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

      

      

      

      
        
        Sometimes, the best recipes are made from second chances and shared dreams.

      

      

      

      At sixty-seven, Susan Timms thought she’d closed the final chapter on her culinary career when she sold her Georgia catering business. Moving to Sapphire Bay to reunite with her friends feels like the fresh start she desperately needs—until she meets a man who’s just as passionate about food as she is.

      

      Paul left behind the glittering success of his Los Angeles and San Francisco restaurants for the peaceful shores of Sapphire Bay, trading fame and fortune for a simpler life. After his marriage crumbled under the weight of eighteen-hour days and endless ambition, he swore off both romance and the high-pressure culinary world that had consumed him.

      

      When he asks Susan to help him create a new menu for his restaurant, he discovers that the most important ingredient in any recipe is trust. Together, they learn that it’s never too late to blend two lives, two dreams, and two hearts into something beautiful—proving that the sweetest success comes not from what you achieve alone, but from what you create together.

      

      Cottage on the Bay is the fourth 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. Happy reading!
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      Susan stood in the kitchen of the newly renovated Arts and Crafts Center in Sapphire Bay, arranging the final touches on a platter of herb-crusted salmon canapés. Her hands moved with the practiced efficiency of three decades in the catering business, but tonight felt different.

      She’d been looking forward to providing the catering for the premiere of Piper Adams’ documentary about an underground network of women. Especially after seeing the hidden room in Kathleen’s basement where Florence and Miriam Buckley’s remarkable story had begun. But as Susan garnished the final canapé with a sprig of fresh dill, she couldn’t shake the hollow feeling that had been following her since she’d moved to Montana five months ago.

      Through the kitchen doorway, she saw the reception area filling with couples. Mayor Patricia Chen arrived with her husband of forty years. Dr. Sarah Mitchell from the Smithsonian had brought her partner. Even Mabel Terry from the general store had brought her husband—and Allan hardly ever came to this type of event.

      Susan turned back to her platters, swallowing against the unexpected tightness in her throat.

      At sixty-seven, she thought she’d made peace with being alone. She’d sold her Georgia catering business—the company she’d built from nothing after her divorce thirty years ago. She’d moved to Sapphire Bay to reunite with her childhood friends and found meaningful work teaching cooking classes at the Welcome Center. She had everything she’d told herself she wanted. Freedom, friendship, and the breathtaking beauty of Flathead Lake each time she went for a walk.

      So why did she feel like she was standing on the outside of her own life, watching everyone else live while she just... existed?

      “Susan!” Isabel’s voice called from across the room. Her friend looked radiant in a forest green wrap dress, her silver hair swept into a sophisticated updo. Frank stood beside her, his hand resting protectively on the small of her back. “Need any help?”

      “I think I’m all set, but thanks.” Susan forced brightness into her voice. Isabel and Frank had found each other at sixty-five, proving it was never too late for love. Lynda had found Matt. Even Kathleen and Patrick had finally admitted that they were head over heels in love with each other.

      Susan was the only one still alone.

      She picked up a tray of appetizers and carried them into the reception area, her smile firmly in place. She’d become an expert at this over the years—the competent, cheerful woman who made everyone else’s celebrations perfect while her own life remained stubbornly empty.

      “Excuse me, are you Susan Fletcher?”

      She turned to find a young reporter from the Flathead Beacon, notebook already open. “Yes, I am.”

      “I’m Jennifer Walker. I was hoping to get a few quotes about tonight’s event. I understand you provided the catering?” The reporter’s eyes brightened. “And what’s next for you? Any plans to expand your cooking classes or maybe open a restaurant?”

      The question landed like a stone in Susan’s chest. What’s next for you?

      If only she knew.

      “I’m keeping my options open,” Susan replied, the words feeling hollow even as she spoke them. The truth was, she had no idea what came next. She’d spent thirty years building an identity around her business. She was Susan Fletcher, a successful caterer, and the woman who could pull off a perfect wedding for two hundred people or an intimate dinner with equal skill.

      Here in Sapphire Bay, she was simply Susan. Kathleen’s friend. The woman who taught cooking classes. Someone with time to bake cookies for breakfast and take aimless walks along the lake.

      Someone with nothing important to do and no one important to be.

      As Jennifer moved on to interview other attendees, Susan scanned the growing crowd. That’s when she saw him.

      Paul Renard stood near the entrance, his tall frame relaxed in dark slacks and a charcoal sweater that brought out the silver at his temples. He was alone, but he carried himself with a quiet confidence that made his solitude look like a choice rather than a circumstance.

      Their eyes met across the room, and Susan’s breath caught.

      Over the past few months, they’d developed an easy friendship based on their shared passion for food. He’d been generous with his advice when she was setting up her cooking classes, and they often discussed techniques and flavor profiles with the kind of shorthand that came from years in professional kitchens. But there was something else beneath their conversations, something neither of them had acknowledged.

      Something that made her pulse quicken now as he smiled and began making his way toward her.

      “No,” Susan told herself firmly. “Don’t even think it.”

      She’d closed the door on romance years ago, accepted that some chapters of life were simply over. She’d come to Montana to find peace, not to chase foolish dreams about a man she barely knew.

      But as Paul drew closer, his eyes were full of genuine pleasure at seeing her. Susan felt something stir in her chest that she’d thought was long dead.

      Hope.

      Dangerous, terrifying hope.

      “Susan,” he said, his voice carrying a slight roughness that suggested he didn’t waste words on small talk. “Your canapés are incredible.”

      “Thank you. That means a lot coming from you.” She gestured toward the platters. “The mushroom phyllo cups turned out better than I expected.”

      Paul picked one up, examining it with the careful attention of a fellow chef. “Is this a family recipe?”

      “It’s something I developed for a wedding I catered a few years ago.” Susan relaxed into the familiar territory of food talk, grateful for solid ground beneath her feet. “The bride was vegetarian, and she wanted something that would satisfy her carnivorous father-in-law. The key is using three different types of mushrooms and adding just a touch of brandy to the reduction.”

      “That’s brilliant.” Paul’s smile widened. “I’ve been thinking about expanding the appetizer menu at the Grill. Would you consider collaborating on some new dishes?”

      The suggestion caught her completely off guard. “Collaborating?”

      “We could develop a new menu together. Create a few signature dishes.” He paused, and something vulnerable flickered across his features. “Your instinct for flavors that people want to eat is better than most of the chefs I’ve worked with. And I’ve worked with some of the best.”

      Warmth spread through Susan’s chest, followed by uncertainty. More work meant more commitment. It meant admitting she wanted to be more than just a retired caterer marking time until... what? Until she died? Until her friends got tired of including her in their coupled-up lives?

      “Can I think about it?” she asked, hating the quaver in her voice.

      “Of course.” His smile was understanding rather than disappointed. “No pressure. But the offer stands whenever you’re ready.”

      As Paul moved away to greet other guests, Susan watched him go. He stopped to talk with Pastor John, his posture relaxed but somehow separate. Even in a crowded room, Paul Renard carried an invisible barrier around himself—the careful distance of someone who’d been hurt and wasn’t willing to risk his heart again.

      She recognized it because she was exactly the same.

      The lights dimmed, signaling that the documentary was about to begin. Susan did a final check of her catering stations, but her mind was elsewhere. She thought about Florence and Miriam Buckley, the two women whose story would be celebrated tonight. They’d created a legacy that lasted over a century, helping countless women build new lives from the ashes of old shame.

      What legacy was Susan building in this small Montana town? And more importantly, what did she want her legacy to be?

      As the guests moved toward the theater, Susan allowed herself one more glance at Paul. He stood alone near the refreshment table, his expression thoughtful as he watched the crowd. For just a moment, their eyes met again, and Susan saw something in his face that matched the ache in her own chest.

      Loneliness. Bone-deep, soul-crushing loneliness.

      And the terrifying possibility that neither of them had to stay lonely if they were brave enough to try.
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      Paul unlocked the back door of The Lakeside Grill at five-thirty the next morning. Moving quickly, he turned off the security alarm in the same way he’d done for the past three years.

      On his way here, the crisp October air had bitten into his skin. Flathead Lake had stretched across the bay like dark pewter. Its surface was touched with the first hints of ice along the shoreline, where fall was surrendering to winter.

      This, Paul thought, was his sanctuary. It was a far cry from the gleaming steel and chaos of the Los Angeles and San Francisco kitchens where he’d built his reputation.

      He flipped on the lights, and the kitchen came alive with their warm glow. Everything was exactly as he’d left it the night before. It was clean, organized, and ready. The sight never failed to calm something restless in his chest. After years of managing restaurants with dozens of staff, hundreds of covers a night, and the constant pressure to be revolutionary, this modest kitchen felt like home.

      Paul hung his jacket on the hook by the door and tied his apron around his waist. The muscle memory of these small rituals anchored him as he began his morning routine—checking the walk-in cooler, reviewing yesterday’s prep, and planning the day’s specials based on what needed to be used first. It was methodical work, the kind that had once bored him when he was chasing Michelin stars and magazine reviews. Now, at sixty-eight, he found peace in the predictability.

      The back door opened with a soft chime, and Harry Williams stepped inside, stamping his boots on the mat. At twenty-four, Harry had the eager energy Paul remembered from his own early days in professional kitchens. Thankfully, Harry didn’t have the crushing ambition that had driven Paul to work eighteen-hour days and sacrifice his marriage for culinary success.

      “Morning, Chef,” Harry called, already reaching for his apron. He’d been working at the Grill for two years now. Paul had watched him grow from an enthusiastic but scattered culinary school graduate into a reliable sous chef. Harry understood Paul’s philosophy of simple, quality food without the need for constant innovation or dramatic presentation.

      “Morning. How are Lisa and the baby?” Paul washed his hands, then pulled salmon fillets from the cooler. Harry had become a father six months ago, and his transformation had been remarkable to watch. Where once he might have stayed late experimenting with new techniques, Harry now worked efficiently and left promptly to get home to his family.

      “She’s good. Sleeping through the night finally.” Harry grinned as he began setting up his station. “Lisa says to thank you again for the baby gift. The highchair is perfect.”

      Paul was pleased. He’d learned the hard way that he needed to show his staff that he appreciated them. Without their support and loyalty, his restaurant in Sapphire Bay wouldn’t have survived the first twelve months.

      The third member of their morning team arrived twenty minutes later. Jenny Martin, a local woman in her forties, had been waiting tables in Sapphire Bay for over a decade. She knew every regular customer by name and knew more then he did about wine. She’d also become invaluable in the front-of-house operations, handling reservations and managing the dining room with quiet efficiency.

      “Busy night ahead,” Jenny announced, pouring herself coffee from the pot Paul always started first thing. “We’ve got the MacIntosh’s anniversary dinner at six, and last night I took three more reservations for seven-thirty. Plus, Mrs. Chen added two more to her party of four tonight.”

      Paul was proud of the steady business the community gave him. The Lakeside Grill wasn’t a destination restaurant, it didn’t need to be. It served the community, provided jobs for local people, and offered him the sort of sustainable success he’d never known in his high-pressure days.

      “What’s the special today?” Harry asked, pulling vegetables from the walk-in.

      Paul had been considering this question since he’d woken up. “Pan-seared trout with butternut squash risotto and caramelized root vegetables. I bought some beautiful parsnips and turnips from the farmer’s market yesterday, plus the last of the season’s butternut squash.”

      It was a dish that would have made him cringe fifteen years ago. It was simple and based in comfort rather than innovation. But there was artistry in its simplicity, in taking perfect ingredients and preparing them with respect for their natural qualities. His customers appreciated food that felt like a warm embrace rather than a culinary challenge.

      But something felt different this morning. As he worked, Paul’s thoughts kept drifting to Susan and their conversation about collaborating on a new menu for the Grill. He’d been surprised by his own willingness to even suggest it. For three years, he’d maintained his menu with only seasonal adjustments, preferring consistency over constant change.

      Susan, however, presented possibilities that intrigued him. He’d tasted her food at two weddings and several community events. There was no doubt that she was a talented chef. Her ability to balance different flavors was something that couldn’t be taught.

      Unlike him, she’d built a successful catering company in Georgia and walked away from it when it no longer served her. She’d chosen relationships and community over profit margins and prestige.

      “Chef?” Harry’s voice interrupted his thoughts. “Do you want the parsnips diced or cut into matchsticks?”

      “Diced,” Paul replied automatically. “And let’s roast the turnips whole until they’re tender, then slice them for plating.”

      The morning prep continued with easy efficiency. Harry moved through his tasks with growing confidence, asking fewer questions each week as he learned from Paul. Jenny walked between the dining room and kitchen, setting up tables and coordinating the day’s reservations with their preparation timeline.

      At eight o’clock, Paul stepped outside for a brief break. The air carried the scent of wood smoke from chimneys throughout Sapphire Bay, and the maple trees lining the street had turned brilliant orange and red. This was his favorite time of day, when the restaurant was ready but not yet open, when the possibilities of the day stretched ahead without the pressure of immediate service, and when the changing season reminded him that some things were worth slowing down to notice.

      He thought about Susan again. There was something about her passion for food that made him want to be a better chef. When they talked, it was unlike any professional partnership he’d experienced. Mutual respect was a lot better than working alongside someone who either needed their ego stroked or saw you as their nearest rival.

      For those reasons, asking her to help him create a new menu had a lot of advantages. But there was one issue. He was attracted to Susan—and that scared him.

      He shook his head, disappointed with himself. He was too old for a romantic relationship, for goodness’ sake.

      “Chef?” Jenny called from the kitchen door. “Mrs. Taylor is here about her daughter’s engagement party next month. She was hoping to talk to you about menu options.”

      Paul glanced at his watch. They wouldn’t open for another couple of hours, but Jacinda Taylor’s family had been coming to his restaurant since he’d first opened. Her daughter’s engagement party was the type of special occasion he enjoyed. It wasn’t a faceless transaction, but a celebration of people he knew in the community.

      “I’ll be right there,” he replied.

      As he approached the corner booth where Jacinda waited with her planning folder, Paul smiled. “Jacinda,” he said warmly, sliding into the seat across from her. “I’m glad you’re here today. Jenny said you have some ideas regarding your daughter’s engagement party.”

      Jacinda’s face lit up as she began describing her vision for the party. Paul was drawn in by each detail she described. This was his life now. Instead of working long hours and focusing on impressing the restaurant critics that came through his doors, he was creating moments for his customers to treasure. And he couldn’t have been happier.
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      Susan stood at the kitchen window of the cottage she was renting from Kathleen. Steam rose from her coffee mug, curling in the cool air that seeped through the old window frame.

      She’d been living in the cottage for nearly five months now, and the routine she’d established still felt new enough to surprise her. The quiet mornings, this chance to simply be, was a luxury she’d forgotten existed during the frantic years she’d lived in Georgia.

      Setting her mug on the counter, Susan reached for a container of cookies. A year ago, she wouldn’t have eaten a chocolate chip cookie for breakfast, even if it was filled with oats and honey. But her life was different now. She could do what she wanted, when she wanted. She wasn’t worried about the extra pounds she’d gained since moving here, or her craving for sugary treats. She was free to be herself, for better or worse.

      As the gooey chocolate melted on her tongue, her mind drifted back to last night’s premiere—to the reporter’s questions, to Paul’s offer, to that uncomfortable feeling of standing at a crossroads without a map.

      What’s next for you? Jennifer Walker had asked.

      Susan had given the reporter a polite non-answer, but the question had burrowed under her skin. She was sixty-seven years old. She’d built a successful catering business from scratch and raised it like a child through its difficult phases. Then she’d sold it when the constant hustle had finally worn her down to nothing. She’d earned this peaceful retirement, hadn’t she? So why did it feel like she was drifting rather than resting?

      The coffeepot simmered and Susan poured the dark liquid into her favorite mug—the one Kathleen had left behind. It was cream-colored with a chip on the handle that fit perfectly against her thumb. Everything in this cottage carried echoes of her friend’s presence, reminders of the community that had drawn her here.

      Through the window, she watched a pair of ducks glide across the water. It was calmer here than farther around the lake. Protected by the curve of the shoreline, Sapphire Bay was safe, peaceful, and predictable.

      The word made her frown.

      Susan carried her coffee to the small dining table and sank into the chair. Her laptop sat closed in front of her. She’d been meaning to organize her recipe files for weeks, to create the digital cookbook she’d always talked about. But every time she opened the computer, she found herself staring at the screen, paralyzed by the question of why.

      Why organize recipes no one would use? And why document a career that had already ended?

      “Stop it,” she muttered to herself, wrapping both hands around the warm mug. “You’re being ridiculous.”

      But the feeling didn’t go away. For the last few weeks, she’d had a nagging sense that she’d traded one kind of exhaustion for another. In Georgia, she’d been physically tired, running from event to event, managing staff, suppliers, and demanding clients. Here, she was mentally restless, her skills and experience sitting idle while she taught cooking classes and catered for the odd charity event.

      Not that there was anything wrong with teaching. She’d genuinely enjoyed watching her students’ faces light up when they mastered a new technique. But it felt like a hobby, not a purpose.

      Susan took a long sip of coffee, savoring the bold flavor she’d finally perfected after weeks of adjusting to Montana’s altitude and water. Small victories. That’s what her life had become—a series of small, pleasant victories that added up to... what, exactly?

      The sound of her phone buzzing broke her spiraling thoughts. She reached for it, grateful for the distraction. Isabel had sent her a text.

      Morning! Coffee at 10? Lynda wants to show off her new scarf collection. She’s completely out of control.

      Susan smiled despite herself. The easy friendship she’d found with Isabel, Lynda, and Kathleen was one of the unquestionable gifts of this move. She typed back: Wouldn’t miss it. Should I bring something?

      The response came immediately: Just yourself. Though if you happened to have any of those cinnamon rolls from yesterday’s class...

      Susan laughed. She did, in fact, have a container of cinnamon rolls in her refrigerator. With three friends who loved anything covered in sweet frosting, she always made more than she needed. I’ll bring them.

      Setting the phone aside, she stood and moved back to the window. Until a few weeks ago, she’d been sharing the cottage with Lynda. But when another house came on the market, Lynda and Matt had quickly bought it. Now, after a whirlwind engagement, they were planning a Christmas wedding to celebrate the beginning of their new lives together.

      She missed Lynda more than she thought she would. After years of living on her own, it was nice to wake up and go for an early morning walk with someone who understood her. Now, she was getting used to being on her own again.

      With a sigh, she focused on the glorious view in front of her. A fishing boat puttered past, heading for the deeper waters of the lake. It was Mike Thompson’s old cruiser. He’d been at the premiere last night and had complimented her about the food. His genuine enthusiasm had made her remember why she’d fallen in love with cooking.

      People enjoyed her food. They appreciated the care she put into every dish, the way she combined flavors and textures to create something memorable. That hadn’t changed just because she’d moved to Montana.

      Paul’s offer echoed in her mind: Would you consider collaborating on some new dishes?

      She’d asked for time to think about it, and he’d been gracious about her hesitation. But what was there to think about? The opportunity to work alongside a chef of Paul’s caliber, to create menu items that would be served in a restaurant, should have been an easy yes.

      So why had she wanted time to think about it?

      Susan turned from the window and walked toward her bedroom. The answer had nothing to do with Paul or the project itself. But it had everything to do with the question she’d been avoiding since she’d arrived in Sapphire Bay: What did she want from this next chapter of her life?

      The bedroom was still shadowed, the morning light not yet reaching this side of the cottage. Susan set her coffee on the dresser and opened the closet, considering what to wear for a day that held nothing but a coffee date and the vague possibility of baking. She’d spent so many years in chef’s whites or event-appropriate business casual that her current wardrobe felt like playing dress-up in someone else’s clothes.

      She pulled out a pair of comfortable jeans and a soft blue sweater that Kathleen had insisted brought out the color of her eyes. As she dressed, she caught sight of herself in the mirror. Her silver hair, which she’d finally stopped dying, looked soft and pretty. Laugh lines around her eyes marked decades of joy and stress in equal measure. She didn’t feel any older than when she was in her thirties, but she looked like someone’s grandmother—even though she’d never had children of her own.

      After the long hours she’d worked, she should have been content with morning coffee and lakeside views.

      But contentment, she was learning, wasn’t the same as fulfillment.

      By the time Susan emerged from her bedroom, fully dressed and with a touch of makeup, she’d made a decision. She’d take a walk before meeting Isabel and Lynda. The physical movement might help clear her head, and the autumn morning was too beautiful to waste indoors with her spiraling thoughts.

      She grabbed a light jacket from the hook by the door and stepped outside. The air bit at her cheeks, crisp and clean in a way that Georgia air never had been.

      As she began walking, Susan’s thoughts returned to Paul Renard. There was something about him that intrigued her beyond his obvious culinary talent. He carried himself with quiet confidence, the kind that came from knowing exactly who he was and what he could do. But beneath that confidence, she’d sensed something else. A wariness, maybe, that matched her own.

      He’d left behind success in Los Angeles and San Francisco to open a modest restaurant in small-town Montana. That took courage—or desperation. She understood both.

      The shoreline trail wound between old-growth pines and carefully maintained lawns. Susan recognized most of the houses now, could name the families who lived in them. The Johnsons, the Patels, and the elderly Sanderson couple who’d lived in Sapphire Bay for fifty years. Then she saw The Lakeside Inn, a gorgeous two-story home that had been converted into a bed-and-breakfast by Mabel Terry’s daughters.

      Two students from her Wednesday cooking class jogged past, calling out cheerful good mornings. Susan waved back, warmed by their enthusiasm. Most of her class were young moms, looking for a hobby, a skill, or just an excuse to have an adult conversation over chopped vegetables and simmering sauces. Teaching them had reminded her of something she’d forgotten during the commercial grind—that cooking was, at its heart, an act of love and connection.

      Maybe that was the answer to Jennifer Walker’s question. Perhaps what came next wasn’t about building something bigger or achieving more recognition. It was about sharing what she knew and creating connections through food in this small Montana town.

      But even as the thought formed, Susan felt that familiar restlessness stirring again. Was she settling? Making peace with diminished ambitions and calling it wisdom?

      She’d reached an open area where families came in summer, and teenagers gathered for bonfires in the fall. It was deserted this morning, just weathered picnic tables and a fire pit filled with cold ashes. Susan sat on a bench and looked out at the water.

      Paul’s offer represented more than an opportunity to create different recipes. It was an invitation back into the professional culinary world, even in a small way. The chance to create something that mattered, even if it was just a perfect mushroom tart or an inspired take on local trout, made her pull out her cell phone.

      Before she could second-guess herself, Susan typed a quick message to Paul: I’ve been thinking about your offer. I’d like to discuss it further. Are you free this week?

      She hit send before she could reconsider, then immediately felt a flutter of panic. What was she doing? She’d come to Sapphire Bay to slow down, to reconnect with friends, to enjoy a peaceful retirement. Taking on a professional collaboration went against everything she’d told herself she wanted.

      Except it didn’t. Not really.

      The phone buzzed with Paul’s response: Monday afternoon? We could meet at the Grill around two, after lunch service.

      Susan typed back: Perfect. See you then.

      She sat for a moment longer, letting the decision settle into her bones. The water lapped gently at the shore, and somewhere above her, a raven called out. The autumn morning held all the peace she’d been seeking, but now it felt different. It was less like an ending and more like a pause before something new began.

      Whatever happened with Paul’s project, at least she was saying yes to a new possibility. At least she was stepping forward instead of simply drifting.

      Susan stood, brushed off her jeans, and started back toward Kathleen’s cottage. She had cinnamon rolls to warm up and friends to meet for coffee. Later, she’d think seriously about recipes that would work for a Montana lakeside restaurant, and about what it meant to collaborate with someone who understood food the way she did.

      For now, though, it was enough to walk through the morning air and know that she could still surprise herself.

      As her cottage came into view, Susan smiled. Perhaps she didn’t have all the answers about what this next chapter would hold. But she was finally ready to start living it.
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      Susan pulled into Isabel and Frank’s driveway just as Kathleen’s truck appeared from the opposite direction. Kathleen waved through the windshield, and Susan smiled at how often they arrived at the same moment without planning it.

      “Perfect timing,” Kathleen called as they both climbed out of their vehicles. She held a covered dish. “I stopped by the market this morning and couldn’t resist the Honeycrisp apples. I made an apple crumble for us.”

      “That sounds yummy, and it’s Isabel’s favorite.” Susan grabbed the basket of cinnamon rolls she’d warmed before leaving the cottage. “How’s Patrick?”

      “He’s great, especially on a day like this. He’s gone fishing with Allan Terry.”

      Susan smiled as she walked up the front path with Kathleen. For years, she’d wondered why Kathleen and Patrick hadn’t been more than friends. Then, six months ago, everything had changed. They’d finally admitted what everyone else had seen for years—that their friendship had always been part of something much deeper.

      Watching them navigate their new relationship had been one of the unexpected joys of Susan’s move to Sapphire Bay. They were careful with each other, tender in ways that came from decades of knowing someone before starting a new life together.

      Susan looked at the chrysanthemums Frank had planted in large terracotta pots flanking the door. Orange, burgundy, and gold blooms created a riot of fall color against the white clapboard house.

      Before they could knock, Isabel opened the door, her face lit with welcome. “I saw you from the window. Come in, come in. Lynda’s already here, and she’s brought something to show everyone.”

      The interior of Isabel and Frank’s home welcomed Susan like an old friend. Overstuffed furniture in shades of cream and sage filled the living room, and family photos covered nearly every surface. But today, Susan noticed something new—fresh paint on the shelves that lined one wall.

      “Frank’s latest project,” Isabel said, catching Susan’s gaze. “He decided the shelves needed updating, which somehow turned into repainting the entire room. You know how these things go.”

      “They look beautiful,” Susan said, studying the soft gray-blue that complemented the room’s color scheme. “When did he finish?”

      “Thursday night, around eleven. I kept telling him it could wait until morning, but you know Frank. Once he starts something, he has to see it through.” Isabel’s voice held affection mixed with exasperation. “Come through to the kitchen.”

      Susan and Kathleen followed Isabel through the living room. Lynda stood by the kitchen window, looking out at the backyard where a massive oak tree blazed with autumn color. She turned as they entered, her face brightening.

      “There you are! I thought you’d gotten lost.” Lynda pulled Susan into a quick hug, then did the same with Kathleen. “Wait until you see what I brought.”

      The kitchen table was already set with their favorite coffee mugs and a vase of colorful flowers. A plate of shortbread sat beside the flowers, the cookies cut into perfect rectangles and dusted with sugar. Susan added her cinnamon rolls to the table while Kathleen unveiled her apple crumble.

      “This is turning into a feast,” Isabel said as she poured everyone a cup of coffee. “I’m glad I made a double batch of muffins.” She gestured to a basket lined with a checkered cloth and large blueberry muffins.

      “Where’s Frank this morning?” Kathleen asked, settling into one of the chairs.

      “Out with Tommy.” Isabel’s expression softened at the mention of Frank’s grandson. “They’re building something in Frank’s workshop. A birdhouse, I think, though knowing those two, it’ll probably turn into an entire bird mansion.”

      The women laughed, and Susan relaxed into the familiar rhythm of their Sunday coffee mornings. These gatherings mattered more than she’d expected when she’d first moved to Sapphire Bay. Four women, four different lives, but a friendship that anchored her to her new life.

      Isabel poured coffee for everyone. Steam rose from the mugs, carrying the rich aroma that signaled the real beginning of their morning. Susan took a cinnamon roll and pinched off a bite, letting the warm pastry melt on her tongue.

      “Now,” Lynda said, reaching for a tote bag she’d set beside her chair. “I have to show you what I found yesterday.”

      She pulled out three scarves, each one more beautiful than the last. The first was a deep forest green with threads of gold woven through the fabric. The second featured blues and purples that reminded Susan of a Montana twilight. And the third was burgundy shot through with copper, the colors shifting as Lynda moved the fabric.

      “They’re gorgeous,” Kathleen said softly, reaching out to touch the green scarf. “Who made them?”

      “A woman named Teresa Martinez. She just moved here from New Mexico and set up a studio in the old mill building. She uses natural dyes—plants, minerals, and things she gathers herself.” Lynda draped the burgundy scarf around her shoulders. “I bought this one for me, and the others as Christmas gifts. I couldn’t resist.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Susan said. Each detail of the scarves was lovely, from the hand-rolled hems to the subtle variations in color that gave each piece depth and character.

      “I talked with Teresa for almost an hour,” Lynda continued, carefully folding the scarves and returning them to her bag. “She’s planning to teach dyeing classes in the spring. I’ve already signed up.”

      Isabel selected a blueberry muffin and split it open. “It’s wonderful having so many artists moving to Sapphire Bay. Between the Arts and Crafts Center and the new gallery opening next month, we’re becoming a cultural hub.”

      “Speaking of the Arts and Crafts Center,” Kathleen said, giving Susan a knowing look. “I heard through the grapevine that a certain caterer made an impression at Saturday’s premiere.”

      Susan felt heat rise to her cheeks. “Everyone enjoyed the food.”

      “More than enjoyed,” Kathleen pressed. “Piper told me three people asked for your contact information. And Paul Renard raved about your mushroom phyllo cups to anyone who would listen.”

      The mention of Paul’s name made Susan’s pulse quicken. She sipped her coffee slowly. “Paul and I are meeting tomorrow, actually. He’s asked me to collaborate on some new dishes for the restaurant.”

      Three faces turned toward her with varying degrees of surprise and delight.

      “Susan, that’s wonderful!” Isabel set down her muffin. “Will you do it?”

      “I think so.” Susan pulled off another bite of cinnamon roll, unable to hide her smile.

      “You look excited,” Lynda said.

      “I’m excited and nervous,” Susan told her friend. “I didn’t expect to be, but I am. There’s something energizing about the possibility of working with a person who’s run successful restaurants. But I’m also worried. I wanted to step away from catering, but it hasn’t worked out that way.”

      Isabel nodded. “At least no one thinks you’re crazy. When I bought the bookstore, my family couldn’t believe I was buying a business in my sixties, let alone in a small town. But it was the best decision I’ve ever made because it was something I chose, not something I had to do.”

      “Exactly,” Lynda said. “Retirement isn’t about doing nothing. It’s about doing what matters to you
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