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        ★★★★★ "On the pedestal with Wendy Wax and Inglath Cooper." ~ Amazon reviewer, on The Lighthouse (Five Island Cove, Book 1)

      

        

      
        ★★★★★ “This is a series to take you away from the day’s stress. You will find comfort in the strength of each of these women. They support each other in friendships we all dream of having. There is drama, there is laughter, there is family, there is a human connectedness.” ~Nook Reviewer, on The Lighthouse (Five Island Cove, Book 1)

      

        

      
        ★★★★ "A thought-provoking novel of relatable friendships. Jessie Newton giftedly reveals each woman’s past and current life, bringing them to life in a way that allows them closure and a new beginning." ~InD'Tale Magazine, on The Lighthouse (Five Island Cove, Book 1)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For those of you who find yourself on wide open water, in the taste of the tropics, or in the sound of the sea - the way I do.
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      Jennifer Golden sat at her vanity, the oval mirror showing her a woman with a pretty smile. She wore no makeup, but she’d never needed much. Now that she’d passed sixty-five, Jennifer could definitely see the lines around her eyes and in her forehead far easier than before.

      It had happened overnight too, it seemed. She was young and beautiful one day, and the next, she’d aged well, and she now considered herself a senior and still beautiful.

      She dabbed cream onto her middle and fourth fingers and began to swirl it gently around her face. Her thoughts did the same, but in a much more violent way.

      She’d messed everything up with her daughter, Robin. Again.

      Honestly, the skill with which Jennifer did that should be taught in seminars and courses worldwide. A sigh fluttered between her lips, and she finally stood from the stool and flipped off the light surrounding the mirror.

      Everything in her life looked put together and seamless. From the outside. Even from inside her quaint, cozy cottage near the sea, Jennifer made sure everything had a place and everything was kept in that exact place.

      The turmoil existed inside her. She wasn’t sure how she’d made it to almost seventy and still cared so much about what others thought of her. Of what the neighbors might think if she didn’t clip her grass precisely when it needed to be done, or what they might say if she left her garbage can out overnight instead of bringing it in the same day it got emptied.

      Exhaustion pulled through her and on her as she settled into bed, because even that had to be perfect. She closed her eyes and breathed in deep. She counted as she told herself to expand her belly, then her ribs, then her throat as she continued to take air in and in and in.

      She held the breath for a moment, and all she could think was melt as she exhaled the day away. Her therapist had taught her to “melt into the table” during a massage, and not for the first time, Jennifer wondered if she should go see a different type of therapist.

      One who could help her untangle the knots in her heart and mind, and not only the ones in her shoulders and neck.

      She did indeed melt into the mattress, imagining the strength of it as it held her up in space and time, denying gravity the opportunity to drag her as far down as she’d go. Her neck relaxed, then her shoulders, and her back. Her hips and her legs, and finally, her arms as she curled them around a pillow.

      But her mind would not shut off, as she had a lunch date with her daughter tomorrow, and Jennifer had some news she had to share before too much more time passed.

      “She already knows,” she murmured to herself, and that reassurance, weak as it might have been, allowed her to finally let her mind melt into slumber too.
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        * * *

      

      The following day, Jennifer worked at Dr. Benson’s office the way she normally did on Tuesday mornings. She worked all day Wednesday and then again on Thursday morning, and then she had four days off. That was when she went through the numerous holdings she’d inherited from her husband, planned her business phone calls, or daydreamed about the perfect family holiday, with candied ham and scalloped potatoes in the center of the table. All of her children and grandchildren would be gathered around, and everything would smell like pine trees and cinnamon.

      She swallowed as she waited at the table inside The Glass Dolphin. She loved this new addition to Five Island Cove, and despite Robin’s protests that it was too fancy and too costly for her, she’d agreed to meet there.

      Jennifer would offer to pay; Robin would decline. Even if she couldn’t afford The Glass Dolphin, she would not allow Jennifer to do anything charitable for her.

      Regret lanced through her, but she lifted her chin high. Robin and Duke had been through several storms in their married life—literally and figuratively—and Jennifer believed they’d grown closer as they’d relied on each other. She and Connor, her deceased husband, had not wanted to interfere with the children and their affairs once they became adults.

      “I wish you were here,” she whispered to herself, thinking of the man she’d lost so early in life. Connor had only been fifty-two when pancreatic cancer had taken him. Robin had been thirty, and Stuart, her youngest child, only twenty-seven.

      They missed their father, Jennifer knew, because he’d been the emotional one. The one they went to when they needed help with their homework, another student at school…or Jennifer herself. He’d been ruthless when it came to business, but none of that had transferred to the way he cared for their children.

      Without him, Jennifer had done a poor job of making sure Stu and Robin knew how much she loved them. She was either too overbearing and drove them away, or too cold and callous, which also drove them away.

      Her hand trembled as she reached for her wine glass and took a sip. Robin was late. Jennifer couldn’t help a slip of impatience for her daughter as it swept through her. Jennifer loathed it when people were late, as if her time wasn’t as important as theirs.

      She gently reminded herself that she’d been late a time or two in her life, and no one could be expected to be perfect all the time. The truth was, Robin was probably sitting outside in the parking lot, or on a bench down the boardwalk, psyching herself up enough to come inside for this lunch. They hadn’t been on the best of speaking terms for months now, since she’d discovered that Jennifer had tried to silently invest in Friendship Inn.

      She’d asked questions about Jennifer’s finances—that Jennifer had refused to answer. She saw now that a door from heaven had been opened up wide, and she’d failed to walk through it. She felt like she had to chip away at cement now, without seam or crevice, to talk to her daughter.

      She waited another ten minutes, then twenty. Robin didn’t appear and she didn’t text. Impatience ate away at Jennifer, who finally looked at her phone. With a rush of adrenaline that quickly morphed into horror, she realized she’d had the device on silent.

      Robin had called—three times. She’d texted twice that many.

      Mom, I’m so sorry, but I can’t make lunch. Maybe you haven’t left yet. Something’s come up in the city, and Duke and I are on the way there to see what we can do to help Mandie.

      Odd that you’re not answering… Maybe you’re in that dead zone by the orchids.

      No emergency in the city. Mandie just got hit by a bicyclist. Duke’s staying here with Jamie. I’m going to make sure she’s okay.

      Jennifer tapped to call Robin, whose texts and calls were only about a half an hour old. “Mom,” her daughter said, her voice tight and rushed. “There you are.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, words that very rarely left her mouth. “I had my phone in my purse, and it was on silent. I didn’t realize, and I never heard it chirp.”

      “That’s what silent means,” Robin said. Commotion and chaos sounded on her end of the line. “I have to go. Stu’s only twenty minutes from the hospital, so he’ll know more than me. Call him for more details. I’ll catch you up later.”

      The call ended, and Jennifer looked down at her device. Sadness and disappointment cut through her, the same way Robin’s words from last year had.

      She couldn’t call Stuart, for he currently wasn’t talking to her.

      “Are you ready to order?” a young woman asked, and Jennifer looked up at her.

      She immediately shook away all of the negative. Never mind that her daughter didn’t need her. Or that her son wouldn’t speak to her. Both of those things were her fault anyway. “Yes,” she said smoothly. “I’d love the lobster-stuffed blue crab, please.” She lifted her wine glass. “And another glass of this.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The young woman left, and Jennifer looked out the wide expanse of windows. All she wanted was to get away. Get away from this restaurant. Lose herself in the sound of the sea. Have only the wide, blue sky overhead. The scent of the salt, and the call of the gulls as they raced alongside a ship.

      “A ship,” she whispered. She’d taken holiday cruises for the past two years, and her heartbeat did a jump and a bump inside her chest. Could she find a cruise line that wasn’t booked for the holidays?

      She’d recently cruised with Grand Adventure and then High Caribbean, but all of their Christmas cruises were booked. Telephone numbers sat at the top of the screen, and she could call and try to get a last-minute cancellation or be put on a waiting list.

      She didn’t want to do either of those. There had to be dozens of cruise lines in the world, and Jennifer had more money than she could ever spend. While she waited for her fancy lunch to arrive, while life in the cove moved around her, her thumbs flew across her screen.

      She typed in best cruise for single women over sixty, and the list that populated took less time than it took for her to breathe to appear on her screen. She scanned the list, her eyes catching on the words “luxury” and “voted best cruise line for singles for ten years running” under one bolded listing.

      After tapping there, a gorgeous website bloomed to life, and Jennifer’s breath caught in her throat. The Silver Sails cruise line was immaculate. They touted themselves as the premier vacation for anyone in the prime of their life, with private suites, all of which had balconies, huge buffets, and nightly entertainment.

      Two requirements looped at the top of the page, and Jennifer read them out loud. “Are you single? Over sixty? Then our luxury yacht is for you.”

      “Here you go,” the waitress said, and Jennifer jerked her eyes up as the plate of food got set down. The crab looked buttery and delicious, with chunks of real lobster meat spilling from the insides. “Can I get you anything else right now?”

      Some sanity, Jennifer thought. She painted a perfect smile on her face. “No, thank you, dear.”

      The waitress left, and instead of immediately diving into her lunch, though it smelled rich and salty and delicious, Jennifer went right back to her phone. Surely a cruise line like this wouldn’t have any availability in only two weeks. She tapped anyway, her finger trembling for an entirely different reason now.

      Spend Christmas on the open sea! it read at the top of the page. Still booking for our longest, highest-rated cruise for singles over sixty.

      Jennifer needed this escape. She craved it. Perhaps away from the cove, away from the tension with her daughter and the silence from her son, she’d be able to work out what to do with the warped and broken relationships in her life.

      Perhaps the ship Sweet Sea Dreams would have all the answers for her.

      She shook her head, the practical side of her roaring back to life. A yacht couldn’t mend years of harsh words and hurt feelings, and Jennifer knew it.

      Still, she tapped, and typed, and before she even took a single bite of her lunch, she’d booked herself a luxury, fifteen-day cruise aboard the Sweet Sea Dreams. Now, she could only pray that leaving the cove for the third Christmas in a row wouldn’t add more wedges between her and Robin…right when Jennifer was trying to figure out how to get rid of them.
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      Jennifer rose to her feet and tucked her phone into her purse. The busyness of the airport drove her to the brink of insanity, especially around the holidays, and she couldn’t wait for the more relaxed atmosphere of the ship.

      “Yacht,” she whispered to herself. She’d just finished texting Robin all the details of her holiday vacation, and Robin had brought up the fact that she’d be going through the Panama Canal with less than ten feet to spare on either side of the yacht.

      I didn’t realize it was such a small vessel, Robin had said. You sure you’re safe?

      Jennifer had told her that her husband went out onto the churning, foaming ocean on a fishing vessel not much smaller than the luxury yacht, and Robin had dropped the subject. If they’d been together in person, Jennifer felt certain her daughter would’ve been wearing her mouth in a tight, grim line while she held her silence.

      She sighed as she shouldered her tote bag and headed for the line to board the plane. She didn’t mean to ruffle Robin’s feathers. Yes, this was her first time on this cruise line. She’d never been on a ship this small before. She’d never done a singles cruise before either, and Jennifer’s stomach already rumbled with nerves. She couldn’t handle her daughter’s questions too.

      She’d be gone from Five Island Cove for the next seventeen days. A day of travel to San Diego, where she’d board her luxury yacht tomorrow morning. Every suite was made for a single person—obviously—and there were only one hundred suites on-board the yacht. Every one had a balcony of some size, and since Jennifer had booked so late, hers was on the upper end of the pricing. Thus, her balcony was one of the largest on the yacht. She wasn’t sure what floor she’d be on yet, but the type of room she’d booked indicated that she’d be on the second, third, or fourth levels.

      The plane took off, and Jennifer relaxed into the seat. Her mind drifted, and while she’d brought her laptop and could do some work while she flew or sailed, she also wanted a vacation—a true vacation—deep in her bones.

      Since Connor’s death, Jennifer had been handling everything. Things she hadn’t even known she needed to handle. Things she’d had to learn from scratch. Things she’d rather someone else handle.

      She’d put her trust and faith in a financial advisor several years ago, and after a huge five-figure loss, she’d learned the hard way to manage her own wealth. It was a big job, and one she paid close attention to. For a while there, it had almost become an obsession for her.

      Jennifer had found a healthier balance now, but she still liked to check on things often. She wasn’t one who bought and sold stocks or bonds daily. She liked to watch the market, and she liked to invest in stable things that would pay out in three to five years. At her age, that made the most sense.

      She opened her eyes as the flight attendant asked for her drink order. “I’ll have a white wine, please,” she said. She’d booked a flight as direct as possible, but she had to change planes in Minneapolis. Then she’d have one more flight that would get her the rest of the way to California.

      No matter what, one glass of wine wouldn’t make her tipsy enough to miss her connection.

      About the time her second flight taxied down the runway, Jennifer acknowledged to herself that she needed to clue Robin into her financial situation. Her daughter had asked about it a few months ago, but Jennifer hadn’t liked the circumstances under which the topic had come up.

      Robin knew where the living will and Jennifer’s estate binder waited for her once Jennifer passed—she’d double-checked with her again before taking this trip. But her daughter would be ten times as overwhelmed with what she’d find inside all of Jennifer’s accounts as Jennifer had been after Connor’s passing.

      If Jennifer could sit down with Robin and show her around, the transition would go far better and be way less shocking.

      Jennifer swallowed and nodded to the flight attendant offering headphones on this leg of the journey. She took the headphones and plugged them into the screen on the back of the seat in front of her. She needed an escape, and as she put on a blaring, loud movie, she told herself Soon.

      She’d tell Robin about the many and varied accounts she held—and which her daughter stood to inherit—soon.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Jennifer entered a small, seaside building that didn’t look anything like the home of a luxury cruise line. She’d taken cruises out of Miami and Galveston in the past couple of years, but those ships were absolutely huge, and she’d gone down to the docks to board them.

      This nondescript, almost falling-down building looked like she’d buy bait for a trip out on the ocean, not board a yacht that likely cost over six-figures. However, an array of people with plenty of luggage stood inside the building, and Jennifer wheeled her single suitcase over the lip on the floor and inside, looking for a place to join a line.

      Dividers marked a path up to the counter, where half a dozen people worked. Jennifer joined the line, smiling benignly to the woman in front of her. She knew she’d booked a singles cruise, but she wasn’t ready to start mixing and mingling yet.

      The yacht would depart in a couple of hours, and Jennifer couldn’t wait to change out of her traveling clothes, unpack her bag in her suite, and find the first restaurant that would give her a glass of white wine and a bowl of Cocoa Pebbles with real cream. She had a real weakness for the sugary cereal, and it was never Christmas without a bowl of the chocolatey breakfast treat.

      The line inched at times and moved full steps at others. Jennifer finally checked in, and a personal valet took her suitcase with a smile a mile wide.

      “We’ll have your bag waiting for you in your room,” the woman behind the computer said. “I’ve got you…in room…three-twenty-five.” She looked up, her eyes bright and blue and filled with light. “It’s a lovely room. An amazing balcony off the back that’s as big as the interior rooms.”

      She slid something across the counter to Jennifer. “The weather is absolutely perfect for the next two weeks, only turning a bit colder and stormier as the yacht rounds the Florida keys and heads back up to New York City.” She beamed at this obviously great news. “Where are you coming to us from?”

      “Near New York City,” Jennifer said with a smile. “It is very cold there.” She took the papers, which she’d go through in the privacy of her suite.

      “Well, I hope you enjoy your time aboard Sweet Sea Dreams,” the woman said. “We’ll begin boarding in about twenty minutes.” She indicated an area to Jennifer’s left. “The waiting area is right over there. Our Activities Director is already beginning our singles activities.”

      Jennifer glanced to the left, her stomach doing a swoop. Was she ready to start talking to the other people she’d spend the next fifteen days with? With only one hundred of them, she’d surely have time to meet them all.

      She swallowed and looked back at the woman. She gave her a tight smile, tucked the papers away, and moved to the left. She’d put her purse inside her tote, and those things never went anywhere without her. She could survive without clothes or toiletries for a few days, as long as she had her money and her computer.

      Hovering on the edge of the assembled crowd, Jennifer was content to observe for several minutes. No one approached her, and she made no move to enter the fray of people. Some of them obviously knew one another; they’d come on this trip together. A trio of women her age, all of them sipping flutes of champagne and glancing around like they were in their twenties, looking for their next date.

      Men would rotate over to them and then away, none of them staying for longer than a few minutes. She didn’t see groups of men who’d come together, but she did see mixed-gender pairs, and she wondered if they were friends or siblings.

      Before she knew it, a man’s voice came over the public address system. “Ladies and gentleman, we’ll begin boarding in about five minutes. Please have your ticket and your passport, as we have to check both before we let you onto the yacht. We’ll be boarding our luxury line passengers first, and then moving from the back of the ship to the front.”

      Jennifer had been on cruises before, but it took hours and hours to load one of those. With only one hundred people, this would take less time than it had for Jennifer to get on the two planes that had brought her here.

      She wasn’t a luxury liner, but she would be boarding near the front of the group, as her room was at the back of the ship. Anxiety ran through her, because she couldn’t hide out in her room for the next two weeks. She couldn’t simply ignore the other ninety-nine people about to embark on this journey with her.

      Perhaps for a few more minutes. Just enough time for her to feel more settled. To actually be physically settled. She edged forward, thinking she’d simply take up a position a little closer to the door that had just opened, when someone said her name.

      She turned toward the woman, not immediately recognizing her. A woman and a man stood there, both of them clearly in their late sixties, the same as Jennifer. They’d both had blonde hair at one point, with the man’s darker than the woman’s, and Jennifer recognized the similarities between them and classified them as siblings in only a blink of time. Crinkly blue eyes. A straight, sloped nose. Pointed chin. The woman had high cheekbones, while the man’s ears had continued to grow, as they did.

      They both had straight white teeth, and they looked at one another and then back to Jennifer simultaneously.

      “It is you.” The woman with whitening golden hair grinned and started dancing on her tip-toes. “It is her. Mitch, look at her!”

      The other woman lifted both hands above her head, her giggle turning into a screech that had everyone in the immediate area turning toward the three of them. The woman launched herself toward Jennifer, who had no choice but to catch her lest they both fall down.

      “Blanche,” Mitch said, and with that single syllable, memories flooded Jennifer’s mind.

      “Blanche?” she repeated. New warmth moved through her, filling her with laughter. She knew the woman now—Blanche Gibb. Her old college roommate from many, many years ago.

      They laughed together, and Jennifer hugged her tightly before she pulled back. With her hands on Blanche’s shoulders, she peered at her. “What in the world are you doing here?” She looked over to Mitch, a man she’d only met a few times, decades ago.

      A good air emanated from him, and Jennifer couldn’t help the instant shyness that overcame her. She ducked her head, her own golden hair barely brushing her chin. Blanche wore hers shorter, though she’d always had
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