar, you’re in town for less than twenty-four hours and you’ve already made friends with a bunch of Methodists.”

         “Well, I’m not sure we’re friends, exactly.” She shrugged.

         “Why aren’t you adopting him?” Micah asked.

         Oops. She would have to confess her homeless state to him. Or maybe just tell him the truth.

         “I’m not good with pets,” she said.

         “No? Have you ever had a pet?”

         “Yeah. A long, long time ago when I was twelve. It went badly. And I don’t ever want to be responsible again. Besides, you need a dog.”

         “I do? Why?”

         “Doesn’t every parish priest need a dog? You know, like the Rev. Sidney Chambers in the PBS show Grantchester? And Prince is black, you know, just like the dog in the show. It would make you more approachable.”

         “I think that might depend on the dog, don’t you?”

         “Yeah. But Prince is great. He’s sweet. And he needs a lot of therapy, you know, so he won’t have a limp. I can’t give him that.”

         Chaplain St. Pierre’s gaze froze her. Those probing black eyes of his made her want to squirm in her chair. “I’m going to pass on the dog,” he finally said.

         “Why?”

         “Because I get this feeling that, if I let you give me the dog, you’ll be gone before the sun rises tomorrow.”

         “No. I came for a job.”

         “I know. But you’ve told me enough about your past to make me wonder if you’re capable of settling in one place. I think it isn’t me or the promise of a job that’s keeping you here. I think it’s the dog.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “So you think something is going on there?” Kate Joyner asked, nodding toward Rafferty’s patio where Rev. St. Pierre was holding Lia DiPalma’s hand.  

         Abby Cuthbert studied the pair. “I don’t know. Maybe. Lia told me last night that she was in the chaplain service with the Rev. She was his bodyguard.”

         “Really? She doesn’t look big enough to be a bodyguard, and besides, Micah doesn’t strike me as a guy who needs a bodyguard.”

         “You got that right.”

         “I think they’re kind of sweet together,” Kate said on a long sigh before turning back toward the bar to pick up her drink order. Kate was easily the oldest waitress on Rafferty’s staff but she only worked a few days a week—Tuesdays, Thursdays, and Saturdays during the high season.

         “Well,” Abby said as Kate hefted the tray filled with margaritas, “if they continue to hold hands like that in public, there’s going to be a ton of gossip.”

         “Amen to that,” Kate said right before heading off to the table of tourists in section one. “Yeah, I guess,” Abby said, checking the clock. It was five minutes past her break time. Rafferty’s was insanely busy today. But then June and July were the height of the summer season.

         She turned to the bartender, who just happened to be Declan O’Toole this afternoon. Declan owned Rafferty’s, and he sometimes amused himself by tending bar. “Hey, Boss, I’m taking my break, okay?” she said.

         He gave her a quick salute. The dining room was beginning to clear from the lunch crowd, but out on the terrace, it looked as if the regular Tuesday crowd of sailors was beginning to drift in. A little early today, but then the wind was rising and the bay looked a little choppy—not exactly fun sailing conditions for the eighteen-foot open cockpit sailboats that were known as Buccaneers.

         Abby headed out the back door, escaping to the boardwalk, where she planted her elbows on the railing and watched the sailboats as they headed to shore. Most of them had already come in. She searched the boats still on the water, looking for Dragonfly, the boat belonging to Grant Ackerman.

         She didn’t see the boat, which raised a wave of disappointment. Of course she was an idiot to have any kind of thing for a guy like Grant. He was way older than she was and totally out of her league. But until Noah had mentioned him last night, it had never occurred to her that Grant might be interested back.

         That was kind of a shock. What would a guy with that much gray hair want with someone only twenty? Of course, his gray hair was fabulous. Gray was in these days.

         And his gray was a shade just whiter than platinum. He didn’t really have a lot of wrinkles or anything, and his body was totally hot.  Probably because he spent tons of time out there on the bay sailing that racing boat. In heavy wind, he had to hike out over the gunwales, and that tended to keep anyone’s abs in great shape.

         Oh well, he had a job as a boring old CPA or something like that. So he was probably in his office today. She’d have to wait to see if what Noah had told her last night was true. She checked her watch. She needed to get back.

         She was just turning away from the bayside view when Grant Ackerman and Tim Mayer came striding up the stairway that led down to the public pier. One look at Grant, with his bright hair all wind-tousled, and Abby’s stomach did a loop-di-loop.

         Wow. The sudden vertigo made her feel like a high school nerd with a crush on the teacher. But then, just as she was about to turn and flee, Grant turned his blue-eyed gaze on her, and the corner of his mouth turned up like the smile on an Amazon box.

         Was he interested? Maybe. And, what the heck, it might be educational to have a little summer fling with an older guy. She sure wouldn’t mind spending some time sailing with him. So she shook off her fear and walked right up to him, before he could step up onto Rafferty’s patio.

         “Can I have a word with you?” she asked, pleased with how firm and strong her voice sounded.

         His smile faded as he studied her face. “Uh…”

         Damn. He seemed totally surprised. God, she was about to make an utter fool of herself.

         Tim stopped beside him. “Hey, Abby.”

         Tim was one of Noah’s friends from high school. He was divorced and constantly on the make. Grant was also divorced, so people said.  But he was yummy. Tim was just kind of sad. “Hey, Tim…um…do you mind? I’d like a word in private with Grant.”

         Tim’s eyebrow arched in a totally predictable way, and he gave Grant a thumbs-up. “I’ll get you a beer,” he said and headed up onto the patio, where other Buccaneer sailors were gathering.

         “What is it?” Grant asked. He seemed kind of nervous, and Abby’s heart started pounding in her chest. This might be the stupidest thing she’d ever done in her life.

         She pulled in a deep breath. “My brother says you have a thing for me.”

         His eyes went wide. “Your brother? You mean the cop?” He seemed really worried about that. Probably with good reason, because it was a known fact that Daddy and Ethan could be overprotective. It wasn’t easy being the daughter of the police chief and one of his deputies.

         “Yes. And I’m just wondering why he would think a thing like that. Have you been talking about me?”

         “No. Of course not. I would never do anything like that. Come on, Abby.”

         Something warm coursed through her when he said her name. But of course all the Buccaneer sailors knew her name. And the ones who didn’t or couldn’t remember could just read her nametag.

         She squinted up at him. He was totally gorgeous and manly. Not at all like the pencil-neck boys she knew from high school. “No?” she asked.

         He shook his head.

         “Then why do you look so guilty?”

         His ears got red. Wow. “Look, I think you’re cute, okay? But—”

         “You do?” She interrupted before he could finish. Her heart was really pumping now.

         “I do. But I would never—”

         “Why not?” she asked, stepping closer.

         “Um…”

         “If you think I’m cute, why haven’t you ever told me that until right this minute?”

         “Look, I’m a lot older and—”

         “So what? Just for the record”—she poked her finger into the middle of his chest, which was surprisingly hard and masculine—“I think you’re hot. I watch you all the time when you’re out on the water in Dragonfly. And by the way, I love the boat’s metallic green paint. I think Dragonfly’s spinnaker is just gorgeous too.”

         “You do?”

         “I do.” She stepped closer, and his brilliant blue eyes darkened. Yes!

         “That’s, uh, nice. I’m glad,” he said. Maybe his heart was pounding too.

         “You’re glad? That’s it?”

         “Um. Well…”

         She rose up on tiptoes and pressed her lips against his. And damned if Grant Ackerman didn’t grab her by the shoulders and kiss her right back. Really kiss her.  With lots of very talented tongue.

         Wow. She would not let this opportunity slip through her fingers. She had exactly six weeks left before she had to be up in Columbia. And that was plenty of time for Grant Ackerman to teach her a whole lot of stuff she needed to learn.
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