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      Kelli Thompson looked at the house she’d owned for decades now, her heartbeat giving her an extra thump she didn’t quite understand. She’d been coming here for a few months, and she’d brought Parker several times.

      “Thanks, Rich,” she said to the RideShare driver. “Could you help me with the boxes in the back?”

      “Of course,” Rich said, grinning at her over the console. “When are you gonna move in, Miss Kelli?” The older gentleman with rich, dark skin had a quick smile every time he saw Kelli. She’d gotten into his SUV many times for a ride from the ferry to this house, and they’d become friends over the past few months.

      “Soon,” Kelli said, reaching to unbuckle her seatbelt. Getting items for the house from Diamond to Bell Island wasn’t easy, and she’d left Parker with Jean Shields today to get some things done.

      The springtime ocean breeze met her as she got out of the car, and Kelli took a moment to breathe in the scent of flowers mixed with sea salt. She loved springtime in the cove, and it felt like it was coming early this year, as it wasn’t even April yet.

      The sky held a shade of blue rarely seen by the human eye, and Kelli looked up into it and felt the magnificence of life pressing down on her. Gratitude for the life she now lived streamed through her, because a year ago, she hadn’t even known how unhappy she was.

      She’d been through some trials in the past twelve months, that was for sure, and her mind flashed past Zach Watkins, Tiffany Mueller, her ex-husband Julian, hard work in a moldy, greasy kitchen at The Cliffside Inn, a tsunami, getting up at five-thirty to go to work every day, and losing everything she owned to water damage.

      She’d also attended a court hearing to finalize her divorce, learned to let go of her tight grip on her son, and spent a lot of time with her mother and her boyfriend.

      “Just in the garage, Miss Kelli?” Rich asked, and Kelli snapped out of her memories. She had plenty of others, and in fact, this house was stuffed full of them. She wanted to make even more here with her son, and she once again had the thought that she had more to do before she could move into this house.

      And it wasn’t moving in several small appliances, new bedding, and a box of cleaning supplies. That all needed to be done too, of course, and she shivered as the breeze turned into a wind.

      She stepped to the back of the SUV and picked up the new coffee maker, stacked a toaster on top of it, and then grabbed the basket where she’d put all the linens, as well as the new kitchen utensils. She was stocking the house one purchase at a time, using some money from every paycheck.

      The house had hardly any furniture, but those were bigger purchases Kelli hadn’t been able to afford yet. She’d been saving a little bit from every check as well, and she had four big items on her list before she and Parker could move into this house on Seabreeze Shore.

      Two beds—one for her and Parker. A couch. A dining room table and chairs.

      If she could somehow get those pieces, she could envision herself living in this house.

      “Right there is fine,” she said to Rich, and he set down the blender and the laundry basket filled with new sheets and pillows. “Thank you so much, Rich.”

      “You’re welcome, Miss Kelli,” he said. “You text me when you’re ready to go back. I’ll come get you.”

      “Yes, sir.” She put down her boxed appliances too and stepped into him to give him a hug. “You say hello to Miss Everly for me, okay?”

      “Oh, that reminds me.” He stepped away and snapped his fingers. “She sent a buttermilk pie for you.”

      “She did?” Kelli turned as Rich hustled back to the SUV. “How did she know you’d see me today?’

      “It’s a weekend,” he said as he opened the passenger door and bent inside the vehicle. “I’ve had the pie since yesterday, but it’ll still be good.” He lifted it from the glove box, and Kelli gaped at the personal-sized pie. He grinned as he handed it to her, and Kelli felt more love from him and his wife—a woman she had never met—than she had from anyone but her best friends.

      “Thank you.” Her voice choked slightly, and Rich held her tightly.

      “She loves to bake,” he said, stepping back. “So you’re doin’ something good for her.”

      “I hope she feels better quickly,” Kelli said, as Everly seemed to have a multitude of health problems Rich had told Kelli about over the months.

      “I’ll tell her you said so,” Rich said. “I best be going. Lots of people coming to Bell today.”

      “Yes, go.” Kelli smiled at him as he got behind the wheel, and she stood in the carport until he left. She started hauling in the appliances and things she’d brought to the house that day, and nothing gave her greater joy than unpacking things she’d worked hard to afford. She put them in cabinets and closets that made sense to her, and Kelli enjoyed the progress she’d made over the weeks.

      The kitchen sat clean and ready for her to use. She’d bought curtains and hung them on the windows, one over the sink and a huge one that overlooked the small back yard. The old table and chairs sat pushed into the corner, and Kelli needed to get rid of them.

      She wasn’t paying for any services here yet, though, so she couldn’t just put it on the curb and have the garbage truck haul it away.

      The pantry held bottled water, fruit snacks for Parker, the popcorn she and AJ shared when they came to the house for their private chats, and a box of protein shakes. Kelli needed to start thinking about stocking the house with more to eat, as well as all the home goods people needed to live.

      Toilet paper, paper towels, towels, wash cloths, oven mitts. The list went on and on.

      Kelli had lost everything in the tsunami that had hit Five Island Cove just before Christmas, and she’d been renting a fully furnished twinhome on Pearl Island since then. Everything she’d been able to replace, she’d brought here, like her own silverware, a few dishes, and now the linens and kitchen utensils.

      All in all, she wanted to be ready to move into this house by summertime, but she still wasn’t sure she’d make it. She worked as a teacher’s assistant at the junior high on Diamond Island, and she managed to pay her bills with that income. There wasn’t much leftover, and Julian had been sending her money for Parker before the divorce was final, and now that it was, she was receiving alimony too. The money she got from her ex-husband paid for all of Parker’s school expenses, their groceries every month, and as she unboxed the toaster, she realized he’d paid for that too.

      “You’re getting closer,” she said to herself.

      After putting away all of the items she’d bought that weekend, she wandered from the back of the house to the front, where a large room spanned the width of the building. The front door sat squarely in the middle of the room, and a large staircase went up to the second floor directly across from the entrance.

      The hall beside the stairs led to the kitchen and dining room, which took up the back of the house. Her father had kept an office in the space to the right of the front door, and the family had enjoyed their movie nights and family meetings in the room to the left.

      All the bedrooms were upstairs, including the master suite, and Kelli turned to go that way. She’d shared a bedroom with her younger sister, Heather, while her older one, Sabrina, had always had her own room.

      Once Sabrina had graduated and left the cove, Kelli and Heather had their own rooms. She’d always had to share a bathroom, and her parents were the type that didn’t keep their bedroom door open.

      Kelli still hesitated before going into the master suite, as she was never allowed in there as a child. She wasn’t sure why. She’d started Parker’s life with him in a bassinet right beside her in the master suite she and Julian had shared once upon a time.

      When he couldn’t sleep, she brought him into their bedroom. The door was hardly ever closed or locked, and Parker came into her bedroom at-will, even now.

      Memories of the house flooded Kelli’s mind as she stood in the large room that had once housed her mother and father’s bed. She could see the hulking, dark-wood dresser that had sat next to the door, and the lacy, cream-colored curtains her mom had put over the bay window that looked over the back yard.

      Kelli went to the window and looked out, the view of the yard, the cliffs, and the ocean beyond the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen. She did love the cove, though she’d always been afraid of the water. She wasn’t as much anymore, but a hint of trepidation still stole through her from time to time when she thought about swimming in the ocean or getting on a boat.

      She had to ride a ferry to work every weekday, and she’d had to do the same as a child and teenager growing up. Somehow, a ferry wasn’t the same as any other boat, and especially if she stayed inside, she didn’t worry about sinking.

      Her parents had forced her to join the Seafaring Girls, and Kelli hadn’t been happy about it. She was now, though, and she thought about the women she loved so dearly.

      “You need to tell them all about this house,” she said to her partial reflection in the glass. Only AJ knew she owned this house, and Kelli wasn’t sure why she wanted to keep it a secret.

      “You need to tell your mother.”

      She wasn’t sure how her mom would take the news that Kelli had bought this house and had owned it all of these years. Her mother hadn’t wanted it, not after everything that had happened here.

      The walls started to whisper, little hisses of sound in Kelli’s ears.

      She turned quickly and left the master bedroom, skipped going into the one she’d once used, and hurried downstairs instead. She burst out the front door, as she’d done many times before, one instance of when she had fresh in her mind.

      When her father had lost the Glassworks, it had felt like everything in Kelli’s life stopped making sense. That was the beginning of the end for her family as she’d previously known it, and she remembered keenly listening to her parents argue in loud voices that only increased in volume. She remembered the feeling of unrest, the worry which writhed way down deep in her soul, and the fear that if her family fell apart, she’d crumble too.

      She remembered jumping to her feet and leaving Heather and Sabrina huddled together in the hallway outside their parents’ bedroom and racing down those steps. Two long strides, and she reached the door.

      A twist, a pull, and she burst onto the front porch.

      She stood there now, letting the fear and doubt and worry wash through her. Accepting how she felt was the only way she’d been able to rid herself of it. If she didn’t allow herself to feel the feelings, they built up to dangerous amounts, infecting her thoughts and influencing her actions.

      She didn’t want to live like that anymore. She wasn’t afraid of what might happen anymore. She’d learned that she could take a situation and work through it. She could think, and she was smart enough to come up with solutions. She could help others, because she wasn’t drowning the way she’d once been.

      She drew in a deep breath and found her center. “You’re okay,” she said out loud. She had no idea how to start a conversation with her mom about this house, and she hoped all the progress they’d made over the past year wouldn’t be undone when Kelli finally confessed she owned the house on Seabreeze Shore.

      Her friends could help her, and she took out her phone to send a few texts. Number one, she needed to get this Wednesday off of work. Her friends met for lunch every Wednesday. Kelli could never go, and she tried not to let it bother her. In her quiet moments, though, it definitely bothered her that everyone had a job that allowed them the freedom and flexibility to lunch together every week.

      Kelli didn’t have that luxury, and her ideas of starting a yoga studio in the right part of the house where her father had once kept his office entered her mind again. That would have to wait though, as she needed money for furniture, food, and the necessities of life before she could even think about starting her own business.

      A business that may fail.

      Kelli was still mighty afraid of failing. Failing herself. Her son. Her friends.

      Her principal said, I’ll call Miriam, and if she can come in on Wednesday, you can have it off.

      Thanks, Kelli typed out.

      Before she got confirmation from her boss, Kelli sent a message to the group string that housed Alice, Robin, AJ, Eloise, Kristen, and Laurel.

      I have something to tell everyone on Wednesday for lunch. Will everyone be there?

      They’d talked about getting together for Sunday dinners, but it had only happened a couple of times. Alice and Robin loved to entertain, and without them, the dinners probably wouldn’t have happened at all.

      Messages started to pour in, and before another sixty seconds had passed, everyone had confirmed that they’d be there on Wednesday, even Laurel.

      Kelli’s lungs tightened, but she pushed through the pressure on her chest. This was okay. She could tell her friends about the house, and when she asked for their help with how to break the news to her mother, they’d all have solutions and suggestions she hadn’t thought of.

      That honestly wouldn’t be that hard, because every time Kelli thought about telling her mother about this house, she pushed the idea away. She didn’t even entertain it, and keeping the house on Seabreeze Shore a secret was second-nature to her now.

      She took another breath and released the tight grip her fingers had on the railing. She looked down at her fingers as the tension released, a plan coming together. Kelli loved plans, and once she had one, she could execute it. Her friends would help her come up with a plan to tell her mother about this house.

      “Kelli?”

      She looked up from where she’d been staring at the porch railing, her pulse pounding at the familiar voice.

      Her mother stood just on the other side of the white picket fence separating the front lawn from the street, pure confusion on her face. “What are you doing here?”
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      AJ Proctor finished her third freelance article for the week and sent it to her four biggest contacts. They all knew to check their emails on Sunday evenings, because AJ tended to work in spurts, and she liked taking the beginning of the week off from researching, interviewing, and writing as she negotiated contracts and sniffed out new stories.

      She worked a lot from Wednesday to Sunday, and she put the finishing touches on her articles so they’d land in inboxes first thing on Monday morning. Some people over the months had learned to check their messages on Sunday evening, and she’d gotten exclusive contracts offered before the new week started from big papers out of New York and LA, Miami and Dallas, and she’d just submitted a story that would blow away the baseball world once it went to press.

      “Done?” Matthew Hymas asked as he came into the little office they shared. He pressed a kiss to AJ’s neck, and she grinned in his direction.

      “Just finished,” she said.

      He moved away from her and sat at his desk with a groan. “Sounds good.” He barely looked at her as he woke his laptop. “My dad wants me at the course by six, because Greg Sherman is going to be there for a press release at seven.”

      “Oh, right.” AJ leaned back in her chair, grateful for her fiancé for making room for her in his life. He’d moved in the desk where she worked, and he’d been sharing his bed with her since a week or two before Christmas.

      Matt shared his family with her, and he came along with her to spend time with her friends. She still hadn’t met his children, as none of them had come to the cove in the past three months.

      A blip of anxiety moved through her, but AJ had tactics to tame it before it grew into full-blown panic. She’d been seeing a counselor here in Five Island Cove every week since the new year had begun, because she couldn’t be on her anti-depressants and anti-anxiety medication during her pregnancy.

      She put her palm against her belly, trying to feel the life within her. She’d been told at her last doctor’s appointment that she should start to feel the baby move at any point now, but she still hadn’t felt anything except sharp disappointment.

      In the beginning, Matt had asked her questions about her health every day. He doted on her constantly, and he was so good and so kind to her. He still was, but now that the morning sickness had ebbed away, all that was happening to AJ was an increasing midsection.

      She definitely had a little baby bump now, but she didn’t have to leave the house for anything she didn’t want to, and she had covered up her pregnancy with sweaters and bulky winter jackets for the past few months.

      Matt still hadn’t told his parents about AJ’s pregnancy, and she knew he hadn’t told his kids. He hadn’t been divorced for a year yet—that anniversary wouldn’t happen until July. Their baby was due in August, and AJ had been trying to see things from his perspective.

      She tried not to worry about what his silence might mean or not mean, but she wondered what his end-game was.

      Their wedding was slated for May twenty-eighth, and AJ clicked to open the calendar on her laptop to see they were exactly sixty-eight days away.

      “Are your children coming to the wedding?” AJ asked. The only time she ever brought up his kids first was when speaking about the wedding.

      “Justin is,” Matt said. “He’ll be here in three weeks, remember?”

      “Yes,” AJ said. His youngest son was finishing his first year at NYU, and he’d asked if he could come live in Five Island Cove with Matt. He’d taken a job at the family golf course in order to save money for his sophomore year of studying civil engineering. “I’ll have the room ready for him.”

      “It’s ready already, sweets,” Matt said, wearing a smile in his tone.

      AJ turned her chair to look at him, and she found that handsome smile on his face. He kept his beard neat and trimmed, and when he’d asked her if he should dye his hair to keep the gray away, she’d steadfastly protested. She loved the silver in his beard and sideburns, and she got up to kiss him.

      “Mm,” he said, grinning to break the kiss.

      “Have you told Derrick or Lisa?” AJ asked, settling herself on his lap, though he clearly had work to do for tomorrow’s press conference at the golf course. Gregory Sherman was running for mayor of the cove this year, and AJ didn’t doubt for a moment that he’d win.

      His son was the Chief of Police, and everyone on all five islands loved Aaron Sherman. He was marrying one of AJ’s best friends in only a few weeks, and the Cove Chronicles had called it the wedding of the year.

      Robin had been thrilled, of course, as she’d been working on Eloise and Aaron’s wedding for the past eight months. Eloise had finally embraced having the wedding of her dreams, and AJ couldn’t wait to see it.

      She and Matt had been planning something similar, and with Robin’s help, AJ was sure she’d get the wedding she’d always wanted too.

      “I’m going to tell them about it this week,” Matt said.

      AJ’s eyebrows went up. He’d never committed to a timeframe before. He’d always said, I’ll tell them soon, AJ. Or, I’m just waiting for the right time, Ava.

      He’d never said, Try to understand, AvaJane, but that was the message she’d gotten.

      She had been trying.

      “This week?” she asked.

      “Yes.” He finally looked away from his computer and wrapped his arms around her. She directed one of his hands to her belly, and he grinned as he put his palm against their baby.

      He hadn’t wanted another baby; he’d told her that in precise words. They’d used protection when they’d been intimate, even though AJ believed herself to be past the age when she could successfully carry a baby.

      Yet AJ had missed her period, taken a test, and found herself pregnant, all within four months of reconnecting with Matt. She knew it was fast, and unexpected. She had no idea how she’d feel if her ex-husband got himself a new wife and a new baby only a year after his divorce was final, and she had no idea how she’d have reacted if her father had met and married another woman at the same time she’d moved out to go to college.

      “Lisa wants to come to the cove for her summer vacation before she starts medical school, and she needs to know what she’s going to find here.”

      AJ bit back the question that popped into her mind. Would he tell his daughter if she wasn’t planning to come to the cove this summer?

      She hated the poisonous thoughts, but she didn’t want to be naïve either. She’d spent plenty of years with men unwilling to commit to her, and she couldn’t stand the thought of Matt being one of them.

      Perhaps it was time to say something. Be brave, she told herself. She didn’t want to raise a baby alone, not at her age. At the same time, she absolutely would not marry a man who didn’t want to marry her, who was embarrassed to be with her, or who couldn’t tell his family about her and his life with her.

      “Matty,” she said, covering his hand on her belly with both of hers. “Be honest with me. Just be honest. I feel like you’re hiding me and our baby from your family.” She’d told him several times since Christmas that she wanted to talk to his parents, and he’d put her off.

      “I want to talk to your parents about us and our baby. I want them to know they’re going to be grandparents again. I want your children to know they’re going to have a half-brother or sister.” She stopped, because her heartbeat reverberated in her own ears and made her chest vibrate in a strange way.

      “I don’t care if you tell Melanie or not, because she doesn’t really have to be part of our lives. But your kids do, and your parents are.”

      Matt didn’t say anything for a few seconds. “I might have been hiding you and the baby from my family,” he finally admitted. “I’m sorry, AvaJane. I’m not embarrassed about it.”

      “They’re going to know,” she said. “The baby is due August eleventh, Matt. They can do math. They’ll know we’ve been sleeping together since November.” Sooner than that, but that was one thing they didn’t have to disclose.

      “I know,” he said. “You’re right. I know you’re right. I have this…mental block I can’t seem to get past.”

      “Do you really think Justin hasn’t told his siblings?”

      “I asked him not to,” Matt said practically under his breath. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      AJ cinched her bravery tight, because she didn’t want any secrets between her and Matt. “If you don’t want to be with me, it’s really okay.”

      “Don’t even say that,” he said instantly. “It’s not true, AvaJane. I’ve wanted to be with you since I met you way back in high school.” He’d told her that several times, but she needed his actions to start to match up with his words.

      “I need you to tell your family,” she said.

      “I know you do.” He shifted, and AJ stood up. “Let’s call my parents right now.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes.” Matt stood too and took her into his arms. “I love you, AvaJane. Please do not doubt that for even a moment.”

      “You didn’t want another baby,” she whispered, watching him for his reaction.

      “A baby is a blessing,” he said, his dark eyes serious and genuine. “Especially for you, and I’m thrilled you get to have the things you’ve wanted for so long. I’m just worried about raising another child. I’m old, AJ.” He grinned at her, and AJ couldn’t help smiling back up at him.

      “So am I,” she said. “We can do it. Together, Matty. We can do anything together.”

      “We sure can.” He kissed her temple and reached for his phone. “Let’s get them both on the speaker.” He tapped and a moment later, the line started to ring.

      “Matthew,” his father said, as he always used Matt’s full name.

      “Can you get Mom?” Matt asked. “I need to tell you both something.”

      “Sure,” Yancey Hymas said. “Give me a minute. She went into the storage room to find some chocolate chips.”

      Barbie Hymas made cookies as easily as breathing, and AJ wasn’t surprised to hear she’d gone to find an ingredient to satisfy her husband’s sweet tooth. The time passed between her and Matt in silence, and then his dad said, “We’re both here, Matthew.”

      “We’re both here too,” Matt said. “AvaJane and I. Mom. Dad. We’re going to have a baby.”

      “Oh, my goodness,” Barbie said, her voice mostly made of shock.

      Matt cleared his throat, his gaze seeking and finding AJ’s. She reached out and cradled his face, a physical reminder that they could do anything together. “The baby is due in August, and we’re getting married at the end of May. We want you there for all of it.”

      “Of course we’ll be there for all of it,” Barbie said. “Congratulations, you two.”

      His father said nothing, AJ noted, but his mother carried the conversation with her excitement and the call ended when Matt promised his father he’d be at the golf course on time in the morning.

      AJ released the breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding in the bottom half of her lungs. “Thank you, Matt.”

      “We’re not done yet,” he said, still tapping on his phone. “Let’s call Derrick first. Once Lisa knows, she’ll want to call the boys and talk it all through.” He smiled at AJ, and she marveled that he didn’t harbor any apprehension in his expression. She only knew he was nervous about telling his kids about his new relationship and the new baby because he’d told her he was.

      They made the call to Derrick, who said he suspected something, because Matt had been posting pictures of him and AJ on social media. He didn’t seem terribly upset, and he said he’d come to the cove for the wedding in May.

      “One left,” Matt said with a sigh. AJ gave him a smile, because she knew this wasn’t easy for him. It wasn’t easy for her either and meeting his children would be worse. She’d only meet Justin before the actual wedding as things stood right now, and she wondered if she should suggest she and Matt go visit his other children where they lived so she could at least meet them once before she married their dad.

      “Hey, Dad,” Lisa said, and AJ hadn’t even realized he’d dialed. “What’s up?”

      “Lisa,” Matt said. “I have AvaJane Proctor on speaker with me.”

      “AvaJane Proctor?” Lisa asked.

      “She’s my girlfriend,” Matt said as he sat down in his desk chair. “Wow, there’s so much to tell. She’s not just my girlfriend, Lise. She’s my fiancée, and we’re going to be married at the end of May. I’m not sure what your schedule is like, but we’d love to have you there.”

      He looked up at AJ, who nodded.

      “Hello, Lisa,” AJ said. “It’s AJ. I’d love to include you in whatever you’re comfortable doing for the wedding. Bridesmaid or…something.”

      His daughter said nothing, and she must’ve gotten that trait from her grandfather.

      Matt just held up his palm, and AJ remembered that he’d told her once that Lisa needed a few minutes to absorb information. AJ’s pulse ricocheted through her body, because he hadn’t even mentioned the baby yet.

      By the end of May, she wouldn’t be able to hide the pregnancy, and she didn’t want to. If she’d wanted to marry Matt in a skinny dress, she’d have done it months ago.

      “Wow, Dad,” Lisa finally said. “Okay, yeah. When? What day in May?”

      “The twenty-eighth,” AJ said. “It’s a Sunday.”

      “Just a sec,” Lisa said. “Yes, I can be there by then.” She cleared her throat. “I’d like to be in the wedding, AJ. Thank you for offering.”

      Warmth filled AJ, and she beamed at Matt’s phone. “Of course,” she said. “I’m glad you want to participate. I can start to send you details, if you’d like.”

      “Sure.” They exchanged numbers and email addresses, and AJ climbed back into Matt’s lap while he chatted with his daughter about her upcoming finals, and her plans for moving to Colorado for veterinary school.

      He then surprised AJ with the words, “AJ and I will be in Maryland for your graduation, Lise. Love you, baby.”

      “I love you too, Dad,” his daughter said, and the call ended.

      He sighed and pressed his face to AJ’s chest. “You’ll go to Maryland with me, right, AvaJane?”

      “Of course,” she said, still somewhat surprised. “I didn’t realize you were going.”

      “I’m going,” he said. “She’s my oldest, and my only daughter. She’s been at Johns Hopkins for four years on a scholarship.” He wore the pride right in his eyes. “Of course I’m going.”

      “Then I’ll go too,” she said. Her stomach clenched, and AJ winced slightly. She was used to having different aches and pains in her abdomen since she’d learned she was pregnant, but this felt different.

      She let out a cry and put her hand on her stomach.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” Matt asked, covering her hand with his. “Are you okay?” Concern filled his voice and face, and AJ wanted to tell him she was fine.

      But pain ripped through her core, moving from front to back, and all she could do was suck in a breath and then let out a scream. The piercing pain sliced through her with white-hot precision she didn’t understand, and all AJ could think was, Please don’t let me lose the baby now.

      Not after Matt had just called his parents and told them. Not after he’d called his children and told them about her and the wedding. He hadn’t mentioned the baby, but now that his parents knew, the word would spread quickly.

      “Matt,” she whimpered as the pain subsided. “There’s something wrong.”

      “Let’s go to the ER,” he said, moving so that AJ had to stand up from his lap. She couldn’t quite feel her legs though, and she leaned heavily against the desk in front of her.

      “I can’t move,” she said, fear taking over in such a way that AJ couldn’t name where she was or what was happening.

      “Then I’ll carry you.” Matt scooped her into his arms, and AJ wrapped her hands around his neck as she started to cry.

      “Hurry, Matty,” she said as he hustled toward the front door. He set her delicately in the front seat of his SUV, and AJ’s fingers trembled as she pulled her phone from her pocket. She needed all the help she could get, and she put her sister and Robin in a text together before sending a message to both of them.

      On my way to the hospital. Having pain in my abdomen. Tell everyone to pray.

      Tears streamed down her face as Matt got behind the wheel. She tapped to send the text, and then she dropped her phone as another wave of agony threatened to rip her apart cell by individual cell.
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      Kelli nearly stumbled down the front steps, her heartbeat rebounding through her whole body. “Mom,” she said, noting the little dog on a leash she hadn’t seen before. “When did you get a dog?”

      “Are you moving in here?” Paula Watkins, her mother, wasn’t going to let this go. Kelli needed to simply come clean. It was time—for everyone.

      Kelli reached the waist-high fence as the clouds overhead shifted. She felt like the world around her was as easily pushed this way and that as the clouds by the atmospheric winds. The sunlight appeared, bathing both women and the little dog in warmth and golden rays.

      She took a deep breath and glanced down at the dog. The brown and black creature sat and waited, as if Kelli’s mom had spent long hours training it. “Yes,” Kelli said, finally looking up into her mother’s face.

      She saw her own eyes looking back at her. Dark hazel that could look green with the right blouse or browner when wearing taupes, whites, and blacks. Kelli’s mother’s eyebrows dragged down in the middle, clear confusion coming from those eyes. Her face held a hearty sprinkle of freckles, as did Kelli’s. Hers ran over her shoulders and down her back too, especially if she laid out in the sun for longer than fifteen minutes.

      “I don’t understand,” her mother said.

      “I bought the house when it came up for sale,” Kelli said. “Years ago.”

      Her mother’s eyes widened with each word. “Why?”

      “I wanted it,” Kelli said, turning back to the house. Since the collapse of her life in the past twelve months, one of the only things that had comforted her was the fact that she owned this house. She’d lost so many worldly things in the tsunami that had drowned the island over Christmas, but she still had the house. She could sell it and have a good start on a new life.

      “I’m fixing it up,” Kelli went on. “A little bit here and a little bit there. I come on the weekends and bring the things I’ve managed to buy. Parker and I are going to move in here before school starts in the fall.”

      Kelli had never spoken those words out loud before, but as she did, her determination to make them true bloomed. Five months. She could save up enough to get the basics if she counted every penny—and she would do exactly that.

      “I can’t believe it,” her mother said. “It wasn’t on the market long, and I assumed a corporation or something had bought it. But nothing was ever done with it.”

      Kelli swallowed, because she didn’t know what to say. “Did you…did you ever want to buy it back?”

      “No.” Her mom shook her head decidedly. “No, I don’t want to live here again.” She peered up to the front door. “I don’t even know if I could step inside.”

      “You don’t have to,” Kelli said. “I’m fine bringing Parker to you at your house. With Devon.”

      “Where’s Parker?” her mom asked.

      “Jean’s got him today,” Kelli said with a smile. “She loves him, and I think he helps her feel less lonely.”

      Her mom smiled and looked down at the puppy. “I’m glad he has her.” She looked up again. “You know you can always ask me or Devon to help.”

      “I do, Mom.” Kelli crouched down and patted the dog. “What breed is she?”

      “She’s a yorkie,” Mom said. “I just got her a few days ago from Marjorie Carol. You remember her? She used to live up the road here, but she moved in with her daughter a couple of years ago.”

      “My goodness,” Kelli said, straightening. “Marjorie Carol? She was old when I was a teenager.” She grinned at her mother. “So she was rehoming the dog?”

      “Yeah,” Mom said. “I visit her every so often, as Regina lives near the house. Last time I went, Marjie asked if I might know anyone who would take little Tina. I said I would, and Regina brought her over earlier this week.”

      She smiled down at the dog. “She’s making a good transition.”

      “How old is she?”

      “She’s almost four,” her mom said. “I like having her. She’s good company.”

      “I bet she is,” Kelli said. “What does Devon think?” The conversation was going fairly well, considering Kelli rarely knew what to say to her mother. So much had changed in the past year, and she wanted her relationship with her mother to continue to improve.

      “Devon likes her,” Mom said with another smile. “Will you be on the island tonight? You should come to dinner at the house.” Her eyes flitted toward the front of the house where Kelli had grown up. “The stained glass windows are still in good shape.”

      “They cleaned right up,” Kelli said. “I’m hoping to perhaps open a yoga studio in the half of the house where Dad used to have his office.” She nearly choked on the word dad, but it still pushed out of her mouth.

      She watched her mother for any reaction, but she gave none but a nod. The breeze picked up, and Kelli realized she’d left her jacket inside. “I can’t come to dinner tonight,” she said. “Jean has a library board meeting, and I promised I’d be back by six.” She pulled her phone out of her pocket. “I should finish up here and get on the five-ten ferry.”

      Her mother nodded. “Tomorrow, then. I’d love to know more about the house.”

      “It’s really okay if you don’t,” Kelli said. “I understand. To me, Mom, this house meant something. I couldn’t imagine someone else living here. I… My memories of this place were good, right up until the day we left.”

      They hadn’t left willingly, either. Kelli knew that. She knew Mom hadn’t been able to pay the mortgage and the bank had evicted them. Life had not been good after that, though Kelli knew now that her mother had done her very best to protect Kelli and her sisters from the hard things of the world.

      “Mom,” Kelli said. “I know you did everything you could, and I appreciate it.”

      Mom looked away, but Kelli saw the tremble in her chin. She said nothing, and that was because if she did, she’d give away the emotions storming through her.

      “I love you,” Kelli said. “I don’t want this to hurt you.”

      “I want you to be happy,” her mother said, her voice very tight. “I know you loved this house, and I’m glad you bought it. You’ll make it the perfect place to raise Parker.” She smiled, her eyes flitting past Kelli and back to the stained glass windows.

      Kelli didn’t know what else to say, so she simply took another couple of steps and embraced her mother.

      “I love you, Kel,” her mom said, and Kelli returned the sentiment. She watched her mom continue down the road, the little yorkie trotting along beside her, feeling like she’d just conquered the world.
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      A couple of hours later, Kelli boarded the ferry. The sun had started its final descent into the western ocean that separated Five Island Cove from the mainland US. It was really only about fifty miles, but it felt like the chain of five tiny islands sat out in the middle of only water.

      Water in every direction. Water, and water, and more water.

      Kelli disliked water. She wasn’t a fan of boats, and she always sat inside on the ferry if she could. Tonight, she could, and she took a seat on the end of a row where a gentleman had sat right in the middle. He had his head turned toward the windows, and when Kelli sat, he didn’t look at her.

      Kelli was used to men paying her little attention. She wasn’t like AJ in any way, and she’d been overlooked so often that she’d jumped at the chance to get married from the first man who’d paid her any iota of attention.

      Julian’s face ran through her mind, and she let it. She had loved him unconditionally, and the marriage to her was everything she’d wanted. She would’ve liked more children, but it had taken her a long time to conceive Parker. They’d only gotten the one son, and Kelli had barely let him leave her sight for much of the first eight years of his life.

      That was one good thing that had come from her visit to Five Island Cove. She was only supposed to come for a couple of days for Joel Shields’s funeral, but everything had changed so much as they’d cleaned out the man’s office and found so many secrets.

      Kelli smiled as she thought of her friends, and she looked at her phone again, seeing all of them agree to lunch on Wednesday.

      “Kelli?”

      She turned to her right, toward the man sitting two seats over from her.

      “My goodness,” she said, smiling. “Shad.”

      Shad Webb lived right next door to her on Pearl Island. They shared a wall in the twinhome, and she’d often run into him as he left for work at the same time she did. She’d spent most of their brief morning exchanges apologizing for any noise Parker may have made playing his video games, the recorder his teacher required, or for setting off the smoke alarm when she’d tried to teach Parker how to make pancakes.

      “You’re heading to Diamond?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she said, folding her hands over her purse in her lap. She carried the buttermilk pie with her, as Jean would love it. “My son is staying with someone there. I’m going to get him and head back to Pearl.”

      Shad nodded, his dark eyes sparkling with plenty of secrets. Kelli would almost call it mischief, if the man had been in his thirties. He wasn’t; Shad was probably a decade older than her, but he still had a full head of hair, and it looked like someone had taken a white crayon, a black one, and a gray one and held them in one hand while they colored in his hair.

      He was clean-shaven, with a square jaw and white teeth. He did something with finances for the town of Five Island Cove, and he’d been a lifelong resident of the cove. He had no children, though he’d been married before.

      Not for a while, he’d told her when they’d talked about their significant others. That had been a quick conversation, as most of theirs had been.

      “Do you have time for dinner?” Shad asked, and Kelli’s gaze jerked to his. He was tall, tan, and trim, and she could only imagine what he’d look like on the beach in a pair of swim trunks. Or at dinner, for that matter.

      She looked down at his shirt, which was a polo in a mixture of red and blue stripes. He wore black jeans with it, and somehow Kelli had never seen a sexier pair of pants.

      “Dinner?” she asked. “Me, you, and Parker?”

      Shad got up and moved over a chair so that he sat right next to her. “I was thinking just me and you, actually.” He gave her one of those blinding white smiles. “I’ve been trying to come up with a way to ask you out for three months now.”

      Kelli’s eyebrows went up. The only thing her mind could comprehend was, “Three months?”

      Shad kept the grin on his face. He nodded, a slight chuckle coming from his mouth. He lifted one shoulder in a shrug, as if to say, What can I say? You’re the most beautiful creature I’ve ever met, and I want to take you to the nicest restaurant in Five Island Cove.

      He probably wasn’t saying all of those things, but Kelli hadn’t had a man’s interest in a very long time, and she had a very good imagination.

      She checked her phone, and she’d made it onto the four-forty ferry. They’d arrive on Diamond by five-fifteen.

      “Okay,” she said. “But I have to pick up Parker at the lighthouse by six.”

      He looked at his wristwatch, which also gave away his age. “I think we can make that work.”
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      Robin Grover approached the lifeguard station on her favorite stretch of beach, her breath burning through her chest. She’d taken up her running regimen again in the past week, and while she’d acclimated to getting up earlier, her physical body was still trying to figure out how to breathe and move so fast without dying.

      Her steps slowed and she went up off the harder packed sand and around the wooden structure, her feet squishing through the softer sand up here. It wasn’t beach weather yet, but soon enough, this west-facing island beach would be covered with tourists. Robin would run in the early morning hours, just as she was now, so she wouldn’t have to worry about dodging the crowds.

      Robin jogged at a slower pace back to where she’d parked, and she took several long minutes to stretch through her calves and back. She was getting closer to fifty, and she couldn’t afford to pull a hamstring or over-extend a knee.

      She finally got behind the wheel of her minivan and made the drive back to her house, which sat nearly in the middle of Diamond Island. Duke’s truck wasn’t in the garage, which meant he’d already left for the dock.

      She thought of the new fishing boat he’d been using for the past few months since the tsunami. It felt like years since December, while at the same time, the memories were so strong, Robin would’ve sworn she’d just survived the storm yesterday.

      Their new boat had been delivered by mid-January, and Duke had been out on the water every day since. He and his friend Bryan were going to Alaska again this summer, and as Robin now had a pretty substantial boat payment to make each month, she couldn’t argue with the money.

      She sighed as she got out of her nearly broken-down van, the constant thought of money on her mind. She hated that, as she felt like a couple of her and Duke’s age should be buying Buicks or Cadillacs as their children became adults and they had more money to spend.

      If anything, Robin had less, and she reminded herself that Mandie still had two and a half years of high school left. She didn’t have any children out of the house yet, and activities and teenage years cost a lot of money.

      Life happened, and Robin didn’t want to deal with it alone. She paused on the front sidewalk and sent her husband a text, noting that she had four or five others she hadn’t looked at yet.

      She often put her phone on silent early on Sundays, as she and Duke lounged in bed starting about dusk. She’d gotten up, dressed, and shoved her phone in her pocket before leaving the house, only to have it just in case she encountered a problem. Robin knew if she looked at her phone before her run, she wouldn’t go.

      She’d just “check that email real quick,” or “hurry and respond to a client. It’ll only take a sec.”

      Before she knew it, the morning would be half over, and she wouldn’t even know if or when Mandie and Jamie had left for school.

      Love you, babe. Be safe and hurry home tonight. I’m going to make that sausage pizza.

      She sent the message to Duke and navigated back to her home screen. A couple of texts from clients sat at the top, and she quickly answered their questions, both of which had come in last night.

      Robin cursed herself for not checking her device before going to bed. She shouldn’t have to be on-call twenty-four hours a day, but in the world in which they lived, almost everyone was. People expected their messages to be answered in a timely manner too, especially if they were paying her a lot of money to plan their weddings.

      Robin had picked up as many jobs this spring and summer as she could. She could still have her Wednesday lunches with her friends and plan anniversary parties, high school graduations, and as many weddings as she could handle.

      She currently had more clients than slots, something that had never happened before. Of course, she’d never been the wedding planner for the wedding of the year, and Eloise had really helped Robin’s business by allowing her to plan her nuptials with the Chief of Police, Aaron Sherman.

      The article in the Cove Chronicles had certainly helped too.

      Robin smiled at the message from Eloise, who’d said, Twenty-seven days, Robin! What can I help you with today?

      Robin would meet Eloise at one-thirty for a final fitting on her wedding dress. That would give the seamstress enough time to make any last alterations and give Eloise one more chance to try on the dress before the big day.

      As Robin started to remind Eloise of the dress-fitting at the bridal shop that afternoon, her friend sent another text. Aaron wants you and Duke and the girls to come for dinner this weekend. Friday? Or Saturday?

      Robin’s grin widened, because she loved having other couples to go out with. She and Duke hadn’t had a friend-couple like that in a while, and Robin sure did like Eloise and Aaron. Not only were they fine people by themselves, but they were adorable as a couple. He paid real attention to her, and Eloise deserved nothing less.

      Not only that, but Billie and Grace absolutely adored Eloise, and she them. They’d been riding the ferry from Diamond to Sanctuary after school since January, where Eloise would pick them up and take them up to The Cliffside Inn with her.

      She ran the inn full-time and lived in a tiny house she’d parked at her mother’s, just down the hill from the inn. Her full-time chef lived in the small, one-bedroom
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