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“So, Martie, you’re online dating?” 

Clair Bell gave the retiree a very puzzled look. Martie Simpson did not seem like the type to swipe left or right...or in any direction, for that matter. In fact, directly over her bed in her studio apartment here at the Port Provident Retirement Community, Martie kept an 11x14 portrait of her being held in her late husband’s arms. 

Martie laughed. “Oh, Clair, honey, no. I’m just playing games.”

Clair didn’t realize her eyes could stretch so wide. She could feel the skin in the corners straining to open even larger. “Martie, that’s not really smart. The internet is a crazy place. There are so many people who would try to take advantage of you.”

“Take advantage of me? Clair, what are you talking about? I’m just playing BuddyWords.”

Now Clair felt her eyes narrow until only a mere slit let light in to her pupils. “BuddyWords? The crossword puzzle game?”

Martie’s face broke into a grin. “That’s the one!”

“So...you’re playing an online crossword puzzle game and you used it to invite someone to the May Day dance here at the Retirement Community?”

Clair wanted to understand Martie, she truly did, but this was just downright baffling. When did Martie put down her crochet long enough to learn how to download an app?

“Well, sort of. The person I’ve been playing with is from here in Port Provident. That’s how we started playing together. I met him in the BuddyWords chat room.”

Clair clenched her jaw, hoping it would keep her from rolling her eyes. “You met him in the chat room? Okay, so what’s his name?”

Martie shrugged. “Bobby0612.”

“Martie, that’s not a real name. That’s a screenname. His last name is not Mr. Oh-Six-One-Two. He could be anyone. He could be a scammer trying to...I don’t know...get your Social Security check. I just heard Luke Freiling from CyberCay Security Partners talking about this at the Chamber of Commerce meeting last week.”

A loud laugh came straight from Martie’s throat. “Then Bobby’s a dumb scammer. He can have that piddly little check.”

“You know what I mean, though, Martie.” Clair found it hard to believe that Martie seemed to think that Clair was the crazy one.

“I do.” The older woman’s gray bun flopped ever-so-slightly on the top of her head as she nodded. “But I’ve lived long enough wishing for things to be different. I’ve lived a long time without my Ray. And with my kids away living their own lives in other states, well, I’ve lived a long time being alone. I’m tired, Clair. You do a great job of planning activities here and making sure we’re all looked after. No one could do a better job of running a place like this than you do—there are so many horror stories out there of homes that treat their residents badly. You don’t do that, and I know you never will. And I’ve got friends here—I don’t mean that I’m lonely. I just want a little fun. You know?”

Clair raised her arm and patted Martie on the shoulder. 

All of Clair’s residents had a special home in her heart, but Martie Simpson occupied the penthouse. She loved the dear little woman who was always quoting her favorite Bible verses, telling stories from the war, and gifting hand-made afghan blankets to every new resident. Martie was like the grandmother Clair always dreamed of having.

“I think I do, Martie.” 

“I know you do, Honey.” Martie stared Clair down with love in her gaze. “It wouldn’t hurt you to decide to have some fun, too. I said you’re great at your job—and you are—but there’s a big world outside these walls, you know.”

Clair waved at Ellis Lawson as his daughter signed him out for the afternoon. “Be good, Ellis—I’ll see you back in a bit.”

“See? Even Ellis gets out there. He told me Felicia was taking him to Island Bowl today.” 

If Clair hadn’t known better, she’d say there was more than a hint of I-told-you-so in Martie’s voice.

“I haven’t been bowling since high school.” The memories came as swiftly as a shiny ball rolling down the lane. Her long-ago ex-boyfriend Rob had talked her into joining a league at Island Bowl. He said he was in in it for the chance to have his own monogrammed bowling shirt. He’d always made her laugh.

Until the day that he made her cry.

But that was a long time ago. She had worked hard to stop letting the memories of Rob Landers affect her.

And she didn’t intend to change her constant desire to keep the past in the past.

Martie had dragged up enough crazy with this BuddyWords May Day date thing. Clair was absolutely not going to let Martie inadvertently pull up anything else that needed to be, metaphorically speaking, left at the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico.

It seemed crazy to lead the conversation back to this BuddyWords nonsense, but it didn’t take much for Clair to realize that was a much safer place for her mind to be than dancing around memories of her high school sweetheart.

“So, Mr. Oh-Six-One-Two is going to come here and be your date to the May Day Dance we’re putting on next weekend?”

Martie shook her head strongly enough that this time, her bun did a full cha-cha. “No, not exactly.”

Clair threw her hands in the air. “Then I’m really confused, Martie. I thought that’s what you said.”

“I did.” She nodded again. “But he’s also coming tonight to dinner. He’s here in town visiting family. It’s his first time back in Port Provident in almost ten years, he said.”

“He’s coming to dinner here? With you?”

Martie smiled. “Yes. It’s lasagna night. He said he loves lasagna. It was a bonus word two weeks ago. We started talking about it. I thought it would be fun to meet him in person.”

“Martha Jane Sidwell Simpson, you’ve gone plumb crazy. I think you need a chaperone.”

“Nope. There are two hundred and twelve residents here. I’ll be fine.” She made a dusting motion with her hands as if to signal that was that to Clair. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need a little beauty nap before dinner.”

She gave a grin to Clair, then turned away and walked down the hall without another word.

When Clair told people that she managed activities and recreation for the local retirement center, most of them assumed that her days were spent calling bingo and bocce ball tournaments. They figured it was a slow, sedate job.

They’d never met Martie Simpson. Or the other two hundred and eleven people who called this cluster of red brick buildings near the seashore home. 

Nothing about the Port Provident Retirement Community was dull. It was why Clair preferred to spend her time at work. Her own life paled in comparison. Retirees who’d seen everything and done everything still had more excitement in their lives than a woman who had her whole life ahead of her.

She’d be reminded once again of that tonight when she popped in the center’s restaurant to check on Martie. Clair wouldn’t be on a first date, herself. She never went on first dates. Even though Martie insisted it wasn’t a date, Clair could make sure Martie had a good time—and a safe time. 

And somehow, Clair would find a way to tell herself that what she had now was enough.
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It felt good to be home.

Rob Landers looked at all the shops and restaurants and other businesses that crowded along the last strip of land before the water—Gulfview Boulevard. So many of them were familiar. Even in the ten years he’d been gone, they’d remained.

He took a deep breath, processing the emotion of seeing his hometown again for the first time in so long. He wished that, like the long-term establishments, he’d been able to stay. But it wasn’t meant to be. His old man had needed help and his mom needed a clean break and getting out of town was the only way to make both of those happen.

Still, reconnecting with Port Provident the last few months had done his soul some good. He’d plugged into some groups on FaceSpace online, purchased a digital subscription to the online paper, and even met someone from the island while playing BuddyWords on breaks at work. 

He wanted to know if finding his roots could cure the restlessness that had crept under his skin.

If any place could show him the way, it would be Port Provident.

As Rob slowed down at the stop light, he looked to his left, taking in more of the local landscape. 

THERE IT WAS. Island Bowl. Man, he’d spent so many hours there. He’d spent so many hours with Clair there.

Clair Bell. He’d never forgotten the honey-blonde girl who’d been his first love. But he knew she’d forgotten him. In this whole crazy pursuit of his past, Rob knew without a doubt that the roots that had once connected him to Clair were now shriveled up and dead.

Just like the addiction that chased his pop off the island.

Just like the angry divorce that meant he needed to be separated from his mother and sister.

Just like the freedom and happiness he’d once known while roaming the halls of Port Provident High School.

Just like so many things in his life.

Rob was done with bitter ends and loss.

This trip to Port Provident was about finding himself and giving himself the chance to see how his life could have been different. It was about reconnecting with people and places that had once meant a great deal in his life.

It wasn’t about regret. And every memory he had of Clair Bell was wrapped in a cloud of regret. Rob turned his head away from Island Bowl and waited for the light to change from red to green.

Somehow, these few seconds spoke to him deep inside. They were the perfect picture of everything he was trying to do. He was trying not to look at the things in the past that had hurt him—but instead, he was waiting for the sign that he could move forward.

It wasn’t long before he saw the sign he’d been looking for—at least for tonight. The Port Provident Retirement Community. He’d met LongTimeMartie online in a forum for people who played an app-based crossword puzzle game called BuddyWords. They struck up a friendship after realizing they had Port Provident in common. When she found out that he was coming to town to see family, she invited him to lasagna night at her retirement home.

His sister Gretel almost laughed herself off the side of her dolphin tour boat when she heard about his plans for dinner.

“She seems like she needs a friend, Gretel. Her daughter just moved to Ohio with her family, but she stayed behind. Now she’s all alone on the island. I know what that feels like. You do too.” Rob remembered their conversation from the night before.

“Yeah, I do. I wonder if some knight in shining armor will show up for me when I go to a home someday,” Gretel mused.

“I’m no knight. And if I had armor, I’m pretty sure it would be tarnished,” Rob told his cousin.

He looked on the passenger seat next to him. He’d bought
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