
  
    [image: Summer Beach: Seabreeze Sunset]
  


  
    
      Summer Beach: Seabreeze Sunset

    

    
      
        Jan Moran

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

    

    
      
        Books by Jan Moran

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For all my beach-loving readers

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        
          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      Summer Beach, California

      

      Ivy bolted awake at a crack of thunder, her heart racing at the late summer storm’s intensity, while the sprawling old house shuddered at nature’s wrath. She sat up, bracing herself against the onslaught. A few seconds later, a jagged shard of lightning flared outside her window, illuminating her room—and a shadowy reflection in the antique vanity mirror.

      Blinking, Ivy drew back against her pillows, her throat constricting in alarm. Am I dreaming?

      Within a few seconds, another clap of thunder shook the house. Fat raindrops splashed against vintage, wavy glass panes and obscured the outside world. Unnerved, she squinted at the mirror, but the vision had vanished.

      Ivy snatched her robe and flung it on, and she was at her bedroom door before she remembered.

      Shelly is gone.

      Gripping the knob, Ivy leaned against the door. It had been weeks since her sister had left, heartbroken over her relationship with Mitch, the owner of Java Beach.

      Ivy still couldn’t believe that Shelly meant to stay in New York, even though she had texted to say her former boss had rehired her. But then, Shelly had always been more adventurous, given to quick decisions.

      Leaning her head against the door, Ivy breathed in the fresh scent of rain and the earthy aroma it unleashed from the surrounding gardens and warm sand on the beach. She didn’t understand her sister. Hadn’t Shelly been anxious to change her life? Hadn’t she insisted that they check out the old house Ivy had inherited in Summer Beach? Ivy had wanted nothing to do with this house at the time—except to sell it as quickly as she could.

      Change wasn’t easy, even when life forced change upon you.

      Ivy drew her robe sash around her waist and tied it. When her husband had died—now more than a year ago—he’d left this historic old beach house to her. He’d spent every penny of their retirement savings on it.

      Without her knowledge.

      Another burst of lightning, bright as the flashbulb pop of an old camera, lit the room. And again, Ivy glimpsed the shadowy silhouette, now suspended in the corner.

      A woman, gazing upward.

      Amelia?

      Ivy drew flat against the wall, but in an instant, the hazy figure vanished. She wagged her head. The light had to be playing tricks on her to make her imagine the former owner.

      Before she could collect herself again, thunder ripped open the sky, gripping the house in its angry clutch as rain pounded the terra cotta, barrel-tiled roof overhead.

      As thunder rumbled through the old structure, Ivy pressed her hands against the solid wood door. This house had stood for decades. Surely it would withstand nature’s latest assault.

      Poppy. Ivy flung open the door and rushed through the hallway to check on her niece. After Shelly left, Poppy moved back into Shelly’s room. She’d been staying in the maid’s quarters behind the house that Jamir had helped renovate before he started his pre-med summer school studies at the university. Now, one family occupied those rooms, which they called the sunset suites. The parents had two rowdy teenagers, a baby, and a nanny in tow. Poppy was happy to move into the main house for two weeks.

      As Ivy turned a corner in the hall, she collided with Poppy, whose eyes were round as lollipops with fright. Her niece’s honey-blond hair stuck out of a messy topknot.

      “Did that wake you, too?” Ivy whispered, sliding her arms around Poppy’s slender, shivering shoulders. The soft, midnight rain must have been the leading edge of the rapacious storm.

      “And our guests.” Poppy nodded toward a glimmer of light under a nearby door to a guestroom. “Gilda’s awake.”

      “Pixie must be a nervous wreck. Fairly early for them.” Gilda’s Chihuahua often suffered from anxiety. Gilda, who wrote articles for magazines, usually worked late into the night. The Ridgetop Fire had demolished her house, which would take months to rebuild.

      Ivy rubbed the back of her neck. She still had an odd, prickly sensation she couldn’t explain. The sound of the rain intensified, and Ivy gazed up at the ceiling. “We should watch for leaks. This is the first torrential downpour we’ve had.”

      Summer Beach rarely had rain in the summer, so sunshine was practically a guarantee for their guests. Yet, Ivy recalled from her childhood that late August rains weren’t unusual in Southern California. Heavy summer rain often spurred flocks of doves and ducks and other migratory birds toward Mexico for winter. Nature, like life, had its seasons.

      “We should have umbrellas for guests,” Poppy said. “May I spend petty cash today? I can get a few cheap ones.”

      “No need to skimp,” Ivy replied. “Get good quality.” Poppy knew their budget constraints, but the cost of a few umbrellas wouldn’t sink them. She glanced up again. “Considering this old structure, we’d better get buckets and towels ready.”

      Ivy hurried to her room to change clothes. After flinging off her short summer gown, she shimmied into a loose, cotton beach dress. With the rain, the muggy air felt damp on her neck. This weather was more like the east coast summers that she’d grown accustomed to these last few decades.

      Glancing from her window, she saw a light flick on in Bennett’s apartment over the garage. She exhaled a sigh of relief. Just knowing he was awake and nearby was comforting. Bennett was always up early for a run on the beach before reporting in at City Hall. She glanced at the clock. Six a.m. Guests would be up early today.

      As Ivy pulled her hair into a ponytail, thunder rolled across the beach, and lightning exploded almost instantaneously. Overhead, the lights blinked.

      Once, twice, three times.

      Ivy paused, holding her breath. The storm was right upon them, carrying with it even more subtropical humidity from Mexico. She slid her feet in flip-flops and grabbed a flashlight she kept by the bed.

      Before Shelly left, they had purchased flashlights for every guest room in case of emergencies. Poppy had created a fire-and-earthquake exit plan and laminated it to hang on the back of each door. Though she hoped guests wouldn’t need to follow the precautions, Ivy was glad they’d provided them.

      Hesitating, she raised her eyes to the spot near the ceiling where some sort of shadow—not that she believed in spirits—had appeared. She flipped her ponytail to one side. Merely a trick of the light. Shelly might believe in ghosts, but Ivy certainly did not.

      She paused, listening.

      The steady drip, drip, drip was not her imagination. There in the corner near the window, water splashed onto the intricate, parquet wood floor.

      Ivy lifted a large antique water basin from a dresser and placed it under the leak. Drops tinkled against the white porcelain festooned with delicate pink roses.

      “That will have to do for now,” Ivy said to herself, craning her neck toward the ceiling. Her heart sank as she stared above. Repairing a roof of this size wouldn’t be cheap.

      Considering that reservations for the autumn season were already slacking off, she worried about paying the overdue tax bill that Jeremy had let lapse. Unless she paid it soon, authorities would auction the house for back taxes. From her careful calculations, she’d figured she could scrape together the money, but just barely. Less the cost of a few umbrellas to keep the paying guests dry.

      How she missed Shelly. Her sister would have laughed and dreamed up another idea to bring in funds.

      And now, Ivy could hardly get through to her.

      Kneeling, she mopped up water splashes around the porcelain bowl with an old white towel before tucking it around the perimeter. Taking the flashlight, she padded through the upstairs hallway, checking for leaks. Most guests were still resting—or trying to. She heard an occasional murmur float from the rooms that lined the hall.

      Gilda cracked open her door. In one hand, she gripped the collar of a pink robe that matched her swirl of cotton-candy hair, and in the other, she held the quivering Pixie. “What a storm, huh?”

      “We can always use the rain,” Ivy said, trying to sound upbeat.

      “Going to delay construction.”

      “Can’t imagine it will last too long,” Ivy said. Gilda was comfortable at the inn, but she’d told Ivy she was eager to get her high-strung Chihuahua back in familiar surroundings. The fire that raced along the ridge overlooking the village of Summer Beach had damaged and destroyed many homes a few months ago. Along with Gilda, other ridgeline residents, including Bennett, Imani, and Jamir, had taken rooms at the inn.

      Ivy scratched Pixie behind the ears, and the little dog licked her hand. “A flashlight is in the nightstand drawer in case we lose power. Any leaks in there?”

      “I’ll check and let you know.” Gilda stifled a yawn.

      “Appreciate that.” Ivy smiled. “Try to get some rest.”

      Ivy descended the stairs to the first level. Poppy was in the ballroom tucking towels against the base of a door that faced the south, where the strongest winds were pummeling the side of the house. Rainwater was pooling under the arched Palladian doors.

      “Let me help you,” Ivy said, sinking to her knees beside Poppy.

      “Thanks, but I’ve got this, Aunt Ivy,” Poppy said. “Maybe check the kitchen?”

      Ivy hurried through the spacious ballroom where they’d hosted a celebrity-studded wedding last month. And last week she’d rented out the space for a beach-front fundraiser for the local children’s hospital one afternoon and a lavish quinceañera for a teenaged girl and dozens of her friends and family the next evening.

      A knot formed in Ivy’s throat. She recalled the artistic floral arrangements Shelly had created for the wedding and thought how her sister would have loved decorating those last two events. As it was, Ivy had engaged one of Imani’s acquaintances for floral designs. While the arrangements were pretty, they didn’t have the memorable panache of Shelly’s designs.

      Shelly had even been absent from her video channel on gardening and design. She had repurposed video footage from the inn’s garden, not that anyone but Ivy and Poppy would know.

      As Ivy approached the kitchen, she heard a low hum. Pushing open the door to the 1950s vintage kitchen, she saw Bennett hosing up a puddle with a wet vacuum.

      Glancing over his shoulder, he said, “Morning, Ivy. Figured you might need help. Seems water blew in under the door.”

      From the deep tenor of his slightly gravelly voice, Ivy could tell he’d just rolled out of bed. His voice sent a tremor through her.

      A biological, physiological reaction. A little dopamine on the brain, that’s all.

      At the sight of Bennett working in the kitchen, memories of her late husband flashed through her mind. Jeremy would never stoop to manual labor—his words, not hers. Jeremy would have stepped over the puddle in his polished Gucci loafers and told her to call a handyman. As soon as Jeremy left for the office, Ivy would simply do what was needed if she could. After a while, she’d become quite proficient.

      Watching Bennett, she thought how nice it was to have someone who took action without being asked.

      Bennett didn’t have an ego to stop him from helping. That’s why he was an effective mayor. Summer Beach was lucky to have him.

      So am I, she mused.

      “How did you know to look for this leak?” she asked, skirting the damp floor.

      “A real estate agent has to watch vacant properties. The property manager was good, though.”

      Bennett turned off the machine and swept a dry cloth across the tile floor. As he worked, Ivy could see his muscles through his thin T-shirt. He kept fit, and she liked that.

      Not that it should matter to her, of course.

      Still, she appreciated how he always thought ahead. “Is your apartment leaking?” He was staying in the old chauffeur’s quarters above the garages behind the main house.

      “No, that roof is sound.”

      “Not in my room.”

      He jerked his head up and leaned back, putting his hands on his thighs. “You have a leak?”

      “I put a big porcelain bowl under it.”

      “Something’s not right,” he said, rising. “We inspected this house before the transfer. Let’s have a look.” He wound the hose around the vacuum canister and rolled it to one side.

      “I sure appreciate what you do around here,” Ivy said. “With Shelly gone, there’s so much more to take care of.”

      “Hey, it’s what I do.” Bennett put his hands on her shoulders and gazed at her, a half-smile tugging at his lips. “You’re quite capable, Ivy. Everyone knows that. But it’s okay to ask for help.”

      “I just miss Shelly,” she said, sidestepping the topic. Heat from his hands coursed through her, his touch warming her, comforting her. She had to be careful not to shift her emotional dependence from Shelly to Bennett. Because that’s what this feeling is, right?

      Thunder cracked around them, splintering the pre-dawn sky with a flash of lightning. Ivy cried out, and Bennett slid his arms around her. Outside, the downpour sluiced across the glass panes and pelted the veranda.

      Ivy shivered in Bennett’s embrace. While the thunder and lightning didn’t scare her, the feeling of his arms encircling her was so soothing. As he stroked her back, she closed her eyes and rested her head against his chest, recalling the slow dance they’d shared on the beach late one evening and how right it had felt. Though the storm raged around them, here with him, she found a brief respite.

      His arms were here for her now, but how long would that last? Her heart still ached from her husband’s death, and she had to consider what her daughters would think. Especially Sunny. And all that took time to overcome. When she was ready, would Bennett still be there for her?

      Not too close yet, she told herself before taking a step back. “Gilda is awake, and I’m sure others will be soon,” she said, her words tumbling out. “I can’t imagine they’re sleeping through this.”

      “Doubt it,” Bennett said. A trace of disappointment in his voice belied his usual patience. “At least the sun’s rising. Won’t need lanterns if the electricity goes out.” He took her hand and grinned. “I’ll help you look for leaks.”

      Ivy led him back through the house, though she withdrew her hand as soon as she saw a new weekend guest on the stairs. The older woman wore rain boots and was folding a raincoat over her arm with brisk efficiency.

      “Good morning, Mrs. Reed,” Ivy said, adopting her friendly, professional innkeeper demeanor. The woman was a retiree from the Los Angeles School District, where she’d taught high school science for years. “Sorry about the weather.”

      Mrs. Reed shrugged off her comment. “I rather like the change. Too much sunshine creates complacency. Checked the weather before I came, so I’m prepared.”

      “You’re not going out with the lightning, are you?”

      “I’m watching the storm pattern. It’s moving past us at a reasonable rate,” the woman replied. “By the time I finish my coffee, I’ll be up for a stroll. Safe enough by then, I should say.”

      “She’s right,” Bennett said.

      “You’ll find coffee in the dining room.” Ivy could smell it brewing, and Poppy was hurrying into the kitchen for supplies, which she and Ivy took turns putting out every morning. Mitch would drop off fresh pastries soon. Although, without Shelly around, he was sending his assistant more often. “And breakfast is on its way.”

      After leaving Mrs. Reed, Ivy led Bennett upstairs, where they continued their inspection. As Mrs. Reed had projected, the rain began lessening.

      Walking through the hall, which smelled musty with the dampness in the air, Ivy asked, “Do you know if Mitch has talked to Shelly?”

      “I stopped asking him,” Bennett said. “He’s broken up over her leaving, though he doesn’t let on. I can tell, though. His usual spark is dimmer now.”

      “Same for many of us. But after Chief Clarkson cleared Mitch for the tiara disappearance, I thought Shelly would return.” Ivy ran a hand along his shoulder. “I never dreamed she’d go back to work in New York.” She hoped Shelly wasn’t seeing her old boyfriend, Ezzra.

      Gilda’s door cracked open. “Everything okay?” she asked. Pixie was still shivering in her arms. “The lights are flickering.”

      “Everything looks good up here,” Bennett said. “No sign of leaks.” He stopped to scratch Pixie’s head. “How’s our little kleptomaniac doing?”

      Pixie’s tail wagged, and she licked Bennett’s hand.

      “The thunder scares her,” Gilda said. “But she’s doing well in her obedience training. They’re teaching her to respect other people’s things. And return what she borrows,” she added, emphasizing the word to Pixie.

      “I’ve noticed that,” Ivy said, wondering if Pixie grasped the concept. She had seen an improvement in Pixie’s behavior. At least they knew where to look for items that went missing now.

      “Any water leaks in your room, Gilda?” Bennett asked.

      “Nope. We’re cozy and dry, but let me know if you need to inspect. I can move to the parlor. I’m working on an article on autumn feasts and new ways to prepare pumpkin, squash, and yams.”

      “Sounds yummy,” Ivy said. “I’ll ask the housekeeper to check your room.” A woman who lived nearby helped tidy guestrooms and manage mountains of laundry. Without Shelly, Ivy had to redistribute her work, and she quickly found that she and Poppy alone couldn’t handle it all. Besides, Poppy still had publicity clients in Los Angeles to serve.

      “We have to go now,” Gilda said, waving Pixie’s paw. “Say goodbye to your friends.”

      Bennett grinned and turned back to Ivy. “Let’s have a look at your room before I have to go to the office.”

      Ivy led the way and eased open her door, half expecting to find the shadowy apparition again.

      Bennett frowned at the soggy ceiling. “Quite a leak you have going there.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Obvious,” she said, chiding him.

      Grinning back at her, he ran his hands across the walls. “Walls are dry, so the water is contained to the ceiling. There’s a depression in that part of the ceiling, a low part where water has gathered. You might have a broken tile on the roof, or maybe rain is blowing into the attic area from an opening under the eaves.”

      “Hadn’t thought of that.” As Ivy put her hands on her hips, a thought struck her. “Is it much of an attic?”

      “Never checked it out, though the inspector would have,” Bennett said. “We can look for the access point later. I’ve got a city council meeting today, and I need to prepare an update on Darla’s case.”

      Ivy sighed. “Don’t remind me.” Her neighbor was still pursuing a lawsuit against the inn. Even though Imani was handling the case for her at no cost for her time, Ivy still had deposition costs and other fees to pay.

      “She’s a stubborn one. Did her sister Debra give you any guidance?”

      “Not really.” Debra had traveled to Summer Beach to settle the estate of their parents, but Darla protested that, too. When Debra was staying at the inn, she’d confided quite a lot in Shelly. Finally, Debra left town to let her sister cool down.

      Ivy circled the steadily dripping leak. “I can ask Forrest to look at this.” Her brother and his children—Poppy, of course, but also Reed, Rocky, Coral, and Summer, along with his twin Flint and his kids—had helped clean and paint the house before she and Shelly had opened for business.

      Bennett put his hands on his hips, considering the job. “Not much to do until after the rain stops. In the meantime, monitor this pot.” He lifted the porcelain bowl. “That’ll be heavy when it’s full of water. I can empty it for you.”

      “We can manage, I’m sure. You have a busy day.” Still, she appreciated that he was thinking about her.

      He peered at the ceiling. “If the wallboard gets soggy, you’ll have to replace part of the ceiling. Forrest will be the best judge of that.” He brushed a soft kiss on her forehead. “I have to go. Seriously, call me if that pot gets too full. Or ask Jamir to help. He’s young and strong.”

      “Okay. Off with you then.”

      “See you later?” When Ivy nodded, he added, “Tacos on the beach tonight?”

      “That would be great.” They had an easy, no-pressure relationship, and she liked that.

      After the Independence Day boat parade when Bennett had held her hand in public, their relationship had shifted into the open. Summer Beach locals had become accustomed to seeing them together. Jen and George, her new friends who owned the hardware store, had asked them to a Saturday barbecue. Nan at Antique Times seemed delighted that she and Bennett were spending time together. In fact, Ivy suspected that when Bennett had asked Nan to find other lodging for him after the fire, Nan might have neglected her duty.

      Ivy smiled as she thought of Nan. In retrospect, she was glad for Nan’s part, although she wanted to take her relationship with Bennett slowly. There was still much Ivy didn’t know about him. And she’d learned her lesson—the hard way. She thought she’d known everything about her husband, but she hadn’t. This house alone was proof of that. And she figured rumors of Jeremy’s affair still swirled in Summer Beach.

      Could you ever know everything about a person? Probably not, she decided. But when in a relationship was time enough to entrust someone with a shared future?

      Ivy pressed a hand against her temple, which always throbbed when she thought of Jeremy’s actions. She had to let those thoughts go. Moving forward was the only way out of the mess he’d left.

      Still, she doubted that she ever would have reconnected with Bennett after all these years had it not been for Jeremy’s deceitful, irresponsible actions. Shelly would say it was cosmic revenge, or the universe trying to set the world back in order. Ivy wasn’t so sure, but she’d spent many restless nights wrestling with her anger at Jeremy. Yet even she had to marvel at how popular the inn had become—though not without great effort.

      Ivy would miss Bennett when he moved back into his house on the ridge. The construction work on his home was slow because many homes had suffered damage. Bennett was also waiting to use a local Summer Beach contractor and tradespeople.

      Deciding to inspect the ceiling closer, Ivy brought out a stepstool and an old wooden measuring stick she’d found from her closet that had a slogan printed on it. We measure up at First Summer Beach Bank. She smiled at the nostalgia and recalled that when she was a little girl, banks often gave out measuring sticks or toasters for opening accounts. How times had changed.

      Climbing up to get a better look, she gently poked the ceiling with the measuring stick. It felt like a soft-boiled egg ready to burst.

      Just then, she heard Poppy’s distinctive knock on the door. “Come in.”

      “Hey, Auntie. We’ve got a new—oops, watch out.” Poppy ducked.

      Pieces of paint fell from the ceiling, exposing faded patterned wallpaper. “Probably painted over with an oil-based paint. This is still holding a lot of water.” Ivy poked it again, her spirits falling as she mentally calculated the cost of a roof repair.

      “Wow, the roof is leaking a lot.”

      “Might be through the exterior eaves,” Ivy said, trying to stay positive. She tapped the ceiling. “This is strange. Looks like an outline of something here.” She drew the wooden measuring stick across the ceiling, tapping in a square pattern. “This could be an entry into the attic.”

      Poppy’s eyes widened. “Oh, my gosh, I wonder what’s up there? Let’s look.”

      “Not today. We have a full house of guests.” Ivy climbed down the stepstool, but it was all she could do not to launch into another investigation.

      Poppy wriggled with excitement. “Maybe Amelia hid more things up there.”

      Ivy gazed up at the ceiling. “An attic opening would be obvious. Amelia liked more obscure spots.”

      “Could be why she sealed it.”

      Over the past few months, Ivy and Shelly had discovered several hiding places of the grand old home’s former owner, Amelia Erickson. She had been an avid art collector but suffered from Alzheimer’s in her later years.

      Poppy twisted her lips in thought. “Maybe this wasn’t the original opening. Who would put an attic entrance in a bedroom?”

      Not the original… “Then, where is the attic entry?” Ivy stared at Poppy, wondering. Just then, her phone in her pocket buzzed with a text. She took out the phone and glanced at the screen. Shelly. Her heart skipped as she opened the notification. Shelly had sent a single heart emoji. Ivy smiled. At least Shelly was thinking of her.

      Want to talk? Ivy tapped back.

      Maybe later.

      Suddenly, Poppy cried out, “Auntie, watch out!”
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      When Poppy called out, Ivy instinctively ducked. Still, she wasn’t fast enough to avoid a piece of the ceiling that nicked her in the shoulder as it crashed down, narrowly missing the porcelain bowl in the corner of Ivy’s bedroom.

      Above them yawned a gaping hole, and brown water splashed into the porcelain bowl below. A damp, musty odor wafted from the opening.

      “Guess I shouldn’t have been poking around up there.” Ivy knelt to lift the soggy piece of the ceiling and shifted it onto a towel. She wiped her forehead with the back of her hand.

      “I’d love to see what’s up there,” Poppy said, stretching on her tiptoes.

      Ivy scrunched her nose at the odor. “Me, too, but we need to clean up this mess and check on our guests.”

      Poppy knelt gingerly beside her to help. “I sure wish Shelly would come back.”

      Ivy tossed debris onto a towel. “I know. We all miss her, but she has her life to live. If it’s not here, we have to accept that.”

      “You two were always up for exploring this old place together. That was a lot of fun.”

      Ivy had to agree. Losing Shelly to New York was another painful loss. Is it selfish to feel this way? Ivy wanted the best for her sister. Given that Shelly wanted to start over and meet someone, Ivy thought Summer Beach might hold a happy future for her. And then there was Mitch, of course. A rumble of thunder drew her back, and she rubbed her arms.

      Although Ivy was curious, she was uneasy over what they might find. They’d already uncovered priceless paintings and crown jewels. Hot property, according to Shelly. The rightful owners were thrilled, of course, but Ivy was tired of answering FBI questions and dodging media calls. Amelia’s treasures often proved time-consuming, and Ivy’s focus had to remain on doing whatever it took to pay off the tax bill.

      However, Ivy suspected that Amelia might have tucked away more letters or journals in the house. She’d already found some evidence of that. And she would hate to find out that the woman was really an avaricious hoarder of illicit stolen goods. No telling what that attic might hold.

      Maybe Shelly was right about Amelia.

      A draft of cold air swept around Ivy, and she shivered, although the storm had ushered in warm subtropical air. And didn’t heat rise? Realizing she was in the spot where she’d seen the strange shadow this morning, she stepped aside. Pure coincidence.

      “I’ll call Forrest right away,” Ivy said. “Your father offered to help, so I’m going to take him up on the offer. Come on, help me with this basin. It’s heavy, but together I think we can dump it in the tub.”

      “Yuck, this stinks,” Poppy said, wrinkling her nose. “I’ll make sure Dad gets out here right away.”

      “Try not to breathe through your nose.” Ivy nearly gagged, then held her breath. The rainwater from the attic was brown with decades of attic dust. “On three. One, two, three.”

      Ivy and Poppy hefted the heavy porcelain bowl, around which swirled delicately painted roses and vines. For all she knew, this was a priceless piece. After lugging it to the bathroom, they poured the dirty water into the tub and ran steaming hot water after it.

      “That’s good,” Ivy said, brushing her hair back from her face with her forearm. “I’ll have to disinfect the tub.” Her dress was drenched in the front, so she’d have to change again, too. She repositioned the porcelain bowl under the gaping hole in the ceiling while Poppy mopped up splashes on the floor.

      Ivy winced against the strain the weight put on her back. “I’ll watch this today, but I have to change and check the kitchen again. Jen probably has nice umbrellas in stock. You should go early.”

      “I have to replenish the breakfast fare,” Poppy said, though she looked wistfully at the opening in the ceiling. “Oh, I almost forgot. I came to tell you a new guest arrived, so I told her we’d have a room shortly. I’ll check on the sunset suites to make sure they’re dry before I give her a key. She looked exhausted but said she’d wait at Java Beach. Guess she knows her way around town.”

      “Awfully early for check-in.”

      “Maybe she had an overnight flight.”

      “With this weather, that would’ve been a rough landing at the San Diego airport,” Ivy said. “Even if planes were cleared to land, which was doubtful.”

      “Maybe she flew into L.A. Might be clear there. Or she drove in.”

      At the nape of her neck, Ivy felt a funny tickle, which her mother had always insisted was her intuitive alarm. “During a stormy night?” Something didn’t register. Maybe the woman had left her husband or fled an abusive situation during the night.

      Poppy raised her palms and shrugged. “Mystery woman, I guess. No reservation on iBnB either. But she asked if you were here.”

      “What was her name?”

      “Paisley Forsythe.”

      The name didn’t register. “Probably a referral. Would you make sure her room is extra comfortable?” They’d been welcoming a lot of referral guests now, especially after the big wedding that Carol Reston and Rowan Zachary put on when their respective children married.

      “Will do,” Poppy said as she hurried out.

      And yet, thinking about what Poppy had said, Ivy paused.

      She couldn’t help herself.

      Tapping the flashlight on her phone, she hiked her wet skirt and stepped onto the ladder. She flicked the beam toward the gaping hole and peered at it.

      Rain was pelting onto the tile roof, and it sounded even louder in the attic. Peering up, she couldn’t see anything except old wooden rafters. She wasn’t quite level with the attic floor, but she could see enough. And smell enough. A musty stench assaulted her nose, and she hastily retreated.

      She expelled a sigh of relief. Nothing to see up there. Tamping down her curiosity, she hurried to clean the tub, bathe, and change. She put on a peach seersucker sundress that brushed her calves and set off her eyes—or so Bennett had once told her. She added dangly coral earrings and a quick swipe of matching lipstick before fluffing her hair. The humidity brought out soft waves, which Shelly insisted were in style. Fortunately, beach causal was the Summer Beach vibe.

      As Ivy passed a guestroom, Imani opened the door. Her guest’s vivid orange sundress was a shock of happy color. Imani had pulled a matching, broad-brimmed straw hat over fine sisterlocks that dusted her shoulders.

      “Good morning,” Ivy said. “I hope you managed some sleep through that storm.”

      Imani fell into step with Ivy as they made their way down the staircase. “Last night’s sweet rain lulled me to sleep, but that crack of thunder this morning sounded like the devil shaking the house.” She shook her head as they approached the dining room. “Wouldn’t you know it? Nature gives me a day off but wakes me before sunrise.”

      “To fully enjoy it,” Mitch said behind them.

      Ivy turned around, surprised to see him. His spiky blond hair was damp, and he wore a retro-yellow rain slicker over a bright Hawaiian shirt.

      “Thanks for braving the deluge,” Ivy said.

      “A little rain doesn’t bother me.” Mitch grinned, motioning to the large white box he carried. “Gotta make the donuts no matter what.”

      “Seriously?” Ivy lifted the lid of the box he carried. Inside, nestled among the usual pastries, were chocolate cake donuts with a light dusting of powdered sugar. “They smell heavenly. I’m sure our guests will love those.”

      “If Jamir doesn’t see them first,” Imani said, chuckling. “Luckily, he’s still sleeping, so folks will have a shot at them, at least.”

      “If you run out, I’ve got more at the shop,” Mitch said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “It’s a slow morning,” he said. “With all the rain, I thought I’d make some comfort food. Most of my crowd won’t come out until the sun does.”

      “Our guests will be slow to venture out, too.” Ivy glanced over the gathering guests, who were ambling downstairs and filing into the dining room for breakfast. Poppy was arranging yogurt and cream she’d brought out from Gertie, the hard-working vintage refrigerator.

      As Imani made her way toward the coffee, Mitch placed the pastry box on the serving table and turned to Ivy. “Hey, could I talk to you for a minute?”

      “Sure, but I need some coffee, too,” Ivy said. “And I have to check the kitchen. We had a mini-flood earlier.”

      Mitch trailed Ivy to the kitchen. There she saw that Bennett had wedged a towel against the door to keep rain from blowing in.

      “Looks like a problem here.” Mitch opened the door a crack to inspect the door jamb. “Weatherstripping is old. I can replace that for you.”

      Ivy inclined her head. “I’d like that, thanks. Jen and George opened a house account for me, so you can get anything you need at Nailed It.”

      His offer touched her. Even without Shelly around, Mitch was happy to lend a hand. That seemed to be the way of life in Summer Beach. Ivy was still getting used to accepting help, even though she freely gave it when she could. As a mother who’d cared for two active girls and wife to a husband who traveled for business, she wasn’t used to having much help, so it still surprised her when people offered.

      She poured a coffee for herself, though Mitch waved off her offer. Easing onto a stool, she asked, “What’s on your mind?”

      Mitch ran a hand through his sun-bleached hair. “Have you heard from Shelly?”

      “Brief texts. She hearted me this morning. You?”

      “About the same.” He chewed on his lip in thought. “What do you think I should do?”

      Sipping her coffee, Ivy pondered his question. If she knew the answer, she’d be talking to Shelly, but that’s not what Mitch wanted to hear. Or what he was actually asking. She leaned forward, tracing the rim of her cup with a finger. “Do you really care for her?”

      Mitch looked surprised. “I’ve never felt like this about anyone else.”

      Ivy lifted her coffee and studied him over the rim of her cup. This wasn’t about getting Shelly back because she missed her. Ivy and her sister were adults, and they’d lived apart for years, but life was more fun with Shelly around. “That’s not what I asked. Do you think you have a forever kind of feeling for her?”

      Scrubbing his scruffy chin, Mitch blew out a breath. “Yeah, I think I do.”

      “You think? This is one area that you have to know for sure. I know it’s only been a few months, but many people who fall in love know those feelings early in the relationship.” She’d felt like that about Jeremy. And maybe, if I’m honest with myself… She blinked away the thought.

      “This is new territory for me, but yeah, I’m sure.” A flush spread across Mitch’s face. “Love wasn’t something my folks showed much. Definitely didn’t talk about it. They were too busy screaming at each other.” He shrugged. “Me and Shelly…we’ve talked, but I don’t know how to tell her.”

      Ivy touched his hand. “But you know how to show it. And you did. Deep down, Shelly knows that.” Ivy thought back to the countless ways Mitch had shown Shelly he cared. From helping her clear the yard and plant numerous flowers, shrubs, and trees…to making her favorite pastries and dishes with local, organic ingredients just the way she liked them. “It’s time to be direct with her. Tell her what you feel.”

      “I don’t get it.” Mitch furrowed his brow. “Is that all I have to do? Tell her that I love her, and she’ll come back?”

      Oh, he’s so young. Ivy curved up one side of her mouth. She felt like she was talking to one of her daughters. Still, he seemed so right for Shelly. “If that’s what’s in your heart. You two have to open up to each other. You can care a lot for someone, but it’s often what isn’t discussed that chips away at the relationship, so you need to talk. And you have to love the whole person, even though no one is perfect. That goes for both of you.”

      As Mitch mulled this over, Ivy thought of Jeremy. She had loved him, but he’d let her down in many ways that added up. Small things, mostly. Like taking for granted all the mundane things she did for him because he expected it. Or insisting he was too busy to take her calls when he was traveling. Not until after he’d died had she discovered his betrayal. Right here. In Summer Beach. Thinking about that, Ivy pressed her lips together in a firm line.

      “Yeah, I’m far from perfect,” Mitch said glumly. “I should have told her about my history. After I landed in Summer Beach, I decided to become a new person. The kind of person I knew I could be. So, I buried my past. Bennett knew about it—” He stopped and swallowed hard, then met her gaze and held it. “I’m talking about my prison record. I want you to know about that.”

      “I know,” Ivy said gently. “Bennett and Shelly told me. In confidence, of course.” Mitch’s prison time had surfaced when the tiara had gone missing from a cache of royal jewelry. Ivy and Shelly had found the pieces stitched up inside a large doll in the trunk of the vintage Chevrolet. In the end, Pixie was to blame, but not before Chief Clarkson brought Mitch in for questioning. “I’m sure that experience changed you a lot.”

      “Made me wake up and grow up.” Swiping the heel of his hand across his eyes, Mitch blinked back his emotion. “I need help,” he choked out. “I know Shelly’s the one for me, but I don’t know how to say it. And I miss her so much.”

      Even though Mitch was mature for his age, he wasn’t much older than her daughters. Ivy’s maternal instinct was to take him in her arms and comfort him. But he was an adult, not a boy, even if his emotions were raw. Instead, she placed a hand on his shoulder. “Then you have to figure out how to reach her. Find out if you’re truly compatible. You can love someone, but not have the same values or be able to live with them.” She paused, then added, “For many reasons.”

      “This is complicated.”

      You have no idea. Ivy wagged her head. “Just talk to her. Ask what’s important to her.” She hesitated again. “And ask her about Ezzra.”

      “Who’s Ezzra?”

      “Old boyfriend in New York.” Ivy had suspected that Shelly hadn’t told Mitch about him. “That’s why she came to Summer Beach with me. They had just broken up.”

      Mitch ran his hands through his hair again, leaving it disheveled, though that was his style. “I thought things were so good between us, but I guess I didn’t have the whole picture.”

      “Now, you do.” Ivy nodded outside. “Rain is subsiding.” The fierce wind had ceased, and the thunderstorm had slowed to a patter. Just as Mrs. Reed had forecast.

      Mitch pushed off the stool. “That means my customers will be out soon. Better get back.” He paused by the kitchen door. “Bennett and I talk, but I like getting a woman’s perspective.”

      She smiled at him. “All you have to do is ask.”

      Poppy pushed open the kitchen door just as Mitch was leaving. “See you tomorrow, Mitch?”

      “Probably be Katie again in the morning.” He glanced pointedly at Ivy. “Something important just came up.”

      Ivy grinned. She had to hand it to Mitch. Not only was he a hard worker, but he was also the kind of guy who knew what he wanted and figured out a way to get it. Java Beach was proof of that. Whatever he was planning, she hoped Shelly would be receptive. In her heart, Ivy knew Shelly cared for him.

      Ivy drained her coffee and motioned to Poppy. “I’ll help you in the maid’s quarters.”

      “You mean the sunset suites.”

      “I keep forgetting.” That wasn’t the only thing Ivy forgot. Without Shelly, her to-do lists had become even longer.

      The rain was easing. Hurrying through the sprinkles, they crossed the terrace and raced past the pool toward the rear units that Jamir had helped renovate. They wound through a tropical paradise—sweet white plumeria blossoms, lush ferns, and pink ginger flowers—that Shelly had planted along the stone pathway. Ivy felt like she was entering another world. “Feels like a tropical getaway back here.”

      “Reminds me of Hawaii, especially in this weather,” Poppy said. “Mom and Dad rented a house there last summer for all of us. We had a blast. Bet we could get a lot of families in these rear units.”

      “Great idea. Would you post that online for me?” Pausing at the door to an empty suite that a guest had vacated late yesterday, Ivy turned the key. She stepped inside. “Looks dry enough.”

      Poppy sniffed the air. “A little musty.” She opened a window. “I’ll clean the room and air it out. And bring in a couple of tuberose stalks from Imani’s arrangement in the foyer. The scent’s amazing.”

      “Most guests love the tuberose.” Imani often brought blooms and greenery from her flower stand, Blossoms. Ivy tried to pay her for them, but Imani wouldn’t hear of it, saying that before losing her home in the fire, she used to fill her rooms with flowers. The Seabreeze Inn was her home for now, Imani argued, so Ivy had given up. But she sent all their guests to Blossoms.

      “I’ll give you a hand with the room,” Ivy said. “That woman sounded like she needs a rest.”

      Poppy beamed at her. “Thanks, Aunt Ivy.”

      After cleaning and tidying the room, Ivy and Poppy made their way back to the kitchen. Ivy spotted a cell phone on a stool.

      Recognizing the surfing-themed case, Ivy said, “Looks like Mitch left his phone.”

      “Not the first time.” Poppy laughed. “Want me to run it back to him?”

      “No, I’ll do it.” The skies were clearing now, though more rain was forecast tonight. “While you’re looking after the breakfast crowd, I can welcome our guest and pick up umbrellas on the way back.” Ivy stretched her arms overhead. “Besides, I can use the walk.” Poppy had taken over the yoga classes and often the beach walks while Ivy tended to guests or other business.

      “There’s a lone umbrella in the stand by the front door,” Poppy said. “Oh, and Paisley is a slender blond, about 30. You can’t miss her—she’s pretty attractive. Could be an actress or a model. She’s wearing a pink slip dress.”

      “I’ll find her.” Ivy started off. Once outside, she unfurled the red-and-white umbrella emblazoned with a Boston Red Sox logo. She hadn’t used it since she’d moved from Boston.

      As Ivy sidestepped puddles along the lane that led into the village, she drew in a deep breath. Salt air mixed with the rain’s natural ozone scent, drenching the seaside town with a fresh aroma. Everything looked clean. It was as if Summer Beach had been power-washed in the downpour. The air was sweet, the ground moist, and the landscape rinsed of sand and dust.

      Tourists were filling the town again, their sweatshirt hoods and sunhats warding off the sprinkles that persisted as the sun peeked through the clouds. Fluffy clouds parted overhead, though darker ones still gathered to the south.

      After leaning her umbrella by the door, Ivy stepped inside Java Beach, where beach reggae was blasting. The rich aroma of coffee wafted through the cafe. Instantly, she recalled the day she and Shelly had arrived in Summer Beach. That was the first day they’d met Mitch.

      Even then, Ivy had noticed the blisteringly fast attraction between them.

      Ivy peered past the line that stretched to the door and spied Mitch at the counter, waiting on customers. Wedging her way past a tiki torch and ducking under a nautical net, Ivy held his phone up like a trophy. “Look what I found,” she called out.

      When Mitch saw her, he lifted his hand and waved her around the line. “I’m forever losing that.” He shot a glance toward the indoor tables. “Um, thanks. See you later.”

      “Actually, one of our guests is here.”

      Mitch arched a brow with practiced nonchalance. “Oh?”

      Under a vintage Polynesian travel poster of grass-skirted hula dancers, a willowy blond woman sat at a table hunched over a tall cup of coffee, chewing a fingernail. She fit the description Poppy had given her.

      Ivy lifted her chin toward the woman. “Bet that’s her.”

      “I don’t think so,” Mitch blurted out. He sounded oddly worried.

      “Really?” Ivy looked around at the tables, but that was the only woman who fit Poppy’s description. “I’ll see,” Ivy said. Maybe their earlier conversation had disturbed Mitch.

      “Ivy, no—” Mitch began, but a customer stepped up to order.

      Ivy cut through the crowd.

      At the first table sat Darla, her gaudy rhinestone sun visor and dyed royal-blue hair were hard to miss. She was in a heated discussion with two other local women. At the sight of Ivy, the older woman stopped in mid-sentence. The other women shifted their eyes in Ivy’s direction.

      Nan’s husband, Arthur, sat at another table, having his morning coffee with his cronies. With a quick glance over his shoulder, he stood abruptly. In his clipped English accent, he said, “Ivy. What are you doing here?”

      “Morning, Arthur,” Ivy said brightly. “Returning Mitch’s phone and looking for an early guest.”

      “Well, I, uh…” Arthur shifted on his feet in the narrow aisle between tables and smoothed a hand over his shiny bald head.

      Ivy couldn’t step past him. “Good to see you. Say hello to Nan, will you?”

      Still, Arthur blocked her way. Was he trying to be funny?

      “Excuse me, Arthur. I think I see our new guest.” Ivy waggled her fingers at the blond woman.

      “I don’t think—”

      “Hi, are you Paisley?” Ivy moved an empty chair and cut past Arthur.

      The woman looked up and nodded. A taut expression drew her perfectly arched brows together. She had the air of a cornered cat about her.

      “I’m Ivy from Seabreeze Inn.” Ivy smiled and extended her hand. “We have a room ready for you now. Sorry to make you wait. All this rain.”

      “Ivy…Marin?” The woman stood, unsteady on her feet. Her wrinkled pink dress had thin spaghetti straps and was awfully short for her long tan legs. It didn’t look much like a traveling outfit, but then, this was the beach. People wore what they felt like.

      “That’s right, but most people call me Ivy Bay. How’d you hear about the inn?” As the words left her lips, Ivy noticed that the noise level in the room subsided.

      Paisley seemed to choose her words with care. “I read about it
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