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Chapter One

	

	Indigo

	The email wrote itself, really. Indigo had been sitting at her kitchen table long enough for her soft drink to go warm before she finally typed the last line and hit send.

	Yolanda, we should catch up, it's been years! Why don't we get together this weekend? All expenses paid by me! If you're still living where I think you are, we can meet in Apalachicola, Florida, about halfway between us both!

	She closed the laptop lid and leaned back in her chair, exhaling slowly at the ceiling. Bored was too small a word for what she felt. Restless came closer, though even that did not quite cover the particular tension that had been living in her chest since the divorce was finalized. It was done. It was over. She was free, and somehow freedom felt louder than she had expected it to.

	"Leopoldo, what on earth am I going to do with myself?"

	Leopoldo, her very distinguished standard poodle, lifted one heavy eyelid, considered the question with apparent indifference, and grunted.

	"I know, I know," she said, resting her chin in her hand. "Find another job, work part time, figure out what comes next. Start dating again, though I am honestly not sure I want that just yet. One bad marriage is more than enough reason to take a breath before jumping back into anything."

	The ping of an incoming email snapped her attention back to the laptop. She lifted the lid with careful optimism, the kind she had been practicing lately so as not to tip too quickly into disappointment.

	"Well," she said softly, reading the screen, "she must have been sitting right there."

	Indigo, it's been forever. I would so love to get together. This comes at the perfect time, honestly. While I appreciate the offer, I could never let you cover my way. Apalachicola sounds wonderful. I have always wanted to go there and somehow never made it happen.

	Indigo smiled, feeling something in her shoulders ease for the first time in weeks. She typed back before she could second-guess the warmth rising in her chest.

	I insist, and you can return the favor next time we do a girls' weekend, I promise. I have got more money to spend now than I know what to do with, now that the divorce is behind me. I will explain all of that when I see you in person. Maybe we make this a regular thing, twice a year at least. Once I pay, once you pay, and we just go off and do something wonderful together. Spa treatments, good food, fun adventures. Tell me you need this as much as I do.

	The reply came back quickly.

	I do, and all right, I suppose that could work. Summer and winter, or close enough to it. We can sort the details later. I am sorry about your divorce, Indigo.

	She typed her last message with easy honesty.

	Don't be. It was a long time coming and my heart is genuinely happy for the first time in years. I will send all the details tonight.

	She meant it, every word of it, and that alone felt like something worth celebrating.

	Arrangements came together quickly once she set her mind to it. The inn was the first and easiest decision, a spa-style beachside property that promised the kind of quiet luxury she intended to sink into without apology. Meals she left deliberately open, trusting they would follow their appetites once they arrived. For the next two days she tied up every practical loose end she could think of, organizing Leopoldo's stay with a trusted family friend, making sure someone would water the plants and keep an eye on the mail.

	"Why am I fussing this much?" she said aloud, surveying the suitcase open across her bed on Thursday evening, already embarrassingly full. "It is a long weekend, not a voyage. Three days, not three months."

	She laughed at herself anyway and kept packing.

	The emails between her and Yolanda over those two days were quick and warm and full of the easy shorthand that old friendship allows, and by Friday morning when she dragged her suitcase to the front door, genuine excitement was coursing through her in a way she had nearly forgotten was possible.

	The drive out of Miami was everything the city was not. Once she cleared the worst of the morning traffic, the road smoothed out and the air coming through the open window carried a salt and earth smell that settled something deep in her. She let her hair catch the breeze and did not think about her inbox or her career search or the particular hollow sound a house makes when you are the only person in it.

	"Why have I not done this sooner?" she said to no one, to the road, to the wide pale sky.

	She knew the answer, of course. Every trip she had taken in recent years had been attached to something else, a conference, a meeting, an obligation that dressed itself up as leisure and then revealed its true nature the moment her phone buzzed. This was different. This was hers.

	A small roadside convenience store caught her eye somewhere past the midpoint of the drive and she pulled in without deliberating. Inside she walked the aisles slowly, enjoying the unhurried feeling of it, and emerged with a bag of black licorice she had spotted near the register. Yolanda's old favorite, tucked away in her memory all these years without her even realizing it.

	"Creative arts, humanities major," she said, smiling to herself as she pulled back onto the road, energy drink in the cup holder. "I never had a creative bone in my body and she had enough for both of us."

	She let herself wonder what Yolanda had done with all of that talent since college. A gallery, maybe, or a photography studio. Online work, illustration, any number of things that would suit her. Whatever it was, Indigo was certain it was beautiful.

	The horizon told her she was close before the road signs did. The salt in the air thickened and the light changed, flattening itself across the water in that particular Gulf Coast way she had always loved, living in Florida all her life and still never growing tired of it.

	When the shoreline came into full view at the edge of town, her heart clenched unexpectedly.

	She pulled over and sat with it for a moment, the engine idling, waves breaking white and easy against the shore ahead of her. This was different from the ocean at home, though she could not have explained precisely how. It was quieter, maybe, or slower, or simply unburdened by any association she needed to outrun.

	Tears gathered without warning and she let them, blinking slowly at the water. Freedom, she thought, was a stranger thing than she had imagined. It did not arrive as relief alone. It arrived with all the years it had taken to get there trailing along behind it.

	"No agenda," she said quietly, to the water, to herself, to whatever version of her life was waiting on the other side of this weekend. "No schedule to keep. No one asking more than they are willing to give. Nothing."

	The nothing felt extraordinary.

	She made herself a private promise before she put the car back in gear, a simple one. She would enjoy this weekend completely and she would not spend one moment of it cataloguing what came next. There would be time enough for that when she was back in Miami with Leopoldo and her half-empty calendar and the gentle, nagging pressure of figuring out who she was going to be now.

	This weekend was not for figuring out. This weekend was for breathing.

	Parking near the waterfront, she texted Yolanda before she even got out of the car.

	Are you almost here? I just arrived and the view is absolutely spectacular. Hurry as fast as you safely can.

	No reply came, which most likely meant she was driving. Indigo slipped her phone into her bag and stepped out into the warm salt air, turning her face toward the Gulf.

	Behind her, the Brew House sat in pleasant contrast to its surroundings, its weathered facade rustic and warm and exactly the kind of place she could already picture herself sitting in with good food in front of her and Yolanda across the table. She filed it away as a strong candidate for dinner that evening.

	She did not check into the inn without her friend. She wanted them to see it together.

	Thirty minutes passed pleasantly, Indigo leaning against the low seawall and watching the water with the particular contentment of someone who has nowhere to be. Then a small electric car rolled up across the street and she straightened without thinking, recognizing it the way you recognize something you have been waiting for even when you did not know you were waiting.

	The door opened and she smiled before she even saw the face.

	Burgundy skirts, cascading nearly to the ground, a crocheted vest over a plain black t-shirt, cropped hair pushed back and slightly windswept from the drive. Stunning, as always, in that entirely effortless way that had always made Indigo feel vaguely underdressed standing next to her in college.

	"I cannot believe it," Indigo called across the street, already moving toward her. "Will you look at you!"

	"I cannot believe it either," Yolanda said, and the warmth in her voice carried across the distance between them like something tangible.

	It was genuine warmth, Indigo thought as they closed the gap. It always had been. And yet there was something behind it that did not quite reach Yolanda's eyes, a careful distance kept, a door left most of the way closed. It had always been there, even in college, that particular quality of Yolanda's, sweet and caring and genuinely present and yet somehow, always, just slightly held back.

	"You look absolutely amazing," Indigo said, wrapping her arms around the woman who had cheered for her through every difficult thing college had thrown her way. Every test she was certain she would fail, every obstacle she had been convinced she could not clear, Yolanda had stood beside her with that steady, unhurried faith.

	"So do you! That red suits you perfectly, it always did," Yolanda said, pulling back to look at her properly. "Your hair is different. I love it."

	As if on some quiet, shared instinct, they both turned toward the water at the same moment, falling into step beside each other, arm in arm, the Gulf spreading out before them wide and silver and unhurried.

	Neither of them spoke right away, and neither of them needed to.

	 


Chapter Two

	
	Yolanda

	The drive from Pensacola was not long enough.

	Yolanda had been telling herself that for the better part of an hour, watching the miles roll by with the particular awareness of someone who knows she is moving toward something she both needs and is not entirely prepared for. The road was flat and bright and the Gulf light bounced off everything it touched with that blinding, generous quality it had this time of year, and she kept her sunglasses on and her music low and tried not to think too carefully about why she had said yes so quickly to Indigo's email.

	She had been sitting at her drafting table when it arrived, which was where she spent most of her mornings, and a good portion of her afternoons as well when the work was coming in steadily, which lately it had not been. The illustration commission she had been counting on through the summer had quietly dried up when the publishing house that had hired her decided to take their children's line in a different creative direction, which was a polite way of saying they no longer needed her. She had thanked them graciously, ended the call, and then sat very still at her drafting table for a long time without picking up a single pencil.

	That had been six weeks ago. The drafting table had not been especially productive since.

	She was not panicking, she told herself. Freelance work moved in cycles, everybody knew that, and she had weathered slow stretches before. She had savings. She had her photography, which paid modestly but consistently when she pitched it correctly. She had the online print shop she had set up three years ago that moved enough pieces each month to keep the lights on when everything else was quiet.

	She was fine.

	She was also, if she was being honest with herself in the way that long solo drives sometimes demanded, quietly terrified.

	Not only about the work. The work was the surface of it, the practical layer she could examine without flinching. Beneath that was Derek, and the ending of things with Derek, and the specific quality of that ending that she had not yet been able to talk about with anyone, not her sister, not the two or three friends she kept close, and certainly not her mother, who had liked Derek Copper enormously and made no particular secret of it.

	Derek had been kind. That was the part she kept returning to, the part that made the whole thing harder to explain and harder still to grieve properly. He had been kind and patient and genuinely good, an architect with careful hands and a quiet laugh and a habit of leaving coffee on her drafting table on weekend mornings without being asked. He had loved her in an open, uncomplicated way that she had recognized intellectually as something rare and had still, somehow, been unable to fully let in.

	Three months ago he had sat across from her at the kitchen table and told her, gently and without cruelty, that he did not think she was capable of letting anyone truly close to her. He had not said it as an accusation. He had said it the way a person says something they have turned over in their mind for a long time and finally accepted as simply true. He said he loved her and he was not sure that loving her was ever going to be enough because she had walls he could not find the doors to, and he was tired of looking.

	She had not argued with him.

	That was the part that had undone her more than anything else he said. She had sat across that kitchen table and listened to him describe her own emotional architecture with a quiet precision that she recognized immediately as accurate, and she had not argued, had not defended herself, had not cried or reached for his hand or asked him to stay. She had nodded slowly and said she understood, and he had looked at her with something close to sorrow and said that was exactly what he meant.

	He left two days later. She had not called him since.

	So when Indigo's email appeared in her inbox that morning, bright and warm and full of the uncomplicated affection of someone who had known her before any of this, before Derek and before the walls Derek had named so precisely, she had typed her reply before she had time to talk herself out of it.

	This comes at the perfect time.

	She had meant it more than Indigo could have known.

	The outskirts of Apalachicola appeared ahead of her and Yolanda eased off the accelerator instinctively, letting the town come to her slowly. She had researched it, of course, in the days after she confirmed the trip, because researching places was something she did compulsively and had since college, pulling up histories and photo archives and old maps, building a picture of somewhere before she arrived so that the reality could either confirm or surprise her. What she had found charmed her more than she expected. A small Gulf Coast town with a working waterfront, a historic district of nineteenth century homes, a long and storied oyster fishing heritage, and an arts community that had been quietly growing for years, drawn by the light and the architecture and the particular unhurried quality of life that larger Florida cities had long since traded away.

	She had also, in a separate browser tab she kept returning to and then closing without acting on, found a listing for a small commercial gallery space available for lease on one of the main streets. It had appeared in a search she told herself was purely informational, and she had looked at the photographs so many times she could describe the layout from memory. Old wood floors. High ceilings. A front window that caught the afternoon light in a way
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