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        Fans of Pamela Kelley and Robyn Carr will love this later-in-life, small-town romance!

      

      

      

      
        
        It’s never too late to find your forever person!

      

      

      After organizing a reunion that brought her friends back to Sapphire Bay, Kathleen Armstrong thought she’d found her perfect new beginning. At sixty-five, she’s living in her charming but unfinished Victorian home overlooking Flathead Lake, surrounded by the friends who matter the most.

      

      Patrick, a skilled foreman working on the tiny home project, became Kathleen’s friend soon after she moved to Sapphire Bay. With his twinkling eyes and hands that can build anything, he’s become a special person in her life.

      

      When an unexpected expense blows out Kathleen’s remodeling budget, Patrick offers to help her complete the renovations on her dream house. Their friendship grows over paint samples, morning coffee, and evening walks along the lake.

      

      But when the foundation repairs reveal a hidden room in Kathleen’s basement, their bond deepens as they work together to protect the secrets of the past.

      

      Both carry the wisdom—and wariness—that comes with decades of life experience. When Patrick’s family obligations threaten to pull him away from Montana, and Kathleen’s own fears about opening her heart again create distance between them, they must decide if this unexpected love is worth fighting for.

      

      Set against the breathtaking backdrop of Flathead Lake, Kathleen and Patrick’s tender romance proves that it’s never too late to find your forever person.

      

      Café on the Bay is the third book in Leeanna’s A New Beginning series and can easily be read as a standalone. All of Leeanna’s series are linked. If you find a character you like, they could be in another novel!
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      Kathleen Armstrong stood behind the polished counter of The Lakeview Café, watching the morning mist rise from Flathead Lake. It reminded her of delicate fingers, reaching toward a never-ending Montana sky.

      At sixty-five, she’d learned to appreciate these quiet moments before the day truly began. Especially when the coffee was brewing, filling the air with its rich aroma, and golden sunlight streamed through the windows.

      “The cinnamon rolls are almost ready, Kathleen,” Chloe called from the kitchen, her voice bright with enthusiasm. “The blueberry muffins are in the oven, too.”

      “That’s perfect timing,” Kathleen replied, smoothing her apron and checking that everything was in place. The daisies on each table still looked cheerful in their mason jars, and her daughter’s artwork looked incredible against the recently painted walls.

      In many ways, the café felt like an extension of her home. It was warm and welcoming, a place where neighbors became friends over shared meals and gentle conversation.

      She flipped the sign to “Open” just as Bob Henderson approached the front door, right on schedule. For the past year, Bob had been her first customer, arriving at seven-thirty sharp for his black coffee and whatever pastry caught his eye.

      “Morning, Bob,” Kathleen said, already reaching for his usual mug. “How’s Margaret feeling today?”

      “Much better. Thanks for asking.” Bob settled onto his favorite stool at the counter. “The soup you sent over yesterday worked wonders. She said it was almost as good as her mother’s, which is high praise indeed.”

      Kathleen smiled as she poured his coffee. “I’m so glad. Give her my love, and tell her I’ll bring some cheesecake with me tomorrow.” It wasn’t that long ago that Margaret had been busy working at her family’s bookstore.

      Retirement was supposed to give her and Bob a chance to travel and spend more time with their grandchildren and great-grandchildren. But after excitedly planning a vacation, Margaret had slipped on the dock and broken her hip. Thankfully, her recovery had been steady, but difficult for someone who wasn’t used to sitting still.

      As Bob sipped his coffee, Kathleen’s gaze drifted to the window. Across the street, the construction crew was already hard at work on what would soon become the new community arts and crafts center. The church-led project had been Pastor John’s idea. It was a place where local artisans would be able to sell their work and offer classes to visitors and residents.

      “They’re making good progress over there,” Bob commented, following her gaze. “The foreman knows what he’s doing.”

      Kathleen nodded, trying to ignore the flutter in her chest at the mention of Patrick Devlin, the person in charge of the construction crew. She’d met him when he first arrived in Sapphire Bay, and since then, they’d been good friends.

      For the last two months, she’d taken coffee and cake orders to everyone on site. When Patrick wasn’t there, he made a special trip to the café to see her. His twinkling eyes and gentle teasing always made her feel younger than she had in years. Not that she was looking for romance, of course. At her age, friendship was more than enough.

      By eight o’clock, the morning rush began in earnest. Tourists staying at the local bed-and-breakfasts wandered in for food to take with them while they were hiking or fishing, and locals stopped by for their caffeine fix and the latest town gossip.

      “Kathleen, dear!” Mrs. Peterson waved from her corner table, where she sat with her sister, who was visiting from Billings. “Could we have two of your delicious lattes?”

      “Coming right up,” Kathleen replied, steaming milk with practiced ease. When the lattes were ready, she took them across to Mrs. Peterson’s table.

      “How are the renovations on your house coming along?” Mrs. Peterson asked.

      “Slowly but surely,” Kathleen replied. “There’s always something unexpected that needs attention in a house that old.”

      That was an understatement. The Victorian house she’d purchased had been her dream home since she was a teenager. But turning that dream into reality was proving more challenging and expensive than she’d anticipated. Still, every completed room brought her closer to the home she’d always imagined.

      “It amazes me that you have the time to do any remodeling,” Mrs. Peterson continued. “You’ve been so busy, it was a wonder you had time to organize the reunion with your friends. It was such a wonderful idea to bring everyone together.”

      Kathleen’s heart warmed at the memory. Organizing last year’s reunion had been one of the best decisions she’d ever made. Bringing Isabel, Lynda, and Susan back to the place where they’d first met as homesick teenagers at summer camp had given all their lives a new direction.

      Isabel now owned the bookstore and was getting married to Frank in a few weeks. Lynda had found love again with Matt, the town veterinarian, and Susan’s catering business was thriving in Georgia, despite her being worried about the workload.

      Mrs. Peterson’s sister smiled. “I met Isabel at the bookstore yesterday. She seems like such a lovely woman.”

      “All my friends are wonderful,” Kathleen said as she took away the dishes they weren’t using. “I don’t know what I would have done without their support over the years.”

      Chloe appeared at her elbow with a coffeepot. “Speaking of friends, didn’t you say Susan was coming back today?”

      Kathleen nodded and glanced at the clock. “Her flight arrived in Kalispell a couple of hours ago. She should be here soon.”

      As if summoned by their conversation, the café door chimed and Susan Fletcher walked inside. She looked elegant as always, but with shadows under her eyes that spoke of too many early mornings and late nights.

      “There’s my favorite café owner,” Susan said, but her usual bright smile seemed forced.

      Kathleen studied her friend’s face with concern. After fifty years of friendship, she could read Susan’s moods like her own. Something was troubling her, something more than being tired after her flight from Georgia.

      “Coffee first, then we talk,” Kathleen said firmly, guiding Susan to a quiet table by the window. “Chloe, could you handle the counter for a few minutes?”

      “Of course,” Chloe replied, already moving to take an order from a family of tourists.

      Kathleen poured two cups of coffee and then settled across from Susan. Her friend’s hands trembled as she reached for the cream.

      “It’s wonderful to see you,” Kathleen said gently. “But you look exhausted. Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Susan said softly. “I’m tired, that’s all. I’ve been working long hours to be here for the weekend.”

      Kathleen tilted her head to the side. “I’ve known you for more years than I can count. There’s more to it than that.”

      Susan bit her bottom lip before speaking. “Can we talk later? I need a few minutes to catch my breath.”

      Kathleen reached across the table and squeezed Susan’s hand. “Take all the time you need.” She gestured toward the steaming mug in front of her friend. “Try the coffee. It’s a new blend that Isabel discovered.”

      Susan wrapped her hands around the ceramic mug and took a sip. “It’s delicious.” When she was finished, she looked around the café. “This place is lovely, by the way. The pale yellow paint is gorgeous.”

      “I don’t know what I was thinking when I decided to repaint the interior,” Kathleen said with a frown. “Anyone would think I didn’t have an entire house to finish.”

      “How’s your house remodeling going?”

      Kathleen sighed. “My timeline is in shreds. It was supposed to be finished six months ago, but I’m still no closer to living there. If it weren’t for Lynda and Isabel, I would have given up weeks ago.”

      “You can’t give up,” Susan said, her voice growing steadier. “Even without any of the changes you want to make, your home is beautiful. If it takes a little longer, it doesn’t matter.”

      Kathleen knew Susan was right, but the time it was taking wasn’t the only thing that worried her. She had a tight budget, and the unexpected structural issues they’d found had eaten into her savings.

      A truck stopped opposite the café, and Kathleen smiled at the man climbing out of the cab.

      Susan saw her expression change and looked through the window. “That’s Patrick, isn’t it? Is he still a foreman on the tiny homes project?”

      Kathleen nodded. “He’s still there, but he’s also managing the remodeling of the building behind the fence.”

      “I remember him from the last time I was here,” Susan said. “Are you still friends or have you taken the plunge and told him how you feel about him?”

      Kathleen took a sip of coffee, stalling for time. Admitting that Patrick felt like more than a friend would open all kinds of issues she wasn’t ready to face.

      Susan leaned forward and touched Kathleen’s arm. “It’s okay to be attracted to him.”

      “It’s not that simple.” Kathleen set down her cup, watching Patrick organize his crew. They’d been friends since he’d moved to Sapphire Bay. He’d helped her when her car broke down, when she was sick and couldn’t work, and when she needed someone to talk her through fixing a leaky faucet. “What if I tell him how I feel, and everything changes? I’d lose my best friend.” Kathleen gestured helplessly. “I can’t risk messing up our friendship because I have feelings for him.”

      Susan sighed. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that life is too short for regrets. Don’t let what you think might happen affect your future happiness.”

      “That’s what Isabel and Lynda keep telling me, but that’s easier said than done.” Pushing all thoughts of Patrick out of her mind, Kathleen focused on why Susan was here. “Are you looking forward to finding the perfect wedding dress for Isabel?”

      Susan’s smile was more genuine this time. “I can’t wait. From what Isabel said, the store in Bozeman is amazing.”

      Chloe came over and left a plate holding a small quiche and a sandwich on the table. “This is for you, Susan. I thought you might want something to eat after your flight.”

      “That’s really thoughtful of you, Chloe. Thank you.”

      Chloe nodded. “You’re welcome, but it’s not the only reason I’m here.” With a regretful glance at Kathleen, Chloe continued. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but Mrs. Jones wants to order lunch for her gardening club. Would you be able to help her?”

      “Of course, I can,” Kathleen replied instantly. Reaching into her pocket, she handed Susan a key. “This is for the front door of my house. Make yourself at home.”

      Susan smiled. “I will. I’ve missed you.”

      Kathleen hugged her friend. “I’ve missed you, too. I’ll see you later this afternoon.”

      After discussing sandwich, pastry, and beverage options with Mrs. Jones, Kathleen focused on refilling coffee cups and taking orders. Susan had left the café while she was finalizing the gardening club’s lunch options. Hopefully, whatever was bothering her friend would solve itself while she was staying in Sapphire Bay.

      As Kathleen worked, she noticed Patrick’s truck was still parked across the street. Despite her worries about their friendship, she hoped he’d stop by for a cup of coffee. She enjoyed spending time with him, even if it was only for a few minutes.

      With a deep sigh, she wondered if Patrick felt the same way about her.
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      Patrick slid a list of paint colors into his jacket pocket as he crossed the street outside The Lakeview Café. The sun sat like a golden orb over Flathead Lake, reminding him of why he’d traded the concrete canyons of Manhattan for the wide-open spaces of Sapphire Bay.

      This morning had been more productive than he’d imagined. The conversation with Penny about the arts center’s interior color scheme was easier than expected.

      She’d approved his suggestions for the gallery walls without a single revision and even liked the flooring sample he’d shown her. If the rest of the project went as well as the first half had, they’d be opening the arts and crafts center ahead of time and on budget.

      The familiar chime of the front door welcomed him as he stepped inside the café. Taking a deep breath, he smelled the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee and something sweet baking in the kitchen.

      Kathleen stood behind the counter, her silver hair catching the sunlight. When she looked up and smiled, Patrick sighed. If he could have put his feelings into words, he’d say he was smitten. But Kathleen was his friend, and there wasn’t any room for romantic notions in their special relationship.

      “Right on schedule,” Kathleen said, reaching for his usual mug before he’d even made it to the counter. “How did things go with Penny?”

      “Better than I’d hoped. She liked the sage green paint for the main gallery and approved the warm cream for the workshop spaces.” Patrick settled onto his favorite stool, watching Kathleen pour his coffee with practiced ease. “Sometimes I forget how easy it is to work with someone who trusts your judgment without questioning every decision.”

      “That’s because you know what you’re doing.” Kathleen set the steaming mug in front of him. “Chloe took some blueberry muffins out of the oven twenty minutes ago. They’re still warm.”

      “You know I can’t resist your muffins.” Patrick took a sip of coffee, savoring the rich flavor and the comfortable familiarity of this routine. “How’s the morning been treating you?”

      “It’s been busy, but not enough to run us off our feet.” Kathleen leaned against the counter, her blue eyes twinkling with amusement. “Mrs. Peterson’s sister is still visiting from Billings, and she’s been asking everyone about the best hiking trails. I think I’ve given her the same recommendations three times now.”

      Patrick chuckled. “Some people need to hear things multiple times before they stick.”

      Kathleen grinned. “Tell me if I start doing the same thing. Are you still hoping to remove the scaffolding on the arts and crafts building by next Wednesday?”

      Patrick nodded. “We’re slightly ahead of schedule. If nothing unexpected happens, we should have the exterior work wrapped up by Tuesday.”

      “That’s wonderful news. I’ll be back in a minute.” Kathleen refilled the coffee cup of an older man at a corner table, then returned to Patrick with a blueberry muffin from the kitchen. “Here you go. Chloe says hello.”

      Patrick smiled. “I saw her yesterday at the supermarket. Oscar gets taller each time I see him.”

      “I keep warning her that she’ll be the shortie in her family,” Kathleen said with a chuckle.

      While everyone was happy at their tables, Patrick told Kathleen where they were up to with the arts and crafts center. She was interested in everything, from the installation of the new electrical systems to the arrival of the handcrafted display cases that would showcase local artisans’ work. As Kathleen told him how much the building would mean to the community, her eyes lit up, and a gentle smile touched her face.

      After a natural lull in their conversation, Kathleen’s expression grew more thoughtful. “Can I ask you something, Patrick?”

      “Of course.”

      “I was talking to Noah the other day. He said he’s asked you to return to the board of Wilson Enterprises.”

      Patrick sighed. He’d retired from the board too many years ago to go back. “You’d think my grandson would have more to do than spend time trying to convince me to do anything. I had enough trouble last time without having to re-explain the basic principles of business to people who are stuck in the dark ages.”

      Kathleen’s eyebrows rose. “I take it that means you’re staying in Sapphire Bay.”

      “Unless something unforeseeable happens, I’m not going anywhere,” Patrick said. “I always thought that spending twenty years in the construction industry would pay off. I’d much rather be looking after the church’s building projects than reviewing Wilson Enterprises’ latest capital investment strategy.”

      The doorbell jingled, and Kathleen smiled at her newest customers. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Patrick, but it sounds complicated. All I’m saying is that Sapphire Bay must feel too quiet after everything you’ve accomplished.”

      Patrick set down his coffee mug. He’d always been honest with Kathleen about his past. She knew how challenging it had been, giving up a busy career to spend more time with his grandsons and their families. “It sounds as though you want me to leave.”

      Kathleen’s mouth dropped open. “No, that’s not what I mean. I enjoy spending time with you. It’s just that Noah sounded desperate. Is he okay?”

      “He will be in a few days. He’s negotiating a big contract and can’t see the forest for the trees.”

      Kathleen picked up three menus. “I hope it works out for him. I’ll be back soon.”

      While she chatted to her latest customers, he thought about his decision to leave New York City. There was something addictive about being on the board of a successful organization, especially after selling his construction company.

      But his grandson’s business had grown so much that Patrick had spent more time overseas than with his family. He’d missed seeing Noah and Jack each day. Missed the way they’d kept his feet firmly planted in reality after being treated like royalty when he was in Europe.

      But, most of all, he missed making a difference in other people’s lives. The work he was doing with Pastor John had renewed his faith in the human spirit and given him a reason to get out of bed each morning.

      With another round of hot coffee filling her customers’ mugs to the brim, Kathleen returned to the front counter. “I’m glad you aren’t leaving Sapphire Bay,” she told Patrick. “Who would show me how to plaster a wall if you weren’t here?”

      “There’s a whole building full of construction workers who’d be only too happy to help you,” Patrick replied.

      Kathleen grinned. “But none of them have your sense of humor or twinkling eyes.”

      Patrick cleared his throat. Kathleen was teasing him, but even so, he couldn’t help the rush of heat to his face. “I bet you say that to all the builders in town.”

      Kathleen leaned forward and whispered, “Only the best-looking one.”

      The café door chimed as a group of tourists entered. Kathleen straightened to greet them. “I should get back to work,” she said, but her smile lingered as she looked at Patrick.

      “Of course. Thank you for the coffee and the conversation.” Patrick left money on the counter, including his usual generous tip. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning?”

      “I’ll have your coffee ready,” Kathleen promised.

      Patrick stood and headed for the door, still feeling the heat in his cheeks from her compliment. Had she really just called him the best-looking builder in town? At seventy-three? He shook his head, half-smiling as he stepped outside.

      The morning air felt good on his face as he walked back toward the construction site. Maybe he was reading too much into it—Kathleen was his friend. But something about the way she’d leaned in, the mischief in her voice when she whispered those words, made him think there might be more to it.

      He’d been alone for so long, he wasn’t even sure he’d recognize flirting anymore. But if that’s what it was, he didn’t mind it one bit.
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      Kathleen adjusted the checkered tablecloth spread across the coffee table in her Victorian home. It wasn’t the fancy dining table she imagined would one day fill the room, but the house and her furniture were a work in progress.

      She glanced through the bay windows and smiled. Even if she was living in a partially completed construction site, the view remained spectacular. Flathead Lake stretched endlessly toward the mountains, painted in shades of amber and rose by the setting sun.

      “This is perfect,” Isabel said as she sat on the floor. “Who needs a formal dining room when you have a view like this?”

      “Speak for yourself,” Lynda laughed, attempting to find a comfortable position against a cushion. “My knees are reminding me that I’m not twenty anymore.”

      Susan emerged from the kitchen carrying a tray laden with sandwiches, apple pies, and a bottle of wine. “Picnic dinners are underrated,” she declared. “I love that there’s no fuss or formal courses. It’s just good food and better company.”

      Kathleen poured wine into four mismatched glasses. Everything about this evening felt wonderfully relaxed, from the casual meal to the paint-spattered drop cloths that served as their flooring. After the busy day at the café, she’d been looking forward to spending time with her dearest friends.

      “I still can’t believe you bought this place,” Lynda said, accepting her wine and gazing around the room. “The potential is incredible, but the amount of work...” She gestured at the exposed beams on the ceiling and the half-stripped wallpaper on the far wall.

      “Some days I wonder what I was thinking,” Kathleen admitted. “But then I wake up to that view, or I see how a room transforms with just a coat of paint, and I remember why I fell in love with it.”

      “Your home will be stunning when it’s finished,” Isabel assured her. “And you’re doing so much of the work yourself. That takes a lot of skill and patience.”

      Kathleen smiled as she thought of the hours her daughter and son-in-law had spent here. “Natalie and Gabe have been wonderful, and so have you and Lynda. Susan’s even given me advice from Georgia. I wouldn’t have finished as much as I have without everyone’s help.”

      Susan raised her glass. “To Kathleen, her helpers, and everyone who’s been brave enough to start over.”

      They clinked glasses, and Kathleen felt the familiar warmth that came from being surrounded by women who truly understood her. Their friendship had sustained her through her divorce, through the challenges of starting the café, and now through this ambitious renovation project.

      “Speaking of starting over,” Isabel said, “I had an interesting conversation with Frank today. A friend of his is looking at investing in a new resort that’s being built about an hour from here.”

      “Really?” Kathleen set down her sandwich. “I haven’t heard of any large-scale developments happening in this part of Montana.”

      “There’s definitely something happening,” Isabel mused. “Someone in our reading group has been approached by a company that wants to buy a large parcel of land by Finley Point.”

      Kathleen placed a sandwich on her plate. “Everything changes. Most of the people I know seem to be looking for something different in their lives.”

      Lynda nodded thoughtfully. “It was the same for me. Sometimes you need to step away from everything familiar to figure out who you are. We should ask Mabel if she’s heard anything about the development.”

      “I’ll leave you to do that,” Susan said with a smile. “The last time I spoke to Mabel, she gave me a lecture about work/life balance.”

      Kathleen grinned. “Did you listen to her?”

      “For about a week,” Susan replied. “When two of my ovens died at work and the water pipes burst in my apartment, I had to throw all thoughts of having a social life out the window.”

      Isabel picked up a sandwich. “If Lynda and I can change our lives, there’s hope for you, too.”

      As the conversation drifted from Isabel’s progress with the bookstore to Lynda’s foster animals, the easy flow of topics felt as natural as breathing—the way it always had with Kathleen’s friends.

      Unlike Isabel and Lynda, Susan grew quieter as the evening progressed. She picked at her food and seemed lost in her thoughts, only half-listening to the conversation around her. When Lynda asked her about a recent wedding she’d catered, Susan’s response was unusually brief.

      During a lull in the conversation, Kathleen touched Susan’s arm. “You’ve been awfully quiet tonight. Is everything okay?”

      Susan set down her wine glass and bit her bottom lip. For a long moment, she didn’t speak.

      “There’s something I need to tell you all.” Susan took a deep breath. “I’m thinking of selling my catering business. The success has been wonderful, but it’s consuming my life. I know it’s crazy to give it all up, but each day feels like I’m running a marathon.”

      The admission hung in the air like a stone dropped into still water.

      Isabel reached across the table and squeezed Susan’s hand. “It doesn’t sound crazy at all. It sounds like you’re being honest about what you need. But this is a big decision. Have you talked to anyone else about it?”

      “Not yet.” Susan’s voice was barely above a whisper. “I built my business from nothing. It was my dream after my divorce, my proof that I could succeed on my own. Selling it feels like I’m giving up on myself.”

      “Oh, honey,” Kathleen said softly. “Recognizing your limits isn’t giving up—it’s wisdom. And you’ve already proven everything you need to prove. You turned your dream into reality. Maybe now it’s time to dream about something else.”

      Lynda leaned forward, her expression earnest. “You’ve created something amazing. But you don’t have to sacrifice your happiness to maintain it. What would you do if you weren’t catering twenty hours a day?”

      “I don’t know,” Susan said, and the uncertainty in her voice was heartbreaking. “For so long, the business has been my entire identity. I’m not sure who I am without it.”

      Lynda sent Susan a reassuring smile. “You’re the woman who remembers everyone’s birthday, who sends care packages when people are sick, and who flew here to help Kathleen move into her home. The business is something you do, not who you are.”

      Kathleen nodded. “You opened your catering business because you wanted to create beautiful experiences for people. That desire doesn’t disappear just because you sell the company. You could do that anywhere—including here.”

      Susan looked up, surprise flickering across her face. “Here?”

      “Why not?” Kathleen gestured around the room. “Sapphire Bay could use someone with your talents. Think about all the weddings, corporate retreats, and family reunions that happen around the lake. You could start small and choose events that bring you joy.”

      “You could even partner with local businesses,” Isabel suggested. “The bookstore hosts events that need catering. I bet the bed-and-breakfasts would love to work with someone who does intimate dinners.”

      Lynda nodded. “And you’d have three friends who’d be your biggest supporters and your most honest critics.”

      Susan wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand. “You make it sound so simple.”

      “Not simple,” Kathleen corrected. “But possible. Change doesn’t have to be terrifying.”

      Susan sighed. “I always thought success meant bigger and busier. More clients, more events, and more revenue. But somewhere along the way, I stopped enjoying baking delicious food and started feeling like I was drowning in spreadsheets and logistics.”

      “Success can mean different things at different stages of our lives,” Kathleen said. “When I opened the café, success meant proving I could run a business on my own. Now, success means having time to appreciate moments like this—good friends, good food, and a view that takes my breath away.”

      “Plus,” Isabel added with a mischievous grin, “if you moved here, you could help us keep tabs on Kathleen’s flirtation with Patrick.”

      “Isabel!” Kathleen felt heat rise to her cheeks.

      Susan’s eyes widened. “What flirtation?”

      “There’s no flirtation,” Kathleen protested, but even she could hear the lack of conviction in her voice.

      Lynda laughed. “The woman’s blushing like a teenager. There’s definitely something happening with Patrick.”

      “He comes to the café most mornings for coffee,” Kathleen admitted. “We talk about the construction project and about his grandsons. It’s just friendly conversation.”

      “Uh-huh,” Susan said, clearly not buying it. “And do you have friendly conversations with all the construction workers?”

      “That’s different. Patrick’s...” Kathleen searched for the right words. “He’s easy to talk to. He listens when I tell him about the house renovation, and he gives good advice. When my car wouldn’t start last month, he spent his lunch break helping me figure out what was wrong.”

      “Sounds like more than friendship to me,” Isabel observed.

      Kathleen looked at her three friends. They were watching her with expressions of fond amusement and genuine care. If anyone could understand the complicated feelings she was developing for Patrick, it would be them.

      “I’m scared,” she admitted quietly. “I’ve been on my own for so long, and I’m finally comfortable with my independence. What if I’m misreading the situation? What if I risk our friendship and lose one of the best relationships I have in Sapphire Bay?”

      “What if you’re not misreading it?” Lynda countered gently. “What if he’s feeling the same way?”

      Susan nodded. “From what I saw on my last visit, Patrick lights up when he talks about you. And didn’t you say he offered to help with your house renovation?”

      “He’s already given me some pointers,” Kathleen said. “But he’s a professional contractor. He’d probably help anyone who asked.”

      “Maybe,” Isabel said. “Or maybe he’s looking for excuses to spend more time with you.”

      “I have an idea,” Susan said suddenly. “Isabel and Lynda have already taken big leaps of faith. What if Kathleen and I push our comfort zones? I’ll seriously explore selling the business and maybe starting something smaller here.”

      “And Kathleen could stop overthinking her relationship with Patrick and see where it leads,” Lynda said with a grin.

      “That’s a big leap,” Kathleen said with a frown.

      “Frank told me the biggest changes often start with the smallest steps,” Isabel said. “And we’ll all be here to support you through whatever happens.”

      Kathleen looked around at her friends. “All right,” she said finally. “But I get to define what ‘seeing where it leads’ means.”

      Susan held out her hand to Kathleen. “It sounds like we have a deal.”

      With a firm handshake, Kathleen smiled. “We do. I have no idea what I’ll do about Patrick, but I’ll give it my best shot.”

      As they cleaned up the remains of their picnic dinner, Kathleen felt a sense of anticipation she hadn’t experienced in years. Change was coming. And, for the first time in years, it felt like an adventure instead of a threat.
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