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      “Too good to be true? Well, I suppose that depends upon your definition of good. And of true.”

      —Countess Lucinda Devonryshireton, The Countess’s Exceedingly Perfect Guide to Love and Romance, Volume I
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          LYNNE

        

      

    

    
      Lynne Daniels stood in the back room of the Evintrude Gallery, listening to the crowd on the other side of the door.

      A huge crowd. A huge crowd here, tonight. A huge crowd here tonight for one reason: to see Lynne’s tapestries, on display, on the walls and tables, in an actual art gallery.

      Oh god.

      Did this room have a fire exit?

      The noise of the crowd increased as someone opened the door leading from the gallery’s main room. Lynne froze. Kate Evintrude walked in, holding a glass of white wine, which she handed to Lynne. “Here, drink this, and no, you can’t escape, so don’t even think about it.”

      Lynne took the glass with a trembling hand. “How did you know?”

      “Because the same thing happens with every artist, and not only on their first opening night. So drink up, take a deep breath, and come meet your adoring fans.” Kate gave her a winning smile. “We’ve got a nice turnout.”

      Lynne moaned. “Why? Why are so many people here? Why did I agree to do this? What was I thinking? I’m a doctor, not an artist! I hate crowds!”

      “Drink your wine.”

      Kate stared at Lynne until she took a sip. It was nice wine, dry, tart even, yet fruity—maybe grapefruity. “Is this Sauvignon Blanc?”

      “It is. Drink some more.”

      Lynne obeyed. “From New Zealand?”

      “Yep.”

      Kate watched as Lynne took several more sips.

      “All right, that’s probably enough,” Kate said, when the glass was half-empty. “I think you’re ready to head out there now.”

      “Oh god.” Lynne looked behind her for that elusive—nonexistent—back door again. “I’ve changed my mind. I can’t do this.”

      “I’ll go out first and say a few words about your work and your life history, as we discussed,” Kate said calmly, ignoring Lynne’s panic attack. “You wait just inside the door, behind the screen, and as soon as I introduce you, you come out and give your little art talk. You have your notes, right?”

      Lynne lifted up a folded sheet of paper. It had gotten a little creased and sweaty, but she thought she could still read what was on it.

      “Great,” Kate said, still exuding steady calmness. “Just say your piece, and then open it up for questions.”

      “Oh my god. Are people going to ask questions?”

      Kate patted her arm. “Okay, maybe you’re not quite done with your wine yet. Of course they’re going to ask questions, and you’re going to answer them, because they’re about your lovely and fascinating work, and people are going to want to hear all about it—from you.”

      “No they’re not. No one wants to hear anything from me. I’m just an old woman who must have been drunk when some crazy gallery owner convinced her to hang her sewing mistakes on a wall for everyone to see.”

      “Hush now,” Kate said. “Here we go.” And she turned and stepped out of the back room and into the gallery, leaving Lynne alone. A moment later, Lynne heard her tapping a spoon on her own wine glass and calling for everyone’s attention. The crowd slowly quieted.

      And then Kate was talking about Lynne’s work, and her life. How did she learn all those details? Did Steph tell her? Lynne couldn’t remember talking to Kate about any of it.

      Of course, Lynne couldn’t remember a thing right now, her nervous brain freeze was so overwhelming.

      But then Kate’s spiel was over, and she called out Lynne’s name, and the audience applauded!

      As if sleepwalking, Lynne saw her feet move, and her feet were attached to her legs so they moved as well, carrying her out from behind the screen and into the gallery. My god, there were so many people here. Don’t think about that. Kate smiled and indicated that Lynne should step up to the front table beside her. “Lynne Daniels, everyone!” Kate said, beaming at the crowd.

      The applause redoubled, every single person smiling at Lynne. She smiled back at them, or at least she hoped it was a smile and not a rictus of terror.

      And then the clapping died down and Lynne cleared her throat, unfolded her sheet of notes, and began her talk.

      She must have gotten sucked into another dimension for a minute or ten, because suddenly she was done with her talk and slipping the crumpled paper into the pocket of her flowing pants, and the audience was smiling and applauding again, and then a dozen or more hands went up! People actually did have questions!

      Lynne looked over the crowd. Who to call on first? Why were there so many complete strangers here? Her heart raced as she scanned the room, desperate for a familiar face. Ah, there was Julie, from soup group. “Yes, Julie?” she said.

      Julie smiled and said, “Your work is gorgeous, and so unusual; thank you for sharing it with us.” Lynne nodded as Julie went on. “I was wondering, do you take commissions?”

      “I, er, haven’t before, but…” She looked at Kate, who took over smoothly.

      “Lynne would be happy to talk to anyone about what they might have in mind,” the gallery owner said. “Though she will make no promises—as I mentioned earlier, the artist Lynne Daniels is also the not-exactly-retired Dr. Lynne Daniels, as many of you know from encountering her at our health clinic.” There were nods and smiles around the room. “More questions?”

      All those hands went up again. Lynne scanned the crowd. “Yes?” she said, indicating a young woman in the back.

      “Yes! Thank you, wow. I’m just getting into embroidery, and your work is so inspiring.”

      “Thank you,” Lynne said.

      The young woman nodded. “I’ve been working with floss, and not separating it, because I’m still figuring out how it all works, but I do know you can pull the threads apart for a finer line.”

      “That’s correct.”

      “What I’m wondering is, how does that work with the various fabrics? I see that you do a lot of work on silk—which, first of all, oh my god. But also, isn’t the weave of silk so tight for the thicker floss? How do you get both weights of thread to work together in the same piece—in the same part of the same piece?” She pointed to the landscape tapestry she was standing beside, a depiction of the West Sound harbor, at sunset.

      Oh, what a good question. Lynne started talking as she walked over to the young woman, so she could point out the particulars of the piece. The crowd parted around her, watching and listening raptly. Her nerves melted away as she explained the process—how she’d stumbled across it by mistake during a moment of inattention, but found she really liked the effect, so she’d started doing it deliberately.

      “I eventually had to rig up a larger hoop to keep the silk taut,” Lynne finished, adding with a chuckle, “and it wasn’t even hoop-shaped. My son helped with the construction.” She looked up, finding Ethan’s beaming face in the crowd. “Ethan Daniels, everyone.”

      The crowd applauded both her and Ethan; the young woman looked delighted. More hands went up, and Lynne found herself easily answering all their questions. Who knew so many people were interested in embroidery! It was just something she did in the evenings alone at home, to keep her hands busy while she watched TV or listened to an audiobook.

      She had never thought of herself as an artist. Apparently, everyone else did.

      After the tenth or twentieth question, there was another sound of a spoon tapping on a wine glass. “I’m going to stop us there,” Kate called out, from the front table. “I’m sure Lynne will be happy to chat more with you individually throughout the evening, but we’ve got a buffet of great munchies ready to eat over by the far wall, and all this wine won’t drink itself!”

      Laughter filled the room, and conversations swelled as the audience moved toward the food and drink.

      “Well?” Kate was suddenly beside her, smiling hugely, and handing her a fresh glass of wine. “How are you doing now?”

      “Oh, that was amazing!” Lynne gushed, exulting in the adrenaline and the heavy relief of being off stage. “What a great crowd!”

      “You were fantastic, as I knew you would be.” Her tone was warm, and not at all smug; she really was just the nicest person. “And I’ve already had several very serious inquiries about purchasing pieces.”

      “That’s great!” Lynne sipped the wine. “I really do need to make space in poor Ethan’s room.”

      Kate laughed. “Yes, that’s one reason why all this is a good idea, I suppose.” Then she sobered a bit. “Are you certain you won’t agree to sell the anchor piece, though?” She nodded to the long panorama of Crow Valley, stretching nearly the width of the gallery’s eastern wall. “We would have a bidding war for it, just from the folks in this room.”

      “You know darn well it’s already been sold, and for an absurdly generous price.” Lynne looked through the audience again, and indeed, here came her next-door neighbor Steph—and her shy husband David! He hated crowds! “I doubt you could talk her into letting it go, but you’re welcome to try.”

      Kate pulled her friend Steph into a hug even as she said, “Leave it to you to snap up the best piece before the show even opened.”

      “There wouldn’t even be a show if it weren’t for my, ah, let’s call it assistance,” Steph said, laughing. She turned to Lynne. “I bet you’re glad we pushed you into this.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that!” Lynne laughed with her. “But I am glad to be done with the public speaking.”

      “How does a doctor have stage fright?” Steph asked. “Don’t you have to give rounds and seminars, all the way from medical school onward? You give a talk at the senior center here every week!”

      “That’s entirely different,” Lynne said. “I can talk about medical things all day, to any size audience—I could do that in my sleep. Talking about my personal work…” She shrugged, and glanced at David, who was looking back at her with sympathy. “I know it’s not rational, but I was waiting at any moment for someone to raise their hand and point out what an utter fraud I am.”

      “But that didn’t happen,” Kate said.

      “Thank goodness!”

      They all laughed as more people she knew made their way through the crowd. Julie and her boyfriend Gavin; Julie’s daughter Megan; Matt; and…a vaguely familiar man.

      After hugs and congratulations from her friends, Gavin indicated the silver-haired man beside him. “Lynne, you remember my friend Will?”

      It took her a moment, but Will smiled and she placed him. “Oh! From pickleball last year⁠—”

      “—and beers afterwards,” he finished, putting out a hand for her to shake. “It’s a pleasure to see you again, and your work is spectacular.”

      “Thank you, and yes! I mean, the other way around—yes to the pleasure, and thank you for the compliment.” She shook his hand; his grip was warm and strong, without crushing her smaller, more delicate hand. Indeed, her hand almost felt cradled, protected in the embrace of his. What a strange thing to think! she thought, only reluctantly letting go before the exchange became awkward—well, more awkward. I must be completely wound up tonight. “You look different in real clothes,” she blurted, before she could stop herself. Oops. More awkward, coming right up!

      Will laughed, looking down at himself. He was in what might be called cocktail-casual: dark slacks, a striped blue button-down shirt, no tie; his shirtsleeves were unbuttoned and turned up at the cuffs, exposing his tanned wrists. “Well, one doesn’t wear sweatpants and a ball cap to an art opening, even on casual Orcas Island.”

      Lynne wanted to cover her mouth with her hand. What is the matter with me? She forced herself to laugh along with him as she glanced at her own outfit: cornflower-blue silk pants and a pale cream top festooned with embroidered flowers. “I thought the same. And now I should probably get something to eat before I make an even bigger fool of myself.” She held up her glass of wine, which was more than half gone already.

      “May I escort you over to the buffet?” Will asked, offering an elbow. Somehow, he made the gesture seem gallant and comfortable rather than stuffy or old-fashioned.

      “Yes, thank you,” Lynne said, and took his arm.

      “We’ll come too,” Steph said, taking David’s hand and following along. “I love other people’s cooking.”

      “I don’t know why that always surprises me,” Julie observed.

      Their little group moved toward the food, eventually securing plates of nibbles—cheese, rolled meats, crackers, olives. Then, somehow, she found herself standing with Will under the Crow Valley panorama.

      “I inquired about purchasing this piece,” Will said, “but Kate told me that it has already sold.”

      “It has,” Lynne said. “To Steph—” She turned, looking for her friend, but she and David had vanished into the crowd. As had Matt, and Julie and Megan and Gavin, and Kate. “The redheaded woman who was with us earlier.”

      Will smiled, like sun breaking through clouds. She hadn’t remembered how good-looking he was. In fact, she’d barely remembered him at all; it had been a pleasant afternoon with friends, and that had been that. “Well, then, I suppose I’ll need to be one of the people talking to you about a commission.”

      Lynne felt her face flush with warmth. “I…we would have to talk about that,” she said. “I don’t usually know, when I start a piece, where it will end up.”

      “I am comfortable with uncertainty.” His smile grew even warmer.

      Are we still talking about my needlework?

      “Ah, good,” she managed. “Well, uh…”

      “Hey Mom!” Suddenly Ethan was at her elbow. “You wanna introduce me to your friend?”

      “I’m Will Hamilton,” Will said, putting out that wonderful strong hand. Ethan shook it.

      “This is my son, Ethan,” Lynne said.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Will told him.

      Ethan grinned. “Likewise!” He turned to Lynne. “Marie and I are going to head on out—we have that dinner, remember.”

      “That’s right,” Lynne said. “Well, thank you for being here for the opening.”

      “We wouldn’t have missed it!”

      She pulled her son into a hug. He took the opportunity to whisper in her ear, “Hubba hubba!”

      “Stop it,” she hissed back to him, though she couldn’t help laughing as well as she let him go. “Have fun this evening!” she said brightly, and glanced around for Marie.

      “She’s already getting the car,” Ethan told her. “We had to park, like, blocks and blocks away.”

      Lynne didn’t point out that the entire town of Eastsound barely comprised “blocks and blocks.”

      After he’d left, she turned back to Will, who was studying the tapestry. “You do have a singular talent,” he said.

      “This entire experience is going to go completely to my head and I will become quite insufferable,” Lynne protested. “It’s just threads on fabric!”

      Will turned and held her gaze. His eyes were a rich, warm brown shot through with green flecks of an almost jade-like brightness, picking up the silver of his hair and his neatly trimmed beard. Lynne didn’t usually like men with beards, but this one… She found herself unable to look away from him, and also, automatically, thinking about how she would depict that play of colors in a piece. “Oh, I don’t think so,” he said. “It is so much more than that.”

      The rest of the crowded, noisy room seemed to fall away as she stared into his eyes.

      “In fact,” Will went on, “I would be honored to buy you dinner and continue this conversation in a quieter venue.”

      Lynne swallowed as excuses flooded her mind, but she pushed them aside. It was just dinner—and possibly discussion of a commission. Wasn’t this the whole reason she was putting herself out here like this? “I would like that,” she said.

      His smile warmed her to her toes, and put the lie to the ‘just business’ line she was trying to tell herself.

      “Shall we sneak away,” he asked, “or do you have further responsibilities here?”

      “I don’t have any more speeches to make, but I imagine Kate expects me to hang around in case more people want to talk to me.” She glanced around, not seeing the gallery owner. “I’ll check in with her and see what she thinks about the timing.”

      Will nodded and pulled a slender cell phone out of his pocket. “I will secure reservations somewhere appropriate—in, say, forty-five minutes or an hour?”

      Lynne smiled gratefully. “That sounds perfect. I can’t imagine even the most die-hard of fans will stay longer than that.”

      He stepped away to make the call as Lynne re-entered the crowd. She finally found Kate in the middle of a group of four or five people about Ethan’s age. “Ah, here she is now,” she said, stepping back to welcome Lynne into the circle. “Nadia here was just asking about your source for fabrics, and how you decide between a single ground color and some of your more patchwork-effect pieces.”

      “Yes,” said a dark-haired woman, her eyes shining with enthusiasm. “Your embroidery is so lovely, it’s all everyone was talking about, but I’m also struck by your use of base color—where do you find such lush silks?”

      “Ah, everywhere,” Lynne said with a smile. “Online, and fabric stores, and yard sales—you name it. And the best thing about this kind of work is that, unlike sewing clothing or something like that, I don’t need any particular quantity or shape of fabric, so I am always on the lookout for interesting scraps. Which, by the way, is the answer to your second question: if I have a bunch of little remnants that seem to want to go together, then that’s what I do. If I have one perfect piece by itself…” She pointed at the tapestry closest to them on the wall. “Like this one, for example. I picked this silk up in a little secondhand shop in Cannon Beach, Oregon, at least a dozen years ago. I don’t know why they were selling fabric samples, but they had a whole pile of the most luscious things that seemed to beg to be fancied up and tacked to a wall. I snapped them all up, and have been working through them ever since.”

      She talked to the group for another few minutes before Kate deftly steered her to another part of the room, where more questions awaited; and then, shortly, a third group after that. By the time Will came to find her, nearly an hour had passed, and the gallery was finally emptying out. Even the soup group members had all left.

      “I managed to find us a table at the New Leaf, if that is all right?” He looked worried.

      Lynne laughed. “I love the New Leaf.”

      “Then, shall we?” He offered his arm again, and Lynne took it.

      Out in the night, she took a deep, grateful breath of air. “Whew. That was great, but also pretty overwhelming.”

      “I imagine so.” He glanced down at her. “I’m parked just down here, if you…”

      “Oh, can we walk?” she asked. “It’s not that far, and I still think I have some nervous energy to work out of my limbs.”

      “Then walking it is.” He snugged her arm close to his side, and she felt warm all over again.

      Their booth at the New Leaf was just before the step down to the corner room, and had the feeling of being both in the center of things and a little removed. She wondered how he’d managed to score it; the restaurant was still hopping, with most of the tables occupied. “Not as quiet as I’d hoped!” he said with a sheepish grin, as they looked over their menus.

      “Much quieter in here than out there,” Lynne said, nodding to the long dining room they’d just walked through.

      “Yes,” Will agreed. “This is my favorite table.”

      “Mine too! Table eighteen.” She felt absurdly pleased as they smiled at each other. “I like being tucked against the wall here—and you can see the view better than from any of those supposedly better ones.” She glanced at the row of tables against the darkened windows. “In the daytime, I mean.”

      “Exactly!”

      A young waiter appeared and asked for their drink orders. “Ah, hmm,” Lynne said. “I probably shouldn’t drink more tonight…” she started, but Will laughed and raised a hand to stop her.

      “It’s your first art opening, and it was a smashing success. If you can’t indulge even just a little bit, today of all days, then when can you?”

      She laughed as well. Accepting a spontaneous dinner invitation from an attractive man isn’t indulgence enough? “Okay, since you put it that way…”

      She ordered an Orcas Sunrise; Will asked for a Spring and Tonic.

      Their cocktails arrived quickly. Will raised his glass for a toast. “To indulgences, now and in the future,” he said, with a twinkle in his eye.

      She clinked her glass against his, debating whether to ask him to elaborate or to just ride the wave. “Ooh, this is good,” she said, after her first sip. “I always forget how much I like this.”

      “It’s pretty too,” he said. “Like one of your tapestries.”

      “Says the man with a purple drink!” she said with a smile. “Yours is even prettier, I think.”

      He scooted his glass closer to hers and looked at them side by side. “Actually, they go well together, don’t you think? A sunset, in two glasses.”

      “Exactly.” She admired the drinks for a moment, then picked up her glass and took another sip, savoring the bite of the vodka and the tang of cranberry and lime. “Ahh. I think I’m finally beginning to unclench a little.”

      He gave her a smoldering look over the rim of his glass as he sipped. “I am very glad to hear that.”

      The server appeared again, wondering what they wanted to order for dinner.

      “I ate too many appetizers at the gallery,” Lynne said, picking the menu back up, “but I think I could manage the sliders.”

      “And some truffle fries to share?” Will asked.

      “Yes!”

      He ordered the ribeye steak, medium, and a bottle of red wine; the server nodded and left.

      “I know you said you’ve had enough to drink already, but with steak and burgers, I couldn’t help myself.” Will gave her a grin.

      “I have it on good authority that they’ll cork up an unfinished bottle and let you take it home,” Lynne assured him.

      “Excellent,” Will said. “This one won’t suffer from being open overnight, either.”

      Before too long, the truffle fries came out—hot and crisp and salty, with the funky undertone of truffle oil. Lynne kept telling herself This is my last one, and it kept not being true. She and Will chatted comfortably as they nibbled, him asking her about her work and her life on Orcas Island.

      “And what about you?” she asked, after a bit. “I know you play pickleball, and I think I remember from last fall that you’re in real estate?”

      “Mostly commercial real estate, though I do some residential, usually branching off from commercial developments.”

      Lynne was trying to figure out if she’d seen his name on fliers around town when he went on.

      “I’m licensed in both Washington and Arizona, though I do most of my work down there.”

      “Oh! I was wondering what sort of commercial developments we have here on the island.”

      He nodded. “A few, though you’re right, it’s mostly residential here. The majority of my business is in Scottsdale and the surrounding areas. I tend to regard my time on Orcas as something akin to a vacation.” He chuckled and added, “Or at least, I try to. Business seems to follow me around.”

      “Sounds like being a doctor and unable to go out in public without being asked for medical advice.”

      “So you understand!” They shared a smile as the server arrived with the bottle of red wine.

      “Just a tiny glass for me,” Lynne said. She hadn’t quite finished her cocktail.

      “Of course,” said the waiter, and poured for each of them. “Your meals will be out in a few minutes.”

      “We’re not in a hurry,” Will told him.

      After the waiter had left, Lynne asked, “Where is your Orcas house? I assume you don’t just stay in the inn here when you’re on-island.”

      “No, though their rooms are quite nice. I have a cabin out in Eagle Lake.”

      “Oh, I haven’t actually been out there, though I’ve seen pictures of the community—and the lake, of course. It looks lovely.”

      “It’s spectacular.” His eyes got a dreamy expression that somehow made him even more handsome. “I bought there when the development was just getting going, in the early nineties. Built the cabin myself—I mean, with hired help, of course, though I swung a hammer a time or two.”

      “What brought you to Orcas?”

      He chuckled. “It’s funny—my wife at the time had this dream of living here. She’d read about the island in a magazine and just couldn’t let go of the idea. It took us a few years to visit, and we both were charmed, so we looked around at some properties. I wanted to live closer in to town, but she saw the parcel out in Eagle Lake and that was that.” He shook his head and took a sip of his drink. “So why, you might ask, am I the one who got the cabin in the divorce?”

      “I was wondering that,” Lynne said with a smile.

      “Suffice it to say, dreams are one thing; reality is quite another. Maggie tried, god bless her, but she actually hated living in such a remote place—and I don’t just mean Eagle Lake, but Orcas Island generally.”

      “Island living is not for everyone,” Lynne agreed.

      “We tried to make a go of it. I thought when the cabin was finished, things might get easier for her, but no. Then we tried the partial-year thing, snowbirding in Arizona and summering up here, and that helped for a while. But then came one year when she just didn’t want to head back to Orcas in the spring, and I really did, so she told me to go on up without her. By the time I went back to Scottsdale that fall, it was to start meeting with the divorce lawyers.”

      “I’m sorry,” she said, because that was the polite thing to say.

      Will shrugged. “Don’t be. We’re both happier apart than we ever were together. And we’re not enemies; we still care about each other.”

      “Do you have any kids?”

      “No. I would have been willing, but Maggie had her career—she’s an interior designer—and she never really had the urge. It made things easier, when it came time to go our separate ways.” He leaned forward slightly, setting his empty cocktail glass on the table, but not picking up his wine glass. “And you? I met your son Ethan tonight; are there other kids? And…a husband, an ex?”

      “My husband died nearly twenty years ago. He was a doctor as well, and Ethan is our only child.”

      “I am so sorry for your loss,” Will said, holding her gaze.

      “Thank you. But, as I said, it was long enough ago that it’s just part of the fabric of my life.” She gave a small smile. “If you’ll excuse the pun.”

      Will chuckled appreciatively. “Still, I imagine one never gets over such a thing.”

      “Not entirely. The best way I’ve heard it described is, the grief never gets smaller, but your life gets bigger around it, so that over time, it takes up less and less of a percentage of—well, everything.”

      “Profound. And it makes sense. Even lesser losses, like divorce, get smaller in the rearview mirror.”

      “They do.”

      The waiter appeared with two plates of food, setting their meals before them. “Will there be anything else?”

      “No, thank you, this looks perfect,” Lynne said, and Will agreed.

      After the waiter stepped away again, Will picked up his wine glass and raised it for a toast. “To a lovely meal…with a lovely woman…perhaps the first of many such evenings? If I may be so bold?”

      Lynne raised her glass and clinked with his. “I don’t find the notion entirely odious,” she said, laughing softly.

      Will smiled broadly. “I am glad.”
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        * * *

      

      He walked her back to her car after dinner, since he was parked just beyond hers. At least, that’s what he said; Lynne was pretty sure he would have insisted either way.

      And she didn’t hate that idea either. It had been a long, long time since any man had awakened the kinds of feelings in her that Will had, this evening.

      What did it mean? He had “boldly” hoped for many more such evenings. Did she want that as well? Why not?

      Lynne had never been opposed to the idea of another relationship, or even of marrying again. She had dated a few nice-enough men in her early years on Orcas, but no one had sparked deeper feelings in her. And the sentiment had clearly been mutual, as none of the men she’d dated had tried to take things further either.

      Was it just because she was so raw and open, so vulnerable, right now—on the very night of her art opening? But no, she didn’t think so. Certainly this was a huge step outside her comfort zone, exciting and terrifying in equal measures. Will, however, was an interesting, appealing man in his own right: Lynne was quite certain this was true, and not just a side effect of her giddy stage fright, or even of the extra drink or two she’d had tonight.

      In any event, she’d see how she felt in the morning. No need to figure out their entire future in this moment.

      As they approached her car, he squeezed her arm gently before drawing them both to a halt. “You are certain you are comfortable to drive home?” he asked.

      “I am good,” she said, “thank you. Not only the sliders and the fries, but all that steak you fed me—I think the wine is well and truly diluted in my bloodstream.” Then she chuckled. “Trust me, I’m a doctor.”

      He laughed softly as well. “I was entirely convinced until you added that last part. Now I’m worried.” But he winked. “I will now cleverly suggest we exchange phone numbers, so that you can call me and let me know when you make it home safely.”

      “Oh, that is very clever,” she said, digging in her purse for her cell phone. “I am not seeing through this ruse at all.”

      “I didn’t think you would.”

      That accomplished, there was nothing further to do but get into her car. “I should be there in about thirty minutes,” she told him. “I’ll call you as soon as I walk in the door.”

      “Perfect,” he said, flashing her his wonderful smile. “If I don’t pick up, it’s because I’m in a dead zone on the road. I have good service in the cabin, though; may I call you back if I miss your call, or will you head straight to bed?”

      Lynne didn’t think she’d ever be able to sleep again. “Ethan and his partner are staying with me for the weekend, and probably aren’t home from their dinner yet. I’ll be waiting up for them.” She smiled up at him. “So, yes.”

      They wished each other a pleasant drive to their opposite sides of the island, and then Lynne drove off into the night.
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          ALICIA

        

      

    

    
      “How are you doing?” Julie asked her, quietly, as they stood gazing up at one of Lynne’s tapestries. The hubbub of the crowd around them, oddly, made their conversation feel private.

      “I’m okay,” Alicia told her, honestly. “It’s weird to be at a party, but it also feels good. Sort of. Mostly.”

      Julie gave her a sympathetic smile. “I understand. When I left my husband, it was like I’d stepped into a new country—or even onto a new planet. One where the air was different, or the gravity. And I couldn’t believe everyone didn’t know this fact about me, couldn’t just read it on my face: She left her marriage!”

      “I know!” Alicia said, grateful that she got it. “That’s exactly it. I hardly know who I am anymore—we’ve been married eighteen years. Our marriage is old enough to vote.”

      “That’s about as long as ours lasted,” Julie said thoughtfully. “I wonder if there’s something special about that amount of time?”

      “The eighteen-year itch?” They both chuckled.

      Julie put a hand on her arm as Steph and Matt spotted them in the crowd and started heading over. “Let me know if you need anything, okay? Even just to talk?”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      Even though she knew Ron wouldn’t be here, she still almost hadn’t come tonight. It wasn’t the sort of thing he enjoyed—a public event celebrating somebody who wasn’t Ron, focused on a creative product that wasn’t Ron’s scholarly writing, with wine Ron hadn’t vetted and supplied—but she had made sure, through the friend grapevine, that he had no plans to show up.

      She was glad she did come, though now she was ready to call it a night. She looked around for Lynne, not spotting her. “I think I’m going to head out soon,” she told her friends, as Matt and Steph joined them.

      “Us too,” Matt said, glancing over to where Gordon sat parked in a folding chair by the door. “Dad’s wiped out.”

      “Is Lynne still here?” Alicia asked.

      “I think she left,” Steph said, and there was an odd light in her eyes.

      Julie picked up on it as well. “Oh? Is there a story there?”

      Steph shrugged, grinning. “I don’t know…but she went out at the same time as a very handsome gentleman, who was looking at her very admiringly.”

      “Wow!” Julie said. “Go Lynne!”

      “I guess I missed that,” Matt said.

      “Women’s radar,” Steph said, and she and Julie giggled.

      “Well, if the guest of honor is gone, I think it’s okay for the rest of us to take off,” Alicia said, to general agreement.

      After a drive home so short she still couldn’t quite believe it, she let herself into her place, dropped her keys on the table just inside the door, and sank down into her easy chair with a relieved sigh.

      The last couple months had been…everything, honestly. Awful and wonderful and terrifying and exhilarating and heartbreaking and freeing and—everything.

      Alicia had not been back to her and Ron’s house—except once, picking up more of her belongings when she knew he would be out—after she had left late that evening back in March. March 14: Pi day. Steph had hosted soup group, and had gone all out, making not just incredible Thai lemongrass soup but also four different savory pies. It could have been a great evening except for Ron, who had been cranky and awful for months already—well, crankier and more awful than his usual, which was saying something—and who for some god-unknown reason had chosen that evening to make the pass at Steph that everyone knew he’d been working toward for at least two years now.

      I should have just sent him home by himself then and there, Alicia thought, leaning back in her chair and closing her eyes. But inertia had taken over, like it always seemed to do after Ron had pulled some of his bullshit, and maybe even some stunned disbelief. At the end of the evening, she’d gotten into the car with that miserable troll she was married to and endured him whining and growling at her for the entire drive home. He didn’t even stop when they got there; he somehow blamed Alicia for the awkwardness with Steph.

      As if!

      Alicia took another deep breath and tried to let that terrible evening fall away. Again. It had been two months now, and her life was peaceful. Nobody yelled at her; nobody was annoyed by her; nobody treated her with barely concealed contempt.

      She had stayed two weeks at Steph and David’s house—not knowing where else to go, she had fled straight back to them that same night, luckily finding them still up. They had given her a brandy and a soft bed, but it was clear they weren’t looking for a roommate. Even if they had been, Alicia wouldn’t have wanted to intrude on what was clearly a lovely renaissance in their marriage.

      Ron had blown up her phone with voicemails in the days after she left, first demanding that she come home, then threatening to fight her for every penny in divorce court, then begging her to come back and at least talk to him, then growing sullen and maudlin. She had not answered any of his calls or returned any of the messages, eventually deputizing Julie to let him know that she needed some time to process what had happened, and that if he were smart, he would stop hounding her. Amazingly, Ron had taken the advice, and had stopped the barrage, only checking in with Julie once a week or so to see if Alicia’s position had changed.

      Being left in peace by him had only underscored how, well, peaceful her life was now. She did still care about Ron—at least, she was pretty sure she did—but she didn’t miss him.

      She did not want to go back to him.

      So she had asked around, telling everyone she knew that she needed a place to live. Rentals were few and far between on Orcas Island, particularly on a freelance editor’s budget; she wasn’t sure how long this would take. Only a few days into her search, though, she was playing pickleball with her friend Robin, who told her that they were losing their tenant in the tiny cabin behind her and her husband Greg’s house; would Alicia be interested in taking a look? Alicia leapt at the opportunity, even as she felt a little suspicious at the low rent Robin mentioned.

      “It’s truly miniscule,” Robin had said. “Don’t get too excited until you see it.”

      “I don’t have much stuff, and I like small spaces.”

      Robin had smiled at her sympathetically. “I’ve been to your house; this isn’t even as big as your kitchen.”

      Alicia had shrugged. “Okay, I’ll keep an open mind.”

      But this place was perfect. Tiny, definitely, but it had everything it needed: a kitchenette; a main living/dining/everything else room with a built-in desk that even had a peekaboo view of the Sound; an alcove at the back of the everything room with a bed built into it, and a curtain that could be pulled across to make it a dark sleeping cave. A teensy bathroom like you’d find on a boat. And, best of all, a glassed-in front porch, big enough for one Adirondack chair with a small table beside it. “I love it,” Alicia had said. “Can I move in today?”

      She’d been living here for a month and a half now, and she still hadn’t gotten over the novelty. Her own space! Such serenity, so much room to breathe.

      Alicia had lived alone for years before she married Ron, but this felt different. It was different; she had had boyfriends before Ron, one of them fairly serious, but nobody had gotten all the way into her heart like Ron had.

      Our marriage is old enough to vote, she thought again. And it voted to call it quits.

      It was good that she and Ron hadn’t had children. They’d be teenagers by now, and divorce was always hard on kids.

      Of course, staying in a bad marriage “for the sake of the children” wasn’t much better.

      Alicia liked kids, and she loved editing children’s books, seeing young minds come alive when they encountered a particularly compelling story. She wished she knew more people here on the island with kids; she missed their bright energy. But it seemed like everyone either had no kids or grown-and-gone ones.

      Alicia put the kettle on to boil while she rummaged through her drawer of tea bags. It was too early to go to bed; she would sit out on her porch for a while with a cup of something herbal and fragrant. It was a lovely, mild night.

      She settled in her Adirondack chair with her steaming cup and sighed happily. The peace and serenity of her new home was just the balm she needed, after living with her shoulders up around her ears for years. Tiptoeing around Ron’s moods, always wondering what he was going to be a butt about next. Grabbing what little moments of independence she could—pickleball games, lunches with friends, even sometimes her editing work, if he left her alone in her office to do it—had kept her going far longer than she should have, she realized. Now, with day after day of answering to nobody but herself, the relief was still palpable.

      She gazed down over the steam of her tea at the lights on the water below. In the distance, a car went by, its headlights illuminating the treetops for a moment before releasing them back to the darkness. This is my life, she told herself. Just mine.

      So she really needed to move forward with the divorce. The trouble was, she did still love Ron, despite everything. When she remembered how charming and loving and fascinating he was when they were first falling for each other, her heart cracked into a million pieces, and all she wanted was to have that man back, to hold him tenderly in her arms, to listen to him talk, to see his rapt attention as he listened to her.

      But did that man even exist anymore? When had she seen him last? It was so hard to remember. Of course no couple stays in their heady early days of infatuation. Love was the thing that grew from the embers of those white-hot flames—if you were lucky. Love carried you through the annoyances, the crises, the challenges. The growing older.

      Did Ron love her? He must; he wouldn’t be so bereft now if he didn’t. But if he loved her, how could he live with how he’d been treating her for so long? How could he reconcile loving or even just respecting her with his obvious infatuation with Steph? And what if, god forbid, Steph had returned that infatuation—did he imagine they would have an affair, or leave their spouses for each other? Just what in the world had Ron thought he was doing?

      She finished her tea, then brought her mug into her adorable, fantastic, perfect little cottage and set it in the sink. No dishwasher here, but one person didn’t dirty many dishes; hand washing was quick and efficient, even pleasurable. She could see herself living here happily alone for a long time. She had even offered to sign a lease, but Robin had gently pushed her to accept a month-to-month option. “You don’t know what the future is going to bring, and I’m fine with that,” her friend had told her. “I will have no trouble renting the cottage if you patch things up with Ron, or buy a place of your own, or even leave the island.”

      “I can’t see myself leaving the island,” she had said, avoiding the other two possibilities. In any event, Robin had been right: it was smart to leave her options open.

      She yawned and glanced at the clock. Nearly nine. That was late enough to go to bed and read. She was in the middle of a fun YA fantasy trilogy, that she told herself she was reading for work research, but in truth she was just completely enjoying for its own sake. Time for some mental and emotional escape.

      There was always next week for finding a lawyer.

      

      
        
        Lynne

      

      

      Over breakfast on Sunday morning, Ethan and Marie were polite and courteous, telling Lynne about their evening with friends when she asked, but Lynne could see that Ethan especially was dying to know more about her dinner with Will. So she eventually took pity on him and said, “I think I went on a date last night.”

      Marie leaned forward, eyes shining. “You think? Ethan told me about finding you talking with a certain handsome man.”

      Lynne laughed. “Well, yes. A certain handsome and charming man asked if he could buy me dinner, to talk about a possible commission. Instead, we just got to know each other a bit.”

      “Sounds very nice,” Marie said.

      “It was. He walked me to my car afterwards, and insisted on a phone call to make sure I’d gotten safely home. And reiterated, during that phone call, the desire to see me again that he’d already expressed during dinner. Perhaps he does want to talk about that commission after all.”

      “Or maybe he just wants to see you again,” Marie said, grinning.

      “Maybe it was a date,” Lynne conceded. “However unexpected that may be.”

      “Mom, you could have tons of dates if you wanted them,” Ethan said. “But Will seems like a nice guy. What does he do?”

      Lynne filled them in on everything Will had told her.

      “Eagle Lake, huh?” Ethan asked. “That place out past Deer Harbor? That does seem on brand for a rich real estate dude.”

      “It does,” Lynne said. “I know there’s a lot of spiffy homes out there, but he says his is a cabin.”

      “Cabins, cottages—that’s the kind of thing rich people call their second homes,” said Marie with a knowing smile. “You’ll have to tell us all about it after your first overnight at that charming man’s house.”

      “Marie!” Ethan cried, giving his girlfriend a playful swat on the arm. She laughed.

      Lynne chuckled as well. “You youngsters, always rushing ahead with things. What happened to the thrill of the chase? The joy of slow discovery?”

      “We totally had slow discovery,” Ethan said, turning to Marie. “I hung out at your restaurant’s bar forever before I asked you out.”

      “It was the second time you ever showed up there, and you did not ‘ask me out,’” Marie said, rolling her eyes. “You waited till my shift ended and said you and your friends were going to check out a band at a club in Fremont and did I want to go with you.”

      Ethan gaped at her. “I invited you to a concert! That’s totally asking you out.”

      Marie shrugged. “Whatever. It all worked out, didn’t it? I’m more interested in your mom and Mr. Handsome and Charming.” She turned back to Lynne. “So, what’s the next step?”

      “Well, he did say he was going to call me soon…”

      Marie was already shaking her head. “Nope. Don’t wait for him to call. Figure out what you want and go for it.” She put her hand out. “Where’s your phone? Let’s call him right now.”

      Lynne’s phone was probably still beside her bed, but before she could tell Marie that, at that moment, it began to ring.

      “Ha!” Marie said, delighted. “We’ve manifested him! This is clearly meant to be.”

      Lynne got up and hurried to her bedroom, catching the phone before it went to voicemail. It wasn’t Will, though; it was Alicia. Poor thing. “Hi,” Lynne said, sitting on the bed. “Thank you so much for coming last night.”

      “Oh, I wouldn’t have missed it. I already knew your work was gorgeous, but seeing it all lit and displayed in the gallery was amazing.”

      Alicia sounded pretty good, Lynne thought; she had looked a bit pale last night, and she hadn’t mingled a whole lot with the crowd, but it seemed like she was holding it together. Not that Lynne was surprised: Alicia was resilient. You’d have to be, to tolerate living with Ron Alderson for as long as she had. “I thought so too,” Lynne said. “Every now and then, I suppose I am forced to admit that all you people had a point about my work.”

      Alicia laughed. “Aha! It worked!”

      “I guess it did.”

      “Anyway,” Alicia said, “the reason I’m calling is that I’m putting a kind of last-minute pickleball game together for noon today, and I wondered if you wanted to play?”

      Lynne thought about it. “I don’t know,” she finally said. “Ethan and Marie are leaving around then, and I don’t want to miss any more of my time with them…”

      She glanced up; Ethan was standing in her bedroom doorway, wide-eyed. “Is that him?” he stage-whispered. “Go, say yes!”

      Lynne shook her head and mouthed, “It’s Alicia.”

      “Okay, that’s fine,” Alicia said. “I can try someone else⁠—”

      “How many more players do you need?” Lynne asked.

      “Two; it’s just Robin and me so far. I tried you first.”

      “Don’t call anyone else just yet—I’ll call you back in five minutes.”

      She hung up and looked at Ethan. “Do you also think I should not wait for this man to call?”

      Her son shrugged. “Whatever, Mom; I want you to do whatever makes you happy.”

      She only needed to think about it a moment more. “All right then.” She punched Will’s number as Ethan tiptoed away, grinning.

      “Well, good morning, lovely lady!” came Will’s pleasant voice. “I was just wondering if it was too early to call you.”

      “I’m an early riser; it’s safe to call me most any time after about seven.”

      “Ah, good to know. So…did you sleep well?”

      Jeez, even his innocuous comments sounded sexy. “Very well,” she said. “And you?”

      “Excellently. And I had the most interesting dreams, as well.”

      Whoo, she thought, wanting to fan herself. “I’ll be interested in hearing about them…if you want to tell.”

      He gave a low, warm laugh. “I always like to tell. Especially interested parties.”

      “Um. Okay. So,” she said, forcing herself to focus, “I just heard from a friend who’s trying to put together a pickleball game at noon today. Are you up for that?”

      “I’d love it,” he said without hesitation. “And refreshments afterwards? Doesn’t have to be beer.”

      “I think refreshments are a distinct possibility,” she said. “And you know I like beer.”

      “Wonderful!” She heard a rustling on his end of the line before he added, “I should probably get my morning chores done around here, then; it’s a long drive to town.”
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