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Dedicated to black jelly beans

The only jelly bean I like. 


Chapter 1 

 

Ella took a seat on the Greyhound bus just like she had every third Friday of the month. It had been her routine ever since her dad got sent to prison eight years ago. Her brothers hated that she took the trip and wished she could just forget about their dad like they had, but she couldn’t bring herself to abandon the man who once kissed her boo-boos and carried her on his shoulders. Convicted felon or not, he was and always would be her dad, and she held hope that her family’s wounds would one day heal, that forgiveness wouldn’t be a dream, but a reality. 

She closed her eyes, envisioning her three brothers, dad, and grandfather sitting together at the dining room table, passing plates of spaghetti around, joking and laughing, just like they once had before everything had gone so terribly wrong. 

The fantasy eased the tension in her shoulders and the emotional knots in her stomach she always got after seeing her dad dressed in the same canary-yellow prison uniform he wore like a badge of shame and regret. 

Yellow used to be her favorite color, but now it just reminded her of her father’s crimes and of the time that was taken from them. He wasn’t there to take pictures with her for senior prom or high school graduation. He didn’t get to teach her to drive or wish her good luck as she left for college. So much time was taken from them because he chose to break the law. 

 While she didn’t agree with the choices her father had made and wished he would have taken a different path, she could almost understand. 

He wanted to take care of his family after losing his wife, and instead of swallowing his pride and asking his own parents for help, he found his answers in dealing drugs. In the end, he lost the house, his family, and his freedom.

“Is this seat taken?” a masculine voice asked, and Ella opened her eyes, completely taken by the handsome stranger pointing to the spot beside her. His dark blond hair was cut short and stylishly swept to the side. His piercing blue eyes were as beautiful as the sky on a warm spring day, vibrant and inviting. 

A brown leather messenger bag hung from his broad shoulders, and the sleeves to his dress shirt were rolled up, revealing tanned arms. 

“Hi,” Ella said with a goofy grin on her face. 

He arched an eyebrow in her direction and swept his gaze back toward the empty seat. “So, is someone sitting here?” he asked. 

“Oh! No.” Heat exploded in her cheeks, spreading down her chest. She’d been openly staring like he was a model on a poster and not an actual living breathing man. Ella snatched her bag from the seat and placed it on her lap. “Sorry about that. It’s all yours.” 

He offered a smile and stepped out of the aisle, letting the people behind him pass. “It’s quite all right,” he said, easing the strap from his bag down his arm. He sat, surrounding her in a mouth-watering aroma of leather and cedarwood, and pulled out a laptop. 

“Not from around here, huh?” she asked. 

He turned to her, those two perfect sapphires filling with curiosity. “What makes you say that?” 

“Your arms,” she said, nodding to the tanned skin poking out of his crisp white and blue plaid shirt. 

He laughed. “My arms?” 

“You don’t get a tan like that in the northeast until at least July.”

“I could’ve gone on vacation to somewhere tropical.” 

“Possibly, but then there’s also the University of California sticker on your laptop.” She pointed to the blue and yellow insignia. 

He followed her finger, and the edge of his lip quirked. “You’re very observant.” 

“My grandfather would call it nosy.” 

“Are you close with your grandfather?” 

“I am.” Close didn’t even begin to describe their bond. He was the foundation that kept her standing from one tragedy to the next—an unbreakable force who helped her keep one foot in front of the other. It was why after her grandmother passed away, she knew what she had to do. 

College had always been the goal. She wanted to be the first in her family to get a degree, then make a name for herself in the interior design world, but her grandfather had carried her on his shoulders time and time again. It was her turn to return the favor. 

“I actually live with him.” 

It was only supposed to be temporary, a year at best, but seven years later, she was still there. The degree she dreamed about—walking across the stage to receive while her family cheered her on in the audience—was nothing more than a distant memory. 

But she was okay with that. For seven years she got to know her grandfather even more, and when the time came when he would take his last breath—hopefully not anytime soon—she would be grateful for all the time they’d had together. It was time she never got with either her mother or her grandmother. 

“That’s kind of funny actually.” 

“Why is that?”

“I’m on my way to see my grandfather.” 

There was a great deal of sayings about how you know a lot about a man by the way he treated animals or his parents, but Ella firmly believed a man’s true colors showed based on the relationship he had with not just his parents and siblings, but his grandparents as well. The older generation was so easily forgotten when life got in the way. 

“Are you two close?” she asked. 

He rubbed a hand under his chin, the corners of his eyes squinting slightly. “Not yet, but I hope one day we will be.” 

Ella’s eyebrow arched in genuine curiosity. It was in her nature; she just couldn’t help herself. He couldn’t just dangle a piece of meat in front of her and not expect her to attack, but she’d been trying to rein in her curiosities. Her older brother, Enzo, told her it made some people uncomfortable. She didn’t think that was her problem. If they didn’t want to talk about something, then they shouldn’t present it in a way that left room for questions. 

She literally just met this guy, though, and they still had a bus ride home to get through. The last thing she wanted was to make either of them uncomfortable. 

“That’s a loaded response,” she finally said, unable to resist the urge. 

He smirked, which caused an unexpected dimple to appear in his right cheek. It was quite charming, and she tried not to stare at the adorable little indent. 

“You don’t miss anything, do you?” 

She shrugged. “It’s a gift, but it’s also a curse. Sometimes I can come across a bit intrusive, so please don’t feel like you have to appease me with a response, unless you want to.” 

His smirk bloomed into a full smile, and it was like watching the change in seasons—the peaceful calm of winter morphing into the bright, blissful spring. 

“Why do I have a feeling if I don’t tell you it will eat at you this entire ride?”

“I’ll just have to create my own scenario in my head, and it’s very possible you can turn out to be the villain in my story.” 

“The villain? That’s a bit harsh.” 

“Can’t control what my imagination comes up with.” 

He shifted in his chair, that cute dimple now staring right at her. “Now you know I can’t let myself become the villain.” 

“You prefer to be the hero of your story?” 

He shook his head, the dimple disappearing. “No hero.” 

She couldn’t help but notice the slight tinge of sadness that crept into those two words, nor the way his lips curved downward and how he broke eye contact, his gaze drifting toward the window. 

“So if you don’t want to be the villain or the hero, then what do you want to be?” 

“Just a guy with a story.” 

“Okay then, guy with a story, hit me with it.” 

He laughed. “Your grandfather is right. You are nosy.” 

“You can’t say I didn’t warn you. Though, maybe in the future I should think about wearing a sign for emphasis.” 

“I bet someone would take your picture and post it on the internet.” 

She sucked in an exaggerated gasp. “I could go viral.” She slapped her hands against her chest and looked longingly at the ceiling. “Dreams can come true.” 

He laughed again, and it was a welcome sound. He rummaged in his messenger bag and pulled out a small plastic bag.

She pointed, unable to hide the massive smile on her face. “You did not just pull out a bag of black jelly beans.” 

“Go ahead,” he said. “Tell me how they are the worst jelly bean to ever exist, that no person could actually like them. I’ve heard it all.”

Her mouth fell open, acting as if she was completely appalled by his words. “I was just going to say those are my favorite.” 

He glanced at her, eyebrow arched. “Seriously?” 

“Seriously. I love them. My grandmother used to buy them for me every Easter, and my brothers would make fun of me, but she and I would sit down with the bag between us on the couch and watch Singin’ in the Rain. By the time the movie was over, the bag would be empty. But my grandma always had a back-up bag for me to take home. She called them little beans of happiness.” Ella also knew they reminded her grandmother of anisette, her drink of choice. 

“She sounds like a great woman.” 

“She was,” Ella said as she fought the burn at the back of her eyes, the onslaught of emotions that crept up her throat. Pesky little things. She could never control them when she remembered her grandma. 

Ella waved her hands at her eyes and forced a massive smile on her face. “But we weren’t supposed to be talking about me,” she said. 

The gorgeous stranger held up the bag. “Have a bean of happiness.” 

This time the smile wasn’t forced, it was big and grateful. “Thank you.” She took a handful and leaned back in the chair as she popped one in her mouth. “Mmm,” she groaned as the licorice flavor mingled with her taste buds. “So good.” 

“I’ll keep the bag here,” he said, placing it between them. 

“Don’t think because I’m distracted by the goodness of these jelly beans I’ve forgotten you still have a story to tell.” 

“Definitely nosy.” He popped a jelly bean in his mouth. “Truth is, I didn’t even know I had a grandfather until six years ago. I thought he wanted nothing to do with me.” 

Ella’s eyebrow lifted on its own accord as she swung her gaze toward him. “How does that even happen?” 

“Before I was born, he and my father had a falling out. My dad up and moved with my mom across the country to California.” 

“Wow. I couldn’t imagine not knowing my grandparents. They helped shape who I am.” 

“My whole life I didn’t have grandparents. My mom’s parents died before I was born, and then there was my grandfather. My dad told me my grandfather wanted nothing to do with me. I believed him, he was my dad, until I was twenty-one, home on spring break for a couple days, and found a stack of cards in my dad’s desk drawer. Birthday cards, Christmas cards, a couple Easter cards… all addressed to me, unopened.” 

“Your dad hid them from you?” 

“I was furious. My dad took my right away to a relationship with my only living grandparent because he couldn’t see past his own resentment.” 

“I’m guessing you eventually reached out to your grandfather?” 

“I did. Not right away, though.” 

“Why not?” 

“Honestly? I was afraid after never hearing back from me, he’d have written me off. Finally, I realized that if he sent cards every year for almost twenty-one years that had to have meant something. So, I wrote him back, and as they say, the rest was history. Now six years after that, I’m going to stay with him for a couple weeks and help him out with his finances.”

“Wow. Now that’s a story. One I think will have a happy ending.” 

“I hope so. I want to be able to have a relationship with my grandfather. It may not be like the one you have with yours, but something.” 

“You will. As long as you both want it, it’ll happen, and clearly that’s what he wanted all along. What about your dad?”  

“Haven’t spoken to him in six years.” 

“That’s a shame,” Ella said, thinking of her own brothers. People made mistakes, they were only human, but if she learned anything, life was too short to hold a grudge. Things happened at rapid speed, and the opportunity to seek forgiveness was gone, and all that was left was a big ‘what if’. Ella didn’t think it was worth it. 

Everybody deserved forgiveness, but when it came to her dad and her three brothers, they were about as forgiving as a brick wall. 

“He made his choice.” 

“Have you never made the wrong choice?” she asked. If she couldn’t change her brother’s stubborn ways, maybe she could at least help someone else. 

“Plenty of times, but I never took the choice away from someone else.” 

“Do you ever think you could find it in your heart to forgive him?” 

“Only time knows the answer to that.” 

“Well, as someone who has watched what happens to a family when people are unwilling to forgive, I hope time is kind to you and yours.” 

“Now look who’s giving loaded responses,” he said as he ate another jelly bean. “Care to elaborate?” 

“No.” 

“Not even if you know it’s going to drive me crazy the entire rest of this bus ride?” 

“Still no, but nice try. Besides, I don’t even know your name.” 

“Lucas.” 

“Well Lucas, I’m Ella, and it’s a pleasure to meet you.” She held out her palm, and when he wrapped his strong hand around hers, heat shot to her core, fireworks erupted along her arm, and every movie meet-cute suddenly paled in comparison. 


Chapter 2 

 

After a long day of travel, Lucas never expected he’d be grateful for his diverted flight. He’d been ready to chuck his luggage in a dumpster at the airport, but now as he shook Ella’s hand, holding on much longer than he probably should have—though she didn’t seem to mind—he was counting his lucky stars. 

Ella was beautiful, charming, and—more importantly—she liked black jelly beans. A woman after his own heart. He loved the way she’d spoken about her family and her grandparents; it was refreshing. He didn’t have siblings to make fun of him, and because of his dad, he didn’t have grandparents to spoil him. It had been just him and his parents, but he couldn’t even really call them a family. Not when his dad had cared more about closing his next deal than he did about them, or how his mom had preferred to spend her weekends at the spa away from home and away from Lucas. 

Because of his dad’s dedication to work and success, Lucas grew up with everything he could ever want, but those material possessions could never fill the void in his heart. What he had always wanted were people who supported him without question, and who loved him on days when he’d been impossible to be around. 

Maybe his parents had loved him in their own selfish way, and maybe Lucas was greedy, because it wasn’t enough. The shocking surprise about his grandfather had been the final nail in the already closed coffin. He’d gone back to school and never once looked back. 

He’d found family in friends as he slowly began to build a relationship with his grandfather. But being on the other side of the country made it difficult. So, now that his startup company was taking off and he had employees he could rely on, it was a no brainer when his grandfather called and asked him for help with the finances of his restaurant—a town staple that Joe started at the young age of twenty-two and had hoped his own son would take over one day. Lucas knew how that story went, and only hoped he wouldn’t be as big of a disappointment as his father was. 

“You got quiet. You okay?” Ella asked. “I didn’t mean to pry.” 

He laughed. He barely knew the girl but he knew enough. “Yes, you did.”

“Okay, I did, but now I feel bad.” 

“Nothing to feel bad about. Just lost in thought for a moment there.” He picked up the bag of jelly beans and examined it. “Still have half a bag left.” 

She swiped it out of his hand. “Not for long.” She took a couple, popping one in her mouth with a satisfied smile before handing them back. “So tell me, Lucas, other than black jelly beans, what’s your favorite food?” 

“Easy. Tacos.” 

Ella’s hand froze halfway to her mouth. “You’re kidding?” 

“There are many things I kid about, but tacos aren’t one of them. Why, what’s your favorite food?” he asked. 

She looked at him with sparkling wide eyes. “Tacos.” 

“Come on. You’re just saying that.” 

“You can call one of my best friends and ask them yourself. We have Taco Tuesday where we gorge ourselves with tacos and drink margaritas.” 

“Sounds like you know how to live.” 

“You only have one life, might as well make the best of it.” 

He looked at her beautiful dark brown eyes that he was sure brought many men to their knees. “I couldn’t agree more,” he said. 

“Do you have any traditions with your friends? Assuming you have friends, that is.” 

“I have friends.” 

“Just checking.” 

“And actually, I do. My two best buds and I try to go on a camping trip every year.”

Her gaze drifted up and down his button up shirt and settled on his shoes for a moment before moving back to his eyes. “Camping, really? I wouldn’t have suspected you to be the outdoorsy type.” 

“Didn’t you ever learn not to judge a book by its cover?” he asked. 

She tilted her head, her long brown hair falling over her shoulders. “I did, but as you already know, I’m really good at figuring people out, and you don’t strike me as the sleeping in a tent type of guy.” 

“What do I strike you as then?”

“The roughing it in a four-star accommodation with room service kind of guy.” 

He laughed. “That couldn’t be further from the truth.” 

“Good to know,” she said, meeting his gaze, a humorous smile on her face. “I hate that kind of guy.” 

Their eyes stayed locked as if an invisible force was keeping them there and neither were attempting to fight against the resistance. A minute later—or maybe longer; it was hard to tell—Ella cleared her throat and broke the connection. She fidgeted with the small golden heart that dangled from her necklace, rubbing the shiny metal between her thumb and forefinger. 

 “Have you ever been camping?” he asked, not wanting the little time they had left together to get lost to silence. He was enjoying her company, and whether she knew it or not, she was keeping his mind occupied. Before he got on this bus, he couldn’t stop wondering about how it would be to stay with his grandfather—a man he only knew through letters and phone calls. 

“Once,” Ella said, “when I was seven. And we went all out. I mean we totally roughed it. My dad set up a tent in the backyard and ran an extension cord from the house to the tent.” 

“What did you need an extension cord for?” 

“The TV of course.” 

He laughed. “A TV?”

“And a VCR. I mean how else were we supposed to watch Free Willy?” 

“Now that’s roughing it. I’m surprised you survived to talk about it.” 

“It was pretty bleak, but somehow we managed,” she said. 

He smiled, appreciating the joking tone in her voice and the way playfulness highlighted her face. They fell into easy conversation, and before he knew it, the bus was pulling into the depot. 

She leaned down, picking up her bag and placing it on her lap. The bus came to a stop, and she turned toward the aisle. A couple hours ago he couldn’t wait for his hellish day of travel to be over, and now he didn’t want it to end. 

People began filing off the bus, and he grabbed his stuff and stepped into the aisle. Ella pushed the strap of her purse onto her shoulder and he nodded to it. 

“Is that all you have?” he asked. 

“This is it.” 

“You travel light.”

She shrugged. “It was only a day trip.” 

The aisle cleared, and with no one else in the seats behind them, Lucas stepped away from the seat and stood back to let Ella go first. She slid out from the little world they’d created on the ride, and he followed her off the bus. 

“Well,” she said, turning to him, “it was nice meeting you.”

“Likewise.” 

“Okay then.” She waved awkwardly and spun around. An unexpected rush of panic filled him, and he called after her. She turned back to him, her long brown hair floating around her. 

He moved toward her, knowing that if he let her walk away, he would forever question his stupidity for letting her slip out of his life. 

“Do you want to grab a cup of coffee?” he asked. 

Her dark brown eyes focused on him, her eyebrows lifting ever so slightly. She was damn beautiful, more beautiful than any other woman he’d ever known. And somehow, he’d been lucky enough to talk to her for a couple hours. 

A couple of hours wasn’t enough. 

He had nothing to lose, so he hit her with honesty. “I couldn’t walk away from here without asking. I know I would wonder for the rest of my life what would’ve happened if I just asked. So, what do you say? Coffee?” 

Her teeth slid over her plump bottom lip. She nibbled at it for a moment, then met his gaze. “I wish I could, but I can’t.” 

“I understand,” he said, and he did, but it didn’t take away the disappointment that was currently engulfing him in a sad, pathetic cloud of rejection. He swallowed down the defeat and nodded. 

“No, it’s not like that,” she said.  “If I don’t get back soon, my family will worry.” 

“You’re not married, are you?” In the entire time on the bus, he hadn’t thought to ask, but she wasn’t wearing a ring, he’d checked. 

Ella laughed. “Not married. Just have three overprotective brothers and a grandfather who worry too much.” 

“That’s a lot of people looking out for you.” He had no idea what that was like, but imagined it had its perks. “That must be really nice.” 

Her eyes softened.  “It is, sometimes. Other times they make me want to rip my hair out.” 

“Can I get your number then?” Now that he knew for sure she wasn’t married, he wasn’t going to walk away knowing he’d never see her again. Not when he’d felt alive for the first time in a long time just sitting on a bus talking. 

She smiled. “You’re persistent.” 

“I know a good thing when I see it.” 

“Quite the sweet talker, too.” 

“Is it working?” he asked. 

She tapped her chin then held out her hand. His eyebrow arched in curiosity. 

“Give me your phone,” she said. 

He didn’t hesitate, though maybe he should have, since he honestly didn’t know her from a hole in the wall, but he felt he knew enough that she wouldn’t take off with it. She didn’t. She clicked a few buttons, then the sound of a vaguely familiar pop song echoed through the air.

She reached into her bag and pulled out her phone. “Now I have your number. And mine is in your call history.” She tapped a few more buttons on his phone then handed it back with a stifled laugh. 

He took the phone and looked down at the screen a smile curving the edges of his mouth. “Awesome bus girl?” 

“I think it has a nice ring.” 

She typed into her phone and laughed. 

“What’s so funny?” he asked.

“Nothing.”

He made a move for her phone, and she held it above their heads, and though she was tall, she wasn’t taller than him. A blush spread across her cheeks, her lips pursed. He moved quickly and snatched the phone from her hand. He couldn’t hold back the laugh when he glanced at the screen. 

“Cute bus guy?” he asked with a dumb smile forcing its way across his face. “You think I’m cute?” 

“You weren’t supposed to see that.” 

“I’m happy I did.” 

“I really should go.” She backed away from him slowly and waved. He stood there, watching until she got into a black Mustang, then texted her. 

I think you’re cute, too.


Chapter 3

 

Willow Cove population not nearly enough. Lucas thought as the cab headed into the small town. 

Lucas felt like he was transported onto a movie set. He didn’t think it was possible for towns to actually look like this. There was literally an ice cream shop where the building was made to look like a pink cup filled with vanilla soft serve. And there was a cherry on top. Of course there was. Why wouldn’t there be? It just added to the ridiculousness of it all. 

Street signs were pieces of wood nailed to a longer piece of wood and hand painted. 

Part of him could understand why his father wanted to leave. This place seemed more like a theme park than a place to live. A large sign sat at the edge of what looked like the heart of town with the words: ENTERING WILLOW COVE, COME FOR THE LOBSTER ROLLS, STAY FOR THE PEOPLE.

As the taxi driver, Frank—an old man with slicked back gray hair and thick lined skin—continued on and passed the sign, the town transformed into something out of a travel guide. Multi-colored buildings lined the main strip, flags and signs hung above doorways, benches sat along the sidewalk, surrounded by baskets of soon-to-bloom flowers. Cobblestone streets led down alleyways filled with more shops and ending at a row of docks jutting out into the water. Lobster traps were piled along the docks, and colorful buoys covered buildings like a coat of paint. 

It suddenly didn’t seem so ridiculous, and when Lucas spotted the bright red signs cut out in the shapes of lobsters pointing down at Joe’s Lobster House, he imagined what life would have been like if his father had stayed in Willow Cove and taken over the restaurant. 

No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t imagine it. His father, who spent most of his days in custom tailored suits and ate out most nights wasn’t the type of man to work in a place whose biggest claim to fame was a lobster roll. 

Joseph Prescott was a cold-hearted businessman who thrived on telling people no, especially his one and only son. Lucas spent the first twenty-one years of his life trying to please his father and make him proud. He never felt like he had, and when he’d found those unopened cards, it was like a light bulb had turned on in his head. 

A man who could lie to his face, tell him his grandfather didn’t want anything to do with him, and went out of his way to make sure he never found out the truth wasn’t a man he wanted to please. Quite frankly, he couldn’t give two shits about making his dad proud. 

He felt like a caged lion, stepping out into the wilderness for the first time, experiencing the feel of soft grass beneath his paws and roaming freely with nothing blocking him at every direction. 

Lucas had lived his life full of barriers set in place by his father, and now, six years since that eye-opening day in his father’s office, he lived his life for himself—a concept that had once been so foreign to him. 

“That’s your granddaddy’s place,” Frank said, pointing at the wood carved lobster signs in the distance. 

“I figured as much,” Lucas said. “You know my grandfather, I assume.” It was a small town, and if it was anything like the movies or TV shows, everyone knew everyone. 

“Sure do. Known Joe since we were twelve years old. He finally grew into his ears.” 
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