
  
    [image: Beach B&B at Turtle Cove]
  


  
    
      Beach B&B at Turtle Cove

      
        THE MIGHTY APHRODITE WRITING SOCIETY

        BOOK THREE

      

    

    
      
        DARCI BALOGH

      

    

    
      KNOWHERE MEDIA

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Darci Balogh

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      ISBN: 978-1-943990-45-0

      Cover designed by GetCovers

    

  


  
    
      For Robert,

      Thank you for all you do, for all the little things you think of, and all the times you’ve put me first.

      

      Through everything, you are loved.
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        Bronwyn

      

      

      Bronwyn almost missed the invitation completely.

      She dropped it, along with the rest of her mail, her purse, both of the boy’s school backpacks, and a reusable grocery bag containing cheap takeout and an even cheaper bottle of wine onto the sallow yellow kitchen counter top without a second thought. Relieved of her load, but not of her troubles, she moved to hunt down the wine opener and wrap up what had proved to be a dismal day, when something out of the ordinary caught her eye.

      Sandwiched between past due bills and overly optimistic credit card offers, the corner of a glimmering lavender envelope peeked out, an unexpected interruption to her dark mood.

      Her hands moved instinctively, reaching to take hold of the envelope. As she pulled it from the pile, several flyers from dentists and local politicians spilled across the counter, but Bronwyn didn’t pause to straighten them. She had already seen who the invitation was from and mixed emotions swelled in her chest.

      Phoebe and Tanner.

      Their names, inscribed in sparkling purple ink, were a reminder of moments shared and memories woven together in a land that seemed far, far away from Bronwyn’s current existence. But this invitation, she already knew, held something special. A celebration of new life. A baby shower.

      She stood in the midst of her cluttered condo, the weight of recent struggles bearing down hard. Her thoughts shifted to her own children’s baby showers, but the memories were hazy at best. Her years of taking care of sweet little babies and toddlers were long gone. 	Jeremiah was now a brooding twelve-year old, and her dear Nathan, an opinionated 9-year old who insisted on being called Nate, seemed to no longer need her at all. They had barely taken a moment to tell her goodbye when she delivered them to Ryan’s house after their last day of school this afternoon.

      “See you next Saturday,” she had called after them. Her words echoed off the pale grey natural stone siding of the towering three story home Ryan shared with his shockingly young girlfriend, before floating away, either unheard or ignored, she couldn’t be sure.

      At the last moment, Nate managed a flash of a smile over his shoulder and a quick backward wave in her direction before breaking into a full run to beat his older brother to the front door. Then they were gone, swallowed up into the double doors and lost to her until Ryan dropped them back off at the condo. She was on her own for the next week, without even her cruddy job as a bank clerk to use as a distraction.

      She had been unceremoniously fired from the the bank when she arrived at work this morning. The experience still dominated her thoughts, a bitter taste of failure staining her spirit, though she hadn’t let on to the boys that anything was wrong when she picked them up. She was still processing the situation and really didn’t need them telling their father about her disastrous foray into full time employment.

      She had loathed the job almost from the first moment she interviewed for it. Still, being let go was an affront to her ego, not to mention her ever shrinking bank account.

      She couldn’t exactly blame Meyer, her boss, who Bronwyn suspected was barely out of high school. He still carried baby fat in his face and she had found it nearly impossible to address him as Mr., so she had taken to calling him by his last name. When her drawer count had come up incorrect – again – she supposed Meyer had little alternative other than to show her the door.

      The mistake wasn't a matter of theft or deceit, more her tendency to wing it with numbers, a quirk that worked well enough in the realm of cooking and writing, but proved disastrous under the scrutiny of bank managers of any age.

      “I’ll do better next time,” she had told him, expecting a slap on the wrist. Surely they allowed some leeway for mistakes with new employees.

      “There won’t be a next time, Mrs. Speer.”

      His accusatory tone had taken her aback for a moment. Bronwyn had stared at him in disbelief. “What does that mean, Meyer?”

      “We’re letting you go, Mrs. Speer. Mr. Langley will escort you to your car.” Meyer answered sternly, the baby fat in his cheeks flushing red as he put extra emphasis on Mrs. and Mr.

      In hindsight, maybe she should have tried harder to call him Mr. Meyer. Sometimes, Bronwyn had realized, she didn’t pick up on the fact that she had insulted someone until the damage was done. This was only one of several issues Bronwyn had learned she possessed since going through therapy, divorce, and the aftermath.

      Money management was also a problem. That fact had become painfully obvious in the weeks and months following her final divorce settlement. The lump sum of cash from the sale of their family home and her share of Ryan’s retirement accounts had dwindled at a frightening rate without Ryan’s high income to resupply it. Even with child support, Bronwyn had become alarmed at how quickly what was supposed to be her nest egg was slipping through her fingers. So alarmed that she had made the rash move of snatching up the first affordable condo she could find that would accept her meager offer.

      Bronwyn poured herself a hefty glass of crappy wine and sank down onto her oversized couch, invitation in hand. She glanced around the dumpy little condo, which she hadn’t had the funds to remodel before moving into it with the boys.

      The paint needed updating, the fireplace didn’t work, she would love to replace the sliding glass doors that led to their tiny square of outdoor space with French doors, and she couldn’t even think about what needed to be done in the kitchen. The whole place was screaming to be gutted. Even the sofas, though comfortable, needed replaced.

      She had won the furniture in the divorce without realizing she would be moving it all into one third of the square footage of their previous home. There was barely room to walk in the tiny living room with the large, high end pieces eating up all of the floor space. She had been waiting to get a few more paychecks under her belt before purchasing something more suitable. She may not have a big house with a giant yard, but she had wanted to at least create a cute and homey place for her and the boys.

      “That’s not happening anytime soon,” she said wryly, taking a sip of wine and staring gloomily at the baby shower invitation.

      This invitation to return to Turtle Cove filled her with so many conflicting emotions.

      Elation. Trepidation. Longing.

      Hope.

      A chance to return to the place where she once thought she had found herself, a place where she had eventually lost her heart to a man who could never be hers.

      All this internal angst and she hadn’t even opened it yet.

      Steeling herself for whatever emotion would win over the others, Bronwyn put her wine glass down on the coffee table and opened the envelope. By the time she pulled out the beautifully printed invitation, her palms were sweaty and she could feel her heart beating in her chest.

      It had been three years since she last stepped foot on the sandy shores of Turtle Cove. Three years since she had seen the other Mighty Aphrodites on anything other than a computer monitor. Three years since she had watched Bill’s face light up when he laid eyes on Scarlett after decades of being apart.

      Grief pinched her heart and she had to close her eyes. Moments she had shared with Bill flew through her mind and the threat of tears made her throat tighten.

      “No,” Bronwyn shook her head sharply and opened her eyes, leaning forward to slam the invitation down on the coffee table and pick up her wine. “I will not cry.”

      She took a swig of wine and swallowed, letting its heat force any tears back down from whence they came. Placing the wine glass firmly back on the coffee table, she picked up the invitation again. She could almost see Phoebe and Tanner’s beaming smiles as they prepared for the party to celebrate the new life they were bringing into the world. She refused to disappoint them, even if that meant risking going through a little heartbreak in the process.

      Besides, she desperately wanted to see everyone again, to be at the ocean, to feel the way she felt when she was at her best in Turtle Cove. 	It would be inevitable that Scarlett would be at her niece’s baby shower. There was no getting around that. But certainly she could avoid Bill, and the joy of the event would help overcome whatever remained of her feelings for him.

      “I’m done making decisions because of a man,” Bronwyn announced to her cruddy condo. “Turtle Cove will just have to make room for me, that’s all.”

      Once again, she noted, anger had shown up and won the contest between all of her competing emotions. Though, it wasn’t anger, not exactly. What Bronwyn was feeling was more of a mighty determination. A strength. Power. One might call it spunk.

      A smile pressed its way onto her lips.

      Of course she would go to the baby shower – for Phoebe, for the Mighty Aphrodites, for the chance to rediscover a whisper of the woman she had almost become.
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      Violet sipped on her bright orange mango berry smoothie, holding its sweet and tangy goodness in her mouth for a few moments before swallowing to make sure she didn’t get an ice-cream headache. The summer sun was warmer than average, but she and Phoebe were comfortably seated in the shade under a vibrant yellow umbrella on the patio of the newest Turtle Cove hot spot, Sips Tropical Smoothies.

      Sips served a wide variety of smoothies, of course, but they also had some of the best salads and wraps around. Phoebe had become particularly interested in their chicken avocado wraps in the past few months of her pregnancy.

      “It’s the yellow tomatoes they use…and the cilantro lime dressing…” she told Violet between bites. “The other day I was craving them so badly I asked Tanner to run out before they closed and get me one for a late night snack.” She chuckled at the thought and took another bite.

      Violet smiled. It was nice to see Phoebe so happy. Pregnancy really suited her, cravings and all. “I can picture him running out into the night to get you the food you want, just like in the movies.”

      Phoebe nodded while she swallowed then took a sip of her peanut butter cocoa banana smoothie. “He’s been great about everything.”

      “I would expect nothing less from Tanner,” Violet said. “Did he get the crib put together?”

      “Oh, yes!” Phoebe launched into a full scale description of all the trouble the baby crib assembly had put them through.

      Violet listened quietly, enjoying her smoothie and the story. There were more than a few perks to being friends with an accomplished writer. Phoebe really knew how to entertain with words.

      Violet was in a good mood for another reason. A reason she was waiting to spring on Phoebe until they had finished with all of the baby news. Her friend’s experience of bringing a new life into the world had been the main topic of all of their conversations since she had announced she was expecting, and that was no exception at today’s lunch.

      Violet didn’t mind. In fact, she was a little bit in awe of the pretty glow in Phoebe’s cheeks and her ever growing belly. It had been just over a week since they last saw each other and in that short time Phoebe had become significantly more pregnant. Violet found it fascinating. Even when Phoebe described the natural aches and pains of pregnancy, which had been increasing exponentially the closer she got to her due date, Violet enjoyed living vicariously through her fellow Mighty Aphrodite.

      Maybe that was because Violet’s own life experiences paled in comparison these days. Phoebe’s author success, perfect marriage, and fast approaching motherhood overshadowed Violet’s lesser achievements. The road to getting Sonny the Sea Turtle published had been slow going, what with finding the right illustrator and Aunt Brenda’s off and on interest in signing Violet to a contract.

      Then there was the issue with her and Ben.

      Violet ignored a pang of jealousy in her stomach. She didn’t want to be jealous of Phoebe’s happiness, but she did wish her own life didn’t feel quite so much like she was treading water.

      After long distance dating for six months, she had made the permanent move to Turtle Cove over two years ago. Leaving her parent’s house and landing directly in the tiny one bedroom house Ben rented. The momentous decision to move in together had seemed like an obvious choice at the time. They would both save money, which was pretty important for the director of a small nonprofit, and for his girlfriend who only had a part-time job at the nonprofit and a writing career still in its infancy.

      Plus they loved each other. A lot.

      Violet took another sip of her smoothie, her mind wandering slightly as Phoebe finished her story about the baby crib and began to fill Violet in on her latest doctor visit.

      Violet was absolutely certain that she loved Ben. Nobody had ever made her feel the way he did – confident, secure, desirable. And if she took everything he had ever told her to heart, then she knew without a doubt that he loved her, too.

      But still…something about their situation had been feeling more and more off lately. They lived together and worked together. They were with each other much of the time, in fact, and they kept busy all of the time. They had just finished planning and executing Marine Life Rescue’s most successful fundraiser yet. So why did it seem their relationship was at a stand still?

      “But enough about me and my swelling ankles, how have you been? Anything new and exciting?” Phoebe had finally exhausted her monologue and looked expectantly at Violet.

      There was, actually, nothing new and exciting in Violet’s life. That was part of her problem. The last coffee meeting she’d had with Aunt Brenda about the realities of getting her Sonny the Sea Turtle children’s book published flashed through her mind, but that whole conversation was still just a little too raw to share with her successfully published friend.

      Violet shook off the sudden melancholy that had overtaken her and gave Phoebe a smile. None of what was weighing on her mind was anything she wanted to discuss with Phoebe right now, but there was one thing on her mind. “I do have something I want to talk to you about.”

      Phoebe’s eyes grew bright. “You do? Wonderful! What?”

      “It’s a pretty exciting plan, in my opinion, but it’s for somebody else.”

      “Okay, sounds intriguing. What’s the plan and who’s it for?”

      “I had an idea the other day…about Bronwyn.”

      Phoebe looked surprised. “Bronwyn?”

      Violet nodded, leaning forward. “She’s definitely coming to the baby shower, right?”

      “Yes, she RSVP’d and everything.”

      “Well, I was wondering if you might want to team up with me and do a little light matchmaking.”

      “Matchmaking?”

      “Yes, think about it, she hasn’t dated anybody since her divorce. She’s trying to work and raise those boys all alone. I think it’s all getting to her. She hasn’t been herself for a long time when we have our online Aphrodite meetings. Wouldn’t it be nice if we could inject some romance and fun into her life, even if it’s just while she’s in Turtle Cove for the baby shower?”

      Phoebe considered the idea and Violet was pleased to see her friend’s mind clicking away behind a growing smile.

      “That would be nice for her. I love this idea, Violet! We fix her up on a date with a fun, eligible man and let the sparks fly.”

      “Exactly,” Violet agreed.

      “Rebuild her confidence. Remind her what a beautiful, interesting, amazing woman she is.”

      “Right!” Violet lifted her smoothie in the air to toast Phoebe’s enthusiasm.

      “Can’t you imagine her getting all dressed up in her pantsuit and going out on the town?” Phoebe giggled.

      “I can!” That image made Violet giggle too.

      “And you know how much I love me a little matchmaking,” Phoebe tapped her smoothie onto Violet’s.

      Violet laughed. “I do know that. In fact, I’m kind of counting on it. I thought we could put our heads together and do something a little wonderful for her.”

      Phoebe took a sip, thinking for minute. ”I guess the very first thing to decide is who to match her with. Do you have a lucky guy in mind?”

      Violet leveled a sly look at Phoebe. “I do.”

      “Who?” Phoebe took another sip.

      Violet paused for effect before giving the answer she knew would be a surprise. “Bill.”

      Phoebe’s eyes flew open and she sputtered, then choked on her smoothie. After recovering, she looked at Violet like she had lost her marbles. “Our Bill?”

      “Yes, our Bill.” Violet watched as Phoebe’s brow scrunched in confusion, then asked, “Why not Bill?”

      Phoebe tried to answer, but she was obviously still struggling with the premise of the idea. “I don’t know, I just don’t think of Bill as being especially romantic.”

      “Maybe not especially romantic, but he’s handsome and funny, and single, and they have chemistry. There were times we could have cut the chemistry between them with a knife when she was here for your wedding.”

      “That is true,” Phoebe was warming to the idea. “How do you propose we set all of this up? Bill’s a good man, don’t get me wrong, but he’s not the type you set up on a blind date.”

      Violet grinned. This was her favorite part of the plan. She had come up with the idea just days after visiting Sol Mate with Ben. Bill had recently made the final changes necessary to turn the beach house into ‘The Sol Mate B&B’ and she and Ben had gone by to drop off a housewarming gift of a bottle of wine.

      “Well, as you know, he’s been working on turning Sol Mate into a B&B for months, barely leaving to see anyone or do anything. He told us the other day that he’s open for business.” Violet leaned closer to Phoebe and lowered her voice. “But Maia told me he hasn’t had any bookings yet and she’s a little worried about him. He’s great with construction and finishing, as you know, I mean Sol Mate looks beautiful, but he’s just kind of wandering around that big old place by himself.”

      Phoebe nodded, but Violet could tell she wasn’t quite getting how this related to setting Bill up with Bronwyn.

      Violet’s smile grew wide and her eyes sparkled. “I think Bronwyn should be his first guest.”

      Phoebe’s eyes lit up, her face animating at the idea for a moment before a thought of a major obstacle made her frown. “But she’s staying with us when she comes for the shower. How are we going to get her to stay at Sol Mate instead?”

      Violet had thought of that and already come up with a response. “We’ll use our secret weapon.”

      “What’s our secret weapon?”

      “It’s not a what. It’s a who.”

      “Okay, who’s our secret weapon?”

      Violet beamed at her friend. “Your husband.”
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      “Tanner?” Phoebe stared at Violet, baffled.

      Violet had that feisty gleam in her eyes. The one she got whenever she made up her mind to do something. Phoebe knew there was no stopping her now that she had decided to fix Bronwyn up with Bill. What she didn’t understand was how Violet expected Tanner to help.

      “I don’t know, Violet, he’s not usually very interested in interfering with people’s lives. Especially not his friends.” Phoebe had never told Violet how Tanner had reacted when she tried to pry into Ben’s dating habits before Ben and Violet were a couple.

      “He doesn’t have to interfere with anything,” Violet reassured her. “He just needs to subtly convince Bronwyn that your house isn’t where she wants to be while she’s in Turtle Cove. You know, send her off to Sol Mate and make her think it’s her idea. Like he did with your parents and grandma before your wedding. Remember?”

      Phoebe did remember. Tanner’s ability to charm her family into the outcome she desired had been extremely helpful. None of them had suspected a thing either. With a tiny flicker of excitement, she smiled. “He is pretty good at that.”

      Violet nodded vigorously. “I think he can pull it off.”

      Phoebe had another thought. “I don’t want her to feel like she’s not welcome.”

      “Of course not, with Tanner’s help we’ll make the whole thing seamless.”

      Violet had seemed awfully sure of herself and that confidence had rubbed off on Phoebe. As she parked her car in the firehouse parking lot to bring Tanner a surprise snack, a chicken avocado wrap and green smoothie from Sips, that confidence began to wane.

      Phoebe turned off the car engine and unlocked her seat belt with a sigh. Maneuvering herself and her pregnant belly out of the car took an extra amount of effort these days.

      Her due date was five weeks away, which in normal calendar days wasn’t long. But Phoebe was now operating on pregnancy calendar days and it felt like she had doubled in size in the previous five weeks. Sometimes she wondered if she would be able to fit behind the wheel of her car before the baby was born.

      “Come on, kiddo,” she said to her belly, awkwardly climbing out of the car and grabbing the smoothie and takeout bag. “Let’s give Daddy his bribe.”

      Phoebe smiled to herself as she felt the baby push against her belly. She loved calling Tanner “Daddy” and swore their child could sense when she was going to visit him.

      He was a full-time fireman now, which meant he spent one solid week on duty at the firehouse then had one week off. His week off was heaven, but the week away from him was lonely. Sure, she got a lot of writing done when he wasn’t around, but she wasn’t certain that made up for his absence. These little impromptu visits to the firehouse were her way of maintaining their connection.

      She found the front office empty, which was fairly routine. There wasn’t a lot of walk in traffic at Turtle Cove Fire Department’s Station #2. She made her way into the large garage and found Tanner’s Captain next to the fire engine talking to Ace.

      “Well, good afternoon, Phoebe, you’re looking gorgeous today.” Ace’s eyes twinkled as she approached. He was such a flirt.

      Tanner’s Captain, Neil Ford, was older and friendly – though not as openly flirtatious as his subordinate, Ace. Captain Ford was quite handsome, however, and probably would have rivaled Ace in the looks department in his youth. Phoebe often wondered if it was a requirement that firemen be good looking or if it was just a happy accident of the universe.

      Captain Ford turned to greet her with a wide smile. “How are you getting along? Ready for that little one?” He had five children, most of them grown, and he always made it a point to inquire after her and the baby.

      “Still baking, but getting closer and closer.” Phoebe patted her round belly. The baby kicked again and she was almost positive it was because their bundle of joy was excited to be at Daddy’s work.

      She and Tanner had decided not to find out the gender of their baby. He had said it was one of the great mysteries in life and she had to agree. Not knowing added to the anticipation.

      Ace gave her a teasing grin. “Your baby daddy is in the kitchen.”

      Phoebe smirked, dismissing Ace’s attempt at humor with a toss of her head. “Thanks, I’ve brought him a treat from Sips.”

      “What, nothing for me?” Ace called after her as she made her way to the kitchen door.

      She ignored him, concentrating instead on holding the bag and smoothie in one hand while she pushed open the door with the other. Tanner’s laugh greeted her and the baby did a hard double kick of excitement on the the inside of her left rib cage at the sound. Phoebe sucked in her breath at the unexpected pain and bent forward.

      “Honey!” Tanner was at her side in an instant, helping maneuver her awkward frame through the doorway. He took the smoothie, which she had almost dropped. “Are you okay? What’s the matter?”

      Keeping one hand on her left side she closed her eyes and took a few focused breaths. The baby had stopped kicking, but was now pushing relentlessly onto the same spot, making it hard for her to respond to Tanner’s worried questions.

      Finally, she managed a high pitched, “I’m fine.”

      Tanner put the smoothie on the top of the nearby microwave and placed one hand on her lower back, holding her arm with the other, intending to lead her further into the kitchen. “Come on, you should sit down.”

      “No, no,” she raised the bag with the chicken avocado wrap up to ward him off. “I can’t move yet.” She winced again as a flurry of new kicks brought fresh pain. She wanted to tell him to please just let her block the doorway to the firehouse kitchen for a few minutes until their child calmed down, but the shortness of breath was making it hard to speak.

      “What’s the matter with her?” A woman’s voice asked from somewhere deep in the kitchen.

      Inside Phoebe’s mind, something twitched. The voice was strange to her ear in this environment, as the Turtle Cove Fire Department didn’t have any female firefighters. But, still, she found it familiar.

      “Phoebe, are you all right?” Tanner’s hand gripped her arm a little firmer and his voice betrayed the tiniest bit of panic.

      Still partially bent over, Phoebe managed to open her eyes and look past Tanner in the direction where she had heard the woman’s voice. Her heart thumped to a stop.

      Layla.

      Lithe and lovely as ever, in a barely there tank top and sassy mini skirt, Tanner’s ex-girlfriend observed her coolly from where she leaned against the kitchen counter. When they locked eyes, one side of Layla’s luscious mouth lifted in a smirk.

      “Layla?” Phoebe sputtered the question, still unable to straighten up, one hand on the doorknob for support and one hand holding the Sips bag, pressing it onto her belly. Her gargantuan belly.

      “Here, honey, you need to sit down,” Tanner urged her gently to the kitchen table.

      Phoebe managed to waddle the few steps to the table without tripping over her feet, but she was keenly aware of just how pregnant she was under Layla’s calm observance.

      Tanner fussed over her as she lowered her body onto the kitchen chair, the baby still pushing so hard that she had to take short sucking breaths to keep from passing out, or puking, which was honestly what she wanted to do.

      “Let me get you some water,” Tanner stepped away to the sink where Layla was standing.

      Meanwhile, Phoebe adjusted herself in the chair so all of her weight was resting on the right side of her rear-end. This move shifted the baby just enough to let her breathe again.

      She let out a sigh of relief and finally stopped wincing. “Phew!” She said, smiling a little too hard at Layla.

      Layla, who fit perfectly into her cute tiny outfit.

      Layla, whose ankles were definitely not swollen.

      Layla, who switched her gaze deliberately away from Phoebe to Tanner as he filled a glass of water.

      A flash of jealousy made Phoebe’s face hot, probably only accentuating the blotchy redness she had started getting in her cheeks at the beginning of her third trimester.

      Tanner’s back was still to Phoebe, but she had a full frontal view of Layla’s expression. His ex-girlfriend was barely suppressing laughter, her eyes gleaming with mean spirited fun as she kept them trained on Phoebe’s husband’s face.

      It only took a few moments for Tanner to fill the glass with water and  bring it to her, but it was long enough for Phoebe’s imagination to run wild – and long enough for their entire marriage to come into question.
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      With a swoop of her arm Bronwyn released what was left of her scone across the sand, sending the birds on their way. The flock of seagulls that had been pestering her rose up with a flurry of feathers and high pitched screeches as they followed the crumbs, leaving her alone with the waves and the sunrise again.

      She had arrived in Turtle Cove just before dawn, much earlier than originally planned. Certainly earlier than Phoebe and Tanner were expecting her. She had pulled into town so early because she had left her condo in the middle of the night. She hadn’t been able to sleep. Too excited about going back to Turtle Cove, too nervous about seeing Bill and Scarlett again, or perhaps just too anxious about her generally failing life, she wasn’t sure.

      The one thing she was sure of was that the decision to leave on a road trip, all by herself, in the middle of the night, was the first time in as long as she could remember that she had been free to make a decision all on her own. The first time since forever that she alone had the option to make up her own mind without having to think about anybody else at all.

      No husband to discuss it with. No children to cajole out of bed and into the car. Nobody. Just her.

      Her own pure unadulterated singlehood had smacked her right in the face after she found herself searching through the medicine cabinet in the middle of the night looking for something that might help her relax and get some sleep. Bronwyn had closed the medicine cabinet empty handed and stared at her reflection, the foreign sensation of being free to do as she pleased with absolutely zero input from another soul slowly filling her with a dull tingle, a surprising sense of anything’s possible.

      The woman staring back at her in the mirror looked a little tired, but there was an unexpected twinkle in her eyes when the question formed in her mind.

      What’s stopping you from leaving now?

      An initial rush of excitement, goosebumps raised on her forearms, then Bronwyn had grinned at her reflection and answered out loud, “All right, let’s do it.”

      Liberated, Bronwyn had hit the open road, with nary another soul to share it with. She requested night driving songs and her sound system delivered, beginning with the unrivaled numero uno in that category, In the Air Tonight by Phil Collins. After rocking out on that spectacular classic, the sound system kept more and more of them coming, entertaining her as she rode through the night.

      A surge of energy kept her awake and pressed her onward…or maybe it was pulling her, taking her closer and closer to the ocean, to Turtle Cove, to Bill. Stopping only a few times to get gas, fuel up on caffeine and use the restroom, she made the trip in record time.

      “I should travel at night all the time,” she had said to herself, pulling up to Salty Java’s, the only place open in all of Turtle Cove at that hour.

      As Bronwyn stepped out of her vehicle, the full force of the fresh ocean breeze made her pause. She breathed in the singularly delicious scent of salty air and fresh brewed coffee and literally felt a weight lift off her shoulders.

      Heaven.

      As she wandered Turtle Cove’s beach with her coffee and scone, taking in the kiss of the sunrise on the water and letting the white sand caress her bare feet, waiting out time until it was socially appropriate to text Phoebe and tell her she would be there sooner than expected, Bronwyn’s mind kept returning to her reflection in the medicine cabinet mirror.

      She never wanted to forget that moment. The first time pure freedom and autonomy had pulsed through her body since…since…

      “Since ever,” she said to the waves, who rushed toward her and curled around her toes as if they were eager to listen then swept back into the blue, blue water. Bronwyn let out a long sigh, allowing the ocean to take her troubles away.

      Single life had not worked out like she had thought it would. Not like it had worked out for Ryan. He was having the time of his life, heading into the last half of his 40’s with all of the money, power and adoration men that age seemed to effortlessly pull in.

      But for Bronwyn the effort had been immense and at this point she had little to show for any of it. Divorce, single parenthood, work, just living, had been more of a struggle than she had expected.

      A wistful smile touched her mouth as she explained to the waves, “It’s different than I ever read in a book.”

      Hers wasn’t a story for a novel, she had experienced no horrible abuse or epic success, no great wealth or extreme poverty. Her story lay somewhere in between. Somewhere normal. Somewhere boring.

      Bronwyn squinted at the sun as it rose higher on the horizon, warming her cheeks. Her eyes were wet.

      More than likely everything would work out fine. She would manage. She had her condo, her health, her life wasn’t terrible or anything. She would find another job and pay her bills and go to the grocery store and pick up her kids from school and fight with them over homework and carry on in suburbia. She had nothing to complain about, really.

      Then why couldn’t she kick the feeling that she was missing something big? Seeking something she had lost, maybe forever.

      A small group of surfers appeared in the distance, shouting and laughing as they raced each other to the water’s edge.

      Youth.

      The word floated into her mind and for a moment Bronwyn thought she had actually heard it spoken out loud. But, no, it had come to her from across the sand, riding on the sound of the surfer’s laughter.

      Youth.

      Freedom.

      Belief.

      These words suddenly swelled in her heart, bringing full tears to her eyes.

      Her life was half over. Her life was supposed to be more. Her life was meant to be magical – wasn’t it?

      Her dreams of being a writer, of experiencing true romance, of fostering a deep and ever lasting love of life itself, had dissipated slowly over the years until the biggest, bravest thing she could do was drive through the night to her friend’s baby shower.

      Bronwyn swiped the sudden tears from her eyes with the back of one hand and sniffled. “Pathetic.”

      When she finally knocked on Phoebe’s door and it swung open revealing Phoebe and her cozy townhouse, Bronwyn had gathered her emotions and was ready to focus her attention onto the reason for her trip, the baby shower.

      “Oh my god, Phoebe, you’re pregnant!” She exclaimed as she hugged her friend, the hard beach ball that was now Phoebe’s stomach keeping a distance between them.

      Phoebe laughed. “I thought you knew!”

      Bronwyn held her at arms length and gave her pregnant belly a huge smile. “It’s so different seeing you in person, that’s all.” She lifted her eyes to Phoebe’s. “You’re a gorgeous mommy-to-be!”

      Tanner’s smiling face appeared from deeper in the house. “She is that!” He leaned down and gave Bronwyn a quick hug then took charge of her suitcase. “How are you? How was your trip?”

      Bronwyn did not fill them in on her midnight ride to Turtle Cove and kept the chit-chat set to normal for the most part. She oohed and awed over their townhouse, which was nice. Tight, but nice. She ate the light lunch of chicken caesar salad and rolls they served her, which was good. Not delicious, but good. And she took in the life her friend had built with her husband with a growing sense of unease.

      Nothing was said. Nothing was wrong. Everything was exactly as she expected it to be. A profoundly happy and content Phoebe tottering proudly around with her pregnant belly getting in the way of every single task she attempted to do. Tanner, who had grown even more handsome with age and life experience behind him, doting on her every move.

      Still, something was off.

      Bronwyn could see it in the tiniest frown that worked its way through when Phoebe allowed her smile to slip. Catch it when Phoebe dropped her eyes to the floor for a split second, seemingly searching for something important she had lost, but could not articulate, then look up and rejoin the conversation as if she had never left it at all.

      For Bronwyn, it was like seeing something out of the corner of her eye then turning and whatever had been there was gone.

      Blink and it was over.

      Maybe it was her lack of sleep catching up to her. Maybe it was her own feelings of discontent with life clouding her intuition. But Bronwyn could not shake the sense of disquiet all around her. Somehow she could feel it in the air, just like the lyrics in the Phil Collins song.

      When Phoebe talked about her mother and Grandma Wright coming to help with baby shower preparations, Bronwyn's whole body tensed. She carefully kept her expression neutral, waiting for the inevitable mention of Scarlett. It didn't come immediately, but Bronwyn knew it was coming. It had to be coming.

      "Mom's really excited about decorating," Phoebe continued, absently rubbing her belly. "She's been going on and on about an ocean theme.”

      Bronwyn nodded, perhaps a bit too enthusiastically. "That sounds perfect. Very Turtle Cove."

      "And you know how Grandma Wright gets with the food." Phoebe chuckled. "She's already called three times this week about the menu."

      Another safe topic. Bronwyn latched onto it. "Oh? What's she thinking of making?"

      Phoebe chatted on happily, oblivious that she was about to bring up exactly what Bronwyn had been dreading. "Actually, Aunt Scarlett loves to cook too these days, and she wants to make–“

      "You know what?" Bronwyn cut in, standing up so quickly she almost knocked over her water glass. "I should probably freshen up a bit. That drive was longer than I expected."

      She didn't miss the questioning look that passed between Phoebe and Tanner, but she pretended she had. Just like she pretended not to notice the framed photo on their hallway wall, the one from Phoebe's wedding that showed all of them on the beach, Bill's tall frame standing out even in the group shot.

      In the guest bathroom, Bronwyn braced her hands on the sink and stared at herself in the mirror. Different mirror, same woman looking back. Only this time, instead of freedom, all she felt was trapped. Trapped in a town too small to avoid the people she needed to avoid, trapped in conversations she wasn't ready to have.

      "Get it together," she whispered to her reflection. "You're here for Phoebe. For the baby. That's all."

      But even as she said it, she knew it wasn't quite true. Part of her was here for something else, something she'd been missing since she left Turtle Cove three years ago. She just couldn't let herself think too hard about what – or who – that something might be.
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      Violet leaned against the weathered door frame of Marine Life Rescue's back deck, watching Ben wade through the larger of their two above-ground pools. Bear, his constant companion, sat alertly at the pool's edge, his black furry ears perked forward as if he too was invested in the sea turtle's breakfast.

      The sight of them together still made her heart flutter, just as it had when she'd first fallen in love with both man and dog. Ben was trying to coax their newest rescue, a juvenile green sea turtle, to eat some fresh sea grass. The morning sun caught in his wet hair, making it sparkle, and his t-shirt clung to his broad shoulders.

      "Come on, buddy," he crooned to the turtle. "I promise it's the good stuff. Straight from the surf this morning."

      The warmth in her chest watching him was familiar, constant. He never failed to make her feel cherished, completely herself. But lately that warmth had been accompanied by an undefined ache, like reaching for something just beyond her fingertips.

      "Any luck?" she called out.

      Ben turned, his face lighting up the way it always did when he saw her. "Not yet. But he's definitely more active today." He gestured to the turtle who was indeed swimming circles around him. "I think we'll name him Dizzy."

      Violet laughed. "Better than your last suggestion. What was it? Mr. Flippy?”

      "Hey, that was a great name!" He grinned, then nearly lost his balance as Dizzy brushed past his legs. Bear whined and eyed the shadow under the water, trying to decide if Ben was in any real danger.

      The building might be showing its age, with its salt-worn siding and creaking floorboards, but Bill Dvorak had chosen the perfect location when he'd started Marine Life Rescue. The deck offered a panoramic view of the ocean, and the constant sea breeze carried away the worst of the summer heat. Most importantly, it gave their rescued animals a taste of their natural habitat while they healed.

      "The school group from Palmetto Elementary just called," Violet said. "They're running about twenty minutes late."

      "Perfect. Gives me time to dry off and not look like I've been swimming with the fishes." He climbed out of the pool, water streaming off him, much to Bear’s relief. “Did you see the mock-ups Maia brought by for the t-shirts?"

      "I did." Violet bit her lip. "They're really good. Professional. The kind of thing that could really help with funding."

      Ben must have caught something in her tone because he paused in drying his hair. "But?"

      "But nothing. They're great." She turned to head back inside, but Ben's hand caught her arm.

      "Violet." His voice was gentle. "What is it?"

      She looked up at him, at his kind eyes and the concern written across his features. The words were there, right on the tip of her tongue…I want more. For us. For Marine Life Rescue. For everything. But saying them out loud felt ungrateful. They were lucky to have what they had, jobs they both loved, each other, a cozy if small home.

      Besides, she hadn't even told him about her meeting with Aunt Brenda yet. How the older woman had gently suggested that perhaps Sonny the Sea Turtle wasn't quite right for their publishing house, but had offered to refer Violet to another publisher. The memory of that conversation still stung, the clear implication that her stories weren't good enough hanging in the air even as Aunt Brenda had written down the other publisher's information.

      Violet had tucked those referral details away in her desk drawer at home, unable to look at them. The stories about Sonny weren't just her dream of becoming a published author anymore, they represented possibility. Extra income that could help expand the rescue, or maybe… 	She stopped herself from following that train of thought. She couldn't even bring herself to submit to the new publisher, let alone voice her deeper hopes to Ben.

      "It's nothing," she said instead. "Just thinking about how much Marine Life Rescue has grown since Bill started it. How much you've done with it."

      Ben's face softened. "We've done with it. You're as much a part of this place as I am now."

      A squeal of delight interrupted them as a small head popped around the corner. One of the regular volunteers' toddlers had escaped his mother again.

      “Evan!” Ben swooped down and scooped up the little boy, who immediately grabbed for Ben's wet hair. "Looking for trouble again, buddy?"

      Violet's heart squeezed watching them. Ben was so natural with children, whether it was the school groups that came through or their volunteers' kids. He'd be an amazing father. The thought came unbidden, along with an uncomfortable twinge of uncertainty. They'd never really talked about it. About any of it. Marriage, kids, the future. They were too busy keeping Marine Life Rescue afloat, too careful of their precious balance to rock the boat.

      "Sorry!" Evan’s mother appeared, looking harried. "He's obsessed with the turtles."

      "No worries," Ben said, passing Evan back. "He's got good taste. Speaking of which..." He turned to Violet. "What do you think about setting up a gift shop display in the front room? Maia's new designs deserve better than that fold-out table we've been using."

      "We'd have to move the educational materials," Violet said carefully. "And the budget?”

      "Is tight, I know." Ben ran a hand through his hair. "But sometimes you have to spend money to make money, right?” He shrugged one shoulder, tilted his head slightly and gave her a crooked grin. “That’s what I’m told anyway.” Then, with slightly more hope, “But Maia's marketing plan is solid, she seems to have it figured out…”

      He trailed off, and Violet recognized the look in his eyes. It was the same one he got when they discussed expanding the turtle pools or updating their medical equipment. The look that said he wanted to give their animals everything, but the realities of running a nonprofit kept getting in the way.

      "Let me have a go at the numbers again," she offered. "Maybe we can move some things around."

      Ben's smile was worth it, even if she wasn't sure how they'd make it work. That was their pattern, him dreaming big, her figuring out the practical details. It worked, mostly.

      "Speaking of numbers," Ben said, scratching Bear behind the ears, "didn't you have another meeting scheduled with Aunt Brenda this week? About the Sonny books?"

      Violet's stomach did a little flip. "Oh, um, actually I probably won't be able to meet with her for a while. Bronwyn's arriving today.”		“Bronwyn?" Ben's eyebrows shot up, and a grin spread across his face. "Well, that explains why my Spidey senses are tingling.”

      "Ben!" But Violet couldn't help laughing. He wasn't wrong, Bronwyn's visits to Turtle Cove had a way of stirring things up.

      "What?" He held up his hands in mock defense. "I'm just saying, maybe we should stock up on popcorn. And wine." Bear woofed in agreement, making them both laugh harder.

      The sound of a school bus pulling into the parking lot saved her from having to respond.

      "Showtime," Ben said, giving her a quick kiss that still managed to make her toes curl. Bear's tail thumped against the deck, approving of their happy exchange. "Want to help me introduce the kids to Dizzy?"

      "Always." And she meant it. Whatever else she might be uncertain about, this part – working beside Ben, helping animals, teaching children about the ocean – this part was perfect.

      Even if sometimes she lay awake at night wondering if perfect was enough.
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      Phoebe tugged at the floral maternity nightgown her mother had insisted on sending, trying to make the empire waist fall somewhere that didn't make her look like a decorated circus tent. Large pink and purple flowers scattered across white cotton did nothing to help the overall effect. Phoebe sulked, her reflection in the master bath mirror reminded her of old pictures she had seen of Grandma Wright in her youth wearing wild 60’s clothes and sporting a stylish beehive hairdo.

      “I bet Grandma Wright wouldn’t even wear this now,” she muttered.

      "Have you seen my..." Tanner's voice trailed off as he appeared in the doorway. His eyes sparkled with contained amusement at her outfit. "That's... new."

      "Mom sent it." She gave up on adjusting the tent-like silhouette, dropping her hands to her sides while complaining to Tanner’s reflection. "She says it's practical."

      Tanner nodded slowly, keeping his reaction controlled. “That’s one word for it, I guess.”

      Phoebe laughed a little and it came out a snort. Tanner caught her eye in the mirror and they both cracked up, giving in to the ridiculousness of the moment. But Phoebe’s laughter bordered on crying when she turned her attention back to her reflection.

      Tanner moved to her side and wrapped his arm around her shoulders, God knew he couldn’t get it around her waist. Kissing her sweetly on her forehead he said. “You are beautiful, Phoebe, no matter what you’re wearing.”

      She smiled wanly and
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