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        Fans of Pamela Kelley and Robyn Carr will love this later in life, small-town romance!

      

      

      

      
        
        She’s 65 years old and ready to embrace the adventure of a lifetime.

      

      

      

      When Isabel receives an invitation to a reunion from her childhood friends in Sapphire Bay, she hesitates. It's been a long time since they've been together in the small lakeside town where they met as teenagers. Now 65 years old and recently widowed, she's yearning for a fresh start. Deciding this could be the change she needs, Isabel tells her friends she'll be there.

      

      After she arrives, she discovers the town's bookstore is up for sale and at risk of closing. With encouragement from her friends and Frank, a retired lawyer with a mysterious past, Isabel takes a leap of faith and purchases the store.

      

      As Isabel and Frank grow closer, she discovers he's harboring dangerous secrets. When shadows from Frank's past catch up with him, Isabel finds herself caught in the crossfire, forcing them both to make impossible choices.

      

      Bookstore on the Bay is the first book in Leeanna's A New Beginning series and can easily be read as a standalone. All of Leeanna’s series are linked. If you find a character you like, they could be in another novel!
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      Isabel picked up a cream-colored invitation sitting on her kitchen counter. Her friend Kathleen had organized a reunion to celebrate the first time four homesick teenagers had met at the Sapphire Bay summer camp.

      Isabel traced her fingers over the raised letters, remembering the feel of sun-warmed dock planks beneath teenage feet, the sound of laughter as they’d plotted their futures. Had it really been fifty years?

      “What do you think, James?” she asked the empty kitchen.

      The silence that answered wasn’t as sharp as it had been two years ago, but it still ached. Her husband would have known exactly what to say, probably something practical about checking the car’s oil before the drive, followed by that gentle smile that always made everything seem possible.

      The phone rang, startling her from her memories. Kathleen’s name flashed on the screen.

      “Did you get the invitation?” Kathleen asked before Isabel could even say hello.

      “I did. It’s a great idea.”

      Kathleen sighed. “I hear a ‘but’ coming in about now. I knew you’d be overthinking it.”

      “I’m not overthinking,” Isabel told her. “I’m just⁠—”

      “Processing? Analyzing? Creating an extensive pro-con list?” The warmth in Kathleen’s voice took any sting from her words. “Isabel Stewart, you haven’t changed a bit since we were fifteen.”

      “That’s not true. I have significantly more gray hair now.”

      “Which looks incredible.” Kathleen paused, her voice softening. “How are you really doing, Izzy?”

      The nickname transported Isabel back to that first summer, when four awkward teenage girls found each other during craft hour. Kathleen with her wild blonde hair and endless supply of optimism. Lynda, who spent every free moment rescuing injured birds and lost tadpoles. And Susan, already perfecting her grandmother’s secret cookie recipe that she swore would make her famous one day.

      “I’m okay,” Isabel said, meaning it more than she had in months. “The house is too quiet sometimes, but I’m getting used to it.”

      “You don’t have to be in the house alone. Come to Sapphire Bay. We’ll stuff ourselves with Susan’s baking experiments and help Lynda rescue whatever strays she finds. I’m renovating the old Morrison cottage before I move in. You can help me pick the paint colors.”

      Isabel’s eyes widened. “When did you buy it?” Since they’d first seen the cottage as teenagers, it had inspired lots of dreams about what it would be like to live there. With its wrap-around veranda and incredible garden, the cottage was still the prettiest house Isabel had ever seen.

      “I bought it last month. I decided that life’s too short not to chase a few teenage dreams.”

      Isabel looked through to the living room and saw James’ favorite armchair. He’d spent countless evenings in the worn leather chair, reading mystery novels and telling her she should write one someday. He’d always believed she had a book in her, even when she insisted her life as a high school librarian was adventure enough.

      “The town’s changed since you were last here with James,” Kathleen continued, “but the important parts are the same. Flathead Lake still turns silver at sunset, and the bookstore still has that creaky third step and the best reading nook in Montana. Do you remember going there when we were teenagers? We’d hide between the bookshelves to escape the camp activities.”

      Isabel nodded. “Mrs. Henderson never minded. She’d just bring us hot chocolate and tell us to keep our voices down.”

      Kathleen chuckled. “She’s still doing the same thing. Someone told me she’s thinking of selling the bookstore. I know she’d love to see you before she retires.”

      Mrs. Henderson and her bookstore were an important part of the small Montana town. “I’d like to see her, too.” Isabel looked at the invitation again. “Two weeks in Sapphire Bay is a long time. What would we do?”

      “Whatever we want. We’re sixty-five, not dead.” Kathleen’s laugh rang through the phone. “We haven’t seen each other for so long. Besides, I need someone with actual taste to stop me from painting my cottage some hideous shade of purple.”

      “You still haven’t learned from the purple hair incident?”

      “Hey, that was temporary! Mostly.”

      They laughed together, and for a moment Isabel could almost smell the pine-scented air of Sapphire Bay, feel the gentle rocking of the dock beneath her feet. “I’ll think about coming to see you.”

      “Make sure you do. How many years has it been since you were last here?” Kathleen asked.

      Isabel remembered the bittersweet vacation. “Almost two years.”

      “Well, there you go,” Kathleen told her. “Another visit is long overdue. If it makes any difference, Lynda and Susan have already booked their flights.”

      Isabel smiled as Kathleen told her what else their friends had been doing. After they’d finished catching up, she ended the call and picked up the invitation. The late afternoon sun caught the edge of her engagement ring, sending a small rainbow dancing across the paper. “Okay, James,” she whispered. “Let’s see what kind of adventure Sapphire Bay has in store for me this time.”

      Somewhere in the distance, a wind chime her husband had hung years ago tinkled softly in the breeze. She took it as a sign of approval.

      It was time for a new chapter, and Sapphire Bay was calling Isabel home.
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      “Grandpa, why do I need to know about the different parts of a plant? I want to be a lawyer like you, and lawyers don’t need to know this stuff.”

      Frank glanced up from the science textbook to find Tommy, his grandson, giving him his best negotiating face—the one that looked remarkably like his own in old courtroom photos. “Because,” he said, tapping the diagram of a leaf cell, “the best lawyers understand a little about everything. You never know when plant biology might be crucial to a case.”

      “Did you ever defend a plant?”

      The question startled a laugh out of him, earning a stern look from Mrs. Chen behind the library’s circulation desk. “Sorry,” he mouthed, then turned back to Tommy. “No plant clients, but I once had a case involving timber rights that required understanding forest growth patterns.”

      Tommy sighed. “I guess you’re right.”

      Frank’s gaze sharpened. “Do you want to tell me what’s really bothering you about this homework?”

      Tommy slumped in his chair. “Jason said only nerds get excited about science.”

      “Ah.” Frank closed the textbook. “And what do you think about that?”

      “I think...” He fiddled with his pencil. “I think Jason’s dad lets him play video games instead of doing homework.”

      “Probably true. But you know what else is true?” Frank waited until Tommy met his eyes. “The more you know about the world we live in, the more you’ll enjoy it. And the more you enjoy it, the happier you’ll be. It’s like the life cycle of happiness.”

      A small smile tugged at Tommy’s mouth. “Is that why you like science as much as I do?”

      Frank looked into Tommy’s blue eyes and wished being happy was that easy. “I like science because it helps me understand the world. Now, would you like to take a break? Mrs. Chen just left some fresh cookies in the reading room.”

      As if summoned by the mention of baked goods, Mrs. Chen appeared beside their table. “I wondered if you’d seen the cookies, Frank.”

      He smiled. “Apart from helping Tommy with his homework, it’s the highlight of each Wednesday afternoon. Especially if they’re your famous chocolate and pecan cookies.”

      Mrs. Chen returned his smile. “It’s your lucky day. I was talking to Mabel at the general store this morning. Have you heard about the bookstore?”

      Frank shook his head. Mrs. Henderson’s bookstore was one of the reasons he’d come back to Sapphire Bay when he needed a fresh start.

      “What did Mabel say about it?” he asked Mrs. Chen.

      “Margaret’s selling. She’s looking at living in one of the assisted living communities in Florida.” Mrs. Chen sighed. “It’s a shame she’s leaving. The store’s been a landmark since before I moved here thirty years ago.”

      “Has she listed it yet?”

      “Not officially, but Mabel said she’s taking offers. I’m worried that a developer will turn it into another tourist trap. We already lost the candle store to a souvenir shop last year.”

      Tommy closed his textbook. “If the bookstore closes, where will I get my Rick Riordan books?”

      “We’ll figure something out, buddy.” Frank ruffled Tommy’s hair, his mind already spinning through possibilities. He had the money to buy it himself, but his contract work paid well. And knowing how many hours a week he worked now, he couldn’t do both.

      His phone buzzed. He looked at the caller display and saw a Seattle area code. He quickly declined the call, but moments later, a text appeared:

      Time’s running out. The trial date’s getting closer. We need to talk. – Marcus.

      Frank deleted the text, just like all the others. Marcus had worked with him at the same company in Seattle. They believed they were righting the wrongs in the corporate world—until Frank discovered what their firm was really hiding. Then he had to choose between his conscience and his career—and his life had changed forever.

      “Grandpa? Can we get cookies now?”

      Frank pushed away thoughts of Seattle, focusing on his grandson’s hopeful expression. “Race you there?”

      “I’m eight, not five,” Tommy said with exaggerated wisdom. Then grinned and took off, walking as fast as he dared in case Mrs. Chen told them off.

      Frank caught up with him in the reading room, where sunlight streamed through tall windows overlooking the lake. This was why they’d stayed in Sapphire Bay. Tommy had found peace here after losing his parents. And Frank had found something he never had in Seattle—contentment.

      “Did you know,” Tommy said around a mouthful of cookie, “that Mrs. Henderson let Mom hide in the bookstore when she was mad at you?”

      Frank’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know that.”

      Tommy wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I found Mom’s old diary in the attic. She wrote about running away to the bookstore when she was thirteen because you wouldn’t let her go to some concert.”

      Frank sifted through a lifetime’s worth of memories and remembered what had happened—Sarah’s door slamming, his panic when he couldn’t find her, the relief when Margaret Henderson called to say his daughter was safe, just cooling off in the poetry section.

      “Your mom was pretty stubborn,” Frank said softly.

      “Like me?”

      “Like both of us.” He grabbed a cookie of his own. “Mrs. Henderson’s always been good at taking care of people who need a safe place to stay.”

      His phone buzzed again. It was another text from Marcus.

      The evidence is surfacing. Better to face it on your terms. Think about Tommy’s future.

      Frank’s jaw clenched. Tommy’s future was exactly what he was protecting by avoiding the whole mess. Let the corporate lawyers and federal prosecutors fight it out. He’d given them enough to build their case five years ago.

      “Is everything okay, Grandpa?” Tommy asked, proving he was too perceptive by half.

      “Just work stuff.” It wasn’t entirely a lie. His remote consulting business was picking up. Local businesses were asking for contract reviews and basic legal advice. Simple, honest work that allowed him to use his skills without drawing attention to himself.

      “Do you want to go back to the plant books, Grandpa?”

      Frank smiled, grateful once again for having his grandson in his life. “Actually, I think we’ve earned a break. Want to walk down to the bookstore? We should say hello to Mrs. Henderson while we still can.”

      Tommy brightened. “Can I buy a Rick Riordan book?”

      “If Mrs. Henderson has any, you can,” Frank told him.

      As they walked through town, Tommy chatted about Greek mythology, and Frank studied the buildings around them. Red-brick facades mingled with solid wood siding and large glass windows. Thankfully, Sapphire Bay had kept its old-world charm despite a huge influx of new homeowners and tourists.

      When they reached the bookstore, Frank stopped to admire the green awning fluttering above the front door. The building needed a little maintenance, but the gold letters spelling out “Henderson’s Bookstore” were still as bright as ever in the afternoon sun.

      Since they’d arrived in Sapphire Bay, it had been part of their Saturday morning ritual. Breakfast at the diner, a short trip to the library, then an hour of exploring the bookstore while Margaret slipped Tommy chocolate-covered peanuts. The ones she thought Frank didn’t know about.

      Frank sighed. He couldn’t save the law firm he’d helped build. Couldn’t save his daughter- and son-in-law from the tragic accident that had taken their lives. But if Margaret needed his help, he could try to save this small piece of Sapphire Bay that had helped save them.
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      Isabel smiled as she turned onto Lakeshore Drive. The late afternoon sun turned Sapphire Bay into a mirror of molten gold, just as she remembered.

      Some things hadn’t changed—the way the mountains cupped the lake like protective hands, the scent of pine and wild roses drifting through her open window, and the flutter of excitement in her stomach as she approached Kathleen’s house.

      Other things were different. As she’d driven through town, she looked for the bakery where they’d enjoyed the best donuts Isabel had ever tasted. But the old red-brick building was now a coffee shop. The general store had doubled in size, and she’d even seen a new fashion boutique and art gallery.

      Lakeshore Drive was completely different, too. New homes dotted the shoreline where empty lots had been. A sign outside the basketball court announced the beginning of a park filled with children’s playground equipment.

      But the most heart-wrenching difference was that she was arriving alone, without James’ steady presence beside her. Without his voice saying, “Look, sweetheart, they still haven’t fixed that crooked mailbox at number forty-two.”

      The house she was looking for appeared around the corner on Bluewater Road. Kathleen's parents originally built it as a cottage, but after Kathleen’s marriage ended, they extended it and converted it into two townhouses.

      With blue chairs and a wide front porch, the front of the house was the perfect location for long conversations and sunset watching. Three women stood on the steps, and the years since Isabel had last seen all her best friends together disappeared. Suddenly, she was fifteen again, eager to explore Sapphire Bay and do all the activities at the summer camp.

      She barely had the car in park before her friends descended.

      “Isabel!” Lynda reached her first, her silver hair caught in its familiar messy bun, eyes bright behind blue-framed glasses. She wrapped Isabel in a hug that smelled of lavender and made her feel loved.

      Then Susan was there, shorter than the rest of them but somehow always the strongest. Her arms squeezed Isabel tight. “We’ve been watching for you since lunch,” she said in a voice thick with emotion.

      “Let her breathe, you two.” Kathleen waited until the others stepped back, then pulled Isabel close. “Welcome to paradise.”

      Lynda took Isabel’s bags off the back seat. “I can’t believe we haven’t done this sooner. It’s so good to see everyone and escape Denver’s summer heat.”

      “I’m glad we could get together, too,” Kathleen said. “Now, come on in. I’ve got wine chilling, and Susan brought one of her famous chocolate cakes.”

      Susan grinned. “It’s a perk of owning a catering company. I never show up empty-handed.”

      The inside of Kathleen’s house had comfortable furniture meant for sinking into. Kathleen's daughter's paintings filled the walls, and the windows framed the view. They settled in the living room, where cushioned wicker chairs faced the trees surrounding the lake.

      Susan cut everyone a generous slice of cake. “Tell us everything, Izzy. How was the flight? How are you really doing? And are you dating yet?”

      “Susan!” Lynda swatted her arm. “Let Isabel get through the door before you start matchmaking.”

      “I’m just saying James would want⁠—”

      “It’s okay,” Isabel interrupted, accepting a glass of wine from Kathleen. “Really. And no, I’m not dating. I’m still...” She gestured vaguely, not sure how to explain.

      “Finding your feet,” Kathleen supplied gently. “We understand.”

      Lynda reached over to squeeze Isabel’s hand. “Take one day at a time. That’s what I tell my clients when they’re grieving for their pets. Though I suppose that sounds silly compared to⁠—”

      “It doesn’t,” Isabel assured her. “Loss is loss.”

      “Speaking of the past,” Kathleen said, disappearing into another room, “look what I found.” She showed them a weathered Mason jar. “Remember this? We buried it beside the old oak tree in front of The Connect Church. Before they enlarged the parking lot, I dug it up.”

      “Our time capsule!” Susan straightened. “I can’t believe you saved it.”

      Isabel’s throat tightened as Kathleen pulled out four faded papers. She recognized her careful teenage handwriting immediately.

      
        
        I want to write stories that matter. Maybe own a bookstore filled with comfortable chairs and people who love books as much as I do.

      

      

      An easy silence filled the room as they read their teenage hopes and dreams for the future.

      “It’s funny how life turns out,” Lynda mused. “I never wanted to be a vet like my dad, but look at me. Two weeks from now, I’ll be back treating anxious pets, Susan will be baking delicious food for someone’s wedding⁠—”

      “And I’ll be right here watching the sunset and working in my café,” Kathleen finished. “But what about you, Izzy? Any plans beyond this vacation?”

      Isabel thought about her quiet house, the empty hours since she’d retired. “I’m... open to possibilities.”

      “Well, speaking of possibilities,” Susan’s eyes twinkled, “I saw a handsome man in the general store when I stopped in town. He could be exactly what you need.”

      Lynda’s eyes widened. “Susan!”

      Their laughter wrapped around Isabel like a familiar blanket, and she found herself laughing, too. Looking at these women—Lynda with her successful vet practice, Susan with her thriving catering business, and Kathleen with a café in Sapphire Bay—she felt something shift inside her.

      They’d all found their paths, even if they weren’t the ones they’d planned at fifteen. Maybe it was time for her to find hers, too.
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      Frank added more ice to the containers of fresh fish on their stall at the farmers’ market. Tommy was chatting with Mabel Terry as he wrapped a fish she’d bought. The early morning sun sparkled off the lake behind them, promising another beautiful day in Sapphire Bay.

      On the first Saturday of each month, they joined the other stall holders to bring the best local produce into town.

      Before dawn, they were on the lake with a group of friends who enjoyed fishing. Whatever they caught was brought into town to sell at the market. They didn’t earn a lot, but it was a great way for Tommy to earn extra pocket money and learn valuable life lessons.

      No one had realized how popular their early morning ritual would become or how much they’d enjoy working together.

      Tommy handed Mabel her parcel. “Thanks, Mrs. Terry. I hope you enjoy your fish.”

      “I’m sure I will,” Mabel said. “Did you enjoy going on the lake this morning?”

      Tommy nodded. “It was awesome. Mr. Devlin caught a huge brown trout. He nearly fell in the water when he took a photo of it.”

      Mabel’s face broke into a smile. “Now, that would be a great picture for the community Facebook page. Did you and your grandpa visit Sapphire Bay before you decided to live here?”

      Tommy shrugged. “Grandpa said I came here when I was a baby, but I don’t remember it.”

      Frank busied himself with the cash box, avoiding the look Mabel was sending him. As the general store owner, she considered it her duty to keep track of everyone’s comings and goings in Sapphire Bay.

      Mabel wasn’t the only one. Eighteen months in town, and some people still asked him why they’d moved here. He’d learned to deflect their well-meaning questions with a smile, a change of subject, or a little white lie.

      “Beautiful morning for the market,” he said to Mabel, nodding toward the growing crowd. “It looks like the summer tourist season is picking up.”

      “Let’s hope so. With everything that’s happening in the world, I’m glad people still want to travel.” Mabel leaned closer to him. “I heard something interesting yesterday. Did you know Margaret’s looking to sell the bookstore? One of Kathleen Armstrong’s friends was in my store asking about local business licenses. Word is she might be interested in buying Henderson’s.”

      Frank’s hand slipped on the ice scoop. “Are you sure?”

      Before Mabel could respond, Frank noticed a woman moving between the stalls. She was wearing a blue sundress that caught the morning breeze, and her silvery/blonde hair was twisted into a casual knot at her nape. She paused to chat with vendors, clearly enjoying the market’s bustling atmosphere. When she laughed at something a vendor said, the sound carried toward them, making him smile without knowing why.

      “That’s her,” Mabel said, following his gaze. “Isabel Stewart. She’s been friends with Kathleen since they first met at summer camp.” Mabel pointed to another trout fillet. “I’ll take one of those, too, Frank. Isabel seems like a nice woman.”

      Frank wrapped Mabel’s fish and handed it to her. “I’m sure she is. Thanks for the update, Mabel. Enjoy the fish.”

      “Oh, we will,” Mabel said with a smile. “You should introduce yourself to Isabel, Frank. If she’s looking at buying the bookstore, she might appreciate some advice. Penny saved a lot of money after listening to what you told her about the last property she bought.”

      Frank hadn’t done much, but he was glad his advice had helped. “Your daughter’s an experienced property developer. She would have identified the issues I saw before she purchased the property.”

      “Grandpa’s the best lawyer,” Tommy chimed in, then caught Frank’s warning look. “I mean, he’s really good at reading contracts and stuff.”

      Mabel’s eyebrows rose with interest, but Isabel approached their stall before she could ask more questions. Up close, Frank noticed her eyes first—warm brown with laughter lines at the corners, the kind that suggested a life well-lived. She studied the fish they’d caught with obvious interest.

      When Frank didn’t immediately introduce himself, Mabel stepped forward and placed her hand on Isabel’s arm. “Isabel, I’d like to introduce you to Frank George, and the young man beside him is his grandson, Tommy. Frank, this is Isabel Stewart.”

      Isabel’s eyes filled with warmth. “Hi, you two. I’m impressed with the fish you’ve caught.”

      “It’s not just our fish, but we help sell them,” Tommy said excitedly. “We were on the lake before the sun came up this morning. It was so calm there were no ripples anywhere.”

      Isabel glanced at the serene lake. “It’s a beautiful place to go fishing.”

      Tommy nodded and looked up at Frank.

      With his grandson waiting for him to say something, he cleared his throat and said the first thing that popped into his brain. “Is this your first visit to Sapphire Bay?”

      Isabel’s smile was open and genuine. “Not the first, but it’s been a couple of years since I was last here. It’s much busier than I thought it would be.”

      Frank nodded. “Mabel and I were just saying the same thing.”

      After Tommy had finished wrapping another customer’s fish, he looked up at Isabel. “When it’s busy, we sell all our fish in double-quick time. Would you like to buy something? The fish are super delicious, and they’re really good for you.”

      Isabel studied the ice-filled trays. “I’m having dinner with my friends tonight. What do you think I should buy?”

      Tommy stood a little taller. He loved it when people asked for a recommendation, especially when they bought what he suggested. “The lake whitefish are my favorite. Grandpa bakes them in a pan covered in a paste he makes from mayonnaise, cheese, and green onions. They’re really yummy.”

      Isabel smiled at Tommy. “It’s nice to know there are still people who enjoy baking as much as I do. Hopefully, your grandpa’s baking skills rub off on you. Do you enjoy any other fish dishes?”

      For the next few minutes, Tommy told Isabel and Mabel about the recipes he liked while Frank served their customers. Isabel’s genuine interest in what Tommy was saying made something warm settle in Frank’s chest. Most people nodded politely at Tommy’s factual barrages, but Isabel asked questions, drawing him out with natural ease.

      “You have a budding chef working with you,” she said as she handed Frank the money for the fish she’d bought.

      Their fingers brushed. A small touch, barely noticeable, but Frank felt it like a current through his skin. He pulled his hand back, hoping Isabel hadn’t noticed. “Being a chef is better than a lot of other careers.” Including law, he thought.

      While Tommy wrapped Isabel’s fish, Frank added more ice to another tray.

      “I don’t know what I’ll do after I finish school,” Tommy said. “My mom was a teacher and dad was a mechanic. Grandpa says I can be anything I want to be.”

      Isabel placed the wrapped fish in a bag she was carrying. “That sounds like good advice. I’ve done lots of different jobs and I’ve loved each one.”

      Tommy tilted his head to the side. “Are you moving to Sapphire Bay?”

      Frank’s eyes widened. Mabel was looking extremely interested in what they were saying. “You shouldn’t ask Isabel that, Tommy.”

      Isabel smiled. “It’s all right. I’ve come here to spend time with some friends. After that, I’m not sure what I’ll do. Thank you for all the interesting recipes you told me about.”

      Tommy grinned. “That’s okay.”

      Isabel moved away from the counter to let their other customers closer. “It was nice meeting you both.”

      “It was nice meeting you too, Mrs. Stewart,” Tommy said quickly.

      Isabel slid her wallet into her pocket and smiled at Tommy. “You can call me Isabel. Mrs. Stewart makes me feel ancient, and sixty-five is far too young for that.” Her gaze shifted to Mabel and Frank. “Have a great day.”

      As Isabel moved through the market, she stopped to chat with Kathleen Armstrong. Something about Isabel drew Frank’s eye—not just her obvious beauty but a quiet confidence that reminded him of Theresa.

      His wife had a way of centering the world around her. Somehow, the noise and bluster of the people around him disappeared when she was with him. After she died, he’d missed the peace she brought into his life. Missed everything about the happy years they’d had together.

      “Isobel’s nice,” Tommy said, breaking into his thoughts. “She didn’t act like I was weird for knowing stuff.”

      “No, she didn’t.” Frank rearranged the display, trying to ignore Mabel’s knowing look from where she was lingering by the produce stall.

      “Mark my words,” Mabel called over, unable to resist, “that woman would be good for this town. We need more people who appreciate a child’s enthusiasm. And maybe some other things too,” she added with a meaningful glance at Frank.

      His phone buzzed. Another Seattle number. He declined the call, pushing away the familiar surge of anxiety. This wasn’t the time to think about the past, about all the reasons he shouldn’t notice Isabel’s smile or the way she’d listened so carefully to Tommy.

      “Do you think she’ll buy the bookstore?” Tommy asked hopefully.

      Frank looked into his eyes. “Maybe, buddy. We’ll just have to wait and see.”

      But something told him Sapphire Bay was about to change in ways he hadn’t expected. He just hoped those changes wouldn’t force him to choose between the life he’d found here and the safety he desperately needed.

      For now, though, there were customers to serve and a market morning to enjoy. And if his eyes kept drifting to a certain blue sundress as it moved through the crowd, well, that was nobody’s business but his own.

      “You know,” Mabel said, gathering her purchases with a satisfied smile, “Margaret Henderson’s holding an open house at the bookstore next Wednesday. Just in case anyone’s interested.” She winked at Frank before heading toward her store, no doubt ready to share her market observations with her morning customers.

      Frank shook his head, smiling despite himself. In Sapphire Bay, some things never changed—like Mabel Terry’s uncanny ability to know everything about everyone. And some things, he thought as Isabel moved farther away from him, changed everything.
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      The bell above Henderson’s Books chimed as Isabel pushed open the heavy oak door. Lynda followed her inside, stirring dust motes in the afternoon sunlight.

      Isabel breathed in the familiar scent of new and old books. Two years had passed since she’d last been here, yet everything remained exactly the same.

      “Look,” Lynda whispered, pointing to the wooden floorboards. “The third step still creaks.” She deliberately stepped on it again, and the familiar groan echoed through the shop. “Remember how we used to skip it when we were trying to sneak inside? If Mrs. Henderson had caught us, we would have been sent back to camp.”

      Isabel smiled, memories of their teenage adventures flooding back. “She probably knew we were here the whole time.”

      Mrs. Henderson walked out of the workroom carrying a towering stack of books. With her silver hair elegantly swept back and her reading glasses dangling from a beaded chain, it was as if the last two years hadn’t existed.

      When she saw Isabel and Lynda, she smiled and left the books on the front counter. “I wondered when you two would be arriving. Kathleen told me about the reunion.”

      “It’s good to see you, Mrs. Henderson.” Isabel’s voice caught as she was pulled into a warm embrace.

      Mrs. Henderson sighed. “I don’t know how many times I’ve said you can call me Margaret.”

      Lynda hugged her. “But we like calling you Mrs. Henderson. You made a big impression on
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