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To my father! 

P.S. The apple cobbler is on the way!







  
  
About this book...




A single dad, who’s in over his head, and an event planner running from her past, are drawn together on charming Bluestar Island by a determined seven-year-old and her escape-artist goat. 

Event planner, Charlotte “Aster” Smith, has fled the only life she has ever known. The situation has left her questioning her own judgment as she cautiously tries to create a new life for herself on Bluestar Island. Taking the job of event coordinator for the small town is a step in the right direction. The only problem is it’s currently a part-time position, but the mayor suggests with additional funding the position could transform into a full-time job. In the meantime, she needs a second job in order to stay financially afloat.

Farmer and single father, Sam Bell, is struggling to keep his aging farm from going bankrupt while raising his young daughter. And now that his daughter’s babysitter is heading off to college, he needs help. So when he finds Aster is in need of work, he thinks his problems are solved. But things aren’t always what they seem. And he can’t help wondering what Aster is keeping from him.

In the lingering rays of a Bluestar Island sunset, Sam and Aster find themselves dancing upon the sand. As they help each other heal, the possibility of a future together becomes tangible. But will the ghosts from their pasts extinguish this budding romance?

Includes a delicious recipe for Aster’s Amazing Apple Cobbler!


 























  
  

"Beneath the harvest moon…

true love can bloom.”











  
  

Prologue


January...Los Angeles, CA





Bang! Bang! 

Charlotte Aster Smith’s stomach knotted tight with nerves. She sat alone in the dark. With each pound on the apartment door, she jumped.

She didn’t dare say a word. Perhaps if she remained quiet, he’d grow bored and move along. Though deep inside, she knew that wasn’t going to happen. She couldn’t be that lucky.

Bang! Bang!

“Charlie! Open up.” Oz’s tone was slurred. He’d been drinking again.

She resisted the urge to yell at him to go away. They had broken up. He had no reason to bother her. She remembered how his dark eyes had flared with anger when she’d dumped him after a few months of dating—a few months of him gradually trying to take control of her life.

In the beginning, Oscar, who preferred to be called Oz, had been thoughtful and a bit on the romantic side. Okay, maybe that was a stretch. But he’d been attentive and full of compliments. He’d reeled her in, and just when he thought he had her hooked, his mask had slipped. 

He’d suddenly become needy and was constantly checking up on her. Where was she? What was she doing? At first, she’d told herself that was what people did who cared about you. 

The truth was that she wasn’t a good judge of people. She couldn’t remember her biological parents and her foster families had been cold and distant. When her friends at work had spoken up and voiced their concerns about Oz, they’d solidified the nagging voice in Charlotte’s head—he was trouble.

But breaking up with him had escalated things. At that point, he’d started leaving her threatening voicemails and harassing her at work. A restraining order had been issued against him. He ignored it. But all he ever received were warnings.

“Charlie! Open this door! Don’t make me break it down.”

He wouldn’t. Would he?

She thought of her elderly landlord, who lived downstairs. Rosa Vega was the sweetest woman, but she was a little hard of hearing. Her television was turned up so loud Charlotte could hear it in her apartment. She probably wouldn’t hear Oz. If someone was going to save her, it was going to be herself.

Charlotte reached for her phone. Her hands were shaking so badly she knocked it off her bedside table. It clattered to the floor.

Thud! Thud!

Her heart lodged in her throat. He was breaking down the door.

She scrambled out of bed. In the dark, she ran her hand frantically over the hardwood floor. She only had seconds until he got to her. Until he made good on his promise…

You will never leave me. Not in this world.

Just the memory of his hissed promise sent a cold chill racing down her spine. She swiped her finger over the phone. It lit up.

She dialed 8. Erase.

She tried again. This time 9-1-1.

“Nine one one, what is your emergency?”

“Someone’s breaking into my apartment,” she whispered. “Hurry.”

“What is your name?”

“Charlotte Smith.”

She closed her bedroom door and locked it as she whispered her answers to their questions. All the while she prayed the police would arrive soon. But would they be there soon enough?

“Charlotte, are you still there?” the operator asked.

“Shh…”

“Is he in the apartment?”

“Yes.” She whispered it so softly she wasn’t even sure she’d actually uttered the word.

“Find someplace to hide.”

Immediately, Charlotte’s gaze moved to the window. It was her only escape. But she had a second-floor apartment, and it was a straight drop down to a concrete sidewalk. Even if she attempted it, she’d be certain to break a bone or two. And then he’d be sure to catch up to her.

“Charlie, I’m coming for you.” He was no longer yelling. Instead, his voice had a low, menacing tone.

Her heart hammered so hard it echoed in her ears. She rushed to her closet and climbed inside, sliding the doors shut behind her.

“Charlotte,” the operator said, “hang in there. The police are almost there.”

Bang! Bang!

“Charlie, are you hiding from me?” He let out a maniacal laugh.

Thud! Thud!

He was kicking down the bedroom door. Her heart thudded in the back of her throat. This door was a flimsy barrier compared to the exterior door. And then he was there in the room with her. The breath caught in her lungs.

Fury radiated off him. She shrank into the back of the closet. Her lungs burned, desperate for oxygen. In that moment, she sent up a silent, desperate prayer. 

Charlotte promised herself if she made it through this nightmare, she would get as far away from Oz as she could get. She would run. Run fast.








  
  

Chapter One


Bluestar Island, MA





The sun shone bright in the cloudless sky. 

The birds sang out their sweet tune.

Charlotte “Aster” Smith couldn’t believe this was her first visit to Bluestar Island. Okay, maybe it wasn’t exactly a visit. Perhaps it was more like an extended stay. For how long? Well, that she wasn’t sure about. There were just too many variables at this point to make such a determination.

But while she was on the small New England island, settled just off the Massachusetts shoreline, she intended to soak up every bit of sea breeze and summer’s lingering rays. It was almost Labor Day weekend—the official end to the tourist season on Bluestar Island. She wondered what the island would be like once all of the tourists returned to their lives on the mainland. Something told her it would be even more magical.

Within a week of being on Bluestar, she had not only a roof over her head but also a part-time job and invitations to visit people and places. She honestly hadn’t had a moment to sit still. There was always something going on—including evening strolls on the beach.

Now that her cuts, bruises, and fractures had healed, she was starting her life over. Everything was different, including wearing heavy makeup to cover the angry red scar trailing down her jaw. Not even her name was the same. Not exactly. In an effort to hide from Oz, she now went by her middle name, Aster. It was one of the many things about herself that she’d never shared with him.

And what did she want this new life to look like? She wasn’t quite sure. She pondered the idea as she climbed into a golf cart and proceeded to make her way down Main Street. 

Thanks to her college friend, Darla Evans, she had a roof over her head. And Darla’s cousin happened to be the new mayor of Bluestar. Based on her prior experience, Mayor Banks had given her a job as his temporary assistant. It didn’t pay much but she got by on it. And if she did a good job—no, an impressive job—she might gain a permanent position at city hall.

Still, she knew her future on the island, as idyllic as it was, was iffy at best. If her past caught up with her, it’d be all over. She’d once again have to move on and start over.

Aster shoved aside the disturbing thoughts. She centered her attention on the here and now. Today was her first day on the job, and she desperately wanted to make a good impression. 

She navigated the mayor’s blue golf cart slowly down Main Street. The wide roadway was lined on either side by green trees and black lamp posts. People smiled and waved at her. She returned the gesture, even though she couldn’t remember all their names. If she stayed on the island long enough, she promised herself she’d learn all of their names sooner rather than later.

She came to a stop as people crossed the street. Most people were dressed in shorts and colorful T-shirts along with sunglasses and flip-flops. Tourists. It was as evident as if they’d had the word tattooed on their foreheads. She wondered if the locals thought the same of her.

The light ocean breeze rushed past her. She automatically moved her hand to her hair to smooth it, but her fingers touched her pixie cut. Her long brown curls were gone. They’d been replaced by bleach-blond locks cut short and bangs—something she’d never had before. The hairstyle had been a shock at first, but its easy management was growing on her.

She pressed the brake as another crowd of ten or so people walked into the street without bothering to check for traffic. But then again, Bluestar outlawed cars and trucks, unless they had a special day pass. Transportation on the island was either shoe-leather-express, bicycles, or golf carts.

She progressed farther down the street and finally arrived at her destination, the Hamming It Up Deli. The only problem was there weren’t any available parking spots. She glanced up and down the block. Nope. Not a single available parking place anywhere.

She immediately spotted the problem. People were lined up out the door at the Elegant Bakery. She definitely had to make a visit there. But not today.

Not wanting to be late, she double-parked. It wasn’t like she was going to be in the deli long. The order had already been placed and charged to the mayor’s business account. All she had to do was pick up the food.

Birds in the trees lining the street sang out a sweet melody as she rushed by and pulled open one of the two white doors with long oval windows. She stepped inside the deli, but she didn’t get much more than a couple of steps before she came to a halt. The deli was packed. Inwardly, she groaned.

How was she supposed to make a good impression on the mayor and the city council when she wasn’t even timely? Lucky for her, the line moved at a decent pace.

In the meantime, she glanced around at the unusual décor. The floor was a gray slate, while the walls looked to be covered in reclaimed lumber with a collection of old black-and-white photos on display. Some were shots of the deli at its grand opening many years ago. Others were of people, presumably the prior owners and employees. It was a visual history of the deli.

On each side of the wide center aisle were tables for the patrons to enjoy their meals. Brightly lit display cases and white counters lined the back of the deli with three checkouts. It was a really cute setup. No wonder they were so busy.

Finally armed with a wide cardboard box of sandwiches, salads, and pickles, she headed out the door.

Honk-honk. Honk-honk.

Her gaze zeroed in on a man in a green golf cart. From beneath a ball cap, his face creased with frown lines as he gazed around for the person who had his golf cart hemmed in.

As he lifted his hand to press on the horn again, she called out, “Okay. I’m coming.”

His blue gaze turned to her. He didn’t smile. “You can’t double-park here.”

He was right. And she felt bad. “I’m sorry.”

“Just get it moved. And don’t do it again.” He continued to frown as he looked away from her.

“I won’t.” This was not the way she wanted to start her time here in Bluestar. She’d made a mistake. She’d apologized. Maybe she should take a different approach. “Can I offer you a ham sandwich?”

He glanced at her. Surprise reflected in his eyes. “Are you serious?”

“Of course.” She’d just run back inside and get another one.

He shook his head, but she couldn’t tell if he was refusing her offer or shaking his head over her attempt at a peace offering. She shrugged it off.

She walked to her golf cart and secured the box in the backseat, which was easier said than done. She paused. How was she going to keep the box from tipping over?

She could feel the man’s stare upon the back of her head. With the food at last secured behind the seat, she climbed into the driver’s seat and attempted to start the cart. Nothing happened.

She turned the little key again. Nothing.

She inwardly groaned. Please start. She turned the key again. And again. And again.

“Is there a problem?” the grumpy man asked.

Heat bloomed in her cheeks. This just couldn’t be happening. She turned the key once more. Nothing. She needed to make a good impression, and instead, she was about to do just the opposite.

“Do you need some help?” His voice came from so much closer to her.

She lifted her head and found he was standing next to her. She tilted her chin higher and higher until her gaze met his. “It won’t start.”

“Let me have a look.”

“You can’t. It’s not mine.”

Suspicion reflected in his eyes. “Whose cart is it? And do they know you have it?”

“You think I stole it?” The thought horrified her.

He arched a brow. “I don’t know. You tell me.”

“I didn’t steal anything. I have permission to use it.” She was nervously rattling on. The last thing she needed was to deal with the sheriff. “It belongs to the mayor. Call him if you want.”

“You work for Tony?” When she nodded, he said, “Okay. Let’s see if I can get it started.”

“But…but you don’t have to.”

“I do if I want to get home.”

That much was true enough. She moved from the seat, but in her rush, she tripped. The man reached out to her, grabbing her upper arms. In that moment, time seemed to stand still. She stared into his eyes—his blue eyes. They were the shade of the sky on a sunny, cloudless day. And she felt as though she were getting swept away in his stare.

In his eyes she saw pain—a deep pain—the kind you didn’t talk about. She noticed the same thing about herself when she looked in the mirror. Sympathy welled up within her. She didn’t know what he’d been through, but having been through her own trauma, she understood this stranger a little better.

The sound of approaching voices broke the time continuum, and suddenly everything sped up. The rush of it all swept the air from her lungs. Had that really happened? Or had she imagined it all?

“Are you okay?” The tone of his voice had suddenly changed to one of concern.

She nodded. “I am. My foot just got caught when I stepped out of the cart.”

He let go of her, and suddenly the skin where he’d once been touching her felt chilled. She resisted the urge to rub her hands.

As curious onlookers ventured closer to find out the problem, Aster got pushed back toward the sidewalk. And that was fine with her. In fact, it was for the best. Because her reaction to this man’s nearness had shaken her to the core.

It didn’t matter how good-looking he was, how dreamy his baby blues were, or how his crusty exterior was a little bit of a turn on; she was not at all interested in getting involved with anyone. Not a chance. Not after what had happened to her in California. Just the scant thought of Oz left a sour feeling in the pit of her stomach.

The last she’d heard, they’d plea-bargained his case down to simple assault. Simple assault, really? It hadn’t felt so simple to her.

There was no trial. No one would hear her harrowing tale or see the scars she had to live with for the rest of her life. The thought that no one seemed to care what he’d done to her—what he’d do to the next unsuspecting women—made her sick. 

His sentence had been knocked down to a year of house arrest. Soon he’d be free, but she was gone and she hadn’t left a trail. He was never going to find her on this small island. She hoped.

She shoved away the dark, troubling thoughts. They did not belong there on this sunny, carefree island. Bluestar was like a world unto its own. She glanced around, finding the crowd of onlookers had dispersed. She breathed a little easier. “What about the cart?”

He rubbed his hands on his faded jeans. “Just a lose wire, but you may want to let Tony know that he should take it to the shop to have someone go over it.”

Hope swelled in her chest. “So, it’s all good? Nothing serious?”

“It’s fine. You can drive it now.”

A smile pulled at her lips. “Thank you. How can I repay you?”

He lifted his blue-and-white ball cap and raked his fingers through his short, blondish-brown hair before replacing it on his head. “How about moving it so I can get out of this parking spot?”

“Oh. Yes. I will.” She started into the street. She paused and glanced back. “Thank you again.”

For a moment, he didn’t say anything. Then he sighed. “You’re welcome.”

As she drove away, she couldn’t help but regret that she hadn’t gotten the man’s name. She told herself she was trying to learn the names of all of Bluestar’s residents and that learning his name was no big deal. 

But she knew that wasn’t the whole truth. There was something special about that mystery man. She was curious to know what had caused the wounded look in his eyes. That was exactly why she planned to stay as far away from him as possible.










  
  
Chapter Two




Her first day of work was over. 

Aster had to admit, if only to herself, that it had been a lot harder than she’d been imagining. City Hall had some written procedures but not many. And the reason for doing certain tasks was stated to her as: because that’s the way it’s always been done. Which was absolutely no help to her.

Right now, she did not have a designated position. She got the distinct impression the mayor had taken her on as a big favor because Darla was his cousin. Aster felt bad about the imposition and knew she had to work extra hard to show the mayor that he hadn’t made a mistake by hiring her.

“Are you still here?” The mayor came to a stop in front of her desk that was a makeshift office area in an alcove in the upstairs hallway. Not ideal but it would do for the moment.

She craned her neck to stare at him. The mayor was dressed in navy-blue pants. A blue-and-white-striped shirt was completed with a blue bow tie.

His bronze face lifted into a smile that made his blue eyes twinkle. His dark-brown hair was trimmed very short. Everything about him said he cared about appearances. Having left most of her business attire in L.A., she’d have to splurge on some new clothes.

He looked at her expectantly, and she recalled his inquiry about her still being at the office. “Ah, yes. I just finished reviewing the town’s calendar for the remainder of the year. I’m trying to get on top of things.” She still felt awkward about his golf cart breaking down earlier and that grumpy man having to help her out. “I’m really sorry about your golf cart—”

He waved away her worry. “You have nothing to be sorry about. I should have had it looked at a while ago. In fact, it’s in the garage as we speak.” His gaze moved over her desk where she’d been researching the island. “I like that you’re a go-getter. I am too. But it’s after five now, and your day ended at noon. I wish I could pay you for a full day—”

“It’s okay. I understand. I’m just grateful for this opportunity.” She signed off of her computer and gathered her things.

“We’re grateful to have you. You never know what the future holds. I have plans for Bluestar and you could be a part of them.”

She stood and pushed in her chair. They started to walk toward the grand staircase. This city hall wasn’t just a boring block building. It was situated in an enormous historic mansion that had belonged to one of the island’s founders. It had been kept up over the years and was in immaculate shape.

“I’m looking forward to a future here,” she said.

“That’s good because I have a special project for you.” He started down the wide wooden steps with a burgundy floral runner.

“Oh. What’s that?” She hoped it was something exciting.

“I would like you to lend a hand to a dear friend of mine, Ms. Birdie Neill. It’s not exactly city business, so this would fall under the heading of special projects that I’d previously discussed with you.”

She nodded. He wanted to help the community with more than just the things approved by city council. It was more of an outreach project where the mayor helped citizens with their own community affairs.

She liked the idea. “I’d be happy to help.”

He smiled. “That’s good. It’s a fundraiser for one of Bluestar’s residents. It’s all rather top-secret at the moment. But if you stop by Birdie’s house tomorrow morning, she’ll let you know what needs done.”

“But what about my work here at city hall?”

“I want this fundraiser to be your main focus right now. The turnaround time is short as it will take place over Labor Day. Make sure this fundraiser is a big success.”

Labor Day was less than two weeks away. With that short timeline, she hoped there wasn’t a lot to plan.

She nodded. “I’ll do that.”

He paused just outside the double doors that led to the portico. “And if you need my input or assistance, you already have my cell number.”

“Yes, sir.”

He turned one way, and she turned the other way to head to Darla’s apartment. Her walk was short but then again, it was possible to walk anywhere on Bluestar Island, even from tip to tip of the crescent-shaped island.

She had no idea if her roommate would be home, but she was anxious to thank her again for this job and to tell someone about her great day. 

Well, it had been mostly a great day. Her thoughts turned to the man in the green golf cart, who had been quite perturbed that she’d pinned him into a parking spot. But in the end, he couldn’t have been that upset, as he’d helped her out. Still, it’d be best if they stayed out of each other’s way. And there would be no more double-parking for her.

Aster used the key Darla had given her to let herself inside the apartment. It was a small efficiency unit with one bathroom and two bedrooms. Darla had rearranged her place just for her, and Aster didn’t know how she would ever repay her.

The bedroom Aster was staying in was quite small. It had been Darla’s office, but she’d removed her large desk and borrowed a twin bed from her parents. Who was that kind and caring? Darla and the rest of her family. They made Aster feel welcome, safe, and wanted. If Darla wasn’t careful, Aster was going to adopt her family.

She’d just put her things in her room when she suddenly heard the front door squeak open. Her heart lodged in her throat. She quickly tiptoed over to the doorway and peeked into the living room, finding Darla standing there with a bag in her hand. Aster expelled a pent-up breath. Every now and then, she was still a bit jumpy, usually when she was alone. But time was helping her heal physically and emotionally.

“Hey Charlotte…oops, I mean Aster. Sorry, it’s taking me a bit to get used to the name change.” Darla’s heart-shaped face lifted with a smile.

“Imagine how hard it’s been for me. There were a couple times today at work that someone was calling out Aster, and I paid no attention. When they finally got my attention, I had to explain that I was deep in thought.”

“I’m sorry you have to go through all of this.” Darla moved toward the counter. “Do you think you’ll ever go back to being Charlotte?”

“I don’t know.” She thought of Oz and his threats. Eventually he’d forget about her. Maybe he already had.

“At least you’re safe here.”

“Thanks to you. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

Darla removed her ponytail holder and finger-combed her shoulder-length blond bob. “I haven’t done that much.”

Aster rolled her eyes. “No, not much at all. Just put a roof over my head and helped me get a job.”

“Okay, I might have helped with the housing, but you got that job on your own merits. You’re the one that interviewed for it.”

“But the mayor is your cousin. Of course, he’s going to hire me.”

“Apparently, you don’t know my cousin very well. He doesn’t do what people tell him to do. He does what he thinks is the right thing. And he thinks you could be good for Bluestar.” She cleaned her hands and then opened the bag in order to remove two white to-go containers. She shoved one toward Aster. “I hope you haven’t eaten.”

“I haven’t. I just got home.”

Darla’s brows rose. “I thought it was just a part-time job.”

“It is but I want to do a good enough job so that it becomes a permanent full-time job.”

Darla nodded in understanding. “Before I forget, I’ve been meaning to tell you that I have a bicycle, and you’re welcome to use it any time you want.”

“Thanks. I might take you up on the offer when I get a second job.”

Concern reflected in Darla’s eyes. “Don’t push things. After all, you just arrived on the island, and you are already starting a new job.”

“I know. I just don’t want to sponge off you. I need to be able to take care of myself.” It was one of those things that had stuck with her when her parents died, and she’d realized she only had herself to count on. And as she was passed from one foster family to another and then another, it only confirmed her belief that she had to be able to take care of herself.

“Stop thinking like that. You aren’t sponging. I offered. I’ve missed our time together.” Darla proceeded to grab utensils and napkins. “They had extra so I brought home dinner. It’s nothing special. Just some extra dinners from the café.”

Darla went to her bedroom to change out of her black-and-white work clothes, which smelled like diner food. Then they grabbed the food and headed for the couch. They sat on opposite ends with their legs curled up. It felt so much like their college days when they’d kick back and quiz each other before a big test.

Back in those days, Darla had a serious boyfriend, Will Campbell. He was also from Bluestar. Darla had been crazy in love with him and had followed him to California for school. He’d been a year older than her, and she’d been certain they would end up together. They didn’t. To this day, Aster still didn’t know what had gone wrong. Whatever had happened had been bad because after the breakup, Darla dropped out of college and headed back to Bluestar Island. It was the one thing Darla never wanted to discuss.

As they ate their burgers and fries, Aster talked about her first day at city hall as well as her first official assignment. “I’m supposed to assist a Ms. Birdie Neill with some sort of fundraiser. But I wasn’t supposed to tell you because it’s a secret.”

“Don’t worry.” Darla nodded as she dunked two fries in ketchup. “It’s one of those secrets where just about everyone in town knows about it except for the person they’re trying to help.”

“It would seem the person would find out if that many people know.”

Darla shook her head. “Sam pretty much keeps to himself since his wife died.”

“Oh. That’s so sad. I’m glad to hear the town is stepping up to help him.”

“That’s Birdie’s idea.”

“Is Sam her son or grandson?” Aster tried to figure out why this woman would go out of her way for him.

Darla shook her head. “Neither of those. How do I explain this? Birdie is a bit of a busybody. But in the best way ever. She only pushes when she thinks it’s for a person’s own good. And I have to say from what I’ve witnessed, she’s usually right.”

Aster wasn’t sure how she felt about working with a busybody. The very last thing she needed was for her past to catch up with her. She didn’t relish packing up and moving so soon.

“I don’t know.” Aster’s protective walls rose up around her. “Maybe working at city hall is too public.”

“Stop worrying. It’s a perfect fit for you.”

“I don’t know. What if Birdie finds out about my past? She’ll tell everyone.”

“No, she won’t. Birdie is the sweetest. You’ll see.” Darla looked at her with sympathy reflected in her eyes. “Besides, even if everyone on the island finds out your real name and what happened to you, they’ll pull together to protect you. The creep is just one guy. It’s not like he’s part of the mafia. I’m sure he’ll forget about you, and when he gets released from house arrest, he’ll move on to his next unsuspecting victim.”

Chills rushed down her spine. “He should have a tattoo on his forehead to warn everyone he’s a monster.”

“Agreed. But don’t worry. I know I said Birdie is a busybody but trust me, she won’t badger you. She is sweet and kind. She only wants the best for people.”

Aster’s protective walls lowered a bit. She searched her friend’s sympathetic gaze. “Do you really believe that?”

“I do. You’re safe on the island. I promise. The creep is in your past. Just relax.”

It was easier said than done. She didn’t think she’d ever fully relax. A part of her had changed during the month he’d stalked, tormented, and finally attacked her. Her finger traced over the uneven scar that trailed down her jawline. It was still red and took heavy makeup to hide from the rest of the world.

But Darla was right. She didn’t have any reason to run from Bluestar. Not yet.








  
  
Chapter Three




If it wasn’t one thing… 

…it was another.

The next morning, Sam Bell stood on a ladder as he secured a window shutter that had pulled loose in the storm the other night. He’d just finished the repair work when he heard a vehicle heading down the road. He glanced over that way to see the little mail truck off in the distance. It was one of the few vehicles allowed on the island. It bounced as it hit a pothole.

Pam, the mail lady, waved at him. He waved back. She rumbled on by on her way to the end of the island. She always started at the far end and worked her way back toward his farm.

He climbed down the ladder and set off toward the end of his long driveway to meet her. He needed the few minutes of silence to gather his thoughts. Everything felt as though it were piling up lately—from the new barn burning down to the fact he was about to lose his daughter’s babysitter. Even worse, he had yet to find a replacement.

By the time he reached the main road, Pam was sitting there waiting for him. She held out a few envelopes to him. “Not much today.”

“Sounds good to me.” And if it was all junk mail, he’d be thrilled. The last thing he needed was another bill.

“How are things going?”

He shrugged. “They’ve been better.”

“Any thoughts of rebuilding the barn?”

He rubbed the back of his neck as he recalled the fire that had destroyed the new barn he’d been building. “Some, but I’m not sure if I can make it work. Maybe next year.”

He’d love to rebuild the barn now, but he knew there was absolutely no way it was going to happen. And if things didn’t change soon, he’d be forced into parceling off farmland and selling it. Or worse yet, he’d have to sell the entire farm—though deep in his soul, he knew he’d never be happy anywhere else.

They bid each other a good day. Sam trudged back along the drive. He didn’t want to look at the mail. He already knew what he’d find, but still it wasn’t like he could just ignore the envelopes with his name typed out in black ink on each of them.

He lifted the stack to start examining them. The first envelope had a bright red stamp on it: Urgent. Really? Was that necessary?

It agitated him to no end. And because he was too responsible to rip it up out of spite, he instead rotated what was undoubtedly a past due notice to the bottom of the stack. It would just have to wait.

The next envelope was plain and unassuming. Still, he sensed it was another request for payment from yet another creditor. They’d been coming in a steady stream for years now—ever since his wife passed on—ever since he’d lost control of the farm while he’d wallowed in his grief. And now, he didn’t know if he’d ever get back on solid footing.

“Daddy! Daddy!” Nikki, his seven-year-old daughter, ran up to him. “Have you seen Dash?”

Dash was one of their pygmy goats. His daughter had a special relationship with the little goat. He acted more like her puppy than a goat, which led to another set of problems.

He stifled a sigh. He knew the answer before he asked it, but he spoke the words anyway. “Why would I see Dash out here? Tell me you didn’t let him out of his pen again.”

“But he looked so lonely in there.” Her big round blue eyes pleaded with him to understand.

Every time she planted her hands on her little girl hips and stared at him that way, he couldn’t help but think of Beth. Nikki may have his hair and eye coloring but the rest was her mother’s beauty.

He didn’t want to take a firm stance. Not today. Still, he couldn’t let Nikki get away with everything. Just like he was working harder to get a handle on his finances, he also had to work harder to be a bit firmer with his daughter.

He rested his hands on his waist and looked pointedly at her. “How many times do I have to tell you it isn’t safe letting him out on his own?”

“But he wasn’t alone. He was with me.”

“If he was with you, how come you can’t find him?”

She swished the toe of her shoe around in the dirt. “Well, um…I had to go inside.”

“You should have put Dash back in the pen before you went inside.”

“But I was only gone a second.”

He arched a brow. “Are you sure it wasn’t longer?”

Her face scrunched up into a pouty face. “Never mind.” She leveled her slender shoulders and lifted her chin. “I’ll find him on my own.”

When she turned to stomp off, a smile played at his lips. She was seven years old going on sixteen. With her mother gone, she was growing up faster than she needed to. He didn’t have the time to spend with her like he wanted. Sure, when she wasn’t in school or with the babysitter, they were together. But he was always working while she found something to occupy herself close by. She deserved more than he could give. The guilt weighed on him.

However, finding Dash was one problem he could solve. “Hold up, Nikki.”

She didn’t slow down, so he picked up the pace. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t help you find Dash. I just need you to be more cautious with him. He’s still young and learning. We don’t want him getting hurt, do we?”

As her short legs kept moving, she shook her head. “I didn’t mean to lose him. He just ran off.”

“Listen, he couldn’t have gotten very far. We’ll find him.” He reached out and gently grabbed his daughter’s arm. “Hold up a moment.”

She reluctantly stopped and turned to him. “We have to find him. He’s scared.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because he’s a baby and he’s all…alone.” She waved her hands around as she talked as though emphasizing every word just like her mother used to do.

Another wave of pain crashed over him. He missed Beth so much that sometimes he thought the pain would suffocate him. And just when he thought he was ready to move on with his life, the pain would come roaring back. At times like this, he wouldn’t even see it coming. It would totally blindside him and steal his breath away.

“Daddy?” Nikki yanked on his shirt sleeve. “You aren’t listening.”

He blinked repeatedly. “Sorry, sweetie. I think you’re right. Dash is still young, and he probably is scared when he’s away from his momma so that means you shouldn’t take him out of the goat pen.”

“But it’s just for a little bit. He likes me.”

He couldn’t argue with her on that part. His daughter had a way with animals, especially Dash, who would follow her to the ends of the earth and back again.

How did he make her understand what he was trying to say? He cleared his throat and began again. “Since he trusts you so much, you have to do what is best for him. That means making sure he doesn’t run off—even if it means keeping him inside the pen.”

Her bottom lip stuck out. “Okay.”

“Let’s go find him. Do you know which direction he went?”

Nikki’s slim shoulders rose and fell as she gave a shake of her head.

Well, this should be fun. This wasn’t a small farm, but something told him Dash wouldn’t get far. He was a momma’s boy, and he was Nikki’s shadow.

Buzz-buzz.

His cell phone vibrated in his pocket. “Hang on. Let me get this.”

His daughter’s face scrunched up. “But Daddy…”

“This won’t take long. I promise.” He was expecting a phone call about the additional crops he’d planted this year in hopes of saving the funds to rebuild the barn.

The truth of the matter was the old barn had taken a battering when the last hurricane skimmed up the Atlantic coast. Now with part of the roof missing as well as the back wall, it wasn’t long for this world.

The one thing he’d learned the past few years was that he had to deal with problems as they came to him. Trying to jump ahead and solve a problem that hadn’t quite happened, well, it just muddled everything. In the end nothing was fixed, and in some cases, it created new and unexpected problems. But, there were just too many immediate problems facing him.








  
  
Chapter Four




Life on the island was different from anything she knew. 

It took a bit of adjusting. As did going by her middle name.

And yet Aster found herself being drawn into the close-knit community. Comparing Bluestar to Los Angeles was something akin to comparing apples and oranges. They were totally different in almost every way imaginable.

But in the next breath, she told herself not to get too comfortable there. Oz’s threat echoed in her mind. She had no doubt that sooner or later he’d be looking for her, anxious to settle the score—his words not hers. The question was, had she covered her trail well enough? She hoped so.

In their brief time together, she hadn’t revealed a lot about herself, just general things about her job at the local college. Her co-workers didn’t know what had happened to her. And for that she felt awful. Someday she would apologize to them, but for now it was safest for them and herself if she remained silent.

She turned her attention to the beautiful summer day. There wouldn’t be many of those left as autumn was quickly approaching. And though most people enjoyed the summer months, Aster had always been partial to autumn. She loved its crisp mornings and warm afternoons.

And on this particular day, Ms. Birdie Neill tasked Aster with the job of retrieving some apples from a local farm for the fundraiser. The task seemed simple enough. Birdie had even loaned her a golf cart.

Aster drove the flamingo-pink golf cart out of town on a windy road that swept toward the coastline and then zig-zagged back inland. It was a very picturesque ride with the lush green foliage and glimpses of the ocean. It was her first time exploring beyond the town limits. She wondered how long it would take to reach the end of the island.

That thought didn’t have a chance to take hold as she slowed to a stop next to an adorable mailbox that was painted with white and black spots just like a cow. She smiled. Her stop was 913 Sea Glass Drive.

She stared down the dirt lane. She could barely make out the roofline of a house but not much else. She’d been warned that you couldn’t see all of the farm from the road.

She turned the golf cart down the lane. The ruts made the ride bouncy. Aster tightened her hold on the steering wheel. She clamped her jaw together to keep her teeth from rattling. Surely it couldn’t be far. And she was right. Soon the rest of the farmhouse came into sight.

The two-story white home with red shutters wasn’t anything special, and yet she couldn’t help but think how homey it looked with two white wicker chairs on the front porch. Or perhaps that was just the way she wanted to see it. After running for her life, she was seeing things differently.

Just then an old truck drove around the house. It was robin egg blue, and Aster did a double-take at seeing a pickup on the island. Someone was being a rule breaker. Interesting.

The truck pulled to a stop and the driver got out. He was tall and thin. His short hair was covered with a blue and white ball cap. She got out of the golf cart and approached him.

As he drew nearer, she recognized him. Oh no! “It’s you.”

His eyebrows rose. “Don’t tell me you’re having golf cart problems again.”

Heat swirled in her chest and rushed to her cheeks. “No. Uh… Thank you for helping me yesterday.”

“Then you must be lost,” he said. “If you’re looking for the lighthouse, it’s further down the road.”

She shook her head. “No. I’m here to see you.”

The man’s brows lifted as his sky-blue eyes reflected his confusion. “I don’t think so. We don’t have any business.”

The heat intensified in her cheeks. The sooner she could get this taken care of, the better. “I’m Aster. I’m here to pick up the apples.”

Just then a young girl climbed out of the passenger side of the truck and slammed the door shut. A distinct frown pulled at her pretty face. Her pigtails fluttered in the breeze. “We’ll never find him.” 

The defeated tone of her voice struck Aster. Sympathy welled up in her. She immediately wanted to help the girl, but she had no idea who was lost.

The man turned to the girl. He knelt in front of her and proceeded to tenderly swipe a tear from her pale cheek. “He’ll turn up when he gets hungry.”

Her chin wobbled as crocodile tears splashed onto her cheeks. “You promise?”

The man didn’t say anything for a moment. “Why don’t you go check in back? Maybe he returned.”

Her eyes lit up with hope. “Okay.”

When the little girl took off running around the house, he turned his attention back to Aster. “Sorry about that. Now what were you saying about some apples?”

It took Aster a moment to gather herself after watching that touching moment between father and daughter. “Uh…never mind. It’s not a good time. I’ll come back later.” She turned to walk away.

“No. Wait.” When she turned back, he said, “The thing is I never promised you any apples. I would have remembered that.”

“Oh, no, it’s not me who asked for them. It was probably Birdie. But then again, it could have been someone else. I didn’t think to ask who had contacted you.”

“Whoa. Slow down. I haven’t talked to anyone about apples. At least not recently.”

“But I was told to come here.” When he still looked confused, she worried her bottom lip. This was not a great beginning to her assignment—her chance to prove herself. “Wait a sec.”

“For what?”

She was already in motion. She didn’t stop to say a word. Instead, she focused on rushing back to the cart where she’d left her purse on the seat. She reached inside her pink bag and pulled out a flowered notebook.

She rushed back toward him. She flipped through her notes until she found the right page. “It’s right here. I need to pick up two bushels of apples from Frank Hornell.”

A slow smile came over the man’s face. “Right there’s your problem. I’m not Frank.”

“You’re not?” How had she gotten that wrong? She stared at her notes, like the answer for the mix-up was suddenly going to jump out at her.

“No. He lives at 931 Sea Glass Drive. This is 913 Sea Glass Drive.”

She blinked. “It is?”

He nodded.

“Daddy! Daddy!” The little girl came running up to him and didn’t slow down until she plowed into him.

He stood there like a sturdy oak tree that had withstood the test of time. He absorbed her energy without a grunt or a stumble. It was as though he was used to this sort of behavior, and it didn’t seem to faze him. Aster instantly liked the man. Sure, he might have been grouchy in town, but she had been blocking him in. But now she was seeing a totally different side of him. And she liked what she saw.

But she knew not to go with her initial assessment. After all, look how that had turned out for her in the immediate past. Her gaze moved to the little girl, who stared up at the man as they discussed the situation. He worked so hard to soothe her worry, and the little girl looked at him with such trust and love. Aster may not be able to trust her judgement any longer, but perhaps she could go by the girl’s unwavering faith in her father. 

“Can I do something to help?” Aster asked before she even considered that this might be a family thing.

Both the man and the little girl turned to her. Surprise was written all over both of their faces.

“Have you seen Dash?” the girl asked.

“Is this a person?” Aster’s gaze moved between father and daughter.

“No, silly. It’s my goat.” The little girl said it so matter-of-factly that for a moment Aster felt silly for not knowing the answer. The little girl studied her. 

The child’s stare was so intense that Aster wondered if she’d detected the scar on Aster’s jaw. It was ugly and she didn’t want to scare the child. But she vividly recalled layering on her special makeup that morning. Her fingers tingled with the need to touch her face and confirm that the makeup was indeed hiding the evidence of her past, but she resisted the urge.

“Do I know you?” The girl’s voice drew Aster from her thoughts.

“No.” Aster knelt down to make direct eye contact with the girl, just like she’d seen her father do when he spoke to her. Then Aster stuck out her hand. “Hi. I’m Char..erm, Aster.” She was having a hard time with this name change stuff. But it was necessary for now. “And what’s your name?”

The girl glanced at her father, who nodded. Then the girl shook her hand. And it wasn’t some dainty little shake. She had a firm grip for a child her size and a solid shake. “My name’s Nikki. Can you help me find my goat?”

“I… I don’t know.” She quite honestly didn’t know the first thing about goats. “But I can try.” And then she straightened and looked at Nikki’s father. “If that’s all right with you?”

“The name’s Sam. Sam Bell. And you don’t have to help.”

“Oh no. I don’t mind. I’d like to meet Dash.”

She’d never met a goat before, but she’d dubbed this year as an adventure. And the important element of adventures was trying new experiences. She never thought it would include goats, but why not?

Nikki grabbed her hand and started pulling toward the back of the house. “We have to start back here.”

“Nikki, slow up,” Sam said. “I have an idea. Your grandmother dropped off some ginger snap cookies yesterday. Grab a couple of those. Dash loves them.”

The girl’s blue eyes, which were so much like her father’s, lit up. “Okay.” She turned to Aster. “Stay here. I’ll be back.” And then the girl took off running as fast as her legs would carry her.

Sam turned to Aster. “You can leave now. I can explain things to Nikki.”

Aster shook her head. “I said I’d help find Dash and I meant it.” She glanced around from the big old farmhouse to the red barn in the distance. “Where should I start?”









