

    
            Chapter One





			Elizabeth crossed her legs and glanced at the framed degrees from Yale and Stanford on the wall behind Ayumi Nakamura, the latter being where the attorney had studied law, and the reason Elizabeth needed her now. She’d received the shock of Margaret’s death two weeks ago and hadn’t known what to do next.

			“Ms. Underwood’s lawyer sent these over on Tuesday.” Ayumi pushed a stack of papers toward her to the only section of the mahogany desk not covered with files. “I’ll need a few signatures, but it’s straightforward. You’re now the owner of a resort in Napa Valley.” 

			“I still don’t understand.” Elizabeth stared at the built-in bookshelves filled with tan and maroon legal journals, appreciating how the hues, along with the sage-green upholstered visitors’ chairs, one of which she sat in, nicely accented the sand color scheme of the office. “Why me?”

			“That’s not explained anywhere, but it’s been in place for quite a while. He said his records indicated Ms. Underwood asked him to alter her will right after she’d instructed him to make the final payment on your college education. That’s the last time she changed it.”

			Elizabeth would’ve been only twenty-two. Who did that? She tugged the hem of her skirt down. And for someone who wasn’t even blood. Margaret, who’d only known her for eight measly years back then, had left everything to her, including her business and property. In Calistoga, of all places, where Elizabeth hadn’t set foot since she’d graduated high school. She ignored the twist of anxiety in her stomach at the thought of returning. Why hadn’t Margaret said anything about it in the twenty years since?

			As Ayumi searched for a pen, Elizabeth tried to recall the last time she’d seen Margaret. It had to be about two years ago. Why hadn’t she gone to see her sometimes instead of always making her drive to San Jose? She should’ve, especially when Margaret had gotten older. Sure, being in her hometown would’ve been difficult, and she would’ve needed to get in and out without dredging up too many painful memories, but if she’d made the effort, maybe she would’ve known Margaret had cancer. Maybe she could’ve said thank you. Maybe she could’ve said good-bye. 

			Margaret had stated in her will that she wanted no funeral, service, or any kind of fanfare, so Elizabeth wouldn’t even have that opportunity to pay her respects. She bit the tip of her tongue to keep her eyes from welling with tears. Elizabeth Bettancourt didn’t cry in front of someone she’d hired. She didn’t cry in front of anyone. She straightened, gathered her composure, and signed her name. No use dwelling on what could’ve been. “Is it open and operating? Who’s running it? What do you know?” She pushed the papers back to Ayumi.

			“Apparently, Ms. Underwood has been using a property management company for hotels and resorts. J & C something.” Ayumi leafed through her notes. “J & C Hospitality Specialists. The general manager employed by them will continue to oversee things until you arrive.”

			“Are there any legal reasons I can’t sell Harvest Springs right away?” Elizabeth remained perched on the edge of her seat, eager to be done with this mess. She’d thought Margaret was her last tie to Calistoga, but now there was the resort. Ever since she’d heard about it, it weighed on her like an albatross around her neck, perhaps a punishment for accepting wisdom, protection, and independence Margaret had offered, then neglecting her in her final years. Elizabeth swallowed hard against the self-recrimination. She hadn’t known. The sooner she could get rid of it, the better. Then nothing would tie her to Calistoga anymore. 

			“No, nothing legal.” Ayumi tucked her sleek black hair behind her ears. “But I highly urge you not to be hasty. Spend some time assessing the property.” She sat back in her chair. “See what’s there. Monitor how it’s being run. Ask around and see what the market’s like. If it’s profitable, perhaps you should hold on to it. If you really want to wash your hands of it, simple improvements could increase the price you get. But who knows? Maybe you’ll like it so much you’ll decide to keep it.” 

			Elizabeth gathered her purse and stood. “Not likely.” Best to dispose of it quickly, then return to her comfortable life in Silicon Valley and her job she excelled at and forget all about Calistoga for good. 

			That said, she was nothing if not a numbers person. They’d always made sense to her, even when the rest of the world didn’t. With her extensive background in finance and payroll, whether Harvest Springs Resort was profitable or struggling somewhat intrigued her.

			Ayumi opened a drawer. “A friend of mine is a real estate agent up there. I have her card here somewhere.” She dug around for a moment, then shut it. “You know what? If you decide you want to talk to her, call me, and I’ll put you two in touch.” She rose and handed her a manila envelope. “Your copies of everything are in here.”

			As Elizabeth stepped onto the sidewalk in front of the stately building that housed Ayumi’s firm, she tipped her face to the cloudless azure sky and warmth of the sunshine that often graced the South Bay. It was one reason she’d stayed after college. That, and getting her foot in the door at a prestigious software company. And Margaret was the one who’d made the latter possible. 

			And yet, Elizabeth hadn’t visited her once. No, she’d made Margaret make the two-hour trip. Margaret had never complained, always crushing her in a hug and smiling the first hour of every stay. 

			Elizabeth should’ve gone to Calistoga.

			But what was done was done. She hadn’t made time for Margaret, so she’d have to live with her choices—and regrets—when she wasn’t trying to figure out what to do with a wine-country resort she didn’t want.

			As she pulled from her parking space, her thoughts turned to the next few weeks. She’d need to ask for time off. Of course, she had plenty banked. Vacations had been few, mostly because she didn’t enjoy traveling alone. Some quick math told her the week she’d spent in Hawaii with Janice had been almost seven years ago. Seven years? Could that be right? And what ever happened to Janice? And what did Elizabeth have to show for her life since then? Nothing really. Oh, yeah—except an extremely successful career. She smiled to herself.

			She wasn’t a workaholic, but she liked her job, and the joy she received from it helped fill the void left by her nonexistent social calendar. She tried to limit her schedule to only fifty hours a week, and with her skills, that wasn’t difficult. Plus, she’d fine-tuned her department, and her team was top-notch, starting with Geoff, whom she’d brought with her from her past two companies. He’d have no problem covering things while she was gone.

			Seeing the resort again intrigued her. Would it look the same? Margaret had mentioned no large-scale renovations. Still, it made sense if it had undergone a remodel or two in the decades since Elizabeth had seen it. Did vineyards still surround it? They’d been one of her favorite places to walk. Had anyone repaired the wine cellar door that always stuck? Did the giant geothermal spring still exist, and did it still smell of sulfur? 

			Despite her curiosity, fear coiled in her stomach like a venomous snake preparing to defend itself. How would she manage being in Calistoga, especially that long? Would everything remind her of her childhood, or would she even recognize it? Would anyone know who she was? Would her painful memories resurface, and if they did, could she get in and out of that wretched little town without having to discuss what happened? 

			That was the real question. And if she had to, could she? She hadn’t talked about it since she’d turned thirty and quit therapy. Now, at forty-two, she wondered if everything she’d learned in those many years of sessions had fully prepared her for what she was about to do. She certainly hoped so.

			When she strode into the anteroom where Geoff sat at his computer, the clock on the wall told her she’d been gone less than two hours. 

			“Are those more changes?” he asked, holding out his hand for the envelope.

			“No.” Elizabeth walked past him toward her office. “Follow me.” She dropped it onto her desk as she sank into her executive chair. “Close the door.” She carefully stowed her sunglasses in their case, the case in her purse, and the purse in her lower left drawer, just like she did every morning. 

			Geoff slid into the seat directly opposite her and crossed one skinny jean-clad leg over the other, giving Elizabeth a view of the dirty sole of his white Vans.

			His attire mirrored that of most of the employees, with casual taking on an entirely new meaning in Silicon Valley, where even CEOs wore shorts and flip-flops and played games of Ping-Pong between meetings. She didn’t hold it against him though. His mind and work ethic more than made up for his dubious choices in clothing. Her? She’d keep her black and gray suits and skirts, thank you. And they could keep their taco Tuesdays and kegs downstairs, where employees only needed to scan their ID card for a pint of beer at any time of day. In her opinion, those things were best left to social functions. Not that she attended those either. She kept meaning to work on that.

			With her fingertip, she aligned the manila envelope from Ayumi with the corner of her desk. Outside her window, the fountain in the middle of the small lake in the courtyard three floors down sprayed unnaturally turquoise water, but at least she’d earned one of the coveted offices with a view. “I have something I need to discuss with you,” she said as she slipped off her heel beneath the desk. The early stage of a blister formed on the back of her ankle. “I need to take some time off.”

			Geoff frowned. “Are you all right?”

			She lifted her chin. “Of course. Why do you ask?”

			“Well, most people take leave when something is wrong.” He shrugged. “Sickness, a loved one falling ill, perhaps a difficult pregnancy.” He raised his eyebrows.

			“Mr. Vasquez, when I want speculation, I will ask for it.” She shot him a feigned glare. “I simply have something I need to take care of.”

			He planted both feet on the floor and leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “How long are you thinking?”

			“Likely a few weeks. A month at the longest. Can you handle that?” Could she?

			He nodded. “Sure. As you know, I’m not going anywhere until Labor Day.”

			“Yes, that’s right.” She’d forgotten, but since she signed off on all her processors’ vacation requests, she should’ve remembered. What they did with their personal lives rarely interested her. Geoff was different though, and if she’d given it more thought, she would’ve recalled it was the weekend he always went to the Yucatán Peninsula. He and his friends were going to Playa del Carmen this year. Elizabeth mentally patted herself on the back for unearthing that detail.

			“You sure you’re okay?” He’d already dropped the formality he typically used with her at work with the difficult pregnancy quip. This was her friend asking.

			She gave a little laugh. “Believe it or not, I’ve inherited a resort up in Napa.”

			His mouth fell open. “From whom? And when can I come visit?” He scooted toward her and rested his forearms on her desk.

			“A woman.” 

			He whistled. “That must’ve been some fling.”

			She only let one corner of her lip curve upward before returning her gaze to the fountain. “It was no such thing. I used to work for her. She gave me my first job, and we kept in touch over the years.” She omitted how much more Margaret had done to make sure she’d gotten an education and hadn’t been left behind.

			Left behind. Poor choice of words. A chill ran through her, and Elizabeth tugged the lapels of her blazer together. “Anyway, I plan on selling it, but I need to see what I have first. I’ll be going there to look over their books, their tax records, the state of the property, and to assess the personnel. It’ll take some time.”

			“Have you mentioned it to Leo yet?” Geoff scrunched up his face at the mention of Elizabeth’s boss. “He won’t like that.”

			“He’ll have to get over it. You’ll do a fine job running things. It’ll be an excellent experience for you, and I’ll only be a phone or Zoom call away if something unusual arises. If he makes it an issue, he can try to replace both of us.” She gave Geoff a wicked grin. They all knew that’d be no easy task. There were very few other financial professionals with her knowledge and experience in US and global payroll, and the three or four other Bay Area companies who required someone as qualified as her all offered great packages, stock options, or a potential IPO. And she would take Geoff with her.

			He leaned back. “Fill me in on how it goes.”

			“I plan to speak to him later today.”

			As she headed home to pack that evening, a mix of emotions washed over her. Leo must’ve had a late afternoon tee time occupying his mind because he hardly gave her request a second thought. She highly doubted she’d be staying in Calistoga more than a couple of weeks, but even that much time in a place that had caused her so much agony seemed like a life sentence. 

			The state of the resort piqued her curiosity, but was she ready to face everything that’d undoubtedly come up for her there without Margaret? Without her hugs or the way she’d throw her arm over Elizabeth’s shoulder, whether Elizabeth was fourteen or forty, and ask, “You got this?”

			“I got this,” Elizabeth whispered into the confines of her car.

			And she hoped to God it was true.

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			As Elizabeth peered intently at her laptop, Brooke pressed the button on the coffeemaker, and the small appliance filled their office with a gentle hum. Theirs. That’s how she thought of it now, rather than as Margaret’s. She’d arrived last week to find Elizabeth had brought the machine downstairs, along with all the accoutrements she’d purchased. Brooke had to admit its convenience, as opposed to brewing a pot in the morning while trying to get Rory on the bus on time. Still, it posed environmental concerns, so she’d look for reusable pods and buy freshly ground beans when she went to the store.

			At her desk, Elizabeth shuffled some papers and sighed. “Why does Miranda Rodriguez start her shift two hours before the other housekeepers?”

			Brooke had been waiting for the day’s questions to begin. “Margaret made an exception for her because she has four kids, and leaving two hours earlier helps her and her husband avoid childcare costs.” When possible, Margaret had always tried to be flexible with her employees.

			“Making allowances for one means you have to do the same for everyone.” Elizabeth tsked. “It sets a poor precedent.”

			Brooke waited. A few moments of silence signaled she wouldn’t have to discuss Margaret’s apparent transgressions further, at least right now.

			Almost a week had gone by without either of them bringing up Elizabeth’s childhood. Brooke figured if Elizabeth wanted her to know more, she would’ve volunteered. Prying, especially into the life of someone she hardly knew, seemed intrusive and unprofessional. Elizabeth was the owner. The resort’s contract might be with J & C Hospitality Specialists, so Elizabeth couldn’t outright fire her, but Brooke worked for her, all the same. Which had made it feel even stranger keying into Elizabeth’s apartment when she’d heard her crying out. 

			Brooke’s heart raced again, just thinking about it. She normally reserved that level of worry only for Rory. Thank goodness, it’d only been a nightmare, but whatever Elizabeth had been dreaming about had clearly disturbed her.

			“Do you want another cup?” She looked at Elizabeth, who’d appeared on Monday with reading glasses. Had she not wanted to wear them last week, or were they new? Brooke approved of the look.

			Elizabeth peered at her over the frames. “I shouldn’t.” She leaned back in her chair and rubbed her forehead as Brooke returned to her desk. “I’m working on a headache.”

			Brooke pulled a bottle of medicine from her drawer and rolled her chair over to set it on Elizabeth’s desk. “We can skip our game tonight if you’d rather lie down.”

			“No.” Elizabeth’s answer came quickly. “I mean, unless you’re tired of losing.”

			Brooke had yet to take home a win. Their sessions had become a bright spot in her day, a time to set aside their frequent confrontations and focus on something other than the resort. She grinned. “I’m up for it if you are. Just to warn you, though, Rory will be there in the beginning.”

			Elizabeth flinched, ever so perceptibly.

			“Kali’s picking her up to go with her and Sean to sample wedding cakes. They wanted to include her.”

			“Your ex is remarrying?” Elizabeth swiveled toward her. “How do you feel about that?”

			Brooke had become adept at answering this question. It was a small town, after all, where everyone loved to talk about one another’s business. She smiled. “I’m happy for him.” Normally, she tried to stick to professional topics at work and reserve personal matters for other times, but Elizabeth had asked, so she elaborated. “He suggested the divorce, but we both knew it was the right thing to do.” She twirled a pen between her fingers. “We were still in that glorious first phase of dating when everything was all sunshine and rainbows when I became pregnant. He was handsome and funny and smart, and we were totally into one another. When he proposed, I said yes without hesitation. It seemed the obvious solution, not because of optics or avoiding having a child out of wedlock, but in terms of providing our baby with a family.”

			“Were you in love?” Elizabeth set her glasses aside.

			“Looking back now, it was infatuation and attraction.” Brooke gave a feeble laugh. “We figured that out soon into our marriage, but we kept going for Rory. Then, he met Kali, and he realized what true love looked like, and it wasn’t what we had. We talked, were open and honest with one another, and decided to end things. Even I could see what existed between them.” She picked at her fingernail, unable to meet Elizabeth’s gaze when she admitted the truth. “I’ve never experienced what they have.” The silence stretched on so long, Brooke finally looked up.

			“I see,” Elizabeth said, after blinking a few times.

			Nothing followed, and Brooke balked. That’s it? She’d opened her heart and shared something vulnerable, and that was Elizabeth’s only response? Sometimes she didn’t know what to do with Elizabeth’s closed demeanor. Enough about her own life. “What about you?”

			“I’ve neither been married nor divorced.”

			Brooke softly laughed, only making Elizabeth frown. “Are you seeing anyone?”

			“No.” Elizabeth shook her head. “My last girlfriend got a job offer across the country and took it.” 

			Girlfriend. Noted. Brooke schooled her features.

			Elizabeth tucked her hair behind her ears. “I’ve gone on dates, but I haven’t been involved seriously with anyone since.”

			Brooke wondered how long ago that’d been. She’d learned that treading carefully was the best way to approach Elizabeth. One wrong word, and she’d snap shut like a clam. Best not to ask for too many details and stick to the overarching picture. “You’ve never wanted to be married, never wanted kids?” Brooke sipped her coffee, hoping it’d be the perfect temperature and was pleased to find it was.

			Elizabeth faltered, her mouth slightly open, like she’d been asked to explain the mechanics of flight. She softly cleared her throat before speaking. “Marriage, yes. I suppose I’d like that, someday. I’ve never been much of a kid person.” She slid on her readers and turned to her laptop.

			Snap. Any progress Brooke had made hacking her way inside had been resealed behind a seemingly impregnable wall right before her eyes. She wanted to give Elizabeth one of her own patented sighs.

			Well, it was good to know where Elizabeth stood. Brooke didn’t understand people like that. She avoided dating them, too. It remained one of her few non-negotiables. “Let’s skip going to the library today, then.”

			“No.” Elizabeth unscrewed the bottle top and popped two pills, dry swallowing them. “I mean, you already have a plan in place. There’s no need to change it.”

			So, she minded being around Rory, or she didn’t? Brooke’s head spun. It’d be nice if she made up her mind. 

			“Oh, by the way,” Elizabeth said, typing as she spoke, “I can’t have an employee traipsing through the lobby with their laundry each week. Use my machines tomorrow evening instead.” She waved her hand, as if it’d been decided and she’d already become bored by the topic. “The television, too. Do your movie night thing. You have a key.”

			Brooke gripped the edges of her chair, unable to keep up with the whiplash. Sure, she’d hauled multiple loads from her car last week because Rory couldn’t carry a basket by herself. Francine had been at the front desk, and Brooke didn’t recall any guests being present, so it’s unlikely one had lodged a complaint. Elizabeth had just gone from saying she didn’t like children to inviting Brooke and Rory to share her space. What was happening? Did she plan to be there? This woman was beyond confusing. “Um…okay. Thanks.” It’d certainly be easier than going to the laundromat. 

			Brooke wished she knew more about what made Elizabeth tick. Had what she’d experienced as a child made her the way she was? Brooke tapped her lip with the pen. Elizabeth had lived in Calistoga before her parents died. Could Brooke learn more?

			Curiosity piqued, she angled her laptop slightly away and opened a new browser tab. Then closed it. No, how wrong. Heat crept up her cheeks. It was a grievous invasion of Elizabeth’s privacy. She had no right. 

			Then again, perhaps interacting with Elizabeth would be easier if Brooke knew more about her. She needed all the help she could get if she were to win Elizabeth over and convince her to keep the resort. It was in Brooke’s best interest. And Rory’s. She opened another tab and clicked into the search bar. 

			Brooke paused. What was she doing? It was beyond intrusive. She tucked her hands between her knees and stared at the blinking cursor. How would she feel if Elizabeth researched her? Brooke hadn’t shared the issues with her dad. Would she feel betrayed if Elizabeth found out by sleuthing? She chewed her lower lip as she debated what to do.

			Then there’d been the terrifying dream. What had made Elizabeth so upset she’d screamed? She was obviously hurting, and Brooke wasn’t sure how to help her if she didn’t know what was going on. If Elizabeth woke her by having another nightmare, Brooke might be able to better calm her if she understood what’d happened. Deciding it was best to be informed, though remorse already made her neck itch, she scooted her chair closer and typed her query.

			Even though the accident had happened decades ago, it didn’t take her long to find a newspaper mention and Elizabeth’s parents’ obituaries. Brooke leaned closer. She garnered few details from the article, except that the other driver, who also perished, had been a man from Solano County who’d been driving under the influence. Elizabeth’s father had been pronounced dead at the scene, as had Elizabeth’s grandmother, and her mother died en route to the hospital. 

			Then, she bit back a gasp. The obituary held the breath-stealing revelation. “Surviving are their three daughters, Elizabeth, Caroline, and Annaliese.”

			Elizabeth has sisters?

			Brooke thought back, trying to recall Elizabeth’s exact words when she’d told her about the foster home. She said there’d been multiple children, and it’d been a busy place. Funny she hadn’t mentioned siblings, though. Or her grandmother also being in the car. Had she been Elizabeth’s only grandparent? Why hadn’t any family stepped in to raise the three orphans?

			With a guilty glance Elizabeth’s way, Brooke closed the tab and switched back to her inbox. A heavy mass lodged in the center of her chest. Learning more hadn’t given her the satisfaction she’d hoped, and she certainly couldn’t bring it up. It’d been a grave invasion of Elizabeth’s privacy, so unlike her. Her desire to know Elizabeth better had gotten the best of her for a moment. Now that she’d committed the abhorrent act, she wished she could go back and reverse her decision.

			“Why hasn’t the resort switched to drought-tolerant or drought-resistant landscaping?” 

			Brooke jumped like a tween with a stolen candy bar stashed in her pocket.

			Elizabeth pointed at her screen. “A xeriscape would save money on both irrigation and maintenance. Do you know how much it costs to water premises this size?”

			Brooke put on her best smile. “Not offhand, but I could find out for you.” She double-checked she’d closed the evidence of her meddling and stole another peek at Elizabeth. With her glasses and signature suit, she looked every bit the owner, the woman in command. The aura of power and the immaculate attire stirred something inside Brooke, something worth noting, but that wasn’t what captivated her. She had a feeling the woman beneath the surface wasn’t as put together as she appeared. 

			That’s who interested her.

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Elizabeth sipped her cabernet in the library and skimmed the San Francisco Chronicle she’d found on a coffee table as she waited for Brooke to arrive after picking up Rory from her after-school program. Aside from her, the room remained empty, and she preferred it that way. 

			She’d wavered earlier when Brooke told her Rory would be joining them, and she’d considered making an excuse why she couldn’t attend. Being around Rory, who was the same age Elizabeth had been when the accident happened, clawed at her. Every time she glanced up, it was like looking into a mirror and seeing the past. Her heart simply couldn’t take it. 

			Yet, if she canceled, she’d miss her time—game, her game—with Brooke, and she’d come to enjoy it, even look forward to that hour of decompression. Plus, being around Brooke always seemed to put her in a lighter mood. 

			“Here we are. Sorry, we’re late.” Brooke rushed in, Rory behind her. “Oh, you already got wine. Bless you.” She sat, letting her bag fall to her feet, and took a drink.

			“Here.” Rory held out a paper cup filled with wildflowers, some worse for the wear and hanging over the lip. “I picked these for you at school. I had to reach through the fence.”

			Elizabeth stared at them.

			“So much talking,” Brooke murmured, before using her normal voice. “I told her you didn’t care for them, but she doesn’t believe me.”

			Rory pushed them into Elizabeth’s hands. “But they’re so pretty.”

			Elizabeth tensed, taking the cup before water spilled on her, but it only contained the yellow and purple blooms. “It’s not that I don’t like them. Sometimes they smell strongly, and I don’t care for that.” 

			“Why don’t you leave them in the library for other people to enjoy?” Brooke glanced between them, seemingly trying to please them both.

			Elizabeth raised them to her nose. “These seem fine.” She set them beside her glass. What had made Rory think of her? Should she have ordered Rory something to drink, too?

			Rory beamed and skipped the short distance to her table.

			“Okay, finish your math. Kali will be here soon.”

			“I know.”

			Brooke turned to Elizabeth. “Ready?”

			Elizabeth nodded and moved her pawn. They’d only gotten in half a game before Brooke’s phone vibrated. 

			Brooke glanced at it. “It’s Ximena. Oh, no.” She looked at Elizabeth and lowered her voice. “There’s been a possible incident of sexual harassment involving one of the housekeeping staff. I need to deal with this.”

			“Shouldn’t I come with you?” Elizabeth started to rise.

			“No, that’s what you pay me for. There are protocols in place you aren’t aware of to handle this type of thing.” Then, the weight of what she had to do hit her. “I hate to ask you…” She glanced at Rory. “Is there any way you could stay with her until Kali gets here? It should only be five to ten minutes. I’m sorry, I know—”

			“It’s fine.” It wouldn’t have been her first choice, but what other option was there? Rory couldn’t very well go with Brooke and overhear whatever conversation she was about to have. Besides, Brooke’s passing squeeze of her shoulder almost made it worth it. Elizabeth only hoped Brooke was as good at her job as she seemed to be. A lawsuit certainly wouldn’t help entice potential buyers.

			Brooke kissed Rory on the top of her head, then hugged her from behind. “I’ll see you when you get back, baby.” She hurried from the room.

			While she waited, Elizabeth watched Rory. Instead of homework, she seemed more concerned with her braid that’d come undone. 

			“Shouldn’t you finish those two problems before you go?” Elizabeth asked, glancing at the worksheet on the table.

			“I have to fix this.” Rory tried to secure it, but only succeeded in making more hair escape. 

			“You could just take it out,” Elizabeth suggested. 

			Rory clenched her hands into fists at her sides. “I don’t like it tickling my neck. I need my mom to fix it.” 

			“She can’t right now. Ask Kali to do it for you.”

			“She doesn’t know how. Only Daddy does, and he’ll already be there.” Tears formed in Rory’s eyes, but they didn’t fall. Yet. 

			Oh, no. Elizabeth wasn’t dealing with more crying. And so far, Rory had only shown frustration, but what would happen when it transpired into a full-blown meltdown? What story would Kali later tell Brooke about the state she’d found Rory in when she arrived? This wouldn’t do. Elizabeth didn’t need Brooke raising up like a mama bear on her hind legs again. “Bring your chair here.”

			Rory carried it over.

			“Sit sideways. I’ll fix it.”

			“Do you even know how?”

			When Rory raised an eyebrow, she looked so much like Brooke that Elizabeth almost laughed. Instead, she sighed. “I used to. When I was younger.” 

			“How do you know you’ll still remember?” Rory craned her neck to look at her. 

			Elizabeth wondered the same. “I don’t. Cross your fingers.” She carefully turned Rory’s head so she faced forward and finger combed up to where the plait remained intact. 

			“I can braid my friend Shayla’s hair, but I can’t do mine because I can’t see what I’m doing. I used to do my friend Jaxon’s, too, when his parents thought he was a girl. But when he got old enough, he told them they were wrong. His name used to be Jacqueline, and they asked him what he wanted to be called, so he picked Jaxon. And cut his hair really short.”

			Huh. Was it really that simple for kids? Adults could learn a thing or two. “Good for him.” Elizabeth tried to concentrate on what she was doing amid Rory’s chatter. Oddly enough, the motions came back to her, muscle memory moving her hands in ways she believed she’d forgotten. Rory’s hair, so thin and fine, reminded her of Carly’s. Where Elizabeth’s had always been straight, Carly’s had a tiny bit of natural curl like their mom’s had. Was Carly’s hair still like that? Elizabeth shook away the thought. This was not the time for pointless wondering.

			She reached the end. “Do you have a hair tie?” She almost laughed when she caught sight of the royal blue band dangling off Rory’s thumb, her index and middle fingers crossed. Ah, children, so literal.

			Rory tentatively felt the back of her head. “It feels good. Wrap it around a bunch of times, so it doesn’t come off.”

			Bossy, just like Brooke could be. Elizabeth caught herself smiling. “Yes, ma’am.” She raked her nails up the sides just like her mom used to. “There you go.”

			With a spin on her bum, Rory looked at her. “Do you know how to do math, too?”

			With a sigh and a nod, Elizabeth followed her to the other table. Brooke owed her big-time.

			





    
            Chapter Twelve





			With Rory and Elizabeth occupied, Brooke had time to think as she folded the last of Rory’s school uniform polo shirts and set the pile in the basket at her feet. On Elizabeth’s television, Elsa and Anna surveyed the shipwreck scene in their search to find out what happened to their parents. At Margaret’s old dining table, Elizabeth sat at her laptop, but her hands hovered above the keys, and she stared at the TV. Did watching a movie like Frozen II stir up emotions for someone whose parents had died? How old had Elizabeth said she’d been? Seven? No older than Rory, who sat on the floor between them. 

			What would Rory’s life be like if an unfortunate tragedy happened to Brooke and Sean? Well, her parents—or at least her mom—could step in, not that it would be easy for her. Soon, legal rights would extend to Kali in such an event, too. Brooke had no doubt Sean’s parents would also make sure Rory had a loving home. What about Brian? Would he raise his niece despite his own issues? Brooke liked to think so. 

			How had Elizabeth ended up in foster care? The thought made Brooke’s heart ache. She looked at her again. “You wouldn’t have to turn your neck if you sat on the couch.” She moved the clean clothes she still needed to fold closer. “Why don’t you come over here? Bring your work if you want.”

			Elizabeth hesitated. “I just finished. Let me close my tabs first.” A minute later, she tentatively sat on the other end of the sofa and crossed her legs.

			Brooke had worried about invading Elizabeth’s space after her comment about kids, but Elizabeth had offered up her interim home. Brooke had been doubly surprised when she knocked, her master key card at the ready, and Elizabeth had been there. Brooke had been certain she’d find some excuse to leave her apartment tonight. Drinks in the bar, dinner out, errands to run. But no. And here she was, in the same room with them.

			Elizabeth stared at Brooke’s pile of unmatched socks.

			“The last load is in the dryer. Thank you again.” When Elizabeth didn’t respond, she continued. “This is so much more comfortable. It’s familiar here, you know?”

			“Mom.” Rory slumped and pointed at the film.

			“Sorry.” Brooke picked up the remote and turned on closed captions. “She doesn’t like if I talk while it’s playing. Afraid she’ll miss something in a movie she’s seen thirty-seven times. This allows both of us to enjoy it.”

			Elizabeth watched for a bit. “They’re actually helpful. It allows me to catch things I’d probably miss.”

			Brooke watched her. It surprised her none. She’d noticed similarities in Elizabeth and Rory, their need for things to be a certain way. “Good.” She ran her hand from Elizabeth’s shoulder to her elbow, the briefest of touches, and this time, Elizabeth didn’t tense or flinch. 

			Brooke enjoyed touching her. She even looked for excuses to do so. Not going out of her way, but in instances where bolstering support or giving encouragement seemed natural. 

			Rory turned, facing Elizabeth. “Are you coming to my game?”

			“Game?” Elizabeth looked to Brooke.

			“Lacrosse. You don’t have to,” Brooke hastily said, catching Rory’s immediate frown out of the corner of her eye.

			“When is it?”

			Rory perked up. “Saturday at nine.”

			“You have a bye this week. Remember? It’s a week from Saturday,” Brooke said.

			“Oh, yeah.”

			Elizabeth straightened. “I suppose I could use a dose of vitamin D. I’ve been spending too much time indoors.”

			“Oh.” Did this mean she planned to stay longer than a few weeks? Or did she not want to decline in front of Rory? Brooke tried to imagine Elizabeth sitting in the stands at a children’s sporting event. Brooke couldn’t picture her clapping or cheering. She barely smiled. “All right. Would you like to ride with us?”

			“That’d be fine.” Elizabeth turned back to the show. 

			Brooke returned to the never-ending pile of Rory’s clothing. How did one child wear so much in a week? 

			If Elizabeth legitimately planned to attend the game, it meant Brooke had that many more days to convince her to keep the resort. Additional days she desperately needed. When she glanced at Elizabeth again, Elizabeth watched her. “What?”

			Elizabeth re-crossed her legs, still clad in the skirt suit she’d worn all day. “Do you mind talking work for a moment?”

			“Not at all.” Brooke tossed Rory’s balled-up unicorn socks into the basket. 

			“I was reviewing last years’ books today and noticed construction costs. What was that for?”

			Brooke wracked her brain, switching quickly from mom-mode into general manager. “That was part of The Improvement Plan, or TIP, as Margaret and I nicknamed it.”

			Elizabeth slowly nodded. “Yes, I’ve seen that a few times. What is it?”

			“When I came on, I analyzed how the resort was being run, what was working and what wasn’t, and what was needed. I devised a list of things we could do to expand, market, or revitalize in some way.” She finished folding a pair of shorts and turned her body toward Elizabeth. “Margaret approved most of them, and I’ve been implementing them this past year. The construction was for the new outdoor bar that serves the hot springs area. It’s more convenient, and it limits guests trekking through the resort barefoot in swimwear to get a drink. That posed a slipping hazard, and generally didn’t provide a good look for the rest of the guests.” She leaned an arm on the back cushion. “Hiring an outdoor bartender wasn’t much of a cost difference than a server would’ve been to take and run orders outside. The plans didn’t need to be very involved, so I sketched what I had in mind, and we had it built to code.”

			“You did all that?” Elizabeth’s eyebrows rose.

			“Mm-hmm.” Brooke watched her process it. “I’ve worked with the contractor before. She understood exactly what we wanted.”

			“Tell me more.” Elizabeth leaned back and folded her hands in her lap, looking ready to conduct a job interview.

			It might as well have been. Brooke tempered her nerves. “Well, I increased marketing efforts to book the conference center. Funds needed to be redirected at groups, organizations, and events that would thrive in a small-to-medium-sized space. Now it’s scheduled ninety percent or more of the time.” She tapped her finger against her lip. “The small room off the gym used to be used for storage. Now we partner with a studio in St. Helena and offer yoga classes every morning that are well-attended.” 

			Elizabeth spun her watch in an absentminded manner. “I had no idea.”

			“Oh, there’s more.” Brooke smiled. “If you’ve ever been up early, sixty to seventy visitors pour off buses every morning and fill the restaurant. I worked with three different hot air balloon companies to incorporate a buffet breakfast into their pricing.” She wanted to puff out her chest at its success. “Their clients love it. They rise before dawn and work up an appetite, so the meal is extremely popular. It gives them time to reminisce after the excursion and come down from their adrenaline rush.”

			Elizabeth’s mouth had fallen slightly open.

			Brooke stared at Rory and tried to recall additional upgrades. “What else?” She jerked her thumb toward the window. “Oh, I contracted with the Freshelli Family, the nearest winery, to lease the acres of vineyards behind the property in exchange for supplying the resort with a certain number of cases each year. Plus, Freshelli now offers tastings on weekend afternoons in the otherwise-vacant space off the lobby that really serves no purpose. It’s proved to be a hit with visitors and the locals, which I hadn’t anticipated.” She smiled. “Those are the big ones.”

			“I can’t believe you made all those improvements, and in that short of time.” Elizabeth’s eyes widened, and she shifted in her seat. “I thought you managed the staff.”

			Brooke shrugged and gave her a bright smile. “I do a bit of everything. It’s what’s needed in a position like mine. A little over a year ago, Margaret reached a point in her age and health where she could no longer do it on her own. I was happy to step in and help.” The dryer buzzed. “Be right back.” She left Elizabeth with a mystified look on her face.

			When she returned with the warm load of fresh towels, her space on the couch had shrunk. Had Elizabeth moved closer? Maybe she’d just readjusted. Wearing her work clothing was probably uncomfortable. “You’re not a fan of loungewear?” She motioned to her own jogger sweats and long-sleeved T-shirt.

			“I am.” Elizabeth looked down at her own outfit.

			Was that a blush? “Don’t be formal on our account. Rory’s already in her pajamas.”

			Rory twisted around and popped up, showing off her bubble gum pink set covered in butterflies. “Look, they have pockets.” As proof, she pinched the fabric at her hips and held it out. “And a big one here.” She slid her hands into the material over her tummy.

			So many words. A month ago, Brooke would’ve been thrilled to get that many from her in a week.

			Elizabeth frowned. “Why do you need pockets at night?

			Rory mirrored her expression. “I don’t know. Snacks?”

			Elizabeth laughed, a low, pleasing rumble that left Brooke wishing Rory would say something to make her do it again. Leave it to the two of them to have a discussion over something so strange.

			Apparently done with the conversation, Rory flopped on the floor again. 

			“You have until these are folded, then it’s bedtime.” Brooke had learned to give her fair warning. 

			“But the movie won’t be over.” As anticipated, Rory’s lower lip jutted out.

			“We’ll finish tomorrow. I’m sure Elizabeth has things to do.”

			“Actually,” Elizabeth said, “I wouldn’t mind seeing how it ends, if it won’t keep her up too long.” 

			Brooke looked between the two of them, their pleading eyes too much to deny. “I…Fine.”

			Elizabeth stood. “Would it be possible to pause it for two minutes while I change?”

			Rory jumped up. “I’ll do it.” She retrieved the remote as Elizabeth disappeared into her bedroom.

			True to her word, Elizabeth returned quickly, and Rory resumed the film. Brooke glanced at Elizabeth’s matching black yoga pants and hoodie as she folded washcloths. She’d also added slippers to the ensemble.

			“Better?”

			Elizabeth turned. “Much.”

			“You know, as the owner, if you want to dress less formally, you can.” Brooke reached for a hand towel, enjoying the warmth on her lap as she folded it. “I basically wear the same uniform as our front desk personnel most days. Margaret preferred jogger suits. Unless you’re more comfortable, mentally, I mean, in your skirt suits.”

			Elizabeth smoothed her hand over the fabric on her thigh. “I didn’t bring much else.”

			“I can take you to St. Helena or give you recommendations where to go. There are wonderful shops downtown.” Brooke didn’t want to presume Elizabeth wanted to spend more time with her outside of work.

			“Perhaps after the game? If you’re free.”

			Well, Brooke hadn’t been expecting that. “Of course. Rory will be going to her dad’s afterward.”

			Elizabeth nodded. “It’s a da—let’s plan on it then.” She tucked her hair behind her ear, then rested her hand on Brooke’s elbow, the first time Brooke could remember her initiating the touch. “Your changes…they’ll be helpful when I put the property up for sale.”

			Brooke pulled away. Damnit. Instead of Elizabeth seeing the improvements and wanting to keep the resort, Brooke had given her ammunition for when she put it on the market. Which was exactly what it sounded like she planned to do. How soon would Brooke be looking for a place for Rory and her to live? Within the month? How far away would she end up to afford it? Vallejo? Fairfield? The commute would be atrocious. Highway 29 was a nightmare. And they’d be that much farther away from Sean and Kali and Rory’s grandparents. Would what Brooke saved on housing be spent on fuel? She finished folding the last towel, laying it atop the pile. 

			“Did I upset you?” Elizabeth studied her.

			Lying about her thoughts was Brooke’s first inclination, but why not tell the truth? Maybe she could appeal to Elizabeth’s heart—not that Brooke was sure she had one—with her predicament. “It got me thinking about how Rory and I will need to move when that happens. I went down the rabbit hole concerning where and what it’ll mean in terms of work and her family.”

			“I see.” 

			Elizabeth grew quiet, staring at the TV, but Brooke wondered how much she absorbed based on the far-away look in her eyes. 

			After a few minutes, Elizabeth turned. “It’s not like I want that to happen.” She raised her hands, then let them fall. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but this place fell into my lap, and I need to make a decision.” She shifted toward her. “I considered retirement, but I don’t know what I’d do. I love my job, and I’m good at it. And I can’t see myself being an absentee owner, not with my personality and so much at stake. My home and life are in San Jose, not here.” She rubbed her arms. “And, as you witnessed by the nightmare, this area stirs up memories I’d rather not revisit.”

			“Of the accident?” Brooke asked, before her mouth caught up with her brain. It wasn’t her business. 

			Elizabeth glanced at Rory. “Perhaps we can talk about it after she goes to bed.”

			“Sure.” Bedtime didn’t take as long as it used to when Rory was younger, but Brooke still read to her every night. “I’ll need fifteen or twenty minutes.”

			“That’ll give me time to get us wine from downstairs, if you’d like some.” 

			Brooke nodded. “That’d be nice. We’ll need to move to my apartment.” She made a back-and-forth motion. “I’m not comfortable leaving her over there when I’m here.”

			“Obviously.” Elizabeth returned her attention to the show.

			Oh, God. Brooke’s heart raced. Elizabeth would be coming to her apartment. Breakfast dishes sat in the sink, and Rory’s dirty lacrosse gear was probably still by the door where she always shed it after practice. The science fair project Rory had been working on was spread out on one end of the table and her art caddy sat on the other. Gabby’s Dollhouse playset and all its accoutrements covered most of the living room floor. 

			If Brooke made an excuse to take the laundry over early, she’d have time to clean up, but leaving Elizabeth to watch Rory didn’t feel right. She’d done it once, and while it seemed to go fine based on how she heard Elizabeth had fixed Rory’s braid and helped her with math, Brooke didn’t want a repeat. She needed to respect Elizabeth’s attitude toward children. The messy apartment would have to remain as is. But how was she supposed to present herself as a competent, capable general manager of a thriving resort if her home life was a disaster? She crossed her fingers it’d give a homey, lived-in look.

			





    
            Chapter Thirteen





			In the resort’s bar, Elizabeth added a bottle of Brooke’s favorite wine—and hers now, too—to her account. When she arrived at Brooke’s apartment, propped open by a shoe as Brooke said it’d be, she took a step inside and came to an abrupt halt. Something covered every surface. A paper mâché volcano, coloring books, art supplies, dishes, clothing, a half-eaten granola bar, toys, and more. The hairs at the base of her neck stood on end.

			With a deep breath, she picked her way through the debris toward the kitchen. Then, she let her shoulders relax. Brooke, a single mom, appeared to be juggling all of Rory’s activities, joint custody, and work, among probable other things that she hadn’t shared with Elizabeth. Perhaps Elizabeth should cut her some slack. 

			By the time she’d poured two glasses to let them breathe, Brooke emerged from Rory’s room, gently closing the door behind her. 

			Rory. What had inspired Elizabeth to volunteer to go to her lacrosse game where there’d be not one child, but children present? She couldn’t even blame alcohol. It was like she’d become possessed by her ESPN-watching alter ego. Even the WNBA didn’t interest her, and it must’ve been pure luck she hadn’t had her lesbian card revoked for that offense. While adroit in many subjects, her knowledge of athletics rivaled that of people who used the term sportsball. What did one even wear to such a function? She drew the line at wearing faux team costumes—or whatever they were called—like many fans.

			“Oh, that looks delightful,” Brooke said, spotting their drinks. “Shall we sit?” She plucked a jacket from the couch and hung it on a hook by the door. “Sorry. Life gets hectic.” With her foot, she moved aside the toys on the rug. “I’ve found making Rory put away her dollhouse after she’s worked to get it the way she wants upsets her more than it’s worth.” She sat beside Elizabeth. “When you have a child with ASD, you pick your battles.”

			“ASD?” Elizabeth handed Brooke a glass.

			Brooke tucked her legs beneath her. “Autism Spectrum Disorder. She was diagnosed in kindergarten. Her teacher noticed some signs, and at his suggestion, we got her tested. She’s high-functioning, so we—Sean and I—had simply thought her meltdowns were due to her age, or her need to have everything just so part of her personality. Although, I suppose in a way, it is.”

			“So, Asperger’s then.” Elizabeth couldn’t look away as Brooke ran her fingers through her hair, untangling it at the ends. 

			“They don’t call it that anymore, but essentially, yes.”

			“It’s quite prevalent in Silicon Valley.” Elizabeth took her first sip. Delightful.

			“I’ve heard that.” Brooke rested her head against the cushions. “I’d been a stay-at-home mom, but when we filed for divorce, I had to go back to work. I’d done this before, prior to having Rory, so that was fine. But suddenly Sean and I were running back-and-forth to meet with school personnel about her Individualized Education Plan or with a mediator to resolve our mess. I was frazzled and needed a place for us to live. My aunt assigned me this position, and Margaret offered me the apartment soon after. I’m not sure what I would’ve done otherwise.”

			“You’re employed by your aunt?” This was news.

			Something crossed Brooke’s features. “My aunt and my dad. They formed the company decades ago. Both my brother and I worked there, at least until I had Rory and Brian moved away.” She stared at the far wall, her glass midway to her lips.

			Elizabeth cleared her throat, and Brooke appeared to shake whatever’d had a hold on her.

			“Sorry. My dad…” 

			Brooke trailed off and seemed to compose herself before she resumed. 

			“He was diagnosed with dementia a few years ago. It’s progressed rather quickly, so my aunt has been running the business by herself.”

			Elizabeth wasn’t sure how to respond. It obviously troubled Brooke. “Will you or your brother have to take over for him?”

			Brooke turned to her. “I’d rather be out in the field, like this”—she motioned with her hand—“not locked up in an office all day.” She stiffened. “And Brian couldn’t handle seeing my dad’s condition, so he left.”

			“Leaving
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