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        They said it would be a quiet Christmas at the beach.

      

      

      

      When a Nor’easter sweeps into the coastal town of Tuckaway Bay on Christmas Eve, the residents and guests of Sea Glass Inn prepare to hunker down and weather the storm. But which is worse—the storm raging outside, or the one brewing inside the inn?
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        * * *

      

      Having survived their first year of running Sea Glass Inn—and a year of marriage—Zach and Lia Allen decide to celebrate the holidays by inviting their friends back to Tuckaway Bay for the Christmas holiday weekend.

      Wait. Correction.

      Zach reluctantly agrees. He really wants a quiet Christmas alone with Lia.

      Of course, there is plenty of room at the inn for Lia’s girlfriends—even though half of the rooms are closed down for deep cleaning and painting—but what about the children and significant others? Not to mention Zach’s friends from New Hampshire who crash the inn after the Nor’easter cancels their winter fishing expedition.

      As if space is the only issue…

      Is the resort large enough to handle fluctuating family dynamics, teenage angst, pregnancy hormones, and perimenopausal women? Can Sea Glass Inn, and its guests, survive the mood swings and hot flashes?

      Fa-la-la-la-la. Let the reindeer games begin!
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      If she didn’t know any better, she’d swear someone was watching her.

      Ridiculous.

      It was a feeling more than anything. But Belle Mitchell’s common sense told her to keep her head down, her arms moving, and her legs propelling her body forward in the water.

      Three laps.

      Four.

      Ten.

      Twenty.

      She’d flip at each turn of the pool and expertly push herself away from the edge, gliding into her workout routine.

      Freestyle.

      Breaststroke.

      Backstroke.

      Butterfly.

      Still feels like someone’s eyes are on me.

      When she swam competitively in high school and college, she would shut out everyone and everything around her when she was in the zone. With every turn, her determination grew stronger and the only thing she could think about was touching the other side of the pool wall before anyone else.

      That was all that mattered.

      Then.

      Today, she was simply out for an early morning swim—an enjoyable workout to keep her swimming muscles toned and tuned, while simultaneously providing therapy for her leg. The exercise was also good for her heart.

      Zach kept the pool lights on all night for security reasons, which was good for her—she could swim uninterrupted before most people were up. Beach vacation getaways make for lazy wake-up calls at the Sea Glass Inn Resort, so she knew she could easily get her laps in without dodging guests before work.

      Her day started early now that she oversaw guest reservations for the Inn. Over the past year, her mother had taken on more responsibilities in the resort’s management—finances, accounting, payroll, event and catering bookings, and so forth. Zach, of course, was the CEO and general manager, but he also oversaw maintenance, the restaurant and tiki bar, and housekeeping.

      Belle had gradually taken over reservations, which she liked. It gave her an opportunity to chat with potential customers before they arrived, and then greet them when they did. She prided herself on remembering some details about their trips, and always tried to be helpful when guests had questions—like where to get a good seafood boil, or the best place to windsurf, how to get tickets to the Lost Colony outdoor drama, or what time the ferries ran down at Cape Hatteras.

      Since she had only taken college classes part-time last semester, mostly online, she explored and learned more about the area so she could give the guests correct and useful information.

      She almost felt like she knew the guests before they arrived.

      Basically, she was the Sea Glass Inn concierge, and she was very much okay with that.

      That’s why, when she pushed up out of the pool and reached for her towel on a nearby lounge chair, and spotted the guy across the way watching her, she knew he wasn’t a guest.

      Seriously, if he were a guest, she would have remembered him.

      He was that cute.

      Tall and fit, the guy stood arms crossed, a shock of hair falling over his forehead, leaning against the sliding glass door of an ocean-level suite. He met her gaze—a soft breeze lazily lifting that sun kissed length of hair from his eyes, once and again.

      “Hey.”

      Belle lowered her goggles, letting them hang around her neck. Green. His eyes were green underneath those shaggy blond bangs. “Hey back.” She continued to dry off.

      “Early bird, I see.”

      “Yes.” She eyed him, raising her head and straightening. “You’re not a guest here.”

      “That right?”

      “Yes, that’s right. This is private property.” She ran the towel over her face and hair.

      “So you say.”

      “I do.” She paused, eyeing him, a bit annoyed by the devil-may-care glint in his eye. His slouch against the door frame reminded her of James Dean in an old movie she’d watched with her mother once. “What’s your name?”

      He shrugged. “Not important. Just thought I’d say hey.” He turned inward, heading inside the room.

      “Whoa. Wait.” She stepped forward.

      He stalled for a few seconds, then looked back. “What?”

      “You’re not a guest.”

      He squared his body, facing her. “Actually, I am. Arrived late last night.”

      Belle wracked her brain trying to remember who was staying in suite 106. A young couple. Lucy and Alex Cooper. Recently married.

      “You know the Coopers?” she asked.

      “Lucy is my sister.”

      Okay. Well… I can’t imagine why anyone would invite their brother to their honeymoon, but okay. She peered around him, but of course couldn’t see into the darkened suite through the closed door. “And they are…?”

      “Sleeping. In the bedroom. I crashed on the pullout sofa.”

      “I see.” But she didn’t. Not really.

      “Kind of nosy, aren’t you? Is that why you get up so early? To nose around?”

      “I could ask you the same question. Most guests are still in bed.”

      He chuckled. “And are you counted as one of those?”

      “One of those what?”

      “Guests.”

      Belle sighed. Goodness. Now who’s nosy? “That’s none of your business.”

      “I see.”

      “All that splashing around woke me up, you know.”

      “Really now. Interesting.” It was an excuse, and she knew it. Belle wasn’t a splashy swimmer. In fact, she worked hard to swim her laps with as little splash as possible.

      She looked him over.

      He stared back. “So, I’ll ask again, what are you doing out here so early?”

      Tiring of the dialogue, Belle wrapped the towel around her waist and glared. “Well, I’m not making tamales. What does it look like I’m doing?”

      “Swimming.”

      “So smart of you.”

      “You do this every morning? Because I need to make sure I get my beauty sleep.”

      Belle huffed…but also inwardly smiled. “I do. So plan for it.”

      He took a couple of steps forward. “And why do you swim every morning?”

      Giving him what she hoped was a sassy grin, rather than a saucy one, she replied, “Because I’m a swimmer.” Dummy. What do you think?

      “Oh, like in the Olympics?” he prodded.

      “Not the Olympics. I will never swim in the Olympics.”

      “Too bad. You’re good.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate your expert evaluation.”

      “Anytime.”

      She turned and took a few steps, shaking her head. The guy was cute but a whole lot of arrogant. As soon as she’d get to her desk, she’d check in with the Coopers to make sure everything was on the up and up.

      “You must compete or something. Swim team?”

      To be honest, this conversation was getting annoying. She glanced back. “I swim because I have done that for almost every day of my life since I was three years old. It’s what I do. It’s good exercise. It’s great for my lungs, my heart, and my leg.”

      “Your leg. What’s wrong with your leg?”

      Belle glanced down and dropped her towel. “Nothing now. Swimming is physical therapy.”

      She watched his gaze slide down her right leg, thigh to ankle, lingering on her kneecap.

      He whistled. “Man, that’s some scar.”

      “Two breaks, femur and ankle. Shattered kneecap. Three surgeries.”

      “Well, you’re gonna have to tell me that story one day,” he said.

      “Right. Probably not.”

      “Not into swapping war wound stories?”

      She turned fully and faced him. “Look. I doubt we’ll have many more conversations after today, so no. Not telling the story.”

      “All right. What did you say your name was again?”

      “I didn’t.”

      He crossed his arms, feigning a questioning expression on his face. “Really? I could swear….”

      “Doesn’t matter since we will not see each other again.”

      “You are a feisty one, aren’t you?”

      “Takes one to know one, so they say.”

      “Whoa!” He laughed. “Sarcasm and sass. I like that.”

      Belle shook her head, rolled her eyes, and sauntered off toward the hotel. “Go get some sleep,” she called over her shoulder. “I swim early every day.”

      He watched her walk away. She knew this, even though she didn’t turn around. His gaze was definitely following her as she entered the hotel multi-purpose room—much like when he’d watched her swimming earlier.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, after a shower and breakfast, Belle settled in at her desk and opened the bookings software. Scanning the current reservations, she searched for suite 106. The Coopers had listed two guests in the room and were checking out on Monday. That meant they would be there two more nights—Saturday and Sunday.

      Picking up the phone, she dialed 106 and a sleepy woman answered. “Hello?”

      “Good morning, Mrs. Cooper,” she began. “This is Belle at the front desk. My apologies for calling so early.”

      She heard some rustling about, possibly bed linens and pillows. “Everything alright?”

      “Oh yes, we believe so. This is a courtesy call. There was a young man at your room door this morning in the pool patio area. He said he was in room 106. You don’t have a third guest listed on your reservation, so we wanted to make sure everything was on the up and up.”

      “Oh, yes.” Lucy Cooper sighed. “My brother, Chad. It was an unexpected visit, but he was in the area for work, so he’s spending the weekend. I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you, but it happened quickly.”

      Ah, I see. “It’s no problem, Lucy. We just want to keep you safe, and the resort private. Checking on incidents like this is one way we do that.”

      “Well, thank you. Do I need to add his name to our reservation?”

      Belle shook her head as though Lucy could see her. “I’ll just note a third guest. Don’t forget to remind him about the free breakfast bar and coffee in the multipurpose room until ten. Thanks so much and I hope you can get back to sleep.”

      “No worries. We’re driving down to Ocracoke today, so we need to get moving, anyway.”

      “Have a safe trip. Oh, and if you want a good place to eat, try Jason’s. It’s on the edge of town.”

      “Fabulous. Thanks, Belle.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      She cradled the landline phone with a sigh of relief. The mystery guest might have indeed been arrogant and annoying, but at least he was legit. That task done, she busied herself for the next couple of hours, confirming online reservations and returning inquiry calls to potential guests. The fall bookings were filling up fast.

      “You’re making a lot of calls this morning.”

      Belle looked up and met her mother’s smile from across the room. Lia had slipped in earlier while she was on the phone. Her mom’s desk sat on the opposite side of the office, facing Belle’s.

      “Morning, Mom. Yes, a few. If everyone who has called asking about vacancies books rooms, we will be at capacity for the summer and through October. I can’t believe how quickly the fall weeks are selling out.”

      “That’s a good problem to have, though,” Lia said. “Zach will be pleased.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “You’ve held the last week of August for beach week, right?”

      Belle nodded. “Tequila Sunrise is back in commission, so I’ve held it for that week. That’s what you wanted, right? To stay at the beach house instead of the cottages?”

      “Yes. We love that house.”

      Smiling, she gave her mother a nod. Lia and her friends had been staying at the Tequila Sunrise beach house for years, same week in August, ever since they were in college. Last year the house was under renovation, so they stayed at the resort, in the Gull Cottage. Belle knew there would be hell to pay if she let that reservation slide.

      “No way would I book that house to someone else for the official beach week.”

      Her mother tossed her a grin. “Great.” She rose then, heading for the door. “I need to catch Zach before he leaves. I think he has some receipts he’s not given to me. See you after lunch.”

      “Bye, Mom.” She gave her a wave, then turned back to her computer. After a few seconds, she heard footsteps approaching her desk. “Forget something?”

      A male voice responded. “Yes. Your name.”

      Turning in her chair, she glanced up.

      Ah. The infamous Chad. “Oh. You.”

      “Yes. Me.”

      “May I help you?”

      He glanced about. “So, you work here?”

      With a sigh, Belle sat back in her chair and eyed the handsome, somewhat sexy, but annoying dude who was taking up entirely too much space in her office area at this moment. “Yes, I work here, and I have a full day of work ahead of me, so I’ll ask again—may I help you with something?”

      “Belle Mitchell.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “That’s your name. Right?”

      “What do you want?”

      He leaned slightly to his right and picked up her name plate sitting on the desk. He fiddled with it for a few seconds, then replaced it. She said nothing.

      Then his gaze met hers and, without warning, her cheeks heated—and her heart suddenly crashed against her chest wall. What the hell?

      “Lucy says you’re great at providing suggestions for guests. You know, good places to eat and things to do around here.”

      Nodding, she said, “That’s my job.”

      “I’m in the mood for a good seafood buffet tonight. Nothing too fancy. Something down home with a local flavor. Lots of food, maybe some music, and great beer. Maybe craft. Suggestions?”

      She could rattle off a ton of them but landed on her favorite. Maybe if she’d tell him, he would leave, and she could get back to work.

      And settle her still thrumming heart.

      “Bojo’s Beach Buffet over on the sound is what you are looking for.”

      “Great. Can you give me an address?”

      “Sure.” She reached for her notepad, jotted down the street address, and handed it to him. She’d shared that restaurant hundreds of times, so she knew the address by heart.

      He took the slip of paper.

      And just stood there.

      “Anything else?”

      “I hate to eat alone.”

      Oh no. We’re not going there. She stayed silent.

      “Care to join me? Say, seven o’clock?”

      Belle tilted her head slightly and eyed him. “I’m busy—but thank you.” It wasn’t a lie. She had plans with her girlfriends for this evening, even though for much later than seven.

      “I see.”

      “Well, enjoy the food. I need to get back to work.” She turned to her laptop and listened for his footsteps heading toward the door. She didn’t hear them.

      “If you change your mind….”

      “If I change my mind,” Belle glanced over her shoulder, “which I am not likely to do, I know where I can find you.”

      He nodded, holding her gaze momentarily. “I’ll be at Bojo’s at seven.”

      “Right.”

      Then he left.
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        * * *

      

      Belle intentionally waited until after one o’clock that afternoon to grab lunch from the Sandcastle. She was hoping to avoid Chad, in case he was there.

      Not that he was so annoying she couldn’t get past it—she could, she supposed. What was so annoying was how he’d made her flush—and hopefully not physically blush—when he was standing by her desk eyeing her.

      She couldn’t deny he was a good-looking guy. Attractive. He was already tan, and it was only mid-May. His sun-bleached hair and dark green eyes were an interesting combination. He looked like the kind of guy who spent a lot of time outdoors.

      Earlier, it was almost as though his stare had penetrated through to her pounding heart.

      So avoiding him at all costs was a good thing.

      Canoodling with the guests was a strict rule of Zach’s—for all staff and employees—and she would not break it. Not that rule or any other rule. She respected Zach’s wishes, and her mother’s, immensely. Plus, she didn’t want to risk losing the job she loved so much.

      A housekeeper had gotten fired last month for doing the naughty with a guest.

      “Belle!” Her friend, Jenn, one of the wait staff, waved her over. “I just cleaned a table by the window if you want it. What can I get for you?”

      Belle joined her. “I’ll just get something to go. BLT and chips, please? Oh, and a diet soda.”

      “Gotcha. Have a seat if you want, and I’ll get your order in.”

      Sitting at the end of the counter, Belle risked a glance about the restaurant. It was pretty full still, but she didn’t see Chad. Immediately, she let go of the breath that she’d obviously been holding for a while. Her chest relaxed with the released breath.

      He was cute. And, even though intrigued by his devil-may-care ways, that was also an issue for her. She preferred stable, grounded men. Besides, he’d be gone by Monday. No good ever came from a weekend hookup. Right? That was not her style.

      Jenn returned and placed a to-go cup of diet soft drink in front of her. “Still on for tonight?”

      She nodded, reaching for a straw and peeling off the paper. “Yes! Cammie still coming?”

      “No.” Jenn shook her head and frowned. “I just got a text. She’s back with Marcus so they are going out.”

      Belle rolled her eyes. “Those two. They need to either tie the knot or let it go.”

      “I know.”

      A couple entered the restaurant and Jenn glanced their way. “I need to seat these people and check my tables. Melissa said she’ll bring out your sandwich. In case I don’t catch you again, I’ll meet you out by the Party Pier at nine.”

      “Okay! Bye.”

      Melissa, the kitchen manager, came with the to-go order quickly and Belle headed back to her desk. She had tons of work—hopefully she could concentrate on it. Fortunately, the afternoon flew, and later that evening, she drove to the sound-side pier to meet Jenn.

      She glanced curiously at Bojo’s as she passed the restaurant, which was a few blocks down from Tri-B and the pier.

      The Party Pier was actually a dock with a large gazebo bar that jutted out into a shallow part of the bay, on the backside of the Bay Beach Bistro restaurant—or the Tri-B as it was known locally. The pier was a favorite partying spot with the local college-age crowd. Since it was on the sound side of the island, not a lot of vacationers came over—which was fine with the locals.

      The Tri-B was also a great seafood restaurant, but she had intentionally not told Chad about it because, for one, it also catered heavily to locals, and two, she knew she’d be there tonight. The last thing she wanted was for him to think she was chasing after him, or something.

      Because she definitely wasn’t.

      Not by a long shot.

      “Belle!”

      She spotted Jenn waving across the parking lot. She hugged her when they drew closer and linked arms as they slipped down the dock and into the gazebo bar. Before she knew it, she was on her second Island Mojito, and she and Jenn were laughing and dancing to an indie rock band from Richmond.

      When the music stopped, she took a minute to catch her breath and told Jenn she was heading for another drink.

      “That guy is staring at you,” Jenn told her.

      “What?” She was a little tipsy and still out of breath from dancing.

      “That guy by the exit. He hasn’t taken his eyes off you since he stepped into the gazebo.”

      Belle turned and squinted. It was dark, of course, and there were strobe lights blinking and pulsing around them, and her brain was slightly fuzzy… But after a moment, her vision cleared, and she got a good look at him.

      Mostly because he was walking steadily toward her.

      “Shit.” She grasped Jenn’s hand. “Let’s go.”

      “Hell no!” Jenn removed her hand and pushed her toward the guy. “He’s a cutie.”

      He sauntered their way and stopped before Belle, looking down at her with a crooked, one-corner-of-his-mouth-turned-up grin that made her blood burn almost down to her toes.

      Hell. Who was she kidding? Her toes were practically curling with sizzle.

      “Well. Belle Mitchell. As I live and breathe.”

      She nodded. “Chad.”

      “You know my name.”

      “I have ways.”

      He put his hand out. “Dance?”

      She gave a quick glance at Jenn, who nodded back urgently, then again at Chad. “Oh, what the hell.” She grasped his hand. “See if you can keep up with me.”

      The annoying Chad grabbed her hand, tugged her into his arms—and then totally and completely swept Belle Mitchell off her feet.
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      Lia Allen watched her daughter methodically swim her morning laps from their third-floor apartment deck. Recently, Belle had shortened her routine to about thirty minutes a day, and was now skipping Tuesday and Thursday mornings.

      That was worrisome.

      When Lia had questioned her about it, Belle blew her off with some half-thought-out excuse about how hot it was, or that she’d pulled a muscle.

      Lia didn’t believe it for a minute.

      Searching beyond the pool and beach, her gaze settled on the sun just cresting the Atlantic horizon, shooting yellows and reds and pinks into the hazy blue-gray sky. Instantly reminded of how fortunate they were to live in Tuckaway Bay, and at this resort, she sighed and brushed away her uneasy feelings.

      It had been a while since she’d watched Belle swim for any length of time—not since she swam competitively in high school. After Belle had gone to college in Washington state, Lia hadn’t visited yet to catch a meet, before the terrible bus accident that changed everything.

      And even now as she watched her daughter, observing her smooth, rhythmic, and deliberate strokes, her agile body gliding through the water, she knew that Belle had been fortunate. The night the team bus skidded off the icy mountain road in Idaho could have turned catastrophic for her and the family.

      Belle could have died. Her coach and a couple of teammates did. But she survived the accident with a badly broken leg—albeit a career-ending break—and for that, they’d all been grateful.

      But that knowledge didn’t calm her increasingly nagging concern of late—that heavy ache just below her breastbone that signaled things weren’t quite right. While she couldn’t put her finger on it, Lia sensed, knew, that something was going on with her daughter—even if Belle didn’t realize it.

      So, for days, she’d quietly observed, as Belle went on with her day.

      Her girl seemed tired and had started going to bed earlier.

      Her eating habits had changed—she wanted more food in the morning and a lighter dinner. She’d put on a few pounds, and her face and eyes looked puffy, swollen. At first, Lia thought that was from more hours of sleep, but now she wasn’t so sure.

      Was it her heart? They’d gone twenty years with little concern about Belle’s congenital heart defect. Immediate surgery after birth had fixed the issues and her doctors were certain everything was fine—for then and the future. Annual physicals had always gone well, and she was pronounced strong and fit. The swimming had helped to strengthen not only her heart, but her lungs.

      But now? Years later? Had some problem returned?

      Perhaps she should call Ned Speakman, Belle’s cardiologist at Chicago Med. Maybe they needed to make a trip back there, just to ease her mind. She’d call for an appointment later today and arrange for the trip. Surely, he would work them in—he was always booked so far in advance. But Ned had been long time friends of her family, so she hoped she could count on that.

      As much as she didn’t want to, she needed to discuss this with Belle.

      Maybe she’d just tell her she wanted a mother-daughter week, back in Chicago, just the two of them, and they’d pop in to see Ned. She could probably pull that off since the season was slowing down. Zach could handle things. Right?

      Looking down again, she watched her girl slowly climb the ladder at the end of the pool, wondering when she’d started doing that rather than pushing herself up out of the water to sit on the side of the pool. Belle had always had good upper body strength.

      Suddenly, her chest ached with fear and concern, and she had to choke back tears.

      Something was wrong with her baby.

      No. She couldn’t “trick” her into going to Chicago. They just had to do it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The sun sinking behind the hotel sent warm orange rays of light into the apartment Belle shared with her mother and Zach. Pacing with a restless energy that seemed otherwise out of place, she clasped her hands together, tight at her abdomen. Her knuckles ached where her fingers intertwined.

      All a sign of the storm of emotions brewing inside her chest.

      She’d been keeping a secret for way too long.

      Had her mother sensed something? Was that why she had asked to have a chat later today? Why she’d mentioned Chicago earlier, and how they had always loved it in the fall? And wouldn’t she want to go back and visit?

      Pausing at a window, Belle caught sight of her reflection—worry lines etched her face and her swollen eyes appeared clouded with uncertainty. She took a deep breath, then exhaled.

      “You can do this, Belle,” she whispered. “Just tell her.”

      The rhythmic beat of the ocean waves a few hundred yards away rivaled the erratic beating of her heart. She listened and tried to calm her rambling nerves.

      Usually, the beach was her sanctuary. Not tonight.

      “Everything okay, honey?” Her mother’s concern cut through Belle’s contemplation. “You look lost in thought.”

      Belle turned. Her mom stood in the doorway, watching. Her eyes, always a mirror of warmth, searched for something it seemed—perhaps the source of her unease? Quiet question marks lingered in the air between them.

      “Hey, Mom.” Her voice cracked a little. “I’m just…thinking. You know, about things, life stuff.”

      “Life stuff, huh?” Lia stepped further into the room, closing the distance between them.

      She’d always had an easy way of doing that, building bridges rather than walls. But when Belle looked into her mother’s eyes, she saw worry.

      Her mom had always been there for her, through good and bad times. The divorce. Her accident. Why was she so concerned about how her mother would react to the information she was about to share?

      “Anything you want to talk about? Are you feeling okay?”

      Torn between the safe harbor of silence, the chaos of confession, and her doubts about the future, Belle hesitated. This was her mother—her lighthouse in every storm, the one who had always guided her home with enduring love and patience.

      Still….

      “Mom, I…” The words tangled on her tongue. She wanted to spill them out and hold onto them at the same time.

      “You know you can talk to me, honey,” her mother whispered. “Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out together. We always do.”

      “I know, Mom.”

      Belle’s heart thrummed in her chest. A drumbeat of impending change? That felt dramatic but in reality, it was true. Her life was about to change forever.

      Still, she knew that no matter what, she had her mother’s support.

      Even if she was disappointed.

      “I know something is going on. Belle. Please tell me. Are you okay?”

      Belle inhaled, nodded, and held her mother’s gaze. “Yes. I’m…not okay. Sort of. Something is going on.”

      A breath whooshed from Lia’s mouth, and she deflated onto the sofa. Reaching for Belle’s hand, she grasped it and tugged her down to sit beside her. “Oh, honey. Please tell me it’s not your heart. I’m terrified.”

      Oh, please don’t cry. Please don’t, Mom!

      The thought of her mother’s greatest horror sent a tremor through Belle, and she knew she had to alleviate her mother’s fear.

      “No. No, Mom. It’s not my heart.”

      “Oh, thank God.” Relief washed over her mother’s face.

      Just do it, Belle. “It’s something else.”

      “Tell me.”

      She nodded. “Last summer. Early in May, we had a guest here for the weekend. He wasn’t a registered guest but the brother to a couple staying here.”

      Lia’s eyes misted over again. “Did he hurt you? Oh, Belle….”

      “No.” She grasped her mother’s hands. “Nothing like that.”

      “Okay.”

      “Mom. I’m…pregnant.”

      The confession rolled out, a tentative murmur, even though the words felt heavy on her tongue—a weight she’d carried alone for far too long.

      For a moment, Lia’s expression was unreadable, her eyes widening as if the world had shifted beneath her. But just as quickly, the surprise melted into a familiar resolve, the same determination that had seen them through late-night fevers and heart-to-heart talks in Chicago, and now in Tuckaway Bay.

      “Oh, Belle,” she uttered. “Sweetheart….”

      Belle shook off a wave of nervous energy. “I’m sorry. I know you’re disappointed in me.”

      “Come here.” Her hands found Belle’s shoulders, and she pulled her closer. Her mother’s touch was solid and sure, and a welcome anchor for Belle’s anxiety. “I’m not. Surprised, yes, but never disappointed.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I am. Belle, honey. You’re not alone, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “So what about this young man?”

      Belle shook her head. “I can’t find him.”

      “I see.” They both fell silent for a few minutes.

      “I did try.”

      “All right.” Lia exhaled sharply. “You know you will need to tell Zach. You are an employee of the resort and while this is a personal issue, you went against his wishes….”

      “I know, the canoodling rule.”

      “It doesn’t look good for business.”

      “I get that.”

      “Not that I am suggesting he do anything about it. And there is no reason this needs to be public knowledge. He just needs to know that you broke the rule.”

      “Not all the details though?” Belle searched her mother’s eyes.

      “Definitely not.” She paused for a minute, then added, “So he did hurt you, in a way. This young man. By disappearing. Because Belle Mitchell, if there is one thing I know about you, you wouldn’t have done this carelessly so you must have liked him, at least a little.”

      “I did like him, but I didn’t really know him. I was careless and to be honest, I’m embarrassed by that.”

      “We all have those times, Belle.”

      Her breathing hitched at the matter-of-fact truth of her mother’s words—and the kindness in her voice. In her mother’s embrace, Belle found a lifeline back to herself, to the girl who once swam laps until the world blurred into nothing but the rhythm of her strokes—especially during the year of her parents’ divorce. To the young woman Lia nursed back to health after the bus accident that took away her college swimming career.

      Belle leaned into the embrace of Lia’s support. She and Chad had had fun that night at the pier—she’d felt a connection, and he said he did too—and then the following evening, with the help of a little wine, she spent the night with him on the beach. She thought they’d shared an incredibly quick bond, and he’d promised he would call as soon as he got home, but then….

      Nothing.

      “Did you say May? That was over five months ago. Goodness, honey. Have you seen a doctor?” The words literally spilled out of her mother’s mouth. “What about your heart? Oh, Belle. You can’t risk this, can you? Have you considered…an abortion?”

      “Mom! No. I have not considered an abortion. Besides, it’s too late for that anyway. It’s only legal in North Carolina the first twelve weeks.”

      “Unless there are complications. Your health. We still technically have a home in Chicago so….”

      “Mom, no. There are no complications.”

      “But your heart!” Her mother’s hands were literally shaking. “Oh sweetheart. What have you done? You can’t have this baby.”

      Wait. No. Belle stood and backed away from the sofa. “I can have this baby, and I will.”

      Lia rose and followed her. “We need to call Chicago Med. I can do that for you. And you need to see an OB-GYN. We need to see Ned.”

      She blew out a shaking breath. “Mom, I’ve already taken care of all that! I’ve had two conference calls with Dr. Speakman and his cardiology team at Chicago Med. And, I’ve seen an obstetrician here every month since I found out. She—Dr. Christman—has also been part of the calls with the cardiologist. Dr. Speakman wants me to come to Chicago to run some tests, a physical, and lab work in a couple of weeks. I can stay at the condo.”

      “We can stay at the condo. I’ll go with you.”

      Belle nodded. “I would like that.”

      “There is no way I would not go, honey.”

      “I know. Look, I don’t want you to worry, Mom. I’m healthy. They see no risks. I’m following instructions—exercise, eating right, prenatal vitamins, regular checkups—and they continue to monitor all my vitals and the baby’s. It’s all good. Now, please, relax.”

      She let go of a deep sigh. “Okay, Grandma?”

      Lia’s eyes blinked rapidly, and Belle knew she was fighting tears. “Okay.” Then in the next instant, the tears flowed. Her mother pulled her into her arms and grasped her so tight she could barely breathe.

      “I love you so much, my sweet Belle,” she whispered.

      Now she was the one with tears in her eyes. “I know, Mom. I love you too.”

      If it was one thing Belle knew, though, her mother would be worried until the day she gave birth to her baby.
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        * * *

      

      The clink of the front door signaled Zach’s arrival, a soft buffer against the slight tension that had settled over the room. Lia stood by the open sliding glass door leading to the deck and turned as he entered. Belle sat on the edge of the sofa, hands clasped in her lap.

      A sea breeze wafted inside, carrying a hint of sun-warmed salt into the room, but doing little to lessen the palpable unease.

      While Belle insisted she was fine, Lia was, of course, worried.

      Her daughter’s life was about to change forever—and Lia wondered if Belle realized just how much.

      “There are my girls.” Zach’s voice was the embodiment of calm, but Lia could tell that with one glance at the scene before him, he knew something was amiss. “Okay. What’s wrong?”
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