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      In the depths of heartbreak, love runs deeper.

      

      After losing her fiancé and getting laid off, marketing analyst Jess Pelletier needs a fresh start. The remote Maine fishing village of Applecross Cove seems like the perfect place to heal and launch her marketing business—free of romantic complications.

      

      Mark Breton has found peace in his quiet coastal life. He keeps busy working odd jobs for his aunt’s real estate business and restoring his grandfather’s vintage yacht. When his aunt asks him to deliver keys to her new tenant, he doesn’t expect to be captivated by the guarded city woman who’s determined to go it alone.

      

      But when a runaway skateboarder sends Jess plunging into the harbor and Mark dives in to save her, the rescue awakens something in both of them. As Mark teaches her to swim and tends the cottage garden she’s sure she would kill, their friendship deepens into something more dangerous—the kind of love that could either heal their wounded hearts or shatter them completely.

      

      In a town where everyone knows everyone, can two people afraid to trust again find the courage to take a chance on love?

      

      An uplifting love story perfect for fans of Debbie Macomber, Susan Mallery, RaeAnne Thayne, and Sherryl Woods.
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      “I’ll take it.”

      Wanda Humphrey peered over her glasses. “But you haven’t seen it yet.”

      From her seat on the opposite side of the desk, Jess Pelletier glanced at the computer screen filled with real estate listings. “Is there anything else there in my budget that you haven’t shown me?”

      “Well, not really, but… ”

      With a shrug, Jess repeated, “I’ll take it.”

      Mrs. Humphrey studied Jess for a moment. “Well, if you’re sure.”

      Jess nodded firmly. “I am.”

      “Okay. Then I’ll need to draw up the lease. There’s a diner a few doors down. Why don’t you go have some lunch, and I’ll bring you the lease to sign when it’s ready?”

      Jess brightened. “Sounds perfect.”

      She paused when she reached the door, but before she could ask, Mrs. Humphrey said, “To your left, three doors down, on this side of the street.”

      Jess flashed a smile and left the storefront real estate office. She drew in a deep breath of sea air and headed down the sidewalk, passing the old storefronts that lined the main street of Applecross Cove. A few cars drove by, obstructing her view, then the road cleared to reveal the harbor. The low-hanging branches of pines reached out, framing the view where the water opened up to the sea.

      Most of the old fishermen’s huts were long gone, having given way to cedar-shingled seafood shacks. The sides of the small cottages were decked with faded buoys and old wooden rounded-end lobster traps whose hand-knitted heads hung in shreds. A few boats and sloops bobbed in the sparkling water ahead.

      Jess paused outside the diner to take it all in. This would be her new home.

      After weathering more than a century as a hardworking fishing village, Applecross Cove had retained much of its original character. The little town had gone through some hard times, which may have protected it from so-called modern improvements by real estate developers that had marred some coastal towns. But Applecross Cove’s buildings stood as noble monuments to an era gone by. In recent years, some of the old stores had been repurposed into quaint touristy shops selling pottery, souvenirs, gifts, and fresh homemade fudge. But within the town’s stunning setting and its horseshoe-shaped harbor was its heartbeat. The crabbers and trawlers had persevered, bringing Applecross Cove to its current state of proud, unspoiled charm. For Applecross Cove was a working harbor, and if its residents had anything to say about it, it would always be so. Too far-flung and rustic to be overrun by summer tourists, the town tolerated a modest increase in summer population for the money it brought to the local economy. But now it was spring, and it was coming to life as newly green trees swayed and cowered to the chilly winds coming in from the sea, while the crocuses shivered below.

      Three doors down, as Mrs. Humphrey had told her, Jess found the diner. In all of its chrome-and-neon glory, it was a shining example of as much modernization as the town had allowed. Between the looks of the place and the weathered vessels that peppered the harbor, Jess half expected to be met with a room full of crusty, pipe-smoking sailors in matching yellow rain slickers and hats. Instead, she found a diner full of ordinary people in the same sort of outdoor clothing she might find in a city coffee shop. This diner was especially crowded, which was to be expected since it was barely past noon.

      A waitress in a T-shirt and corduroy jeans walked by with plates stacked up her arm. She tilted her ponytailed head toward a small table by the front window. Taking that as an invitation, Jess walked to it and sat down.

      Moments later, the waitress appeared. “Something to drink?”

      “Coffee, please.”

      As quickly as she’d arrived, the young woman was gone.

      Jess looked at the window and studied the rivulets of condensation dripping down the edge of the glass, and she took in the musical murmurs and clinks that hovered in the warm air as unhurried diners talked over their meals.

      Living here was going to be perfect.
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      Weeks before, Jess had gotten the call to go meet with a team from human resources in a conference room of the company where she worked as a marketing analyst. She’d been good at her job, which had always confounded her. Why couldn’t she have been good at something she loved? She supposed she should have considered it a favor when, in their latest quarterly massacre, the company had announced its corporate earnings along with a new batch of layoffs. She’d seen it all happen before—just not to her.

      She was called into a room where a half dozen suits were sitting around a conference table.

      The woman in the center spoke first. “As we announced in our town hall meeting…”

      I’ve always liked that description—a corporate town hall meeting. It sounds like referring to a dog fight as a puppy playdate.

      “We’ve undergone an assessment of our product and geographic portfolio. Forecasts point to strong organic revenue.”

      I know. Because I worked on those forecasts.

      “With our relentless commitment to automation well underway, we’ve begun the next phase of our corporate restructuring.”

      Corporate restructuring. That’s kind of like calling a guillotine a body part relocation facilitator.

      “We’ve identified four areas of core competency, one of which is your group. Our IT group has already shifted to the new paradigm as we deepen our exploration of global outsourcing.”

      So… you’ve laid off the tech team and hired cheap third-world labor.

      “And now we turn to marketing. There are a lot of rumors flying around, so we’re going to disambiguate those. We’re offering you an independence opportunity outside of the purview of our corporate culture and remuneration construct.”

      Huh? “You’re laying me off?”

      “Yes.” She slid a folder across the table. “Let’s walk through your severance package.”

      Jess gave the impression of listening as a rush of thoughts and sensations overwhelmed her senses. By the time they were finished, she felt numb and a little light-headed as two security guards escorted her out of the building, but not past her coworkers. That was not a surprise. During restructuring—a corporate euphemism that fooled no one ever—people just disappeared through an alternate exit. The remaining employees never witnessed the shocked faces and tears of those, who after tireless sacrifices—long hours worked, missed school concerts and sporting events—were rewarded with a severance package and a life torn apart. Jess hadn’t been able to say goodbye to the people she’d worked with for years. They had helped one another through work challenges and had commiserated under the thumb of a couple of bosses, the kind who always got promoted because people were tools of production. Over lunch, she and her coworkers had shared news of blind dates, sick children, and parents. Theirs was a bond that made workplaces human. So it was fitting for the final corporate act to sever that bond with a swift, sharp blow.

      Jess and her security experts arrived at the exit. Outside, it was snowing. She reflexively reached for her keys then remembered she’d turned them in at the meeting. Of course they would be keeping her company car. Not to worry, they’d arranged for a car service to drive her home. There was a line of cars waiting. She got in the first one. She could come back on Friday to collect her desk contents.

      The ride home felt longer than it usually did, probably because when she was driving, she had more control. But control was a thing of the past. Jess’s future was a blank slate. The prospect terrified her, but she held it together.

      She walked through her front door, typed and emailed her thirty-day notice to her landlord, then drank a bottle of wine. She could sleep in the next morning.
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      The hanging bell rang as a customer opened the door to the diner. The server set down a thick porcelain mug of coffee, took her order, and vanished again.

      Jess had made the move quickly. There she was, three weeks to the day after being laid off, sitting in a café and beginning a new life, or at least taking a break from the one she had known. Halfway through her toasted BLT sandwich, her phone rang. When she saw it was her mother, she tapped her screen to answer. “Yes, Mom, I made it.”

      Adam? That didn’t take long. Her stomach sank—a feeling she’d grown accustomed to lately. “No, I haven’t heard from him. Why would I? It’s over.” She took a sip of her coffee while keeping the phone pressed against her ear.

      Her mother would not let it go. “What’s Adam going to do?”

      “I don’t know. We’re not engaged anymore, so that’s not my problem.”

      Moments passed as she listened to her mother’s latest news. Jess tried not to be troubled by the fact that her mother had more going on in her life than she did. But as the conversation returned to Jess’s move, her spirits lifted. “So anyway, I found a place. In fact, I’m about to sign a lease. Yeah, I know. No, I didn’t waste any time.” And I’m happy about it, unlike you. “Well, let me get settled first, then you can come see it.” She grinned and glanced up to find a man looking down at her… a very good-looking man. She lowered her eyes, feeling a little unsettled. “Excuse me, Mom.” She lifted her eyes back up. He was tall with straight brown hair barely long enough to be tousled. His broad shoulders put the seams of his navy fleece jacket to the test. And he was staring with unreadable deep-set blue eyes.

      The waitress stopped in her tracks and stared at him. He was blocking her way.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” He was so kind and sincere that the woman’s eyes softened. He slipped into the seat opposite Jess uninvited.

      “Mom, I’ll call you back.” She ended the call with her mother and put her phone down on the table. With her brow furrowed and mouth slightly agape, she took in the sight of the stranger who had just invaded her space.

      Before she could speak, he asked, “Miss Pelletier?”

      Her eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Yes.”

      He extended his hand with an easy charm. “Mark Breton.” He lifted a file folder. “My aunt sent me here with the lease.”

      Jess's eyebrows drew together. Her eyebrows were going to be sore tomorrow. She wondered how many calories brow-lifting burned.

      “Wanda Humphrey. Humphrey Real Estate?” He peered at her inquisitively. “I’m sorry. She said you were just in her office.”

      “I was. But she said she’d be coming.”

      A look of recognition dawned on his face as he leaned over. “Oh. Sorry,” he said quietly.

      Jess wondered what he was sorry for, other than the awkward tension between them. Or maybe she was the only one who felt that. She wasn’t feeling too warmly toward men these days.

      Mark put his hands on the file folder he’d set on the table. “She does this sometimes.”

      Jess realized she was frowning again.

      He nodded. “I take it you’re single.”

      Feeling skeptical and a little on guard, Jess leaned back and reflexively glanced toward the exit. As attractive as Mark was—and he was very attractive—things were taking a turn from awkward to weird. Jess wasn’t the sort of girl who sat down in diners and had handsome men fall at her feet—or sit at her table.

      Jess had been cursed with dark-brown hair, and in her experience, that sort of thing only happened to blondes. She’d argued about that with her friends who were blonde, but they were just being nice by disagreeing. She was reminded of the world’s preference for blondes every time she turned on her favorite news channel. A newscaster might start out as a brunette, but by the time the makeup and hair crews were done with her, she would be a blonde. It began benignly enough with some subtle highlights, but weeks later, all that remained of the original woman were her roots. Jess had seen it too many times. It was sad and a little disturbing. But she was stronger than that. She had kept her color and all of the invisibility that came with it.

      Mark held up his palms defensively. “That didn’t come out right. I’m not asking for me.”

      Jess opened her mouth to protest but decided to save time and just leave. She would stop by Wanda’s and straighten things out. But before she could push back from the table, Mark hastened to add, “It’s my aunt. She… it’s… what she does.”

      Jess stared at him. “What?” She couldn’t help but wonder if everyone in Applecross Cove was just a little bit off.

      He shook his head and gave her an embarrassed smile that even Jess had to admit was disarming. “She fixes me up—or she tries. I’m single. Happily so, I assure you. This isn’t coming from me. But I can't seem to dissuade Aunt Wanda from the notion that two single young people should be, well, paired off.”

      Jess shook her head. “Well that’s just⁠—”

      “Crazy? I know. But sometimes she gets it into her head. She must like you. So, lucky you, here I am.”

      Jess leaned back, unsure of whether to say thank you or just ignore the whole thing.

      While she decided, Mark continued talking. “She means well, but don’t worry. I promise you this will be a completely platonic real estate transaction.” He followed that statement with an expression of embarrassed amusement she couldn’t help but return.

      Jess relaxed. “I’m sure she just wants the best for you.”

      He raised his hands and gestured toward Jess.

      “Oh,” she quickly added. “I didn’t mean… I’m not that. Obviously. I just meant… ”

      “I know what you meant.” He smiled, and she smiled, and silence wedged itself between them.

      Jess broke the spell first. “So, that’s settled. Aunt Wanda’s devious plot has been foiled. So…”

      “Mark.”

      Jess realized he had misunderstood. “No, I remembered your name, I was just… it’s a bad habit… saying so.” When I’m nervous.

      Mark’s eyebrows drew together, and he gave a nod. “Oh, right. To fill in awkward silence. Not that this is awkward. Well, it wasn’t until I made it so.”

      Jess shook her head, but she couldn’t find the words to reassure him when it was precisely that. Awkward.

      He slowly blinked then lifted his eyes to meet hers with a crooked, self-deprecating smile on his lips. “You can see why I’m single.”

      Well, actually, no, not really. His messy nut-brown hair was clearly incapable of landing in an unflattering arrangement. Beneath it was a face with strong but irregular features. Then there were the shoulders, broad and strong—but not in a steroidal, hours-at-the-gym sort of way. They had more of a manly hoist-the-yardarm appearance that was almost too virile to resist.

      She took a moment to ponder the image then decided his masculine presence more than made up for his slightly lumbering manner. But it was those blue eyes in the midst of it all that made her lose track of her own train of thought. Not that she was interested in him in that way. She was simply acknowledging facts. He just happened to resemble a Renaissance statue… with clothes. And that got her wondering if she could, in fact, find him attractive.

      “Yeah.” She glanced up with the sudden realization that her mind had been wandering and she’d answered out loud. “I mean no! I can’t see why you’re single. I assume that you’re single by choice, same as me.” Not because your fiancé turned out to be spineless and irresponsible and more or less ruined your life.

      His eyes sparkled with amusement.

      Jess couldn’t seem to stop herself. “Life’s so much easier, isn’t it? Without complications?” Or deep disappointment, betrayed trust, and a broken heart.

      “We’ve definitely dodged a bullet there.”

      She swiped a hand across her forehead. “No kidding! Phew!” Jess, stop talking now before you say something too honest.

      He leaned on his elbows. “But I’m not completely opposed to the concept of friendship.”

      When his cobalt eyes settled on hers, her heart skipped a beat. Jess managed a shrug. “Well, yeah. Friends are good. I actually have one or two.”

      “But none here in town?”

      She hesitated. “No. Not yet.” Only then did it sink in that she was alone—truly, completely, entirely alone. The whole move had been an impulse, one that had just caught up with her. In an effort to escape from her heartache and reminders thereof, she had isolated herself in a small town so far north, she was practically in Canada. Not that that was a bad thing. She loved Canada. But she was a Mainer and always would be. Besides, everyone she knew and could count on was still within driving distance, just not shopping or lunch distance. But that was what she had wanted—time alone, time to figure out life.

      At some point in her musings, a cup of coffee appeared before Mark. He took a sip. “Oh, I’m sorry. Please don’t let me interrupt your lunch.”

      She had half of a BLT left, so she took a bite and felt a blob of tomato and mayo land on her chin.

      He politely ignored her desperate grab for a napkin and continued to talk as though nothing had happened. “I don’t want to impose, but if you need someone local—a friend—I’d be happy to stand in until you can do better.” An easy smile lit his face as he reached into his pocket, pulled out a business card, and handed it to her.

      She took it, convinced she had undoubtedly brought on his gesture of pity with the lost-puppy feeling that must have found its way onto her face.

      As she
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