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      Holly pulls skirts and tank tops from her closet, tossing them onto the floral print duvet. The air-conditioning is cranked up high inside the tidy beach bungalow, the curtains drawn against the stagnant outdoor heat. The rooms feel crystallized with an iciness that cuts right through the humidity of summer on Christmas Key. A black and white wedding picture of Holly’s late grandparents looks on from the nightstand, the closed-mouth smiles on their smooth, young faces both innocent and knowing. She holds a stretchy pink dress up to the front of her body in contemplation. It’s short and looks good against her tanned skin, but it’s the dress of a woman whose heels click on the pavement during a night out in the big city. It’s the dress of a woman who eats tapas on South Beach and dances until dawn. It is a dress her mother would wear. It is not the dress of a woman about to present a plan for civic and economic development to a group of white-haired senior citizens who survived the Great Depression and WWII.

      She tosses it on top of the discard pile and keeps searching.

      A small mesh bag full of seashells sits on the nightstand, and a crumpled up speeding ticket rests on the floor next to Holly’s sweaty shorts and t-shirt. Her golden retriever, Pucci, is hiding his big, shaggy body beneath the bed, huddling next to a forgotten page of the Miami Herald from 2011 and a chewed up rubber flip-flop.

      Holly’s bare feet slap across the cold tile floors as she mutters aloud to herself. The speeding ticket is ridiculous, nothing but another power struggle between her and Jake. She grabs a white sundress from a hanger; it’s more dressy than her usual island attire, but not so much that she’ll feel like she’s in costume as she stands before her friends and neighbors at the village council meeting. Holly puts Jake out of her mind and instead ransacks her armoire in search of her favorite bikini, opening and closing drawers as she hunts for it. It’s been her lifelong habit to substitute swimwear for underwear (just in case she feels like taking a swim in the tropical waters of the Gulf of Mexico in the middle of the day, which she occasionally does), and now she needs the right bikini top to wear as a bra under her dress.

      Holly stands in front of the window over her dresser, yanking at a bikini string in a futile attempt to free one top from a pair of mismatched bottoms in the tangle of bathing suits that she holds in her hand. The clothesline she’s strung between two palm trees in her backyard catches her eye; sure enough, dangling from the line in a neat, colorful row like the flags of so many tropical countries, are all of her favorite suits.

      She closes her dresser drawer and cups her full, bare breasts in the crook of one arm before walking out to the yard to grab the swimsuit from its clip on the line. After almost thirty years on a partially-uninhabited island, Holly is of the mind that extreme modesty is mostly unnecessary—much like having any sort of formal rules about undergarments—so she strides barefoot across the wide blades of the St. Augustine grass in her backyard. Her long legs and unkempt hair give her the appearance of an Amazon gliding through a tropical garden.

      Sunlight filters through the lush jungle of trees in her yard, the sounds of the ocean crashing onto the shore in the very near distance. The air smells of citrus. Holly stops to admire the deep tangerine-hued skins of the pineapple oranges growing on the tree near her back door, dangling from the branches like so many juicy Christmas ornaments.

      “Mornin’, Governor,” a voice calls out. Leo Buckhunter sits on his porch just beyond the low bushes that divide their two yards.

      “Buckhunter.” Holly flushes immediately when she realizes that she’s not alone. She tightens her grip on her bare chest and turns her back to him. “I didn’t see you there. And for the record, I’m not the governor,” she says, though she knows he’s only trying to annoy her. In the few years that they’ve been neighbors, Buckhunter has taken every opportunity to get her goat. Holly is usually in the mood to dish it right back to him, but something about being topless in her front yard in broad daylight leaves her feeling too exposed to come up with a suitably snappy comeback.

      “Of course you’re not. No self-respecting governor would run around in front of her constituents with her coconuts in her hands.”

      Holly rolls her eyes, turning her attention to the string of bikinis on the line. “Well, this is Florida, so I wouldn’t rule anything out when it comes to politics, Buckhunter. Will I see you at the meeting this afternoon?”

      “Yes, ma’am. Though hopefully we won’t be seeing quite so much of you,” he tosses back, raising his dented tin cup to her. He sips his coffee, the gray-blonde mustache above his goatee twitching with amusement.

      Buckhunter sits comfortably in the rocking chair he’s crafted from the driftwood that washes up on Christmas Key’s shores. Leo Buckhunter—though almost everyone on the island refers to him by last name only—is something of a mysterious character. He always wears the same half-smile on his face, lines etched into his rugged skin by years of laughter and sun. His eyes are the clear blue of a chlorinated pool, but with the depth and gravity of the ocean.

      If pressed, Holly would almost call him sexy, but the fact that he’s nearly twenty years older than she (her mother’s age!) puts an end to that discussion. Not to mention that there’s absolutely zero attraction between them. Buckhunter is sharp and funny, but even after three years on the island and countless nights of drinking and conversation, no one really knows where he’s from or what his real story is.

      With her sun-dried bikini in one hand and her chest still covered by the other arm, Holly tries to look as composed as possible. Because, really: why should she care what Buckhunter thinks? He might be out there minding his own business on his front porch while she galavants around topless, but, technically speaking, it is her island. She walks back to her own house as casually as a woman strolling the aisles at the grocery store.

      Putting aside the aggravation over the speeding ticket and the embarrassing accidental peep show she’s just given Buckhunter, the morning has actually gone quite well: tasks have fallen away from her to-do list with ease, and last minute details are sorting themselves out as if in the hands of some benevolent, unseen force. It’s been a flawless operation from the moment she swung her feet off the bed and set them on the cold tile floor at dawn. Well, flawless until she saw the flashing lights of the island’s only police cruiser behind her on Main Street. In actuality it’s less of a police cruiser and more of a souped-up golf cart with red and blue flashing lights, but because it clips along the sandy streets five miles an hour faster than any other golf cart on the island, it does carry some authority.

      Even now, thinking about Jake pulling her over fills her with irritation. Holly had watched the grimacing face of her ex-boyfriend as he stepped out of his police vehicle and approached her own hot pink golf cart, strutting up to the driver’s side of the cart, eyes shielded by his reflective aviator-style sunglasses. What Holly couldn’t see—what was blocked from her view, but what she knew was there—was the hurt in Jake’s eyes that burned through her like a beam of sunlight focused on an ant through a magnifying glass.

      “License and registration,” Officer Zavaroni said, his tone void of emotion.

      “Jake,” Holly said. “You have got to be kidding me.” Without thinking, she’d placed one sandaled foot on the pavement, ready to stand face-to-face with her ex and talk like adults.

      “Ah, ah, ah—you stay put.” Jake held out a hand, his big palm blocking her. He arranged his body so that his imposing stature was evident, one hand straightening his holster as he stared her down.

      Why Jake even wore a holster was beyond her, but he’d told the islanders (with much bravado) that carrying a Smith & Wesson on his hip was necessary to make visitors aware that the island was being protected, and to keep them safe in the event that a stray alligator reared its ugly head. It had always made Holly nervous, that gun, and whenever he stayed at her place, she’d forced him to put it away in a pink Victoria’s Secret box that she kept on the top shelf of the linen closet. Something about stashing a gun in a box that looked like it should be filled with cupcakes or panties just made it feel less dangerous to her.

      As a boyfriend, Jake had always humored her and tolerated her quirks; Holly loved that about him. He’d laughed about her single-minded passion for Christmas Key, and admired the way she stubbornly devoted herself to the things she loved. Theirs had been an easy and satisfying relationship, and she’d never wanted things to change.

      Holly waited in her golf cart, hoping he’d crack. The muggy Florida heat pulsed all around them with a heartbeat of its own as she sat on the seat that she’d covered in a pink and green Lilly Pulitzer print fabric. Perspiration formed on her upper lip, and a bead of sweat wound its way down her cleavage like a snake. She could feel the adventurous drop of sweat leaving a trail of wetness in its wake.

      “License and registration.” Jake stood over her. The memory of him on one knee on the beach came back to her.

      Holly waited as long as she could afford to, given her busy schedule that day, but Jake’s stance was unyielding. She shook her head and reached for her purse.

      “This is ridiculous, Jake, and you know it.” Holly shoved her license at him and flipped down the sun visor of the golf cart to find the registration she’d clipped there.

      “I’m going to need you to get out of the vehicle.” Jake stepped back, pointing at a spot on the pavement. Heat rose from the blacktop in visible waves, and Holly knew he was punishing her for her hesitation that night on the beach, for her wide-eyed stare as the moon glinted off of the diamond ring that he’d held between his thumb and forefinger.

      “Morning, Jake. Holly.” A white-haired woman in a housecoat and bedroom slippers approached with a tiny white dog on a leash. “Eight a.m. and it’s already hotter than a billy goat’s ass in a pepper patch, isn’t it?” The older woman pursed her lips.

      “Morning, Mrs. Agnelli.” Jake stepped back, tipping his black baseball cap in her direction.

      Holly smiled at Mrs. Agnelli as she passed, but remained in the cart defiantly. She stared hard at Jake. Was this sort of passive-aggressive confrontation what it had come to between them? The break-up itself had been far easier than working out all of the kinks that came with sharing space (and not sharing space) on what was turning out to be a relatively small island.

      “I said out, Holly,” Jake demanded. There were deep rings of sweat under the arms of his crisply ironed uniform. At the end of the day Jake had always come over to her place and showered, walking around shirtless for as long as possible and nursing a beer as he cooled off in Holly’s air-conditioned house. She’d seen him do it a hundred times, and had always admired his broad, muscled chest as he threw his uniform into the clothes washer in her laundry room, running a hand over his flat, hard stomach while he chose a spin cycle.

      “Jake, I’m sorry, but I’m really busy. I’ve got a lot to do this morning.” Holly pushed the sweaty hair across her forehead with her palm. “And if you want to get technical, there really is no out when it comes to a golf cart. I am essentially already out by virtue of the fact that there is no in. In fact, I’m basically sitting on a bench with wheels.” Holly kept her bare thighs firmly planted on the seat.

      Jake glanced around Main Street, sliding his sunglasses off with one hand so that he could look her in the eye. “Listen, I just want to talk to you, and you haven’t been returning my calls.”

      “Is that against the law? Not calling you back?” she snapped, regretting her tone instantly.

      Jake recoiled. “No. Of course not. But we have this…thing going on between us, and I want to talk about it.”

      Holly reached down to release the parking brake, the desire to escape flooding her body. “I really don’t think we have a ‘thing’ going on, Jake.”

      He lowered his voice. “Did you or did you not let me stay the night at your house last month?”

      “We both had too much to drink that night. That doesn’t mean we’re getting back together.”

      “Well maybe it should mean that.” Jake lifted his chin an inch.

      She tapped her thumbs against the steering wheel, waiting for him to move out of her way. “Okay, maybe it should mean that, but it doesn’t. What it means is that you and I shouldn’t be drinking rum together on a hot summer night while we listen to the Eagles.”

      Jake inhaled deeply, nodding like he agreed with her. “Holly Baxter,” he said, disappointment in his voice. “I have no option but to ticket you for failing to obey the traffic laws of the island.” Jake flipped back the cover of his ticket book and began scribbling, copying down her license number as he slowly chewed the piece of gum that he’d held lodged between his back molars. Jake’s square, defined jaw worked visibly as he wrote, moving rhythmically like a cow chewing its cud.

      “Look, Jake, if you want to ticket me for saving us both from making a huge mistake, then go for it. But I’m pretty sure it won’t hold up in court. We both know I didn’t break any traffic laws here. You’re just punishing me for not being the woman you wanted me to be.”

      Jake scrawled his signature at the bottom of the ticket with a flourish, tore off Holly’s copy, and handed it to her. “You blew through the stop sign.”

      When he acted like this it was hard to remember the Jake she’d loved. That Jake had stayed up late into the night with her, feeding her cold pasta in bed, listening to her talk about all of the things she wanted to do with the B&B, and all of her hopes for the island. She’d been charmed into thinking that a man who’d chased her around the yard with a garden hose under a starry summer sky, hosing her down with laughter as he drunkenly called her his little spumoni, his tasty cannoli, his dolcezza, was the kind of man who’d support her need for independence, but she’d been wrong.

      It wasn’t long after her grandfather—her beloved grandpa, the man who’d pruned and coaxed a slithering, swampy island into a holiday-themed village for his family and friends—had passed that Jake started talking about her selling the B&B and moving to Miami. He’d complained about the jungle-feel of the island, about how the average age on Christmas Key had to be at least seventy-eight (in fact, it was seventy-three), and he’d lamented the fact that he’d never see “real action” as a cop on an island full of old people and box turtles. It was then that Holly realized that, while Jake loved her, he didn’t really love her island. And that had been the deal breaker.

      “I expect that in the future, Holly,” Jake pushed his sunglasses back up the bridge of his nose slowly, “you’ll consider the laws of our streets important enough to obey. That stop sign you drove through was placed there for a reason.” He pointed down the street with two fingers like a flight attendant giving the emergency exit speech before takeoff.

      Holly waited for him to soften again so that she could be nicer—she knew she needed to be nicer. After all, this was the guy who’d rubbed her feet as they watched The Bachelor together; the one who had cried when his grandma passed away in New Jersey before he got the chance to say good-bye; the man who’d given her a bouquet of hand-picked flowers every month on the 17th because that was the day they’d had their first date—and as she watched his handsome face, she felt the familiar heat of attraction seeping through her core. There was no question that she was attracted to him: at six-foot-one, Jake was a hundred and ninety pounds of dark, tanned, Italian testosterone. His voice was deep, and his eyes burned with desire.

      Jake said nothing, but for a brief instant Holly knew that their interaction could have gone either way: she could have easily gotten out of the cart and thrown her arms around him, or she could have driven away.

      She put the golf cart in gear and pulled back into the street.

      Without slowing down, she pushed the accelerator to the floor, rounding the bend in the road.
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      Holly rushes through the door of the B&B, keys jangling in her hand, hair still wet from her lightning-fast shower. Instead of blowdrying it, she has her damp locks tucked under her New York Yankees baseball hat. Her clean bikini peeks out from under the shoulder of her white linen summer dress.

      “Hey, doll.” Bonnie Lane is behind the desk in the B&B’s back office, licking envelopes as she watches her boss breeze in. “We got almost everything done this morning, and I think I successfully sold those fishermen on the package deal with my irresistible Southern charm.”

      Holly drops her bag on the desk and sets her baseball cap on top of it. “Are you serious?”

      “I most certainly am. And I promised them that I will personally make sure they have a fabulous time here—especially the single ones.”

      Holly glances up from the pile of mail she’s sorting through. “Well, I hope your sass doesn’t confuse them about what’s actually included in their package deal.” She shoots Bonnie a look that is full of mock-disapproval. Their friendship—though unlikely—runs deep and strong, full of maternal undertones from Bonnie and daughterly teasing from Holly. Without ever saying so, they both know that Holly is the daughter Bonnie never had, and Bonnie is the mother Holly always wanted.

      “Oh, lordy, girl. In my vast experience, men always assume that the whole nine yards are included in the package deal.” Bonnie tosses a sealed envelope onto the pile she’s making, then picks up another.

      “Did they go for the price we pitched for the whole week? Do they want to do everything we offered?” Holly walks over to a cork board on one wall and stands in front of it, resting her hands on her narrow hips. On the board, she’s pinned a hand-drawn map of the island as well as lists of ideas and various angles she wants to explore as she plans for the future of Christmas Key. She reaches out and runs a finger over a list of possible business ideas.

      “Yes, sugar, they want to take you up on everything we talked about,” Bonnie says, looking her boss up and down. “Cute dress, by the way.”

      “Thanks,” Holly says absentmindedly, taking a business card off the cork board and putting the pin back in.

      “You ready for your big meeting?”

      “I think so.” She turns to Bonnie. “I mean, I’m nervous about what sort of reaction I’ll get, but I’m ready.” Holly shakes her oversized silver tank watch until it flips over on her wrist. The village council meeting starts in her B&B’s dining room in less than an hour.

      “Well, hon, I know people on this island are of two very different minds when it comes to progress, but you’ve got your grandpa Frank behind you, and pretty much everyone here loved Frank—he charmed the dickens out of all of us.”

      “I know.” Holly sinks into the chair across from Bonnie, leaning forward onto her elbows. “I just never imagined doing all of this without him, but I know I have to.” Frank Baxter’s gregarious personality and big dreams for his little island were what drew people to Christmas Key in the first place, and Holly has every intention of carrying on as if he’s still at her side. For her, there is no other option.

      Bonnie picks up a pamphlet and fans her ample cleavage. She narrows her eyes, changing the subject. “I’m sorry, honey, but before you go into that meeting, I think you should know that there’s been talk.”

      “What kind of talk?”

      “Keep in mind that people like to chatter, okay? And we mean no harm by it, but⁠—”

      “I’m ready,” Holly interrupts, making a get on with it motion with one hand.

      Bonnie takes a deep breath. “The word around town is that you had a little run in with the Po-Po out on Main Street this morning.”

      “Oh, my God,” Holly sighs, letting her forehead fall against the desk. “Really? Already?”

      “Yes, already. These are the perils of living with old people, I’m afraid. We have nothing better to do than observe younger people, and then offer our unsolicited opinions and advice on how they should be doing things. So here’s mine: invite him over for dinner, make him a nice chicken parm, fill him up with red wine, and then beg him to take you back, sugar. You need him.”

      Holly closes her eyes and pounds her forehead lightly but theatrically against the edge of her desk.

      “I don’t need him, Bon. I don’t need any man. All I need is my island.”

      “Sweetie…” Bonnie says gently, reaching across the desk to touch the crown of Holly’s head. “Everybody needs somebody. Trust me.”

      Holly makes a humph sound, her face still touching the desk.

      “And just because your mother left, and Frank and Jeanie are gone, it doesn’t mean you need to pay some sort of penance by living alone forever. You deserve happiness.”

      Holly lifts her head from the desk and peeks at Bonnie.

      “Okay, what I really want to know, sugar, is did he get rough with you? Maybe take out the handcuffs?” Bonnie starts breathing heavily on purpose, her slightly plump arm outstretched, manicured hand splayed on the desktop. “Honey, did he take you in and frisk you?” She kicks her accent up a notch, her drawl as thick as buttercream frosting.

      “Whooooaaaa there, lady! Jake just wanted to ticket me for nothing so he could show me who’s boss.”

      “Who’s boss around here is you, darlin’,” Bonnie says. “But clearly he’s forgotten that you’re the mayor of this island. What an adorable jackass that man is,” she says under her breath, leaning back into her chair and dropping the pamphlet she’s been using as a fan. She picks up another envelope and licks it carefully so that she won’t get any of her red lipstick on the edges.

      Holly lets out a breath that she hasn’t even realized she’s holding. “Yeah, mayor-shmayor,” she says. She sets her chin in her hand.“I’m mostly just the head of the village council. It’s not like I can wield my massive power to overthrow law enforcement in my spare time. And he didn’t really mean it—he’s just being pissy with me because I won’t take his calls.”

      “Maybe it would clear the air between you two if you just called him over to your place and asked him to use his baton on you. No—I’ve got it!” Bonnie holds one glossy, red-tipped finger in the air. “Pin him to the sidewalk and tell him you’re making a citizen’s arrest because he’s carrying a giant, concealed weapon of love!” Bonnie nearly falls over in her chair with laughter as she wipes at her eyes.

      “Bonnie,” Holly says, lowering her chin and looking at her friend from under her eyebrows.

      “Honey, a roll in the hay wouldn’t hurt either of you, and who better to take a tumble with than someone who already knows just what you like?”

      There is a certain logic to the argument.

      Holly covers her face with both hands. “I already made that mistake once when I let him follow me home from the Ho Ho last month—now he won’t leave me alone!”

      Bonnie whoops loudly, slapping the desk with her palm. “Girl, no wonder he’s sniffing around you like a dog nosing under the table during Thanksgiving dinner. You threw him a scrap, and now he wants more!”

      This particular analogy leaves Holly shaking her head with amazement. “Not to change topics and give you whiplash,” she finally says, pushing her chair back from the desk, “but do you have the proposal printed and stapled for me to hand out at the meeting?”

      “Right here, sugar.” Bonnie pulls a thick folder out of the wire box on the corner of her organized desk and hands it over. “I also asked the kitchen to set out coffee and water, and we’re doing a spread of pastries and muffins, just like you asked.”

      “Thanks, Bon. I’m going to go make sure the chairs are set up so we can get the meeting started on time.” Holly sets her Yankees cap back on her head, pulling down the brim until it hits her where she likes it.

      “I’m sure you’ll get started on time, as long as Mrs. Agnelli doesn’t take the floor and cuss out Joe Sacamano like she did at the last council meeting.” Bonnie opens her laptop and shoos Holly out with the wave of a hand. “Now go on, and don’t you worry about a thing around here. I’ve got everything covered.” Bonnie smiles up at her boss.

      “Okay, I’ll see you in there.” Holly scoops up her packets and heads for the door.

      “Hey, sugar? You might want to leave your baseball cap here so that you look less like a teenager headed to the beach, and more like the mayor of a soon-to-be major travel destination.”

      Holly gazes out at Main Street from inside her cozy office, her eyes dreamy. “A major travel destination…but only if things go my way.”

      “Just keep your eyes on the prize, love. Your grandparents wouldn’t have left you in charge here if they didn’t think you could handle it.”

      Holly believes her—she wants desperately to believe her—but she shoves her blue baseball hat into her purse, pulls her damp, auburn hair into a bun, and gives the desk two sharp taps with her knuckles for luck on her way out the door, just in case.
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      Frank Baxter always held the village council meetings on the third Wednesday of the month at ten o’clock in the morning. It was his thinking that Wednesday was right smack in the middle of the week, so any potential visitors who’d taken a long weekend to visit the island would have cleared out after the previous weekend, or would not have arrived yet for the upcoming one. That meant they weren’t losing business at any of the island shops by shutting things down for an hour or two, assuming, of course, that all of the locals wanted to shut things down to attend. Most of the time they did, since it was really the only occasion each month that saw everyone gathered in the same place at the same time, and to be perfectly honest, they’d never had a mad rush of visitors to keep them away from village council meetings anyway. But Frank had always hoped that one day they would.

      Today’s meeting has an unusually full turnout. One hundred percent of the island’s residents have hung signs in their shop windows and set their DVRs (or VCRs, for those refusing to budge on technology) to record their midday shows. They’ve come to the village council meeting dragging oxygen tanks, liver-spotted spouses, and baskets of baked goods to share with neighbors. Mrs. Agnelli is making the rounds, hugging everyone as if she hasn’t seen them in years. Joe Sacamano is leaning back in his chair casually, chewing on a toothpick. People are filing into the B&B’s carpeted dining room through both doors, and there is interested chatter as they choose seats.

      Holly looks out at the crowd from behind the podium and sips her water. There is a slight anticipatory tremor in her hand as she tries to recap her water bottle. “If I could have your attention, please,” she says in a loud voice. It’s a challenge sometimes, trying to project an air of authority to people two or three times her age, but she musters as much confidence as she can and smiles at everyone as they turn their attention to the podium.

      The sound in the room dulls to a low buzz as people sit. It’s working. Holly forces herself to look her neighbors in the eyes with a steady gaze; she breathes deeply to calm her jangled nerves.

      “I’d like to call to order the village council meeting for July sixteenth,” Holly says, turning to Heddie Lang-Mueller on her right. Heddie sits with her back so straight that it looks as if she’s been strapped to a board from the waist up. Her pale gray-blonde hair is knotted in a tight bun at the nape of her neck, a silk scarf tied just so around her slim throat. She holds her pen over a notepad, giving Holly one firm nod to let her know that she’s ready.

      Holly turns back to the crowd. “May I have a show of hands of the registered voters in attendance, please?”

      Hands shoot up all over the room. Heddie counts them silently, her lips moving. She writes a number on the notepad.

      “Excellent. First of all, as always, I want to thank you for coming. Our fair island is well on the way to becoming everything my grandfather hoped it would be when he bought it and moved his family here almost thirty years ago.” Silence falls over the crowd. Holly can feel all eyes in the room trained on her, and she suddenly wonders if her purple bikini is visible through the white fabric of her sundress. She glances down at her torso as casually as possible, trying to assess the situation, but she can’t tell.

      Just then, she spots Jake standing at the back of the room, arms folded, sunglasses on top of his head as he watches her intently.

      She forges on. “As most of you know, my grandparents wanted to share this island paradise with people who had the same dreams of freedom and happiness that they did.”

      Gwen and Gen slip in through a side door and join their sister, Glen, (and all three of their husbands) in the second row. Heddie changes her tally of registered voters by two.

      “For those of you who knew my grandma, I’m sure you can attest to the fact that no one—and I mean no one—loved Christmas more than Jeanie Baxter.” Chuckles pepper the room, gray and white heads nodding in agreement. “As she fought cancer like the champion she was, it brought her great pleasure to ride around this island in their golf cart, Christmas lights blinking from the roof, tinsel blowing in the wind all year long. My grandma loved every view of the water from December Drive, and it always tickled her when Grandpa Frank took her ‘parking’ on Candy Cane Beach.” Joe Sacamano gives a low wolf whistle. “And she loved having lunch at the Jingle Bell Bistro, where Iris and Jimmy taught her all of the dirty holiday limericks they know.”

      The crowd erupts in laughter, and Iris Cafferkey turns to her husband Jimmy, wiping tears from her eyes.

      “Anyway,” Holly says, pausing to let the laughter die down. “What I’m trying to say here is that my grandparents had a dream. They imagined a secluded paradise in the Gulf of Mexico, far away from the crime and pollution of Miami. They wanted a place where people could retire happily, fish from sunup to sundown, and meander around the island on golf carts instead of in cars. In order to secure the autonomy of this island and to make sure that we weren’t annexed by any other city or town⁠—”

      “Well, it’s not like anybody is lined up to take us over,” Joe Sacamano bellows from the center of the room with a hard laugh. A few people nod in agreement.

      “Yes, but like I said,” Holly continues, “in order to make sure that didn’t happen, Frank and Jeanie went through the process of making Christmas Key a municipality. We’ve officially been our own village since 1987, and with that privilege comes the responsibility of controlling our zoning and building laws, as well as governing our island and ourselves.”

      “Be nice if Mr. Sacamano did a little self-governing of his own,” Jimmy Cafferkey teases, sun-browned arms folded across his chest, a twinkle in his eye. Iris gives him a light whack on the shoulder. “Learn how to keep his bloody paws off of all the lasses as they roll into town.”

      “I’m about to deny you a tab at the bar, Jimmy Cafferkey!” Joe shoots back jovially. “Though the lovely Iris is always welcome at the Ho Ho Hideaway. Come to think of it, maybe I’ll make all of her pints on the house from now on,” he says, winking at Jimmy’s wife. “And I’ll charge you double.” The crowd roars with laughter.

      Holly laughs and takes another sip of her water as everyone settles down. “So, to that end, as mayor of Christmas Key, I want to always bring to you—my neighbors and friends—any ideas for development and expansion that might affect our village and our lives.”

      “Now, Holly,” Darwin Miller says, standing up next to his wife Gen. “If I may.”

      “You may,” she concedes.

      “Some of us have much to gain from any sort of development or expansion—or, dare I say it, progress—but others have much to lose.”

      “That’s right.” Maria Agnelli gets to her feet in the front row, but because Mrs. Agnelli isn’t more than a hair over four foot eleven, standing up doesn’t make her look much taller than sitting down. Everyone braces themselves for a blue streak of fiery Italian opinion and conjecture from a woman who’s known for speaking her mind. “Some of us retired here with the notion that we’d be living out our golden years on an island that time had forgotten. I don’t need any progress around here, young lady. I don’t give a goat’s arse about attracting visitors and all that. I’m just as happy as a clam bumping around this island with the same old folks I see everyday. I don’t want a damn thing to do with your progress.”

      “And see,” Gen Miller stands up next to her husband, “I don’t mind the visitors. As you can imagine, my sisters,” she nods at her mirror images, Gwen and Glen, “and our husbands and I all benefit greatly from the tourists. We stay afloat by selling groceries and supplies to all of you, but what good is a gift shop on the main street of a perfectly lovely village if nobody visits?”

      “Very true. And, if I may bring us back to my main point,” Holly says, holding a finger up in the air, “I’d like to continue on in the spirit of what my grandpa set out to create. At the end of his life, we spent a fair amount of time talking about his dreams and visions for Christmas Key, and being the forward-thinker that he was, Frank encouraged me to always keep an eye towards controlled expansion.”

      “Now, Holly Baxter.” Mrs. Agnelli is still standing. “We all know your grandfather bought this island because your mother was a single teenager who was in a family way.” A few of the men chuckle behind their hands, and several of the women tsk-tsk (whether out of amusement or because they possess a modicum of decorum, it’s unclear). “And he and your grandmother wanted to raise the both of you around a bunch of old codgers so that she wouldn’t find herself up the duff again.”

      Jimmy Cafferkey cackles loudly; Iris swats him again.

      Holly is briefly stunned into silence. Her mouth opens and closes like a fish on land, and she blinks several times before recovering. “Thank you for pointing that out, Mrs. Agnelli.” She nods, warming to the topic. “Yes, my mother was seventeen and pregnant when they bought this island, and yes, my grandparents wanted to keep her out of trouble. But I think that desire right there is at the very heart of what Christmas Key is all about. I mean, is there a single one of you who moved here hoping for big city life? For crime?” She looks at each of them, locking eyes with every person in the front row. “Did anyone come to the island praying for a corporate career in a high rise? For traffic? For unfriendly neighbors?” Holly pauses, letting her eyes graze the rest of the crowd. “No. You moved here—we all live here together—because we want freedom from those things. We crave the natural beauty of the tropics, and we love supporting one another in our dreams, and sharing in our successes as a group.”

      The room is silent.

      “But in order to keep moving forward, we need to at least entertain the idea of progress. In the future I think it’s entirely unlikely that we’ll be able to survive off of pensions and Social Security alone, and it’s my goal to purposefully—and I did say purposefully—guide us towards an increase in tourism and development. We have to find some way to sustain ourselves.”

      A few heads nod in the crowd, though Maria Agnelli is still standing just below the podium, hands on her small hips, looking up at Holly sternly.

      “I got the good news today that a group of fishermen wants to book a weeklong trip to Christmas Key, and they’ll be here in a couple of weeks. That means we’ll have ample opportunity to provide our goods and services to them.” She stops to let this news sink in. “I know we’re accustomed to weekenders and little gatherings of people here and there, but the fact that we’re as far out into the Gulf as we are means that even a trip from Key West is a trek out into the great unknown.”

      “That’s right, lass. If somebody wants to get here, then they damn well better want to get here!” Jimmy Cafferkey says in his Iris-tinged lilt.

      “That’s true, Jimmy. A trip to Christmas Key should be an adventure. And that desire to get here should be met by our eagerness to please those willing to make the trip. Because ultimately,” Holly says, pausing for effect, “they bring us not just money and a more robust economy for the island, but for those of us who don’t make it onto the mainland very often, they also bring with them human connectivity, and a taste of the outside world.”

      Holly stops here, hoping she’s made her case. The room is silent for a moment, and then a loud, slow clap starts in the back of the room. It’s just one person at first, and when Holly scans the room, she sees that it’s Buckhunter. Her initial fear is that he’s being sarcastic after their encounter that morning near her clothesline, but he gives her a crooked, sincere grin to let her know that he really means it.

      Then, like wildfire, the applause spreads. Not to everyone, but to enough of the crowd that Holly realizes how much support she actually has. Tears prick at the back of her eyes. Without meaning to, she gives a laugh that turns into a sob of joy, and her hand comes up to cover her mouth, the light brown freckles that dot the bridge of her nose still visible beneath her shining eyes.

      “Thank you,” she says softly. “Thank you for hearing me out.” Holly takes a moment to compose herself, then turns to Heddie next to her. “I’d also like to hand out a packet of information that I worked up on potential progress and growth for the island. I extended it out a few years so that—hopefully—what I’m proposing will make sense.”

      Heddie stands up from her spot next to Holly’s podium with the stack of packets in her hands. She splits them, handing half to Holly. They pass them down the rows on each side of the room as quickly as possible. The hands of the islanders—weathered, arthritic, plump—flip through the pages of the document curiously, brows furrowed as they begin to scan the packets.

      “Now,” Holly rushes back to the podium, “when we talk about progress, I’d like you to consider the benefit to all of us here on the island. And please keep in mind that in order to both positively impact our economy, and yet still retain control over the changes that might come our way, we need to be really intentional with our advertisements and plans.”

      “I still don’t agree with all of this, Holly,” Maria Agnelli says, sinking down into her chair; she’s holding a balled-up Kleenex in one shaky hand. “But if your grandpa Frank wanted it, then…I guess maybe,” she trails off. “Frank always did take care of us.”

      In proposing that the island throw itself into the fray of advertising, promoting, growing, and catering to change, Holly is well aware that she’s asking many of her neighbors to step outside of their comfort zones. She’s even factored a certain amount of pushback into the equation, and she expects it; she’d be disappointed if everyone rolled over quietly and acquiesced to her proposal without question. Part of the excitement and the challenge for her is convincing everyone else that it’s possible to slowly open the drawbridge and let people in without totally blowing up the walls that surround the village. It’s going to take work, but she’s ready.

      Holly steps down from the podium and stands next to Mrs. Agnelli. She takes Maria’s cool, wrinkled hand into her own.

      “I hope you all trust me when I tell you that eco-tourism is the wave of the future. The natural beauty of our island, combined with our proximity to the Dry Tortugas, means we can advertise our little piece of paradise as the ultimate destination for fishing, snorkeling, hiking, camping, biking, etcetera.”

      “And drinking,” Joe Sacamano pipes up. “Don’t forget that we’re a premiere drinking destination!”

      “Here, here!” Jimmy Cafferkey seconds.

      “Yes, with two bars and only a hundred and thirteen full-time residents, we probably have more bars per capita than any other city in the country,” Holly laughs. “But, if you look over the information I’ve given you, you’ll see that I’ve included an advertising plan as well as a budget, and I’d like to call for a vote to approve the plan.”

      “I’ll vote right now, Mayor,” Joe Sacamano says, holding the side of his reading glasses as he skims the packet. “This looks like a solid plan to me.”

      “Thanks, Joe—I appreciate that. Ballots are due by five o’clock this afternoon. If you have any questions, I’ll be in my office at the B&B. Meeting adjourned.”

      Holly wraps things up, nodding at her neighbors as she gathers the leftover packets to take back to her office. “Thanks, Heddie,” she says to the tall, striking woman.

      “Yes, love, you are very welcome,” Heddie says in her German accent. “I will type everything up and get it to you.” Heddie’s movements are slow and graceful—it’s clear to see her as the German film star she once was, though she always brushes that particular topic away with feigned irritation if anyone brings it up.

      “You’re a gem, Heddie,” Holly says. “Old Blue Eyes was a dummy to let you go.”

      “Oje, stoppen necken,” Heddie says in her native tongue, smoothing her already perfect hair across her scalp as she tucks her handbag under one arm. “Don’t be ridiculous.” The rumor on the island is that Heddie counts Frank Sinatra among her many former beaux, but it’s a piece of gossip that remains unconfirmed by Heddie herself.

      “Nice plan,” Jake says, interrupting Holly’s thoughts as she watches the islanders interact around her. In his hands he’s holding the black baseball cap with POLICE embroidered across the front in white thread. His holster dangles from his hip. “By the way,” he whispers, leaning in confidentially, “the purple bikini was a good choice. It was always one of my favorites.”

      Holly feels the blood rushing to her head, spreading across her face and leaving two pink stains on her cheeks.

      With a winning smile, Jake tugs his hat on over his short-cropped black hair and gives her a parting nod.

      It’s just like Jake to antagonize her with a speeding ticket and then, a few hours later, flirt with her about her bikini. She feels that familiar heat between them as it spreads through her body, and her eyes trail over his strong back and tanned neck as he walks out of the dining room.

      Memories of Jake kicking her feet out from under her in her bedroom and knocking her backwards onto the bed with a shriek of surprise spring to mind. He’s always been one for the sneak attack, landing on top of her like a tiger pouncing on its prey, ready to tangle as she laughs happily beneath him. It had been fun, their island romance, and a part of her wants to fall back into their easy relationship and the way things were before he ruined everything with the proposal. If only she could forget all of his talk about leaving the island, then they could smooth things over and go back to the way it used to be.

      The memory of Jake’s frosty attitude as he handed her the traffic ticket is already fading from her mind as she assesses his firm backside and weighs it against the cost of rekindling their flame. It might be worth it, and she can probably forgive him for saying that living on the island with so many retirees is as dull as dishwater. Besides, who cares about their ridiculous showdown on Main Street that morning? It isn’t like she was ever going to pay that damn ticket anyway.
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      “Maybe we should walk a little slower?” Maria Agnelli pleads. Mrs. Agnelli pumps her arms furiously alongside Glen, Gwen, Gen, and Holly, trying to keep up with the younger women. Every Thursday, they take an early morning stroll along the beach that wraps around the west side of the island. Up ahead, it connects with a wooden-planked boardwalk called Pinecone Path. The islanders refer to this stretch of white sand and palm trees as Snowflake Banks, and the ladies meet there bright and early each week to get their walk in before the summer humidity ratchets the temperature up to unbearable levels.

      “Sure, Maria,” says Gen. “We can slow down.”

      This morning Pucci leads the pack, bounding ahead of them and digging his nose into the cool sand every thirty or forty yards before coming up with a snout that looks as if it’s covered in powdered sugar.

      Glen, Gwen, and Gen—better known as “the triplets” to everyone on the island—have their hair pulled back in identical sun-bleached blonde French braids. As is their lifelong habit, they each wear a particular color scheme that they follow closely in all matters concerning fashion. As juvenile as it sounds, it helps everyone else to tell them apart. Without knowing that Glen wears primary colors, Gwen favors black, white, and pastels, and Gen almost always wears tropical colors like pink, turquoise, or orange, it’s nearly impossible to know who you’re talking to. All three of the triplets smile and laugh like life is one huge party, lighting up like human sun flares the minute someone engages them in conversation, and not a single one of them has ever met a stranger. Without fail, they entertain all of the island’s visitors with stories and chitchat, their identical voices and laughter weaving together in a pleasing tapestry.

      The sisters are all lean and robust at the age of sixty-seven, with strong, tanned limbs, and wicked senses of humor. It’s hard to believe that they’re only twenty years younger than Maria Agnelli, and that Holly is almost forty years younger than the triplets.

      “I saw that sexy police officer ex-husband of yours undressing you with his eyes at the meeting yesterday,” Mrs. Agnelli says, poking Holly in the side.

      “We were never actually married, Mrs. Agnelli.” She’s pointed this out to Mrs. Agnelli at least a hundred times.

      “Oh, right,” Mrs. Agnelli says with a frown. “You were just shacking up. I can’t believe you were dumb enough to let that gorgeous man go. Remind me again what the hell you did that for?” She pulls a wadded ball of Kleenex out of the pocket of her walking shorts, wiping at her wrinkled brow.

      The triplets all turn to Holly with expectation. They’re walking five abreast on the broad expanse of firm white sand. The sun flicks hotly through the palm trees, dropping hints of the scorching heat it will bring once it rises high enough in the sky to crest the trees.

      “Ahhh, well.” Holly chews on her lower lip. “I guess we just didn’t see eye-to-eye on some of the bigger issues in our relationship.” The triplets nod in understanding. Gen pulls a small bottle of water from her fuchsia fanny pack.

      “Oh, right. The sex.” Mrs. Agnelli nods knowingly. “But honey, you don’t have to always enjoy it, sometimes you just have to do it.”

      Gen Miller chokes on her water.

      “Oh, I think you should enjoy it,” Gwen says dreamily. “It can be really lovely.”

      “We never really had any problems in that area of our relationship,” Holly admits. There is a moment of hesitation when she realizes that she’s about to have a sex talk with Mrs. Agnelli and the triplets, but she pushes it aside. (After all, there’s no doubt that a group of women who’ve lived for a combined total of two hundred and eighty-seven years have a thing or two to share with her about life, love, and sex.) “But he wanted me to marry him, and I can’t do that.”

      The women stare at her wordlessly. They’re of a generation that believes in marriage and family above all else; a woman who sees a handsome husband as a hindrance rather than an end game is a foreign thing to them. Maria Agnelli shakes her head with disapproval, clicking her tongue as she does.

      “I can’t see why I have to give up everything I want—everything I’ve worked for—just to please him,” Holly says. “I know he doesn’t love this island the way that I do, and if I marry him, next thing I know I’ll be pregnant and distracted. Or he’ll rope me into moving somewhere else for his career,” she says, throwing air quotes around the last words.

      “You told him all of this?” Gwen asks, re-tucking her mint green tank top into her white shorts.

      “Yeah, I told him. He swears it wouldn’t be like that, but I can’t afford to lose sight of my vision for this island.” Holly shrugs.

      The group slows their power-walk, holding onto one another for support as they catch their collective breath and admire the silhouettes of the tall palm trees against the pink and blue morning sky.

      Holly bends forward to touch her toes, leaning into the stretch. It feels good to just pause and breathe. She gets so busy running the B&B and dreaming about the future that she sometimes forgets to slow down. It’s a daily challenge for her to stop thinking about the outside world (Do they have any upcoming bookings at the B&B? Has she remembered to post the previous night’s stunning sunset on Instagram with just the right hashtags?) and simply enjoy the coming and going of the tides.

      Pucci runs back with a stick in his mouth for his mistress, dropping it at her feet and looking up at her with hopeful brown eyes; Holly grabs the stick and winds up, hurling it as far and as fast as she can toward the water. Pucci takes off like he’s been shot from a cannon, cutting through the surf as he wades out to find his prize.

      “Jake swears I can run things on Christmas Key no matter what, but I know that when you get married, the baby talk starts, and before you know it: boom—all you’re doing is changing diapers and fighting about money.”

      “Oh, being pregnant is wonderful, Holly! And motherhood changes you in all the right ways,” Gwen says, reaching down to take the dripping wet stick that Holly’s dog has retrieved from the water. Gwen throws it for him, though not as far as Holly had. “I was completely done having babies by twenty-eight; I had all four boys by then,” Gwen says.

      “That could be because you and Edgar were so busy having such a lovely time in the bedroom,” Glen teases her sister.

      “Well, Holly, you could have given him as much as he wanted anyway,” Mrs. Agnelli says, “and then just washed out your na-na with vinegar until you were ready for babies.”

      “Maria! That doesn’t work!” Glen protests. “That’s just an old wive’s tale.”

      “It worked for me—I never got pregnant when I didn’t want to,” Mrs. Agnelli says indignantly. “And I never told Alfie no when he asked for it.”

      “But Maria,” says Gen, “you have nine kids. Who needed vinegar? You didn’t have to worry about getting pregnant, because you were already pregnant!”

      “Oh. Right.” Mrs. Agnelli looks out at the water. “Well, then maybe it was my sister Theresa who did the old vinegar trick…” she trails off, staring at the silvery waves that lap the shore in the morning sunlight.

      “Honey, your sister Theresa is an eighty-year-old nun. The only thing she used vinegar for was to scrub the pews after mass.” Glen puts her arm around Mrs. Agnelli’s shoulders, giving her a squeeze.

      “Listen, Holly, if you’re not ready for babies, then you’re not ready,” Gen says, looping her freckled arm through Holly’s smooth, tan one. “But,” she says gently, “don’t let the fact that your own mother didn’t get it right determine whether or not you become a mother yourself.”

      “You’re right—I know you’re right—but I can’t picture it. Any of it. At least not right now.” Holly pauses. “Breaking up with Jake felt like the right thing to do; I just wish I didn’t feel like throwing myself into his arms every time I see him. We have a good time together, and he’s so sweet and patient. He puts up with me, and he’s really sexy⁠—”

      “Yep, you got that one right,” Maria Agnelli chimes in.

      “I know…so what do you think? Was I out of my mind to break it off?”

      The triplets exchange looks before Gwen speaks. “Honey, you probably made the right choice in the long run, no matter how much it hurts now.”

      “You shouldn’t have to postpone your dreams for any man, no matter how handsome he is,” Glen adds.

      Mrs. Agnelli walks over to Holly and puts both hands on her arms to pull her closer. “Holly Jean Baxter,” she says, her voice firm and her eyes serious. “You go ahead and wait on babies until whenever you’re ready.” Holly looks down at Mrs. Agnelli, expecting some sort of Yoda-like proclamation from the woman who has something to say about everything. “But in the meantime, honey,” she says, “use the vinegar trick.”
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      When Holly’s grandparents moved her over to Christmas Key as a toddler, it was still a wild and untamed piece of land. They brought a wilderness guide along with them to pull their boat up to shore and keep it there as they explored their newly-purchased island. It was nothing but a figment of Frank Baxter’s imagination at that point—just a humid, teeming pile of flora and fauna anchored to the ocean floor, holding fast as the endless currents of turquoise ebbed and flowed around it. In that, he’d seen infinite potential.

      Holly pauses now in front of the refrigerator in her tidy white kitchen, staring at a photograph that’s stuck to the door with a magnet. In it, a two-year-old Holly—wearing nothing but diapers, tennis shoes, and sunscreen—stands in a patch of sunlight on the damp, recently-plowed earth that would soon become the start of what is now Main Street. Every time she opens her refrigerator, it reminds her what kind of magic is borne of love and imagination. It reminds her that having big dreams reaps big rewards. With a wistful feeling, she runs her fingers across the faded photo as she holds two lemons and two limes in a basket she’s made from the front of her t-shirt.

      Holly walks to the counter and lets the citrus fall from its makeshift holder; the lemons and limes drop from her shirt onto the butcher block, where they roll to a lumpy stop next to the backsplash.

      The blender chews up ice as Holly moves around barefoot, pulling a shot glass and two mismatched margarita glasses from her cupboard. Her favorite U2 CD is cranked up high, and Bono tears through the songs on The Joshua Tree as she sings along.

      Holly looks out the window over her sink, watching the late afternoon sun work its magic. As it does nearly every day during the summer, a gray, roiling storm had covered the island like a heavy blanket after lunch, whipping palm fronds to and fro and dumping rain like heaven’s roof had sprung a downspout. The hot sun returned just behind it to dry up the swampy puddles, and the amphibians croaked and skittered out of their hiding places. Now Holly watches the drips of water sparkling like gems on the tips of the palm fronds as she rinses off the fruit under her faucet.

      She’s living on the parcel of land that Frank and Jeanie Baxter had cleared nearly thirty years ago. It still feels like a jungle on that part of the island, with the tall trees and thick foliage that her grandparents had left all around the property. The Baxter land now holds a main house and a second home—built in the traditional Conch style—both single-story houses with louvered shutters and sloping metal roofs to reflect the hot tropical sun and to allow clean rain water to run off into metal cisterns. The outside of the houses are made of a mortar of sand, water, and lime, and the insides are constructed with tongue and groove wood on the floors, walls, and ceilings so that they’ll stand strong against Mother Nature should a hurricane tear across the island.

      Holly sets the washed lemons and limes back on the cutting board. She loves her property. She’d lived at the B&B full-time in her twenties until her grandparents’ passing, only moving back into Frank and Jeanie’s main house when she felt certain that it was the right thing to do. By then, Frank had rented out the guest house next door to Leo Buckhunter, so Holly’s only real option was to move back into the home she was raised in, and she’d immediately set about painting and decorating so that she could make it her own.

      Holly pours two thick, strong frozen margaritas into the glasses. It’s four o’clock, so Fiona is due to show up any minute, and Holly wants to greet her best friend at the door with a cocktail in hand.

      “Knock knock,” Dr. Fiona Potts calls out, pushing the front door open without waiting for an answer.

      “She has arrived,” Holly says dramatically, tipping her head in the direction of the lanai so that Fiona will follow. “And the drinks are served.”

      “Damn, you’re good.” Fiona tosses her straw purse onto the couch in Holly’s front room and kicks off her sandals. She takes the drink gratefully and follows Holly toward the back of the house.

      “Your wall is coming along nicely,” Fiona says, nodding at the half-done project on Holly’s lanai.

      “Yeah, I’ve had a couple of sleepless nights. It keeps me busy.” Holly flops into the chair across from her friend, admiring the wall that she’s been working on for the past year.

      After years of gathering unbroken shells from around the island, Holly decided to turn one side of her house into a mosaic of sorts. Now, whenever inspiration strikes, she holds the shells up to the wall of her house that’s covered by the lanai, piecing the husks of sea creatures together so that they fit like a puzzle. Sleepless nights often find her listening to CDs and mixing up small batches of mortar to glue the shells to her wall. When she’s totally done, the back of her house will look like a stretch of sand where the tide has washed out, leaving a bounty of shells behind.

      The women prop their bare feet up on footstools and sip their margaritas, watching the sunlight dance through the trees as Holly recounts her conversation with Mrs. Agnelli and the triplets.

                 "She said what?" Fiona pulls her feet from the chair and sits up, laughing. She has both hands wrapped around her drink, and the spaghetti strap of her summer dress slides off one shoulder, revealing a constellation of freckles that spill down into the front of her décolletage like falling stars.

      "I know, right? VINEGAR!" Holly tips her drink back and lets the frozen margarita slide down her throat, brain-freeze be damned.

      "That woman kills me. I swear she’s the only elderly patient I’ve ever had who can out-curse a whole biker gang. And it’s not just your average four-letter words she’s dropping. She’s creative, and she usually hits her mark." Fiona is the island's only full-time physician and, as Holly's closest friend, she occasionally shares the non-confidential information about things that happen in her office with their neighbors.

      "It was a hoot. The stuff she says is totally outrageous. I hope I'm half as funny when I'm her age.”

      “We should all be so lucky.” Fiona tips her margarita toward Holly before bringing the glass to her lips again. “Hey,” she says, shifting topics. “What’s going on with you and Jake? I’ve heard rumors.”

      “Such as?" Holly’s face is a mask of innocence; she knows that tongues wag all over the island where she and Jake are concerned.

      “Like he pulled you over on Main Street and the passion between you was as thick as molasses. I heard that there was so much steam that it was almost pornographic.”

      “Oh my God—stop!” Holly wails, waving a hand at her and grimacing. “Please tell me it was Bonnie who told you that and not someone else.”

      “Really. It’s the word around town.” Fiona smiles devilishly. “And I also heard that he came up to you at the village council meeting and you two were making bedroom eyes while he checked out your see-through dress.”

      “Oh, lord.”

      “So it’s not true?”

      “That I wore a see-through dress? Yeah, unfortunately that happened—but not intentionally.”

      “Ha. Who cares about the dress. It probably earned you a couple of extra votes, you calculating little minx. But I meant the eye-smoldering between you and Officer Studly—is that part true?”

      “Well, hopefully the dress thing got me a few votes—at least that would make the embarrassment worth it. As for Jake, I don’t know…he thinks we have a thing, and I think we don’t. At this point, all I know for sure is that we’re still broken up⁠—”

      “In spite of the fact that you basically clubbed him over the head and dragged him back here the night that Joe Sacamano burned through his entire repertoire of Eagles hits at the Ho Ho?”

      “That was bad, wasn’t it?” Holly admits reluctantly.

      “I don’t know if it was bad. I’m not judging that.”

      “Mixed messages, though?”

      “Well, yeah. A little.”

      Holly sighs. “It’s just…it’s hard sometimes. It’s not like I can rebound with someone else and be done with him, you know?”

      “I hear that. Your options are certainly not plentiful here.” Fiona traces rings on the table from the condensation left by
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