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      Alice Rice got up from her desk when she heard the back door open. The twins were home from school. Or at least one of them was, as Alice glanced at the bright pink sticky note on her computer. Ginny’s working today! had been scrawled there, in her daughter’s handwriting.

      She smiled at it and tapped it as she went by the computer on the other side of the desk. “Charlie?” she called as she stepped into the hallway. Down and around the corner into the back of the house showed her that her son had indeed arrived home from school, but he wasn’t alone.

      His girlfriend, Sariah Page, had come with him, and she currently had her fingers fisted in the collar on his jacket, kissing him.

      Alice cleared her throat, and Sariah and Charlie jumped apart. He looked at her, plenty of panic in his eyes. “Hey, Mom.” He cleared his throat too, and she dang near rolled her eyes.

      “Didn’t think I’d be home?” She folded her arms and glared. “Hello, Sariah.”

      “Hey, Alice.” She hovered half a step behind Charlie. “I should go, Charles. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” he said, following her to the garage exit. They didn’t kiss again, and the pretty blonde slipped outside. He faced her, his usual devil-may-care expression on his face. “I knew you’d be home.”

      “You seemed surprised.”

      “I’m a little surprised. You don’t always come out of your office the moment we get home.” He sighed and opened the fridge. “I don’t know what to do about Sariah.”

      Alice scented blood, and she moved in for the kill. “What do you mean?” She strode toward him, telling herself to calm down, move slow. Big movements could scare the teenagers away.

      “I mean…I like her. She’s pretty. She’s smart.” He closed the fridge and opened the cupboard, obviously trying to do anything he could not to look at Alice. “But she’s also going to NYU in the fall, and…I’m not.”

      “Ah, I see,” Alice said. Charlie had never particularly excelled in academics—except for chemistry. He loved the stuff, and he had applied to Boston University. He’d gotten in too. No scholarship. No nothing. He’d have to pay for all of it, and Alice had helped him look into getting grants to help fund it.

      Truth be told, he hadn’t even decided if he was going to go or not. She knew one of his New Year’s goals was to make a decision for the fall, but only a week into January, and he hadn’t done it yet.

      Alice was trying not to put any pressure on him. A pressured, cornered Charlie usually wasn’t a good thing.

      “Plus,” Charlie said, and he turned his back on her. Alice sat at the bar, ready for anything. Or so she thought.

      “Mandie and I have been talking again,” he said, and Alice so wasn’t ready for that. She almost toppled off her barstool she flinched so hard.

      “What?” she asked, her voice mostly made of air. “Mandie Grover?”

      “Yes.” Charlie pulled down a box of popcorn and turned toward her. “Can I make this?”

      “Sure,” she said. Arthur wasn’t home from the high school yet, but he loved popcorn as much as Charlie did. Alice was just glad they had something in common, though Arthur got along very well with the twins. He was one of those special breeds of human who actually liked and understood teenagers, and they liked and understood that he just wanted them to be the best they could be.

      He’d helped Ginny a lot with her college applications, and she’d gotten into NYU, BU, Yale, and Towson. Charlie had only applied to Boston University, and he’d gotten in, so that had spared him from feeling like a failure compared to his sister, something Alice knew he did a lot.

      “And?” she prompted. “What about Mandie?”

      “I’m thinking…I don’t know what I’m thinking.”

      Alice watched him put the popcorn in the microwave and start it. Her mind whirred like the appliance, and she drew a breath. “I think I know what you’re thinking.”

      “What’s that, Mom?” He finally gave her his full attention, plenty of challenge on his face. He looked so much like his father, but he was much gentler, and much kinder. Alice thanked God for that every day.

      “I think you’re wishing you didn’t have a girlfriend,” she said. “Then it wouldn’t be so confusing to be friends with Mandie. You might even be able to take her to a dance this spring and hang out with her in the summer.”

      Charlie didn’t make a face and sigh, which meant Alice was right. He’d never admit it right away, and he simply turned to get out a big bowl for his popcorn. The buttery, salty scent of it started to fill the air, and Alice let the silence fill the spaces between what she’d said.

      “Maybe,” Charlie said as he opened the microwave and shook the bag of popcorn. “And Mom, you were right about girls.”

      “Which part?” Alice got to her feet and approached her son. She curled her hand down the side of his face and around to the back of his head.

      “They’re aggressive,” he said. He shook salt all over the popcorn and looked at her again. “Sariah wants to, you know. Do it before we graduate. I told her you’d be home this afternoon, and she still sort of attacked me when we walked in.”

      Alice narrowed her eyes. “She’s being aggressive with you?”

      “I mean, I think so,” Charlie said. “Maybe it’s just because you’ve talked to me and talked to me about sex, and girls, and I don’t know.” He did the hefty sigh she’d heard before and walked into the living room.

      Alice stayed in the kitchen, almost afraid to move. His girlfriend wanted to sleep with him, and he hadn’t done it yet? She wasn’t sure if she should rejoice or panic. Usually, the guy had to convince the girl that everything would be okay. Not having that barrier would make everything easier for Charlie.

      Her stomach churned, and now the popcorn smelled slightly charred instead of delicious and buttery.

      She turned as the garage door opened again, and this time, her husband of four months walked in. “Hey, beautiful,” he said, a smile curling the ends of his mouth instantly. He took her into his arms, and Alice pulled on Arthur’s strength and stability to use in her own life.

      “Hey,” she whispered into his shoulder.

      He pulled back and looked at her. “Everything okay?” His gaze skimmed further into the house, obviously searching for what had upset Alice.

      “Yes,” she said firmly. “Everything’s fine.”

      Arthur took his briefcase over to the counter that acted as a credenza and said, “Hey, Charlie. How was school?”

      “Great, Arthur,” Charlie said, flipping through the channels without looking at his step-father.

      Arthur turned back to Alice, and she shook her head. Her son was sitting here, bored out of his mind while he tried to find something to watch on TV, when he could be with his girlfriend. It wasn’t that hard to find somewhere for two teenagers to go, not if they were both properly motivated.

      Charlie obviously wasn’t, and Alice didn’t want to disrupt something in the cosmic universe by freaking out about nothing.

      Yet, she told herself. She didn’t have anything to freak out about yet.
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        * * *

      

      A week later, Alice hummed to herself as she went around the house, picking up socks, shoes, and dishes. No one seemed to be able to get anything where it belonged except for her. She’d needed a break from her case—a nasty dispute between two parents fighting over their kids—so she didn’t mind the clutter that had accumulated this week.

      She usually made everyone go around on Saturday for a few minutes and help her put the house back together. This week, they’d been busy with Arthur’s mother, who didn’t have very much time left on this earth. She’d been sick for a while, and Alice would miss her once she finally passed.

      The silence in the house filled Alice with peace, where it had once struck her with fear. She knew now that no one was going to ring her doorbell and judge her the way they did in the Hamptons. She had no images to protect or uphold here. No pretenses to live up to.

      She was a busy lawyer who worked from home, with two kids who’d graduate from high school in six short months, a new husband to dote on, and plenty of household chores to keep her busy.

      Her phone chimed in her back pocket, one notification after the other, telling her that her friends had started a lively conversation while she’d been in a dead zone picking up plates with dried cheese on them from Ginny’s nachos last night.

      The device continued to sing at Alice until she put all the dirty dishes in the sink and pulled it from her pocket. “My goodness,” she said, swiping to see what was so important.

      I’m dying, Eloise had sent. Billie got asked to Sweethearts today. She’s fourteen. Aaron’s going to go ballistic. I need all the chocolate I can get to sweeten him up.

      Who asked her? Robin had asked immediately. Now that she wasn’t swamped with clients, she had more free time to respond to texts quickly. Not that she hadn’t before. Her cellphone was practically sewn to her fingers.

      Alice’s was too, so she wasn’t judging. She did so much business with her phone, and it was easy to get absorbed into it for long periods of time and not even know it.

      A boy named Luke Howard, Eloise said. He’s a year older than her, and Aaron’s not going to like that.

      It’ll be okay, AJ had said. The Howards live right by us, and they’re a good family.

      Agree with AJ, Robin said. The Howards are good people.

      Aaron’s looking them up right now, Laurel sent as Alice watched. She sent a winking emoji, but Alice didn’t think she was kidding at all. The Chief of Police would probably run a background check, call them in for fingerprinting, and do a deep dive into their past going back generations. He had all the resources to do it.

      How wonderful for her, Kristen sent.

      Jean chimed in with, I can help with a dress if she needs one.

      I don’t even know if it’s formal or not, Eloise said.

      It’s not formal, Robin said, and she would know. Robin knew everything that happened in the cove, and sometimes she irritated Alice. At the same time, there was no one Alice loved more than Robin Grover. But it’s not casual either, she said. It’ll be best dress. Not jeans. Not prommy.

      Alice didn’t really have anything to add to the conversation, but she tapped out, It’ll be okay, Eloise. He’s got a month to get used to the idea, right?

      Good point, Eloise sent. I just wish they got along better. He’s so protective of her.

      There could be worse things, Kelli said. How exciting for her to be asked. How does she know Luke?

      The conversation went on from there, but Alice had work to do. She rinsed the dishes and put them in the dishwasher. She wiped down all the counters and the stove. She straightened all the pillows in the living room and took the kitchen trash out to the big, black can Charlie towed out to the street on Thursdays.

      She started a load of laundry, taking Ginny’s clean clothes upstairs to her room. She peeked in the twins’ bathroom and frowned. She didn’t clean their rooms or do their laundry, but she would come up here to make sure the toilet and tub weren’t going to rust through or be stained permanently.

      Obviously, no one had cleaned this bathroom for a while, and Alice couldn’t even remember whose turn it was. The garbage can lid bulged open, and she stepped into the bathroom to collect that.

      She opened the lid, her hand already reaching for the sides of the bag that had been pulled over the can. She froze, her breath wheezing into her lungs, at the sight of the pregnancy test sitting there.

      It had been used, and it showed only one line.

      Not pregnant.

      Her heartbeat sounded like a bass drum as it banged through her whole body. Whose was this?

      Her mind raced; Sariah had been over to the house just yesterday, along with the rest of the Academic Olympiad team she was on with Charlie. She’d asked to use the bathroom, and since someone else had been in the half-bath off the kitchen, she’d gone upstairs.

      Ginny had a boyfriend, but to Alice’s knowledge they hadn’t slept together.

      She pulled in another breath, and the extra oxygen reminded her of the conversation Charlie had had with her last week about Mandie. They’d been talking and texting again—Alice checked his phone regularly—and Mandie had dropped by two or three days ago. She’d talked to Charlie and Ginny together on the front porch for about a half-hour, left a loaf of chocolate chip banana bread, and gone home.

      Alice didn’t recall her coming in the house. Charlie couldn’t be sleeping with her…could he?

      She reached for the pregnancy test, dislodging some used make-up remover wipes. In her mind, teenagers were so very stupid, because whoever had put this in the trashcan should’ve done a better job of hiding it. Even if it had been under the make-up remover wipes, Alice probably wouldn’t have seen it.

      With the stick in her hand, Alice felt like she was swimming outside of her body. Nothing made sense, and questions formed her whole world. Her feet felt like they were slipping down a muddy slope, and she couldn’t catch herself.

      Bottom line, she needed to know who’d used this pregnancy test. No matter who it was, Alice felt like her whole world was about to change.
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      Jean Shields could not stop crying. Every time she managed it for even a moment, her mind would attack her, and the tears would flow again.

      I’m so sorry.

      There were so many things those words couldn’t make up for. Having a baby taken from her was one of them, and Jean reached for another handful of toilet paper as a fresh set of tears ran down her face.

      At least her crying had gone down a notch from the howling sobs she’d dissolved into earlier that morning.

      I’m so sorry, Jean.

      She was so sorry too. She’d used the same words to cancel her sewing students for that afternoon, and she honestly didn’t know how to even leave the bathroom. She had no idea how to tell her husband. Reuben had been as excited and as anxious as Jean to finally have a human baby to take care of.

      Outside the bathroom, both of her dogs lay on the carpet, watching her. If she even twitched, they lifted their heads, and Jean had sobbed into Timber’s neck for a good twenty minutes right after receiving the horrible text from her adoption case worker.

      The birth mom has a relative who said she’d take the baby.

      Jean brought her knees to her chest and set her forehead on them. Her own mother had been so excited. She’d come to the cove twice in the past four months to help Jean set up a nursery. Kristen, Reuben’s mother, who lived only fifteen minutes away on the other side of Diamond Island, had sat with Jean in the afternoons while she made baby dresses in a variety of sizes.

      They’d spent a small fortune on bedding, a crib, diapers, bows, a stroller, and every other baby item on the market.

      Jean knew this was her only chance to raise a child, as she’d turned forty-one in December. Reuben would be forty-four in March, and their case worker had already admitted their age might keep a birth mom from selecting them.

      She’d had no idea that the adoption could be stolen from her at any moment. Had she known that, she wouldn’t have painted the walls a soft pink. She wouldn’t have sewn baby giraffe curtains, with the cutest zoo animals in the background. She wouldn’t have been shopping online for blessing dresses and scrapbooks and digital picture frames.

      Jean wanted to scream. She wanted to shake her fists to the sky and bellow at God for His cruelty in allowing her to love the baby that she’d never even get to see now. She wanted to pound the earth the way hail did, and she wanted to whip her fury against the cliffs the way the wind got to.

      As it was, Jean, a woman of only five-feet, three-inches and barely a hundred and twenty pounds, sat on her bathroom floor and sobbed into her arms.

      This was hell, and Jean had no idea how to find her way out of it. There was no ladder tall enough to get her to the top. There was no floatation device that could keep her from drowning.

      The dogs—she and Reuben had parented several over the years—lifted their heads, both of them looking down the hall and toward the microscopic kitchen on the bottom level of the lighthouse where Jean lived.

      It had taken her some months to warm up to the idea of living underground, but Reuben loved the lighthouse, and Jean loved Reuben. They’d had many years on the mainland near her parents, and it was time for him to be here, with his mother.

      “There you are,” his voice said, and Jean wanted to disappear. She didn’t want him to find her like this, but she couldn’t get herself to move.

      He bent down and patted the dogs. “What are you guys doing—?” He’d spotted her, and Jean didn’t have anything to say.

      “Honey.” He stepped into the tiny bathroom and knelt in front of her. “Are you hurt?”

      In so many ways, yes. The kind where she bled? No.

      She cried so hard she couldn’t answer him, and Reuben ran his hands down her arms, his eyes searching for injuries.

      “Hon,” he said again. “Talk to me. Calm down a little and talk to me.” He wrapped her in strong arms that could pull in heavy, wet ropes from the sea. He smelled like coffee and peanut butter, what he’d likely consumed for his afternoon snack. The man loved a good peanut butter cookie, and Jean had nothing better to do than perfect her recipes and provide food for her husband.

      She needed something to do. Something to give her purpose in her life.

      She clung to him, feeling the soft quality of his cotton shirt against her face and giving him some of the agony that had plagued her for hours. “My phone,” she managed to say, and Reuben picked it up from where it sat on the closed toilet seat.

      He kept her close, and the awful messages didn’t take long to read. “No,” whooshed out of his mouth, and Reuben sat down heavily on his knees, no longer trying to kneel up. He probably couldn’t, because Jean knew that feeling of suddenly carrying the world on her back.

      That was how Miranda’s texts had felt. Like she’d tossed Earth, then Mars, then Jupiter onto Jean’s back with the words, “I’m so sorry.”

      She also knew it wasn’t Miranda’s fault that the birth mom had changed her mind. Jean supposed they’d been warned that birth moms could do that, especially young ones. The one that had chosen them was in her early twenties, though, and Jean and Reuben only had five weeks to go until their baby would be born.

      Not your baby anymore, she told herself, finally feeling some semblance of peace enter her heart. That came from Reuben, because while the man was tall and a bit bear-like in the breadth of his shoulders, he possessed a marshmallow heart. He was kind, and good, and loyal. He was hard-working and strong, and Jean loved him with everything she had.

      “I’m okay,” she said, taking a breath. Air felt like cement in her lungs. “You’re here. I love you.” Tears leaked down her face as she pulled back. “We’re okay, and that’s all that matters.”

      Reuben cried too, and she hated seeing the broken, anguished look on his face. “I’m so sorry, Jean. I—I don’t even know what to say or do.”

      “I don’t either,” she whispered. “Maybe you could help me up? I’ve been in here for hours.”

      After crying for those initial twenty minutes, Jean had gone into shock. She’d wandered the lighthouse living levels—there were two—and once she’d realized what was happening again, she’d needed to throw up. Pure devastation could make one nauseous, she supposed.

      Reuben stood and lifted Jean easily into his arms. “Do you want to lie in bed?” he asked, his voice low.

      She nodded and clung to him. He laid her on her side of the bed after pulling back the blanket, and he tucked her in tightly. Jean started to cry again, and when Reuben slid into bed with her, his boots and jeans off now, they held each other and wept. Both dogs jumped up onto the bed, but Jean didn’t find their presence as comforting as she once had.

      “I love you,” he whispered. “You’re enough for me.”

      “I love you too,” she whispered back. “You’re enough for me too.”

      “It still hurts,” he said, his arms around her gently, but with plenty of pressure so she’d know how very much he wanted her to be close to him.

      “Yes.” She closed her eyes and tucked her face right against his chest, where she could hear his heart beating and smell the scent of his skin. “It hurts so much.”
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t cry all day today,” Jean said the next morning. Reuben looked at her over the top of his coffee mug. “Can I come up top with you?”

      “Of course,” he said. “No sewing today either?”

      “I canceled all week,” she said, looking away now. “That way, my students will still be even.” She stirred her coffee absently, and she still hadn’t taken a sip. “Did you tell your mother?”

      “Yes.”

      So Kristen would be coming by today. Jean was surprised she hadn’t arrived yet, actually, though she supposed it was only five-thirty in the morning, and Kristen was seventy-eight years old now.

      She’d probably told all her girls, and Jean’s eyes filled with tears. She didn’t want to see anyone. She didn’t want to talk about it. She didn’t want cards, gifts, food, or sympathy. It would only make her feel weak.

      Her phone sat on the table in front of her, and she swiped it on.

      “She’s going to bring lunch,” Reuben said, his voice so quiet. Everything about living underground was so quiet, and Jean found that urge to scream some sound into their living space increasing once more.

      “I don’t want her to bring lunch,” Jean said, plenty of bite to her tone. “I don’t want to cry all day today.” She met her husband’s eyes, and he nodded.

      “I’ll tell her.” He picked up his phone and started typing.

      Jean looked at her texts. None of the women she’d spent last summer and fall, then the holidays, with had texted her. The group text had gone quiet after Eloise had told everyone about Billie getting invited to the Sweethearts Dance. Either Kristen hadn’t told them, or she’d used a different group text—one with Jean not on it.

      That idea made bitterness surge up her throat, and Jean started typing a message to the whole group.

      I don’t know if you’ve heard, but Reuben and I lost the baby. I don’t want to talk about it right now. It’s too raw for me. We don’t need any food. I don’t want to push you away, but I really don’t want to cry all day today, so it’ll just be easier for me if everyone just gives me a little space and a little time to process it.

      Jean didn’t think there was enough space in the universe, or enough time left in her life, for her to get over this. Her mother had told her she was over-dramatic growing up, and Jean pulled back on the reins of that dramaticism. Perhaps she would find a way through this confusing maze of disappointment and grief.

      But right now, she just wanted to be alone.

      “I’ll bring my eReader up to the top,” she said as she finally lifted her coffee mug to her lips. She couldn’t remember if she’d eaten yesterday or not, as everything felt hollow and strange inside her. “And I’ll just read by you. Is that okay?”

      Reuben got up and came around to her side of the table. “It’s absolutely okay,” he whispered, dropping into a crouch beside her. “I’m worried about you, Jean. Do we need to go see the therapist again?”

      She traced her fingers down the side of her husband’s face, enjoying the soft quality of his salt-and-pepper beard, and the concern in his dark eyes. She’d seen a mental health professional for years, off and on. She’d had trouble accepting her infertility, and she often suffered from depression.

      Moving to the cove permanently had actually been wonderful for her, as she’d learned to rely on herself and on Reuben, instead of her mother and sister in New Haven. Forging a friendship with Kristen had buoyed her up, and when Kristen started bringing her to the Wednesday luncheons with the other ladies, Jean’s outlook on life had improved drastically.

      Those women cared about her, and she cared about them. She loved being involved in their lives, and she looked down at her text again. It was all still true, and while she knew Robin, Alice, Eloise, AJ, Kelli, and Laurel would be at the lighthouse in two minutes flat if she asked them to be, she really didn’t want to cry all day today.

      She sent the text and focused on her husband again. “Yes,” she said. “I think I need to see someone again.” She appreciated that he’d said “we” when he’d asked her, but the therapy wasn’t for him. Sometimes he did attend her sessions with her, if her doctor wanted him there, or Jean did.

      He’d dropped everything for her over the years, and Jean felt like such a failure. She couldn’t get pregnant. Couldn’t give him the children he wanted. Her body literally couldn’t do what it was meant to do, and she’d never felt so broken before.

      More tears pressed behind her eyes, especially when her phone vibrated. That was probably Robin or Alice, as they had older children who got up early for high school. Jean suddenly didn’t want to see their replies. Even reading how sorry they were about the loss of the baby would make her cry.

      “All right.” Reuben drew her into a hug. “Leave your phone here, hon. Get your eReader. Let’s go up top and watch the sun rise together.”

      She nodded and left her phone right where it was on the table. She’d have to deal with the messages later. Or maybe she wouldn’t. Maybe she’d just delete them all and pray someone else would have something to talk about soon enough.

      When she returned from the bedroom with her eReader, Reuben took her hand and raised it to his lips. “What about the Seafaring Girls?” he asked, his voice low and kind. “My mom’s been asking you to do it, and you couldn’t because the baby was coming.”

      Jean heard the unspoken words. Now there’s no baby coming, Jean. What are you going to do with your life? Who cares that you’re even on this planet?

      She’d resisted becoming the Seafaring Girls leader, because the program was starting the first week of March, and she was supposed to have a baby the second week of February. With that out of the picture, perhaps she could take on the nautical safety and education program.

      “I’ll think about it,” she told Reuben, and he nodded. They started up the steps, and by the time they reached the top of the lighthouse, Jean knew what she wanted to do. “I should do the Seafaring Girls,” she said. “Maybe then I’ll have a purpose to my life.”

      “You bring me joy,” he said, smiling at her. She marveled how he could be so strong. He had to be suffering too; he was. She could see it in his face. She’d felt it in his pulse last night. She’d heard it as he’d cried with her.

      She managed a smile for him too, and his eyes did light up a little more. “If I had someone counting on me for something, it might help,” she said. “Doctor Hill has always said to pour myself into service whenever I’m feeling worthless.”

      “You’re not worthless, Jean.”

      “But I feel that way,” she said, turning away from him. “I’m okay.” She sat down in one of the chairs on the balcony and faced the cool, gray water. The sun had started to light the day, but none of its gold had kissed the earth yet.

      Reuben sat beside her, and she slipped her hand into his. Yes, she should take on the Seafaring Girls if the position was still open. That would definitely give her something to focus on, something to do, and something to help her feel like she wasn’t perfectly inconsequential.

      “Will you text your mom?” she whispered as the first rays of light started to glint over the water. “Maybe they’ve already filled the leader position.”

      “I’ll text her and find out,” he said, reaching into his pocket for his phone.

      Jean nodded, because Kristen hadn’t mentioned the Seafaring Girls in a while, and she didn’t know if she’d found a leader yet or not. She wanted to pray that she hadn’t, but Jean’s heart felt like a piece of wood in her chest. Praying for a baby had never worked. Praying for this birth mother hadn’t either.

      She wasn’t going to pray to have the Seafaring Girls job, because God didn’t listen to her anyway.

      Jean didn’t know how to hope anymore. That ability felt as cracked and as crumpled as her ability to bear children.

      So she simply sat in her chair, her hand in her husband’s, and watched the sun come up. Whatever will be, will be, she thought.

      “She hasn’t read it,” Reuben said, tucking his phone away. “She’s probably still asleep.”

      “Probably.” Jean kept her focus on that moment. The very one in which she lived and breathed. Every inch the sun moved, she saw it, because if she let her attention wander forward or backward, her eyes would fill with tears, and she really didn’t want to cry all day today.
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      Eloise Sherman ran toward the ferry, because she could not be left on Sanctuary Island for the night. The inn she ran, The Cliffside Inn, was booked full for the night, and she didn’t want to show up on her mother’s doorstep again.

      Thunder rumbled overhead, and Lawson gestured her forward as if she could run any faster. “Sorry,” she said breathlessly as she darted past him. “Thanks for holding it.”

      “Late again tonight,” he said after her, and now that Eloise stood on the ferry, she paused.

      “Yes.” She sighed and wiped her hair back off her face. “Thank you, Lawson.”

      The ferry worker gave her a smile and closed the gate behind her. The boat began to move, and Eloise went inside to find a seat. At almost ten p.m., that wasn’t hard to do, and she selected a chair away from the few other passengers on the ferry.

      She sighed as she sat, her muscles aching, her eyes burning as if someone had rubbed sand in them, and her emotions quivering on the edge of a knife. She couldn’t keep working this much. She had no idea how Aaron, her husband, dealt with this much pressure.

      As the Chief of Police for Five Island Cove, Aaron had about fifteen thousand pieces moving at any given time. Eloise was starting to understand how exhausting that was, and she didn’t have nearly the personnel Aaron did to help her.

      Not only that, but everyone in her family would be in bed by the time she got to their home on Diamond Island, and Eloise’s tears pressed against her closed eyelids. She couldn’t break down and cry right here on the ferry, so she breathed in and held it in an attempt to control her emotions.

      You need more help, she thought, and her mind immediately conjured up an image of Jean Shields. The dark-haired woman could probably use something to distract her from the terrible loss she’d suffered, but Eloise didn’t know how to reach out to her.

      Jean had asked them not to bring food, not to stop by and offer condolences, but to give her time and space. Eloise understood that, and she’d done her best to respect Jean’s wishes. She’d sent her a text off the group string, saying she loved her, she was sorry, and if there was anything she could do to help, she would. All Jean had to do was let her know.

      Jean had not responded. Only a couple of days had gone by, and Eloise didn’t expect Jean to heal completely in forty-eight hours. Some things required decades of work and wrestling, and Eloise wished she could get in the ring with Jean and help her pin down her struggles and make them dry up.

      She opened her eyes and breathed strength into her lungs. She’d wanted The Cliffside Inn with her whole heart, and she wasn’t going to complain that only a year after a tsunami and opening the inn found her in the black, operating well, and able to pay all of her business and personal expenses.

      Made it on the ferry, she texted to Aaron, right below the picture of her dinner plate, covered in foil, which he’d taken bathed in the yellow light above their stove.

      Good, he responded. See you soon. Be careful on the roads. It’s raining here.

      January in Five Island Cove always saw a lot of rain, and Eloise closed her eyes again and listened to the drops intensify on the roof above her head. Before she knew it, the ferry began to slow, and she disembarked to a fury of wind and water.

      She shielded her face with her hand and hurried to her car. Her headlights barely cut through the storm, but she made it to the house where she’d been living with Aaron and his girls, Billie and Grace, for eight months now. She loved being married to him and coming home to him, and she hoped she provided the same comfort for him and his daughters.

      She knew she did, and as she pulled in beside his police cruiser in the garage, she wasn’t surprised to find Billie framed in the doorway leading into the house. The fourteen-year-old was angelic, with white-blonde hair and big, soulful blue eyes. She was thin, with long legs, and just the beginning of womanly curves that made her attractive to teenage boys.

      She was the kind of girl Eloise would’ve envied in her latter junior high and early high school days, but seeing her standing there brought nothing but a smile to Eloise’s face.

      “What are you doing up?” she asked as she got out of her car, towing along her huge bag that acted as a purse. “It’s a school night.”

      “Jean texted,” Billie said, holding up her phone though it stayed dark. “She said she has my dress pieced, and she wanted to know when I could go over to the lighthouse and try it on. Then she can finish it.”

      Eloise wanted to say they could go tomorrow, of course. She’d cancel everything on her schedule to be there with Billie, not only for her step-daughter, but so she could check on Jean in a non-evasive way. Her heart pounded as she closed the car door behind her and moved toward the few steps that led up to the landing and then the entrance to the house.

      She swallowed, her mind racing. “Have you told your dad about the dance?”

      “I mentioned it at dinner tonight,” Billie said, rolling her eyes. She was a sober child who’d matured a lot in the past couple of years. She’d also been slowly loosening up, and she was really good at dealing with her father now.

      They were so much alike that they didn’t always get along, and Aaron simply didn’t understand what it meant to be a teenage girl in today’s world. Eloise had to work hard not to give in to everything the girl wanted, because she wanted to be a united front with Aaron with his daughters. She always deferred to him, as he was their parent and she was not, but she did love Billie with a fierceness she did not understand.

      She reached the top of the short flight of steps and pushed Billie’s hair over her ear. “What did he say?”

      Billie met her eyes, unrest and anxiety swimming in hers. “He asked who I was going with. I told him Luke had asked me, and I’d like to go with him. You know how Dad is. He was all like, ‘Luke who? Do I know this Luke character?’”

      Eloise gave her a soft smile, but Billie sighed like her father was the most difficult man on the planet. Eloise had definitely experienced moments like this herself, and she wished she could open the pages in the book of life a little wider for Billie. Then she’d be able to see that not everything that happened right now was of the utmost importance. That there was so much more out there, and in ten years, or even only one, this dance wouldn’t matter at all.

      “Did he look him up?”

      “No, thank goodness,” Billie said. “I told him Luke’s last name, and you could just see the relief on his face. Of course, he replaced it with defiance or something a moment later. He knows the Howards, and he likes them, so there’s no reason I can’t go with Luke.”

      Eloise nodded, indicating that Billie should go inside. The January night air held a chill she didn’t want to stand in much longer. They went into the kitchen together, Eloise hitting the button to close the garage door behind her. She hefted her purse onto the dining room table, where Grace’s homework and backpack sat, along with Aaron’s coffee mug.

      He took his police business into the office, and if she went in there, she’d find stacks of files, his police vest, a closet with several uniforms hanging inside, and a wall filled with clippings, notes, and pictures. The man was extremely dedicated to his job, but he’d managed to carve out time for his girls—and Eloise—too. She admired him so much for that, and she had a moment of vertigo where she was adrift in a sea of busyness.

      The inn could pull her in, suck her under, and refuse to let her go, and Eloise felt like she was drowning for a few seconds.

      Billie said, “El? Are you okay?” and Eloise blinked. She wasn’t in deep water. It wasn’t dark and black around her. She stood in a warm house, with soft lights and a beautiful girl who needed her.

      “Yes,” she said, her voice telling of her weariness. “Just tired.” She pulled in a breath through her nose. “What was the verdict, then? You’re going to the dance?”

      “Dad said he’d have to ‘have a talk’ with Luke, but yes, I could go with him.” Billie sounded like she’d swallowed lemons as she spoke. “What do you think he’ll say to him?”

      “He’s just worried, because Luke is older than you.” Eloise reached for Billie and drew her into a hug. “He said yes, and we can go do your dress fitting tomorrow.”

      “After school?”

      “Yes,” Eloise said, deciding on the spot. “I’ll leave the inn before check-in, and I’ll be home when you and Grace get here.”

      Billie pulled away, shock in her expression. “Really?”

      Eloise nodded, determined to make it so. “Really. I’m working too much, and I need a break. I’ll be here, and we can go over to the lighthouse after school.” She nodded down to Billie’s phone. “You better text her. I know she has sewing students in the afternoon. You should find out when she’s available.”

      “I’ll ask her right now.” Billie’s fingers flew across the screen, as she was already an expert texter despite getting her phone only a year or so ago.

      Eloise simply wanted to go to bed, and she noted that Aaron had put her plate in the fridge. She’d grabbed something to eat at the inn as the hour grew later and later, and a twinge of guilt pulled through her. “Come on, sweetie,” she said. “Plug in your phone, and let’s go to bed.”

      “She said anytime is fine,” Billie said, looking up. “She’s not doing her lessons this week.”

      Eloise pressed her lips together and nodded. Billie went to plug in her phone at the “command center” where Aaron required his girls to put their electronics, and she preceded Eloise down the hall toward the bedrooms.

      “Love you, Billie,” she whispered into the dark hallway as the girl turned into her room.

      “Love you too, El.” Those words brought warmth to Eloise’s soul, giving her another dose of strength and one of determination to not get stuck at the inn tomorrow, no matter what. She had an on-site manager. She had a full-time cook. She had a maintenance lead. She didn’t have to be there to do everything.

      In the bedroom, Aaron had left a light on in the bathroom for her, and she appreciated that she didn’t have to fumble her way through the dark. She changed quickly, switched off the light, and slid between the sheets just as her husband rolled toward her.

      “You’re home,” he said, his voice half drowsy and half awake.

      “Yeah, sorry,” she whispered. She eased into his arms, because there was nowhere she’d rather be than in the arms of Aaron Sherman. “I’m taking a half-day tomorrow. Would you have time for lunch?”

      He pressed his mouth to her forehead, then her cheek, and finally her ear. His lips caught her lobe as he said, “Lunch with my wife? I’m in.”

      Eloise tipped her head back and kissed her husband, feeling like the luckiest woman in the world. Now, if she could get away from the inn by lunchtime, she’d really be working miracles.
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      Robin Grover had arrived at the restaurant first, which happened quite often for her. She didn’t mind, because Alice had already texted to say she’d left her house, and Laurel had said she was on the ferry from Sanctuary. They’d be here soon enough.

      Her phone buzzed, and she plucked it from her purse, her mind focused on that morning’s conversation with Jamie, her youngest daughter. The girl had matured a lot, right before Robin’s eyes, when she hadn’t been looking. She’d started hanging out with boys more and more, and at some point while Robin was dealing with her husband leaving the cove and fishing in Alaska for the past two summers, her eldest daughter, Mandie, dating and now preparing to go to college, and amping up her event planning business, Jamie had become a teenager too.

      Not only that, but she’d made it into the musical theater class for the second semester of school, and her very best friend was in the class, along with her latest crush. Robin had been open and honest with her about boys, despite Jamie’s insistence that she’d “heard it all” when Robin had talked to Mandie about the same things.

      This text wasn’t from either of her daughters, thankfully, but her husband. Duke had sent a picture of a full deck of fish, with the words, Found those tuna!

      She pulled in a breath at the size of the fish, as well as how many there were. “Thank you, Lord,” she murmured. She and Duke had never been the richest of people in Five Island Cove. They lived in her mother’s house and paid a nominal amount in rent. They’d always managed to make ends meet so Robin could stay home with the girls—until last year’s tsunami had taken Duke’s fishing boat and the only way they made a living and turned it into splinters.

      They’d had to get a loan to buy a new boat, which was bigger and better, and Robin had taken on dozens more clients last year to help pay that loan, keep their family afloat, and get ahead.

      Duke had gone to Alaska again, where the fishing was phenomenal in the summer, and together, they’d gotten back on top of their misfortune. He’d been following this school of fish for over a week now, and Robin couldn’t wait to see her husband in the flesh again.

      “Hello,” Alice chirped, and Robin looked up from her phone as her best friend slid into the seat beside her. Alice placed her designer bag on the floor and looked at Robin, her smile cemented happily in place.

      Robin and Alice could bicker like sisters, but Robin loved her fiercely. “Hey, Alice.” She put down her phone and side-hugged her friend. “How’s the Thomas case coming?”

      “They are never going to agree,” Alice said wearily. She hugged Robin back and wiped her hand down the side of her face. “You know, it’s actually made me see how easy my divorce was with Frank.”

      “Easy?” Robin asked. She remembered that summer, two ago now, where Alice had practically disappeared inside herself. She’d stopped eating, stopped sleeping, and at one point, Robin had feared they’d have to hospitalize her.

      “Comparatively,” Alice said. “As far as divorces go. I don’t think they’re ever easy.”

      “They certainly aren’t,” Robin said, though she hadn’t been through one herself. She’d seen others endure the split, and she didn’t want to find herself in that position. In Alice’s case, the separation had been a good move, and Alice had worked hard to learn, grow, change, and find herself again.

      Robin supposed she’d had to do that on some level too over the past couple of years, and she felt stronger and more sure of herself today than she had even last year at this time.

      She gave Alice a smile, the gesture wobbling a little on her face. “It’s the hard things that make us stronger and better.”

      “Life lived in fire is better than life not lived,” Alice said, something their Seafaring Girls leader used to tell them. Kristen Shields was still one of Robin’s very best friends, and she wondered if she could stop by her condo and get an update on Jean.

      She reached for her water glass, a tactic she’d used many times over the years to make her question more innocent than it really was. “How’s Jean? Have you heard?”

      “No,” Alice said. “You?”

      “I texted her privately, but she didn’t respond.” It was killing Robin not to go to the lighthouse with a five-course meal in tow. “I’m trying to respect her privacy.”

      “How many meals do you have in your freezer for her?” Alice asked with a smile.

      “None,” Robin said, a touch of disgust in her voice. Alice grinned harder, and Robin rolled her eyes. “Fine. Just two, I swear.”

      Alice laughed, and they both looked up as a policewoman pulled out the chair across from her and sat down.

      “Hey,” Laurel said, a long sigh accompanying the word. “Sorry I’m late.” She reached up and took out her ponytail, which had started to droop a bit. She fixed it up, looking from Robin to Alice. “What did I interrupt?”

      “Nothing,” Robin said. “Just Alice making fun of me for having food in the freezer.” She gave Alice a side-eyed look from the corner of her eye. “Though she has benefitted from such meals in the past, I’ll have you know.”

      Laurel grinned from Robin to Alice. “When does Duke come home?”

      “He got a huge load of fish today,” Robin said. “I’d just gotten a text when Alice arrived.” She couldn’t help smiling. “He rarely has service, so I’m not sure when he sent it, but with that many fish, he should be on his way back.”

      “That’s great news,” Alice said, looking at the picture Robin pulled up on her phone. The waiter arrived, and they put in their appetizer and drink orders. Laurel buried herself behind the menu, but Robin had eaten at Mimi’s so many times, she had their offerings memorized. Alice likewise didn’t pick up the menu.

      Their eyes met, and a zing of nerves ran through Robin. “What?” she asked.

      “I have to tell you something, but I don’t want you to freak out.”

      “I hate it when you start conversations like that.”

      Laurel put her menu down, her eyes definitely searching for clues. She’d been moved onto the narcotics team several months ago, but after she’d blown open the biggest drug case the cove had ever seen, she’d decided that undercover work and the division wasn’t for her. She’d asked Aaron to put her back in a car with a partner, and he’d done according to her request.

      Alice threw a look across the table to Laurel, who nodded. “It involves Mandie.”

      Great, Robin thought. Alice had already run this by Laurel, and she was the last to know. If there was one thing Robin hated, it was being left out of something. Especially something to do with her own daughter.

      “Okay,” Robin said as carefully as she could. “Go on.”

      “She came over a few nights ago,” Alice said. “With banana bread. She chatted with the twins for a little bit. Came inside for a minute to use the restroom.” She cleared her throat.

      Surprise darted through Robin. Mandie had made several loaves of chocolate chip banana bread over the weekend, and she’d gone out to deliver them to a few elderly people in their neighborhood. At least that was what she’d told Robin.

      Ginny and Charlie didn’t qualify as senior citizens, no matter how anyone sliced their age.

      She cleared her throat. “Okay.”

      “Charlie’s been talking to her again,” Alice said, her nerves only amplifying Robin’s. “I think he still likes her.”

      Robin would not allow that relationship to pick up again, and her jaw tightened. Mandie had been devastated when the cute boy had broken up with her to go out with someone blonder and skinnier. Mandie still liked Charlie, Robin knew that. He was fun to talk to, and good-looking, and popular.

      “Okay,” she said again, the two syllables very measured as she let them out of her throat. “And?”

      Alice looked at Laurel helplessly.

      “And she found a pregnancy test in the twins’ bathroom,” Laurel said. “It showed not pregnant, so there’s nothing to freak out about.”

      Robin blinked at Laurel, the words she’d said not quite making sense in her head. She floated outside her body for a moment. Pregnancy test.

      Nothing to freak out about.

      Twins’ bathroom

      Charlie likes her still.

      Robin looked between Laurel and Alice. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “It could be Mandie’s,” Alice said. “I thought you should know.”

      “How could it be Mandie’s?” Robin demanded. “She doesn’t have a boyfriend.” She shook her head. No. None of this made sense. She grabbed her phone and started tapping. Beside her, Alice said something, but the words didn’t make it to Robin’s consciousness.

      Are you dating Charlie again? she sent to Mandie. You took bread over there on Sunday. Alice found a pregnancy test. She thinks it might be yours. What is going on?

      Her fingers shook, and everything in her life spun. Her daughter was six months away from her high school graduation. They had four campus tours planned in the next few months so Mandie could pick a university and start planning her future.

      Nowhere had she mentioned Charlie Kelton, a baby, or anything along those lines.

      Her daughter didn’t answer, and Robin hurried to pull up the screenshot of her classes so she’d know where Mandie was. Or where she was supposed to be.

      Foods.

      She was probably elbow-deep in making mashed potatoes, something she already knew how to do. She’d complained about having to take the class at all, and Robin couldn’t blame her. Mandie had been wonderful over the past year, stepping in to help Robin on dozens of occasions when she’d had to work outside the home in the evenings.

      I’m sorry, she quickly sent. 
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