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Salt. Who needs it?  Pearl thought  bitterly.  She  rubbed savagely at the salt scattering large crystals across the bar, and dipped her bare stub of soft pretzel into the beer cheese. She scarcely chewed, and swallowed painfully, forcing the morsel down and chasing it with a long slug of beer.

She’d had enough of salt. Especially that darned sea dog, Dylan, with his salty kisses and his golden tan. Why had she been naïve enough to fall for his line about sailing away together? Had she learned nothing in the years since her break-up with that other dirt-bag? Tears leaked from her eyes. She brushed them away with the backs of her fingers.

A silver-haired woman near the door to the back of house watched Pearl with apparent disapproval. Pearl took another gulp of beer and glanced at the other patrons having lunch in the Bayside Breeze. She hoped none of them had seen her waiting with her duffel on the dock all morning. What a fool she’d made of herself, standing there in her gauzy sarong.

Of course the bartender had seen her. Couldn’t help but see her, since the bar was right on the bay, right next to the marina. Was his name really Joe, or was that just a convenient handle for the customers? Anyway, he’d seen her that morning when Chelsea dropped her and her duffel off at the marina. (Since she’d expected to be gone overnight, she couldn’t leave her car parked there.)

Joe had been in and out of the bar half the morning – mostly outdoors, sweeping the large deck, straightening the tables and chairs, cranking up the striped umbrellas, and more than once looking toward the marina where she stood waiting. Each time she saw him looking her way she got more irritated. “Take a picture!” she finally yelled.

But Dylan was the one she really wanted to yell at. That rat. He had promised to take her for a weekend sail to Blackbeard Island but never showed up. And she’d been so anxious and excited that she totally forgot to put on any sunscreen that morning.

Pearl scraped the salt off another piece of pretzel and dunked it into the cheese. This time she chewed slowly, savoring it.

She loved beer cheese.

She shifted uncomfortably on the barstool, feeling self-conscious in her beach clothes even though she knew everyone dressed more casually near the ocean. As soon as she got back to the Oasis the bikini was going in the trash. What a waste of money it was. Tan and blue, for the man with hair the color of sand, and eyes the color of the shifting sea.

Pearl had been captivated the day she saw Dylan at the dock in his Panama hat, puttering on his sailboat, the Brisa Marina. That charming smile. Those eyes. Those hands so strong and warm as he helped her onto the deck for a look around. She had been completely swept away. She sighed at the memory of that sunny afternoon. (Which was just last week, to be honest.)

Well, she still had three weeks left of her vacation from work back in Indiana. No time like the present to start living!

She jammed the stub of her pretzel into the bowl, scraping the bottom for the last bit of cheese, tearing into it with her teeth. She tasted salt, which might have been from the pretzel, or might have been her tears.​​​​
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Chelsea parked the Bay-Vacay golf cart in the shade of the windswept-palm-tree sign at the Bayside Breeze. She wasn’t often called on to rescue someone, and she wouldn’t have taken the trouble for just anyone. But when Joe called her and described Pearl, she said she would be right over.

Pearl definitely needed someone to look after her. There was an innocent naiveté about her that was almost hard to believe. And in the week she had been staying in one of Chelsea’s vacation rentals, Pearl had grown on her.

Chelsea also felt a bit responsible for Pearl’s plight. After all, she was the one who had painted the Village of Bayside in such glowing colors. It was what she did, as the manager of Bay-Vacay. She had assured Pearl there would be friendly guys from the bay to the ocean.

But Pearl had seemed a little too obsessed with guys. And  truth to tell,  in Bayside a girl  was more likely  to encounter the Ancient Mariner than a charismatic Jack Sparrow. But if Pearl had really come here expecting a swashbuckling pirate or millionaire yacht-owner to sweep her off her feet, she had definitely come to the wrong place. Buyer beware!

Chelsea’s thoughts drifted to her current beau, a young naval officer stationed a little farther down the coast. She wondered  why she hadn’t  heard from  him  recently.

She put her dashing sailor out of her mind as she entered the bar. The dim lights and tropical music triggered a wave of nostalgia. The Breeze was an institution in Bayside, but Chelsea hadn’t spent an evening there in a while. Work took up all her time, and another long afternoon lay ahead of her at the rental office.

She spotted Pearl at the end of the bar behind an empty beer bottle, and took the stool beside her. “Wow, that sunburn is gonna hurt,” she said, noting the deep red of Pearl’s shoulders and cheeks. “I hope I still have some aloe.”

Pearl held up her empty bottle and waved it at Joe. “Two more of these,” she said, and then turned to Chelsea. “Why do you care? No one cares how I feel. Dylan sure didn’t.” She clenched her fingers around a stub of a soft pretzel till her knuckles turned white. A tear trickled down her cheek again.

“Come on. He’s just a player. I warned you not to trust him. He probably just ditched you for a paying customer anyway. You know he takes tourists out sailing around the bay, right? Hey, thanks for calling me, Joe.”

The bartender set the beers in front of them with a sympathetic glance at Pearl. Her eyes were puffy and bloodshot, and every inch of exposed skin was sunburned. The wind had torn apart her hairstyle, leaving her looking like something that had washed up with the tide.

“You have to stop crying,” Chelsea continued. “You keep rubbing your eyes, and it’s making them worse. How many of those have you had?”

“Three. And they all had salt on them!” Pearl whined. “I’m sick of salt!”

“Wait ... The beers had salt on them?”

“The pretzels! I was starving! I had three soft pretzels with beer cheese. But all the dang pretzels have these big chunks of salt on them! Who even eats that stuff?” She glared at the bartender and took a drink of beer.

The bartender ducked his head under the angry onslaught. “Don’t mind her, Joe,” Chelsea said. “She’s just ... You know. Look, Pearl, let’s settle this tab and get you back to the Oasis so we can doctor up that sunburn.”

Pearl hauled her duffel up from the floor by her feet and fished inside for her wallet. “Dammit! What happened to the cash I had?” She rifled frantically through the clothes and toiletries in her bag, and still came up empty. Finally she slapped her hand on the bar. “Well,  unless you can float me a loan, I’ll just have to sleep with the bartender.”

“Sorry, lady. Not on the first date,” Joe said with a dismissive snort. “I’m a bartender, not a consolation prize. You need some aloe and a nap.”

His comment stung, and Pearl’s cheeks burned even redder.

Meanwhile, Chelsea rummaged in her wallet and handed him a credit card. “Here. No ... wait.” She replaced it and pulled out a different card. “Here, Joe. Use this one. It’s a business expense, since she’s staying in one of  my rentals.”  Chelsea gave Joe a wry smile. “I’m entertaining a client.”

The bartender nodded and took the card over to the cash stand.

“What a jerk,” Pearl whispered. “Is his name really even Joe? Like, ‘Joe the Bartender’?”

“Yeah. Joe Easterly. He’s harmless. He’s Dylan’s cousin, by the way.”

Pearl’s eyes popped.

“Dylan and I were in high school together,” Chelsea said.

“What?!” Pearl’s mouth fell open.

“Yep. That’s how I know Dylan’s a burn-out.”

When Pearl had first met Dylan, she had taken him for a thirty-something millionaire, with that boat and his classy-looking Panama hat, and that rich-smelling Cuban cigar. Now that she knew how young he actually was, she realized how weathered he looked. It made her regret her careless sunburn all the more.

Chelsea nodded toward Joe at the cash stand. “Joe was in my brother’s class, a couple of years behind me. He’s been gone from Bayside for a while. I think he was selling cars in Brunswick.”

“A car salesman, huh? Joe the car salesman turned Joe the bartender.” Pearl scrunched up her nose. “Boring.” She went silent, pasting a fake smile on her face as Joe handed the card back to Chelsea.

“Do you ladies want to get in on this year’s betting pool?” Joe asked. “Two dollars a shot, three bets for five dollars. You can bet on the number of hurricanes to hit the U.S. and on what month they make landfall. Payout’s at the end of October.”

“Who the heck knows where I’ll be in October?” Pearl said resting her chin in her hand. “Probably back in Indiana.”

“Here, Joe. I’m in for five bucks, if I can put Pearl’s name on one of the bets. Give her a reason to come back to Bayside if she wins.”

Joe rustled under the bar for his tally sheets, and Chelsea wrote down their information. “Had all of Bayside you can stand, huh?” Joe asked Pearl.

“Well, some of the people I could do without,” Pearl said with her nose in the air. “I like Bayside, though. I just can’t stay unless I find a job here. Even then I might not be able to stay, if I can’t afford the rent. This area is pretty pricey.”

Chelsea handed Joe his tally sheet and gave Pearl an appraising look. “Girl, I can give you all the work you can handle if you don’t mind cleaning vacation rentals. We can’t keep cleaning staff, even though we pay more than the local hotels. And with the pirate festival happening next weekend, I have to make sure every property I have is ready.”

Pearl’s eyes widened. “I worked my way through school cleaning student rentals around campus. I can clean rings around most people. Where am I going to live, though? Like I said, this area is pricey, and that room at the Oasis is really setting me back.”

“I’ve got a small unit in Sea Star that needs some rehab, which I’m pretty sure is not going to happen for four or five months. It’s a studio with a kitchenette and bathroom. I can’t rent it to anyone else, so I’ll make you a really good deal on it.”

Pearl pondered the offer.

“Completely furnished. View of the bay,” Chelsea said in a seductive tone.

“Sold!” Pearl exclaimed. “When can I start?”

“Move in tomorrow morning, and start work the next day. Now let’s go. You need some aloe, and I have work to do.”​​
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Pearl  drenched  herself  in aloe and  slept through the  afternoon. Finally she crawled out of bed, still cursing Dylan and chastising herself for the wasted vacation day.

But she was just a few miles from the beach, it was well before sunset, and she was starving. Time to get a move-on.

She stuffed a bathing suit, towel, and water shoes in her beach bag, tossed it in the trunk of her sedan, and drove to the beach on the other side of the island. She stopped at a build-your-own-burrito place for a quick supper, and while she ate she scanned the job listings on the app on her phone. She was glad Chelsea had offered her a job, but planned to keep looking until she either found something better or gave up and went back to Indiana with her tail between her legs. Cleaning vacation rentals was not her long-term plan.

She found a parking spot at the public beach access, and stopped in the bath house to change into her bathing suit – a one-piece  she had brought from home, not the bikini she had bought in Bayside.

Vacant spots along the beach told where vacationers had already packed up and left for dinner or other activities. Pearl dropped her towel and beach bag on the sand, slipped out of her sandals, and strolled to the water’s edge.

The water was warm, and the soft sand slipped away under her toes as the waves washed back and forth. A sea bird dived for a fish several yards from shore. Farther out, the dorsal fin of a porpoise cleared the water. Pearl’s heart rose in her chest. She closed her eyes and raised her face to the sky inhaling deeply, listening to the surf and the cries of gulls.

She’d wasted most of her college years with someone she thought she would spend her life with, and the break-up had been painful. Her ex-fiancé kept the apartment they’d picked out together before graduation, while Pearl went back to her parents’ house in humiliation. Her mother was  low-key  about canceling  all the  wedding arrangements. Maybe she knew all along what a dud the fiancé was. The wedding gown she never got to wear lay in a box in the closet of her childhood bedroom.

There had been a few guys off and on in the years since then, but no one who really set her soul on fire. Honestly she felt bored by most of them. Maybe she expected too much.

Dylan had seemed like the perfect distraction from her romantic woes, so appealing the first time she’d seen him at the dock. A bright-eyed muscular sailor, full of fascinating stories about his adventures along the coast and out at sea.

Now she recalled that they never got around to talking about his family. And the time she had suggested having a drink on the deck at the Bayside Breeze he had steered her to Gully’s Grill, another night-spot on the other side of the marina. He was probably just avoiding his cousin, ‘Joe the Bartender.’

A football whizzed past Pearl’s head and plopped into the water in front of her, breaking her reverie. A pair of ... boys? ... young men? ... ran past laughing and retrieved their ball with an apology. “Sorry, lady!”

“It’s okay.” Pearl waved them away with a smile. She continued down the beach, digging her feet into the wet sand at the boundary between land and sea. The guys with the football had sure looked young. Maybe not quite college age? A little young for her, anyway. She sighed.

I know what I want, Pearl thought. I want this. The warm breeze and the sound of the surf. And I can make it happen on my own terms, for me, all by myself. If true love comes, it’ll come, but I have to stop trying to force it. When the stars align, it will happen.

She glanced up at the sky and saw a single star.

One star, all by itself.

“Fine, then,” Pearl said aloud. “I’ll do it on my own.”

​​
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[image: ]


The next morning Pearl rose early to clean up and pack for her move across town. Her reflection in the bathroom mirror made her wince. Her shoulders, cheeks, and nose had gotten the worst of Saturday’s sunburn. Her hazel eyes peered out of a reverse raccoon mask of lighter skin where her sunglasses had shielded them somewhat. The only good thing was it didn’t hurt as badly as it looked.

She stood in her underwear and gave herself another critical look. She was fit, that was for sure. “Humph,” she said. “See what you missed, Dylan?” She frowned again at her sunburn and blew out a sigh.

She quickly styled her light-brown hair into a French twist and covered herself in number fifty sunblock. Then she put on her favorite necklace, slipped on a pair of shorts, a tee shirt, and her sneakers, and got packing.

Besides Pearl’s duffle full of clothes and personal items, all she had was a suitcase containing sandals, beach towels, and a couple of sun hats. She tossed everything in the back of her car and headed to Sea Star unit four.

Chelsea drove over in the Bay-Vacay golf cart to meet Pearl, and handed her the keys. “I’ll let you get settled. I’ve got to get back to the office and talk to a contractor about some building maintenance. I’ll pick you up for lunch, and then if you want, you can ride with me to the grocery store.”

Pearl thanked her and took stock of the new place, a second-floor unit in an eight-unit building. She opened the cupboards in the kitchenette, pulled out a toaster, and set it on the counter. There was a fridge and microwave that worked, although the small stove was pulled away from the wall, unplugged. The windows on the wall adjacent wouldn’t close properly, and the wall showed signs of a leak. A dish towel was shoved into the crack at the bottom. But the rest of the efficiency and the bathroom were sound, and for the price, Pearl was happy to live with it for a while until her life was more stable.

She put her things away in the closet and the one chest of drawers, glancing occasionally out the windows. Chelsea had exaggerated the view of the bay. It turned out to be a view mostly of the Bayside Breeze parking lot, with just a glimpse of the bay. But it could have been worse. Sunlight sparkled on the narrow slice of water.

The bar was a hulking building that looked even bigger from Pearl’s second-floor vantage point. It straddled land and sea, its bayside end supported by huge pier pilings. There was a row of round portholes Pearl didn’t remember seeing from inside the bar.

On the far side of the building where the deck extended into the water someone was opening all the red-and-white beach umbrellas, adding a pop of scarlet to the summer scene that lifted Pearl’s spirits. She grabbed a sun hat and headed out for a stroll.

The Village of Bayside was both a resort and a residential community. In the summer months, the population boomed as visitors flocked to the waterfront. Most people were drawn by the beaches, the outdoor activities, and the historical sites. Pearl was enchanted with the natural beauty of the area, but she was also attracted by the shops and restaurants clustered in what locals called The Village, or just Bayside.

She hadn’t expected to talk to a human when she first called about the vacation rental she’d found online. She’d quizzed Chelsea, the rental manager and a real Bayside booster, for nearly an hour about the town and its amenities. When Pearl finally made the drive down from Indiana and arrived to pick up her key at the Bay-Vacay office, Chelsea took her for a tour in the golf cart to show her the village’s highlights. She pointed out the most popular shops and restaurants, the park and fishing pier, and the best places to meet cute guys. Pearl had met one, all right. She didn’t want to think about Dylan today.

It was Sunday, and several of the shops were closed all day or would be opening late. She glanced in the windows of the high-end clothing and jewelry stores without stopping. They were outside of her vacation budget if she was going to stay in Bayside for an entire month.

The Happy Scooper ice cream shop was closed at the moment, but now that Pearl was going to be saving money on rent, she might indulge her love of ice cream a little more often. You couldn’t grow up in the second-largest ice cream producing state in the country without getting a taste for it. There were some things she would miss about Indiana.

She hadn’t visited Holy Smokes cigar and vape store, with its garish green LED strip lights that flashed in the window day and night even when the neon ‘open’ sign was dark, as it was now. The shop advertised ‘heavenly cigars,’ but Pearl thought the place detracted from the quaint charm of the Village.

She had just passed the cigar store when a bell hanging from the shop door jingled. Surprised by the sound, Pearl glanced over her shoulder and saw a man wearing a Panama hat step out the door. Pearl hid her face behind the brim of her sun hat, and ducked behind a trash bin, pretending to check the lace on her sneaker.

From her concealed position she had a clear view of the man who’d exited the shop. Anyone might wear a hat like that, but Dylan’s handsome, weathered face was unmistakable. He wore a pair of sturdy shorts and an Aloha shirt, and stood outside the shop with his teeth clamped around a slim cigar. He turned toward the marina and swaggered down the street looking like the cat that caught the canary.

Pearl straightened, thankful that Dylan hadn’t seen her, and waited for her heart rate to return to normal. She’d been such a fool falling for him. She gave his retreating figure one more glance and then focused on the shop in front of her, Bayside Brew. She made a mental note that she hadn’t seen a coffee maker in Sea Star unit four. She’d have to ask Chelsea about it, and pick up some coffee at the grocery.

Her destination this morning was Flotsam & Jetsam, a combination beach store, thrift shop, and crafts market. Pearl wasn’t about to scrub vacation rentals in her good shorts. She needed some work clothes.

The flyer in the shop window felt like a slap in the sunburned face. A two-day festival honoring Blackbeard the Pirate was scheduled for the following weekend.

The festival was actually the reason she’d come to Bayside in the first place. She’d read all about it on the internet in the weeks before leaving Indiana. In her imagination she had built up the charm and excitement of the seaside festival – and also fantasized that she might meet the man of her dreams there and settle down in her new paradise by the sea.

She’d met a pirate, all right. A real brigand. “I’ll do it on my own,” Pearl said, repeating her new mantra.

The pirate festival still sounded like fun though. The flyer promised a crafts fair with food trucks and live music, a costume contest, and fireworks after dark. She snapped a photo with her cell phone and then stepped into the store.

“Hey, Pearl,” a voice called from the vicinity of the cash register.

“Hi, Mandy,” Pearl answered. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the light inside the store, but she recognized the voice. Mandy, the middle-aged shop owner, was another Bayside booster whom Pearl had met on her initial tour of the town. “I was just checking out the flyer about the pirate festival coming up.”

“I hope you’ll be in town for that,” Mandy said. “The charter ‘pirate ship’ from the other side of the island sails around to the fishing pier, and Blackbeard and his crew ‘take over’ Bayside to kick off the festival.”

Pearl’s mind filled with images from her childhood. Since she’d first learned about mermaids at age four she had been obsessed with everything to do with the ocean. She’d cycled through various animated mermaid DVDs until her parents got sick of them and told Pearl the disks were  broken.  As she got older  her interest  shifted to pirate movies, treasure hunts, and adventures on the high seas. “I won’t miss the festival. It sounds like it’s right up my alley.”

“Are you looking for something special today?” Mandy asked. “I – uh – heard the new bikini didn’t work out too well.”

“Ugh!  Does  everyone  know  about  my  disastrous ‘almost’ sailing trip with Dylan?” Pearl hoped her blush would be mistaken for sunburn.

“You did have a pretty visible melt-down over at the Breeze,” Mandy said coming out from behind the cash stand. “Three pretzels! That has to be some kind of record.”

Pearl gave her head a cavalier toss. “I’m glad I gave the Village something to talk about! And it is a record for me. I’ve never had a three-pretzel break-up before.”

“Well, it wouldn’t be summer if Dylan didn’t break somebody’s heart.”

Pearl doubted that her heart was actually broken. It felt more like wounded pride. She was angry that she’d been so gullible.

“The locals are too smart to fall for him these days,” Mandy said, “so he mostly goes after the tourists. I’m glad you got off easy.” She swung the shop door open and looked up and down the street. “I’ve noticed him over at the cigar shop a lot lately.”

“Yeah, he just stepped out of there. I saw him before he saw me, and managed to hide behind a trash bin. It seemed odd because the shop is supposedly closed right now.” Pearl slid a few shirts along a display rack.

“I don’t think he actually smokes the cigars, I think they’re more of a fashion accessory.” Mandy lowered her voice. “Or maybe they’re to cover up the smell of weed.”

“Weed?” Pearl repeated.

“Yeah, you know. MaryJane.” Mandy put her fingers to her mouth and pretended to inhale from a marijuana cigarette.

“Another one of his endearing traits, I guess,” Pearl said, chiding herself for being so unobservant. She was ambivalent about other people smoking ‘weed,’ but it wasn’t particularly her thing. She hadn’t realized it was Dylan’s. She was lucky he had stood her up, even if she did have to deal with the embarrassment of a three-pretzel melt-down.

She changed the subject. “I’m looking for a couple of tee shirts and a comfortable pair of jeans,” she said. “I’m going to work for Bay-Vacay cleaning vacation rentals for a while.” Yo ho, yo ho. A pirate’s life for me – scrubbing toilets, she thought as her seaside dreams faded a bit.

Mandy pointed her to the sales rack. “I think you’ll find what you’re looking for over there. Chelsea was in here looking for tee shirts just the other day.”

Pearl was glad to have Chelsea for a friend, and grateful that she’d offered her a job. The name Chelsea made Pearl think of seashells. If she had a dollar for every seashell she owned, she wouldn’t be looking for clothes in a second-hand store. Her bedroom back home had been wallpapered in seashells, sandcastles, and sail boats. She even had seagulls painted on the ceiling.

Living in the middle of Indiana farm country, the closest things to the sea were the swimming pool at the town rec center and her family’s annual trips up to Lake Michigan. Pearl loved the Great Lakes, but they just didn’t hold the same romance and sense of mystery as the sea.

The lakes were beautiful. The ocean was the gateway to the world.

​​
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Pearl paid for the clothing and strolled back to the Sea Star to drop it off. There was nothing even to drink in her unit besides tap water, and she still had an hour before Chelsea was due to pick her up. She spent a moment making her shopping list, and then grabbed the magazine she’d bought a few days ago at Bayside Books and went back out.

She had all intentions of heading for the coffee shop, but the sparkling water and cheery market umbrellas lured her to the outdoor deck at the Breeze. A few early customers were inside the bar for lunch but the outdoor dining area was almost deserted. A young blonde showed Pearl to a table and took her order for iced tea.

While Pearl waited for her drink she walked over to the deck rail and took in the view across the bay. A cool spray of water caressed her burned skin. She closed her eyes and listened to the screaming of the gulls and the wind whistling through the rigging of the ships docked nearby. She turned her face to the sky and extended her arms along the rail, feeling like Kate Winslet as Rose on the bow of the Titanic.

She was enjoying the moment until a mocking voice behind her said, “I’m flying!”

Pearl turned to find Joe with a smirk on his face. “And just then, a seagull named Joe flew over Rose and dropped its payload right on her head. Seriously, you’re quite the killjoy.”

“Just jaded, that’s all,” he said. “I brought your tea.” He bounced a drinks tray in his left hand, complete with napkin and iced-tea spoon, and Pearl caught a glimpse of a tattoo on his arm. “Is that your table?” He tipped his head toward the spot where her magazine lay.

Pearl nodded and took a seat in the shade of the umbrella.

“Nice necklace,” he said noting the pendant around her neck.  It featured  a gold  scallop shell with a pearl nestled in the center.

“Thanks. I’d invite you to join me, but I’m sure you don’t do that sort of thing on a first date.” She gave him a haughty look.

“Oh, but this is our second date,” he said. He gave her a salute, then turned and went back to the bar.

“In your dreams, Stuck-up,” she muttered.

She stirred a  packet of  sweetener into her  tea and  savored a long, refreshing swallow. She texted Chelsea to let her know where she was, and then opened her copy of Coastal Living magazine.

She had just finished an article about bright and breezy living spaces when Chelsea arrived and joined her on the deck. “Are you sure you should be outdoors?” Chelsea pointed at Pearl’s sunburned arms. “You’re still looking pretty crispy.”

“The water draws me like a magnet. It’s hypnotic. But I did grease up with number 50 sunblock. And I’ve
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