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About this book...




As tulips bloom and the sun warms the air, the Bluestar ferry delivers a special visitor to the island whose search for the past leads her directly in the path of her future.  



With Spring Fling the next event on Bluestar’s busy calendar, the residents decide to use it to play another round of matchmaking. Elaine “Lainey” Devereaux is led to the island by a cryptic entry in her late mother’s journal. With the weight of grief driving Lainey onward, she searches for a long-buried secret, but before she can uncover the truth, there’s a tragic accident. 



Graphic artist Jack Turner is on top of the world as he anticipates a big promotion and a move to the Big Apple. He’s minding his own business when the most beautiful woman rushes into the roadway, right in front of his cart. With no time to stop, the collision leaves both of them stunned. As circumstances conspire to draw them together, they soon find themselves helping each other to come to terms with the past while exploring an unexpected love.



Includes a recipe for Elegant Whoopie Pies!



Bluestar Island series:
Book 1 – Love Blooms (Hannah & Ethan)
Book 2 – Harvest Dance (Aster & Sam)
Book 3 – A Lighthouse Café Christmas (Darla & Will)
Book 4 – Rising Star (Emma & Noah)
Book 5 – Summer by the Beach (Summer & Greg)
Book 6 – Brass Anchor Inn (Josie & Lane)
Book 7 – Summer Refresh (Sara & Kent)

Book 8 – A Seaside Bookshop Christmas (Melinda & Liam)

Book 9 – A Lighthouse Snapshot (Lainey & Jack)

Book 10 – Inheriting Her Island House (Brianna & Grant)
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Prologue


Manhattan, New York





“There’s a secret…” Her mother had shoved aside her oxygen mask. “I should have told you a long time ago. I…”  

Her mother’s last words echoed in Elaine “Lainey” Devereaux’s mind. Her mother’s voice had been raspy and frequently interrupted with harrowing bouts of coughing. “I love you… Before you were born, I…” There had been more coughing. “I took a very important road trip. I was searching for…”

That was it. That was all her mother had said before the coughing and wheezing had gotten so bad the medical staff had to intervene. Lainey had been forced from the room, never to hear her mother’s voice again.

When she’d broached the subject with her father, he’d given her a blank stare. He told her he didn’t know what her mother was referring to. Lainey didn’t believe him, because her father had a tell—he would twist his wedding ring once and only once. It was as though he could tell he was doing it and would stop himself. So, what were her parents keeping from her?

Now with the funeral over, their Manhattan house was filled with people expressing their condolences. Lainey couldn’t stomach one more word of sympathy. She couldn’t shake another hand. And she didn’t want any more hugs. None of it did anything to fill the gaping hole in her heart.

She missed her mother so much that words couldn’t describe her grief. Not only had her mother been a great parent but as Lainey transformed into an adult, her mother had become a good friend. They’d shopped together. They’d lunched together. And most of all they’d talked about most anything—even about the guys Lainey dated.

Lainey quietly slipped to the steps. She made her way up a flight before she decided to keep going up to the third floor. She didn’t have a destination in mind. She just wanted to get away from the sympathetic looks and empty words.

When she reached the landing, the tall double doors leading to her parents’ bedroom loomed before her. She had knocked on that door and crossed over that threshold thousands of times throughout her life. In her mind she could still hear her mother’s sweet voice calling out, “Come in.”

Lainey’s hand grasped the vintage French brass doorknob and swung the heavy door open. There was still a part of her expecting to find her mother curled up in the large armchair with floral upholstery that stood next to the fireplace. Lainey recalled how her mother would devour book after book in that very spot.

Now the chair stood empty with her mother’s cream-colored throw folded and carefully hung over the back of the chair. The pain in Lainey’s heart grew and threatened to send her into a fit of tears again. Her eyes burned, and her throat was raw from all of the crying she’d done in the last few days.

She turned her head, taking in her mother’s side of the enormous four-poster bed. Next to it was her nightstand, where her mother had kept a framed photo of their little family—Lainey, her mother, and her father. As Lainey’s gaze continued around the room, her attention came to rest on her mother’s cedar chest, which was placed beneath a window.

Lainey moved to it. Her mother had told her that was where she’d kept her most treasured mementos. When her mother was alive, Lainey was never allowed to open the chest, but now Lainey longed for anything that would make her feel closer to her mother.

She knelt down and opened the lid. The scent of cedar enveloped her. She’d always enjoyed the smell. Her gaze focused on the contents of the chest. Right on top was Lainey’s program from her law school graduation. On the other side was the birthday card she’d given her mother earlier that year. Lainey had no idea her mother kept so many things she’d given her.

Lainey shifted positions and crossed her legs. She worked her way through the mementos. They held so many good memories. There weren’t just things from her but also cards and notes from her father. She didn’t read those. And there was an old camera. She wondered if it still worked. She set it aside to investigate later.

She didn’t know how much time had passed before she reached the bottom of the chest. It was there she found a brown leather journal. It looked weathered and old.

She couldn’t remember ever seeing it before. She untied the string around it and flipped to the first page. The words road trip immediately caught her attention. Could this be the road trip her mother had started to tell her about in the hospital?

She rushed to put the other items back in the cedar chest just the way she’d found them. Then with the journal and camera in hand, she quietly made her way down a flight of stairs. Once in her bedroom, she curled up in a similar armchair, but instead of it being in front of a fireplace, hers was situated in front of the window. As the sun sank lower in the sky, she started to read...








  
  

Chapter One


Seven months later, Bluestar Island, Massachusetts





Were the answers she sought in front of her? 

Lainey had to believe they were because she refused to stop searching until she uncovered the secret her mother never got to tell her.

After her mother’s funeral, she was left with more questions than answers—like why no one from her mother’s family came to the service. Her father had assured her that her mother was an only child and that her parents had passed long ago. Lainey couldn’t stop thinking that there had to be cousins or old friends—someone to tell her the stories of her mother’s past—someone to help keep her mother’s memory alive.

She had so many questions. Her father refused to answer any of them. His stony silence drove a wedge between them. Now, they maintained a superficial relationship. He’d ask when she was coming back to work as a corporate attorney for his company. She’d answer that she didn’t know. She had taken a leave of absence after her mother’s funeral to do some traveling. 

While traveling, she’d started blogging about the places she’d visited. Recently, she’d started selling some of the articles to a travel magazine. It was so different from her career as a contract attorney. 

Lainey rode a ferry from Boston out to Bluestar Island. Strong wind and big swells in the ocean kept the ferry in constant motion. Her stomach moved up and down with the sea. She swallowed hard as she attempted to keep her nausea under control. Sailing wasn’t for her.

Trying to distract herself, she turned until she could see her destination off in the distance. Since she’d never heard of Bluestar Island, she’d had to do some internet sleuthing before setting off on this adventure.

The photos that had been posted online had intrigued her. Since she was already in Boston and the island wasn’t too far offshore, she decided this expedition was in order. She needed to find out if the BS she’d found in her mother’s journal stood for Bluestar Island. If not, she’d keep searching until she found the answers she sought.

She once more adjusted the oversized black handbag on her shoulder. With her hand gripping the straps of the handbag so it wouldn’t slip off again and her other hand gripping the handle of her luggage, she moved to the metal railing as the ferry neared the island. The salty sea air sent her brown hair whipping around. Her finger swept the strands off to the side and tucked them behind her ear, not that it would stay there long in this wind.

She lifted the camera, which hung around her neck. She’d been wearing it for so many months now that it felt as though it were a part of her, and she could hardly remember what it was like not to have a camera at the ready.

She snapped a picture of the water as the wind whipped it up into swell after swell. Her handbag slipped to the bend in her arm. She suppressed a sigh as she yanked it back on her shoulder. She continued to snap photos.

The late morning sunshine bounced off the surge of water, twinkling like a million diamonds scattered across the ocean. In that moment, Lainey felt the tension in her neck and shoulders ease. Even if this voyage was yet one more dead end on her extensive journey, it looked like a great place to spend the next couple of days. Perhaps it could be the focus of a new article for a magazine that had started to buy her travel spotlights.

She lowered the camera as Bluestar came into full view. As she once again adjusted her handbag on her shoulder, she continued to stare at the island. She didn’t know what she’d been expecting but the island appeared to be quite large. Her research on the internet indicated the population was approximately ninety-five hundred full-time residents.

Overhead, the seagulls spread their wings wide as they coasted through the sky. They made it look so effortless and relaxing. She snapped their photo. The birds squawked as though welcoming her to the island.

The ferry slowed down as they entered the harbor. She noticed a big white sign with black and red print: No wake zone. 5 mph speed limit. They weren’t the only ones to slow down. Speed boats and fishing boats also moved slowly across the water. 

They were so close to docking now. Anticipation pulsed through her body. This past seven months she’d taken a leave of absence from her position as a corporate attorney within her father’s business in order to follow in her mother’s footsteps as laid out in her journal. Lainey had visited dozens of cities throughout the States from Charlotte, North Carolina, to Sante Fe, New Mexico, and onward to the Pacific Coast. She’d ended up making an entire loop around the continental United States. 

She’d wanted to document her travels and so she’d started a blog. In the beginning, it’d just been for herself, but as she’d shared the posts on her social media, she’d quickly gained a following.

The amazing journey had been like a last gift from her mother. Of course, some of the places she had to guess at because her mother had used her shorthand for names and abbreviated them with initials. The mysterious initials only added to the adventure.

In the end, she’d had so much information for her travel blog that she was ahead of schedule by two months. It felt good to know that she had that many saved-up articles. And to her surprise, the traffic to her website was multiplying each month. 

With the website being monetized, it meant she had a small but steady stream of income. It was modest compared to what she’d been earning as an attorney at the family business, but between the income and her savings, she’d been able to fund this journey. Through it all, she still had one question: Why had her mother ventured on this trip? What was she searching for? And what had she found?

Okay. So, maybe that was three questions instead of one. But she still hadn’t learned about any secret. What was it? She wouldn’t rest until she learned what was so important to her mother that it was her last words.

The Starfish Harbor came into view with its many piers. It was quite large with a lot of fishing boats in many different colors with their decks covered by nets and winches. Her gaze moved to the impressive sailboats with their masts climbing high into the blue sky.

She instinctively reached for the camera. She raised her shoulder to keep her heavy handbag from slipping down her arm. It wasn’t comfortable, but she’d learned to cope with it.

Focus, adjust, and snap. It was like when she was behind a camera, she could see the world more clearly. As she focused on her surroundings, her thoughts were no longer centered around the loss of her mother or the nagging questions her father refused to answer.

As the ferry docked, she lowered her camera. She stared out at the busy harbor. People were rushing about. Fishermen, tourists, and locals were all in a hurry.

She grabbed her blue suitcase with a collection of stickers from the places she’d visited. She rolled it over to the line of passengers waiting to get off the ferry.

“Is this your first time to Bluestar?” An older woman with short snow-white hair sent her a warm smile.

Lainey took in the warmth in the woman’s eyes and couldn’t help but smile back. “Yes, it is. Do you live here?”

“I do. You’ll love it here. My name’s Birdie Neill.” The woman looked expectantly at her.

Lainey had really hoped to keep her visit to the island quiet. Her father was powerful and newsworthy more often than not. She didn’t doubt that he had contacts all over the place. It only took one person to recognize her name and connect it back to her headline-making father. If that happened, it would ruin her chance to quietly explore this island. Any chance she had to figure out what her mother meant to say would be snatched away when her father interfered.

Lainey could still feel the woman’s curious gaze on her. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Lainey.” She paused. What surname was she supposed to use? Certainly not Devereaux. She didn’t want to be associated with her father and his business empire. 

“Lainey Dell.” It was her pen name.

“Well, Lainey Dell, do you have a place to stay on the island?”

Lainey shook her head. Not want to reveal too much about herself, she said, “I’m not sure I’m going to stay that long.” When Birdie’s gaze moved to her suitcase, Lainey said, “I’m touring New England. I saw a flyer about this place and thought I’d visit.”

Birdie nodded in understanding. “You’ll love it here. I came here many years ago for a visit, and my heart never left this island.”

“I’m not thinking about moving.”

“Neither was I at the time, but I fell in love with my husband as well as this island. And I’ve been happy here. If you give this island a chance, it can present you with your heart’s true desire.”

Lainey struggled not to keep her mouth from hanging open. It was almost as though Birdie had read her mind. But that wasn’t possible, and she didn’t believe in magic or whatever. Birdie was merely boasting about her home. That was all.

As Lainey observed the happiness that showed in the woman’s eyes, she bit back her words of disagreement. Instead, she decided to ignore Birdie’s last words. “You should be a spokesperson for the island. You make it sound like paradise.”

A little color filled the woman’s cheeks. “No one needs to hear me go on about the island’s attributes when they can find out for themselves, just like you’re about to do.”

Lainey smiled at the woman, certain that if she were to live on the island that they would be fast friends. “I’m really looking forward to exploring this place.”

Birdie’s gaze moved to Lainey’s suitcase. “If you don’t want to drag that along with you, you can rent a locker in the ferry house. They have quite a few of them. And they are very secure.”

She wasn’t so sure about leaving her things in some office. She imagined some flimsy lockers like she’d had in high school. The thought didn’t make her comfortable. She had some very valuable things in her luggage—including her mother’s journal.

Still, she loved the idea of not having the suitcase in tow. Normally, she’d have left it in her hotel room, but this detour had been unexpected, and she didn’t have reservations. It might be worth having a look around before she decided whether to stay the night or not.

Also, without her luggage in tow, it would be easier to take some more photos. If she didn’t learn any information about her mother’s family, she could use the pictures for a new travel article and sell the rest. Who knew the couple of photography classes she’d taken in college would come in so handy now?

While they slowly moved toward the ramp leading to the dock, Birdie chatted about the island. She told Lainey to stop by the Lighthouse Café for lunch and a number of other places. Lainey tried to memorize the names, but there were so many it was impossible to remember them all. There was more to do on the island than she’d been expecting.

On the dock, she thanked Birdie before they went their separate ways. “I appreciate all of the information you shared with me. I’ll definitely swing by the Lighthouse Café for lunch.”

“You won’t be disappointed.” Birdie glanced around. “There’s my ride. I need to be going. I hope we run into each other again.”

Lainey was surprised by how much she liked that idea, but she told herself at the beginning of this journey not to get too attached to any place or anyone. She couldn’t stay. She had to keep moving around until she found the truth. It was out there just waiting for her to uncover it.

“I would like that,” Lainey said, “but I don’t think I’ll be here very long.”

When Birdie reached out to give her a hug, Lainey hugged her back. She hadn’t hugged anyone since her mother’s funeral. Her father wasn’t a hugger, and she’d broken up with the guy she’d been seeing for a couple of months before her mother’s passing.

What was it about Birdie that put her at ease? She had a feeling if she were to move to Bluestar that she would adopt Birdie as a surrogate grandmother.

After they parted, Lainey made her way to the Bluestar Ferry office. The place was certainly nothing fancy. The walls were white with lots of posters and circulars about places of interest on the island as well as those in Boston.

She moved toward the long wooden counter that spanned the width of the building. There were a few people ahead of her in line. Young and old alike stood with their luggage or a duffle bag. It would appear it was common for people to come here to store those things. It made her feel a little better about leaving her belongings.

A middle-aged man with close-cropped gray hair and a woman about the same age with her brown hair pulled back in a bun worked behind the counter. Lainey observed the man behind the counter open a small gate to allow a young man back into the locker area. The young man was escorted to the rows of gray lockers. This was nothing like she’d imagined. It was so much better. Birdie hadn’t led her wrong.

When it was her turn at the counter, she filled out a short form, put the charge for the locker on her credit card, and was escorted to the back of the building. The area was well lit. She was impressed with the size of the compartment. She easily placed her suitcase in the locker.

The handbag slipped down her arm for the umpteenth time that day. The designer handbag had been her mother’s. Upon her mother’s death, her father had let Lainey pick through her mother’s belongings and take what she wanted—the handbag had been one of those things.

She remembered her mother carrying it everywhere with her. It was old but had been lovingly cared for. When Lainey looked at it, she could still picture her mother with the handbag on her shoulder and a smile on her face. It seemed only fitting that she should take it on this journey. She just hadn’t thought about how annoying it would be when she was trying to take photographs.

Perhaps it was time they took a break from each other. Her shoulder could certainly use a respite. Before she could change her mind, she grabbed some cash and then stuffed the bag on top of her suitcase.

She glanced over at the older woman who had escorted her to the locker area. “You’re certain that everything will be secure?”

“Yes, ma’am. Everyone is escorted back here, and they must provide a picture ID before being given access to the locker. We’ve never once had anything stolen.”

Speaking of photo ID, she reached into the bag and grabbed hers. She shoved it into her pocket along with the cash. It wasn’t like she’d be gone long. With her camera around her neck, she made her way into town.

Her next surprise was finding out that the island didn’t allow automobiles. She ended up taking a Bluestar Taxi Cart. Deciding she was hungry, she made her first stop the Lighthouse Café. She hoped the food was as good as Birdie had said.








  
  
Chapter Two




How much longer was this going to take? 

Jack Turner set down his end of a heavy black leather couch in the large display window of his family’s furniture business. The store had changed a lot over the years.

He turned around and took in the large showroom. It was twice the size it was when he was a kid. A wall had been taken down, turning part of their storage area into an expanded showroom floor. It had been his older brother’s idea.

As Jack looked around the place, he remembered how it had looked once upon a time. His mind conjured up the memories of the past. It was like the clock had been rolled back, and he was once more a teenager, working in his family’s furniture store. 

All six Turner kids had worked in the store at one point in their lives. Their father said it taught them responsibility and a lesson in hard work. They did get paid for their time, which most of them promptly spent at Whippy Dips, Island Flicks Theatre, or the Pedal On Bike Shop.

Those memories seemed so far away. A lot had changed since those days for his whole family. And now Kent was running the family business. Everything had worked out like it should have—except for him.

Jack thought by now that he’d be happily married with a family of his own. Well, he’d gotten married, but it wasn’t long after that everything had fallen apart. There was an ache in his heart that would never go away.

“Hey!” Kent frowned at him.

Jack got the feeling his brother had been speaking to him, but he had no clue what he’d said. “What?”

“What’s the matter with you?” Kent narrowed his gaze on him.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“The past few months, you haven’t been yourself. You’re quieter. And it’s like something is bothering you.”

Realizing he’d let thoughts of his past distract him, he gave himself a mental shake. “I’m just distracted with work. I’m working on a presentation, and I’m hoping it’ll gain me a promotion.”

“Oh. I see.” Kent sent him a relieved look. “Congratulations.”

“Hey, man. It’s way too soon for that word. I don’t need you to jinx me.”

“Sorry. I take it back. Am I allowed to wish you luck?”

Jack shrugged. “I suppose that wouldn’t hurt.”

“Good. Now back to work. This isn’t the right spot for the couch.” Kent glanced around the display area. “Move it back a foot.”

Jack didn’t want to lift any more heavy furniture. This wasn’t his job. Still, his brother didn’t ask for help very often, so he bent over and once more picked up the couch. He moved his end of the couch where he thought his brother wanted it.

“That looks good.” Kent turned and leaned against the couch with a sigh.

“If I knew you were going to make me work this hard, I would have had you put me on the payroll.”

Kent let out a laugh as he shook his head. “You don’t need anything I could offer. You have a really good job with Sharps Unlimited.”

Jack nodded his head. “Guilty as charged. And I should be working on that job right now instead of helping you move furniture around. Don’t you have employees to help you with this stuff?”

“Normally I do, but two are out sick and another is on vacation.”

Jack nodded in understanding. “And Mom and Dad are in Maine visiting Aunt Susan and Uncle Jim. Maybe you need to hire more help.”

“We just hired Aunt Carol. And it’s taking more money to get the refresh business off the ground than I had anticipated.”

“I’m sure that it’s going to take off. Everyone loved what you did at the Brass Anchor Inn, and now at the Seaside Bookshop. People are still talking about the amazing transformations.”

“I just need the projects to move quicker.” He lowered his voice. “Did you know that our aunt is a perfectionist?”

Jack shook his head. “I didn’t have a clue.”

“Each project is taking twice as long as it needs to.”

“I don’t know what to tell you. Have you tried talking to her?”

Kent dramatically rolled his eyes. “It didn’t go very well. She asked me if I wanted the project done correctly or quickly. I felt like there wasn’t a correct answer. I tried to explain to her that we needed to complete each refresh project at a faster pace, but she said this was more than just redecorating and that there was no rushing an artist. An artist?”

Jack laughed. “It appears you’ve created a temperamental artist.”

“And here I thought I was hiring our aunt to do some small cosmetic makeovers.”

Ding.

Jack reached for his phone. There was a reminder that he had an important business meeting in a half hour. And he couldn’t miss it. He was told by his boss that it was mandatory.

Jack slipped his phone back into his pocket. “I’ve got to get going. I have a meeting.”

“Wait. I just need help with one more thing.”

Jack arched an eyebrow. “That’s what you said two pieces of furniture ago.”

“I’m serious this time. I need to bring one of the recliners out here for the window display.”

“And it can’t wait?”

“No. I need to arrange it for the sale.”

“Of course, you do.” Jack sighed. “Well, come on. I have to hurry.”

They moved to the storage room, and it took Kent a moment to locate the navy-blue recliner. Once he found it, Jack knew why he needed help moving it. That thing was heavy—heavier than the couch they had just moved to the showroom window. How was that possible?

He glanced up at the big black-and-white wall clock. If he didn’t leave now, he was going to be late. And yet he couldn’t just bail on his brother.
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Once away from Starfish Harbor, Lainey noticed all of the colorful Cape Cod–style houses as well as unique businesses. She didn’t spot one chain store. Interesting. She couldn’t wait to go exploring. This place was a goldmine of travel articles just waiting to be written.

After having problems taking photos in the bouncy cart, she had the Bluestar Taxi Cart drop her off on the side of a random road. She decided she wanted to walk the rest of the way to the Lighthouse Café. It would give her a chance to take some photos. And there was plenty to photograph from the picturesque streets with quaint shops to the view of the ocean.

When she wasn’t snapping photos, her mother’s old camera hung around her neck. She wondered if her mother had once upon a time loved photography. She’d never mentioned it to her. Maybe it was just a passing interest when her mother was young. She wished she could ask her—there were so many things she wanted to ask her.

Sure she could use her digital camera, but it wasn’t quite the same. Maybe it was because she’d hoped this journey would bring her closer to her mother because she missed her—she missed her so much.

A wave of grief came out of nowhere. It rolled through her, knocking the breath from her lungs and leaving behind a ragged pain. She’d thought the deep sadness and longing to see her mother again would fade with time. It hadn’t. She was slowly learning to live with the loss.

“I love you,” a young man said behind her.

“I love you more,” a female voice replied.

“No. I love you more.”

The sound of their steps was gaining on Lainey. She stepped off to the side to let them pass. She watched as the young couple passed by her. They were hand-in-hand with love written all over their faces.

“I love you the most-est,” the young woman said proudly.

“That’s not a word,” the man fired back.

“It is now. I win.” The woman grinned at the guy.

Lainey welcomed the distraction. It reminded her that there was more to this world than death. There were experiences in between birth and death that made life worth living. And this was one of them.

She continued walking behind the couple, who were slowly widening the space between her and them. She was drawn in by the very obvious love between these two. It gave Lainey hope that there was a happily-ever-after out there for her too. Not that she was looking for a guy. She didn’t have time to get distracted. Because she wasn’t stopping her journey until she learned the secret her mother alluded to.

They stopped walking.

“No. I win.” The guy turned to the woman and withdrew a black ring box from his pocket.

The woman’s eyes widened. She audibly gasped or had that been Lainey? She’d never seen anyone do a proposal right in front of her. It was almost like her mother was sending her a sign from the other side—that she wasn’t supposed to give up on the good things in life.

The young woman pressed a hand to her mouth. The guy dropped to one knee. He opened the box and held it up to her.

Lainey stopped. Her mouth gaped as this most special moment unfolded right in front of her. It pumped a little joy into her aching heart. And for that moment, she wasn’t thinking about how life had let her down—how her parents had let her down.

She wasn’t the only one to be caught up in the moment. People on both sides of the street stopped to watch the proposal. How could anyone pass by this magical moment?

The man knelt there on the sidewalk, holding up the ring, which sparkled in the sunlight. “Melinda Coleman, I have loved you for what feels like forever and in other ways it feels like our story has just begun. You bring out the best in me and make me want to strive to be a better man.” As the man spoke, the woman smiled as happy tears streamed down her cheeks. “Life is an adventure, and I’m hoping you’ll go on that adventure with me. Will you marry me?”

There was a slight pause. Lainey’s breath caught in her lungs. Surely the woman was going to say yes. As the moment stretched on, Lainey began to worry. She was going to say yes, wasn’t she? 

Lainey had never seen these people before, and suddenly, she was so invested in this scene having its happily-ever-after. She needed the woman to accept—she needed to believe that there was a deep and abiding love out there for everyone. She needed to know that someday she might be able to get past this profound loss and feel the warmth of an all-encompassing love. She wanted to be able to feel the sort of happiness that started in her heart and worked its way to her smile.

Lainey’s full attention was focused on this couple. She was utterly captivated by the love that showed in the man’s eyes as the woman became overcome with emotion.

“Yes.” The woman nodded and cried…all the while smiling. “Yes, I will.”

The man removed the ring from the box and slipped it onto his bride-to-be’s finger.

In that moment Lainey realized she could contribute something to this moment. “Wait!”

Both heads turned in her direction, confusion written all over their faces. The man was the first to speak. “What do you want?”

With the guy still on bended knee, Lainey asked, “Can I take your photo?” When the guy went to straighten, Lainey said, “Don’t move. It’s a perfect shot with you right there.”

He remained kneeling as he glanced up at his bride. The woman shrugged. It was obvious she’d caught them off guard. It wasn’t the first time she’d surprised people with her request to take their photo.

“I’ll make sure you get a copy,” she said. 

“Why do you want our photo?” the guy asked.

“Because it’s small-town love. It’s perfect. People will love the story—your story.” She stopped herself, knowing she was getting ahead of herself. “My name’s Lainey, um, Dell.” She spoke quickly as though worried about getting cut off before she could get it all out there. “I’m a travel blogger, and this would be great for a story. But even if you don’t want your story published, I’d still be willing to take the photo for you.”

“It’s okay with me.” The guy glanced at his future wife. “What do you think?”

The woman smiled as she nodded.

“Go ahead,” he said to Lainey. “Do you want me to stay here?”

“Yes.” She sensed he wasn’t comfortable. She had to hurry and take the shot, but she also knew it had to be a perfect photograph so they would have something special to look back on. She was much too close. When she went to step back, she found a crowd had formed behind her. She moved toward the quiet road. “Can you take her hand in yours and stare up at her?”

The man did as she asked. The love was evident in the way they stared deeply into each other’s eyes. Lainey snapped a photo. And another from a different angle.

It’d be great to get a bit more of the background. When the man once more went to stand, Lainey said, “Stay right there. I want to take one more photo. I just need to back up…”

She focused her attention on the view through the camera lens as she kept stepping back, needing to pick up more of the Lighthouse Café’s white bricks behind them…

Thunk! 
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