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CHAPTER ONE 


 


 


Ariel Hawthorne loved Miles Clemens—just not his mess. 


The light that streamed through the curtains cast a cool, fall glow on the antique wooden furniture that adorned the cozy living room of Leeside Bed & Breakfast. Ariel stood by the window, her slender fingers running over the delicate lace as she watched Miles working in the front yard below. The tension that had been building between them lately seemed to momentarily dissipate as she admired his strong arms and sun-kissed hair. She looked out past the edge of the yard, where a meandering path led down to a small, private beach, the waves crashing against the bluffs and sending chilly Maine sea spray into the air. 


The trees that lined the coastline were adorned in a rich tapestry of reds, oranges, and yellows. The foliage created a vibrant contrast against the clear blue sky, as if nature itself was showcasing its artistry. The beach stretched out beneath the bluffs, a strip of pristine sand kissed by foamy waves. The ocean's expanse was a blend of deep blues and greens, reflecting the autumn sunlight like a myriad of scattered diamonds. Seagulls soared on the crisp breeze, their calls harmonizing with the rhythmic sound of the waves washing ashore.


The air held a faint hint of salt, mingling with the earthy scent of fallen leaves. As the breeze swept inland, it rustled the grasses and bushes that clung to the edges of the bluffs, and all the way across the front yard of Leeside, creating a gentle whispering melody that added to the tranquil atmosphere.


"Another day in paradise," she whispered to herself, turning and trying to muffle the growing annoyance that accompanied the sight of the cluttered room behind her. Since Miles had moved in with her, her once immaculate B&B now bore the unmistakable signs of his presence—tools scattered on the side tables, muddy boots left unceremoniously by the door, and the faint smell of sawdust that seemed now to always linger in the air. 


"Morning, love," Miles called out from the front porch, ducking into her line of sight out the window and flashing the charming smile that still made her heart skip a beat. "I'll be inside soon, just need to finish mitering this custom trim for the new client."


"Take your time," Ariel replied, forcing her lips into a tight smile, hiding her inner turmoil. She knew Miles was busy with his new boat-building business, and she was proud of him for pursuing his passion. With his house on the market and prospective buyers potentially coming by, it was only natural that he'd bring some of his work home—here, to Leeside, his new home. But the messiness that came with it was beginning to try her patience, even though she didn't want to admit it. If he weren’t so stressed, she might feel better saying something…but she’d tried a couple weeks back, and the resulting tension was something she didn’t want to repeat. He had simply, seemingly, ignored her requests that he tidy up after himself. 


She’d found herself apologizing to guests at the B and B when she’d missed his messes, and guests had come upon them. There was just too much going on to keep up with everything perfectly. She and Miles had the wedding coming up, the launch of the Seaside Café’s new wine cellar, and the pressure on both of them was almost palpable. 


Her guests would be stirring soon, and so Ariel busied herself with breakfast preparations, moving through her kitchen with practiced ease. Soon, she would be joined by her sous chef and general manager, Darcy, and their familiar prep ballet would be punctuated with the chatter of planning out their day here at Leeside. He would arrive any moment, but the silence in the kitchen gave her way too much space to fret. 


As put on a chafing dish of precooked bacon to warm and began to chop vegetables for the omelet bar, she couldn't help but glance down the hall and think about the disarray in the living room. Her days lately were filled with managing the B&B and overseeing the restaurant adjacent, leaving her with little time to constantly clean up after Miles. Though it irked her to no end, she kept silent about the matter, not wanting to spoil the happiness they shared—that they would share forever, as husband and wife, after their upcoming wedding. 


"Smells delicious in here," Darcy said, sauntering in through the back door and into the kitchen with a grin. His eyes twinkled with mischief as he reached for a freshly baked muffin from the basket on the kitchen island, only to be gently swatted away by Ariel.


"Those are for the guests, you'll have to wait your turn," she scolded playfully, trying to keep the conversation light and her mind off the mess that awaited her in the living room.


"All right, all right," he relented, feigning defeat as he leaned in to snag the clipboard where they kept a running prep list. He leaned on the island, elbows supporting him, and began to scan the pages. 


In his early thirties, Darcy’s culinary proficiency was second only to his rocker image. His piercing blue eyes contrasted vividly against his pale complexion, lending an air of intrigue. His disheveled, dark hair cascaded slightly past his shoulders and was often tied in a casual bun, ensuring it remained unobtrusive amidst the kitchen's frenzied pace. He was adorned with an array of tattoos that graced his forearms and biceps and climbed his neck, and each ink narrated a fragment of his life, from cherished ingredients to the various cities where he had plied his trade. These inked stories occasionally peeked out from beneath his rolled sleeves as he deftly maneuvered the kitchen akin to a conductor guiding an orchestra. 


His attire was an embodiment of his unique persona—worn leather boots, dark-hued jeans, and an assortment of band t-shirts, homage to his affinity for music. But behind his unconventional exterior, Darcy exuded professionalism and culinary finesse, effortlessly commanding the kitchen. As her sous chef, his inventive creations and imaginative plating underscored his skill. Whether he meticulously diced ingredients, coordinated dish timings, or pioneered novel flavor unions, he was the best, and she was glad to have him—especially since a fancy restaurant in New York had recently almost succeeded in stealing him away with a flashy job offer. 


As Darcy set off to the side pantry to start gathering ingredients, Ariel heard her name being called from the front room. 


“Darc, Miles needs me. You be okay for a few?”


“Sure thing, boss lady,” Darcy returned, muffled through the half-closed door of the pantry. 


Miles was standing just inside the living room when she came down the hall, and the sun had risen more since she’d left the room, casting a warm golden hue through the windows she had previously looked out of. Ariel admired the way the light danced across the polished floors and the crystal vases on one of the bookcases.


"Isn't it beautiful?" she murmured, her voice carrying an undercurrent of wistfulness as she looked past Miles out the window. She imagined herself a heroine in a romance novel, meeting her soulmate in the ethereal scene before her.


"Absolutely," Miles agreed, coming up to her and wrapping his arms around her waist. "Though I must say, the view pales in comparison to you."


Ariel smiled, yet, despite the warmth of his embrace and the romantic atmosphere, she couldn't shake the nagging feeling that had begun to take root within her.


It wasn't just the tool belt draped over the back of her favorite antique chair, or the muddy boots leaving a trail of dirt on the freshly mopped floors. It was also the half-empty mug of coffee on the coffee table, cold and forgotten, its contents staining the intricate woodwork beneath. And the stack of boat blueprints, haphazardly strewn across the table, their edges crumpled and carelessly folded.


Sometimes I wonder if you even notice the mess you leave behind, Ariel thought, biting back the words before they could escape her lips. She didn't want to upset their delicate balance, nor did she want to become one of those women who endlessly nagged their partners. But the tension was growing, like a crack in the foundation, threatening to widen into a chasm that might become impossible to bridge. Or maybe she was overthinking it.


Shake it off. Too much to do.


"Hey," Miles whispered, his breath warm against her ear. "You seem a little distracted. Everything all right?"


"Of course," she replied, her voice strained with the effort of suppressing her frustration. "Just thinking about how much I love your handsome face," she added, forcing a smile as she leaned in for a tender kiss.


"Flatterer," he teased, nudging her playfully with his shoulder. Yet, as she settled against him, her eyes were drawn once more to the disarray inside the house. In addition to the tool belt and his muddy boots, a stack of boat blueprints lay haphazardly on the floor by a wingback chair. 


Miles pressed a gentle kiss to the nape of her neck. "It's moments like these that make me forget about the chaos of our lives."


Chaos? Ariel thought bitterly. You mean the chaos you create when you leave your things scattered throughout my once immaculate home?


Ugh. It was harder to put out of her mind than she thought it would be. To be fair, he was right. Not only were things a little hectic around Leeside, but Miles had been putting in long hours at his workshop and bringing work home. He looked as burned out as Ariel was beginning to feel. So much to do—flowers, cake, collecting everything for the whole, ‘something old, something new’ thing. The most progress she had made was wistfully thinking about her mother’s old pearl and shell necklace, and promising herself that she would find it for her ‘something old.’


"Speaking of chaos," Miles continued, oblivious to her inner turmoil, "I think I left some sandpaper in the kitchen. Do you mind if I run and grab it? I know you guys have breakfast in the works, but I've got to finish up this trim before lunch."


"Sure," Ariel managed, forcing a smile as he released her from his embrace and headed toward the kitchen. She watched him go, her heart heavy with unspoken grievances. She needed to redirect her thoughts—there was breakfast to finish, and she still hadn’t seen her daughter, Katie, appear, ready for school. She should go upstairs and make sure that the teen was awake and on schedule. 


But deep down, Ariel could not deny the weight that hung in her heart, threatening to tip the balance of her love for Miles into the very chaos he mentioned. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


Breakfast went as well as could be expected. 


Ariel had dropped a full pan of bacon, burned her fingers on a chafing dish, and completely forgotten to bring out butter for the toast until one of her guests had reminded her gently. But aside from those small disasters, courtesy of her troubled thoughts, everything went smoothly for service. 


She stood surveying the few guests left in the dining room at the Seaside Café, where Leeside’s B&B guests always enjoyed their meals. She absently wiped a damp cloth over an antique side table, looking out over the quaint furniture that adorned the restaurant, each piece holding cherished memories and stories of their own.


"Mom!" Katie's voice echoed from the hallway that connected the inn and the dining room, full of youthful enthusiasm. "Have you seen my denim jacket?"


Ariel checked her watch. Katie was running late—despite Ariel waking her right on time. 


"Check the coat rack by the door, sweetie!" Ariel called back. She stepped away from the side table and moved toward the fireplace, stoking the crackling fire to keep the chill at bay.


Katie bounded down the hallway, her canvas sneakers thudding against the carpet. She was the spitting image of her mother, with the same warm brown eyes and a head full of wild, dark auburn hair that seemed to have a life of its own. Her energy was always infectious. The creative spirit that drove every aspect of her life shone through Katie’s very being, making her stand out like a vibrant watercolor painting in a world of black-and-white sketches.


"Found it!" she said triumphantly as she skidded to a stop beside Ariel, slipping on her favorite denim jacket, the one adorned with hand-painted designs and embroidered patches. She turned to her mother, excitement bubbling within her. "Don't forget the art show Saturday, Mom. My sculptures are going to be on display! Where’s Miles? I want to remind him. And can you do me a favor and bring the bottom half of my Phoenix sculpture before the show? The display piece is already in the art room at school, but I need you to bring the weighted base I made here at home."


Ariel chuckled at Katie’s excited chatter. “He went into town for a new chisel. I’ll remind him, honey. And I’d be happy to bring whatever you need to school.” Inside, Ariel felt a surge of love and pride for her daughter, and it tempered the stress of the ever-present challenge of balancing her work and personal life. But there was no doubt in her mind—she would be there for Katie, come what may.


Ariel smiled, her heart swelling at Katie’s accomplishments. "I wouldn't miss it for the world, sweetie," she assured her. "You're going to shine like a star. But a late star. Like, one who’s scheduled to be at the bus stop in like five minutes. Did you eat?"


“Nuh-uh,” Katie said, scooting around her mother to snag a muffin, a yogurt cup, and bottle of orange juice from the serving table nearby. “Thanks!”


As Katie headed out the side door of the dining room to catch the school bus, Ariel gazed once more around the café that she had poured her heart and soul into. The rustic wooden floors, worn smooth by years of footfalls, the smell of burning wood mingled with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee, the low murmur of her boarders talking over their meals, all mixing to create an atmosphere of warmth and welcome.


Moments like these, Ariel thought, make every ounce of hard work worth it.


"Katie really is something special, isn't she?" Darcy mused, coming to stand beside Ariel as they both looked at the now-empty side door.


"More than she'll ever know," Ariel whispered, a smile playing on her lips as she thought of how much she and Katie had gone through to get to where they were now. A lost position in corporate food service, a heartbreak that Ariel didn't think she would get over before Miles, an abrupt move from Miami, all culminating in becoming the new owners of Leeside, which had been a hot mess when they'd first arrived. Now, the B&B's rustic charm and cozy atmosphere seemed to hum with the energy of the mother-daughter duo, creating a haven for all who entered—one that would continue to thrive long after the sun had set on Katie's art show. And long after, Ariel reflected a little sadly, her talented daughter went off to art school. 


 


***


 


As she continued her morning routine, Ariel's hands moved deftly over the crisp white sheets, tugging and smoothing them into place as she made the beds in each guest room. The morning sun, now high and having chased away what had been an impending rainstorm, filtered through lace curtains, casting dappled patterns on the polished wooden floorboards. Her fingers danced over the antique furniture, feather duster in hand, coaxing away any trace of dust that dared to settle upon her B&B's cherished relics.


"Ariel!" Darcy's voice drifted up from the foyer below.


"Up here, Darcy!" Ariel called back, pausing from her task of arranging fresh flowers in an ornate vase. She breathed in deeply, the delicate scent of the blooms mingling with the enticing lingering smell of breakfast. A contented sigh escaped her lips as she placed the vase on a dresser, adding a touch of natural beauty to the already charming room.


“Check-in is requesting you,” he called up.


Descending the staircase, Ariel greeted their newest guests with a radiant smile. The friendly elderly couple, Mr. and Mrs. Thompson, were return guests and chatted animatedly with her about their latest travels, regaling her with tales of far-off places and adventures. Their enthusiasm was infectious, and Ariel found herself laughing along with their stories, her eyes sparkling with delight. Her worries of the morning were melting away in the daily hustle and bustle of this place she loved. 


"Leeside is truly a gem, Ariel," Mrs. Thompson gushed, patting her arm affectionately. "We've stayed in so many places, but there's something magical about this one. A place we can relax and enjoy tranquility and calm."


"Thank you," Ariel replied, warmth flooding her chest at the kind words. "It's been a labor of love, and I'm glad it shows. I have the green suite upstairs ready for you both, and I put an electric kettle, a fresh pitcher of water, and that lavender vanilla tea you like on the table by the bay window."


Mrs. Thompson cooed in delight, and her husband beamed. The couple ascended the stairs, with Darcy calling after that he would be right up with their bags. Nearby, a young couple snuggled against each other on a plush sofa by the front living room fireplace. The flickering flames cast a romantic glow upon their faces as they whispered sweet nothings into each other's ears, lost in their own world. The room, filled with the gentle murmur of voices and the crackling of the fire, emanated a welcoming and homely atmosphere that seemed to wrap everyone within it like a warm embrace. 


Ariel went back to her to-do list, managing to tidy up even the things that Miles had left behind with a glad heart. As the day unfolded, she moved gracefully through her tasks, and the hours slipped away like sand through an hourglass, each grain bringing her closer to completing her duties. She was so caught up in her rhythm that when the clock struck noon, its melodic chimes echoing through the halls, Ariel was startled. She glanced out the window to see the sun high and casting shimmering patterns on the waves, while a gentle breeze carried the scent of salt and seaweed into the open windows. She had managed to keep up with her tasks during the morning rush, but now the midday lull settled in, giving her room to breathe.


"Need any help with dinner preparations?" Darcy asked, appearing in the doorway of the front living room. “Or did we get everything yesterday?”


"Thank you," Ariel replied, appreciative of the reminder. "Could you start peeling potatoes for the mash? The produce guy just dropped off a case of them early this morning."


"Of course," Darcy replied, turning back toward the kitchen as Ariel mentally reviewed the menu for the evening. The special at The Seaside Café would be slow-roasted beef, twice-baked garlic potatoes, and balsamic roasted carrots. 


“Wait,” she called, and Darcy did another spin and leaned in the doorway, grinning. 


“Yes?”


“If we have time, the prospect of a delicate crème brûlée dessert is lingering in my mind…” she said, waving with a flourish. “What do you think?”


"We have all the ingredients. Let’s do it. And it looks like Miles just pulled back up," Darcy noted, nodding toward the window where Ariel could see her fiancé pulling in, his trusty pickup truck kicking up a small cloud of dust behind it. Her heart fluttered at the sight of him, their upcoming wedding ever-present in her mind. In the craziness of his new business and both of hers, neither of them had really had time to plan—and that had been a problem before. 


"Ah, perfect timing," Ariel said, her voice tinged with excitement. 


Miles entered Leeside with a broad grin, bringing warmth and energy into the room. "Hello, family," he called out, planting a tender kiss on Ariel's cheek. She blushed, her love for him evident in her eyes.


"Hi, Miles," Darcy greeted him, not missing a beat. "How was your day? And how do you feel about peeling potatoes?"


"Busy, but good," he replied, placing a hand on Ariel's shoulder. "Boat trim is all finished and installed. And I’m no culinary expert like you two, but if you need me, I’m there."


Darcy inclined his head toward the hallway, and Miles gave Ariel a peck on the cheek as he followed Darcy to the kitchen to help. And despite herself, and despite the fact that he was helping with dinner prep, she winced at the fact that Miles was tracking big clumps of wet sand all the way down the hall. 


Keep your cool, she thought. It seemed as though she was doing that a lot lately, and each time was getting more and more difficult. 


Ariel sighed and looked at the next thing on her list—her hard-won wine cellar. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Ariel hoped that the room she was standing in was the last one she had to fight over. 


The wine cellar had been a tough project—and, okay, she hadn’t had to find her way around the bureaucratic meddling of her Endless Harbor rival, Mayor Stanton, to get it built like she had with most of the rest of her renovations—but despite the difficulty of getting it done, it had been a labor of love. Nestled beneath Leeside in a small second cold cellar area off the kitchen, the cracks in the walls were repaired, and it now boasted a temperature-controlled environment to tenderly cradle the exquisite vintages housed within its walls. Custom-built wine racks crafted from rich mahogany wound their way around the room, curving sensuously like tendrils of ivy. Rows upon rows of fine wines beckoned to the oenophiles who would soon grace its domain, promising an unforgettable experience that would linger as lovingly as the notes of a vintage Bordeaux. 


As Ariel stepped back to admire her handiwork, she smiled at the vibe the wine cellar exuded. Ambient bulbs cast strategic shadows and light over the room, making it whisper of candlelit dinners and stolen wine-flavored kisses beneath the stars. It was an intimate sanctuary where passions could be ignited over the shared pleasure of a perfectly aged wine, where hearts could be bared and secrets could be shared. Wedding proposals, even! 


"Perfect," she murmured. She hadn’t let anyone down here except Miles since construction had completed, and she thought it was time to get her right-hand man’s opinion. With one final, tender glance at the wine bottles resting peacefully on their mahogany shelves, Ariel turned away from her masterpiece and her daydreaming. 


"Darcy, would you come down here a moment?" Ariel called out to the sous chef, her voice reverberating against the dimly lit walls of the wine cellar stairs.


"Of course," came Darcy's muffled response from somewhere above. Moments later, his footsteps echoed in the passthrough, descending into the subterranean haven. “We’re just about finished with those pot—"


"Ta-da!" Ariel exclaimed as Darcy stepped off the final stair.


His eyes widened with awe and admiration.


"What do you think?"


"Good heavens, Ariel," Darcy breathed, his gaze sweeping across the room in wonderment. "It's magnificent."


"Isn't it?" Ariel beamed with pride. "I wanted to create something truly special for our guests, a place where memories could be made.”


Darcy stepped closer to one of the custom-built wine racks, running his fingers along the smooth, polished wood with a tender touch. "You've certainly achieved that," he murmured, his breath hitching slightly as he took in the sight of the meticulously arranged wine bottles. "It's beautiful beyond measure. And to think, I almost left this behind for New York."


"But you saw the error of your ways," she teased, her cheeks flushing with pleasure at his heartfelt praise. "Your support means the world to me. Look on the bottom shelf, all the way to the right.”


Darcy shot her an uncertain glance, but the knelt to draw out a bottle that was topped with a big, white bow. “Ariel, this is Chateau Mouton. This bottle of wine costs—”


She held up a hand. “I know what it cost. It’s yours. It’s the exact wine that they used in that recipe you saw on TV, the lamb?”


His blue eyes were wide. “No way. I can’t accept this.”


"You can, and you will. The lamb you need and all the other ingredients are in the freezer in the kitchen. Enough for two, if you want to cook for someone special. I could set you up." She waggled her eyebrows at the younger man, and he cocked an eyebrow at her. 


“Well, I can’t thank you enough—for the wine, not the attempt at matchmaking. I can get my own date, thanks.”


“Thank you for sticking by me these past months. It means a lot,” Ariel said softly. 


"Always," he vowed, his eyes locking onto hers with fierce loyalty.


Their moment of shared affection was short-lived, however, as Ariel's thoughts quickly turned back to the endless list of tasks that still awaited her. She clapped her hands in three short bursts. "As much as I'd love to bask in the glory of this accomplishment, there's so much left to do before dinner service," she confessed, her brow furrowing with concern. “You keep Miles for the rest of those potatoes. I’m off.”


"Endless Harbor waits for no one," Darcy quipped, though his tone held a note of understanding.


"Indeed," Ariel sighed, her heart racing with urgency as she mentally recounted the litany of errands that still lay ahead of her in town. "I've got to meet with the florist, pick up those new linens for the guest rooms, get eggs and shallots for tomorrow’s breakfast menu, and, oh, I almost forgot—"


"Deep breaths, my dear," Darcy interjected gently, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. “we can handle the potatoes. Jill is going to come help with dinner service, so don’t feel you have to rush back to help tonight, either. Go on.”


"Thank you," she replied breathlessly, making a mental note to text Jill, the best gal pal-slash-waitress in all of Endless Harbor—possibly the world—another thank you. She and Jill had been through a lot since Ariel had moved to Maine—the renovation of Leeside, Mayor’s Stanton’s interferences with Ariel’s business plans, the launch of the Seaside café, fending off Jill’s creepy ex when he had stalked her months back. Ariel loved Jill like a second sister.


“Can you tell Miles to text me if he thinks of anything else while I’m out?” Ariel offered Darcy a fleeting smile as she jogged up the cellar stairs and out the front hall, grabbed her purse from the foyer, and stepped out into the golden afternoon light.


No sooner had her foot crossed the threshold than Ariel came to a sudden halt, her eyes widening with disbelief as they fell upon a row of garish campaign signs planted proudly on her front lawn. The vibrant colors seemed to mock her from their unwelcome perch, while the bold letters spelling out the name of Mayor Stanton—an enemy she'd long since vowed to defeat—only added insult to injury.


Ariel's lips pursed tightly together, and her brow furrowed in anger as she stared at the offending signs. This had to have just happened—she’d just watched Miles pull up in his truck. Those sneaks! It was as if the evil mayor himself stood there, ready to trample everything she held dear beneath his iron boot. And it wasn’t just that the signs were there—of course, he had the right to put up signs. But in her front yard? How dare he invade her sanctuary? 


Then, she spotted the slogan on one of the signs—“Mabel Watson. An Open Book or a Closed Mind for Progress?”


"Of all the underhanded, despicable things," she muttered darkly, her slender hands balling into fists at her sides. The blood pounded in her ears, and her heart raced with indignation. This was an act of war, and she would not stand idly by while sweet, upstanding Mabel was mocked by such a rude opponent.


The crisp autumn breeze caressed her face as Ariel took a deep breath, her chest rising and falling as she struggled to regain her composure. She couldn't afford to let Stanton's machinations distract her from the more pressing matters at hand. The battle for Endless Harbor would be hard-fought, but she knew that Mabel, Stanton’s opponent in the race for mayor, was more than a match for the incumbent weasel. 


Ariel's gaze remained fixed on the offending campaign signs, their bright colors a garish insult to the picturesque tranquility of her front lawn. The boldness of the letters spelling out "STANTON" seemed to mock her, a garish word—and a garish man—that would swallow all that was good and true in Endless Harbor.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
endless harbor (Gooko)






OEBPS/images/img1.png
Follow me on BookBub






