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      This book contains profanity, brief sex scenes (low spice), and triggering content.

      Although I do not write explicit, gratifying content, I do write realistic characters with messy lives. Because of this, I’ve chosen to include a trigger warning for any reader who needs it.

      The warnings are listed on the following page, but please know that they may contain spoilers.

      If I had to put a rating on this book, it would be PG-13, if it weren’t for the several f-bombs from salty sailors.

      

      Potential Triggers

      (spoilers ahead)

      
        
        . . .

      

      

      Dubious consent scenario/sexual assault (fade-to-black). Recount of domestic violence. Off-page, recent death of a mother; death of a family member (off-page). Off-page suicide; on-page emotional/mental health ramifications (ie. nightmares, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder—PTSD, discussion of self-harm, survivor’s guilt). Anxiety & anxiety/panic attacks, unlabeled bipolar disorder, depression, alcoholism. Amputation, emesis, hospitalization, stroke (off-page), maritime disaster.

      

      Above all, take care of your mental health and keep your best interest in mind.
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Promises

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        present day

      

      

      “The days will get better, Sophie. They always do.” Amelia squeezed her niece’s hand and looked into the nineteen-year-old’s big brown eyes that mirrored her own: tears tugging at the edges, begging to be released.

      Loss was like that. Always there. And now it was there for Sophie.

      What were her words then, but idle promises that one day it would be as though the betrayal never happened? Her own days had become stagnant, a replay of the mundane, and she was stuck in an empty loop of could-have-beens and what-ifs.

      A chill, evening breeze whispered through the trees. Amelia pulled her sweater closer, her gaze going through oaks, maples, and pines to the last rays of sunlight trickling through the branches. They were enveloped in a comforting kind of dark, blocking out the world and her reality of the last five years, though the sharp pain held on like it had happened yesterday.

      The dim light from the fire behind them spilled through the open doorway to where they sat, side by side on the porch steps. Amelia had purchased the small cabin with hopes to move on, but instead it had become a living tomb. Simplicity was meant to build gratitude, which could then replace regret. Routine was meant to heal the anguish that still stirred in the deepest parts of her. Living alone was meant to provide solace.

      No. You wanted to forget. But you can’t forget because you don’t want to forget him.

      Amelia shoved the thought away.

      “Cory and I once wished on a star,” Sophie whispered, her bottom lip trembling. “We—I thought we had a wonderful future ahead of us. I didn’t think it could end . . . just like that.”

      Amelia looked up to the deepening blue sky and remembered her own wish over a still ocean, with nothing but the waves below, the stars above, and an elusive serenity filling her soul. She remembered the smile, the tug, the glimpse of a life wanted—and she remembered how it had been the beginning of heartbreak.

      

      The heavy ache, as faithful as a partner, weighed on Amelia’s chest the following morning. Memories, sorrows, regrets—they all swirled and distorted her dreams, waking her several times before she gave in and crept downstairs to brew a pot of coffee. Rain had thrummed on the windowpanes throughout the night and into the morning, steady and unyielding. Her gravel driveway was already pooling and she knew that the road to the county highway would be flooded, which meant Sophie would have to stay longer until the rain let up.

      Not that she minded. Her niece was, after all, one of the reasons Amelia left her heart behind in Miami to return home in the first place.

      Flicking the coffee pot, Amelia rounded up her thoughts like a sheepdog rounding up its flock. She replaced a hand towel, put away the few dishes from the drying rack, and adjusted the salt and pepper shakers.

      Then adjusted them back.

      Once the coffee was ready, she filled a mug and carried it to her writing desk where middle school literacy notebooks were stacked, waiting to be graded, but paused when she passed the guest room. She tiptoed to the closed door and listened. Quiet. Cracking it open to peek inside, Amelia waited just long enough to see the steady rise and fall of Sophie’s breath, then closed the door, slowing her racing heart. That wrenching fear would never leave, no matter how much time passed.

      

      Morning shifted into afternoon but the rain hadn’t stopped, which meant Amelia needed to make a phone call. In her four years of teaching, no call to a parent had ever made her as nervous as calling Millie, her own sister.

      She considered another cup of coffee while she checked her phone, delaying the inevitable for as long as she could, but her shoulders drooped. Five, no six, messages from Millie, one from her grandpa asking how many inches of rain she got, and one from a store with coupons she kept forgetting to unsubscribe from.

      Steadying her nerves, Amelia tapped Millie’s name. It rang twice, just enough time for her chest to tighten up again before her sister answered.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey Millie.” Amelia looked at the rain, reminding herself why she was calling. “It’s been raining since last night, and the roads are flooded.”

      “I’m sure they are.”

      “Sophie is more than welcome—” Amelia shifted her weight. “I mean, Sophie will need to stay another night.”

      The phone crackled as her sister sighed into it. “Why you bought a cabin way up there is beyond me. It’s a hunting cabin. Meant for hunters.”

      “Yeah.” Amelia had no desire to rehash that argument.

      “Is she okay?” The question came out accusing but still had hints of worry.

      “I think she is. She will be. Soon.”

      Another sigh. “I need you to convince her to come home. Cory was here last night asking for her. He’s remorseful and wants her to hear him out.”

      Amelia clamped her mouth shut.

      “He wants to apologize,” Millie added. “He was truly heartbroken.”

      Recalling Sophie’s fiery arrival, Amelia was certain Cory didn’t know how futile an apology would be. “She needs some time,” she carefully answered. “What he did isn’t something⁠—”

      “Marriage is all about compromises and partnership. Trusting one another.”

      An eyebrow arched. “They’re not married.”

      “They will be in a few weeks. Do you know how much we’ve spent on her wedding?”

      Oh, she knew. It was the favorite topic between Millie and Grandma. “It doesn’t matter anymore. He betrayed her heart. That’s not love.”

      “You don’t know what love is.”

      Embers of grief stirred and Amelia failed to control her tongue. “Just because I didn’t marry right after high school or college doesn’t mean I don’t know a broken heart when I see one.”

      “Ah, yes, that’s right . . . Broke that man’s heart in Miami.”

      The back of Amelia’s throat tightened. “Look, Sophie⁠—”

      “Sophie needs to come home.”

      Silence. Millie was waiting for her to give in and agree, for the hurt tone to prove that once again, the older sister had silenced the younger one, but Amelia couldn’t this time. Not after bringing up that summer like it was Millie’s to use as she pleased.

      Still, she knew she’d always—always—sound meeker than she intended. “The roads are flooded. We’d get stuck.”

      “I don’t approve of this at all, Amelia Claire. All you need to do is make her feel better so she comes home. Cory is ready to make amends. He asked me to bring her home last night, and I would have if it weren’t for how dark it gets up there. You know I don’t feel safe driving in those woods. Mama would have given you quite a lecture if she knew that’s what you spent her money on . . .”

      Amelia eased onto a barstool and twirled one of her many pens lying around as Millie continued, waiting for the pauses to indicate she was listening just so her sister could get it out of her system. She could handle the berating when it came to her choices on where to live, what job to have, how she decorated, how she kept a messy home, and even how she styled her curls. Those were easy to ignore—a relief from the knives directed at her still-tender heart.

      “. . . Can you please just bring her home?” Millie finished with an exasperated sigh.

      Amelia tapped her pen on her temple to focus. “I promised you I’d look after Sophie and keep her safe, and that’s why she won’t be home yet. I don’t want to end up in a muddy ditch or blocked by fallen trees or sink off the side of the road. Cory can sit on his hurt ass a bit longer—heaven knows he needs it.”

      Silence again. Maybe she shouldn’t have said that part out loud. A curl hooked on the pen and she slowly untangled it.

      “Really, Amelia.”

      “He cheated on her.” It was that simple and straightforward—why couldn’t Millie see that?

      “If you can call it cheating.”

      Amelia wasn’t quick enough to reply.

      “Cory wants to explain. He’s very sorry⁠—”

      “Oh, sorry. Right. All is well again in the world.”

      Millie’s voice tightened. “You still have a lot of resentment. Don’t change my sweet Sophie into this loveless, miserable woman you’ve become.”

      Now that struck a nerve. Amelia curled her fingers into her palms. “Alright, I’ll help Sophie feel better and bring her home. Anything else?”

      There was a pause, and then, quietly: “Tell her to answer my texts. Or call. She isn’t checking her phone.”

      “Okay.” Another pause. “I’ll let you know when I feel it’s safe to drive.”

      “Great, talk to you then.” Click.

      Amelia held her phone out to double check Millie had indeed hung up, and snorted. One day I’ll hang up first. In spite of the bickering, though, one thing was clear: Millie knew Sophie needed time away, otherwise she would have marched to the cabin as soon as the girl had arrived.

      

      The rain clouds parted just in time for sunset colors to splash over the soaked trees and green grass. A rainbow spread over the dark clouds and birds burst into chorus, encouraging Amelia to coax her niece out of her room.

      No matter how deep a heartache went, it was time for Sophie to eat.

      Amelia gently knocked on the guest room door. Hearing a muffled answer, she opened it to a dark room: shades drawn, and the bedside lamp turned off. Sophie pulled the covers over her head as Amelia sat on the edge of the mattress.

      “I have soup ready, and warmed up some bread,” she said.

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “I know.” Amelia tugged the quilt down to Sophie’s nose. “Come anyway. I have it set up in front of the fire on the coffee table. There’s plenty of blankets around to wrap up in.”

      Sophie’s puffy eyes cut her way. “I’m not up for it. I’m sorry.”

      Amelia tugged on the quilt again. “I know this feeling you have, Sophie, and it’s okay to feel it. Come into the warm living room, tuck into the comfortable chair you love, and nibble on some bread. The soup is hot anyway so you can wait on that.” She smoothed a stray piece of golden hair from Sophie’s face. “A body needs to eat, even if their heart is broken.”

      As Sophie shuffled to the large bean bag chair littered with pillows, Amelia grabbed extra tissues and blankets. She settled in front of the hearth, her back against the couch, and waited.

      She knew how deep a cut could go, and she knew empty words would do nothing for the wounds. She dipped her bread in the soup, her attention fixed on the crackling fire. She didn’t want to rush Sophie. Eating was meant to be shared.

      Sophie took a piece of bread but didn’t take a bite. “Why can’t I stop thinking about him?” came her crestfallen, soft voice. “Why can’t I stop loving him?”

      “It’s possible you never will,” Amelia answered softly.

      “I should hate him.” One partially restrained sob was let out. “I want to hate him.”

      Amelia slowly stirred her soup. “You have a beautiful and kind heart, Sophie. You deserve someone who won’t treat you like Cory did.”

      “I don’t know if I can forgive him,” Sophie said, her voice gaining strength. “I think I should, but . . . why? What if he does it again?”

      It was the same argument Amelia had with Millie five years ago. Second chances would only become third chances and so on, until maybe there’d be a radical change of heart. But, to wait for that, to stand by vows and suffer deep disappointment with each breach of trust? Amelia wasn’t sure she truly believed that kind of love existed—even after falling for the one who could have proved its sincerity.

      Golden-red waves crawled over the embers in the hearth, its steady rhythm different from the steady waves of the sea. Ripples of glowing heat—mesmerizing, really. There was no matching the pulse as it raced across the remaining ashes.

      Contained, measured, controlled. Yet all it would take was one small spark, one wayward dry kindling, to set it ablaze again. How strange it was to be both an analogy for blazing destruction and passionate love.

      “Is that a risk you’re willing to take?” Amelia asked, bringing her mind back to the present.

      Sophie took a bite.

      “You don’t need to decide tonight, or tomorrow,” she added. “You need time.”

      “Mama will want an answer.” Sophie’s tone filled with concern. “You’re crying.”

      Amelia blinked, and a tear ran down her cheek. She wiped it away, hoping it was the only one, but another trickled over. “Don’t mind me, Sophie.”

      But Sophie was too compassionate. “Why are you crying?”

      Amelia tried to push the emotions aside, back into the safe little corner she had for these reminders, but it was no use tonight. Sophie’s hurt had pried open her own past.

      “I broke someone’s heart, like Cory broke yours.” The lump in her throat told Amelia to leave it at that, but Sophie bolted upright and it made her backtrack. “Oh, not that—I didn’t cheat, but . . . I made the wrong choice.”

      “What did you do?” Sophie breathed, as if not in a million years would she believe her aunt had made a devastating mistake.

      But Amelia wasn’t sure she had the strength to tell Sophie the real reason she returned home and moved into the cabin in the woods, near enough to her family yet isolated. She had never told anyone what had happened except Millie—but it was with a backfire that nearly destroyed what little relationship they had left.

      “It happened in Miami,” she replied, then had to force her next words out. “With Kaleigh.”

      “Kaleigh.” The name rolled off Sophie’s tongue like a sweet offering. “I loved when she came to visit. You were inseparable. The dreams and plans you both had . . . I used to listen, believing one day I could be brave, just like her.”

      Brave like Kaleigh. Amelia tucked her head to her knees.

      “But here I am, with a heart torn in two, and so angry at Cory.” Sophie scrunched up her face and her tears gave way to fiery determination. “He took it and crushed it and stomped on it, then threw it back, laughing.”

      Raising her head, Amelia studied the anger that had been coming in waves, revealing bits and pieces. This was more than cheating. “What did he take?” she asked gently.

      “My courage.” Sophie flicked at the blanket and sank deeper until the edge came up to her chin. “I had this dream, this plan, for years—ever since I heard Kaleigh talk about her time in Maine, remember? But Cory laughed when I told him about it. And when we argued about it, I found out he went to that strip club—all because I hadn’t given him what he wanted. Why doesn’t he understand I want to wait until marriage? And then it’s my fault he can’t control himself? Now Mama’s stuck between praising me for keeping myself for him and saying men have this insatiable desire I need to be sensitive to.”

      Having been shocked into silence from the flood of emotions, Amelia broke free at the mention of Millie and rolled her eyes. Of course Millie would say that.

      “Now I’m stuck.” Sophie blew her nose. “I’m stuck and won’t amount to anything because Cory was mean and horrible, and I don’t know if I can do it anymore.”

      It. Whatever it was kept rising to the surface.

      “Those are lies your hurting heart is telling you,” Amelia said, regurgitating what her therapist once told her. “You are more than your heartbreak. You don’t need Cory to make your dreams come true. You don’t need anyone.”

      Sophie peeked over the blanket. “But you came back. You just . . . stopped. And I’m worried I’ll just stop because I don’t have someone with me anymore, like you when you lost Kaleigh.” She wiped her nose with her sleeve. “Aren’t you more than what happened?”

      Amelia looked up in surprise. Had she ever truly faced that question before? Through every therapy session, every release of grief, had she ever believed she could be more than what happened—what she had done to him?

      The tears came again—or had they ever stopped? Amelia didn’t bother to wipe them away, thankful for the darkness of the night to hide their evidence.

      “I didn’t want to come back,” she replied quietly, “but I lost who I was. That year was the best and worst version of me, but. . . Kaleigh once said I needed to shake off the safety nets in order to fly. I never did.”

      Sophie’s voice softened. “What happened?”

      “I left my heart behind.” The words choked her, but there was a strange sense of freedom in giving them oxygen after being buried for so long. “And after Kaleigh’s funeral, I realized I would never be able to fix how I . . . wronged him.”

      Amelia took the poker and spread the glowing embers, putting out the last of the fire. Then, picking up a blanket to fold, she noticed Sophie still curled up, staring at a canvas above the mantel. The dark colors were barely visible in the dim light from the kitchen, but Amelia knew it with her soul; a melancholy painting of a cold, dreary seaside coast.

      “I’d love to go there,” Sophie quietly said.

      Amelia smiled. “Me too. That’s why it’s there, to remind me to visit the northeastern coast someday.”

      Sophie moved the blankets to the side and sat up. “Let’s go, then.”

      A short laugh escaped, but one look at Sophie’s solemn face made Amelia ask, “For a vacation?”

      Sophie stood up and took one of her own blankets to fold. “No, I mean for good. Together. It’s this idea I had, the one Cory laughed at.” Hesitating, she waited until she had folded the blanket. “I want to move away from Cedar, begin a new life somewhere along the coast, and I want to be a bed and breakfast owner in a small town. So, I’m asking if you’d like to come with me and . . . start new?”

      Amelia leaned against the armrest of the couch. A new life?

      “I’ve been working on this idea for a while now,” Sophie continued. “I’d love to show you, but I have the plan all laid out in my notebook at home.”

      “You have a plan?” Amelia unknowingly gripped her hands in her lap.

      “Mama doesn’t know yet,” Sophie said, less hesitant now. “I’m not sure I’m brave enough to tell her. But can you imagine? Just packing up and going somewhere completely new and different?”

      She could, and it made her stomach knot from unwanted fear and familiarity. Sophie’s dream was an echo of her own wishes to shake the hometown dust off her feet. But, like Sophie had said before, Amelia had come back.

      She offered a small smile. “If this is what you want to do, then I’m here for you.”

      Sophie tilted her head, but her eyes were earnest and wide. “That’s the thing. I don’t want you here for me, I want you to come with me.”

      Amelia’s heart hollowed out. “You don’t need me to make your dreams come true,” she whispered. “You don’t need anyone.”

      “But that’s not why I’m asking.”

      “Then, why?”

      “I’m asking because . . .” Sophie’s gentle expression filled with concern. “Well, you said you made the wrong choice. You left when you didn’t want to come back. You were happy once and . . . I just want you to be happy again.”

      

      Midnight.

      Amelia pulled out a wooden chest from under her bed and placed it on top of her quilted bedcover. She slowly opened the top, half expecting ghosts to float out, and glanced over various pictures, trinkets, notes—all wrapped in heartfelt sorrow. Memorials of her mama, of Kaleigh . . . of him.

      The sting of tears came as they always did, but Amelia didn’t hold them back. She first picked up her mama’s pictures to look at each one.

      The last time she’d done this was the night before her mama’s funeral, sitting in Millie’s living room surrounded by snapshots of their mama’s life. Her job then was to select a handful of photos to bring to the memorial service, and Millie had said she didn’t care which ones they were; she had a mountain of other tasks to complete and Amelia needed to help with something.

      Back then, the photos of her mama had held her captive. Amelia had seen the tears, the regrets—even witnessed the night her father came home drunk and transformed into a frightening stranger—but now? Though she knew the truth behind the marks and the fake smiles, she no longer feared it. All because of that summer in Miami.

      Amelia drew a slow breath and picked up the photos of Kaleigh. She hadn’t chosen these pictures the same way she had to choose her mama’s. These were given to her by Kaleigh’s father, who had found them in one of the boxes sent back to him.

      She took her time with each one, remembering when they were taken, what they had been laughing about, and what kind of dreams they were imagining. But, like all memories from that summer, he appeared.

      Amelia tucked the photos aside and gently picked up her old leather-bound journal, opening it to one place only.

      A soft smile tugged at the corners of her mouth and she traced her fingers over the sketched marks of a sea serpent, its drawn tentacles pulling a sailing ship under the waves, and she remembered how he had drawn it so deftly, with that crooked half-smile he’d give just for her.

      It had been too long since she’d tasted the salty air, let the ocean breeze fill her lungs, or experienced the sheer vastness of the powerful waves and changes of the tides. It had been too long since she was so alive.

      It had been too long since she loved and was loved in return.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Ocean Blue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        five years ago

      

      

      Tucking her hands behind her back, Amelia soaked up the warm, Miami morning of roaring waves, the smell of seaweed and saltwater, and the exquisite softness of the sand between her toes. She lifted her chin and imagined time standing still just so her soul could take flight—to rise above the elusive ache she could never catch and name.

      A well-meaning family friend once suggested creating a ten-year plan to focus her attention and energy. At the time, she only listed the practical and realistic: finish college, find a job, help on the family farm, and then⁠—

      Her glance fell to a crumbling sandcastle. Lumps of sand, evidence of a child’s dream now burial mounds of forgotten promises.

      There was no and then.

      Then was where her own dreams lived, untouchable and out of reach. Then was a longing for something real and safe and tranquil that home and relationships had failed to give her. Then was a star too far.

      Amelia skated her foot over the surface of the water that surged across the sand, then retraced her steps over the sandy banks and past the bunches of seagrass towards the hotel patio. She slipped through the gate and found Kaleigh on her cell phone, pacing.

      Sliding into a white metal patio chair at their table, Amelia took her journal out of her sling and laid it open on her lap. The dark brown leather was marked for wear, a testament of her mama’s, and then her own, daily use.

      Amelia skimmed over entries dated years before her mama had given it to her, and then her own hesitant pen marks that carried too much grief and uncertainty. She wasn’t sure what she was looking for, if anything other than the gentle comfort the journal gave just by holding it, but she paused when four words, written in her mama’s elegant cursive, filled the middle of a page: find your way, Amelia.

      She let out a slow breath.

      Her uncle once said he spent thirty minutes finding his way and ended up right back where he’d started, doing the exact same thing he’d always done: milk the cows, plow the fields, harvest the grain. Though her family had laughed along with him, it had filled Amelia with a gnawing, quiet kind of panic.

      Ex-boyfriend, Rand, clueless as to the real reason she ended their relationship, had suggested abandoning those carefully laid plans and just pick a direction. Finding her way must mean to explore and experience all that life had to offer. Hell, maybe she’d find her way to Seattle—and back to him.

      But, at college graduation, Kaleigh had wrapped her arm around Amelia’s waist and held her tight. “Help me set up my apartment in Miami. Get your mind off everything. Just relax and breathe.”

      Relax and breathe won. Amelia only hoped she remembered how.

      “Ms. Stacey wants to meet with me tonight,” Kaleigh announced. She sat down across from Amelia and typed into her phone. “I told her where we were staying, and, apparently, she often dines at the restaurant across the street—the expensive one we agreed never to eat at.”

      Amelia looked up. “Tonight? Outside of regular working hours?”

      “It’s her business she started from the ground up. I’m sure she rarely, if ever, has working hours.” Putting her phone down, Kaleigh dropped her head on the table and groaned. “This is too overwhelming. I don’t know if I’m cut out for this.”

      Amelia flipped the journal closed. “Kal, you were born for this. You’re talented, hardworking, and smart, and you nailed the interview. They knew exactly the kind of person they wanted on their team, and that’s you.”

      Kaleigh groaned again, but was cut short when her phone buzzed with a text message. Snatching it up, she wrinkled her brow, then rolled her eyes.

      “What is it?” Amelia asked.

      “My cousin wants to meet up. I haven’t seen him since he came back from overseas.” Kaleigh studied her. “You remember him, right? He works for Uncle Billy now after the heart surgery.”

      Amelia took a sip of coffee, hiding the fact that she could not remember.

      Kaleigh slumped back in her chair. “I literally told you everything about my vacation in Maine with them—after my parents split. He was such a dork then.”

      “I remember you gushing about the beautiful Maine coasts,” Amelia replied. “Oh, and the lobsters—I remember a picture of you not holding one. Not much, though, about your cousin, Jim. Or, was it John? No, Jessie. Or a fancy name, long and formidable, like Jonathon. Jeremiah. Jedidiah.”

      “Jack.”

      “Jack?” A short laugh slipped out and Amelia raised her brow. “Quite a fancy name for a fancy, rich family.”

      Kaleigh side-eyed her. “Anyway, Jack wants to know if we—” Her attention drifted, and she nodded to a corner of the patio. “Two handsome, beautiful young men. Perfect for us.”

      Amelia followed the nod then narrowed her look back on Kaleigh. “Or they’re perfect for each other and you’re just desperate to find someone again.”

      “What—why would you say that? We’re together here at this table, maybe they’re really good friends, too, and—” Her expression changed from eager excitement to disappointment, then shrugged. “They do make a cute couple.”

      “Promise me you won’t find a relationship within the first week of living here,” Amelia asked, though she knew it was a hopeless request.

      Kaleigh gave her a knowing smile and slid her sunglasses on. “Ready to make my bank account cry? I want something gaudy for my new apartment tomorrow.”

      

      Miami heat and humidity seeped into Amelia’s hair and skin each time she followed Kaleigh out from yet another shop that didn’t pique interest. By late morning, her brown curls were windblown and matted with sweat, and her sunburned skin warm to the touch.

      Kaleigh eventually gave up her search and they strolled along the boardwalk parallel to the beach, Amelia thinking only of air-conditioned buildings or the cool, refreshing ocean.

      “Whenever there’s an access path you’re craning your neck to look,” Kaleigh commented, as she shook her hair loose behind her shoulders. “It’s all just water. Waves and waves and waves. Flat. Like farmland, but instead of fields and grass it’s just water.”

      Amelia nudged her friend in the ribs. “Not to me. It’s vastly different from the farm and it pulls at me. Mysterious, deep, and powerful. So much is unknown.”

      “I could say the same, except it makes me want to stay far away.” Kaleigh moved her sunglasses to the tip of her nose and squinted towards the ocean. “My cousin says the same thing, but he likes it.”

      Amelia looped her arm with Kaleigh’s just as her friend changed directions to a nearby shop.

      “One more store, and then—” Kaleigh’s phone rang and she dug it out of her purse, answering in her sing-song voice, “Kaleigh Mulligan—Oh, hello Ms. Stacey.” She mouthed my boss and wildly gestured to the store.

      Stepping inside, Amelia took a sweeping glance at the shelves and racks, every nook and cranny jammed full of various trinkets and valuables, books, sailing gear, and even clothes lined on the back wall from floor to ceiling. Kaleigh disappeared to the back, but Amelia meandered to a table display of vintage compasses and spyglasses. Looking up to check where Kaleigh had wandered off to, her glance stopped at the checkout counter. A handsome, almost familiar man, with sun-bleached russet hair and tanned skin, had just finished his purchase and turned towards the door, but his striking blue eyes fell on her—and he winked.

      The little flip-flop in her chest annoyed her and she studied the table’s contents again, but he sauntered over to lean on the other end. His interest, somehow casually natural, was focused entirely on her as if she were the only person in the store.

      She decided she would have remembered if she’d seen him before. No one could forget a pair of eyes like his: a balance of the many deep blues of the ocean, if that were possible.

      “Hello,” he greeted in a clear, baritone voice, then disarmed her with a lopsided grin.

      Caught off guard by the wink and now his smile—damn handsome smile—Amelia looked for Kaleigh again, but her friend was in the back row of graphic tees, holding a small shirt up to her tall torso. She was on her own.

      Amelia put more distance between herself and this disastrously attractive stranger, and answered with a simple, “Hello.”

      Don’t look him in the eyes, Amelia. They’re bound to lock you in for good.

      Her glance flashed up in defiance.

      Dammit.

      “Can I help you?” she asked, then winced. There was no way she, on vacation in Miami for the first time, could help someone who looked like he just stepped out of a mechanic’s shop or an art studio, or even the bay—he had enough evidence on him of each.

      “Already got what I needed,” came his lazy reply. “Planning a trip?”

      “No.” She looked at the compasses. “Just browsing.”

      “I like this one.” He reached for the one nearest her and Amelia took the opportunity to study him: arm tattoos, a regular, plain t-shirt with grease stains, and torn, paint-splattered blue jeans. Intrigue was written all over him, and with a mesmerizing face and attractive manner, he was just⁠—

      Dashing. Simple as that. Dashing smile, dashing loosely parted hair, dashing old world look.

      You won’t ever see him again. No harm in a little flirt. He’s intriguing enough to warrant it.

      Hell, he’s hot enough to warrant it.

      She focused on the compass he now held in his grease-stained fingers.

      “This one has a story behind it.” He flipped it over to show her where the brass had dulled, along with a small inscription. “Well-used at sea but cherished.”

      Her brow arched. “I don’t need a compass,” she replied, and then suddenly laughed. His head jerked and his sparkling eyes shifted back to her, as if the sound of her laugh bound him in a spell. “I mean, I’m not going anywhere like that,” she clarified, heat licking her cheeks. “No adventures on my horizon.”

      He cleared his throat. “Well, if you ever need one, make sure it’s calibrated correctly so you can find your way.”

      “Find my way?” She sank farther as the phrase from her mama echoed in her mind.

      “You know, charting courses and all that. Or if you’re a hiker or something.” He returned the compass to the table. “Don’t want to get lost.”

      She could get lost in his mesmerizing ocean-blues if he didn’t stop being so ridiculously charming.

      “Amelia, right?”

      Her spine locked and she took an involuntary step back. “Sorry, do I . . . ?”

      “Dammit, I did it backwards. Jack Fletcher, Kaleigh’s cousin.” Another wink. “I saw you walk in with her.”

      Easing from the unexpected adrenaline rush, she extended her hand over the table and smiled. “Amelia Hayes. Nice to finally meet you, Jack.”

      Just as he took her hand, Kaleigh rounded a nearby rack with a shirt folded over her arm. “Jack?”

      “Kaleigh!” Jack released her as Kaleigh moved in for a hug.

      This was Jack? Amelia could recall a few things about him, but never had she been told how easy it was to fall stupid just by looking at him. And she never would have guessed he was Kaleigh’s cousin. As they stood side by side, however, she now saw the resemblance: same playful grin, same confident ease, same sparkling laugh.

      “What were you doing holding hands with my bestie?” Kaleigh teased, shoving his arm. “Are you trying to steal her from me?”

      Amelia’s cheeks warmed again and she caught another one of Jack’s crooked smiles. As if that would make her less flustered.

      “Not at all. Just grabbing things for the boat.”

      Kaleigh held the shirt to her front. “That’s nice.”

      “And helping your bestie pick a compass,” he casually added, resting his gaze on Amelia again.

      “Hmm.” Kaleigh pulled at the corners of the shirt, then paused. “You’re doing what?”

      “She’s planning a trip around the world.”

      Amelia’s brow arched. “In what, a hot air balloon?”

      “Absolutely not," Jack countered. "Sail the Seven Seas. Taste the salt, feel the wind—just you and a damn good sailor to take you.”

      Kaleigh dropped her arms to her sides and stared at them both.

      “And I suppose you think you’re one of them?” Amelia couldn’t help the additional flirt. His smile begged for it.

      “Yes ma’am.” His glance dropped over her quicker than she could think. “Born of the sea.”

      “Mother is Calypso, and your father, Poseidon?”

      He placed his hand over his heart in mock anguish. “King Neptune.”

      “Brush up on your mythology facts⁠—”

      “Okay, let’s stop this flirt-fest right here,” Kaleigh interrupted, crossing her arms. She turned to Jack with an expectant glare.

      He cleared his throat again. “Maybe you two, if you want, would like to hang out at the marina”—he tucked a hand into his pocket and looked back at Amelia—“while you’re here?”

      His loss of confidence, no matter how slight, was endearing. Amelia took advantage of his attention returning to Kaleigh to get a better view of his tattoos half-covered by his shirt, but he was quick to notice her—and utterly blatant with his knowing grin.

      “I did get your text this morning,” Kaleigh smirked. “I didn’t reply.”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “Well, I was going to. Eventually.”

      “You can reply now.”

      Kaleigh took her phone out and typed as she spoke: “Hi! Would love to visit. When can we meet up?” She raised her narrowed look to him and firmly pressed one more button.

      A second passed and Jack’s phone buzzed in his back pocket. He took it out and opened the message to get rid of the notification, then tucked it back as his glance wandered to Amelia again. Both disarming and authentic, he threatened to be the bane of her guarded heart.

      “What about tomorrow?” he asked. “Dad wants to take the sailboat out, and since Mom has plans, I get the honor of being his first mate.”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Kaleigh’s shoulders slumped, but Amelia knew the look: she was not the least bit remorseful. “I have a meeting tonight with my boss, not sure how late that will go, and I plan on taking advantage of the hotel bar afterwards.” Kaleigh’s glance flicked to Amelia and the corner of her lip twitched. “Maybe Amy is interested in going out.”

      Jack landed his twinkling eyes back on Amelia. “You wanna go out?”

      Go out? Amelia shot Kaleigh a look. “Sailing?”

      “Yeah, you’ll love it.”

      They were both looking at her now, waiting, and Amelia blurted the first thing she could think of. “Well, I don’t know. I mean, tomorrow we have plans . . . right?”

      Kaleigh’s eyebrows rose higher, but Amelia couldn’t tell this time if it was to prod her to agree, or if she noted the uncertainty and subtle blush.

      “Tell you what,” Jack cut in, smoothly coming to her rescue as he addressed Kaleigh, “if not tomorrow, we’ll just plan next weekend. Not too far, I know you don’t like going out onto the open ocean if you can help it.”

      “I can handle it,” Kaleigh retorted.

      Jack grinned, his blues traveling to Amelia again, but Kaleigh yanked his attention back.

      “Look, we need to get going,” she said. “I have to get ready for tonight and Amy has a date with a book.”

      Amelia rolled her eyes.

      “Just shoot me a text, if you can remember,” Jack teased, then winked once more as soon as Amelia met his gaze before he strode out of the shop.

      “Ugh, Amy. He pulled you in, didn’t he?” Kaleigh asked.

      Amelia looked up at the ceiling. “What the hell? He really caught me off guard.”

      “Yeah, he does that.”

      “Of course he does,” she muttered. No one goes around being that dashing for no reason.

      

      It wasn’t like her to be distracted by a wink and a smile—though with a smile like Jack’s, Amelia doubted anyone could stay clear-headed. But there was something else there, like he sought her out for a reason.

      Only because he recognized you as Kaleigh’s friend. Nothing more.

      The warm feeling dissipated. He had been charming and attractive, yes, and talked effortlessly with her as though she were the only person he wanted to talk to, but she wished it was on her own merits and not on the coattails of Kaleigh’s.

      Curled in her hotel bed waiting for Kaleigh to return, Amelia thumbed through the used pages of her leather-bound journal. She recalled all the plans and dreams she’d squeezed into the corners and margins, like a child trying to add their Christmas wishes to a grocery list—then stilled.

      
        
        ~ Adventure. Travel.

        ~ Trains, boats, planes. Road trips.

        ~ Big cities, quaint towns, harbors.

        ~ Cottages by the sea.

        ~ Sleeping under the stars.

        ~Moonlit walks.

        ~Dancing.

      

      

      She’d shared the list with Rand once. He had laughed, twirled her in the kitchen of the house she and her classmates rented together, and said he could dance with her until morning—but wouldn’t because he had exams.

      Her glance fell to one violently crossed out word tucked in a corner: Love.

      Love was a farce. Conditional. Love meant denying happiness to pacify someone else. Broken hearts. Broken bodies. Broken spirits. She had seen in her own home what awful things could be done under the thin protection of love and she didn’t want any of it. Because love lied.

      She did crave something akin to love. She wanted to belong, to be accepted, to be safe.

      Amelia closed her journal, flicked off the bedside lamp, and crawled under the thin, scratchy bedcovers. She stared up at the ceiling, her thoughts swinging from the shameless flirtations with Kaleigh’s cousin to the secret, crushing weight of why she left her hometown, until she finally sank into a restless sleep.

      

      Rolling over in bed again, she was startled to see Kaleigh’s silhouette by the window; her knees pulled up and her narrow chin raised as she looked outside.

      Amelia checked the clock by her bed and sat up. It was past midnight. “Kal? Are you okay?”

      A soft, broken sigh escaped Kaleigh. “Yeah, I will be.”

      Amelia slid out from bed and peeked through the curtains to see what held Kaleigh’s attention. Lightning flashed in distant clouds, but above them the stars and moon still shone.

      “Is something out there?” she asked, checking the darkened beach again.

      Kaleigh snorted softly, clear and light, and yet . . . empty. “Jack thinks there’s something out there. He’s been at sea his whole life it seems, but . . .”

      Amelia slid down beside her. “But what?”

      “He always said he’s chasing calm waters.” Kaleigh leaned her head back. “I wonder what he meant, and if he ever found it.”

      Amelia looked back at the storm clouds and leaned onto her friend’s shoulder. Pushing through loss and grief, they had always been together—through an ugly divorce between Kaleigh’s parents and losing her mother shortly thereafter, and then Amelia losing hers. Their friendship was what mattered in the end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Someone

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        present day

      

      

      Amelia sat on the porch swing of her grandparents farmhouse, listening to the hum of tractors. Farmhands were rushing to bring in the hay before the hot, humid afternoon cracked with the incoming storm. She studied the clouds building in the distance as an eerie haze blanketed the summer blue sky.

      Her grandpa, Earl, snored to her right, having fallen asleep halfway through a game of checkers, while her grandma, Marie, bickered with Millie over the flowers at the front of the house. Millie always had a knack for landscaping—and any kind of art, if Amelia were honest—but their grandma had a knack for “every little thing that didn’t look quite right”. Maybe Millie had missed a few weeds, or maybe she didn’t trim the rose bushes back like Marie would have, or maybe the wildflowers weren’t placed correctly when they were planted.

      It had been two full months since Sophie officially canceled her wedding. Between that ordeal and finishing the school year, as well as being a mediator between an upset Millie and a resolute Sophie—and sometimes an insensitive grandma—Amelia hadn’t much time to think about Sophie’s invitation.

      Until one Sunday evening at Millie’s, Amelia handed her journal to Sophie, opened to the sketched pages she cherished, and offered a location. Maine. Their conversation was overheard, and then the whole house trembled with Millie’s icy contempt. Amelia assured everyone—because it quickly became an entire Hayes family affair—that Sophie had thought of everything. After hours of explanations and going over the plan again and again, all was going well until the one thing Amelia hoped wouldn’t come up, did.

      It was already well into the night, and Amelia was on her way out the door with her grandparents, when Millie declared that Sophie shouldn’t settle into a career when Cory was still waiting to make amends.

      Sophie had detonated. The list of her ex-fiancé’s wrongs flew off her tongue as if she had recited them night after night—and maybe she had—but the outburst barely scratched Millie’s stubborn defiance, and the night dramatically ended when all the blame for the fissure in the mother-daughter relationship was laid entirely on Amelia.

      Not that Amelia cared. She was just glad to drive her grandparents back to the farm so her ears would stop ringing.

      That was a month ago now, and Sophie was still waiting for Amelia’s answer to come with her.

      “Got all the hay in?” asked Marie to Chris, Amelia’s uncle who ran the farm.

      “With time to spare.” He gratefully took a large tumbler of water that had been left ready on the porch table and shared it with his German Shepherd.

      The slurps roused Earl from his nap and he peered at the threatening sky. “Storm’s coming,” he said, and nudged the checkerboard between them. “Guess you have to stay overnight again, eh?”

      Amelia gave him a warm smile and pivoted to reach the board. There was no real reason for her to stay another night, other than the fact that the last few years she had found a quiet kind of kinship with him.

      She moved her checker piece and slowly rocked the porch swing, her foot keeping a steady rhythm.

      “Mike coming?” Chris asked Millie.

      Millie checked her watch. “Supposed to.”

      “Gettin’ late, don’t you think?” asked Marie.

      “He’ll be here soon.” Millie straightened her shoulders and refused to look at anyone, especially Amelia.

      “Amy here is staying the night again,” Earl said eagerly, nodding in her direction.

      Marie shook her head. “If you had a man, you wouldn’t be so willing to stick around.”

      Earl chuckled and gave a pitiful smile to Amelia, somewhere between apologetic and childish.

      “I could go home with Millie instead,” Amelia replied, sending Earl a stealthy grin.

      “Please don’t,” Millie pleaded. “I just washed the sheets yesterday.”

      “I could always sleep on the floor, Mil. I won’t mess up the guest room.”

      “It’s just that everything is top-notch clean. And I have errands to run in the morning.”

      “Oh, then of course I’ll stay here. I won’t get in the way of your errands.”

      Millie tossed her a look, one Amelia outright ignored.

      “You just need a man,” Marie repeated.

      Amelia moved her checker piece again. “They’re all a bit troublesome, don’t you think?”

      “You’re a bit troublesome, you mean.” Her grandma tapped the cigarette in her ash tray. “How many dates have you gone on these days?”

      “I’ve been on plenty, Grandma.”

      “When was your last one? Wasn’t there a hoof trimmer who came around for a spell? He liked you.”

      “Eddy? I didn’t go out with Eddy.”

      “You should have. A good, hardworking young man would do you some good. You need someone who can handle your quirks, or help you get over them. You’ve been too quiet since that Kaleigh girl killed herself.”

      The jolt was sharp, and Amelia forced her attention to the fields. A bolt of lightning crawled through the tall storm clouds and she eased her breath out. Five beats in, five beats out. Grandma is just being Grandma. She doesn’t understand.

      “I think she was quiet before then,” offered her grandpa, winking to Amelia as though he were rescuing her. “It was after that little trip to the south—where was it again? New Orleans?”

      “Miami, Earl,” Marie corrected. “She ran off to Miami.”

      Millie, standing by the porch steps, shifted her weight from right to left and Amelia shot her a warning glare. If anything, she needed to make sure her sister wouldn’t let slip what had been told in teary confidence.

      Earl smiled. “Miami, that’s right. That’s where all the college kids go, it seems. Partying and drinking and chasing each other around half naked—must have been fun.”

      Marie wasn’t in the mood. “Earl! Little Sophie over there doesn’t need to be hearing about what kind of inappropriate shenanigans young folks do.”

      Sophie giggled from her curled up spot with a fluffy barn cat.

      Slapping his knees, Chris stood up and whistled for Spike, his dog, to follow, his strides long and brisk back to the barn. Amelia wished she could do the same. She leaned her head on her hand and waited for Earl to take his turn.

      “There was a good-looking man at the store yesterday,” continued Marie.

      Amelia let out an exasperated sigh.

      “He was purchasing chicken feed, so that might be interesting.”

      With a light thud, Amelia dropped her head back. It never took long for her grandma to start listing the local men to her, suggesting she just go and find the first guy she saw and get hitched. It didn’t matter anymore what he did for a living; her grandma simply insisted Amelia was too alone, too quiet, and too sad at such a young age.

      “There’s a new gentleman at church,” offered Millie. “He’s unattached and has a decent job. He just joined the choir. Do you remember his name, Sophie?”

      “No, Mama.”

      “Is he sexy?” Marie asked, taking her cigarette out to peer at Millie.

      “I swear he was introduced to us all,” Millie went on, ignoring Marie. “I was doing my best to listen but I needed to read the music for my organ playing.”

      “Millie, is he sexy?”

      Sophie leaned her head on the tabby cat. “I really don’t remember, Mama. Jason? Maybe it was Jason.”

      “Ah yes, Jason! Amy, you really should come to church and let me introduce him. He sings tenor, and I heard he enjoys fishing⁠—”

      “Oh,” Sophie lifted her head. “No, Mama, not fishing. It’s those fish tins⁠—”

      Marie shook her head, leaning back in her chair. “Doesn’t sound sexy to me. Pass on him, Amy.”

      Millie crossed her arms. “I think he’d make a decent enough husband for Amy.”

      “I haven’t even met him, and you’re thinking marriage already?” Amelia shared an amused look with her grandpa again.

      “He sounds stiff and boring,” Marie cut in. “Amy here needs someone sexy enough to make her smile again.”

      With a cry of glee, Earl wagged his finger at Amelia. “See now, Amy-girl, there’s something to think about. You don’t smile much anymore.”

      “Sometimes it’s not easy to just smile and be happy,” Amelia stated.

      “It is easy,” Marie snapped back. “You need to take a hard look at the world around you and realize life is full of these crappy situations. If you want my opinion⁠—”

      Amelia didn’t, but there was no use in trying to tell Marie that.

      “—you went away to college full of high dreams and crazy hopes, then got a dose of the real world and couldn’t handle it.”

      Couldn’t handle it? As if grief and heartbreak and sheer shock was something easily handled. Tears came to her eyes.

      Earl leaned in and softly said, “Chin up, Amy-girl.”

      It was the same thing: stay strong, hide the tears, don’t let them see the hurt. Amelia swallowed back the torrent of things to say, finding small consolation that Millie hadn’t joined in on this particular lecture.

      Marie studied Amelia more closely and then shook her head. “You need to get over whatever the hell’s got you so tightly wound up. Find yourself a man and get it out of your system. A fling is better than nothing.”

      Millie arched her eyebrow—the same way and at the same time as Amelia arched hers, but for an entirely different reason. “A healthy relationship is better than a fling.”

      Marie peered at Millie but said nothing. The look was judgment enough.

      

      Lightning bolted through the dark, followed by a steady rumble of thunder. After Marie and Earl hobbled into their bedroom, arguing over whether they’d be woken by any tornado sirens, the farmhouse fell silent but for the heavy rain.

      Amelia kept the lights off, except for one over the kitchen sink for Chris. She dug through the cabinets and found some food, then settled with a knitted blanket on the floor of the living room to listen to the storm as it passed by.

      The kitchen door creaked open and Chris quietly came in with Spike, both soaked from the rain. After heating a frozen dinner in the microwave, he placed a towel over one of the two recliners and sat down.

      “I know Marie can be a lot,” he said, scraping up bits of his dinner. “They think we just need to have someone and then everything will be okay.”

      Amelia leaned her chin on her pulled up knees, turning slightly to look at him. His someone had left him years ago and he never dated since.

      “What happened . . . for you?” she asked, keeping her tones soft and gentle, knowing that his quietness was oftentimes a shield.

      Chris cleared his throat. “Sometimes you find the one, and then you can’t find anyone else.”

      “And Izzy was the one for you?”

      His hand naturally fell to Spike’s head. “Sometimes I think I’d take her back if she wanted. Then I remember it’s been seventeen years.”

      Looking back out the windows, Amelia wrestled with thoughts desperately trying to surface. Would he ever take her back, after all this time? Would she ever see him again? Amelia picked at a loose thread of yarn in the quilt, then tried to tuck it back in after imagining her grandma scolding her for it.

      A gust of wind rattled the windows.

      Carefully stepping into those Miami memories as one would enter a burned down home still smoking beneath the charred boards, she allowed herself a moment to remember her someone. The teasing, the winks, how he’d get close to her just to share a thought or smile . . .

      Amelia wiped her tears. She had stepped too far and found the red-hot embers of a heartbreak still glowing.

      “He must have been someone real special,” muttered Chris.

      And neither spoke for the rest of the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            The Sea Serpent

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        five years ago

      

      

      “Oh, it’s adorable,” gasped Kaleigh.

      Amelia followed her and the landlord into a bare, white-walled apartment, finding charm in the idea of it, which she was certain was far more than what Kaleigh had in mind. The kitchen, dining area, and living room were all in one small rectangle, and tucked to the side was a small bedroom with a narrow bathroom.

      “Remember no pets,” said the landlord, his graveled voice complimenting the smell of cigarettes on his clothes. He jotted something in a folder. “And no smoking.”

      “I don’t smoke,” Kaleigh answered, still admiring her new place. “Oh, this is going to be so wonderful. Look how amazing this place is!”

      “Smells amazing below, too,” Amelia answered.

      “The bakery is going to take all my money,” Kaleigh said, with a toss of her hair.

      The landlord hesitated, his pen hovering, and narrowed his frown on her.

      “Just kidding!” Kaleigh trilled, sharing a look with Amelia before crossing the apartment floor to the single window. “Well, look at that. I can see Billy’s marina from here.”

      Amelia peeked between the vertical vinyl blinds. The marina was shrouded by palm trees and advertisement boards, but she saw glimpses of docks and a partial view of a roof.

      The landlord handed Kaleigh the folder and pointed to a scribbled note. “The extra phone number is there to get a hold of someone in the office, in case you have an emergency or need maintenance. Please remember
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copyright statement(s).
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
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TERMINATION
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