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      “Hello, Anabeth.”

      “Hi, Mom.” Anabeth Putreau held the steering wheel and smiled at the disembodied voice coming from the speakers of her rental car as she drove the freeway toward Oceanside, a tiny seaside Oregon town. “Thanks for calling me back. Were you in a meeting?”

      “Yes, honey. I told you about the Chamber of Commerce gala that’s happening in a few weeks.”

      “You did.”

      Anabeth had only visited her mother in Oceanside during the holidays, when no excuse was sufficient, and she was forced to acquiesce to her mom’s demands that she show up in time for hors d’oeuvres. Still, she'd heard about nearly everyone who had anything to do with the running of the town—planets in a solar system that orbited around her mother’s life force.

      Oceanside was a quaint place. Cliffs of homes with huge windows that overlooked the beach. There wasn’t much to do, but when the view was so spectacular…who cared?

      Anabeth didn’t know what she might find there. It had to be something, right? Otherwise this lingering dissatisfaction—not only from the wedding, but from her whole life—would never go away. One way or another, she was going to figure it out. She was going to fix herself.

      Mom’s voice brought her out of her musing. “Alan wanted to contract a local sandwich shop for the gala dinner, can you believe that? I insisted we simply must have a meal prepared by a caterer. Otherwise it will be a complete disaster. Can you imagine? Cold cuts?” Mom’s voice quavered with horror.

      It wasn’t feigned. Anabeth had figured out a while ago that Mom meant every single word she said. “I can’t imagine,” Anabeth muttered. “But, I actually need to tell you something.”

      “Yes?” Mom sounded distracted, but that was the norm. She was likely planning how the gala this year could out-do all previous years. And no doubt she would reduce the budget for the event at the same time.

      “Well, Christina’s wedding is over.”

      “Did she have cold cuts?”

      “It was a buffet. But I don’t mean the event is over. I mean it never happened.” Anabeth glanced left over her shoulder and then merged to get out from between two semi-trucks. “Christina called it off.”

      “Good for her.”

      “Excuse me?” The words left her lips before she could stop them. She didn’t want to hear her mom’s speech about a woman not needing a man in her life. She could quote it verbatim at this point. “I called to tell you that I’m almost there.”

      “Where?”

      “Oceanside.”

      “Oh, you are?” Her mom paused. “Why?”

      Anabeth lifted her hands from the steering wheel, fingers splayed. “Because I have a few days before I fly home, and I thought it might be nice to spend time together.”

      “Well, I am very busy getting ready for the gala right now.”

      “Maybe I could stay at the house instead of getting a hotel room in Portland.” She didn’t really want to turn around when she’d driven all this way. She’d only waste another hour and a half driving back. “I can find things to do if you’re busy, and I have work to do.” It wasn’t a vacation, but she wasn’t always needed in the office. Most of her job she could do over phone or email.

      And why had it never occurred to her that it didn’t matter if she was at the office or on a beach? There was no way she should’ve waited this long to take time for herself.

      Anyway. She could worry about her inability to process her own life later. “So what do you say, Mom? Want some company?”

      “Do I want some company?” She wasn’t repeating the question, she was emphasizing Anabeth’s poor use of English. Another thing she was accustomed to. “I suppose that might be nice.”

      “Okay then.” She was going to ignore her mom’s wariness. Or the fact that most moms would clear their calendar for their only child. Their relationship was what it was, and Anabeth had given up trying to make it into something it never would be.

      She took the exit off the highway. “I’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      “The yard boy is there, but he should be done soon. I’ll call Esme and tell her to make up the guest room. I’ll be home after my supper plans.”

      “Great.” She’d tried to convince her mom that Esme was too old to continue as a housekeeper, but her mother had insisted Esme wanted to move with her back to Oregon when she retired. Her mom didn’t get that the older woman might want to retire as well.

      They kept chatting as Anabeth turned onto her mom’s street. Giant vacation homes, and perfect landscaping. Her condo in Virginia was a one-bedroom that would probably fit inside the garage of one of these houses, but that was the life she’d chosen. Still, she liked Oceanside’s quaintness.

      She slowed as her mom’s house came into view. A brand new full-size truck was parked outside, a trailer behind with the tailgate down and a riding lawn mower parked on the trailer. “I’m at the house⁠—”

      A car slammed into the back of the rental. Her high-heeled shoe slipped off the pedal. Anabeth’s head flew forward, then snapped back with the force. She hit the brake as the sound of metal against metal rang in her ears. She was okay. The airbag hadn’t even deployed. A low moan came from the back of her throat.

      “Anabeth?”

      “I’m okay, Mom. Someone rear-ended me.” She drew in a shaky breath and then put the car in park.

      “I’m calling the police chief.” Her mom hung up. The beep that signaled the call ending faded from the speakers and the radio came back on. Anabeth turned the car off.

      She blinked and glanced around, then saw the man behind her start to get out of his car. He gripped the door and tried three times to get out of the seat. Anabeth opened her door, straightened the skirt of her bridesmaid’s dress and caught up with him. She put a hand under his elbow and saw the orthopedic boot on one of his feet.

      “Are you okay?”

      His craggy face rolled up into a handsome smile. “I think that should be my line, little lady.”

      Anabeth smiled. “Why don’t you stay sitting?”

      “I’ll only not be able to get up again if I do.” He chuckled then surveyed the damage. “Looks like the old bird is a goner.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “My wife’s car. She’s going to have my hide.”

      “Mine is a rental, so don’t worry about that.” Anabeth’s heart went out to the man. “Can I help you with anything? My mom called the police, so they’ll probably be here in a minute. Sorry.”

      “No worries. The wife will scold me more than little Petey.”

      “Um, okay.” Anabeth didn’t really know what to say. “I guess I should give you my information, and you should get me yours.” Her computer was on the backseat. Thank You, Lord. But her suitcase in the trunk was probably squished. She’d have to figure out how to open the crumpled trunk that was now the shape of the front-end of a Cadillac.

      He surveyed her then nodded slowly and smiled. “What did you say your name was?”

      “I—”
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      “Dad!” Mitch Freethy ran down the driveway. He’d heard the crash right after he turned off the weed-whacker so he could get the mower. Dad wasn’t supposed to be driving, let alone sneaking over here. Probably to check on him. Like Mitch hadn’t been mowing lawns since he was thirteen and tagged along with his dad at work for the first time. An entire summer of “work” like a real man, while his brother did football camp and swim team. The first summer he and his twin hadn’t spent every minute together.

      Part of him had felt alone for years, and he could trace it back to that summer. Not to the day his ex-fiancé threw the ring back at him and walked out—as much as Heidi might want everything to be about her.

      He pushed out a breath and slowed his pace as he saw his dad, standing by his mom’s car with a woman. Both looked fine. He’d mown three lawns and cut down a tree so far today because one of their guys was out this week. New baby. Mitch had jumped at the chance to do something other than sit in the office and tend to paperwork. His dad would have loved to get back in the saddle and take care of Carrilyn Putreau’s lawn, but the man had broken his foot playing golf two weeks before. Which brought Mitch all the way back to the fact his father wasn’t supposed to be driving.

      “Dad—”

      He stood beside a woman in a blue dress, the kind that tied behind the neck, and showed her shoulder blades. Mitch had always been a fan of those, but he couldn’t dwell on it because Dad turned to see him walking over. “Now, son. I know⁠—”

      “You’re not supposed to be driving.” Mitch waved at the damage. “You crashed Mom’s car!”

      “If you don’t tell her, I won’t tell her it was you who backed into her rose bush.” Dad paused. “And quit yelling at me.”

      Mitch took a breath. “I was seventeen when that happened.” Apparently the fact it had been that many years since didn’t negate its effect as a potential bargaining chip. “I’m going to tell Mom about this.”

      The woman beside Dad glanced between them, her look intent on their banter like she was at Wimbledon watching the tennis ball fly back and forth.

      Mitch circled the woman’s car. Nice, newer model Ford. Rental car—the license plate cover had the company name. He reached for his father, but Dad moved and the woman ended up between them

      “Excuse me.”

      She stepped back. “Of course.”

      His dad shot him a bizarre look that was a cross between disappointed and frustrated. He grabbed the hand Mitch held out then pulled the woman in with his other. He transferred all of his weight to the two of them. Mitch grunted, and the woman’s knees almost buckled but she locked them straight.

      “I’ve got him, if you want.”

      She shook her head. “I’m fine.”

      Mitch didn’t think he’d be quite so amenable if someone had smashed into his car. “Thanks.”

      She smiled. High cheekbones, dark brown hair but eyes so light blue they almost looked silver. Hundreds of years ago they’d have thought her a kind of mystical creature. If Mitch had been a knight at that time, he would have donned his armor and fought an entire army to protect a woman like her.

      The rush of feeling caught him off guard. Women weren’t worth the trouble. He looked at her fancy dress. Okay, maybe some women were worth the trouble. But he had to fight that feeling. “A bit early for homecoming, isn’t it?”

      “Mitch.” His dad’s use of his name was full of consternation. Neither of them had missed the wash of embarrassment on her face.

      She turned to his father. “I’m going to grab my purse. Get you that information.”

      His dad nodded to her, and Mitch stood there like a tool while she walked off. Slender shoulders, muscle on her upper back below that knot in her hair. The chocolate strands were held up by jeweled clips.
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