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        For Belle, the smallest dog with the bravest heart. Miss you.

        For Gus, the smallest dog with the grumpiest heart. Love you anyway.
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      I climb out of my car and wave my hand in front of my face as I glance around the parking lot. I hope no one notices the poof of smoke swirling around thanks to the fact that I think my car has started burning oil. I don’t know for sure that’s what it’s doing, but Google says it’s the likely reason for all the smoke. Luckily, no one seems to notice me or the pollution I created. There are only six cars parked in the square gravel lot and a few people walking out of Hawkins Lobster Shack—the weathered, wood-shingled, two-story building just left of the dock that drifts out into the Atlantic—are heading to two of them.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket. I’m wearing my best winter coat, which is my only winter coat and is six years old. It’s a simple, camel-colored, wool thing that I hope still looks as classic and professional as it did when I bought it. This is a job interview after all, although I’m assured it’s informal.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey are you there yet?” My friend Aspen Barlowe asks me.

      “I’m just about to head inside.”

      “Okay awesome,” Aspen says. “Terra will love you, and you’ll love Terra.”

      “I appreciate your confidence and this job lead, even if it seems kind of sketchy,” I reply and laugh a little as I continue toward the front door.

      Aspen laughs louder than me. “You are so straight and narrow, Chloe Hale. I am going to loosen you up if it kills me. I promise it’s legit and legal, just complicated. Families always are.”

      “Mine wasn’t,” I say and think of the simple, sweet, and drama-free upbringing I had with my parents, may they rest in peace. But then I remember Jackson’s tales of the trials and tribulations with his family and add, “but my husband’s was, so I get it.”

      “Okay, so stop worrying and go in there and knock Terra off her tiny little feet with your ideas,” Aspen says in that confident, take-no-prisoners way she tends to talk. I envy it. She’s a force, Aspen Barlowe, like a hurricane or tornado. I’m more of a slight breeze. “Oh man do I miss tiny feet.”

      I smile and try not to laugh. I do have sympathy for her. “Still swelling?”

      “Yep,” Aspen says. “Hands and feet are like over-inflated balloons. Doc says it’s not uncommon. I hate it.”

      “When you get to hold that little munchkin, you’ll forget all about it,” I promise her, like I have any clue. I’ve never had a baby. Never been pregnant. Likely never will be, which is something I refuse to deal with emotionally. “I gotta go. Interview time.”

      “Update me afterward,” Aspen replies. “And also, enjoy the eye candy.”

      “What?” I say but she’s already hung up.

      Did she say eye candy? What eye candy will there be if I’m meeting with Terra, who Aspen described as her ex-bestie turned mortal enemy turned tentative friend who is dating her ex but not baby daddy. Like I said, Aspen is a tornado, which means her personal life is a bit chaotic.

      I take a few more steps. My hip screams as I walk, but I force myself not to limp. Winter in Maine is not good for my previously broken bones.

      When I reach the front door, I can’t help but notice a white-haired man in one of the Adirondack chairs by the door. He has his hands on the cane between his legs with his head tipped forward. And he’s snoring. Loudly.

      “That’s just Mr. Butterfield,” a voice says from behind me and I spin to see a man who is very easy on the eyes. He’s broad, with an incredibly tall frame and jet-black hair, sharp, angular cheekbones, and dark, penetrating eyes. He’d look ominous if it wasn’t for the friendly, easy-going smile on his full lips. “He comes in a couple times a week and eats the biggest bowl of clam chowder we offer and a lobster roll platter with extra tail meat, and then he falls into a food coma on the chairs out here. Sometimes at his table, which is worse because the other customers don’t like to eat to the sound of his snoring. They prefer the sound of waves.”

      “I don’t know,” I say and find myself smiling back. “I find it quite melodious.”

      Tall, handsome stranger’s grin gets bigger. “I’ll let him know when he wakes up. He might just treat you to your own bowl of chowder.”

      The man moves past me and reaches to open the door, and that’s when I see the Hawkins Lobster Shack logo on the front of his white t-shirt with the word Staff across his back. He holds open the door and as I step inside, I turn to face him. The eye candy comment Aspen left me with is starting to make sense.

      The whole place smells like drawn butter, toasted garlic rolls, and creamy chowder, and my stomach rumbles so loud I think he might be able to hear it. “I’m here to meet with Terra Hawkins.”

      His smile grows and takes on a mischievous glimmer. He leans close. “You’re the web designer aren’t you?” he whispers. “Her top secret, secret hire for her secret project.”

      “Not that secret if we’re talking about it,” I reply and laugh quietly.

      “We can talk freely for now,” he says and glances at the clock above the bar. “I’m Jake Maverick. I don’t even technically work here, just help out when my girl needs me. I’m dating Tink…I mean, Terra.”

      Aspen’s ex. Damn. He is finer than fine. This Terra girl is a lucky woman. I shake his hand. “Nice to meet you. Chloe Hale.”

      One of the servers whizzes by with a tray full of empty bowls and plates. “Mary can you please ask Tinkerbell to come out here?”

      “Sure thing,” Mary calls over her shoulder as she walks between the counter and the bar and disappears behind a swinging door.

      “Have a seat at the bar,” he advises. “I can fix you anything. Coffee? Milkshake? Name your pleasure.”

      “Coffee, please.”

      Jake grabs a mug and coffee pot and starts to pour. I watch him quietly as he works, shifting to the back bar and quickly gathering a ceramic bowl full of creamers, a spoon, and a sugar dispenser. He pauses to read a drink order that’s popped through on the computer screen by the cash, then places my coffee and the fixings in front of me and flashes me a smile before quickly filling the drink order.

      “You’re good for a guy who just fills in occasionally.”

      “I worked full-time here for years before I joined the fire department,” Jake says. I watch as his gaze shifts to the windows in the front doors. He frowns. “It’s chilly out. I need to get Mr. Butterfield a blanket. Terra will be out in a sec. Hold tight.”

      He turns away from me and as soon as he disappears through the swinging door to the kitchen, a petite woman—I’d guess a few hairs over five feet—with dirty blonde, shoulder-length hair in a ponytail and wearing a Hawkins Lobster t-shirt walks straight over to me. “Hi. I’m Terra Hawkins. You’re Aspen’s friend?”

      “Yes. I’m Chloe Hale,” I move to step off my stool, but she motions for me to stop.

      “Please. sit. Enjoy your coffee. I need to do this very informally.” Terra leans on her elbows on the opposite side of the bar. I start to pull my resume from my bag, which I’ve hooked onto the back of my chair, but she’s motioning me to stop, so I do. I watch her eyes scan the room and then the parking lot through the plate glass window. “I’m the staff manager, head of payroll and the books, and I occasionally waitress.”

      I nod as her eyes land back on me. “Handling the marketing stuff is new. And…I’m kind of doing this as a surprise for the rest of my family, so I can’t have them find out.”

      “Terra Hawkins you sweet little thing!”

      Terra’s eyes lift, and she chuckles at the female voice that just filled the room. I can’t help but glance over my shoulder. There’s a woman in her sixties standing behind me in head-to-toe denim with the curliest hair I’ve ever seen. It looks like she slept with rollers in and took them out without brushing her hair afterward…or maybe they’re still in there somewhere.

      “Hi Mrs. Cofax! How are you today?” Terra says with a wide smile.

      “Same ol’ same ol’ honey,” she replies. “How are you? Still seeing our fire captain?”

      “Yes, Mrs. Cofax. Happily so,” Terra replies and gives me a look that says as much as an eye roll. “And he’s not Captain yet. Soon!”

      “What about your friend? You single?”

      I blink. Is she talking to me? Terra speaks again before I can. “You don’t have to answer that,” Terra whispers to me and then turns her head back to Mrs. Cofax. “Still looking for speed dating candidates? My mom told you, Mrs. Cofax, you can’t solicit our patrons.”

      “Ah honey, come on. I’m like cupid trying to spread the love!” Mrs. Cofax walks right up to me, and I’m instantly overwhelmed by the scent of sickly sweet floral perfume. “Go see my daughter Priscilla in Freeport. She runs that speed dating night. Only five bucks a person to attend and a minimum two drinks, but they ain’t pricey. Scilla met not one but two husbands at these events, so there’s proof it works.”

      I can see Terra bite her lip to keep a laugh from escaping. “That’s some food for thought. Speaking of food, how was yours today?”

      “Excellent as always,” Mrs. Cofax replies and starts toward the door. “You tell your Mom hi from me.”

      “I will,” Terra says as Jake comes out of the back with a gray fleece blanket, and Mrs. Cofax’s entire face lights up.

      “Hi handsome. Any of those burly Hawkins boys hiding back there with you?”

      “Sorry, Mrs. Cofax, but no,” he says as he walks to the door and holds it open for her.

      She pats his shoulder as she passes and her voice carries as the door closes. “Well, be a dear and make sure they know about the speed dating. You may be taken, but those two are perpetually single, aren’t they? Perfect candidates!”

      Terra lets out a breath and a soundless chuckle. I try not to join her but can’t hide the grin on my face. “We get all the characters in here,” Terra explains. “Ocean Pines has more than its fair share.”

      “I’ve noticed,” I say and think of my neighbor, Mrs. Green, who is always in everyone’s business, and the Carter house at the end of my block that has so many lawn ornaments you can barely see their lawn.

      Jake walks back in. “Mr. Butterfield will now have a toasty warm nap. Oh and Mrs. Cofax gave me her daughter’s number, in case you and I don’t pan out.”

      “Lucky you,” Terra laughs, not the least bit bothered.

      “So… I saw what you did to Aspen’s business website. It’s great. Professional without being boring. She raves about you. Told me you’re trying to build your freelancing career after moving here from Hawaii?” Terra says and I nod. I’m grateful Aspen didn’t give away too many details. Like the fact that I’ve been here five years and haven’t had a chance to get this business really going. Then she leans across the counter. “Why the hell does anyone leave Hawaii for Maine?”

      “I inherited a house here. It would take me approximately seven hundred years to afford one in Hawaii, so I moved,” I explain, and while it’s true, it’s not the total truth. The total truth is too much for someone to handle in a job interview. And really, not something   Terra needs to know about.

      “I’m on a break now,” Mary announces as she breezes by me. “Back in fifteen.”

      “Fair warning, Grump is dead asleep on the sofa in the break room,” Jake says to her, his smile disappearing for a moment. “He worked an overnight shift and then got straight on the boat with Charlie all day.”

      “I’ll try not to wake him,” she replies.

      “Wake his ass,” Terra pipes up. “He has to go get his furball from my place anyway.”

      I have no idea what or who they are talking about but as Mary disappears into the kitchen, I realize it doesn’t matter. I’m just enjoying the show.

      Jake turns to Terra. “I’m gonna run down to the boat and make sure your dad doesn’t need something to eat.”

      Terra nods at him, smiling like he hung the moon, but as soon as he’s out the door, she looks me dead in the eye, all business. “Do you work on retail sites? Ones that want, say, to sell product directly from the web?”

      “Yep. Done that.” I tear open the creamer package and pour it into my coffee, then grab my spoon and try and think of specific, local examples. “Have you heard of Patti’s Parlor?”

      “Of course. Patti is a friend of the family,” Terra replies, and I nod. “Jake is the one who gave her the idea to always have a homemade flavor of the month.”

      I nod. “Well, I designed a website for them. One where you can purchase pints of the flavor of the month directly online and have it delivered.”

      Terra smiles. “Cool. I didn’t even think of delivery. Why haven’t I thought of delivery? I mean if Patti can do it, why can’t we?”

      She looks right at me like she expects me to answer that. I decide to just shrug as I lift my coffee mug to my lips. “There’s no reason you can’t. There is also a huge market in pick-up. I know people come here, order at the counter, and take it down to the beach or their boats, but what if they could order online and not have to wait around for it? They could just show up when it’s ready.”

      “Oh my God, yes!” Terra claps her hands. “Watch the front, I’ll be back in a sec!”

      Now I’m watching the restaurant? As Terra disappears through the swinging door to the kitchen, I can’t help but think this is truly the oddest interview I’ve ever been on. The kitchen door swings open again a second later, and I expect to see Mary or Terra, but someone new appears. Someone who makes Jake’s intense good looks seem like the low end of the scale. This guy is a hair shorter, probably six feet, with even wider shoulders, and chestnut hair. His strong, angular jaw is covered in thick, dark stubble. Not quite a beard but more of an aversion to shaving regularly. He’s in a dark gray Henley and a pair of bright orange rubber pants with suspenders that somehow appear sexy as he stalks over to the coffee pot. He barely glances at me, but in the brief moment our eyes connect, I notice his are a stormy but vibrant blue and he’s got the same chin dimple as Terra, only more pronounced. This has to be someone from her family. One of those single brothers Mrs. Cofax was asking about? I watch as he pours himself a cup of coffee then starts searching the countertops for something and muttering under his breath.

      “I have cream and sugar over here.”

      He glances up again. His blue eyes move from me to the coffee condiments in front of me. This guy does not have the same friendly, jovial vibe as everyone else. He’s solemn and intense. He gives me a curt, tight half-smile as he walks over and reaches for an unused creamer. I clear my throat. “I’m Chloe.”

      “Oh. Cool,” he says with zero enthusiasm in his tone. Zero anything, really. He sounds almost robotic and he must realize it because as he stirs his coffee, he lets out a sigh. “Sorry. I’ve been on the fishing boat since five this morning, so I’m groggy to say the least.”

      The conversation from earlier between Jake, Mary, and Terra comes back to me, and my voice raises with my understanding. “Oh, you’re the grump asleep in the back.”

      Oh my God did I just blurt that out? Crap.

      His eyes narrow on me and his face, which wasn’t jovial to begin with, drops into an unmistakable scowl. “What?”

      “Jake said you were sleeping in the back. Well, he said the grump was sleeping in the back after working all night and then going out on the boat,” I say, and just keep on rambling like a lunatic. “I don’t think you’re a grump. I don’t know you at all, and if I had worked an overnight shift and then got on a boat to work some more, I would be tired too, I’m sure. I just…I was just repeating what I heard. I mean, not that I do that. Repeat stuff. Gossip. I don’t. I just⁠—”

      Terra bursts through the swinging door, now holding a laptop. Her eyes move to the guy standing in front of me and rightfully looking at me like I should be committed. “I see you’ve met my brother Logan.”

      “Logan? Yes. I guess I did.”

      “You’re telling strangers I’m a grump now?” Logan asks his sister, an eyebrow arched.

      “You’re growling at me, grump,” Terra replies and Logan grunts and leaves, disappearing with his coffee through the kitchen door.

      I put down my empty coffee mug. “So, I’m sorry about that…mentioning the grump thing.”

      “Whatever. He is. I say it to his face constantly,” Terra looks up from the laptop screen. “I really like what you did with Patti’s website. It’s quirky but professional, just like the business.”

      “Thanks.”

      Terra spins the laptop toward me, and the website on the screen is one I don’t recognize. The background is navy blue and the accents are goldenrod. The font is a formal script and there’s no real imagery except some stock photography ocean pictures and one of a lobster in a tank. “Does this website scream multi-generational business run by simple Mainers who care about their community?”

      I lean closer and scour everything I can see on the site. I don’t have time to figure out how to give her a constructive, honest answer before she continues to speak. Well, rant, actually.

      “Does this bougie monstrosity make you think of a restaurant with a weekly seniors’ special? The kind of place old Mr. Butterfield comes to eat his weight in lobster and nap or where Mr. Hobbs comes for chowder before visiting his wife’s grave every week? Or a place that donates leftovers to homeless shelters or participates in local fairs and has a lobster shaped float in the Fourth of July parade?”

      “No. Definitely not,” I say emphatically. “This is a fancier place. Maybe in Portland? The kind of place that tourists flock to for trendy holiday meals but locals avoid.”

      “Exactly! You’re hired!” Terra exclaims. “As long as you didn’t tell Logan why you’re here.”

      “What? No. I didn’t tell him, but why does that matter?” I ask.

      “My brother Declan, you haven’t met him, he’s currently at some business seminar or convention or some garbage in Boston,” Terra explains, leaning closer. “He had this site built last year by some fancy agency in Boston that didn’t even do research. They just went off his vision.”

      Terra makes exaggerated air quotes as she says that last word and then rolls her eyes. I have to bite back a smile. “I love him, but he doesn’t see this restaurant for what it is. And he doesn’t listen when we all say that we like it homey and simple. So I’m taking control and retooling the website. But the less people who know about this in my family, the better.”

      “Okay…” I reply cautiously. “Who knows and who doesn’t? How many of you are there? Aspen acted like she was referring me for some spy operation and now I understand why.”

      Terra nods. “There’s so many of us, I’ve lost count. Let’s see…Logan can’t know. My brother Finn also shouldn’t know. He has a big mouth. Nova, who works here, is Declan’s wife. She doesn’t like the current website either, but I don’t want to put her in the position where she has to lie to him. Basically, don’t say anything to anyone but Jake and me. Ultimately, you’ll report to me and only me and shouldn’t talk about it with any other Hawkins or Hawkins-adjacent person. Is that okay?”

      I nod. “But I haven’t even told you my rates.”

      “Will it be more than you charged Patti? Because I called her when I was in the back and she told me what you charged her, and we can totally work with that.”

      “I can charge you the same rate as Patti,” I say.

      Terra grins and extends her hand. “Deal!”

      I shake it but can’t help but advise, “I have a contract that I usually have clients sign with a payment schedule and a scope of the project. To avoid any confusion.”

      “Did Patti sign that?”

      “She did…well, she drew a star on the signature line,” I admit, and we both start laughing.

      “In Ocean Pines, a person’s word isn’t made more significant by a signature,” Terra explains. “But of course I’ll sign it.”

      “Okay. I’ll email it to you later tonight, with the app quote,” I say and get off the stool. Terra grabs a business card from a holder by the register and pulls a pen from her pocket and scrawls her personal email on the back.

      “Sounds great. I like you, Chloe. This is going to be a great partnership.”

      “I think so too,” I say as I wave good-bye.

      Despite my hip still aching and the smoking car I have to drive home in, I feel lighter and happier leaving Hawkins Lobster Shack than I did walking in. It’s such an unfamiliar feeling that I almost get uncomfortable. Happiness and contentment hasn’t come easy in recent years.

      In the corner of the parking lot, next to a beat up, old, green SUV, is Logan. As he’s fighting his way out of those rubber overall thingies, his Henley lifts and I can’t help but glimpse his abs and the dark chestnut treasure trail. He kicks at the pants and finally steps out of them. Now he’s bending over to pick them up, and his ass is pressed against his jeans and damn, that’s a work of art too.

      He finally notices me as he tosses the pants into the back of his SUV. He gives me a sheepish grin, and it’s so appealing my lips automatically respond with a matching one.

      “Hey. So you waitressing for us?” He blinks when my smile drops and I stare back confused. “You were meeting with Terra, so I just thought it was for a waitressing gig. We’re looking for a part-timer.”

      “No I…” I remember Terra said to keep the website gig on the down-low. “I didn’t get it.”

      “Oh. Sorry.”

      “It’s not the end of the world,” I reply and pull my car keys out of my purse. “I’ve got to focus on renting out my apartment anyway.”

      He stares at me a little longer than feels normal before he nods. “Hope you have better luck finding a roommate then.”

      “No, not a roommate. I inherited this big old house. There was a storage room and double garage on the ground floor that I turned it into a two-bedroom apartment so I can rent it out for extra cash,” I explain and then scold myself. Shut up Chloe. He doesn’t need to know this. “Anyway…nice meeting you.”

      I quickly walk over to my car and don’t realize he’s following me until I toss my purse onto the passenger seat and his deep baritone is right behind me. “How much for the apartment?”

      “What?” I do that silly thing people do where they say ‘what’ even though they heard the question. I shake my head a little. “Oh. Umm…I was thinking six hundred a month.”

      “That’s cheap. What’s wrong with it?” Logan wants to know. “Bad neighborhood? Faulty plumbing? Are you a serial killer?”

      I laugh – a short burst of noise – and cover my mouth immediately, which makes him grin. It’s a hell of a grin. “I’m not a serial killer. I promise. The second bedroom is tight. Can probably only fit a twin bed but the plumbing is fine. I hired a pro for that and the wiring. And the neighborhood is on the west side, walking distance to the ocean. Rent is on the lower side because I care more about the right tenant than the money. I need to feel comfortable with my choice since the person will be under my roof and it’s the only roof I own. Well, the bank owns most of it, but you know what I mean.”

      “I don’t suppose you take pets?” Logan asks, his expression is bordering on a frown expecting me to say no.

      “I’m a huge animal lover so I definitely wouldn’t exclude pets.”

      “I’d like to rent it,” Logan says firmly. “I’ve been looking for a place for a while. It sounds right.”

      “You don’t want to see it first?”

      “Yeah. I can see it. What about now?”

      “Umm…I guess. Yeah,” I say awkwardly. This is all so unexpected.

      “Cool. What’s your address?” Logan replies and pauses. I must look as unsure as I feel because he smiles at me again, this time all his brooding and angst seem to be gone. “I promise, I’m not a serial killer either. And you know who my family is,” he says as he points to the restaurant.

      We both laugh and then I tell him the address. “I’ll just grab my pup so you can meet him and head right over.”

      I nod and get back into my car as he jogs towards his. The weirdest job interview I’ve ever had is quickly turning into the weirdest day. I can’t help but wonder what the heck will happen next?
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      I stare down at my two dogs and point at them like an angry school marm. “You two behave, okay? Even if this guy doesn’t rent the apartment, I have to work with his sister, so don’t make me look bad. Keep the snarling and barking to a minimum, okay?”

      Boss and Stevie—the most finicky, vaguely psychotic chihuahuas on the planet—hate everyone but me. They once chased a delivery guy down the stairs, and now he hurls the packages in the general direction of the front door instead of stepping foot on the porch.

      Thirteen year-old Boss stares up at me, blinking like he’s innocent, and seventeen year-old Stevie ignores me completely and walks away, heading to her bed by the fireplace. It’s not completely an act of defiance. She’s deaf.

      The first thing I did when I got home was head to my rental unit and open all the windows. It still smelled strongly of fresh paint. I admired my work, quickly, as I went. I was proud of this apartment. It took blood, sweat, and tears and all my spare cash, but it was worth it. The income would keep me in the house, and allow me a chance to pay off my bills and maybe fix that smoking car.

      But did I want Logan Hawkins—the grump, according to his family—as my tenant? It would be weird and precarious with the secret job, and also, his hotness was a problem. I didn’t plan on renting to eye candy. I mean, some women would find that a bonus. But I’m looking forward to being very detached from whomever rents from me. I wanted it to be a transactional business relationship and nothing else. Could I keep it that way with a guy who looks like him? Would I flirt? Do I even remember how to do that?

      A car engine grabs my attention, and I look out the window in the living room to see Logan pulling up to the curb in front of the house. I walk over to the door. Stevie and Boss get up from their beds and trot behind me. I open the door and step onto the wide wooden porch that circles the front and sides of my elevated Craftsman. “Hey. You found it okay.”

      “Yeah. I know Ocean Pines like the back of my hand,” he says and runs a hand through his thick hair as he walks around the back of his SUV. “Also, I’m a paramedic, so I know these streets well.”

      Okay, that is definitely a plus in my books. Since my car crash, I have a strong admiration for paramedics, nurses, doctors, basically everyone who kept me alive. I don’t mention that to him though, because I don’t want to bring up any of my baggage, so I just smile and nod. Then I notice something moving in his back seat. Something brown and furry and so damn big I think for a moment it might be a bear. Logan smiles up at me, which makes me smile back down at him. Until he swings open the back door to his Pathfinder and the biggest dog I have ever seen in my life jumps out. My mouth drops from a smile into a giant, gaping circle. Stevie and Boss start to growl from beside my ankles.

      “Chewie, sit.” Logan commands and the beast listens.

      “What the hell is that?”

      He freezes. “My dog. Chewie. Short for Chewbacca.”

      Boss starts towards the steps, and I pick him up immediately. “I’ve seen smaller horses.”

      Logan looks down at the monster and pats his chocolate brown head. “He’s big boned.”

      “What breed is he?”

      “Newfoundland.”

      “Did they name them that because they’re the size of Newfoundland?”

      A big grin breaks across his face at my joke, and I’m not going to lie, he goes from a ten-out-of-ten to a fifteen-out-of-ten on the hotness scale. Then the smile fades and his expression clouds with worry. “You didn’t say there was a size-restriction on pets.”

      “You didn’t say your dog was the size of a Canadian province.”

      His face falls. “He is really well-trained and quiet. Doesn’t bark hardly at all, I swear,” Logan sighs. “If I work a night shift, Terra takes him. He’s rarely home alone.”

      “I just…I mean he could eat one of my dogs and not even notice. And trust me, they might give him reason to. They’re slightly…well, to be blunt, they can be bullies,” I say. Before Logan can respond, Stevie bounds down the steps, which takes me by surprise because I can’t remember the last time she moved that quickly. Before I can scoop her up, Logan rushes forward and picks her up. He scratches the top of her head. Chewie raises his enormous head to sniff at Stevie’s dangling paws. “Hey sweetheart, what’s your name?”

      “That’s Stevie and she’s very old and—oh God!”

      Suddenly, Logan puts Stevie on the ground in front of Chewie. Stevie’s entire body is about the size of Chewie’s paw so when he bends down and they’re nose-to-nose, I gasp. I’m worried Chewie will scarf her down like she’s a peanut M&M and he’s me on my period. Boss squirms in my hands and whines as I rush down the stairs to save Stevie. Clearly, Boss is eager to meet this new monster too.

      “He’s a gentle giant, I would stake my life on it,” Logan says and lifts a hand to his heart. “Let him say hello, too.”

      I slowly bend down and put Boss on the ground because Logan seems to be right. Stevie’s tail is wagging and so is Chewie’s as they continue to sniff each other. Boss darts for Chewie and growls, which makes my heart pound in fear. Chewie turns to Boss and then drops down onto the grass and rolls over, offering Boss his gargantuan belly. Even Boss looks startled by Chewie’s instant surrender, but he recovers and goes straight to sniffing Chewie’s privates. Stevie joins him.

      “Okay, enough, we are not making a doggie porno here,” I say biting back a smile. “Let me show you and Chewie the apartment.”

      I pick up Stevie in one arm and whistle for Boss to follow me and he does. Well, actually he follows Chewie as we make our way around to the side of the house where the door to the newly renovated suite is. I hesitate. “It’s not huge, like I said. Everything is new but not high-end or fancy.”

      Logan is standing right behind me, an impatient look on his face. “I’m a small-town paramedic who moonlights as a fisherman for my family restaurant. What about that screams fancy to you?”

      He looks amused more than annoyed as he waits for me to respond, but I have no idea what to say so I just open the door and motion for him to go in. I thought the ceilings were fairly high but now that Logan is standing in it, I realize they aren’t. If Logan extends his arms fully above his head, his fingertips would definitely touch. But if it bugs him, he doesn’t say anything. Instead his eyes sweep over the kitchen and across the small peninsula into the living room. “Nice countertops and is that a working wood stove?”

      I nod. “Pellet stove. Brand new. I splurged on that because it’s electric baseboard heat and didn’t want you…I mean whoever rents it…to freeze.”

      There’s a twinkle in his eye at my blunder but he doesn’t say anything. Five minutes later, after he’s glanced in both bedrooms and looked at the bathroom briefly, he turns to me in the middle of the living room. “So, can I sign the lease? I brought checks for first and last too.”

      “Oh,” I blink. Stevie barks in my arms, so I put her down. She immediately walks over to Logan and puts her front paws up on his shin, indicating she wants him to pick her up, which he does without hesitation. The dog who hates everyone. Huh. “Well, I have an application you can fill out.”

      “You have other people interested?”

      “I haven’t even listed it yet,” I confess and feel my cheeks heat for some reason. “I was actually going to put it on a couple rental sites today.”

      “Well, now you don’t have to,” Logan says and pushes up his sleeves. It’s freezing and they’re predicting snow any day now, yet he didn’t bring a coat. He nervously runs a hand through his hair again, which somehow doesn’t mess up the perfect wave it’s got going on. “I swear we are both model tenants and I really need this place.”

      Chewie is wandering down the hall toward the bedrooms, and Boss is following along behind him. Then he wanders back and Boss follows. He’s looking up at Chewie like he’s just found a long lost relative, which is hysterical but I’m too flabbergasted to even chuckle.

      “You know this is a very quiet neighborhood,” I say cautiously because I don’t want him to have regrets either. “Everyone who lives here, except for me, kind of looks like an extra from Grace and Frankie.”

      His face softens with what looks like despair as he interrupts me. “I don’t smoke. I don’t drink. I haven’t been to a party in five years let alone thrown one. And the reason I need this apartment is because I have a son named River who just turned five. My ex has custody and I see him for a few hours every other day, but I’m hoping to get him for entire weekends and holidays, which is why I wanted a two bedroom. Yours is the best one in the best area that I can afford.”

      So now he’s not just a handsome, hard-working, quiet paramedic who my snarly dogs seem to love, he’s also a dedicated single dad too. Jesus, even my dark, cold heart can no longer deny this guy. I take a deep breath. “Let’s sign the lease.”
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      It’s the Monday after Thanksgiving and as I glance at the lighthouse shaped clock on the wall behind the counter, I can barely read it because Nova’s already got the Christmas decorations up and it’s covered in tinsel garland. Tiny, multi-colored lights line each window and approximately seven hundred tiny lobster stuffies wearing Santa hats hang from strings across the middle of the windows, making it almost impossible to see out. Of course, the white-out snowstorm happening out there isn’t helping either at the moment.

      I give up on trying to see the hands on the clock and pull my cell out of my back pocket. Fifteen more minutes and I can turn the sign on the door from open to closed. I’ll finally be allowed to sit back, eat one of the delicious lobster rolls I’ve been serving for three hours, and enjoy the end of the Bruins game on TV. I scrub the counter and glance around the lobster shack. It’s not really a shack, but my grandparents named it Hawkins Lobster Shack when it actually was a shack beside the dock they sold live lobsters and clams out of.

      My parents built the much bigger structure that is the thirty-table restaurant when they took it over twenty years ago. Still, the name never changed. The only person in the family to call it anything else is my older brother Declan. He recently started calling it Hawkins Family Lobster House and has been bugging us to officially change the name. He says our food is too good, and since we renovated the place six years ago and added a liquor license and built a bar made from river rock and reclaimed wood, it’s too nice to be called a shack anymore. Every time Declan brings it up, my dad says, “We’re a simple, good old-fashioned Maine family serving simple, good old-fashioned food with a simple, good old-fashioned name.” My mom is more blunt, telling her first born repeatedly, “I need a fancy new name like I need a hole in the head. Now shush.”

      I smile thinking about it, but then the woman who has been sitting by herself at a table at the back catches my eye, and my smile falters. She’s been glaring at me all night. I walk down the counter, tossing the cleaning rag in the sink behind me, and stop in front of my best friend Jake. He showed up half an hour ago, sat himself at the counter between one of the five tiny, fake, fully decorated Christmas trees Nova put out, and is waiting for me to finish so we can hang out. I lean my elbows on the counter. “I have a question for you but be subtle when I ask you.” I say, lowering my voice.

      He nods and takes a sip from his bottle of Sam Adams. “Sure thing.”

      “Do you know that woman sitting by herself at the back?”

      There are only two other parties in here. Four twenty-somethings that seem to be on a double date and an older couple finishing their lobster chowder. Jake puts his bottle down and spins around on his stool quickly and dramatically, drawing the attention of every single person in the place. I sigh and mutter “asshole” under my breath.

      He spins back, grinning like a dick. “Nah. I don’t think so.”

      “She’s been glaring at me all night while she drinks gin and tonics. Ordered a lobster roll but hasn’t even touched it,” I explain.

      Jake just shrugs. Nova comes through the doors from the kitchen with a clean rack of glasses for the bar. “Almost closing time! Luckily the weather has kept this place dead tonight and clean-up will be minimal. I’m in desperate need of a bubble bath.”

      I glance out the window at the whiteout conditions. “You have snow tires, right? If not, I can drive you home.”

      “Logan Hawkins, gunning for the Ocean Pines Hero Award,” Jake says snarkily and I level an equally snarky stare at him.

      “You donated a kidney to my sister, you get the lifetime achievement award in heroism,” I remind him. It feels crazy that all that went down—Jake donating a kidney to Terra because her Lupus had destroyed hers—only a month ago. He also declared his love for my sister, and she gave in to her lifelong crush on him. My best friend being with my sister is still weird. But the fact is, I love them both and they’re pretty great together.

      “He’s got you there, hero,” Nova says and wraps her arms around Jake and gives him a big, strong side hug. She’s such a ball of love and light, it’s almost too much. But I’m a grump, as my family loves pointing out, so maybe I’m not the best judge. She turns to me as she lets go of Jake. “Declan had my snow tires put on yesterday.”

      The older couple have finished and are standing up to leave. I head over to their table. They’ve left the money on top of the bill in the center of the table. I pick up their empty chowder bowls and smile as I watch him help her with her coat. “You two drive safely. It’s a mess out there tonight.”

      “First Nor’easter of the season,” the man says. “Been living here my whole life, so I’m used to it.”

      The lady leans towards me and puts a hand on my forearm. “The only thing that’s worth braving this weather is your chowder.”

      I grin. “My mom’s secret recipe. I’ll be sure to tell her you said that. She’ll be over the moon.”

      “Will you be entering the chowder in the annual contest at the Seafood Festival? We go every year,” the lady says and lowers her voice to a stage whisper. “I think you were robbed last year. Your chowder is much more savory than Stan’s chowder.”

      I smile at that. We’ve been hearing that since Stan’s Seafood on the other side of Saco Bay beat us in the state competition. “We’ll enter again, but our focus is on the Best New Dish contest.”

      “Oh! Your momma coming up with something new? I can’t wait!” the lady says with a grin. “She’s a culinary genius, she is.”

      “I will definitely tell her you said so,” I reply. “And I completely agree.”

      The man crooks his elbow so his wife can take it. Nova is already at the front door and holds it open for them as they go. “See you again soon Mr. and Mrs. Beasley.”

      We’re lucky to be such a respected family in such a caring community. If we ever lost that – the respect and the community support – because of my stupidity five years ago, I would never forgive myself.

      I can feel the woman in the corner’s eyes boring a hole into me again, so I walk over, still holding the empty chowder bowls as Nova flips the sign in the window to closed. The twenty-somethings start putting on their coats, and Jake walks over to bus their table. He may not officially work here anymore, but he always helps out when he’s around.

      “Is the lobster roll okay?” I ask because she still hasn’t touched it.

      “This is ridiculous,” she says in an angry tone. “I mean I know we said no strings attached, but that doesn’t mean you get to act like you don’t even know me.”

      What the… oh shit. Not again.

      “You have me confused with someone else,” I try to explain, but that twists her pretty face with even more anger. Because I look exactly like the person she thinks I am. Exactly.  From the long, straight nose with the slightly flared nostrils, the light blue eyes, to the thick, wavy on top, brown hair, and scruff all over my jaw.

      She stands up abruptly from the table, her wooden chair scraping aggressively across the floorboards. Fuck. I swallow and try again. “Look, I know it’s crazy but I’m not⁠—”

      “You told me you worked here,” she interrupts, and she’s gripping her gin and tonic so tightly her fingers are white. “And now you’re ghosting me to my face? You think I’m the type of girl you can do that to?”

      “No. Of course not.” My eyes dart around the room for help, but all I get is an amused smile from Jake, who is probably wishing he had popcorn to eat while he watches the show. Nova seems to have gone into the kitchen again, which is probably for the best. She doesn’t need to see this. The foursome of twenty-somethings is halfway to the exit but have frozen in place like they’re witnessing a train wreck. They probably are.

      “We’ve never met,” I say. “I’m not Fi⁠—"

      “Lying asshole,” she tosses her drink, dousing my shirt and face and even managing to nail me in the forehead with one of the ice cubes. The other customers gasp.

      “He’s really not,” Jake says, rushing up behind me. “He’s Finn’s twin brother. Identical twin.”

      The blonde blinks. “What are you talking about? He never said he had a twin.”

      “I’ve been asking him to have it tattooed on his ass to make sure women know, but he refuses,” I mutter and take the napkin Jake offers me to wipe my face. “Selfish prick.”

      Jake takes the chowder bowls from me and turns to the other customers. “Sorry about that folks. Nothing more to see here. Have a great night!”

      They leave and I turn back to the blonde woman. Her delicate hands are now covering her open mouth. “Oh my God. Are you seriously his twin brother?”

      I nod and reach for the napkin dispenser on a nearby table, grabbing a few more and patting my damp shirt. “Unfortunately.”

      As if on cue, the bells above the door jingle, and Finn walks in. He shakes the snow off his coat and smiles innocently. “Hey Deidre! What are you…” he starts to clue in when he kicks an ice cube with his foot and steps in a small puddle of gin and tonic that missed me and hit the floor. “Umm…everything okay?”

      Deidre turns and does a double take from me to him to me again. “Oh my God, you must think I’m such a psycho. I am so sorry! I am truly, deeply sorry.”

      “It’s a misunderstanding. Don’t worry about it,” I give her a small, but tight smile. “I’ll just head to the restroom and clean up.”

      Finn’s eyes widen and he starts to grin as I turn and head to the bathroom. Then I hear his belly laugh so I flip him the finger before swinging open the door to the men’s room. When I come back out a few minutes later, Dierdre has left, Finn and Jake are at the counter on stools, both with fresh beers in front of them, and Nova is behind the counter. She’s the only one with a sympathetic look on her face. There’s a third open beer in front of her, and she holds it up to me.

      “Your assailant felt bad and asked me to give you this before she left in shame,” Nova says.

      “Did you tell her I don’t drink?” I ask and walk up to the counter next to Jake.

      “I wanted to but then Finn interrupted and accepted the beer on your behalf,” Nova says and her eyes slide to my brother.

      Finn grins at me. “Free beer for me.”

      I lean across the counter and take the open bottle from Nova. No one blinks, they know without a doubt I am not about to drink it, and that makes me feel good. There was a time in my life, not so long ago, when my family and friends worried incessantly about me being within ten feet of alcohol. I’ve earned their trust back, and it feels so good that my mood lightens again. I hold the bottle above my head and say, “I bequeath my free beer to Nova Escalara Hawkins. You can buy me a Perrier though, Finn, since you’re the reason my simple shift turned into a gin and tonic shower.”

      I hand Nova the beer, and she grins, takes a sip, and walks over to grab a Perrier out of the fridge. She hands it to me as I sit down. Finn leans on the counter. “She’s really a nice girl. Just a little…overzealous.”

      “You think?” I reply with an eyebrow arched by sarcasm.

      “You usually keep your love life away from the business,” Nova says and I watch my brother’s face darken for a second. No one else would notice it. I am acutely aware of all his facial expressions because they’re mine too. And his moods. I can read him almost before he walks into a room. It’s not some weird psychic twin thing, it’s just that we have always spent a lot of time together, and I know him as well as I know myself. Plus he’s told me all his secrets.

      “I don’t usually tell people where I work,” Finn admits, his tone serious. “I’ve been out with her a few times, so I guess it just slipped out.”

      “So it’s serious?” Nova questions and her big brown eyes grow even bigger. Her shock is normal. Finn hasn’t had a serious girlfriend since high school.

      “No,” Finn replies flatly and I can feel his discomfort growing. He hates talking about his love life because it’s not a love life, as Terra once pointed out. It’s a lust life. He turns to me. “So, how’s the new place?”

      His eyes are pleading with me to change the subject, and I shouldn’t bail him out because he’s the reason I’m covered in gin, but I give him a break. “It’s great. Everything is new and clean. It’s not a big place, both bedrooms are small, could barely fit a queen in mine. And the ceilings are low. But it works for me and Chewie.”

      “And River?” Nova asks, eyebrows raised.

      “Hopefully, yeah,” I nod, sip my Perrier, and think of my son’s freckled cheeks, sandy hair, and big blue eyes. “He hasn’t seen it yet but I bought him a cool bed shaped like a boat and hung up some hockey posters in his room.”

      She frowns. “So Bethany hasn’t let River spend the night?”

      I shake my head. “She will. Eventually. The social worker has to come check out my place first and make sure it’s suitable, and then I’ll get overnight privileges.”

      Nova lets out a string of Spanish expletives. Finn laughs at that. He loves when she gets pissed off about something and explodes. “Or Bethany could just say she’s okay with River spending the night at his dad’s place and save everyone unnecessary hassle. That woman makes me crazy. Argh!”

      She disappears into the kitchen again, letting another set of Spanish expletives fly.

      “How our robotic older brother ended up with that ball of fire will remain one of the biggest mysteries of my life,” Finn says under his breath. The statement is more to himself than Jake or me.

      “Nova is right though. Bethany’s pulling typical Bethany bullshit,” Jake says, scowling. “She could keep the courts out of this if she didn’t want to be petty. Your record with River has been impeccable.”

      “It has…since I sobered up,” I agree confidently but don’t allow myself to feel the indignation he and Nova do. I made my bed and I will continue to lie in it. “I’ve never been late with a pick-up or drop off for my day visits.”

      “Never late with your child support payments either, which are more than the court said you had to pay,” Finn adds.

      “But I was an alcoholic who missed River’s birth and a good chunk of the first few months of his life because I was black-out drunk somewhere. I spent his first birthday in rehab and then broke up with Bethany the second I came home,” I remind everyone of the pertinent details I can’t ever forget. “So I’m willing to jump through all the legal hoops.”

      “Just for the record, though, bro,” Finn says as Nova walks out of the kitchen with a tray of lobster rolls and onion rings just for us. My mouth instantly starts to water. “You’ve made amends and shouldn’t have to keep feeling like a fucking villain. So the big question is why are you letting her treat you like one?”

      “Deep question, Finn,” I say with a sarcastic smile because he knows why I feel like a villain. “Here’s a better one. Why do you date women who automatically assume the worst about you and then throw drinks on me?”

      Jake and Nova laugh and I can’t help but join in. Finn shrugs and responds back with the same amount of sarcasm. “You know if you actually started dating, you could have girls throw drinks at me.”

      “Sounds like a lot of work for a little revenge,” I reply and reach for my lobster roll just as my phone rings. Damnit. Then I see the name flashing on the screen and my heart stops. Casco Bay Memorial Hospital. Someone is hurt? Is it River? My parents? Is something wrong with Terra’s kidney transplant?

      “Hello?” I say and walk away from the counter and head to the back corner of the restaurant where my family can’t distract me.

      “Logan Hawkins?”

      “Yes.”

      “Paramedic Logan?”

      “Yes.”

      “I thought it was you. I mean how many Logan Hawkins are there around southern Maine? It’s Liz, head nurse at Emerge at Casco Bay,” she says and her casual tone tells me that whatever this is, it’s not life or death.

      “Hi Liz. How are you? What’s up?”

      “A woman named Chloe Hale was brought in. She has a head injury.”

      “Who?”

      “Chloe Hale,” Liz repeats. “She said you were her emergency contact.”

      My brain starts spinning like a Tilt-a-Whirl at a carnival. I’m confused and although I have all the pieces of this puzzle, they don’t want to fit together. Chloe Hale, my landlady, has a head injury and told the hospital to call me? Hell, I don’t think I’m Jake’s emergency contact and I actually know him. I didn’t even remember Chloe’s last name until Liz just said it. She must have one hell of a head injury to pick me to call.

      “You don’t know her?” Liz says, sounding panicked. “Oh shit. Did I screw up?”

      “You didn’t screw up. I know her. I just…what happened?”

      “Ms. Hale slipped on ice and hit her head on some steps while shoveling snow,” Liz explains. “She was knocked unconscious, and her neighbor called nine-one-one
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