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      AJ Proctor took off the red and white striped sweater with a muttered, “This makes you look like a chubby candy cane.” She’d put on a few pounds since she’d quit her job at the sports network a couple of weeks ago.

      Perhaps she’d left the station a month ago, but she really had only gained about five pounds. She was happier than she’d been in a long time, and she knew it was because of a trifecta of things all combining together to increase her overall mood.

      One, she was now seriously dating Matt Hymas. Yes, he still lived in Five Island Cove, and she still lived in New York, but he came to see her every chance he got, and she’d been back to the cove several times in the past few months since they’d reconnected.

      Two, AJ had started seeing a therapist. She wasn’t sure why she’d been so resistant to meeting with a mental health professional, only that she’d once believed that admitting she needed help was the worst form of weakness she could exhibit.

      She now knew her father was wrong. All of the coaches she’d had over the years were wrong. She herself had been wrong. There was nothing wrong with getting the help she needed to be the best, most whole, and healthiest version of herself that she could be.

      It was Dr. Genosie that had kept AJ in New York, actually. If not for the progress AJ had been making with her therapist, she strongly suspected she’d have already made the move back to the cove.

      At the same time, AJ did not really want to move back to Five Island Cove. That was the topic of today’s therapy session, and AJ pulled off her sweater and tossed it on her bed. She needed to make the right decisions for her about Five Island Cove, not because Matt lived there and she’d already fallen for him all over again.

      He was precisely the kind of man she’d always wanted to look her way. Had she known he would respect her, show up on time, and hold her when she was uncertain, only providing suggestions if she asked for them, she’d have answered his telephone calls in the months following her departure from the cove.

      Matt had gone to college too—right here in New York City—and he’d tried calling her in Miami a few times. She’d had her roommate screen those calls, because she’d been running from the first eighteen years of her life. She didn’t know how sick she was. She truly didn’t believe anyone could love her.

      Sometimes she still felt like she was running and still trying to believe she had any worth to anyone.

      AJ peered into her closet, which in the apartment she rented, was about the size of a kitchen cabinet and couldn’t be called a closet at all, trying to find something else to wear. She reached for the same black, floral blouse she’d been wearing everywhere lately and tugged it over her head.

      It at least lay so it wasn’t obvious that she’d gained a few pounds. She needed to stop eating so much pasta, but she lived above The Noodle Factory, and it was so easy to stop there on her way back from the gym in the morning, and even easier at night when she finished writing her columns in the shared workspace she rented on the next block over.

      That was the third reason she was so blissfully happy—her new career as a freelance sports columnist. She could finally get credit for all the contacts she had, all the stories she dug up, and all the knowledge of sports she’d acquired over the years. She’d had no problem selling her columns; as it was, she was booked out for the next three months, as the basketball regular season had just begun, and all football fans everywhere were gearing up for bowl games on the collegiate level, and then the Superbowl in just six weeks.

      Everyone wanted to know everything about their favorite athlete’s training schedule, and what they did to stay mentally strong through playoffs and stressful games, and their personal habits to rejuvenate in their off-season downtime.

      AJ hadn’t had to call in any personal favors yet, and she was making twice as much as she had writing the stories for the on-air talent at her network.

      It’s also a job you can do from the cove, she thought as she quickly stepped into her boots and reached for her coat. She wasn’t sure why the thought was there; she had never wanted to return to the cove permanently. Just eight months ago, she’d only gone for Joel’s funeral out of sheer obligation.

      So much had changed since April, and AJ wasn’t sorry about any of it. Down on the street, her stomach lurched as she lifted her arm to get a cab. She’d forgotten to eat again, but she reassured herself that Wendy, the woman who sat next to AJ in the shared workspace, would have snacks on her desk. She never minded sharing, and she even brought in the dried apricot and mango that AJ had sampled once and really enjoyed just to offer it to AJ.

      She’d head to the creative commons after her session, and she’d be able to eat then. She watched the city go by, seeing images of her life on the windows and walls of the tall buildings. College, which had been one big disappointment, though she’d graduated.

      Her failure to make the Olympic track team. Her decline into more men for a year, until she cleaned herself up and got a job in sports broadcasting.

      Her return to college, this time with an emphasis on broadcasting and journalism. Her graduation. Her long relationships that led to dead-ends.

      Robin. Alice, Eloise. Kelli. The women who never truly left her, and who’d always accepted her for exactly who she was.

      A smile touched her face, and AJ blinked. The images disappeared, and the city became just the city again.

      “Lexington Building,” the cab driver said, and AJ quickly tapped her watch to pay for the ride. Outside, she zipped her coat to her chin and started down the cleared sidewalk. Mother Nature had not been kind this first week of December, and she often felt like an insect bustling through paths with high walls of snow on either side.

      Heat greeted her upon opening the door, bursting into her face with the scent of flames and vanilla. The receptionist at the front desk always burned candles, and AJ had started to purchase some of the brand for herself. They were all hand-created, with creative names and scents, from a female-owned business out of California.

      “What’s this variety?” she asked Raymond as she signed into the building.

      “Take a chill,” he said. “Vanilla bean ice cream, long naps, and marshmallow dreams.” He grinned at her as he turned the jar toward her.

      AJ read the same description, a smile crossing her face too. “I got the Boyfriend’s Sweater one. I love it.”

      “Darby loves that one too,” Ray said, taking the check-in clipboard and pressing the button to let her into the building.

      AJ didn’t immediately move toward the door, though if she didn’t pass through it in the next sixty seconds, Ray would have to open it for her again. “She does, huh? And you two are…? Engaged yet?”

      “I’m working on it,” Ray said, not meeting AJ’s eye.

      “Are you?” AJ had loved getting to know Ray, and he made it very easy to do that, as he could talk the ear off a deaf man. “What’s the hold-up?” She was at least a decade older than Ray and his girlfriend, but she’d heard a lot about the two of them in the past three months since she’d been coming to the Lexington Building to meet with Dr. Genosie.

      “The hold-up is Darby said she’s not sure she wants to get married.” Ray looked up then, and AJ’s heart tore for him.

      “Oh, no,” she said. “Get on out here and hug me.”

      Ray shook his head, a small smile on his face as he did what AJ said. He was a sharp dresser, his hair always combed just-so. She’d thought him a good catch for someone lucky enough to find him, and she couldn’t fathom why his girlfriend didn’t want to marry him.

      She wasn’t going to be like Robin, though, and ask. A question did bounce through her mind, but she kept it silent. She’d been on the wrong end of it before, and she would not put another person through the emotional turmoil of wondering if Darby didn’t want to get married in general, or if she simply didn’t want to marry Raymond.

      Nathan hadn’t wanted to marry AJ, and that had been a painful, painful realization that she’d already worked through with her therapist.

      “Thanks, AJ,” Ray said, his voice muted and so unlike his own. He stepped back and kept his face turned away from hers as he returned to his desk. “Go on, so I don’t have to open the door again.”

      “Okay,” AJ said, stepping toward the door. She didn’t move very fast, adding, “Ray, call me if you need to, okay?”

      “Yep,” he said, already back in his seat. AJ went through the door to the bank of elevators that led up to at least a dozen medical offices, knowing Ray wouldn’t call her. They were friendly, and they had exchanged numbers, but she saw him once a week. She didn’t really know him.

      AJ thought about the people who she did know, and who knew her. If she needed help, she didn’t need to call Ray or Wendy. She’d call Kelli first, who’d probably alert Eloise or Robin, and the entire Seafaring Girls group would know within minutes.

      She swiped on her phone as the elevator took her to the sixteenth floor and checked the group text string the five of them had started months ago. Nothing new, and Eloise’s message about how the inn would be ready for her holiday guests was the last one.

      AJ had read it an hour ago, when it had come in, and she hadn’t wanted to be the first to respond. Since no one else had either, she assumed she wasn’t the only one who didn’t want to be the first to confirm they’d be in the cove for Christmas and that she couldn’t wait to see The Cliffside Inn in all its glory.

      She had no hesitation about going; her plane ticket was already booked, and she’d already made several plans with Matt. She’d love to gush over the inn, too.

      Last time the five of them had gotten together over the summer, they’d assigned meals and planned activities together. Someone would need to spearhead all of that, and it shouldn’t have to be Eloise just because they would gather at the inn for a night or two. Or Alice, because she owned that huge house on Rocky Ridge.

      AJ could see herself doing it, because her articles for the college bowl games were already outlined. All she had to do was wait to see who won, get a couple of quotes, make some minor adjustments, and they’d be done.

      As the elevator dinged her arrival, she quickly sent, Thank you, El. I’ll put together a meal schedule, okay? Unless anyone has any objections, I can do activities too, since Matt and I already looked into everything happening around the cove during the holidays.

      She’d barely given her name and sat down to wait before a flurry of texts arrived. Thanks, AJ, Alice had said. With the upcoming move, I’m so scattered.

      No objections, Kelli had said. We’ll be a day early to see the inn, Eloise, if that’s okay.

      Take it away, AJ! Robin had said, ever the cheerleader of the group.

      AJ smiled at all of them, wondering why no one wanted to text first. She couldn’t quite pinpoint why she hadn’t wanted to either, and she looked up, trying to examine her feelings and make sense of them.

      “AJ,” Dr. Genosie said, and she looked toward the door where the woman stood. “I’m ready for you.”

      AJ smiled back at her, ready to do this too. She needed to determine whether or not she could return to the cove the way her other friends had, and if that was in her best interest and not because she felt left out.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, AJ disembarked from the plane and hustled through the wind to get inside the airport on Diamond Island. At least it’s not raining, she thought, because she’d been in the slanted, sideways rain that plagued Five Island Cove in the winter, and it wasn’t pleasant. It could be as sharp as needles and as cold as ice, and a booming clap of thunder filled the sky as she stepped inside the airport.

      Cries rose up, and AJ suspected the people in the waiting areas had been there for a while—and would be staying a little longer. Planes didn’t take off in the driving rainstorms, and it was cold enough today to produce snow.

      Sure enough, when she arrived at baggage claim, an announcement sounded through the whole airport. “All planes have been grounded for the next ninety minutes,” a male voice said. He continued to talk over the groans of those who wanted to leave the cove, and the relieved conversations of those who’d made it in.

      AJ wasn’t sure how to feel. She’d come to the cove two weeks early, and not for a reason she wanted anyone to know about. She’d seen Dr. Genosie yesterday, but she’d already changed her plane ticket and packed her bag at that point. Meeting with the therapist had only confirmed what AJ knew to be right.

      She hadn’t told a single person she was coming today, not even the man she’d come to see. Her pulse fluttered in her throat, not strong enough to choke her. She’d been through that debilitating feeling of losing everything already, and it was time to do something about it.

      After lifting her own bags from the belt, she went toward the RideShare line, hoping that wouldn’t be too delayed, though she knew it would be.

      Her mind raced, as it had been doing for the past three days, since she’d learned of her condition. She’d been working through so much since then. Flight changes. Laundry. Submitting a couple of articles early and pulling others. Packing. Flying.

      “Ma’am,” the attendant said, and she clued in. The man already stood at the back door of a sedan, waiting for her to take the RideShare.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      He helped her with the bags, and gratitude filled AJ. She didn’t want to lift them into the trunk, and she hoped the driver could help her once she arrived at her destination.

      A woman sat behind the wheel, and AJ’s hopes withered slightly. “Where to?” the driver asked, a pretty smile on her face. She eased away from the curb before AJ could comprehend the question.

      “Oh, uh, seventy-four Hillshire Drive,” she said, her stomach and chest rioting against what she was doing.

      But it had to be done.

      The drive didn’t take long—or maybe AJ had zoned out again. She didn’t need to take her luggage to the door, but she didn’t have anywhere else to store it. She probably should’ve gone to the hotel first, but she hadn’t allowed herself to even think of it. If she didn’t just tell him, she was worried she’d chicken out.

      The driver did help her with the bags, and then AJ faced the simple yet stylish house that sat only two blocks from the beach. The rain had definitely driven Matt indoors, and he’d told her once that he didn’t stay at the clubhouse if he didn’t have to.

      “He’ll be home,” she whispered to herself as she towed her suitcases up his front sidewalk. She’d just stepped under the protection of the eaves when the rain started. She tugged her biggest suitcase out of the way and reached to knock.

      He’d tried to replace the doorbell a month or so ago, but he’d ended up shorting out the whole assembly and hadn’t gotten back to it yet, so she knew she couldn’t press the button and get any results.

      AJ’s knuckles against the door sounded like gunshots to her own ears, and she only rapped four times. With all the rain and thunder, perhaps Matt wouldn’t hear her.

      Her fingers shook, as did her chin, and she told herself it was just because of the cold temperatures in Five Island Cove.

      Matt didn’t answer, and AJ’s thoughts scattered again. She’d tried, right? She could just go get warm in the hotel now.

      “No.” She shook her head and knocked again.

      Only a few seconds later, the door opened, and Matt stood there. Handsome, tall, refined, mature Matthew Hymas. “AJ,” he said, clearly surprised. A smile touched his mouth as he stepped back. “Come in out of the rain. Come in.”

      He didn’t ask what she was doing there. He reached to help her with her luggage. He closed the door behind her and drew her into a tight embrace, the fabric of his polo soft and slick against her skin.

      “What a great surprise.” His voice was soft and tender in her ear, his voice rumbling from his chest to hers. All of her fears evaporated, because he was so perfect. He could handle what she needed to tell him. “What are you doing here?”

      AJ drew in a breath, realizing how shakily it entered her lungs. “I have to tell you something,” she said. She stepped back, because she needed to see his face when she told him. All of her worries returned, because she and Matt had already spoken about this topic, and his desires were crystal clear.

      “Uh, Matt, I don’t know how to say this, so I guess I’ll just say it.” She looked him right in the eye and exhaled, the air sort of sounding like a nearly-silent machine gun. “I’m pregnant, Matt. The baby is yours.”

      A baby he’d told her he didn’t want.

      When he just stood there, saying nothing, doing nothing—barely even breathing and blinking—extreme foolishness filled AJ. After all, she was forty-five years old, and she knew how to make sure this particular brand of unexpectedness didn’t happen.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, tears filling her eyes. Everything inside her broke, and she realized then that Dr. Genosie had been right to be cautious. AJ had somehow created a fantasy out of Matt’s reaction, and he hadn’t given her what she’d conjured in her mind.

      Her tears spilled down her face, and that was finally when Matt wrapped her up in his arms again and let her cry against his shoulder. He still didn’t say anything, though, and AJ really hated reality in that moment.

      Finally, he whispered, “Shh, AvaJane. Don’t be sorry,” and those were the best words AJ had ever heard in her entire life.
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      Robin Grover added the red cooking dye to the chocolate cake batter and got the mixer going again. Her husband, Duke, loved red velvet cake, and it was his birthday today. The girls would be home from school in an hour, about the same time the cake came out of the oven.

      Mandie, her oldest, would frost the cake once it cooled, and together, they’d decorate the house for the party they’d have when Duke came home from fishing.

      He didn’t go out every day in the winter, because the seas could be rough, and his boat was starting to get up there in age. He used her relentlessly, and she’d gone all the way to Alaska and back this summer.

      Robin thought of Garrett Hall and his threats from a few months ago. He had a way of creeping into her mind at the most inopportune times, but she hadn’t been able to shake him completely. To her knowledge, AJ had not been fired or lost her job. She’d quit of her own volition, and she claimed to be doing better with her freelance writing than her job at the station. She’d never gotten an on-air position, but Robin had no idea if Garrett had been responsible for that or not.

      Duke’s boat had not been sunk or vandalized. Kelli hadn’t heard from or seen Zach again. Alice had not lost her home. Eloise was still engaged and finishing up all the finer details at the inn. The five Seafaring Girls and their families would be staying there for a few days before the holidays, to test out the rooms, the systems, the kitchen, all of it. It would be a good trial run for Eloise, and then she’d be ready to open the inn for Christmas.

      Robin put her fears out of her mind, because there was nothing she could do about them anyway. She poured the cake batter into the greased and floured cake pans and slid them into the oven.

      With a timer set, Robin got busy cleaning up the mess she’d made. She didn’t work nearly as much in the winter either, though her spring wedding prep would start the moment the holidays ended. She had five brides who wanted the perfect wedding, Eloise being one of them. Robin would do everything in her power to make every event memorable and as easy as possible for the people who’d hired her.

      But she still had time to bake a cake for her husband’s birthday. The girls had picked out simple presents for him, and Robin had wrapped them after he’d taken them to school and continued on to the dock.

      The gifts sat on the dining room table, and once the kitchen was clean, Robin went to get her present for him from her office. Mandie had bought his favorite candy—dark chocolate covered almonds—in bulk, and Jamie had used some of her babysitting money to get him a gift card from the Polish dog food truck that frequented the docks as the fishermen came in off their boats. Duke actually liked their breakfast dog the best, and his weakness was getting breakfast on the way out for a day of trawling.

      Robin had purchased a new pair of gloves for him, along with a brand-new set of walkie talkies. He loved his radios to communicate with his friends on the other boats, as they usually went out in groups to the best fishing grounds. Bryan Reynolds and Duke were good friends, and Robin could always count on Bryan to have her husband’s back.

      She quickly wrapped the gloves and the walkie talkies, put them beside the other gifts, and got the cream cheese out of the fridge so it could start to soften.

      Her phone rang, and her mother’s name sat on the screen. Robin’s heart dipped down to her stomach, but she answered the call anyway. “Mom, hey,” she said, hoping she sounded reasonably normal.

      “Robin, dear, I have a gift for Duke.”

      “Oh, of course.” Robin had not invited her mother to their family celebration. She had been trying to improve things with her mother, and for the first time in her life, Robin had what she’d classify as a real relationship with her mom.

      It certainly wasn’t perfect, but they’d both been trying. There had been apologies and honest conversations, and while Robin didn’t choose her mother as the person she wanted to spend the most time with, they definitely got along better.

      “You can just bring it to the party on Sunday,” she said.

      “I’m not going to be here on Sunday,” her mother said. “I’m just going to drop it by right now. I won’t stay.”

      Robin had her doubts about that, but there was a bigger issue at play now. “Where will you be on Sunday?”

      “Oh, there’s a senior holiday cruise leaving from Rocky Ridge on Saturday morning.” She gave a light laugh. “I bought myself a ticket on a whim.”

      Robin had fallen still, her mind trying to work through what her mother had said. “Senior holiday cruise?”

      “Yes, for men and women above age sixty-five,” her mother said, her voice full of forced importance. “It’s going to Nantucket for a few days. Then over to the Hamptons, then down to New York City.”

      “You’ll be gone for Christmas?”

      “It’s a fourteen-day cruise,” her mother said. “So yes. I won’t be back until the twenty-seventh.”

      “Wow.” Robin exhaled, not quite sure what to think. “I can’t believe I’m just hearing about this now.”

      “I just decided today,” her mom said. “I’ll be by in about ten minutes.”

      “Okay.” Robin turned as the timer on the oven went off. “Bye, Mom.” She set her phone on the counter and reached for the oven mitts.

      The cake was done, and she slid it onto the stovetop just as the front door opened and Jamie’s and Mandie’s voices filled the air.

      “…is all I mean,” Mandie said. “You have to be careful with girls like that, Jamsey.”

      “Don’t call me that,” Jamie said. “I’m not a baby.”

      Robin held very still once more, listening to her daughters.

      “I’m just saying,” Mandie said, her voice purposefully quiet. “She’s not a nice person, and she’s probably using you.”

      “Whatever,” Jamie said, and her footsteps went down the hall that led to the bedrooms in the house. Mandie came around the corner and met Robin’s eye.

      Robin’s eyebrows lifted of their own accord. “What’s going on?”

      “Oh, there’s this mean girl who’s befriended Jamie.” Mandie sighed as she put her backpack on the built-in desk and joined Robin in the kitchen. She opened a drawer and tied an apron around her neck and waist. “I tried to tell her to be careful. Sarah-Elizabeth is not anyone’s friend.”

      “How do you know?” Robin got out of the kitchen as Mandie started pulling together the rest of the frosting ingredients. Jamie was in eighth grade at the junior high, and Mandie had just started her junior year at the high school.

      “Everyone knows about those Phillips girls,” Mandie said. “The queen bee at the high school is Carrie. She’s the exact same way.” She shrugged. “I just steer clear of her, but I’ve heard stories. Apparently Sarah-Elizabeth is twice as snobby, and twice as cruel.”

      Robin looked toward the hallway, hoping Jamie would reappear and they could talk. Her mama bear instincts wanted to keep Jamie safe from mean girls and boys and bad grades and anything disappointing at all.

      In reality, she knew she couldn’t do that. She didn’t even want to do that. People learned a lot from the disappointing things in their lives, and she didn’t want to rob her girls of those learning experiences. She just wanted them to have the softest consequences possible.

      “Should I talk to her?”

      “No,” Mandie said. “I’ll keep my eye on her.” She put the cake in the fridge before she whipped up the frosting. “I’ll get her to come help decorate.”

      “Oh, right.” Robin jumped from the stool and went down the hall to her office. She took the huge bouquet of balloons she’d picked up that morning into the kitchen and returned to the office to get the streamers and tape.

      Jamie had come into the kitchen, and the three of them worked together to turn the common area at the back of the house into party central. Mandie didn’t say anything about Sarah-Elizabeth, and Robin followed her lead.

      The time passed quickly, and Mandie had just finished the peaks in the cake frosting when the garage door opened. “He’s here,” Robin said, her heart beating faster now. “Come over here.”

      The girls hurried to her side, and the moment Duke appeared at the end of the hall, they started singing. He lifted his head, a smile spreading across his whole face. Robin could still tell something was wrong—terribly wrong.

      She kept singing though, and when they finished, Duke clapped for them and stepped into all three of them to hug them. “Ah, my girls,” he said, his voice not nearly as jovial as usual. “Thank you. What a great surprise.”

      Robin wasn’t sure how he could be surprised, unless he’d forgotten it was his birthday. She made sure he had cake and dinner and decorations every year.

      “Presents first,” Jamie said, her normal, smiling self. She handed them out and Duke gave the proper performance for each one, even kissing Robin after he opened the walkie talkies.

      “Okay, let’s eat,” she said. “We can have cake now or later. Doesn’t matter to me.” She met Duke’s eye, and he’d sobered again already. He was usually so fun-loving, with bad jokes about the ocean and the types of fish it held, loud laughter, and serious-but-not-serious questions about Charlie, Mandie’s boyfriend.

      Tonight, there was none of that.

      Robin pulled four plates from the cupboard and set them next to the slow cooker. “It’s your favorite, baby,” she said. “Barbecue meatball subs.”

      “Thanks, babe.” His smile lit the house, and he perked up after that. The girls talked about school, and Robin spoke up about her weddings, and Duke said he saw a couple of whales that day.

      Dinner ended quickly, and Mandie put the candles in the cake for her father. They sang Happy Birthday for a second time, and Duke actually paused, closed his eyes, and waited a moment before blowing out the candles.

      Had he actually made a wish? And if so, what for?

      Mandie served the cake, and Robin got out the vanilla ice cream. They spent the evening together, and finally, the girls went down the hall to finish their homework and go to bed.

      “Come on, Mister Grover,” Robin said, smiling at her husband. She stood and extended her hand to him. “It’s time to put you to bed too.”

      Duke smiled at her, put his hand in hers, and let her lead him down the hall to their master suite. She hadn’t cleaned up the dishes after dinner, something she always did. Tonight, though, she didn’t care.

      With the door locked, she turned toward her handsome husband. “What’s wrong?”

      Duke hung his head. “I didn’t want to say anything during the party.”

      “You’re not great at hiding how you feel,” she said. “I knew something was wrong the moment you came into the house.”

      Duke nodded and started unbuttoning his jeans. “The boat got damaged in the storm today.”

      Robin paused in the middle of changing into her pajamas. “How bad is it?” His boat had been damaged before, and he’d come home with a positive attitude. He’d been working on a fishing boat for decades, and the man could fix almost anything.

      “I couldn’t stay to see how bad,” he said. “It was dark already, and we barely made it back to the dock.”

      “Barely made it back?” That didn’t sound good at all.

      “Bryan said he’d help me tomorrow if he can’t go out. The weather is supposed to be wicked for the next couple of days.” He stripped his shirt off and, wearing only his boxer shorts, went into the bathroom.

      Robin slipped into her silk pajamas and sat up in bed, waiting for him to return.

      He did only a few minutes later, and he looked a decade older instead of just one year. He ran one hand down his face and crawled into bed with her. He laid his head in her lap, and Robin liked the way such a simple gesture made her feel powerful and strong.

      She stroked his hair, wondering if he wanted to be intimate that night. He sure seemed to be in a bad place, and perhaps he was too tired though it was his birthday, and he’d always told her she was the best and only present he needed each year.

      Duke rarely worried, and that made Robin’s concern double. She was the one who obsessed over every little thing. It made her a great wedding and event planner but brought a lot of stress into other aspects of her life.

      “Duke?” she finally asked.

      “Hmm?”

      “How bad is it?”

      “Bad, babe,” he said.

      “Like, so bad we need a new boat? So bad we can’t afford to fix it?”

      “I won’t know until tomorrow.” He lifted his head and looked at her with those dark, deep, delicious eyes she’d fallen in love with the very moment she’d seen them.

      “We need a Christmas miracle then,” Robin said, thinking she better start praying for exactly that.

      “I just need you,” he whispered, lifting himself up so he could kiss her. Robin felt his usual passion for her in his touch, and as they made love, she tried to be as present as possible.

      But really, the worry about how they’d pay for a new boat if the damage was really that bad lingered in the back of her mind.

      Please, please, she thought as she lay in her husband’s embrace. The one thing she’d feared Garrett Hall would do seemed to be coming true, and Robin told herself that even Garrett, though he’d seemed all-powerful last fall, couldn’t influence the weather in the Atlantic.

      She simply needed a Christmas miracle, and she pressed her eyes closed, inhaled the scent of her husband’s skin, and prayed for that miracle.
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      “Grab that other garbage bag, bud,” Kelli Thompson said to her son. Parker did so without complaint, which meant a lot to her. He was normally a pretty agreeable child, but there had been so many changes in his life lately, and Kelli had seen him getting upset at seemingly simple things.

      She knew everyone dealt with trauma in different ways, and having his father come to the cove with a pledge to make things work only to have him leave ten weeks later had definitely been hard on Parker.

      Kelli could admit that she was still having a hard time letting go of her marriage to Julian. She had no problem hauling out three bags of trash and tossing them in the can she’d gotten just this month. Once Julian had finally admitted that he wasn’t happy in Five Island Cove, and that his “quick trip” to Jersey to oversee a few things for his courier business would be a permanent relocation for him, Kelli had decided she needed to do something to move forward.

      Living in limbo simply wasn’t fun, and while she did like the cottage on the beach, and it was more than sufficient for just her and Parker, she owned a home on Bell Island which didn’t require a mortgage payment.

      As she lifted the lid on the garbage can and hefted her bags inside it, Kelli’s lungs burned with the chill in the air. The weather had turned in the past couple of days, and Kelli felt a shift in her life as well.

      She’d brought Parker to visit her mother, spent a great day with her and her boyfriend, Devon, and then they’d ended up at the house on Seabreeze Shore.

      She’d told him that she’d grown up in the house with her two sisters, and then she’d said, “I own it, Parker. It needs some work, but if we fix it up, we can live here.” She’d looked at him, the light of the day quickly fading, and Parker had simply stared up at the house with the pillars on the front porch, the crooked shutters, and the faded front door. Everything about the house needed to be spruced up, but Kelli had watched Eloise dig into a house four times this big and at least five times as messy.

      She’d cleaned up The Cliffside Inn, and that had inspired Kelli in ways she couldn’t name.

      “I got it,” Kelli said, throwing out her hand to help Parker as he tried to lift his garbage bag into the trashcan. “We got so much done today.” She dropped the bag in the can and let the lid bang closed. “Should we stop by Kaleidoscope and get one of those chocolate cakes?”

      “Yes,” Parker said with a smile. He looked like the little boy her whole world revolved around in that moment, and she drew him into a hug.

      “Thanks for working hard today,” she whispered into his hair. It used to be the same color as hers, and she’d waited so long to get this boy in her life, she’d thought God had blessed her with the most beautiful child on the planet. Now, Parker’s hair was darkening into a tone very much like his father’s, but Kelli would love him until her dying day.

      “I think if we come a couple of times each week and work hard,” she said. “We can move in once the weather turns warm again.” A springtime goal of moving from the beach house on Sanctuary Island to this one on Bell felt fast to her, but Kelli needed to do things without thinking about them until she knew the precise solution, all of the steps, and exactly how the outcome would look.

      Life was simply too messy for that, and the worst part was, Kelli hadn’t even known it until Julian had called to say he just couldn’t come back to the cove.

      Her life had not been perfect up until that point, but once she’d left Five Island Cove behind her, it had been simple. She’d found a great guy, and she’d fallen in love. It had taken a while for her to get pregnant, but she just readjusted her plans and made new ones.

      That was all she had to do now too. The difference was, she wasn’t going to take a year to decide. She had a job at the junior high on Diamond Island, and she and Parker rode the ferry together each morning. He sat in the teacher’s office until he had to walk the half-mile to the elementary school, and she finished before him, so she was always waiting in a RideShare when his final bell rang.

      Lately, Duke Glover had been waiting out front at the junior high to drive Parker to the elementary school, as he brought his youngest to school and didn’t mind waiting for Parker. He didn’t get out on the boat as much in the winter, and he apparently had time.

      Kelli was grateful for every person who came into her life and offered her some assistance. Even just a friendly text meant the world to her.

      “We’re not coming next week, though, right?” Parker asked, and Kelli finally led him back toward the garage.

      “No,” she said. “We’ll be at the inn next weekend.” She smiled at her son. “Grandma and Devon are coming too. It’s going to be a big party.”

      “Charlie and Jamie will be there too,” Parker said, and Kelli smiled at the way he worshipped the older kids.

      “Yep.” Kelli went up the steps and into the house. They’d spent the morning on the first floor, filling garbage bags with anything in the house that she didn’t want there anymore. Old things that had been left in the house, or trash that had blown in somehow.

      She took a deep breath and continued through the kitchen and into the living room. Three-quarters of the house was one big, open area on this floor, and the kitchen flowed into the living room, which melded into a den or office of sorts. In the back corner sat the master suite, and while the bathroom and closet weren’t anything to write home about, Kelli adored every corner of this house.

      The popcorn nook under the steps still held the beanbags she and AJ had lounged in last time they’d come to the house together, and she’d only managed to mop one room while Parker dusted all the blinds and windowsills.

      The house sat empty, without much furniture in it. Just the beanbags under the steps and a rickety dining room table in the kitchen.

      Kelli sighed as she looked around and saw how much she needed to be able to live here. All of it cost money, something Kelli didn’t have a lot of. Worry and doubt started to gnaw at her hopes of moving into the house in only three or four months, but she straightened her shoulders.

      She wasn’t going to let anything slow her down or stop her. Not this time.

      When she got home, she’d go over her budget again, and she’d see if she could squeeze out a few more dollars. The island always had estate sales and yard sales in the spring and early summer, and perhaps she could find some decent furniture at a reduced price.

      Satisfied with that idea of a plan, she walked over to the railing, where she and Parker had draped their coats. “Here you go, bud.” She handed Parker’s dark blue coat to him, and then she shrugged into her red one.

      “Mom?” Parker asked as they left the house. They could get a RideShare to the ferry station, but it was only a ten-minute walk, and it would take that long just to get a car to her house. This was definitely one way she could save a few dollars.

      “Yeah, baby?” She reached over and tugged his beanie over his ear.

      “Is Dad coming for Christmas?”

      Kelli’s lungs seized. “I don’t think so.” Julian hadn’t said anything about the holidays. He hadn’t asked to see Parker for Thanksgiving, which was a couple of weeks ago, and Kelli hadn’t spoken to him about custody at all.

      She had called the state of New Jersey to find out how to get divorced, and she had a green file folder in a drawer in her kitchen at the beach house. If she filed, it would cost three hundred dollars, she’d have to take a parenting class—which also cost money—and she’d have to be the one to appear in court.

      Julian could skip the hearing if he wanted to, and he wouldn’t have to pay a dime. He also hadn’t been sending her any money since she and Parker had come to the cove in the middle of August, and they’d lived here for about a month before he came with the claims that he wanted to try again.

      He’d left five weeks ago now, and Kelli’s pulse felt heavy in her chest and loud in her ears. He hadn’t removed her from their joint checking account either, so she supposed he was still willing to help her with things.

      Kelli hated logging onto their bank account though, because then she saw transactions at the gourmet cheese shop she’d told Julian about that he’d never wanted to visit because everything was too expensive. She saw money flying out of the account with nail salon names attached to it. She saw utility bills getting paid doubly, for different amounts.

      All of it told her that Tiffany was back in his life, and that he was paying for a large portion of her life.

      Her throat narrowed as the wind picked up, and Kelli turned her face fully into the salty, stiff air. So many things gave way to the wind, but she would not. She was going to see her way through this, no matter what.

      The ferry station came into view, and she and Parker hurried inside as the return ferry was already at the dock. They had monthly passes they scanned and they were two of the last people onto the ferry. They’d barely had time to find a spot inside the enclosed section of the ferry before it pulled away from the dock, and Kelli pressed her eyes closed, trying to quiet her pulse and her thoughts.

      She hadn’t told her mother about the house where she and Parker had been working for the past two weekends. She hadn’t told Alice, Eloise, Robin, or Kristen. For a long time, Kelli wasn’t sure she could ever live in the house again, though she certainly didn’t want anyone else to live there.

      You’re ready now, she told herself. Being there these past few weeks had been very therapeutic, and Kelli felt herself taking a big step forward. A smile touched her lips, and Kelli just let her body sway with the movement of the boat, maybe liking the sea for the first time in her life.

      “Ma’am?” a man said, and Kelli’s eyes flew open. She blinked a couple of times before she could truly see the person standing there.

      “Sorry,” she said.

      The man smiled, and he looked really familiar to Kelli. A lot of people in Five Island Cove did, and eight months ago, she hadn’t wanted to run into anyone she knew. Now, though, she could handle meeting someone she’d known as a teenager.

      “It’s fine.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “Do I know you?”

      “I grew up here,” she said. “If you did too, it’s likely.”

      He touched his jacket, where the name tag read Billy. “I’m William Bridge.”

      “Billy Bridge,” she said, her smile widening. “Kelli Watkins.” She put her arm around Parker. “Well, Thompson now.” At least for a little while longer. She needed to talk to Julian about him filing for divorce. If he could pay for his mistress to get a manicure and a pedicure, he could foot the cost to file for divorce. He was the one choosing another woman over his current wife and son.

      “So good to see you.” Billy gave her a quick handshake. “You hung around with AJ Proctor, right?”

      Of course he’d be interested in AJ. Men always were, and that was absolutely nothing new.

      “That’s right,” she said. “And Eloise Hall, Robin Golden, and Alice Williams. You surely remember Robin.”

      “I remember,” he said, still grinning. “I knew Alice the best. We rode the ferry over from Rocky Ridge together for a while before I moved to Diamond.”

      “Oh, right,” Kelli said, though she hadn’t known that. Alice had rarely spoken of her home life out on Rocky Ridge, and she was almost two different people in Kelli’s head.

      “Anyway,” Billy said. “We’re doing a survey on the ferry system.” He handed her a small, square card. “You just scan that with your phone and answer the questions. It’ll take less than five minutes, and anyone who does it is entered to win a free monthly pass.” He gave her a professional smile, and Kelli returned it.

      She took the card, and he moved over to the next patron. Kelli scanned the card, listening to him give the same spiel to a couple down the row.

      On his way by again, he paused as he was almost past Kelli. “You don’t happen to have Alice’s number, do you?” he asked.

      Kelli looked up from her phone, surprise darting through her. “I do,” she said slowly.

      “Let me give you mine,” he said. “If you talk to her, and it’s okay that I have her number, maybe you could pass my number to her. She can text me herself.” He cleared his throat. “If she wants to.”

      Kelli twisted more fully toward him, trying to read his expression. Those dark blue eyes simply held a hint of hope, and Kelli wondered just how good of friends he and Alice had been three decades ago.

      He wore his sandy hair a little bit long, and Alice would probably like that after her polished and buttoned-up, lawyer husband. Billy’s hair curled along the ends, and he sported a little bit of stubble on his face too.

      He’d aged just like the rest of them, but he was still tall, tan, and trim, and Kelli had no doubt he could get a date any time he wanted.

      “All right,” she said, tapping away from his survey to a fresh note. “I’m ready.”

      “It’s Will now,” he said as she tapped out the wrong name. “I left behind Billy when we graduated.”

      “Okay.” Kelli erased what she’d typed and put in Will Bridge. “Go.”

      He recited the number, and she tapped it in. She turned her phone toward him so he could double-check it, and after he’d nodded and continued on with his survey cards, Kelli stared at the number.

      All thoughts of the survey gone now, though she could use the free ferry pass, Kelli quickly tapped and held to copy everything she’d just typed into her phone.

      She couldn’t get a text off to Alice fast enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Alice Williams said, “Thank you,” in a calm voice as she finished up her transaction with the RideShare driver. She opened the back door and stepped out of the car, only to have her breath stolen by the freezing temperature of the air.

      Her phone buzzed, but she ignored it. She was late for her weekly lunch with Robin, Kristen, and Eloise, and it was likely one of them. While she and Eloise had planned to meet up on the ferry, Alice had been late leaving home, and now she was twenty minutes behind schedule.

      Inside one of the only chain restaurants that had come to the cove, Alice finally took a breath deeper than a gasp and pulled out her phone. There was a line of people just to check in with the hostess, and if her friends were already here, she wouldn’t have to wait.

      Robin had texted ten minutes ago to say they’d gone back to a table without her, and she quickly sent a reply to let her friends know she’d arrived.

      The most recent text had come from Will Bridge, and Alice’s smile came instantly. She’d been texting with him for a few days now, and she hadn’t told anyone yet. She held her head high, though, because she had to have something to say during today’s Good News Minute, something she and her friends had implemented into their lunches in the past few months.
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