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            A QUICK NOTE FROM LIBBY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Welcome to the world of the Never a Brides!

      

        

      
        Rosie Snyder is a driven doctor who doesn’t know how to take a vacation, but she just can’t help falling in love with her staycation fling, sexy gardener Gus Cuevas.

      

        

      
        This is the first book in the steamy, funny Never a Bride series, about four bridesmaids in a society Santa Barbara wedding.

      

        

      
        Keep reading after the story for a special offer!

      

        

      
        xoxo

        Libby

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          ROSIE’S INBOX

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From: Nicole Winesap <nicole@winesap.design>

        To: Rosie Snyder <r_snyder@venturahospital.org>; Kate Treanor <kate@treanorpod.com>; Lani Kalama <lani@winesap.design>; Ophelia Winesap <o.winesap@clintonelemen.edu>

      

      

      
        
        Subject: Emergency!!! Engagement party news & more

      

      

      
        
        Hey you Beautiful Badass Bridesmaids!

      

        

      
        Engagement party planning is in full swing!! Basically my parents are taking care of the whole thing (with my input of course), but you all MUST be there. I don’t have any sisters (*pout*), but you four are the next best thing.

      

        

      
        I know we’re all spread out and you gals haven’t spent much time together since I moved back, but I have a feeling while we’re planning this party-of-a-lifetime aka my wedding you’ll get to love each other like sisters, too! And don’t tell me you’re too busy, Rosie—even doctors get days off. Kate and Ophelia have weekends free, and Lani and I will work around your schedules. You ladies rock and I can’t tell you how much it means that you’re going to be standing up there with me on the most important day of my life—the day I say “I do” to my soul mate.

      

        

      
        Oh! I was thinking about dress colors. You all look sickeningly good in everything, but I’m leaning toward champagne pink or buttercup yellow. Text me pix if you see anything cute! Feel free to start brainstorming ideas for the shower, bachelorette, etc. I’m only doing this once, and I’m going to do it right. I know my girls won’t let me down.

      

        

      
        Kisses,

        Nicole

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        From: Charity Shepherd <c_shepherd@venturahospital.org>

        To: Rosie Snyder <r_snyder@venturahospital.org>

      

      

      
        
        Subject: Meeting request—URGENT

      

      

      
        
        Dr. Snyder,

      

        

      
        Please contact me at your earliest opportunity to schedule an in-person meeting. Since you missed the last two appointments I set up, forgive the repeated reminder.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

        Charity Shepherd, Ventura Hospital Human Resources Director

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          ROSIE

        

      

    

    
      I click my phone off after scrolling through my emails, wishing the reminder of Nicole’s wedding was as easily forgotten as my appointment with Human Resources. What was I thinking when I said yes to being her bridesmaid? I’ve never been a bridesmaid before, and it’s not exactly on my bucket list. But Nicole’s the one friend who’s stuck by me through college, med school, and beyond. She’s very, very hard to say no to. It would have taken a stronger woman than me to look into her big blue eyes and turn her down.

      My mind is uncharacteristically not on work when I walk to the nurse’s station to grab another assignment. Instead, I’m thinking about what exactly does formal mean for the engagement party? I suspect my all-purpose little black dress won’t be sufficient and Nicole’s going to make me go shopping. Barf.

      “What do you have for me, Carmen?”

      Carmen, the floor nurse who’s currently assigning patients, scans her computer screen. “Patient in 330. Twenty-five weeks pregnant, says she’s feeling contractions.”

      My stomach flip-flops at the rundown. The other nurses tend not to give me any pregnant patients admitted to the general medicine floor of the hospital that’s been my domain for two years, but Carmen’s new. I remind myself that I’m a doctor—I can take care of almost anyone. Then I spot my supervisor striding up the corridor and put on an ingratiating smile.

      “Hey, Ron, can you take this one? I’ll owe you a favor. I really need a break.”

      Carmen’s expression doesn’t change, she just repeats the rundown for Ron, hands hovering over the keyboard.

      “You’re in luck, Dr. Snyder, because not only will I take this patient for you, but I was hoping you’d take a break.”

      I narrow my eyes in response to his broad smile. “You were?”

      “Quite a long break, actually. HR’s been on my ass about your PTO.”

      That must be what the officious human resources lady’s been after me about. I’ve been ignoring her efforts to meet in favor of doing my job. You’d think the hospital would be overjoyed that I’m so dedicated instead of sending a pencil pusher after me.

      “Look, you haven’t taken a single vacation day in the two years you’ve worked here. I suggest you take some time off.”

      “You suggest?” I don’t take vacation days because I like working. I like the routine. I don’t have anything to do when I take time off.

      “Strongly suggest.” His smile takes on an edge of steel. He’s a good doctor, and a good guy, but he’s also the man who signs my performance reviews, recommends me for promotions, and approves my annual bonus. “Take a couple of weeks. Rest. Go someplace fun. Recharge. Then you can come back and keep kicking ass the way you have since day one.”

      I look at him steadily. He wants me to say yes—I can see it in the set of his shoulders. The question is, am I going to battle him on it or give in? I think about the pregnant patient in 330 waiting for Ron to assess her and find myself nodding.

      “Okay. It would be crazy to turn down a vacation, right?” A normal person would be stoked that their boss wants them to take time off. Ha. That must be why I’m deeply unsettled at the idea of Monday rolling around and me not showing up for…my life, basically. How do you play hooky from the only way you know how to live?

      Ron smiles, pleased I’m not fighting him on this. He’s probably just relieved that HR won’t harass him anymore. “Finish your rounds, I’ll see you in a couple weeks.”

      “A couple weeks.” It sounds like forever.

      “Hell, take three. Nadia Thomas just came back from vacation, so we’re covered.”

      “Let’s not get carried away.” I laugh, to turn it into a joke. Ron laughs along with me. Ron has two daughters in high school and is working on getting his pilot’s license. The idea that someone would resist taking a three-week paid vacation is laughable to him.

      I finish checking on my patients, making sure all the pertinent details are logged into the computer. Once my virtual paperwork is done, I’m reluctant to actually clock out. I linger at the nurse’s station until Carmen notices me.

      “Dr. Rosenberg said you were taking some time off.” She smiles like that’s a good thing. Carmen’s so new, she doesn’t know that not taking time off is kind of my thing. “Going anywhere special?”

      That stops me. I’ve barely been out of the county since moving back to Ventura to take this job. Before that, I did my residency in Utah, and before that, I spent my entire life in Southern California.

      “I’m not sure.” Maybe a vacation won’t be the worst thing in the world. I know one person who will be thrilled at the news. At the risk of my sanity, I pull out my phone to text her.

      
        
          
            
              
        I need to talk to you. Call me later?

      

      

      

      

      

      The response comes immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nicole

      

      
        Will do! Everything ok?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Of course.

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t want Nicole to worry. But nothing feels okay right now. I glance apologetically at Carmen, but she’s on to the next thing. I give her a few last-minute instructions about Mrs. Porter and her hip fracture in 302 and Mr. Lee and his hypertensive episode in 341.

      “We got this, Dr. Snyder,” she says. “You’re off the clock.”

      “Right.” I nod. I’m off the clock. I’m not needed. I’m on vacation from being a doctor for a while.

      But if I’m not Dr. Snyder, who exactly am I?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        From: Charity Shepherd <c_shepherd@venturahospital.org>

        To: Rosie Snyder <r_snyder@venturahospital.org>

      

      

      
        
        Subject: PTO Status

      

      

      
        
        Dr. Snyder,

      

        

      
        Please disregard my previous email. Dr. Rosenberg notified us of your impending use of your paid time off (PTO). You’ve been taken off the schedule for the next three weeks. You’ll begin accruing PTO again when you come back.

      

        

      
        Enjoy your time off.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

        Charity Shepherd, Ventura Hospital Human Resources Director

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          ROSIE

        

      

    

    
      When I get Nicole on the phone and tell her I’m facing three work-free weeks, she orders me to meet her the next morning to tour her recently acquired engagement party venue. Since my choices are that or staring at the walls of my apartment, I cooperate.

      The next morning I drive the ten miles north to Carpinteria, exit the 101 and follow my phone’s directions to Pacifica Park, a private botanical garden that opens to the public for tours and touts itself as an event venue.

      I park my hatchback next to Nicole’s hybrid, grabbing my purse and my phone. I get out of the car, preparing myself for the onslaught of my best friend.

      Nicole is one of those people who always seems to be doing five things at once, all of them competently and in a swirl of perfectly styled hair and effortless fashion. Today she’s wearing high-waisted jeans, pretty blue suede booties, and an oversized peasant blouse that on me would look like I was playing dress-up, but on her looks chic and bohemian. She locks her car, stows her phone in her vegan-leather backpack, and hugs me all at the same time.

      “Thank God for bureaucracy! The hospital’s probably worried about getting dinged by their insurance company or something for overworking their doctors. Anyway, this is the best thing that’s ever happened, ever!”

      I laugh and wish I were half as enthusiastic as she is.

      We wander up the gorgeous palm-lined promenade from the parking lot to the main entrance, Nicole’s relentless positivity rubbing off on me a tiny bit. Even if I’m not convinced this a good thing, at least someone’s overjoyed that I’m being forced to take a vacation.

      “The first thing we’re going to do when we’re done here is go shopping. Then—ooh—you should take a trip! Hawaii, maybe? Or Iceland! Everyone is going to Iceland.”

      “Calm down. You’re scaring the plants. Why do we need to go shopping?”

      “For a dress for the engagement party, of course.”

      “Oh.” That’s happening. My wardrobe consists entirely of work slacks and blouses, like the plain black and blue ensemble I’m wearing, so I concede defeat. “Okay.”

      “You have to help me figure out the menu. My caterer is giving me shit about wanting to do a sit down dinner for seventy-five. I’m paying her enough, it shouldn’t be a problem. I’m not having a buffet.” She says the last word like it’s dirty.

      “Seventy-five people at the engagement party? How many are you planning to invite to the actual wedding?”

      “On my side? Probably two hundred. Plus Ricky’s side, of course. There’s a lot of overlap since our families have a lot of mutual friends. But we can’t leave anyone out.”

      Seventy-five people for the engagement party. Good God. I don’t even know seven people well enough to invite them to a party. Maybe that’s why I’m not the one getting married.

      I sigh as she pushes open the door of the Spanish-style bungalow with the Main Office sign outside. I suppose if I hadn’t on some level wanted to be dragged into Nicole’s riptide of wedding planning, I wouldn’t have told her I suddenly have empty days stretching out ahead of me.

      We’re greeted by an efficient young woman named Tessa who whisks us right back out the door and into the heart of the garden. She gives us some information on the history of the property as we walk along a crushed stone path with prehistoric-looking plants rising up on all sides of us.

      “Pacifica Park’s thirty-five acres were once the estate of silent film star Esme Archer. She oversaw the planting of the grounds in the thirties and forties. When she died in 1954, the garden was established as a nonprofit whose mission is to keep the garden open as a resource for the community, to preserve its natural beauty, and to maintain the thousands of species we have living here. We consider ourselves a sort of living museum.”

      “It’s gorgeous,” I say, when Tessa’s commentary stops and it seems as if she’s expecting a response. It is a beautiful day, not hot, not cold. A few puffy white clouds float lazily by to break up the monotony of the turquoise blue sky. It’s Instagram-perfect Southern California weather.

      It still feels weird that I’m not at work—this morning I had to physically restrain myself from calling in and checking on my patients, but I reminded myself the hospital has other doctors, and I’m not the only one who knows how to treat patients in the city of Ventura. It’s not a bad day to be on vacation, honestly, walking around a paradise on earth with my best friend of twelve years as we’re planning her wedding. My heart tightens with bittersweet joy.

      “You’re getting married,” I say, spontaneously squeezing Nicole’s arm. I’m not a big toucher, and she looks at me in surprise.

      “Hell, yeah, I am,” she says, her smile wide. “Thanks for coming with me today.”

      Tessa glances at her watch. “You’ve reserved the main lawn for your event, but we can set up cocktails in one of the other gardens if you’re interested. Why don’t you explore the gardens, and when you’re done, come back to the main office and find me and we can talk.”

      With Tessa gone, we slow our pace, walking around a pond lined by some kind of spiky-looking tree. I know nothing about plants, apparently, because I can’t name anything, but I occasionally stop to look at the black labels and try to wrap my mouth around the new-to-me names. Euphorbia ingens. Dracaena draco. Cycas revoluta.

      Nicole sighs happily as we enter the rose garden, a riot of green, pink, red, and white. These blooms, at least, are familiar to me. “This is heavenly. I’m so happy they had a cancellation. Of course, that means we’re scrambling to put this on in three weeks.” Nicole doesn’t seem that put out by the time frame. She does love a challenge.

      “I thought your parents were going to do it at their country club.”

      “I convinced them that this would be so much more magical. Can you imagine it at night, with strings of lights making it seem like a fairy land?”

      I squint, trying to see it. Imagination is not my strong suit. I’m a facts person. But the garden would be beautiful under any circumstances, so I nod. “Pretty magical.”

      “But the rose garden isn’t quite right. We need something smaller for the cocktail hour, and then we can move to the main lawn for dinner and dancing.”

      I consult the map Tessa left us. “How about something called the Palmetum?” I lead her down a path, enjoying the sensation of sun on my skin. I feel like a lizard crawling out of my burrow after a long, cold night. The sun warms me and gives me life. We come upon a grove of large palm trees, towering toward the blue sky. There are countless different types, from short and squat to tall and willowy.

      Here, the ceiling of spiky green fronds filters out the sun and I shiver involuntarily. It’s quiet except for the sound of birds calling to each other. Even our footsteps are silent, absorbed into the spongy earth.

      Peaceful. That’s the word that comes to my mind. Work at the hospital is never peaceful, not even on a night shift. There are always buzzers and beeps, people coming and going, the rattle of carts being pushed, the clack of keyboards, the constant hum of monitors and machines. I wonder what it would be like to work here, where one’s office walls are formed by tree trunks and your feet are always firmly planted on rich, moist soil.

      Nicole frowns. “It’s atmospheric. But too small. We might have to do the whole thing on the lawn after all.”

      I have to agree. This place is too sacred to mar with the banality of endless engagement toasts. I have the urge to protect the trees from frivolities. I’m reminded of another grove of trees, not palms, but oranges, rows and rows of glossy green-leaved citrus trees. An orange grove was my childhood backyard, and I took it for granted. Now I spend all my time indoors, despite living in one of the most beautiful places in the world.

      Mom would be disappointed in me.

      The thought is so starkly intrusive I freeze. This is why I don’t do vacations. I don’t like having time to think too much. My mind inevitably goes in uncomfortable directions.

      I’m saved from further introspection by a cry of pain and what sounds like rapid-fire cursing in Spanish. I exchange a quick glance with Nicole, who looks alarmed, and head out of the palm grove. Just where the path splits toward the cactus garden a man in a green Pacifica Park polo shirt stands next to a wheelbarrow cradling one of his hands.

      I rush up, vaguely aware of Nicole hurrying behind me. “Are you hurt? Can I help? ¿Necesita ayuda?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          ROSIE

        

      

    

    
      The injured man squints at me with dark brown eyes from under his straw shade hat. “Unless you’re a doctor, I don’t think so.”

      Though he’d cursed in Spanish, and rather inventively at that, his English bears no trace of accent and I try not to feel self conscious at having spoken to him in my limited Spanish. I’m fluent enough to converse with my patients on most medical subjects—it comes in handy at work nearly every day—but I’m aware that I’m a white girl with a mediocre accent.

      “I am, actually,” I say stiffly.

      “A doctor?” He sounds surprised and I nod. “Okay then.” He thrusts his hand toward my face and I calmly inspect the injury. He’s got a puncture wound in the fleshy part of his hand that’s bleeding steadily. “What’s your diagnosis?”

      “Ouch. Puncture wounds can be painful. The first thing you need to do is clean it well. Do you have a first aid kit?”

      “We’ve got all that stuff in the Quonset hut.” He gestures behind him.

      “Is there someone who can help you?”

      He squints at me again and smiles a little. “Are you offering?”

      I leap at the chance to do something useful and stop ruminating. “Lead the way.”

      “I think I’m going to head back to the office,” Nicole says. I almost forgot she was there.

      “I’ll meet you back there,” I say.

      “Do you want me to tell anybody about this?” Nicole asks the man.

      “Nah, it’s not that bad. You can’t be too careful with some of those palms, they’ve got really sharp teeth.”

      Nicole shudders and turns to me. “You’re fine?”

      “Yeah, I got this, Nicole.” She heads back toward the office, and we both watch her retreat, then I follow him the opposite way.

      “You local?” the man asks as he tracks back through the palm forest.

      I consider the question. I was born and raised thirty miles away, and live and work twenty miles away, and I still have to think about it. Have I ever really felt like I belonged in this little slice of paradise that is northern Southern California?

      Before I can decide on my answer he says something I’m not expecting. “Santa Paula High, right?”

      I glance at him, or rather, up at him. He’s not super tall, but neither am I. The top of my head reaches the top of his shoulder. I study his face intently for the first time—dark eyes, straight nose, well-defined cheekbones, especially when he smiles. He’s got soft-looking two-day-old stubble on his cheeks. He looks familiar, but maybe because he looks a lot like every other thirtyish Latino guy in Southern California. “That’s right. You too?”

      “Gus Cuevas. I think we had history together one year.”

      Suddenly I remember. World History. Mr. Sedgewick. Gus was a junior in our class of sophomores. You had to have already failed World History to take it as a junior. I’m surprised he remembers me, but then, I’m surprised whenever anyone remembers me. “Oh yeah,” I say slowly. “I’m Rosie Snyder.”

      “Nice to meet you again, Rosie,” he says as we approach a large brown building. I’d never heard the term Quonset hut before, so I’d imagined something small and possibly made out of wood, but this is a large building constructed of manmade materials. “Or do you prefer Dr. Snyder?”

      “Rosie’s fine.” I actually do prefer Dr. Snyder. But since Gus met me before I became a doctor, I can let it go. “You’re grandfathered in.” My weak joke elicits a smile that warms his liquid brown eyes and accentuates his blade-like cheekbones.

      He points to a medical kit affixed to a wall. “Here’s the first aid stuff.” He takes off the straw hat and tosses it onto a table covered in seed catalogs and magazines and empty coffee mugs. His black hair is buzzed short on the sides, longer on top and almost curly in front. I try to remember him from high school beyond his quiet presence in World History and come up empty.

      I take a look in the first aid kit, grab a few things out of it, and then walk over to a large industrial sink and grab the antibacterial soap. “Let me help you wash it, then we’ll see if it needs more than a Band-Aid.”

      He follows along without protest. I don a pair of gloves, then clean the wound and the hand around it. His hands are sturdy and calloused, the nails blunt and lined with dirt. The water swirling around the drain is brown with soil and blood.

      “What happened?”

      “Got attacked by a vicious Phoenix canariensis,” he says ruefully.

      I have no idea what that is. “Does that happen often?”

      “Scrapes and cuts are a hazard of the job. But no, not usually this bad. Wasn’t wearing my gloves.”

      “It’s not that bad. No stitches or anything,” I say. “Just keep it dry and change the bandage every day.” Since the wound is on an awkward place on his hand, I do the honors of dabbing on the antibacterial ointment and the bandage. He holds still, calm while I work.

      “What kind of a doctor are you?” he asks when I’m done.

      “Hospital doctor,” I say, tidying up the supplies I’ve used. “Basically a generalist. I work at Ventura Hospital and see whoever comes in through our doors.”

      “Sorry you had to work on your day off,” he says with a smile. “But thanks for your help.”

      I’m about to shrug it off and go find Nicole, but something makes me elaborate. “I’m actually on vacation. Few weeks off from the hospital.”

      “You doing anything fun?”

      “I don’t know. My friend brought me here today. It’s been nice.”

      “Despite the impromptu doctoring.”

      I laugh. “Maybe because of it, actually. I’m finding it difficult to transition out of work mode.”

      “Sounds like you need a beach day. Sun, sand, cerveza. No work. No computers. No patients.”

      “Yeah, a beach day.” The words sound strange on my tongue. “I probably have a bathing suit somewhere.”

      Gus raises his eyebrows. “Girl, you’re not a local if you’re not even sure you have a bathing suit.”

      “I know! I’m hopeless.” I try to make myself sound self-deprecating instead of pathetic.

      “Listen, you live in Ventura?”

      I nod.

      “Me too. On the Avenue. My neighbors are having a block party tonight. You should come. Bring your friend. Or your boyfriend.”

      “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      His face lights up with a hopeful smile and I can’t help smiling back. I can’t remember the last time I flirted with a guy. Med school? Maybe Nicole’s right and this mandatory vacation has come at just the right time.

      “Then you should definitely come. Grills get going around five, food’s ready by seven.”

      “What should I bring?” I ask, unable to believe the words as they come out of my mouth.

      He smiles again. I’m getting addicted. “You don’t have to bring anything. But a six-pack wouldn’t go to waste.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay, Rosie. Hasta luego.”

      “Hasta luego.” I’m sure my face is burning, but he doesn’t seem to mind.

      He turns left when I turn right to find Nicole. I can’t help but glance over my shoulder halfway down the path to see if he’s looking back at me. He is. I think he throws me a wink.

      I smile the entire way back to the office.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I wish I could go, if only to make sure you actually show up,” Nicole says after I tell her about my encounter and Gus’s invitation. “I’ll just have to trust you.”

      “I don’t know what I was thinking.” We leave Pacifica Park and drive toward the beach to get lunch at a burger spot favored by the locals that’s called, fittingly, The Spot.

      “You were thinking, ‘I’m young, I’m single, I’m on vacation. Let me flirt with a cute guy.’ At least I hope that’s what you were thinking.”

      “He is much cuter than I remember from high school. Not that I remember him that well.”

      “Of course he is. No one peaks in high school. I was obsessed with crimping my hair, for God’s sake.”

      I glance over at Nicole’s SoCal-perfect long blonde hair and sigh. My hair is brown and straight. And I keep it in a ponytail twelve hours a day for work.

      “Maybe I should get a haircut?” I venture.

      “Yes!” Nicole says way too loudly. “And please, please, please, let’s buy you some clothes.”

      “I already said yes to the engagement party dress thing.”

      “Which we are going to have to do today, since the party is three weeks away!”

      “How are you going to throw a party for seventy-five people in three weeks again?” The party’s the weekend before I get to go back to work, back to my real life.

      These three weeks I’ll simply play at being someone else. Someone who spends time with my friends. Who goes shopping. Who accepts invitations from cute guys I barely know.

      “It’ll add drama to the event,” Nicole declares. “Let me text the girls right now. We should move our planning meeting up to Sunday, since you’re available.”

      I try to figure out what she’s talking about and then remember that I’m a bridesmaid, but not the only one. Her cousin Ophelia will be maid of honor; her business partner Lani and our college friend Kate make up the rest of her side of the wedding party. Kate and I have lost touch over the years, and I don’t know the other two at all.

      “Sure, I can do it,” I say over bites of hamburger. Why not? For once in my life, I’ve got nothing but time. I better fill it up before I spend too much of it thinking about how empty my life is without work. “We better get to the mall. I need a dress. And a swimsuit. Maybe some new jeans?”

      Nicole squeals and claps her hands together like I’ve just told her she’s won the lottery.

      “You won’t regret this,” she promises.

      I already do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          GUS

        

      

    

    
      I’m not actually expecting Rosie Snyder to show up to the Avenue block party, but that doesn’t stop me from snapping my head up every time I hear new voices or a car roll up. I’m taking my turn on the grill, the smell of charring beef and chicken smoking everyone out of their homes and onto the blacktop on the corner that during the day serves as the parking lot for a thrift store. We hold these get-togethers every few weeks through our endless summer.

      “Hey, man, I’ve been looking for you.” My neighbor Johnny gives me a fist bump and a slap on the back. “My lemon tree is looking really good. Wanted to thank you again.”

      “Anytime.” I’d noticed his Eureka lemon looking sorry, so I recommended an organic fertilizer and more water. Even in wet years we worry about water in this county, but citrus are thirsty. Lemons are life—the extra water is worth it. I have two in my backyard, plus a tangerine and a blood orange. I’m thinking about adding an avocado. I don’t think my landlady will mind.

      “How’s work?” he asks.

      “Same old, but good.” Work at the garden usually has a soothing monotony to it, but today two unusual things happened. The first was Rosie Snyder. Thinking about her brings an involuntary smile to my face. The second thing makes my smile drop off again. Flora, the director of horticulture, announced her retirement. She’s been my mentor since I was a baby gardener and the news has me feeling a little lost.

      I don’t say any of that because the tri-tip looks done and I’ll be in trouble if I let it get tough. I go to grab a cutting board when a car door slams. I look up, as I have been all evening. This time, I’m rewarded by an eyeful of strange-but-familiar woman.

      Rosie’s hair is different—before it was pulled back in a ponytail, now it hangs loose around her shoulders, with a little wave in it. She’s changed out of her conservative slacks and blue blouse and into a gauzy dress that shows off her shoulders.

      The dress is fire engine red and she’s a siren.

      I can’t believe she came, and I can’t believe she came looking like that. I swallow hard. Maybe I’ve bitten off more than I can chew with this one. She’s adorable, and a doctor. She was out of my league in high school and she’s doubly so now.

      I glance down at my shirt to make sure there’s no offending meat juice or stray dirt stain.

      “Rosie! Hey!”

      “Hi there,” she says. She might look a little different from hours earlier, but her voice is as hesitant as I remember. She looks nervous, too, clutching a paper bag so tight her knuckles are a shade paler than her skin
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