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 Note to reader 
 
      
 
     There is little that I love more than reading no matter the season, but there is something special about summertime reading, especially while lounging at the beach. Think sweet, romantic beach reads, spanning long, lazy afternoons. 
 
      
 
    If you love lying in the sand reading, or if you’re more of a pool person, or prefer the comfort of air conditioning, the Blue Bay Beach Reads Romance series is meant to impart that easy, breezy, sunshine feeling when days are long and carefree.  
 
      
 
    I hope these books capture that summer vibe of relaxation and possibility along with sparks of romance, fizzy feels between first loves (or second chances or third tries) and the joy of the happily ever after. Wherever you are and whenever you read this book and the others in the series, I hope they transport you onto the pages. 
 
      
 
    I wish you many hours of happy reading. 
 
     ♥ Ellie 
 
      
 
    P.S. Be sure to check at the end of the book for a VERY sweet surprise as well as an excerpt from another book in the series!!! 
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 Chapter 1 
 
    Eisley 
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    Eisley Higgins hoped that moving to Retirement-Ville USA wouldn’t be that bad. No, that wasn’t entirely true. She didn’t just hope, she begged, wished, crossed her fingers, and prayed that she’d survive moving in with her mother in the small, coastal Florida town. 
 
    When she’d left the apartment that she shared in Baltimore with three other women and a ferret—it was Lacey’s, not hers—they all warned her. She’d never been to Florida but was told it was the land of senior citizens and snowbirds (not to mention alligators and giant palmetto bugs). Her mother had retired after working in the admissions office at Rutgers University-Camden for thirty years and soon became one of the many retirees to flee cold northern winters to the sunshine state. 
 
    Regardless, Eisley had experienced a series of setbacks recently, well, for the last ten years. Despite moving in with Mom, she’d deemed it the summer of finding herself. She needed to get her life on track—and quickly because bills and debt didn’t pay themselves.  
 
    It wasn’t that she was irresponsible with money or couldn’t keep a job, but for various reasons, both slipped through her fingers like fine grains of sand. She didn’t mind getting her hands dirty or sticky. She was a hard worker and honest, but had bad luck in life and love. 
 
    Eisley exited the highway and followed a long flat road that led to the Gulf Coast. She sang along with an oldies station—the only one the radio in her 1992 Honda Civic picked up without too much static. After the chorus, she wasn’t sure of the words, so with the windows down and the wind whipping her hair into a tangle, she belted out, “It’s only temporary. Just for the summer. I can do this! This is my summer!” She was a little off key but didn’t plan a career in the music business. 
 
    The virtual assistant on her phone somehow butted in and said, “That doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    Eisley startled, glanced at her phone, which had the GPS running. Had she tapped it or was it listening to her? Moreover, she was offended. Her singing voice wasn’t that bad, was it? “Robot lady, keep your opinions to yourself. I’d like to hear you sing.” 
 
    That silenced any further comment from the phone as Eisley continued to drive. Nonetheless, she stopped singing along. 
 
    Eisley and her mother got along—as well as a proud woman of Greek descent from New Jersey and her daughter could. Although Eisley’s current status didn’t matters: single, recently been laid off, and moving back in. Diana Higgins could be a bit pushy and sometimes meddlesome, but they didn’t drive each other too crazy—although every time they spoke on the phone, Diana asked when Eisley was going to hurry up and get married. 
 
    “It’s only temporary. Just for the summer. I can do this! This my summer,” she repeated as she rolled past a sign that welcomed her to Blue Bay Beach. She turned down the radio, pulled to the side of the road, and consulted the GPS. 
 
    She blinked a few times. “I must’ve taken a wrong turn.” 
 
    The phone repeatedly told her, “Arrived.” 
 
    Only, she wasn’t sure if the mansions set back from the road with big gates and tall palms on one side and the crystal blue ocean on the other was the right place. Had she somehow gone off the map and ended up in paradise? Had her mother given her the wrong address? Actually, her mother didn’t give her home address specifically because she said it wouldn’t show up on the navigation system. Apparently, it hadn’t been recorded by the mapping service. Her mother, Diana, insisted that the town was small and she’d find number four Pelican Lane without any trouble. 
 
    Catching sight of her herself in the car mirror, Eisley combed her fingers through her dirty blond shoulder-length hair. Her mother was going to tell her she needed a haircut. She wasn’t wrong, but money was tight and she saved where she could. She also needed a tan, a job, and numerous other things, but first things first, find her mother’s retirement community. She envisioned block-like buildings with a pool and a multi-purpose building in the middle. Clearly, she was in the wrong place. 
 
    Eisley maneuvered back onto the sandy road, passing a few more mansions with Spanish tile roofs, fountains, and impeccable landscaping along with lush, exotic plants and flowers growing wild. 
 
    As she rolled onto the main street of the town, her jaw dropped. It had to be a movie set. The shops were stucco or wood and painted pastel colors, the trees lining the sidewalk were strung with lights and flags, and the beachy vibe was all around picture perfect. 
 
    She continued on and reached beach houses then cottages. The streets were named after sea birds: Tern, Skimmer, Plover, Gull, and then she reached Pelican Lane. Apparently, she hadn’t made a wrong turn. There were only four cottages on the street covered in a canopy of trees. She stopped the car at the end of the driveway of number four. 
 
    How had her mother managed it? 
 
    It wasn’t the duplex she’d grown up in back in New Jersey and it certainly wasn’t the building in Baltimore that probably should’ve been condemned. The cottage’s exterior shingles were painted a soft aqua shade of blue and the trim was white.  
 
    The American flag flew proudly from the eave over the roof. Eisley never knew her father because he’d been missing in action toward the end of the war. He’d never met his daughter, but Diana named her after her father’s middle name, which had been Eisele. When she’d told Eisley the story, she’d joked, “Bob wouldn’t have worked” so she modified his middle name to suit the cheerful baby she’d had and in hopes that her husband would be found and return to them. 
 
    At that twinge of a sad memory, Eisley drew a deep breath and got out of the car. Her shorts stuck to her legs after the long drive in the humidity. She welcomed the fresh breeze that came from the nearby sea. 
 
    The screen door to the house opened and her mother emerged with arms outstretched, ready for what was sure to be a mama bear hug. 
 
    Eisley sunk into her mother’s arms. For the first time in ages, she felt like she could take a deep breath. 
 
    “Oh, you’re far too thin, Eisley. We have to do something about that. I made dolmades, moussaka, souvlaki, fasolada, and spanakopita just like Yia Yia used to make. I also got your favorite olives from the deli in Jersey. Do you remember Joan from down the street back in the neighborhood? She brought a cooler full of items from the deli for me when she and her husband went to Tampa. I recently met them for lunch,” Diana said always excited when she had company. 
 
    “Was Joan the one with the cats?” 
 
    Diana nodded then patted her daughter on the arm and squeezed her hand. “I’m so glad my little girl is home.” 
 
    “It looks like you have a really nice home, Mom.” Eisley had to admit she was impressed.  
 
    The space was light and airy. Geraniums and an assortment of other flowers hung from the front porch and a pair of rocking chairs were against one wall. There was also a hammock in the yard. She imagined it came with the house because she couldn’t picture her mother climbing in it with ease due to her arthritis. 
 
    “And it looks like you need a haircut. Don’t worry, I’ll take care of you,” Diana said. 
 
    “I’m fine, Mom.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah. You’re always fine.” Diana’s New Jersey accent was getting thicker with each word spoken—something that tended to happen when she got worked up or excited. Somehow, Eisley didn’t have an accent but hearing her mother’s brought on nostalgia. 
 
    “Let me go grab my things from the car.” Eisley moved toward the driveway. 
 
    “No, first, let’s eat,” Diana insisted. 
 
    “It’s not much.” Eisley darted to the Honda and grabbed two suitcases. There were a few other odds and ends, but she’d get them later. 
 
    Her mother helped. “I’ll show you around quickly. Because of my knees, it’s all one floor except for the loft. That’s yours. My room is down there near the bathroom where you’ll find a closet containing the washer and dryer. But don’t worry, I can take care of your laundry. Okay, here we are in the living room.” She pointed to the far right. “That’s the dinette and of course the kitchen.”  
 
    The space was modest, but perfect for Diana and at least for a few months, Eisley too. The décor was only a mild throwback to her mother’s gaudy kitsch in New Jersey. She’d upgraded her ocean-themed decorations. Diana moved from Greece to New Jersey with her parents when she was an infant and had always said she felt called to return to the ocean. So in central New Jersey, she’d decorated their home with as many seashells, hand-painted signs with beachy-sayings, metal wall hangings with sea horses, flipflops, and other items, and even had a flock of flamingos in the front yard—at Christmastime, they lit up. 
 
    “You did a great job, Mom, and it smells delicious.” 
 
    “Of course it does. Today we celebrate. I’m so happy you’re home.” 
 
    Even though Eisley wouldn’t expect or even let her mother wash her laundry, she was happy she didn’t have to lug her bags of dirty clothes and linens to the laundromat then leave with them damp because she wanted to save her quarters for the parking meter. She also duct taped the monitor of her laptop to the keyboard and scrimped in countless other ways like using cinderblocks and a wooden plank for her bookshelf—but she sold her books when her landlord raised the rent. The job market was tough and Eisley did her best. 
 
    “You didn’t bring much,” Diana noted. 
 
    “I left a lot of my belongings behind. I’m ready for a fresh start.” She took a deep breath and was also happy because the house already felt like home. She gave her mom another hug. 
 
    “I know the last few years have been tough on you. You tried hard, honey. You really did.” 
 
    Eisley struggled to smile and then made a dash for the kitchen. “I’m ready to eat.” 
 
    As they plated up lunch, which was more like a meal fit for a holiday or at least a crowd of six or more, Diana talked a bit about the house and town. “Blue Bay Beach is the best-kept secret on the Florida coast.” 
 
    “How’d you find out about it?” Eisley asked. 
 
    “Kismet.” 
 
    “Kismet?” Eisley repeated. 
 
    “Fate,” Diana said. She got up from the table and then pulled an envelope from a basket next to what was clearly her spot on the couch. “About fifteen years ago I got this letter.” She passed it to Eisley. 
 
    The paper was yellowed and it had the classic blue and red airmail stripes around the edge. 
 
    “Go ahead. Open it. I guess it got lost in transit. But it eventually found me and I found Blue Bay Beach.” 
 
    Eisley read the letter, written to her mother in a man’s blocky handwriting. It told how much he missed her and outlined a fantasy life he promised her in Blue Bay Beach. We’ll have a little cottage on the beach with a hammock. The baby can run around with bare feet. We’ll watch the sunset every night. Tears filled Eisley’s eyes. It was signed from her father Bob aka Robert Eisele Higgins. 
 
    “They never found him, but somehow he found me.” Diana clapped her hands. 
 
    “And you found Blue Bay Beach.” Unnamed emotions flowed through Eisley that felt like a strange mixture of sadness and happiness. 
 
    Eisley’s mother nodded. “It’s not on the map. I actually drove around for four days before I found it.” Diana chuckled. “But it was worth it and a very good thing I saved every penny I ever earned because it’s not cheap, but I own this house. It’s also yours. Part of your father’s brave legacy. He’d be so proud of you, Eisley.” 
 
    The tears dissolved and she squished up her face. “Mom, I’m barely getting by.” The confession, the truth, made her squirm inside. 
 
    The women squeezed hands. “Good thing I got you a job.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Well, I put in a good word. Actually, the interview is this afternoon. Go get freshened up and I’ll show you into town.” Diana stopped as she passed the calendar while clearing the dishes. “Oh, drat. I forgot. I have a canasta game this afternoon with the girls. Parking is scarce in town. During one of our games, I won a bicycle from Mavis down the street. Although I’d have paid good money to see her ride the thing.” She chuckled. “It was just collecting rust in her shed.” 
 
    Eisley processed everything her mother said while she helped clean up. While she was appreciative, her mother was always overly-involved. If Eisley ever had kids, she’d take a slightly less hands-on approach. She’d let them figure things out for themselves. Then again, she’d probably never have kids so it didn’t matter. Her financial life was in shambles and her love life was non-existent. Not that she was looking—for multiple reasons. She definitely needed to get her money affairs in order first and foremost then find herself and figure out what to do with her life. 
 
    As Eisley peddled toward town on the coral-colored beach cruiser complete with a basket in the front, she passed a broad beach where people played volleyball and a few kids yelled as they jumped in the gentle waves. Others built sandcastles and one flew a kite. 
 
    A dock stretched into the water in the distance with a sign that said Coconut Cove Café. A few colorful boats were tied to it. Eisley peddled in that direction. She passed several quaint shops and realized her mother had found her people, her tribe of beach-loving enthusiasts. It seemed everyone decorated with seashells, driftwood, and umbrellas. It was the perfect beach town with hardly any traffic, powder white sand, palms swaying in the breeze, and blue sky and water for miles. 
 
    “Wow,” she whispered as she parked the bike at the end of the dock. 
 
    The scent of coconut and bread met her nose as she entered the café at the end of the dock. Windows opened to the ocean on three sides. Exposed wooden beams supported a thatched roof. On the left, a long counter with seats ran parallel to the dock and the tables were on the right side of the restaurant and opened to a patio for outdoor dining. The place was moderately busy with people who looked like locals as well as visitors dressed in Hawaiian style shirts, but the vibe was relaxed. That may have something to do with the oldies music tinkling in the background. 
 
    A gorgeous woman, gorgeous with a capital G, stood by the register. Eisley couldn’t help but stare. She wasn’t convinced she was really in a Florida town. It must’ve actually been a movie set. The woman bit her lip and gazed at her phone then exhaled. 
 
    “Are you here for the interview?” a voice called from behind her. 
 
    Both the gorgeous woman and Eisley spun around. 
 
    Another woman with blond hair piled high on her head in a messy bun jotted something down on her pad as she approached. She had sharp but tired eyes and a black apron was tied around her waist. “I’m Billie. I own this place and am looking for summer help. Is that the two of you?” 
 
    Both the gorgeous woman and Eisley started to answer at the same time. 
 
    Billie held up her hands to stop them with the kind of command reserved for military generals. “Do you speak English?” she asked. 
 
    They both nodded then said, “Yes,” in unison. 
 
    “Are you literate?” 
 
    Again, they both nodded. 
 
    “What’s the greatest movie of all time?” Billie asked. 
 
    “Mamma Mia,” Eisley said. 
 
    “The Summer House,” Gorgeous answered. 
 
    Billie shrugged. “That’ll do. You’re hired. Can you start now? Betty is here today and she can show you the ropes.” She didn’t wait for an answer but went to the kitchen window and slid a slip on the counter, slapped it, and called, “Order in.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to know about my last job?” Eisley asked, hurrying after Billie. 
 
    “I have my references and resume here for you,” Gorgeous said, holding out a folder. 
 
    “Have you ever waited tables?” Billie asked them. 
 
    Eisley and Gorgeous turned to each other. “No.” 
 
    “But I’ve worked in retail, sold Scooters, did landscaping, held numerous office jobs, and I served ice cream for three summers while I was in high school.” Eisley listed just some of her previous jobs. 
 
    “Ding, ding, ding. You’re in.” Billie pointed at Eisley then strode across the dining room to a table full of customers. 
 
    A hand gripped Eisley’s arm. She glanced back. An older woman who just barely reached Eisley’s shoulder looked up at her and then at Gorgeous. Her white hair was pulled back in a clip and bangs skimmed her eyebrows. Her skin was deeply tan and the lines in her face indicated she’d spent many summers at Blue Bay Beach. 
 
    “I’m Betty. Don’t mind Billie. She’s busy. I’ll help you get started.” 
 
    At that, Betty showed them around the restaurant. “Don’t be late. Do be polite. The customer is always right except when they’re wrong. We pool tips and you get one free meal per shift,” Betty said matter of fact.  
 
    Two hours later, they prepared for the dinner rush. 
 
    Gorgeous turned out to be a woman named Claudia who’d just moved to town from San Francisco. They were each assigned a section of the dining room and dove right in. 
 
    Betty was more helpful than Billie, but both clearly believed in trial by fire. 
 
    Eisley managed to only get two orders mixed up. 
 
    Claudia forgot to put one order in, but the cooks were kind, forgiving, and quick to prepare the missing meal.  
 
    During a lull, Betty said, “Okay, time for initiation. 
 
    “Wait? Wasn’t—” Eisley didn’t say more when Billie approached. She’d thought getting thrown into waiting tables right away was the trial, but maybe they were going to throw them into the water below the dock. Even with the sea breeze, it was hot after rushing around the dining room all evening and she wouldn’t mind taking a swim. 
 
    “I don’t think Mr. Fisher would approve of your so-called initiation, Betty,” Billie said sternly. 
 
    “If you’re talking about the former owner? He’s dead,” Betty said and arched an eyebrow in Billie’s direction. 
 
    Claudia flinched. 
 
    “May he rest in peace.” Betty folded her hands and bowed slightly. 
 
    “I think Billie meant her fiancé or husband,” Claudia said, pointing at the ring on Billie’s finger. 
 
    Betty squawked a laugh. “Fiancé? Husband? He doesn’t exist.” Betty glared at the ring on Billie’s finger. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “I wear it so no one asks me out. Believe me, half the guys who come in here aren’t worth it.” 
 
    “What about the other half?” Claudia asked. 
 
    “Are you both single?” Betty asked. “We know Billie is.” 
 
    Claudia nodded. 
 
    Eisley glanced at her, not so sure that was the right answer. She suddenly wished she wore a fake wedding ring like Billie. 
 
    “Okay, are you ready for the initiation?” Betty asked. 
 
    “No,” Claudia and Eisley both said. 
 
    “The rule is, you have to go on a date with the next fellow you wait on.” 
 
    “Is this, like, a dare?” Eisley asked. 
 
    The older woman smiled and nodded. “It looks like the both of you could use a little fun in your lives. Plus, it’s summer. There’s nothing like summer love.”  
 
    Eisley wasn’t looking for fun or love. She was looking for a steady job, good tips, and for the summer to pass quickly.  
 
    Billie smirked. 
 
    “Oh, you’re in too, dear,” Betty said, snagging Billie’s arm. 
 
    “No, no. I’m not in the dating game.” The restaurant owner held her hands up again. Apparently, it didn’t have the same effect on the more senior waitress as it had on the two new servers. 
 
    “You’ll draw straws to see who goes first.” Betty presented them. 
 
    Eisley drew the shortest one. 
 
    “You’re up first, but you girls will take turns so I can keep up.” Betty’s eyes twinkled. “Next new customer is your first date, Eisley.” 
 
    “Actually, she hasn’t waited on that guy yet,” Claudia said, pointing diagonally across the room. 
 
    “I was getting over there, but Betty here got me distracted by her talk of initiation. I didn’t know I was getting involved in a secret society or a sorority.” 
 
    “Well, you can consider us sisters. We’re all family at Coconut Cove Café. Now, off you go.” Betty clapped her hands. 
 
    Eisley started walking in the direction of the table and then glanced back. She needed the job, but she didn’t want to date anyone. She could just go along with it for the evening and then brush the whole thing off. She pushed her shoulders back, lifted her chin, and took a deep breath. 
 
    The customer’s broad back was toward her as he leaned on the table and studied the menu. His white T-shirt stretched across the taut muscles of his back. A tattoo on his bulging biceps peeked out from the sleeve—definitely a military symbol. His close-cropped hair couldn’t decide if it was dark blond or light brown, just like Eisley’s. She smoothed her fingers through her own hair, reminded of her best friend, the boy who’d forever won her heart, and then, much like her father, disappeared into the military. Only, as far as she knew he wasn’t missing in action.  
 
    No, he was sitting at the table at the Coconut Cove Café. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    Ford 
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    Ford sensed someone approaching from behind. He’d have sat with his back to the wall, but the walls were mostly windows at the restaurant so he angled himself the best he could to get a view of the open air and ocean along with the dining room. His muscles tensed as the floorboards creaked at his back. “Dude, you’re a civilian now. It’s okay,” he murmured. 
 
    Ford’s discharge officer had suggested—and since he was senior to him, suggest was all he could do—that the marine see a counselor for a few weeks as he integrated back into society. 
 
    The counselor had suggested Ford put himself in situations that were mildly uncomfortable to prove to himself that he was safe and didn’t have to always be on high alert. It was a way to retrain his mind so he could relax after serving in the military for over a decade. He owed it to Coco and to anyone who had the unfortunate experience of crossing his path if he was zone-ready, as the infantry unit called it. He also practiced a few of the cleansing breaths the counselor had taught him. 
 
    Previously, his life had been organized, regimented, and strategic. Recently, it had turned random, chaotic, and a battle to stay awake after a few long nights of teething. 
 
    Ford sighed, scrubbed his hand over his face, and sat up straight as the waitress reached the table. 
 
    “I’m supposed to ask you on a date,” she blurted. 
 
    At those words and the familiar sounding voice, a jolt of shock rushed through him, but his face remained an impassive plane. Ford hadn’t yet retrained himself to express emotion. 
 
    Eisley Higgins stood in front of him with a black apron tied around her waist and her dirty blond hair hanging to her shoulders. Dark eye makeup circled her honey brown eyes and her lips were stained a faint pink. Her T-shirt said No Bad Days. She wore sneakers on her feet and shifted from side to side as a full-body ripple moved from her head to her toes. She was never good at hiding her feelings and was somehow as cute as he remembered, having hardly aged at all. In fact, she was prettier than ever. A ripple moved through him that had nothing to do with nerves. 
 
    Ford couldn’t help but stare. 
 
    Her eyes grew wider.  
 
    “Actually, I think you’re supposed to ask how I’m doing, if you can get me anything to drink, or if I’m ready to place my order. Any of those would’ve been appropriate.” His tone was light, joking. 
 
    Her mouth opened and closed. Color rose to her cheeks. “You don’t recognize—?” 
 
    Ford nodded and then gave into the smirk forming on his lips. “Of course I recognize you. Or you could’ve asked me where I’ve been.” 
 
    “Or what you’re doing here.” Her sweet voice was practically a whisper. 
 
    “I’m here for the summer,” he answered. 
 
    “Me too.” Her eyes danced over him, likely taking in the fact that his once athletic build had morphed into what the guys in his platoon referred to as being a tank. They had other names for him too like The Beast, Scarface, and Captain America among others. 
 
    When Ford had enlisted, he went to Parris Island, South Carolina and after four years, moved up in rank to become Sargent of Marines. He was in the Lima Company, Third Battalion, Seventh Marine Regiment. They were known as the “Cutting Edge” unit that had consistently seen action since World War Two. The unit was so finely honed, it was said their fighting knives could “cut a toothpick in half lengthwise.” When the Lieutenant was mortally wounded, he was assigned to take over the platoon and got a field grade commission as Second Lieutenant. When he got out, he was Captain but went into the reserves acting as Major of Marines. The men were like his brothers, his family, but never had he felt so at home as he did right then, seeing Eisley. 
 
    Ford got to his feet and the chair clattered. He wrapped her in a hug. Amidst all the uncertainty, the upheaval, and the straight-up insanity of the last weeks of his life, Eisley, the most solid, loyal, and level headed person he’d ever known had appeared. He was quite certain God existed—even amidst the horror of war, he felt especially like someone was shining down a ray of sunlight on him and it had nothing to do with the Florida weather.  
 
    Gratitude washed over him and he hoped he passed it to her because he wasn’t sure he’d be able to find the words to express the way he felt—that wasn’t his strong suit. 
 
    She felt smaller in his arms than he remembered or maybe he was bigger. His biceps were nearly the size of her head as he gripped her tight, holding fast like she was an anchor in the stormiest sea—weather worse than any war he’d fought in. Well, almost. 
 
    “Ford, you’re crushing me,” she choked out. 
 
    He stepped back. “Sorry. This is such a surprise.” 
 
    She stood there, order pad in hand as her expression spanned the spectrum from wide-eyed and shocked to smiling and full of glee like the Eisley he’d always known. Then she closed down with a scowl—an expression he’d never seen before. 
 
    “What were you saying about a date?” Not that he was in the market. No, his life had just become supremely complicated and women would be out of the picture for a long time. But Eisley wasn’t just any woman; they’d been best friends since third grade when he’d moved to town. They’d fallen out of touch in recent years. Well, to be precise, he’d distanced himself when feelings he knew better than to disclose overwhelmed him. 
 
    She started laughing. That was something he hadn’t done for months, maybe years. But her laughter was welcome. It was the sound of freedom, ringing in his ears, reminding him of home. 
 
    She turned to the restaurant counter then back to him. She cupped her hand over the side of her mouth and called, “Is this some kind of set up? Like one of those reunion shows. Mom, you can come out now,” she shouted. 
 
    The restaurant had slowed for the evening, and Ford tugged her down to the empty chair beside him. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” His mind was already wreathed in so much uncertainty—an entirely foreign feeling when he’d been fully trained to be in command at all times. At the moment, he was fully confused. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Isn’t this some kind of joke?” Eisley asked. 
 
    “No, I just came to grab dinner. I wanted the surf and turf. A glass of soda and a nice view. I had no idea you’d be here.” 
 
    Her eyes flicked from him to the slivers of orange and yellow reflected off the glassy water as the last drops of sun faded. 
 
    “Maybe it’s fate.” He shrugged. 
 
    She got to her feet and scribbled down his order. “What kind of soda do you want, sir?” 
 
    A crease formed between his eyebrows. “Are you mad?” 
 
    “I thought we were friends. Best friends.” Sadness pinched her eyes as though his past wrongdoing caught up to her. 
 
    “We should talk. So much has changed. I don’t even know where to begin.”  
 
    Before arriving in Blue Bay Beach, Ford had received one piece of life-changing news and then a second. He had hardly processed either, which was partly what brought him to the small town. He needed to land, to regroup, and to figure things out. But whether it was fate or providence, he’d just been thrown another curveball. He wasn’t looking to date or even be in a relationship, but he had a friendship to repair. He just wasn’t sure how.  
 
    He and Eisley had met during lunchtime at the little brick elementary school in New Jersey. It was a zoo and the cafeteria monitors were chatting in the corner. A kid named Willy Lingberry teased her about the Greek food in her lunch box. She was on the brink of tears and locked eyes with Ford. 
 
    As though strengthened by that brief connection, instead of succumbing to sadness and embarrassment, she turned to Willy. “I dare you to try it.” 
 
    Willy made all kinds of grossed out noises. 
 
    Ford stepped up. “I’ll do it.” Eisley gave him a bite of what looked like a very small burrito wrapped in a green leaf and stuffed with rice and cheese. She called it a dolmade. It was delicious. He shared his Cheetos with her and they became inseparable for the next ten years. Then things had changed after prom. She got busy with college stuff and he prepared to enlist in the Marines. They hadn’t seen each other or spoken since graduation day. 
 
    “We should talk?” she echoed his comment. “How about when you never went home for holidays or leave or whatever you call it. What about never returning my letters or calling or—?” She cut herself off. 
 
    A guy with a sunburn and with his shirt unbuttoned one too many sauntered over. “I heard her ask you on a date. If not, I’d certainly be interested.” He leered at Eisley. 
 
    Ford’s muscles tensed and he forced down the growl in his throat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Eisley 
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    Before Eisley could protest or explain the whole thing had been a new-employee initiation aka dare instigated by Betty, Ford got to his feet. He towered over both her and the sunbaked guy who’d asked her on a date. A scar that must have happened after high school ran from Ford’s outer left eyebrow and through what had once been his perfect cheekbone. However, it didn’t quite reach the strong edge of his jawline. “She’s taken,” Ford said. 
 
     The other guy skulked back to his table. 
 
    “I’m taken? No, Ford, I’m confused,” she hissed. She gazed around the dining room. “And I’m at work. It’s my first day. This is just—” She waved his order slip between them. “It’s unbelievable.” She wandered toward the order window in a daze. 
 
    After slapping the slip down and shouting, “Order in,” she started to get him the soda he’d requested. Asking him what kind of soda was silly because he’d always just drank carbonated water with a squeeze of lemon—said it always reminded him of what life gave him—a little spin on the common saying about when life gives you lemons. She was his lemonade. Her. Their friendship. When Ford said soda, he literally meant soda water unless that had changed. It seemed so much had. 
 
    He’d always been strong and athletic—he’d played football in high school, but the man at table eight was another beast altogether. She wondered if being in the military had hardened him up on the inside as much as the outside. It must have considering he didn’t reach out to her for over ten years. 
 
    “Wow. You move fast,” Claudia said with a laugh as Eisley tallied up a slip for another customer. 
 
    “The girl skips pleasantries, awkwardness, and flirting,” Betty said. 
 
    “She moved right into the embrace.” Billie’s eyebrow arched. 
 
    “He’s quite the specimen,” Betty said. “And you already have competition.” Betty indicated the other guy who’d approached her. 
 
    “I’d hardly say there was competition there.” Billie smirked. 
 
    “No, no,” Eisley said, waving her hands in front of them. “Ford and I are friends.” She swallowed hard and corrected herself. “We were friends.” 
 
    “This is a story I want to hear right after I bring table three yet another fork. It’s the third that the lady’s dropped since she sat down. I think she just wants me to earn my tip. Dang tourists.” Betty scowled and scooted away. 
 
    “Claudia, will you bring him his drink?” Eisley asked the other new girl. 
 
    “Order up, Claudia,” the cook shouted. 
 
    Claudia bit her teeth together, revealing the perfect gap between the first two. “I’m sorry, Eisley. I forgot to put in another order and my table has been getting cranky while waiting.” 
 
    Eisley reluctantly brought Ford his soda water with lemon. 
 
    His elbows rested on the table and his hands were stacked with his chin resting against his massive fist. “Thanks.” 
 
    “Eyes,” he said, calling her by the nickname that sounded the same as the beginning of her name that he’d started using after she’d tried to explain how to pronounce her name. “When do you get off your shift?” he asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “I literally started today so I have no idea.” 
 
    “I’ll be waiting.” His voice was even deeper than she remembered. 
 
    Her shoulders dropped. No, she needed to process his return to her life never mind the fact that she’d driven about twenty hours in the last two days, discovered paradise, and moved in with her mother. 
 
    But she’d waited over ten years to see him again and if he was willing to meet with her, if she wasn’t at risk of falling asleep, she’d do whatever it took to find out what had happened between them. 
 
    When she returned to the area behind the counter, the others were waiting. “So tell us about your first date. Wait, have you dated him before?” Betty asked, raising and lowering her eyebrows. 
 
    “No, we never dated,” Eisley answered. 
 
    “He looks very datable,” Billie said with a wink, playing along. 
 
    The girls gathered around the soda machine that hummed and muffled their voices. 
 
    “He was the boy next door. Raised by his father. He had two brothers who were troublemakers. Their house was constant chaos. I think he enjoyed hanging out with my mom and me, although she’s her own brand of crazy.” 
 
    Betty laughed. “My daughters would say the same about me.” 
 
    “You have kids?” Claudia asked. 
 
    “Five. Three boys and two girls. Twelve grandchildren and nine great grandbabies and counting.” Betty beamed. “Talk about chaos. But let’s hear more about Ford. It’s a good, strong name.” 
 
    “We were friends for over a decade. Then he disappeared for a decade. Now, he pops up here of all places.” She went on to explain how he’d ignored her calls and letters for years. She’d only given up that last Christmas, but mostly she didn’t send a card because she couldn’t afford it and she wasn’t sure if his father still lived at his old address—Diana said she hadn’t seen him for about a month before she’d moved to Florida. 
 
    “Things have a way of washing to shore in Blue Bay Beach. Some say it’s fate.” Betty gazed toward the sea. 
 
    “That’s what Ford said.” Eisley recalled his comment. 
 
    “Or is it destiny?” Billie asked as she restocked the napkin dispenser. 
 
    “What’s the difference?” Claudia wiped down the salt and pepper shakers. 
 
    “Most people believe that fate is something which has been predetermined. It is fixed while destiny can be influenced by the path we choose to take and the choices we make. But both agree on one thing: whatever happens is inevitable.” Betty shrugged. 
 
    “Who cares? He’s a whole lotta man muscle,” a customer said as she breezed by. 
 
    The four women broke into laughter. 
 
    “That is true,” Claudia said. 
 
    “Either way, he’s here and you’re here. Are you going to go on a date with him?” Betty bounced on her toes. 
 
    “I’m upset, hurt. He brushed me off and basically threw away ten years of friendship. I’m not going to date him; I’m going to give him an earful.” Eisley’s jaw tightened. 
 
    “The dare was a date,” Betty said. “Claudia is next. Then Billie.” She bumped the restaurant owner on the hip. If Betty weren’t petite and older, Eisley was quite sure Billie would’ve bumped her back, landing her smack on her backside. Clearly, Billie was not interested in dating. Neither was she. 
 
    “I don’t date customers,” Billie said. 
 
    “No, dear. You don’t date period. I’d like to see that change before I’m too old.” 
 
    Billie grumbled and wandered off at the same time the cook called Eisley’s order. She occupied her mind with how Billie was nice enough, but not the kind of person she’d want to see genuinely upset. Owning and managing a restaurant took some grit and even though her hands were clean, she seemed to have a bit of it under her nails. She’d never want to be on Billie’s bad side that was for sure. 
 
    Eisley set the plate in front of Ford. “Do you want a drink refill?” 
 
    “Do you want a few fries?” he offered, nudging the plate toward her. 
 
    She was a sucker for French fries and he knew it. She took one just so he’d have one fewer. She fought against sticking her tongue out at him like a petulant child. 
 
    “Do you want to sit down?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m working, Ford,” she ground out through clenched teeth. She had to be strong and not give in to the handsome, familiar man sitting in front of her. 
 
    “Then I’ll take my time.” He made a show of spreading his napkin slowly on his lap as though at a fancy, seven-course meal. 
 
    She sighed. “I’ve had a super long day. Can we meet tomorrow or—?” Or never. As minutes passed, she wanted to retreat and not revisit the pain and confusion of losing her best friend who left without an explanation. As much as she wanted to talk to him and hear his side of the story, she became equally afraid of what she’d hear. What she knew to be true, what she’d proven—she was no better at keeping money in her bank account than she was at keeping a decent man in her life whether as a friend or more. 
 
    “Can I have your number?” he asked. He pulled out his phone and passed it to her. 
 
    The password screen appeared. She typed in her birthday without thinking because that was her code. The phone opened up. Eisley shifted back on her heels. Ford’s eyes locked on hers, causing her stomach to churn and a knot to form in her throat. Why would he have her birthday as his phone password? It must’ve been a coincidence, just like everything that day—not kismet as her mother had mentioned or fate or destiny. 
 
    She punched in her number and then went back to refill his water. The glass overflowed because she couldn’t stop thinking about Ford. The cut of his jaw and the scar that nearly reached it, the way his eyes sparkled when he looked at her but turned flat when he glanced away. 
 
    When they were younger, they’d been the kinds of friends who knew the locations of moles and freckles and how his second toe was longer than the big one. He was privy to the fact that there was a spot just below her rib cage that was always ticklish.  
 
    What had happened? What kept him away? 
 
    As Eisley returned to the counter, she felt his long lingering gaze. Her coworkers all stared at him like they were about to swoon. 
 
    Her nerves were as frayed as the ropes on the dock. “I need something sweet.” Eisley’s eyes landed on a pie in a refrigerated case. “Pie. Oh, pie, please. Does that count as a meal on my shift?” she asked. 
 
    Betty was already cutting her a piece. “Once slice and all is right. That’s what I always say.” She cut a second piece and delivered it to Ford’s table. 
 
    Eisley groaned when she heard Betty say the pie was on the house. In fact, he glanced over his massive shoulder in her direction, but she quickly ducked behind the soda machine. 
 
    At last, he went to the register to pay his tab. 
 
    Eisley nearly charged him a thousand dollars as her shaky hands stabbed the keys on the machine. 
 
    “I’ll call you,” he said as he took the change, but left the bills for a tip. Then he sauntered down the dock. 
 
    After they closed for the night, the four women cleaned up and then sat at a table by the window open to the ocean. The warm breeze was soothing and as Eisley finished her pie, she realized there were worse places she could be. 
 
    “So, we know about your former flame,” Betty started. 
 
    “Ford is not my former flame.” 
 
    “I stand corrected. Your current flame.” Betty giggled. 
 
    “He’s not my anything other than my ex-friend.” 
 
    Betty and Billie exchanged grins. 
 
    The older woman looked up at Eisley over her glasses as she tallied the tips. “Stay in this business long enough and you start to recognize things. Love for instance. It’s one of those things that’s almost impossible to explain or understand. But it marks people in a unique way that’s almost visible if you know what to look for.” 
 
    “Love,” Eisley stammered. 
 
    “Love,” Betty repeated. 
 
    Billie rolled her eyes. Claudia looked on as though the conversation was about as comfortable as being thrown in the ocean fully dressed—on a winter day. 
 
    Eisley shoved the last bite of pie in her mouth. 
 
    “So, tell us what brought you here,” Billie said, getting the conversation back on track. 
 
    “I lost my job in Baltimore. This is just temporary until I—” But Eisley wasn’t sure how to finish the sentence. 
 
    “What did you do there?” Claudia asked. 
 
    “I worked in the office at a car valet.” She then went on to list the dozen jobs she’d had over the years that barely kept her rent and bills paid. As she looked at the last decade of her life, she’d been in a sort of limbo, not using her degree because that meant committing to something. It was as though she was waiting for something to happen or maybe someone to return to her life. 
 
    “I’m not sure what I want to do when I grow up,” she whispered. Those were the same words she’d spoken to Ford during one of their last conversations. He was preparing for the Marines and she was getting ready for college but hadn’t declared her major. They’d been going over ideas along with her strengths and interests. She’d never committed and simply got a liberal arts degree. 
 
    “What was that?” Betty asked. 
 
    “I don’t know what I want to do when I grow up, which is a problem since I’m nearly thirty.” 
 
    They all started chattering about their various careers—Billie was basically born into the restaurant biz; Betty was a people person and worked a couple of shifts a week so she didn’t drive her husband mad. Claudia was a musician and in the process of getting her master’s degree in music theory. 
 
    “I always told my kids to dream big, but plan big too because life can happen even when you’re not asleep. So be awake on your feet. Take action to bring your dreams to life.” Betty smiled softly then tucked her tips into her purse. 
 
    As Eisley rode the bike back to the cottage that night, all she wanted to do was sleep, but she remained on the steps of the porch, reflecting on the day and Betty’s words about fate, destiny, love. Dreaming big, but planning and taking action floated around in her mind.  
 
    The scent of coconut wafted in the air and she had a sudden craving for ice cream. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Ford 
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    Standing on the upper deck of the house he’d recently inherited, Ford took in the sweeping vista of the bay. It was indeed as blue as the sky. The sun was bright and beamed off the white sand beach in the distance. Just a quick jaunt across Mansion Mile and he’d have his feet in the water. 
 
    A small hand tugged on his. Their eyes met. So much blue. He scooped Coco into his arms.  
 
    His daughter was another anchor in the storm of his life and yet she’d partly caused it. He sighed, pecked her on the temple, and the two bobbed down the stairs. 
 
    They crossed the street and waded in the water on the private beach, collected a few seashells, and reapplied sunblock twice—thank goodness there was a manual for how to take care of a two-year old’s basic needs. Unfortunately, there wasn’t one for how to mend her heart. At least he assumed it was broken—the story of his ex-wife’s negligence and her untimely death, certainly broke his. It wasn’t that he’d still loved Tina or felt any affection for her, but she’d kept him from his daughter and made a series of decisions that were devastating. 
 
    He’d hired a nanny as they made the adjustment as a family, but Ford wasn’t sure what his next steps were. He figured having help would be temporary because he wanted to spend as much time with his daughter as he could—to make up for lost time; time he could never get back; time that was taken from him. His heart was broken for his daughter but hardened to his ex. After seeing Eisley it had started beating faster. 
 
    With her sudden appearance in his life, he had more to figure out and naptime was all he had at the moment. His phone beeped in his pocket. He tapped in his password. It was a message from the lawyer. He’d get to it later. 
 
    When he’d placed the phone in Eisley’s hand the evening before, he expected her to declare that she didn’t know the password. Then he’d tell her and maybe that would soften the tension between them. He wanted the gesture to say what he couldn’t put into words. That rarely a day passed when he didn’t think about her. That he was sorry for ditching her, for hurting her, and for confusing her. That he wanted to be friends again. That he’d never stopped being friends with her—at least in his mind, but it was what was in his heart that was the difficult thing that he couldn’t put into words. 
 
    Marrying Tina had been a mistake, a rash decision after the war, an attempt to capture what he wanted most: a family, stability, a home to return to. She’d given him a headache, heartache, and a solid need to question his judgment. He thought he was doing the right thing; it turned out his ability to do the right thing had been compromised when he’d left Eisley and never responded to her. He was a God-fearing man, but if there was such a thing as fate, perhaps there was karma too and Tina leaving him was payback for ditching Eisley. 
 
    However, Tina had also given him a daughter who he adored—even though that had been a complete surprise. In a strange way, life had a way of working out when he stopped fighting against it. 
 
    He tapped Eisley’s name in his phone. It rang and rang. Her message was short. “It’s Eisley. Leave a message.” 
 
    “Hey, Eyes. It’s Ford. Not sure if you’re working or busy, but I’ll be at the beach next to Coconut Cove Café in an hour and a half if you’d like to meet up and talk.” The words came out a jumble, as though he’d forgotten how to speak properly—or at least speak to her. Perhaps it was so much time spent with a two-year-old.  
 
    Ford slathered on more sunscreen, moving carefully around the scar. It had healed well, but from time to time the bone beneath still felt bruised. He was already tan from years spent outside doing drills, training, and fighting, but he’d recently seen some old timers around Blue Bay Beach and took to heeding his doctor’s warning about using sunscreen. He was new to listening to others, well, aside from those in command, but he was doing his best and would certainly listen to Eisley because no doubt she had a lot to say. 
 
    Back at the mansion, he and Coco had a snack, some water, and then he settled her in for a nap before the nanny arrived. When she did, he informed her he’d be out for a few hours. 
 
    The garage of the mansion housed a Jaguar, a Maserati, and a Bentley—all courtesy of his benefactor. He was considering getting a minivan to replace his Jeep, but the beach next to Coconut Cove wasn’t far and the town wasn’t welcoming of cars so he went on foot. Plus, the walk would give him a chance to figure out how to explain things to Eisley. 
 
    Instead of cooperating, his mind crossed out all his ideas and then scribbled over them like a toddler with a crayon. His thoughts repeatedly drew back to Eisley. Big honey brown eyes, bee-stung lips, apple cheekbones that lifted when she smiled. His stomach growled. 
 
    He stopped at the Coconut Cove Café. Eisley wasn’t there—she must’ve had a later shift that day. He ordered a sandwich to go and then plunked himself down in the sand on the beach. The tide was moving in, but the waves were lazy and at odds with how he felt: jumpy, ready to take action, do something with purpose. It was hard retiring from the military. It had been his life. Now, he was adjusting to the new one that had been thrown at him from left field. 
 
    His counselor’s voice threaded through his thoughts, reminding him that his new role as a father held great purpose and that he was in an adjustment period. 
 
    At the same time, he heard his name. “Hey, Ford, is that you?” It wasn’t Eisley, but a woman he’d met when at the market. Being a single father was lady-bait or perhaps it was the sizable house he’d moved into. He’d hooked at least three in the week he’d been in town. Not that he was interested. Not at all. They chatted for a minute then a long shadow crossed the sand. 
 
    “You’re here,” Ford breathed, accidentally interrupting the woman who was letting him know she’d love to have him over for dinner later that day and that she was single and that she loved kids. Apparently, she made a delicious shrimp salad. 
 
    In case she hadn’t noticed, he’d need to eat a bit more than a shrimp salad. 
 
    The woman rocked back on her heels and glanced at Eisley as Ford brushed past. 
 
    He couldn’t hide his smile, directed at Eisley, looking like pure summertime ease, wearing a sundress—she was the person he wanted to hear laugh again. No, he wanted to make her laugh. He wanted to see her smile at something he said or did. She was the person he wanted to be friends with again. 
 
    “Nice seeing you—” He nodded to the woman who’d approached him because he was a gentleman despite his usual gruff manner. 
 
    The woman tilted her head in a coy smile. “Well, the invitation stands. I’m on Egret Ave.” She wiggled her fingers in a wave and sauntered off. 
 
    Eisley stood there a moment. The light breeze off the water ruffled the hem of her dress. Her legs were long and she dug her toes into the sand. 
 
    Ford sat back down and patted the spot next to him. “I got you some fries.” 
 
    “My mother said I’m too thin and won’t stop feeding me. I see you’re trying to plump me up too.” There was a hint of laughter in her voice. He hoped it was the beginning of forgiveness. 
 
    “I didn’t know Mrs. Higgins was here too.” 
 
    “Small world, huh? What are the chances?” 
 
    “Let’s just hope Mr. Knuckles isn’t here or the rest of the block,” Ford said. 
 
    At that, Eisley smiled, just barely holding back laughter. 
 
    Ford warmed all over. 
 
    “I forgot about Mr. Knuckmeyer,” Eisley said. 
 
    “Mr. Knuckles because he always threated to give us—” 
 
    “A knuckle sandwich,” they said at the same time around hearty laughter. 
 
    “Remember Agatha Brusch? Marty Cirillo, and Donna Picardi?” 
 
    “They had it in for us.”  
 
    For a moment they reminisced about some of their exploits and adventures in the New Jersey neighborhood they grew up in. 
 
    “We were little scamps.” 
 
    “They used other names for us,” Eisley said in a low voice. 
 
    “Ones only my brothers would dare repeat.” 
 
    “How are they doing?” Eisley asked. 
 
    “Sonny is in jail and Alex is a divorced father of three.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that.” 
 
    “We haven’t talked in years.” Ford shook his head. 
 
    The wind picked up or she winced, he wasn’t sure. He had a habit of leaving the past behind. 
 
    “How about your father?” she asked. 
 
    “I wish I had better news. He had liver disease and passed a few months ago. I was able to see him once more before—” 
 
    Eisley’s hand landed on his forearm.  
 
    The connection caused his pulse to double.  
 
    “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”  
 
    Her soft palm rooted him when all he wanted to do was jump to his feet and pound something, channel his feelings somewhere. The counselor told him to get a heavy bag and take up meditation. He’d done both and believe it or not, it helped. The breathing did too. So did Eisley. 
 
    “Did your dad ever turn up?” he asked. It was a bold question, but one that had come to be a sort of repartee between them after her cat had gone missing. Cosmo returned. Her father didn’t, but he supposed it was a way for her to keep the hope alive. 
 
    “No, but you did. You turned up.” 
 
    Ford nearly fell over in the sand. 
 
    “I won’t lie. I’m upset with you. But I’m willing to listen to what you have to say.” She took another French fry.  
 
    Hope sparked in him as well then quickly fizzled as the warm salt water reached his toes on an incoming wave. 
 
    They scooted back away from the tide. He rested his elbows on his bent knees. She seemed so small next to him. He wanted to tug her close and protect her from what he knew he needed to share. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Eisley 
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    “So where have you been, Ford?” Eisley asked. She’d taken the risk meeting him. She’d hardly slept the night before. Her stomach was in knots and she’d made up a silly excuse about exploring the town so her mother wouldn’t meddle. She wasn’t ready to answer what were sure to be many questions from Diana—not that she even had the answers. 
 
    There was no way to hide the hulk—at least Ford wasn’t green, but he was a dead ringer for the actor who played Captain America and if the woman who was fawning over him when Eisley arrived at the beach was any indication, it wouldn’t take long for word to spread. She needed to hear the truth from him first. 
 
    Her mother wasn’t nosy per se, but had a long neck and didn’t take any pains to ignore the neighborhood gossip. At least that’s how it was when they’d still lived in New Jersey. Blue Bay Beach was a small community and likely there was already talk about how the new waitress asked out the hunky guy with the scar on his cheek. 
 
    Ford took a long time to answer. First staring at his hands and then the ocean. He sighed. 
 
    “Where have I been? I’ve been in the Middle East, Quantico, Lejeune, Parris Island, and a few other places besides.” He brushed his hands together and dipped his head before turning to face her before continuing. 
 
    Her gaze caught on the scar. It added to his rugged masculinity and also suggested his story would take longer than an afternoon to tell. 
 
    “I’ve been a few tight spots as well.” 
 
    Her patience wore thin. She wanted him to get to the point—at least insofar as it related to their broken friendship.  
 
    He swallowed and locked her eyes with his as though forcing himself to say whatever was so difficult. They’d once been able to talk about anything—including her missing-in-action father and his dead mother. 
 
    “A little more than three years ago, I met a woman. We had a quick—and looking back, terrible—relationship. If you could call it that. We got married. I was deployed. Later, when I got back stateside, there was an envelope on the table. The house was otherwise empty. It was as I’d feared. She’d divorced me less than a year after we’d wed and left without a trace.” His words were clipped and the muscle in his jaw pulsed. 
 
    “You said you were afraid? You’re Ford Armstrong. The only thing you were afraid of was swallowing watermelon seeds,” she said to lighten the mood. She hated seeing him so torn up. 
 
    The comment referred to their shared childhood and brought a faint smile to his lips. “During training, I ate ninety-nine watermelon seeds.” 
 
    “What?” Her stomach churned at the thought of growing a watermelon in her belly even though she knew it was something the kids on their old street made up to freak them out. 
 
    “It was a bet.” 
 
    “To eat ninety-nine watermelon seeds? That’s cruel. Did you win the bet? Was it worth it?” 
 
    “I lost the bet because I was supposed to eat one hundred seeds. But as I brought the last one to my mouth, I thought of you. So yes, it was worth it.” It was as though speaking those words took all of Ford’s courage. His eyes blazed then he turned his attention back to the ocean. 
 
    It was hard to remain angry at him. It was as though they both fought against falling back into what once had been such an easy-going friendship with laughter and conversation that flowed like the water by their feet. 
 
    “Anyway, my ex left me. Then about a month ago, I learned she’d died from a prescription pill overdose.” 
 
    “Oh, gosh. I’m so sorry to hear that.” A wrinkle of concern formed between Eisley’s eyebrows. 
 
    Ford shook his head. “It’s tragic, but don’t be sorry for me.” 
 
    He must’ve loved her. She couldn’t imagine. Then she realized that she could. Betty was almost right. She had loved Ford. Past tense. And he’d left her. Granted, he didn’t die, but he went off to war and like her father, she wasn’t sure he’d survived until the very day before. But he was alive and that was the most she could’ve hoped for. He didn’t owe her anything. Relief washed through her and took the sharp edges of her anger with it. 
 
    They’d both suffered so much, why not just let the past go? 
 
    “My ex, Tina had her troubles. Looking back, I hardly knew her. Her favorite color? Ice cream flavor? Movie?” He shrugged. “I didn’t even know her long enough to memorize her birthday. It was sometime in March. That’s all I know.” 
 
    Eisley bit her lip. On the other hand, he did know her birthday. In fact, when they were younger, they’d always surprise each other with a birthday adventure that took them out of the neighborhood. 
 
    “It all happened so quick. We dated for a few months, got married, then I was called away. At the time, I figured the divorce was for the best. I didn’t want my wife to have to live in the shadow of whether I made it through another day out there. You know?” Ford turned to her. The proximity of the ocean almost made his blue eyes look green. 
 
    Was he trying to tell her something? 
 
    “I also have a hard time sometimes. I was trained to push everything down, away. It sometimes comes out. I guess I wouldn’t have wanted her to have to deal with that either.” 
 
    “Do you mean like PTSD?” She’d heard about it plenty through charity work with veterans her mother did in her father’s memory. 
 
    “Yeah. Wounds aren’t only visible on the body. I guess.” 
 
    “How’d it happen?” She pointed at the scar. 
 
     “Oh? This? I got this in a bar fight.” 
 
    Eisley swallowed thickly.  
 
    His eyes crinkled. “I’m kidding. Laughter helps me to cope. No, it was a piece of shrapnel. My vision is a little foggy on the left side, but I’m lucky I’m not blind or dead.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re not blind or dead.” 
 
    “It’s funny, being here and seeing you again has given me a new way of looking at things.” He got to his feet as though realizing something important right then. “There’s so much loss and death but also so much hope and new life.” 
 
    “That’s a really good way to look at things.” 
 
    He reached for her hand, sending a zing—like being splashed by cold water from a wave—through her arm and into her chest, but it gave way to a pleasant warmth, flooding her.  
 
    “Remember what you asked me yesterday?” Ford asked. 
 
    “If you wanted a drink refill?” She knew what he meant, but wanted him to hear him say it. 
 
    The corners of his mouth lifted. The smile reached his eyes, skewing the scar. “My answer is yes.” 
 
    “Yes, you’d like some more water with lemon?” 
 
    “Yes, I’d like to go on a date with you.” 
 
    “That was a dare.” Her eyebrow arched. 
 
    “All the same. I’d like to go on a date with you, Eisley Higgins.” 
 
    “Well, it’s about time.” She tried not to smile. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked with amusement in his eyes. 
 
    She dropped his hand, smiled, and started toward the street. 
 
    “I’ll pick you up at six,” he called after her. 
 
    “Do you know where my mother lives?” 
 
    “I’ll follow my nose. I could always tell when it was dinnertime at your house and time for you to go home.” 
 
    “But you’d never let me. Always saying you wanted to take one more bike ride around the block, needed more help on your homework assignment, or that the show was almost over.” She walked slowly backward. 
 
    “Whatever it took for five more minutes with you.” 
 
    His comments kindled something between them. She waved and had to suppress the skip in her step as she left the beach. 
 
    Had she been in a car accident on the drive south? Two ten-hour days behind the wheel of her Civic wasn’t advisable, but perhaps she’d made it to heaven. No, if that were the case it wouldn’t be so humid, causing her hair to frizz. 
 
    Eisley spent the next few hours unpacking and then focused on making ice cream. Experimenting with combinations, getting the balance of flavors and consistency right was one of her favorite distractions. The humidity gave her a good excuse to brush off the old machine—one of the few things she’d brought from Baltimore—and get churning. 
 
    The key lime coconut cream pie she’d tried at the café was beyond words. If she hadn’t been so preoccupied with Ford’s appearance, she would’ve sung its praises or asked Claudia to write a song about it. The tang of the lime, the smooth nuttiness of the coconut, plus the cream and graham cracker crust was beyond delicious. It inspired her. 
 
    “Mom, have you ever had the key lime coconut cream pie at the café?” she asked as she researched recipes online and in her notebooks. 
 
    “On Fridays, Betty makes an extra one for the girls and me who play canasta. We can polish one of those off in a heartbeat.” 
 
    Eisley laughed despite herself. “I want to replicate it as ice cream.” 
 
    “You know, it’s peculiar this town doesn’t have an ice cream shop. Remember Tiny Twists and Putt-Putt on Wilson Drive?” Diana asked. 
 
    “Of course I remember, I worked there three summers in a row.” 
 
    “My favorite was Rocky Road and yours was—” Her mother seemed to comb her memory. 
 
    Eisley had a feeling Ford knew. Just as he knew her birthday, her favorite color, and movie. He knew all that about her and she knew it about him. 
 
    “Black raspberry,” Diana said. 
 
    Eisley nodded. 
 
    “Thank goodness I haven’t lost my marbles. You’ll look after me when I get old, huh, honey?” Diane’s hair had become greyer than the rich dark brown it had once been. The lines around her eyes and mouth were more pronounced. She was still vibrant and youthful in her energy, it seemed even more so in the beach town versus New Jersey.  
 
    Eisley wondered what it would’ve been like for her to grow up with a mother and father and to see them grow old together. There was a photo of her parents on the end table by her mom’s spot on the couch. He had light, almost blond hair. Would it be silver or salt and pepper? Would his ears seem to grow bigger with age as her grandfather’s had? Would he look at her mother with affection? Yes. She knew he would. 
 
    Eisley’s chest felt heavy at the thought. “Of course, I’ll take care of you, Mom.” 
 
    “It’s nice having you home.” 
 
    “Is that only because you get to be my official ice cream taste tester?” She joked to lighten her mood. 
 
    “Well, I suppose that’s a benefit.” Diana pulled her daughter into a side hug. 
 
    For the next couple of hours, Eisley focused on ice cream making, brainstorming flavors, and reading through her old notes.  
 
    The ice cream-everything fixation began one summer when she was obsessed with Ben and Jerry’s, but it was so expensive she reasoned if she invested in a machine, she could make it herself and save cash.  Her roommates were pumped and chipped in because the fresh flavors were so delicious. Later, they’d joked that they’d created an ice cream making monster.  
 
    Eventually, Eisley even made a blog about ice cream making, ice cream eating, and all the finer details of the process. She gained a bit of a following but changed jobs and the hobby fell away. More accurately, she could no longer afford to indulge in Tahitian vanilla, edible flowers, and the finest chocolate available. 
 
    Standing in the kitchen of her mother’s cottage, excitement filled her at the prospect of a fresh batch of creamy, sweet ice cream (and with the slightest hint of salt to highlight the other flavors)—in all the basic and outrageous flavors. It kept her busy until a knock on the door startled her from her frozen obsession.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Ford 
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    Ford waited on the other side of the screen door at number four Pelican Lane. The cottage was cute, cozy, and he could probably fit a dozen inside the mansion he currently resided in—not that he needed that much space. He’d become accustomed to a tent or a bunk if he was lucky. Though, he wouldn’t deny that a king-sized bed was far more comfortable. 
 
    A dull whirring sound came from inside the house and Ford knocked again. He didn’t want to be rude, but movement from the other side of the screen caught his attention. Eisley turned and rushed toward the door.  
 
    Her hair was pulled into a messy ponytail on top of her head with loose strands falling into her face. She wore a T-shirt that said Sunny Side Up. She was always so cheerful and optimistic she even wore her sunny disposition on her sleeve, or her shirt as it were. But she could also be forgetful. He’d often meet her on the way to school and she’d be reading or distracted by one thing or another. 
 
    “Did you forget about our—” 
 
    As she pulled open the screen door, she threw her first finger in front of her lips in the universal signal for quiet. He couldn’t deny that the attention drawn to her lips at that moment sent a flare through him that he hadn’t experienced in a long time. 
 
    She shook her head. A smudge of something white was on her cheek. He lifted his finger and wiped it away. What had been a flare turned into a flame, threatening to engulf him. He stepped back.  
 
    Color rose to her cheeks and her eyes floated from his thumb to his eyes. Her honey brown eyes melted him. He was combusting. Sure, he was used to dry desert heat from when he was serving, but the humidity in Florida must’ve been getting to him. He let out a long, ragged exhale. 
 
    “I didn’t forget about our—” She swallowed, blinked her eyes closed a moment. Then she looked over each of her shoulders. “I didn’t forget about our date,” she hissed. “I just didn’t want my mother to make a fuss.” She was the one who seemed flustered. 
 
    He looked over her shoulder toward the whirring still coming from the kitchen. 
 
    “I got caught up in a project, trying to distract—never mind. I’ll be just five minutes.” She rushed up to a loft space, which must have been her room. 
 
    “And I’ll just be right here.” 
 
    At that, what may as well have been one of the sea birds cawing issued from the back of the house. “My word. Who do we have here?” Mrs. Higgins approached him with her arms lifted and ready for one of her mama bear hugs—he’d only received a handful from her over the years, but she was the most maternal person he’d had in his life, growing up. “Ford Armstrong, you sure are a sight for sore eyes.” She was slightly shorter and fluffier than when he’d last seen her, but her eyes sparkled and her smile was as wide as ever. 
 
    “Mom,” Eisley groaned in warning from the loft above. 
 
    For a moment, Ford felt like a teenager all over again, like he was picking Eisley up for a school dance or prom. Then again, he’d never done either of those things. They’d often gone as a group to events like homecoming without official dates. Prom was another story. He sighed.  
 
    “I just cannot believe after all this time you turn up here. Eisley didn’t mention—” 
 
    “Yeah, I forgot,” she called. Her voice was strained either because she felt like she’d been caught trying to keep their reunion from her mom or because she was hurrying to get ready so they could get out of there. Clearly, she was hoping her mother wasn’t going to encounter him. 
 
    Diana was an excitable person, but he didn’t feel the need to hide. Then again, maybe Eisley was trying to spare him, given his sudden departure from their lives. Likely Mrs. Higgins had questions too. 
 
    Eisley streaked by, wearing a sundress, and rushed into the bathroom. 
 
    Mrs. Higgins took his hand and they sat down on the couch. She smiled tightly and then it fell into a frown. “Can I get you something to drink?” Her tone was flat like sparkling water that lost its bubbles. 
 
    “I’m just fine, thank you.” Ford clapped his hands on his thighs, suddenly feeling awkward like the mood in the room shifted like the tides. 
 
    “I’ve heard a lot has changed for you in recent years. For that reason, I’m willing to forgive you, but unless you’re missing in action, do not, under any circumstances leave my daughter, or me, to wonder if you’re alive or dead ever again. Do you understand me, young man?” Her Jersey accent came out thick and threatening. 
 
    That was what Eisley was probably trying to spare him from experiencing. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Ford almost saluted. 
 
    She leaned back and folded her hands in her lap. “Now, if you need anything at all, I’m right here. I only raised one child, but I raised her right so you can trust me with you know—” 
 
    “That you did. Thank you.” Did she know about the new addition to his life? Likely. Back in the neighborhood, she somehow knew everyone’s business, but she wasn’t a gossip. She just somehow knew things, everything. 
 
    Then something awful occurred to him. She was always waiting for word of her husband’s return or recovery. Ford’s chest suddenly ached. He knew what it was like to lose good men. Mrs. Higgins had lost her best man, her husband. Eisley never knew Bob Eisele Higgins. His chin dipped toward his chest.  
 
    It was backward, completely backward, but it was then Ford realized part of the reason he’d left and never looked back. He knew the path of the soldier meant he might not return. He didn’t want to get closer to Eisley in the event she lost not one, but two of the men in her life. But that fear was the fear of a boy—of a boy who’d clung to certainty whenever he could because his life while growing up had been so chaotic. It had been easier for him to make a clean break than to travel the unknown road of romance and service. 
 
    Ford gasped a breath. 
 
    “You okay?” Mrs. Higgins asked. 
 
    His thoughts and stomach swam and a cold sweat pricked his hairline. It was almost as if a bomb of sudden comprehension had dropped into his lap. Despite that, he was okay because he understood something important about himself and his actions. He took a few deep breaths as his counselor had taught him. “Yeah. I’m fine.” 
 
    Eisley appeared from the bathroom. Her hair was smooth and her face bright. She seemed to take to life in Florida quickly and pleasantly. 
 
    Ford got to his feet. “Good chat, Mrs. Higgins.” 
 
    Confusion and concern rippled over Eisley’s features. “Did you give him the Jersey mama bear smackdown?” 
 
    Mrs. Higgins laughed. “No. We hardly talked.” 
 
    “You helped me understand something important,” he said to Mrs. Higgins in a low voice as Eisley poked her head into the kitchen area. 
 
    “Well, I’m glad I can help.” Her lips turned down and she shrugged. 
 
    Ford gestured for Eisley to go ahead of him out the door.  
 
    She stopped on the steps to the porch and turned around to look up at him. The peppered sunlight from the canopy of trees illuminated her eyes. “Is that your car?” 
 
    “One of them,” he muttered. And he was going to take her out on a date in it. The thrill of a second chance rocked through him. Then in a classic move from the movies, he jogged down the front path, leaped, and slid across the hood of the blue convertible. He landed on his feet on the other side. 
 
    Mrs. Higgins, watching them leave from the porch, clapped. 
 
    Eisley giggled. 
 
    Then Ford realized he ought to open the door for her. He scooted around to the passenger side, let her in, and then closed the door. He skipped doing the cool slide again and merely got behind the wheel. 
 
    “Have fun, kids,” Mrs. Higgins called as he started the engine. 
 
    The smell of leather, gasoline, and summer filled his nose. 
 
    “Come back for dessert,” Mrs. Higgins added. “Eisley’s been making ice cream. She came with just two suitcases, a broken lamp, and her ice cream maker. Go figure.” 
 
    Eisley laughed as he drove down Pelican Lane. 
 
    “Is this really your car?” she asked as they headed to the edge of town. 
 
    “It really is.” 
 
    “Do you still have the old Ford pickup truck?” 
 
    “I have that, a Jeep, and—” He wasn’t sure he wanted to talk about the sudden wealth he’d come into. He wasn’t sure how he felt about it, but Mrs. Higgins mentioned Eisley had only arrived home with two suitcases, a broken lamp, and an ice cream maker. Surely, she owned a house or condo by then. She’d gone to college. Although the rusty Honda in the parking lot looked like it was about to break down any moment and she lived with her mother again. There was a story there, but he wasn’t sure how to ask. 
 
    The wind blew as they cruised to the drive-in movie theater so it was hard to have a conversation. When they pulled into the field at the theater, the sun had nearly set in the west. The big screen was on the eastern side of the field, but still dark. 
 
    “Want to grab something to eat?” Ford asked. 
 
    Eisley nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    Again, he opened the door for her. 
 
    “You’re such a gentleman. Is this what going on a date with you in high school would’ve been—?” She abruptly cut herself off. 
 
    “You wouldn’t have wanted to go on a date with that idiot.” 
 
    “You were my best friend. Not an idiot.” 
 
    “That’s why we didn’t date.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked as they slowly walked toward the concession stand. 
 
    “I didn’t want to date you because I didn’t want to ruin our friendship. No, wait. That’s not what I meant exactly.” That time his own word choice tripped him up. He stopped and took her upper arms in his hands. He fought against pulling her to his chest, hugging her tightly, keeping her as close to him as possible.  
 
    “I can say this now. I think.” Ford drew a deep breath. “I did want to date you. I wanted to ask you on a date a thousand times, at least. But we were friends and I didn’t know if that’s what you wanted or if—” 
 
    “If?” 
 
    “If you’d say yes or if it would mess things up.” 
 
    “So instead you asked Jessica Sutherland to the prom?” Eisley’s eyes were damp. “Sorry. I don’t know why I said that. It’s in the past. Never mind.” She started to walk toward the line by the order window. 
 
    “No. Not never mind. Life is too short for never mind.” He wanted to have a good time with Eisley, but they needed to get the conversation about the past over with. They were overdue. Ten years overdue. 
 
    Her gaze was imploring as though she’d been waiting to hear what he was going to say for a long time. Strange thing was, he didn’t know what he was going to say until just then—he’d thought of meeting her again enough times, but the words had never formed before that moment. 
 
    “Eisley, we both had our hardships growing up. You know what my family was like. You were a bright spot in my life and I didn’t want to do anything to mess with that. I clung to order. Why do you think I joined the Marines—the most regimented branch of service? You were my anchor and the military was my line to hold me steady when the sea got rough.” 
 
    She inclined her chin. “Wow. Really?” she asked softly. 
 
    “Really.” Ford pressed his lips together suddenly feeling foolish, but it was true. “So much has happened recently. I don’t even know where to begin, but I’m glad it all lead me back to you. I know we can’t exactly pick up where we left off, but I’d like to try. I’d like to at least be friends with you again.” 
 
    “I guess that’s a good place to start,” she said. 
 
    Being with Eisley made him feel like he was eighteen all over again and hadn’t had the experiences that had hardened him and made him a man. But there was no denying those. Yet, the night was velvety, warm, and filled with possibilities.  
 
    No, maybe it wasn’t that she made him feel like a teenager, perhaps he was going back in time to when they were kids. Some of the boys in the neighborhood would tease them with the song First comes love, then comes marriage, then comes the baby in the baby carriage. Well, he’d already done all of that and that was why they had to only stay friends. 
 
    They got in the line at the concession stand. The air smelled like popcorn and hotdogs, but a light breeze gusted Eisley’s scent, reminding him of how he’d had feelings for her that went beyond friendship. “So we can be friends?” he asked. His voice tightened, but he restrained himself against desire. He knew better. He was no longer a boy and he had an entirely new set of challenges he didn’t want to saddle her with. 
 
    The line shuffled forward and they bumped into each other. She gripped his arm and left it there. “Sure, we can be friends, but I thought this was a date,” she said boldly. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Eisley 
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    Eisley and Ford walked back to the convertible at the drive-in movie theater in the dreamiest little town in the world. The sun had set, but the air had remained warm and she was with her high school crush, her longtime love, and the man she’d thought she’d lost. 
 
    After they settled into the seat in the car, she pinched herself then squeaked because it had actually hurt. 
 
    “What are you doing? Are you okay?” Ford shuffled the tray of French fries, drinks, and hot dogs between them on the seat and reached for her arm. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said, feeling foolish. He wasn’t supposed to notice. 
 
    He hopped out of the car and then popped the trunk. He gestured her over. 
 
    When she rounded to the back of the car, he passed her a can of bug spray for kids. “The bugs can get nasty here.” 
 
    Her lips peeled back into a smile. “Good thing you came prepared.” She’d always been able to rely on him. 
 
    They went back to eat their dinner as the lanes surrounding them filled in with moviegoers. Ford had opened up, mentioning how he’d wanted to ask her out and everything that had gone unsaid between them, but as soon as she reminded him that they were on a date, he closed off again. 
 
    She wanted to say more about senior prom and how it had been the start of the sliver that had given way to her broken heart when he then disappeared for ten years. Instead, she ate her French fries in silence. 
 
    A few commercials flashed by on the screen. “It’s a double feature, but we don’t have to stay for both if you don’t want to,” Ford said. 
 
    “Have you seen this movie before?” she asked. 
 
    “The first one is just out—part of the new pirate trilogy, but the second is a Harrison Ford classic—a surprise. I guess they don’t tell us until intermission.” 
 
    “I never realized that you share a name,” she said, popping another fry in her mouth. 
 
    He chuckled. “Well, I never told you that my mother wanted to name me after her favorite actor, Harrison Ford, but my father thought everyone would call me Harry Arm-strong.” 
 
    Eisley giggled. “I definitely would’ve called you that.” 
 
    He playfully elbowed her in the ribs, bringing them closer on the long seat of the convertible. 
 
    Ford’s skin still held the warmth of the day and she imagined melting into him. She had to resist. Going down that path would only lead to heartache when he left Blue Bay Beach and when he left her life again to return to the service. 
 
    She cleared her throat, eager to get back on track. They could date and become friends again, but that was as far as she could let it go. She’d tried doing the long-distance relationship thing before and it had failed, splendidly and in six cities. She sighed. “So your parents compromised and gave you the actor’s last name?” 
 
    “Not exactly. I think they name me after Dad’s truck,” he clarified. 
 
    Eisley couldn’t help herself but laughed a little too loudly during the opening credits of the pirate movie. 
 
    “Well, half after the actor and half after the truck.” 
 
    “Good thing the truck is still running and Harrison Ford is still lighting up the silver screen.” 
 
    Ford smiled and she felt the mood equalize.  
 
    The movie began with a series of jump scares that brought Eisley even closer to Ford on the seat. She felt him walk his hand across the back of the seat and he wrapped his arm around her shoulder. It was no hairy arm, but rather, a strong, capable, man-arm. She shuddered a breath at the way it felt—warm, protective, and solid. It was like she belonged there by his side and for the next couple of hours, she let herself believe that and cast all her doubts and boundaries from her mind. 
 
    During the intermission, an announcement was made that the feature with Harrison Ford was going to be Apocalypse Now, an old war movie. 
 
    Ford stiffened beside her as the preview flashed on the screen. Bullet fire. Explosions. Wounded heroes. 
 
    After serving in the military for ten years and the scar on Ford’s face, she was sure he’d seen some gnarly things. Eisley wasn’t sure he’d want to see it on the big screen, but maybe he wouldn’t say as much. 
 
    She yawned and stretched her arms overhead. 
 
    “Getting tired?” he asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “I do have to work the opening shift at Coconut Cove tomorrow.” 
 
    “We can head back,” he offered. 
 
    She nodded. “Sure.” 
 
    As they put distance between themselves and the drive-in, he visibly relaxed. 
 
    “I liked the pirate movie. I wonder when the next one comes out,” she said absently. 
 
    “Next summer, I think.” 
 
    She wasn’t sure where she’d be in a year or what she’d be doing. She only intended to live with her mother for the summer and after saving money she’d go north again and do what? After living in the paradise that was Blue Bay Beach she certainly didn’t want to return to her dingy apartment in Baltimore. So far, the tips she’d made at the restaurant were decent, but she wasn’t sure if it was because it was the summer season and things slowed down in the winter months. She’d always been a dreamer but wasn’t sure what she envisioned for her life. 
 
    “Maybe we can go on another date next summer,” she said. 
 
    That or the wind blowing on the long stretch of road quieted them until they pulled back into town, passing the mansions, illuminated with landscape lighting. The waves shushed on the other side of the road.  
 
    Ford pulled to the side. “Want to sit on the beach a bit?” he asked. 
 
    “Aren’t these private beaches?” she asked. 
 
    He got out of the car. “It’s okay, you’re with me.” 
 
    She fought against wanting to be with him the next summer and beyond. 
 
    They crossed the road called Mansion Mile. A wooden path led them through the dunes and onto the beach. The moon shone overhead, casting a shimmering ribbon of light onto the bay. It was as if they could just keep walking onto that path and across the water. 
 
    Instead, they sat in the sand. The air was warm, but with the breeze, Eisley shivered. Once more, Ford wrapped his arm around her, drawing her close. She hesitated then dropped her head onto his shoulder. They sat for a long time as though trying to think of what to say or simply enjoying being together or both. 
 
    “So, tell me about ice cream,” Ford said at last. Maybe he was just waiting for her to warm up so he could talk about something cold without making her shiver more.  
 
    A smile lifted onto her lips. “Well, it’s typically made from a few simple ingredients including dairy milk, cream, sugar, and salt. You can certainly add anything else you’d like—”   
 
    He nudged her. “I know that. I meant your mom said you were making ice cream.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s, like, a hobby or whatever.” 
 
    “I get the sense it’s more than that.” 
 
    “Well, I do love ice cream. Always have. Always will. It’s—” For a second she felt like she was talking about something, or rather someone, else. And maybe she was.  
 
    Ford had always visited her at the ice cream shop where she worked during the summer when they were in high school. She couldn’t bear to eat it then because she was stuck scooping it day after day, but in the winter, he’d make them hot chocolate and plop a scoop of ice cream in it.  
 
    “I started making it in college. The first flavor I ever tried to perfect was called Hot Cocoa, which is ironic, I suppose. It was a vanilla base with veins of chocolate fudge and marshmallow along with mint candy bits.” 
 
    Somehow, those flavors not only reminded Eisley of the treat they’d share when they were younger, but were also Ford’s scent: slightly sweet, but with a more rugged, manlier note like pure dark chocolate and laced with mint. Nestled close to him, she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. 
 
    “What flavor were you working on today?” 
 
    “Key lime coconut—inspired by that amazing pie at the restaurant.” 
 
    “That pie was tremendous. But I’d like to try your ice cream.” 
 
    “It takes a while to make, but it’s worth the wait.” 
 
    A beat passed as the waves lapped softly toward the shore. 
 
    “Eisley, you were worth the wait,” Ford said. 
 
    Her stomach turned a cartwheel. Had she heard him correctly? 
 
    He turned to her. “I want to be with you. These last days, I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you,” he said boldly. “No, it’s been years now that you’ve been in my mind and my—” He pressed his lips together as though having second thoughts about his confession, but then bravely pressed on. “I've made the mistake of not letting a girl know how I feel before. I learned my lesson.” 
 
    Did he mean his ex-wife? 
 
    “I should’ve asked you to prom. I should’ve told you that all those times we went to the movies, the diner, and hung out after school, I wanted them to be dates.” His chest rose and fell like making that confession took the wind out of him and he was more than fit. “I made the mistake of not telling you how I felt.” 
 
    “I thought I was just the girl next door.” The words were practically a whisper—her voice stolen by the surge of emotion rushing through her like a great wave rising up and preparing to sweep away all her pain, resentment, and heartache. Whatever he said next would determine if the water soothed her or crashed down like a wall of whitewater. She held her breath. 
 
    “You were more, Eisley, so much more.” He shifted and met her gaze. 
 
    She could breathe. Thank goodness, she could breathe. She lifted her chin to meet his. 
 
    “You know why I nicknamed you Eyes?” Ford asked. 
 
    “Because it’s the first sound of my name?” 
 
    “Because you have the biggest, most beautiful, soulful eyes.” He tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. 
 
    His eyes searched hers. 
 
    Emotion and longing and warmth swelled inside her. 
 
    He inclined his head and leaned closer. “I’ve wanted to do this for a long time.” 
 
    Their lips met.  
 
    It was like all the stars in the sky blinked and twinkled behind her eyes. It was like warm water danced on her toes. It was like dipping underwater and surfacing for fresh air. No, it was better than that. 
 
    Ford cradled her head with his hand and they shifted closer. His fingers tangled in her hair as he slowed the kiss as if to ask if it was okay. 
 
    Her belly squeezed as she curled into him in answer. 
 
    The kiss intensified as they exchanged years and years’ worth of longing. Ford’s massive hands gripped her, drawing her closer. 
 
    Her hands weren’t sure what strong, solid surface to hold onto—his muscular back or arms? 
 
    His chest rose and fell. The hammering of his heart matched hers as they continued to kiss. 
 
    It was no longer just the stars shining behind her eyes, but the whole galaxy joined and she felt weightless, timeless, and like the only two people in the universe were the two of them. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Ford 
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    When Ford’s lips found Eisley’s, they didn’t want to leave. Maybe they didn’t have to. Perhaps they could make it work. He could tell her everything and risk her response. 
 
    Her fingers caressed the back of his neck and her mouth pressed firmly against his, holding him there in that moment, on the beach and under the moon.  
 
    He didn’t have to think about risks or forever. They had right then. He got lost there as he breathed in her summery, sunshine scent. That’s all he needed. He was sure he stopped breathing. They floated in space where time and distance and the past and future didn’t matter. They didn’t need any of that. They only needed each other.  
 
    He gripped her tight, a promise never to let go again. She returned his squeeze as their hearts beat in synch. Their lips crashed and collided and explored new frontiers that were a step beyond the friendship he’d always treasured. 
 
    All that mattered were her demanding lips, her soft cheeks, her warm nose, her lidded eyes. He smoothed his hands down her back, along her arms, and to her hands taking account of the terrain of Eisley. He was prepared to plant a flag and declare the land his own. 
 
    He got lost in the new place, in the rush of warmth and desire between them until she smiled against his mouth. 
 
    They pulled back. Seeing her smile was like a present, a gift. It lit her up and made him certain there was no one he’d rather have in his life; she was the sun, the center of it all. 
 
    She bit her lip. “That was even better than I imagined.” 
 
    “Does that mean you fantasized about us kissing?” he asked. 
 
    “Only a thousand times, at least,” she said, echoing his comment about how he’d wanted to ask her on a date so many times. 
 
    Still seated in the sand, he drew her against his side. She looked up at him, really looked at him in a way that made him feel vulnerable. But he could open up with her. He wanted to tell her everything that happened after the divorce. 
 
    She lifted her finger and gently traced the scar running from the outside of his eyebrow and down his cheek. She lifted her lips to the spot and gently kissed the scar. “There’s a saying, a quote, that goes something like the wound is where the light enters you.” 
 
    “You’re my light, Eisley.” Ford’s voice was low and scratchy like the sand. 
 
    Her smile faltered like she wasn’t sure whether to smile or if a deeper, more powerful emotion was threatening to push through. “Does it hurt?” she asked after a beat.  
 
    He lifted his hand and cupped it around hers then drew it to his chest. “The worst pain I ever experienced was here. When I thought I’d lost you.” 
 
    “You left me, Ford.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Please forgive me,” he said, scrubbing his hands down his face. 
 
    Her hand landed on his arm and her fingers then traced the tattoo of the Marine symbols of the eagle, globe, and anchor. Underneath was a banner with the words Semper Fidelis. He explained their meaning then tugged up his other sleeve, revealing another tattoo. 
 
    She angled to see the compass drawn in ink. “It’s tilted. Why does north point that way,” she said, gesturing to the way it was directed at his other arm. 
 
    “It points toward the Marines tattoo—it’s my true north, but so are you. I was lost for a long time, Eisley. I got the Marines tattoo first, but then this one more recently. It was like I was trying to find my way. Strange, how it led me to you.” 
 
    “Fate? Destiny? Coincidence?” she asked. 
 
    He lifted and lowered his shoulder. “Semper Fi means always loyal. I’ll always be a Marine and belong to that brotherhood, but I’ll also be loyal to you, Eisley, whether that’s as a friend or...” 
 
    Her eyes softened. 
 
    He went on, “Or if that might mean something more. Something I always wanted but was never man enough to own.” 
 
    The moonlight caught the sparkle in her honey brown eyes as they turned liquid. 
 
    “Did I say something wrong?” he asked, regretting making her cry. 
 
    She sniffled and shook her head. “It’s just not something I ever expected to hear.” 
 
    “We could try to make this work, you and me.” Hope rose up inside him, a bright, powerful feeling he had only experienced when he was out from enemy lines and safely back home. No, that wasn’t true. That was more like relief. The feeling surging through him wasn’t just gratitude for being alive, but for the beginning of making a life with Eisley, the beautiful woman before him, the woman he’d survived the war and worse for, the woman he loved. 
 
    He took her hands and squeezed, his eyes locking on hers. He’d tell her how he felt. He’d never spoken the words to a woman before, not even his ex-wife. He shoved away the memory—the hasty, desperate decision he’d made to anchor himself to life back home, to give him a reason to live. When all along the reason dwelled in him: it was the love he felt and shared with Eisley. He was sure of it. They were on the same wavelength. 
 
    He started to speak and so did she.  
 
    His lips quirked. “You go first.” 
 
     “I love y—” She cleared her throat. “I love yodeling.” She spread her arms wide as though revealing a vista with rolling hills. 
 
    Ford smirked. “You do now? Let’s hear you yodel.” 
 
    “Oh, um, I need to be in Austria to yodel,” she said. 
 
    “Have you ever been to Austria?” 
 
    “Well, no, but the hills there seem to be perfect for yodeling.” 
 
    Ford tossed his head back with laughter. 
 
    She threw him a sharp, scolding look. “Yodeling is no laughing matter.” 
 
    “I’ll be the judge of that when I actually hear you yodel.” 
 
    “Fine. Well, the truth is I love...I love yoga.” She went still. 
 
    “Yoga?” he asked. “I’ve been to yoga classes. Watch me do downward dog,” he moved through the sequence his counselor had insisted would help him find a greater sense of self-awareness and peace. It had worked. He shifted into warrior next. “Come on, yogini. Join me if you love yoga so much.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s probably not a good idea on the sand.” 
 
    “There’s a beach yoga class here on Monday mornings.” That was mostly true. Ford had connected with a veteran who also practiced yoga and they’d met up once, which had mostly turned into a long conversation about being in the service. 
 
    She tugged him back down to the sand. “Okay.” She closed her eyes. “I love...I love yogurt.” 
 
    “I thought you were more of an ice cream kind girl.” 
 
    “Yes. You got me there.” She hardly met his eyes. 
 
    “Speaking of that, do you think we could go sneak some dessert?” He winked at her. 
 
    She gripped his arm as though she was intent on going through all the words starting with the letter Y until she landed on the one that she wanted. He was willing to wait. She was worth it, but the ice cream also sounded good.  
 
    He smirked. 
 
    Their eyes met and held, dissolving uncertainty, at least at that moment. 
 
    “Ford Armstrong, I love you.” 
 
    “Eisley Higgins, I have loved you as long as I’ve known you. Yet somehow, I love you more today than ever, which only tells me one thing. I’ll love you even more the next day and the one after that and so on.” 
 
    She gripped his T-shirt, tugging him close. Her mouth lifted in a smile as their eyes locked again. 
 
    His lips captured hers and they kissed with the moon shining above, bathing them in a milky light. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Eisley 
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    For the next few days, Eisley didn’t walk, she floated. She didn’t move, she danced. She would’ve been singing too, but the virtual assistant robot had deflated her confidence when she’d driven from Baltimore to Florida.  
 
    Something had lit up inside her and she was quite sure it was as bright and strong as the sun. She’d told Ford that she loved him. He’d said it back. They’d kissed. They’d gone on a date and it was just the beginning of their future together. 
 
    As she wiped down the tables in the dining room at Coconut Cove Café at the end of the night, the tune she hummed was interrupted by the sound of her name. Somehow, she’d acquired her mother’s ability to overhear things even though she’d never dare be a gossip. 
 
    “I have no idea what’s gotten into her,” Claudia said. “She’s been like this for days.” 
 
    “And there I thought I’d be mopping her up off the floor every night,” Billie said. 
 
    Eisley turned and squeezed the rag in her hand. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Was Billie trying to burst her bubble? 
 
    Betty stepped forward. “Now, now, ladies. Billie meant that when you’d arrived in town, you were a bit,” Betty drooped, “down.” 
 
    “I wasn’t down. I’d been through a terrible breakup. Well, a year before. I’d lost my job, which I hated. But still. I lived with three other women—one who had a ferret and only came out of her room at night—” 
 
    “Why do you think that was, dear?” Betty asked, stepping closer. 
 
    “Well, I thought she worked night shifts, but I think she was actually nocturnal. I mean, she had a ferret so you never know. Not that I have anything against ferrets, but it was just smelly and—” 
 
    “You’re rambling,” Claudia said. “They mean when you came here you seemed down. Why do you think that was? I think the Florida sunshine cheered you up.” 
 
    “I wasn’t down. I’m, like, the most optimistic and happiest person I know.” She was being unnecessarily defensive but wasn’t about to give them the satisfaction of knowing the date dare had actually worked. Mostly because she was afraid to jinx it. 
 
    “I happen to think she’s in love,” Betty said. 
 
    Maybe the old woman was a psychic on top of being a sassy waitress, beloved in the community, and quickly becoming a good friend. Nonetheless, she wasn’t ready to admit all that publicly. 
 
    “...In love with a certain soldier who came through these doors last week.” Billie waggled her eyebrows. 
 
    Eisley shifted from foot to foot and then returned to cleaning the table.” 
 
    “You’ve done that one already,” Billie said, pointing to the already polished table. 
 
    “I think she was already in love,” Betty said. 
 
    “Okay, fine. You’re right,” Eisley said, tossing down the towel. “I’ve loved Ford Armstrong since I was, well, basically since I can remember. We went on a date last week and—” 
 
    All three women leaned in. 
 
    “We caught up, put the past behind us, and—” she hesitated. 
 
    “And you’re excited but also afraid you might somehow jinx the future,” Betty finished for her. 
 
    “Are you a fortuneteller or mind reader or something?” Eisley asked. 
 
    Betty beamed. “No, I’m just old. Some might say wise.” 
 
    Billie gripped the woman’s arm and pulled her into a hug. 
 
    A fuzzy, welling of emotion came over Eisley then. She opened her arms wide like her mother did and pulled them all into an embrace. She was overwhelmed with gratitude. Had she not gone to Blue Bay Beach, had her mother not connected her with the job, had Billie not hired her, had Claudia not inquired about the so-called Mr. Fisher, and had Betty not dared her to go on a date with the next guy she waited on, she may not have crossed paths with Ford again. It was a small town, but he’d recently left for a few days because he had a meeting out of town. Had everything not happened in that order, they may not have met again. 
 
    “Thanks, ladies,” Eisley said. 
 
    Billie was the first to shrug out of the hug, but Betty turned up the music—the oldies station she always played during her shifts—and they finished cleaning up. 
 
    While Eisley wiped off the ketchup bottles and refilled the sugar packets, she thought about Ford’s return. In all their conversations they’d avoided talking about life when the summer was over. She assumed he was on leave and would return to some far-flung post overseas. 
 
    That thought made her droop, but the song changed and with surprising skills, Betty shimmied across the floor toward her with the mop in hand, swinging it around like a microphone stand and pretending to sing to the Elvis Presley hit. 
 
    Soon, all four women were dancing, smiling, and laughing. However, Claudia was just bopping from side to side as though not sure what to do with her arms and legs. 
 
    When the song changed, they plunked into the chairs at the usual table where they counted out tips and chatted. 
 
    “Betty, you have some good moves.” 
 
    She waved her hand dismissively. “Gus and I have been dancing for decades.” 
 
    “We should have a dance party,” Eisley joked. 
 
    “Okay, I do have some moves. Before your uncle built this restaurant, we would occasionally dance on the dock. Of course, someone would inevitably fall in and...” Betty’s eyes crinkled with laughter, likely at a funny memory. “You can imagine how that ended up.” 
 
    The women joined in the laughter. 
 
    “Have you lived here your whole life?” Claudia asked. 
 
    “Born and raised. Billie too.” 
 
    “Something like that,” Billie said quietly.  
 
    “So Betty is an original Blue Bay Beach babe,” Claudia said. 
 
    The older woman smiled. “Gus and I met at another beach down the way. It was a bonfire party back in the day. That was the first time we’d danced but wasn’t the last. You see, I had to sneak away because this town was so small everyone knew everyone else’s business.” 
 
    “Still is small and everyone still knows everyone else’s business,” Billie grumbled. 
 
    “But it was built by some amazing people, dedicated to keeping it off the map to preserve it as a paradise of sorts. Don’t get me wrong, we welcome tourists and plenty of developers have tried to come in and take our land, but—” Betty shook her head. “Over my dead body.” 
 
    “Betty owns half the town,” Billie chimed in. 
 
    “Do you live in one of those big mansions?” Claudia asked. 
 
    “No, my daddy sold that land, reasoning it was too close to the water. He’d say if there was ever a storm, anything built there would be the first to go. Obviously, prevention measures and construction methods have changed and improved.” 
 
    “I see how they would’ve been at risk. Now they’re specially built, but the old shacks that used to be along that way, would’ve surely blown out to sea,” Billie added. 
 
    Betty snorted. “Some of them did.” 
 
    “What was it like when you were younger?” Claudia asked. 
 
    “Much like it is now without cell phones. This has always been a fairly sleepy town. I mean, we have many more shops and establishments now, but the palms always swayed in the breeze, the sand has always been bleached white, and the water crystal clear.” 
 
    “You were saying about dancing on the docks. I could never do that.” Claudia shook her head. 
 
    “I thought you were a musician surely you have rhythm and can dance.” 
 
    “A classical pianist,” Claudia corrected. 
 
    “You mean you don’t let loose, pound away on the keys from time to time?” Betty asked, mimicking the motion as if the table were a piano. 
 
    Claudia laughed at the silly notion. “No, but I’ve always wanted to know how to dance.” 
 
    “I’ll teach you.” Betty got to her feet. 
 
    Claudia shook her head, but eventually, Betty coaxed her up. The others joined, even Billie who seemed to be an unlikely participant. Then again, once business was over for the day, she always let her hair down. 
 
    “I’d like to see Ford on the dance floor,” Eisley called over the music. 
 
    “I thought you’ve been friends with him since high school,” Billie asked as they did the twist to the famous Chubby Checker song. 
 
    “We went to dances as a group in high school. He asked someone else to prom.” 
 
    “Like the prom queen or something?” Claudia asked. 
 
    “No, one of my good friends.” 
 
    “Ouch.” Billie wrinkled her nose. 
 
    Eisley nodded. 
 
    “Did she say yes?” 
 
    “Sure did and called me the next day to tell me all about it.” Eisley sighed at the memory. It should’ve been her. She and Ford should’ve danced together at prom. 
 
    “Some friend.” 
 
    “Not anymore.” Eisley shook her head. 
 
    As the song continued, Claudia got down, shaking her hips the same way Betty demonstrated. “I feel like I’m in one of those summer movies.” 
 
    “Mamma Mia,” Eisley shouted her favorite summer movie, which had lots of singing and dancing, and had possibly been the reason she got the job at the restaurant when Billie had asked for her taste in movies. 
 
    “I was thinking The Summer House,” Claudia said with a smirk. 
 
    “Glad you didn’t say Dirty Dancing. There’ll be no dirty dancing here,” Billie said around a laugh. “This is a family-friendly establishment.” 
 
    “Good thing I don’t really know how to dance.” Claudia lifted and lowered her eyebrows. 
 
    “Well, you’re up next. We just had to see how Eisley’s date was going to play out. You can’t get me too excited. Remember, I only work here twice a week,” Betty said, shimmying. 
 
    The four women laughed again. 
 
    “We really should have a dance party out there on the patio deck. There’s an oldies cover band we could invite.” Eisley had seen a flyer in town. 
 
    “She could bring Ford.” 
 
    Billie whistled. 
 
    “They could have their prom do-over,” Claudia added. 
 
    Eisley filled the other two in on the prom disappointment. 
 
    “Let’s do it. We’ll do it for Eisley and Ford and maybe it’ll raise some extra money for the restaurant.” Betty eyed Billie. 
 
    They spent the next hour planning what they called Beach Blast from the Past dance party with a bonfire like Betty used to go to when she was younger. Even as the night wore on, and Eisley’s eyes got heavy, Betty seemed invigorated and younger than them all as her excitement grew. 
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    The next day, Eisley was exhausted, but she and her mother had to drive over an hour to get some supplies because there was talk of a tropical storm coming. 
 
    “We’ve been through plenty of winters up in New Jersey, but these tropical storms are nothing to sneeze at,” Diana warned. 
 
    Eisley wondered if Ford would be back. In fact, she wondered where he lived or if he was staying at the Sandy Shore Inn in town. 
 
    For most of the ride there, Diana asked questions about Ford. Ordinarily, Eisley would’ve been happy to answer, but felt a little awkward talking about her love life with her mother. She repeatedly tried to steer the conversation to ice cream, the dance party, and even canasta strategies. Finally, she said, “Mom, the traffic is picking up. I should concentrate on driving.”  
 
    Once they reached the store, her mother rattled off her list of supplies as they wandered through the aisles. “You know, I used to have three manual can openers. Should’ve saved them. If the power goes out, my electric one will be useless.” 
 
    “It looks like you parted with a lot of things when you moved.” Eisley was mostly relieved at that because back in New Jersey, her mother had saved everything. 
 
    “No, it’s all in a storage locker.” 
 
    “Mom, you’re paying to store stuff you’re never going to use again?” 
 
    “No, I’m joking. I wanted a fresh start. But I did photograph and digitally store all of the artwork you created over the years. Your awards and certificates. I wanted to preserve all of your achievements.” 
 
    The words fresh start and achievements echoed even as her mother continued to read her list and drop things in their cart. She didn’t want to think about how her achievements had basically stopped when she’d gone to college and it became clear Ford made a clean break from his old life, ending their friendship. As for her fresh start, she was still working on that. 
 
    It may have been the gathering clouds, but as they rolled back into Blue Bay Beach, she felt reflective, pensive. The estates lining Mansion Mile on one side of the street came into view. She wondered what life would’ve been like if she’d allowed herself to succeed instead of remaining locked in the mire of her repeated failures. It was like she was afraid to move on—she always had one foot in the past, as though waiting for Ford, and the other one waiting to grow up and get on with her life. 
 
    She blinked a few times as a familiar figure, dressed in a white T-shirt, got out of a Jeep and walked into the biggest mansion on the street. 
 
    Her stomach twisted. Her heart sank. She’d been wrong about Ford. Much had changed and clearly, he wasn’t the person she thought he was. As they continued on, a splinter drove itself deep, splitting her between sadness and anger. She felt like she might snap. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Ford 
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    The days away had been tough. With Ford’s new responsibilities, he had transitioned to the reserves in the Marines, but he still had a few items to square away, sending him to Lejeune for the week. Plus, he had a meeting with the lawyers to finalize some items with his inheritance and the custody of Coco. 
 
    When he got home, he was thrilled to see his little girl light up when she recognized his face. He gave her a big hug and presented a teddy bear dressed in a uniform that matched the one he’d worn during the ceremony honoring some of his fellow Marines, which he’d also attended while away. 
 
    After dinner, father and daughter took a walk on the beach. Thunder cracked in the distance and Coco jumped with fright. He took her in his arms and told her a story about how God sure enjoyed a good game of bowling—it was the same story he remembered his father told him before everything had changed. It was likely his earliest memory. Ford’s voice seemed to soothe his daughter, but they returned to the house, safe from the incoming weather. 
 
    After getting Coco settled in and reading her a story, he clicked off the light and said, “I love you Coco-bear.” The nickname had come to him as easily as telling her he loved her, kissing her boo-boos, and even getting on the floor and playing with blocks and her other toys. 
 
    He wasn’t sure how he’d adapt to fatherhood. So far, he was managing, plus his recent windfall afforded him the ability to hire help. But it was all so new and he still had a ways to go as he found his footing. 
 
    After letting the nanny know he was going to step out, but that he’d be back in under an hour in case Coco woke up from the thunder, he took his Jeep across town. 
 
    The wind had picked up and the palm fronds jittered and rustled above. It was his first tropical storm in Blue Bay Beach, but he’d been through others elsewhere and wanted to make sure Eisley and her mother had everything they needed. Also, he wanted an excuse to see her. 
 
    He’d confessed his love. They’d kissed. The memory filled him with warmth and anticipation of doing it again. His skin hummed as he cruised through the sleepy town, well after sunset. He envisioned a future with Eisley, but first, he had to figure out a way to tell her about Coco and his inheritance. 
 
    The light from the television flashed through the window as he knocked on the door of Four Pelican Lane. 
 
    Mrs. Higgins opened the door, greeting him with excitement. “You know, you never used to knock. Come right in, Ford.” 
 
    “Well, I’m not a punk teenager anymore,” he joked. “I’ve learned some manners, ma’am.” 
 
    She looked him up and down. “No, you certainly are not a punk teenager and no need to call me ma’am. Makes me feel old.” She giggled. 
 
    Eisley entered from the kitchen, wearing an apron. Her eyes didn’t sparkle. In fact, a frown drew her lips down. 
 
    He thought she’d be happy to see him, at least as happy as Mrs. Higgins was. 
 
    “I got back earlier today,” he said. “Thought I’d say hi and check on you ladies. Make sure you’re ready for the storm.” 
 
    If he wasn’t mistaken, Eisley scowled. 
 
    “The forecasters have us on a hurricane watch and they’re predicting they’ll upgrade it to a warning overnight.” Mrs. Higgins watched the television intently. 
 
    “Well, you ought to batten down the hatches, close the storm shutters, and such,” he suggested. 
 
    “We got supplies today,” Mrs. Higgins said. 
 
    “Did you take everything in from outside? Anything that could blow through a window?” he asked. 
 
    “Yup,” Eisley responded curtly. 
 
    “Mavis told me that three years ago, a car somehow ended up on the roof of one of the mansions on the way into town.” Mrs. Higgins shook her head. 
 
    “Maybe they’ll wash away in the storm,” Eisley muttered. 
 
    Ford’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “What do you have against the mansions?” Mrs. Higgins asked. Without waiting for her daughter’s reply, she said, “Back when we were in Jersey, I used to think I’d like to live in a house like that.” 
 
    “House?” said Eisley sharply. 
 
    “House. Mansion, whatever. But can you imagine having to keep up with the housework? It would take a week to get it done and by then you’d have to start all over.” Mrs. Higgins chuckled. 
 
    “Mom, I’m pretty sure the residents of those mansions hire housekeepers.” She cut a glare at Ford. “And I’m pretty sure the residents of those kinds of places aren’t exactly honest.” But she said the last part low as though only intended for Ford to hear. No matter, it flew over Mrs. Higgins’s head as a meteorologist warned viewers about the dangers of storms and precautions to take afterward. 
 
    When Ford and Eisley had professed their love, surely, she didn’t think he’d expect her to cook and clean for him or act as a housekeeper. Was that what was upsetting her? If anything, he wanted to do that for her.  
 
    While he was gone, he’d had plenty of time to think about the future and his new fortune. He’d decided that he would do whatever he could to provide for Coco and Eisley. He’d be able to send his daughter to college and fix whatever financial trouble Eisley found herself in—whatever had sent her to live with her mother again. He certainly wasn’t overly interested in using the money for himself. He could help veterans, families caught in natural disasters, and even provide for his grandkids and great grandkids. 
 
    Lost in his thoughts, Mrs. Higgins’s voice brought him back to the present. 
 
    “With the storm coming in you’re welcome to stay, Ford,” she offered. 
 
    “I’m sure he has plenty of space and doesn’t need to be in this cramped little beach shack,” Eisley said. 
 
    “Eisley, I’m very proud of this cottage. I thought you liked it too,” Mrs. Higgins’s expression creased. 
 
    Her daughter rolled her eyes. 
 
    Maybe they’d been arguing before he’d arrived. 
 
    “The couch is a bit on the small side for you, but it’s better than being out in the storm,” Mrs. Higgins said. 
 
    Did she think he and his daughter, assuming she knew about Coco, lived in his Jeep? It dawned on him that Eisley didn’t know where he lived because he hadn’t told her because he was scared. Because beneath all his brawn there were parts of him that were still a little boy. 
 
    Without so much as another word, Eisley returned to the kitchen. 
 
    “That’s awfully kind of you, but I should probably get going.” Ford tipped his chin in goodbye, figuring they needed some space. 
 
    Mrs. Higgins leaned close to him. “All week she’s been on cloud nine and then this afternoon she’s been in quite the mood. I told her not to make more ice cream in case the power goes out, but she won’t stop. She’s been at it for hours. Mixing up batches of bittersweet chocolate, banana, mint, curry, or something.” She wrinkled her nose. “I told her that I’m not taste testing that flavor.” 
 
    A deep furrow formed across Ford’s brow. 
 
    “I think it’s this weather. She’s not used to the pressure changes. Let it blow over and she’ll probably be as good as new. Then she’ll wonder what the heck she was concocting in there.” 
 
    With a glance at Eisley’s back and with Mrs. Higgins’s chuckle, Ford swept into the night. The wind picked up even more and jostled the Jeep as he returned to the sprawling stucco mega-mansion with alcoves, balconies, and even a turret. As he entered through the double front door, he realized he should’ve invited them to his place—it was fortified for storms and probably more comfortable. But he sensed Eisley’s disdain so maybe it was better to wait to tell her until after things blew over. 
 
    He turned on the news to track the storm and sure enough, the wind started to howl. Rain pelted the windows and he kept an ear out for Coco in case it woke her up. Meteorologists predicted the worst of the storm was south of them, but they’d still have damaging wind and rain. 
 
    Ford started to doze when a loud banging came from somewhere in the house. He woke with a start and adrenaline rushed through him. His mind put him on alert and his body went into fight-mode. He listened and the banging was more of a knocking sound. He told himself he wasn’t under attack. The baby monitor screen showed that Coco was fast asleep. 
 
    The knocking came from the front door. 
 
    Even though he wasn’t in enemy territory, he braced himself as he answered. 
 
    To his surprise, Eisley stood there, sopping wet. Her hair hung to her shoulders and her eye makeup was smudged, but the scowl she wore suggested it wasn’t because of the weather. 
 
    “Hi?” he said, uncertain and stepped back to let her in. 
 
    Her hands flew to her hips as she looked around. “Up until earlier today, I toyed with the idea of us—you and me. Of staying in Blue Bay Beach. But at the rate I’m going in life, I may soon have to apply for a second job as a maid. Are you hiring? Or should I ask your secret girlfriend about your secret life? Or am I a secret girlfriend?” She cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted. “Does the invitation still stand?” 
 
    “Shh. Eisley, what is going on? What do you mean does the invitation still stand?” 
 
    She walked in a circle, dripping water all over the foyer. 
 
    “So, what’s life like on Egret Ave?” 
 
    He shrugged. “How would I know? That’s over by your mother’s cottage. I think if you go down Spoonbill, take a left on Piper, then two streets down past Skimmer. By the way, you ought to be proud of your mother, saving up and buying a place of her own,” he said, referring to her comment when he’d stopped by to be sure they were ready for the storm. 
 
    “Oh yeah? And how about you? Do you have a live-in arrangement or is this a temporary stopover? What do you do, Ford, whisk into women’s lives, sweep them off their feet, drive them around in convertibles, and then disappear?” Tears flooded her eyes. 
 
    The thought of her being so upset was like a punch in the chest, but he didn’t understand why. He wasn’t sure what to say or do, but his silence seemed to fan the fire of her fury. 
 
    “Where is she, Ford?” Eisley stalked toward the light coming from the living room. 
 
    She repeated, “Does the invitation stand? Huh? I’m sure you’ll love to hear about our little moment on the beach—” She was shouting, hysterical. 
 
    Before she woke Coco, Ford reached for her arm and spun her toward him. 
 
    They stood there as though frozen in the eye of the storm. Their gazes met and it was as though the wind sucked all the air from the room. Even upset, her lips were so perfectly kissable. He brushed the wet hair from her face. She seemed to lift onto her toes, but then thunder cracked and lightning lit up the room. Ford blinked a few times as Eisley dropped back with what almost sounded like a growl. He’d never seen her so angry and emotional. 
 
    “Eisley,” he was about to try to talk sense into her when a loud cry echoed through the house. 
 
    She blanched.  
 
    Ford gave her arm a gentle squeeze then hurried up the stairs to his daughter. 
 
    A few minutes later he returned to find Eisley in the living room, staring at the baby monitor. He was relieved he was able to soothe Coco and that she’d fallen right back to sleep. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Eisley’s shoulders sagged, but the hint of a smile played on her lips. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Eisley 
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    Ford had a baby, well, a toddler. Eisley wasn’t sure how old the child was. Where was the mother? He said he’d divorced. She couldn’t be upset about it, maybe a bit annoyed he hadn’t told her and she was desperate for the full story, but she wasn’t able to find it in herself to be angry any longer at the man who so tenderly soothed the little girl. He probably hadn’t realized she was paying attention to the baby monitor, but he sang her a lullaby and rubbed her back until she’d dozed back off. It was beautiful. She’d never seen that side of him. 
 
    Eisley and Ford stood in the living room as the television reported updates on the storm. Ford clicked the button on the remote to turn it off. “Please sit down. I can explain.” He balanced his elbows on his knees and leaned forward then let out a long exhale. “I should’ve explained sooner.” 
 
    Eisley lowered onto the white sectional sofa in the vast living room. A wall of storm shutters was on one side. They must’ve opened to windows or glass doors with a vista of the ocean. The mega-mansion was professionally decorated and lacked the lived-in feel, but it was tasteful. She felt like she was at a vacation resort. 
 
    Unlike her mother, she’d have lived there if she could afford it—especially after renting so many crumby apartments with roommates over the years. 
 
    “Ford, first, I want to apologize for barging in here and acting crazy.” She went on to explain how she’d seen him enter the mansion and immediately thought he was seeing someone. “But I have to ask outright, are you seeing someone?” 
 
    “Only you, Eisley. I have to admit that it was a bit crazy.” Amusement played on his lips. “But I also won’t lie. It’s kind of flattering that you’d be so upset by the mere idea of me seeing whatever her name was from Egret Ave. It does wonders for my ego.” 
 
    “It seems your ego is doing just fine without my assistance.” 
 
    “Well, it’s been a while since I’ve been with anyone.” 
 
    “Then explain the little girl upstairs,” Eisley said. 
 
    “First, I have something to say to you. Don’t rush out into a storm like that again. It was dangerous and something could’ve happened to you. Flying debris, coconuts dropping from trees, and rogue waves have been known to wash over the road. I couldn’t bear anything happening to you, Eisley.” 
 
    She bit the side of her lip. “Hearing that you care does wonders for my ego too.” 
 
    “Of course I care. I meant what I said the other night...” He hesitated. 
 
    “If this is going to work, we can’t keep secrets from each other.” 
 
    “We never did.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you tell me about your daughter? You used to say you never wanted to have kids.” 
 
    “Eisley, I was sixteen and I had no idea I had a kid until last month.” 
 
    Her mouth fell open and she had the sense it formed a perfect O. 
 
    “Remember I mentioned that Tina divorced me? She left the papers on the kitchen table. Well, it turns out she was pregnant and had met some wealthy guy or something. Apparently, she wanted to make like it was his kid so he’d support her.” Anger carved itself across Ford’s face. 
 
    “Why would she do that?” 
 
    “I’m just a Marine. She wanted more, I guess.” 
 
    “Just a Marine?” She looked around the space. “Marines are amazing, first of all. Heroes, in fact. Second, you seem to be a wealthy Marine yourself.” 
 
    “Back to Tina. So she had the baby and was with the new guy, claiming he was the dad. But the baby looked nothing like him so, over time, he started to get suspicious. Their relationship was on the rocks and he demanded a paternity test. At the same time, she had left the baby with her parents. While they were waiting for the results, Tina overdosed on pain medication.” 
 
    “Was she sick?” Eisley asked. 
 
    “She had a substance abuse problem.” 
 
    Eisley pressed her hand over her mouth. Tears filled her eyes. That poor, sweet little girl. “How’d you find out she was yours?” 
 
    “Thankfully, Tina’s mother did the right thing and tried to figure out who the father might be. The dates lined up with our marriage, even though I was deployed shortly after we’d conceived. She reached out to me. Of course, we went through the proper legal channels and had the tests done. It turns out, she’s mine.” 
 
    The idea that the little girl could be theirs—hers and Ford’s—filled Eisley’s heart, which was ready to burst over the heartbreaking story. 
 
    “Tina’s parents are elderly and weren’t feeling up for raising a child.” Ford swallowed. “It’s strange how life works, there was a reason, well, a few reasons, that I survived the many battles I fought. The ones I still fight, but I have a renewed purpose.” His hand brushed the scar by his eye. 
 
    “So you retired and are now a full-time father.” 
 
    “Just about. I’m still in the reserves and have training, meetings, and the like. Once a Marine, always a Marine.” 
 
    Eisley scooted closer to Ford on the couch. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve been helping you all this time. You don’t have to do everything yourself, Ford.” 
 
    “I never had help. Never needed it.” 
 
    “You never had a baby.” 
 
    He tilted his head from side to side as though conceding. “Well, I do have help now. I hired a nanny.” 
 
    “I meant me. I can help you. You truly could’ve shared this with me.” 
 
    “I seem to recall you not wanting to have kids either.” 
 
    Eisley cocked her head. “As you said, we were sixteen. I was too young to be thinking about having kids. But someday? Of course. I’ve had to do a little growing up. I’m still finding my way, but it seems...” She hesitated then swallowed back her fear. “It seems I was led back to you.” 
 
    He held his head in his hands as though something still upset him. 
 
    She lifted her arm and pressed her palm to his back, braving contact. The massive muscles rippled as she gently rubbed his back. 
 
    “Ford, are you ready to take off your armor and open up to me?” 
 
    He ducked his head and met her eyes. “Yes. I can do that.” He blinked a few times then said, “I distanced myself from you because of the emotions I felt that tied me to you and what I knew being in the military could mean. I could die, go missing, or be wounded for life. I wanted to spare you what happened to your mother—a husband that never returned.” 
 
    “So you left anyway,” she said. 
 
    “Before anything more could happen between us.” 
 
    “But don’t you see? It already had.” Her voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    Ford leaned back and took her in his arms. She rested her head on toned his chest. 
 
    “Yeah, I suppose you’re right.” 
 
    His heart beat steadily in his chest and it was a comfort as the storm raged outside. 
 
    After a moment, Ford cleared his throat. “What about you? What about letting people help you? What about you letting down your guard?” 
 
    “My guard is hardly up. No, Ford, like I was saying, I need to grow up. Figure out what I want from my life. I realize I was stuck in the past, holding onto hope that you would return and that was keeping me from moving on.” 
 
    “Oh, Eisley.” His tone was strained. “I had no idea. I’m sorry. I didn’t really know what I was doing, but I thought I was doing the right thing.” 
 
    “We were young. But you haven’t told me everything.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
    She sat up and held her arms out wide. “What is all this? If I recall, you lived in the duplex opposite mine and between the two of us, we barely had two dimes to rub together. Unless I’m grossly mistaken, most servicemen don’t own mansions in their early thirties or at all.” 
 
    “Right.” He took a deep breath. “Around the same time I learned about my daughter, I got another, rather peculiar piece of mail. It turns out, my grandfather, a man I’d never known, had passed away. His name was Arnold Conrad, so on my mother’s side. I didn’t know this, but while my two brothers and I had the same father, we had different mothers.” 
 
    “Your dad never told you?” 
 
    Ford shook his head. “I’m afraid not. So more testing was done, more papers filed, more red tape. It was a headache really. But Arnold Conrad didn’t have any heirs except me. He died alone.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I don’t feel right accepting any of this, I didn’t earn it, but with the suddenness of having a kid and not having my own parents around, I wasn’t sure what to do. So I came here to regroup and make a game plan.” 
 
    “Despite how you feel about the money, I’m glad you found your way to Blue Bay Beach.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “So what’s next?” Ford asked. 
 
    She didn’t answer because she didn’t know. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Ford 
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    Ford was going to tell Eisley about the massive changes in his life but until that moment, he wasn’t sure how. As the wind continued to howl outside, the fact that they were in the middle of a storm and the truth had come out was fitting. All things considered, she took it well. But she didn’t answer his question about accepting help and letting him into her life. 
 
    Instead, she said, “I look like I was lost at sea for the last ten years and just washed up on your doorstep. It’s silly to ask if you have anything that might fit me, but I’d appreciate something dry.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” The idea of her wearing his clothing brought an old memory to life—she’d always nab one of his sweatshirts and wear it until he didn’t have any clean clothes left and he demanded it back. Fortunately, Mrs. Higgins would wash it before Eisley returned it. Growing up with his dad and brothers, household chores weren’t a priority. His attention to duty and detail had changed when he’d entered the Marines and got away from home. Unfortunately, the sad state of his family’s affairs only got worse. 
 
    Ford checked on Coco and then grabbed one of his oversized T-shirts for Eisley to change into. The vision of her in it stirred something inside him. 
 
    “Thanks,” she said when he met her in the living room. 
 
    “The bathroom is down that way if you’d like to change.” 
 
    As she turned, he caught her bring the shirt to her nose and breathe deep. 
 
    The affectionate gesture made him smile. In fact, he was still grinning when she returned, practically swimming in the shirt it was so big on her. He chuckled. 
 
    “It’s not my fault you’re a giant.” 
 
    “Where are my manners? Are you thirsty? Hungry?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He showed her to the kitchen with modern appliances and custom woodwork. 
 
    “I figured you’d ring a bell and a butler would appear.” 
 
    Again, he laughed and he imagined that sound wasn’t common in the mansion when just his grandfather lived there. From what he’d gathered, the old man was rather unpleasant and was codgery as someone in town had said. Still, he didn’t like the idea of the old man living and dying alone. 
 
    Ford fixed them both carbonated water and lemon. 
 
    Glass containers filled with chopped fruits and vegetables, organized by color, lined the refrigerator shelves. There were also yogurts, string cheese, and other kid-friendly, but healthy foods. 
 
    “I can offer you raspberries, melon, cucumber...” 
 
    Eisley laughed. “Wow. No butler, but your cook really keeps things organized.” 
 
    Heat rose to Ford’s cheeks. 
 
    “Actually, that’s me. You can take me out of active duty, but you can’t take the Marine out of me,” he mumbled. “Or something like that.” He picked up a parenting book and set it in front of Eisley. “I have no idea what I’m doing. The book said to offer an assortment of healthy fruits, vegetables, and protein early and often so that’s what I’m trying.” 
 
    “I remember the fridge at your house when you were younger: hot dogs, ketchup, and milk. Somehow you grew up into—” Her eyes scanned him up and down. 
 
    “This is the result of three squares a day starting in basic training.” 
 
    “Well, you didn’t do too bad for yourself, soldier.” She waggled her eyebrows. 
 
    Ford smirked. 
 
    “You turned out mighty fine yourself, Eisley.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    He reached for her waist. “I do think so.” He dipped his head to meet her lips and she yelped then started laughing. 
 
    His face fell in alarm then he remembered her ticklish spot. He tickled her some more before she lifted onto her toes and threw her arms around his neck. He hoisted her onto the counter so they were eye level. 
 
    Then they kissed and kissed and kissed. 
 
    With Eisley, time didn’t matter. They had the rest of their lives. He hoped. Then the hope started to falter. First, it flickered like the lights above in the kitchen as the power threatened to go out due to the storm. Then it dimmed a bit.  
 
    Would she want to have a family? He hardly knew how to take care of a two-year-old, but was learning. Would she be willing to do that? Especially since she wasn’t the biological mother? Eisley mentioned she needed to grow up, but did that mean apart from him? 
 
    He didn’t dare ask because that meant he’d have to break the kiss and at least for the time, the power was still on, she was still there. 
 
    But as their lips mashed together, thoughts repeatedly swirled in his mind. Could they make a life together? Could she deal with some of the fallout from the war that he still struggled with from time to time? 
 
    The room went dark. Eisley’s eyes were closed so she must not have noticed as her hands clutched his jaw, holding him in place, kissing him deeply. But he sensed the light change behind his lids. In the darkness, as so often happened, the big fears emerged. Would he be able to handle being a dad and figuring out a relationship? He’d told himself that until Coco was grown, he’d focus solely on her and give her the life she deserved—what he hadn’t been able to give his first love or Coco’s mother. He owed his daughter the world and worried there wasn’t room in it for Eisley too. 
 
    As though she sensed his troublesome thoughts, they parted. Ford certainly didn’t want her to think he was rejecting her because that wasn’t his intention. He just didn’t know what he was doing. Granted, children didn’t officially come with instruction manuals, but there were plenty of parenting books. He’d have to go to the bookstore in town and see if there was one titled How to be the best father possible to a kid you didn’t know you had and renew a relationship you didn’t think you’d ever get back.  
 
    Ford needed time, space to think, to figure things out. However, like the wind and rain outside, life just kept on raging.  
 
    He went to check on Coco and then they returned to the living room. In the meantime, the generator had kicked on. Ford clicked on the news to get an update on the storm. 
 
    “Should downgrade by mid-morning. You should call your mom and let her know you’re safe and that you’re staying the night.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “No, I should get going.” 
 
    “Text her,” he commanded. Under no circumstances was she going back out in that mess. 
 
    Eisley sighed and did as he ordered.  
 
    He grabbed a throw blanket from a chest behind the couch and draped it over her shoulders. He took one for himself then grabbed two pouches of fish crackers from the kitchen. 
 
    She smirked. “Now I know why you had the kids’ bug spray.” 
 
    “Always best to be prepared.” 
 
    “Tell me about her,” Eisley said as she nestled into the pillows on the couch. 
 
    “How about in the morning you meet her and she can tell you all about herself. All thirty-nine words.” 
 
    “Are you counting how many words she knows?” 
 
    “I just want to make sure she’s on track developmentally.” 
 
    Eisley got up from her spot and then rested in the crook of Ford’s arm. Memories flooded back of the two of them lying in the field after football games and gazing at the stars in much the same position. 
 
    “Make sure you keep Daddy and Drill Sargent balanced.” 
 
    He chuckled, knowing he leaned heavily on his training, but that was all he knew. “Maybe a Mommy could help me do that,” he hinted. 
 
    He’d meant it playfully, but the moment the words were out of his mouth, Eisley stiffened. 
 
    “Ford, we still have our own lives to sort out before we start to think about making one together.” 
 
    Something sharp filled his throat and drove itself down into his chest. 
 
    But she didn’t move from his arms.  
 
    During his time overseas, Ford had come to know God, to talk to him, to listen. He prayed then with gratitude for the time he and Eisley had together because that in itself was a gift. As much as he talked about fate and destiny, he knew that ultimately, it was all in the Lord’s hands. At that, he drifted to sleep with the woman he loved nestled safely in his arms. 
 
    Instead of waking to the sound of wind and rain, a pleasant babbling brought Ford’s eyes open the next morning. On the baby monitor screen, Coco sat up in her crib, clapping her hands together and singing. A smile lifted Ford’s cheeks. He tried not to disturb Eisley who was still in his arms. His grin doubled. 
 
    Ford tended to his daughter, but by the time they made it back downstairs, Eisley was awake and had several bowls and ingredients spread across the kitchen counter. 
 
    “Pancakes, anyone?” she asked as she flipped one on the griddle. “I found your wholegrain flapjack mix and figured if we add some fruit, we can call it a balanced breakfast.” She was teasing, but seeing her making herself at home in his kitchen brought warmth unlike he’d ever known, especially not growing up with a stable home where Mom made pancakes and Dad did the dishes—or any variation of that. 
 
    Coco smiled—she had the kind of grin that could light up a room. 
 
    Eisley crossed the kitchen and said, “Hi, I’m Eisley. I’m your daddy’s friend.” 
 
    Part of him wanted to hear the word girl in front of friend, but the other part told him to stand down and focus on his priorities. 
 
    “I’m Coco.” Her voice was small and squeaky.  
 
    “Coco?” Eisley asked. “I love your name. It’s very nice to meet you, Coco.” 
 
    Eisley took the little girl’s hand and shook it, but Coco pushed from her father’s arms and reached hers around Eisley’s neck. She hugged Coco back. 
 
    Eisley’s eyes widened in surprise then dipped closed as though enjoying the embrace. 
 
    Ford dashed to the griddle to keep the pancakes from burning. “I have to warn you, Coco gives really good hugs. I sometimes call her Coco the Koala. It might make you want to stick around.” 
 
    “Koala,” the little girl repeated. 
 
    The three of them had breakfast as the last of the rain and clouds moved out to sea. They chatted and played a game with the blueberries so Coco would eat them.  
 
    Afterward, Eisley called to check on her mother to make sure she was okay. “Apparently, the King and Queen of Concordia just had a baby,” she reported after they got off the phone. 
 
    “Congrats to them, but how’s your mom?” 
 
    “She loves babies so I think she’s doing just fine.” Eisley set her phone aside. “I think she’ll really like this koala.” Eisley scooped up the little girl so they could wash her hands. 
 
    Eisley and Coco got along perfectly. It was more than he could ask for or expect. For the rest of the morning, she played with the little girl, read her stories, and they sang songs together. Eisley’s clothing had dried so she finally changed out of his shirt—though he did like the idea of her wearing it. 
 
    Ford took a few minutes to assess for damage around the property. By the afternoon the sun was shining so they walked along the beach looking for treasures. Oftentimes, after a storm, interesting things washed up. As the day faded, he realized he’d already found the greatest treasures: Eisley and Coco. 
 
    They had dinner and then Ford put Coco to bed. He was tired from the late night and long day, which didn’t help put his thoughts in order. 
 
    Eisley waited downstairs, pacing by the windows that opened to the ocean. “We should talk,” she said. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” He sat down because her tone indicated it was something serious. 
 
    She stopped abruptly. “When I got back here, I got annoyed with my mother. She’s always been so meddlesome. I told myself that if I ever have kids, I’ll take a hands-off approach. Let them figure things out.” She shook her head. “I was mistaken. Looking back and still to this day, my mother has only meant well. She’s been nothing but helpful, a guide, so generous and patient.” 
 
    Ford wasn’t sure where the conversation was going. “She’s a special lady.” 
 
    “Listen, I don’t know what kind of lady I am—never mind what kind of mother I’d be, but I know now it won’t be hands off. Not at all. Sure, I’ll let them figure out some things, but after spending the day with Coco, I have so many questions. But one thing I know for sure is that I’m not ready for this.” 
 
    “Eisley, no one is. Do you think I was?” 
 
    She opened and closed her mouth. Her shoulders rose and fell. “I just don’t know, Ford. I need some time to think.” She started toward the door. 
 
    He needed time too, but before she left, he reached for her arm. She spun into his and then he planted a kiss on her forehead. “I understand, but let’s not have another decade pass.” 
 
    A small, sad smile formed on her lips and she fled into the coming night. 
 
    Ford’s limbs felt heavy and a scratchy sensation filled his throat. He’d left Eisley once and that time, she was leaving him. He forced himself to remain rooted and not run after her because the truth was, he needed the time too. He was brand new at being a dad and had to get that down a bit better before he added to their family. But the hope in his chest, the one that carried him through the horrors of war, blazed on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Eisley 
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    The time spent with Ford and Coco was amazing, but it also gave Eisley a lot to think about. They shined a light on how little she’d accomplished in her life. She could blame being stuck in the past, but the truth was, she’d been putting off her life, waiting for Ford to return—for her hero to swoop in and save the day. 
 
    He’d asked her about letting people help her, but first, she needed to really, truly help herself. She needed to prove to herself she could do better than scrape by, paycheck to paycheck, and ultimately moving back in with her mother. Granted, she was grateful for her mom’s generosity, but the last weeks had served as a wakeup call for herself personally and in relationships. 
 
    At age sixteen Eisley had her first kiss. It was with a kid from her drama class during play rehearsals. Everyone dared them to do it for real, cheering for them to add more passion, purpose. 
 
    At age seventeen, she went on a few dates in the wake of Ford asking her best friend to prom, hoping it would make her feel better. 
 
    At eighteen, she’d graduated and Ford left. She went to college. But she was stuck, frozen in time. She saw a few guys after that, but it never went beyond one or two dates or a kiss on the lips. 
 
    Post college, she dated a bit then thought maybe she was ready to move on from Ford, but the only moving that happened was the guy she thought held promise then soon became her ex as he went from city to city and from woman to woman. He traveled a lot for work and it turned out he had a girlfriend in every city. She made a pact with herself not to fall for anyone. After all, it was to be the summer of Eisley finding herself. 
 
    Instead, she found Ford. It had always been Ford. 
 
    But she didn’t think she could stand being left again. 
 
    Eisley was still wrapped up in her thoughts when she went to work at Coconut Cove Café the next day. 
 
    At the end of the shift, Betty sliced her a piece of key lime coconut cream pie and led her to the dining patio outside the restaurant. 
 
    The two women stood on the dock, leaning over the railing with the water lapping against the wooden pilings below. 
 
    After Eisley had taken a few bites, she asked, “How’d you know I needed this?” 
 
    “This pie has saved my life more than once.” Betty winked. 
 
    Eisley didn’t know the details but nodded because she understood. It was that delicious. 
 
    “Last week, you were floating on clouds. Now, you’re plodding around like you have cement in your shoes.” Betty’s eyes sparkled in the low light. “Whatever you’re feeling, just know that it’s part of life and it’ll pass. Also, pie always helps.” 
 
    “Usually, I’d correct you and say ice cream, but this is exceptional.” 
 
    “Speaking of ice cream, you’re bringing some of the batches you’ve been making to the Beach Blast from the Past, right?” 
 
    “Of course.” Eisley went on to tell her about the flavors she’d been working on. “I might even start experimenting to create an ice cream version of this.” Using her fork, she pointed at what was left of the pie. 
 
    The older woman smiled and nodded in all the right places then said, “Now, tell me what’s really going on.” 
 
    At that, Eisley told her the whole story about Ford from when they’d met until the storm. 
 
    “My husband, Gus, was in the military too. Long, long ago. I see some similarities. They come home with scars but not just the visible ones on their bodies. Gus and Ford served during different wars, but they fight the same ongoing battle.” 
 
    “Then why do they do it?” 
 
    “Meaning and purpose. It’s an honor to protect our nation and the rights of people who don’t have anyone to fight for them. Sometimes even good men can be closed off. Don’t blame him. Ford seems like a good, smart man. He loves you. He’ll work on it.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Eisley said with a sigh. 
 
    “Sure am, but there’s more. You don’t need to fight either. I can see you have your mental fists up. You’re on the defensive, afraid of what could happen. But you’ll never know until you let your guard down. In a way, you’re still keeping yourself frozen in the past and he’s avoiding his fears. You’re both doing the same thing and it’s not pursuing each other. Take a chance. See where it goes. If he wants to help you, let him. It’ll make him feel good. If you think he needs help, do it. It’ll make you feel good.” 
 
    Betty’s words were helpful and encouraging, but Eisley still clung to the fact that she needed to grow up and let go of the past before she could move on to any sort of future with Ford. One thing she knew for sure, if it hadn’t been for Betty, she wouldn’t even be thinking about any of it. 
 
    “I should thank you for the initiation.” 
 
    “The dating dare?” Betty scoffed. “There’s no initiation. I just like to have fun, play matchmaker. Do you have any idea how many tables I’ve waited on in my lifetime? I have to do something to mix it up and entertain myself. Plus, it’s summer. I’m happily married, but it’s nice to see the firsts. You know, the shyness, the stolen glances, the secret desires. It reminds me of when Gus and I first met.” 
 
    “Betty, you rascal.” Eisley laughed. 
 
    “Also, sometimes I have a feeling about two people. You know? But don’t you dare say a word to Claudia. She’s next.” Betty winked. 
 
    Eisley finished up at the restaurant, but the night was sticky with humidity and she was restless. 
 
    The reminder of the Beach Party Blast from the Past and the ice cream she’d promised to provide brought her to the kitchen in the cottage once she got home. She was experimenting with retro soda pop flavors like cherry cola, orange cream, and peanut butter banana—Betty had said that Elvis loved fried sandwiches with the same ingredients so she was trying to get the recipe just the right amount of buttery. She also started testing waffle cone recipes, which her mother was all too pleased about because it made the house smell like heaven—her words. 
 
    Afterward, Eisley was tired and tried to fall asleep, but it was stuffy up in the loft. She went outside to the hammock in the small yard and laid there. 
 
    A soft breeze whispered across her skin. The palms rustled as she rocked slowly from side to side. “I think I’ll stay here,” she said to herself. “Forever. No, not forever. Blue Bay Beach was supposed to only be temporary.” 
 
    From inside the house, the whirring of the ice cream maker made her sit bolt upright. She almost spun out of the hammock but dropped her foot to the ground to stabilize herself. 
 
    At that moment, she realized that all along she’d been dreaming about having her own ice cream brand, but she’d kept it small, locked up, out of fear of failure. 
 
    She’d been holding herself back, not only because she was stuck in the past but because she was afraid of the future, of the uncertainty. That was no way to live. Like Betty had said about her relationship with Ford, she wouldn’t know unless she let things happen. Eisley wouldn’t know if she could have a successful business if she didn’t try and by not trying, she’d already failed. 
 
    Eisley hardly slept that night as ideas and inspiration flooded her. The moment her mother entered the kitchen the next morning, Eisley launched into her plan in a flurry. 
 
    “I’m nervous, no terrified, but I’m going to do it anyway. I worked in an ice cream shop for three years. I ran a café in college, I sold skin care products, I’ve worked in countless offices. All of my odd jobs prepared me to own my own business. I didn’t realize it, but I was getting real-life training for when a shipment was delayed, when a customer wasn’t happy, and when anything and everything went wrong.” She took a breath as her chest heaved with excitement. “I know what to do right. Not to say that I’ll always get it right, but I know what to do when I get it wrong.” A smile bloomed on her face. “I need to take charge of my life and I’m going to start right now. I know what I want to do when I grow up.” 
 
    Her mother smiled with pride. “It’s a risk to be sure, but what’s that saying? ‘Nothing ventured, nothing gained?’ You have moxie, honey.” Diana’s accent came out thick. “But what will you call it?” 
 
    Eisley paced the short path from the living room to the kitchen. “Eisley’s ice cream? No. No one will know how to pronounce it.” 
 
    Mother and daughter reminisced about the terrible versions of her name people often used. “Remember how Mr. Lipkin just resorted to calling me Higgs. Also, Romeo Giovanni tried calling me Eyes like, like...” 
 
    “Like Ford called you,” Diana said fondly. 
 
    Eisley hadn’t yet told her mother everything that had happened between her and Ford on the night of the storm—partially because she was embarrassed for flying off the handle. Like Eisley had asked of him, her mother seemed to sense that she needed space and time to think things through. However, she had told her about the sweet little girl and Diana had practically begged Eisley to marry him on the spot if only to get a granddaughter out of the deal. However, she was quick to play it off like she was joking. 
 
    Although, marriage and a family were never far from Eisley’s mind since reuniting with Ford. 
 
    “What about Coco’s Cones?” Diana suggested. 
 
    Eisley lit up. “That’s perfect. I love it. It works because of the coconut theme of this town and as a nod to Ford’s daughter.” 
 
    “You know, you could also let him help you.” 
 
    But Eisley wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.  
 
    In the next weeks, she focused on plans for the ice cream stand; she’d start small and hoped to grow into having a shop someday. But as she hashed out all of the details, her mind routinely landed on Ford. 
 
    And one afternoon, he landed in Coconut Cove Café, just after the lunch rush. 
 
    It was Betty’s day off, but Claudia and Billie made Eisley wait on him. 
 
    They made small talk and Eisley couldn’t deny the surge of warmth, of fizziness floated through her like the carbonation in his usual lemon water. 
 
    Signs for the Beach Party Blast from the Past were plastered all over the restaurant and in the plastic holders on the tables. Ford pointed at it and arched an eyebrow.  
 
    Eisley had sensed that Betty encouraged the event not only because it would be fun, but to generate some extra business for the restaurant. She’d gleaned that Billie didn’t own one of the mansions on the way into town and may have been struggling to keep the business in the black. 
 
    “So I see there’s a big party planned and it’ll feature Coco’s Cones Ice Cream.” 
 
    Eisley bit her lip. “I’ve been working on some cool retro flavors.” 
 
    “I like the name.” 
 
    “You can thank yourself. Actually, my mom came up with it. But it’s definitely inspired by your little girl. Where is she anyway?” 
 
    “Her maternal grandparents have her for the weekend. The nanny went up too, which means I happen to be free this weekend.” 
 
    “I happen to know about a cool party happening right here.” 
 
    “I’d like to go, but first I have to offer you a prompology.” Ford said. 
 
    Eisley’s forehead wrinkled. “What?” 
 
    “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking and there were countless times when I could’ve, when I should’ve, asked you to a school dance or out on a date, but I made a mistake when I didn’t ask you to prom. After that, things changed between us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Eisley said, feeling seventeen all over again. 
 
    “I knew what was coming for me when I joined the military and I wanted to take the easy way out. Go with a girl who I’d forget.” He cleared his throat as though not proud of the pronouncement. 
 
    “Harsh, Ford. I certainly remember her.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I actually don’t even remember her name.” 
 
    “Jessica Sutherland.” 
 
    “If I’d asked you instead, that might have been the beginning of the end for us and I didn’t want to risk that, but I’d like to now—that came out wrong. I don’t mean start the beginning of the end. I know this is a decade late, but I apologize for being an idiot. Will you be my date to the Beach Blast?” 
 
    “Is this like a promposal?” 
 
    “Well, it’s not exactly prom, but close enough.” His eyes sparkled. 
 
    “Sure. I’d like that, but I’ll have to meet you here since I have to help with set up,” Eisley felt a smile widen on her cheeks. 
 
    “Looking forward to it.” His lips quirked. 
 
    Eisley was back to floating on clouds...and heaps of ice cream as she prepared for the Beach Blast in the coming days. It was also the kick off to the ice cream stand she’d run on the corner between the beach and restaurant on her days off. Her mother even had a colorful umbrella to use. 
 
    When the night of the party finally came, the deck was strung with lights leading all the way to the patio behind the restaurant. They had a live band playing oldies. Betty had dug out some retro decorations as well. She even found the girls what she called bathing costumes, which were adorable high waisted bathing suits. “And we thought these were scandalous,” she said. “They’re modest compared to what ladies where nowadays.” 
 
    Eisley wore one with pink polka dots, Claudia had one with pale yellow stripes, and Billie’s was a faint blue. 
 
    They got dressed up and were ready for the party at dusk. A bonfire blazed on the beach as well. 
 
    Eisley served ice cream from the tiki hut on the restaurant patio they ordinarily used for supplies when serving customers on the deck. Tiki torches also blazed all around. She danced as she scooped and sung along to some of the songs she knew. She’d met quite a few people in town thanks to her mother and her job. They were all thrilled about Coco’s Cones. Eisley hadn’t stopped chatting for the hour she’d been there. Then she stopped midsentence as Ford sauntered down the dock, dressed in a white T-shirt and blue jeans. She went silent because her heart skipped a beat. 
 
    He was so handsome, so strong. Could they manage a future together? Like the fire blazing around her, hope flared inside. She’d found herself, brought her passion to life as a business, which made her and everyone she served very happy. 
 
    “There you are,” he said when he reached her. 
 
    “Here I am.” She wiggled the ice cream scoop. 
 
    “Can you take a break?” he asked. 
 
    “Considering I’m the proud business owner, I think so.” She went on to give him a quick overview of her enterprise. 
 
    “If you ever need an investor, I’m your man.” 
 
    I’m your man. She liked the sound of that and just as she’d offered to help him, maybe, just maybe, she’d let him help her. 
 
    Ford took a deep breath then reached for her hand, drawing her out from behind the tiki bar. “If this were prom and you were my date, I would’ve picked you up in my Jeep and pinned a corsage around your wrist. Your mom would’ve taken photos. If this is a do-over of sorts, will you dance with me?” 
 
    A song with a rocking beat morphed into a slower one. 
 
    She nodded and he took her in his arms. As they moved slowly across the dance floor to the classic song Stand by Me, Eisley let her cheek drop to Ford’s chest. The swayed like that for a beat.  
 
    Then she lifted her chin. “It’s too bad we only have this dance. This summer.” 
 
    Ford looked out to sea for a moment. Then his gaze dipped to hers and lingered there before his lips dropped to her mouth. 
 
    When he pulled back, he said, “You taste like black raspberries. Like summer. This summer. The next one. I want more than one dance. I want more than one summer, Eisley.” 
 
    “I wanted you to come back and when you didn’t, I shut down.” Voices of doubt dared to dim her hope. 
 
    “I distanced myself from you because of the way I felt. I didn’t want something to happen to me and then it would be like your dad all over again. That can happen in military life. But what was it that you told me? Our scars are where the light comes in. You and Coco are the lights of my life. I want to brighten yours. Let me.” 
 
    Eisley’s heart glowed as her smile grew. She was practically vibrating with trepidation and excitement in equal measure. But Ford held her steady. 
 
    “I won’t be afraid anymore.” 
 
    “Let me love you. Let me take care of you. Let me marry you.” He dropped to one knee and held out a ring as the last strains of Stand by Me faded. 
 
    She squealed a little bit. The excitement won and in the place of her fears came certainty. Ford was the one. He’d always been and always would be. She said, “Yes, I will marry you.” 
 
    At that, the song changed to a lively one. Ford scooped Eisley up in his arms, planted a kiss on her lips, and they danced the night away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
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    Eisley packed up her belongings in the loft in her mother’s cottage. Looking back, moving to Blue Bay Beach wasn’t the worst thing that had happened. No, it was the best. But it was time to say goodbye. At least to the room where she could hardly stand up straight. 
 
    She’d arrived with little more than a couple of bags and a broken lamp. She was leaving with three bags, her ice cream maker, and a very full heart. But she wasn’t going far. In fact, in a few days’ time she’d be calling a very large house over on Mansion Mile her home. 
 
    After the unexpected inheritance, Ford decided to keep the mansion, at least for the time being. But before she changed her address, she had a wedding to go to. His and hers. Then she’d move in, do all the work to officially adopt Coco, and then after that, they’d go on a family vacation followed by a honeymoon. The future looked bright and her calendar full. 
 
    She lowered onto a chair in the kitchen. The space brimmed with supplies for the wedding. It was going to be an intimate affair with only close friends and the small amount of family she and Ford had. However, she was suddenly overwhelmed. 
 
    Even though Ford offered to hire a wedding planner and have a big to do, she wanted to keep it manageable and do everything herself. Well, with her mother’s help—Diana was all too happy to be the self-appointed wedding planner. 
 
    Eisley poked through the boxes containing the silver and blue decorations, the reams and reams of twinkle lights, the place settings—including coordinating blue and silver plates, napkins, silverware, and name tags. 
 
    They were going to host it in the lavish garden at the mansion and she worried something would go wrong, she’d forgotten something, or worse, Ford wouldn’t show up. 
 
    Her mother appeared, carrying an armload of blue tulle fabric stitched with silver stars. “Look what I found?” she crowed. “This will be perfect to drape over the arbor. With the twinkle lights, it’ll glow.” She paused in front of Eisley. “We don’t have time to lounge around.” Then she gave her daughter a second glance. “Uh oh. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m worried. That’s all.” 
 
    “Have you ever heard the saying that goes something like, ‘Worry is like praying for what you don’t want?’” She dropped into the seat beside Eisley and took her hands. She offered her daughter a soft gaze then lowered her chin and started to pray. She expressed her gratitude for the blessings in their lives and asked for God’s love and guidance in the coming days and for a loving marriage for her daughter and Ford. 
 
    When Eisley blinked her eyes open, her mother pulled her into a warm hug. She felt infinitely better. 
 
    “Ready to get set up?” 
 
    Eisley smiled and nodded, once again reminded of how what seemed like a wrong turn in her life, bringing her to a small town to live with her mother, had become the biggest and best blessing. 
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    The two women spent the morning decorating the patio and backyard for the wedding. Eisley imagined that when the sun finally settled behind the house, the outdoor space would look enchanted. Ford had taken Coco out of town for the day because Eisley wanted to surprise them with the decorations. She wanted a grand reveal and knew it would a night they’d never forget. 
 
    Mother and daughter set up tables for the ice cream bar, which would feature Eisley’s ice cream plus all the toppings like hot fudge, caramel, butterscotch, melted marshmallow, and much, much more. They’d have the dinner catered and since there were only twenty-five guests, it was manageable. 
 
    Eisley took a deep breath. “Mom, I’m glad we did this. Yes, earlier I was worried, but spending all this time actually setting up, the process of it, has made it real to me. Ford is going to show up. We’re going to get married. It going to be wonderful, no matter what.”  
 
    She gave her mother a hug and then they went back to the cottage so Eisley could get ready.  
 
    Claudia, Billie, and Betty were already there waiting for her. They chirped and chattered with excitement. Betty turned on some music and she and Diana bopped around the living room while the others applied their makeup. 
 
    Diana had set out snacks, but the butterflies turning cartwheels in Eisley’s stomach kept her from nibbling. Then her jaw dropped. “The cake. We forgot about the wedding cake.” Panic seized her. “I was so preoccupied with the self-serve ice cream bar I forgot a cake. How could I do such a thing?” She covered her face with her hands. 
 
    Betty put her fingers on Eisley's shoulder. “It’s true, you may have, but your mother did not.” 
 
    Diana smiled. “Well, I didn’t get a cake per se.” 
 
    “No, she asked me to make key lime coconut cream pie.” 
 
    Eisley threw her arms around both women and pulled them into a hug. “Again, you saved the day. Thank you.” 
 
    “And that’s not all.” Betty passed Eisley an envelope. “You’re not allowed to open this until I’m six feet under, but it contains the secret pie recipe. I want you to carry on the legacy. I figure if you can make ice cream, you can manage pie.” 
 
    “Betty, don’t talk like that but thank you. I’m honored.” Eisley pressed the envelope to her chest then gave her another hug. 
 
    Diana clapped her hands together. “Okay, did we actually forget anything? Because if not, we’d better get this show on the road.” 
 
    The bridal party and mother of the bride all wore dusty blue dresses laced with strands of silver thread. They looked stunning. Eisley was the last to put on her dress. The top was studded with shimmering jewels that gave way to a full skirt. The hem at the very bottom with dipped in a faint blue and laced with silver thread. She turned in the slim mirror in the living room. 
 
    “You look like a princess,” Diana said. 
 
    “I feel like one.” 
 
    “A starry night princess,” Claudia echoed. 
 
    Because the church wasn’t far, the women paraded down the main street just before dusk. They looked quite the sight to anyone from out of town. Locals knew it was a special night and waved and wished Eisley the best. 
 
    At the entrance to the church, the faint strains of wedding music came from inside. Diana handed Eisley her bouquet with white hydrangea, white calla lilies, blue stargazer lilies, and pale purple roses. She took a deep breath and after the other women went ahead of her, she walked down the aisle. The last bits of her worries fell away when she saw Ford standing at the altar dressed in a sharply tailored suit, his hair high and tight in the Marine fashion, and with a giant grin on his face. 
 
    A sense of certainty flooded her like a warm rain washing away the past and preparing her for the future. 
 
    They’d written a portion of their own vows, promising to shine light on each other during difficult times and triumphant times and to illuminate the truth no matter what. After they exchanged rings they kissed. 
 
    As always, everyone and everything except her beloved melted away. It was just Ford and Eisley. They were the center of the universe while their lips pressed together, fireworks and sparklers blazed inside. He was the one. The only one and she was his. 
 
    “You are my light, always, Eisley,” he whispered before they parted. 
 
    She gave him one more quick kiss to let him know she felt the same way.  
 
    The crowd laughed, hooted, and clapped. Then above the noise, Coco called, “Mama, Dada!” 
 
    The love in the church was huge, almost too big to be contained so they proceeded to Mansion Mile to celebrate under the starry, starry sky. 
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 Betty’s Key Lime Coconut Cream Pie Recipe 
 
      
 
    This should be called Dad’s Key Lime Coconut Cream Pie because every time I’d visit my father in Florida, he’d show up with a pie like this from the local Publix Supermarket. I’ve since “sampled” many pies in the name of research to try to duplicate it. Some of the pies were more of a pudding-style, which this is not. This is like the marriage of the perfect custard of a key lime pie and the perfect fluffy coconut cream pie to create the best of both worlds.  
 
      
 
    After much trial and error, I’ve now made it for birthdays, entertaining, for friends, and just because. It is so good and (not) surprisingly delicious with the combination of the tart lime, the sweet coconut, and cream. You can’t really go wrong. Also, if you’re not a pie baker, don’t be intimidated by this recipe. It’s not as difficult as it sounds and trust me, everyone will be impressed by your skills! I’ve included variations for those who like to do everything from scratch and options for speeding the process along with help from the grocery store. 
 
      
 
    You’ll be making the crust, the filling, and the topping. I recommend reading through the recipe carefully, jotting down ingredients you need to pick up, and being sure to give yourself plenty of time to prepare. 
 
      
 
    Crust 
 
    Ingredients: 
 
    Store bought (no shame with this time saver) or homemade graham cracker crust. 
 
    For homemade graham cracker crust: 
 
    10 large, whole sheets of graham crackers (I use original/honey, but I suppose you could experiment with the various flavors available, but I take no responsibility for how it turns out unless it’s delicious. Tee hee). 
 
    1 tablespoon white sugar 
 
    1 tablespoon brown sugar 
 
    a pinch of salt 
 
    ½ cup unsalted butter 
 
    *Fun little bonus: you can add a sprinkle of fine, unsweetened coconut to the mixture as well. 
 
      
 
    Method: 
 
    Put graham crackers in a food processor until they form a fine crumb (I’ve also put them in a plastic bag and pulverized them with a rolling pin). 
 
      
 
    Add the graham crumbs to a mixing bowl, add sugars, salt, and coconut if using. 
 
      
 
    Melt butter then allow to cool for about 3 minutes (but not solid). Then pour it over the crumb mixture and stir. 
 
      
 
    Allow to cool until comfortable to handle. 
 
      
 
    Spray a  9’’ pie dish with cooking spray then press crust to form around the edges. Using your fingers, form it along the sides. You can also use a flat surface, like your (clean) measuring cup to smooth out the bottom. 
 
      
 
    Bake at 350 for about 10 minutes (If the edges start to brown, carefully cover them with tin foil or a pie crust ring.) Allow to cool. 
 
      
 
    Filling 
 
    Ingredients: 
 
    2 14 oz. cans sweetened condensed milk 
 
    3/4 cup fresh key lime juice, scant (see note below) 
 
    1 whole large egg + 2 yolks 
 
    1 tsp. vanilla extract 
 
      
 
    Note: If you live in a place where key limes aren’t available, don’t despair. You can use regular limes. (I know, I know, key lime devotees are probably wagging their fingers at me, but key limes can be hard to find.) Just know that it will taste slightly different than the original recipe. Whatever you do, don’t use bottled lime juice. 
 
      
 
    Method: 
 
    If using fresh limes, zest the peel of several and set aside (optional, but this provides a nice garnish). 
 
      
 
    In a large mixing bowl, combine all ingredients.  
 
      
 
    Carefully pour into prepared and cooled crust. 
 
      
 
    Bake at 350 for 12-15 minutes or until set (no longer looks liquid, semi-firm top). 
 
      
 
    Allow to cool completely. 
 
      
 
    Topping 
 
      
 
    Ingredients: 
 
    You can use readymade Cool-whip style cream OR 
 
    2 cups heavy whipping cream 
 
    1/3 cup coconut cream  
 
    ¼ cup of confectioners’ sugar 
 
    Dash vanilla extract 
 
    Dash coconut extract 
 
      
 
    *Lime zest 
 
    *Unsweetened flaked coconut 
 
      
 
    Method: 
 
    If using readymade whipped cream from a plastic container, remove from freezer and allow to soften. Then place in a bowl and mix so it’s no longer a block. 
 
      
 
    If making from scratch, using a whisk and good old arm strength (or an electric mixer), mix, gradually adding sugar and extracts until soft peaks form. 
 
      
 
    Toast coconut until lightly browned and allow to cool completely. 
 
      
 
    Spread whipped cream over the top of the cooled pie. 
 
    Garnish with a sprinkling of lime zest and toasted coconut. 
 
      
 
    I usually put in the freezer for about 5 minutes or so before serving so I get nice clean slices, but this is up to you. Be sure to store in the fridge, but likely, there won’t be any leftovers. 
 
      
 
    Enjoy! 
 
      
 
    ♥ 
 
   
  
 

 Excerpt from Summer with a Rock Star 
 
      
 
    Read a portion of the first chapter of book 2 in the Blue Bay Beach Series, get to know Claudia, and find out if she follows through with Betty’s dare. 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Claudia 
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    Claudia ducked out of the rain and into the austere stone building on Oak Street. It was the last day of music school for the summer, but that didn’t mean the work for her master’s degree was over. Once the final project was done, that’s when her dreams would really start coming true. 
 
    Her shoes squeaked on the polished granite floor as she made her way to class. Despite the unpleasant sound, a different melody hummed under her skin—it wasn’t a song she’d been working on. Rather, it was a feeling of hope mixed with excitement. The kind of feeling when she’d made a wish on a star when she was a little girl. Never mind that she was in her thirties and by some standards too old to be getting her master’s degree in music—or to be wishing on stars. 
 
    As she settled into class, the professor was talking about his weekend spent fishing, which reminded her of a famous proverb. “Give a man a fish, feed him for a day; teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.” 
 
    Claudia chuckled softly. 
 
    The young woman sitting next to her with her long hair twisted into braids turned in Claudia’s direction. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so much as smile in this class. What’s so funny? It’s only eight a.m., we’re about to get our final assignment, and I was running late so I didn’t get my caffeine fix. I could sure use a good laugh.” 
 
    “I’ve smiled,” Claudia said, thinking of the many times the professor had them analyze famous pieces that carried her so far away from her thoughts she lost track of time. Although, her fellow student had a point. She rarely even chatted before or after class and rarely joined in when everyone gathered in the hall or down at the student center after class. 
 
    The girl with braids shook her head. “I’m Trisha and I’m still waiting to get in on the joke.” 
 
    “I’m Claudia and I’m sorry we haven’t met earlier. I guess I’ve just taken this class too seriously. I’m a non-traditional student and—” Her list of reasons came to mind about why she was focused, a planner, stayed organized, and regimented. 
 
    “Age is but a number.” Trisha lifted and lowered her shoulder. 
 
    “My Aunt Margot always used to say that. Professor Printz’s story about fishing reminded me of something else she used to say. That’s what had me laughing.” 
 
    “I’m waiting...” Trisha drummed her fingers on the desk. 
 
    “Have you ever heard the saying if you give a man a fish...?” 
 
    Trisha nodded. “Printz has it on a poster in his office. But I always wondered what would happen if you gave a woman a fish...” 
 
    “This is fitting then.” Claudia smiled. “My Aunt Margot used to say, ‘Give a woman a diamond, she'll love you as long as it sparkles. Teach a woman how to obtain her own jewels, she'll love herself for a lifetime.’” 
 
    “Oh, that’s good. That’s really good.” Trisha laughed. 
 
    Claudia felt a warm feeling, like a hug, come over her at the sound of Trisha laughing and the fond memories of her aunt. Margot Von Plata raised Claudia and even though she could afford to send her to school, instead of doing so, she taught her everything she knew about hard work, creativity, and entrepreneurship. In other words, she taught Claudia how to obtain her own jewels—though that was still a work in progress. 
 
    “I think I like this Margot lady.” 
 
    “She’s the best. I’m hoping to visit her this summer if work and our project doesn’t keep me too busy.” 
 
    “I also think someone likes you.” Trisha waggled her eyebrows then lifted her chin in the direction of a cute guy with glasses who chanced a look at Claudia every few seconds. 
 
    He was probably almost a decade younger than Claudia since she was late to get her master’s degree, but she had a youthful face. 
 
    She’d been in and out of relationships, but they never stuck around for long. Maybe because they didn’t understand her need for music. 
 
    Professor Printz called for the class’s attention. 
 
    Claudia leaned forward, eager to find out what the professor would assign them for their final project in the class titled Bridging the Past, Present, and Future in Music. She thought the name was clever because a bridge was also a component of a song. Printz was famous in the academic world for being rogue, harsh, and hard to like, but he was also clever and she’d learned more about music in that class than almost all her others. 
 
    Just as Professor Printz started to explain, her phone jingled. She shuffled through her bag as it dinged with the classic retro song Tutti Frutti by Little Richard. Aunt Margot may have been a woman of class, but she also had a wicked sense of humor and insisted Claudia use that as her ring tone whenever her aunt called. It did bring a smile to her face, but her aunt knew she was in class—maybe she forgot about the time difference? 
 
    Claudia rifled through, trying to find the thing that kept blaring then her bag tipped, falling down the stairs of the aisle in the auditorium style seating of the classroom. Her notebooks, lunch bag, a few random cosmetics, half a protein bar, several highlighters, an accordion stack of sticky notes, and her feminine hygiene products all tumbled out and onto the floor. 
 
    The cute guy with glasses rushed out of his seat to help her.  
 
    Meanwhile, her phone went on. “Bop bopa-a-lu a whop bam boo.” 
 
    A few people chucked. 
 
    Claudia’s face heated. 
 
    The flattening of Mr. Printz’s lips suggested that he was not amused. “Interesting to note that you’re a fan of Little Richard, Miss Von Plata. Now, if you’d kindly turn your phone off, I have a class to teach.” 
 
    She managed to find her phone, but just as soon as it stopped, it started ringing again. Her stomach jittered and sank as she wondered why her aunt would call again unless it was an emergency. As far as Claudia knew, Margot was in good health, but she was well into her eighties, nearing ninety, and on the other side of the country. 
 
    Even though Claudia silenced the phone, it continued to ring. She finished gathering up her belongings. “I have to take this,” she muttered then rushed from the classroom.  
 
    “Hello?” she said, once in the hallway and safe from Printz’s wrath. 
 
    “Claudia, darling,” Aunt Margot’s once strong, clear voice sounded frail. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” The jittering in her stomach went still and became heavy. 
 
    “Of course, darling. I took a little spill. Nothing too bad. They insisted on taking me to the hospital, but it seems my insurance premium wasn’t paid. The kind nurse here won’t let me go home unless I have someone to see to my care. I don’t want to burden you, but I’m wondering if you can help me put my affairs in order.” 
 
    Aunt Margot had never asked Claudia for anything other than for her smile. 
 
    “Of course, I’ll be there as soon as possible.” She’d been planning on traveling to Florida during the summer and envisioned working on her project on the lanai of Aunt Margot’s mansion overlooking the Gulf of Mexico. She’d have to get the details from her professor later. 
 
    Aunt Margot had always been there for her so she rushed down Oak Street to her apartment, going through a mental list of all she needed to do before she got on the airplane. 
 
    At an obscenely early hour the next morning, Claudia emerged from the airport and into a wall of humid Florida air. She smoothed her long dark hair. There was no time to think about how it was likely frizzy or about the few grays she’d found earlier that week. There were just a few. Three to be exact, she reminded herself as she made her way to the car rental desk. Aunt Margot’s voice floated into her head. Age is just a number. Right then, exhausted and worried, she struggled with her aunt’s particularly advanced number and how she’d fallen down and was in the hospital. She didn’t want to think about anything happening to her aunt. 
 
    An hour after that, Claudia arrived at the hospital to find her aunt fast asleep. She consulted the nurses who informed her Margot was doing just fine, except she’d fractured her hip. 
 
    “The week she’s been here has been the most fun we’ve had on this floor in a long time. She is hysterical,” a nurse in lavender scrubs said. 
 
    Another nurse piped up. “She has the best stories.” 
 
    Claudia smiled with relief. Margot Von Plata did have the best stories. 
 
    “Other than her hip, as far as her overall health goes, she’s in good shape.” The nurse in lavender reviewed a chart. “Our concern is with her finances. As you may know, her insurance didn’t go through and we’ve detected the signs of dementia.” The nurse went on to explain how it was common at that stage of her life and the support available for both her aunt and loved ones. 
 
    Claudia’s stomach knotted again. 
 
    The nurse gripped her shoulder. “She’s still the aunt you’ve always known and loved, but from our end, there have been occasions when she’s been confused about time, place, and basic things we’d seen her do before.” 
 
    “But when I spoke to her on the phone—” Claudia’s throat felt scratchy. 
 
    “Most of the time she’s as sharp as a tack if not a bit sleepy, but then there are others when it seems like she’s slipping. Given she had the best insurance money could buy, we imagine she lapsed in payment because her affairs are getting away from her,” the other nurse said delicately. “She’s lucky to have you.” 
 
    The first nurse, wearing lavender—Aunt Margot’s favorite color—squeezed Claudia’s shoulder again. “Listen, she’s a special woman. Anyone who spends more than a minute in a room with her knows that. This isn’t unusual at her age. Keep in mind that she’s otherwise healthy. That’s something to be grateful for.” 
 
    Tears brimmed in Claudia’s eyes, but she nodded because the nurse was right. She just couldn’t imagine her larger than life aunt being anything less than, well, impeccable in every way. She wouldn’t let herself even think about how they referred to her advanced age and what it meant for the future. 
 
    She sat with her aunt while she slept. Even though Margot had moved to Florida where it was much sunnier than her native Montreal, she took great care of her skin. However, the wrinkles were more pronounced than last time they’d been together and she hadn’t been to the hair salon to have her roots touched up in a while, which was extremely unlike her. She was the kind of woman who still dressed as though she were meeting the queen and never had so much as a hair out of place. 
 
    Claudia sighed. Perhaps the nurses were right. 
 
    Aunt Margot slowly roused then sat upright. “Darling, there you are. I apologize. I must have drifted off while I was waiting for you. What took you so long? It’s only a short drive from home.” 
 
    Tears tickled Claudia’s eyes. Aunt Margot’s comment confirmed the nurses’ concerns. “I flew from San Francisco. But I’m sure glad to be out of the rain and with you.” 
 
    “You bring the sunshine with you wherever you go with that smile of yours, darling. Come, let’s get out of here.” She suddenly seemed more lucid and able-bodied as she got out of bed. But as she moved to get to her feet, it was as though she forgot she’d injured her hip and Claudia caught her before she slipped. 
 
    Aunt Margot had always been slender, but she felt small and frail in Claudia’s arms. She continued to fight back tears.  
 
    Together with the nurses, she prepared to bring her aunt home, not sure what she’d find, but hoped it would be the money to pay her aunt’s bills. 
 
    The drive to Blue Bay Beach took about forty-five minutes. Aunt Margot chatted for the first few miles then dozed off. Claudia’s mind raced. Logically, she knew her aunt would age, but she’d never imagined the reality of the changes. 
 
    As the crescent-shaped bay came into view a sigh escaped. The tension in Claudia’s shoulders relaxed at the sound of the waves rolling in to shore. The late day sun dusted the palmy jungle surrounding the mansion homes on the outskirts of the small town.  
 
    Blue Bay Beach was a hidden gem among the many beaches along the Gulf Coast of Florida. Claudia had been there once, but mostly she visited her aunt at her estate in Montreal, especially during the holiday season. Margot insisted Christmas wasn’t the same without snow. 
 
    Claudia punched the gate key code. “Aunt Margot, we’re home.” 
 
    She stirred and lit up. “Ah, this is a better view than the one in the hospital.” 
 
    Three adorable but yappy dogs greeted them as they entered. 
 
    “I hope Louis was feeding them.” 
 
    At the name, Claudia halted. Perhaps her aunt's memory was worse than she’d thought. 
 
    After getting Margot and the dogs settled, they had lunch. Claudia heard all about the last few weeks leading up to Margot’s spill. From the sounds of things, she was as busy as ever with her social calendar and seemed lucid, but didn’t eat too much of her niçoise salad—her favorite. 
 
    However, a pile of mail was on the counter and at first glance, many of them were bills and past due notices. 
 
    “You’ll stay a while, darling, won’t you? I think you’ll like it here.” Margot smiled. 
 
    “I’ll stay as long as you need me.” Claudia’s breath caught in her chest because there was no denying the once strong and independent hero in her life required help. Maybe she’d stay even longer. 
 
    The bell rang and the housekeeper entered, her face drawn in an expression of worry and concern. “I’m so glad to see you home, Miss Margot.” 
 
    “I’m as fit as a fiddle.” 
 
    Claudia smiled and introduced herself. “Are you Miss Louis?” 
 
    The woman’s brow creased. “No, my name is Esmerelda.” 
 
    “She’s the best around. In fact, she helped me when I fell and looked after Bella, Bear, and Lulu.” 
 
    “Thank you, Esmerelda,” Claudia said. 
 
    Something flashed across the housekeeper’s face, but she quickly pasted on a smile. “Of course.” She excused herself to her chores, leaving Claudia and Margot to their lunch. 
 
    The rest of the time spent at the table consisted of stories—some of Claudia’s favorites that she didn’t mind hearing again and a new one about a date Margot once had with a duke—there had been a gaggle of geese involved and a lost shoe. Another story was about a famous rock star—Margot wouldn’t say who. Claudia had heard the story at dinners with guests from the music industry and gleaned that the mystery man was none other than a certain hunka-hunka burning love. 
 
    As her laughter faded, Claudia steeled her nerves. “Aunt Margot, have you heard from Louis?” Despite, her aunt’s lapse in memory, the stories she’d heard were all true and her aunt was as lucid as ever, at least in that moment. Perhaps her comment earlier was a slip. She hoped so. 
 
    “Who?” Margot asked as she finished her raspberry ice tea. 
 
    A ragged breath escaped Claudia that was part worry and part relief. She decided to ignore it for the time being. 
 
    Later, Margot said she’d retire early after the ordeal at the hospital and the excitement of returning home. 
 
    After saying goodnight to her aunt, Claudia was restless. Even though her aunt didn’t seem to recall Louis, she’d mentioned his name and they certainly knew him and knew him well. 
 
    Claudia wandered down the hall and past framed photos of her aunt with famous celebrities, mostly musicians—including Elvis Presley, a few of the Beatles, and Aretha Franklin. 
 
    Margot was a self-made woman and believed anyone could create the life of their dreams by working hard. She’d made several timely real estate investments, earned millions in the tech boom, and had invested it wisely. She went from being a music club promoter in the sixties to a publicist in the seventies, to an agent in the eighties, and eventually became a consultant in the industry for everything. She was the financial backer for a few websites and blam. Millions more in the bank. Margot was used to fame and divas but didn't take any sass. She certainly didn't grovel, and in an industry where that was often expected, it turned out that her attitude was respected. She was a lady of class and an entrepreneur as well as Claudia’s idol. 
 
    Although Claudia grew up around the popular music of her time, she preferred the structure and order of the classical music world and threw herself headfirst into it—even though some of her courses took her back into pop and rock, even country on occasion. Margot may have been able to deal with the many personalities of that subset of the music industry, but Claudia had experienced enough chaos in her life and didn’t want much to do with it. 
 
    From somewhere in the house, one of the dogs yapped a few times then went silent. Claudia entered her aunt’s office. Ordinarily, she’d never do so without Margot’s permission, but things had changed and since her aunt was behind on payments—something she had always been on top of—Claudia felt the need to investigate. 
 
    As she went through the mail, Claudia’s stomach clenched. Nothing had been paid in at least three months. She logged onto the computer to find some of her aunt’s passwords saved. The bank account was overdrawn. Further investigation proved that her aunt’s financial situation was in a dire state. 
 
    Claudia traced through her memory. She’d missed her last visit during spring break because she was busy with work and school, but had last seen her aunt at Christmastime. They spoke weekly on the phone, usually Sunday after church, but the calls had become sporadic. Claudia didn’t think much of it because she was so busy and figured, true to form, Margot was too. 
 
    “What happened? Where’s all the money?” she whispered. 
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