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Ports of Call: Holiday Romance Collection

Six swoony seaside romances set in unforgettable destinations.

What happens when love shows up in the most unexpected ports?

In this charming collection of romantic short stories, travel becomes the backdrop for second chances, family secrets, and the kind of serendipity that only happens far from home. From sunlit beaches to historic streets, each story follows two people navigating the tides of the past—and discovering that sometimes love is waiting just around the corner.

Filled with seaside charm, intriguing legends, and heartwarming romance, the Ports of Call Collection is perfect for readers who love travel, mystery, and sweet love stories that prove the best souvenirs are the ones you carry in your heart.
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Head Over Eels in Laguna
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When a "doomsday fish" from the deep sea washes up on a sleepy California beach, is it a warning of an earthquake—or a sign that your life is about to be turned upside down by the last man you expected?

Grandpa sat in his armchair, a plume of smoke curling from his pipe.

Beside him, Rufus beat his tired tail.

I stood before them and held out the folder for their consideration, its glossy brochures and spreadsheets as tantalizing as a dessert tray at Marché Moderne.

At least, to me.

Grandpa and Rufus, not so much.

“Look, Grandpa.” I stretched a smile over my teeth and hoped I didn’t look like Rufus greeting the Amazon delivery guy. “You gotta see this.”

Grandpa grunted, puffing on his pipe. “I don’t need brochures to see the ocean, boy. I got it right outside my window. What’s your point?”

“The point is, these developers... they’re offering ridiculous amounts of life-changing money. It’s what your neighbors got for their place. Your house could go for even more.” My voice faltered beneath his hostile glare. “Prime real estate, and all that. You could travel, relax...”

“If I relaxed any more, I’d be dead.” He snorted and picked up the TV remote. “And I traveled the world with the Navy. Saw more than you’ll see in ten lifetimes. God help us both.”

I opened the folder, revealing more enticing images. I hoped the one with the bikini beauty lounging on a brightly colored beach towel might catch his interest. “But this is different. This is about financial security. You could set up trust funds for your great-grandkids...” I immediately recognized my tactical error and wiped a hand across my forehead.

Grandpa jumped on my mistake and gave me a squinty-eyed look. “I don’t see any great-grandchildren coming my way, do you? Eh? Dating anyone?”

“Huh, maybe,” I hedged. “It’s new.” So new, we hadn’t even met, but Marcus and his new flavor of the month had tried to set up a blind date for me on Saturday. I had put them off, as usual.

Grandpa crossed his ankles and pointed the remote. “When you bring her over, I’ll look at your brochures.”

Hope, the elusive bird, fluttered in my belly. “Really?”

Grandpa flicked on the TV, and the theme song from Bonanza filled the air.

I thought that might be the end of the conversation, but Grandpa raised his voice over the TV’s tune.

“And these mythical great-grandchildren? They’ll earn their own way. Like I did. Besides, what do I need money for? I’ve got the ocean, my books, my pipe.”

“But the house is falling apart!” Mimicking a windmill, I waved my arms around. “The roof leaks, half the windows are swollen shut, the paint on the kitchen cupboards is chipping...”

“And adding character,” he retorted. “Whatever’s broken, I can fix. You forget—I built this place with my own two hands.”

“That was before you were an octogenarian! You need help. You need—”

“I need you to stop treating me like a child,” he interrupted, his voice sharp. “This house is my home. It’s where your grandmother and I raised your mother... and you, lest you forget.”

I sighed and raked a hand through my hair. “I understand. But... sentiment doesn’t pay the bills. Or the taxes. Or the insurance, which is, by the way, skyrocketing.”

“I’ll manage,” he declared, his gaze unwavering. “I always have. And I always will.” He pointed his pipe toward the window; the gesture emphasized his point. “This place... it’s priceless. No amount of money can buy my memories.”

“But Grandpa...” I began, my voice trailing off.

“No,” he said. “I’m not selling. Not now, not ever. This is my home, and I’ll be carried out of here feet first. Now, bring me a sandwich.”

He turned back to the window, the sunlight catching the stubborn set of his jaw.

I stared at him, a mix of frustration and grudging admiration washing over me. I knew, deep down, this was a battle I couldn’t win.

“You know what I want!” Grandpa barked.

I trudged into the kitchen. “Do you have bacon?”

“Do I have bacon?” Grandpa snorted. “What sort of ridiculous question is that?”

I don’t know if the word bacon roused Rufus to his paws, but he followed me into the kitchen and dropped into a furry huff at my feet.

I found the bacon in the fridge, a package of hot dog rolls in the bread box, and a can of clam chowder in the cupboard—all of the ingredients for what Grandpa called a Sloppy Walter, and his own recipe for a premature heart attack. I put the bacon on the griddle and listened to Grandpa flip through the TV channels.

When I emerged with a plate holding a piping hot Sloppy Walter and a large dill pickle, I found Grandpa watching one of those fixer-upper shows. This one featured a pretty brunette in a pair of loose-fitting jeans and a white T-shirt.

The host wore a tool belt strapped around her hips and a girl-next-door smile. I started when her name flashed on the screen: Clare of Clare’s Revamp & Restore.

That was the woman Marcus wanted to set me up with!

Grandpa must have noticed my interest because he changed the channel back to Bonanza with a harrumph. “Nowadays, women think they can do anything.”

“And they can,” I said.

Maybe they can even do the impossible. I went into the kitchen to send Marcus a quick text.

*CLARE

I knelt in a sea of cold, muddy water, my hands slippery with grime, struggling to stem the flow from the burst pipe. “This house is going to kill me!” I twisted with all my strength and a wrench, but the miserable piece of plumbing refused to budge—like it had a personal grudge and excellent upper body strength. When I thought I couldn't get any wetter, the door creaked open and the shift of air told me I was no longer alone.

I turned to see a man, tall, broad-shouldered, and clad in a suit that looked far too expensive for this kind of mayhem, standing in the doorway. His face was a mixture of concern and...was that... horror?

He cleared his throat. “Hello? I’m Ethan Bingham. We have—had—a date set up? Through a mutual friend, Marcus Morgan?” His voice, a low rumble echoing in the confined space, sounded uncertain. “Marcus told me I could find you here.”

If my hands weren’t already occupied, I would have slapped my head. I had completely forgotten I had promised Arrianna I’d meet up with Marcus’s friend.

“It looks like you’re busy...having fun without me,” Ethan said.

“All sorts of belly laughs,” I retorted.

Ethan hesitated, his eyes darting around the old house as if assessing the damage. Finally, he stepped inside, his expensive leather shoes crunching on the debris-strewn floor. I could practically hear him lamenting the inevitable mud stains.

“Need...uh...some help?” He hesitated, but looked willing enough.

I raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Do you think?”

He seemed to deflate slightly, his gaze dropping to his shoes. “Huh, not to brag, but I’m quite possibly, stronger than you. My being male, six-four and over two-hundred pounds, and you being...you.”

That last part was said with a surprising earnestness, and I found myself warming toward him because everything he said was true. “Alrighty then.” I waved my wrench at the toolbox, curious as to what he’d pick up.

He chose a wrench to match my own. A decent choice. Determination flickered in his expression. He shed his jacket, laid it on the kitchen counter, and rolled up his sleeves. His movements were graceful and his forearms surprisingly toned for someone who looked like he spent most of his time behind a desk.

Together, we fumbled with the stubborn valve, our hands bumping once—then again—as we both reached for the same spot. I let out a nervous laugh, but he didn’t pull away, just adjusted slightly, his knuckles grazing mine. Our thighs were only inches apart, my damp jeans pressed close to his expensive suit in the narrow space beneath the sink. His warmth, solid and steady beside me, and the roar of the water wasn’t the only thing making my heart race.

We finally got a grip, twisted hard, and the valve gave with a groan. The water slowed, then stopped, leaving a ringing quiet in its place. We stayed like that for a beat too long, kneeling side by side, breathless and soaked, the silence almost more intense than the flood.

He smiled, a shy, almost apologetic expression. “You’re welcome.” He climbed to his feet and extended his hand.

I let him pull me upright. “I'm Clare, by the way.”

“I know who you are. I saw you on TV.” He didn’t release my hand.

“I’m not dressed for a date.”

“I can see that.” His gaze flicked over me before coming back to meet my eyes. “You were cute on TV, but I think I might like this drowned-cat look better.” A blush stained his cheeks. “Actually, I wanted to meet you, not just because you’re, well, you, but also, I have something of a proposition.”

My smile faltered and I tugged my hand out of his. “A proposition?”

He shifted, his eyes returning to his leather, now-water-slogged shoes. “Yes. My grandfather, he... he has a beach house.”

I raised an eyebrow, intrigued. “And?”

“Well,” his voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper, “I need your help convincing him to sell.”

A wave of amusement washed over me. “And why, exactly, should I help you?”

He looked up, his gaze meeting mine. “Because,” he said, his tone serious, “it's worth a fortune, and I think your viewers would love it.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “You think I'm going to help you strong-arm your grandfather out of his home just because it's worth a lot of money...and my—I mean, my mom’s, viewers would love it?”

He sighed, a look of exasperation crossing his face. “No, of course not. It's... it's complicated. But I promise, it's for the best. It’s falling apart around his ears and...it’s not safe for him to be there on his own.”

I studied him for a moment, trying to decipher the emotions swirling in his expression. There was something there, beneath the surface, something more than just a desire for a quick profit.

“Alright, Ethan,” I said. “Tell me more.”

“Over dinner?” he asked with a hopeful lilt to his voice.

“Tomorrow night? When we’re not so waterlogged?”

“It’s a date.”

*
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THE BMW BOUNCED DOWN the winding coastal road, the salt air whipping through the open windows. I glanced at Ethan, who was staring intently out the window, his jaw clenched. “You sure about this?” I asked, my voice rising over the wind.

Ethan nodded, his eyes fixed on the horizon. “He’s stubborn, but... he’s also a sentimental old man. If you can get him to see the potential, maybe he’ll listen.”

“I don’t make the decisions, Ethan,” I reminded him. “My mom does. She’s the one who runs the company.”

He looked at me, a flicker of hope in his eyes. “But you can show him what we can do, how we can restore the house while keeping its character. Maybe your pretty face will win him over.”

I flushed at the compliment, but refused to let flattery sway me.

Ethan pulled the BMW in front of a weathered beach house. I immediately saw the potential in the sun-bleached cedar shingles and sagging porch. It was undeniably charming, with a classic, old-world feel. The salty sea air had etched character into the peeling blue trim. Bougainvillea climbed the walls, and a rusted wind chime sang out a greeting. From this angle, no other neighbors were visible—and that alone was a rare find on the Southern California coast.

I spotted a figure sitting on the porch, a pipe clenched between his teeth. He looked up as we approached, his eyes narrowing.

“Ethan,” he rumbled, his voice gruff. “And you must be...” He looked at me, a slow smile spreading across his face. “Is this your girlfriend?”

Ethan spluttered, taken aback. “Grandpa! This is Clare.” He grabbed my hand. “She works for... for Clare’s Renovations. Remember, I told you about her.”

I wasn’t expecting Ethan to grab my hand. My heart gave an entirely inappropriate flutter. The gesture was just for show, or maybe a reflex, something to anchor him...and possibly win-over his grandfather. And yet...

The calluses on his palm brushed against mine, a small, unspoken reminder that he wasn’t just some guy in a button-down with good manners—and a nice car. I told myself not to read into it. Still, I didn’t pull away.

Maybe I should have.

Maybe I didn’t want to.

The smile vanished from Walter’s face, replaced by a frown. “Just a business proposition, huh?” He looked disappointed, but then his gaze rested on our entwined fingers and turned speculative. “Well, come on in, I suppose.”

We followed him inside. The house was rich with the scent of old wood and salty air. Walter gestured towards a worn armchair. “Sit down, sit down. Though I don’t know what you’re expecting to achieve. I told Ethan I’m not selling. I don’t care how lovely you are.”

I warmed beneath the half-hearted compliment and tried to ignore the subtle shift in his demeanor, and the way his gaze lingered a little too long on my face. “Sir, I understand you’re attached to your home,” I began, trying to keep my voice calm and reassuring. “And we respect that. We’re not interested in tearing it down and building condos. We want to restore it, to bring it back to its former glory.”

Walter scoffed. “Restore it? It doesn’t need restoring! It’s perfect just the way it is.”

I smiled, trying to project confidence. “It has a lot of potential, sir. Imagine... new windows, an updated kitchen, a deck overlooking the ocean...”

He waved a dismissive hand. “I don’t want new anything. I’m old, and I live in an old house. We’ve aged together. That’s the way it should be.”

Walter narrowed his eyes at the brochure I’d set on the table, like it had personally offended him. "I told you, I don’t need some slick pamphlet to tell me what my land’s worth."

“I’m not trying to sell you anything,” I said, already regretting my tone.

Ethan shot me a warning look. “We just want you to consider that the house needs work. Serious work.”

He snorted. “It’s held up this long.”

“Barely.” Ethan gestured toward the ceiling, where a brown stain was spreading like a bad mood. “You’ve got water damage. Mold, probably. The back porch is sagging, and I think the furnace is older than I am.”

Walter puffed on his pipe like it might calm him, but the twitch in his jaw said otherwise. “I know how to fix what needs fixing. Always have.”

“Yeah, but you’re eighty-three,” Ethan pressed. “It’s not safe for you to be climbing up ladders anymore, let alone crawling under the house to rewire things.”

That did it. Walter slammed the pipe down on the table so hard I was surprised it didn’t shatter. The sharp crack made Rufus jump and trot out of the room with his tail tucked.

“I built this place!” Walter’s face turned a scary shade of red. “Every nail, every board. With my own hands and your grandmother’s encouragement. Don’t come in here acting like you know better just because you’ve got a folder full of pretty pictures and big words.”

“I’m not—” Ethan tried to backtrack, but Walter was on a roll.

“You think some hotshot developer’s going to do right by this land? They’ll bulldoze the garden, pave over the memories, and slap up condos with names like “Sunburn Suites” or “Luxury at Low Tide,” as if a catchy name could make up for paper-thin walls and a view of the dumpster. And you’ll stand there smiling, thinking you did something noble.”

A vein throbbed in Ethan’s neck. “It’s not about condos, Grandpa. It’s about safety. About planning for the future. About not living in a house that might cave in the next time a big storm rolls through!”

He glared at me, eyes sharp and wounded. “My future’s here. Right here in these walls. I don’t need anyone telling me how to live out the end of it.”

We stood there, the silence thick with stubbornness and pride. Finally, he picked up his pipe again with shaking fingers and muttered, “Now, get out of here and let me watch my show.”

Ethan, still holding my hand, led me into the kitchen.

I sighed and tried to damp down my disappointment. “Well, that could have gone better.”

Ethan looked sheepish. “I... I’m sorry. I thought if he met you, he’d be more...entranced.”

Entranced? What did Ethan possibly think I had that he didn’t? “It’s all right,” I said, trying to maintain a positive attitude. “Look, we can take some pictures outside. Get a feel for the place. Maybe he’ll change his mind.”

I pulled out my camera, but the moment I pressed the shutter, a bitter taste of guilt rose in my throat. I was intruding, I felt like I was violating some unspoken code. This wasn’t just a house to Walter; it was a piece of his soul. And I, with my camera and talk of renovations, was an unwelcome intruder.

I put my camera back in my bag, a knot forming in my stomach.

This was going to be harder than I thought. 

*ETHAN

I stood on the deck, watching Grandpa push his weathered rowboat out into the surf. The waves lapped gently at the shore, the sun glinting off the water. Clare was inside, her camera clicking away, capturing the scene. I should have stayed with her, I thought, and unease slid down my spine. I barely knew her, and leaving her alone in the house with my cantankerous grandfather’s things seemed like a bad idea.

But then I thought of the house itself, the old, creaking floorboards, the faded photographs on the walls, and the sea-salt smell that clung to everything. What could she possibly steal from this place? It wasn't like there were any valuables lying around.

Nostalgia washed over me as I watched my grandfather row away. I remembered the day my mom had brought me here, all those years ago. We had just moved from our little house in Irvine, where I had friends on every street corner, to this isolated beach house. After Dad left, Mom had said this was the only place she could afford.

I hadn't been happy about the move. I missed my friends, my school, my old life. And Grandpa Walter hadn't seemed too thrilled about having us either. He had always been a solitary man, content with his books and his fishing rod.

But then, one morning, he had taken me out on his boat. He had shown me how to bait the hook, how to cast, how to feel the tug of a fish on the end of my line. We had spent hours out there, the sun warming our faces, the sound of the waves a constant lullaby.

And that was how it had started. Slowly, tentatively, Grandpa included me in his daily routine. He would take me fishing, teach me how to man his small sailboat, tell me stories of his adventures at sea. He had even started to teach me how to play chess, though I always seemed to lose.

I realized that this house, this old, creaking beach house, was more than just a building. It was a place of memories, a place where I had learned to love the ocean, to appreciate the simple things in life, to know the quiet comfort of an old man's company.

And as I watched my grandfather row away, I knew that no amount of money could ever replace that.

A creak of the deck roused me from my memories.

Mrs. Henderson, Grandpa’s closest neighbor, stood, shaking like a leaf on a windy day, on the first step. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever seen her without dirt under her nails. Today, she didn’t have a trowel in hand and, without it, she looked oddly naked. Her wild silver hair shook, and she twisted her floral apron in her hands. “He shouldn’t be living here by himself,” she whispered without even saying hello.

“He's just... he's getting older,” I said, trying to sound reassuring.

She’d been our neighbor for as long as I could remember, and had always kept a watchful eye on Grandpa. She was a sweet, if slightly dramatic, gardener.

“We all are,” she said, her voice tight. “But he's becoming reckless. I saw him trying to fix that railing last week. He nearly fell! And he insists on going out in that old boat of his, even when the surf's like this.” She gestured towards the churning ocean. “I'm afraid he's going to hurt himself, or worse, someone else.”

I sighed, running a hand through my hair, and thought about pointing out that there was no one else here to hurt, but I knew she was right, to some extent. Grandpa had always been fiercely independent, but lately, his age was catching up with him. That's part of why I was trying to convince him to sell the house. 

“I know,” I said. “I'm trying to... to figure things out. It's just... he's stubborn.”

Suddenly, a bloodcurdling scream pierced the air.

My pulse stumbled, then raced ahead. I spun around, my lawyerly calm vanishing. “Clare?” I yelled, my voice cracking.

I didn't wait for Mrs. Henderson's reaction. I bolted, my adrenaline surging. The back bedroom overlooked the beach, and I knew Clare had been taking pictures in there. I sprinted through the living room to the back bedroom, and out the French door, my eyes scanning the scene below.

Clare was scrambling down the wooden stairs that led from the balcony to the sand, her face white with terror. She was practically falling, grabbing at the splintered wood for purchase.

“Clare! What the heck?” I shouted, my voice trembling.

She didn't answer. She just kept pointing, her hand shaking violently towards the water.

I reached the bottom of the stairs, my eyes following her frantic gesture. And then I saw it.

At first, I couldn't make sense of it. It looked like Grandpa Walter was...wrestling? With something. Something enormous.

The creature was long, silver, and serpentine, thrashing in the shallow water. It was easily twice the length of his rowboat, its body shimmering and twisting like some kind of... sea monster. Grandpa was clinging to it, his small frame being tossed around like a rag doll. He was shouting, but his words were lost in the roar of the waves.

My mind raced. What the heck was that thing? A giant eel? Some kind of... prehistoric creature? I had never seen anything like it. And Grandpa... he was losing. Badly.

The creature, thankfully, seemed to be tiring, but it was still incredibly strong. Its silver body, slick with seawater, writhed and twisted, and every movement sent a spray of water and sand flying.

“Grab that end!” I yelled to Clare, my voice hoarse from shouting over the waves. I had a hold of the thickest part of the fish's body, near where its head (if you could call it that) was. Grandpa was further down, his face set with grim determination, his hands gripping the slippery flesh.

Clare, to her credit, didn't hesitate. She scrambled around the thrashing tail, her boots sinking into the wet sand. She grabbed hold. I was seriously impressed. Most people would have been screaming and running, but she was in there, her muscles straining beneath her T-shirt, breath hitching with each pull. Sweat trickled down her temple, mixing with the grit on her skin. 

My own fingers burned, slipping but holding firm, nails caked with sand. Every tendon in my arms screamed, but I refused to let go.

“Heave!” Grandpa grunted, and we all pulled in unison. The fish slid a few inches up the beach, leaving a glistening trail in the sand. But then it gave a powerful flex of its tail, and the force nearly ripped us off our feet.

Clare lost her footing. She stumbled backward, right into me. We both went down, crashing into the shallow water, a tangle of limbs and flailing fish. I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder as I landed awkwardly, and the world went momentarily blurry.

But then, I felt Clare push herself up, her hand finding my arm. “You okay?” she gasped, her face inches from mine. She was soaked, her hair plastered to her face, but she was grinning. Actually grinning.

“Yeah,” I sputtered, trying to untangle myself from her. “Yeah, I'm fine.”

Then she actually laughed. A real, genuine laugh, even though we were both covered in sand and seawater.

I stared at her for a moment, dumbfounded. This woman was incredible.

“Come on!” she said, her eyes sparkling. “Let's get this thing onto the beach before it decides to go back home. I’ve got to take some pictures for the blog.”

Grandpa was also smiling, sitting on the sand with his arms wrapped around his folded knees.

And with renewed determination, Clare and I heaved again. Slowly, painstakingly, we dragged the creature further and further up the shore, until it finally lay still beside Grandpa, a massive, shimmering testament to its power... and our combined, slightly insane, effort.

“It’s an oarfish,” Grandpa said. “They live in the deep. This one must be sick, or else he’d never come to the surface.”

“What are we going to do with it?” I asked.

“I’m calling Hector at the Marine Institute,” Grandpa said. “He’ll be thrilled.”

*CLARE

“Mom, you have to see these pictures!” I shoved my phone across the kitchen table.

Even though it wasn’t even seven a.m., Mom was already immersed in her laptop, probably reviewing paint samples or some other design detail. Even at the breakfast table on a Saturday morning, she looked like she’d stepped out of a Talbot’s catalog. She glanced up, her expression distracted. “Honey, I'm kind of in the middle of something. Can it wait?”

“No!” I insisted. “Look!”

Mom sighed and picked up my phone, her eyes widening as she scrolled through the photos of the oarfish. The massive, silvery creature dominated every frame, its otherworldly appearance both fascinating and slightly terrifying.

“What... what is that?” she asked, her voice a mixture of awe and disgust.

“It's an oarfish!” I was proud of the photos—even Walter, for once, looked happy—exultant, even. "We found it on the beach at Ethan’s Grandpa Walter's. We helped him drag it up the sand.”

“We?”

“Yeah, me and Ethan,” I said, trying to sound casual. “It was insane. You wouldn't believe the size of this thing. A friend of Walter’s from the Marine Institute came. They have an aquarium that can house him. They said he must be sick for him to come so close to land.” My excitement faltered under Mom’s obvious disinterest. “Oarfish are deep-sea creature...”

Mom stared at the phone with her brow furrowed. “I don't understand why you're showing me this.”

“Because,” I tried to tamp down my frustration, “we have to put these on the blog! It's incredible! It shows the human side of what we do. It's not just about the finished product but also the adventure, the unexpected things that happen along the way!”

Mom shook her head, her face firm. “Our readers are interested in design, in renovation. They want to see before and after pictures, paint colors, furniture choices. They are not interested in giant dead fish.”

“It’s not dead! Were you even listening?” I sucked in a deep breath. “It's a story! It's about community, about helping someone, about the unexpected challenges we face. It's real life!”

“Our brand is about aspirational design.” Mom was unwavering. “Not... not sea monsters.”

My frustration boiled over. Mom was so focused on the image, on the perfect aesthetic, that she completely missed the point. She never showed the mess, the sweat, the real human effort that went into these projects. It was always just the polished, finished product.

“You're so obsessed with the brand,” I said, my voice shaking slightly, “that you forget there are actual people involved! People with stories, with lives that are more interesting than beige walls and granite countertops!”

Mom sighed, a weary expression on her face. “Please don't be dramatic. I'm running a business here. A business, need I remind you, that will one day be yours. We can't just post random pictures of fish on our professional website.”

“Fine.” I snatched my phone. “Then I'll post them on my own accounts.”

And that's exactly what I did. I captioned the pictures with a slightly exaggerated version of the story, emphasizing the sheer size of the oarfish and the adrenaline rush of helping to drag it onto the beach. I even included a slightly blurry photo of Ethan and me, covered in sand and seawater, grinning like idiots.

Let the world see the real story, I thought. Let them see that we're not just designers, we're people.

*ETHAN

“Call off the hounds,” Grandpa groused.

“The what?” I leaned back in my office chair, grateful for the distraction from the legal brief that was anything but brief.

“The hounds!”

“Grandpa, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Did Mrs. Henderson get a new dog?”

“Have you seen the TV? We made national news. ABC, CBS, that station about the fox, they’re all wanting to talk to me. Swarming the beach, hoping another oarfish washes up...which will probably never happen again in our lifetime.” He was quiet for a moment. “Or, at least, mine. You need to talk to your girlfriend.” He ended the call.

Curious, I turned back to my computer and scrolled through the local news channels. It didn’t take me long to find the news clips and Clare’s blog.

Clare’s Revamp & Restore was sleek and modern with a minimalist design, soft neutral tones, and high-quality photos of her projects. Her image was casual yet polished and she was often wearing work boots, paint-streaked jeans, and a confident smile. Would Grandpa still be grumpy if he could see her again? And what had he said? You need to talk to your girlfriend...

I logged off, picked up my phone, and sent her a text: seen any more oarfish?

Clare: not today.

Me: grandpa’s cranky about the press.

Clare: oh, jeez. I should have thought of that.

Me: did he give you permission to use his photo?

Clare: he did, but I don’t think any of us knew the attention we’d get.

She paused for a long moment. 

Clare: how can I make it up to him?

Me: meet me tonight and we’ll think of something...

Smooth. Marcus would be proud. Grinning, I pocketed my phone, my imagination already painting a sunset picnic on the beach.

*
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I STOOD AT THE EDGE of the bluff, the wind tugging at my sleeves, the scent of salt thick in the air. The sun melted into the horizon, casting streaks of gold and crimson across the sky. It had been years since I thought about it, but suddenly, I was a kid again, standing right here, my mother’s hand wrapped around mine.

“Watch carefully, sweetheart,” she had said that first night we moved into Grandpa’s house. “If the sky’s clear and you’re lucky, you’ll see a green flash. It’s like a little secret the ocean shares with those who pay attention.”

I’d stared so hard my eyes burned, waiting for magic. And then, just as the sun slipped away, it happened—a brief, shimmering burst of green at the horizon, gone in an instant but impossible to forget. My mother had laughed, squeezing my hand.

“See? It’s real.”

Now, standing here again, I wanted to share that moment. Not with my mother this time, but with Clare. I turned, searching for her, finding her a few steps away, her face softened by the last light of day. She looked out at the waves, lost in thought, her hair catching the breeze.

“Come here,” I said, my voice quieter than usual. “I want to show you something.”

I had everything planned. The blanket was spread out on the sand, the waves rolling in just far enough to add a gentle soundtrack. A bottle of Pinot Noir rested in the ice pack, and the picnic basket held the kind of meal that would impress even Clare—rosemary grilled chicken, a crisp arugula salad with shaved Parmesan and candied pecans, and fresh sourdough from the local bakery. For dessert, I had picked up two slices of a dark chocolate tart, knowing she’d pretend she was only going to take a bite but end up finishing hers and half of mine.

Candles flickered in the breeze. For once, everything felt right. Just the two of us, the ocean, and the perfect evening.

Then, headlights cut through the dusky light, washing over us as a car rumbled down the drive.

I clenched my jaw. Now what?

Clare sighed, already getting to her feet. “Who even—?”

I pushed up and dusted the sand from my hands. “I’ll take care of it.”

She touched my arm before I could storm off. “No, I feel responsible. I’ll come with you.”

The sun was sinking fast, and the sky was painted in shades of tangerine and rose. We were going to miss it—the green flash. A childhood legend, a quiet moment I had wanted to share with her.

I exhaled, frustrated, but nodded. Together, we made our way up the path just as the car—a beat-up old station wagon covered in bumper stickers—rolled to a stop.

The driver’s side door creaked open, and out stepped a woman who might have just wandered out of a 1970s commune. Wild, silver-streaked hair, layers of flowing fabric, chunky beaded necklaces. She smiled at us like she already knew our names.

“Evening, kids.” Her voice was warm, easy, as if she belonged here.

She didn’t.

Before I could ask what she was doing on my grandfather’s property, Grandpa stepped onto the porch, his sharp eyes flicking between me, Clare, and the picnic basket still dangling from my hand. His lips twitched.

“Don’t let me keep you two from your fancy beach feast.” He crossed his arms and pointed his chin at the aging hippie. “I’ll welcome our visitor.”

Clare shot me a wary glance, but the woman beamed. “Walter! You look just like I imagined.”

"That so?" Grandpa grunted.

I didn’t like it. I didn’t like this woman.

But Clare was already pulling me back toward the sand, whispering, “Come on, your grandfather can take care of himself.”

And he could. I just wasn’t sure I liked what that meant.

*CLARE

The waves lapped gently against the shore, the scent of salt and cooling sand mixing with the buttery aroma of Ethan’s carefully packed picnic. He’d gone all out—grilled chicken, fresh sourdough, a crisp salad that made me feel like I was eating at a five-star bistro instead of sitting on a blanket under the open sky. Candles sputtered in the breeze. It was perfect.

Or at least, it should have been.

I took a sip of wine and tried to focus on Ethan, on the food, on the moment. But I couldn’t. Not with the gnawing guilt twisting inside me.

“I can’t stop thinking that this is all my fault,” I admitted, setting my glass on the blanket. “People keep showing up and he’s too polite to turn them away.” I dropped my voice to a whisper. “What if this woman is up to something?”

Ethan sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “I know. I don’t like it either.”

As if on cue, footsteps crunched on the path behind us.

“Oh, for the love—” Ethan turned, already bracing himself.

Mrs. Henderson.

She strode toward us, her gardening apron still dusted with dirt, arms crossed. “You two noticed all these strangers lurking around Walter’s house?”

Ethan nodded. “It’s why I feel like I should be—”

“Spying?” I asked.

Ethan gave me a look. “Watching out for him.”

“Same thing.” I leaned back on one arm, studying Ethan.

He blinked as if an idea had just struck. He pointed his wine flute at me. “What if you had an excuse to be there? What if you took on renovating the house?”

“You’re offering me a job?” 

“Why not? Grandpa likes you. And if you’re working on the house, you’ll be around. Keeping an eye on things.”

It made sense, in a completely underhanded, ridiculous way that made me laugh. “Can I take pictures for my blog?”
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