
  
    [image: Changing Tides]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR LINNY MACK

          

        

      

    

    
      “Linny Mack’s debut novel, Changing Tides, is a captivating tale that explores the intricate dance between love, loss, and rebirth. With a narrative that will keep you on the edge of your seat, and an ending you won’t see coming, this story will break your heart and piece it back together, one beautiful shard at a time.”

      –Buck Turner, bestselling author of The Keeper of Stars

      “Mack’s striking debut shatters your heart in fourteen different ways before masterfully piecing it all back together by the end. Cape May, Sophie, and Liam, will have a place in my heart forever.” –Lily Parker, author of The Best Wrong Move

      “A breathtaking debut, Changing Tides is a masterclass in slow- burn romance, brimming with depth, heart, and hard-won healing. Featuring beautifully drawn characters in their 40s, it celebrates love not as a reckless leap but as a courageous journey—one where finding each other begins with first finding ourselves.

      –Shaylin Gandhi, author of When We Had Forever

      “This story of two broken people struggling to heal themselves grabbed hold of my heart and refused to let go. An ode to fate and found families, Changing Tides is a satisfying, slow-burn romance that will make you believe in second chances.”

      –Lindsay Hameroff, author of Never Planned on You

      “Every page of Mack’s debut was filled with the warmth and comfort of found family, the bittersweet nostalgia of childhood summers, and the yearning excitement of new love. Her characters have found a forever home in my heart!”

      -Christy Schillig, author of Wish You Weren’t Here
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            PROLOGUE

          

          SOPHIE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Take all your worries to the beach and wave them goodbye…”

      

      

      

      This is one of those surreal moments in life when the very thing I least expect to happen is, in fact, happening right before my eyes.

      They don’t hear me come in at first.

      “What the hell is going on here?” I shake my head and blink my eyes, because I can’t believe what I am actually seeing.

      In response to my audible gasp, my husband and the woman jump apart, and she covers herself with a bed sheet. My bed sheet. I am too stunned to cry, but I know that if I look at James, the angry tears pricking the back of my eyes will start to fall. Before another word is spoken, the woman runs into my master bathroom, dragging the sheet with her, and slams the door behind her.

      And here I am, on my thirty-eighth birthday, standing in the doorway of my bedroom, feeling heartbroken and betrayed. I had great intentions. I left work early; I thought I would come home and surprise James for my birthday. We hadn’t made any plans. Instead, it appears I am getting a different kind of birthday surprise. As a marriage and family therapist, I think it’s safe to say this is not how I saw my life turning out.

      James fumbles over himself, throwing on clothes while I still have not moved from my place at the entrance to our most sacred space—a place that just this morning still felt sacred and now it feels tarnished. He tugs his shirt over his head and takes a step in my direction.

      “Sophie.” He chokes out my name.

      I meet his regretful eyes and narrow my own, my sadness turning to rage. The rush of emotion surprises me like a strong gust of wind, knocking me off kilter. “It’s my fucking birthday,” I spit, seething with anger. I spin on my heel and immediately retreat to the guest room.

      For the next ten days, my world is crashing down. James is apologetic. He weeps—guilt will do that to a person. He grovels. He says it was a one-time thing and tries everything to get me to talk to him, to work through it. Each day, I feel my resolve weakening. James is scared to lose me—he knows and I know it.

      If I’m honest with myself, I’m scared to lose him too. Our marriage has been my entire life for the past thirteen years. To walk away now would be really hard. I have remained in the guest room, but I’m not sleeping or eating well. My self-care is in the toilet, even though I know what I should be doing to protect my well-being. To make matters worse, each night after work, James broaches the subject again.

      “Sophie, please. We have to work through this. Isn’t that your job? To help people through hard things? To help them keep their family together?” he begs.

      He isn’t wrong. How can I champion love for others and not myself?

      After all, we have so much history. We worked for our life together. Maybe James isn’t entirely to blame. I haven’t been the most present partner lately. Maybe we can get back what we lost and start fresh.

      I feel I owe it to James to try, but the pit in my stomach never goes away, no matter how much I want to fix our marriage. Finally, after sleeping in the guest room for a week and a half, I’m about to agree to forgiveness on a trial basis, on the condition that we get a new bed and go to couples counseling of course. Maybe making the decision to move forward will help matters.

      I am hopeful, until I walk into the house a week later to find him sitting on the couch in the dark. The light flooding from our entryway allows me to see that his eyes are red and puffy with dark circles underneath, like he’s been crying. At this moment I realize he probably hasn’t been sleeping much either.

      “James? What’s wrong? What are you doing in the dark?” I walk in, toss my stuff on the armchair, and begin turning on the lights. “I was thinking maybe I could ask Dr. Steiner for a recommendation,” I begin, speaking quickly.

      “Brittany is pregnant,” he says numbly. When I don’t speak, he continues, “You know…my TA.”

      I stare blankly at him. There goes my forgiveness. I take a deep breath. “Uh-huh. Yeah, I got that.” My voice wavers, barely above a whisper. I cough and attempt to regain my composure, but my words come out wobbly anyway. “So, this wasn’t just a one-time thing with her, I guess.”

      He begins weeping. I don’t stick around to hear more.

      We spent the past seven years struggling with infertility. I struggle to get pregnant, and when I finally do, I can’t stay pregnant. The realization that someone else could sweep right in, steal my life, my husband, and his sperm hits me like a stinging slap in the face. Any ounce of forgiveness I had thought I’d be giving him when I walked in the door flies out the window. I retreat up to our room and throw everything that I can fit into a bag. I can’t stay here with him another second.

      He's still crying in the living room when my hand grasps the door handle. I pause and suck in a sharp breath. I can’t believe what I’m about to say. I swallow hard and turn back toward him, slinging my duffel bag over my shoulder. He meets my eyes for the first time since I’ve walked in the door, shame and sadness clouding his expression.

      “I want a divorce,” I say, my voice stoney.

      I let the door slam behind me, and I don’t look back.
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          SOPHIE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Weeks Later

      

      

      

      Cape May, New Jersey, is a picturesque Victorian beach town that I frequented as a child with my parents. The air is salty, and just a huff of the sea breeze can lower your heart rate to a blissful level. Each summer of my childhood was spent on these beaches, looking for seashells and Cape May Diamonds, walking the mall, and eating ice cream. My life and family have changed so much since those days, but I remember one thing clearly, almost as if it was yesterday. I remember that at the end of each of those summers, I felt whole. I felt peaceful.

      Here I am now, trying to manifest the same peaceful feeling I had back then. I came here in search of that feeling, of a solace I realize I have been missing for a long time.

      Today, I signed my divorce papers, a day that will be forever cemented in my mind as one where my dreams died. I had big plans. I wanted a family of my own, much like the one I grew up in, but my partner betrayed me in a way I still cannot fully wrap my brain around. The only place I could think to go to begin picking up the pieces is Cape May.

      I’m realizing now that driving here straight from Scranton, Pennsylvania was maybe not my wisest decision. It’s the first weekend in April, and while it’s not officially the high season yet, I have no reservations and no plans. I called my assistant on my way down here and asked her to clear my schedule Luckily, my caseload isn’t too heavy and my best friend Claire, who is also a therapist at the same center, agreed to take any emergencies. So, I have nowhere to be for two weeks. And, nowhere to stay.

      I plop down on the cool sand, let out a breath, and reach for my phone. I’m here now. This is going to be okay.

      I open the vacation rental app and search Cape May. The first listing catches my eye because the house reminds me so much of my grandparents’ house with its large wraparound porch and big bay windows. It even has a turret tower, giving it the castle-like appearance that I loved about their home. I used to sneak into their bedroom and look out the window as far as the eye could see. Lucky for me, this old Victorian features an adjacent guest cottage with exactly the availability I need.

      I quickly scroll through the description and then request a reservation from a woman named Eleanor. She doesn’t reply immediately, giving me the chance to suck in a cleansing breath of ocean air. I’m letting the cool sand sift through my fingers and contemplating the meaning of life when my phone dings. Eleanor’s picture is hard to see but she looks to be in her sixties and she has a kind smile. I click on the message:

      

      
        
        The guest cottage is available for your requested timeframe. Would you mind calling or texting me? I hate the internet. 609-555-3142 [image: slightly smiling face]

      

      

      

      I chuckle and type her number into a text message. She tells me I can come over and check the place out if I am already in town. I stand up and brush the sand off my legs. I take in the smell of the salt air as I trek back up the beach, and I instantly feel at ease. I made the right decision coming to Cape May to heal. It has never steered me wrong before and I know it won’t now.

      This is the place where I will recover and pick up the pieces of my life.

      When I pull up to the Victorian house on Perry Street I am overcome with nostalgia. The home is even more like my grandparents’ house than the pictures portrayed. My chest is tight as I swallow the memory of my last time staring up at their Victorian, a for sale sign firmly planted in the yard.

      Before I march up the steps, I glance up and down the short block. Perry Street is shaded with mature trees, and each house is more beautiful than the next. A sense of serenity washes over me as I walk up the steps and prepare to knock. Just as I am about to grab the crab-shaped door knocker, the large burgundy front door swings open. I am greeted by a woman in a long sage green boho dress with long wavy hair that is a mix of gray and blonde. She is wearing red lipstick and dangly earrings at noon, but she has kind eyes, and I have a sense that they can see straight through to my broken spirit.

      “You must be Eleanor. I’m Sophie.” I hold out my hand to shake hers, self-conscious of my chipped nail polish and chewed cuticles.

      She smiles warmly at me. “Call me Ellie, please.” She holds the door open further. “Please come in.” She starts walking toward the back of the house while speaking quickly. “This is the house I grew up in. I inherited it from my parents and now I live here all alone. I just love having company. You’re also welcome to stay in the main house but I’m sure you’d prefer the privacy of the guest house. Is it just you who will be staying?” She turns around as she asks the last question. A baby cries in the next room. “Coming, Lulu!” she sings, dashing to the other room and coming back with a sweet baby girl on her hip. She has pink chubby cheeks and a mess of wispy blonde curls around her ears. “I’m babysitting.” She smiles down at the baby. “This is Lucy.”

      I grin and reach for the baby’s chubby little hand. “Hi Lucy, you’re so cute.”

      Lucy is bashful as she nuzzles her face into Ellie’s neck, tugging on the neckline of her dress.

      Ellie adjusts Lucy’s hand and leads me through a sliding glass door and down the steps of the deck to a small cottage. It has the same sage green siding and burgundy front door that the main house has, with a large bay window on the front and a smaller one on the right side. We walk by planters on the small patio with pink and purple petunias basking in the sunlight. If it’s possible, the little house looks happy, and I feel like it’s beckoning me.

      “It’s not much but I think you’ll find yourself comfortable. It’ll be perfect for just you.” She unlocks the front door, and we step into a tiny living area with a teal crushed velvet couch, a small end table, and a small flat-screen TV. Behind that, there is a queen-sized bed with a night table. To my left is a small kitchenette, there is a cooktop and a fridge but no oven. I think, for now, I can work with this.

      “Go on, have a look around. If you like it, you’re welcome to stay. You’ll have to complete the payment on that godforsaken website, because that’s how I get paid, but I really don’t follow the booking rules. Or any rules at all for that matter!” She laughs at herself. I really like her already.

      I make a show of checking out the rest of the space, but I already know this will be where I find myself again. I walk into the small bathroom, thrilled to find a deep claw-foot bathtub. I envision myself soaking away my sadness in bubbles and wine. I haven’t cared for myself properly in far too long. Between fertility treatments, the stress of getting pregnant, being in my strained marriage, and helping others at work, I am long overdue for some self-care.

      I walk back out to the front patio, where there is a bench and a small café table. I think about the cups of coffee I will drink out here listening to the birds chirp good morning. I remember what Cape May did for me as a child, and I am manifesting that it can do the same for me now.

      “I’ll take it.” I smile. “I think this place is just what I need.” Plus it sure beats staying at my dad’s house.

      Ellie reaches for me and gives my shoulder a familiar maternal squeeze that strikes me as oddly forward, though not entirely unwelcome. “Wonderful! And you’ll be with us for two weeks?” she asks, clarifying the availability I asked for in our initial message.

      “Or is indefinitely okay?” I joke, then quickly add, “Yes. Two weeks should do it.”

      We are interrupted by the rumble of an engine, then the sound of a pickup truck door closing. Outside a man—tall, muscular, and bearded, with brooding blue eyes under a baseball cap—approaches the cottage. And he doesn’t look happy to see any of us. “I didn’t expect you to be out back,” he says gruffly.

      “I was just showing Sophie here the guest house. She’s my new tenant,” Ellie says, handing him the baby. “Sophie, this is my neighbor and longtime friend, Liam.” She gestures at the man who is still wearing a salty expression.

      I hold out my hand for him to shake but he doesn’t move to shake mine. Feeling my cheeks flush, I stick my hand in my back pocket. “Hi, I’m Sophie.” I offer him a smile. “Your daughter is beautiful.”

      He doesn’t return it, and he doesn’t meet my eye. “She isn’t my daughter,” he snaps. “She’s my niece.” He shifts her to his other hip and lets out an exasperated puff of air. “Is her diaper bag all packed?” he asks Ellie. “I’m sorry but it’s been a long day.”

      “It’s all inside, but she may need a snack.” Ellie remains stoic, as if she is used to his cantankerous mood.

      “Great. Well, I’ll show myself out and see you tomorrow.” He stalks toward the back steps and disappears inside.

      Once he is gone, Ellie turns to me apologetically. “I’m sorry about him,” she says, knitting her brow. “He isn’t the happiest guy on the block. He recently got custody of Lucy, and I think it’s been an adjustment for him.” She shrugs as if to say, what can I do?

      “Oh, you don’t need to worry about that,” I assure her. “I am preoccupied with my own shi–stuff, anyway.” I pull out my phone and complete the reservation booking on Ellie’s listing. “I just paid for the two weeks. I appreciate you accommodating me so last minute.”

      “No trouble at all, dear. It’s still the off-season. I haven’t been booked here all winter. This place is a ghost town until May.” She starts to walk toward her house but stops abruptly. “I almost forgot!” She hands me a key on a ring with a keychain charm.

      I take it from her and run my fingers over the smooth clear stone. “Thank you. Is this a Cape May Diamond?”

      “That it is.” Her eyes crinkle when she grins at me.

      “I used to collect these all the time as a girl,” I say wistfully, the memory sending a rush of nostalgia up the back of my neck.

      Ellie nods solemnly, as if my nostalgia is palpable. Then she turns to go inside. “Just text me if you need anything!” she calls behind her.

      I don’t plan on needing anything.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I wake up the next morning to the sound of chatter and giggling in the garden. I glance at my phone and see that it’s only 7:15 a.m. When I sit up fumbling for my phone I remember the empty bottle of wine that I helped myself to from the liquor cabinet last night, sans dinner.

      “Ugh…” I groan. I cannot believe I drank the whole bottle. And I never took my bubble bath. I frown at the realization. It’s funny, even though helping to heal people is what I do for a living, I don’t know the first thing about how to heal myself. I’m going to have to work on that.

      I’ve had my phone on Do Not Disturb since I left yesterday. I specifically told my dad and Claire where I was headed and took off. So why do I feel a pang of disappointment when I see that I have no missed calls or texts from James? I know in ninety days, we’ll be divorced; I know he’s with someone else now.

      I don’t know what I expected, but suddenly I’m aware of just how alone I really am. It’s disconcerting. I groan again, this time more audibly, and I worry Ellie has heard me when there’s a soft knock at the door.

      “Sophie, are you okay in there? I, uh, it sounds like you might be sick?” Ellie sounds unsure, like she knows she might be overstepping.

      “I’m okay!” I shout back, embarrassed. I throw the pillow over my face and whisper-scream expletives into it. “I am just waking up.”

      “Oh goodness, I hope Lucy and I didn’t wake you!” Ellie replies apologetically. “We’ll head inside.”

      I don’t even have the courage to reply. My head is pounding, so I let myself drift back to sleep.

      I wake up a while later, and my head still feels as if it’s going to implode. I want to cry when I remember that I don’t have any Advil or really any food in my new residence. It’s 10 a.m., and I haven’t eaten since lunch yesterday. No wonder that wine went straight to my head. I throw on one of my comfy lounge outfits, walk to Ellie’s back door, and knock softly. She comes quickly, wiping her hands on a dish towel as she opens the door.

      “Hello, dear! I’m so sorry if we disturbed you earlier.” She pauses, giving me the once over. I hear a children’s show playing in the background. “What can I do for you?” Her expression is warm and welcoming.

      “I, uh, was wondering if you might have something for a headache?” I wince as I say it, partially out of embarrassment and partially because I don’t even know how my head is still attached.

      Ellie smirks. “Get into the wine, did you? The Cape May Winery makes a mean red.” I must look embarrassed because then she smiles. “Sure, come on in. I was just fixing myself a little brunch. Would you care for some bacon and eggs? I’m intermittent fasting this week!”

      I want to laugh at her usage of “this week” because if she is anything like me, she’s tried everything to shed those few stubborn pounds. Fertility treatments have not been kind to my once trim physique. Where I once had abs, there’s now a softer midsection. Up until now, I haven’t found it in me to care. James loved me for me…or so I thought. My stomach grumbles audibly as I smell the bacon that she has in the oven.

      “I’ll take that as a yes, then!” Ellie laughs, reacting to its angry growl. “Come sit. Do you like coffee?” She ushers me into an old wicker kitchen chair with a homemade seat cushion tied on that reminds me of the chairs my grandmother used to have in her dining room. I take note of the empty highchair next to me and peer into the open living room where baby Lucy is in the playpen, holding herself up to a stand and bopping along to a toddler tune.

      “Y-yes, please,” I say. It’s all I can manage. I’m overstimulated by the sunlight and the noise of the baby’s music.

      Ellie places a steaming cup of coffee and two Advil in front of me with a small pitcher of half-and-half and some sugar cubes. I fix my coffee, breathe in the heavenly aroma, and take my first sip.

      “So, what brings you to Cape May, dear?” Ellie wonders aloud as she cracks some eggs into a bowl.

      I take another sip of my coffee and a deep breath, feeling instantly better and more able to engage in conversation. “I just filed for divorce from my husband of thirteen years,” I say, catching the melancholy in my voice but at the same time feeling relief having said it out loud. “I just needed to get away for a while.”

      Ellie drops the spatula on the floor and turns to me as she picks it up, eyebrows raised. “I’m so sorry. I can’t say I was expecting that, but I thought I saw a sadness in your eyes,” she notes. “I obviously didn’t want to pry. If you’d like an outsider’s perspective, though, I am a bored old bitty with a lifetime of experience.”

      I appreciate the sentiment, even though she doesn’t look a day over sixty, and give her a grim smile. “The long and short of it is, I am broken, and he found someone else who isn’t.” I sigh, staring down into my coffee mug.

      Ellie moves the spatula around the pan with her back to me but turns when what I said registers. “Sweetheart, I am sure you aren’t broken,” she soothes, speaking to me with a maternal kindness I can appreciate.

      “Cape May has always been my safe place.” I suck in a breath and then word vomit just pours out of me. I’m sure I am giving Ellie way more than she bargained for with my life story. She is quiet but listens as she pours the bacon grease into a can to harden. From the other room, Lucy starts to cry, interrupting us. “Coming, Lulu!” Ellie calls.

      I clear my throat. “How old is she?” I ask meekly.

      “She just had her first birthday.” Ellie smiles. Lucy whines again. “I’m coming, baby.”

      I swallow a lump in my throat. The intrusive fear that I may never get to be a mother floods my mind. I have always wanted to be a mother. I never in a million years thought I would find myself divorced and infertile at thirty-eight. More importantly, I never thought my husband would become a parent with anyone other than me. The realization slams into me with hurricane force. I may never get to pick up my own crying baby.

      The words are out of my mouth before I can stop myself. “Please, let me get her.”

      I am out of my seat before Ellie can put the pan down.
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        * * *

      

      It’s 5 p.m. before I wander back to my little guest house, trying to think of a plan for dinner. I unexpectedly spent the day with Ellie and Lucy, and I had the best time. It filled me up in a way I wasn’t expecting. I got to feed her lunch, then Ellie and I walked Lucy to the market, and I picked up some food for the cottage. Ellie and I got to know each other over afternoon tea while Lucy napped. It all feels so right, like I’ve been here all along.

      I’m smiling as I unlock the door and hear the rumble of Liam’s pickup pulling into the driveway. I must admit that I am curious about him, but I’m far too awkward and fragile right now to even attempt a friendly conversation, so I go inside and peek at him from my little front window.

      Today, he seems jovial as he chats with Ellie at the side of the house, his eyes crinkling as he laughs at something Ellie tells him. Lucy grasps at the sides of his face, pulling it to hers. He laughs and kisses the side of the baby’s head before waving Ellie goodbye. This display of tenderness is a world of difference from the man I met when I arrived yesterday, making me even more interested in who he is besides Ellie’s single next-door neighbor.

      I close the curtain and reach for my phone. I haven’t looked at it since this morning. I have several text messages from Claire, my assistant Ashley, and surprisingly four of them are from James. I didn’t expect to hear from him after signing the papers yesterday. I’m not sure if I have the mental capacity to deal with him right now so I decide to open Claire’s messages first.

      
        
          
            
              
        Claire: Hi… Just checking in. I haven’t heard from you much since you arrived in Cape May. I hope you’re okay. Call me, please.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Claire: It’s been a couple of hours. Can you at least let me know you’re okay????

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Claire: If you’re okay, I am going to kick your ass. You’re giving new meaning to the word solace!

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh to myself and quickly type out a text back saying I will FaceTime her soon. Then I open my assistant’s message confirming that two weeks is enough time. I feel a smidgen of guilt over this. I know people depend on me for their weekly therapy sessions and here I am moseying around the beach, drinking away my feelings and my own need for therapy.

      I text Ashley back and I make sure I let her know that I appreciate her. She is probably taking some heat from my crankier patients for the inconvenience. I told her to tell them I had a family emergency and I needed some time off. It’s not a lie. Your husband having an affair, knocking the girl up, and then consequently having to file for divorce, is definitely a family emergency.

      Before I bring myself to read James’ text messages, I reach for another bottle of red wine. I pour myself a hefty glass, grab a fleece blanket, and settle on the teal sofa. Wine is about all I can think of for dinner now, despite purchasing several microwave meals earlier today. Who needs food anyway? With an exhausted sigh, I pick up my phone again.

      
        
          
            
              
        James: Sophie, I don’t know what to say besides I’m sorry. I hate the way this turned out for us.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        James: I didn’t want to become a dad this way. It was always supposed to be me and you.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        James: I know you probably don’t want to talk to me and that’s okay, but I wanted to tell you that I talked to a realtor about listing the house.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        James: When you’re ready, we should probably chat about it. Take care, Sophie. I’m sorry for everything.

      

      

      

      

      

      That last text was just sent within the hour. I have a hard time believing that he cares this much. He just wants to get on with his life with Brittany. They can ride off into the sunset and make a whole basketball team of beautiful babies. I don’t know what to say back to him. It all feels too fresh. My eyes are just beginning to well up with tears when there’s a soft knock at my door.

      I bolt off the couch and over to the door, swinging it open just in time to see my new neighbor, Liam sneaking away. There’s a bag of what smells like Chinese take-out at my feet.

      “Liam?” I tilt my head, my brow furrowed in confusion.

      Liam stops in his tracks and slowly spins around to face me. He runs his fingers through his tousled mess of almost jet-black hair and looks at his feet before meeting my eyes. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “What are you doing here?” I eye him curiously but make sure to keep my voice light. “Did you bring me food?” I squat down and pick up the bag.

      Liam rocks back on his heels and clears his throat. “Yeah. Yeah, I did. I think we got off on the wrong foot yesterday, and I thought maybe you didn’t have dinner yet. I ordered too much food.” An awkward chuckle bubbles out of him. “My eyes are bigger than my stomach I guess.”

      “Liam…that’s,” I suck in a breath, “that’s really nice.” I offer him a tight smile.

      Liam shakes his head. “It’s nothing, honest. I hope you like lo mein.” He turns to go.

      “Thank you,” I call after him.

      Liam looks over his shoulder and gives me a wave. “Good night, Sophie.”

      Maybe he isn’t so bad after all.
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      “So, what’ll it be, boys?” Melanie’s sultry voice purrs as she saunters up to the counter to place bar napkins in front of each of us. She shoots me a flirty gaze and leans her elbows on the bar.

      Danny and Jack, both long-time married guys, are immune to her low-cut tops and seductive confidence. Melanie is only trying to attract my attention anyway. She and I have been doing this dance for over twenty years, and for some reason, I can never take it any further than the occasional banter that spirals her into false hope.

      “Just whatever you have on tap, Mel,” Danny says, gesticulating to the row of draft beers along The Ugly Mug bar with a wave of his hand.

      Melanie rolls her eyes and mimics his gesture by dramatically opening her arm in the direction of the beers on tap. “There are like fifteen beers here, Daniel.”

      “Surprise me.” He winks.

      “Me too,” Jack agrees.

      Melanie drops her arms in defeat. “Ugh, fine.” Then she walks a few steps over to me, an inviting gleam in her eyes. She traces her finger along my bunched-up fist. “What about you, Liam?”

      She’s asking what I want to drink but there is another implication here. Melanie wants to know where I’ve been and why I have been blowing her off lately. We’re just friends—at least that’s all we’ve been for the last couple of years—but Melanie always gives me the impression that if I went for it, she’d want more. Guilt nags at the back of my neck when I think about what a terrible friend I am to her. I often ignore her calls and texts for weeks on end, even though she’s done nothing to deserve it.

      Melanie has seen me through my darkest days, and for that, I’ll always care for her, but my feelings for her ebb and flow with the tide. She probably knows me better than anyone. She’s part of our group of buddies, and she’s friends with their wives. We have history. I shouldn’t be blowing her off. I should at least respect her enough to be honest about where this friendship isn’t going.

      A memory flashes in my mind of Melanie and I on side-by-side gurneys, twenty-two years ago, while the Jaws of Life cut Cara from my mangled vehicle. The shattered glass in the road reflecting the lights of the emergency vehicles, and all I can hear is Melanie’s wailing. At the sound of her voice, I shake my head to clear the memory.

      “Hello—earth to Liam?” She is waving her hand in my face. “Cat got your tongue?” She winks.

      “Sorry,” I sputter. “Just a Corona is fine.”

      Melanie clicks the gum in her mouth and makes some kind of “oookay” sound before sauntering away to get our drinks.

      Danny nudges me. “What’s with you, man? You’re out there today.”

      “I’m just tired,” is all I can offer him. It’s true, and I don’t have a lot of energy to take the conversation any further. I’ve had my niece Lucy for the past five months, but she’s only been legally mine for three. It’s been an adjustment, to say the least. My sister, Leah, died while serving in the Army Reserves, and she didn’t have a will. She had just been called up to active duty when her helicopter went down in a training accident in Texas. She never even made it overseas.

      “I remember those days,” Jack commiserates. “Up at night with a cranky baby. Can’t say I miss it.” He grins. “What about your mom and dad? Have you talked to them recently? Maybe they can come up to help out a little.”

      I groan. “You know they’re no help.”

      My relationship with my parents is rocky, to say the least. They left New Jersey twenty years ago for a retirement community in Boca Raton, after gifting me and Leah the house I live in. They have zero plans to return to New Jersey, but I thought maybe they would for Lucy. Turns out, coming back here was too hard for them. They can’t even look at me, and with Leah gone, they can’t look at Lucy either. I guess it’s the two of us against the world.

      “You’ll figure it out, man,” Danny reassures me with a pat on the back as Melanie brings our drinks to us.

      “Figure out what?” She nib-noses, with a sideways glance in my direction.

      “How to dad,” Jack answers for me. “Liam here is tired.”

      I am not sure I like the mocking tone of his voice, but before I can say anything Melanie interjects.

      “Well, if Liam would let me help him, he might feel a little better.” She is being snarky because I have told her I don’t plan to introduce any woman to Lucy unless I am prepared to be serious with her. She took great offense to that. I do feel bad, but it’s not fair to Lucy to lose a mother figure twice. I don’t want to confuse the kid by bringing around different women. It’s better if I just don’t date at all.

      I groan. “We’ve had this conversation, Melanie. And if you don’t mind, I’m really not up for it again today.” I run my hands down my face in exasperation.

      Melanie holds her hands up in defense. “Okay, okay.” She feigns a smirk as she backs away, but I see the hurt behind her eyes.

      I strung her along for years which wasn’t fair to her. Now, we’re both forty. Melanie could have found literally anyone else. She’s gorgeous with a great body and strawberry-blonde hair that cascades down her back. When we were younger, she and I had an off-and-on thing, and Melanie is constantly trying to turn it back on. In the past, I was happy with the occasional tryst. I wouldn’t let anyone closer than that anyway because if they really knew me, they’d probably run for the hills. I just can’t give her what she’s after, especially not now that I’m learning how to parent. Lucy has to be the only girl in my life.

      When Melanie’s gone, Jack changes the subject. “So what else is new besides you avoiding commitment?” He laughs at himself and Danny joins in.

      I ignore it. I’ve known these guys for thirty years, and like Melanie, they have seen me through my darkest days. I know they’re disguising a serious conversation with the cover of messing around, but I avoid it anyway. “Ellie has a new tenant in the guest house. I met her yesterday.” Everyone knows Ellie; she has been the neighborhood auntie on Perry Street since we were kids.

      Danny and Jack look at each other with raised eyebrows. “A woman?” Danny asks with a grin. “Is she hot?”

      Jack holds up his hand. “Hold on. The more important question is, is she single?”

      I roll my eyes. “Guys, I don’t know. I met her for like a second. She was alone though.” I take a long swig of my beer. When I put it down and glance sideways, they’re both staring at me, waiting for more. “What? You asked what else is new. That’s about it these days.”

      “Don’t tell Miles. He will sniff her out like he does every other newcomer.” Jack laughs.

      Our buddy Miles is recently divorced and always looking for the next pretty lady to add to his bedpost.

      “I don’t plan to tell Miles.” I roll my eyes. This town is small enough, especially during the offseason. Miles is a popular real estate agent in town—it won’t take him long to find her if she decides to stick around.

      “Is she at least hot?” Danny asks again.

      I shrug in mock resignation. “I mean, sure. Yes, she’s cute.” I give them a smirk. “I was trying not to gawk at her.”

      I did look at her though, and she is cute, even if she looks a little sad. However, if I am not dating Melanie, I certainly shouldn’t be trying to date the new girl in town either. I’ll admit, I want to know her story but it’s mostly out of curiosity. I only brought her food last night to be nice because I was a jerk the other day. At least that’s what I’m telling myself.

      “Well, do better,” Jack scolds. “We want the scoop.”

      I drain the last of my beer. “I’m sure your wives will be happy to hear that, ya filthy animals.” I stand up and push my stool in. “I gotta pick up Lucy before I take any more advantage of Ellie’s kindness.” I throw a ten-dollar bill on the bar for Melanie.

      “Later,” Danny says into his beer.

      “Bye!” Jack calls after me as I’m walking away.

      As an afterthought, and so I don’t look like I am the jerk, I call back, “Tell Melanie I said bye.”
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        * * *

      

      It isn’t until later that night, when I’m outside with my golden retriever, Maggie, that I allow myself to wonder about the pretty brunette staying next door. She has big woeful green eyes and long wavy hair. I bet she has a beautiful smile even though I wasn’t privy to it. Something about her face is so familiar and it’s bothering me. I am less curious when Ellie rents the cottage to young couples during summer weekends over pretty, single girls. It’s more than that though. I bet there is a lot more to her than a pretty face and sad green eyes.

      Why do you care? I scold myself. This is ridiculous. I told myself that I’m going to focus on Lucy and my new role as her dad, not dating. Not Melanie, and not anyone else either. No matter how cute she is.

      Maggie breaks my stare when she nudges me with her wet nose and her ball. I pat her head before throwing her ball.

      Sometimes, I think it would be nice to share my life with someone though. Someone to wake up to, drink morning coffee with, and take a walk with the baby and the dog. But for that to happen, I’d have to really let someone in, and I’m not sure I’m capable of that. Even if I was, who would want me? I have a past that I’m not proud of and walls built up too high for anyone to want to climb.

      Maggie comes galloping back to me with her soggy ball. She is two years old and thinks she’s a lapdog, even though she weighs sixty-five pounds. Most nights, she is the only girl keeping me company. I’m fine alone, is a regular pep talk I give myself.

      These are the nights I wish I could sit out here with my sister. Leah and I would often sit together after Lucy went to sleep and throw the ball for Maggie, just talking about our days.

      “Did you build anything good today?” she’d ask me, a twinkle in her eyes.

      “Nah.” I would shrug. “Did you take anyone to jail?” I’d tease, nudging her with my elbow. Leah was a police officer when she wasn’t serving in the Army Reserves.

      “Why do you always think I’m arresting people?” she’d ask, laughing. “It’s pretty uneventful around these parts.”

      Then we would sit in comfortable silence or talk about something cute that Lucy did. I can practically hear her voice in my head still. Leah was my best friend. I miss her like words can’t describe. She was the person who never gave up on me. She never stopped believing that I would be okay, that I would find my footing again. I’m sure that’s why she left Lucy with me when she got called up. She knew I would rise to the occasion. Now, what I wouldn’t give to pick up the phone and call her. Sometimes I feel the same urge to call my parents, but the conversation is forced and often leaves me feeling lonelier than before.

      Maggie nudges me again with a snort and forces her ball into my hand. “Okay, okay, girl. I bet you miss her too, don’t you?” I wrestle the ball from the strong grip of her jaw. With a windup, I throw the ball as far as I can. Maggie takes off excitedly and I shake the doggy drool from my palm. Days like today, I’m especially grateful for this dog. I might otherwise give in to my loneliness and make a bad decision, like call Melanie for some physical comfort. Maggie quells that urge for me with her earnest company.

      The thought of Lucy having lost her mom makes my chest ache though. Maybe I need to try harder to find a wife or maybe even just a girlfriend. The problem is, I have too much baggage for anyone to ever accept me for who I am. I don’t like the person that I used to be, but I work every day to make sure I am never that person again. I can’t change what happened in the past, but I also know not everyone will accept it. I don’t let my walls down because I am so terrified of ever feeling that level of pain again.

      I have pretty much given up on the idea of that real world-series kind of love. I must focus on learning how to be a parent. I can’t be a good dad if I am focused on dating and finding a mate who will accept everything about me.

      I am just about to call Maggie inside when I hear the distinct sound of someone crying from beyond the fence. From my deck, I can see into Ellie’s yard. That girl Sophie is sitting at the café table. She aggressively wipes her eyes as she reads her phone, then takes a big swig of her wine before typing quickly. Her body language makes me grateful I’m not on the receiving end of whatever that is. Then, she picks up her belongings and marches inside the cottage. Now I’m not only wondering about the cute girl next door, but I’m also wondering who hurt the cute girl next door. Just what I need.

      I feel guilty thinking about how rude I was to her the other day. She is probably dealing with something that I wouldn’t understand. Hopefully I made her day a little better by dropping off some food. I feel a rush of heat crawling up my neck. Now I also feel as if I invaded her privacy, listening to her cry and watching her send text messages.

      “Come on, Maggie.” I whistle. “Let's go, girl.” Once inside, I pick up my phone. There’s a message from Danny asking if I want to work for his construction company tomorrow. I text back that yes, I’d love the work. Diapers, after all.

      I work for Danny as often as possible but custom woodworking is really where my passion is. I plop down in the wooden Adirondack chair on my deck—it was the first thing I ever built on my own and it’s so special to me. It’s old but every few summers I sand and polish it up to keep it alive and to remind myself that even when things look bleak, they will always get better.

      Ellie’s husband Eddie is the one who taught me how to do woodworking. For him it was just a hobby, but I found solace in it. He showed me how to use the tools needed to create the works of art we spent hours creating—cabinets, furniture, and even wall art. Eddie gave me a sense of purpose again. When I was in the woodshop, I didn’t have time to think about anything except what I was doing so I wouldn’t lose a finger. I may have blown my chance at school, but Eddie made me realize I had a talent, and I could have a future doing something entirely unexpected. He worked on projects for people around town and often let me assist him, until one day, he thought I was ready to take on projects myself. He told everyone I was his apprentice and that they could ask me to do jobs for them too. By the time Eddie passed away, I was as good as he was. I was in my mid-twenties, living mortgage free in my parents’ house, and I realized I could make this my job. So, I did.

      My phone buzzes. It’s Melanie telling me I left my hat at the bar today and offering to bring it by.

      Melanie is a good woman. That’s the issue here. She is so nice, I can’t bring myself to officially let her down. Maybe I should ignore my doubts and give the relationship a chance.

      I wouldn’t have to explain any of my past to Melanie, since she was there. She knows who I am, and she likes me anyway.

      I rub my hand down my face. Is it better to be lonely, or to be with a woman I have lukewarm feelings for? I could see if Ellie can watch Lucy one day this weekend so I can take Melanie out and get a feel for where her head is at. I’m tired of thinking about it.

      I pick my phone up and shoot Melanie a text back.

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: Thanks. If you don’t mind, I’m pretty tired. Want to bring it by in the morning?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Melanie: Sure, I can do that. I’ll see you then.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      I turn my phone off and head upstairs, peeking at Lucy on the way to my room. She’s sound asleep with her little butt up in the air. I flick on the lights and strip down to my boxers. Maggie hops right up in her spot on my bed. I always swore I’d never let a dog in the bed. She sure showed me who’s boss. I turn off the lights and climb in. It doesn’t take long before I’m dead asleep to the soft sounds of Maggie’s snores.
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        * * *

      

      Morning comes quickly and I don’t want to get out of bed when my alarm starts buzzing angrily. I groan and roll over, checking my phone. There’s a text from Melanie confirming that she’ll drop my hat off before I leave for work. I roll my eyes to myself. She could just as easily bring it by later in the morning instead of seven o’clock, but I have a feeling she’s trying to make sure we see each other.

      Construction starts early, and Danny will be expecting me so I get Lucy up and ready as quickly as possible. I am trying to avoid Melanie seeing Lucy at all. I know as soon as that girl catches sight of the baby or even more so, me with the baby, we’re both doomed. Balancing Lucy on my hip with her diaper bag slung over my shoulder, I walk to Ellie’s.

      Ellie meets me at her front door and immediately takes Lucy from me. “You’re a little early this morning,” she raises her eyebrows and nods as Melanie’s black Honda Accord pulls up to the curb. “Got company?”

      I roll my eyes. I knew she would catch onto that. “What do you do, sit here and just look out the window all day?” I scoff. Ellie doesn’t miss a trick.

      Ellie scowls at me. “Hey buddy, neighborhood watch.” She jabs me in the chest with her index finger.

      “Melanie is just dropping off my hat that I left at the bar last night.” I hold up my hands defensively.

      Ellie’s lips press together. “If you say so,” she says.

      I scratch my jaw, hesitating. “There is one thing though that I was thinking about.”

      Ellie raises her eyebrows. “Well, go on,” she shakes her head at me with a smirk.

      “I wanted to ask you if you’d watch Lucy one night this weekend so I could take Melanie out.” I am holding my breath.

      “Take her out?” Ellie mimics. “You better stop playing with that girl,” she warns, narrowing her eyes. “Melanie may not be your soulmate, but she is a nice girl. I know she thinks she can change you, but she probably can’t, so please stop playing with her heart.”

      Ellie is serious now, giving me a stern look. She has known all of us since we were kids. She’s always been my parents’ next-door neighbor. When we were teenagers, Leah and I would putz around the yard and the streets with our buddies, and Ellie got to know and love them all.

      “I know, Ellie,” I say through gritted teeth. I glance behind me and notice Melanie watching us from her car. “Look, I’m not making the girl any promises. I just want to see where her head is at.”

      “You don’t owe me anything, Liam; it’s none of my business.” Ellie folds her hands over her heart in an inward gesture. “But I am actually not around this weekend. I am going on a little book club retreat to the mountains.”

      “Oh. Okay. Well, I didn’t even ask her yet so it’s no big deal.” I exhale and I realize I might be relieved.

      Ellie taps her chin thoughtfully. “You know, you could ask Sophie. I don’t think she has a lot of plans while she’s here. Maybe offer to pay her though,” Ellie suggests, winking.

      I look at her dubiously, my jaw slack with surprise. “Haven’t you known her for like two days? She could be crazy.” But even as I am saying it, I know it’s not true.

      “Liam! You surprise me that your judge of character is so poor,” Ellie chides. “Sophie spent the day with us yesterday, and she is lovely. Besides, I think she could use the distraction. Give it some thought.”

      “Okay, whatever. I got to go.” I turn and jog down the steps where Melanie is patiently waiting for me on the sidewalk.

      “Hi.” She hands me my hat, a tattered old Phillies cap that I honestly don’t care that much about anymore.

      “Thanks,” I say giving her a tight smile and a nod.

      “No problem.” Melanie seems chipper this morning. “Can I see the baby?” she asks earnestly.

      There it is.

      “No. Absolutely not.” I am firm on this. As I have said many times before, I will not introduce Lucy to just anyone. Not that Melanie is just anyone. “Mel, you know where I stand on this. I am not letting any woman get close to Lucy right now. Poor kid is confused enough without Leah. Maybe someday but not yet.” I watch her face fall and immediately feel the need to acquiesce. I suck in a breath before adding, “But what are you doing on Friday?”

      “Why?” Melanie eyes me warily and folds her arms into herself, as if to guard her feelings.

      “I was thinking we could get something to eat. Maybe talk about some things,” I suggest, trying my best to sound noncommittal.

      Melanie softens, chewing on her lower lip. “Okay,” she nods. “Yeah, I’d like that.”

      I force a smile. “Good. I’ll touch base later this week,” I promise.

      We say our goodbyes and I hop in my truck to go to work, all the while wondering why I’m forcing myself to see something that really isn’t there.
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