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            JENNA

          

        

      

    

    
      “This can’t be it…” I mutter to myself, squinting through the front passenger window at the dilapidated Craftsman bungalow before me. It’s not how I remember the house on Monarch Street, but then again, I haven’t laid eyes on it since I was nine years old.

      I reach for my oversized tote bag and rummage around for the paper that my mother’s lawyer gave me. I toss out sunglasses, lip gloss, my wallet, my mother’s checkbook, a folder of important papers, and a mess of crumpled receipts. Finally, I find it at the bottom of my bag. The address is scribbled in smeared gel-inked chicken scratch, but it is legible: 503 Monarch Street. Cape Property Management. A barely legible phone number is scrawled beneath it.

      I exhale sharply causing the impulsive trauma bangs I just got to fall into my eyes. I brush them out of my face, cursing myself for running to my stylist last week when I lost control of literally everything in my life. “Not my hair, though. Nope. I’ve got control of my hair, and to prove it to myself, I want bangs,” I told her. Ten out of ten do not recommend doing that.

      I groan and squint out the window again. The lawn is cut, thanks to the property manager I guess, but the garden is way overgrown. The cedar fence is rotting and broken. Some of the siding is coming off. The exterior is not promising. “Well, there’s only one way to find out.” I force optimism into my self-talk, throwing open my driver’s side door more aggressively than I intend. It catches in the late September sea breeze and bounces back at me, hitting my calf. “Ow!” I shout as I get out of my teenage Toyota Camry. “Stupid car.” So much for optimism. I slam the door shut and stomp up to the sidewalk, shading my eyes as I take in the house up close. 

      It’s possible it looks more promising from the front yard than the front seat of my car. I squint. The outside definitely needs some work and curb appeal, but I think I can make it look decent for listing photos. Lord knows I can’t pay anyone. I have to use my inheritance money very wisely now that I’m no longer gainfully employed—hence, the bangs.

      I spent five years as a personal assistant at a high-end interior design firm on the Main Line in Pennsylvania, hoping to break into actual design work. But my entry-level job remained entry-level. Last week, after returning from bereavement leave following my mother’s funeral, my boss called me into her office and told me she no longer had use for an assistant.

      “People just aren’t hiring interior designers like they used to—not with all of the online platforms that they can use to DIY,” she said.

      She had to let me go. I understand it, I really do. The design industry is hard, and she needs to keep every penny she earns. Times are tough, but now what am I supposed to do? I packed up my desk, went out to my car, and screamed into the abyss. And then I got bangs.

      I pull my tote bag higher up on my shoulder and trek across the front lawn, the dried yellow grass crunching beneath my Chelsea boots. I don’t have a key—I didn’t know this house still existed until last week—but I wanted to have a look at it for myself before going over to the property manager’s office. I walk up the concrete front steps, holding the rotting wooden railing while carefully avoiding a splinter. That would be the icing on the cake.

      The small porch is really just a stoop, large enough for a couple of people to stand on while they ring the doorbell. A memory flashes in my mind—my mother, in this very spot, helping me tie my shoes before I ran off to catch lightning bugs. It’s a heady mix of grief and nostalgia. I close my eyes, letting the feelings wash over me. I shudder and blink my sadness away.

      Focus on the task in front of you, Jenna.

      The front door is a faded brick red with stained glass windows on either side, caked in dirt and grime. I use the cuff of my shirt to wipe away some of it and attempt to peer in, but it’s dark inside. Just for kicks, I try the handle. Locked, of course.

      I turn and walk around to the side of the house. The gate to the weather-worn fence takes no effort to push open. Immediately inside the gate is a side door with paned windows, offering me a view inside of a narrow hallway with an ancient stackable washer and dryer beside a large sink basin. A little girl’s bathing suit is draped over the side of the sink. My heart sinks.

      My bathing suit...from twenty-five years ago.

      I had wondered where that one went; it was my favorite. The brightly colored print looks like a Lisa Frank folder design. I lean against the buckling aluminum siding and catch my breath. For years, my world of possibility was reduced to pill bottles, insurance calls, doctor visits, and ‘how-are you-doings’ that I never could quite answer. In the blink of an eye, all of that’s over and here I stand—no job, no plan, nothing but a Lisa Frank bathing suit that made me feel like a mermaid all those years ago—in front of a house that once held so much promise.

      I sigh and close my eyes as grief for the last twenty-five years without my dad consumes me. And now I have lost my mom too. I’m all alone. My eyes well up and soul-crushing sadness almost envelops me when the sound of someone clearing their throat brings me back.

      “Can I help you?” a curt male voice asks, startling me. 

      His voice abruptly pulls me from my private moment. I whirl around, unable to formulate words, my jaw hanging open. Standing before me is an attractive man about my age, and he doesn’t look happy. He is tall and lean, with a mop of curly hair falling over his forehead and sinewy forearms peeking out from the rolled sleeves of his pale blue button-down.

      “What are you doing walking around my yard?” he asks again, squinting at me, arms folded across his chest.

      “Your yard?” I scoff. There we go. There’s my voice. I put my hands on my hips and frown. “This is my house.”

      The man smirks, a small chuckle escaping. “No, it’s not.” 

      Frustration bubbling, I take a step toward him. “Yes, it is. And who are you anyway?”

      He ignores my question. “This isn’t your house, lady, and we’re not in the business of allowing squatters, okay?” He cocks his head in the direction of the street. “If you don’t mind, I’d kindly ask you to exit the property.”

      Now I’m frustrated, and I suck in a shuddering breath, fighting back the sting of tears threatening to betray me. This is the last thing I need.

      “This is my house!” I fold my arms across my chest indignantly. “I haven’t been here in nearly twenty-five years, but it is.” I open my tote bag and rummage for that folder of important papers, pausing to turn off Mom’s med reminder app on my phone. I had forgotten to delete the app and now it’s blaring, reminding me once again that I don’t have a mother anymore. She’s gone. Once again, the wave of grief crashes into me and I pause, closing my eyes to collect myself.

      The man waits patiently for me to regain my composure. I’ll give him that.

      My hands tremble as I continue to fumble through the black hole that is my bag. “Aha!” I shout when I find it. I thrust the folder into his hand. He might be good-looking, but I’m not sold on kind yet.

      The man offers me a tight smile as he opens the folder, eyeing me as he reads. Then he closes the folder, his expression more somber after reading. “I’m sorry about your mother,” he offers with sincerity.

      I exhale. “Thank you. See? It is my house,” I retort, frowning at him and holding my hand out for the folder.

      He hands it back with a sheepish smile, ducking his head. “So, it is.” 

      “You never told me who you are,” I remind him, shifting my weight to the other hip. “Are you just some nosy neighbor?”

      He barks out a laugh, shaking his head. “No. I’m Miles Corbin. My family’s real estate firm manages this property.”

      “Okay, Miles,” I mutter sarcastically. “And you just so happened to be driving by, checking on it?”

      He chuckles again. “No, a nosy neighbor called me and reported a suspicious woman peering in the windows. It’s a small town, what can I say?”

      His hazel eyes dance with amusement, and I want to be annoyed, but I can’t even muster that anymore. Now, I’m just tired, and the sharp bite of the late afternoon chill is creeping in, reminding me that autumn comes much earlier by the seashore. 

      I crack a smile, trying to keep him in my good graces. “Okay, Miles, who can I see about getting myself a key?”

      “Why don’t we go back to my office and chat?” he asks, gesturing back toward the street. I’m hungry and tired, and I just want to go inside and fall onto the twenty-five-year-old mattress, but I don’t have a key, or a hotel room for that matter, so I have no choice but to follow the annoyingly handsome stranger back to his office.

      We walk around the front of the house, and I glance back at it, longingly, blinking back tears. There are so many memories tied to this little bungalow, but now that I’m alone, unemployed, and forced to live on the little inheritance my mom left me, I have no choice but to let it go. I pause on the sidewalk as Miles gestures toward a sand-colored Subaru Outback, with two surfboards on the roof rack, parked in front of my Camry. “Do you just want to follow me over?”

      I nod somberly, hugging myself for warmth no one else can offer, and walk around to the driver's side. How did I get here? I mean, I know how I got here but, in this moment, I have never felt more alone. And then, we both notice it at the same time. A flat tire. A completely undriveable flat tire. I must have ridden over a nail. I groan and close my eyes, tipping my head toward the sky. 

      “Well, I guess you’re riding with me then.” Miles smirks, and I glare at him like he’s the reason my world is falling apart.

      “You can’t be serious.” My voice cracks, filled more with defeat than anger. “I don’t even know you. Have you ever seen a horror movie?” I cross my arms protectively and take a step back. “The pretty girl trusts the handsome guy, and then—” I drag my finger across my throat. “Cue the spooky music.”

      I don’t mean to sound cruel but I’m fraying at the edges—cold, heartbroken, and overwhelmed. I’m one flat tire away from completely unraveling, and he is standing before me with that maddening smirk, his lips turning upward at the corners.

      “This is the last thing on earth I need right now,” I grumble, fighting the tears pricking the back of my eyes.

      At this, Miles softens, stepping closer as he pulls a business card from his wallet and hands it to me. He holds up his hands. “I promise you—I am who I say I am. Come on, Jenna. I’ll take you to the office to get your key, and then maybe we can get something to eat and talk about your options.” He offers me his arm but drops it when I don’t take it. 

      I reluctantly follow him to his passenger door. His seat is cluttered with empty fast-food bags, which he hurriedly tosses in the back so I can climb in. Before he closes the door, I glance up at him, my brow knitting. “I don’t think I told you my name. How did you know it?”

      “I saw it on the papers in your folder.” He grins proudly and shuts the door, whistling as he walks around to the driver’s side.

      “Oh,” I say, but he doesn’t hear me. Warmth bubbles in my chest—he took note of my name. Lately, I’ve felt so lonely, I don’t bother to force the flicker of yearning back down.

      Miles climbs into the driver’s seat and turns the ignition, shooting a glance in my direction. “Ready?”

      I let out a defeated sigh. “I guess.”

      He shifts into drive and pulls onto the street. “So, you think I’m handsome?” His lips quirk into a playful smile.

      I roll my eyes, but my stomach flutters with unfamiliar tingles. “Don’t push it,” I murmur.
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      Jenna is quiet on the short drive to my office in downtown Cape May, not quite walkable from her house. Coldplay’s “The Scientist” plays softly on the radio as Jenna stares out the window. I keep stealing glances at her, but she never looks my way. Her dark brown hair falls in waves around her shoulders, and every time the breeze blows through the cracked windows, I catch a whiff of her shampoo. She rests her elbow on the door and leans against it. I swallow my awkwardness and clear my throat. 

      “So, when was the last time you were in Cape May?” I ask hesitantly.

      “When I was nine.”

      “I see… How old are you now?” I ask and then wince because I don’t think you’re supposed to ask women that.

      Jenna doesn’t flinch though. “I’m thirty-five.”

      I let out a low whistle. “That’s a long time.”

      “It is. How old are you?” 

      “I’m forty-one.” I force a laugh to lighten the mood. The urge to crack a joke about AOL chat rooms and the A/S/L days bubbles, but something tells me Jenna isn’t in the mood for nostalgic joking. She gives me a quiet, polite smile and nods, turning back to the window. Message Received: doesn’t like small talk. That’s fine with me because before I can ask her anything else, we’re pulling into the parking lot at Cape Realty & Property Management, the business my father started three decades ago, now run by my brother Nate and me. 

      Nate’s locking the front door just as Jenna and I get out of the car. “Yo,” he says over his shoulder, looking surprised to see me. “I thought you had left for the day.”

      “I got a call about someone trespassing on Monarch.” I give Nate a wry smile and gesture teasingly at Jenna. “Turns out, it was the owner.”

      “No, shit.” Nate laughs, holding his hand out to Jenna. “I’m Nate, this guy’s younger and much better-looking brother.” He winks, glancing at me for my reaction. I could punch him.

      Jenna smiles but it doesn’t reach her eyes. I hardly know her, but I get the sense that she’s just being polite to both of us so she can get this over with and get the hell out of here. “Hi, I’m Jenna.” She gently pulls her hand back and wipes it on her jeans.

      “Well, I’ll leave you to it,” Nate says, sidestepping. “I’ve got to get Caden from the sitter.” Nate is a newly single dad. His wife passed away from cancer when Caden was three. Now he is raising his four-year-old son alone and is far more responsible and dependable than I am. I love to josh him for it too, but truthfully, I am really proud of my little bro.

      I take out my keys and unlock the door that Nate just locked, motioning for Jenna to follow me inside. Our office is an open-concept space with a variety of seating arrangements—my desk, Nate’s desk, and our assistant Linda’s desk. A casual seating area with a sofa and end tables sits off to the side when you walk in. Big floor-to-ceiling windows cast the room in the glow of the setting sun. Instead of taking Jenna to my desk, I motion for her to sit on the sofa, so it won’t be in her eyes.

      “It gets really bright in this room in the afternoon,” I say, awkwardly. It’s not often that a pretty girl makes me fumble my words, but something about Jenna unsettles me. We just met but it’s like she’s carrying a silence that I feel the need to fill. There’s a heaviness in her eyes, as if she’s somewhere else entirely. For some reason, I want to know where. It’s because she looks so downtrodden, it tugs on something deep inside of me. It’s an unfamiliar feeling.

      “Why don’t you sit here so the sun doesn’t blind you and I’ll be right back?” I don’t wait for a response and instead, turn and walk to the back of the office where we keep the residential keys and paperwork in a locked cabinet.

      Jenna settles on the edge of the couch, flipping through the fall edition of Cape May Magazine, though it’s clear to me that she isn’t really seeing the pages. From the back of the office, I take a minute to study her before digging for the key. She looks drained, shoulders slumped, T-shirt rumpled, like she threw it on in a hurry and doesn’t have the energy to care. There’s a tiredness in her brown eyes, a sadness behind them. Despite all that, she is very beautiful—striking even. Her shiny brown hair catches in the afternoon light, highlighting her olive complexion. She has full pink lips that look like they haven’t smiled in some time. I have to actively stop myself from thinking about how they might taste. Her voice breaks my stare, and I thank my lucky stars she can’t see me from where I’m peeking, or else she’d definitely think I’m a perv.

      “Are you finding it?” she calls, sounding a bit impatient.

      “Be right there,” I call back, unlocking the cabinet. I know exactly where the box for 503 Monarch is because I have never touched it. My father took on the property about twenty-five years ago as a favor to a friend. He said the family had just endured a tragedy and wanted to hold onto the house, but they wouldn’t be using it. They didn’t even want to rent it out. It never made any sense to me—they paid it off and then left it untouched for years. When my dad retired, he told Nate and me that the weekly landscaping was to continue until further notice, and that is literally all we’ve done since we took over Cape Realty fifteen years ago.

      Until today, I’ve never put a face to the name—and it’s a pretty one at that. I take the keys out of the lockbox and swing them on my finger, whistling as I walk back toward Jenna.

      Jenna stands and holds out her hand for the keys. “Great. Thank you so much. “You don’t have to drive me back, I’ll call an Uber,” she adds hurriedly.

      I laugh. “Whoa, hold on. Let’s sit down for a minute.” I motion toward the couch. “What’s the rush?”

      Jenna rolls her beautiful brown eyes and plops back on the sofa. “I am hungry. And I'm tired, and I just want to get in my house, eat, and go to sleep.” 

      “Okay, well. You should know that I can’t just hand you the keys… There is paperwork to file.” I scratch my jaw, mulling over what I’m about to say next. “I can file it tomorrow but let me make copies of the will and death certificate so I can do it first thing in the morning,” I say, knowing full well that I shouldn’t be skipping this step.

      Jenna sighs with relief. “Thank you.” She hands me the folder of paperwork.

      I start to turn and walk away but pause and, as an afterthought say, “You know you can’t stay in that house tonight, right?” I frown. 

      “What? Why not?” Jenna’s jaw falls open in disbelief.

      “Because the utilities haven’t been turned on in years, Jenna. There’s no heat or electricity. It’s dropping down into the fifties tonight… Honestly, I’ve never even been inside it. You don’t know what you’re walking into.” I wince when her face falls.

      “Now what am I supposed to do?” She bats at her eye, and panic grips me—she might actually cry. “And I can’t drive my car.” she groans, and my heart lurches in my chest.

      I take a step closer and awkwardly pat her shoulder. I force myself to ignore the spark that ignites my fingertips. “Listen, let me make these copies, and then we’ll drive back over there and check things out, okay?” I know I’m going above and beyond for this woman, and it’s not just because she’s beautiful—though I’m sure if my buddies were here, they would say otherwise.

      Jenna sniffles and wipes at her eyes, and that’s when I realize she really was fighting back tears. “Thank you, Miles,” she says quietly. She sits up straighter and I think she may feel better.

      I swallow hard. “You’re welcome, Jenna. Let me get these copies.” 
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, we’re back in front of 503 Monarch. The air is cool, and the sun dips behind the trees. It’s going to be dark inside the house, but Jenna is hell-bent on getting inside, and I am not going to let her down now. She starts for the front door, and I catch her wrist without thinking. There it is, that electric buzz again. I shake my head and shift my focus to anything—everything—but this beautiful woman in front of me and her full lips that I’d kiss until she was smiling again. “Hold on,” I rasp, then clear my throat. “Let me get a flashlight.”

      Jenna nods and waits on the sidewalk while I walk around to my hatchback. I suck in a breath, open my car emergency kit, and pull out two flashlights. I close the trunk and hand one to Jenna. “Let’s do it,” I say, putting my hand in the middle of her back in a way that feels too familiar. I immediately pull it back, and she shoots me a small smile and an eyebrow raise, like she knows I feel awkward.

      I take the lead, bounding up the steps and unlocking the door. It’s an old steel door and requires a little umph to budge. I push my shoulder into it and force it open. It creaks, hinges groaning in protest, but I get it. On the other side is a dark entryway with oak floors and an oak staircase to our right with cobwebs in the corners of the bottom steps. Jenna hesitates in the entrance.

      “Come on, it’s okay.” I offer her a reassuring smile.

      “I’m coming,” she says, with a shuddering breath. “I’m just in my feelings a little bit.”

      I force a sympathetic laugh. “I get it,” I say, even though I don’t, and I never know what women mean when they say that.

      “I haven’t been back here since I was a little girl,” she reminds me, following me down the hallway to a small kitchen. There is a round breakfast table with a thick layer of dust coating it. Jenna sneezes and it might be the cutest sound I’ve ever heard. Uh-oh. Reign it in, buddy. I move to flick on a light before remembering there is no electricity. I shine my flashlight at the cabinets. “Pretty standard kitchen from the ’90s,” I mutter.

      Jenna pushes her lips together and nods, running an index finger through the layer of dust on the table. Beyond the kitchen, a living room comes into view. Drop cloths cover the couches and end tables. Dusty family photos remain on the mantel. Jenna steps closer and shines her flashlight. She picks a frame off the mantel and dusts the glass off with her sleeve. I don’t want to hover too much, but from here it looks like beach photos of her and her parents. She is so quiet, and suddenly I feel that I’m encroaching on what should be a private moment. 

      I have the unshakeable urge to make light of the situation. There is a big box TV from the ’90s on a corner cabinet. “There’s a throwback for you, huh?” I gesture toward the TV. “I haven’t seen one of these things since…well, probably since the late nineties.” I chuckle awkwardly—I often deflect with humor when I’m uncomfortable. This is definitely uncomfortable.

      Jenna smirks. “I know. Wow,” she muses. “It’s weird to be in here without them.” She shivers. “I want to look at all of it and none of it at the same time.” 

      Silence hangs between us for a few moments while I wait for her to continue. I can’t take my eyes off her though. Jenna is not like other vacationers who come to Cape May for the sunsets and a good time. I get the feeling she’s not here to escape—she looks like she’s been through the wringer and hasn’t found her way out yet. Jenna sniffles again and meets my gaze—for a second, it’s like she can see right through me.

      “You’re right, though. I can’t stay here tonight.” She hugs herself, rubbing her arms for warmth. It’s chilly in here. And Jenna is wearing that defeated look again—I suddenly feel the overwhelming urge to fix it for her.

      “You can’t,” I agree, shaking my head. “But we can come back in the daylight and see how it looks tomorrow,” I assure her.

      “Okay.” She nods and steps toward me. “But what do I do in the meantime?” 

      I smile. “I have an idea, come on.” I cock my head back toward the kitchen.

      This time, she grabs my wrist. “Miles.” I turn and look at her wistful expression. “Thank you.” 

      I’m in so much trouble.
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      Miles parks his car in the alley behind the Washington Street Mall, right in front of a sign that reads NO PARKING ANYTIME. He turns off the engine and looks my way. “Let’s get something to eat and I’ll help you figure out a place to stay.” He smiles, and I force myself to ignore the little flip my heart does when he reveals his dimple. “Come on, everything will be okay.”

      I glance at the sign and arch an eyebrow. “Okay, but just so you know…you’re parked in a no-parking zone.” Normally, I’d insist on finding a place to stay first, clinging to the kind of control that a plan offers—but I’m starving and this stranger seems to know what I need most right now.

      When he grins at me, he looks like a mischievous teenager. “I know the manager.” He winks. “Come on.” Throwing open his door, he walks around to mine, opening it at the same time I reach for the handle, taking me by surprise. Who is this guy? 

      I’ll admit, I’m warming to him. We might’ve gotten off on the wrong foot, but I’d be lying if I said he didn’t rescue me today. Sure, I would have called a tow truck and a cab, then found a hotel, but it was really nice to have the support of a stranger. I’m used to figuring things out on my own. My dad died when I was nine, and after that, it was always just me and my mom, but she worked a lot. I was a latchkey kid, and I had to fend for myself often. It made me independent—and it made me adept at taking care of her when she needed it—but I forgot how nice it is to have help.

      “Okay, I trust you. Lead the way, rule breaker,” I say, falling in step beside him.

      Miles leads me out of the alley and into the Washington Street Mall. It’s almost exactly as I remember, and on this Friday evening, the shops are bustling. The town has the mall decorated for autumn with pumpkins, hay bales, and corn stalks throughout. Twinkling lights adorn the trees, giving the walk a magical feel. Miles stops in front of The Ugly Mug, a historic landmark restaurant that I remember from my childhood. It was old even then. I make a mental note to look up when it opened. Miles swings open the door and a few patrons look our way. A group of guys at the corner of the bar erupt into cheers.

      “There he is!” one shouts.

      “We thought you ditched us,” another adds.

      “But he’s coming in with a pretty lady, so maybe he is ditching us,” the first one says again.

      “It’s after Labor Day, bro. No more vacationers.” The third guy shouts, laughing at his own joke.

      Even though it’s clear his friends are teasing him, my face burns and I look at the floor.

      “Shut up, you stiffs.” He pulls out a barstool for me, then takes the one closest to them. “This is Jenna. She’s an out-of-town client.”

      There’s no mistaking the emphasis on client—and for a fleeting moment I wonder what it might be like if I was more. Maybe Miles is just a kind guy, but he definitely lets his gaze linger a bit too long for someone I just met. 

      “Client, right. Maybe for now.” One of them laughs and elbows the guy next to him in a knowing way.

      Miles groans, and if I’m not mistaken, his ears turn a little pink. Embarrassed? Maybe. “I shouldn’t even bother introducing you to these assholes,” he mumbles to me. 

      I raise my eyebrows and give him an amused smile, then, reaching across him, I hold out my hand to the nearest guy. “I’m Jenna,” I say confidently.

      “Danny,” he says, taking my hand.

      The middle guy takes a sip of his beer before answering. “Jack.” 

      I glance over at the quietest guy nursing a Corona as he watches the baseball game on TV. “Hi, I’m Jenna.” I speak directly to him.

      He gives me a tight smile. “Liam.” 

      I can’t help but notice all these guys are wearing wedding rings. Miles isn’t, though. At that thought, a spark of something flickers in my chest—Hope? Curiosity? I force it back down. I don’t have time to self-analyze. Suddenly, the bartender appears, saving me from inappropriate thoughts about the charismatic stranger perched next to me. What can I say? It’s been a while.

      “Hey, Miles. Who’s your friend?” the pretty bartender asks. Her strawberry blonde hair is clipped half back, and she wears tight black jeans and a short-sleeved V-neck shirt with the bar’s name on it. A tattooed sleeve of hibiscus flowers winds down her arm. On her other wrist, a single tattoo of a word I can’t make out. 

      “This is Jenna.” Miles motions toward me, his voice low. There’s a faint flush to his cheeks but he’s already brushed off his friends' teasing with the ease of a guy who doesn’t take himself too seriously.

      “Miles is the property manager for my family home,” I add. “We just met today when he caught me trying to break in.” I snicker, surprising myself. There’s a glimmer of something—relief, maybe?—that catches me off guard. Perhaps it’s the promise of food, or maybe just the sense of normalcy that comes with sitting in a bar with strangers. Whatever it is, for the first time in a long time, I feel the tightness in my chest lessen ever so slightly. It’s not gone, but I feel myself starting to relax.

      “I’m Melanie.” She smiles. “Don’t pay any mind to these schmucks.” She gestures at the three married guys. “They like to give him a hard time, but really, they should be going home to their wives.” She rolls her eyes, and I instantly like her.

      I laugh softly. “Okay.” I glance at Miles who seems a little more relaxed. Melanie puts a draft beer in front of him, and he immediately takes a sip.

      “What can I get for you?” Melanie asks, leaning on the bar. “Then, you have to tell me what brings you to Cape May. It’s not often a lady joins these guys for happy hour.” 

      I hesitate, knowing my funds are tight and not knowing Miles’s intentions for this pit stop.. “Uh…I’ll just have what he’s having.” I gesture to Miles. 

      “Miller Lite? Okay.” She turns to grab it, giving me the opportunity to ask Miles some questions.

      “So, you know everyone in this town, huh?” I squint at him curiously.

      He laughs, completely unselfconscious, and my stomach does a little flip. “Well, I grew up here, and it’s a small town. Hence the phone call about a strange woman peeking in the windows of your house,” he says.

      I nod slowly. “Gotcha.” Then, to the guys who seem to have already forgotten about us. “And you all live here too?” I ask, cocking my head in their direction.

      “We all grew up here, on Perry Street,” says Jack, the guy in the middle. “We’ve known your boy here since he was six years old, scoring in the wrong soccer goal.”

      “That was one time!” Miles protests. “I was learning.” 

      I laugh until my phone buzzes. I glance down and freeze. A reminder for Mom’s next doctor’s appointment—one I forgot to cancel. The air shifts. The lightness I was feeling evaporates

      “Surfing is definitely more your sport,” Danny adds, and finally, Liam tears his eyes from the TV and laughs.

      “Whatever.” Miles chuckles easily as Melanie sets my beer down.

      “So, Jenna. Tell me about yourself, and I’ll tell you if you should steer clear of this guy.” She juts her thumb in Miles’s direction and laughs.

      I inhale sharply and take a sip of my beer for courage. How much do I really want to share with these strangers? “Well, my mom died a few weeks ago…” I start.

      Melanie cuts me off. “Oh, I’m so sorry.” She reaches for my hand, squeezing it with an apologetic smile.

      “It’s okay. She was sick for a long time.” I shudder as I take a deep breath, then offer her a grim smile so she knows it’s okay. “I lived with her in an apartment for the past few years so I could take care of her. And my parents bought our house in Cape May when I was a little girl…but when my dad died, I assumed my mom sold it. I didn’t even know we still owned it until last week. So, since the apartment lease was up, I packed my things and headed East. Miles found me poking around the yard earlier.” I shoot him a wry look.

      Smirking, Melanie cocks her head in Miles' direction. “What a way to pick up a girl,” she says, her eyes twinkling with amusement.

      I shake my head, and a nervous laugh escapes. “Oh…no. That’s not what this is.”

      “That’s not what this is,” Miles reiterates, wincing and glancing sideways at me. 

      “Okay.” Melanie holds her hands up in defense, smiling as she backs away. “Let me get you guys some menus.” She comes back a moment later and hands them to us. Miles doesn’t even open his. “So, are you planning to live in it now?” she asks. “We don’t get too many year-round newcomers.” Cape May is a gorgeous Victorian beach town that draws tourists year after year, but in the off-season, things seem to be much quieter.

      I lift my gaze from the menu. “I think I have to sell it,” I say, regretfully. “I lost my job, and I could really use the money.”

      Miles flicks his gaze my way. “I don’t think it’s exactly in a livable condition right now,” he says. “I mean, maybe. But you’ll have some work to do before you can sell it. We can talk about that tomorrow.”

      I sigh. “So much for a quick buck,” I mutter. Then, to Melanie, “Can I have the cheeseburger, please? Medium.”

      “Make that two,” Miles chimes in, handing Melanie both of our menus.

      Melanie taps on the computer kiosk, her nails clicking against the screen. “Got it. So where are you going to stay then?” Melanie asks me, but it is Miles she’s looking at with a raised eyebrow. 

      “Actually…I was thinking,” Miles cuts in. “Liam, is Ellie’s guesthouse open?”

      Liam coughs and clears his throat. “I can ask her,” he says, picking up his phone and hammering out a text message.

      Miles turns back toward me. “Ellie is Liam’s next-door neighbor. She’s a dear friend to all of us. She has a little guesthouse on her property. If it’s open, I’m sure you can stay there tonight.” He awkwardly pats my shoulder in an effort to be reassuring. “In the morning, I’ll pick you up, and we’ll figure out the house situation.”

      “Guesthouse is booked, but Ellie says she can stay in one of the rooms in the main house. She’ll get it fixed up right now,” Liam calls from his spot across the bar. 

      I scrunch up my nose. “Is that awkward? Me staying with a strange woman I’ve never met before.”

      Miles barks out a laugh. “I mean, you’re welcome to stay with me.” He takes a swig of his beer. Heat pricks the back of my neck.

      Melanie pats my hand. “It won’t be awkward. Ellie is in her seventies, and she is the kindest soul. She’ll make you feel comfortable.” She gives me a reassuring smile as a food runner brings out our burgers.

      “That was fast,” I say, and suddenly, I’m starving. I take one bite of the burger and all bets are off. It’s a good thing I’m not trying to impress anyone because I devour it like I haven’t eaten in weeks, all traces of dignity gone by my second bite. Miles eats his equally fast. We must be a sight.

      “I got to jet,” Danny announces from his spot on the corner. He walks over to us and puts a hand on Miles’s shoulder. “Miles, call me if Jenna needs anything with the house.” He pulls a business card from his pocket and hands it to me. “I’m a contractor,” he adds with a smile.

      “I probably can’t afford you,” I grumble, wiping my mouth with a napkin. “But thanks.” I take the card and drop it into my tote bag, probably never to be seen again.

      “I’m out too,” Jack says, throwing some money on the bar. “Kid sports tomorrow. It was nice meeting you, Jenna.” He smiles and holds up his hand in a wave to everyone as he and Danny exit together.

      I am finishing my burger when Miles says, “Liam, do you mind giving Jenna a lift to Ellie’s since you’re right next door? I have something I need to take care of.” 

      A wave of nerves swirl in my belly, threatening to send that burger right back up. Liam seems kind enough, but his quiet, serious demeanor puts me on edge. He’s a stark contrast to Miles’s happy-go-lucky energy and easy charm that has already started to wear down my walls. I shoot Miles a concerned look, but suddenly he’s all business like I’m another task on his to-do list. It stings more than I’d like to admit.

      “Sure thing. Whenever you’re ready, Jenna. My wife is going to kill me for being out this long while she’s home with the babies.” Liam chuckles, and it puts me at ease. 

      “Okay. I’m ready.” I push back my barstool and fumble in my purse for my wallet. “Melanie, can I have my check?” I call. She’s the only bartender working and things are picking up. I note the flyer sitting next to me: Fridays in September: Open Mic Night.

      Miles waves his hand, shaking his head. “Don’t worry about it. I got it.” He stands and throws three twenties on the bar. “Let’s get your bag out of my car.”

      If I were anywhere but Cape May—with its small-town-everyone-is-family feel—I’d probably call a ride share and book it to the nearest hotel, but something stops me from doing the one thing I know is most rational. Maybe it’s Miles, maybe it’s this town that inherently feels like home, or maybe it’s just that I’m realizing now how damn lonely I’ve been all this time. Either way, something about Miles makes him seem instinctively trustworthy. So, I blindly follow the two men out of the bar to get in a car with the second strange man in one day.
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        * * *

      

      As it turns out, Liam is totally and completely fine. As we drive over to Ellie’s house on Perry Street, he tells me how he met his wife, Sophie, when she was staying at Ellie’s cottage. I listen intently and the nerves in my stomach settle almost immediately. It’s already seven p.m., and I know most of the anxiety I was feeling is due to the condition of the house, losing my mom and my job, and the uncertainty of my life before me. It has nothing to do with the kind stranger driving me to a place I can stay for the night.

      He pulls into the driveway of his house and kills the engine. A pretty woman that I assume is his wife stands on the porch, holding a baby girl. He gestures toward them. “That’s Sophie and our daughter, Leah. Come on, I’ll introduce you.” 

      I gather my small duffel bag and purse and climb down from his enormous truck. Liam looks like the kind of guy who would drive a pickup this big. I walk around in front of the truck, where Sophie meets us in the driveway.

      “You must be Jenna.” She smiles. “I’m Sophie. This is Leah.” She gives the squishy baby a little nuzzle and her chubby hands grip Sophie’s cheeks.

      “Hi.” I force cheerfulness into my voice, hoping to contradict the melancholy I feel inside from the absence of my own family. Liam clears his throat and gestures at the sage-green Victorian house next door. “That’s Ellie’s house.” He reaches for Leah. “Soph, why don’t you walk Jenna over?”

      “I’d be glad to.” Sophie smiles, the epitome of a warm fire on this cool autumn night. “Let me take something from you.” She reaches for my tote bag.

      I shake my head. “Oh, no. You don’t have to. I’ve got it.”

      “I insist,” she says, patting my arm. “Ellie will be having her evening tea right now. Maybe we can join her.” She takes my tote bag and links her arm through mine. Nothing will ease the pain of the loss of my mom but the kindness I have encountered today is slowly melting the ice around my broken heart.

      When we reach the front door, I expect Sophie to knock, but she lets herself in. “Ellie, we’re here!” Sophie calls. She turns to me and motions for me to follow.

      Ellie steps out of the kitchen, wiping her hands on a dish rag. “Oh, hello!” She smiles, her warm countenance instantly making me feel safe. “I’m Ellie. You must be Jenna.”

      “Yes.” I nod, offering a tight smile. “Thank you for letting me crash here tonight.”

      Ellie waves her hands. “Nonsense! Robert and I love the company.” She turns toward the kitchen. “Leave your bags. He’ll bring them up to your room. I’ve made us some tea.” 

      I smile for real this time, marveling at the way this small group of friends came together today to help me, a newcomer.

      Sophie shoots me an I-told-you-so look and grins. “Come on,” she whispers.

      In the kitchen, Ellie has set the table with four saucers and some Italian cookies I remember from my childhood. I pull out the nearest chair, suddenly desperate to sit down. “Oh, I wish you didn’t go to any trouble. I really just need a warm bed tonight,” I say meekly, tucking my hair behind my ear.

      “This is what she does.” Sophie looks at Ellie with fondness. “She loves taking care of people.”

      “I do.” Ellie nods, bringing the teapot over. She pours hot water into each of our mugs and offers me a basket of tea bags. “Pick any kind you like,” she urges.

      I do as I’m told, and we sit quietly together while our tea bags steep. I know as soon as my head hits the pillow, I will zonk. Tomorrow I will figure out what’s next. What’s next has been a question I’ve been chasing the answer to since my dad died. After he died, my mother and I moved into a town house.

      The day we sold my childhood home felt like closing the door on a whole life we were leaving behind. By the time I left for college, my mother was ready to downsize again. She moved into the two-bedroom apartment that we’d shared after her diagnosis. When she died, there was no home to sell, no place to return to. Just a month-to-month lease that ended with everything else. The Cape May house came as a great surprise—a leftover piece of my family history. I came here feeling hopeful, but instead, I’m disappointed. I have no plan and even worse, no money to make one.

      “So, Jenna, tell me about yourself.” Ellie’s voice interrupts my thoughts. 

      “Oh… I… Well, I just discovered last week, during the probate of my mother’s will, that our house here still existed.” The words tumble out of me before I can stop them, rambling and messy. “I’m planning to sell it, and I naively thought I’d be able to stay there while I do, but I’m not sure if that will be possible.” I exhale loudly and take a sip of my tea, hoping it’ll settle the discomfort inside me. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. My aunt lives here in town, but…we’re estranged.” 

      Ellie slurps her tea, making me smile. I can already tell she is a warm light to everyone she meets, while at the same time, unapologetically herself. “Who is your aunt? Maybe I know her.”

      Just then, Robert interrupts us with a peek in the kitchen from the hall. He’s holding my bag. “Hi, everyone,” he says. Then, turning to me, “You must be Jenna. I just wanted to introduce myself and say goodnight,” he says, chuckling. “You know we old people can’t stay up too late. I’ll just drop your bag in the purple room, if that’s okay?”

      I grin, nodding. “That’s more than fine, thank you,” I say. “And thank you for letting me stay here.”

      “You’re welcome, dear. Goodnight.” And then he’s gone.

      Ellie smiles after him. “That man has more creeks than our porch swing, but he’s my favorite place to rest.” She sighs, a content smile crossing her face. “Now, tell me about this aunt of yours.”

      I hesitate. If she does know my Aunt Leona, I’m not sure I want her to know I’m back in town. But Ellie has a kindness about her and I get the feeling she can make everyone she meets spill their guts. I don’t want to alienate myself by keeping secrets from the people who are helping me. “Her name is Leona Walker. She is my late father’s sister. But I haven’t seen her since a year after he died. My mom and aunt didn’t exactly get along.” I scrunch up my nose. “I have a cousin too—I saw him more when I was in college, but I think he lives nearby. His name is Jake.”

      Ellie dips her chin, and just when I think she may judge me for being estranged from family, she reaches for my hand. “Sometimes, cutting toxic people out of our lives is the best thing we can do—family or not. I’m sure your mother had a good reason.” She pulls her hand back and takes a sip of tea. “Your aunt is in my book club, but I don’t know her well. I do know though that you and your mother are different people, and it sounds like your aunt is your only family left. Maybe you should try reaching out.”

      I don’t have the energy for this type of conversation—not after the day I’ve had. It’s taking everything in me to smile and take this stranger’s advice with a grain of salt.

      Maybe Sophie can sense it because she interjects. “Jenna, you must be exhausted. Where did you say you drove here from?” 

      I clear my throat. “Oh, Bucks County, Pennsylvania.” I stifle a yawn. “I am very tired, yes.”

      Sophie rises. “Ellie, why don’t I show Jenna to her room?”

      Ellie smiles. “That would be lovely.” 

      “Thank you for the tea,” I offer, standing. “And I will think about what you said.” 

      “You’re welcome, dear.” Ellie turns back toward me. “And Jenna? Don’t fret. Everything looks better in the morning.”

      I sure hope she’s right.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            MILES

          

        

      

    

    
      I arrive at Ellie’s at eight-thirty on Saturday morning. I forgot to get Jenna’s number last night, so I’m really taking a chance on her being awake this early. I’m also taking a chance on a coffee order. On my way over, I stopped by Coffee Tyme and got two options for Jenna to choose from. I climb Ellie’s front steps and hear laughter through the front door before I even knock. 

      Having grown up on this street, I’ve known Ellie my entire life. My parents still live across the street, but I don’t feel like I can just walk into Ellie’s house the way Liam does. I balance the two to-go cups in one hand and grab the crab-shaped door knocker with the other.

      “Come in!” Robert’s jovial shout carries outside.

      Juggling the coffees, I open the front door and peer down the small hallway to the kitchen. Jenna is laughing—a true, genuine belly laugh—as she wipes her eyes. She is absolutely radiant when she laughs. The realization startles me. Ellie and Robert sit side by side and they are laughing too. I wonder what I missed that was so funny. “Good morning,” I say, prompting everyone to look up.

      “Oh! Hi.” Jenna smiles and stands. She is wearing a pair of lounge shorts and an old, hooded sweatshirt that says Drexel University. Seeming self-conscious, she pushes her bangs out of her face. Catching her off guard awakens something in me I don’t have a name for—a pull that is equal parts warmth and curiosity. “I didn’t expect you so early on a Saturday,” she admits. “Or I would have been ready.” 

      I shake my head. “Totally fine. I, uh, forgot to get your number yesterday so…” I trail off, keenly aware that Ellie and Robert haven’t taken their eyes off us. 

      “What’s that?” Jenna asks, eyeing the cups I’m holding.

      I shift awkwardly and set them on the table. “I didn’t know what you liked, so…I got two. You can choose. I got just a regular coffee with cream and sugar, or a pumpkin spice latte.” I raise my eyebrows, hoping that one of those will suffice.

      “Ooh. Pumpkin spice, please. I haven’t had one yet this season.” She picks up the cup with PSL scribbled on the side and inhales before taking a sip. This Jenna is an entirely different person than the one I met last night. Unfortunately, that only makes me more interested in getting to know her. Against all my better judgment.

      “So, what is on your agenda today?” Ellie asks me, pointedly.

      “I thought I’d bring Jenna back to the house so we can assess it for the list price. We can possibly see about her staying there in the meantime,” I say, glancing at Jenna for her approval.

      She nods and smiles in between blowing on her coffee. “Great. Yes. Let’s do it.” She pushes her chair in. “Ellie, Robert, thank you for breakfast. And thank you for letting me impose last night.” She turns to me. “I’ll get ready as quickly as possible.” Picking her coffee up, she turns and heads up the front staircase.

      I rock back and forth on my heels, bracing for the grilling that I sense coming. Ellie is known for her unsolicited advice.

      “So, Miles,” Ellie starts. There it is. 

      I turn to her, unable to hide my amusement. “Ellie.” I grin.

      “Just what are you planning to do with Jenna?” She cuts right to the chase. Ellie knows I’ve been a bit of a serial dater since my divorce. In all honesty, it’s because I do get lonely, but I hesitate to let myself get close to someone again. It killed me that I failed at being there for my wife. I come from a close-knit family with parents who love each other—a shining example. Yet, I failed. If there’s one thing I learned from my short marriage, it’s both people have to make the conscious decision to make it work. I don’t know why, but Erin and I never seemed to be moving in the same direction. We wanted different things. I want—or wanted, since it probably won’t happen now—kids. She didn’t. She was very career-focused and didn’t care about spending time with my family. I thought she would embrace them since she left her own to live here with me when we got married, but no. It was a constant battle of wills.

      After a year of disagreement, Erin said she wanted out. Small town life was not for her. It crushed me, but I didn’t let anyone see that. Instead, I threw myself headlong into distractions—work, surfing, and casual dating only. That’s why Ellie is probing me now.

      “I’m not doing anything, Ellie, I promise.” I hold up my hands. “I get the feeling she’s had a hard time. I’m just trying to help her out.” I raise my eyebrows at the two of them. “I know you think I’m some sort of Casanova, but believe it or not, I don’t try to take home every woman I meet. Otherwise, she might’ve just come home with me last night.” I chuckle at my own joke.

      Ellie and Robert don’t get a chance to respond before Jenna comes thundering down the stairs. “Who would’ve gone home with you last night?” she asks, eyeing me suspiciously.

      “Oh, my friend’s puppy. I really want another dog, but I just don’t have the time to devote to two of them.” I’m impressed with my own recovery and shoot a warning glance toward Ellie.

      Jenna gives me a look like she doesn’t quite believe me. “You know, they say dogs need companions, just like people.”

      “Pete’s fine. He doesn’t need a companion.” I chuckle, taking a sip of my coffee.

      “Your dog’s name is Pete?” Jenna asks with a giggle.

      “Yep. He’s a Boxer. It suits him. Come on, let’s go.” I salute Ellie and Robert. “Thanks again, guys.”

      Ellie and Robert rise from their chairs and come around the table. Robert pats Jenna’s shoulder. “It was nice to meet you, dear,” he says, excusing himself to the living room while we all walk to the door.

      At the front door, Ellie pulls Jenna into a hug. “Think about what I said about your aunt,” she whispers as she pulls away. 

      “I will, I promise,” Jenna says, pulling back and moving to pick up her bag. She stops when she sees I’m already holding it. She gives me one of those cute, annoyed smiles but doesn’t try to take it from me.

      Once we’re in the car, I glance at Jenna. “So, what’s this about an aunt?” I ask casually.

      She sighs. “My aunt Leona lives here. She is my dad’s older sister…but I haven’t seen her since about a year after my dad died. My cousin Jake went to Drexel with me, so I’ve seen him on occasion and kept up with him on Facebook…but we’re not exactly friends. I think he’s a personal trainer or something. Ellie thinks I should reconnect with them since they’re my only family left.” Jenna fidgets with her seat belt strap. “I’m just not sure where I’d start.”

      I purse my lips—they must have really gone deep last night getting to know each other. I think I know Jenna’s cousin, Jake, but I want to be sure before I blurt it out. “What gym does your cousin work at?” I ask her.

      She shrugs. “I don’t even know. My aunt lives in a condo now, I think. But I’m not sure exactly where Jake lives. And I won’t be knocking on Aunt Leona’s door without him, that’s for sure.” Jenna leans her head back on the seat, staring out the window as we head north toward Monarch Street. Then, as an afterthought, she adds, “Their last name is Walker.”

      That’s when it dawns on me. “Jake Walker. That’s it. I know who he is. He surfs at my beach. He’s younger than me but I’ve hung around him a little.” My memory of Jake is he’s a single guy who works at the Local Fitness on the west side and surfs every chance he gets. “He works at my gym. I could take you there,” I offer. As far as I know, he’s an okay guy, but Jenna seems hesitant. 

      Jenna scrunches her nose and shakes her head. “I think I’d rather figure out the house stuff first.” 

      “Okay.” I don’t push it. I turn down Monarch Street and park behind Jenna’s silver Camry. “Is there anything you want to get out of your car?” I ask, putting my own in park and unbuckling my seat belt.

      “Oh, good idea. If I’m going to call a tow truck, I should probably get the rest of my things.” Jenna unbuckles her seat belt and hurries out of my car with me at her heels. She opens her trunk, and I watch as she struggles to pull out a very large suitcase.

      After a minute, I reach in and grab the handle, giving it a swift tug. I flash her a satisfied smile and she rolls her eyes. “Anything else?” I ask her.

      “Just my sunglass—” She walks around to the driver’s side but abruptly stops and looks my way, narrowing her eyes. “This tire was flat last night.” 

      I nod in agreement. “Indeed, it was.” 

      “And now it’s not.” 

      “Correct.” I chuckle. “You’re observant.”
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