
Chapter One

			Mikayla Pierce involuntarily licked her lips as she watched the server walk toward their table. She sat up in her seat as he placed the pint glass of amber hard cider before her on the square coaster and another in front of Ashe, who pushed her wild mane of bright blue hair back and batted her boldly lined and lashed eyes at him.

			Mikayla kicked her sister under the table but had a hard time being truly irritated at her, not while they sat overlooking the glimmering Pacific Ocean from the glassed-in patio of the Grotto, a restaurant situated on the cliffs of La Jolla, California. She was determined to wait until the server left before she lifted her drink and took a big sip. She didn’t want to appear too eager. It wasn’t the alcohol she craved but the memories it evoked. Her memories were bleak these days, and the cider reminded her of happier times. Sought-after happiness typically didn’t come in a glass for her, but oh, the memories this one held.

			“Thanks, Pete,” she said, prying her eyes from the glass.

			“No problem, Mrs. Duncan.” He tucked the serving tray under his arm. “Will you be eating dinner with us this evening?”

			“It’s Ms. Pierce now, Pete, but how many times have I told you to call me Mikayla? We’ll probably order something to eat in a little bit.”

			“Sorry. I forgot you said you were celebrating your divorce today. This first round is on me, ladies. I’ll check in on you again soon.”

			She refrained from reminding him that Ashe had used the word celebrate, not her. She was definitely not celebrating. She had no idea what she was doing. Still numb from the shock of it all, she’d been avoiding her feelings and had only recently started to allow emotion into her world again. To her surprise, the expected devastation at the mention of the D-word didn’t come. Maybe in time. She turned to ask Ashe how long it would take, only to catch her sister’s eyes glued to the back of Pete’s work pants as he walked back into the restaurant.

			“He’s not a pork chop. You can wipe the drool from your chin.”

			“I’m savoring the presentation,” Ashe said, slowly turning her head back to Mikayla after Pete disappeared through the swinging kitchen doors. “That man is yummy.”

			“Jeez, Ashe. You’re as bad as a man and almost twice his age. Try the cider.” Mikayla buzzed with excitement to introduce Ashe to the new Julian Orchards Hard Fuji Apple Cider she’d discovered the last time she’d come to the Grotto. It tasted like a cherished memory, transporting her directly back to the winding drive up to the little mountain town of Julian with their beloved Grampa and Grandma James to pick apples. They’d died fifteen years ago, six months apart, he from a heart attack and she from a broken heart. She missed them as much now as she had back then. She wasn’t going to let her sister’s lechery spoil the moment. She needed this happy.

			Ashe lifted her glass. “I’m certain he’s a man who wants more than missionary sex. I have a rigid two-orgasm requirement. Life is too short for anything less.”

			Mikayla shook her head. “Whatever floats your boat, as Mom likes to say.”

			“Do not bring Mom into my bedroom.” Ashe sipped her drink. She gave an impressed look at the glass. “This is good.”

			“Does it evoke any memories?”

			“Now that you mention it…” Ashe closed her eyes, and thinking lines appeared between her eyebrows. As Mikayla watched, she smoothed the same spot between her own brows with a finger. Recent Botox had made it numb. “It reminds me of being slightly carsick, the odor of unfiltered Camel cigarette smoke, and…”

			“Grandma and Grandpa James,” they said together.

			“Right?” Mikayla said.

			“I miss them so much,” Ashe said, taking another sip.

			“I couldn’t wait for you to try it exactly for that.”

			“I wondered why my wine-drinking sister all of a sudden got all hot for cider.” Ashe laughed. “It’s not often you surprise me, and you’re such a sap for the good old days.”

			Mikayla sighed. “Things were uncomplicated back then.”

			“Well, we were ten and eight. Everything was uncomplicated.”

			Mikayla blew out a long sigh. “Yeah.”

			“Speaking of Mom, is she speaking to you again yet?”

			Mikayla dropped her chin to her chest, blew out another big breath, then straightened, sitting tall in her chair. She trailed her finger through the condensation on her glass. “Dad says I should give her time to process. Apparently, it’s shaken her to her core that Craig’s going through with the divorce. As if it’s up to me to fix it. Were you aware that divorced men have lower life expectancies? She’s worried about Craig, and if I can’t make my marriage work, no one can. She’s already grieving the ocean views from our backyard and mourning our holiday gatherings.” She didn’t mention how their mother still hadn’t asked her how she was holding up. Almost as if it had been her shattering Craig’s hopes and dreams. Not the other way around. Craig would be fine. Mikayla? Well, that remained to be seen.

			“You mean, she made it about herself? What a huge surprise.” Sarcasm dripped from Ashe’s voice.

			Normally, having her sister say aloud what they both thought of their mother made Mikayla feel better, but this time, she only registered her mother’s words. She’d always hated how overly servile her mother behaved toward her father. Actually, her fathers. Plural, since the man she presently called her father happened to be her second stepfather. Her and Ashe’s biological father had died when they were seven and nine, and her mother’s second husband had died when they were eleven and thirteen.

			Daddy number three, currently still in the picture, had assumed his position by the time Mikayla turned twelve. They’d all been wonderful men, and she’d called all three of them Father from the deepest parts of her heart, but she absolutely hated how her mother made no apologies about putting them first and her two children second. So different than her mother’s parents, Grandpa and Grandma James, who had always made them the center of their universe with unconditional love.

			Both she and Ashe had spent years in therapy because of their mother’s behavior, and while they now accepted their mom as she was, that didn’t mean it didn’t still hurt. Their mother simply needed a man in her life to complete her. Now, Mikayla had to come to terms with the fact that she and her mother were more alike than in just their genes, sharing similar light brown hair, mossy green eyes, an almost-dimple in their left cheeks when they smiled, long pianist’s fingers, unmarked skin that blushed way too easily, and the exact same feet.

			Mikayla had taken after her mother in the husband thing, too. She couldn’t imagine herself not married. Being a wife, taking care of the house, planning everything for two people, making sure they ate right, exercised, wore their sunscreen, and possessed the perfect foyer table in their perfect house…she and her mother were good at and enjoyed all those things. Mikayla tried to remind herself how she wasn’t as intently focused on the husband aspect but more on the whole package of what marriage entailed. Her career had been Cruise Director of her marriage, and she’d been fired. To make things worse, it took losing her marriage to realize she’d turned into her mother. It sickened her more than a little bit. She’d never set out to be that person.

			Mikayla sighed. “Well, it’s Mom. Maybe it’s best for her to take time to get used to it. God forbid her emotions show.”

			Ashe laughed and held up her pint glass. “To Mom, her contained emotions and this amazing fucking cider. I may never drink wine again.”

			Ashe put into words what Mikayla had thought. She’d been coming to the Grotto at least weekly, and sometimes more, in the last several months, not exactly drowning her sorrows because she only ever drank one glass of wine—now cider—but she hated to eat alone. Ever since Craig had asked for a divorce, she’d been eating alone most meals. Thus, she found herself on a first-name basis with the waitstaff.

			“To fresh horizons,” Ashe said, tapping her glass.

			“I liked the old horizons,” she said, putting down her glass without taking a sip. Maybe it hadn’t been such a great idea to come here on the day her divorce became final. Six months after Craig had asked for one and while she no longer felt like bursting into tears at the thought of the night her husband of twelve years had told her he’d fallen out of love with her, she wasn’t anywhere near over it.

			Ashe rubbed the top of Mikayla’s hand where it rested on the table next to her glass. “I promise you. It gets easier. I have three times as much experience than you, so this is coming from an expert.”

			Mikayla appreciated the attempt to cheer her up, but it didn’t. “You divorced all three of your ex-husbands, not the other way around.”

			Ashe snorted. “At least Craig didn’t cheat on you.”

			Mikayla blew out a breath. “I think I might have preferred it. It probably wouldn’t hurt as much as the fact that he couldn’t stand my company any longer.”

			Ashe flapped her hand. “You know that’s not true. It’s because you can’t give him children.”

			Mikayla glared at her. “Thank you so much for clearing it up for me.”

			“You’re welcome.” Ashe probably didn’t register the glare or the sarcasm. She had always been one of those people who preferred directness and assumed other people did, too. It wasn’t mean-spirited. Just the opposite, so she couldn’t remain irritated with her.

			Mikayla downed the rest of her cider without taking a breath and covered her mouth when she quietly burped. “I still consider it my fault, you know.”

			Ashe motioned to Pete for a couple of refills before responding. “What do you mean? Your inhospitable womb?”

			Mikayla rolled her eyes. “I didn’t want kids anyway.”

			Her sister reacted like she’d said she didn’t like coffee, which would have been a surprising thing to reveal, considering the enormous amount she drank every day. “Do you mean you purposefully prevented getting pregnant?”

			“It wasn’t purposeful at all. I thought I wanted kids at first. Well, I didn’t not want kids. I actually got caught up in Craig’s excitement about finally starting a family after seven years of traveling and enjoying each other. I never took any precautions, and I tried to conceive…at first.” She didn’t mention how it didn’t take long for her to realize she didn’t want them. She’d figured it out when it had dawned on her that she’d be stuck with the lion’s share of the work. Craig’s career proved to be too demanding for him to help around the house, let alone with the raising of the kids thing. He mostly wanted them for the photo ops and Disneyland trips. Yep. Diapers and midnight feedings would all be on her. That wasn’t how she wanted it to go.

			“It still doesn’t mean it’s your fault. You tried. You didn’t sabotage your uterus.”

			Pete swooped in, dropped off two new drinks, and Mikayla paused to thank him before responding. “But maybe I willed it not to happen. You know, putting out the bad vibes. Manifesting it?” Maybe she should feel guilty, but she didn’t, at least not about not being able to have kids. Her guilt came from not feeling guilty. God. She was a mess.

			“How come you never told me this?”

			“Because he wanted kids so badly. I never tried not to have kids, at least until I found out about the inhospitable uterus situation.” Those were the doctor’s words, not hers. She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. It all came to the same end. The divorce is final. The house is sold. So it’s real. I’m officially an ex-wife at thirty-five.”

			“You make it sound like a death sentence. Besides, you’re only thirty-five, and you’re a tasty slice. You won’t be single for long. Mark my words.”

			Mikayla wanted to drop her head into her hands and wail, but she didn’t. She sat up and didn’t make a scene. “It feels like a death sentence. Who am I if I’m not a wife?”

			“God, Mikayla, you sound like a nineteen-fifties housewife or—” Ashe stopped midsentence. There were certain things they never said to one another.

			“It’s gross, huh? I sound like her.”

			“That’s not…well, kind of.” She could always count on Ashe, to tell the truth…no matter how much it hurt.

			“But seriously, I haven’t worked in twelve years. My degree is in history, for goodness’ sake. As soon as we got married, I stopped working.”

			“First, you work plenty hard. His success is tenfold what it would be without you. Second, you don’t have to work, at least finance-wise. He made sure of it in the divorce, as is only fair.”

			“He offered me more today when he called to check in about the divorce being final. It’s purely based on guilt.” Sometimes, she wished he’d given her nothing. It made it impossible for her to hate him.

			Ashe rolled her eyes. “Not one of my husbands called me the day our divorce became final. You two are something else.”

			Mikayla pushed her hair back with both hands. “Right now, I miss being a wife.” She’d been obsessing over this all day, ever since the back-to-back calls from her lawyer and real estate agent telling her the divorce was final, and the house she’d lived in for the last twelve years displayed a sold sign now. Talking about it with Ashe made it real. It clobbered her. Every terrifying thing about being divorced that she’d kept at bay over the last six months flooded over her. Anxiety made her chest tight, threatening to choke her. “Oh God. Where am I going to live?”

			“You have two other homes.”

			“They’re not homes. They’re vacation houses.”

			“Jesus, Mik, do you hear yourself right now?”

			“Don’t call me Mik. That’s what he calls me.”

			“First of all, I’ve called you Mik all my life. Second, you can’t dodge the obvious. You are absurdly privileged. You don’t get to panic about where you get to live.”

			Mikayla rested her head on her arms. The anxiety remained, but now shame lived beside it. She needed the reminder. “I know,” she said into the hollow of her arms. “I’m being overly sensitive. Believe me, guilt consumes me sometimes. I didn’t do anything to deserve one house, let alone multiple.”

			Ashe stroked her hair. “You deserve it as much as Craig does. Jettison the guilt. You may be blind to your privilege, but your donations and volunteering help a lot of people. You’re a good person. You’re lucky to have two homes to choose from.”

			Mikayla lifted her head and straightened her hair. “Craig chose for me. He took the house in Mexico and told me to keep the house in London.”

			Ashe sat back in her chair. “He gave up the London house? He loves it there.”

			Mikayla shrugged. “Guilt.” As much as she loved the London house, she’d give it all up if it meant she got to stay married.

			“It’s the least he could do. He’d be nowhere without you. You’re the only reason he could throw all the froufrou parties and cocktail shindigs to woo his investors. For hell’s sake, you made sure he got haircuts and cut his damn nails. He’d be shit without you and—” Ashe put up her hand and drained her drink. “I promised not to smack-talk him. I want you to get angry, not internalize his failures. He’s given up the best thing he’s ever had, and he’s a fool to think otherwise.”

			“I appreciate your loyalty.” Mikayla rubbed her sister’s arm. “He’s been more than fair. Sure, he’s divorcing me, but a person can’t choose to love someone they don’t love anymore.”

			Ashe shot her a glare meant for him, not her. “I’ll shut up about it. For now. But I still hate what he’s done. And now he’s forcing you to live in London? Selfishly, I don’t want you to move anywhere far. I’d have to follow, and I adore the studio I’m working at. You can’t find that vibe just anywhere. Maybe Sonoma. I could do Sonoma.”

			“I don’t want to leave San Diego, either. I like it here. We were raised here.”

			“Are you sure it’s not because Craig is here?”

			Up until recently, his being there was a huge factor in her desire to remain, but now she refused to let his presence make her want to leave. “It’s irrelevant. He’s in Mexico. He might stay there.” He lived there with Carmen, his new girlfriend, but she didn’t explain. Ashe would try to make it into more than it needed to be.

			“Probably for the best. Gives you space and time to regroup. Mix things up a little. Maybe get laid, huh?”

			“As much as I don’t want to mix anything up or get laid, you’re right.” A change sounded good. Something big, but not too big. There were limits to her threshold for change.

			Ashe rested her chin on her fist. “I wish I could think of some bougie place to recommend to you. I’m more of a rent-a-room kind of person. Why don’t you buy a place here in La Jolla? You love it here.”

			“Too close to Mom. I think I want to downsize, too. After all, it’s just me.” She loved the La Jolla house with its great views and location right next to the ocean, but it had always been too big for her and Craig. They’d bought it when they thought they’d fill it with kids. Now, it depressed her for the same reason. She’d been thinking about that since the call from the real estate agent saying they’d found a buyer who said they wanted it to grow their family. She’d said good luck before she could stop herself. Another trait she’d inherited from her mom: cynicism. She decided to work on that.

			Before she’d left to meet Ashe at the restaurant, she’d been sitting on the top step of the grand staircase where she could see into many of the rooms and look out over the ocean. The afternoon sunshine had filled the large open spaces, yet the house had seemed vacuous. Sterile. Staged. As if no one lived there. As if their presence in the house over the last twelve years had left absolutely no impression on the space. Nothing. And they hadn’t yet moved any of their belongings out. The movers were scheduled for the next day. Everything they’d brought into the house and their marriage remained inside it. Yet, it still felt barren. Like her.

			“If not La Jolla, then where?” Ashe said, pulling Mikayla from her morose thoughts.

			“I was thinking maybe North County. Carlsbad. Maybe Oceanside. Fallbrook would be cute, too, with their avocado festivals and art community. If only inland didn’t get so hot.”

			Ashe snapped her fingers. “I have a place. But you have to promise to keep an open mind.”

			“Oh…kay,” Mikayla said, recognizing the tone in Ashe’s voice. She had an outrageous idea that Mikayla would humor but ultimately ignore.

			“How about a house swap?”

			Mission accomplished. Mikayla immediately discounted it.

			“You mean trade the London flat for someone else’s house? They stay there, I stay here? Like the reality shows on television?” Her sister was nuts. House swapping wasn’t a real thing.

			“Exactly. Just temporarily. Until you have a better idea of where you want to live.”

			A little tipsy after shotgunning the first one, Mikayla sipped her second drink slowly. “Very funny.”

			“I’m serious.”

			“God, no. They make reality TV because it’s rife with drama. Scripted. Count me out.”

			“The drama is all staged. People actually do house swaps. What do you think Airbnb and VRBO are?”

			“That’s different. Those are intended as rentals. They’re vetted.”

			Ashe petted her hand. “You sheltered thing. The world is full of wonderful and exciting things you are not aware of. I guessed you would say no.” She sipped her cider and signaled for another.

			It could’ve been the finality of the divorce causing her to reassess who she was. Maybe it took finally recognizing the sterility of the home she’d lived in for twelve years to make her ponder a change of scenery. Maybe her big sister, the artist who did anything she wanted without a care about who thought what about her, who made her crave a little more excitement and adventure in her life, played a part. But her sister, along with the whole world, perceived her as boring, and she was not boring, goddammit. Something stirred within Mikayla. She resolved to prove to her sister and the world that they were wrong.

			“How would I find someone to swap with? I have two weeks.”

			Ashe put her empty glass down, sweeping her blue hair back, an excited expression on her face.

			Oh no. What did she get herself into?

			“That’s the thing. My friend Brandi has a place in Oceanside and a contract gig in London for six months. She has to get out tout de suite. She’s planning on renting a hotel room until she finds a place, but yours is perfect.”

			Doubt started to erode her resolve but she’d be damned if she’d show it. She. Was. Not. Unexciting. “You said gig. Is Brandi a musician?”

			“Among other things. Mostly she’s a multimedia artist. The gig is a graphic novel or video game or movie. She does it all.”

			Mikayla ran her finger around the lip of her glass. “It’s weird thinking of staying in a stranger’s house.” More, having a stranger in hers, but she wouldn’t say it. She. Was. Not. Unadventurous.

			“It’s no different from staying in a hotel room or an Airbnb. I’ll take you up the day after tomorrow if Brandi is on board. She will be. She’s up for anything.”

			“Maybe.” Some of Ashe’s friends were strange.

			“I know that look. You’re saying maybe when you mean no. Embrace life, Mikayla. Let it show you what’s out there.”

			She almost decided to do it right then out of spite. “You make me sound like I have a stick up my butt.”

			Ashe lifted an eyebrow. “If the stick fits…”

			“I don’t have anything up my butt, thank you very much.” She said it a little loud and Pete, waiting on the table next to them, lifted a brow. To her chagrin, Ashe silently egged him on with a thumbs-up. She smacked her hand. “Stop it.”

			Ashe returned her attention to Mikayla after letting her eyes roam up and down Pete’s body. “You don’t have to say yes, but at least look at it. Recognize there’s a world outside of your bougie lifestyle. It’s super cute.”

			She ignored the dig about her lifestyle. “Okay. I’ll go see the place. I’m not promising anything. Make sure your friend Brenda knows it’s not a done deal.” She. Was. Not. Boring. If she didn’t like it, she could always just not do it.

			“It’s Brandi, and you’re going to like her and her fab house.”

			Mikayla wasn’t convinced, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to let the stick-in-the-ass comment define her.

			




Chapter Ten

			Gem walked back to Oceana after spending the afternoon at the harbor. Going after her father’s surprise declaration about handing everything off to her had been a good decision. He’d definitely thrown her for a loop. She should have anticipated something like that happening, even as she tried hard not to think of his continuing decline.

			She hadn’t figured out how to deal with his declaration, but being next to the ocean had calmed her mind, helped her understand the importance of the hurdles in life compared to the constants of love and family, which were more important than anything else. She didn’t need to have all the answers now. It didn’t mean she wouldn’t have them at some point, but her time of reflection had recharged her as it usually did, reminding her that she needed to be patient, to keep on doing what she’d been doing, and trust in her decision to be there for her father, who had always been there for her. Struggling against her fears and focusing on the negatives guaranteed she’d end up filled with anger and frustration or worse, resentment. She didn’t want to poison the time she had left with her dad, an extremely sobering thought.

			She made her way up the main drive and keyed in the access code to the pedestrian gate. The golden light of sunset bathed the front entrance, making the Oceana sign look like something from a postcard, helping to lift her mood. Maybe the universe was giving her a sign, both literally and metaphorically.

			The dancing light of fire caught her eye, and she spotted most of the residents of Oceana Place gathered around the firepit, plus a few stragglers from elsewhere in the park. Shia hadn’t wasted any time coordinating the first bonfire of the season. Gem could already taste Alice’s cookies. Although the breeze off the ocean chilled her bare arms and legs with the sun going down, she headed straight for the gathering rather than go home to change.

			“Gem! I saved a spot for you.” Alice waved. Happily, Gem saw Mikayla, too, and when she neared, Alice patted the empty spot at the picnic table between them.

			Gem was more pleased about being able to sit by Mikayla than she should have been. She’d been thinking about their dinner together all day between bouts of mulling over the conversation with her dad, and as much as she chided herself for enjoying her time with Mikayla, the little excitement of her secret crush made for a pleasant distraction from real life.

			“Is it okay?” Gem asked, gesturing toward the seat, barely enough room for her.

			Mikayla took her hand and tugged, setting off a fluttery poof of excitement in her stomach. “Of course. Let’s keep each other warm.”

			Gem squeezed in with Mikayla’s words echoing in her head. She probably didn’t mean them as flirty, and that only amplified the hotness. The excitement morphed into a thrill scattered throughout her body, and she became hyperaware of their thighs pressed together.

			Alice patted her knee. “See? Plenty of room. I knocked on your door earlier to tell you about the fire. Your dad said you were out.”

			“I went to the harbor and stayed for the sunset.”

			Alice continued to pat her leg. “Sunset at the harbor is a blessing. Your dad is at the top of my prayer list.”

			Alice hadn’t said why, but Gem knew. The community had mostly caught on. “We appreciate it,” she said.

			“He’s worried about his memory, so I gave him some ginkgo biloba.”

			“He told you?” Shocked, Gem said it a little louder than intended. He’d never mentioned his memory issues before. Maybe this meant she could finally talk to him about it.

			“More like confirmed it. He left our card game earlier this week to get a cup of tea, and I found him sitting at the kitchen table drinking his with mine sitting on the counter. I reminded him we were playing cards, and he said he’d forgotten and wondered why he’d made two cups. He said it might be lack of sleep. I suggested he visit his doctor. He blamed it on age and didn’t want to, thus the ginkgo. Compromise is a powerful tool.”

			Alice and her dad were an unlikely pair as far as friendships went. Outwardly, they were so different. However, on the inside, they shared a devotion to helping people; her father through Oceana and Alice through her work at the mission. Her dad said that Alice had come to Oceana at twenty-one from a convent. Gem’s mother had helped get her a job teaching and then later at the mission. Alice often said she considered Gem’s parents the parents she wished she’d had. But how much did Alice know of her father’s struggles with his health and memory? It was hard to imagine anyone not seeing it, but Alice had never mentioned it, and Gem hadn’t known how to bring it up. It would be nice to talk about it with someone other than her sisters, who minimized it so much, the conversations were more frustrating than comfort.

			Mikayla shifted, and Gem had an unexpected desire to confide in her. A yelp from Shia near the fire caused all of them to look and interrupted her train of thought, frustrating her.

			“Goodness, am I going to have to add Shia to the prayer list as well?” Alice got up and marched over to Shia, who’d added more wood to the fire, causing an inferno.

			“Is your father ill?” Mikayla asked.

			Gem hid the shiver Mikayla’s breath against her ear caused. “He’s just getting older. It’s how it goes.” Gem stared into the fire. It occurred to her that talking about it made it real. For all the complaining she did about her sisters not facing it, she didn’t enjoy talking about it, either. She wished she found it easier to share her feelings, but it was easier to give help than receive it.

			“Getting older beats the alternative,” Mikayla said. “That’s what my dad says when he justifies taking a cart rather than walking the golf course.”

			“Your dad has a good point.”

			“I think it’s accidental wisdom.” Mikayla chuckled, and Gem liked being the cause of it. “It’s easier to carry his whiskey and Coke.”

			Gem laughed and watched Mikayla wipe her cheek, smearing a streak of ash under her eye, one of the hazards of bonfires. Unable to resist, Gem gestured at it. “You have a bit of…do you mind?” she asked as she lightly wiped the mark, and at the same time, noticed the specks of brown dancing in Mikayla’s pine-green eyes. “Your eyes are so—”

			“There you are, Gem. Your mother has been looking all over for you. I told her you were probably with your friends, and here you are.”

			Gem peered over her shoulder to see her father standing on the other side of the picnic table with his hands on his hips. Several emotions hit her at once: disappointment at being interrupted, relief at being interrupted, sensing she’d done something wrong, embarrassment for being chastised in front of her friends, but primarily, shame for the pity she felt aimed at her and her father because her mother was gone, and everyone knew.

			“Hey, Dad,” she said, standing. “I came here directly from the harbor. Sorry I didn’t check in.”

			He flapped a hand, an expression of uncertainty shading his face. “It’s okay. We were…I mean, I was wondering where you were.”

			She froze, unsure how to react. The few people gathered by the fire couldn’t help but witness the interaction, and embarrassment for him swept through her like a river of lava. Her father, although not an overly proud man, was used to being in charge and at the center of things. Now he literally stood on the outside, unable to carry on the friendly conversations he’d always enjoyed.

			When she glanced around, everyone seemed like they were trying to not watch, and the expression of uncertainty passing over his face prompted her to walk around the table. “Do you want to join us? Or do you want me to walk home with you?”

			“I don’t know.” He peered at himself. He wore the same khaki pants and Oceana polo he’d been in earlier, but he’d changed from his work boots to his house slippers. Normally, he’d never wear his slippers outside.

			She rested a hand on his shoulder. “It’s chilly. Why don’t we go back to the house and get our jackets, and you can decide once we’re there?”

			“You haven’t introduced me to the pretty lady you were talking to.” He walked around the table and stood before Mikayla, who rose. “Gem doesn’t bring a lot of friends around. I’m her dad. Most people call me Tripp.”

			Mikayla’s pleasure to meet him appeared genuine, and Gem was grateful. “I’m Mikayla. I’m staying at Brandi’s place for the summer.”

			Her father’s expression transitioned from goodwill to confusion and back to a smile. “Any friend of Brandi’s is a friend of mine.” He gazed around. “Where’s Brandi? Is she planning to attend this soiree?”

			Gem came up alongside her father. “Brandi’s in London, Dad. Mikayla’s staying here while she’s away.”

			“Oh. The sublet.” The friendliness vanished from his voice, and everything in Gem clenched. This whole thing could go in any direction, and she didn’t want to deal with her father blowing up, especially at or because of Mikayla. He squinted, shifting his gaze to Gem and then back to Mikayla again. “She passed the sniff test?” he finally said without taking his eyes from Mikayla, who continued to smile warmly under his scrutiny.

			“She did,” Gem said, hoping this would be the end of it.

			Like a snap, his friendliness came back. “Well, then. How do you like Oceana?”

			“It’s beautiful. The magnolias are gorgeous, and everyone has been so warm and welcoming.”

			He beamed, and Gem wanted to kiss Mikayla. She’d won him over. Everything in Gem relaxed even as she longed to get him away from everyone, especially before he remembered his warning not to date Mikayla from the day before.

			He shook a finger at Mikayla and glanced at Gem. “I like this one. She has good taste.”

			“She certainly does, Dad.” She slid her arm around his. “I’m chilly. Let’s go get our jackets.” She started to lead him away.

			“Sounds good. You kids don’t want an old fuddy-duddy like me cramping your style. I’ll probably stay home and watch CSI.”

			“I love CSI,” Mikayla said.

			He stopped and probably would have turned back to discuss the intricacies of the show because, like everything else, he held some very strong opinions about it. “Come on, Dad. I’m turning into an ice cube.” She locked eyes with Mikayla, hoping she picked up on the thank-you in her gaze.

			“We can talk over coffee sometime, Mr. Helmstaad.”

			“Tripp. Just call me Tripp,” he said with a wave, and Gem led him home, mulling over the unexpected connection she’d just witnessed between her father and Mikayla, a person who’d just met him but who had known exactly how to interact with him. Gem’s secret crush just got bigger.

			* * *

			“I know what’s missing,” Alice said, coming back to sit on the bench after Gem had left with her father. “Brandi and her guitar. Shia, are you up for a little playing tonight?”

			Shia groaned and covered her face. “I’ve only taken a couple of lessons from Brandi before she left. I suck so bad.”

			“Practice makes perfect,” Alice said and turned to Mikayla. “You don’t happen to play, do you?”

			“I do.” As soon as she said it, Mikayla wished she hadn’t. It had been years since she’d played, and she’d never been comfortable playing for others, including Craig, who’d heard her play maybe a couple of times. Too many nerve-racking recitals with people who were headed toward places like Juilliard. She could have gone, but classical guitar wasn’t her passion, and it showed. She’d done better with contemporary music because she liked it, but her mother wouldn’t let her “waste her time” on it very often. Still, she managed to acquire a passable competency, but she was never as good as she wanted to be and playing for herself wasn’t very fun.

			“Mikayla saves the day,” Alice said, delighted. “No bonfire is complete without campfire songs.”

			Mikayla got up to get Brandi’s guitar and wondered what she’d done, hoping she wouldn’t disappoint. When she returned, there were a couple of new people in the group whom she’d never met, and Alice introduced her to Eight and Harper. While it was nice to meet them, her performance anxiety multiplied. Someone switched the radio off, and she self-consciously took a seat and asked what they wanted to hear.

			The group suggested a few songs, few of which she’d ever played, so she brought her phone out and put her earbuds in so she could pull up the songs and play along. It was a bit of a cheat but the best she could do on short notice. Fortunately, she could usually pick up the melody by ear and replicate it well enough to recognize, thanks to the magic of the pentatonic scale.

			Part of her was thankful Gem had to leave. She would have been too nervous to concentrate. As it was, a little tingle remained after Gem had wiped the ash off her face. The sight of Gem’s face so close in the dusky light of sunset, how the fire had reflected in her eyes…damn, she needed to concentrate, and letting herself get distracted by a person she’d just met was so not like her.

			“Please sing along. It’s been a while since I’ve played, and your voices will cover up my mistakes.” She laughed, but she was mostly serious. Alice gave her a thumbs-up.

			The lyrics started to scroll on the video she’d chosen, and she started to sing. One by one, the others joined in, and soon enough, they were all singing. By the end of the next song, she felt more comfortable performing and played a few more before her fingers, unused to playing, started to hurt.

			She announced the end of the sing-along, and a few people groaned, which she took as a sign that they liked her playing. Before someone turned the radio back on, she noticed clapping behind her, and when she turned, Gem gazed back at her with a big grin. Scorching heat climbed her neck and cheeks, and it wasn’t from the bonfire.

			“You were fantastic.”

			“Thanks,” Mikayla said, unable to meet her gaze.

			“I’ve always been impressed with musical people,” Gem said. “You have a nice voice.”

			“Thanks,” she managed again, focusing on the table. The charcuterie board sat unsampled while the cookies, chips, and hot wings were almost gone. She pulled the clear wrap off it and put a little bit of everything on one of the small paper plates someone had brought.

			Shia followed her lead. “I’ve been waiting for someone else to dig into this. It’s so classy, I didn’t want to mess it up.”

			“Is that why no one was eating it?” Mikayla asked, glad to have the spotlight off her.

			“I wasn’t about to be the first to befoul this work of art,” Alice said, picking up a plate and joining Shia.

			Gem came to stand with them. “You must be thirsty from singing. Would you like me to pour you a glass of wine?”

			“Wine sounded good before, but right now, I’d kill for something cold.”

			“You got it.” Gem opened the cooler. “Beer or Coke?”

			“A Diet Coke would be perfect if there are any.”

			“You’re in luck.” Gem cracked one open and handed it to her. “How long have you been playing?”

			“I was ten when I switched from violin to guitar, but I haven’t picked one up in several years.”

			“You fooled me. This is going to sound corny,” Gem said, “there’s something about musicians. I get all fan-girly and crush on them.”

			The comment made a spark of excitement erupt in her stomach. Of course, Gem hadn’t meant a crush on her, though. “I wouldn’t call myself a musician.”

			“How’d you know all those songs?”

			“I cheated by pulling up the tablature and words on my phone.”

			They sat in their previous seats, backs to the table, eyes on the fire. Alice was busy supervising Shia as she added more wood, and Gem hadn’t moved over. The heat of their thighs together contributed to the fluttering in Mikayla’s stomach.

			“I couldn’t have done that,” Gem said.

			“Do you play?”

			Gem shook her head. “I’ve always wanted to. But we were talking about you. You play guitar, and you sing. What other talents are you hiding?”

			“Oh, jeez. Talents? None, really. I barely manage the piano. I’ve forgotten almost everything I learned on the violin…um, I have a pretty strong backhand in tennis, I guess. Other than those fascinating facets, I’m the most uninteresting person,” Mikayla said, biting into a sweet pickle, internally rolling her eyes. Seriously, could she be any more boring?

			“You’re far from uninteresting. What kinds of things do you like to do?”

			Mikayla’s stomach flipped a little at Gem’s assertion. She didn’t believe her, but she liked thinking Gem liked her enough to try to make her feel better. “I enjoy a lot of things, but I wouldn’t say I have an innate talent at any of them.”

			Gem waved her hand in a “give me more” gesture. “Which are…”

			Mikayla considered. “I love to cook.”

			“I can attest to your exceptional proficiency in the kitchen.” Gem gestured for more.

			Exceptional, huh? The comment gave her a boost of self-confidence. “I’m a whiz at sudoku.”

			Gem nodded. “Something we have in common.”

			That information made her happy. “I like sailing and scuba.”

			Gem made a face. “Too many sharks, thank you.”

			Mikayla laughed. “I love to organize things and do research. Oh, and I can read all day and night. I love to read. No sharks there.”

			“Much better. What else?”

			The pressure was getting to her. She’d run out of ideas, and now she was once again leaning toward dejection about her beige life. The only thing keeping her from wallowing in it was the little buzz she felt being near Gem. “That’s about it. Nothing remarkable.”

			Gem narrowed her eyes. “I think you’re either being humble or underestimating yourself.”

			Mikayla shrugged. “Just being truthful. What are your talents?”

			Gem stared at the night sky as if thinking. “I’m good with people.”

			“I agree,” Mikayla said with a tilt of her head as she picked at her food. “You make everyone around you feel…I don’t know…seen? Yeah, that’s it. You’re a good conversationalist but also a good listener.” Although she’d only known Gem a couple of days, she already knew these things firsthand.

			“I think people are fascinating. You have a gift with people, too.”

			Mikayla waved the compliment away. Any skill she had with people was drilled into her by her mother. “Mine is practiced, and yours is innate. I’ve spent my entire life making people around me comfortable.”

			“You have a natural way. I’d love to hear why you think yours is practiced and why that’s a bad thing.” Gem said, popping a stuffed sweet pepper into her mouth.

			Mikayla admired what appeared to be her effortless, relaxed nature. “Well, first of all, being raised with an older sister who cares nothing about what people think about her and says people are responsible for their own comfort, I had an obligation to make up for it to my mother. I love my sister, but she’s a handful. Also, the sorority I pledged to in college put an emphasis on hospitality and entertaining.” As soon as she said it, she heard how pretentious and utterly without a backbone she sounded. She actually envied her sister’s independence and refusal to be anything other than herself. Mikayla wondered what it would feel like to not care about what anyone thought of her.

			Gem seemed to be studying her, and she wished she could take back most of what she’d just said. “Are there really sororities like that still around these days?”

			Mikayla nodded. “My mom was in it when she attended school and wanted me to follow in her footsteps.” Gem’s polite expression made Mikayla wonder if she was masking disappointment in what some might consider a step backward for women. She wanted to make sure Gem knew it was because she’d enjoyed it, not because she had to. “I liked it, for the most part. It could be a bit much what with the formals and teas, but aside from the white-glove requirement, I actually liked all of the pomp and circumstance. I liked that I was carrying on a family tradition. Plus, being married to Craig, I used all those skills in real life, throwing dinner parties and working the floor at business functions, helping Craig land big clients. Most people think I’m an extrovert, but I’m such an introvert, it’s painful sometimes. The sorority taught me how to turn my social butterfly on and off.”

			“Social butterfly, huh?” Gem laughed.

			Mikayla tilted her head. “The life of a business owner.”

			“What kind of business did you two own?”

			“Craig owns an investment firm. He didn’t want me to work. I took care of the houses, scheduled his trips and our vacations, managed the finances. A little of a lot of things.”

			Gem scowled. “Sounds like a lot of work.”

			Mikayla blew out a breath. She wasn’t explaining it well. She’d been happy doing it. “It was. It gave me purpose. Anyway, there you have it. How I learned to be good with people. But I’d rather be at home reading.”

			The scowl disappeared, and Gem’s eyes held a sort of kinship. “I hear you. I love reading, but I can’t remember when I spent more than fifteen minutes doing it at a time.”

			“I just picked it up again.” They fell silent for a moment, and Mikayla wondered if Gem thought she was dull. The extending pause made her uncomfortable. “You were impressive with your dad. I’d think you were a counselor or something.”

			Gem squinted, and a corner of her mouth twitched. She glanced away. “I used to be, before becoming a property manager of a trailer park.”

			“Mobile home community.” Mikayla bumped her shoulder, teasing her.

			Gem grinned. “Adaptable domestic sanctuary.”

			“Habitat for movable domiciles,” Mikayla offered, enjoying the game.

			“Sanctuary of diverse humanity.”

			“Oh, I like that one.” Mikayla grinned. “So you’re a counselor?”

			“A social worker, actually. At least, I used to be.”

			“A huge difference from, what do you call what you do? Property manager? Do you like it?”

			“Counseling or property managing?”

			Mikayla tipped her head to the side. “Either.”

			Gem appeared to think it over. “I like them both,” she finally said. “Social work is satisfying when you make a difference in a person’s life. Property management is definitely not my calling, but it’s our family business, which means a lot to me, and there’s the community aspect. I love those things about it.” It looked like she wanted to say more, but she didn’t. She also hadn’t responded to the comment about being good with her dad, who seemed to have dementia. If Gem didn’t want to talk about it, Mikayla wasn’t about to push it.

			“I see why you love this place,” Mikayla said instead.

			They were quiet for a moment, and it seemed the others had paused in their conversations as well. In the silence, the rushing of the nearby surf crashing against the shore filtered up from the beach.

			“It’s nights like this that make everything appear magical,” Gem said.

			Her words described exactly what Mikayla was feeling. Her heart was full, something she hadn’t felt in a very long time. For a second, she thought she might cry.

			“I guess now would be a bad time to ask you about a loose handle in my shower,” she said to avoid embarrassing herself by showing her swinging emotions.

			Gem laughed. “Not at all. Shall I grab my tools?”

			Mikayla meant it as a joke, but something about Gem’s response—whether it was the immediate acceptance or the idea of a person who could confidently use tools—gave her a little flutter of excitement. Gem had admitted she grew crushes on musicians and singers, and she supposed the feeling she currently had was what Gem had been talking about. Regardless, the confidence definitely did something to her. She patted Gem’s arm. “It can wait until you have the time.”

			Gem’s eyes sparkled in the firelight. “If you wait until I have time, it might be a while. How about I come by tomorrow?”

			Mikayla agreed. It wasn’t much longer before the little gathering began to break up, starting with Alice blowing kisses good night and literally dancing home. As much as Mikayla didn’t want it to end, she was also a little overwhelmed by all of the emotions the little bonfire had elicited in her.

			As she drifted off to sleep shortly after getting home—and, yes, she already felt at home in Brandi’s colorful house—she couldn’t remember having had such a good time. The last thing she remembered thinking before sleep took her was how much she looked forward to seeing Gem when she came to fix the shower handle.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Gem helped Shia spread the fire to put it out, and once the flames turned to embers, she slid the metal lid over it so the wind wouldn’t blow anything from the ring. The aroma of damp salt air and eucalyptus wood reminded her of countless nights at the beach, most of them as a kid, footloose and fancy-free, as her dad liked to say. They used to make a fire in an indent in the sand on the beach and cover it when they finished. How many times had she or her friends walked through one of those the next morning and burnt their feet? Of course, everything had been different then. They could park directly on the beach. Times were simpler, more dangerous but simpler.

			Now, she was meticulous at her job, just like her dad. He’d taught her that loyalty and attention to detail were the most important qualities to have. No embers to walk on, no burnt feet.

			After everyone dispersed, Gem went home and prepared for the next day. It was Sunday, but still she had tasks to do, especially since they’d fallen behind with the spring planting because of the broken sprinkler pipe, which had caused maintenance tasks to pile up, which had caused other things to be put on hold. One issue had a cascading effect that would impact them for the next few weeks. At least the pipe had been repaired, and they could finish planting the bougainvillea, and the taggers would leave the wall alone.

			A quick peek into the living room found her dad fully reclined in his chair, snoring. She pulled a blanket over him, kissed his forehead, and turned off CSI, wondering if he dreamed of crime procedurals.

			With the house quiet and dark, she dropped into the chair in front of her computer and pulled up her schedule for the next day. There were three maintenance calls to make…actually four, with the handle to fix at Mikayla’s house. She knew exactly what to do there. She’d fixed it twice before for Brandi. The cold-water handle had stripped threads. Plumber’s tape had worked for a few months before it had worn down. She should replace the entire apparatus this time. A slightly bigger job, but it would prevent future work. She’d use some of the hardware from the units they were renovating and order a new one. They were a few weeks out from installing the fixtures there anyway. She made the order while she had it on her mind.

			It reminded her of a few weeks earlier when her father had wanted to help and had ordered sinks for the new units. Gem had puzzled over the out-of-balance budget for two full days before she’d figured out there were twice as many sinks as they needed.

			Normally, she would have returned them; however, they’d been custom fabricated and non-returnable. It wasn’t the first time he’d messed up an order. He’d mixed up the bougainvillea last week, the pool chemicals the week before, and he’d sent the pest control guys away last week, too, thinking they’d already been there and that they’d come back to “screw him over.” Some of them she’d been able to fix without additional charges, but some—like the sinks—had cost them money, and every situation had cost them time.

			The idea of seeing Mikayla gave her something nice to look forward to. Her peaceful and positive ways elevated Gem’s mood. Even better, she could enjoy the little buzz in her stomach without constantly analyzing every look or touch because they weren’t dating and never would. In a way, this secret crush thing was kind of cool.

			She needed to think in terms of friendship. That was all.

			She opened her email. No new maintenance orders. Breathing a sigh of relief, she opened a thread she’d been exchanging with an old work colleague, Margo, who’d become a friend. She kicked off her shoes. There was a thirty-year age gap between them, but it didn’t feel like it, not with Margo participating in Ironman competitions and running a half dozen marathons each year, compared to Gem’s favorite exercise of walks on the beach. Of course, Gem’s job was fairly manual at times, so she didn’t feel like a slacker.

			The first part of the note from Margo was a continuation of a discussion about work-life balance. Gem had once mentioned how she was getting burnt out from being on call at all hours at Oceana, and Margo had decided to be her pseudo life coach to help Gem figure out a solution. Gem listened but rarely took any of her advice, not that it wasn’t good advice, but because it meant challenging her father, who was the source of most of her work trouble. Additionally, in her mind, working at Oceana had always been short-term, and she didn’t have the emotional fortitude to acknowledge that short-term no longer meant her father would take control back. In fact, that morning, he’d told her just the opposite.

			Fortunately, Margo didn’t go there. Instead, she wrote about her own work issues with staffing shortages making balance difficult for her. Not for the first time, she asked if Gem knew anyone qualified for the job.

			Hint. Hint. Gem, I’m thinking about you, Margo wrote with a string of emojis.

			Gem sat back in her chair. Wish I could, she typed before deleting it and replacing it with, What does me working there look like to you? Didn’t hurt to dream, right? Then why was her heart racing?

			She breathed out. No way could she leave Oceana now. She sighed and read a few more emails—mostly subscriptions to various lists—and was about to shut down her computer when a response from Margo dinged in.

			Whatever you want it to be. A couple of days a week. Three? A few half days. Weekends only? You tell me.

			She’d never considered that there might be a way to do social work outside of traditional hours. Part-time? Weekends? Compelling. Something resembling hope bloomed in her chest and just as quickly withered. Reality hit her like a cold shower. She already worked after-hours, weekends, and holidays. Things came up at all hours in a community like Oceana. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to say no. Sounds interesting. Never considered part-time. I’ll think about it. Followed by laughing emojis when she felt like crying.

			A different tone sounded on Gem’s computer. Margo had switched to instant messenger. Take as much time as you like…as long as you get back to me immediately. Just kidding. I’m so glad you haven’t stopped considering, even if it’s a small possibility. You’re a damn good social worker, Gem. Let’s meet for coffee to talk about it.

			Was Margo in her head?

			We should have coffee regardless. In the meantime, I’ll keep you posted if things change, or I find a way to make the part-time thing work.

			Perfect! Margo replied.

			Gem leaned back in her chair again. She was leading Margo on. She already worked seven days a week. …unless she could figure out a way…

			She shut down her computer and decided to take a long bath. She did her best thinking soaking
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