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Dedicated to

DOC,

good doggie, 

and all those great childhood beach memories. Meanwhile, the adults were having their own fun. . .

“The heart wants what the heart wants. . .”

―Letters of Emily Dickinson
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“Beach more. Worry less.”
―Anonymous
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Noooo!!!
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“GIRLFRIEND. WHAT YOU need’s a boyfriend.” Gina’s best friend Bunny was giving her that look.

“You know it.” There went Gina’s other best friend, Fran, piling on.

Gina Prine sighed at them both. Here it was again. The old refrain. She needed to stop their latest man campaign before it got started. “I don’t need a boyfriend.”

“Yes, you do.” Fran said it first, but Bunny just behind her, the two of them joining in a little chorus of concern.

“I had a boyfriend. Didn’t work out. And anyway, he wasn’t a boy. He was a man—”

“A shitbag of a man,” Bunny stuck in.

“—and I’m not a girl. You guys. I’m in my 50s. You think if Mr. Right was gonna come along, he would have done it by now.” Gina summoned up a grin for the two of them. They meant well. “Let’s face it. I’m an old maid, and I’m probably going to stay that way.” She made her tone light-hearted.

“Old maid,” sputtered Fran. “What is this, the nineteenth century?”

“No, really, girls. Listening to the two of you, it’s like I’m your new project. I’m not. I’m happy the way I am. I love my life.”

Gina found their raised eyebrows a bit infuriating. “I do,” she insisted. “So.” She hurried them along. “You say you have an idea for a girls’ night? I’m all about a girls’ night.”

They were sitting cozily together in their favorite booth at The Mermaid, a lunch place that wasn’t on the beach at all, but its name and décor were beachy enough. The three of them felt satisfyingly beachy there.

Gina sat on one bench seat of the booth, and her friends sat facing her on the other side.

The waitress came with their salads and iced teas. “Here you go, ladies.”

“Thanks, Paula,” said Fran.

“How’s it going, Paula,” said Bunny.

“Hey, Paula, Carly is a firecracker,” said Gina. Carly was Paula’s daughter.

“Almost more than I can handle, sixteen, sheesh,” said Paula. She and Gina exchanged a look of profound understanding, mother to teacher, teacher to mother.

Teaching art was Gina’s day job. Her real job, or so she told herself, was art itself. Gina was a jeweler. Just the same, she took her responsibilities at the high school seriously. Nurturing the talents of the high schoolers in her classes was all part of her profession, not separate from it.

And the beach, The Mermaid, her friends were the way Gina made sense of her life.

As Paula distributed the iced teas, Gina gazed around her at The Mermaid, its tired netting and cork float décor, its worn-out linoleum flooring. Over the counter loomed its wooden ship’s figurehead with blurred features and sassy tail. Nice and beachy.

Gina loved the place all over again. She hadn’t been born in Currituck Cove, North Carolina. She was a transplant from Maryland, practically Yankee-land as far as the locals were concerned. By now, though, Gina felt at home in Currituck Cove.

The town had its strand of white-sand beach, its picturesque weathered cottages on stilts, and one or two hotels—the rundown but charming Beach Club, the newer Seaforest with its tacky luxe. Just off the beach stood several motels of the franchise kind, and one beat-up No-Tell Motel out on the highway leading away from the beach and toward the town proper. 

It was an old town, a sleepy town, and in Gina’s opinion, that was part of its wonderful charm. 

The civic boosters of Currituck Cove were always scheming—and always failing—to turn the place into a tony resort, a real destination, capital D. No one who really loved the town had worried much. 

Until now. 

Just this year it seemed the boosters might actually succeed. 

Not because of the town’s jewel of a little beach. 

Because of the brand-new golf course going up a bit inland, designed by a famous golf course guru, Gina could never remember who. The Currituck Cove Chamber of Commerce was ga-ga over the new enterprise. 

It was sure to attract a major golf tournament! A shiny new resort was going up just beyond the tastefully positioned golf-course condos and golf villas and fancy homes the resort was building amid the crape myrtles and the yaupons. Construction wasn’t even finished yet, and already people with big money were lining up to buy the places. Out-of-state people, throwing down deposits for the houses and the exclusive memberships in the club. For a nice, stiff fee, resort-goers could get temporary memberships.  

The whole town smelled money.

Gina held out a faint hope the peaceful nature of the town wouldn’t get completely gutted. But she knew. If this well-funded enterprise succeeded, a lot was about to change.

Not me, though.

A sleepy Saturday in a sleepy town. Enjoy it while you can, she told herself. The town, with its offerings of peace and friendship, had become part of her life.

Gina picked at her chicken salad with walnuts, specialty of The Mermaid, and took a sip of iced tea. Talk about something else, she thought. Get her friends’ minds off their Gina Improvement Plan, and onto the hot topic of the day. “What do you think of this new crowd moving in,” she said. “Don’t you think the new golf course and the new resort are gonna change things for all of us? I doubt things will change much in my own life. I’m guessing the people buying these high-end condos and McMansions and ponying up to join the golf club aren’t going to be sending many of their kids to Zebulon B. Vance High.”

“No,” Fran agreed. “They’ll be retirees, or people with older kids, or if they do have school-aged kids, they’ll be the kind of people who send their kids to fancy private schools. Your art classes will be safe from them.”

“Maybe you’ll see some changes, down at the bank, though,” said Gina.

Fran nodded thoughtfully.

“Not McMansions,” Bunny interjected. “Don’t call them that. Executive homes.”

Gina and Fran rolled their eyes at each other.

“Me, I’ll see big changes,” Bunny went on, her eyes lighting up. Her two friends grinned at her. 

Bunny was the Adorable Me cosmetics franchise highest earner for all of Currituck County. She was the only one of the three friends who drove a fancy car. It was one of the many prizes she had won with her sales savvy and hustle, and it was an unapologetic shade of magenta. She was the only one of the friends who had ever spent a week in Hawaii, and that too was courtesy of the Adorable Me Cosmetics Company. 

Bunny Dowdy was a natural-born sales force of one. When she gazed out across the Sound to the place where they could all just glimpse the lavish new clubhouse rising through the trees, the other two knew she saw green.

Green, green dollars, an entire new clientele with a lot of money to spend.

“But Bunny,” said Fran. “Don’t you think all those rich ladies will be spending their cosmetics bucks on some posh line of lipstick and nail polish and face goo they got in New York or, I don’t know, Paris? Ow,” she said, glaring at Gina.

Gina had kicked her under the table. Hard.

“I’m not worried,” said Bunny, smiling serenely. “Adorable Me has an upscale line. Did you know that? You didn’t, did you. Adorée. And an even more exclusive line, Mélisande. It’s never been worth my while to stock Adorée, much less Mélisande. Not in this little burg. Now it will be.”

Gina tried to ignore Fran’s skeptical look. It didn’t unsettle Bunny. “I know what you’re thinking,” she said to Fran. “You’re thinking about me in some lady’s kitchen, opening up my case on the kitchen table, and all the neighbor ladies crowding around, and how that’s not exactly the scene I’ll encounter in one of these chi-chi golf condos. But you don’t understand.” She snapped her fingers under Fran’s glazed stare. “Fran. Think personal shopper. Think concierge. Think curated collection.”

Gina began to giggle. 

“What?” said Fran.

“Look at her,” she said, indicating Bunny. “She’s gonna do fine. She’ll do great. Bunny has what it takes. The whole average income of this county is going to go zipping up, and Bunny’s will zip up with it.”

“I can’t wait,” said Bunny. “I’m going to open a nice little showroom and decorate it to the nines. But tastefully. And I’m going to ditch my nickname.”

“You’re going to reclaim Bernice?” said Fran, the skeptical note coming back. Fran had known Bunny Dowdy since kindergarten.

Gina was impressed. Bernice.

“Well. . .” said Bunny. “I was thinking Bérénice.”

“Close enough. I love it,” Gina declared, golf-clapping, but giving Bunny an affectionate grin.

Fran wasn’t letting it go. She tried it out. “Bérénice Dowdy.”

“I was thinking just use the first name,” said Bunny demurely, whipping out an elegant business card, gold lettering, fancy script, the works. Bérénice, it read grandly. Curated treasures for your personal care. Exclusive collections from Adorée and Mélisande cosmetics. New York. Scottsdale. Paris. By appointment only. 

“See there?” said Bunny. “Scottsdale. Great golf town. That will get some attention from this new crowd.”

“Does Scottsdale even have an Adorable Me rep?” said Fran.

New York, maybe, thought Gina, fighting her own skepticism. But Paris?

“Course it does,” said Bunny. “We’re everywhere.”

Gina and Fran admired Bunny’s glossy little piece of cardboard, passing it hand to hand.

“Well,” said Gina, flicking the card back to Bunny. “I need to get going. Give Bingo a hug for me, Bunny. Kisses for my favorite doggie. I’ve got a still life to set up for Monday’s class.”

Two heads whipped around. “Oh, no, you don’t,” said Fran.

“Not ‘til we’ve had our say,” said Bunny.

Gina groaned.

“Thought we’d forgotten, didn’t you,” Fran goaded.

“Now look,” said Bunny. “You know that nice place, the Seaforest, right?”

“Yeah.” Gina’s suspicions were rising by the moment. Girls’ night? Or something else?

“Well, that’s where the Currituck Cove Swinging Singles meet. In its ballroom.”

“So?” Gina inwardly cringed. Swinging Singles. If that name didn’t say Lonely Oversexed Geezers, what did?

“So next week they’re holding a karaoke night,” said Bunny.

“And?” said Gina, fumbling for her purse.

“And you’re going,” said Fran. She and Bunny had slid out of their own slick plastic booth seat at the same time Gina did, and they were blocking her path to the exit.

“Noooooo!” said Gina.

“Yes,” said Fran and Bunny.
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“THEO.” DOUGLAS MCNALLY gave his best friend a poke in the ribs. “You’ve made me look at Hilton Head. I’ve looked at Bald Head. Figure Eight. Kiawah Island. I’ve even looked inland around Pinehurst and up in the mountains around Highlands and Sapphire Valley. All great golf communities, or communities close to great golf. What makes you think this is the place?”

Doug gazed around through the tinted windows of the Escalade at Currituck Cove’s down-at-heels business district. He gave his best bud Theophilus Greene a wry smile. He knew something was going on in Theo’s head. Something always was. The brainy roommate at college, the brainy one in a crowd of jocks. 

“Well, first, the Carolinas. I like the weather better here than Georgia or Florida or Alabama.”

“I’ll be the one living here, Theo. Not you.”

“I’ll be visiting, bud. A lot. All of us will. And I do love me my creature comforts.”

After all these years, Doug and his friends from college had stayed a tight little crew. All the friends would be visiting. A house at the beach? You know they would.

“Yeah, but why here.” Doug waved his hand lazily at the window. “Why this town?”

“Worth a look,” said Theo.

Doug grunted. “Did the rest of them put you up to this so they’d have a beach house to visit?”

“Wait’ll you see.” Theo laughed at his friend’s expression. “These people around here are building an amazing golf course and resort, just up the road.” Theo handed Doug the brochure. He nodded as he saw Doug’s eyes widen when he spotted the famous name attached to the new course.

“You know,” said Doug. “I read about this place in Golf Digest, and then I forgot it was on this stretch of the coast. You’d think I’d remember. I’m losing it, Theo.” Doug sat back, squeezing his eyes shut against the bad thoughts that suddenly came crowding in. Jaclin. His dad. All the stress that came with them both. “I need someplace peaceful,” he said. “Get myself back together.” He gazed out the window again. “Looks pretty peaceful, around here.” So peaceful it’s practically dead, he thought.

Theo burbled on, oblivious. “Best of all, you can get in on the ground floor. Club fees before they shoot sky-high. Because they will, once folks discover this place. A fantastic golf villa or condo. Great golf. Great weather. The beach, just down the road, lovely place, unspoiled, none of these high rises, oh no sir.”

“You’re telling me I can afford Hilton Head, though. One of those other places. Anywhere.”

“Built up, all of them. Overhyped. Overpriced.”

Doug laughed. Theo was not only his best and oldest friend. Theo was also his money man, and damned good at it. Theo hadn’t let Doug squander the money he’d made on the Tour, and with Doug’s golf glory days behind him, Theo wasn’t letting him squander it now.

Especially considering Doug’s obligations. To his ex. His dad.

He and Theo exchanged a glance. They each knew what the other was thinking. One of the reasons Currituck Cove would be so perfect for Doug? Doug had just had to stash his curmudgeon of a father in a nursing home, and it was only an hour and a half away up in Raleigh. Doug’s feckless younger brother had dumped the entire responsibility on Doug, even though Doug was in the middle of a messy divorce. 

Their father. Doug grimaced. No one liked the old coot, to put it mildly, least of all his own children. Their long-suffering mother had gone to her well-deserved rest only a few years ago.

Doug’s brother Stan had bailed. Doug had stepped up.

Doug understood why Stan wanted no part of their father.

But that meant the whole thing was all on Doug.

“Look, buddy,” said Theo later that day, after many more conversations about the pros and cons of this location over that one, that one over this. “A house at the beach. What could be better? Especially—since this is you, the jock, not me—a house right on a golf course. But let’s set my own enthusiasm aside. You sure you want to go ahead with any of this? You’re taking a risk. What does Howard say?”

Howard was Doug’s divorce attorney.

“Howard agrees with you. He says it’s risky, but if I’m determined to buy something while I’m still going through the divorce, I’ll have some protection from that piranha Jaclin because I’m paying for it out of my mother’s bequest, and in cash.”

“Risky, huh. Jaclin, she’s a risky lady.”

“My mother’s bequest isn’t part of marital property. It’s safe from Jaclin.”

“Not sure you should count on—” Theo began.

“Look, Jaclin knows if she messes with me, she’ll be in a world of hurt. Considering what I caught her doing. I’ve got the evidence, too. Little thing she forgot all about. Nannycam.”

“Nannycam?” Theo was incredulous.

Doug shrugged. “It’s Pompom, her dog. She has only herself to blame. Pompom has a nervous condition. So Jaclin set up Nannycams everywhere, to keep tabs on the mutt while she was at work. Pompom doesn’t like me much.” Doug winced. He was outraged when he saw Theo was trying to suppress a grin.

“Hey, it was Jaclin’s fault, not mine. She’s the one romping all over our house in the nude with her boss. That so-called broker. She’s the one who forgot to turn off the Nannycam. So that’s why I’m not worried about buying into a golf community before the divorce is final. Jaclin and I have an agreement. I don’t bring the Nannycam footage into the divorce, or bring up the, uh, incident in front of her friends, and she doesn’t mess with me. Besides, she wants me out of our house. And I don’t want to be there.”

“Sorry I laughed. What on god’s green earth did you do to Pompom?”

“Nothing,” muttered Doug. “Dog just never liked me. Very possessive of Jaclin.”

“Not too keen on dogs, are you?”

“I like dogs ok. Just not Pompom. Feeling’s mutual.”

“Where was Pompom during the incident?”

Now it was Doug’s turn to suppress a grin. “Jaclin locked him up in the garage. Traumatized the poor little fluffball. Maybe I should bring that up to the judge. Animal cruelty.” He stopped grinning. “I got that dog out of the garage. Me. His hero. His savior. And then he bit me.”

It was too much for Theo. Theo fell over laughing. After his whoops of laughter died away, he gasped out, “Okay, Doug. Serious now. I just worry about you, bud.”

Doug had started to grin again. “You’re worse than a wife, Theo,” Doug joshed him, not seeing the shadow that passed over Theo’s face when he said it.

Theo said only, “You already have one of those. And what a piece of work she is.”

“In my rear-view mirror, at least.”

“Expensive,” said Theo.

“I suppose. I give her a year, maybe two, before she latches on to some Mr. Moneybags. Then I won’t have to keep paying.”

“She’s getting older.”

“Jaclin’s ageless, Theo. She’ll look twenty-two into her seventies. A trophy who belongs on another man’s shelf.” Doug suppressed a twinge of pain. “I’m guessing she’ll suck it up and bat those big blue eyes at some much older man.”

“What about whatshisname?”

“The broker? Trey Nichols. A flash in the pan, that one,” said Doug. “He doesn’t have a dime. Just talked a good game. And he’s young and buff.” Doug shook his head. “You know what? I don’t know about this broker business. Trey Nichols says he’s a broker. You ask me? He’s a con artist. Anyhow, once Jaclin realized about ol’ Trey, once she understood he’s in debt to his eyeballs. . .” Doug shrugged. It didn’t even bother him any more. Jaclin had given herself one romp too many with the guy. Doug had walked in on them. And then it was all over with Jaclin.

“She tried making nice again.”

“She tried. Not very hard. A no-go. It was over. It has been over for years. I just wasn’t letting myself see it.” Doug took a breath. “But you know, Theo, Jaclin knows it. She wants to move on as much as I do.” Doug looked down moodily at his hands. “Especially now my career’s over, too, and she won’t be basking in all that reflected glory.”

“You don’t know it’s over,” Theo said softly.

“Yes, I do. This is the year I’ll probably drop off the Tour.”

“You lasted a good long time.”

“Yeah. Had a good run. Okay, where’s this place you want to show me? Golf villa, huh. Maybe this is the place I should be put out to pasture.”

“Don’t talk about it that way.”

Doug summoned up a smile. No way he should be inflicting his own little pity party on his best friend. Old athletes when their careers are done. Could anything be more pathetic?

“I’ll have to find a hobby,” he said vaguely.

“Collect stamps,” Theo urged.

Doug punched him in the arm.

“Here we are,” said Theo, and their discreet real estate agent, pretending she wasn’t listening avidly to every word, pulled into the brand-new complex.

Doug pushed the car door open, unfolded himself from the back seat of the Escalade, and stood up tall, shoving his hair impatiently out of his face. “What?” he said to Theo.

“Nothing,” said Theo.

Doug laughed at himself. “I’ve gone completely gray, haven’t I?”

“Looks good on you, bro. Distinguished,” said Theo, his voice gruff.

“At least I have all my hair.” Doug stood in the golf complex parking lot, his eyes roving over the new construction, really solid, and past it the immaculate fairway and greens, a beautiful rolling swath of ground. “Pretty impressive,” he said after a moment. What was that look he saw on Theo’s face? It wasn’t pity, thank god. Something else.

“C’mon,” said Theo. “Let’s poke around. Then we can visit a few of the properties I’ve vetted for you.”

So then Doug forgot all about that look, and as for the golf community, the more he poked around, the more he liked the place.

The next day, he found himself signing reams of paperwork.

And the day after that. . .

The sun streamed in through the big windows of the kind of okay hotel where they were staying. The Seacrest or Seaforest or something like that. Doug woke up with a groan. His phone was beeping an incoming text from Theo. Breakfast.

Once Doug had showered and had shambled down to the depressing dining room, he took one look at Theo and groaned again. Theo the morning person, beaming behind eggs and grits.

“Don’t give me that look,” said Theo. “Sit down.” He summoned the pimply young waiter over.

Doug sat back as the waiter carefully poured coffee into his cup.

Coffee. At least there was that. Doug raised the cup to his lips. Made a face.

“Well, aren’t we the spoiled brat,” said Theo conversationally. “The o.j’s pretty good.” He shoved the pitcher over to Doug.

“Can I go home now?”

“Go? This is home, bud.”

“Yeah, but I can get back to Charlotte, relax a little before I head out on the Trail. After all, I still own that house.”

“Jaclin’s still in it, though,” said Theo, giving him a look. “My advice? Stay here.”

Doug knew Theo was right. What was the point of running into Jaclin again? There was no point. Sure, he could force Jaclin to move out. But the very thought of the effort it would take, the scenes she would throw, the drama she’d conjure up, the lawyers he’d have to summon, just made him tired. Still and all. He glanced around the little dining room. “My golf villa isn’t even finished.”

“Stay here and learn about the community,” said Theo. “The more you settle in, the less of a shock you’ll have when you really do move in. And moving-in day’s not too far into the future. You go down to Alabama, follow the Trail, head to some of the big Tour events, then before you know it, moving-in day is here, and this really will be home.”

“This little burg. Podunksville,” said Doug under his breath.

Theo heard, but he didn’t react. His face stayed bland and cheerful. “You should get to know this place while you have some time. Meet some locals. Do some shopping. You’re going to need to furnish the new place. I spotted a great little antiques store out on the highway. Treasures going for a song.”

Doug winced. He hated shopping.

“Meanwhile, over in Charlotte, Jaclin’s getting her shit together and moving out, I assume?”

“Slowly. But yes. That’s the plan. And you, sir, will be galivanting back to Chicago.”

“Hey, bud. I’ll stay right here. We’ll explore the place together. Look. I’ll do the shopping. You know I’m good at it.”

“Aw, Theo.” Doug was ashamed of the selfish joy that rose in him then. “You must want to get out of this burg. Go for it, man. You’re right, I should hang around and get to know this place a little. But you don’t have to.”

“I know I don’t have to. I’ll do it anyway.”

“Just hang around here?”

“Who knows, maybe I can help,” said Theo with a sigh. “There’s your Dad, for one.”

“Oh. Yeah.” Doug reached for his weak-ass cup of coffee and downed it. “There’s that.”

Theo slipped down in his seat, shaking his head and burying his face in his coffee. Then he looked up. “Doug, there’s something else, isn’t there? Not as earth shattering as all that other stuff, but still important. Buyer’s remorse?”

“Yeah. I suppose.” Doug glanced around at the drab surroundings. “But you know. It will be fine.”

“It will be fine,” Theo said firmly. “This one I can help you with. We’ll furnish up that villa. We’ll head out to that antiques place, and—” At Doug’s grimace, he stopped. “I’ll do it for you, bro. What are friends for? I live to shop. You know that.”
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GINA DIDN’T THINK MUCH about her friends’ threat: to drag her off to some karaoke thing. They were always scheming to set her up on blind dates, or trying to get her to join some online dating site, and Gina always fended them off.

At least she had ever since the night they convinced her to go out with Bo Nesbit, the owner of a fishing boat operating out of Corolla. Bo was huge, hunky, and maybe eight years younger than she was, and at first, everything was grand. Gina had to suppress a little shiver, thinking about Bo. But Bo had shown his true colors, and even Bunny was ready to throw in the towel on that little project. 

Midweek, the friends’ new Gina Project took an ominous turn. Gina got a call from Bunny.

“It’s all set,” Bunny said. “Fran and I are picking you up after school on Friday.”

“Huh?”

“We’re driving you to Norfolk, remember?”

“Wait, what?”

“We talked about this.” Bunny’s tone was patient. “Come out into the teachers’ parking lot at 3:30 pronto. We’re picking you up. We’re driving you to Norfolk.”

“Huh? Why?”

Bunny’s voice, speaking to someone else. “See, told you. She’s forgotten all about it.”

“Is Fran there with you?” said Gina. “She is, isn’t she.”

“Yes.”

“Okay. Remind me. Why are we going to Norfolk.”

“Balayage.”

“Buh-what?”

“Never mind. You’ll see. You’re gonna love it.”

“Love what?”

“Your hair. And Johanna says she can work you in. They keep evening hours, at least for special clients.”

That was Gina’s first inkling that her life was about to change. Or anyway, her appearance. And fast.

On Friday after school, her friends swept her up Highway 168 out of North Carolina, over the state line to Norfolk, Virginia.

“I like Lurleen, in Elizabeth City. I’ve gone to her for close on fifteen years,” Gina objected from the passenger seat beside Bunny as they drove into Norfolk.

“Lurleen’s okay. I like Lurleen a lot,” said Bunny. “She’ll understand, though. You need an upscale salon, and I know just the place.”

By then Gina was resigned. Her friends were going to force her to go to this karaoke thing, and before they did that to her, they were giving her a makeover.

“Our treat,” said Fran.

“Besides, I get a nice discount. I’ve made a connection with the cosmetologist at the salon this year, getting ready for the Big Cosmetics Revolution, you know, and now everyone there knows me.”

“They must do your hair, Bunny,” said Gina. “It looks great. I think I’ve told you that.”

“Thank you,” said Bunny, giving her blonde lob a fetching toss, and smiling.

“Okay, you two. I’m doing this thing. But don’t you think you’re going overboard, just a teensy bit?” said Gina. “I can see it all now. We’ll go into that big barn of a room at the Seaforest, we’ll sit down at a little table, have a few beers, wave at a few people we know, and then we’ll go home. Why couldn’t I have just gone to Lurleen?”

“Because you’ve had the same haircut for fifteen years,” said Fran from the back seat of the hotpinkmobile. “The same one, and frankly, Gina, it drags you down.”

“You’re not making me go short, are you?” Gina felt an attack of nerves coming on.

“Let’s just see what Johanna has to say. She’s got a great eye,” said Bunny.

“Time for a change,” said Fran.

“All this for karaoke night,” Gina muttered.

“Just the occasion, that’s all. We’re not making too much of it. Just the occasion for a fun change.” Fran reached a reassuring hand from the back seat.

“And you’re all gray,” Bunny remarked.

“Well, yes. My idea, go gray gracefully.”

“Nope,” said Bunny. “Balayage.”

“I know you’ve explained it to me. I still don’t get it. It’s just getting highlights, right?”

“Sort of like that,” said Fran.

“I like your highlights, Fran,” said Gina.

After that, Gina relaxed and began to enjoy herself. Her nice friends wanted to treat her to a nice haircut. Suppose she didn’t like it. It would grow out. They wanted her to do this fancy haircoloring thing to it. Suppose she didn’t like it. It would grow out.

That was the good thing about hair. You could make a big mistake with it, but it would grow out, and the world would not collapse into a black hole.

Actually, as the evening unfolded, she had a blast. It was a great idea for girls’ night, and Gina was its star. She got a haircut, and the stylist, Johanna, was fun and reassuring. The balayage turned out to involve a really interesting blend of the gray in her hair with some lovely bronzes and (“Oh, god,” Gina thought, although she didn’t say it out loud) just a hint of lilac.

And a fantastic haircut, sophisticated layers that framed and feathered around her face.

“Like it?” said Bunny, after they left the salon to get drinks and dinner. White wine for Gina, a Manhattan for Fran, and Bunny the designated driver had club soda.

“Yeah,” said Fran. “How do you feel. It’s a real change.”

“Love it,” said Gina, and meant it. (“What on earth are my students going to make of this?” she wondered. But didn’t say it out loud.) “Actually, I found the whole thing pretty fascinating.”

“I knew you would,” said Fran, nodding. “That’s the artist in you, Gina.”

“Haha, yeah,” said Gina.

“And you look great,” said Bunny, looking smug. “Well,” she said. “I have to get back. Bingo needs his bedtime walk.”

Bingo was Bunny’s black lab.

At the end of the evening, when they dropped Gina off by the steps to her tiny front porch
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