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      “Is this a blind date?” Maileah knew her sister meant well, but this sounded suspicious. She twirled her dish towel while Junie blushed a little.

      “I wouldn’t call it that,” Junie replied, scrubbing a pot that was undoubtedly clean enough. “Todd just moved here. When he came into the gift shop and asked if I knew anyone who could show him around town, I thought of you.”

      “Still sounds like a setup. I’m not going to cart a strange guy around town.”

      “Then meet him for coffee and tell him about some places.”

      “As if I’m the one with a social life. And it better be good coffee.”

      “You said you want to meet someone of quality.” Junie doubled down on her pasta pot, scouring it with a vengeance. “I’m only trying to help.”

      Maileah glanced at the clock. She hated to admit how much she longed for someone in her life. But not just anyone. Clearing her throat, she said, “Knox should be here soon.”

      They had just finished supper at Junie’s house on Sunshine Avenue. Her sister’s boyfriend had bought the house adjacent to hers, and Knox usually visited after tucking his daughter into bed for the night. Junie often made dessert for him.

      The whole scene was so sweet it made Maileah’s heart ache for that kind of love in her life.

      Knox’s parents also lived in the house, so they looked after little Penny, too. The two beach houses were separated by a thriving vegetable garden.

      Junie flicked a glance through the open kitchen window. The sun had set, and the onshore ocean breeze carried the low, rhythmic sound of waves. “I hope you don’t mind him being here so much.”

      “It’s your house, and I’m happy for you.” How could Maileah begrudge her sister, who’d been widowed far too young? Junie was still young enough to start the family she’d always wanted.

      Maileah only wished she could do the same. Since her last disastrous boyfriend in Seattle, she had decided to make significant changes—a whole life makeover, or whatever it would take to start over. She wished she could attract genuine men as Junie did. Her sister called her the family wild child.

      Maileah bit her lip. Her sister wasn’t mistaken. She sighed and tried to recall how she’d gotten so far off track.

      In a few short years, she’d be forty. Most of her friends had passed her by in the game of life; they had spouses, kids, homes, and careers. Somehow, she’d missed the memo on how to achieve all that. Now was her last chance.

      Junie glanced at her. “So, what do you think about meeting Todd?”

      “It sounds a little suspicious,” Maileah replied slowly. “I’ve moved before, and I have never asked a woman in a gift shop if she knew anyone who could introduce me or show me around. That seems weird. Are you sure he’s not interested in you?”

      “Of course not,” Junie replied, her voice a little too bright. “Knox came in while we were talking. He agreed that Todd seemed nice.”

      “And if you scrub that pot anymore, you’ll make a hole in it.” Maileah twirled her dishtowel. She could always tell when Junie was withholding details from her. “You’re the worst liar I’ve ever known.”

      A guilty look flashed across her sister’s face. With a puff of exasperation, Junie rinsed the pot and gave it to her. “I’m concerned about you, that’s all. Todd might be good for you. Maybe I was the one to suggest it.”

      “Uh-huh. Now we’re getting somewhere. You asked if he was married.”

      “It just came up.” Junie shrugged, clearly embarrassed by her little fib. “All right, I asked him. Since you’re on that weird dating app, I thought I’d look out for you, too.”

      “I appreciate that, but we’ve never had the same taste in men.” As soon as she said that, Maileah caught herself.

      If she was honest with herself, Junie had better taste in men than she did. The bad boys might have been fun for years, but unlike wine, they didn’t necessarily age well. They were more like fizzy pop. You had to drink up right away because the relationship would soon go flat.

      Junie turned off the faucet and dried her hands. “Would you trust me for once?”

      Maileah expelled a breath of resignation. “Okay, I’ll take his number. But what makes you think I’ll like him? We’ve never even liked the same shoes. You wore Barbie-pink glitter sneakers in high school, and I was into black combat boots.”

      “I just have a feeling. And you can borrow my shoes anytime now.” A smile blossomed on Junie’s face, and she reached into her pocket. “Here’s his number. What if he’s the one?”

      Maileah crumpled the paper and stuffed it into the pocket of her jeans. “I’d ask him what took him so long.”

      Her sister’s smile slipped. “Please don’t do that. He seems like a genuine guy. He might not grasp your sense of humor.”

      Maileah made a face. “I’ll be on my best behavior until after the wedding.”

      The rear door swung open, and Knox stepped in.

      Junie turned and kissed him. “Hi, honey. I made homemade ice cream for dessert—with extra to take home.”

      “You spoil me, sweetheart,” Knox said, sweeping her into his arms.

      “I’ll leave you two,” Maileah said, stifling a yawn after she greeted him. “I’m exhausted.” She wasn’t, and she liked Knox, but they needed their privacy. Around them, she felt like an extra in a sweet romance novel.

      It wasn’t their fault. They were just madly in love.

      She needed to find a life—and another place to live.

      Junie would insist she was welcome to stay as long as she wanted, but that’s how her younger sister was.

      Maileah needed her space, especially before she said something about their perfect lives she might regret.

      On the way to her room, the dating app she’d been using dinged. She flung herself onto the bed and flipped her phone screen to the app, How About a Coffee? An alert pulsed at her.

      You have a message from John: Hey, cutie. Want to meet?

      She inspected his photo. Not bad, she thought. Clean cut. He looked like he could have been class president in school. She tapped a reply: How about the Majestic? Everyone knew the old hotel.

      Sure. I’ll be the guy in a green shirt with a Ferrari phone case.

      Make that class president with rich aspirations, she thought.

      After confirming the time with Ferrari John, Maileah turned off her phone and opened her laptop to work on Junie’s gift shop website. The lilting sound of her sister’s laughter through the door should make her happy—and it did—but it was also a stark contrast to her mess of a life.

      Junie and Knox seemed serious about each other. He was truly a great guy, and they were well suited. Knox had tried to buy Junie’s house for his parents before she moved in. If they married, Maileah imagined his parents would take this house to be close to their granddaughter—and the children Junie and Knox would probably have soon.

      Maileah didn’t belong here, but it had been a good place to land for a few months.

      She had to get her life sorted out—and fast. Creating Junie’s new website and marketing material had kept her busy, but she was nearly finished.

      That was easy work compared to her former position at a technology company in Seattle. She’d worked with a team of intelligent, driven people, all intent on improving the world—or, at least, achieving their quarterly financial goals. The pressure had been intense; perform and move up, or don’t, and they’d show you the door.

      Luckily, she was a fast learner and produced results.

      Maileah managed the marketing efforts on new technology products and services. Her salary was enviable, but she hadn’t managed to save much. She’d bought a new Range Rover and a fabulous wardrobe. She dined at trendy restaurants and jetted off for ski trips, marathons, and mountain climbing around the world with other adrenaline-seeking aficionados.

      Essentially, she’d had a blast, partying as hard as she worked and thinking it would last forever.

      And then, when the company’s quarterly profits slipped and the stock price declined, the layoffs were swift and merciless.

      The party screeched to a halt, and reality hit her like a cold splash of water. Now, she realized how much time and money she’d wasted on frivolous relationships and worthless items.

      Frankly, she was embarrassed by it. She’d blown her chance to set herself up financially.

      But there was more to the mess than that. Junie, her mother, her grandmother—none of them understood what was in her heart.

      She’d spent her life dancing as fast as she could, desperately vying for her father’s love and attention. When that failed, she’d transferred her desire to cool, edgy guys like her father and went through them like lipstick.

      Yet, no one was there for her when everything fell apart. Not even her father.

      After taking the crumpled notepaper with Todd’s number from the pocket of her jeans, she smoothed it out on her desk. She’d woken up with no prospects, and now she had two. Ferrari John and Perfect Todd.

      Maileah washed her face and changed for bed. Tomorrow might be different, she told herself, sliding between soft, worn sheets her grandmother had given her to use.

      She still clung to the hope that everything in her life could change with one chance meeting. John, or even Todd, might be her ticket to the life she dreamed of.

      

      The next afternoon, after finalizing automated marketing campaigns for Junie’s online store, Maileah changed into one of Junie’s sweet floral sundresses and sandals to meet Ferrari John.

      After leaving Junie’s sunny yellow house, she slid into the small red convertible she’d traded her new Range Rover for after leaving Seattle. That SUV had been a dream on slick streets in rainy weather, but she no longer needed that.

      Maileah sold her rolling status symbol and used what was left to pay cash for an older car. She couldn’t raise the top on the banged-up convertible, but it hardly ever rained here. And not having car payments made life easier.

      At least she’d made one good decision.

      After a short drive down tree-lined Orange Avenue, she parked at the Majestic Hotel, a stately vintage specimen splashed with cherry red and white paint. The well-known real estate investor Ryan Kingston acquired it last year. Her mother was dating him, and her friend Deb was working on new interiors. Knox was overseeing the construction part of the renovation.

      The Majestic Hotel was ingrained in her family, so she felt safe.

      A distinguished older man in a bright, banana-yellow blazer greeted her with a smile. “So nice to see you, Miss Raines.”

      “It’s just Maileah to you, Whitley.” The general manager had worked there as long as she could remember, and he was very good friends with her grandmother. They were both widowed, and she sometimes wondered why they hadn’t ever dated.

      Or maybe they had. What did she know about what went on here?

      Still, Crown Island is where she wanted to stay now—if she could.

      Maileah continued to the gift shop on the lower level, which her sister had taken over and revamped. It was airy and bright now, and Junie had sourced stylish resort wear and colorful local arts and crafts.

      Maileah had added many of these items to the website.

      “Hi there,” Junie said, taking a break from a customer. Sizing her up with a quick look, she grinned. “I think that outfit looks better on you than me.”

      “I hope you didn’t mind.”

      “Not at all. What’s up?”

      “I’m meeting a new guy at the cafe in a few minutes.”

      Junie waggled her eyebrows. “Is it Todd?”

      “I need to call him. This guy’s name is John.”

      “Text if you need me,” Junie replied. “Don’t forget about Todd.”

      Wrinkling her nose at her, Maileah hurried out. When she walked into the hotel cafe, she saw the guy from the dating app. His photo was better, but she still recognized him. Green shirt. Ferrari phone case.

      Frowning, she wondered if an actual Ferrari went with that, and her heart fell. Had she stepped into an egotistical bad-boy trap again?

      She searched the beach beyond for her friend Sailor. He was usually at the bike concession stand. He and his father ran that for the hotel. A large man stepped aside, and she saw Sailor with his back turned to her. At least he was there.

      Still, Maileah’s chest tightened. She could turn around and sprint out of here, but John had already made eye contact with her. She closed the space between them.

      “Hi, I’m Maileah Raines-Smith.” She caught herself, but it was too late. She usually didn’t give her last name until she’d vetted them better.

      “John,” he said quickly, not offering his. He was good-looking in a studied sort of way. His not-a-strand-out-of-place hair looked like a Ken-doll cut, and his polite smile revealed a perfect row of white teeth.

      Her sister would probably like Ferrari John.

      They ordered coffee—a large cup for him and an espresso for her—and spoke a little about the weather and the size of the waves. The usual small talk ensued until, suddenly, John shifted the conversation.

      “Time is precious, and I have questions,” he said. “First, do you smoke?”

      “No, I’m athletic, so⁠—”

      “Hold that until later; I don’t have much time.” He moved on to the next question on his mental list without waiting to hear more about her. “What do your parents do for a living?”

      “They’re university educators.” She didn’t elaborate; this wasn’t about her parents. “Aren’t you going to ask what I do?”

      John shrugged off her question. “I’m a good breadwinner, so you wouldn’t have to work.”

      “But I enjoy working. I’m a⁠—”

      “I know what your profile says,” he interrupted. “It also states you’re interested in marriage.” He leaned in, focusing on her with a laser-like gaze. “Is that still true?”

      That was abrupt. She straightened in her seat. “Well, sure. When I find the right person.” Trying to dial down the intensity, she asked, “What do you like to do for fun?”

      Ignoring her question, John doubled down. “Assuming we hit it off, how many children will you agree to have?”

      “Wow, this escalated quickly,” Maileah replied with a nervous laugh. “Is this a coffee date or an interview for a baby-maker?” As soon as the words spilled from her lips, his expression turned stony.

      “Just kidding,” she added, her cheeks burning with embarrassment—for which she immediately chastised herself. Why did men make her feel like this? He should apologize for his attitude.

      John didn’t crack a smile. “It’s important to have discussions early in a relationship.”

      That sounded exactly like her father, who could twist any situation with his maddening psychological mumbo-jumbo. Why did she keep attracting guys like this?

      John tapped his fingers on the table to get her attention. “I said, how many children?”

      She squirmed in her chair since he wasn’t backing off the question. “Two seems about right to me.”

      An expression of disgust pulled down the corners of his mouth. “I would like at least five or six.”

      “And I’d like a fleet of surrogates and nannies.” When he didn’t laugh, she sat back and folded her arms. This meetup was quickly turning into what felt like a business negotiation. And where was that caffeine she so desperately needed?

      “That would not be acceptable to me.”

      Maileah shot a nervous glance toward the beach, searching for Sailor. “You do know how old I am, right? That would be one a year, mate. Not sure we could squeeze them all in before menopause.”

      She heaved a sigh. The server hadn’t brought coffee yet; it was far too early for child-count negotiations. She turned toward the beach, looking for her emotional support friend. Some people had dogs or cats, hamsters or pigs—she had a surfer in the friend zone.

      Finally, a slight smile crossed John’s classic features. “You would have my full support. My older sister had children in her late forties. Nine in total before her hysterectomy.”

      “How many of those were after the lobotomy?” Inwardly, Maileah winced. Why did she blurt out everything she was thinking? “Look, I’m sure the kids are great, and I have nothing against large families. But that would be a real stretch for me.” She paused, realizing what she’d said. “No pun intended.”

      He didn’t seem to notice.

      She slid a hand across her forehead, unsure which of them was worse. John with his unrealistic expectations and lack of humor, or her with her snarky comments. She couldn’t help it; the words just tumbled out. How would Junie handle this? She was always diplomatic. But then, Junie attracted the good ones.

      Maileah, not so much.

      Men like this is why she met her dates from the How About a Coffee app at the Majestic Hotel. With Junie, Whitley, and Sailor around, she felt protected.

      When Sailor looked her way, she gave him a little signal, and he responded with a nod.

      John frowned at the split-second Sailor drew her attention away. “Is that someone you know?”

      From the corner of her eye, she spied Sailor walking toward them. She wouldn’t have to endure this much longer. Of course, she could walk out, but once a guy had grabbed her arm so tightly, she couldn’t extricate herself from his grip. That had caused a real scene. Her head throbbed at the memory.

      “I know a lot of people here at the hotel,” she finally replied.

      “Why is that?” John’s frown deepened. “You’re not a…” His voice was rich with insinuation, and his eyebrows shot up with expectation.

      Suddenly, she grasped his meaning. “Get your mind out of the gutter. My sister works here.”

      John reached for her hand. “Relationships between two people are entirely natural.” He paused for effect. “I have the night free.”

      “Whoa, slow down, Papa.” She cast a plaintive plea toward Sailor, urging him to pick up his pace.

      Sailor waved. “Hey there, Maileah.”

      “Oh, hey Sailor,” she said, maybe a little too brightly.

      “May I join you?” Sailor grabbed a chair from a neighboring table before John could answer. He flipped it around and sat down, straddling the back of the chair. “Great day at the beach, huh?”

      “Would you mind?” John said, drawing his brow in apparent consternation. “We’re having a private conversation.”

      “It’s okay,” Maileah said. “Sailor is a good friend.”

      Narrowing his eyes, John took in Sailor’s blond ponytail, sun-sprinkled face, and lean muscular frame. “Strange looking chaperone.”

      Sailor chuckled and turned to Maileah. “Are we done here?”

      “We haven’t been served yet,” John replied with aggravation.

      Maileah was relieved that Sailor was here. “John—if that’s your real name—it’s clear our goals are not in alignment. There’s no point in continuing this conversation.”

      Before the other man could reply, Sailor added, “I’ll pick up the bill, dude. See you around.”

      “I doubt that.” John stood, knocking his chair back so hard that Sailor had to catch it to avoid hitting another patron. He spun on his heel and headed toward the door.

      Maileah let out her breath. “Thanks for rescuing me.”

      “That one set a new record time.” Sailor held up his hand and gave her a high five.

      She laughed, but only so she wouldn’t cry. “I’m not trying to set any records on how fast I get rid of them. I’d like to find someone—preferably sane.”

      “So what was wrong with this guy? Aside from his frosty welcome to me, he looked good on the outside.”

      “He didn’t want me; he wanted a whole team of kids. His opening bid was five or six. His sister had nine, and he seemed like the type to go for sibling rivalry.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Pretty much what I thought.” She grinned as Sailor got the joke and chuckled.

      “When are you going to knock this off?” Sailor asked. “There are plenty of other good guys on Crown Island.”

      “Know any that aren’t surfing their way around the world?”

      Sailor grinned. “I can’t recommend anyone. That’s a personal decision you’ll have to make.”

      “I’m trying. My gosh, I’ve been trying for years.”

      Maileah twisted her lips to one side. Sailor was easy going and certainly had the physical attributes. Why couldn’t she find someone like him who was responsible and wanted to have a reasonable number of children? And wanted her?

      When she’d first arrived on Crown Island, she had tried flirting with Sailor, although he’d already asked Junie out before they’d met. When he gave her and Junie surfing lessons, her sister was livid over her behavior.

      Sailor was only amused.

      Maileah had deserved every bit of Junie’s anger. Still, Sailor had been kind enough to pitch in at Junie’s painting party before moving into her house.

      Even though her sister was dating Knox now, the chance had passed. She and Sailor were in solid friend territory, and there was no going back. Besides, she was looking for someone more grounded now.

      Sailor leaned in with interest. “Why the rush with trying to meet someone?”

      Maileah hesitated. More than anything, she hated being a tired cliché. The woman with the ticking biological clock. Instead, she said, “It’s Junie and Knox. I’m happy for them, but I’m in the way there. I need to get on with my life.”

      “That still doesn’t explain your hurry in dating.”

      Maileah shrugged as if dating didn’t matter that much. She figured everything might fall into place if she found the right man. She tried hard to think like other women she’d known at work. “What I really need is a job and a place to live.”

      Nodding, Sailor said, “That’s a better place to start. A lot of guys aren’t very dependable.”

      “Don’t I know it.”

      Why did she always end up with men like Hawk, who’d cheated on her with her father’s mistress? Scratch that, she thought, shuddering. New wife. And a new half-sibling on the way. Her father even had the gall to hint that she might like to babysit. She assured him she wasn’t likely to be available.

      Yet more reasons she’d left Seattle. “When is your next surfing competition?”

      Sailor’s eyes lit. “I’m heading to Hawaii next week.”

      That sounded like fun. “I once ran a marathon on Maui. Sure wish I could go again.”

      “A marathon, cool.” He looked at her with increased interest. “Why don’t you come with me?”

      Maileah sucked in a breath. Did she dare?
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      Maileah lowered her eyes. She had a hundred reasons why she didn’t dare go to Hawaii with Sailor, starting with his kryptonite grin.

      “Junie needs me to work on her marketing campaign.” She’d finished it before she left, but her sister might suggest another idea as she had before.

      Disappointment swept over Sailor’s face, but he shrugged it off. “Just a wild thought.”

      “Don’t you have a girlfriend to go with you?”

      “Not this time,” he replied. “She complained about other women on the beach that talk to me. I can’t help that. Half of them were journalists, and this is what I do.”

      Maileah could hardly blame her. Women flocked around Sailor; she’d witnessed that. Her grandmother called him charismatic, but Maileah wanted no part of that competition. At least she could see a wave of trouble before it crashed over her now.

      “Maybe you’ll meet someone there.”

      “Not likely. When you’re in your thirties, you’re considered an old guy.”

      She laughed. “Don’t worry. You’re still hot. Someone will take you off the market.”

      It was tempting, but Maileah needed to secure work to move out of Junie’s home. With Junie and Knox becoming more serious, she was only in the way. If she was honest with herself, she had wedged her way into Junie’s house. She couldn’t live there forever.

      A server came toward them with two cups of coffee. “I have an extra,” Maileah said. “Want to stay for a break?”

      “I need to get back to the bike concession.” Sailor touched her hand. “But I’m glad you’re okay.”

      She wished he’d stay so she’d have someone to talk to, but he was always running off somewhere. She stared at the two cups of coffee the server put in front of her.

      Sailor motioned to the server that he’d take care of the bill. He hesitated as if he didn’t want to leave her alone. “Maybe Junie can join you.”

      “I’ll text her.” She put a smile on her face. “See you around.”

      “No more dates for today?”

      She shook her head. “You’re officially off the clock. Thanks for being part of my rescue squad.”

      “Someday, you’ll find someone who appreciates you. You’re a prize, Maileah.” He rose and bumped her knuckles.

      She watched him stroll away, tipping his chin or waving to people he knew. Sailor had grown up on Crown Island. She’d discovered he was a local celebrity, although he didn’t act like it. He was a championship surfer that sports magazines covered, yet here he was, managing a bike rental concession just because he liked to hang out on the beach.

      Maileah’s gaze drifted after him. Golden sand stretched before her, dotted with colorful umbrellas and beachgoers. Breaking waves glinted under the afternoon sun.

      She shot a quick text to Junie. Want to take a break? I’m at the cafe with an extra cup of coffee. She waited while her sister tapped a reply.

      Store is super busy. Sending Mom.

      Maileah smiled and sent a thumbs-up emoji. She needed to talk to her mother.

      After her divorce, April Raines discovered a new passion; she created a new historical society for Crown Island. The recently renovated space was also on the Majestic Hotel grounds, so she often visited Junie or Ryan. April and Ryan were a confirmed couple now.

      Maileah sipped her coffee, welcoming the jolt of caffeine. Even her mother had more dating success than she did.

      A few minutes later, her mother arrived. Clad in white jeans and a blue-and-white striped mariner T-shirt with navy espadrilles, her mother looked stylish and happy.

      “Hi, honey.” April hugged her before she sat down. “What a lovely dress. Did you have an interview?”

      “Sort of.” Maileah needed to do that, too. “I had a coffee date.”

      “I’m glad to see you’re out meeting people,” her mother said, her voice rising with interest. “And how did it go?”

      “Not very well, I’m afraid. Sailor rescued me, though.”

      April frowned. “I hope you weren’t in any danger.”

      “No, he just wasn’t my type.” Quickly, Maileah added, “By that, I mean my new type. Not the old Hawk version.”

      April reached for the cream and poured a small amount. “I’m relieved you’re looking for a different kind of man to date. Where did you meet this one?”

      “On a dating app.” When her mother looked alarmed, Maileah touched her hand. “It’s okay. That’s how a lot of busy people meet their spouses, and I’m cautious. That’s why I meet men here at the hotel. If I need help, Junie and Sailor are nearby. So are you.”

      “You can also call on Ryan and Whitley if you ever feel threatened.” April took Maileah’s hand. “Honey, maybe you shouldn’t try so hard to meet someone.”

      “I have to.” Brimming with pent-up emotion, Maileah lowered her voice. “I’m running out of time to start a family. I want a life, Mom. Like everyone else has.”

      “You can have a good life without a partner.” April gave her a look filled with compassion. “Try to be patient, sweetie.”

      Maileah gulped her coffee, sloshing a little on Junie’s dress. It was all she could do to hold back tears. “I can’t go back to Seattle; Dad and what’s-her-name won’t let me stay in my old room, not even to interview and get back on my feet. Even though there’s little work here for me, I don’t want to leave. Does that make any sense?”

      “More than you know.” April put down her cup. “It’s such a pretty day. Let’s slip off our shoes and walk on the beach. That always lifts my spirits.”

      Fighting her feeling of failure, Maileah followed her mother.
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