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      Mandie Kelton stood in the driveway of Charlie’s parents’ house, watching her dad, Charlie’s step-dad, and her husband unpack their few belongings from the U-Haul. The late spring breeze carried the promise of a fresh start, and she closed her eyes for a moment, letting memories of growing up in Five Island Cove wash over her.

      “Hey.” Charlie appeared beside her, sliding an arm around her waist. “Mom’s making your favorite chicken pot pie for dinner.”

      “Alice knows the way to my heart.” Mandie leaned into him, grateful for his steady presence. They’d been married for almost seven years now, and sometimes she still couldn’t believe how lucky she was.

      “Arthur’s already organizing the garage to make room for our boxes.” Charlie kissed her temple. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” She wasn’t entirely sure that was true, but she didn’t want to worry him. “Just thinking about everything we need to do before the project starts.”

      “I don’t start at the hospital for another couple of weeks,” he said.

      “Right.” She turned into him. “You have one job, though. Tell me what it is.”

      Charlie grinned at her and touched his lips to hers. “I’m going to find us somewhere to live.”

      She tucked herself into his arms and watched her dad take her suitcase down the front walk as he laughed with Arthur.

      Her phone buzzed, and Mandie wanted to ignore it. There had been so many messages lately, and Mandie sometimes didn’t want to get sucked into the flurry.

      “They’re probably just telling you they landed,” Charlie said as he stepped away. “We’re almost done, and then you can come make the bedroom what you want.”

      “I can’t believe we’re living with your parents,” she said, but Charlie only grinned and went to finish with the unpacking. “It’s temporary.” She grumbled the words to herself and pulled out her phone.

      Just landed! Suzie and I are getting our rental car. See you soon, and we can decide where to go for lunch.

      Mandie typed out the address for where she’d be staying—not living—for the next couple of weeks. She sighed as she looked up, the loud, metallic rumbling of the back of the moving truck filling the neighborhood as her dad pulled it closed.

      He turned and met her eyes, a grin sitting widely on his face. Mandie loved her family, and she and Charlie had been working to return to the cove for almost a year now. “Thanks, Dad.”

      He reached her and put his arm around her. “I’m so glad you’re in the cove.”

      “Me too.” She snuggled into his side as they went into the house. Alice had bought this house after she’d moved here from the Hamptons with Charlie and Ginny, her twins. They’d only been fourteen, and Mandie had met Charlie then. She glanced down the road, having driven here hundreds of times in high school.

      Everything looked exactly the same—the trees with their bright green leaves, the normal houses set in a neat row—yet somehow different too.

      Or maybe she was the one who’d changed. She had lived in the city now for almost a decade.

      “I’m so glad Charlie got a job here,” her dad said.

      “Me too.” Mandie flashed him a smile. “We didn’t think it would happen, but here we are.”

      Charlie had been the second choice for the hospital pharmacy here in Five Island Cove, so the job had gone to someone else. He’d found a job in New York City, but when the medical director had called, Charlie had put in his two weeks, and they’d immediately made plans to make the move across the water to the cove.

      Mandie hadn’t even known there’d be a job here for her, as the Black Sand Bungalow had taken forever for Candace to close. Then, she’d started working on getting the proper permits and permissions to build and rebuild the house in the way she wanted.

      She’d been required to turn in blueprints, a timeline, and a full budget, and the Five Island Cove Planning and Zoning Commission had taken their sweet beach time getting back to her.

      At least you didn’t have to quit, Mandie thought. She’d gone into the offices of PastForward one day, fully expecting to tell Candace that Charlie had gotten a job in Five Island Cove, and she’d be leaving in three weeks.

      That day, Candace had announced that she needed a team for the Black Sand Bungalow, and she hadn’t looked away from Mandie during the whole meeting.

      No satellite office had been opened anywhere, and Mandie didn’t think Candace would open one here in the cove. It didn’t have the real estate to support that, the Black Sand Bungalow notwithstanding.

      She also hadn’t been able to get pregnant yet, and a squeeze of disappointment twinged through her whole body. Another sigh escaped her lips as she entered the living room behind her father.

      “Hello, dear.” Alice Kelton opened her arm to bring Mandie into her side, her smile so genuine. “It’s good to see you.”

      “You too, Alice.” Mandie hugged her back. “Thanks so much for letting us stay here.”

      “Of course,” she said easily. “Those bedrooms upstairs never get used.”

      “Wait,” Mandie said. “Ginny said she and Bob were here a couple of weeks ago.”

      Alice grinned. “Yes, and I’m headed there in another month, when she has the baby.”

      Mandie’s smile felt etched on face. “I can’t wait to see that baby.” She loved Ginny like her sister, though she and Charlie didn’t see his twin and her husband as often as Mandie would like. They lived in Boston, where Bob practiced law at a huge technology corporation. “Have they decided on a name?”

      “Ginny’s being very tight-lipped about it,” Alice said. “Last I heard, Ruby was their favorite, but that was a few months ago.”

      Mandie nodded, as she’d heard Ruby as well. Along with Leah, Lucy, and even Willow.

      The doorbell rang, and Mandie turned toward it. “That’s probably my friends.” A quiet excitement built within her as she went down the short hallway to the door and pulled it open.

      Alicia stood there, looking like she’d just stepped out of Modern Businesswoman, with Suzie at her side, dressed for a beach vacation in capri pants and a tank top. At the sight of them, Mandie forgot all her worries and disappointments.

      “You’re here.” She stepped out onto the porch, opening her arms to receive both of them at the same time. They formed a three-way hug, and Mandie sure was glad she didn’t have to work on this project with a new team.

      “I can’t believe you’re really moving back here,” Suzie said as she stepped back. “It’s so beautiful.”

      “And so quiet,” Alicia added. “I don’t know how you’ll survive without the city noise.”

      “I grew up here.” Mandie laughed, then sobered as she turned back to the house. “Come see everyone.” Her friends had met her parents before, as well as Charlie’s, as they’d all attended his graduation and the following party afterward.

      They wouldn’t be in town for long—Mandie had moved here, but Suzie, Alicia, and Candace were only going to be here for a few days to go over their final plans. Alicia was getting married next weekend, and after a week away on her honeymoon, she’d come back to Five Island Cove and join the field team working on the Black Sand Bungalow.

      After quick re-introductions to Charlie’s parents and Mandie’s father, Mandie tucked her hands in her pockets. “My mom is busy with a bride this afternoon.” She indicated the back patio and swimming pool, which hadn’t been fixed up for the summer yet.

      “Have you heard from Candace yet?” she asked as she led the way outside.

      “Flint texted to say we were lucky we’d left when we did.” Suzie pulled the door closed behind her.

      “What does that mean?” Mandie sat down at the small, round table on the patio.

      “She delayed her flight until Sunday night,” Alicia said in the practical, professional way she possessed. “I guess there was some problem with the Zombie House.”

      “I’ll tell you what,” Mandie said, pointing at her friends. “We dodged a bullet with that house.”

      “I’m not upset we didn’t get that one,” Suzie agreed. “Though…I’m not sure this black sand beast will be any better.”

      “Black sand beast.” Alicia giggled, and Mandie joined her.

      “I call it the cove cottage,” Mandie said, her grin more genuine now. “It’s what I imagine it’ll be once we’re finished.”

      “I’m worried this might be the one we don’t finish,” Alicia said.

      Suzie clapped her hands together and rubbed them. “I can’t wait to get in there and start bulldozing.”

      Despite its terrible condition, the bungalow had presence. Character. Soul. Mandie couldn’t wait to start working on it either, if only so all of her plans-on-paper could finally start to come to life. Sometimes there was such a thing as over-planning.

      She just wanted to get to work.

      “You know what we should do before Candace gets here?” Mandie asked.

      “You have that look on your face,” Suzie said. “The one I don’t like.”

      Mandie switched her gaze to Alicia. “What look?”

      “It’s a bit predatory,” Alicia said thoughtfully. “She’s right.”

      Mandie shook her head, trying to tame her smile and failing. “We should go to the library.”

      “The library?” Suzie asked, almost horrified.

      “I’ll go myself,” Mandie said. “I used to work there.”

      “We’ve heard.” Alicia got to her feet. “I’m going to go see if there’s something to drink here.”
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        * * *

      

      The Five Island Cove Library sat exactly where it always had, its red brick walls and white columns as familiar as her own reflection.

      “Mandie Kelton.” Tessa Martin looked up from the reference desk, her silver-streaked hair in its usual neat bun. “I heard you were coming back.”

      “News travels fast.” Mandie hugged her mother’s longtime friend and her former boss. “I need your help with something.”

      “Ooh, a mystery?” Tessa’s eyes twinkled.

      “I need to do some research on the real estate and construction market on Rocky Ridge.” Mandie hitched her backpack up onto her shoulder. She and Charlie had never owned a car, and she’d had her husband drop her off this morning before he went to sign some paperwork at the hospital.

      “We have some property records,” Tessa said. “I haven’t been through many of them, but I can get them for you.”

      “Microfiche?”

      “We’ve digitized it all,” Tessa said.

      “Thank goodness.” Mandie followed her out of her office and over to the research computers.

      Tessa put her hands on the keyboard and signed in, quickly navigating Mandie to the archives she needed. “Good luck. Let me know if you need anything, and come say goodbye before you go.” She gave Mandie a warm smile and moved away.

      She pulled out the notebook she’d brought with her and unhooked the pen from the wire coil. She started poking into the history of Rocky Ridge and the owners of the homes there, jotting down the names of the homeowners up and down the western coast of the island.

      Wheeler.

      Prescott.

      Helms.

      Williams.

      She paused there for a moment, leaning closer to the screen before she just made the font bigger. “Connor and Denise Williams.”

      She knew those names, but she wasn’t sure why they sat in her brain. She jotted them down and underlined them twice.

      Turner.

      Lyman.

      Adams.

      Mandie wasn’t sure what she was looking for. Candace did all the purchasing of properties, and this one had been abandoned decades ago.

      She sighed and leaned back, pressing her eyes closed and covering them with one hand. Movement on her right made her turn and look, and her mother slid into the seat beside.

      Mandie’s heart lifted. “Mom.”

      “I thought I’d find you here.” She grinned at Mandie with such love in her expression, and Mandie had always loved her mother. Her mom was also very, very good at loving her, and Mandie smiled back at her briefly.

      “Yeah, sure.” Mandie scoffed. “You texted Charlie.”

      She grinned and nudged her. “He did say you were coming here to look up information about the house.” She peered at the notebook, and Mandie pulled back her hand.

      “Connor and Denise are Alice’s parents,” Mom said.

      “What?” Robin dove back into the notebook. “No wonder I recognized their names.”

      “They own that house on Rocky Ridge,” Mom said. “And have for decades.”

      Mandie wanted that kind of life. One house, in one place, for a long time. She knew not many people did that anymore, but it was the small, slow, island life she wanted.

      “You know, Denise’s family owned a house there too, but they didn’t live there long.”

      Mandie scanned the names again. “Maybe I should go talk to Alice’s dad.” She’d met him before, at the wedding for sure, and perhaps she could get some insight on the history of homes on Rocky Ridge through him. No matter what, she’d like to talk to some of the residents near where they’d be working, as it was quite the lengthy process to take a house from abandoned and falling down to renewed and rebuilt.

      “Here they are,” Mom said. “Prescott.”

      Mandie looked at the name. “Prescott.” She returned to the archives and found the names. “Priscilla and James.” After looking over to her mom, she asked, “Do you know which one they lived in?”

      “I think it’s the first one after you turn onto Alice’s lane,” she said. “Her brother owned a house there at one point too, but Scott sold it when he made the move to Virginia.” Mom smiled fondly, her expression somewhere in the past. “We used to tease Alice that she’d own the whole island of Rocky Ridge. Oh, she hated that.”

      Mandie had heard the stories of how certain friends of her mother’s had left Five Island Cove the very moment they could—and Alice had been one of them. She’d come back to her roots, though, and Mandie put a star next to the name Prescott, determined to find out more about them.

      “Is it really the first one on that lane, Mom?”

      “I think so, yes.”

      “That’s the house we’ll be working on.” Mandie looked up from the list of names and met her mother’s eyes. Her heart started to race, and she wasn’t sure why.

      All old houses had secrets, even those that had been abandoned for over sixty years—and Mandie couldn’t wait to find out what the cove cottage had to tell her.
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      Alicia Halverson stared at her reflection in the full-length mirror of the bridal suite, hardly recognizing herself in the vintage-inspired lace gown she’d fallen in love with months ago. The dress hugged her curves before flowing out into a subtle A-line, and tiny pearls dotted the bodice like morning dew on spider webs.

      Her dark hair had been swept up into an elegant up-do, with a few tendrils framing her face. The stylist had woven baby’s breath and tiny white rosebuds through her hair, making her feel like a fairy tale princess.

      “Mama.” Lily appeared beside her, resplendent in her flower girl dress of pale green tulle. “You look like an angel.”

      Alicia’s eyes filled with tears, and she quickly blinked them back. No need to ruin her makeup before the ceremony even started. “Thank you, sweetheart.” She smoothed her hands down the front of her dress, her engagement ring catching the light. “You are the cutest thing in the world.”

      Lily giggled and did a twirl, which sent her skirt out in a fan.

      Suzie stepped forward with a tissue. “In case you need it later.” She tucked it under the shoulder strap of Alicia’s dress, and surprise flowed through her, rendering her still for a moment.

      “I’m not crying today.” But Alicia’s voice wavered as Gray entered the suite in his little tuxedo, looking so grown up it made her heart ache.

      “Mom, I saw Henry,” he said as he came over.

      Alicia wrapped him up in a hug, her pulse quickening at the mention of her soon-to-be husband. In less than an hour, she’d walk down the aisle and become Mrs. Henry Aldrich. “Did you? Is he ready for the wedding?”

      “I don’t know.” Gray stepped back. “He seemed to be. He was talking to Daniel.”

      Alicia nodded and took in the purity in the bride’s room. Everything came in tones of cream, white, and ivory. The wallpaper held texture, and as a restoration expert, Alicia felt right at home here. Her wedding dress matched the more ecru tones in the two-tone carpet, and she smoothed her hands over her hips again, admiring the subtle mermaid shape and how it fit her.

      She’d chosen dusty rose, sage, and a warm beige for her colors, and with the help of an amazing wedding planner, she’d gotten every detail in place—just like she did while at work. Honestly, planning her wedding had felt a lot like managing and working on the Hampton House or the Amaranth, two of her favorite projects in the past couple of years.

      “Everything’s ready.” Mandie turned from the doorway, where she’d been speaking with someone. She carried elegance in her shoulders, which held up a beautiful dusty rose bridesmaid gown. “Sherri says everything is set in the chapel. Flowers, ushers, and the bows hanging from the ceiling are perfection.”

      She smiled with so much energy that Alicia felt it way down in her heart.

      “Okay.” Alicia nodded, trying to focus on the present moment instead of the nervous, swirling thoughts about her future. She loved Henry with all her heart, but the idea of blending their lives together still felt daunting. She couldn’t believe she was doing this again, after so much heartache when her first marriage had ended unexpectedly.

      She, Henry, and the kids would be spending the summer in Five Island Cove while she worked on the Black Sand Bungalow project, then moving into Henry’s house in Yonkers when school started. The kids would have to change schools, make new friends, adjust to a new routine…

      She’d have to figure out how to get them to Ryan, their father, and how to work in the field two hours—and a huge body of water—away, because the abandoned house in Five Island Cove was going to take a lot longer than three months to complete.

      “I know that look.” Mandie took Alicia’s hands in hers. “Suze, she’s overthinking everything again.”

      Alicia glared at her. “I’m not⁠—”

      “You are.” Mandie squeezed her fingers as Suzie arrived in their huddle. “Marriage is about compromise and trust. You and Henry will figure everything out together.”

      Alicia managed a smile, though her relationship with Henry wasn’t at the top of her Things-I’m-Worried-About list. Mandie had no idea how everything changed when a baby came into a family. She and Charlie had moved to Five Island Cove. She wouldn’t have to manage relationships and motherhood from hundreds of miles away.

      But she said nothing, because today was her wedding day, and she and Henry had a plan for this next week in St. Maarten, and then for the next three months in Five Island Cove.

      They’d rented a beautiful, if tiny, house right on the beach, and Henry had gotten permission to work remotely so he could be with the kids.

      If only she could believe what her friends and mother had told her so many times.

      Everything will work out.

      It will be fine.

      “…right?” Suzie moved closer, causing Alicia to blink back to the conversation. “You weren’t even listening.”

      “I’m getting married in thirty minutes,” Alicia said, a sudden flurry in her stomach. “I’m allowed to be distracted.” She pulled her hands back and nudged Suzie gently with her elbow. “When is Daniel going to propose?”

      Suzie’s cheeks flushed pink. “I don’t know,” she mumbled.

      “You do want to get married, though, right?” Mandie asked.

      “Yes,” Suzie said. “We’ve talked about it.”

      Alicia exchanged a glance with Mandie, and neither one of them jumped to say anything else. Suzie had fallen fast for Daniel—and he for her—but they’d then taken things slowly after that. She’d told them she probably wouldn’t be able to have children due to her age, and weeks later, she’d confessed she didn’t really think she was suited for motherhood anyway.

      “So there’s no real rush,” she’d said.

      Before Suzie could speak into the silence, the wedding planner bustled in. “It’s time for final touches, ladies. We start in twenty minutes.”

      Alicia’s mother approached with the veil, and suddenly the room buzzed with activity. Mandie touched up Alicia’s lipstick while Suzie fiddled with the train. Lily practiced her flower-tossing technique while Gray stood at attention, taking his ring bearer duties very seriously.

      “I can’t believe my baby’s getting married again.” Mom dabbed at her eyes with a tissue. “And to such a wonderful man.”

      “He is wonderful.” Alicia smiled, thinking of how naturally Henry fit into their lives. How he’d won over her children with patience and genuine interest in their lives. How he made her feel safe and cherished and completely herself.

      The wedding planner reappeared. “Five minutes, everyone. Let’s all take our places.” She smiled graciously as she collected Lily and Gray, and Alicia’s mother went with them too.

      Alicia’s heart began to race as the room emptied. This was really happening, and everyone would be waiting for her, staring at her. “Wait.” She grabbed Mandie’s arm. “What if⁠—?”

      “No what-ifs,” Mandie said firmly. “You love Henry. He loves you and your children. Everything else will work itself out.”

      “But the summer in Five Island Cove, and then moving to Yonkers, and what if the project takes longer than we think? I’ll be working—” She fell silent as someone else appeared in the now-open doorway.

      An imposing figure.

      Her boss, Candace Ewing. She wore a navy blue dress studded with sequins, which had to cost more than Alicia made in a year. Still, something about Candace’s smile reminded Alicia that the woman was a human being, with flesh that bled like everyone else.

      “I just wanted to come say congratulations before things get crazy.” She entered the room, her blue eyes sparkling with friendship. She smiled at Alicia. “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” Alicia took a deep breath, smoothing her hands down her dress one last time, and leaned in to hug Candace lightly. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      She did hard things every day at work. She had no idea from one moment to the next how to parent her children, but she did the best she could.

      This was the same—she’d take one step at a time until she arrived at Henry’s side. Then, she wouldn’t be alone anymore.

      Suzie and Mandie lined up in the hallway with Daniel and Charlie. Lily headed the procession with her basket of rose petals, then Gray with the rings, followed by the small wedding party, which included Henry’s sister and her husband. Alicia’s mother kissed her cheek before hurrying off, leaving Alicia alone with her father.

      “You look radiant, sweetheart.” Dad’s eyes shone brightly as he offered his arm.

      The wedding march began to play from in the chapel, and Alicia’s breath caught in her throat. Lily would have to lead everyone down the stairs, and she suddenly worried her daughter might trip. “Thanks, Dad,” she said just as Candace disappeared around the corner too.

      When the wedding planner gestured her forward, Lily took the first step, seemingly without any trouble at all. Gray followed, his back straight and his steps measured, the ring pillow held carefully in front of him.

      Henry’s sister, Lenore, and her husband, Caleb, took their first steps forward, and Alicia’s grip on her father’s arm tightened.

      Dad looked at her but said nothing. She’d been nervous right before her first wedding too, and when she’d said something, her dad had assured her and reassured her that Ryan loved her. He’d apologized for that once everything had come out—all the lies, all the troubles—and her husband had filed for divorce, and Alicia had told him it wasn’t his fault.

      But he offered no such reassurances today. Alicia took a breath and searched inside herself as Mandie and Charlie moved forward. Suzie and Daniel would go next, and Alicia had to make a decision.

      Images of Henry with the children, with her family on holidays, out with their friends…he adored her, and she loved him. He’d already shown her over and over what he’d do for her, Gray, and Lily, and his loyalty and love had been proven.

      “Ready?” her father asked, and Alicia blinked, realizing the hallway sat empty. Suzie and Daniel had gone.

      She nodded, cleared her throat, and said, “Yes,” in a sure voice. Alicia gripped her father’s arm as they stepped down the hall and to the top of the steps.

      Sunlight streamed through the stained glass windows at the other end of the chapel, casting rainbow patterns across the hardwood floors. Ivory roses and sage bows decorated the end of each row, with dusty pink ribbons draped elegantly between them.

      But Alicia barely noticed any of it, because Henry stood at the altar, and the look on his face when he saw her made her heart stop.

      Pure joy and love radiated from him, and suddenly all her worries about the future melted away. This man loved her. He loved her children. She didn’t need any assurances from anyone—she felt everything in her mind, heart, and gut.

      She started down the steps, careful to land on her foot surely before moving. Henry’s smile grew with each step she took, and she couldn’t help smiling back. Finally, she reached the bottom of the steps, and everyone else in the wedding party had already walked down the aisle.

      She paused, soaking up the sunshine, the beauty of the room before her, the smile on her mother’s face, the way her friends and family filled the room with love and light.

      In that moment, Daniel stepped forward and held up one hand. “I have something to say.”

      Alicia’s pulse pranced through her veins; a murmur ran through the crowd. A few feet away, a legit growl came from Sherri’s throat. Her heels clicked into the silence as heads continued to turn toward Daniel, and she hissed, “I will take care of this.”

      But Daniel had just pulled a black velvet ring box out of his pocket, and Alicia shook her head. “No, it’s fine.”

      Daniel met her eyes, and Alicia nodded at him. That gave him permission to turn toward Suzie and say, “Can I get Suzette Paxman out here?”

      “No,” Suzie said loud enough for everyone to hear.

      Mandie moved to her side and practically hauled her out of the bridesmaid line. She gave her a little push forward, and Suzie looked like a new fawn who’d never walked before as she stumbled toward Daniel.

      She huffed and brushed her non-bouquet-holding hand down the front of her sage-green gown. Daniel dropped to one knee and held up the ring box. The entire congregation seemed to hold its breath as Daniel cleared his throat. Suzie, in true Suzie fashion, stood frozen, her bouquet of roses trembling in her hands as she stared down at Daniel.

      “Suzette Paxman.” His voice carried clearly through the chapel. “We first met for dinner, and I think I fell in love with you before the main course was served. I’ve been falling more and more in love with you every day since. You’re all I’ve ever wanted, and you’d make me the happiest man throughout the ages if you’ll be my wife. Will you marry me?”

      Alicia switched her gaze to one of her best friends, expecting Suzie to exclaim, “Yes!” the crowd to clap, and her wedding to resume.

      But Suzie just stood there, staring at Daniel silently.
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      Suzette Paxman did not like the spotlight.

      Daniel knew this, and yet, he’d turned on the brightest beam in the world and aimed it directly at her.

      She stared down at Daniel, her heart hammering against her ribs like a caged bird desperate for escape. The entire chapel held its breath, waiting for her answer, and the weight of every single pair of eyes bored into her.

      Daniel’s face radiated hope and love, his dark eyes searching hers for the response he clearly expected. The ring box trembled slightly in his outstretched hand, the diamond catching the light streaming throughout this beautiful hall.

      She opened her mouth, but no sound came out. The silence stretched on, becoming more awkward with each passing second. Someone in the congregation shifted uncomfortably, and she heard what sounded like Mandie’s disgruntled sigh from somewhere behind her.

      “Suzie?” Daniel’s voice carried the faintest note of uncertainty now.

      Heat crawled up her neck and spread across her cheeks. This wasn’t how proposals were supposed to go. She was supposed to cry happy tears and throw herself into his arms, not transform into a statue while everyone—strangers—witnessed her having a panic attack.

      But the truth was, she’d never imagined herself getting married. Not really. She’d spent most of her adult life convinced she was too difficult, too blunt, too much of everything for anyone to want permanently. Even with Daniel, even knowing how much he loved her, some part of her kept waiting for him to realize he’d made a mistake.

      And now he was asking her to marry him in front of all these people, at her best friend’s wedding? She couldn’t seem to form words.

      Mandie’s arm laced through hers and took the bouquet. “You tell that man yes, because you love him,” she whispered. “And Alicia is still waiting at the end of the aisle.”

      Suzie moved her eyes to Mandie, who nodded decisively, took the bouquet, and faded into the background again.

      She looked down at Daniel, the warmest wave on the planet washing over her. She had no other way to describe it except for love.

      “Yes.” The word finally escaped her lips, barely above a whisper. She cleared her throat and nodded.

      Daniel’s face broke into a grin. “Yes?”

      “Yes,” she said louder, a smile starting to spread across her face. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      The chapel erupted in applause and cheers as Daniel slipped the ring onto her finger. He stood and pulled her into his arms, spinning her around as she laughed despite the knot of anxiety still twisted in her stomach.

      When he set her down, she caught sight of Alicia’s face—pure joy mixed with just a hint of exasperation at having her wedding interrupted. Mandie beamed at her from the bridesmaid line, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “Sorry,” Suzie called out to Alicia, holding up her left hand to show off the ring. “Your turn now.”

      The ceremony resumed, and Suzie tried to focus on her friend’s beautiful moment, but her mind kept spinning. Engaged. She was engaged. The ring felt foreign on her finger, heavier than she’d expected, and she kept twisting it around and around.

      “I do,” Alicia said first, and Suzie managed to listen while the pastor asked Henry if he’d love, honor, and cherish Alicia. The man had been at her side relentlessly for the past couple of years, and Suzie found them to be one of the cutest couples ever.

      “I do,” Henry said, and Suzie sighed in bliss for her friend. While she was thinking about things she couldn’t believe, she could add having friends to the list.

      She’d come so far in such a short amount of time, and Suzie tipped her head back slightly and smiled up to the ceiling.

      During the reception, it seemed like every single person—again, strangers; people she did not know—wanted to congratulate her and Daniel and ask about wedding plans. When were they thinking? Had they set a date? Where would they have it? What kind of dress did she want?

      “We haven’t really decided on specifics yet,” she found herself saying over and over, Daniel’s arm warm around her waist as he fielded questions with much more grace than she managed.

      “We’ll figure it out,” he kept adding with that smile that made her heart flutter even as her anxiety spiked.

      What kind of dress did she want? She had no idea. She’d just bought her first dress in a decade to attend the unveiling gala for the Amaranth. She’d only been able to do that, because Mandie and Alicia had gone with her.

      By the time Alicia and Henry cut the cake, Suzie’s skin crawled and she wanted to scratch it all off. She loved Daniel—she one-hundred-percent did—but the sudden spotlight on their relationship, the expectations, the assumption that she’d transform overnight into someone who knew there were different kinds of dresses and register for china patterns, left her feeling like she couldn’t get a decent breath.

      “I need some air,” she whispered to Daniel as Alicia and Henry moved onto the dance floor.

      He switched his smile to her, his eyes turning concerned. “Too much excitement for one day?”

      “Yes.” She managed a smile as he pressed a kiss to her temple.

      “Sorry, Suze. I should’ve known to propose to you in private.”

      “It’s okay,” she assured him as she stepped back. “Really. I’ll just step outside for a minute.”

      “Want me to come with you?”

      “No, stay. I just need five minutes.” She slipped out of the ballroom and into the cool evening air, grateful for the quiet. The sun had set while they’d been inside, and the first stars pricked the darkness of the sky above the city.

      Her phone buzzed with a text, but Suzie ignored it. She suspected it would be from Mandie, who never missed anything.

      She drew in a deep breath, getting the saltiness of the sea, as Alicia and Henry had chosen a waterfront venue for their nuptials. “This is good,” she told herself. Just because she hadn’t imagined her life to be the one she was currently living didn’t mean it wasn’t exactly the life she deserved.
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        * * *

      

      Three days later, Suzie stood on the ferry deck, watching Rocky Ridge grow larger as they approached the northern island. The spring morning air carried a chill that made her pull her jacket tighter, but the sun promised warmth later in the day.

      She’d barely slept the night before, excitement buzzing through her veins like electricity. Alicia and Henry were somewhere in the Caribbean on their honeymoon, and Mandie had texted that morning to say she and Charlie were looking at a house on Pearl Island that had just come on the market.

      Which meant Suzie had the Black Sand Bungalow all to herself today. Everything in Five Island Cove belonged to her, as she’d rented a small one-bedroom condo on Diamond Island for the duration of the project—nothing fancy, but it had a view of the harbor and came furnished. More importantly, it was hers alone, a sanctuary where she could decompress after long days of work and social interaction.

      Daniel had a job in the city, but he could get here in a couple of hours, and they’d already planned for him to come to the cove this weekend. She still had her grandmother’s house in the city too, and Suzie didn’t want to get rid of that.

      While she loved the cove, and she could see why Mandie wanted to relocate here permanently, Suzie felt a familial pull to the house she’d inherited but didn’t currently live in.

      “Perhaps Daniel and I…” She let the thought flow out of her mouth in a whisper, but she didn’t dare complete it. She should probably tell him about the house before she made plans for them to start their life there.

      The ferry docked with a gentle bump, and Suzie gathered her backpack and toolbox. The walk from the ferry station to the project site took twenty minutes, or she could get what they called a RideShare and be there in seven.

      Today, she wanted to walk, because she wanted to center her thoughts, breathe in the freshest air of her life, and see the neighborhood from a new perspective.

      The streets here reminded her of small-town America—a simple strip of asphalt without lines on the sides or down the middle. Nothing had been laid out in a grid, but followed the contours of the rocky island, with weathered shingle houses that boasted just-starting gardens. Rocky Ridge had a different feel from Diamond Island—quieter, more isolated, with fewer tourists and more year-round residents—most of them older folks—who nodded politely or lifted a garden-gloved hand as she went by.

      The Black Sand Bungalow sat at the front end of a lane that kept going north along the sea cliff, surrounded by tall pitch pine trees that had grown wild in the decades since anyone had maintained the property.

      Suzie saw a couple of towering black oaks, surprised they’d been able to grow so tall in this sandy soil and windy environment. The shadbrush stood much shorter, and they’d just bloomed, so they looked like great big puffballs of pure white popcorn.

      Suzie paused at the rusty gate, breathing in the flower-scented air and studying the house that would consume her life for the next several months. A certain giddiness flowed through her, because she loved taking things from completely neglected and dilapidated to functional, beautiful, and restored.

      Honestly, the journey of the projects she worked on mirrored her own life. She’d felt as neglected as this house at one point in her life, and now she had a great career, meaningful friendships, and a loving fiancé.

      “So what’s next?” she wondered, and she didn’t mean just for the house.

      She pushed open the gate and stepped onto the property. Calling the structure a bungalow was generous. The house sagged like an old woman bent with age, its cedar shingles weathered to gray and many missing entirely. The front porch had partially collapsed, and several windows boasted plywood that had warped and split with time, harsh weather conditions, and the salty humidity in the air.

      But Suzie saw past the decay to the bones underneath. The roofline had good proportions, and the stone foundation looked solid despite the ivy that had claimed it. This house had character, history, stories to tell.

      Her soul yearned for such things, and Suzie let the magnificence and wonder of the past move through her as she approached the front door, fishing the key from her pocket. Candace had warned them that the interior was in rough shape, but Suzie preferred to form her own opinions.

      The door stuck, swollen with decades of moisture, and she had to put her shoulder into it before it finally gave way with a protesting groan. The musty, damp smell hit her immediately, and it carried undertones of something she couldn’t quite identify. Not decay exactly, but the scent of a place that had been closed up and forgotten.

      Despite the sunlight outside, Suzie pulled out her phone and turned on the flashlight, sweeping the beam across the front room. Water damage had buckled the hardwood floors in several places, and ancient wallpaper peeled from the walls in long, curling strips. A stone fireplace dominated one wall, its hearth filled with debris and what looked like an old bird’s nest.

      But the windows were larger than they’d appeared from outside, and once she pried the boards off, natural light would flood the space. The crown molding was intact, and the built-in bookcases flanking the fireplace showed craftsmanship that modern construction rarely matched.

      She moved through the house methodically, her excitement building with each room, though she couldn’t go up to the second floor. Mandie had said the damage up there had soaked into the joists, and it wouldn’t bear much weight.

      The kitchen would need to be completely gutted—the cabinets had rotted through in places, and the doorway that led out the back held no door. But the dining room had beautiful wainscoting beneath layers of peeling paint, and the main bedroom featured a bay window that would be stunning once restored.

      She simply peered out at the deck, as Mandie and Candace had already made a plethora of notes about the outdoor needs and landscaping problems. She moved into the last room on the first floor, a very small space—probably only ten-feet by ten-feet.

      This room seemed to be in worse shape than the others, with a section of the exterior wall that had pierced by a tree limb, probably during a winter storm that sent branches whipping. The plaster had fallen away in chunks, exposing the wooden lath underneath.

      As Suzie examined the damage, something pink and pearly caught her eye. Behind a particularly large section of fallen plaster, set into the wall at about shoulder height, sat a small decorative tile. It was maybe four inches square, made of what looked like hand-painted ceramic. The colors had faded, but she could make out a design—a family crest or coat of arms, with symbols she didn’t recognize.

      Suzie pulled out her phone and snapped several photos, then carefully worked the tile free from its setting. It came away easily, as if it had been placed there deliberately rather than incorporated into the original construction. The back was smooth, with no mortar or adhesive residue.

      She held it up to the light streaming through the damaged wall, studying the faded design. Why would someone hide a decorative tile inside a wall? And why this particular wall, in what had probably been a child’s bedroom or a storage room?

      The rational part of her mind suggested it could be nothing—maybe a repair job gone wrong, or a leftover piece from some long-ago renovation. Something blown here by the wind and embedded in the plaster with the tree limb.

      But her instincts, honed by years of restoration work, told her this was something more. Something deliberately hidden.

      She slipped the tile into her backpack, thinking, Every old house has secrets.

      As she worked her way back through the house, making notes and taking measurements, Suzie found herself wondering about the families who had lived here. According to the property records Mandie had shared, the house had belonged to the Prescott family for decades before being abandoned. What had driven them to leave? And what had they left behind?

      By the time she locked up and called for a ride, the sun had risen to almost directly overhead, and Suzie tipped her face back to soak in the warm rays. “This is going to be a great summer,” she told herself.

      The ferry ride back to Diamond Island gave her time to think as she watched the water churn while Rocky Ridge receded behind them. She’d always been good at puzzles, at seeing patterns others missed. It was what made her valuable to PastForward—her ability to look at a damaged structure and envision not just what it had been, but what it could become.

      Despite her natural inclination to work alone, Suzie found herself eager to share her discovery with Mandie and Alicia. They’d become more than colleagues over the past few years—they’d become the family she’d never thought she’d have. And families shared their secrets.

      Her phone buzzed with a text from Daniel: What are you doing today? Anything fun while you want for your project to start?

      Suzie smiled as she typed back. I went to the site today.

      She looked down at her engagement ring, catching the light as the ferry pulled into the station on Diamond Island. Maybe she was finally ready to stop waiting for the other shoe to drop. Maybe she was ready to believe that good things—love, friendship, a home, a future—could actually be hers.

      She didn’t have to expect heartbreak because it was all that existed her past. She could build a completely different future for herself, one brick, board, or tile at a time.
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