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      It all started with a face in the mirror.

      It wasn’t AJ’s face.

      She didn’t see herself that morning, her dark brown hair with the damning flecks of gray taking over, her white skin slightly sallow given her usual lack of sleep, the familiar glare in her hazel eyes, the sharp nose, thin lips, or pointed chin.

      No, she saw a man’s head in the mirror, standing profile to her. He was white, his scalp shaved, with a bulbous nose and flabby lips. He had at least two chins going and was considering a third. She couldn’t see past his neck, but she bet that he had on some obscure band’s T-shirt and would sneer if you didn’t know them. He looked to be about her age, somewhere in his forties, but not aging gracefully, as it were.

      Slowly, the head in the mirror started to rotate toward her.

      AJ found herself rooted in place. She couldn’t look away.

      She’d been expecting pale blue eyes. Instead, they were milky white, as if covered in cataracts.

      They looked dead.

      Before the apparition could open its mouth and speak its doom, AJ’s wristwatch buzzed.

      Whatever spell that had been holding her broke, and she found that she could look down.

      Her smart watch, AKA The Tyrant, showed a text message from her sister Bea.

      
        
        
        Traffic on the bridge socks. I might be late.

      

      

      

      AJ snorted, both annoyed and amused. Her little sister made her do that often.

      Bea spoke her messages into her phone and then never corrected the typos. They almost always contained misspellings as a result.

      Fortunately, AJ was used to Bea being late. She, herself, would have checked traffic on the West Seattle bridge and left early if she’d needed to. Knowing Bea, she’d been a whirling mess, shoving everything into the car at the last minute and would have been late whether there was traffic or not.

      AJ risked a glance back up in the mirror. Just her appearance stared back at her. Wan and angry and sad all at the same time. She looked old as she felt, which was ancient these days, and not merely forty-two.

      What had that stupid head been all about? She hadn’t recognized the guy. Was she really losing it? Was the stress of, well, everything, finally getting to her? It wasn’t yet another sign of perimenopause, was it? Sure, she’d started early. But then again, so had her mother, as well as her grandmothers on both sides of the family.

      Shaking her head, AJ left the bathroom. At one point, that room had been her pride and joy. The white tile floor was heated and on a timer, so it was always perfectly warm when she got up. The shower had one of those full rain showerheads that AJ adored, with enough water pressure so that it came out as a steady downpour and not just a drizzle. Light blue paint covered the walls, giving the space a spa feeling, particularly with her fluffy white towels and the expensive, handmade soaps that she’d splurged on.

      She’d spent a lot of money having the bathroom—hell, the entire 1910 Craftsman house—renovated.

      Now, she was leaving it all behind.

      Though she wore sneakers, her footsteps still echoed as she walked across the beautiful hardwood floors of the semi-formal dining room. Leaded glass windows caught and refracted the sunlight, spreading rainbow lines across her path. The built-in cupboard in the corner stood empty instead of being full of cut crystal and her good dishes. Everything smelled of the lemony furniture cleaner she’d used to chase away any speck of dust.

      AJ had painted all the walls down here a creamy color, still light but softer than the stark white the former owners had used everywhere. The golden wood of the floors reflected her color choice, making the whole place seem warm, despite the fact that all the furniture was now gone.

      She’d spent the previous night at a nearby vacation rental, getting up early to meet the movers who had taken away the rest of former life, carting it off to Goodwill and other donation centers.

      What clothes she wasn’t taking with her had already been packed away in boxes, safely ensconced in her mother’s basement in the house on Mercer Island, along with AJ’s dishes and silverware, as well as a single box of important papers.

      Nothing else.

      Standing in the front entranceway and looking back into the living room, AJ could still see in her mind’s eye that horrible afternoon when her life had changed. And not for the better.

      She’d come home early from her last day at work to find her now ex-boyfriend naked with some bimbo on her couch…

      Then later finding evidence that they’d “baptized” the kitchen counters as well as the dining room table. She’d just thrown away all her bedding and checked herself into a hotel for the night, never sleeping in her own house again over the past six weeks.

      AJ shook her head and resolutely looked out the door. The rest of her clothes were packed in the two suitcases standing beside her, along with a rather large toiletry kit that contained everything else. Given how her body was responding to that “change of life” she’d need all the tools she had to help herself look decent most days.

      Today was Saturday. On Monday, cleaners were coming to ensure that everything was spotless. They’d wipe down the walls and the kitchen cabinets, wax the floors, and shine up everything. Tuesday, stagers were bringing in furniture and taking photos. Thursday, the house would be up for sale.

      AJ expected to have an offer by the following Monday, given the Seattle housing market plus the fact that her house, while it was going to bring in a lot of money, was still priced to sell.

      It brought her no joy.

      She already had enough money, thanks to the little startup that she’d helped found being bought by Microsoft for a very nice amount. She’d cashed out and had been planning on retiring for a few years. She needed a break, particularly after working eighty-hour weeks for the last decade. She’d thought she could spend some time enjoying her house, maybe even doing charity work like her mother.

      Hell, possiblyz get married to Ken, her ex.

      Now, she was leaving everything behind. She planned to spend the summer down in Milltown, on the coast, at her sister’s vacation cottage.

      Trying to figure out what she wanted to do with the rest of her life, away from the city and everything she’d always known and loved. Too many bad memories up her for her to stay. At least for now.

      The sound of a car slowly making its way down the cobble street stones made AJ look up. There was Bea, and yes, the backseat was full of bags and boxes because Bea hadn’t planned or packed ahead.

      There would be room for AJ’s bags. Probably. With a bit of shoving and cursing. But that was about it.

      With a sigh, AJ walked out the door of her once-beloved house for the last time. She deposited the key into the mailbox.

      Then, with her head held high, she went down the stairs, firmly moving forward, away from her past.
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      “Are we there yet?” AJ teased Bea as they drove past the Seattle airport, driving south on I-5, toward Olympia. They’d turn west, toward the coast, once they passed the capital of Washington, heading to the tiny town of Milltown.

      “No,” Bea said, glaring at AJ before returning her attention to the light traffic.

      The day was clear, the sun high in the pretty blue sky with just a few fluffy white clouds dotted across it. But it was late May in the Pacific Northwest. It could rain at any moment.

      “Thank you again for taking me in this summer,” AJ said softly. Honestly, it had surprised her how much her sister had stepped up when AJ’s life had fallen apart.

      “You’re welcome,” Bea said. “Though I don’t know what you’re going to do with yourself down there.”

      AJ shrugged. “Sleep, for one.” She paused. “Read books on the beach? Take some art classes?”

      “Janice has a pottery class that you could take. And there’s Hakeem’s glass blowing classes as well,” Bea said. She nodded. “I don’t offer any classes in painting or drawing, but maybe Jacque could be talked into taking you as a student. Oh! Payne might be offering cooking classes this summer. We’ll have to ask.”

      AJ sighed. She actually wasn’t that interested in art. Her sister was the artist, not her. She was supposed to be the successful business woman, while Bea did her bougie-boho paintings.

      Except that Bea’s work had turned out to be extremely popular and brought in as much, if not more money, as her orthodontist husband Peter and his extremely specialized clientele.

      “You know, the cafés down there are always looking for part-time workers,” Bea said slowly. “You could learn to be a barista. You’ve already got the sullen part down pat.”

      “Thanks,” AJ said dryly. It was well known in Seattle that the quality of the coffee in a shop could generally be judged by how angry the baristas were.

      “You could just relax,” Bea said. “Though I’m not sure you know how.”

      “I’m not sure I know how either,” AJ admitted. She’d been working so hard her entire life. She’d turned forty-two that April, just before tax day. Her team had joked about her now knowing the meaning of life, the universe, and everything. She’d had to look up the reference. She wasn’t as much of a geek as her developers.

      She’d been the product manager—the one with the vision, leading the various teams reporting to her to greatness, as she’d known she would.

      She just hadn’t expected her victory to be so hollow.

      “Oh! I know,” Bea said. “The Bridgewater Inn is looking for a manger. Part-time. You could apply there!”

      “What?” AJ said. “I don’t know anything about running an inn.”

      “But you used to be a manager, right?” Bea asked. “You’re used to managing things. Telling people what to do.”

      AJ glared at her sister. As usual, the look bounced off Bea’s happy demeanor. “Those aren’t the same,” AJ said pointedly.

      “Look, you need to do something when you’re down there,” Bea said reasonably. “You’ll go crazy if you don’t. Call the Bridgewater. What’s the worst they can do? Say no?”

      AJ huffed. She could hear the challenge in her sister’s voice.

      “Or are you too scared?” Bea said.

      AJ couldn’t help but roll her eyes. “Fine. I’ll call them,” she said. “But I’m going to quit if it turns out to not be a good fit. Then you’ll have to deal with the consequences.”

      Bea nodded, seemingly solemn. “That’s acceptable. The McCullens are pretty reasonable.”

      Apparently, Bea knew everyone in Milltown. Then again, it was a pretty small town, with a population of about 16,000. Bea had been going there every summer for years, as well as the occasional weekend and holiday. AJ had never been to the cottage, but she assumed that it had the same bougie-boho chicness that Bea’s house in West Seattle had.

      It took AJ a minute to find the Bridgewater Inn on her phone. Their website was awful. It looked as though it had been put together by a teenager ten years ago, outdated and clunky.

      With a sigh, AJ called the number.

      The phone rang a few times. Just as AJ was getting ready to hang up, a woman’s voice answered.

      “Bridgewater Inn! How can I help you?”

      AJ grimaced. Great. Now, she was actually going to have to go through with this whole charade.

      “Hi, I’m calling about the manager position?” she said, suddenly feeling awkward, as if this was her first interview. “If it’s still open?”

      Maybe her luck would remain steady, though she honestly wasn’t sure if that meant that the position would be open or already filled.

      “Yes, it’s still open,” the woman said. “Who is this?”

      “My name is AJ Steward,” she replied.

      “Steward, did you say? Are you any relation to Bea?”

      “Yeah, that’s my younger sister,” AJ admitted.

      “Oh. Oh!” the woman replied. “You’re the ‘A’ before the ‘B’.”

      AJ glared at her sister but merely nodded as the woman continued.

      “Of course, the manager position is yours. When will you get here?”

      AJ shook her head, blinking in surprise. What, no interview? Did Bea have that good of a rep down there?

      “We’re driving down now,” she said. “We’ll be there sometime this afternoon.”

      “Good, good. Stop by later on just to say hi. Your first day will be Monday. See you then!”

      The woman hung up.

      AJ glared at her phone, then back at her sister.

      “You’re so dead.”
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      Though Bea protested her innocence, AJ didn’t believe her.

      How else would the woman—probably the owner of the inn, Mrs. McCullen—know that the sisters’ mother had specifically picked out a name that started with A for her first child, and a name with B for the second? If there had been a third, the name would have started with C.

      AJ’s full name was Ariella Jane Steward. Her mother had chosen those names deliberately. AJ would never forget the lecture she’d received when she’d asked where her name had come from.

      According to her mother, AJ could either be a princess (Ariella) or a plain Jane. Those were her choices.

      When AJ had been eight, The Little Mermaid had come out, and she’d chosen her current moniker, insisting on going by her initials and refusing to answer to anything else.

      Stubbornly sticking to her ways, Mother had named Bea, “Bellalinda May,” maintaining the whole princess theme. Like AJ, Bea had chosen her own name at a young age. It had been one of the few ways that the sisters, born four years apart, had bounded.

      “I didn’t tell Mrs. McCullen anything, I swear,” Bea said for the umpteenth time as AJ fumed.

      Though if AJ was being honest, she wasn’t sure if she was more angry at Bea for saying something or at herself for having been manipulated into taking a job that she was probably going to despise.

      Then again, there was so little in her life that she didn’t hate at the moment.

      “If nothing else, maybe I can drag their online presence into the twenty-first century,” AJ muttered as she poked around the Bridgewater Inn website a bit more.

      It appeared that the inn had been built in 1912, a little after the town had been established, back in the 1890s, due to the paper mills that had once stood on the southern end of town. Hot springs had later been discovered in the area, and the inn had been built around them.

      Like Port Townsend, the economy in the area had collapsed early in the twentieth century. As no modern development had taken place during the 1970s, most of the gentrification had passed it by. This meant, that when money did start coming into town, almost all of the old Victorian buildings that made up the downtown area were left intact and merely renovated.

      The hot springs were a major attraction to the area, along with the sunny beaches and beautiful buildings. According to Bea, the population doubled starting Memorial Day weekend, and by Fourth of July, was three times as much, until it was about 50,000. As the highway had been relocated around the town, the main drag had remained narrow, the streets more accommodating to carriages than cars. The town itself was hemmed in on three sides: to the west by the ocean, to the south by the old ruined sawmills that had never been renovated or replaced, and on the north by the inn itself.

      “Two miles long and two blocks wide,” Bea had told AJ.

      Bea’s cottage was up on one of the bluffs that overlooked the town. Though it would be a steep climb, it wasn’t that far, at least according to Bea. She always walked down to the farmer’s market or the grocery store. It would be easy enough for AJ to walk to work.

      “Swell,” AJ said. She’d probably hate the exercise, though she knew it would do her good. She’d always been tall and thin, five foot ten and skinny like the swimmer she was. She took after their mother, who was just as tall and in as good a shape. Whereas Bea took after their long-absent father, only five foot three, blonde, and curvy.

      When they’d been young, they’d seen their dad every holiday and court-ordered vacation after he’d left their mom for a new trophy wife when AJ had been ten. But he’d been busy with his own new family, and the sisters had soon been forgotten.

      Not that anyone was bitter about that. Not at all.

      While AJ didn’t always get along with her mother, she did respect the woman. The pre-nup that her mom had signed had some significant loopholes that her mother had exploited ruthlessly when it came to money and property. That meant she kept house on Mercer Island, along with a significant chunk of cash. The girls had never gone wanting for things, despite the lack of attention from their father.

      Before AJ ever signed a contract, she always had her mother go through and red-line it first, so AJ would know which items she needed to negotiate.

      “Are we there yet?” AJ asked again, teasing.

      “We almost are, actually,” Bea said. She’d turned off the highway and they’d been making their way through pine forests broken up by occasional fields. The tips of the trees were bright green. Leaves of the blackberry bramble underneath flashed a whitish-silver as the wind blew them. Yellow patches of Scottish broom blossomed on the edges of the road.

      They’d been climbing a short rise, and AJ felt her breath catch as they crested it.

      Beneath them stretched the ocean. Her heart thudded and she felt the sense of homecoming that she always did when she saw the endless water.

      Her sister was much more of a tree and mountain person. But AJ loved the water. She’d taken to swimming like a fish, according to their mother. Being on the swim team had been the one sport that her mother had allowed AJ to compete in during high school.

      And while AJ might have been good enough to do the sport professionally, she’d followed her mother’s wishes and gone into business school instead of becoming an athlete.

      For all the good that did her now.

      Still, living by the water for the summer was a plus. And she’d be managing an inn with an attached hot springs. While the baths weren’t big enough to swim in, at least she’d be near the water as part of her job.

      Whatever that all entailed.

      Slowly, they made their way down the steep hill toward the town. Before they reached the bottom, Bea turned to the north, heading through small neighborhoods before finally pulling up in front of a tiny bungalow that AJ had only seen pictures of before.

      “Cottage sweet cottage,” Bea said as she stopped the car.

      AJ nodded, sighing, stepping out of the car and moving forward toward her fate.

      Whether it included a guillotine or not remained to be seen.
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      The houses in Bea’s neighborhood could politely be termed “eclectic.” Two doors down, the yard was full of what were obviously hand-carved items: a six foot tall bulbous tree that leaned so far to one side AJ was surprised that it was still standing; a stout gnome in a faded red cap; a Sasquatch with a joyous smile, waving; and others.

      Then there was the house that appeared to have come down with a serious case of “wind-chime-itis,” which sprouted windchimes under every eve of the house, along with four metal tree-like sculptures also full of windchimes.

      Across the quiet cul-de-sac stood the overgrown house, which looked as though the wild garden was about to swallow it, as so little of the house remained visible.

      Bea’s cottage almost looked normal in comparison.

      Almost.

      The features were fine: it had broad windows on either side of the center door, a low roof covered in gray shingles, and a garage attached to the southern side.

      The colors, however…

      AJ wasn’t sure she’d ever seen that exact shade of orange-pink before. Never on the side of a house. The color certainly wasn’t natural.

      And it didn’t go at all with the baby blue of the window frames.

      The garage door itself was an explosion of color, none of it ordered or tidy, just splotches everywhere. It looked as though every time Bea had finished a painting but still had some paint left, she’d come out here and flung it at the garage door.

      Bea had stepped out of the car and was grimacing at the garage door. “Needs more red,” she told AJ seriously.

      “You’re kidding me, right? That door is going to still be standing after the rest of the universe dies, held up those layers of paint.”

      “I know! It’s awesome,” Bea assured her.

      AJ just rolled her eyes.

      “Let’s unpack, walk into town, grab some lunch, then go to the Bridgewater Inn,” Bea said, still cheery.

      “All right,” AJ grumbled, though she didn’t have any better plan.

      It took several trips to carry in all of Bea’s supplies. As AJ had suspected, Bea hadn’t packed so much as carried half of what she owned and dumped it in the car.

      AJ had a fleeting impression of the interior of the house as a result. It appeared that the house was divided with the master bedroom suite on the northern side, and a small guest room and bathroom on the southern end. A large sunken living room took up most of the center space between the two wings on one side, with the kitchen taking up the rest.

      The living room itself had been turned into Bea’s art studio, though she had a small shed in the back where she did her actual painting. Canvases leaned against every wall and more than one easel had half-finished work on it.

      AJ shuddered when she thought of Bea’s
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