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      Clara Tanner knelt in front of her daughter, pressing the busyness of the airport out of her peripheral vision. “Lena,” she said. “Look at Mom.”

      The twenty-year-old clutched her stuffed elephant, her eyes blitzing all over the place. This man. That woman. The television screen with the news playing on silent, the captions running along the bottom.

      Everywhere but at Clara.

      “Lena.”

      Her daughter had been born with Down Syndrome. She possessed the chubbier cheeks classic of those with the mutated gene, and she was lovable, bright, and still very much a child. So much of her world had been upended in the past couple of weeks, and Clara reached way down deep for her extra reserve of patience.

      “Lena, we have to get on the plane soon. I need you to look at me.”

      Lena finally brought her hazel eyes to meet Clara’s dark brown ones. She gave her daughter a kind smile and reached up to brush her bangs back off her forehead. “It’s like going to see Grandma. Uncle Reuben and Aunt Jean will be at the airport to meet us.”

      “Dad’s coming,” Lena said, and Clara nodded encouragingly.

      She refused to make her voice higher pitched. She’d never talked to Lena like she was an infant. She had a disability; she wasn’t stupid. “Yes,” she said. “Dad’s getting the pretzels you asked for. He’s coming this time too.”

      Their whole family was making the move from Montpelier to Five Island Cove. Clara had arranged with Jennifer Golden to rent a house on the island. It waited in a sleepy, old neighborhood that Clara told herself would be perfect for all of them. It would be away from the news crews, the cameras, and the rumors. The house would offer them far more than protection; the new location, with a new address, would give them anonymity.

      Neither she nor Scott would be looking for a new job. They’d managed to get the sale of Friendship Inn to go through with her mother’s generous donation for the down payment. Scott’s only remaining friend in Vermont had financed the loan. Otherwise, they never would’ve been able to do it.

      As it was, he was probably putting their soft pretzels on a credit card right now. She’d have to figure out how to pay them off later.

      Later.

      The word ran through Clara’s mind, as it had been one she’d been seizing onto for a while now. She’d be able to pick up the pieces of her life later, once she figured out where she’d be living.

      She’d be able to provide a sense of safety and normalcy for Lena later, once they’d left Vermont and settled in the cove.

      She’d be able to find a way to forgive her husband later, once all the dust had finally settled from the indictments, the bankruptcy, and the nervous looks from friends and neighbors.

      “Here you go, Lena-Lou,” Scott said.

      Clara looked up at her husband and got to her feet, a pinch in her back telling her she was getting too old to crouch down. Her knees testified of it too.

      Scott still made her world light up, and Clara turned away from him physically, almost wishing he didn’t. His light hair made her think of California, and his blue eyes had spoken to her soul the first time she’d met him.

      She clenched her arms across her midsection, feeling how much weight she’d lost recently. Only fifteen pounds or so, but it was enough to make her clothes baggy and her ribs a bit more pronounced.

      Since she didn’t have money to buy new blouses and shorts, she wore her old ones, the belt loop just one or two tighter than before.

      Clara was a master at cinching everything tight. Life hadn’t been horrible to her; she felt like she’d taken the good with the bad, rolled with the punches, and survived some of the worst storms. She’d been able to do so, because of the man at her side.

      Scott Tanner had always given Clara strength. He was rational when she was emotional, and when he needed to vent, their roles reversed. He’d been kind and attentive to both Clara and Lena as the girl grew up, and heaven knew how many challenges the three of them had faced as they dealt with counselors, therapists, and doctors.

      Lena’s disability would challenge anyone, but when Clara had found out about the Down Syndrome, her first reaction had been peace. It would be okay. She and Scott could dedicate their lives to their daughter—who’d turned out to be their only child.

      She’d felt like that because of Scott. The man had a larger-than-life personality, which had attracted Clara as well. From small-town Five Island Cove, where everyone knew everyone else, she’d been looking for excitement and adventure once she’d finally gotten out from underneath her father’s thumb.

      Scott had provided that. She’d fallen in love with him so fast, and she still loved him now, as she sat down in a hard airport seat a couple away from Lena. Their carryon luggage took up the space between them, and Scott sat to her immediate right, holding the cup of soft pretzel bites for their daughter.

      Clara’s thumb moved to her ring finger, where her wedding band should be sitting. She still hadn’t put it back on. She wondered how she could learn to forgive faster. She puzzled through how to feel betrayed and broken and still in love with the man who’d done that to her.

      She riddled through when she’d put the band back on, and how she’d feel when she finally did.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, Clara’s well of patience had dried up. They couldn’t fly a car over from Montpelier. Couches and beds, all the Christmas decorations, the treadmill, even dishes had remained in Vermont.

      Clara had the clothes, toiletries, and essential papers in her carryon, with more shoes, clothing, and other necessities in her checked bag.

      Times three, that’s what the Tanner family currently possessed. The rest of their stuff would arrive on a ship in four to six weeks, and that was only if Clara managed to find the funds to pay for it.

      She couldn’t look through couch cushions or strategically move money from one account to another. Not anymore. She had no couch, and the federal government had seized and frozen all of their bank accounts.

      They’d gotten one back after the first couple of months, and without the help of a few kind souls in Montpelier who’d been Clara and Scott’s closest friends, along with Scott’s father, they’d survived.

      Her phone chimed several times as Reuben maneuvered the SUV into the parking lot at the beachside condo where their mother lived.

      The house which Scott and Clara had rented wouldn’t be ready for another three weeks, and they’d been forced to ask for more help. A weight of exhaustion pressed against the back of Clara’s skull, sending shockwaves of pain through her brain to her eyes.

      She told herself over and over that it was okay. Everyone needed help at some point in their lives. She’d been there with meals, babysitting, and money for others over the years. Service brought her joy, and she needed to seize onto that word instead of the one that had been rotating through her mind lately.

      “All right,” Reuben said, pulling into an uncovered parking space. “This is as close as I can get you.” He smiled at Scott in the front seat, his eyes moving to the rearview mirror to flash a grin in Clara’s direction too.

      She didn’t want to seem ungrateful for the free ride, so she quickly curved her lips up. The cost to do so took the minute amount of energy she had left, so she moved just as rapidly to open the back door.

      “Lena,” she said across Jean, who sat in the middle. “Please come to the back and help with your bag.”

      The girl wouldn’t, and Scott would have to ask her again. Jean would probably be the one to get Lena to do what she’d been asked to do, because Jean was gentle and powerful at the same time.

      Clara glanced at her before she slid out, and she found the stress around her sister-in-law’s eyes. Compassion filled her, making tears flood her eyes.

      She couldn’t hide them, so she simply let them fall down her face as she stood and faced her brother.

      “Oh, come on,” he said, his voice infused with kindness. He took her into a hug, and Clara clung to her big brother now as a forty-two-year-old the same way she had as a child. “It’s not so bad here. Especially in the summer.”

      They shifted out of the way as Jean exited the car, and Clara nodded as she stepped away from Reuben. “It’s not that.” She grabbed onto Jean and hugged her too. “Thank you guys for helping us. It means so much to me. To all of us.”

      She couldn’t see what was happening on the other side of the SUV, and it didn’t matter. Clara didn’t say thank you enough, and she needed to do better at that. Heck, simply the fact that Reuben thought she’d been crying about being back in the cove told her what her brother thought of her.

      She told herself it wasn’t a crime to be strong. She was allowed to have her own opinions, and to voice them. It wasn’t her job to make anyone else feel good about their choices, though she could lend a listening ear.

      “You’re welcome,” Jean said. “If you’re dying here, come to the lighthouse.”

      “Or we’ll help pay for a hotel room,” Reuben said, his dark eyes filled with concern. He flicked a glance toward the back of the vehicle as the hatch opened.

      “Mom,” Lena said at the same time Clara wiped her face.

      “Thank you,” she said again. “We’ll be okay. I’m okay.” She took a deep breath, willing the oxygen to make the okay-ness she wanted to simply appear.

      She wasn’t sure if it did or not, but she was able to step to the back of the car to help Lena and Scott with the bags. Reuben and Jean came too, and the five of them towed their six pieces of luggage across the lot and down the sidewalk.

      “I’m sure Kristen will have coffee waiting,” Jean said.

      “She’s been cooking for a couple of days, I know that,” Reuben added.

      A hot meal sounded like a slice of heaven to Clara, but she said nothing. What she really wanted was a room where she could be alone. Where she could cry as much as she wanted. Where she could scream until her throat ripped and all of the negativity inside her fled.

      Then, she’d be able to rejoin her family with a better attitude and without tears.

      They went past the dog park, where a couple of pooches played with one another while a man watched, and on to her mom’s building.

      She wasn’t sure she could take another step, and then she did. One after the other, she did.

      Reuben reached the door first, and he twisted the knob. Or tried to. “Huh.” He looked down and then over to Clara. “It’s locked.”

      He reached to ring the doorbell, and the cling-clang-clong of it reverberated through the condo, loud enough for everyone to hear outside on her porch.

      She didn’t come to the door. No one called from inside.

      Reuben’s eyebrows furrowed at the same time Clara’s panic rose. “Where is she? She knew we were coming. I texted her.”

      Clara leaned closer to the door, trying to edge past a huge bag they’d checked. “Mom?” she called.

      No answer.

      Frustration piled on top of Clara’s already frayed nerves, and the scream she needed to let loose migrated up her throat.

      “I’ll check the patio,” Jean said, leaving behind the luggage she’d been carrying.

      Reuben leaned toward the door too. “Mom?” He tried the doorknob again. “It’s Reuben and Clara. Are you okay? We can’t get in.”

      Clara dropped her carryon, her shoulder aching. Tears slipped down her face again, the thought of not having her mother for support as she transitioned her family from life in Vermont to life in Five Island Cove completely overwhelming.

      And also selfish, she thought. But that didn’t erase the fact that they couldn’t get in the condo.

      There was no relief from the heavy baggage and hot sun.

      Her mother wasn’t there, so that only left one question in her mind—and which she found in Reuben’s eyes—where was their mom?
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      Kristen Shields pressed the square of tissue she’d found in her pocket to the scrape on her knee. She hissed through her teeth, angry at herself for not watching the ground as intently as she should’ve.

      Her and her bleeding heart—and now her knee. She’d just finished the appetizer tray for her children’s arrival that evening when she’d seen the feral cat she’d been slowly taming over the past couple of months.

      She’d grabbed the chicken cubes she’d cut up for her and dashed outside. Cats could move like ninjas, but with a little persistence and a lot of chicken, she’d managed to find the gray and white cat hiding out in the bushes lining the picnic area of the condo association, where Kristen lived.

      She’d lured the cat down the decorative rocks to the beach and fed her the rest of the chicken. She’d even managed to give the cat a stroke or two before the feline had gotten startled and scampered off.

      She hadn’t been able to go through with getting the puppy she’d once said she’d take. She really was more of a cat person, and she’d been leaning feline for the past few months.

      “Are you okay?” The male voice startled Kristen, and she very nearly stumbled again.

      She looked up and away from her simple scrape—right into the navy eyes of Theodore Sands.

      He lived in her community, and she’d seen him at a couple of the activities she’d managed to attend. She’d never spoken to him much, though sometimes their morning walks had her going out to the beach as he came in.

      A nod. A hello. She knew him.

      “Yes,” she said with a sigh. “I was just feeding this cat, and my foot got caught in the rocks.” As if a testament to what had happened, Kristen’s ankle sent a spike of pain up her calf.

      “I twisted my ankle and just went down on the one knee.” She’d gotten up by herself too. No one had seen her, she was fairly certain of that.

      Her chest heated, and she certainly hoped Theo had not seen.

      Why? she asked herself. Why does it matter if he saw you fall?

      Confused, she looked up at him. He was a handsome man, Kristen could admit that. The moment she did, her heartbeat stuttered in her chest.

      “Let me help you back to your place,” he said, extending his hand toward her. Feeling dumb, Kristen put her hand out too. That was what one did when offered help, wasn’t it?

      His fingers slid along hers, and he froze. She did too, not sure why her blood had started popping and fizzing and bubbling.

      She quickly pulled her hand away. “I’m okay,” she said. “My kids will be here any minute. I was just trying to stop the bleeding, so I didn’t have it dripping down my leg while I walked.”

      Theo’s eyes slipped down to her knee. “I think it looks okay now.”

      “Yes,” Kristen said. “I’m okay.” She straightened and wadded up the bloody tissue, quickly stuffing it back into her pocket. She offered Theo a wide smile, hoping that would let him know he could move along.

      He gestured for her to go first up the steps that led back to the picnic area. Kristen couldn’t think of a reason why she wouldn’t go that way, so she went. His footsteps came behind her, a fact that sent her pulse into a whirlwind.

      “It’s Kristen, right?” he asked once they’d both reached the top of the steps. He gave her a smile that seemed genuine and kind.

      “Yes,” she said. “And you’re Theo.” She glanced over at him, finding him ducking his head as he smiled.

      “Yes.” They walked down the sidewalk together, and Kristen found herself taking in the glorious June evening. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked, probably at the dog park on the other side of her building.

      “Listen,” Theo said. “I notice you go walking on the beach, same as me.”

      “Sometimes,” Kristen said. Sometimes she went walking with AJ in the morning. Jean had been joining them this summer, as had Alice. Robin punished herself by running, and far too early for Kristen’s liking. The older she’d gotten, the more sleep she’d needed. Especially since Joel’s death, Kristen felt far older than she ever had previously.

      “Maybe we could synchronize our walking schedule,” he said, his silver eyebrows going up.

      Kristen’s mind screamed at her to say yes. Of course she wanted to go walking with Theo. He seemed interesting, and he was handsome, and she hadn’t reacted to a man like this in a long, long time.

      “There you are,” someone said, and Kristen turned away from Theo, realizing she’d stopped walking. So had he.

      Her son rushed toward her, pure panic on his face. He scooped her right into his arms, saying, “The door is locked, and we thought maybe you’d fallen inside.” He stepped back and held onto Kristen’s upper arms, his eyes searching for injuries. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes,” Kristen said, somewhat surprised at his worry. Clara, Scott, and Jean came around the corner too, and Kristen’s embarrassment doubled. “I just…saw that feral cat.” She threw a look at Theo. “I’m fine.”

      He smiled, and his teeth certainly looked real. He ticked all the boxes for Kristen, especially as he kept her secret about twisting her ankle and scraping her knee. It was what toddlers did, and she really was fine.

      “Clara’s exhausted,” Reuben said. “Do you have the key? I’ll get the house unlocked and everyone settled.” He focused on Theo for longer this time, his eyes harboring questions when he looked at Kristen again. “Then you can finish your conversation.”

      “We’re finished,” Theo said. “No intrusion.” He waved his hand like Kristen’s children’s worry over her was nothing, but it sent a hot poker of embarrassment through her once again.

      “I don’t have my key,” Kristen said slowly. Theo paused in his exit, and Reuben’s eyebrows bushed over his eyes again.

      “The door’s locked,” her son said. “The sliding door too.”

      “We’ll have to call the front office,” Kristen said. “I must’ve hit the lock in my haste to find the cat.”

      Reuben looked like he had something to say about her chasing down feral cats, but he held his tongue. Thankfully. Kristen didn’t want to get into anything with him in front of Theo, and she had no idea what that meant.

      “I’ve got a key,” Theo said, sending shock through her.

      “You do?”

      He started walking again, and she practically leapt to get to his side again. “Yeah,” he said. “I work in the front office sometimes. I can get in and get you a spare.” He gifted her with another brilliant smile, and Kristen swore her muscles melted right off her bones.

      “Mom?” Clara asked as they approached one another.

      “Hello, dear.” Kristen set aside her hormones, a bit surprised they worked after all these years. “I’m sorry about this. How was the flight?” She put one hand on Clara’s shoulder while the other brushed the hair off her daughter’s forehead. She looked one breath away from a complete break-down, and Kristen found Scott hovering back near the corner.

      “It went well enough,” Clara said.

      “I’ll only be a few minutes, Kristen,” Theo said, touching her forearm. “Be right back.”

      “Thank you, Theo,” Kristen said, and she watched him walk away for a few steps before she looked at her daughter again.

      Everyone had gone silent, and a charge rode in the air she hadn’t felt in a while. Her gaze moved from Clara’s narrowed eyes to Reuben’s, which held a calculating look. Jean wore a bright smile on her face, and it looked like she might start laughing at any moment.

      “What?” she asked just as Clara opened her mouth.

      She stopped, breathed again, and asked, “Who was that, Mother?”

      “Theo,” she said.

      “He’s running off to get your spare key.” Clara made it sound like a scandalous thing to do.

      “He said he works in the front office,” Kristen said, stepping past her. She couldn’t look at Reuben, so she focused on Scott and Lena. “Hello, my family. Sorry I locked us out.”

      “The door is locked,” Lena said, her voice loud and blunt.

      Kristen grinned at her. “Yes,” she said. “It sure is. Is that a new backpack?”

      “Mom bought it for the plane.” Lena looked down at the bright purple straps. She adored anything with purple and glitter, and Kristen wished she hadn’t locked the sticker book she’d bought for her granddaughter in the condo.

      “Are you dating him?” Clara demanded, to which Jean burst out laughing.

      Kristen almost twisted her compromised ankle, but thankfully, it held her. She gave Clara the best withering look she could. “No,” she said. “Of course not.”

      “Grandma,” Lena said, whose attention had wandered somewhere else. “Come look at this gray cat.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, Kristen finally entered her bedroom, the light off. She didn’t reach to flip it on, because she needed the dark, quiet space. She closed the door behind her, glad everyone had found an acceptable place to sleep.

      Scott had ended up going to the lighthouse with Reuben and Jean. They had an extra room on the second floor, and everyone could feel and see that Clara and Scott weren’t really getting along.

      That wasn’t right. It wasn’t that they argued or fought. They simply didn’t speak to one another at all. Clara spoke about Scott, never truly looking him in the eye. Scott would say, “Clara has all of our important documents,” and smile at her while she refused to look at him.

      Kristen didn’t know all the details and having Reuben and Jean living in the cove had taught her a boundary she couldn’t cross when it came to her children’s relationships. Scott and Clara got to decide how things functioned inside their marriage, and Kristen wasn’t going to say anything about it.

      Lena had taken the second bedroom, just on the other side of the wall from Kristen’s, and Clara was once again sleeping on an air mattress in the formal dining room. Kristen had commissioned a barn door to section that room off from the rest of the condo to give her daughter some privacy, and it would be here in a couple of days.

      Clara said she didn’t mind. Kristen had seen so many changes in her already, and while she’d thoroughly enjoyed this evening, their dinner, the conversations, and presenting Lena with the sticker book, her emotions had been through a garbage disposal.

      She sighed as she sank onto the bed and removed her shoes. Theo had been fairly quick in getting the spare key to her condo, and she’d thanked him. He’d left without another word about synchronizing their walking schedules, but the thought hadn’t left Kristen’s mind, not even for a minute.

      Her phone lit up the room, and Kristen looked at it. She’d put it on silent a while ago, and she hadn’t bothered to check it. The only people who texted her were her Seafaring Girls—and any others they’d adopted into the group.

      Jean was on the string, and Kristen had it on her list of things to do to ask the girls if she could add Clara. Her daughter would need the support this summer, and so many of Kristen’s girls had been through hard things in the past several years.

      Marriages, babies, divorces, new relationships, children graduating. The list went on and on.

      She found over one hundred messages in the group thread from her girls, and she sighed as she tapped to read them. The arrow shot her back up to the last unread message, and she sucked in a breath as the words entered her brain.

      Kristen was seen flirting with a very handsome older man outside her condo.

      “Jean,” Kristen murmured, stunned her daughter-in-law had tattled on her.

      The thread had exploded from there, with everyone chiming in to know who it was, what was said, done, the whole nine yards.

      “My goodness,” she said, reading something she wished she could scrub from her eyeballs. “Alice.”

      Her thumbs started flying across her screen. None of this is true. Yes, a man helped me after I twisted my ankle on the beach. It was and remains nothing.

      She sent the message and pressed her fingers against the corner of her phone to take off the case. There, a slip of paper fluttered to her thigh, and she shined her phone on it, the blue light illuminating the numbers there.

      The name.

      Theo.

      She’d spoken true—she had twisted her ankle on the beach. A man had helped her. It was nothing, and it remained nothing.

      At least until she got up the nerve to text him to let him know what time she liked to go walking on the beach.

      Another message came in, and Kristen started typing again. This text would settle things once and for all, and nervous excitement fluttered through her stomach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Kelli Webb hated packing up her son and shipping him across the water to the mainland. Her ex-husband, Julian, would meet him in the airport, but her son had never made the trip alone. Last year, Julian had flown to Five Island Cove to get him, but this year, they’d agreed that Parker could fly by himself.

      It was an hour at most, and the airline provided a flight attendant to watch over him. Still, Kelli sniffled as she folded one of her ten-year-old’s T-shirts, rolled it, and stuffed it in his suitcase. She could go in and help him through security, so she could get the bag checked. Julian would be there to make sure they picked up the right bag.

      Parker would be eleven soon, and he had grown about four inches this year alone. He acted more and more grown up all the time, and Kelli suspected he was secretly thrilled to be able to fly by himself.

      She couldn’t help worrying about him. He was her only child, and she’d been incredibly lucky to get him. She hadn’t been able to get pregnant again, and in a lot of ways, Parker was her whole life. In others, he was only a small part of it.

      She owned a yoga and nutrition bar in her childhood home on Bell Island, and she had plenty to do there this summer. She’d “barely miss him,” as Julian had texted when Kelli had said she didn’t know how to fill the hours without Parker.

      Sending him to New Jersey every summer felt unfair, but she’d done it because she had to follow the custody agreement. It just felt like it would be nice to share the splendor of the cove with Parker during the best months of the year. When the skies were blue for endless days, and it felt like she could tip her head back and disappear into it simply by closing her eyes.

      Right now, she wasn’t doing any disappearing nor relaxing. She folded a pair of shorts she’d just taken from the dryer and crammed them into the suitcase too.

      “Here are the socks,” Parker said as he brought in an armful of balled socks. “Dad said he’d buy me new shoes, so I’m not going to take any.”

      Kelli looked down to his feet, but he wasn’t currently wearing shoes. “What are you going to wear on the plane?”

      “My tennis shoes.” He dropped the socks on top of the suitcase, letting them bounce and scatter wherever they may.

      Irritation hinted through Kelli’s bloodstream, but she said nothing. She’d rearrange everything anyway, probably twice, before she deemed the packing done. Then, they had to take the ferry to Diamond Island, where they’d meet Shad for lunch at a new restaurant that had just come to the cove, and then Parker had a late afternoon flight to the mainland.

      “You don’t want to take any flip flops?” she asked. “It’s summertime.”

      “He said he’d buy me new shoes.”

      “Yes, but are they going to be flip flops? Or something you can wear to the pool?”

      Her son looked at her, and she didn’t have to look as far down. He wore the same frustration in his expression that she felt firing through her. “Do you want me to take flip flops?”

      “Yes,” she said. “You have no idea what or when your father will do something.”

      Parker rolled his eyes, but he left her bedroom to go retrieve his flip flops from the room next door. Kelli pressed her lips together and kept folding laundry. She’d much rather be sitting on the patio out front, smelling the sweet fragrance of the flowers as they grew and listening to the dull roar of the waves in the distance. Since the townhome where she and Shad and Parker lived sat up on one of the highest points of Pearl Island, she could see the ocean from her front patio.

      She liked looking at the water but not so much going near it or in it. Her memories flashed to only a couple of weeks ago, when she’d gone out purposefully into a bad storm to rescue Jean and her Seafaring girls. She’d gone over a railing she would’ve never even approached as a teenager, and a new sense of strength filled Kelli.

      Yes, sending Parker to New Jersey for the summer wasn’t her favorite thing to do. But he was safe and cared for there, and she wouldn’t have to worry about trying to fill the long summer hours with activities the way other moms did.

      Her son returned with a pair of flip flops, and Kelli said, “Thank you, baby.”

      “Is Jean going to be at lunch?”

      Kelli shook her head. “Nope. She and Reuben have a meeting today.”

      “About a baby?”

      “I’m not sure,” Kelli said, giving her son a glance out of the corner of her eye. “She didn’t say. She just said she couldn’t make it.” She tossed a pair of folded shorts on top of the pile in the suitcase and turned away from the laundry. “She gave me this to give to you.”

      She moved over to her dresser and pulled a slim, blue-paper-wrapped package from the top of her dresser. “She said you could open it on the day you left.” Kelli handed him the package and sat on the end of her bed.

      He joined her and started peeling back the tape. “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. She didn’t tell me.” Kelli had gotten the gift a few days ago, when she’d gone to Diamond Island to visit Jean. She always took the ferry from Pearl to Bell to work, and more days than she didn’t, Kelli then continued to Diamond Island to pick up her son from school. They’d stop by Shad’s office in the city buildings, and sometimes Kelli would take Parker to the lighthouse.

      He loved the lighthouse, but most of all, he loved Jean. Kelli found the world so unfair sometimes, and the fact that Jean couldn’t have a baby was one of those wholly unjust things. She’d be such a great mother, and Kelli’s heart beat out a thump of sadness for her.

      Parker got the paper off the box, but it was plain brown without any markings. He looked up at Kelli, who gave him a smile of encouragement to keep going. He slipped his fingers under the edge of the box and lifted the lid. He sucked in a breath while Kelli was still trying to figure out what she was looking at.

      “It’s a pen.” He jumped to his feet. “For my tablet. She got me that pen so I can draw on the plane.” He grinned like he’d won a multi-million dollar lottery, and he ran from the room. “I’ll show you!”

      Kelli laughed quietly while she picked up the wrapping paper he’d left behind. She could always tell where Parker had been. Lights got left on, shoes and clothes and backpacks discarded, dishes left out, and apparently, wrapping paper floating to the floor. She also plucked a small card from the box, and when Parker returned to the room, she held it out to him.

      “You should write her a thank you card too, bud.”

      “Okay,” he said, and he wouldn’t unless Kelli reminded him ten times and then sat down with him to do it. He held up the tablet. “Look. It pairs with it with just a press of a button. Then, I can write with it or draw with it.” He showed her how the pen worked with his tablet, and Kelli wasn’t a genius, but she knew that electronic pen wouldn’t have been cheap.

      She’d need to write Jean a thank you card too.

      Her stomach bubbled, and Kelli said, “Read the card, baby. I have to go to the bathroom, and then we better get going.” She hurried into the bathroom, but she barely had to go. She told herself over and over that it was just her nerves making her nauseous, and once Parker touched down in Newark and she got a text from him and Julian, she’d be fine.

      The trip to Diamond Island was easy. Shad met them at the pier and he had a car waiting to take them to The Glass Dolphin. The restaurant was a little more upscale than where they usually ate as a family. It was more of a place where Shad would take Kelli for their anniversary.

      The interior of the building held cozy booths that barely fit two people, as well as some bigger accommodations for groups. The lunch crowd was lively, and waiters and waitresses moved back and forth through the open, airy space. The building overlooked the water, so one entire side of it was built of only windows, and just like most restaurants in nautical locations, The Glass Dolphin had a gigantic fish tank with tropical fish motoring around inside it.

      Kelli wouldn’t want to be the one in charge of feeding those fish or cleaning the tank. She’d once thought having a pet fish was easy, but she knew better now.

      “How did the packing go?” Shad slipped his arm around her, and she leaned into his strength and comfort. She hadn’t expected to find another chance at love here in Five Island Cove, but she had. She and Shad had been married since late last summer, when she’d tied the knot with him in a near-impromptu wedding where Alice had married Arthur on the same day.

      “It’s done,” she said while Parker ran off to look at the fish. She turned fully into her husband and wrapped her arms around him. “We’re going to have a great summer, aren’t we, Shad?”

      He smiled down at her softly. “I don’t see why not. Just me and you, the sun, the sky, the sand.” He leaned down and kissed her. “I’ll take a ton of time off work, and we can go do something. Travel. Go to Belize. I don’t care.”

      She smiled at him too. “Belize. I’ve never been there.” Kelli had never been outside of the US, in fact. Going to the Canadian side of Niagara Falls didn’t count, at least in her book.

      “We can kiss in every room in the house,” he whispered. “I’ll make love to you in the kitchen if I want.” He grinned at her, and Kelli’s blood heated at the very thought. “I’ll help you finish up the back room at Whole Soul, and yeah, Kel. It’s going to be a great summer.”

      “Mm.” She ran her hands up the back of his neck, her fingertips lightly scratching the short hair there. “Will you make love to me on the beach?” she whispered.

      “Anywhere you want,” he murmured, kissing her again.

      “We’re ready for you,” someone said, and embarrassment shot through Kelli. She’d never really been the type to kiss in public, and she disentangled herself from her husband and faced the hostess.

      “Parker,” she called, and her son turned back to her. She waved at him to come as Shad started to follow the woman with their menus. She put her arm around her boy and they went after them. “Be sure to text me when you get to Newark,” she said.

      “I will, Mom.” He squirmed out from under her arm and jogged to catch up to Shad. He looked at the boy with a smile, and Kelli felt a bit removed from the two of them. Several paces behind, able to see them from a distance. Shad loved Parker, and Parker loved Shad. That had never been in question for her. Her heart sang at the sight of them, and Shad turned toward her once they reached the table.

      He pulled out her seat for her, waiting for her to get adjusted before he sat down. “Thank you,” he said to the hostess. They buried themselves in the menu, as they’d not been here before. The Glass Dolphin had only been open for two months, but the online reviews were great, and Kelli had heard from a lot of her clients at the yoga studio about how much they liked the salads here.

      “Mango raspberry salad,” she read, her mouth already rejoicing. She scanned the other ingredients—spring greens, lemon-cured green beans, a citrus vinaigrette, and dried apricots. “That sounds good.”

      “Can I get a grilled cheese?” Parker asked.

      Kelli almost told him no. They could get one of those from a food truck outside the airport for far cheaper than here. She already felt out of patience though, so she simply nodded. “Get what you want,” she said.

      “I’m thinking short ribs,” Shad said. “Did you see those?”

      Kelli hadn’t, because she hadn’t made it out of the impressive salad section yet. Her phone buzzed on the table, and her eyes moved over to it automatically. Robin had texted, and Kelli abandoned the menu in favor of her phone.

      There’d been some really juicy gossip about Kristen starting to date a man in her fifty-five-plus community. Kristen had denied the allegations wholeheartedly, but Kelli had been messaging with Jean, AJ, and the others off the main thread.

      However, this message had come to the main group feed, and Robin had said, Who can come to my house for lunch tomorrow? I have a proposition for all of you…

      More messages had started to come in already, as Alice had said, Proposition? This sounds scandalous. Need more details.

      No more details, Robin said. I’ll feed you for free, tell you about it, and you can decide.

      Sounds like you’re going to sell me a timeshare, AJ joked. But Asher and I are in.

      I’ll be there, dear, Kristen said. Can I bring Clara and Lena?

      Bring them, Robin said just as Jean confirmed she’d be there.

      Kelli could definitely go if she rearranged a class at Whole Soul. She sometimes held herself back from her friends, but this time, she tapped out, I can be there, but I’m voting with Alice. We need more details.

      All of my cop alarms are going off, Laurel said. But I’m always down for a free lunch, so I’ll be there.

      Only Eloise hadn’t responded yet, and Alice had never truly said if she’d be there or not, but Kelli looked up as Shad said, “They’re taking our order, hon. Do you know what you want?”

      She glanced at him and then the menu she’d set down. “I’ll have the mango raspberry salad, please,” she said. Then she set her phone aside so she could enjoy her last lunch with Parker before he left for the summer.

      Whatever Robin had up her sleeve could wait for a few hours.
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      “I’m going to ask them tomorrow,” Robin Grover said as she entered the kitchen. Her oldest daughter, Mandie, sat at the bar, writing something in a notebook. She didn’t look up, and Robin would have to take a sneak peek at her daughter’s musings later.

      Duke, her husband, turned to her from the fridge. “That’s great, babe. They’ll say yes, right?”

      “I think so,” she said, stepping into his arms. “But it would be better if you could get all your fishing buddies to come help us move. These are my girlfriends.”

      He wrapped her in his arms, and Robin counted herself lucky to be there. Not only that, but Duke would be home for the next two and a half weeks while they packed up everything they owned in the house they’d lived in for twenty years and then moved it into their new house. She’d once taken a lot of weddings to be able to make their ends meet, but she’d only scheduled a few events this summer. Duke had been to Alaska and back on his fishing boat once already this year, and he’d return the moment they were moved into their new house. Then, Robin would be a single parent for the rest of the summer, and Duke would return right before Mandie had to pack everything she owned and move it to New York City.

      She was starting at NYU in the fall, and if Robin didn’t think about it for longer than three seconds, she was fine. If she even allowed that fourth second to drag on, she got a little teary. She didn’t want to act like that in front of Mandie, because she wanted her to think Robin believed in her. She did, of course. She was just going to miss her daughter a lot.

      “I got the schedule worked out,” Mandie said, and Robin turned out of her husband’s arms to find her daughter holding up the notebook. “If we can get the bride out of the dressing room by four o’clock for the first wedding, then the second bride can take it at that time so she can be ready for her wedding at five.”

      Robin smiled at her daughter and rounded the island to see the schedule more clearly. “Have you called Tina to talk to her about this?”

      “It shouldn’t even be me doing this,” Mandie said, her eyes shooting daggers at Robin as if it were her fault the wedding venue had double-booked. They’d called Robin yesterday to tell her the wedding she had booked there in only two more weeks wouldn’t actually be able to be held there.

      Mandie had taken the call, as she was working for Robin this summer. She also worked at the grocery store, and Robin was proud of her daughter for how responsible and hardworking she was. She’d argued back with Tina and said she’d make it work.

      “The first wedding only has the building until four. That’s why Tina booked us in the first place. We agreed to have the four to ten slot.”

      “We could call Laney and see if she’ll move the wedding back a half-hour.”

      “All the printed materials have gone out,” Mandie said with a shake of her head. “No. I’ll call Tina in the morning.” She snapped the notebook closed and got to her feet. “I found this new recipe in the produce section today, and I want to try it tonight. Is that okay?”

      “Someone else cooking for me?” Robin asked. “That’s always okay with me.”

      “Yeah,” Duke said. “Me and your mom will go sit outside.” He grinned at Mandie, took Robin’s hand, and led her toward the sliding glass door that opened to their backyard. They sat in the swing, and Duke rocked them back and forth with a push of his toe.

      “I am going to miss this backyard,” Robin leaned her head against his bicep.

      “Hon, our other place has a backyard nicer than this one.”

      “Yeah,” she said. “But this one is full of memories.” She could see all the birthday parties she’d hosted here for the girls. Mandie’s graduation party. Anniversaries. Backyard barbecues before Fourth of July fireworks.

      Jamie had loved it when Robin would stake down a long piece of plastic and spray it with the ice-cold water from the hose while she slid down it. She could hear the giggles, see the joy in their eyes, and feel herself wrapping them up in towels when they got too cold.

      She smiled to herself, grateful for such a thing as her memories. They weren’t all good, but she’d rather have the good with the bad than not be able to remember anything at all.

      A sigh slipped from her lips. “I should tell my mom we’re moving a few days early, right?”

      “If you want,” Duke said. “Clara would probably like to move in. Kristen, I know, would like her to be out of that condo.”

      Robin nodded. “I agree.” She did, but she hadn’t told anyone that Duke had come back from Alaska, and that they could honestly move into the house much earlier than she’d said. She wasn’t sure why she’d withheld the information, but Kristen was bringing Clara to lunch tomorrow. They’d all know then.

      She hadn’t invited her mother to the luncheon tomorrow either, and she should probably do that too.

      Her phone rang, and Robin took if from her pocket and glanced at it. The number on the screen was her business number, so she knew someone had called her secondary number, and it was being forwarded to this phone. She didn’t want to answer it, because that meant a new client.

      She was already fully booked for the summer, what with her move and trying to get Mandie ready to live in a big city—a huge city—alone in only a couple of months.

      “You’re not going to answer?” Duke asked, his voice soft and tender. She loved moments like this between the two of them.

      “It’ll be a new client.” Robin lowered her phone to her thigh. “I don’t have room for new clients.”

      “Mandie does,” he reminded her. “I heard you guys talking about your schedule the other day. She wants to take on more clients.”

      “She can’t take on clients of her own,” Robin said. “I have to help her.” Not only that, but Robin wanted her daughter to leave Five Island Cove. Yes, she was sad her daughter and good friend would be off experiencing life without her. At the same time, Robin didn’t want Mandie to stay here for her entire life, the way Robin had.

      She wanted more for her daughter, and if Mandie could take on clients of her own, and Robin taught her everything she knew, then what? Mandie would work with her or start her own arm of the event planning and never leave?

      No, Robin told herself. She loved her life on Five Island Cove. It had been perfect for her. Mandie was destined for more, though. Robin wanted her to experience that more, and in the end, if she decided to come back to the cove, fine.

      Her phone rang again, this time from a number she didn’t know. She watched the number, trying to place it. The area code wasn’t local, but it wasn’t far either. “Nantucket,” she said. “Or maybe New York.”

      “Answer it,” Duke said. “It won’t be a client.”

      Robin touched and swiped and then tapped the speaker. “Hello?”

      “Hello, yes,” a woman said, her voice rushed. “Is this Robin Grover?”

      She looked at Duke and rolled her eyes. This was totally a new client. “Yes,” she said wearily.

      Duke’s arm along her shoulders tightened, and she leaned further into him. That was his way of saying he’d help her, but she’d like to know how he could do that from a fishing boat off the coast of Alaska.

      “Yes, hello,” the woman said. She’d calmed already, and Robin could appreciate that. “My name is Madeline Lancaster, and I know this is a huge long shot. My son and future daughter-in-law have been engaged for almost a year, and they just found out that the venue they booked in New York City can’t accommodate their wedding. So I’m in a bit of a bind trying to find another venue.”

      “It’s June on Five Island Cove,” Robin said. “Places book up here too.”

      “I’m aware of that,” she said. “That’s why I asked Theresa Travis for your number.”

      Robin pulled in a breath and held it. “Theresa Travis gave you my number.” She wasn’t asking, and she silently prayed Madeline would say no.

      “Yes,” Madeline said.

      Robin sighed and pressed her eyes closed. “Fine,” she said as she exhaled heavily. “When is the date?”

      “Next, uh, Friday night.”

      “Next Friday night.” Robin’s eyes came open. “You have to be joking.”

      The woman laughed, but it sounded a touch manic. “I wish I was, trust me. My daughter-in-law is in tears; my son is raving and ranting. I’m the new manager at The Glass Dolphin, and I’ve already gotten permission to be able to cater the wedding. Not all of their guests will be able to come now, what with the location change, but if you could get us a venue, some flowers, some decent décor… They’ll take anything at this point. A beach, if possible, with some dressing rooms, even if they’re tents. I have some friends who are coming to help, and we can tie bows, make table centerpieces, anything you need.”

      Someone else spoke on Madeline’s end of the line, so Robin didn’t launch right into her spiel about setting up an appointment to meet and go over everything. She’d have to get on the phone the moment she hung with Madeline to find a venue that wasn’t being used in only eight days, on the weekend, in the evening.

      She honestly wasn’t a miracle worker, but if she could pull this off, she’d be as close as anyone ever had.

      “Theresa says she can mobilize some women
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