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This is a work of fiction.

Names, characters, places and incidents are either the

product of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locations is entirely coincidental.

Willow Bend exists only in the author’s imagination.

​TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Epilogue

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

[image: ]


“THOSE TWO RENEW MY faith in love. It’s like a fairy tale.”

Melissa glanced at Valeria, then returned her attention to Bella and Rafael. The wedding celebration was in full swing but the newlyweds stood quietly together on the edge of the property overlooking the Pacific, his arm around her waist. Bella leaned into Rafa as he murmured something in her ear and Val sighed audibly. “Of course it’s been a long drawn out fairy tale. There were times I thought they’d never get together.”

Melissa smiled. “Me too, but here we are.”

“I remember when he first came around to the house, talking about business. I think I was a little in love with him myself.”

“I recall him being so tall.” Melissa nodded to herself. “Of course we didn’t have any men in our lives for comparison, but even then I sensed there was something special about him.”

Val looked toward her mother. “That’s true. Did you read that interview he gave? He said that the moment he spotted our mothers together down at Venice Beach, he knew they were going to be successful. How many men do you know who would take a chance on two women who knew so little about business?”

“No kidding. When you think about it, their hard work plus Rafa’s vision made for a great combination.” Melissa looked toward Sofia. “I see your mom is holding Jon. I’ll bet she loves being a grandmother.”

Val’s gaze softened as she watched her mother with her son. “She loves it. My brothers have gone beyond the cuddly stage, so she gets her Mommy fix with Jon.”

“That’s sweet.” Melissa turned a questioning gaze on her friend. “Russell couldn’t make it today?”

Sofia didn’t meet her eyes. “No, he was called out.”

“Diego is here,” she said, referring to Sofia’s husband. “I thought he and Russell worked together.”

“They do.” Val groaned aloud. “Having two cops in the family can be stressful at times, but at least there’s no unemployment in the police force.”

Melissa decided not to press. “Well, he’s given you a beautiful son.”

Val looked sideways at her friend. “What about you? Any plans for children?”

“Nooo.” Melissa drew the word out while trying to keep a straight face. “I think I’ll probably get married first.”

Val nudged her lightly. “You know what I mean. Any hot romances I should know about?”

“Not really.” She paused for a moment. “I’ve been dating someone for a few months. At first I’d get all fluttery when I was around him but lately I’ve started to realize that we don’t have much in common besides our interest in computers.”

“A shared interest could be just the beginning.”

“True, but it’s not enough. At least not for me.”

“So he doesn’t know yet that your feelings toward him have cooled?”

Melissa gave a short, dry laugh. “You know me too well.” She paused for a few beats. “I’m not sure actually. He’s quite intuitive, so he may have guessed.”

Val nodded and her gaze drifted back to her son in her mother’s arms. “Don’t pay any attention to me. You’ve always been able to see things as they are. The last thing anyone should do is hook up with someone who doesn’t make their heart sing.”

Melissa raised an eyebrow. “Fairy tales again?”

“Maybe.” Val’s voice was scratchy with emotion. “I could go for a Fairy Tale right about now.”

Not wanting to over-react, Melissa kept her tone light. “Is everything okay, Val? You’d tell me if there was anything wrong, wouldn’t you?”

“Of course. I was up most of the night with Jon, that’s all. I’ll get some sleep when I put him down for his nap.” She gave a nervous little laugh and changed the subject. “Why didn’t your Mom and Rafa have the ceremony at Willow Bend?”

“I asked her the same thing, actually. Both she and Rafa wanted to be married here, where they started the business. Especially since Sofia lives here. Even though she’s not actively involved in the business any more they’ve kept in close contact. Mom told me the other day that Sofia is like the sister she never had.”

Val nodded. “I’ve often wondered how I could have turned out to be so average when everyone around me is a business tycoon. I mean, look at you following in Bella’s footsteps with the Willow Bend facility. She tells me you handled the opening like an old pro.”

Melissa turned on her friend, her tone sharp. “First of all, you’re not average. Don’t ever say that. I could never write and illustrate children’s stories the way you do. And secondly, I may have done a lot of the work on the Willow Bend production facility, but Rafa and Grandpa put the physical plant together and Carla and I worked together on the opening.” She paused to catch her breath. “By the way, did you ever send your stuff to a publisher? We talked about that last time and you said you’d think about it.”

Val kept her gaze fixed on some distant point. “I took your suggestion and looked online, but that’s as far as I got.” She brightened a bit. “I did put the pages together into a little story book and took it to the copy center. They bound half a dozen copies for me and I gave one to the Child Care Centre attached to the Bella facility. The kids seem to like it.”

Melissa pounced. “There... you see? I knew it was good, at least what I saw of it. Do you have any extras? I’d love to have one for Tess at Willow Bend. She reads to the children all the time.” She paused. “Trouble is, I’m leaving in the morning. Could you mail it to me, and promise me you’ll at least think about sending it to a publisher.”

Val sighed and pressed her lips together; Melissa recognized it as a sign that she was trying not to cry. “Of course you can have one but I might as well be honest, I probably won’t send it to a publisher.”

“Why not?”

Val couldn’t meet her eyes. “The thing is, I’m afraid it’s not good enough and if I don’t send it in, then I won’t get rejected.”

Melissa studied her friend for a long moment. She and Val had been five when their mothers started producing clothing for young girls. She hadn’t really given it much thought, but her friend had never been particularly outgoing. When asked, she gave her opinion on clothing styles and like herself, Val had an uncanny ability to predict what other young girls would like. But she’d never put herself forward or offered an opinion on her own. Recently her friend seemed to have withdrawn into herself and rarely offered an opinion. Melissa hadn’t failed to notice her friend’s phrasing when she talked about sending in her work. ‘I won’t get rejected,’ she’d said. Did she realize she’d made it personal when she referred to herself being rejected as opposed to her work? There was a big difference but she sensed that this wasn’t the time to start that discussion. Especially with Bella and Rafael approaching...
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“HELLO LADIES. YOU BOTH look lovely as usual.”

“Thank you, kind sir.” Val giggled, executed a brief curtsey and looked over at Melissa. “I remember those words well. You used to say them all the time when we were small.”

“It was true then and it’s true now.” He turned to Bella. “Don’t you agree?”

“Definitely.” She kissed Val on the cheek. “I hope you’ll excuse us if we take Melissa away. Our flight leaves in a few hours and we have to go over a few things about Willow Bend.”

“Of course. It’s been a wonderful party, but it’s time for me to get Jon home for his nap.” She held out her hand to Rafael and he pulled her into a quick hug. “I wish you both the best,” she said, tears welling up in her eyes.

Bella watched her walk away, then turned to Melissa. “Sorry to interrupt.”

“It’s quite all right. After all, it’s your day. What’s up?”

“I just spoke to Carla. She had a call from Sarah at Willow Bend about our packaging.”

“Why didn’t Sarah call me?” Melissa frowned.

“You had your phone turned off. It was during the ceremony. Anyway, she says the new boxes that came in for our retail customers aren’t up to our usual standards and she wants your advice.”

Melissa thought for a moment. “I suppose we could use our original supplier here on the West Coast, but I was hoping to keep our purchasing as local as possible.” She glanced at Rafa, who nodded in agreement. “I’ll give her a call and ask her if she can wait a day or two. I’m going home tomorrow and I’d like to look into it myself. I’m inclined to talk to them before I cancel the contract and look for another supplier.”

Bella nodded slowly. “Makes sense. I’ll leave it with you then. I know you’ll make the right decision.”

“Thanks, Mom. Now you two better get going.” She gave them each a quick kiss. “Back to Eleuthera, huh?”

‘We never considered anywhere else.” Bella looked up at her husband and blushed. “It’s paradise.”

Melissa rolled her eyes and covered her ears. “TMI, TMI. But seriously, have a good time and I’ll see you when you get back.”

* * *
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THE WEDDING GUESTS started to depart soon after Bella and Rafael left. Melissa’s grandfather left for the airport soon after the newlyweds. Rafa’s family was staying at a local boutique hotel and planned a family reunion of their own. Before long, Carla and Melissa were the only ones left.

Carla collapsed in a nearby chair. “Your Mom told you about Sarah’s phone call?”

Melissa nodded.

“Good. Then I can forget about it for now. What are you doing tonight? Would you like to have dinner with us? Ethan and I were planning to go to our favorite Italian place.”

“Thanks, but I don’t think so.” Her gaze drifted out over the ocean. “I think I’ll take a walk on the pier.”

Carla gave her a curious look. “I’ve noticed that you do that every time you come here. What’s the attraction?”

“It grounds me to go out there.”

Carla raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

“It’s where the idea of selling clothing started and I like to remember those days. If I close my eyes I can still see Val and I on the carousel in our new skirts.”

“And look at you now.”

“Yeah, look at us now.” She looked up sharply. “Not that I’m complaining, but sometimes I feel as though the business has taken over my life.”

“It will if you let it.”

Melissa gave a short laugh. “We’re very much alike, you and I. We both speak our minds.” She tilted her head and studied her mother’s friend. “Is that why you haven’t accepted Mom’s offer of a partnership?”

Carla glanced at her cellphone. “Text from Ethan. He’ll be back shortly.”

“Where is he?”

“He heard Consuela calling for a cab and offered to drive her home.” She typed out a quick response and for a moment she was silent, before continuing the previous conversation. “But to answer your question, Ethan is the reason I’d rather not be a partner. I love the work I do at Bella and your Mom pays me well – very well – but Ethan is my main focus. People who are devoted to the theater often live a nomadic life and I want him to be free to move around whenever he feels the urge to make a change.”

A slow smile spread cross Melissa’s features. “Oddly enough, I think I understand. You love him and you want him to be happy. He’s a lucky man.”

“Believe me, I remind him of that fact at least once a week.” She looked over Melissa’s shoulder. “Looks like the staff want us to leave so they can close up. Ethan’s probably out front by now. Can we drop you down by the pier?”

* * *
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ONCE ON THE PIER, MELISSA slowed down and inhaled deeply. There was something about the tangy smell of the ocean that never failed to calm her. She loved Willow Bend and could see herself living there happily for the rest of her life, but the Pacific Coast would always have a place in her heart...

A young girl tugged at her mother’s hand, pulling her toward the carousel and for a moment she was taken back to when she and Val first showed off their homemade skirts. But that image faded as she recalled their conversation at the wedding reception. There was something not quite right with her friend, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. Perhaps she should have probed into what was wrong, but unlike Melissa, Val had always guarded her emotions, and asking questions would have made her withdraw even more. It saddened Melissa to know that she and Val weren’t as close as they’d once been, but their lives had gone in different directions and each had new experiences. It might be regrettable, but it was all a part of growing up.

Even so, she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong. Maybe it was the atmosphere surrounding the wedding that caused Val to appear remote. That was possible of course, but somehow Melissa didn’t think so. She made a mental note to call her friend more often when she got back home. With an audible sigh she continued walking to the end of the pier.

* * *
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THE SUN HUNG SUSPENDED above the horizon, infusing the sky with a wash of color but Melissa scarcely noticed. What was it about weddings that caused people to look inward... to examine their own lives? She didn’t know the answer, but she did know that she’d been thinking about her own future ever since her mother and Rafa said ‘I do’. 

At first she’d felt guilty for thinking of herself, but that soon passed as she glanced surreptitiously at the assembled guests. Most of the women had dreamy expressions on their faces and she suspected that they too were thinking of a time when their hearts had raced every time they were with the man they loved, when they missed him the moment they were separated, even though they knew they’d see him again in a few hours.

Would she ever feel that way about a man? She hoped so, but it was time to face facts: she didn’t feel that way about Todd.

She liked Todd... a lot. Their relationship had grown after they discovered their shared interest in computer technology. He was easy to be with and okay, she’d fancied herself a little bit in love with him, but the truth was she didn’t know what love was. Surprisingly, Todd was the first man she’d actually dated. At her age that seemed improbable, but her focus had always been on the business and unlike most young women her age she’d never felt the lack of someone to be with... someone to fantasize about... someone to please. She probably had Rafa to thank for that. His willingness to listen to her opinions and his confidence in her abilities had given her self-confidence beyond her years. She’d never needed a man to ‘complete’ her.

Melissa smiled to herself as she recalled Todd’s kiss before she left Willow Bend to come out for the wedding. She’d opened her eyes to find him looking at her, a puzzled expression in his eyes. Had he been feeling it too... that lack of sizzle when their lips met? Maybe the transition from boyfriend to friend wouldn’t be so hard after all and the more she thought about it
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