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      With only a midnight moon to light her way, Marina ducked under a wrought-iron archway covered in honeysuckle and wound her way along a pathway lined with tropical vegetation toward the old beach cottage. Breathing in the fresh sea air helped settle her tattered nerves.

      When Marina reached the covered porch, she brushed sand from the high-heeled shoes she couldn’t wait to kick off and rang the doorbell. While she waited, she glanced around. Next to her, a wooden swing creaked in the brisk wind that carried the scent of early spring. Beyond the house, moonlight illuminated the sleepy, beachside village that hugged the Pacific Ocean in Southern California.

      No answer. She tapped on the beveled-glass window of the sun-bleached door and called out. “Ginger, it’s me. Marina.”

      To one side of the wide front porch, pink bougainvillea bracts fluttered in the wind, petals scattering like confetti across the lawn. She brushed one from her silk blouse.

      Marina rolled her aching shoulders. Her slim skirt felt restrictive, and she wished she’d taken time to change before fleeing the city. The drive from San Francisco had been arduous, not only because of the molasses-paced traffic through Los Angeles but also due to the wounds inflicted on her heart this morning.

      Not to mention her professional reputation. Marina winced at the thought.

      Marina ached to nestle into her grandmother’s calming embrace—just as she and her sisters had always done—and lose herself in Ginger’s spacious old kitchen. When Marina was younger, cooking with her grandmother usually soothed her teenage angst. Ginger would pour a glass of wine and tune in her old friend Julia Child’s cooking show, insisting they cook along with Julia. Usually, they were successful, though sometimes they had a major flop. Through it all, Marina thrived in the glow of Ginger’s unflappable approach to life.

      Thinking back to those halcyon days, Marina wished she’d made a different choice and spent the last twenty years pursuing another career. Could she have made a living doing what she loved?

      “Hello? Ginger, are you there?” Marina banged on the door again and then peered into a window. Inside the sprawling cottage splashed in a sunny shade of coral, comfortable, artsy furnishings were in their proper place, but there was no sign of Ginger.

      Their proper places.

      Marina’s sisters knew their place in the world. And to the outsiders, so did Marina. Only on the inside did she often feel like she’d been forced into a fancy designer shoe two sizes too small.

      Of the three sisters, Marina had always been the pragmatic, driven one who forged ahead and stayed the course—often to her detriment. Kai, the youngest, was the free-spirited dancer who was now on tour with a musical theater company. Their middle sister, Brooke, was the homebody of the family with three rambunctious boys and a husband who was a captain in the fire department. She spent her days refereeing arguments and tending to her thriving vegetable garden.

      Unfortunately, Marina’s life had imploded in a spectacular fashion this morning on channel KSFB—a San Francisco Bay area television station—where she’d been delivering morning news for almost two decades. Only this time, Marina had been part of the story.

      She’d arrived on set before dawn as she always did, ready to deliver the morning news to the early risers of San Francisco. As she passed Babe Barstow, who covered entertainment and local news, the younger woman had a strange, smug expression on her face, but Marina had become accustomed to that.

      Even though Marina knew Babe was angling for Marina’s job, when the cameras were rolling, they were professional and friendly. At fifteen years younger than Marina, Babe still had a lot to learn. For starters, why did she insist on using her cutesy nickname when she wanted to be taken seriously as a news anchor?

      While Marina was reviewing her notes, Babe was covering the lighter news. “Lulu Godiva, whose recent song, Love Me in the Afternoon, hit the top of the charts, recently revealed the story behind the tune, saying a San Francisco man inspired it.” Babe paused dramatically. “And it’s none other than our local architect to the stars, Grady Ashworth, who designed Lulu’s getaway in Napa Valley. The singer spilled the story when questioned about her dazzling engagement ring this weekend.”

      Babe swung back to Marina with a smirk of satisfaction. “What do you think about that, Marina?”

      As Babe delivered the coup de grace, the camera shifted back to Marina.

      “Well, I don’t think Grady…could mean that…” Marina blurted out a mishmash of unintelligible words, adding, “This isn’t a gossip show, Babe, and I don’t think our viewers are interested in who Grady Ashworth is dating.”

      “You’re missing the point,” Babe said coolly. “Lulu Godiva is a gorgeous, successful star. Lucky Grady, right?”

      Frantically, Marina tried to blink away the hot, angry tears welling in her eyes. She waved the camera away, though the operator kept rolling, seemingly oblivious to her distress. Her skin felt hot and prickly, and her face was probably turning bright red. She swiveled her chair back with force to finish the news, trying to conceal a quick brush of tears, but somehow her heel snagged on a cord and jerked her from her chair. A cry escaped her lips.

      “Back to you, Marina, for the rest of the morning’s news,” Babe said. “Marina?”

      While Marina was gripping the desk to haul herself up, the floor director was barking orders and insults through her earpiece.

      By then, Babe was smoothly taking over. “While Marina is out of commission, let’s go on to other entertainment news.”

      When they cut to commercial, their boss burst out. “What just happened?” Hal demanded. “Moore, you—of all people—know better than to fall apart on the air.”

      “Babe set me up,” Marina said, though she knew that was a thin excuse. “She could have come to me any time before the show with that information to prepare me.”

      “You’re a pro, Moore,” Hal shot back. “Or you were. The fact is, ratings are down, and it’s time we had a fresh face.”

      Marina gaped at him, slowly comprehending what he was saying. “It won’t happen again,” she said, reining in her anger. She’d always had the support of her old boss, but when the station was acquired three years ago, Hal Reilly, son of the billionaire media conglomerate owner, was brought in.

      Hal was in his late twenties and dangerously hip. His father had charged him with changing the format from news to anything that drove ratings. That meant more controversy and charged opinions on the air.

      Marina wasn’t comfortable with this approach—or with Hal. She’d managed to ignore his disgusting double entendre remarks and dodge his wandering hands, but she wasn’t so sure about Babe.

      A knowing look passed between Hal and Babe.

      With an exasperated huff, Hal slid a hand over his shaved head and removed his designer glasses. “Look, Moore, I hate to do this to you, but—”

      Marina knew Hal was relishing this. She quickly cut in. “I’m giving my official notice.” Marina wasn’t going to plead for her job in front of Babe and the entire crew. “I’ll gather my belongings and leave.”

      And bang, just like that, at forty-five she’d lost her job and fiancé in less than five minutes. Probably some sort of record, she thought ruefully. She’d call her agent tomorrow, but for now, all she wanted to do was sleep and forget today had ever happened.

      As for Grady, maybe he’d done her a favor. She’d waited years to date until her children were older, although the first time she’d dipped her toe into that choppy sea of dating, a shark had bitten. She didn’t need a man who would choose a twenty-something pop star over her. Still, she was hurt and humiliated. Not to mention unemployed.

      If only she hadn’t let Hal and Babe get to her.

      Marina blew wisps of hair from her face. At least she felt a measure of relief here at the beach. Away from that hectic world. Here, she could hide out and recuperate. But only for a short while, because her children’s college tuition wasn’t cheap. Heather and Ethan were in their first year of college on the east coast. This past year, Marina had gone from having boisterous twins underfoot to sudden silence. And Grady had seized on her loneliness.

      No answer. Marina turned the doorknob of her grandmother’s beach cottage. Locked.

      Car lights flashed on the street. Could that be her grandmother? Or a neighbor who lived on this stretch of sand?

      The car passed the cottage and turned.

      Marina paced the front porch before flopping onto the swing. Despair crashed over her like a furious high tide. If Ginger was here, she’d crush her in a hug and tell her how Grady wasn’t good enough. Marina knew that now, but it didn’t lessen her pain.

      Blinking back useless tears of self-pity, Marina sprang from the swing, eager to get inside. Perhaps Ginger had left a window open.

      As Marina circled the house, trying every door and window, she considered her options. Brooke lived an hour south of San Diego, near the Mexican border. It was far too late to wake her. Besides, with a house full of teenagers, Marina would be sleeping on the couch and listening to silly adolescent jokes.

      Though she loved her nephews, that was not what she needed right now.

      Shivering against the cool ocean breeze, Marina tugged at her old bedroom window until she heard a pop. “Whoa, ouchy mama!” she cried out in pain, reverting to the creative cuss words she’d used when the kids were young that had somehow stuck.

      The window didn’t budge, but one of her artificial red nails had snapped off, taking part of her natural nail with it. She held up her throbbing forefinger, assessing the damage. “That’s it. You’re all coming off.” One more vestige of her former life she could get rid of for a while. She shook her hand. “Yowzer roo,” she muttered through clenched teeth.

      At the studio, Babe had once heard her, arched a finely tattooed eyebrow, and walked away, shaking her head as if Marina were an old dinosaur.

      “Where are you, Ginger?” Marina peeked in another window. When she had fled the disaster of her life in San Francisco this morning, it hadn’t occurred to her that Ginger might not be here. Besides, her grandmother was often a night owl, a habit honed from her time spent in Europe with her husband Bertrand Delavie, a career diplomat.

      The fashionable people often dined until after midnight, dear child.

      That memory earned a fleeting smile, despite her pulsating injury.

      Marina marched toward the front porch. Get creative, Ginger would always say. She could sleep on the porch until Ginger returned, but that could be days if her grandmother had gone on a trip. Or she could find a motel or inn.

      As she ducked under a set of low-hanging wind chimes she hadn’t recalled, her spiky high heel caught between two pavers and snapped, jerking her ankle at an awkward angle. Flailing and cursing under her breath again, she regained her balance, though her ankle protested.

      “These are going, too,” she muttered in disgust. She tore off her shoes—two-hundred dollars on sale at Nordstrom down the drain. For that price, she could’ve bought several pairs of comfortable walking shoes or great massages—which would have made her feel so much better.

      She was tired of nosebleed heel heights, though that was the style expected of her at work. Hal had called her stylish kitten-heels and flats old-lady shoes and asked if she was getting ready for retirement.

      The nerve of that brat. Women didn’t need to all look like Babe-the-Barbie. Son of a billionaire or not, Marina had told Hal precisely what she thought of him on the way out the door this morning.

      Marina hobbled along the side of the house toward the swing to nurse her injuries.

      How many times had she sat on that swing, kicking sand from her bare feet and listening to her grandmother? No one could tell a story like Ginger, so nicknamed because of her ginger-colored hair at birth, which she still kept stylishly tinted. But Marina preferred to think it was because of her grandmother’s spicy personality.

      Ginger’s stories, even the ones that were supposedly true, were forever morphing in her nimble mind. Some might think it was because Ginger was nearly eighty now, but no, Marina had been listening to stories that shifted like the tides for as long as she could remember.

      Ginger seemed to have lived as many lives as a cat. Maybe Ginger did that to entertain them, sort of like Pippi Longstocking. When called out on details that didn’t jibe with an earlier version of the story, Ginger would simply arch an eyebrow with a Mona Lisa smile and say, “That’s how I remember it today.”

      Now, every time Marina put pressure on her foot, sharp pains ripped through her ankle. Only a few more steps.

      As she turned the corner, a powerful flashlight cut through the darkness, blinding her.

      A man’s voice rang out. “Who’s there?”

      Marina screamed and stumbled back, her ankle collapsing on her. Waving her arms in slow motion, she crashed to the ground. Pepper spray, she thought frantically, but it was safely tucked in her purse. In the car. Would she become a lead story—if it bleeds, it leads—like the ones she had delivered for years? The self-defense training Ginger had insisted all the girls take kicked in. She couldn’t run, but she could kick.

      “Ma’am, I am not going to hurt you,” came a firm, reassuring voice. “I’m Chief Clarkson of the Summer Beach Police Department. Are you hurt?”

      Shielding her eyes, Marina gazed up at the towering, barrel-chested man who loomed above her. With cropped, curly black hair and clad in a Hawaiian shirt and Bermuda shorts, he looked like a Marine on vacation. “How do I know that?” she demanded. “Why aren’t you in uniform? And what are you doing creeping around my grandmother’s house?”

      He swung the flashlight toward his car, illuminating a door emblazoned with Summer Beach Police Department. “Here in Summer Beach, we look after residents’ homes. Now, what’s your name, ma’am?”

      “I’m Marina Moore. Ginger Delavie’s granddaughter from San Francisco. She’s not home, or she’s not answering. I’m worried about her.”

      “You must be the anchor lady from the big news show.” Chief Clarkson broke into a grin and extended his hand to help her up. “Well, why didn’t you say so?”

      She’d forgotten how small Summer Beach was. The locals knew each other and looked after their own. Marina knew some of them, too, from childhood summers she spent here. But that was a long time ago.

      Gripping Chief Clarkson’s broad hand, Marina tried to stand. “Ouch,” she cried out, hopping on one foot. “I think I sprained my ankle.”

      While supporting her at a respectful distance, the chief said, “You needn’t worry about Miss Ginger. She’s gone for a few days. Took a cruise to Catalina and Ensenada. Was she expecting you?”

      “No, I just decided to drive down.”

      Marina had tried to call along the way, but her cell phone had died, and Grady—she winced at the memory—had taken her car charger several weeks ago. She usually took BART—the San Francisco rail system—to work, and she’d forgotten to replace the charger. As she thought about it, she realized Grady had been a taker all along—who’d hidden behind a veneer of romance.

      Ethan hadn’t liked him from the beginning. Marina thought her son was overly protective, but now she understood he’d seen through Grady. Ethan had gone golfing with Grady once—her son was a consistent scratch golfer—and he’d come back incensed that Grady had cheated at golf.

      Marina gestured toward the house. “Wish I had a key to the cottage.” She did—in San Francisco. But since she’d driven straight from the television studio, she hadn’t thought to get it. In her anguished mind, she’d thought Ginger would be here.

      “Can’t help you there,” Chief Clarkson said. “Do you have a place to stay tonight?”

      “I’ll find a motel,” she said. “Do you know of any nearby?”

      “We have a couple of inns here in town,” the chief replied. “There’s a big wedding party at one, but you might try the Seabreeze Inn down the road.”

      “Do you have an address?”

      The chief grinned. “Hard to miss. It’s the largest structure on the beach. You might remember it. Although, as I understand, it was usually closed back then.”

      A memory clicked in Marina’s mind. “You mean, the haunted mansion on the beach?”

      “I don’t think it’s very haunted anymore.” His deep baritone laugh rumbled in his chest.

      “That’s not a joke,” Marina said, shivering. “Even a little haunted is disturbing.”

      “You’ll be fine there. Two women, who are very much alive, run it now.” The chief glanced at her car and added, “You can follow me there.”

      She started to say something snarky about his making sure she was actually going there and not staying behind to rob Ginger’s house, but she held back her comment. This wasn’t the big city. Life was different here in Summer Beach. Even celebrities, such as the popular singer Carol Reston who had an estate on the ridgetop, could stroll around without being bothered.

      “That would be nice, thanks,” Marina said. She tested her foot again, but as soon as she put pressure on it, pain shot through her ankle. Reluctantly, she asked, “Could you help me to the car?” She wasn’t accustomed to relying on people—especially strangers.

      “You should have that ankle looked at tomorrow,” Chief Clarkson said, frowning at the swelling. “The sisters who run the Seabreeze Inn—Ivy and Shelly—can probably arrange a doctor for you tomorrow.” He jerked his chin toward her small vehicle. “Hope that car is an automatic. I’m afraid your clutch foot is out of commission.”

      “It is.” Marina managed a polite chuckle. She’d carted kids and gear to matches around the bay area in an SUV, but after they left for college, she’d downsized to a turquoise Mini Cooper convertible. She could squeeze into the smallest parking space in the city and drop the top on sunny days. Besides, it was fun. Heather had been trying to get her to affix eyelashes over the headlights. When it’s yours, you can do that, she’d told her.

      The police chief helped Marina to her car, and she followed him a short distance to the inn. He waved her around to the rear of the grand old house and got out. Marina stayed in her car and rolled down her window. Overhead, palm trees rustled in the wind.

      The chief pressed a yellow doorbell button that had a cheerful, painted bumblebee above it. A hand-painted sign read, Give us a buzz after hours.

      Instantly, a light flicked on above them in what Marina imagined was a bedroom. A couple of minutes later, an attractive woman with shoulder-length brown hair opened the door. They had probably woken her. “Hi, Chief. What’s going on?”

      Leaning over the steering wheel, Marina stared at the woman. She seemed vaguely familiar.

      Chief Clarkson jerked a finger over his shoulder. “We’ve got a local’s granddaughter who needs a room. Ginger Delavie is away on a cruise. And this one has a bad ankle.”

      “We have room in the back on the downstairs level,” came the reply. The woman motioned past an enormous pool with statues and columns that looked like it belonged at the Hearst Castle.

      Marina leaned out the window and waved a credit card. “I’ll take it.” She was mentally and physically exhausted. Right now, she could sleep anywhere.

      Chief Clarkson helped Marina from her vehicle, supporting her as she half-hopped, half-walked through tropical gardens to the room. Lush pink bougainvillea, fragrant pikake blossoms, and glossy green ferns made her feel like she was in a Hawaiian resort.

      This was the respite she needed.

      The woman hurried ahead and unlocked the door. Turning around, she gave Marina a sympathetic smile.

      “I’m Ivy Bay. If there’s anything you need, let me know.” She fished a card from her pocket. “This is my cell number so you can text or call. In the morning, let me know when you’d like breakfast, and we’ll bring it out to you. And I’ll bring some ice for that ankle. You might want to elevate it, too.”

      “Good idea,” Marina said. “I’m so grateful that you opened for me.” Ivy Bay. Her name seemed so familiar.

      “Do you have any bags I can bring in for you?” Ivy asked.

      Marina groaned. “I took off from San Francisco with nothing but my purse because I knew I had things at my grandmother’s house.”

      Ginger always had well-stocked guest rooms for Marina and her sisters. Sundresses, swimsuits, flip-flops, and hats. That was all she needed in Summer Beach. Marina figured she could buy anything else.

      After Chief Clarkson left and Ivy had dropped off a bag of ice, Marina peeled off her clothes and hobbled into the bathroom to ice her ankle. Keeping her foot elevated, she took a long soak in the tub with a lavender sachet she’d found in an amenity basket. Closing her eyes, she listened to the soothing roar of the ocean.

      After Marina got out of the tub, she slipped on a soft terry-cloth robe she found in the closet, and then she snuggled under the down-filled duvet. Picking up the remote, she flicked on the television to a late-night show she enjoyed but hardly ever had a chance to watch. She was feeling marginally better now.

      However, that progress was short-lived.

      The show host was performing his opening monologue. “And now, today’s most embarrassing moment goes to a news anchor in San Francisco who found out her boyfriend had just gotten engaged to Lulu Godiva—on the morning news. You’re going to love her reaction.”

      Marina watched in horror as the host played the news clip, which ended with her falling out of her chair.

      “Whoops, there she goes, folks!” The host and the television audience burst out laughing. “Not winning any awards for grace under pressure, is she?”

      Listening to their derisive howls, Marina felt like she was going to be physically ill. She’d had enough emotional battering for one day. Clicking off the television, she pulled a pillow over her head.

      How was she ever going to live this down and reclaim her life?
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      The next morning, Marina had just dressed in her wrinkled outfit from yesterday when she heard a tap on the door. When she opened the door, she found a pink canvas beach bag with a note attached.

      For Marina. From Ivy, Shelly, and Poppy at the Seabreeze Inn. Call us for breakfast delivery or join us in the dining room.

      A freshly laundered, cornflower-blue cotton sundress, matching flip flops, and a white sun visor peeked from the bag. And leaning next to the doorway was a pair of crutches.

      “How thoughtful,” Marina said, pressing her hand against her heart. This kindness went a long way toward restoring her faith in humanity after the dreadful events of yesterday.

      Immediately, she removed her city clothes, grateful to have a fresh change of clothing. She pulled her shoulder-length hair into a ponytail. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she slid her feet into the flip-flops, pondering her next move. Literally. Her ankle was swollen and tender to the touch. And it was a lovely shade of purple.

      She mused over her choices. She could cloister herself in her room and cry until her grandmother returned. Or she could drag herself to the beach and hide under a sun visor and dark sunglasses.

      Finally, she could brave the new world order and present her newly single, damaged self to other guests in the dining room.

      Option A sounded pretty appealing. She kicked off the flip-flops and flopped back onto the bed, where a dull, throbbing headache greeted her.

      Marina groaned. She knew what that meant. As a morning news anchor, she’d become addicted to coffee. Not just any coffee, but dark, blast-awake brews that snapped her to attention. Without it, withdrawal headaches set in fairly quickly. That was the last thing she needed now.

      Throttling herself into action, she stretched for the wayward flip-flops, hopped across the floor, and opened the door again. Testing the crutches, she positioned them under her arms and swung herself forward in an awkward movement. Fortunately, the last person who’d used these was as short as she was.

      Above her, a dog barked, a door slammed, and footsteps clomped down the stairs.

      A male voice called out. “Need some help?”

      “I need a new ankle.” She raised her swollen foot.

      A man about her age with a thick head of messy morning hair and a wrinkled T-shirt came into view. “Ouch. Sprained or broken?”

      “How would I know? I’m not a doctor.” This guy was a little too happy at this hour of the morning. She winced. Her headache had just passed from the dull phase to the pounding stage. She’d slept later than usual, and now she really needed that jolt of java.

      He stared at her in amusement, his blue eyes a little too bright for the morning. “You got me there. Need a hand with anything?”

      “Nope. I got this.” She couldn’t quite place his accent, which was an odd combination of a soft drawl and clipped words as if he’d lived in different areas. An urban-rural combination, she decided, what some would call citified. Working in broadcast news, she noticed these subtle things. Gritting her teeth, she set off again.

      “The name’s Jack,” he said. “Heard you arrive last night and saw the police. Were you in an accident?”

      Did emotional wreckage count? Measuring the distance ahead, she grimaced. “Okay, Jack. Would you open that door for me?” And please stop chattering.

      She navigated the ramp to the house, thankful for the access.

      Standing with the door open and a grin that reached eyes too blue to be trusted, Jack looked at her that way people have when they’re trying to place you. Morning news viewers often recognized her, but when she was off the screen and in casual clothes, it was more difficult for them to place her. “You seem awfully familiar. Have you spent much time in New York or Chicago?”

      “Nope. San Francisco.”

      Jack shook his head. “That’s not it.”

      “I can’t imagine.” With misery, it registered with Marina that he might have also seen that television clip on the late show. She maneuvered through the door.

      “It will come to me,” he said, following her inside. “Where do you want to go?”

      Why on earth did he care? “I need coffee.”

      “The dining room is this way. Or you could go to Java Beach, that’s where all the locals hang out.”

      “Not likely this morning, Jack,” she said, indicating her swollen ankle. “But you should go.”

      “Might do that,” he said with the same unflappable smile.

      Jack sauntered through the wide hall, and Marina swung along behind him. She turned her attention to the stately old beach house, admiring the high ceilings and vintage chandeliers.

      Her ankle was throbbing, and she knew her arms and shoulder would also be sore after this. She’d once sustained an excruciating sprain in high school in Claremont, a small university town on the outskirts of sprawling Los Angeles. She’d been on the gymnastics team, and she’d come down hard after losing her balance on the beam.

      “Here you are.” Jack paused at the entry to a grand dining room. “And good luck with that injury. Hope to see you around.”

      In the wainscoted dining room that included a vintage beach mural in fresh shades of blue and turquoise, the woman Marina had met last night waved to her and hurried toward her. Ivy Bay. Why did that name seem so familiar? She was about the same height as Marina, with bright green eyes. And she looked—happy. Marina glanced around. Everyone seemed in good spirits. Crestfallen, she realized she was the only one who wasn’t, even though she certainly had good reason.

      “Good morning,” Ivy said pleasantly. “Glad you joined us for breakfast, but we could have brought a tray to you.”

      “I needed to get out,” Marina said. “And thank you for your care package. You’re Ivy, right?”

      “That’s right.” She pulled out a chair for Marina. “My sister Shelly and I run the inn, along with our niece, Poppy. Shelly is in charge of yoga classes and the grounds, while I’m on indoor duty, art classes, and morning beach walks.”

      “Count me out of all activities for now,” Marina said, easing into a marine-blue, slipcovered chair.

      “I’ll put those by the chair for you,” Ivy said, taking the crutches. “Right here, so you can still reach them. Would you like some coffee?”

      “You’re an angel. I’d love that.” Glancing around her surroundings, Marina noted more details—a habit from her years in journalism. Vintage crystal chandeliers, a richly veined marble fireplace, wooden parquet floors, and fine European antiques. Contemporary paintings of the ocean and beach graced the walls.

      When Ivy returned, Marina asked, “Are any of these your paintings?”

      “The seascapes are mine, and I’ve hung a few others around the house.” Ivy slid a tray onto the table. “I brought blueberry and cranberry muffins, yogurt, and strawberries. I can make eggs any way you want, and we have steel-cut oatmeal, too.”

      “These muffins look delicious.” Marina sipped her coveted coffee, and then she broke off a piece of the cranberry muffin. Heavenly. The muffin burst with fruit, and it was topped with cinnamon crumbles, dusted with sparkling sugar crystals, and baked to perfection. Someone knew what they were doing in the kitchen. Yesterday, she had stopped only once on the way for greasy fast food, which tasted of rancid oil, so she hadn’t finished it. Now, she was starving.

      “We get our baked goods from Java Beach,” Ivy said. “Mitch has the best coffee and bakery in Summer Beach.”

      “Sounds like a popular place.” That’s where Jack was going. Marina cupped her hands around the generous mug and sipped her coffee. Glancing down at her dress, she said, “I’ll buy some clothes in town and return this outfit to you.”

      “It’s yours if you want it,” Ivy said. “People leave all sorts of things here—including crutches. Some of our international guests buy new clothes on vacation, and since they have luggage weight limits, they leave what they no longer want here. We collect clothing for a shelter in San Diego.”

      “I appreciate it,” Marina said. “And this is such a beautiful old home. When I was younger, we used to call this the haunted mansion, but I don’t know if that was true or we were just trying to scare ourselves. I’m curious if you have ever seen any.”

      “Not really.” Ivy laughed a little, though her eyes darted to one side.

      Uh-huh. Definitely haunted. Marina had interviewed enough people to know how to read body language.

      Behind her, a slender woman in yoga clothes with a messy top knot paused. “Did someone see another ghost?” she asked.

      “Absolutely not,” Ivy said, slicing the air with a hand. “Marina, this is my trouble-making sister, Shelly.”

      “If it’s any consolation, it’s a friendly ghost,” Shelly said, making a face at Ivy. “I think it’s the former owner checking in. My sister refuses to acknowledge that Amelia Erickson is still in residence here at her beloved Las Brisas del Mar. We changed the name, but I don’t think Amelia minds.”

      When Ivy rolled her eyes in a good-natured manner, Marina immediately picked up on the sisterly bond.

      Glancing at the crutches and Marina’s ankle, Shelly’s face softened with empathy. “You must be the one who came in late last night. Have you had anyone look at your injury?”

      Marina shook her head. “I should probably go to an urgent care facility.”

      “We know a doctor who can drop by to look at it,” Shelly said. “He’s tended to other guests. We can call and see if he’s available this morning.”

      Marina agreed. She studied the two women, who both seemed friendly and at ease. Marina wondered if living in Summer Beach had that effect on everyone.

      “I’ll put in a call for Dr. Russ,” Shelly said, excusing herself.

      Idly, Marina wondered what it would be like to have a business at the beach like this. Not that she could afford that with the twins’ college tuition. Even though Marina had earned a good salary, the cost of living in San Francisco and taking care of those she loved always stretched her budget. She figured she had about six months of savings to see her through, so she’d have to call her agent immediately.

      Marina remembered other calls she had to make. “I left without a cell phone charger. Silly, I know. I’ll have to buy one right away, but do you have one I can use to charge my phone now?”

      “We have a box of extra chargers. Poppy can take care of that for you.” Ivy waved to a lanky young woman with long blond hair, who crossed to the table. Ivy introduced her and added, “Would you find a charger that will work with her phone?”

      “Sure,” Poppy said. “Mind if I take it?”

      “Not at all, thanks.”

      After Poppy left, Ivy leaned forward with interest. “You said you remember this house. Are you from Summer Beach? You look so familiar.”

      Marina smiled despite a fleeting thought about the late-night show. “My grandmother, Ginger Delavie, lives here. My sisters and I used to spend our summer vacations at her beach cottage.”

      Marina hesitated, recalling that last blissful summer vacation at Ginger’s cottage, when she had practically lived on the beach, and her parents were still as much in love as they’d been in high school.

      Before the accident.

      During her first year at college, Marina’s plans came to an abrupt halt when a freak traffic accident claimed the lives of her youthful parents. Ginger moved in to look after the younger sisters and encouraged Marina to return to school. Marina studied during the day and worked evenings in a cafe, where she met Stan. After they married, Ginger returned to Summer Beach with Brooke and Kai. Marina and Brooke were only two years apart, but Kai had been the surprise. At seven years younger than Brooke, she had always been the carefree sprite of the family. Their parents had so loved the water that it inspired all their names.

      “Did you ever surf?” Ivy asked, resting her chin in her hand.

      “As often as I could.” Marina snapped her fingers. “Of course. We surfed together one summer, didn’t we?”

      “And you made the most incredible s’mores over the fire.” Ivy laughed and patted her plump middle section. “I looked a lot different then.”

      “You had blond hair, right?” As Ivy chuckled and nodded, Marina took another gulp of coffee. “Back then, I think we were all spritzing on Sun In to get blond streaks and slathering on the tanning oil.” That was her last carefree summer before college. “It’s so good to see you again. Have you lived here all these years?”

      “Oh, no. I left to go to school in Boston and stayed. After my husband passed away, I returned.” A wistful smile crossed Ivy’s face. “After he died, I discovered that he’d just emptied our retirement to buy this place. It was complicated, though, and the old grand dame needed a lot of work.”

      “Looks like you’ve done a lot here.”

      “My family helped me a lot. Shelly moved in from New York, and our brothers helped us renovate. We converted the house to an inn and managed to make a go of it last year. The house has had quite a history, too.”

      “I’m sorry about your husband,” Marina said, touching Ivy’s hand. Even eighteen years later, she still missed Stan and her parents. If not for Ginger, she and her sisters would have been adrift.

      “I appreciate that,” Ivy said. “He died suddenly, and I don’t know what I would have done without Shelly and Poppy. I never dreamed I would return to Summer Beach, but I’m so glad I did. Are you married?”

      “Not now. I was widowed when I was pregnant, but my twins are in college now.” She didn’t mention Grady; she’d wasted enough time on him. As much as that stung, she was more worried about her finances and finding another job. Time to move on, Ginger would say.

      “I also have two daughters,” Ivy said. “We’ll have to continue this talk later. We have so much in common.”

      “I’d like that. I remember we had such fun that summer.” Marina tried the yogurt, which was also delicious. “Do you remember lounging around the beach bonfire, listening to a surfer guy play the guitar?”

      “Do I ever.” Ivy chuckled. “That surfer is now the mayor. Bennett Dylan. A wildfire swept across the ridgetop last year, and several locals moved in while their homes were being rebuilt. Bennett is living in the old chauffeur’s apartment above the garage.”

      “No kidding?” Marina shook her head. “Guess we all grew up.”

      “And what do you do now?” Ivy asked.

      “I’ve been a news anchor on a station in San Francisco.” Marina hesitated. “I’m in the process of finding another position right now. Until then, I thought I’d check in on my grandmother.”

      Ivy smiled. “Ginger is a sweetheart. And very interesting.”

      “That she is,” Marina said, wondering if she could reach her on board the ship. Not that this was an emergency. If Marina put the situation in perspective, it was merely an inconvenience—on her part, not her grandmother’s. Why should she disturb Ginger? Still, it would be nice to know when Ginger was returning.

      Ginger traveled often. She was fiercely independent and frequently left on holidays or work assignments on short notice. Even at her age, she was still in demand. Marina knew little about what her grandmother did, other than Ginger was a skilled statistician.

      Just numbers, darling. Nothing as glamorous as what you do. No one is ever interested in what I do at cocktail parties.

      Maybe that’s why Ginger loved to tell stories. Yet, Ginger was brilliant in math. She loved finding and explaining patterns, and she’d helped them all with their homework. If a kid from a farm in Oklahoma can be good in math, so can you. Marina had learned fractions at the age of five by helping Ginger bake cookies—she was that good.

      “Would you like a refill on that coffee?” Ivy asked.

      “I’d love one,” Marina replied. As she finished her breakfast, the two women caught up. Marina was fascinated with Ivy’s story of the valuable artifacts found concealed in the basement and throughout the house. Marina loved listening to people, which was one reason she’d made a good reporter—a job she enjoyed more than being a news anchor, but she’d needed the salary increase for the twins.

      As they spoke and laughed over shared memories, Marina touched Ivy’s arm. “I’m so glad we’ve reconnected. It’s nice to find a friend here.” She saw kindness and strength in Ivy’s eyes.

      “I think we’re going to be very good friends again,” Ivy said, smiling. “You’re going to like living here.”

      “I wish I could, but I have to find another job soon.”

      “Maybe you’ll find something to do here. Lots of people telecommute or run businesses from home these days.”

      That was something Marina hadn’t considered, and it was intriguing.

      A little while later, Poppy appeared holding Marina’s phone, her eyebrows arched in concern. “I found a charger that you can keep, but while I was helping another guest, a lot of messages poured through. It’s been dinging all the way here.” She handed Marina the phone and charger.

      Marina sucked in a breath. She saw Heather’s number on the screen, as well as messages from Ethan and Brooke and Kai. Marina’s heart quickened. What on earth had happened? “I have to return these calls right away. Is there a place here…?” She glanced around.

      “In the library,” Poppy said. “It’s private. Here, I’ll help you.”

      Marina struggled to her feet and awkwardly made her way to the library. Ivy rushed behind with a glass of water for her, and Poppy plugged in the charger and the phone.

      “Let us know if you need anything,” Ivy said, giving Marina a quick hug. She and Poppy closed the door.

      What could have happened? Marina pressed a hand to her heart and called her daughter first. Heather answered on the first ring.

      “Mom, where are you?” Heather’s words tumbled out. “I’ve been trying to reach you since yesterday. Aunt Brooke called the police, and the landlord let them into the apartment. You weren’t there, and I’ve been so worried, and—”

      “Calm down. I’m in Summer Beach. I came down to see Ginger. I’m sorry to worry you, but I didn’t have a charger for my phone. What’s wrong?”

      Heather paused. “So…you haven’t been on social media?”

      “No, why? Should I check?” Marina shuddered, wondering if the news clip had gone viral.

      Heather cried out, “No, Mom, don’t. Please, just don’t. It’s awful.”
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      Alone in the library, Marina stared at the screen on her phone with a sinking heart. Her daughter’s voice floated to her, imploring her not to look.

      She had to. And when she did, her self-esteem took a direct blow, leaving her gasping for air.

      Marina stared at an awkward moving image. After working hard for years to attain her professional status, she had been reduced to a meme, a silly video clip that played the worst blunder of her career over and over. She watched herself break into tears and flail at the desk. Below that, the ridicule was coming in fast.

      Oops, she’s out of a job—forever! So, honey, was he worth it? Ha, ha, ha! Typical bubble-headed news anchor—not a brain in her head! What an idiot!

      And worse. Much, much worse.

      Marina squeezed her eyes against the hateful comments.

      “Mom, are you still there?”

      She sighed and lifted the phone. “I’m here.”

      “You looked, didn’t you?”

      “I did.” Marina hesitated, hating to tell her daughter about the late-night show, but needing to shield her from being blindsided by it. She quickly told her.

      “That’s horrible, and I’m so angry,” Heather cried. “It’s all Grady’s fault. Ethan and I never liked him.”

      “I know, sweetheart.” At the time, Marina had thought her children were jealous after having had their mother to themselves all these years.

      “You weren’t on the air this morning,” Heather said softly.

      “I turned in my notice. It was either that or wait ten seconds to be fired. Guess I should call Brooke, huh?”

      “And Kai. I called her, too. And every friend of yours that I could reach. Oh, Mom, now I know how it feels when you can’t reach me. I’m so sorry I’ve worried you in the past. I really thought something had happened to you, that you might have had an accident…”

      “Don’t worry about me, sweetie,” Marina said. She’d never heard such concern in Heather’s voice, and she felt bad for worrying her. “I’m going to stay here for a couple of weeks and sort out my life. I’ve booked into a pretty bed-and-breakfast called the Seabreeze Inn until Ginger returns.” She hesitated. “I should speak to Ethan, too. Is he around?” The twins shared an apartment near the Duke campus in Durham, North Carolina.

      “He’s taking an exam right now, but you can call him later.”

      “How’s Ethan doing in school?” Marina asked, worried about her son’s progress. Ethan had struggled with dyslexia throughout school. However, he had a natural talent for sports, and he’d received a golf scholarship, which helped. Heather had followed her brother to Duke to help him with his academics.

      “Ethan is improving,” Heather said, sounding upbeat. “It’s tough for him, but he’ll be okay. His golf game is on fire, so he’s happy about that.”

      “Thanks for helping him,” Marina said. However, she suspected that Ethan was struggling more than either of her children wanted to admit. She worried about Ethan. He was smart, but he simply needed more time to complete his studies, which frustrated him.

      After calling her sisters and reassuring them, Marina dialed her agent’s number. “Hi Gwen, it’s Marina.”

      “Hi, Marina. Figured I’d hear from you soon.”

      “Well, it looks like I’m finally available,” Marina said airily, trying to diminish the severity of the situation.

      “About that,” Gwen said, sounding uncomfortable. “ I think you need to take some time off.”

      “I am, but I’ll be ready to go back to work in two or three weeks.”

      Gwen sighed. “Have you been online? Watched television at all?”

      “I have, and while those videos are unfortunate, I have a long career that speaks for itself.”

      “In a few months, when this mess dies down, I might be able to place you in a smaller market.”

      Marina pressed her lips together in a grim line. That would mean moving out of San Francisco. “How much smaller?”

      “A lot. Look, given the recent events and your age—”

      “I’m at the top of my game, and I look good for my age,” Marina shot back. She certainly did everything she could to keep herself camera-ready. Her male co-host could develop a little belly, but not her. And if her hair or dress weren’t to viewers’ liking, they’d hear complaints. Never mind the writing, interviews, soundbites, camera presence, and other things required of her. “I’m more than a news reader. You know I’ve always excelled at my job. This snafu was a one-off event that any guy would be forgiven in ten minutes.”

      “You’ve known there would come a time,” Gwen said gently.

      Marina grew quiet. “As it did for you.” Her agent had once been a top news anchor.

      “Once this fiasco passes, maybe you could do special interviews. Softer news, celebrity interviews. You could still be a big fish in a smaller market. Of course, you’d have to move.”

      “There’s nothing in San Francisco?”

      “I’ve already checked,” Gwen said. “I knew you’d be calling. Take some time off. Six months, a year.”

      “I can’t afford to. My twins just started college.”

      “I’m sorry, Marina. Believe me, if I could create a position for you, I would. Tough break.” She paused. “If it’s any consolation, Babe was reprimanded, too. Though she’s still there.”

      Marina clenched her jaw. “You’ll let me know if anything pops up?”

      “Of course. Try something else for a few months. You could write a book, lecture at a college, or tutor.”

      None of that would pay anywhere close to what she had been making. After Marina hung up, she sat in the stillness of the old mahogany-paneled library. Leather-bound books stared silently down at her.

      As she had so many times since Heather and Ethan had been born, she thought about Stan and wondered what he would advise. He’d been her best friend from childhood. That was a lot like her parents, who’d known each other in school. Only she and Stan had waited to have children, unlike her parents, who married and started their family right after high school.

      When Marina returned to college after the accident, Stan had been her rock. They’d married right after graduation, eager to start their lives. He entered an officer’s training program in the Marines, and they moved around the country as he was stationed at different bases. Marina always found work in restaurants, favoring quaint little cafes. And then just as they’d decided to start a family, Stan was deployed to Afghanistan.

      A month after Stan left, Marina discovered she was pregnant. Marina was delighted. She had told him what she suspected, and he was thrilled. Get a test and make sure, sweetheart. Can’t wait to hear the news. The day her test results were confirmed she could hardly wait to tell him.

      Instead, two uniformed officers knocked on her door. She could still hear their words: The Commandant of the Marine Corps has entrusted me to express his deep regret…

      As she thought about Stan—and his sense of honor and duty—she was even more ashamed of her relationship with Grady. How could she have been so gullible as to fall for someone like that?

      Never again.

      Marina pushed herself up onto her crutches. As devastating as the events of the past two days had been, she would not buckle—not this time, not any time.

      That afternoon, Dr. Russell Stein had stopped by and recommended icing, elevation, and compression. Now, with her ankle wrapped, Marina decided to make the best of the situation and sit by the pool, deserted on this midweek day.

      Ivy helped Marina outside and found a spot for her under a marine-blue umbrella on a chaise lounge.

      “What spectacular architecture,” Marina said, gazing up at the old grand dame of a house surrounded by tall palm trees as stately as sentinels on guard. She wondered what this place was like in its heyday in the 1920s and 1930s, although it was still an elegant old home.

      “Julia Morgan designed it,” Ivy said. “She was the first licensed female architect in California, and she also designed the Hearst Castle for William Randolph Hearst, the newspaper magnate. This house belonged to the Ericksons of San Francisco. It was their summer home.”

      “What a great location on the beach for you,” Marina said. Wide stone steps from the veranda and terraces led right to the sand. Statues stood around a pool decorated with marble and serpentine tiles. “Although I can’t imagine what the electricity bill runs.”

      “That’s why we run it as an inn,” Ivy said. “Still, the ocean breezes keep the house fairly cool for most of the year.”

      Marina put a cushion under her leg to elevate her ankle. “I’m impressed with how you handled the situation after your husband died. How did you know what to do?”

      “We didn’t,” Ivy said, perching on a chair next to her. “Shelly and I had our share of challenges, but we also had a lot of fun getting the business underway. And I love getting up every day. It’s not like work at all; it’s just what I love to do.”

      Marina grew quiet, listening. She could hardly imagine feeling that way about work.

      Shelly came out of the kitchen carrying a tray with a tall drink on it. “Here at the inn, we have a delicious concoction called a Sea Breeze. Grapefruit juice and cranberry juice and a splash of lime.”

      “Is that virgin or fully loaded?” Ivy asked. “Meaning vodka.”

      “Optional by request,” Shelly said.

      Marina took a sip. “It’s perfect as it is. So refreshing.”

      “Call us if you need anything,” Ivy said before she and Shelly left.

      As Marina sipped on the cool juice cocktail, she tried to call Ginger, but the call went straight to voice mail. She left a message, trying to sound upbeat. Thought I’d surprise you.

      “Well, you look comfortable,” Jack said, strolling past her chaise lounge.

      “You couldn’t give me a break?” Marina waved at her ankle, which was propped up on cushions and covered with an ice pack.

      “Since you brought it up, did you find out if it’s a break or a sprain?”

      “Mild sprain, the doctor says, although it sure hurt. Evidently, I have youthful ligaments.” She made a face and tugged the straw sunhat Ivy had given her lower over her sunglasses.

      “Well, that’s a relief.” Jack grinned and stripped off his T-shirt.

      “What are you doing?”

      A shadow of a smile crossed Jack’s face. “Going for a swim. Don’t get any ideas.”

      Marina rolled her eyes. Behind her dark sunglasses, she caught a glimpse of his muscular back before looking away. Not too bad, she thought, grudgingly. Seconds later, he splashed into the pool and began swimming.

      Folding her arms, Marina watched him plow through the water. Here she was, trapped with a boy-man with no means of a rapid escape. At least he was underwater. Marina eased back on the chaise lounge.

      At once, her phone rang.

      “Darling Marina, I just heard your message,” Ginger said over the phone. “I’m so glad you’ve come for a visit. How long can you stay?”

      “Oh, a couple of weeks or so.” Marina tried to sound nonchalant.

      “Is anything wrong?”

      She couldn’t fool Ginger. “It’s a long story, but I quit my job.”

      “I see. Well, I’ll be home tomorrow. I’m glad you’re at the Seabreeze Inn. I’ll see you tomorrow afternoon.”

      After she hung up the call, Marina leaned back and closed her eyes, trying to doze off under the soft sway of palm trees, their rustling fronds lulling her into a relaxed state she hadn’t known in a long time. In the distance, she could hear a dog barking. It sounded like it was coming from somewhere on the property.

      She was almost asleep when she felt droplets of water land on her face and sunglasses. “Hey,” she cried.

      “Oh, sorry,” Jack said. He slung a towel over his shoulders and brushed his wet hair back. “Are you in town for long?”

      “Not really,” she said, trying to be noncommittal.

      “I just realized I don’t know your name.”

      She sighed. “I’m Marina. And what brings you to Summer Beach?”

      “I’m working on a story.”

      “Hmm. Journalist or a novelist?”

      He looked impressed. “Investigative reporter by trade, now on a sabbatical. Tossing around some book ideas.”

      “About what?”

      “I’d rather not say.”

      Marina eased her sunglasses down and glared over the top of them at him. “It’s not like I’m going to steal your idea.”

      “I’m not implying that you would.” He held her gaze for a moment longer than was necessary, and then, grinning, he stood up. “I’ll see you around.”

      Marina watched him go. Something about Jack irritated her. Maybe he was too much like Grady. Sure of himself and his attractiveness.

      She certainly didn’t need that anymore.

      The next afternoon, Marina said goodbye to Ivy and Shelly. She put the convertible top down on the Mini Cooper to bask in the sunshine. After she turned onto the lane, she passed a handcrafted, driftwood sign rendered in coral paint to match the house: The Coral Cottage. Her daughter Heather had made this for Ginger. Marina recalled painting a similar sign when she was a teenager.

      This house was steeped in memories. The cottage has always been there for her, just like Ginger.

      In the daylight, Marina could see the cottage better. The sprawling, stucco house had a terracotta-tiled roof and a broad beach view. To one side was a wildlife preservation habitat, and on the other, the property opened up to the village of Summer Beach. The cottage was mere steps from the beach and a short walk or bike ride to town.

      After parking her car, Marina got out and plucked her crutches from the back seat. She was becoming fairly adept with them. Dr. Russ didn’t think she’d need crutches for more than a week at the most. Unless she took another tumble, which she assured him was unlikely. She swung herself along the path and onto the wide front porch that caught the ocean breezes.

      Palm trees arched around the house, swaying in today’s light breeze. Pink bougainvillea bracts fluttered, and petals had scattered like confetti across the lawn during the night.

      The door burst open. A tall, ginger-haired woman wrapped her arms around Marina. “Why, you poor dear. You didn’t mention this new development. What happened?”

      “Revenge of the stiletto.”

      “Gave them up years ago for the same reason. Do come in, I just arrived.” Ginger was tall and angular, in contrast with Marina’s petite frame.

      Marina had clearly taken after a different side of the family. “You went on a cruise?”

      “A short one with old friends,” Ginger said with a wave of her hand. “No one you’d know. Come in, and I’ll make a pot of Earl Grey tea just as they do at Claridge’s in London. That’s where Bertrand and I used to entertain the Prince, you know. The hotel is practically an annex to Buckingham Palace.”

      “I thought it was the Duke.”

      “Both of them, my dear. Along with a bevy of barons for good measure.”

      Laughing, Marina followed her grandmother into the kitchen. She eased down on a chair by a red Formica table with chrome legs. The large kitchen dated to the early 1960s. On one side sat a hulking, fire-engine-red O’Keefe & Merritt stove with two ovens and six burners, which was quite advanced for its day. Marina had learned to cook and bake here under Ginger’s tutelage.

      Marina glanced around the open kitchen and the adjoining dining area and den, where Ginger kept a desk and computer. The beach cottage had been a wedding present from Ginger’s husband many years ago. He had been a diplomat, and they’d traveled the world, though they’d always returned to Summer Beach.

      The eclectic décor was a mixture of mid-century beach modern with accents from Ginger’s travels around the world. A Murano glass paperweight and a Greek letter opener sat on an antique hand-carved desk she’d shipped from Bali. The white slipcovers that protected the sofa and chairs were a sign of her grandmother’s spring cleaning preparations for summer. Ginger’s loafers tapped on the Saltillo tile floor as she bustled around, preparing tea.

      On the dining room table, a cut-crystal vase held tall stalks of blazing, orange-and-blue bird-of-paradise, probably cut from the garden.

      Ginger wore a white blouse with the cuffs turned back and a pair of slim blue jeans. Her posture was still erect, and she moved with the energy of someone half her age. Whenever she had to reveal her age at the doctor’s office or when buying a bottle of wine—isn’t it obvious I’m old enough to drink?—people were generally surprised. She attributed her good health to having great genes, walking on the beach, swimming in the ocean, and tending her organic vegetable garden. And the occasional glass or two of wine. Vital for stress management, she’d say.

      After boiling cold water and letting the tea steep for just the right amount of time, Ginger placed a teapot and two porcelain cups on the table and sat down. She poured tea with a steady hand. “Now, start from the beginning and tell me what happened.”

      Marina groaned. “It all started with Babe Barstow.” She told her grandmother how she’d quit her job, fled San Francisco, and twisted her ankle in the dark.

      “No, dear, it all started with Hal, his father, and Grady. Put the blame where it should be. You were a casualty of the system. Babe capitalized on it by seizing that knowledge for her gain. And it worked. For now, anyway.”

      “You mean, I should have been stronger,” Marina said.

      “It’s rarely that simple.” Ginger rested a finger on her temple. “What else is bothering you?”

      Stalling, Marina sipped her tea and stared at the fresh basil growing in a colorful Mexican Talavera pot on the window sill. Ginger always sensed what was beneath the surface.

      “After Grady proposed, we talked about opening a restaurant together in Napa and traveling the world. The thought of leaving my job and beginning a new phase was enticing.”

      Ginger arched an eyebrow. “Perhaps more so than the actual man.”

      “I’m ashamed to admit that to anyone but you,” Marina said. She hadn’t even admitted that to herself. “In my profession, I have a responsibility to deliver news impartially, but I’m tired of the constant stream of human suffering. Every day seems worse than the last.”

      “When you lose your purpose, you lose your joy,” Ginger said, topping off Marina’s tea. “You’re burned out. That is the root problem of your situation.”

      Marina gazed at the ocean through the window. “It’s not that I couldn’t handle the job. My heart was no longer in it. I often wonder how my life would have been if I’d taken a different path. But I can’t now, not with the twins in college. That was my state of mind the other day when Babe caught me off guard.”

      Ginger leveled her gaze at Marina. “So, try something new. At least you won’t have to deal with a problematic man anymore. For that alone, you deserve a break.”

      “I’ll have to. My agent advised me to take at least six months off. Even then, I’ll have to move to a smaller market.”

      “You do what you have to,” Ginger said. “Might as well stay here and save your money. And I could use the company.”

      Marina glanced at a little cottage behind the main house. “Has anyone rented the little cottage?”

      “Haven’t advertised it yet,” Ginger replied. “I usually don’t. Somehow, the right people seem to find it every summer.”

      “Last year you had a film composer. Have you heard anything from her?”

      Ginger nodded with pride. “She landed a gig scoring an important new film. That little cottage is magical, I tell you. Everyone who stays there has good fortune.”

      Marina smiled at her grandmother’s conviction. “Then maybe I should move in there.” She chuckled at herself.

      “Stay in your old room,” Ginger said, patting her hand. “I love having you nearby.”

      “Guess it’s time to reinvent my life.” She’d
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