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      Being able to make a living doing what you love is a blessing. But even blessings have their struggles. It's been several years since I released a new book because life has had a funny way of dumping all its blessings and struggles together in one big heap. The pain of losing a parent either suddenly or over a period is something almost all of us have experienced or will experience.

      When my dad became ill with cancer, my siblings and I took turns flying to Florida to help him and his wife through a year of treatments and setbacks. We each made several trips that year, spreading them out so my dad and his wife would have help. The end is always heartbreaking even when there is relief that the pain is over. But there were many blessings along the way in the time we all got to spend with my father. We always had great conversations about books, movies, stories, the classics and politics. He wanted me to read Moby Dick to him on his deathbed and I dutifully did, even though I did complain that it had taken an entire chapter for Ishmael to find a hotel room in New Bedford. Having grown up in the town next to New Bedford, I thought it was odd. That sort of remark usually led to a forty-five-minute conversation about writing.

      He was a champion in my quest to become a writer. Early on, he said to me, "Don't say you're going to be a writer, Lisa. Say, I am a writer." I would always remember this when I was having a particularly hard time writing a scene just to remind myself. We talked about my books all the time and there was no doubt that he was proud of me.

      Just months after my father's death, I learned I had cancer. I was lucky it was caught early, and I am now cancer free. But I'd barely had time to grieve my father's death when I heard the news and then didn't have time to work through my grief until I was finished with surgery. And then my sister got ill and needed to live with me for a while. Add having my now three-year-old grandson living with us while my daughter worked through her own grief after his father passed away when he was just nine weeks old, and well, suffice to say, my plate was full. A dump of blessings and struggles. There were many, many blessings along the way, but my hectic life made it difficult to think about plotting a romance, much less writing one.

      Fast forward to December 2023 and I learned of the 80s Mixtape series that was being put together. I loved the 80s. I graduated high school in the 80s. I managed a rock band in Boston in the 80s. I went to awesome concerts in the 80s. I met my husband in the 80s. This was my jam. I jumped on the opportunity to be a part of this series. I'd been struggling to write, and I knew this series would bring my passion back to life. And it did. I thoroughly enjoyed writing LOVE WALKS IN. I loved writing about characters who are closer to my age and have lived a little. I loved revisiting memories.

      As I wrote LOVE WALKS IN, a story centering around a high school reunion, I realized the proximity of the story in the fictitious coastal town of Crystal Cove was so close to the El Faro memorial in Dames Point Park in Jacksonville, Fl. It hit me like a ton of bricks. Sadly, one of my high school classmates, Mariette Wright, went down with the El Faro when it was lost at sea on October 1, 2015, during Hurricane Joaquin. It was a great shock to all who knew her. I realized I couldn't write this book, a story about a class reunion, without somehow paying homage to Mariette. In LOVE WALKS IN, there is a scene mentioning a character named Marie who died on the El Faro. She doesn't exist. So, if you ever visit the memorial and look down at the column of names, you won't find a Marie. I made her up. You will find Mariette Wright's name. I hadn't seen Mariette since high school, but I remember she loved Pete Townsend and The Who back in the day. I learned she loved the sea and working on ships. My only comfort in her family and friend's loss is that she died doing what she loved.

      I hope you enjoy reading LOVE WALKS IN as much as I enjoyed writing it.

      Many blessings,

      Lisa Mondello

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my dad, Salvatore A. Mondello, 1937-2022

        Hey, Dad, I am a writer!
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        As a hotel event planner at one of Crystal Cove’s beach resorts, Meredith Prichard dreads the 1989 class reunion booked in Crystal Cove. Rumor has it Griffin Cole, the man who’d broken her heart by breaking their engagement to fight for his country during the Gulf War, will be there. The handsome, fun-loving man she’d fallen head over heels in love with in high school, was now a decorated Colonel in the Air Force. Faced with the past and the memories of their love, Meredith now questions returning to Crystal Cove when Griffin forces her to face the love between them that never died and the past decision Meredith made to forget him.
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      “Quick. Hide me!” 

      The tall, lanky eighteen-year-old young man had spent the better part of an hour spreading white tablecloths on the banquet tables only to have to remove them and put purple tablecloths the bride, and her mother had picked out on them instead. Meredith thought they were a garish purple, chosen to match the bridesmaids’ dresses, and it took Meredith forever to track them down through a party rental house. But the bride’s mother loved the color and convinced her daughter to choose it. 

      “Wait. You want me to what?”

      Meredith Prichard clutched many of the crisp white tablecloths they’d removed from the banquet tables and held them tight in her arms, ignoring that they’d need to be laundered before being used again and causing more work for the staff. There were bigger issues at play here.

      “You heard me!” 

      A bewildered David, who recently graduated from Crystal Cove High School, looked around and said, “Who am I hiding you from?”

      “Edward.”

      She stopped moving and listened. The sound of her boss calling her name from out in the hallway was faint. If she was quick enough, she could slip out the side door and lose him.

      “You’re hiding from Mr. Mahoney? The hotel manager?”

      “Yes, him. I don’t want to talk to him now. How many more tablecloths are left? Never mind. You collect the rest and send them to laundry services. I’ll bring these.”

      “But Mr. Mahoney never comes down to the banquet room unless—”

      “He’s looking for me. He’s been in a mood ever since he lost the bid for the Crystal Cove Class of 1989 High School Reunion as if that was a big deal for the hotel. He’s been following me around all day, nitpicking everything I do. I’ve been hiding from him ever since this morning.” She squeezed another tablecloth into her arms and then suddenly stopped moving to listen. 

      Seeing her standing there like a statue, David stopped pulling tablecloths from the table and looked around. 

      The faint call of, “Has anyone seen Meredith?” floated into the banquet hall.

      “Crap.”

      “I’ve got you. I’ll take the rest,” David said uncomfortably. Then he shrugged. “Sorry.”

      Her cell phone rang as she turned to take this load to the laundry facility. She didn’t need to look at the caller ID to see that it was Edward, so she ignored it. 

      The tablecloths weren’t David’s fault. He worked in maintenance, not catering. But he heard Meredith’s shriek when she checked the banquet room and found the wrong tablecloths on the tables. The rest of the catering staff were busy with other tasks, on their phones, or somewhere else they weren’t supposed to be when she needed them. But David immediately stepped in to help. 

      “I owe you one, David.”

      “It’s okay.”

      She’d managed to get to the side door leading to the path that ran along the side of the building to the laundry room before she heard Edward yelling at her back.

      “Damn,” she whispered. There was no way she could pretend she hadn’t heard him.

      “Meredith,” he called out as he walked quickly toward her. “I’ve been calling you for an hour. Why aren’t you picking up the phone?”

      “Um, we had a last-minute glitch that needed fixing. My hands were full. It’s all good now.”

      He glanced around the banquet hall, which was nearly ready for the wedding that was about to take place in a few hours and grimaced as David spread the purple tablecloth on a banquet table.

      “Whose idea was that?”

      “Bride’s choice.”

      Edward rolled his eyes and quickly turned toward her. “They’re paying. They can have whatever damned color they want. Please tell me they were rented.”

      “They are.”

      “I have to talk with you about something.”

      “I’m really busy. Can it wait?”

      “You have a handful of dirty tablecloths in your hands. How busy can you be?”

      Irritation made its way up her spine. “Not dirty. Just the wrong color.”

      “I’m sure laundry can wait.”

      “This is the last thing I must do for tonight’s wedding. It’s going to go off without a hitch, and then I can get out of here right after the function is over for my two-week vacation.”

      “Yeah, about that. I’m going to need you to cancel your vacation and reschedule.”

      Her stomach dropped. “Excuse me?”

      He put a smile on his face that she’d seen dozens of times before and hated. It usually meant he was ready to drop one of his fabulous ideas, which were awful, on her. 

      “The Ocean Vista is now officially an overflow hotel for the Crystal Cove High School Class of 1989 Reunion. I need you on-call all weekend.”

      “What is your obsession with this class reunion? And what exactly does this mean?”

      Rocking back on his heels, he grinned. “When a big event happens, you must be part of it. We have a guest booked here for the reunion. That makes us overflow.”

      She held the tablecloths like they were her lifeline to sanity. He was actually serious. It was as if being the overflow for such a small local class reunion was a big deal. And maybe it was to Edward. He’d only been working as the manager of the Ocean Vista Hotel for a few months. To him, lining up the pencils face up in the Concierge desk box was a big deal.

      “You want me to cancel my vacation for one guest?”

      “People talk.”

      “They sure do. Edward, this is a local high school reunion. You’re talking about one guest. It’s hardly something the local papers will write about.”

      “Yours?”

      “My what?”

      “Your reunion. You grew up in Crystal Cove. I assume you graduated from Crystal Cove High School.”

      “A lot of people who work here did. David just graduated. I graduated two years after the Class of ’89. Look, the Hawthorne House booked all the events for the reunion. The details are all set. Nothing is happening here. I should know. I book all events.”

      “And yet we have a guest from out of town who chose this hotel to stay at while attending the reunion. Not the Hawthorne. I don’t want Hawthorne House to be the only venue handling this. I want to publicize that the Ocean Vista is a luxurious and competitive place to stay in Crystal Cove, so we get future contracts. Word travels. It’ll open the door for other bigger contracts.”

      He was serious.

      “Edward, I—”

      “Violet Slyk will be filming a segment for the Chart Toppers in Music show on the beach in a few days for some guy named Sammy Fender who graduated with the class and is now a famous singer. I personally don’t know who he is, but apparently, he’s a big deal. Do you know him?”

      “Um, yeah, Sean West. His stage name is Sammy Fender. I know you’re still fairly new at the Ocean Vista, but you should know that I never ask for time off. And I get one vacation a year that I usually spend close to home so I can put out fires here,” she said.

      “So, you’re not leaving town?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “I will take that as a no since you said you stick close to home. You can take time off the following two weeks.”

      “I chose this weekend to start my vacation.”

      His brow furrowed. He didn’t know. He probably didn’t even look at the files. He relied on her too much, given that she’d been working at the Ocean Vista for the three years since she’d moved back to Crystal Cove and knew how the place ran. It wasn’t in her job description as an event planner. She wasn’t HR. She focused on weddings. She helped make memories for other people. She made their special events perfect. Or as perfect as she could make them despite the colors they chose.

      And now she sounded like she was whining. A slow rise of irritation scraped its way up her spine as she realized how pathetic she sounded, even to her own ears. It shamed her that Edward was at least fifteen or twenty years younger than her, and she’d stooped this low just to make sure she wouldn’t be anywhere near the class reunion this weekend.

      “You didn’t grow up here like I did, Edward. I didn’t graduate from this class, but I know just about everyone coming to this reunion. And I…”

      “All the more reason you should be here to welcome anyone who attends. You must know our guest.”

      Her stomach turned. “What is the person’s name?”

      “I don’t remember. Someone from out of town.”

      “Obviously.”

      “I need a familiar face here, Meredith. I can’t spare you. Carol and Louise are still too inexperienced to handle such a big event.”

      “What event? It’s one guest!”

      He ignored her. “Anything can go wrong. An opportunity could arise. I need you on-call all weekend when you aren’t on a shift. My answer is no.” His eyes held no sympathy or judging. This was business.

      He relied on her to ensure that any opportunity to capitalize on this class reunion would come to the Ocean Vista.

      “I’m not going to the reunion, Edward. I don’t know what you expect of me.”

      “Keep your eyes and ears on alert. That’s all.”

      Stifling the sigh making its way up her chest, she nodded.

      Maybe Griffin wasn’t coming to the reunion. He’d been career military for so long doing important work worldwide that maybe he didn’t care about something as simple as a thirty-fifth high school reunion. 

      What was he these days? A Major? Colonel? After two tours as an enlisted airman, Griffin had commissioned to be an Officer and made a career out of the military without her.

      The familiar irritation that she’d been keeping tabs on such things crept back into her mind, leaving her stomach sour. He hadn’t returned to Crystal Cove in years, which strangely gave her a sense of comfort since she knew she wouldn’t run into him on the street or in the supermarket and be caught off guard.

      “Meredith!”

      She sucked in a quick breath, wishing she’d been able to make it out the door and avoid Edward. Snapping her gaze back to Edward, she caught his scowl that was so strong her shoulders actually drooped enough for her to worry about dropping the tablecloths in her arms.

      “You can’t keep disappearing into the past like that. I need you to focus.”

      “It’s a stupid high school reunion, Edward,” she blurted out. “No one likes them except the geeks who go.”

      Ignoring her, he said, “I’m going to spread the word on social media that the Ocean Vista is an overflow hotel. Maybe we’ll be able to piggyback on some free publicity with that Sammy Fender concert. I don’t care about whatever high school tragedy has you on edge about this class reunion. And don’t say you’re not, because you’ve been jumping out of your skin for days.”

      She was about to protest, but he held up his hand.

      “I’m sure whatever it is, everyone has forgotten about it by now. I need you here.”

      There weren’t enough years for her to forget about Griffin Cole, and there weren’t enough lifetimes. Maybe he’s not coming. Maybe he’s staying at the main hotel and will never show his face here. She could hope.

      “That’s easy for you to say. Have you even gone to any of your class reunions yet?”

      “No. My
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