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			Chapter 1

			Newport, Rhode Island, Present Day: Charlotte

			As Charlotte stepped off the airport bus, the sweet, salty air kissed her nose as if it had been there before. She repositioned the leather strap of her bag and walked forward while the soft waves of the harbor seemed to whisper her name.

			“To your left is Bowen’s Wharf, everything you need!” the driver exclaimed.

			“Everything you need,” Charlotte muttered to herself.

			The rest of the passengers filed out, melting into the sea-soaked city that pulsed in time with the ocean, and the clang of buoys told her just how far she was from her hometown of Seattle. She noticed sailboats drifting lazily in the harbor, their hulls gently bumping against the dock.

			She grazed her eyes over the bare landscape before stopping the first gentleman who walked as if he knew the land. “Sir, do you know where The Innlet is?”

			“Yes ma’am, a few blocks up that street there.” He pointed past grassy plots of boats covered in tarp. “Just keep walking until you stumble upon it. It should be on the right.”

			She hardly had time to thank him before he’d gone the other way, leaving her to be the only one to take the winding path up the hill. As excitement knotted in her belly, dread suddenly pulsed within her. 

			“Got it, thank you.”

			She trekked the hill as the buttery light of the rising sun slanted from cobblestone sidewalks, lighting them up like diamonds lived in their grains. Birds sang above her, drifting to and from trees hugging the road, the most magnificent green. Charlotte drew in a deep breath as her eyes slowly followed up to the top of Trinity Church. Newly blossomed flowers were waking from winter, and a cool, slight breeze brushed past her cheeks. 

			Newport had enchanted her ever since she was a child. Her grandparents used to live here before their deaths, just months apart. She could remember summers sailing with her grandfather or meeting the family downtown, eating all the seafood and oysters they could order. She hadn’t been back since then, and when thinking of her next step, Rhode Island was the easy choice.

			A few moments later, she came across a rustic building with the sign “The Innlet” adorning the front door. She swiftly walked inside, instantly greeted by a warm smile.

			“Welcome!” the hostess pronounced, her fire engine red hair and eclectic jewelry made Charlotte smile.

			“Hello, Charlotte Brooks,” she lightly spoke, trying not to distract the woman in the corner reading.

			“Yes, room 208. It has the loveliest view. If you find you need anything, please don’t hesitate to let us know,” she explained, sliding the room key across the desk.

			“Thank you,” Charlotte sweetly replied, grasping the key, turning towards the elevators.

			She touched the key to the keypad and opened the heavy oak door. The quaint room was enveloped by a beautiful view of the harbor, sunshine streaming through the gauzy taupe curtains. Charlotte laid her bag on the edge of the bed, not taking her eyes off the view. She opened the sliding door onto her short patio, lifting her sunglasses to the top of her head. Her long skirt swayed with the breeze as her elbows found their home on the wooden ledge. At first glance, the spire of Trinity Church stole her eye. The birds chirping above her gave her a sense of serenity that she would never forget. After her tumultuous winter in the evergreen state, Charlotte desperately needed the calmness Newport already offered her. Nestled against the curve of the bay, the town felt like a secret tucked away from the rest of the world.

			After a few moments of gratitude, Charlotte turned back inside. She opened her suitcase and organized her things in the small dresser below the television. When finished, she sat on her bed, thumbing through her social media. 

			He knew she was leaving, but he didn’t know where. His Facebook and Instagram pages were quiet. She couldn’t help but notice that he posted a picture from three months ago as if everything was fine.

			Seeing his face put a sense of urgency inside Charlotte, and she ditched her flight clothes for cleaner attire, snatched her leather satchel, strapped on her shoes, and left the quiet room behind her to search for a job to officially tie her to this new life. She walked downstairs to the foyer of the hotel, noticing things she hadn’t before. The exposed brick that had been a part of the original building in the 1800s warmed the room, the green plants added a pop of color, and the cozy leather lounge chairs seemed inviting. The latte machine brewed to life as its patrons made their first morning cup of hot coffee, its steam dancing above their mugs as they started their day. If there was a time to relax, it was now, especially after her long red-eye flight.

			The street was quiet, and people moved slowly here. Charlotte could appreciate that. As she looked beyond the street, the ocean revealed itself, peeking from behind old homes and pink blossoming cherry trees. Charlotte was mindful of her feet, a slightly steep hill quickly moved her along.

			Beautiful, she thought to herself as her tense shoulders softened.

			As she crossed the street and returned to Bowen’s Wharf, the shops and small restaurants bustled with life. A few patrons were window shopping and walking around, delighted by the sailboats docked at the pier. She came across a children’s store, Finnegan’s, a quaint little shop with small clothes and a nautical theme to appropriately match the sailboat town it was nestled in.

			“Can I help you?” an older lady asked, as she folded a small blue and white onesie on the display case near the back of the store.

			“Actually, yes,” Charlotte started, “are you hiring? I just moved here and am looking for a job.”

			“We are always looking for someone ahead of the summer season. That seems to be our busiest. Let me get you an application and your phone number,” she explained.

			“I would very much appreciate that, thank you so much.”

			After a few minutes, she returned with an application, “My name is Debbie, if you need it, and I placed my phone number at the top here,” she pointed out. “Just fill it out and bring it back.”

			“Will do,” Charlotte grinned.

			As she stepped back onto the small cobblestone side street, the sun warmed her nose. She couldn’t remember the last time she had been this optimistic.

			Coffee, she thought, that’s what I need.

			Charlotte continued to walk towards the water, a bookstore unfolding itself near the pier. The sign outside mentioned the latte of the day, a lavender vanilla iced coffee. Curiosity took over as she pushed the creaking door open, and the aroma of bitter coffee beans and fresh pastries filled the small room.

			“Good morning,” a cheery voice uttered, a frown curling into a smile.

			“Morning,” Charlotte said, noting the old books lining the walls.

			“What can I get you?”

			“Is that Lavender Vanilla iced coffee any good?” Charlotte asked.

			“I think it’s delicious,” the barista beamed. “My little creation.”

			“I’ll go with that then.” She put down her card.

			As she waited, Charlotte walked around, thumbing the dusty spines of the books illuminated by the sunlight streaming in from the large bay front window. 

			“Here you go!” the barista exclaimed, handing her the iced coffee. “Enjoy.”

			Charlotte carefully grabbed the iced drink and opened the straw that laid on top of it. After popping it into the top, she swished the ice around before taking a long sip.

			Surprisingly good, she smiled.

			The street outside was more crowded now. Charlotte sauntered towards the pier with her coffee in hand. She motioned the sunglasses over her eyes as the seagulls around her flew away, their wings fluttering. The blue cobalt skies matched the water, with little clouds in sight. 

			The perfect day to start fresh.

			Seattle was so much busier. She thought she might miss the mountains and immense cedar trees, but this beautiful view and quaint town had quickly stolen her heart.

			She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and listened to the sounds around her. The low hum of rudders piddling through the harbor, the buoys bouncing between the foamy peaks of the small waves, and the horns of boats greeting those after a long night’s work. It all seemed so simple, this life. Why had it seemed so complicated in the Pacific Northwest? She knew she had made the right decision by coming here, she felt it in her bones. Her marriage, which had ended, was so toxic to her life. She could see that now. At that moment, she felt she was free. 

			Away from the stress and away from him. Charlotte opened her eyes and took another long sip of her iced coffee. 

			Newport, she sighed, show me how good it can be.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Newport, Rhode Island, Present Day: Charlotte

			“When can you start?” Debbie asked, as soon as Charlotte handed her the application the next day.

			“Is tomorrow too soon?” Charlotte asked. 

			“Perfect, see you at 8:00 am. There is no uniform, just dress in whatever you feel comfortable in.”

			“Sounds good, oh, and you can call me Charley,” she explained. “Nobody has ever called me Charlotte.”

			“See you tomorrow then, Charley.” With a sweet smile that made her feel like she was already home, Debbie swept behind the counter.

			A tender optimism overwhelmed her. The pay wasn’t much, but she had saved enough the past few years to get by for at least a year by herself. She knew this was just the beginning. 

			By mid-afternoon, Charlotte found herself exploring her new town a bit. She wanted to get to know her new home and become familiar with its obvious charm. Walking along Thames Street and peeking into stores, taking it all in. People were friendly here, and smiles were everywhere. As she left the storefronts, she wandered down streets aimlessly, passing the small signs on historic homes on Bellevue Avenue. Brightly colored pastel front doors, yellows, and reds livened the road. Fresh flowers in pots on people’s porches, inviting hummingbirds and bees. 

			In her peripherals, she spotted an older lady having trouble walking up her front steps. 

			“I can help you,” Charlotte offered, extending help.

			“Oh, you don’t have to,” she chuckled, fumbling her keys in her shaking hands. The keys slipped through her grasp once, then after she picked them up, a second time. “Here, I can help with that.” Charlotte gently picked them up and opened the front door.

			“Thank you,” she muttered, “I would have been here a few minutes. My carpal tunnel won’t seem to go away.” A heavy frown marred her forehead, and Charlotte quickly grazed her eyes over the woman’s home to find something to make her smile.

			Red tulips gathered in patches under the bay of her window, matching the crimson door. Charlotte gestured to it. “I love the color.”

			It worked. The woman brightened. “It’s the original color. This home has been in my family for a century, and I want to preserve it.” Now content, she lifted her weary gaze to Charlotte’s and pushed the door open. “Would you like to come in? I am craving a cup of tea, if you’re not busy.”

			“I would love that if I’m not imposing.”

			“Not at all, it’s just me anyways,” she said, “Susan, my name is Susan Mills, dear.” 

			“Nice to meet you, I’m Charley,” she extended her hand.

			“That must be short for something,” she winked, walking in the door and holding it open for her new guest.

			“Charlotte Brooks, yes ma’am.”

			As they walked in, the old oak floors creaked with age, and Charlotte noticed the light and dark depressions and scratches that made it unique. The light gray walls accentuated the deep brown leather furniture, decorated with soft cashmere throw blankets and pillows. 

			“I just refinished the kitchen. Would you like to see it?” She motioned Charlotte to the left, just through the hearth of the small hallway.

			Crisp white cabinets surrounded the upper walls, some with glass showing off Susan’s blue and white Georgian plates. The island projected a pop of color, navy blue, which accentuated the speckled white marble countertops. A dream kitchen for any. 

			“It’s beautiful here,” Charlotte noticed out loud. 

			“The taxes aren’t cheap,” Susan snorted, placing her purse on the counter.

			“You said you’ve been living here for how long?” Charlotte pried.

			“Ever since I was a girl. I moved away but always found my way back home to Newport. When my parents passed, they left it to me. My husband died last year, so I’ve been tweaking things every so often with my grandson. It keeps me busy,” Susan explained. “Where do you live?”

			“I just arrived here yesterday, actually,” Charlotte said, “I’m staying at a small hotel down the street.”

			“From where?”

			“Seattle.”

			“How exciting.” Susan’s eyes widened. “You know, when I left here in my twenties, I had this hunger for travel. I didn’t make it very far,” she snickered, “but good for you for leaning into that. It takes a brave person to leave where life is comfortable.”

			“Not so sure about bravery, but I’m trying,” Charlotte proceeded. 

			“May I ask what made you leave? My curiosity is getting the better of me,” Susan urged, setting the teapot on the burner. Blue flames warming the bottom of the pot.

			“I grew up there and am recently divorced,” she shared.

			“Sounds like this was a much-needed getaway,” Susan said. “Do we want wine instead?” she winked.

			“Probably,” Charlotte laughed, “only if you’re up for a long story.”

			“Honey, I’m always up for a story,” she remarked, shutting off the burner.

			Charlotte and Susan sat outside on her patio for three hours, swapping stories and sipping white wine, the teapot left cooling in the kitchen. The pink sunset filled the sky as they laughed and shared parts of their lives they didn’t expect to share with a stranger. Their unexpected friendship sparked a light inside Charlotte that hadn’t been bright in what seemed like a very long time. Susan was in her mid-seventies but still had lots of life left inside of her. Her eyes conveyed one filled with exciting moments and memories. She made Charlotte feel comfortable and important, something she didn’t know she needed until it fell into her lap. 

			“So you start your new job tomorrow?” Susan asked, lifting her glass to her lips.

			“Yes, 8:00 am, bright and early. I probably should be going soon,” Charlotte confessed. She could have stayed there all evening.

			“Nonsense,” Susan hushed. “What did you do for work in Seattle?” 

			“Public relations for a restaurant,” she said. “It was a lot of fun, but kept me very busy. Wasn’t exactly the job to have when starting a family,” she divulged before stopping herself.

			“Do you have any kids?” Susan inquired.

			Charlotte paused, not sure how much she wanted to tell. 

			“No,” she stated simply.

			Susan’s gaze flicked to her, then dropped. She’d told of her kids already, and if she hadn’t noted Charlotte’s silence then, her expression said that she noted it now. “It’s getting late,” Charlotte said, “I have an early morning.”

			“If you must,” Susan sighed, embracing Charlotte in a warm hug. “I hope this town offers you the solace you need from whatever you run from.”

			Whatever you run from. Charlotte didn’t mean to, but she dwelled on that line for far longer than she should have until her entire life in Seattle materialized before her eyes, until her head was spinning. She tried to shove it away as much as she could, but she knew she couldn’t for long. She reminded herself this was her life and she was in control now, not him. As much as she wanted to, her past could not be erased. She could either choose to learn from it or let it paralyze her. 

			Charlotte shook her thoughts away as she let her new town comfort her. She opened her eyes to the few people walking back to their homes and heard soft laughter in the air. Gas lanterns lit up the cobblestone sidewalk, their flames dancing every which way. She had known nature to be beautiful, but the way she captured it now with a more optimistic perspective dazzled her. She had known the sun to bring light, but now noticed its beauty in more detail as it dipped beneath the horizon. Its golden haze stretched its arms in every direction, entangling the darkness and shadows with its charm, concealing its flaws. Who was she in the darkness, when all else had disappeared? 

			Charlotte waded through the waves in her mind and, with a sigh, navigated back to shore. She felt as if she had spent most of her life as a puppet, someone else always taking control of her strings. Charlotte realized now how deeply it had scolded her heart. Life did not have to be so linearly predictable, as she once believed. She did not have to follow the road that everyone else had been told to follow. Yet here, in the twilight of the evening, fireflies sprinkled dashes of joy into the darkness all around her. She decided to manifest their luminescence and light up the night, all on her own.

			Once back at her hotel, she took a long, hot shower and cozied into a puffy bathrobe that was complimentary from the hotel. Her feet were warm, and so was her heart. Unexpectedly, she had made a new friend, and that had made all the difference.

			Her hardened heart was starting to soften, but she knew it would take much longer than just making one friend. She wanted to keep the tough parts of her life in Seattle, not wanting it to bleed into her new life in the ocean state. She wanted to become a truer version of herself, one that was much different than her past. She vowed to learn from her mistakes and to try to break through the walls she had held up so high for so long in a marriage that had crushed her.

			If she had never met him, life would have been so much different.

			***

			“Is someone sitting here?” 

			Charlotte looked up from her book to a tall, handsome man. She shifted in her seat and placed her book in her lap, gaining her composure.

			“I don’t think so,” she replied, sitting straight up to look around at the empty seats around them.

			Intrigued, she moved her bag to the other side of her seat, making room for him.

			“Where are you headed?” he asked, smoothing down his button-down shirt as he got comfortable. 

			“Portland,” she said, “and you?”

			“Portland,” he smiled.

			The train signaled its departure and trudged forward. Charlotte noticed his pressed black sports coat and his colorful tie. He looked important, but also a little cocky. 

			“Is it really okay that I sit here? Or are you busy?” he said, glancing down at her book.

			“As long as you’re not a serial killer,” she smirked.

			“Not a serial killer,” he assured her with a charming side smile, “is that what your book is about?” 

			“No,” she giggled, curving her hair behind her ear.

			“Henry James?” he looked at the cover, “never heard of him.”

			“He’s underrated,” Charlotte said, “one of my favorite authors, though. Are you a reader?”

			“Sometimes,” he confessed, “I haven’t had the time recently.”

			“Life gets busy,” she said, looking out the window.

			“Asher,” he said, extending his hand, “it’s nice to meet you.”

			Charlotte glanced down at his hand, searching for a wedding band.

			She didn’t spot one.

			“Charlotte,” she said, their hands meeting, causing her cheeks to blush. 

			She noticed his firm yet gentle handshake. 

			“So, Portland,” Asher said, “what brings you there?”

			“Just visiting,” she shared.

			“Is your boyfriend meeting you there?”

			“Not in the slightest,” she said, rolling her eyes.

			He nodded, appearing to consider her answer.

			She didn’t want to tell him she was going back to visit her mother. He was a stranger, she didn’t feel the need to divulge those details of her life just yet.

			“Would you like a drink?” he asked.

			“Would love one,” she nodded, nervously thumbing through the pages of her book that was still sitting on her lap.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Newport, Rhode Island, Present Day: Charlotte

			“Morning!” Debbie stated.

			“Hello again,” Charlotte remarked with a smile.

			“Is that coffee from Mainsail?” she curiously asked.

			“Yes!”

			“Have you tried the Lavender Latte? Don’t, it tastes like soap,” Debbie smirked.

			“I tried it the other day, it wasn’t so bad,” Charlotte answered truthfully.

			“Okay, let’s get started,” Debbie announced.

			After about an hour, Charlotte knew everything she needed to know about Finnegan’s. Debbie was the proud owner and was very selective when hiring her staff. Only two other trusted employees worked there, after all, it was such a small shop. Debbie had moved to Newport from California a few years ago and decided she and her husband needed a change of scenery. She had three children, all grown and moved away, something she happily disclosed. She was a sweet woman and very confident about her business. She ran a tight ship. As long as you were on time and did your best, she was happy. Charlotte agreed to work four days a week, leaving her plenty of time to explore her new home and ultimately, herself. 

			Her shift ended a lot faster than she expected. She met and worked with another employee, Piper. Piper was younger than her but was helpful nonetheless.

			“See you tomorrow,” Piper said as she closed up the shop.

			“Thank you for today, you made my first day go a lot smoother,” Charlotte responded.

			“No worries at all, I’ve been here a while, so it’s second nature to me.”

			They parted ways, and Charlotte slowly made it back to her hotel. The evening was cool yet peaceful. Dogs were softly barking in the distance as cars rolled past her in the street. It wasn’t until she reached her room that she opened her phone to see a missed call: Asher.

			She decided after a shower and a glass of wine, she might be ready for that conversation. As she sat outside and enjoyed the sunset on her hotel balcony, Charlotte decided she didn’t need to contact him right away. He had already taken so much from her that he didn’t deserve much more. Her old self would have returned the call immediately, but she didn’t have to give in like that anymore. She felt that maybe one day she would return his call, but tonight was not that night.

			Instead, she looked online for a place to live. She knew she couldn’t afford much, but an apartment or an extra room was exactly what she needed. She scrolled through the web and decided she would message a promising listing if she found one she liked. Someone nearby was renting their refinished basement, a one-bedroom, quaint little apartment with doors that led onto the street. It was only a moment from the Wharf, and you could not beat the price. After an hour, the lady who listed it sent her back a message asking to meet with her the next day. Charlotte agreed and decided to take a leap of faith. This place would be all her own, something nobody could take away. The excitement welled up inside of her, and a promise of another fulfilled day laid ahead of her.

			She awoke the next morning to a knock at the door, subtle yet loud enough to wake her from her sleep. She jumped out of bed, pulled on her bathrobe, and quickly checked her hair. 

			A rat’s nest. 

			Lovely. 

			She peeked through the door’s peephole and pulled the handle open. A broad-shouldered man with a white doctor’s coat and slacks was standing before her. He was holding a large coffee, a box of fresh croissants, and the biggest smile she’d ever seen.

			“Hello?” Charlotte squeaked, her eyes had not had a chance to adjust to the morning light.

			“You’re not my fiancée,” he said, looking her up and down with a quizzical look plastered on his face.

			“That would be a no,” she said.

			She raked her tousled hair, instantly conscious of her haggard appearance.

			“So sorry, um, I thought this was room 210,” he fumbled, looking into her eyes a little longer than normal. 

			“208,” Charlotte corrected him.

			“Oh, I must have messed that up. So sorry to bother you,” he said, turning to leave.

			As he left, she poked her head out into the hallway, trailing him. He was very tall and attractive, she thought. His dark hair accentuated his green eyes, his slender but tall physique lured her in, but something stopped her.

			No, she remembered, you are not ready for any of that.

			She turned, shutting the door behind her. She checked her phone.

			7:15 am

			It was her first day off, and she had a promising meeting about a new place to live. She decided it was a good time to shower and get ready for the day. 

			An hour later, she received a text from Susan.

			Dinner tonight?

			Charlotte had no other plans and responded that she wouldn’t want to do anything else. It was true, she had such a fun time at their last meeting that it was no brainer. Plus, she figured she wasn’t in a position to say no to a new friend.

			She walked out onto the sidewalk and drew in a long breath. The air felt so pure and clean. It was an overcast day, but the sun was trying to sneak its way past the clouds. Birds soared above her, as a few people on bikes strode past. Their baskets were filled with fresh lilacs, a brilliant purple. Downhill, sailboats were slowly making their way into the harbor, their sails gently swaying in the morning wind. Her meeting was at 10:00, so she still had some time to herself. She figured she could grab a cup of coffee and a small bite to eat. She walked to Mainsail and ordered a small mocha latte and an oatmeal. It was delicious. She walked a bit towards the water, sat down on an open bench, and tapped on her iPhone screen that had been vibrating in her pocket: Asher.

			“Yes?” she said, “You called yesterday.”

			“Well, hello to you, too,” Asher blurted, clearly already annoyed.

			Charlotte instantly kicked herself for answering. Her old self was still making poor decisions inside of her.

			“How’s Rhode Island?” he asked.

			“Beautiful, exactly what I—,” she said as she stopped abruptly. She had not told him where she was headed. How did he know?

			“I didn’t think you would go,” he confessed.

			“Well, here I am,” she insisted, “how can I help you?”

			“Honestly, I was just calling to check up on you, to see how you were faring out there on the East Coast,” he said.

			“Really?” she asked, as her fingers pinched the bridge of her nose, her eyes shut.

			“I mean, we may not be married anymore, but I still care about you.”

			“Sure,” she exhaled.

			“I can tell you’re annoyed,” he said, “just remember I’m only a phone call away if you need me.”

			“Got it,” she said, tapping her screen, ending the call.

			The audacity.

			Was he charming? At times, yes. He knew when to turn it on and off, using his smile as a weapon. After five years, she decided she didn’t want to battle life that way anymore. He charmed her at first, but after they got married, he let his true personality shine. 

			She pulled out a book from her leather satchel and opened it to the next chapter. The salty breeze brushed her hair in her face, and she gently curled her hair behind her ear. A big horn sounded directly in front of her, startling her. She had thought the boats before her were parked and unmanned. Charlotte continued reading for a bit until she checked the small gold watch on her wrist. She stood up, pulling her light sweater down. She was only a few minutes away from the house. The breeze picked up as she rounded the corner to Thames Street. The road was busier than usual, probably the morning rush.

			After a few minutes, she looked up as she came upon her destination, her possible new home. She walked up to the large wrap-around porch and marveled at the pale lavender door. Against the crisp white house, it looked marvelous. The homeowner had placed mauve and violet peonies close to the door, illuminating its beauty. Charlotte found the doorbell and gently pressed it. She slowly stepped back a bit, waiting for the door to open. When it did, a middle-aged woman answered the door with a smile.

			“You must be Charlotte,” she said. “Welcome!”

			“Yes, hi, thank you for meeting with me. Your extra room looked too good to be true.”

			“Well, it’s been refinished, but we never use it. We figured it was time to rent to someone. Let’s go round back and I’ll show it to you,” she motioned, stepping out onto the porch and closing her front door.

			“I love that color,” Charlotte noted. “It’s beautiful.” 

			“Oh, thanks, the one that goes to the basement matches it. I’m Lydia, by the way,” she said, offering her hand.

			“Charley,” she met her hand with hers.

			“It’s just this way,” Lydia said, opening the small gate and leading Charlotte through the backyard. 

			As they turned, a lovely, matching purple door awaited them.

			“Well, here it is,” Lydia said, taking the key out of her pocket. She opened the door, and Charlotte marveled at the floors. They were refinished, and the scent of fresh paint filled the air.

			“You can take a look around. Everything is new, the kitchenette isn’t huge, but it has all your basics. There is one bathroom down that small hallway attached to the bedroom on your right,” she explained.

			Charlotte marveled at the fresh white walls and the natural light that radiated through the windows in the living room. 

			“It’s lovely,” Charlotte boasted.

			“We just ask no painting, but you can hang up and decorate as you wish,” Lydia said.

			“How much are you asking for rent again?” Charlotte inquired.

			“$2,000 a month,” Lydia offered, “I know one other person was looking at it yesterday, so all I ask is that if you want it, you pay your first month’s rent up front. We do have a short rental agreement we would like you to sign, but that’s it. Rent is due on the first of every month.”

			Charlotte took a quick peek into each room, then reappeared. “I’ll think it over and get back to you.”

			She stood there for a moment, frozen, eyes wide in disbelief. A warm flush crept slowly up her neck and onto her cheeks. She had saved up a good amount of money before leaving Seattle, but if she paid that rent every month, she wouldn’t be here long.

			“We’ll be in touch soon,” Lydia said, handing her the paperwork and leading Charlotte outside.

			“Thank you,” Charlotte said with a tight smile.

			She glanced down at the paperwork before tossing it away in a nearby trash can. She sighed and decided to find solace with the ocean, after all, she was close to the Cliff Walk. After a few moments of wandering toward the main road, strolling past red tulips, she began to see green signs pointing her in the ocean’s direction. Several blocks later, she heard the rumbling of waves crashing against the rocky shore. The breeze picked up as she crossed her arms in an attempt to warm herself. As she looked up, the ocean view stole her attention as she stepped forward. The sun cast a beautiful golden hue atop the waves, explicating its beauty. She turned her attention to the runners on the slim pathway, as if they were gliding above the cliffs. Charlotte walked over to the railing, her face cradled in her hands. She stared out onto the bluffs as if at any moment, the sky would overtake her.

			She felt a sudden wave of happiness amongst the unknown. A new place to live and a non-stressful job were exactly what she yearned for. She willed herself to be proud of venturing outside her comfort zone. 

			***

			Charlotte savored her generous glass of white wine as Asher sipped his crisp, cold beer. Their conversation over the past three hours had been effortless, just as their train had glided upon its tracks. Their obvious chemistry simmered as they laughed and talked. Charlotte enjoyed his quick wit while he was enamored with her soft smile. 

			“How long are you in Portland for?” Asher asked.

			“Just a few days,” she said.

			“Would you be free for dinner tomorrow by chance?” he asked.

			“I think I could get away,” she smiled.

			“I’m here for business, but have nothing planned for tomorrow night. I know a place you might like,” he said, noticing their entrance into the Portland station. “Can I have your number?” 

			“Sure,” she said, putting her contact information in his iPhone. “There you go.”

			“I’ll see you tomorrow, Charley,” he grinned.

			“See you,” she said, sliding the book she barely opened back into her bag.

			He winked at her as he stood up to grab his belongings, which weren’t much. A briefcase and a duffel bag were all he had with him. A simple man, she had thought.

			Charlotte was optimistic, but not naive. She was hopelessly romantic to her core, but felt she was very aware of her emotions at this point in her life. She did not want to think much about it, knowing this could end up just being another failed date. However, a small part of her mind had hope. Hope that this person who unexpectedly dropped into her life might be able to change it. He could be the man she had been waiting for, the man she would live the rest of her life with. The possibility of that excited her, and she decided she would keep an open mind. 
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