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        Violet

      

      

      Violet pushed the brass padlock together until it clicked into place, locking all of her belongings – her whole life in fact – into a climate controlled storage unit for safe keeping.  She stepped back, admiring the large red-orange door she had just closed on her past.

      She sighed with satisfaction. “Okay, that’s done.”

      Her voice sounded thin and airy in the long empty hallway. She eyed the line of red-orange doors stretching far to the right and to the left. Doors that protected other people’s pasts, in 10-by-10 units, available for short or long term lease.

      She had chosen a one year lease to get the best price. One year free of material possessions. One year to find a new job and a new place to live. One year to get her life together.

      Violet hoped one year would be enough.

      Sliding into the driver’s seat of her Honda Civic with only her laptop,  suitcases, and over sized Aloe Vera plant, which she had named Dolittle when she first bought it as a tiny stem, she said out loud, “This is it.”

      She was ready – probably.

      It had been a whirlwind few months. After resigning from her job and packing up her whole life, she was officially unattached from her former day-to-day existence. She took a moment to pause and breathe deeply. This past year had been one for the books.

      Quitting her job as a public school teacher was a huge, but necessary, step. She had been growing frustrated and disillusioned with the system for a while.

      Building up a side business writing nature articles for local newspapers and magazines had seemed like the perfect freelance path, but attracting enough clients to make a living turned out to be much harder than she had anticipated.

      For a few stressful months Violet had fretted about her financial situation and wondered if she was making a huge mistake by leaving the stability of teaching. But then, as if the universe had been listening in when she voiced her fears to Dolittle nearly every night, her parents had come through with an amazing opportunity.

      “We’re doing it, honey! After all these years we’re doing it,” her mother had laughed on the other end of the phone.

      “Doing what, Mom?”

      Always the second voice on the speaker phone, her father announced happily, “I’m taking your mother on her trip!”

      “Wait…the trip?” Violet could hardly believe what she heard.

      Her quiet, unassuming parents who spent most of their time clipping coupons and thought a big night on the town was the early bird special at their local diner, were embarking on a dream six-month trip to Europe in the fall to celebrate their 50th wedding anniversary. A trip – the trip that her mother had spoken about often over the years, which had never materialized until now.

      “We need someone we can trust to house sit while we’re gone, sweetie,” her mother had continued.

      Violet jumped at the chance, grateful to have a comfortable, not to mention free, roof over her head for six months to regroup. Then, just when she had recuperated from that good news, Phoebe had dropped a bombshell during the Mighty Aphrodite weekly video meeting.

      “He popped the question!” Phoebe’s voice had squeaked with excitement as she flashed a diamond engagement ring in front of her computer’s camera so they could see.

      “What the–? Phoebe, you’re diving in without a lifejacket?” Bronwyn had asked, her voice rising almost as high as Phoebe’s.

      Violet hadn’t been quite as surprised at the news as Bronwyn seemed to be. She smiled warmly at Phoebe’s on screen image. “Congratulations! When did this happen?”

      Phoebe blushed and giggled as she told them about the candlelight dinner Tanner had organized for her on the beach. She told them about the champagne and the oysters, then the moment he had presented her with an oyster that still needed to be opened.

      “I don’t even like oysters that much,” Phoebe gushed. “I told him I didn’t want to open it so he pulled out this big knife and opened it for me…and there it was!” She wiggled her ring for them to see again.

      Bronwyn snorted a laugh. “Well, what do you know? Good ol’ Tanner has learned a thing or two about romance since you met him, hasn’t he?”

      Phoebe’s eyes shone with excitement. “And that’s not even the most romantic part. Guess when we’re getting married?”

      “When?” Violet and Bronwyn asked at the same time.

      “July 14th! Seven…fourteen! We think the numbers are good luck. And you guys have to come for at least two weeks before. We want it to be a big celebration, not just our wedding, but kind of a huge get together for everyone we love.”

      Though Violet hadn’t been surprised at their engagement, the timing had come as a shock.  Phoebe and Tanner were tying the knot in only two months' time in the beautiful beachside town of Turtle Cove. She wondered if the big blowout wedding Phoebe kept talking about could be pulled off in only eight weeks.

      As Phoebe described her dream beach wedding, Violet's reservations about her uncertain future melted away. Her own plans started coming together. After moving out of her place for good, she could drive down to Turtle Cove for the wedding. A few weeks spent reconnecting with friends in the sun and surf would be the perfect mental break before settling into house sitting duty.

      Time had flown since that conversation and she was ready to leave her old life behind. She also needed to make good time to get to her planned overnight stop. Violet glanced around at the somewhat depressing storage facility with its empty parking lots and towering cement buildings. The only thing left to do was drive away from it all and head for the coast.

      “Wait, my hat!” She directed the comment at Dolittle, who she talked to on a regular basis so he would grow, or so she told herself.

      Grabbing her floppy Mighty Aphrodite beach hat, which she had purposely left sitting on top of her suitcase in the back seat, she plopped it down on her head.

      “May as well get in the mood,” she told Dolittle, then put the car in gear and drove out of the parking lot.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning Violet was up with the sun and on the road before the world woke up. With this new adventure unfolding, her worries lifted off her mind as each mile took her closer to Turtle Cove.

      She rolled down the windows, letting the warm breeze blow through her hair as upbeat folk music played on the radio. This was going to be one of the most memorable summers of her life. A clean break from her old routine and a fresh start was just what she needed.

      As she drove, the memory of the Mighty Aphrodite video chat where Phoebe made her big announcement crept back into her mind. Phoebe had been so excited telling them that Tanner had proposed. Violet and Bronwyn had cheered and celebrated their friend, and Phoebe's happiness had been contagious at the time.

      But now, recalling it, Violet felt a sudden pang in her stomach. A mix of loneliness and jealousy, if she was being honest.

      It wasn't that she had feelings for Tanner, but seeing Phoebe speak so glowingly about her new fiancé made Violet ache to have someone of her own. A solid partner to share life experiences with.

      She turned up the volume on the radio. Noah Kahan’s “All My Love” was playing, one of her favorites. She sang aloud, enjoying the poetry of his lyrics and fast pace of the song.

      Violet tapped her fingers on the steering wheel, keeping time with the music and singing with wild abandon. The way people sing when they are utterly alone. Suddenly, out of nowhere, completely unbidden thoughts of Ben flickered across her mind’s eye.

      Violet stopped singing. Her throat tightened and tears filled her eyes. She took a deep breath and forced the lyrics out.

      Noah Kahan’s music always made her cry, it didn’t have anything to do with Ben. In fact, the times she spent with Ben at Turtle Cove were some of her best memories. She refused to let thoughts of him make her sad.

      Before long, the familiar Welcome to Turtle Cove sign appeared in the distance. Violet grinned from ear-to-ear as she passed it, relief flooding through her.

      She was really doing it - this was happening. She was back in her favorite little town by the sea and at the end of this summer she was not going to return to her old, unsatisfying existence.

      As she drove through town the signs of summer activity were everywhere. Ice cream shops, surf shops and novelty stores were bustling. People filled the sidewalks carrying bags and chatting. Children laughed and ran around with T-shirts thrown haphazardly over their swimsuits, because they were definitely going back into the water before the day was over.

      She managed to keep herself from stopping by Marine Life Rescue. Even though she knew Ben would be welcoming, it seemed a little pushy to go see him the minute she returned to town. They hadn’t spoken since she left, after all.

      “We need to go see Phoebe,” she told Dolittle. “She and Tanner are the whole reason we’re here!”

      Violet drove out of town toward the long dirt road that led to Sol Mate. As Turtle Cove grew smaller in her rear view mirror, the emptiness settled into the pit of her stomach again.

      So much had happened since she was last here. Her life was completely different now, in ways both wonderful and difficult. Looking back, the summer of the Mighty Aphrodite Writing Retreat seemed like a dream – one where she was carefree and focused solely on nurturing her writing skills amongst supportive friends.

      This summer, everything was uncertain.

      Her grip on the steering wheel tightened as she drove toward the beach house. Warm ocean air, heavy with moisture, blew through the open windows of her car and she breathed it in, so glad to be back and grateful to put the long drive behind her.

      “Stop being such a worry wart,” she said, glancing at Dolittle in the back seat. “You’re starting a new phase. You’re bound to be a little nervous.”

      When Violet pulled up outside of Sol Mate everything looked just as she had left it. The weathered blue siding, white trim and wraparound porch welcoming her back like an old friend. She hurried to grab her belongings, eager to get settled after the long drive, as well as see what Phoebe and Tanner were up to. She guessed they were probably knee deep in wedding preparations.

      Violet was ready for a new chapter in her life. A chapter she would try to begin with no expectations or stress, only relaxed creativity and new possibilities.
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      Phoebe sighed as she closed the manuscript in front of her. The office at Giant Publishing smelled like money.  Filled with the sound of Aunt Brenda's animated voice as she raved on the phone to her boss about the contents of Phoebe’s newest book, the room also seemed to be shrinking, trapping Phoebe inside its elegant wood panels.

      Across the mahogany desk, Aunt Brenda ended her phone call and beamed with excitement. "I think this could be your breakthrough book, Phoebe. Even better than Lady Everton!" 

      Phoebe nodded absently, her eyes remaining fixed on the manuscript. She had poured her heart and soul into the pages, but there was one minor detail that gnawed at her. She had dared to use her and Tanner's most intimate moments as inspiration for the passionate love scenes. Every act, every whispered word, and every lingering touch they had shared was now immortalized on the page.

      When she'd started adding those details to the story, she hadn't imagined Aunt Brenda would be so enthused. Now, her and Tanner’s personal life was poised to be released to the public for mass consumption and she had never breathed a word of what she had done to Tanner.

      "I don't know, Aunt Brenda. It feels too private somehow."

      Aunt Brenda waved a hand dismissively. "Nonsense! Your readers want an authentic glimpse behind the curtain. The extra level of steamy scenes will make them fall in love with your characters all the more."

      Phoebe worried her bottom lip. She had been lazy, using her and Tanner’s love life more as a placeholder when she had been short on time to write. Intending to edit it when everything slowed down, Phoebe had allowed life to take over and before she knew it her deadline to have the manuscript complete had arrived.

      Tanner had always been her muse and inspiration. Their whirlwind romance had blossomed into an engagement a month and a half ago, and their wedding was now just two weeks away. The heady rush of love had consumed her, making it difficult to focus on her writing. And now their love, or more explicitly, their lovemaking was to be laid bare.

      As if sensing her doubts, Aunt Brenda leaned forward earnestly. "Trust me, Phoebe. I know what romance readers crave. This book will be a smash. And just think! If Mr. Randolph agrees, which I think he will, the advance on the royalties could fund your entire wedding!"

      Phoebe had to admit, the money would take pressure off. Though a success for a first time novel, “Lady Everton’s Military Man” had not been outrageously lucrative. And with Tanner spending more and more of his time as a volunteer fireman in hopes of getting a full time position when it came up, money was tight.

      Tanner had always encouraged her writing. He made it a point to let her know he was completely behind her creative goals. Still, the idea of him reading her second book and realizing what she had done made her cheeks burn.

      Aunt Brenda misinterpreted her blush. "You needn't fret, my dear. The world isn’t nearly as prudish as you think it is. I have a feeling this is going to be a smash hit.”

      Unease settled in Phoebe's stomach, but she nodded. Aunt Brenda had propelled her first novel to success beyond her wildest dreams. She had to trust her publisher's intuition.

      “Okay…if you think so.” 

      Aunt Brenda smiled. "Wonderful! I'll have the editors polish up a draft. You focus on wedding planning and leave the business to me."  

      All Phoebe wanted to do was go home to Sol Mate and take a nap. But she had commitments to uphold - namely, hosting Violet, Bronwyn, and Bronwyn’s husband and children at the beach house. Not to mention her and Tanner’s family members who were coming into town. Plus planning the biggest day of her life.

      Shoving her disquiet aside, she drove into Turtle Cove. She planned on picking up family sized takeout tacos from El Tio’s, a large enough order to feed whoever made it into town that night.

      Phoebe parked her car at Poseidon’s Market, which was about a block away from El Tio’s. She knew the popular Mexican restaurant would be overflowing with tourists on this sunny afternoon and she wasn’t in the mood to fight the traffic. She would walk the rest of the way. It would be good exercise, plus she was still feeling a bit dazed from her meeting.

      “Hey, Beautiful,” a voice called out from the front door of Poseidon’s.

      Phoebe turned and raised her hand to shade her eyes from the sun. “Tanner? What are you doing here?”

      Tanner, tall and blonde, strikingly handsome in his standard fireman uniform of navy blue slacks with a short sleeved navy blue shirt, jogged over to greet her. She swooned a little at the sight of her boyfriend, now fiancé, and soon to be husband. His good looks still took her by surprise at times.

      When he reached her, he bent down to kiss her on the cheek. “We’re getting groceries.”

      The other firemen, some full time, some volunteer like Tanner, were ambling out of Poseidon’s pushing two carts piled high with groceries. Tanner was grinning ear-to-ear. He loved being with ‘the guys’, as he called them, and Phoebe couldn’t be prouder to be his future wife.

      “What are you doing here?” Tanner glanced around for her grocery cart.

      “I’m picking up El Tio’s for dinner, remember? Violet is supposed to be here tonight and maybe my parents, though that’s still up in the air. Then there’s Aunt Scarlett, you never can pin her schedule down. And I haven’t been home all day to make anything.”

      Tanner nodded somberly, but his eyes twinkled with fun.

      She stopped rambling. “What?”

      He leaned down and spoke softly, as if there was someone nearby in the parking lot who might hear. “Do you know how sexy you are when you’re event planning?”

      Phoebe laughed. “Sexy? How is that sexy?”

      “I don’t know, but you pull it off every time.” He reached out and pushed a stray tendril of hair back from her eyes. “How did your meeting with Aunt Brenda go, by the way?”

      Phoebe’s stomach tightened and she searched for something to say.

      “Yo, Romeo!” One of his fireman buddies, the one they called Ace, was waving him over to the firetruck.

      “I’ve gotta go. I’ll be home late…but I want to know what she thought about your new book.” Tanner gave her a quick kiss on the lips and jogged back to the truck.

      She watched him go, at once filled with love and unease. When he reached Ace, Tanner turned around and waved. Smiling, she waved back and watched them climb into the firetruck. Funny that she hadn’t noticed it parked there when she pulled into Poseidon’s. She really must have been distracted by her meeting with Aunt Brenda.

      As Phoebe walked down the street, thoughts bounced around in her head. Why had she written those intimate scenes? At the time she had done it almost mindlessly, but now she wondered if more subconscious motivations had been at play. Trying to work through her anxieties about intimacy with Tanner by writing about it? Wanting to do something risqué after living such a proper life for so long?

      Whatever the reason, it was done now. Aunt Brenda loved the pages and was sending them straight to her boss, as is. Phoebe cringed at the idea of Tanner reading the final product.

      She tried to push those worries aside. Her soon to be aunt by marriage had been instrumental in getting her first book published. She truly cared about Phoebe and Tanner’s well being and that meant something. With Aunt Brenda’s guidance and Tanner's  support, Phoebe had managed to capture the hearts of readers and find success as a budding author. With a healthy dose of luck, she might be able to do it again.

      As she approached El Tio’s the smell of Mexican food brought her back to the task at hand. A small ray of hope flickered in the broody mood. Her dear friends, Violet and Bronwyn, the Mighty Aphrodites, were on their way to Turtle Cove.

      Phoebe had not yet asked them to be her Maid and Matron of Honor, but she was planning on doing just that. Now more than ever she needed their friendship and support in navigating the wedding plans…and much, much more.
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        Bronwyn

      

      

      Bronwyn sat stiffly on the leather couch of Dr. Franke’s office, fingers laced tightly in her lap. Across from her, the therapist watched with kind yet probing eyes, pen hovering expectantly over her notepad.

      "So how have things been at home since our last session, Nicole?”

      Bronwyn winced internally, holding her face meticulously still at the sound of her given name. She had never told Dr. Franke about how she had adopted her pen name as her own when she and Ryan were separated, the summer she spent at Turtle Cove.

      When they had first stepped into Dr. Franke’s muted taupe office for marriage counseling, Bronwyn hadn’t wanted to seem as crazy as she felt. She never corrected Dr. Franke, choosing instead to endure being called Nicole by her therapist. Just as she endured being called Nicole by her husband, her neighbors, her family, and everyone else in her life.

      Little did any of them know that deep inside Nicole’s suburban wife and mother existence, Bronwyn still reigned.

      She took a deep breath, steeling herself to maintain an upbeat facade. "About the same, I suppose. Ryan has been busy with work as usual."

      Dr. Franke nodded encouragingly. "And how does that make you feel?"

      Bronwyn bit her lip, thumbs rubbing circles against each other. "It’s…a little challenging I suppose, being home alone so much with the kids." Her voice cracked a little and she swore she saw a glimmer of excitement in Dr. Franke’s pale eyes.

      "Is that all?" The therapist leaned ever so slightly forward.

      A flash of anger surfaced before Bronwyn could tamp it down. “Honestly? It’s frustrating. I've been trying so hard with all the homework you've given us - communicating better, scheduling more quality time, showing affection. But Ryan…Ryan…”

      Heat rose in her cheeks and she fought back resentful tears, furious at her own vulnerability. Dr. Franke waited patiently for the storm to pass, allowing her space to process swirling emotions.

      Bronwyn willed herself to get it together. "I try to stay positive.” Her voice broke on the last word and she swiped angrily at a stray tear.

      "It's okay to feel what you feel, Nicole. Bottling things up won't help the situation." The therapist offered a tissue with a reassuring nod.

      Bronwyn shook her head mutely then snatched the tissue and dabbed at her eyes. The therapist made a note.

      She didn’t want her breakdown to be the last thing Dr. Franke wrote down in her horrible little notebook. Her mind flew to the one thing she felt would prove she and Ryan were doing normal, family type things together.

      “We’re leaving for the beach tomorrow. All of us. A family getaway.” Bronwyn balled the damp tissue into her hand.

      One of Dr. Franke’s eyebrows lifted a micro-millimeter.

      “Yes, one of my best friends is getting married on the beach. We’ll be gone for a few weeks. I already told your assistant.”

      Only the slightest nod from Dr. Franke.

      Bronwyn forced a bright smile. “It should be fun. Relaxing.” She thought of arriving at Sol Mate and finding Phoebe and Violet there waiting for her. The Mighty Aphrodites were the only two people in the world who still called her Bronwyn. A genuine smile replaced the forced one. “It should be a really nice time. My friend’s an author. You may have heard of her? Phoebe Collins?”

      Dr. Franke obviously had not heard of Phoebe or she was keeping her cards close to her chest, not wanting to let on to Bronwyn that she was impressed by her close friendship with a living, breathing author. Bronwyn wondered how much longer she had until the session was over.

      Her phone buzzed. Dr. Franke eyed her purse with a hint of disapproval. Bronwyn didn’t care. She was a mother and her oldest, Jeremiah, had been gifted a flip phone for his birthday so he could text and they could stay in touch easier. She wasn’t about to turn off her cell phone and be unavailable to her son, even for a therapy session.

      “Excuse me,” she said, digging her phone out of her purse.

      The text was from Jeremiah – Where is my swimsuit?

      Seeing an out from having to spend any more time in yet another marriage counseling session without her husband, Bronwyn stood up. “I’m sorry, I’m going to have to cut this short. My son needs me.”

      Outside, safe from the prying eyes of Dr. Franke, she returned his text – On top of your dresser where I told you it was before I left.

      No response.

      Isn’t Nana there helping you and Nathan pack?

      A few moments went by, then he answered – She fell asleep

      Bronwyn slid into the driver’s side of her minivan, shaking her head. Before she had a chance to answer him, he sent another text.

      No worries mom I am helping N

      She smiled at the improper grammar, imagining Jeremiah focusing on typing his message. He would be ten in the fall and there was already a hint of the young man he was becoming in the way he moved and acted.

      She sighed. Both of her sons were growing up much too fast. This was odd, because Bronwyn felt as if her own life had slowed to a near stand still.

      She had promised Ryan that she would work on their marriage after the summer she had spent at the Mighty Aphrodite Writing Retreat basking in the sea and sun on the beaches of Turtle Cove. At first Ryan had been enthusiastic, but after the first few months she could feel his attention waning.

      But Bronwyn was no quitter. For every ounce of Ryan’s effort that fell away, she put forth twice as much. Maybe that’s how some marriages were, one partner carrying the other until the other partner needed carried and the roles were reversed.

      She wondered when it was going to be her turn to be carried.

      Driving home she found herself thinking about Phoebe and Tanner’s upcoming nuptials. She was happy for Phoebe. Tanner was a nice guy, as nice of a guy as any guy could be, she supposed.

      It was just difficult to be super excited about a wedding when her own marriage was so…sour.

      A bittersweet ache throbbed in her chest. At one time in her life she had thought about becoming a wedding planner. She used to love weddings. All of the fuss and decorations, the party, the ceremony, the reception, the dress. All of it.

      An unexpected memory of Bill in the kitchen at Sol Mate came to mind. Bill, with his slow smile and rugged good looks. He had popped into her head more than once since she left Turtle Cove. She shook thoughts of him away immediately. Bill was a dangerous subject for a woman trying to rebuild her marriage. Too tempting.

      Better to focus on her sons while they were still young and wanting to be part of her life. And her husband, of course she should focus on Ryan…yet he was around less and less these days.

      Lately, to fill the void, Bronwyn had been distracting herself with all kinds of baking. Bread, cookies, cakes, anything with carbs. She had always been a good cook, but recently she had taken her baking to a new level. It was a nice creative outlet since her desire to write had waned considerably.

      Back at home, Bronwyn finished packing the last of the baked goodies she had made for their trip into plastic containers and sealed the lids tight.

      The treats smelled heavenly, filling the kitchen with warmth. She had gone all out baking up a storm, wanting to bring something special for Phoebe and Tanner's wedding celebrations. Food always brought people together and lifted spirits. 

      Maybe baking had become a way for her to try and bring her family back together, or maybe the sugary, buttery, goodness helped make her feel better about her situation. Either way, she had developed some pretty delicious cookie recipes using the highest quality organic ingredients; iced lemon, chocolate peanut butter chunk, almond chocolate coconut, and a scrumptious light as a feather sugar cookie with buttercream frosting. The last one she was planning to recreate at Sol Mate for all of Phoebe and Tanner’s guests. A special gift from the heart.

      Her phone buzzed on the counter. Jeremiah texting her from upstairs.

      Mom, have you seen my sandals?

      She chuckled, amused that he was using his new phone instead of calling to her from the top of the stairs.

      She typed out a response – Under your bed, same place your dirty clothes always seem to end up!

      The boys were undoubtedly packing just as haphazardly as ever. Nana had gone home when Bronwyn returned and she had been too busy in the kitchen to help them.

      She couldn't wait to get them to the beach and see their little faces light up, get some sand between their toes. A trip like this might be just what their family needed to reconnect. 

      Bronwyn took the food items out to the minivan and loaded them into the back, making sure everything was secure. The boys finished packing and dragged their suitcases down the stairs to the back door that led to the garage, hauling them with more effort than was probably necessary.

      “Did you leave out something to wear in the morning?” she asked, entertained as she watched them.

      “I’m wearing my swimsuit there,” Nathan announced.

      “You are? We’re going to be driving for hours.”

      “But I want to be ready to go in the ocean right when we get there.”

      Bronwyn smiled. “Suit yourself…literally!” She laughed at her own joke, though the play on words seemed to go over both of her son’s heads. “Daddy will load those into the car as soon as he gets home. Why don’t you guys gather up the beach towels and swimming toys?”

      They did as she asked, their excitement for the road trip and beach vacation mounting. When Bronwyn went back into the kitchen she saw that she had missed a call from Ryan. He had sent a text as well.

      I’ll be home late. Don’t wait up. Will still plan on leaving before 7am.

      Bronwyn pinched her mouth shut as she scowled at her phone. He may as well have been sending the message to his answering service, it held that much warmth.

      A familiar burning sensation filled her stomach. She knew this feeling. She had endured it almost the whole summer she spent at Turtle Cove when Ryan had been running around with his mistress.

      Closing her eyes, Bronwyn took in a shaky breath, the sounds of Jeremiah and Nathan wrestling in the living room the only thing that kept her from sinking into a deep black hole.

      She understood from her discussions with Dr. Franke that not everything Ryan did wrong in their relationship was an automatic indication that he was cheating – again.

      On one hand, Bronwyn knew the therapist was right.

      But on the other hand.

      She opened her eyes, smacked the phone face down on the counter, and glared at the empty kitchen. Her Turtle Cove vacation, and her Mighty Aphrodite friends, could not happen soon enough.
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      Violet stood on the front steps of Sol Mate, her heart filled to overflowing with nostalgia. The salty ocean air caressed her skin, instantly transporting her back to the very first time she had ever walked up these steps. Strange how moments in the past could seem so far away and also like they had happened only yesterday.

      “Pinch yourself, Violet, because you’re here again!” She hurried up the steps and knocked on the door.

      With a flutter of anticipation she waited for the sound of Phoebe's cheerful voice, or even Tanner's warm hello. Yet, there was no answer. Perplexed, she peered through the window, only to find the living room devoid of any presence. Disappointment tugged at her mood. She frowned. She hadn’t gotten her dates wrong, Phoebe was expecting her.

      Recalling the secret hiding place for the front door key, Violet's memory guided her to the pelican statue along the walkway. With only a slight hesitation, she retrieved the key and let herself into Sol Mate. As she pushed open the heavy front door, floodgates of memories opened wide.

      Every corner whispered echoes of the joys and tribulations the Mighty Aphrodites had experienced together within those walls. Walking through the silent living room and kitchen was like returning to a childhood home and when she came to the French doors that opened onto the deck facing the ocean, Violet sucked in her breath.

      “I’d forgotten how beautiful you were,” she said to the view, to the house, to Turtle Cove. Violet blushed slightly. What would Phoebe think if she came home and found her chatting away to an empty room like a batty old schoolmarm. She may as well get settled in. Phoebe had already told her she would be in her old room.

      Dragging her suitcases behind her, Violet made her way up to the room she had stayed in during their writing retreat – the one Bronwyn had all but bullied her into when they had met for the first time – the one with the balcony overlooking the yard where she could see all the flowers. As she struggled to ascend the stairs with her heavy luggage, the overgrown Aloe Vera plant, Dolittle, remained downstairs on the coffee table. He was a bit too heavy and awkward to manage alone.

      Her room was just the same. Perfect.

      Roomy, comfortable, with a well appointed en suite, a coffee and tea cart just for her, and the gorgeous balcony she had spent so much time relaxing on. Violet stepped out onto the balcony, letting the salty breeze carry all of her recent worries away.

      Just as she contemplated texting Phoebe to inform her of her arrival, a car pulled into the driveway. Violet waved when she saw it was Phoebe at the wheel. Phoebe stuck her arm out the open window and waved back, honking the horn several times in greeting.

      By the time Violet got downstairs, Phoebe was bursting through the front door, her arms open wide for a hug. “You made it!”

      Violet hugged her friend then held her at arms length. “Phoebe! You look wonderful!”

      “So do you, Violet,” Phoebe’s eyes shone.

      “Getting engaged really agrees with you.” Violet wasn’t just saying that, it was a genuine compliment. Phoebe was practically glowing.

      “It’s all of the protein shakes and workouts I’ve been doing so I can fit into my dress!”

      Violet beamed. “I’m excited to see your dress and everything else for the wedding.”

      “And I’m excited to show you. I’m so glad you’re here.”

      Violet detected a hint of exhaustion in her friend’s tone. And something else a little more…desperate. She cocked her head. “Is everything okay?”

      Phoebe hesitated for a microsecond, long enough for Violet to know without a doubt that something was wrong.

      “Yes, everything’s okay. I’m just a little frazzled.” Her eyes flew open.  “Dinner!” Phoebe turned around and hurried back out the front door. “I forgot dinner in the car. I’ll be right back.”

      Violet followed to help, letting Phoebe rattle on about her busy day and all of the preparations for the wedding, knowing full well that underneath it all Phoebe had a more serious concern, but wasn’t quite ready to share it yet. That was all right. Violet was patient and they had plenty of time. For now it was nice just to be at Sol Mate again, talking and laughing like schoolgirls.

      Choosing the comfort of the generous sofas instead of the kitchen table, they settled into the cozy living room. The evening sun cast a golden glow through the windows.

      Phoebe was especially delighted about the presence of Dolittle, whose fat spiky leaves completely filled the corner table they had moved him to so they could use the coffee table to hold their drinks.

      “It’s nice to have some more greenery in here,” she laughed. “Bill has been a great landlord, but I’ve never really gotten the place spruced up since I officially became his renter. It always felt like his place more than mine.”

      Violet nodded in understanding as she took a big bite of crispy taco. She closed her eyes and moaned with pleasure. “I have missed El Tio’s,” she said carefully through a full mouth.

      “Me too, I’ve been cutting out all fat and cheese, practically everything that tastes good, ever since we got engaged. I want to look good in the wedding pictures.”

      Violet managed to swallow the large bite. “You’ll look amazing in your pictures no matter what, Phoebe. You’re beautiful and you’re in love. These two things make for gorgeous wedding photos.”

      As they savored the flavorful Mexican cuisine, their conversation flowed effortlessly, catching up on the intricacies of their lives since they last met.

      “What was it like getting published?” Violet wanted to know.

      Phoebe animatedly described the process, her passion evident in every word. “I learned a lot. And considering it was my first novel, it did pretty well.”

      “Pretty well? It did fantastic! I hunted it down at my local bookstore and found it, remember? I sent you the picture.” Violet reminded her. Her heart was brimming with admiration for her friend's talent and dedication. “And how is the next book coming along? Did you finish it on time with everything else going on in your life?”

      Again, a fleeting uncertainty held Phoebe’s tongue. Violet knew something was up and looked her friend square in the eye. “Phoebe, what’s–”

      “Hey, we’re here for tacos!” Tanner called out as he came in the front door, interrupting Phoebe and Violet’s heart to heart in the living room.

      “We’re in here,” Phoebe called to him.

      Tanner’s eyes lit up when he saw Violet. “Violet, it’s good to see you!” He was followed by another good looking blonde guy who was almost as tall as he was and several years younger. Violet stood to give Tanner a hug and be introduced to his companion. “This is my little brother, Cooper. But you can call him Coop.”

      Coop shook her hand warmly as she looked between him and Tanner and said, “I can see the resemblance. I didn’t know you had a brother, Tanner?”

      “Coop just graduated from college so he moved in with me at my apartment.” Tanner tousled his younger brother’s hair.

      Coop pushed his hand away with a laugh. “And now that this old man is finally tying the knot, I’m gonna have the whole place to myself. Turn it back into a bachelor pad.”

      Tanner grinned and put his arm around Phoebe’s waist. “We’ve got our first place all picked out and ready for the lease signing next week.”

      Violet looked to Phoebe. “That’s right, you’re moving out of Sol Mate after you’re married, aren’t you?”

      Phoebe nodded a little sadly. “Yes, it’s the end of an era.”

      Violet could hardly imagine coming to Turtle Cove and not staying at Sol Mate. “Will Bill offer it for short term rentals like he did before?”

      Phoebe wrinkled her brow, unsure of the answer. “I don’t think so. He already renovated the back behind the kitchen into a huge first floor master bedroom and en suite. From what he’s told me, he’s planning on moving back in and living here himself.”

      Tanner grunted his approval. “It’s about time, he hasn’t lived here since he got divorced. And that was…well, it was a long time ago.”

      Coop ignored the resulting discussion of rental markets and how much housing in Turtle Cove had gone up over the years. He slipped into the kitchen and returned with a plate piled high with El Tio’s tacos. With a wide smile he sidled up to Phoebe and kissed her on the cheek.

      “What’s that for?” she asked with a laugh.

      “For the almost-sister-in-law who knows exactly what to pick up for dinner.” As if to prove the point, Coop lifted the top taco off of the pile on his plate and took a huge bite out of it, practically fitting the whole thing in his mouth.

      “Sheesh, Coop, some manners, please?” Tanner scolded.

      Cooper shook his head back and forth, sheer ecstasy on his face, a barely understandable exclamation made its way out of his overstuffed mouth. “Sho dood!”

      They all laughed. Everyone but Tanner, who was still giving his brother a humorless look.

      Despite his antics, Violet liked Coop. He was energetic and funny, always looking for the joke. A far cry from Tanner and Phoebe.

      Tanner had changed since the last time she had been there. He was more serious, older. Of course he had gone from being a lifeguard to an EMT since then. Plus, according to Phoebe, he was now also putting in long hours at the fire station, all volunteer.

      Then there was the fact that he was about to become a husband. Violet watched how he was with Phoebe. Caring, attentive, protective, all great qualities in a husband, but she got the feeling he was putting them into overdrive.

      And then there was Phoebe. Something was wrong. Violet didn’t know what it was, but the longer the night went on the more she was certain there was a problem bothering her friend. A problem she didn’t want to share with Tanner.

      Concerned that an undercurrent of mistrust threatened to upend their wedding, Violet wished she had asked Phoebe about it earlier. It wasn’t good for her to be bottling up whatever was wrong so close to the day she was to say ‘I do’, forever.

      Of course, Violet shouldn’t judge.

      Her own heart was a little heavy with the secret she had been keeping from everyone. The decision to resign from her job had been a monumental one, and yet she hadn't found the courage to confide in the Mighty Aphrodites, fearing their reaction. It wasn't that she doubted their support, but rather she worried they would misinterpret her resignation as a sign that her freelance writing career had taken off. Which it definitely had not.

      As her last day teaching had drawn near, Violet had intended to share the news with her friends during their virtual meetings. But then Phoebe had joyfully announced her engagement and the impending wedding, shifting the focus of their conversations. In the whirlwind of excitement surrounding the wedding plans, Violet's own life plans had been relegated to the back burner, where they remained.

      Violet smiled quietly as she sipped an after dinner glass of wine on the deck, watching Tanner and Cooper argue playfully while Phoebe observed from a deck chair nearby. Violet knew the time was near to share her big life change. She couldn’t go on omitting the truth.

      A gentle breeze played with her hair and the distant sound of crashing waves filled the air. The evening sun had begun its descent to the horizon, casting a warm glow over their surroundings. Violet tipped her head back and looked up at the sky, making up her mind.

      She would wait until Bronwyn arrived the next day and tell them together. That way she would be spared having to repeat the whole story more than once and the air would be cleared enough for her to focus on Phoebe.

      She turned her head to the side and let her eyes rest on Phoebe’s profile. It might seem serene to anyone who didn’t know her, but Violet could read the tiniest flinches of emotion at the corners of her eyes and mouth.

      She was determined to find out what was really upsetting her friend.  Keeping secrets was no way to begin her stay at Turtle Cove, and it was no way for Phoebe and Tanner to start their marriage.
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      After dinner was over, Cooper went home without his brother. A little after that, Violet excused herself to bed. She’d had a long drive that day and could barely keep her eyes open.

      The evening breeze carried the scent of sea brush as Phoebe relaxed with Tanner on the deck, watching moonlight shine and shimmer on the water. Being in his arms under a night sky was one of life's simple pleasures and one of her greatest joys.

      Tanner looped a cozy blanket around their shoulders, pulling her close against his strong frame. His steady heartbeat calmed her after a long day.

      "What a view. Always puts things in perspective, you know?" His voice rumbled through his chest as she nestled into the warm nook of his shoulder.

      “Yes, and I love listening to the waves."

      He smiled, brushing back one of her errant dark locks. “Are you in the mood for anything sweet for dessert or maybe another glass of wine?”

      A slice of cake or dish of ice cream sounded divine. Even a small, plain cookie would really hit the spot. Phoebe rested her hand self-consciously on her stomach, which still hadn’t flattened even after weeks of dieting. "I may have overindulged a bit. I don’t think I should have anything else.”

      “Overindulged? You barely ate one taco.”

      “Tacos are fattening. Plus I had two glasses of wine. The last thing I need to do right before the wedding is get all bloated.”

      “You haven’t eaten enough food or drank enough wine for that to happen.”

      She put her hand on his chest and pushed up to look him in the eye. “You should get some dessert if you want, though. Don’t let me stop you.”

      “I’m fine. I ate plenty. Not as much as Coop, but plenty.”

      Phoebe smiled and snuggled back into him, patting his lean, muscular abs and teasing,  “Are you going to have to go on a diet to fit into your tux?”

      Tanner chuckled. "Not a chance, boss. Gotta keep my strength up fighting fires." His thumb traced idle patterns on her arm. "Seriously though Phoebe, sometimes you worry too much about what you eat.”

      Warmth spread through her chest at his sincerity, easing some, if not all, of her lingering insecurities. She tilted her head back to kiss his scruffy jaw, breathing in ocean freshness and sunscreen, the scents that were uniquely Tanner no matter if he was a lifeguard or a fireman. “You’re sweet and I don't know what I'd do without you, especially now with all of the wedding details that need taking care of.”

      A grin broke free, lighting up his chiseled features. "Ah, I get it - you only keep me around because you need an errand boy, is that it Miss Fancy Author Lady?"

      Phoebe nudged him playfully. “Don’t be silly. I can hardly be a bride without a groom, can I?”

      He laughed. “I guess that’s true. So, no errand boy?”

      “No errand boy.”

      He let out a loud sigh of mock relief. “Dodged that bullet. Hey, I know, we can make my brother the errand boy.”

      Phoebe giggled. “He’d be thrilled with that, wouldn’t he?”

      They sat in amused silence for a while, Phoebe imagining wild scenarios of Cooper making massive mistakes as a wedding errand boy.

      Tanner interrupted in a thoughtful tone. “Speaking of Coop, he’s been out late a lot this past week.”

      “What’s he been doing?”

      Tanner shrugged. “Partying, I would guess. He never wants to talk about it the next day.”

      “Well, he’s young. That’s normal, wouldn’t you say?”

      “He’s out of college.”

      “Still, he’s probably not quite ready to settle down yet.”

      “Maybe not.” Tanner’s tone came off like a disappointed father, which wasn’t too far off the mark. Tanner had taken his role of big brother seriously over the years. From what Phoebe could tell, he had acted as a father to Cooper his whole life.

      Phoebe patted his chest reassuringly. “He’s eight years younger than you, Tanner. Just because you know what you want to do in life and you’re ready to get married doesn’t mean he’s ready for those types of responsibilities.”

      Tanner considered her words. “I guess you’re right.”

      “Besides, he can’t go wrong having a big brother like you. Kind, funny, handsome, and a firefighting hero all in one.”

      "Hero, huh?" He puffed out his chest playfully. "Next you'll have me saving orphans from burning buildings."

      Glad to hear the humor in his voice again, she leaned back to look at him. “How was today, by the way? Besides going shopping with the guys.”

      He hesitated, eyes gazing out over the rolling black waves. "Ah you know, the usual small stuff. Ace decided to experiment with an all-night chili again, pretty sure he’s gonna get banned from cooking duty.”

      She chuckled. "That bad, huh?”

      Tanner nodded emphatically. “That bad.”

      “No cats to rescue from trees or anything like that?”

      He chuckled. “Oh, yeah, that’s our bread and butter at Turtle Cove Fire Department, you know.”

      His relaxed tone failed to mask an undercurrent of strain, and Phoebe's instincts tingled. She sensed he wasn’t telling her something. Gently, she laced their fingers together. "Tanner, you know you don't have to shield me, right? I'm here for whatever you need."

      He squeezed her hand gently, though his jaw was tense. “I know, and I appreciate that.” When she wouldn’t break eye contact with him, he smiled at her a little too hard. “There’s no reason to worry.”

      Phoebe recognized a wall was up for tonight. In time, when he was ready, she hoped Tanner would open up without any reservations about the challenges he faced in his chosen field. For now, she simply rested her head back down on his chest and let him hold her.

      After a few long moments, he seemed to remember something and gave her an excited squeeze. “So I hear Aunt Brenda was thrilled with your new book.”

      Surprised, Phoebe asked, “How did you hear that?”

      “My Mom told me. I guess Aunt Brenda told her.”

      A little bothered, she pushed gently on his chest in protest. “I wanted to be the one to tell you.”

      “You’ve gotta be fast to beat my Mom in delivering good news.”

      “I guess so.”

      Amused at her annoyance, he teased, “Welcome to the family, sweetheart.” When Phoebe didn’t respond, he continued on to a happier subject. “I’m so proud of you. You’re going to be a famous author someday soon. I know it.”

      Phoebe was glad Tanner couldn’t see her face as the irritation at her new mother-in-law gave way to rising anxiety. Violet’s arrival and all of the fun at dinner had wiped away her worries about the risqué scenes in her latest manuscript that she had plucked right out of her and Tanner’s most intimate moments together. Now that they were alone, each second that went past was another second she was choosing to keep that information from him.

      This was the perfect moment to confess what she had done. Wrapped in his arms, surrounded by the gentle night, under the glowing moon, she could gather her courage and tell him everything she had done. He deserved to know, didn’t he?

      She lifted
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