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I love fairy tales and a good tiara. I watch royal weddings. I drink tea from Harrod’s out of commemorative mugs with pictures of princesses on them. I read splashy magazines with stories about charity events and comings-and-goings. I even had a set of Princess Diana paper dolls when I was a kid.

I may have a set of Duchess of Cambridge paper dolls now.

Okay, fine, and I have the entire British Royal Family Funko Pop set on a shelf in my study.

What can I say? Hey, everyone’s got a hobby, right?

But what I love even more than crown jewels and palaces is when people I know find that hidden jewel inside themselves.

We are all made for a purpose. Some of us know it right away and plunge forward with no fear. Some of us know, but life finds a way to clip our wings. We flap and try to fly, but we struggle to soar. And then some of us need more time to search and discover who we truly are.

That’s what I had in mind as I got to know the character of Anneliese. On the surface, she has everything. She’s a princess of a small tropical island. She doesn’t just have the tiara. She’s got a beach too. 

Inside, though, she’s empty. She knows she’s made for more. But she’s boxed in. Rules of succession, paparazzi desperate to sell a story, and a brother who has a callous disregard for just about anything that doesn’t directly benefit him—they’re all working against Anneliese.

But one day, she’s reading the newspaper. Something speaks to her. And she knows she has to make it happen. She learns to speak up. She learns to take risks.

She learns who she is.

And she learns what love really is.

I can’t wait for you to meet Matt and Anneliese. I saw a lot of myself as I wrote this story, and I wonder if you’ll see some of yourself too.

Port Provident isn’t just a place, it’s a place that’s better because of you and how you connect with these stories. It’s a community that you can be a part of every time you pick up one of these books. I think readers want more stories that are uplifting and make us think of the good in the world—because regardless of what the news tells us, it’s out there. And that’s why I created Port Provident—a town for all of us to visit for a sweet escape.

I’d like to invite you to become a part of the Port Provident reader community today. Just go to www.kristenethridge.com. You’ll see the box to join right at the top of the page.

One of my signature Sweet Escape Romances is Layla and Ridge’s story, A Place to Find Love. Layla’s spent her whole life searching for a greater meaning in her life. She comes to Port Provident running on fumes, but once she meets Ridge, she begins a journey that fills her with more than she ever hoped for—faith, family, and a place to find the love she’s always longed for. I’ll send you a copy just for joining my reader community, plus you’ll be able to keep up with the latest on my books and Port Provident through regular emails and more reader bonuses.

Welcome to a Texas beachside town you can escape to anytime. I promise these stories will lift you up and leave you with a smile.

All the best,
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P.S... One of the best ways to get to know Port Provident even better is to get your Passport to Port Provident. It’s a behind-the-scenes reader exclusive that’s available when you join me on Facebook Messenger. 

www.kristenethridge.com

Facebook Pinterest Twitter Instagram

The Port Provident Community Center
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Prologue
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“Well we sure dodged a bullet, but it looks like Texas took a direct hit.” Crown Prince Federico de Cotriaro laid a newspaper in front of his sister Anneliese as they waited on their plates of chilaquiles en mole and huevos fritas for breakfast.

Every morning, the future king of the small Caribbean kingdom of San Petro looked through the basket of news briefs and papers that were brought to him. And every morning, the same people who brought her brother updates on what was happening in their world brought Princess Anneliese copies of glossy gossip magazines. 

It was as if every sunrise served to remind her that her purpose in San Petro was to essentially have no purpose.

Hungrily, Anneliese picked up the paper her brother had brought to her attention.

“It says it made landfall in Port Provident, Texas.”

Federico took a bite of honeydew melon. “Did it? I didn’t look that closely.”

Anneliese recognized the Texas town’s name immediately. “Port Provident is Rosada’s sister city. We should do something to help them.”

“Anneliese, what could we possibly do for them that the American government won’t do? Send them some papaya?” He stabbed at a thin slice of yellow fruit resting on the edge of his plate.

Long ago, she’d been taught to mask her emotions—so she couldn’t roll her eyes at her brother, much as she wanted to. But she knew he was wrong. There were lots of things anyone could do to help someone in need. 

Too bad Federico de Cotriaro was the neediest person in any room he happened to be in, Anneliese thought with a sigh.  

"We could hold a clothing drive—I bet many people have lost everything. Or a food drive and send over non-perishable goods and bottled water. We're a small country, Federico, but our people are rich in heart."

"Anneliese, I love Americans. They come here and fill our hotels with tourists. They buy the rare Petroberyl emeralds we mine. They have turned our reefs into one of the premier vacation destinations in the world." Federico signaled for another cup of coffee. "But anything we could do for them would look like a pittance. I'm not going to the Americans looking like a pauper throwing his last dime in the collection plate."

Mariah, the breakfast attendant, placed Anneliese’s plate in front of her. Anneliese looked at the jumble of chips and sauce covering half her plate. In her mind’s eye, she imagined Port Provident, a city she’d never seen outside of photos, as a mixed-up mess as well. 

As she started to eat her breakfast, Anneliese reached for the paper Federico had placed nearby. She began to skim the story. It unfolded much as she'd feared. Most of the island where the city was located had been submerged under a very high storm surge. Estimates said almost ninety percent of homes and businesses had sustained damage.

San Petro had been very blessed concerning hurricanes. Although their island sat in the crystal waters of the Caribbean, out from the border of Belize and Mexico, they'd only received glancing blows from the tropical cyclones that had periodically popped up and swirled during most of her lifetime. It made Anneliese's restlessness over the situation even stronger. They'd been so blessed—why was her brother so resistant to lending a helping hand to a place every school child in their capital city of Rosada knew about? They wrote letters to the school children of Port Provident. What could possibly make the Crown Prince of San Petro so dismissive?

Anneliese continued to read the story. Sandwiched in the middle was a quote from a David Long, the head of a group called Helping Hands Homes. He talked about how they were on-site and would be rebuilding homes for those in need at a greatly-reduced charge—and possibly even at no charge for those who had the highest levels of need.

“Why are you looking at your hands, Anneliese? Time for another manicure?” Her brother tried to make a joke, but as usual, fell flat.

“Not exactly.” She rose from the table and tucked the newspaper under her arm. “Excuse me, Federico. I have some things I need to take care of this morning.”

Federico leaned back in his chair and polished off his coffee. “Very well. Have a good day, Hermana. I will see you at dinner tonight.”

Anneliese bobbed her head quickly in his direction, then headed down the hallway. She wound around the back corridor of the palace, where the staff offices were located. She knocked twice on the door to her private secretary but went in without waiting for a reply. She didn't want anyone to see her back here.

She was on a mission, and she didn't want any questions.

Or any roadblocks.

“Your Highness,” Carlos Pampalón rose from his desk. “Am I late for an appointment? My diary doesn’t show a meeting between us until this afternoon.”

“Please, Carlos, have a seat. I know you haven’t worked with me long, but I’ve told you, I don’t have a whole lot of use for stuffy formality like Federico. If it’s just you and me, you can call me Anneliese.”

The older gentleman had served her family loyally for his entire career. “No, Your Royal Highness, I could not.”

“Maybe Princess Anneliese?” She smiled, trying to make him comfortable with the idea of compromise.

Carlos smiled knowingly in return. “Maybe so, Princess Anneliese.”

Anneliese placed the newspaper in front of her secretary. “Have you heard that Rosada’s sister city, Port Provident, Texas, has been hit by a major hurricane?”

“I saw a bullet in the briefing document this morning.”

“I want to help.” She tapped the paragraph about the work Helping Hands Homes was doing. “I need you to get in touch with this David Long. Find out what I can do to help. Then get me a plane ticket to Texas at the beginning of next week. And whatever you do, don’t tell Federico.”
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Chapter One
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“You’ll be at the press conference at two, right?” David Long picked up a pre-packaged honey bun and a Styrofoam cup of lukewarm coffee off the folding table in the downstairs grab-and-go breakfast area that Porter’s Gulfview Inn had set up for the contractors who were staying with them.

“Hadn’t heard about a press conference, Dave. I’ve got a pretty full day on that house over in Alamo Court today.” Matt McGregor looked over the options available, then decided on a personal-sized box of cereal and his own cup of lukewarm coffee. He’d take all the caffeine he could get this morning. 

“Well, you’re the director of the Helping Hands Homes Southern Region, and we’re about as south as you can get without being in the Gulf of Mexico.” Dave opened the cellophane surrounding the sticky pastry and paused to speak before taking a bite. “So I need you there. In fact, I’ll make it easy for you. I’ll have everyone come to your location instead. I’ll see you a little before two.”

Dave walked out the door before Matt could reply. 

Matt drove from the motel to his job site with a frown on his face. He'd set some big goals for rehabilitating this World War II-era cottage in record time. Today was day one, and he needed to make sure his small crew stayed focused and got off to a fast start. Helping Hands Homes had set a goal to rehab or rebuild one hundred homes on Provident Island by Christmas.

It was an audacious goal, but Matt knew they could do it.

If they stayed focused.

And press conferences he didn’t know anything about were nothing but a waste of time and a drain on focus.

“Morning, team.” Matt parked his truck out front and was glad to see a small group of volunteers in green T-shirts alongside his regular work crew. “Come on over. Let’s get today started.”

The dozen or so people gathered in the front yard formed a semi-circle around Matt. He loved this part of the job. It reminded him of pre-game talks in football locker rooms—those magic moments when anything was possible if you believed you could win the game, no matter what.

Injuries had ended his football dreams, but his two years with Helping Hands Homes had given him the opportunity to be a part of the dreams of others every day by helping provide them with affordable, sustainable housing. 

Plus, he was able to keep his hands dirty. He loved every minute of it.

“This is the Solares home. Mr. and Mrs. Solares live here, along with two kids and her mother, Mrs. Fernandez. As you can see, Hurricane Hope was brutal to the homes here in Alamo Court, most of which date from the late 1930s through the late 1940s. This particular house was built in 1946. So it’s seen a lot of storms and a lot of history, and the Solares family assures me it’s seen lots of love as well. They’ve already taken out everything they want. Our job today is to haul everything out here to the curb. I mean everything. We are taking this house down to the studs and rebuilding it completely. For those of you volunteering this week, we’re glad to have you here. Don’t be afraid to get your hands dirty.”

Colin Baker, Matt’s right-hand man on this job, took a step forward and then raised his hand. The regular crew followed his lead, then so did the volunteers. 

“One-two-three...Helping Hands!” Everyone cheered. It was time to make the magic happen.

The morning passed swiftly, and Matt finally took a late break for lunch. He sat on a curb about two houses down from the Solares house and was polishing off the last bite of a red delicious apple—which he’d decided was very appropriately named—when a woman in jeans with a blonde ponytail came alongside him.

“Do you live here?” Her voice had the hint of a Spanish accent.

"I used to. I was born here.” Matt stuffed the apple core in the brown paper bag that had carried the rest of his lunch. “Can I help you with something?”

"No, I was making sure that it would be okay to take some photos. I don't want to be disrespectful." She held up a sleek black DSLR camera.

Matt studied her for a moment. Just by looking at her, he could tell she didn't belong in Port Provident. She wore jeans and a T-shirt, but something about the fabric and fit didn't look like anything that could be bought here. Her hair was cut in delicate, long layers. She clearly didn't get it cut at some place in the mall.

“I guess as long as you’re doing it with the right intentions, it would be fine. Are you a journalist?”

She shook her head. “Oh, no. Nothing like that. I’m hoping to share the photos with my school children.”

So she was a teacher. That made sense. She had a quiet, calm demeanor. His sister was an elementary school teacher. Ellie had to cultivate patience by the bushel. Spending your whole day around kindergarteners required nothing less.

“Then I think you’re perfectly fine.” He stood up and pointed at the Solares house. “I’ve got to get back to work.” 

She reached in her bag and swapped out the lens on the camera. “Me too. Very nice to speak with you.”

“You too.” Matt tossed the small paper bag on top of a cardboard box full of trash from inside the house that had been hauled to the curb. He couldn’t keep himself from turning around and catching another glance at the blonde teacher. She was definitely the most pleasant thing he’d looked at since coming home to Port Provident to head up this project.

Regardless, he couldn't waste too much time on the view. He checked his watch. He had a stupid press conference in half an hour—and drywall to begin tearing out. As Matt walked back in the door of the bungalow, he knew he preferred the drywall.

In a different time and a different place, though...he might have preferred a little more conversation with the teacher.

[image: image]

Anneliese leaned in and snapped a photo of a cat scavenging in the bushes. It broke her heart a little, knowing that this poor thing probably had nowhere to go. Digging in her bag, she pulled out a packet of crackers and pulled out two. Walking slowly, she stretched out a hand with two crackers in front of her. 

“Hi, kitty. Come here, precious gatita. I have a snack for you.”

The cat fixed golden eyes on the crackers but didn't move.

“Oh, I understand. You’ve probably been through a lot. I’ll leave these here for you and give you some privacy.” 

She tossed the crackers toward the cat, then took a few steps in retreat. The cat took two timid steps toward the crackers, then broke into a lightning-quick scamper. In seconds, the wafers had been spirited away to the hiding spot behind the thick green hedge near the front step of the small house.

A truck door slammed, and Anneliese jumped at the unexpected loud sound.

“Your Royal Highness! I didn’t mean to keep you waiting.” A man in work boots and jeans walked toward where Anneliese stood on the sidewalk.

She raised a finger to her lips. “Sssh. Please, not so loud.”

"Oh, I'm very sorry Your Royal Highness." He lowered his voice to a normal speaking volume and Anneliese breathed a small sigh of relief. "We are thrilled to have you with us today."

“I’m glad to be here.” She smiled warmly and put out her hand to shake, as she’d been trained her whole life to do.

“I’m David Long, President of Helping Hands Homes. I’m very pleased to meet you in person. We’re very excited that you’re interested in partnering with us.” He took her hand in his own, then hesitated. “Am I supposed to bow or curtsey? I don’t want to offend.”

"No, please don't. I'm here as someone who wants to bring the well-wishes of the kingdom of San Petro and help the citizens of Port Provident. There's destruction everywhere. What's happened here is serious. Bowing and curtseying are trivial. There's no need for it here."

He gave her hand a simple shake instead of pomp and circumstance, then looked around. “Do you have anyone with you?”

“No, I’ve traveled alone on this trip.”

Only Carlos had been given advance notice of her plans. She left a note for her brother and a message for her father’s physicians and staff to relay to him—and then she turned off her cell phone. Only Carlos knew how to reach her. She needed to feel useful again, and she was not going to have her wings clipped by her brother’s cynicism.

“There will be some reporters here—is it okay if they ask you some questions?”

Thankfully, she doubted the United States media had as much interest in her as certain nosy gossip papers in Latin America seemed to. She felt confident that she could use her title for some good here.

“Of course. I’ll be happy to explain why I’ve come and partnered with your organization.”

David handed her a manila folder with some papers in it. "My assistant, Debra, made you this packet. It tells what we have on your agenda for the next few weeks. Most of the time, I'll have you paired up with Matt McGregor, our director of operations for our Southern Region. He's originally from Port Provident, so I know he'll be a good resource for you."

Anneliese flipped through the folder’s contents quickly. “This all looks fine. I see some of the TV trucks getting set up. Are we ready?”

"I think so." David gestured toward the end of the street. "We'll be standing in front of our current project, the Solares house. We are tearing it down to the studs because of mold and water damage, and then we'll be completely re-doing it on the inside."

The Solares house—so the man she talked to earlier must be a volunteer on today’s project. It was good to see that others were moved like she was to come out and do something. “I’ll follow your lead. Just let me know where to stand and signal me when it’s my turn to speak.”

“Sounds perfect.”

She followed David down to the area that the Helping Hands Homes staff had arranged for the press conference. A number of TV cameras were trained on a small portable lectern adorned with a sign bearing the Helping Hands Homes logo. Anneliese sized up the contraption, grateful that the hurricane had already moved through because that narrow tabletop would probably blow away in a stiff breeze.

“Why don’t you just stand right here to the left of me?” 

Anneliese moved into position, and the TV crews circled close, flipping switches and focusing cameras.

“I’m missing Matt. Hold on. Be right back, everyone, and then we can start.” David sprinted inside the small house behind them and came out with the man who’d been eating the apple earlier. The look on his face did not look nearly as amicable as when she’d first met him half an hour before. 

David pointed at the assembled group and seemed to be urging the man to follow him. He did, slowly. He stood to the right side of David and folded his arms across his chest, obscuring the logo on his green T-shirt. 

Anneliese watched him wipe his forehead with the back of his hand. She couldn’t believe that he was going to stand there with that scowl on his face while the TV cameras were rolling. If she’d ever done that and been caught, it would have been splashed all over the media with some ridiculous headline about her being bored or angry...or some flimsy tie to the demise of her love life and how she must be devastated and showing it on her face.

Actually, it didn't matter what expression had been on her face for the last six months. The demise of her love life was all that anyone seemed to care to talk about.

That ended now. She was determined to prove her worth and her substance to a world who had the wrong impression.

"And so we are pleased to have with us, Her Royal Highness, Princess Anneliese of San Petro. The capital city of San Petro, Rosada, is a sister city to Port Provident. When Princess Anneliese reached out to our organization last week, wanting to know how she could help, I was thrilled to receive that phone call. As you know, it will take a lot of hard work and a lot of funds to bring the residents of Port Provident back into their homes. Princess Anneliese will play a significant role in helping us raise awareness, and for that, we're very thankful."

David beckoned for her to come over to the microphone. Anneliese took a deep breath and put on a smile. The time to begin rebuilding
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