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      Robin Grover stared at her phone as if it had personally betrayed her. As a wedding planner, she should expect problems—and she did.

      At the same time, she’d planned and executed dozens of weddings where emergencies didn’t happen, Mother Nature played nice, and everything went off without a hitch.

      But apparently, Liam and Julia’s wedding tomorrow—tomorrow—wasn’t going to be one of them.

      She let her eyes fall closed, and she held the position as she breathed in deeply. It was her job to find solutions to the emergencies.

      Flowers, she thought even as the florist’s panicked voice echoed through her head. There had to be thousands of flowers in Five Island Cove. Robin just needed to find them and get them to the white sand beach on the south side of Diamond Island.

      No big deal.

      She opened her eyes and started scrolling through her contacts. She had whole binders filled with vendors, and she landed on a name—Poison Ivy. Maybe not the best name for a wedding florist, but a florist all the same.

      In fact, with seven weddings—yes, seven—on the calendar in the next six months, the desk in her office had disappeared beneath a sea of binders, sample books, and to-do lists. Her wedding planner’s emergency kit—a massive file folder box filled with everything from safety pins to smelling salts—sat open on the counter lining the built-in bookshelves, ready for tomorrow’s festivities.

      Hey Jessa! she said, texting the owner of Poison Ivy. Wondering if you have flowers for a wedding tomorrow? Colors are sage, pumpkin, and sky blue, but I’ll take anything you can get close. There’s been an emergency at my regular supplier.

      Robin didn’t have to apologize for not booking Poison Ivy the first time around. She just needed to find centerpieces for tomorrow’s beachside dinner.

      Duke appeared in the doorway, his broad shoulders filling the frame. “What’s going on? I’ve yelled for you three times. Lunch is here.”

      Robin looked up at the shortness in his tone, realizing she’d fallen into her work again. “Sorry,” she said with a sigh.

      “Bad news?” Duke came forward, and Robin eased herself into his arms. He hadn’t gone to Alaska this summer for the first time in years, and she prayed every night that the catch here would be enough to pay their bills.

      They had a wedding to pay for too, after all.

      “The florist just called. Their refrigeration unit broke down overnight.” Robin stepped back and ran her fingers through her honey-blonde hair, not caring that she was destroying the careful styling she’d done for today’s final venue walkthrough.

      It was supposed to rain anyway—just one more thing Robin needed to solve. But she couldn’t reach up into the atmosphere, throttle Mother Nature, and make her blow the approaching storm away from Five Island Cove.

      Robin looked at the scrawled note on the notepad on her desk. “Half the flowers for Julia’s centerpieces are wilted beyond salvation.”

      “Well, that’s not good.” Duke huffed out a breath, and he was such an amazing man and perfect partner that he’d probably go anywhere to get Robin the flowers she needed for tomorrow’s nuptials. “Can they get more?”

      “They’re trying, but it’s June, baby. Every florist on the Eastern Seaboard is booked solid with weddings—and it’s not like I can just run to another city and get some.”

      Robin picked up her planner and flipped through it with such force she nearly tore a page. “I’ve got seven weddings this summer, Duke. Seven.”

      One of which was their daughter’s, and fine, Robin could admit having her twenty-year-old get married wasn’t exactly the most comforting thing in the world for her.

      “And the first one is falling apart before my eyes.”

      Duke placed his hands on her shoulders, his touch instantly grounding her. “Robin, love, if anyone can find a few flowers, it’s you.”

      Robin leaned into his solid warmth for just a moment before pulling away. “I need to call Maddy, because she’s meeting me for the walk-through tonight, and we need to make sure the impending rain isn’t going to ruin the whole day.”

      “It’s supposed to blow over overnight,” Duke said.

      Robin barely heard him. “I still need to meet Alice to go over the legal paperwork for our three family weddings.”

      “I thought you finished the paperwork last week?”

      “That was just Julia and Liam’s, and another client, McKenzie. Alice is helping with all the marriage licenses, prenups, and property agreements for the kids.”

      “Mm-hm, sure.”

      “Ginny just confirmed she’s moving her wedding from October to August, and Mandie—” Robin’s voice caught as her emotions surged. “Our daughter moved her wedding from next summer into Ginny’s spot.”

      They’d so planned that too, which didn’t surprise Robin. Ginny, Mandie, and Charlie all lived together, and Mandie was best friends with her fiancé’s sister. Her gaze swept the desk, the bookshelves, even the couch covered in fabric samples.

      “I’m drowning in details.”

      “Come eat lunch.” He took her hand and gently guided her out of the office. Robin loved her new house, including that she could close the door on her wedding planning and leave it behind to deal with later.

      Duke actually pulled the door closed with a final click, then took her into the kitchen, where the scent of coffee mingled with the vinegary one of her balsamic vinaigrette.

      Duke poured her a fresh cup of coffee and slid it across the counter as she sat at the bar. “I’m glad I decided to skip Alaska this season.”

      Robin paused, the mug halfway to her lips. “I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t here.”

      “You’d manage.” Duke kissed her forehead and transferred her salad from the plastic clamshell container to a bigger bowl. He poured in the vinaigrette and handed her a fork. “But I wouldn’t miss our daughter’s wedding for anything, even if it did get moved up by nine months.”

      Duke had definitely been handling Mandie and Charlie’s engagement better than Robin, though she thought she’d been hiding her worries fairly well.

      Robin’s phone buzzed just as she’d forked up her first bite of lettuce, avocado, and chicken. “Oh, it’s Jessa.”

      She’d barely seen the first few words of the text—Let me see what I can do and—before her phone rang. Julia’s name covered the text, and Robin very nearly dropped her phone in surprise.

      “It’s Julia,” she said, abandoning her salad completely. “I’m going to put her on speaker.”

      “We’ve got this.” Duke sat beside her and picked up his BLT.

      Robin swiped on the call. “Julia, hey.”

      “Robin, I just checked the weather app again.”

      “I told you not to do that,” Robin said. “It’s June, and we live in the middle of the ocean.” The weather changed minute by minute, and checking the weather now for an afternoon event tomorrow didn’t help anyone.

      “Sixty percent chance of rain tomorrow at four o’clock,” Julia said. “That only goes up by five.” She didn’t speak in a supersonic voice, the way some of Robin’s hysterical brides did. But her even, almost dejected tone was somehow worse.

      “I just need you to be straight with me,” Julia said. “Will we be able to have the ceremony on the beach?”

      “I don’t know.” Robin sighed and looked over to her husband. “Maddy and I are going over there in a couple of hours. And Julia, the Winehouse knows what to do in the case of inclement weather. They’ll have a plan, and the wedding will be absolutely beautiful.”

      She refrained from adding anything else. The wedding would be beautiful, period.

      “I know,” Julia said, but she didn’t sound like she believed Robin.

      “Did your boys make it to the cove?” Robin asked, deftly guiding the conversation somewhere else. For a few months, Julia wasn’t sure all three of her sons would be able to attend her wedding, as her youngest worked for the FBI, and apparently had a lot of red tape to go through to get time off.

      But Andrew had managed it, and Julia’s three sons and her one daughter-in-law should’ve arrived on the eleven-fifteen flight from New York.

      Yes, Robin had too many details in her head.

      “Yes,” Julia said, her tone brightening then. “They’ve all arrived, and we just sat down for crab cakes.”

      “Then why are you on the phone with me?” Robin laughed lightly and shook her head. “I’m hanging up. I’ve got everything handled, Julia. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “I don’t know what I’d do without you,” Julia said, and Robin let her end the call.

      Robin sighed, her shoulders pressing forward as if she carried something heavy there.

      “You didn’t tell her about the flowers,” Duke said.

      “It’s policy to only tell the bride what she needs to know.” Robin picked up her fork and stuck her bite of salad in her mouth.

      Duke chuckled and shook his head. “All right, but I saw that note in your office that said Liam’s mother is allergic to daisies, so…” He nodded to her phone. “You better check with Jessa to see what she’s got.”

      Robin practically dove onto her phone. “I forgot about the daisies.” That would’ve been a disaster. But things didn’t get better when she saw Jessa’s messages.

      Let me see what I can do and I’ll get back to you.

      I can get you a bunch of lilies, roses, peonies, and gardenias. Not sure on the colors, but I can see?

      Just heard back from Greg, who’s in the city today. I spoke too soon. He can only get peonies and gardenias. He’s sending pictures.

      The next few texts showed white flowers, along with some nice, pink peonies. Too bad pink wasn’t a color Julia had chosen for her ceremony.

      How many centerpieces can you do with that? Robin sent her. And what am I looking at in terms of cost? The wedding is tomorrow, Jessa…

      She started thinking about dying the white flowers the color she needed—which was totally insane. Robin didn’t have time for that, did she?

      “Hon, you need to eat.” Duke plucked her phone from her hand and turned it over before setting it down on his other side. “What can I do?”

      Robin thought for a moment while she took another bite of her salad. “Call your fishing buddy, Steven. Marianne has that cutting garden, right? See if she has any orange tiger lilies, or anything white that isn’t a daisy that I could buy.”

      “On it.” Duke pulled his phone out. “What else?”

      “I’m going to pick up the table runners from the dry cleaner on my way to the Winehouse, but I’d love it if you could follow up with Mandie on the bridesmaids’ gifts. She was supposed to be getting those from the jeweler next door to the drug store today, and I don’t want her to forget.”

      “Your daughter? Forget something?” Duke scoffed, but his fingers continued to fly across the screen. He grinned at her and leaned over to give her a quick kiss. “I can see you’re dying without your binders.”

      He picked up her phone and handed it to her. The way it vibrated as she took it told her someone else had messaged. Hopefully Jessa, saying the flowers were free and they’d be here by five o’clock tonight so Robin could inspect them.

      “Go. Take your salad back to your office and save the world.”

      Robin took an extra moment to kiss him properly, savoring the way her love for him sparked and kindled way down in her stomach. She smiled as she ducked her head, the moment lengthening and reminding her what weddings were really about.

      Love. True love, like the kind she shared with Duke.

      She wished that for all of her brides that summer, especially her own daughter. As she gathered her salad and took it and her phone with her, something inside her calmed when she thought of Mandie and Charlie.

      They’d been together for a long time, and Robin didn’t need to doubt either of them. So she thought they were too young; it didn’t mean getting married wasn’t the right thing for them.

      Heck, she and Duke had gotten married young too, and Robin refused to be like her mother in any way. She would not say anything to Mandie that might indicate that she didn’t trust her, or believe in her, or that she might not—even slightly—support her.

      When she needed to leave, Robin gathered her planner, phone, and an emergency notebook just as a crutch. She found Duke asleep on the couch, the neighbor’s cat curled on his chest, and a bolt of gratitude struck her fully in the chest.

      He got up at three in the morning to go fishing, and he’d given up his position on an Alaskan team that had earned them enough to pay for this beautiful new home, support Robin and the girls, and provide them with the amazing life she enjoyed.

      And he’d been doing it for decades.

      She smiled softly at him, grabbed her keys, and slipped out of the house. After taking a moment to text Jamie—I’m doing the walkthrough on the beach tonight. Dad’s asleep on the couch, and Mandie’s closing the drug store. Tell me you’re going to be responsible about coming home after work—no side trips to see anyone—and that you can help Dad get dinner on the table—she took a deep, cleansing breath.

      Thankfully, Jamie didn’t have a boyfriend, and she did have a job at a cookie company that had come to the cove. She still seemed to be boy-crazy, and Robin didn’t quite know how to deal with it. Mandie hadn’t really been like that.

      I’m finishing up now, and Paulo brought over a bunch of pizza that didn’t get sold during lunch, so I’ll have dinner for everyone.

      Perfect, Robin said, and then she flipped her minivan into reverse and got herself down to the beach to make sure tomorrow’s wedding went off without a hitch.

      She noticed the crystal blue water, then the way the clouds rolled in and cut off the sunlight casting sparkles everywhere. Robin peered up through the windshield, actually glad to see the arrival of the storm. That meant it would bluster throughout the night and leave tomorrow alone.

      As she pulled into the Winehouse, her phone buzzed with a text from Alice: At the courthouse. Got all the paperwork for Julia and Liam.

      Thank you, Alice, Robin texted back. You’re a lifesaver. She reached over to her bag and pulled out the clipboard. She checked off marriage certificate and looked at the long list of things still to do before the I-do was said.

      A great sense of overwhelm hit her, but she reminded herself sternly, “You’ve done this before. It’ll all come together.”

      Dead flowers, threatening rain, panicking and yet dejected bride…so about usual.

      And Robin would handle it all, the way she always did.

      She caught sight of Maddy as she stepped elegantly out of a RideShare, and Robin reached for her bag and heaved it across the console and into her lap.

      “All right,” she told herself, straightening her shoulders. “Time to go make some wedding magic happen.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Julia Harper stood on the sidewalk, the beach expanding in front of her as her heart fluttered like the white ribbons adorning the ceremony chairs. The afternoon sun kissed her skin, warm and gentle—nothing like the torrential downpour that had rattled her nerves the night before.

      “I can’t believe it,” she whispered, gazing at the perfectly blue sky. It seemed to shine with a glow all its own, and Julia’s soul soaked it all up. “Robin promised the weather would clear, but I didn’t believe her.”

      Maddy, her unexpected best friend, squeezed her arm. “Five Island Cove magic. It never fails.”

      From their vantage point, Julia could see the entire setup on Diamond Island’s south beach. White chairs arranged in neat rows on the smooth, white sand. An elegant driftwood arch draped with flowing fabric and the most beautiful floral arrangements she’d ever seen—peonies and roses in soft blush and cream, with lilies in her deeper, darker pumpkin orange.

      Robin had added pink at the last minute, claiming the blue sky would compliment it all beautifully—and there’d been a floral emergency that Julia hadn’t known about until this morning. Robin had solved it before telling her, and Julia’s joy seeped through every cell in her body as she gazed at the perfect arrangement in front of her.

      The ocean stretched beyond, a glittering backdrop of endless blue that seemed to cast the color over everything exactly the way Julia wanted it to—just as Robin had said.

      “Mom?” Will’s voice came from behind her. “Ian’s ready for you.”

      Julia turned to find her oldest son standing there, handsome in his charcoal suit. At twenty-eight, he looked so much like his father she sometimes got caught off-guard. But the warm smile he offered belonged only to him.

      “Thank you.” She leaned into him, careful to pass her bouquet to Maddy first. “I’m so glad you came.” She pulled back and smiled at him. “The next wedding we attend will be yours.”

      Will ducked his head, though he’d asked his long-time girlfriend, Rachel, to be his wife a couple of months ago. They’d set a date for next April, in Washington D.C., and Julia thanked God every day that her nightmarish divorce had not poisoned her sons against marriage.

      She stepped away from Will and into the arms of her second son, Spencer. He’d been married for a couple of years now, and Julia kept hoping for a grandchild. He’d finished up his electrician’s license and now worked in the city as a Journeyman, while Allison, his wife, worked in an accounting firm.

      They’d been the most supportive and communicative with Julia since the divorce, what with her move to Nantucket, and then Five Island Cove.

      “Mm, I love you,” she whispered to her son, and he murmured the words back. She gave Ali a squeeze, and they positioned themselves behind Will and Rachel to walk down the aisle in Julia and Liam’s wedding party.

      She faced her youngest son—Andrew. He’d let his hair grow far too long, but Julia hadn’t verbally commented on it. She’d simply swept her fingers through the long fringe when she’d picked him up from the airport, no words necessary.

      He’d had a rough go of finding a girlfriend, and his job with the FBI didn’t help. Julia herself didn’t even know what he did, and he said everything was classified. She wasn’t sure if that was true, or if he just used it as a way to avoid talking about his job. He too lived in New York City, where Julia had raised her sons, and as long as she heard from him a few times each month, she tried not to worry.

      After hugging him, she sighed and smoothed her hands over her simple silk dress, its ivory color complementing her sun-kissed skin and dark hair. Her gaze fell on the mob of police officers heading her way, and a smile lit up her face.

      She’d spent the last three years in Five Island Cove rebuilding her life after her divorce, never expecting to find love again—certainly not with Liam Coldwater, the outgoing, outspoken second-in-command at the Five Island Cove Police Department.

      But he made her so, so happy, and Julia blinked back tears, not wanting to ruin the careful makeup Maddy had applied.

      “Ready to get married?” Aaron Sherman asked when he arrived. He was the Chief of Police, Liam’s best friend and boss, and married to one of Julia’s best friends.

      Julia nodded, her smile growing enough to crowd out the tears. “So ready.” She didn’t see Eloise anywhere, and then she remembered that this wasn’t a traditional wedding. There wouldn’t be groomsmen and bridesmaids marching down the aisle in matching sets.

      She’d wanted her sons and their significant others there, and Liam had said he’d bring “his boys.” He was a single father to a teenager, and Julia had arranged to have Ian walk her down the aisle—about the only “traditional” thing happening that afternoon.

      She did have a couple walking the aisle—Maddy and Ben, of course. They’d been so instrumental in Julia’s life these past several years, and she couldn’t imagine the event without them.

      In fact, Maddy lifted her voice above those of the officers and said, “We’re moving in two minutes, you guys. Get ready, and be quiet.”

      “Yes,” Robin called as she arrived on-scene. She carried a clipboard and a very business-like expression. “Get in line like we practiced.” Her eyes landed on Julia. “What are you doing here?”

      She threw a panicked look down the beach. “Liam will see you.” She hissed the last few words as she grabbed Julia’s arm and pulled her into the tent that had been designated as the bridal room. Julia had gotten ready in there with the help of all of her friends, but now, only Ian stood there.

      The seventeen-year-old looked like he’d break many hearts in his life as he stood near the doors on the other side of the tent in his black tuxedo. He lifted one hand in a wave but said nothing as Robin muttered something else and then ducked back out into the sunshine.

      She moved toward him, realizing her hands were empty. “My bouquet.” She turned back to the entrance she’d just come through just as Aaron ducked inside.

      He held the flowers and practically threw them to her, as if they were a football. “Robin is not happy,” he said before ducking right back out.

      Julia took a moment to collect her breath and straighten an errant bloom. Then she turned back to Ian, hoping she hadn’t made things too hard for Robin. But Robin was Robin, and she’d be stressed no matter what. Julia supposed she’d paid her to be that way today, so she wouldn’t have to be.

      “You look beautiful,” Ian said as she met him. He offered her his arm.

      “Thank you, Ian.” Julia smiled and looped her hand through the crook of his arm. “Thank you for doing this.”

      “Yeah, of course.” Ian had agreed readily when Julia had asked him to walk her down the aisle. Her emotions wavered at the first sounds of louder music, the gentle melody that had been playing on an acoustic guitar getting replaced with frillier, more wedding-appropriate fare.

      She’d invited her parents, but both of them had questioned whether the other would be there. In the end, Julia didn’t want to pick which one she’d “uninvite,” so she’d told them yes, the other would be there.

      They’d both opted to send congratulations virtually and stay home. Her father still lived in Long Island, where Julia had grown up, but her mother had moved to Toronto to be closer to her sister. Their divorce had been long and painful, and while Julia wouldn’t mind having them both there, her father said it was best if he didn’t put himself in the same room as her mother.

      He didn’t want to cause more problems, he said.

      “They’re moving,” Ian said, edging closer to the tent flaps they’d exit through.

      Julia went with him and pulled back one of the doors enough to see Maddy and Ben leading the wedding procession down the sandy aisle. The crowd had stood, and so much love lifted into the air, Julia swore she could see it shimmering in the sunlight.

      Her sons went next, all of them stopping in front of Liam, who now stood at the arch. He wore his full Deputy uniform, with all the stripes and gold and the hat, and Julia couldn’t wait to be his wife.

      Her sons surrounded him and drew him into a four-way hug that made Julia’s heart sing.

      The police officers had not followed everyone else down the aisle, and as her sons moved to take their seats in the front row, her gaze moved to them. Aaron stood out in front of everyone else, and they’d partnered up in a line behind him.

      “What is happening?” Julia asked just as Aaron lifted one white-gloved hand to his mouth.

      Before Ian could speak—even if he knew—a whistle shrilled into the air. The music had cut off, and the noise went on for several long seconds.

      Aaron then lowered his hand, and into the resulting stillness and silence that a whistle commanded, he yelled, “Let’s go, boys!”

      He then took one shuffling step down the aisle by himself, leaning low into a…dance move. He bounced forward over his right leg for a one-two count, then stepped forward into his left for the same one-two count.

      Snickers and smiles filled the crowd, but Julia simply stared. Liam’s police officer friends were going to dance down the aisle? In silence?

      Then the music blared to life as the first pair behind Aaron shuffled forward onto their right legs and did the same two-beat bounce he’d done. This music had a beat, one that made Julia want to bounce and tap her toe too.

      Pairing by pairing the officers bounce-step-danced down the aisle. When they reached Liam, they grabbed onto him and man-clapped him on the back in a hug, then gathered around him and step-clapped to the beat until every last officer had arrived at the altar.

      Julia had never seen anything like it. Liam shone like the stars in heaven, all the new pennies in the world, and every ounce of sunshine that had ever come to earth. He laughed and hugged every man at the department, until the last one did a spin in the sand and pushed his officer’s cap forward over his eyes in a total Michael Jackson move.

      The music faded, and the crowd that had assembled in their wedding finest went wild. Cheers and whoops, whistles and catcalls, filled the beach, and Julia found she could not stop smiling.

      “We have to follow that,” she said to Ian just as Robin looked their way. Liam smoothed his dark hair back and reseated his hat, his eyes coming to the tent too. Suddenly nervous, Julia let the flap on the tent fall back into place, hiding everything beyond it.

      Ian looked at her, and she looked at him. “Ready?” he asked.

      She nodded, now saving her voice for when she told the sexy Deputy “I do.”

      Ian reached up and swept the tent flap to the side, and someone was there to secure it. Duke did it on the other side, and murmurs and sighs moved through the crowd down as they focused on Julia.

      She felt like a butterfly emerging from the cocoon after a very long time curled inside. So much inside her had broken when her first marriage had fallen apart. She’d left behind everything she’d built and had ever known when she’d first gone to Nantucket to revitalize a run-down inn.

      So much had happened there; many things that had blown her toward these five islands in the Atlantic Ocean, where a group of women had been waiting to further heal her.

      And who would’ve ever predicted or guessed that she’d have someone as amazing and handsome as Liam living here too?

      He seemed to only have eyes for her as she glided out of the tent, her bare feet relaying the heat from the sand. She could barely feel it, and she certainly only focused on Liam as the scene shifted before her.

      Robin had clearly given some sort of signal, because the people who’d been sitting—or rather, standing—in the path from the tent to the driftwood arch-altar moved. They picked up their chairs and moved, creating a brand new aisle that only she and Ian would walk down.

      Ian kept taking one more step, one more step, and Julia went with him. The faces of friends and neighbors blurred together—except for the front couple of rows, where Julia slowed.

      Robin now stood on the end with Duke, both of them beaming with love and happiness. She hugged them both, hoping she wasn’t taking too long.

      You have the beach until ten p.m., she reminded herself. And this was her wedding. She could take a few seconds to hug those who had influenced her, changed her, helped her, and loved her.

      Alice and Arthur embraced her as a unit, and Eloise and Aaron enveloped her straight into their chests. Kelli and Shad, AJ and Matt, Jean and Reuben, Clara and Scott, Laurel and Paul—who’d both shuffle-stepped down the aisle.

      Then came Tessa, Kristen, Mandie, Ginny, and Aaron’s girls, Billie and Grace.

      Finally, only Maddy and Ben stood between her and Liam, and Julia took all the time she wanted to lean into their arms, accept their whispered congratulations, and let Maddy swipe her front curl back and wipe under her eye.

      “Go on,” she encouraged. “Go make that man yours.”

      Julia finally stepped back to Ian, feeling stronger and more loved than she ever had before. She let him lead her the last few steps to Liam, who engulfed them both in his broad wingspan, bringing them both against his chest with the words, “My two favorite people ever.”

      “Dad, you’re breaking my back,” Ian complained, and Liam released them. He hugged Ian separately, and he went to sit with her sons.

      Then Liam looked at her, pure male desire shining in those deep, dark eyes. “You’re breathtaking,” he whispered for her ears alone. “I am so in love with you, I feel lost.”

      “You had the officers dance down the aisle,” she whispered back, making him smile. “And I love you for it.”

      He pressed his lips to her temple for a moment, and then looked down at her bouquet. “Uh…I smashed that.”

      Julia looked at it too, a flash of regret lancing through her, quickly followed by panic. The pictures…

      Then Robin plucked it from her hands, passed it to someone before Julia could even look up, and when she did manage to look at her wedding planner and friend again, Robin held a brand-new, second bouquet.

      “What in the world?” Julia asked, but Liam filled the sky with his big belly-laugh.

      “Thank you, Robin,” he said, and Julia barely managed to rescue the new bouquet from Robin before Liam grabbed onto her and gave her a crushing hug too.

      And Julia knew: Love multiplies, it doesn’t divide.

      Liam moved back to her side and took her hand. Together, they faced the pastor, and Liam practically yelled, “Okay, I think we’re ready to get married now.”

      Julia giggled along with the many others who laughed, though she’d been ready to marry Liam for a long time now. As the pastor started his speech, she let the breeze drift through her hair and the sun soak into her soul.

      She sighed in pure happiness that she got this second chance at life, love, and happiness, and then she looked at Liam and told herself to focus.

      After all, not everyone got to have someone as amazing as him later in life, and not everyone got to live in such a beautiful place, and not everyone experienced joy the way she currently did.

      She needed to be grateful for it—and she didn’t want to miss a moment.
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      Alice Rice checked her watch for the third time in as many minutes as the RideShare driver maneuvered the car along the curved road, the cliffs on her left. They’d gone past her parents’ house a few minutes ago, and Alice had texted her father to set up a lunch date next week.

      Just one more thing to press down on her, reminding her of all the things she currently had sitting on her plate. She hadn’t had anything on her schedule this morning, though she got up early to see Charlie off to the docks—his summer job—and make sure she saw Ginny before her daughter left for her job working at a specialty doughnut shop.

      She wouldn’t have either of them home with her next summer, as they were both getting married this summer, if October could be considered summer. “In some states,” Alice murmured, drawing the attention of the RideShare driver.

      “Hmm?” she asked.

      “Nothing.” Alice settled back into the seat despite her screaming nerves. “Sorry, just talking to myself.”

      “Honey, I do it all day long,” The RideShare driver giggled, and Alice flipped her phone over and slid it on.

      She’d expected to catch up on paperwork in her home office, but her phone had buzzed with a text from Edna May Cavanaugh’s granddaughter at precisely 7:03 AM.

      Grammy’s having a good day. If you still want to talk to her about the lighthouse, come at 10.

      So here she rode to the remote beach cottage on Rocky Ridge at 9:52, and Alice’s heartbeat thrashed with a mixture of anticipation and nervousness. After months of researching the lighthouse’s murky ownership history, she might finally have a breakthrough.

      The Cavanaugh home sat perched on one of Rocky Ridge’s highest points—a weathered blue saltbox with white trim that had withstood decades of Atlantic storms. Alice knew Rocky Ridge better than most, as she’d grown up on this island and had once owned a vacation home here. Just this past Christmas, she and her friends had rented a place to spend the holidays together, and she let the comfort of this place she knew so well settle her slightly.

      “Here you go,” the RideShare driver said, twisting to look at Alice. “You think an hour?”

      “Yes, please.” Alice released her seatbelt and glanced at the well-maintained garden where peonies nodded in the morning breeze as she got out.

      She gathered her leather portfolio containing all her lighthouse research and tugged down the hem of her blouse. Edna May liked things to be proper, Alice had learned. So she’d swept her dark hair back into a neat chignon, and she wore a cream blouse and navy blazer with her matching slacks.

      Edna May might be ninety-three, but Alice knew better than to underestimate her. The woman had a reputation for being sharp as a tack and twice as pointed when the occasion called for it. And her granddaughter, Margie, had been most helpful in answering Alice’s questions about the older woman.

      The front door opened before Alice reached it. Edna May’s granddaughter greeted her with a warm smile. “Morning, Alice,” Margie said. “Grammy’s in the sunroom. She’s been talking about your visit all morning.”

      “Thank you for arranging this,” Alice said, following Margie through the house. The interior smelled of lemon polish and freshly baked bread, and oh, yes, it looked like a ninety-three-year-old woman lived here alone. Tchotchkes lined every shelf and surface, as did crocheted doilies made with the smallest of needles and the deftest of hands.

      Alice actually smiled at them, because they reminded her of visiting her grandmother’s house as a teenager. Oh, how she’d hated going there, mostly because her father had made her wear knee socks and sweaters—and he’d escape to the bar.

      She couldn’t really blame him, as he’d lost his wife in a terrible storm and at least he hadn’t left Alice and her brother home alone.

      “Honestly,” Margie said. “She’s thrilled, because she doesn’t get many visitors who want to talk about the old days.”

      Alice wasn’t sure that was exactly what she wanted to talk about, but she flashed Margie a tight smile.

      The sunroom overlooked the harbor, with Sanctuary Island visible in the distance. Edna May Cavanaugh sat in a wicker chair, a crocheted blanket across her knees despite the June warmth. Her white hair flowed in neat waves, and she wore a blue dress with a cameo brooch at the collar.

      “Mrs. Cavanaugh,” Alice began.

      “It’s Edna May or nothing at all,” the elderly woman interrupted, her voice stronger than Alice had expected. “And you’re Alice Williams—no, it’s Rice now, isn’t it? Arthur’s wife.” Her keen eyes locked onto Alice’s even as a friendly smile graced her weathered face.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Alice smiled, taking the seat Marjorie indicated. Then the younger woman slipped out of the sunroom, leaving Alice and Edna May to their business. “Thank you for seeing me.”

      “Margie says you’re asking about the lighthouse.”

      “Yes.” Alice carefully placed her portfolio on the small table between them. It bore lemons and leaves, reminding her of something from a by-gone era. “I’ve been researching the ownership situation for Kristen Shields. There’s some confusion about whether the lighthouse was actually sold to the Fisherman’s Coalition in the Fifties.”

      Edna May snorted. “Sold? Heavens, no. The lighthouse was never for sale.”

      Alice’s pulse quickened, a million questions immediately crowding into her mind. “Tell me about it,” she said instead, as she’d learned a lot of patience over the years—and that people would talk more if she simply invited them to tell her something.

      “My Harold was treasurer of the Coalition for twelve years.” Edna May’s chest puffed up for a moment, and then her eyes grew distant with memory. “Rose Worthington was in a bind after her husband died. The lighthouse needed repairs, and she had no income to speak of. The Coalition offered to help.”

      “So they paid her something?” Alice asked carefully, reaching for her recorder. “Can I record this? Sorry, I just thought of it.”

      Edna May looked at her and then the recorder. “I suppose it’s okay.”

      Alice pressed the button and set the recorder back over the lemons. “So the Coalition paid the Worthington’s something for the lighthouse? Or…?”

      “They gave her a loan, with the lighthouse as collateral. But it was always understood she’d get the title back when times improved.” Edna May’s gnarled fingers tapped against the arm of her chair. “Rose was proud—she wouldn’t take charity. So they called it a sale in the papers, but everyone knew it wasn’t permanent.”

      “Do you remember if there was any paperwork?” Alice asked, trying to keep her excitement from showing.

      “Harold kept everything. Minutes of every meeting in those little notebooks of his.” Edna May gestured vaguely. “Margie found boxes of them when cleaning out the attic. I don’t know what she did with them.” She harrumphed. “She wanted to donate or throw out almost everything. I’m lucky I have anything left in my house at all.”

      Alice would ask the young woman before she left, and she offered Edna May a kind smile. “My father is getting to the point where he’s about to throw everything out, or donate it, too.”

      Edna May smiled too. “Your father’s a good man, Alice.”

      Alice nodded, her emotions wavering slightly, especially with so many changes in her own core family happening this summer. “So the arrangement was temporary, not an actual sale?”

      “Absolutely,” Edna May said firmly. “I used to attend those meetings with Harold, because we had to travel to Diamond for them, and I didn’t have anything keeping me at home.”

      Alice nodded, though Edna May didn’t need the encouragement to keep talking.

      “Rose’s boy, Kenneth, came back from college eventually. He started working with the Coalition himself. By then, everyone had forgotten about the loan. The Shermans just kept running the lighthouse like they always had.”

      “Did the loan get repaid?”

      “Of course,” Edna May said like Alice had just asked the dumbest question anyone could ask.

      Alice bent and pulled a sheet of paper out of her briefcase. “Mrs. Cavanaugh—Edna May—would you be willing to sign a statement about what you’ve told me? It would help establish the Shields’ family claim to the lighthouse.”

      Edna May’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. “A statement?”

      “It’s just something I can show the judge, since we have no records of this. I’ve been—” She cut off, because she wasn’t sure she needed to get into the Destroyed Public Records Act with Edna May. “I’m trying to get a replacement title for Kristen Shields, but the judge needs more than what I’ve been able to find.”

      She held up the paper. “It’s just everything you said.” She nodded to the recorder. “I’ll type it up exactly as you said it, and your signature goes on this, and I can present it to the judge in my case.”

      She inhaled slowly and held the air in her lungs while Edna May looked at the piece of paper like it might bite her and leave poison in her veins.

      For the next hour, Alice constructed the affidavit with Edna May, carefully recording additional details about the arrangement between Rose Worthington and the Cove Fisherman’s Coalition. By the time she called for Margie to witness the signature, Alice had more than she’d hoped for—a firsthand account that could finally resolve the lighthouse ownership question.

      And if she could find Harold’s notes from the meetings, as well as the repayment of the “loan,” Alice didn’t see how the judge could dismiss her again.

      “Thank you,” Alice said as she prepared to leave. “This means a great deal to Kristen and her family.”

      “I’m glad to help,” Edna May called after her. “Come visit me again, Alice.”

      She nodded without promising anything, because Alice already had far too many balls up in the air. As Margie walked her through the house again, Alice asked, “She said something about Harold’s old notebooks from the Coalition meetings?”

      “Oh, sure,” Margie said. “I donated those to the Historical Society. They’ll have them at the office on Diamond.”

      Alice nodded, making a mental note to track them down. As a lawyer, she felt like tracking down details was all she did. Honestly, sometimes the work exhausted her.

      The ferry ride back to Diamond Island gave Alice time to go over what she’d learned, call the Historical Society and ask about the records—they did have them—and send a quick text to Kristen: Good news about the lighthouse. Can I call you later?

      Kristen’s reply came almost immediately: Yes, of course, dear. After dinner? Around seven?

      Alice confirmed and tucked her phone away, gazing out at the water. She didn’t have to work on the ferry, and she needed a moment to breathe. The lighthouse stood tall on Diamond Island’s eastern coast, its white tower gleaming in the midday sun. She could almost imagine Rose Worthington standing at its base, making the difficult decision to entrust it to the Coalition during her time of need.

      How many stories like that were hidden in Five Island Cove’s history? How many arrangements and understandings had been lost to time, preserved only in the memories of people like Edna May?

      By the time Alice pulled into her driveway, it was nearly one o’clock and her stomach growled. Arthur worked most of June, hardly ever in July, and was back in his counselor’s office at the beginning of August to help all the high school students get the classes they needed.

      The number of them who needed class changes was staggering, and Alice was glad someone enjoyed working with teenagers. She had barely survived hers, and she had great kids. Now, she wished she had more time with them before they got married and started their own core families, and she paused on the front porch before entering the house.

      “You did a good job with them,” she told herself in a whisper. “They’ll be fine.”

      It was okay that Ginny had only known Bob for a year now. They got along really well, and Alice had seen them with one another. Bob adored her daughter, and he’d take good care of her. It was okay that Charlie and Mandie were getting married; they’d been together for years now, and despite the fact that they were only twenty years old, they’d figure things out.

      Alice had to believe that, and she reached for the doorknob as laughter echoed from inside—young voices that made her smile despite her mental and emotional fatigue.

      She found Mandie and Ginny in the kitchen, soda cans in hand. They sat at the island counter, wedding magazines spread between them. Ginny looked up first. “Hey, Mom. How did your mysterious meeting go?”

      Ginny’s dark hair—so like Alice’s own—was pulled into a messy bun, and she wore one of Bob’s old t-shirts over denim shorts. Her fiancé lived and worked in Boston, where he and Ginny would live once they got married, but he came to the Cove every weekend.

      “It was great, actually.” Alice set her portfolio on the counter and kissed Ginny’s forehead. “Hey, Mandie.” She hadn’t expected to see her today, but it wasn’t like Mandie needed to make arrangements to come over.

      She was engaged to Alice’s son, and she dropped by whenever she wanted. Alice wanted her to do that, even if a hint of squeamishness still squirreled through her whenever Charlie took her upstairs to his bedroom to spend the night.

      They’d lived together for nine months in the city, but since they weren’t married, and they didn’t want to pay for an apartment in the cove, they’d moved back in with their parents for the summer.

      Thus, Charlie and Ginny lived here, and Mandie lived with her parents. Alice’s best friend. Charlie had spent the night at Mandie’s too, and Alice and Robin had had one conversation about it and left it at, They’re adults, engaged, and have lived together before. What are we going to do?

      They both wanted their children to be able to come to them with anything, and Alice had never expressed her own awkwardness to anyone except Arthur.

      Mandie gave her a bright smile. “I came to steal wedding ideas from Ginny. And to raid your fridge, obviously.”

      “Obviously,” Alice echoed, amused. She opened the refrigerator and pulled out the pitcher of lemonade. “Have you two eaten lunch?”

      “Not yet,” Ginny said. “We were waiting for Charlie. He’s supposed to be done at the docks soon.”

      As if summoned by his name, the back door swung open, and Charlie stepped inside. His dark hair was damp with sweat, his t-shirt clinging to his shoulders, as the scent of fish and saltwater came with him. At twenty, he looked so much like his father that sometimes Alice had to catch her breath.

      “Hey, Mom,” he said, crossing to the sink to wash his hands. “How was the old lady?”

      “Charlie,” Alice admonished, though she couldn’t help smiling. “Edna May Cavanaugh is not just ‘the old lady.’ She’s a living piece of Cove history.”

      “Sure, okay.” Charlie grinned at her, but Alice frowned at him as he neared.

      “You need to shower,” she said.

      “I will.” Charlie moved behind Mandie, placing his hands on her shoulders. She tilted her head back to smile up at him, and he dropped a kiss right on her mouth. Alice looked away, feeling like an intruder in her own kitchen. It wasn’t that she disapproved of their relationship—far from it.

      Things were just…a lot sometimes.

      “I’m going to make something for lunch,” Alice said.

      “I’m going to shower,” Charlie said as he bent into the refrigerator. “Save me some lunch.”

      As he disappeared upstairs, Alice got out everything she needed to make sandwiches. As she assembled turkey and cheese, Mandie turned back to Ginny. “I’ve been looking for my grandmother’s bracelet to wear for the wedding. You know, something old.”

      “I’ve never seen it,” Ginny said, flipping through a magazine. “What does it look like?”

      “It’s silver with these little blue stones—maybe sapphires—and emeralds. My dad says Grandma Nancy wore it at her wedding to Grandpa Jason.”

      Alice only half-listened to their conversation as she assembled a platter of cold cuts, cheese, and bread. She turned back to the fridge to get the condiments.

      “Is it at your mom’s house?” Ginny asked.

      “I’m assuming,” Mandie said. “You can help me find it this weekend when you’re there for your consultation.”

      “Two months to go,” Ginny said, a note of anxiety creeping into her voice. “I still can’t believe we moved it up. Bob’s mom is freaking out.”

      “Robin Grover is on the case,” Mandie said confidently, and the two of them dissolved into giggles immediately afterward.

      Alice smiled at them, because while they could poke fun at Robin, the fact was, Mandie had spoken true. With Robin as the wedding planner, anything and everything would be handled.

      “Your wedding will be perfect,” Mandie assured Ginny.

      Alice set the bottles of mayo and mustard on the counter with the sandwich fixings. “Make yourself a sandwich, guys. And Ginny, don’t worry about the timeline. If Robin says she can handle it, she can.”

      “I know,” Ginny flipped closed her magazine and pushed it out of the way. Then she reached for a slice of bread. “It’s just that everything’s happening so fast. Bob got the job offer, and we decided to move up the wedding, and now we’re scrambling to make it all work.”

      Alice understood her daughter’s stress. When Ginny’s fiancé, Bob, had received an unexpected job offer at a prestigious firm, they’d decided to move their October wedding to August. It made sense—they’d be married before moving—but it had thrown their careful planning into chaos.

      “At least you have a venue,” Mandie said, assembling a sandwich. “Charlie and I are still debating between the beach and the Cliffside Inn.”

      “The inn would be beautiful,” Alice said. “And more predictable than the beach, weather-wise.”

      “That’s what I keep telling him,” Mandie said. “But he’s obsessed with this sunset ceremony idea.”

      Alice smiled, remembering how beautiful Julia and Liam’s beach wedding had been this past weekend. “It’s not a bad idea, and in October, the sun sets decently early.” She raised her lemonade to her lips. “You could have a gorgeous dinner afterward, and the whole thing will be beautiful.”

      “Yeah, it will,” Ginny said, grinning.

      Mandie nodded more slowly. “That does sound nice, but I don’t know if we can afford a full dinner.”

      Alice’s heart squeezed, because she wanted Mandie, Charlie, and Ginny to have everything they wanted. At the same time, learning to compromise wasn’t a bad thing. And being disappointed taught amazing life lessons.

      After a few moments of silence, where the girls made sandwiches, Mandie said, “Anyway, I really want to find that bracelet. My mom says it’s the perfect ‘something blue’ too.” She took a bite of sandwich and shrugged one shoulder. “I’ll show it to you when you come on Saturday.”

      “What should I do for something blue?” Ginny asked.

      “I thought you were going to go with that bra and panty set.”

      “I don’t know,” Ginny said with a sigh, and Alice once again felt like an intruder inside her own kitchen, with her own daughter and a young woman she’d known for years. “It doesn’t mean anything.”

      She cut a glance over to Alice, who didn’t know what to say. Thankfully, her phone chimed with Arthur’s notification sound.

      Lunch with the superintendent running long. Home by 3. Love you.

      She texted back quickly, then looked up to find both girls watching her with identical knowing smiles.

      “What?” Alice asked.

      “Nothing,” Ginny said innocently. “It’s just cute how you still get that look when Arthur texts you.”

      “What look?” Alice asked

      “The ‘my husband is the most amazing man in the world’ look,” Mandie said. “It’s sweet.”

      Alice’s cheeks warmed. “Well, you two should see yourselves when Charlie or Bob text either of you.”

      “I do not look like that when Charlie texts me,” Ginny said, her smile only growing bigger as she half-stood and reached for the bag of potato chips further along the counter.

      “Golden hour is going to be off the hook tonight,” Charlie said as he thundered down the last of the steps. He grabbed a plate and started making two sandwiches at the same time. “I’m going to take my camera out on Houston’s boat tonight.”

      He looked at Mandie, then Ginny, then Alice. “If anyone wants to come.”

      “Are you sleeping on it?” Alice asked, her maternal worry already starting to fire. She’d prefer he anchor the boat and sleep there until he could see to dock over trying to come back in the dark, but both scenarios weren’t exactly ideal.

      “Yeah,” Charlie said. “I’ll have to be back at the docks at dawn, and Houston needs the boat for a family thing.” He slathered mayo and mustard over all four slices of bread without looking up.

      “I’d love you to turn on your pin,” Alice said. Charlie’s photography had evolved from a hobby to a serious passion over the past year. His Instagram account, featuring moody black-and-white images of New York City architecture, had gained a substantial following.

      “I will, Mom.”

      “I’d go out on the boat tonight,” Mandie said, and Alice turned away from the conversation with a reminder that her son had lived with Mandie in a really small NYC apartment.

      “Great.” Charlie grinned at her, something passing between them that Alice couldn’t decipher as she passed her son.

      “Oh, that reminds me,” Mandie said. “Charlie, did you talk to your boss about having next Thursday off?” She lifted her phone and flipped it over. “The photographer can do our engagement photos then.”

      He looked up, something sheepish on his face. So that was a no, he hadn’t talked to his boss.

      “Charles,” Mandie said.

      “I’ll text him right now.” Charlie took a monster bite of his ham and cheese sandwich and picked up his phone.

      “Where are you going to do the pictures?” Ginny asked. She and Bob had done theirs in Boston, as Ginny spent every spare moment of her time in that city. She’d transferred from NYU to BU for this upcoming fall, and Alice simply prayed and hoped her daughter would be happy.

      Bob makes her happy, she thought, and it rang true.

      “I was thinking the lighthouse,” Mandie said, her expression turning wistful. “It’s so romantic up there.”

      Alice’s thoughts returned to her meeting with Edna May and the affidavit now safely stored in her portfolio. “Speaking of the lighthouse,” she said. “I have a phone call to make.”

      She reached for her phone, scrolling to Kristen’s number. As she pressed dial, she caught Mandie’s next words to Ginny.

      “So you’ll come Saturday? I’ll show you the bracelet if we find it—it’s really beautiful.”

      “Definitely,” Ginny confirmed. “I need all the ‘something old, something blue’ inspiration I can get.”

      The line connected, and Alice stepped onto the porch for privacy.

      “Hello, dear,” Kristen said, and Alice sank into the comfortable sound of her voice. She released the tight air in her lungs and sat on the top step.

      “Kristen,” she said, smiling into the noon-day sunshine. “Good news.”
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