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      Eloise Hall stood and shook the dean’s hand. “Thank you, Donald.” She wasn’t sure what she’d just done, but as she left his office, she knew she’d left her keys behind.

      She wouldn’t be able to get in her office again. It wasn’t her office anymore.

      Eloise walked down the hall, a path she’d tread many times over the past twenty years. She remembered the first time she’d made the trek from the human resources office on campus to Dr. Donald Travis’s office. He’d been Dean of Life Sciences for two years before Eloise had started, and he’d hired her, fresh out of Harvard, no other teaching experience.

      They’d always worked well together, and Eloise’s mouth turned down into a frown as the bright rectangle of light up ahead signaled the exit from the building. Once she left…she wouldn’t be coming back.

      Her steps slowed as her mind sped. What had she been thinking? She’d just quit her job.

      She’d made a terrible mistake.

      She slowed further, refusing to let herself stop. She looked over her shoulder, as if everyone she’d come in contact with over the past two decades would be there, suddenly lining the halls and applauding as she walked out of the biology building for the last time.

      There was no one there. No one clapping.

      Eloise did stop then, and she turned back fully, her heart taking on a new brand of courage. She began a slow clap for herself, a smile filling her soul as it took over her face.

      She’d done it.

      She’d quit her job to move to Five Island Cove, date her serious boyfriend full-time, and restore the Cliffside Inn, a building she’d owned for about as long as she’d been a professor here at Boston University.

      Her self-applause sounded loud in the summer silence of the building, and Eloise knew that in just two weeks, these halls would be full of students and teachers, aides and secretaries. She always called these last couple weeks of August the calm before the storm, and she took one last moment to envision this building, her office, her classroom, the way she always wanted to think of them—full of life, chattering students excited to learn, and the energy only a college campus could possess.

      Then she turned and walked out the doors.

      The heat of the season hit her straight in the chest, but she took a deep breath of the too-hot and too-muggy air anyway. As she blew it out, she heard the voices she’d spent every day talking to over the phone or video chat since she’d left Five Island Cove in June.

      “She’s probably not done,” Aaron said. “She said it could⁠—”

      “Eloise!” Grace said, catching sight of her first. She skipped toward Eloise, who grinned down at the girl. She laced her fingers through Eloise’s when she arrived and said, “I knew you wouldn’t take long.”

      “How could I?” Eloise asked her. “It’s your birthday, and we have some very important celebrating to do.” She smiled at Grace and lifted her eyes to Aaron as she approached. He swept one arm around her waist and pressed a kiss to the soft, delicate spot on her throat just below her jaw and ear.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” he said, his voice already throaty to go with the deep quality.

      Eloise giggled at the way his hand moved up her back, and she stepped sideways to greet Billie too. “Wow, Billie,” she said, taking her all in. “You talked your father into the mascara.”

      “I told you she’d notice,” Aaron said.

      “Is it too much?” Billie asked, shooting her dad a dirty look.

      “I don’t think so,” Eloise said, bending down to peer at the girl closer. She was a stunning child—and Eloise knew she wouldn’t be a child for much longer. Billie started seventh grade this year, and that meant junior high. No single teacher in charge of her, and multiple classes, and all those boys…

      No wonder Aaron didn’t want her to wear makeup. The mascara made her eyelashes look a league long, and since Billie was somewhat of a sober child, she had the starving model look down pat.

      “You look very pretty,” Eloise added.

      “I told you it wasn’t too much,” Billie said to Aaron, who seriously looked like he might stick his tongue out at her. She’d certainly used that sassy tone of voice with him.

      “Billie,” he warned. “Watch your attitude.”

      Eloise looked back and forth between them, the battle silent but raging. “Am I going to have to separate you two?” She did step between them, taking Aaron’s hand in her free one and releasing Grace’s so she could hold Billie’s. “Come on. Let’s make a pact that we won’t fight today. It’s Grace’s birthday, and she’s turning eleven. I have eleven of the most fun things to do in Boston planned for us, and eleven movies to choose from for tonight, and eleven different kinds of ice cream bars.”

      She first looked at Aaron, who she could count on to be the most mature. He still wore a storm on his face, but he nodded. “I can commit to that,” he said.

      Eloise looked at Billie, who stood nearly as tall as Eloise now. “Bills?”

      “Yes,” she said, though plenty of surliness rode in her tone.

      Eloise smiled at her and drew her into a hug. The girl relaxed then, and Eloise whispered, “Hey, he let you wear it.”

      “I know.” Billie sighed and stepped back. “Do you really think it looks pretty?”

      “Yes,” Eloise said. “You did just what I said too. Not too clumpy on the bottom.” She looked over her shoulder for Grace, who’d wandered off after a butterfly during the battle of the wills. “Come on, Grace. If we don’t get going, we won’t be able to do everything for your birthday.”

      She’d shown Billie how to apply the mascara over a video chat several days ago. She’d bought Billie the mascara, along with an excellent makeup remover wipe, and had them both shipped to Aaron’s house the next day. Billie had called her when she’d opened the package, and Eloise swore it was one of the only times she’d heard Billie laugh.

      “What’s the first thing?” Aaron asked as they strolled toward the parking lot. “And are we taking my car or yours?”

      “Yours won’t be full of residual cat hair,” she said. “And it’s an SUV.” She knew the red vehicle parked next to her car in the lot was his, because the only other one belonged to Dr. Travis. “Let’s take yours.”

      Aaron clicked the button on the fob to unlock it, and everyone piled in. “All right,” Eloise said. “I have a few ground rules for today.” She surveyed the group, twisting as far as her spine would allow to meet Grace’s eyes. “Okay?”

      “Okay,” they all said.

      “First, not everything we do will be everyone’s favorite. I know that, but I still expect everyone to have a good attitude and not to complain. I went to a lot of effort to find the things we’re doing, and I expect you to be kind and thoughtful of my feelings.”

      She glanced at Aaron, who simply looked at her with wide eyes. She wondered if anyone had ever spoken to him like that—or to his girls. “Of everyone’s feelings.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Aaron said, reaching for and taking her hand in his.

      “Second, you have to eat some real food today, or you can’t have any of the birthday cake and ice cream I have at my house.” Eloise smiled, raising her eyebrows at Grace, who giggled. Billie nodded, taking everything super seriously.

      “Third, let’s have fun today,” she said. “You’ve never been to Boston, and it’s a fabulous city.” She nodded and looked at Aaron. “We’re ready, Captain.”

      “I don’t know where we’re going,” he said.

      “Oh, right.” Eloise sprang from the SUV and opened her car’s back door. She pulled out her giant bag that she took everywhere with her and turned back to knock on the window. “Pop the back,” she said, through the glass.

      Aaron got the message, and she began to move the eleven gifts she’d bought for Grace from her trunk to the back of the SUV.

      “El,” Aaron said, his voice halfway between disapproval and awe.

      “Can I open one now?” Grace asked, as she’d knelt up on the seat and had seen what Eloise was doing.

      “That’s going to be rule number four,” Eloise said. “You don’t get to ask for the presents. I will give them to you when you should have them.”

      Grace’s face fell, and Eloise’s heart rebounded too. She picked up the gift she’d wrapped in pale pink paper and took it to Grace’s side of the car. “You get this one right now.”

      “Thank you, Eloise,” Grace said, and she opened the present with the light of joy in her eyes. She took out the stuffed terrier and looked up at Eloise.

      “That’s Rhett the Boston Terrier,” she said. “He’s my school’s mascot.” The stuffed animal wore a BU jersey, but he was snarling like he might rip someone’s face off if he came to life. “You have all those stuffed animals in your room, and I thought you might like one to remember your trip here.”

      “I do.” Grace reached for her and wrapped her skinny arms around Eloise’s neck. “Thank you, Eloise.”

      “Of course, Gracie-Lou.” Eloise squeezed her tight, closing her eyes the same way as she hugged the girl, and then stepped back. With the door closed, she took a moment to clear her throat and shake off the emotion. When she got in the front seat again, she said, “New England Aquarium, here we come.”
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        * * *

      

      Several days later, the high from a grand adventure for Grace’s birthday had worn way off. Eloise had been working like a dog, getting everything she owned packed, thrown away, or donated to the Salvation Army.

      Aaron, Billie, and Grace had helped every single day, and then she’d take them to one of her favorite restaurants in town.

      She stretched the tape over another box and took it into the front entry of the brownstone. She seemed to have come miles already, and yet, she still had many more to go. She put the thought out of her mind, because if she focused too hard on what she had left to do, she’d give up right now.

      Aaron came through the front door and picked up the box she’d just set down. “Morning, El.” He grinned at her, switched the box to the side and leaned in to kiss her.

      “Hey.” She kissed him back, glad to see him here so early. “Just you?” Usually, Billie and Grace crowded into the house behind him, and she didn’t hear their footsteps or their voices.

      “I told the girls they could sleep in and stay at the hotel if they promised not to leave the room or call me until noon.” He grinned at her. “I’ll get this loaded and come help you keep packing. Getting close?”

      “I think so,” she said, turning to survey the hall that led into the living area and kitchen. She had to be getting close, because they were all leaving Massachusetts tomorrow morning, on the same flight. Alice had been a great help to her in arranging to have the things she’d accumulated in the first forty-five years of her life moved across the water to the cove.

      Eloise owned way too much to keep in the caretaker’s apartment at the inn, and she’d already arranged for a storage unit on Sanctuary Island. She’d be staying with her mother just down the cliff until she cleaned up the apartment enough for her to live in, and Eloise knew she wouldn’t have a day off of packing—or unpacking—and cleaning for a while.

      For a brief moment, she couldn’t believe she’d traded her gorgeous brownstone and her prestigious job at BU for a moldy, one-bedroom apartment at an inn that likely wouldn’t open for many months.

      By then, it would be the off-season, and Eloise didn’t expect a lot of business to come pouring through the doors of the Cliffside Inn.

      She turned when Aaron set the box down, surprise flowing through her veins when he took her into his arms and kissed her like he meant it. “I just realized we’re alone for the whole morning,” he said, his lips sliding down the curve of her neck.

      “Mm.” She melted into his touch and didn’t protest when he took her upstairs to her bedroom.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Eloise did indeed have the brownstone ready to be vacated. She, Aaron, and the girls had worked until just after ten last night, and all she had to do this morning was shower, get dressed, and take her suitcase downstairs to her car. With that done, she sat on the steps and waited. She needed to drive her car to the dock, where she’d actually park it in a shipping container. That, and the one she’d filled with boxes and furniture, would arrive in the cove on a boat in ten to fourteen days.

      She’d fly to Five Island Cove with Aaron and the girls, and she’d live out of her suitcase and use RideShare until her vehicle arrived.

      Her stomach knotted, because Eloise Hall didn’t do things like this. She stood as a couple came down the sidewalk. The man, Jacob, lifted his hand, his face already set in a permanent smile.

      “Eloise,” he said as he passed the gate and turned down her sidewalk.

      “Hey.” She embraced him and then Millie. “All right.” She exhaled heavily and took the key out of her pocket. “Here’s the key. She’s cleaned out and ready for you.”

      She hadn’t sold the brownstone, because they were extremely valuable, and she hadn’t wanted to. She practically owned it, and she’d found a research assistant and his wife who were willing to sublet it from her.

      “Thank you, Eloise,” Millie said, and she hugged Eloise again. “This has been such an answer to our prayers.”

      “Mine too,” Eloise said, nodding. She had to cling to that, otherwise, she might not be able to get herself to walk away.

      Aaron rolled up to the curb in his red SUV, and Eloise felt like the sunshine broke through the clouds in her whole life. “Let me know if there’s anything you need,” she said. “Or if something breaks down or anything like that.” She lifted her hand to let Aaron know she needed another moment. He did the same, and she focused on Jacob and Millie again. “Really. It’s a good place, though.”

      “We’re very excited,” Jacob said.

      “The shipping container will be gone on Saturday,” she said. “Maybe sooner.”

      “No problem.”

      “Okay.” Eloise turned and looked back at the thick, black door, and then faced Aaron, Billie, and Grace. “Okay.” She nodded, tucked her hair behind her ears, and went down the sidewalk.

      Aaron rolled down his window and said, “All good?”

      “All good,” she repeated. “So you’ll follow me to the dock?”

      “Yep.” He chin-nodded to his phone in his cupholder. “I have it on the maps, and Billie is my navigator.” He smiled at his daughter in the passenger seat, and Eloise couldn’t wait to be in this car with them.

      “Perfect,” she said, and she went to her car, got behind the wheel, and drove away from the house she’d lived in for twenty years.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Kelli Thompson had just set a bowl of macaroni and cheese with seared hot dogs in front of Parker when her husband walked in through the garage entrance. They couldn’t park in the garage, because Julian had stacks and stacks of things he needed for the courier business. Bike chains, and boxes, and tubes for papers. Backpacks for his riders, bike racks, a few filing cabinets, and literally everything else under the sun.

      “Hey,” he said, anxiety instantly present in his expression.

      “Hey.” She turned away from him, coaching herself to stand straight and tall. She did not need to cower under this man’s gaze anymore. She picked up the wooden spoon she’d used to stir the dinner she’d made, and one Julian would never approve of.

      Well, in Kelli’s opinion, he could ask his girlfriend to make the type of dinner he wanted. Kelli wasn’t going to do it, she knew that. She wished she had someone she could tell about this situation, but she hadn’t been able to bring herself to put anything on the group text with her friends in Five Island Cove.

      She didn’t share things like this with her mother, and Julian had asked her not to say anything to his mother.

      For a few weeks after she’d returned to Newark, she and Zach had communicated regularly, but their texts and messages had dwindled to only a few each week now, if that. She felt completely alone in a city of hundreds of thousands.

      She spooned herself some of the macaroni and cheese and joined her son at the table, refusing to look at Julian. “What are you doing tonight?” she asked. Since he’d had his assistant over—Tiffany Mullinax—and they’d revealed the fact that yes, they were a couple. They were dating. They were together, Kelli hadn’t been able to think further ahead  than five minutes.

      Julian and Tiffany didn’t want Kelli to leave. He wasn’t asking for a divorce. He wanted both of them.

      The word that had come out of his mouth had sent Kelli into a tailspin. She hadn’t even known what it meant.

      Throuple.

      He wanted to have the three of them have an open, emotional, close, and sexual relationship.

      The three of them.

      Julian put his messenger bag on the sideboard and eased past Parker and into the kitchen. Kelli had never minded the small house where they lived—until now. She’d never minded how much Julian worked—until now. She’d never minded how his whole life and what he wanted had dominated her entire existence—until now.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “What are you doing?”

      “I think Parker and I are going to go to the park,” she said.

      “Tiffany wondered if she—” He cut off as Kelli lifted her head and glared him into silence. “Okay.” He lifted his hand in surrender, something she’d literally never seen him do. At least not for her. “You need more time.”

      “You sprung this on me six days ago,” she said, glancing at Parker. He wasn’t a baby, and he listened to every word his parents said. “So yes, Julian, I need more time.” She looked down into her bowl, her appetite gone. She glanced at Parker. “Finish up, bud,” she said. “We’ll go to the park and maybe a movie.”

      If she left the house, then Julian could have his other woman over. She’d suspected he’d been cheating on her since her last trip to Five Island Cove, but he’d been denying it for two months. He denied it when he met her at the airport. He denied it when she’d walked into his office and found “Tiff” leaning over him as they both looked at something on his computer.

      The way she’d been standing, and the look on her husband’s face… Kelli had asked. Julian had denied it.

      Over and over, he’d denied it.

      Until six days ago.

      Kelli was still reeling from the conversation, and it had literally lasted fifteen minutes from beginning to end. She’d left the house immediately afterward, and she hadn’t come back until after midnight. Julian had put Parker to bed himself, and Tiffany hadn’t been in the house. Kelli had stood in the darkness, the light above the stove the only way she could see anything in the room.

      She’d felt outside of her skin, outside of her own reality. She still did.

      “Okay.” Julian put a couple twenty-dollar bills on the table. “Text me if you want us to come.”

      Kelli bristled at the word us, and she took the money and stood up in a fluid motion. She stuffed the bills in her pocket and left her nearly-full bowl of food on the table. “You ready, Parker?”

      “Yeah,” he said. He left his bowl on the table too, and Kelli was glad. Julian’s eyebrows drew down, but Kelli didn’t want to have this conversation right now. Kelli put a protective arm around her son and walked out the door her husband had come in only five minutes ago.

      The stress and tension in her shoulders deflated the moment the door closed behind her, and then the tears came. She wasn’t sad, and she wasn’t nervous, and she wasn’t anxious. Crying was simply her way to release all of the negative emotions she had. Positive ones too.

      She put on a brave face, complete with a smile, and opened the passenger door for her son.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, she reached for the half-empty bucket of popcorn she and Parker had shared, and the weight of the world started to descend on Kelli’s shoulders. Home used to be a place of safety for her, and if she didn’t have that, she didn’t have anything.

      Her lungs quivered, because she really didn’t want to go home. “Want to take this?” she asked her son.

      “Can you make caramel popcorn with it tomorrow?”

      “Sure,” she said. “And we get a refill, so let’s have them fill it up on the way out, and we’ll have lots. We can take some to my friends at the gym, and you can take some to your party.”

      Parker grinned at her. “I forgot about the party.”

      “You did?” Kelli stood as the lights started to come up. “I can’t believe that. You’ve been so excited about it.”

      “Yeah.” Parker didn’t say anything else, and Kelli knew he had to be thinking something. She had no idea how to get his thoughts out of his head, and she often got one-word answers from him and not much else.

      She stopped by to get the extra popcorn, and she herded Parker through the teenage crowd loitering in the lobby to the parking lot. Her phone rang, and she juggled the full popcorn bucket and her purse to get her phone out.

      Her mother’s name sat on the screen, and Kelli’s heart sent out a few extra beats.

      She managed to tap the call open and put the phone to her ear while holding onto everything. “Hey, Mom,” she said, nodding for Parker to keep going.

      “Hey,” her mother said, her voice sounding small and very far away. Kelli could never judge the mood her mom was in, because she said everything in about the same, even tone. “What are you up to?”

      “Just leaving a movie,” Kelli said, walking through the twilight. School started in a few weeks, and the days would get shorter and shorter until it would be full dark at this time of night. She mourned the passing of summer already, and she still had more time to enjoy it.

      “Okay,” her mom said.

      Kelli gestured for Parker to come get the keys out of her purse. “Mom?” she asked. “Are you still there?”

      “Yes,” her mom said. “I just—” She cleared her throat. “I have to ask you something, and I’m a little nervous.” She gave an anxious chuckle, and Kelli’s stomach tightened. Her fingers ached as she pinched the very edge of the popcorn bucket.

      “Just say it, Mom,” Kelli said as Parker unlocked the car and got in the front seat.

      “Have you heard from Zach at all this summer?”

      “Yeah, sure,” Kelli said, her voice automatically moving into a false zone. Truthfully, her last few texts to her half-brother had gone unanswered. She missed him, because they’d really connected in Five Island Cove in June, and she’d thought she meant more to him than just a couple of weeks of interaction.

      “He’s been coming by the house,” her mom said.

      Kelli froze. “He has?”

      “Yeah, a few times.” Her mom sounded stressed, and Kelli didn’t like that.

      “Well, what does he want?”

      “Money,” her mom blurted. “He keeps asking me for money, Kelli, and I don’t have anything to give him.” She spoke in a huge rush of words now. “Last time he came, the only reason I didn’t just give him what I had in my purse was because Devon was with me.” She let out a breath that shook over the line.

      Kelli didn’t know what to say or do. Her first instinct was to rush home, pack a bag, and get on the first flight to Five Island Cove. She could comfort her mother and confront Zach about his behavior. Didn’t he know that her mother wouldn’t want to meet him, ever? It would be like looking into the face of her husband’s betrayal.

      In that moment, Kelli knew exactly how her mother felt. Back then, when her husband had cheated on her, and now, as she had to deal with the aftermath of it many years later.

      Kelli did not want to be that woman. She didn’t want to walk through her front door after a morning at the gym and see Tiffany sitting at the table. She didn’t want another woman in her family, in her marriage, in any of it.

      She hadn’t wanted to lose Julian, and he claimed to love them both. He wanted them both. He said lots of couples did things like this, because it kept things interesting at a time in their marriage where things sometimes got stale.

      Kelli didn’t understand that. Her life with Julian hadn’t been stale. She’d felt distant from him, because he’d started sharing parts of himself with another woman.

      “I’m coming to the cove,” she said, making up her mind on the spot. She moved toward the car and put the popcorn in the back seat. It would probably spill all over the place by the time she got home, but that wasn’t her primary concern right now.

      “I’ll call him too,” she said. “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll take care of Zach.”

      “Okay,” her mom said, her voice shaky. “Sorry, Kelli. I know you two are friends.”

      “Yeah,” Kelli said, climbing into the front seat. “Okay, bye, Mom. I’ll keep you updated.” She hung up, her fingers shaking. Friends.

      She didn’t think she and Zach were that close of friends anymore, despite her best efforts. She didn’t want to call him in front of Parker, as her son had really liked Zach.

      She also didn’t want to wait. Her fingers flexed around the wheel, and she forced herself to wait, because the last thing she needed on top of everything else was a citation for using her phone while driving.

      At home, instant annoyance shot through her when she saw Tiffany’s car parked in her driveway. “Go on inside,” she said. “Tell them I have to make a call, okay?”

      “Okay,” Parker said. “You can get the popcorn?”

      “Yep.” Kelli painted a smile on her face and watched her son go through the garage and inside the house. She quickly dialed Zach then and listened to the phone ring and ring.

      He didn’t pick up, and Kelli ended the call. Immediately, she dialed him again, muttering some choice words for him under her breath. When he didn’t answer the second time, she barked into the phone, “Zach, it’s Kelli. How dare you go to my mother’s house and ask her for money? Stay away from her.”

      Her mind raced as fast as her heart. What was she going to do about it from so far away? Zach would likely scoff when he got the message.

      Kelli’s mind cleared, and she zeroed in on one thing: Aaron Sherman.

      “I know the Chief of Police,” she said, much smoother and much quieter. Much more deadly. “If I hear that you’ve even visited Bell Island, I will have you picked up and held in jail until I can get to the cove and figure out what you’re doing and what you want.”

      She was surprised by the vitriol inside her. She hadn’t asked him if the allegations were true or what he needed money for. She knew her mother wouldn’t call her and lie about that, and Kelli didn’t have any money to give Zach anyway.

      “And call me back,” she said. “I’d love to hear a good explanation for why you did this.” She hung up then and almost tossed her phone in the cup holder.

      Another ray of light touched her mind, and Kelli got out of the car before she lost her nerve. It had been sticking around longer and longer, and for that, Kelli was grateful.

      She marched into the house, where the kitchen sat in darkness, as did the living room and dining room. She expected to see Julian and Tiff on the couch, possibly holding hands, while they watched a movie.

      They weren’t there.

      “Parker?” she asked, heading for the stairs. Up she went, and she found her son in his bedroom, already in his pajamas. “Ready for bed?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “I can help with the popcorn in the morning.”

      “Sure,” Kelli said, smoothing back his hair. She’d let it grow long in the front, and she smiled at him. “Maybe we should go get haircuts in the morning.”

      “All right,” Parker said.

      “Then it won’t be too short when school starts.”

      He nodded and climbed into bed. She tucked him in and kissed him goodnight. In the hall, she looked toward the guest bedroom and the bathroom. No sound. The master suite was downstairs, but she was terrified to go inside.

      She knew how Julian made love, and she did not want to see him do it with someone else. Her lungs felt like someone had cast them in plaster when they were empty, and she couldn’t get enough air.

      Her feet simply moved, her muscle memory taking her from tucking in her son to her own bedroom, where she normally changed into her pajamas and went to bed, intending to wait up for Julian, and only making it about half the time.

      She pushed open the door to the bedroom, and sure enough, Tiff and Julian were there. They both lay in bed—her bed—fully clothed, the TV flickering against the lamplight. Both lamps on either side of the bed were lit, and the three of them looked at one another.

      Tiffany was on the edge of Julian’s side of the bed, and he lay closer to the middle. He looked at her, begging her. Kelli could feel it from across the room. “There’s room over here,” he said.

      Kelli could not fathom climbing into that bed with the two of them and giving her permission for this outside relationship to be brought inside. How would she explain it to her friends and co-workers? Her mother? Her son?

      Herself?

      She shook her head, decisions being made left and right in the few moments she stood there. “Tomorrow, Parker has a birthday party. We’re making caramel popcorn for him to take.”

      “Okay,” Julian said. “I can probably give him a ride. Or Tiff can.” He looked at the brunette, and Kelli wondered what he’d seen in her that he hadn’t found in Kelli. Did it really take two women to satisfy a man like Julian?

      “I’ll do it,” Kelli said. “On Saturday, I’m going to teach my last class at the gym, and Parker and I are going to Five Island Cove to visit my mother.”

      Julian’s eyebrows shot toward the sky. “Really, Kel? Your mother?”

      “And Eloise needs help with the inn,” Kelli said, refusing to let him mock her and make her second-guess herself. She’d done that for far too long in her life, and she was ready to take the reins and direct the horse where it needed to go.

      She gazed evenly at Julian, her eyes flickering to Tiff for only a second. “I can’t do it, Julian,” she said. “I’m sorry, but I can’t do it.” She started to move toward the master closet, where her luggage was.

      “Parker and I are going to the cove, and we aren’t coming back.”
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      Robin Grover pulled open the doors at the surf shop and reached up to push her sunglasses on top of her head. She wasn’t there to find a new surfboard or a bathing suit. The very idea of wearing what the twenty-something’s wore to the beach was laughable, though she’d been running this summer like she had a banshee on her tail.

      She turned right almost immediately and headed for the door in the corner, which led to the fish and chips shop on the outdoor patio. She had to go into the shop to get to the patio, and the noise increased as she approached the doorway.

      Plenty of people knew about Ron’s Catch of the Day, from locals to tourists. Thankfully, Alice had texted to say she’d mistaken the time, and she’d been here for thirty minutes. Robin stepped up onto her tiptoes to try to find the taller woman past the people blocking the entrance, but it was a fruitless endeavor.

      Settling back onto her feet, she pulled out her phone to check if Alice had said she’d been seated yet. No texts. She was probably plastered against the wall in there, trying to stay out of the way of the press of bodies.

      Robin inched past a man talking to another gentleman. “Excuse me,” she said, and with her petite frame, she managed to slink by a few other people too.

      “Robin,” Alice called from down the long counter, and relief filled Robin as she caught sight of her best friend.

      “Hey,” Robin said when she arrived at Alice’s side. She had to turn sideways to fit between the stool and another man, and she really just wanted to go home. She had plenty of work to do for an upcoming wedding that weekend, and then she and the girls would be entrenched in back-to-school shopping next week.

      Then school finally started, and Robin had been hoping and praying for some sense of normalcy to return to her life.

      Duke would be home in only ten days.

      Robin’s breath caught in her throat at the thought of that, and she covered her emotion with a smile. “Not seated yet, huh?”

      “He just came by and said I’m next,” Alice said. “Did you see Kristen on the way in?”

      “No.” Robin twisted and looked back through the jungle of people. “When we get a table, and I know where it is, I’ll go out and wait for her. She’ll never survive this.”

      Alice chuckled, but she didn’t argue. Robin was right, and they both knew it.

      “How are the twins?” Robin asked. She wasn’t really curious about Ginny, because Alice’s daughter was practically perfect in every way. It was Charlie who concerned Robin.

      “They’re still alive,” Alice said with a hint of darkness in her tone. “Driving me to drink, as usual. Yours?”

      Robin grinned, though she knew Alice didn’t drink anymore. She nodded and said, “About the same.” She didn’t have twins, but her oldest daughter was more than a handful. Jamie was still a pre-teen, and she didn’t give Robin any trouble—other than Robin couldn’t get her to leave the house. She’d rather sunbathe on the back deck with a book, shower at odd hours, and curl up in front of the TV with Robin than go out with her friends.

      Robin was concerned that Jamie didn’t have friends, and she’d be going into eighth grade, which was a really hard year for girls—especially if they had to eat lunch alone. She’d tried to get her into an acting camp this summer.

      Jamie said no.

      Music? No. Cooking class? No. Seafaring girls? Double no, Mom.

      Robin supposed Jamie could be doing worse things than reading fantasy novels, and she’d let the topic drop after that. Besides, the town of Five Island Cove had cancelled the Seafaring Girls program.

      “Good,” she said. “Jamie is ready for school to start, and Mandie is going to die a slow death if she doesn’t go to school soon.” She put a smile on her face that stretched tightly, and met Alice’s eye.

      They burst out laughing, and most of Robin’s tension left her body.

      “They’re really challenging us, aren’t they?” Alice asked.

      “It’s all new for me,” Robin admitted. “The first time I sent her to Rocky Ridge alone, I was freaking out.”

      “I know,” Alice said dryly. “I was on the other end of those forty-one thousand texts.”

      “Oh, it wasn’t that many,” Robin said, giggling. But Mandie was flirtatious, and cute, and she’d developed a lot in the past nine months. Boys noticed her a lot more now, and she’d been flitting around from boy to boy in the spring.

      When she’d met Charlie, though…

      Robin suppressed another wave of worry. “I asked her about sex,” she said, wishing she had something to drink.

      “Alice,” a man called, and Alice held up her hand.

      “Hold that thought,” she said. “Let’s get our table.”

      “I don’t want to talk about this with Kristen,” Robin said.

      Alice turned to follow the guy with the menus, though Robin didn’t need one of those. She’d eaten here dozens of times, and there was nothing better than the fish and chips. They got a table along the railing, with the ocean breeze billowing up from the water. Robin put her purse on one of the chairs while Alice settled in on the other side.

      “She acted like the very idea of doing that was disgusting.”

      “Charlie acts like that too.”

      “So you don’t think…?” Robin let her words hang there. She wasn’t sure why she was so worried about Mandie getting pregnant, only that she was. Intellectually, she knew it wouldn’t be the end of the world. But she also knew having a baby so young would make it that much harder for Mandie to achieve her dreams.

      “No,” Alice said. “I don’t think they’re sleeping together.”

      Robin nodded, trying to take Alice’s belief and make it hers. “Okay, I’m going to go find Kristen.”

      Alice’s phone chimed, and she picked it up. “This is her. She said she just walked in.”

      “Be right back.” Robin wove through the crowd again, easily dodging around people now. She wasn’t worried about getting told she couldn’t skip to the front of the line, and she found Kristen standing just inside the doorway that led back into the surf shop.

      “Kristen.” She hugged the older woman, a warm love spreading through her. Kristen was like the mother Robin had never had, and she loved her with every fiber of her being. “How are you?”

      “It’s so busy here,” Kristen said as she drew back. “But I’m good. How are you, dear?” She smiled at Robin, and Robin wondered what it would be like to have her own mother look at her with such acceptance. She couldn’t believe that she still wanted that, as she was forty-five years old and didn’t need her mother’s approval anymore.

      Or maybe she did.

      No matter what, when her own mother looked at her, it was with a critical gaze. Sharp eyes that saw every flaw. She always had something demeaning to say, and Robin felt like she had never done anything right in her whole life.

      “This way,” she said, pushing her mother out of her mind. “We just sat down.” She kept hold of Kristen’s hand as she maneuvered back to Alice, who stood to hug the woman who had simply accepted them as they were since the moment they’d met, over thirty years ago.

      Kristen sat on the same side of the table as Alice, and Robin faced them both. “Updates,” she said, ignoring Alice’s disgusted look. She even rolled her eyes, but Robin didn’t care. She couldn’t help it if she loved the games and rituals they’d been using since they were teens. “I have something really good.”

      “You go first then,” Alice said.

      “No,” Robin said, grinning at her as a woman appeared with glasses of water. “I’m going last.” She looked up at Laura-Ann. “Hey, Annie.” She smiled at the woman. “How’s that boyfriend of yours?”

      Annie, a tall brown-haired woman, grinned down at Robin as she held out her left hand. “He’s my fiancé now.”

      Robin gave a little shriek as she bolted to her feet and grabbed Annie’s hand to examine the diamond. “Annie. Oh my goodness.” She looked up into the other woman’s eyes, hers wide. “You have to let me plan the wedding. Please, please, Annie.”

      “Didn’t you get my message?” Annie asked with a laugh. “I called last night, literally ten minutes after he asked me.”

      “I haven’t checked my business line since lunch yesterday.” Robin hugged the woman she’d known for seemingly ever. “I’m so happy for you. Congratulations.”

      “Thank you, Robin. We don’t have a date yet, but I’m hoping to nail it down with my mother this weekend.”

      “Just let me know as soon as you can, so I can see if I can schedule it.”

      “I will.”

      Robin re-took her seat and said, “I’ll have the fish and chips and a strawberry lemonade.” Real strawberries came in the lemonade, with a dash of puree and syrup, and Robin loved it with every taste bud she owned.

      “Cod, right?” Annie asked.

      “Yep.”

      She went around and took the rest of the orders—everyone got the cod fish and chips—and then Robin looked at Alice. “You go first.”

      “Believe it or not, I have something exciting too,” Alice said, drawing her slight shoulders back into that power stance Robin was well-acquainted with. “Frank didn’t contest any of the addendums to the divorce, and I’m expecting to hear from Susan by Friday. If not then, on Monday for sure.”

      “And it’ll be final?” Kristen asked. “Over?”

      “It’ll be final and over,” Alice said, and Robin could practically see the weight of the world lift from her countenance.

      “That’s amazing,” she said. “Text me the moment you know.”

      “I will,” Alice said. “It’ll be on the group.” She turned to Kristen and covered her hand. “And I’ll call you, Kristen. Okay?”

      “Thank you, dear.” She smiled and when she looked at Robin again, Robin saw her age for maybe the first time. Kristen had lines around her eyes from years of laughing, and far more gray hair than Robin remembered. When she lifted her water glass to her lips, her hand shook slightly. A movement there, then steadiness.

      Robin had no trouble seeing her own age every time she looked in the mirror. She worked hard to keep the extra hairs off her chin and the wrinkles between her eyes from getting too deep. But she’d never seen Kristen quite this old.

      Shock traveled through her system, and thankfully, Annie returned with their cold drinks. “Fish is coming, ladies.”

      “Your turn,” Robin said after she’d unwrapped her straw and taken a long drink of the sweet and sour lemonade. The stuff personified summer for Robin, and while a hint of sadness accompanied the thought of another summer coming to a close, she couldn’t wait for this one to be over.

      Then she’d have her husband back. Her daughters off to school. She could work during the day without having to worry about where Mandie was and if she’d lied about who she’d be with so she could sneak across the channels to Rocky Ridge to kiss Charlie.

      She had never done that, but it was the kind of thing Robin would’ve done—and had done—and she wasn’t so far out of touch that she didn’t suspect her daughter of doing something devious like that.

      “No real update,” Kristen said. “Reuben and Jean are looking to adopt a new dog. Clara actually called on Sunday night to tell me she and Lena have decided that Lena is ready to live on her own.” She wore a proud smile, and Robin had no idea what it would be like to parent a child with Down Syndrome.

      Kristen only had one granddaughter, and that was Lena. Reuben and Jean had never had children, though they had plenty of fur babies.

      “That’s amazing,” Robin said, beaming at Kristen too.

      “Good for her,” Alice said.

      “Clara’s a mess,” Kristen said. “I’m considering flying to Vermont to be with her for a couple of weeks.” Pure indecision raged with fear in her expression.

      “You are?” Alice asked, shooting a glance at Robin.

      The news surprised her too. Clara and Kristen didn’t particularly get along. Things had been better since Joel’s funeral—at least according to Kristen.

      “Yes,” Kristen said. “I asked her about it, but she had to get to work.”

      “What would you do in Vermont?” Robin exchanged another look with Alice.

      “You know it gets cold there, right?” Alice asked.

      “It gets cold here,” Kristen said, waving her hand. “I wouldn’t go for months or anything. I’m thinking maybe once school starts, and there are less tourists taking up the flights. Then I’ll go.”

      “I think you should,” Robin said, her own mother right at the forefront of her mind again. “She’d probably appreciate it.”

      “I think she would too,” Kristen said. “So it’s not about me. It’s about her.” She nodded, and Robin took that as an indication that her update was over.

      Annie arrived with blue baskets of fried fish and French fries, and Robin’s mouth watered. She reached for the vinegar and salt and doused everything though the chef here seasoned his food perfectly.

      “Robin, you didn’t even taste it.”

      “I know what I like.” She shot Alice a look that said, I’m not twelve and you’re not my mother. “Okay, my update is that I got the name of AJ’s boyfriend.”

      “No, you did not,” Alice said, her voice awed. “What is it?”

      “And,” Robin said. “Eloise is due back in the cove this weekend.” She grinned at the two women across the table from her. “I can’t wait. I can’t believe she’s moving here.”

      “That inn is going to need a lot of work,” Kristen said.

      “It sure is,” Robin agreed.

      “What’s his name?” Alice asked again.

      Robin leaned forward, sparks dancing through her veins. She loved a good secret. “Peterson. His name is Peterson.” She looked between Kristen and Alice, pure life dancing within her. “Now we just need to find a reason AJ needs to come to Five Island Cove—with him.”
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      Alice Kelton hummed to herself as she moved around her office. She liked to keep things fresh by getting up and analyzing them from different angles. She often found that she could see solutions easier that way.

      She only had a few clients, and they didn’t need anything too terribly difficult from her. One had asked her to review a couple of contracts she’d received from a publisher, just to make sure she wasn’t being taken for a ride. Another had asked her to help settle a property line dispute. That was the one Alice was currently researching, as she didn’t know everything there was to know about property law in Five Island Cove.

      She’d studied family law the most, and she’d intended to help women with divorces, parents with custody issues, legal guardianship issues, as well as family estates and trusts.

      Her knowledge of most of that had been rusty, but Alice had dedicated a few hours every day over the past two months to brushing up on her skills in the legal system in Five Island Cove.

      She currently had one client that fit exactly what she’d studied in school, and it was a case where a twenty-year-old daughter had filed a protective order against her step-father. In Alice’s mind, and for the only year she’d practiced law, she’d have represented the daughter. But this time, her client was Bruce Rogers, a forty-seven-year-old single father who lived on Rocky Ridge—right next door to Alice’s father.

      Alice didn’t care how the clients came to her, as long as they kept coming. To her surprise, the moment she’d set up a rudimentary website and put one notice on The Islands, which was basically an online classifieds section for Five Island Cove, she’d had a fairly steady stream of clients.

      She could work on eight or nine cases if they were as small as the ones she had now. Bigger cases took more time, but earned her more money.

      Frank had been true to the agreement they’d made in June, and Alice still had access to the bank accounts. The mortgage on the beach house—her real house now—had been paid every month on time. She drew money for groceries and activities, and she’d just texted Frank about the school shopping she’d do with the children next week.

      The following week, school would start, and Alice wasn’t sure she was ready for her kids to leave the house early in the morning, travel by ferry to Diamond Island, and attend tenth grade. At the same time, she remembered how incredibly grown-up she’d felt doing exactly that, and she reminded herself that Charlie and Ginny had been ferrying themselves all over the cove for the majority of the summer.

      Today, they’d gone to Friendship Island, as the rumors circulating around the cove were that someone had bought the old inn
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