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Synopsis

Stanford law graduate Kate Dawson is focused on the
future laid out for her—partnership in her family’s law firm and
marriage. When she moves to a cabin in the Santa Cruz Mountains to
study for the bar exam, crossing paths with her intriguing neighbor
leads to a journey of sexual awakening and self-discovery that
wasn’t part of the plan.

Landscaper and handsome butch top Chris Brent has a
well-deserved reputation as a considerate lover. Avoiding
relationships with all their emotional messiness, she indulges in
her favorite pastime at sex parties and with casual lovers. She
enthusiastically agrees to initiate her cute neighbor to ways of
sexual pleasure.

Sex was the deal. Falling in love ruins everything.
Or does it?
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Prologue

Kate Dawson woke as if swimming through rolling
surf. Hot. Why was her bedroom so hot? She untangled herself from
the sheets and went to open the window. Uh, oh. She rushed into her
bathroom and barely made it to the toilet before her stomach
heaved. No! Not today. Not. Today. Bracing one hand on the vanity,
she held her forehead, squeezing the pounding headache. Dizzy.
Shaky. What had she eaten last night? Soup and a sandwich her gran
made. That couldn’t be it.

She turned on the light and snapped her eyes shut
against a spike of pain. Opening them gingerly, she tucked hair
behind her ears and stared at herself in the mirror. Bags under her
eyes she was used to from long hours finishing up her last semester
at Stanford and then studying for the bar exam. Skin pale. Cheeks
red. Not good. She splashed water on her face. Rinsed her mouth
with mouthwash. Took a few sips of water and then swallowed
repeatedly to keep it down. No! She couldn’t be sick. She wouldn’t
be sick. First day of the California bar exam began in…she walked
to the bedroom and squinted at the clock on her desk…five hours.
Not today. Please.

She picked up her phone and read the text from Nic,
her best friend, and study partner. Another of the MBE practice
questions they’d been blitzing on this last week of prep, sending
texts when they weren’t studying together, challenging each other
as they had throughout law school. She read the question again. She
knew the answer. They’d gone over this yesterday. Damn it. She
couldn’t pull it through the fuzziness in her head.

She tugged her sweat-soaked tank top off and put on
the Stanford sweatshirt lying on top of the law books on the bed.
Went back to the bathroom and took Advil, praying it stayed down.
She crawled under the covers, chilled, and curled onto her side,
scrunching the pillow under her head. Pressing her hand against her
stomach, she took deep breaths to calm her racing heart. This would
pass. Stress and nerves. Sleep it off. Mind over matter. Like when
she ran. Focus on the goal. Block out the discomfort.

She woke with a start when her alarm chirped. Hot
again, but the headache was tolerable and she wasn’t queasy. She
took a lukewarm shower, dressed in comfortable business attire, and
applied extra makeup to hide her flushed cheeks. She took two more
Advil and put the bottle in her purse. She’d take more at the lunch
break.

Her legs felt rubbery as she walked down the hallway
toward the stairs. Toast and coffee. She could keep that down. She
had to leave by six to pick up Nic. There would be heavy traffic
across the Bay Bridge to the Oakland test site. No, wait. Nic was
picking her up. No, they’d decided she was picking Nic up. Why
couldn’t she think straight?

Halfway down the stairs she gripped the railing with
both hands as a wave of dizziness rolled through her. Taking deep
breaths, she willed it away. Focus. She was so close to reaching
the goal she’d worked for all her life. Passing the bar exam was
the final hurdle. She would take the exam. She would
pass. She would. Focusing on each step she made it down the
stairs and set her purse on the credenza by the front door. Her
flats tapped across the marble entryway, quieted through the
carpeted living room to the formal dining room.

She dropped onto her chair to the right of her
father’s place at the head of the table. She could picture him in
the white shirt and polka-dot bowtie he always wore to the office.
He’d come down at five thirty every morning to eat breakfast while
reading The Wall Street Journal. When home she’d
loved to join him, talking business and world affairs and law. God,
she missed him. He’d been killed a year and a half ago, hit by a
car as he walked across an intersection on his way to the office.
She put her hand over her stomach as nausea flooded her. Deep
breaths. I. Am. Fine.

The French doors to the patio opened and Kate’s gran
marched in. Regardless of place or time of day, marching was the
best way to describe her no-nonsense strides and perfect posture.
She was dressed in a navy suit with starched white shirt, her gray
hair in its customary bun. She’d had to come out of retirement
after her son’s death to resume managing Dawson Law Firm, one of
the oldest estate-planning firms in San Francisco. “Good morning.”
She squeezed Kate’s shoulders and kissed the side of her head. “You
feel hot. Are you all right?”

“Just nerves.” Kate’s mother flounced into the room,
dressed in her morning attire, a kaftan, pale blue. “She’s never
sick. Certainly not on such a monumental day.” She sat across from
Kate at the long, highly polished table. “You could have gone
lighter on makeup today, Kate.”

Her gran put her palm to Kate’s forehead. “You have
a—”

“I’m fine.” I. Am. Fine. Kate squinted. The
light from the windows hurt her eyes. “Coffee and toast,” she said
when their cook appeared. Whatever this was it would wear off. It
had to.

“I didn’t know you were joining us for breakfast,
Katherine.” Kate’s mother stirred sugar into the cup of tea the
cook set in front of her.

“I’m not, Cecelia.” Her gran lived in a cottage at
the back of the large property she owned in the Pacific Heights
district of San Francisco. Since Kate’s father’s death, she rarely
joined them for meals in the main house.

“Oatmeal,” her mother said. “Cream and brown sugar
with it.” She opened the San Francisco Chronicle set by her
placemat.

The cook caught Kate’s eye and gave a slight shake
of her head. Pointing out that the brown sugar and cream negated
any benefit of the otherwise low-calorie meal was a lost cause. Her
mother was on a perpetual diet, although her weight was on a
perpetual climb.

Her gran put a small black box on the table. “I am
proud of you.”

Kate opened it and lifted the gold Cross pen from
the red-velvet lining. She read the two names engraved in identical
italic font. Phillip Dawson. Her grandfather, who’d started Dawson
Law Firm in 1941. William Dawson. Her father who’d taken the helm
upon his death. Turning the pen she saw the newly added name. Kate
Dawson. Her throat tightened as she rubbed her finger over the
names.

“Phillip took the bar exam with this pen,” her gran
said. “We gave it to your father the day he started the exam. I’m
passing it to you in the same spirit of hoping the practice of law
brings you much satisfaction.”

“Of course being a lawyer will make Kate happy,” her
mother said, not looking up from the Chronicle. “Your father
would be so proud of you, following in his footsteps.”

“Oh, Gran.” Kate hugged her and then pulled away as
her usually comforting floral perfume made her stomach roll.

“Good luck, today,” the cook said, setting a cup in
front of Kate.

She sipped cautiously, hoping the coffee stayed
down. She needed the fuzziness in her head to clear.

“Oh, look.” Her mother handed her the
Chronicle, open to the society page. “Sylvia Peter’s
daughter is engaged. Not a flattering picture. We’ll have yours
done professionally. I do hope Todd proposes soon. The best wedding
venues book so far in advance. I was thinking—”

Kate stood. “Have to go.” She steadied herself for a
moment with a hand on the back of the chair. Nauseous, and her head
throbbed. Pressing her palm to her stomach she walked from the
dining room. I. Am. Fine.

“Remind Todd and Nicole that I’m taking all of you
out for dinner tonight,” her mother called out.

Her gran followed her to the front door and out to
the circular driveway. “Let me drive you.”

Kate continued to her car as a chill shot up her
back. “I’m fine.” Tossing her things on the passenger seat, she
slid behind the wheel of the red BMW Z4, a graduation present from
her mother. She wanted to rest her forehead on the steering wheel.
Instead she started the ignition and put it in gear.

*

Noises seeped into Kate’s awareness as if from the
far end of a tunnel. Echoey. Strange, rhythmic sounds. Machine
sounds. Panic rose. When did she fall asleep? Where was she? Her
eyelids felt glued in place and she was so, so exhausted. Why
couldn’t she remember taking the bar exam? A groan escaped. She
hurt. Everywhere. Bad in her hips and lower back. Someone held her
hand. Too hard to focus…drift back to…

“Kate?”

Beckoning. But she was so tired.

“Kate.”

“Gran.” She could barely hear her own voice. It was
gravelly and her throat felt like sandpaper.

“Open your eyes.” Her gran squeezed her hand.

She knew better than to disobey that voice. She
forced them open a crack. Dark except for lights blinking on
screens above her, casting the room in a bluish tint. Not her
bedroom. “Where…” The rest of the question took too much
effort.

“UCSF Medical Center. ICU.” Her gran’s usually
placid face was creased with worry.

“What—” She tried to sit up. Winced at the pain.

“You passed out and ran your car into the Monterey
cypress at the end of the driveway.”

She didn’t remember anything past…what was the last
thing she remembered? “How long?” She let her eyelids close.

“Four days.”

Tears rolled from the corners of her eyes.
“Missed…it.” She tried to swallow. Mouth dry. Tears flowed faster
as memories of that morning formed in her mind. Missed the bar
exam. Noooo.

“The important thing is to get well.” She stroked
Kate’s forearm.

She forced her eyes back open. “What…happened?”

“Viral infection. Went to your kidneys.”

“Kate? Oh, Kate. Thank goodness.” Her mother’s voice
from the doorway. Too loud.

Shhh, Kate thought, but couldn’t muster the energy
to say. She winced when her mother took her hand. The one with the
IV in it. She peeked up at her and tried to smile.

“You scared us. Hundred-and-three fever. They put
you on dialysis for—”

“Cecelia.” Her gran’s voice was sharp. “We don’t
need to bother Kate with details. She needs rest.”

“I’ll call Todd. He’ll want to come right over. And
Nicole. Poor dear was so exhausted I had to send her home.”

Rest. Yes. She closed her eyes, vaguely aware that
they continued to talk. She squeezed her gran’s hand. Soft.
Callused from working in her garden. Every time she’d floated up
she remembered this hand holding hers. She’d failed. It hurt more
than the physical pain.


Chapter One

Kate woke with a start. Sweaty. Cheeks hot. No! She
jerked to a sit and the blanket slipped to her lap. Her racing
heart calmed a notch. Blanket. That’s why she was hot. She was on
the settee in Gran’s cottage, not a hospital bed. She looked over
to the wingback chair where her gran sat, studying her over the rim
of her glasses, wisps of gray hair escaping her bun. “How long was
I asleep?” She tugged the gray Giants sweatshirt off.

“Snoring since the top of the second.” The Giants
game must be over because the TV was off. Weak daylight came
through the window behind the settee. Her gran removed her glasses
and set them on the yellow legal pad on her lap. Her black Giants
cap was gone, but she still wore the black team shirt, long sleeves
pushed up to her elbows. She fixed Kate with her piercing lawyer
stare instead of her supportive Gran look. “Good thing one of us
had enough sense not to go to the game.”

Kate was annoyed when she’d suggested they watch it
on TV. Crucial game against the Dodgers with only two weeks left in
the season and the Giants fighting for a spot in the playoffs.
Season ticket holder for decades, her gran had taken her to games
since she was a child. They never missed important ones. “I’m
fine.”

“That’s what you said before you crashed your
car.”

“Can we not talk about it?” The awful morning of the
California bar exam the last week in July. Hospitalized for ten
days, half of that in ICU.

“I’ll stop talking about it when you start taking it
seriously. You need to rest, not gallivant all over the city like
you did yesterday.”

“Lunch and a little shopping. I’m fine.” Okay, the
all-afternoon outing had left her exhausted. “It was important to
Mother.” A Saturday ritual for them. She shivered. Hot one minute,
chilled the next. She didn’t put the sweatshirt on lest her gran
worry more than she already did. The doctor had assured her she’d
return to normal with no long-term consequences, but five weeks out
of the hospital and she wasn’t even close.

“And running again? Honestly, Kate.”

She looked away from the withering stare. She’d gone
out this morning determined to do a mile. A measly mile. She used
to do five easily. She hadn’t made it around the block. “Is it
wrong to want my life the way it was?”

“That’s not something you can force.”

“I hate feeling like this.” Tired. Fever and nausea
that came and went for no reason. Concentration nonexistent. Made
studying for the next bar exam impossible. In June she’d graduated
valedictorian of Stanford Law School, class of 2014. Now she
couldn’t stay awake for a Giants’ game. “I hate that I let Father
down. And Granddad. And you. Giving up your pro-bono projects.
Taking over the firm.” Her gran’s return to retirement was now
delayed. The next bar exam wasn’t until February.

Her gran’s face softened. “You could never let me
down.”

“Did the Giants win?” She gave in to the chill and
put her sweatshirt on.

“Lost four to two.” Her gran rubbed the bridge of
her nose and put her glasses on.

“They’re blowing it.” The Giants’ chance of winning
the division was slipping away.

“Their perseverance is being tested. They had things
too easy for most of the season. They’re having to dig deeper to
reach their goal.”

Kate suspected there was a point for her. She was
spared from having to think about it when someone knocked on the
front door. She shared a look with her gran. Undoubtedly her
mother, who lived in the main house at the front of the property
but rarely came to the cottage. She went to the door and opened
it.

“I had to tell you the good news.” Her mother
pressed her palms together in front of her. “The cocktail
fund-raiser for the supervisor is on. His wife called me personally
to accept our invitation.” Politics wasn’t her usual arena, but
she’d used her sorority connection with their county supervisor’s
wife. “We must begin planning immediately. Tonight.”

“Not tonight.” Her gran stepped beside her.
Sunday-night dinner and a movie, just the two of them, was a
tradition since her childhood.

“Well.” Her mother shifted her shoulders. The new
outfit she’d bought yesterday hung beautifully on her. She was an
expert at stylishly concealing the extra thirty pounds she bemoaned
but did little to lose. Her hair was a lighter brown than usual,
with golden highlights, although always styled in the pageboy she
liked for its versatility. “I assumed helping Todd with his
political aspirations was a priority. I went to a lot of
trouble.”

“Which I appreciate,” Kate said. “Tomorrow. I’m free
all day.”

“I suppose we can work with that. We’ll want to hold
it at the Top of the Mark, of course.” The bar atop the Mark
Hopkins hotel had been her mother’s favorite place for drinks. A
few blocks from the offices of Dawson Law Firm in downtown San
Francisco, her parents had met there often for cocktails before
dinner or the theater. “Your father would have done anything to
ensure you have the life we wanted for you.” She dabbed under her
eyes with her fingertips and waved Kate away when she stepped
forward to offer a hug. “Oh, don’t mind me.”

“Is there anything else, Cecelia?” her Gran
asked.

Her mother folded her arms. “We need to meet with
the florist to order arrangements for the party.” Her annual
day-after-Thanksgiving party, a large, lavish affair that required
months of planning. “We’ll work that into our outing.” She turned
and walked across the porch, down the stairs, and onto the path
that led through the garden to the main house.

Kate closed the door, stifling a yawn.

“Honestly, Kate.” Her gran shook her head.

She looked away. Now that she was done with school,
it was time she took an active role in helping with the social
events her mother hosted throughout the year.

“Let’s eat.” Her gran went to the kitchen.

“Sure.” Kate ignored the flash of nausea. It would
pass.

Her gran set bowls of minestrone on place mats on
the oak dining table, a vase of fresh flowers from her garden in
the center. She buttered a piece of sourdough bread and handed it
to Kate. “You need weight back on you.”

She stared at the thick layer of butter but didn’t
argue. You didn’t argue with Katherine Dawson. She forced herself
to eat in spite of her queasy stomach. She was fine. To prove the
point, she took a second helping of soup. They talked baseball, and
when they’d finished eating, she cleared the table and washed
dishes while her gran heated oil in a pan. A movie was incomplete
without popcorn.

Kate went to the living room and looked through the
collection of old movies. “Bringing Up Baby?” she asked over
the sound of the popcorn pinging against the pan. A screwball
comedy. Light and fun.

“Hard to find fault with Cary Grant and Katharine
Hepburn.”

Kate took her spot on the end of the settee, sinking
into the soft cushion and curling into the rounded corner with the
blanket over her legs. Her gran had relinquished the main house to
her only child and his family twenty years ago after her husband’s
death. She’d renovated the caretaker’s cottage at the back of the
large property she still owned, turning it into a cozy home.
Dark-wood antiques, lots of books, minimal but comfortable
furniture covered in plush, warm-toned fabrics. Growing up, Kate
had spent almost as much time here as in the main house.

Her gran set the bowl of popcorn on the end table
along with her nightly glass of port. Settling in her wingback
chair, she pointed the remote at the small flat-screen on the
sideboard, bracketed by vases of flowers. She’d given up the house,
but the gardens around it remained her domain.

Kate could quote most of the dialogue, but for as
many times as she’d seen Bringing Up Baby, it still made her
laugh. Partway through, her phone signaled a text from her best
friend, Nic. Her pulse jumped as she read it. “Boys went ring
shopping! Weddings next summer!” She put her hand over her chest as
a moment of panic shot through her. She’d known Todd most of her
life and dated him the last seven years. She knew they’d be married
after finishing law school. Why did it land as a surprise?

“Anything wrong?”

“Nic says Todd and Brian went shopping for
engagement rings. At least something in my life will stay on
schedule.”

Her gran studied her for a long moment. “Staying on
schedule sounds like an excellent reason to marry.” She returned
her attention to the movie and turned up the volume.

Kate’s thoughts drifted to things she didn’t want to
think about. She’d gone home with Todd last night. They’d made
love. He was tender and gentle, as always. He’d come. She hadn’t.
As always. She liked kissing. Cuddling and talking afterward. But
intercourse hurt. And she’d never had an orgasm. At least she
didn’t think she had. Wasn’t it just supposed to happen? If only
she’d spoken up the first time they had sex. Or the second. Even
the third. But now…how did you tell your boyfriend it wasn’t as
great for you as it was for him. She pulled her focus back to the
movie. She was being ridiculous. There was more to a relationship
than sex. Todd was a great guy. She was marrying him. Period.

“There.” Her gran used the remote to freeze the
picture on the screen. “The look on Susan’s face.” She used the
main character’s name.

“You mean that starry-eyed look?” Common to movies
of the thirties, it looked a bit silly on Katharine Hepburn.

“I’ve never seen you look at Todd like that.”

“It’s make-believe.” She stared at Hepburn’s face,
trying to imitate it. How did she force that look?

“It’s a representation of what happens when you feel
passionately for someone. You love screwball comedies,” her gran
said a few minutes later as the characters played by Hepburn and
Grant chased a pet leopard and a dog, slid down a cliff, and fell
into a pond. “Why is that?”

“They’re fun. The characters do silly, spontaneous
things that make no sense, but in the end it all works out.”

“As opposed to your carefully planned, orchestrated,
scheduled life where your mother has your future husband’s
political career mapped out before you have a ring on your
finger.”

“Life isn’t a movie.” For a moment she wanted it to
be. A place where anything might happen.

“Do you love Todd in that way?” She pointed a finger
at the screen. “Like you can’t live another minute without
him?”

Everything about Katharine Hepburn’s face was soft
and adoring as she gazed up at Cary Grant. “No. Is that what you
want to hear?” Kate pushed the blanket aside. Hot again.

“Then why would you marry him?”

“We’re good together. The way my parents were.
Compatible. Isn’t that enough?”

“Only you can answer that.”

“I’m not meant for great passion, Gran. Trust me.”
Her heart sank with each word.

“Everyone is meant for great passion. It can be
difficult. Impossible. You can choose to walk away from it. But
until you’ve experienced it, don’t discount it.”

“I’m glad you had that with granddad. Not all love
is like that.”

“I did not have that with Phillip. I loved him
deeply but not with great romantic passion. I married him knowing
the difference.”

“And you had a great marriage. I rest my case.”

“Now I’m truly worried about you. Your brilliant
mind would not throw out such a sloppy defense if you were thinking
clearly.”

“I’m scared.”

“Thank you. That’s the first honest thing I’ve heard
you say in a while.”

“Twenty-five-year-olds aren’t supposed to almost
die.” She swallowed hard. She hadn’t spoken those words out loud,
but they’d been in her mind, jabbing at her. “Everything’s
different. Not only my health. I do the things I used to do, but I
feel like I’m just going through the motions.” She let the
shuddering breath out because she couldn’t stop it. Maybe she
didn’t want to. She’d always been able to talk to her gran. “I
can’t shake the fear that I’ll never get back to who I was.” Like
her cells had been changed against her will.

“You’d be a fool not to be affected by your illness,
and you’re no fool. Your life has taken an unexpected turn, as did
mine at your age.”

“What happened?” It must have been around the time
she graduated from Columbia Law School.

“A story for another day. Instead of fighting so
hard to be who you were, take this as an opportunity to reevaluate
where you are and where you want to go.”

“You don’t approve of Todd.”

“He’s a fine young man. I’m not sure he’s right for
you.”

“Why haven’t you spoken up?”

“I hoped you would figure it out on your own.”

“I’ve never questioned marrying him.” Her voice
sounded scared. Little-kid scared.

“Consider this my standing up in the church when the
minister asks if there’s anyone who knows why these two…etc.
etc.”

“But—”

“Shh. I love this part.”

Kate relaxed into the familiarity of her gran’s
occasional chuckle as the movie played through to the final scene,
where Cary Grant’s mild-mannered paleontologist character confesses
the day with the rambunctious Hepburn character was the most fun
he’d ever had. Mismatched. But she found something immensely
satisfying about their falling in love. As if each had exactly what
the other really needed to be happy.

Her gran turned off the movie and moved to sit
beside Kate. “I want you to move to my cabin for a couple of
months. The change of scenery will do you good. There’s an
excellent acupuncturist in Felton I want you to see. She also
teaches yoga. Rest. Study for the bar exam without
distractions.”

“Mother won’t approve.”

“Do this for me. Think of it as your screwball
comedy where, how did you put it…you do silly, spontaneous things
that make no sense, but in the end it all works out. If you decide
the path your life is on is the right one, then embrace it with
confidence and I will support you.” Her face softened into the one
that confirmed Kate was loved beyond measure. “So many choices have
been made for you. Whom you marry must be your choice alone, one
that makes you happy.”

She’d never doubted her gran’s wisdom. If she was
honest, the thought of not having to make decisions about parties
or marriage proposals, of not having to watch Todd and Nic start
their careers ahead of her, was appealing. Two months. She’d return
healthy, on track with studying for the bar exam, and raring to go.
“All right,” she said with a burst of confidence. Then she shook
her head. Her mother would be furious.

“I will teach you your first yoga poses.” Her gran
stood and settled her body into an odd stance—legs spread front to
back, front leg bent, back leg straight with her foot turned
sideways, arms lifted straight over her head, palms together.
“Warrior I.” She took several deep breaths and then brought her
arms down, holding them straight out from her shoulders, one
reaching forward, one back, and turned her torso ninety degrees to
face sideways. “Warrior II.”

Kate clapped. There was something majestic about the
poses. Like her gran was different, her body strong and serene. She
wanted to know what that felt like.

Her gran motioned Kate to join her. “Nothing better
for restoring the body and focusing the mind.”


Chapter Two

Kate unlocked the door to her gran’s cabin and
stepped inside, greeted by the faint smell of wood smoke mingled
with lemon furniture polish. Her body relaxed as if from memory.
All the good times spent here as a child, she and Gran, weekends
and summers. She hadn’t been here since before law school.

“You’re kidding,” Nic said, coming in behind her.
“Rustic seems too kind a word.” She folded her arms, surveying the
living room. Walls were original to the 1940s cabin. Clear,
all-heart redwood that was almost unaffordable nowadays. “I feel
like I’ve walked into an old Western.”

“Stickley furniture is a hallmark of Craftsman—”

“Whatever.” Nic waved her hand in a dismissive
gesture.

“You have to admit the location is beautiful.” The
cabin was in Forest Lakes, a housing development dating back to the
twenties, hundreds of homes nestled into the redwood forest of the
Santa Cruz Mountains, about an hour and a half south of San
Francisco. “There’s a lake where I used to swim. And lots of trails
I can run on.” If her stamina ever returned.

“And so many really tall trees. Kind of spooky. Do
they ever fall?” Born and raised in Las Vegas, Nic admitted she’d
never been outside of it until arriving in Palo Alto to attend
Stanford.

“Not when I’ve stayed here.”

“And what was that ugly yellow thing sliming its way
across the walkway out front?”

“Banana slug. Second largest slug in the world. UC
Santa Cruz mascot. Simultaneous hermaphrodite.” She smiled at the
memory of her gran explaining the word hermaphrodite to her as a
child, which had led to a discussion of sex long before her mother
broached the subject. “Means—”

“I know what it means.”

“As a child I memorized the names of the local flora
and fauna.”

“How useful for the future managing partner in a law
firm. Seriously, sweetie, what are you going to do here? Count
pinecones?”

“Rest and study.” It sounded like a good idea when
Gran said it, but a week of listening to her mother’s arguments
against it had eroded her confidence. No one watching over you.
Away from home without the benefit of their cook/housekeeper. Too
far from a hospital. Unfair to Todd to move so far away.

He’d listened with his usual patience and agreed
that it might be good for her. How could she not be in love with a
man who was understanding and supportive?

“I counted only two restaurants in that little town
we passed through.”

“Felton. Gran moved out here from New York in the
sixties, bought this cabin, and lived here until she married my
grandfather. She had an estate planning practice in Santa Cruz.”
Moving out here on her own, not knowing anyone, had always seemed
mythic to Kate.

“Whatever. Limited takeout. No salon. No
shopping.”

“Television.” Kate pointed to the small flat-screen.
Giants games and there was a collection of old films. “Honestly?
I’m looking forward to time away from Mother. I understand how
difficult it’s been for her since Father’s death, but she’s
clingier the last few months.”

“She almost lost you. You’re everything to her.” Nic
seemed sad for a second. Kate often speculated on the family she
refused to talk about. Blue-collar. That much she knew. Her
near-genius IQ had landed her in Stanford Law School. Roommates and
study partners had led to becoming best friends. With Nic deciding
to take a job in the city and almost engaged to Brian, Todd’s best
friend, they’d have the kind of lifelong bond her mother had with
many of her friends. “What time is Todd coming?”

“After his meeting with a new client.” He was
driving down from the city to spend the rest of the weekend. “I
wish you’d stay.” She’d seen Nic almost every day for the last
three years. She was going to miss her.

The corners of her mouth turned up. Tall. Slender.
Dark, thick hair loose around her shoulders today. “You offering to
share?”

“Share what?”

“That gorgeous guy of—”

“Don’t be crude.” The one thing she didn’t like
about Nic, and she really didn’t like it.

“One of us has to. You’re always prim and proper.”
She slapped Kate’s butt. “Don’t worry. I’ll have a good bang
tonight. Or maybe I’ll stop by the restaurant on my way back.”
Brian’s family owned several in the city. “Sneak him into the men’s
room—”

“Stop!”

“Drag him into a stall, rub against his dick
until—”

Kate hurried out the front door and down the brick
walkway that bisected the small front yard. Irritated. Okay,
jealous. She must be the only person on the planet who didn’t love
sex, not that she’d tell Nic and risk more crude comments. It
hadn’t mattered with Todd at Harvard for undergrad and then law
school. Their relationship had been more talk and text than
face-to-face. She’d thought it would get better when they had more
time together. She pushed through the gate in the picket fence,
opened the door of her BMW, and lifted a box of bar-exam study
materials from the seat.

“Lighten up, sweetie.” Nic bumped her shoulder
before lifting another box from the car. Fifteen minutes later they
brought in the last of Kate’s things.

“I predict you’ll be bored out of your mind and back
in civilization before the month’s up.” Nic draped her arm over
Kate’s shoulders as they stood in the small kitchen at the rear of
the house. “Gotta dash. Research to do.” Nic had taken a job with a
top criminal-defense firm in San Francisco. Since the day Kate met
her, she’d never wavered in her obsession with criminal law. “I’ll
impress the hell out of the senior associate and win a spot on his
team for the trial.” She bobbed her head side to side. “Or I’ll
give him more of the cleavage he can’t keep his eyes off of. Either
way I’ll get what I want. Men are so easy.”

“You know I’ve got your back, right?” Nic asked as
they walked to the front door, her mood shifting in an instant as
only Nic’s could. As moody as she was brilliant, passionate about
law, driven to be the best, and more fun than anyone Kate had ever
known. “That’s what best friends are for.”

“I’ll come home rested and raring to go.”

“I hope so.” Nic tilted her head, studying Kate for
a moment. She kissed Kate’s cheek, then wiped away the lipstick
with her thumb before sliding into Brian’s black Porsche.

Kate shook her head as Nic gunned it down the
street. Always an edge of reckless with her. Doubts surfaced as she
walked back into the yard. What was she doing here? She
knelt beside the banana slug who’d gamely made it across the moss
under the Japanese maple flanking the walkway. She stroked the
aptly named three-inch-long slug nestled into ferns planted against
the cabin’s dark-brown exterior. Perseverance. Fast and furious had
been her pace but slow and steady had gotten the slug to its
destination. Maybe it would work for her.

*

Chris reached over the center console of her Ford
F-150 to the back seat and grabbed a bottle of water from the
cooler. She guzzled it as she drove up Highway 9 toward her home in
Felton, letting some drip down her neck and drizzling the last of
it down the back of her shirt. She’d busted her ass alongside her
crew today to finish the two-week landscape project in Santa Cruz
that had been one long headache. Cold beer. Shower. Leftover ribs
she’d grilled last night. Then up to San Francisco for her friend
Georgia’s monthly all-women sex party. Now that made her smile.
Sure, she had lovers she saw on a regular basis, but Georgia’s
parties were one of a kind. Her phone rang and she pressed the
answer button on the steering wheel.

“How’s my favorite daughter?” Her dad’s deep voice
sounded a bit echoey, which it always did when he called from his
office in the old metal building that was home to the painting
business he’d owned since before Chris was born. He’d always called
her that, even though she was his only daughter. Only child. Her
mother had died giving birth to her and he’d never remarried.

“Tell me again why self-employed is a good idea?”
She’d dreamed of owning a business as far back as she could
remember, but high-maintenance clients like this woman took the fun
out of being a landscape contractor. “Why hire me if she doesn’t
trust me to do it right and on time for her party?”

“At the end of the day…”

“I’d rather be the one in charge.” Chris finished in
harmony with him.

“Did you land that new project?”

“I wish. Woman calls last night and asks me to come
by this morning. Fourth time I’ve been there. Review the plans.
Explain the same things. Answer the same questions. She doesn’t
sign the contract.” Her voice rose with irritation. “Has to think
about it more. The house is one of those million-plus homes in
Capitola with an ocean view, and she wants to nickel-and-dime me
over a twenty-thousand-dollar project?”

“When she calls again, say you’d like to refer her
to another landscaper who might better meet her needs. She’ll sign
the contract. If she didn’t want you to do the job she wouldn’t
keep bringing you back. She’s looking for attention.”

“Why didn’t I figure that out?”

“You would have.”

Probably not. Plants were so much easier than
people, as she’d discovered doing yard work to earn money when she
was in high school. She understood their needs and loved designing
gardens and managing the installations. Dealing with clients was
still a challenge after eight years in business.

“You up for a ride tomorrow? Meet at Alice’s around
nine?” Alice’s Restaurant on Highway 35 in the Santa Cruz Mountains
was famous as a stop for motorcyclists. She’d grown up riding on
the back of her dad’s Harley until she was old enough to handle her
own. They made it a point to ride together a couple of times a
month.

“Nine’s too early. Georgia’s party tonight.” An
all-night affair. “Eleven?”

“Fair enough. Ask Stacy to join us.” One of Chris’s
oldest friends and also a landscape contractor. Her dad treated
Stacy like a daughter. “She looked rocky.” They’d had dinner with
him earlier in the week.

“She deserves to be rocky.” Chris worked her jaw.
“What a shitty thing to do.” Stacy’s girlfriend of six months had
gone back to her previous boyfriend. No warning. No discussion.

“Got some nice steaks. Plan on staying for dinner.”
Grilling. Riding motorcycles. Owning a business. He’d mentored her
in all three. She’d won the lottery in the dad department. “Be safe
tonight.”

“Always.” She rolled her shoulders, irritation
fading as she made the turn into Forest Lakes and wound along the
narrow roads, deeper into the dappled shade of the habitat she
loved. Mixed evergreen forest, as she’d recently explained to a
client. Specific to the coast of California up to Southern Oregon.
She’d fallen in love with the forest on motorcycle rides with her
dad through the Santa Cruz Mountains, especially the redwoods that
seemed majestic and magical. Now she specialized in using native
plants in her garden designs. A great niche, especially with the
prolonged drought raising interest in using natives, but if she was
going to grow her business, she’d have to expand outside of Santa
Cruz. A challenging task and the goal for next year.

Another block and she started the turn into her
driveway. Except she had no driveway. A red BMW Z4 blocked it.
Sweet car, but couldn’t the driver have parked somewhere else? She
pulled her truck nose-to-nose with it and stepped out.

A Sears truck was in the driveway of the house next
door, and a Comcast van was parked in front. She’d never seen so
much activity at the house and hadn’t seen the owner, Katherine, in
months. Maybe she was here for a visit and she’d bake her delicious
chocolate-chip cookies. A guy talked on his cell near the truck as
another guy maneuvered a dolly down the ramp, a carton strapped to
it. Kenmore on the box. Washer or dryer, by the size of it. At the
bottom of the ramp he lost control and it tipped over.

Chris sprinted and caught the side before it hit the
driveway, righting it as the guy yelled for his partner to get off
the phone.

“Careful with that!” A woman bolted out the front
door and trotted across the front yard. Definitely not Katherine,
the older woman who spent weekends here occasionally. The
granddaughter she’d talked about? Mid-twenties. Not too tall. Lean
in all the right places. Curves in all the right places. Toned legs
that disappeared far too soon into cargo shorts. Pink tank top.
Chris tried to keep her eyes focused on the woman’s face. Really
tried. They refused to budge from her chest.
Way-more-than-a-mouthful breasts bounced as she trotted. She felt
like purring at the perfection that stopped in front of her.

“If there’s a scratch on it, you’re taking it back.”
The woman whipped a disobedient length of wavy hair behind her ear.
Wavy blond hair. Beautiful seemed too generic a word for
her.

Chris gave her sexiest grin, staring into the
prettiest blue eyes. Aquamarine. Sparking with feistiness.

Blond and beautiful watched the guys push the dolly
up the walkway and then turned on Chris. “It’s about time. I’ve
called your office four times. I’ll show you where the water heater
is.”

“Um, actually I’m…” Chris forgot about speaking as
the woman’s backside came into view. She followed the blonde into
the house as if attached by a leash. Damn, she had the cutest
tight, round ass. She cupped her hands by her sides. Perfect
handfuls.

“Be careful,” the woman said to the guys inching the
dolly across the hardwood floor around the closely packed furniture
in the living room. Continuing through the kitchen and into the
laundry room at the back of the house, she opened a door to a tiny
closet. “Do whatever it takes to get it working.”

Standing so close to a beautiful woman, Chris’s body
responded the way it automatically did in such situations. She
leaned in for a kiss, barely stopping herself as reality reasserted
itself. She shook her head, trying to restore blood flow to her
brain. “What’s the problem?” She wasn’t sure why she was offering
to help, but a lady in distress was a lady in distress.

“No. Hot. Water.” The woman pinned her with those
piercing blue eyes before walking away.

Okay, beautiful and bitchy. Chris felt the tank.
Cold. She laughed when she realized the problem was an unlit pilot
light. Katherine was smart enough to turn it off when she left the
last time. Finding matches and a flashlight in a kitchen drawer,
she lit the pilot at the base of the ancient water heater and
waited to make sure it stayed on. Giving the two Sears employees a
sympathetic smile as they maneuvered the washer into its tight
space, she went in search of the lady in distress. She found her in
the office down the hall, peering over the shoulder of the cable
guy as he worked on a modem. Chris waited, indulging in the view of
the woman’s ass.

“Well?” She straightened to face Chris.

“You’ll have hot water in about an hour.” She took
the woman’s hand and set the matches on her palm. A diamond tennis
bracelet hugged her wrist. “If the water gets cold again, light the
damn pilot.”

“That was rude.” The woman followed her to the
living room. “If you want to be paid—”

“I don’t
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