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Welcome to Ruby Shores!




Life is hard, but friends make it better.    

  

Experience the magic of female friendships in The Kaleidoscope Girls women’s fiction series. Let Kimberly Diede bring you along as the next chapters unfold for five amazing women. Their new journeys through midlife will be even richer, thanks to old friends. 

The Kaleidoscope Girls will remind you that the best is yet to come.

Sign up for Kimberly’s newsletter here to receive release dates for future books, preorder alerts, and more. Or visit  www.kimberlydiedeauthor.com  and follow her on BookBub and Facebook at the links below. 
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Chapter One




Fiji Islands

Jackie leaned forward to stretch the tight muscles of her lower back, trailing her fingertips along the surface of the sea as waves buffeted her shins and knees. The cool salt water felt like heaven to her sore feet after trudging through four airports, three planes, and two hours of deep cleaning inside Matt and Renee’s cottage. 

She was ready for the relaxing part of this vacation to begin.

How often during recent months had she closed her eyes and imagined the exquisite sensation of ocean waters, swirling around her body to ease the ache in her heart, while the squawking of seagulls drowned out the voices in her head?

She straightened, and stood as still as the ocean’s force would allow as she tried to take in the majesty of it all.

A strong breeze carried the tang of brine, evoking the long-forgotten memory of her as a girl, chasing her big brother along the shore of a faraway body of water. They’d hopped over waves crashing against a rock-strewn shoreline. Her parents stood nearby; her dad’s left arm was slung casually over her mother’s shoulders, while her mother looped her right arm as far around his broad waist as she could. They’d laughed, watching their children’s silly antics. Physical displays of affection between her parents had always been uncommon, and it gave the moment weight in Jackie’s memories.

A rogue wave knocked against her, pushing her out of her past, and she had to tug a tangled strand of her hair free of the new necklace around her throat. She grimaced when she noticed the way her wind-whipped hair matched the silver chain.

The necklace was a thoughtful Mother’s Day gift from her twin daughters.

Aside from that long-ago family vacation to Maine, Jackie couldn’t remember any other time her father had visited an ocean. It was sad, because even as a young girl, she’d sensed the way the salt air seemed to put him at ease, as if the white-capped waves had the power to sweep away the tension that normally pulsed out of the man.

Her father had run out of time to do many of the things he’d put off for too long.

Jackie hoped that wouldn’t happen to her, too.

“There you are! We wondered where you’d disappeared to.”

Jackie glanced over her shoulder at her friend, hopping barefoot across the hot sand toward her, sandals dangling from one hand.

“Hey, Renee. I couldn’t wait any longer to put my feet in the water. Imagining this helped keep me going these last few months.”

Renee dropped her sandals and wrapped her arm around Jackie’s waist, and they faced the horizon together. “You’ve earned this, Jackie. And no more working. I promise. From here on out, it’ll be nothing but relaxing, wine, and catching up.”

Jackie laughed. “You’re forgetting about the hiking and parasailing we’ve got planned.”

“Shh,” Renee hissed, giving Jackie’s waist a squeeze before dropping her arm and reaching into the shallows at their feet. She pulled a perfectly round sand dollar out of the water. “Don’t let Kit hear you. We need to keep the parasailing excursion a secret from her until it’s too late for her to back out. Remember how she hated the idea of ziplining until she tried it?”

Jackie looked around them at the otherwise deserted beach. “She’s not even down here.”

“Sounds carry a long way on this wind. Can’t be too careful.”

Both women turned back to the water. Jackie pulled the salty air deep into her lungs and held it there for an extra beat before expelling it in a rush.

“You doing okay?” Renee asked, a hint of concern in her voice. “I know it can feel like the rest of the world has moved on without you, when you’re still caught in a web of grief after losing someone you love. At least that’s how I felt after Jim died.”

Jackie considered Renee’s question carefully instead of giving the immediate, almost obligatory response that she was fine. Death was never a comfortable subject, but Renee deserved an honest answer.

She shrugged as she struggled to answer, and her right hand came up to finger the penny-sized locket at the end of her silver chain. “At this very minute, standing in the South Pacific next to you, Renee, I feel at peace. A little melancholy, too, but I can accept that Dad is gone. He didn’t want to live like that anymore.”

Renee handed her the dripping silver dollar. Jackie let go of the pendant to take the shell and immediately noted the temperature shift in her hand from warm to cold.

“I know it was hard to watch him decline like that,” Renee said. She brushed her hand down the leg of her denim shorts. “I didn’t know your father well, but it sounds like he was a force, back in the day.”

“That he was,” Jackie confirmed, her mind conjuring up various memories of her father as he strolled through the halls of the high school, a principal both respected and feared by his students. She chuckled. “I still struggle to picture our sweet Annie filling Dad’s shoes at my old senior high. He was such a big man, in both stance and presence. Annie is the opposite.”

Renee kicked a tiny splash of water up when a wave hit high on her thigh. “Annie may be short, but I bet she can hold her own with her students. I’ve seen that woman get mad. She could have intimidated me when I was a kid.” She laughed. “She intimidates me now.”

“You’re right,” Jackie conceded. “Annie isn’t a pushover either. And by the way, she looks great, doesn’t she? That exercise plan she’s on with Henry must be working. I thought the curves she developed after having three kiddos were cute, but she’s complained about her weight for years. She told me she’s happy to have lost ten pounds recently.”

Another sizable wave barreled toward them, and Renee grabbed Jackie’s forearm to pull her farther up onto the sand to avoid getting drenched. Then she touched a fingertip to Jackie’s necklace. “That’s sure pretty. I didn’t notice it before. Is it new?”

Jackie held the pendant away from her décolletage and had to squint down at it as she struggled to find the tiny clasp to open it. “Yes. Hailey and Mack gave it to me last month for Mother’s Day. It’s quite unique, actually.”

The cover of the locket finally popped open, and she angled it so Renee could see inside.

“Oh! I love that tiny picture of your dad.”

Jackie’s heart skipped a beat as she gazed down at her father’s once ruddy complexion. This was the smile she’d worked so hard to earn through the years. She tapped the other half of the locket with her fingernail. “The girls had some of his ashes melted into this side.”

Renee straightened in surprise. “His ashes? In your necklace?”

Jackie sighed. “I know. That was my initial reaction, too. I wasn’t sure I wanted to have a piece of my father hanging around my neck. But my girls assured me that lots of people find comfort in jewelry like this, so I agreed to wear it to see how it would make me feel. I’ve grown used to it now. It’s a way for me to keep Dad close to my heart.”

“I’ve never heard of ashes-infused jewelry. I’m not sure how I feel about it. But props to your girls for being so creative.”

Jackie clicked the locket closed and let it fall back against her skin. “Annie’s son, Colton, actually suggested it to Mack at Dad’s service. He works at that funeral home, remember?”

A whistle cut through the air, capturing both women’s attention. They spun toward the black boulders obscuring the sand pathway that led up to the cottage Renee’s husband still owned, despite his moving back stateside to marry her.

“Renee? Jackie? Where are you guys? We’re getting hungry!” Annie’s voice floated down to them.

“I told you sound carries,” Renee said with a wry smile.

Jackie rolled her shoulders to dispel the weighty topic of her father, then motioned toward the path back up to their friends on top of the bluff. “We better go. You know how hangry Annie can get. Dipping my toes in the sea was enough for now. The day after tomorrow will be a full-on beach day.”

Renee nodded and tipped down for her sandals. Jackie noticed the way her friend’s eyes snagged on her locket again, her expression still hesitant. Jackie understood. It had taken her time to get used to the idea of wearing her father’s ashes around her neck, too, but now it truly comforted her.

The gifted piece was a constant reminder that those we love never truly leave us.


      [image: ]Behind the cottage, five metal folding chairs circled a fire ring sporting a neat pile of logs. The late-afternoon temperature had Jackie wondering if it ever cooled down enough here to relax around that fire. The chairs had to be blistering hot in the sun.

“How is that metal not burning the back of your legs?” she asked Lynette. The light cotton skirt her friend wore couldn’t offer much protection.

Lynette wagged a half-empty bottle of water in her direction. “I splashed it with water, then toweled it off. Made it bearable.”

“You wasted some of our bottled water to cool off a chair? I thought we talked about how we’re low on water and will have to buy more tomorrow.”

Lynette rolled her eyes. “I didn’t use this.” She shook the bottle at Jackie again. “There’s a rain barrel on the side of the house. Jeez, I thought Annie was the only one who gets crabby when she’s hungry.”

Annie, who’d looked like she was discussing something of significance with Kit, glanced toward the other three women. “Who says I’m crabby?”

Renee dropped her shoes onto the scraggly tufts of sea grass at her feet and slipped them on, holding her palms up to quiet everyone. “It’s been a long day, and aside from the welcome basket Matt’s friend left for us, there’s no food in the house.”

“The wine is tasty, even though it’s warm,” Kit said, holding up her plastic cup as if making a toast. “We’ll have to leave that guy a thank-you note. There’s still half a bottle in the fridge if you want some, Renee. Remember, you’re supposed to not play the role of hostess on this trip, even though we’re staying at your cottage.”

“I know, but since I’m the only one who knows where things are around here, I need to provide a little guidance. And while wine sounds nice, we should eat before it gets too late. Then we can come back here, enjoy a fire, and finish off the bottle. Does anyone not like lobster rolls? The kids and I found this darling little restaurant down the road from here the first time we came to Fiji. It’s really more like a shack, but their food is delicious. It’s a favorite of Matt’s, too.”

Annie stood and donned the pair of flip-flops resting next to her chair. “I’ve never had a lobster roll, but I’m willing to eat anything but a horse right now.”

Lynette and Kit got to their feet, too, and the group made their way back through the small house, grabbing wallets and phones. Jackie watched and listened, enjoying her chatty friends and their happy voices. The lighthearted atmosphere was exactly what she needed after too much time alone, back at her parents’ quiet house in Ruby Shores.

Tugging another graying strand of hair loose from her necklace, she vowed to focus on this moment and the banter of her lifelong chosen sisters. She’d pick back up on the business of settling her father’s estate when she returned home; she doubted her brother or mother would have magically handled anything in her absence. They hadn’t helped up to this point, so why would either start now?

“Which do you prefer, Jackie? Lobster or shrimp?”

Jackie, the last of the group to leave the little house, pulled the door shut. Renee punched a button on the electronic lock and skipped down the three wooden steps to the crushed shell pathway. She led them to a second path covered in gravel that ran alongside the road in front of the house.

“I haven’t eaten enough lobster to know which I prefer, but today seems like the perfect day to compare,” Jackie said, taking another extra deep breath. This time, the salty air had an oily undercurrent to it, as if a crew had recently repaired the blacktop surface of the road. “How far is it to the restaurant?”

Renee turned to the right. “Remember, I said it’s actually more of a shack than a restaurant, but it isn’t far,” their leader threw back over her shoulder. “Maybe a fifteen-minute stroll.”

Annie and Lynette fell into step behind her, followed by Kit and Jackie. A truck rumbled by, not going particularly fast, but the engine belched, cutting off the conversation and spewing exhaust into the air.

Lynette waved a hand in front of her nose. “And here I thought I’d left behind the stench of automobiles and trucks when I escaped New York City for the last time.”

Jackie caught Kit’s eye. Did Lynette really believe she was done with the city? “How did your consulting gig at your old company go, Lynette?” she asked.

Lynette shrugged. “Fine, I guess. It’s funny how fast a person can feel out of touch after leaving a place. At least I did. I think I helped them out of a couple of thorny situations that resulted from the new buyers’ lack of experience, but by my last week, I was ready to get out of there. January through the end of May gave me enough time to say goodbye to both the people and the places that meant something to me when I lived in the city. When Donna and I first left, it was the height of the pandemic, and I didn’t feel like I had any closure.”

Another truck passed, going in the opposite direction.

Jackie preferred the natural beauty down on the beach to this busy stretch, but she supposed Fiji was like any other tourist draw. Not everything could be postcard-perfect scenes and quiet, deserted beaches. People required commerce.

“Do you think you’re really and truly done with New York now, Lynette?” she asked, watching her friend’s back as the group made its way toward an evening meal alongside the ocean.

Renee must have stopped, because Lynette and Annie pulled up, too.

“I really do. I think I’m just a small-town girl at heart.” Lynette sent Jackie a wink over her shoulder.

Both Kit and Jackie laughed.

“Not likely,” Jackie countered.

Renee pointed to their right. “Annie, you said you wanted to bring some special seashells home for your little granddaughter. Well, you’ll find the best shells on this entire island down that path. At least according to Matt. That’s what he told me the first time he walked me from the lobster-roll shack to his cottage. I haven’t actually visited the beach at the end of that path yet. I keep thinking I will on one of these trips.”

Annie clapped her hands. “Nora would love that! It’s hard to believe she’s already reached those terrible-twos.”

The women continued on their way.

“Remember how excited we all were when you first told us your Ava was pregnant?” Renee said. “We were in Maui, and we all dropped a ridiculous amount of money in that cute little baby shop on Front Street.”

“It was a cause for celebration!” Lynette said. “One of the Kaleidoscope Girls was going to be a grandma. So fun.”

“And I’m still the only grandma around here,” Annie said, twirling her finger in the air. “The rest of you better get a move on it.”

Lynette shook her head. “Don’t look at me.”

“Me either,” Kit was quick to chime in. “If Isaac ever fathers a child, I’ll happily wear the title of Grandma, or maybe Nana, even though we aren’t blood-related. But he’s only eighteen. Let’s not push it.”

Renee laughed. “How about you, Jackie? Your girls are twenty-four now, right? Do you see either of them having kids soon?”

“Bite your tongue. I hope they both do lots of living before either becomes a mother. And you’re one to talk, Renee. Your kids are in their twenties, too. They could be parents.”

Either Renee stubbed her toe on something or the idea threw her off balance, because she stumbled a few steps before righting herself. “Let’s just say I’m enjoying Annie being our token grandma in the group for now.”

As the chitchat continued, Jackie eyed the variety of cottages and small houses alongside their path. Some looked so weather-beaten and worn that she could imagine old, retired sea captains in yellow slickers living inside. Others appeared to be brand-new, with stickers still adhered to windowpanes and dirt yards that lacked any vegetation. All were conservative in size, making her wonder whether building covenants or costs were preventing larger builds. Landscaping, when there was some, also varied. Some homes, like the one they were staying in, sported empty window boxes and scruffy grass, giving them a lonely quality. Others had lush gardens, overflowing with vibrant blooms and greenery, accented with quirky statues and unique shells. The reason for the differences was probably rentals versus family homes. Renee had said Matt rented out his cottage once in a while, too.

“Here we go,” Renee said, guiding their small group off the path and onto a small parking area.

As Renee had warned, the tiny, ramshackle building, its red paint peeling, didn’t look like a restaurant that served delectable food. But if the length of the lines stretching back from both serving windows was any indication, looks could be deceiving.

Annie moaned in dismay at the additional delay before they could eat.

They joined one line and continued to catch up on each other’s lives as they waited. The only time the five of them had gotten together since their trip to Whispering Pines the previous summer had been for Jackie’s father’s funeral, and that didn’t really count.

Jackie hoped there were many more girls’ trips in their future—and very few funerals.

Because the eatery only served lobster rolls, coleslaw, and lemonade, the line moved much quicker than expected. She wouldn’t have to pick between lobster and shrimp after all. All five women settled at a picnic table within ten minutes with their savory-smelling dinners on trays and a million-dollar view of a wide expanse of beach and ocean.

“When I was here with the kids, they practically inhaled their food and then headed for the beach,” Renee said. “Other kids were around, and they both made a few temporary vacation friends. I doubt they’ve stayed in touch with any of them, but they sure had fun while we were here.”

“I hope they didn’t miss out on the chance to make lifelong friends like we all did at summer camp,” Kit said, flicking a bug away from the rim of Renee’s lemonade. “But you kept in touch with the little friend you made on that trip, didn’t you, Renee?”

Renee laughed around her bite of lobster roll, then wiped her mouth with a crinkly paper napkin. “I guess I did. But I don’t think Matt would appreciate being called my ‘little friend.’ ”

“Tell us again how you guys met,” Jackie prodded. Although her own love life was dismally bleak, it would be fun to hear about Renee’s love story again.

She knew Renee’s tale, at least, included a happily ever after.








  
  
Chapter Two




Jackie fastened her seatbelt and accepted a headset from their grizzled pilot, feeling nervous. She’d only ever flown in larger, commercial planes, so her pulse raced at the prospect of island-hopping in a tiny seaplane. She glanced at her friends to see if any of them were faring better. 

Annie, always the adrenaline junkie of the group, kept shifting in her seat as if she couldn’t wait to be airborne.

Kit, on the other hand, looked frozen, glued to her seat, eyes wide and fixated on the various controls on the seaplane’s instrument panel as though trying to commit them to memory. As a lifelong scientist, her mind automatically evaluated variables and risks. She had likely taken one look at their elderly pilot and calculated a backup plan should the old geezer keel over at a thousand feet above the sea. Jackie hoped the breathtaking scenic views promised on the regional airline’s website would whisk Kit out of her terrified thoughts and into their stunning surroundings. As Renee had reminded Jackie, it worked when they’d finally convinced Kit to zipline during their Maui trip. Hopefully she would eventually enjoy this, too.

“Thanks for setting this up, Jackie,” Renee said, pulling her attention away from Kit’s unease. She seemed more in line with Annie, more excited than nervous. “Matt doesn’t love heights, so I could never convince him to do this, but it’s something I’ve always wanted to experience. When we made the trek up to Nanuya Lailai Island the last time we were here, the ferry trip took hours.”

The pilot fiddled with a variety of knobs and levers, and the roar of the engine suddenly cut Renee off. He gestured to the headset he wore without even bothering to turn back toward his five passengers. Jackie snapped her headset into place and wondered how many groups he flew between the islands each day. While this excursion promised to be a once-in-a-lifetime experience for her and her friends, it was just another day at the office for their pilot.

As she watched him execute the rest of his preflight routine—a routine that he’d probably completed hundreds, if not thousands, of times before—her mind drifted back to the corporate job that used to make up her day at the office. The one she’d walked away from four years earlier. Her actual office hadn’t been much larger than the inside of this plane, and although low-lying clouds often scuttled past the window of that Chicago high-rise, there’d been no cockpit capable of granting her soul the freedom it sought.

Had she found that freedom with her next move? At first, her passion to match abandoned senior pets with the elderly had kept her motivated enough to fight through the headaches of building a new business. But lately, the heartaches inherent in the work itself were weighing her down.

Her gaze shifted from the pilot’s back to Lynette, her one friend accustomed to building and selling passion projects. Lynette had poured many years and plenty of effort into the business she’d ultimately sold when it, too, became more of a pain than it was worth. Lynette could surely advise her whether she should consider the recent, surprising interest a larger competitor in the Minneapolis area had shown in her pet adoption company.

Jackie’s headset crackled to life. Unlike commercial flights, where she often tuned out the safety instructions that she’d heard countless times through the years, she should probably pay attention this time. After all, the man transporting them between the tropical paradises below, and who held their lives in his hands, was just a stranger.

The seaplane’s ascent was smooth and quick, unlike any takeoff she’d experienced before. Annie clapped in delight, then pointed toward the small window beyond her right elbow.

“Are those dolphins?” she asked, her excited voice sounding too loud through Jackie’s headset.

Kit rolled her eyes and pulled the two halves of her headset away from her ears, then relaxed enough to bend toward Annie’s window. She could never resist trying to spot animals in their natural habitat.

Jackie scanned the turquoise waters below through her own window, surprised at how low they still flew. “Is this the highest you’ll take us?”

The pilot gave a brief nod. “Yup. You pay me for these scenic views. Don’t want ya to miss anything. But don’t worry. Haven’t caught a wing in a wave for at least six weeks.”

The way the man’s shoulders shook with laughter, he almost had Jackie convinced that he was teasing. Kit, however, was no longer trying to look out Annie’s window. She was back to being glued to her seat.

Jackie hoped organizing this day trip, to the island where a Hollywood studio had filmed a movie that was famous during their youth, wouldn’t turn out to be a huge mistake.


      [image: ]Jackie bent down to adjust a strap on her hiking sandals. Lynette waited for her while Kit, Annie, and Renee continued on the sand-covered path.

“I still can’t believe we’re here. I keep expecting to catch the far-off thump of threatening drumbeats, or to stumble into the clearing where that terrifying stone face of my childhood nightmares still lives,” Lynette said.

“I knew you’d be excited to visit the island where they filmed The Blue Lagoon! I swear you claimed it was your favorite movie for at least a year after we watched Annie’s big sister’s VHS copy. Patsy would have killed us if she knew we watched it while she and Annie’s dad were off playing bridge that night.”

“Best sleepover ever! None of us had ever seen nudity in a movie before!” Lynette laughed. “Remember how we used to take turns staying at each other’s houses on weekends when we were in junior high? When we stayed at your house, we were always on our best behavior because we were all afraid of your dad.”

“And I drank my first beer at your house,” Jackie said, straightening. “Were we even thirteen?”

The two women resumed walking before their friends got too far ahead of them, but there was no real rush. The seaplane wouldn’t be back to get them until four. Passengers from a large cruise ship, anchored offshore, crowded the beach. It was cooler in the shade, and they’d get plenty of beach and sun time tomorrow.

Lynette piled her long, silver curls atop her head and secured the mass with a thick black band from her wrist. “Donna was never much of a beer drinker, so it must have belonged to a boyfriend she’d let into our house. Do you remember how we always woke up to the best homemade caramel rolls when we stayed at Kit’s grandparents’ house?”

Jackie’s stomach growled at the mention of Hazel’s baking expertise. “Kit’s aunt capitalized on that recipe when she opened the Crystal Café. I ordered a roll when I was back in Ruby Shores for our reunion a few years ago, and my mouth still waters just thinking about it. Hey, do you remember how Annie used to be so afraid that Kit’s mom would show up when we stayed there? I never understood why she was so freaked out by the idea. Not much scares Annie. Back then or even now.”

“I think Annie’s sister came home drunk one too many times. Annie told me once that she hated how different Millie acted after she hooked up with a new group of friends in ninth or tenth grade. I know those two were close when they were young, but they grew apart.”

Jackie spied a gorgeous red bloom, just off the path, and stopped to snap a picture with her phone. She had no idea what type of flower it was, but it was pretty enough that she might blow the image up and frame it to hang on a wall back home. “I haven’t seen Millie in years. Have you?” she asked, her attention torn between their beautiful surroundings and their trip down memory lane.

Lynette waited patiently on the path. “As a matter of fact, I saw her a couple years ago at Thanksgiving. Remember when Donna and I came back to Ruby Shores? It was the same weekend we celebrated your fiftieth. Owen threw that party for you. Have you talked to him lately?”

“Nope,” Jackie said, purposely keeping her answer short and sweet. She didn’t want to talk about Owen. Nor did she care much about Millie; she’d never been fond of Annie’s big sister, and she regretted asking about her. She’d rather talk about this breathtaking island and how lucky they were to be in Fiji. “Now I wish I’d have watched The Blue Lagoon again before coming here. I meant to, after I booked this day trip, but I never got around to it. How much do you remember about the movie?”

Lynette nodded, not seeming to mind the change of topic. “All I could remember about it was the sex and the surprise baby, so I got my hands on an old copy.”

Satisfied that she’d captured a decent shot of the flower, Jackie shoved her phone back into the pocket of her shorts. She couldn’t see her other three friends in front of them anymore, but as long as they stayed on the path, they’d meet up eventually. “Wait. What do you mean you found a copy of it? That movie is more than forty years old! Wouldn’t it have been easier to find it streaming somewhere?”

“Maybe, but the marketing director at my old company is a movie buff. When I mentioned to him we planned to head to Fiji in June after I finished my consulting contract, he offered to lend me his DVD.”

A mosquito the size of a quarter buzzed Jackie’s ear and she swatted it away, thankful again for the bug spray Renee had brought along that seemed to do a decent job of keeping the flying pests at bay. Their hike would have been unbearable without it.

“Was it as good as you remembered? The movie, I mean.”

Lynette shrugged beside her. “Honestly, I cringed a lot. We take for granted how much the production quality of shows has advanced through the years. In hindsight, I’m a little surprised that it was as popular as it was back then.”

“I’m not. If I remember right, there was lots of nudity, even though Brooke Shields was awfully young at the time. Sex always sells, doesn’t it? And hey, speaking of sex and sleepovers, do you remember that other sleepover we had at Annie’s house? The night of our senior prom? I always suspected you and Storm had heavy sex that night! You guys were all over each other at the dance, and you were really late getting to Annie’s house. We were all lucky her folks didn’t catch you sneaking in after curfew.”

“I suppose Storm did teach me lots more than that movie ever did,” Lynette admitted as she kicked a stray palm frond off the path.

While Jackie wasn’t interested in talking about Owen, she had no problem digging into Lynette’s love life. “This is our second day in Fiji and I’ve waited this long to ask you about Storm. So spill it. Are things with him still as hot and heavy as they were when we were kids? Well, Storm never really seemed like a kid, even though he was only a year or two older than us, but you know what I mean.”

Lynette snapped her fingers, then clapped her hands, as if trying to decide how best to respond. Jackie would understand if her friend felt reluctant to put complicated feelings related to an old flame into words—not that Owen was an “old flame,” not in the same way that Storm was for Lynette—but Jackie was dying to know where things stood between the couple.

“Believe it or not,” she finally said, “nothing physical has happened with Storm. At least not romantically. Not really. God, it’s so hot!”

Jackie laughed. “The temperature or the topic? I saw the sparks ricocheting between you two at Whispering Pines last summer. I know you spent most of your time between then and now in New York City, but do you mean to tell me that the two of you didn’t at least attempt to rekindle that old chemistry? He’s single, too, isn’t he?”

The path was approaching a clearing ahead, and Lynette slowed her steps, as if reluctant to proceed. It took Jackie only a moment to realize why.

“I doubt that stone façade that terrified you when we were kids is going to be around this corner. That ugly thing had to have been a movie prop,” Jackie assured her. “Are you really going to tell me nothing about you and Storm?”

Lynette resumed their set pace but kept a close eye on what was ahead. “Fine. Renee probably already told you we went out for ice cream after we all returned from Whispering Pines. I know you four always have fun gossiping about me behind my back.”

They entered the clearing, and Jackie was relieved that she’d been right in her assumption about the stone-faced creature. It wasn’t there. She felt a twinge of guilt at Lynette’s accusation. She wasn’t wrong, but Jackie refused to acknowledge as much. “We don’t gossip. Much. But tell me . . . did ice cream lead to anything else?”

“It gave us a chance to catch up, and eventually to me becoming his landlord. But no sessions of hot sex, I promise.”

Lynette’s proclamation disappointed Jackie, which surprised her. An independent observer of their conversation might speculate that Jackie had been secretly hoping that if Lynette could start up with Storm again, she wasn’t too late with Owen. Then again, did she even want to have any kind of relationship with Owen after the stunt he’d pulled?

“Right,” she said, forcing her attention back to Lynette. “You mentioned renting out your house when you asked if you could store some of your things in my garage.”

Lynette nodded, then sank onto an outcropping of flat stones with a sigh. “We can afford to take ten, right? I’m surprised the others aren’t here.”

Jackie took a seat next to her. “Maybe they want to spend a little time near the water before our pilot picks us up. Tell me more about renting out your house.”

Lynette extended her right leg and rolled her foot, stretching her ankle. “I’m a little surprised this thing isn’t giving me some trouble. I’m hoping I can get through today without it buckling on me again.”

Jackie bumped against her with a shoulder. “Quit stalling.”

“I’m really not,” Lynette said with a laugh. “Storm reached out after we got back from Whispering Pines. Then he swung by the house to pick me up. Donna wanted to talk to him. After that, we jumped in his truck and headed downtown for ice cream. Oh—I almost forgot. He dropped a kiss on the tip of my nose. But that was it. No more kissing after that.”

Jackie flicked a tiny red spider off her leg with a shudder. “Disappointing.”

“A little,” Lynette agreed. “But we had a good visit. We’d both done lots of living between my high school graduation and last summer. He has an ex and a young son. He was more willing to talk about his work than his family, but he shared enough for me to gather that his wife, or I should say ex-wife, is younger. Their son—his name is Phoenix—spends most of his time with her. Storm said that was because he’s always traveled a lot for his work.

“It sounded like he and Owen have worked on and off with each other through the years. Mostly in the real estate world. I don’t think they have any active projects together now, but they seem close. Friends, like us, I suppose.”

Jackie wanted to know more about what Storm might have said about Owen, but she knew the moment she asked, Lynette would pounce on her interest, no matter how nonchalant she tried to keep it. All of her friends still seemed to think she belonged with the man.

Too bad Owen had moved on. At least, when he made an obligatory appearance at her dad’s funeral, the woman clinging to his arm seemed inclined to convey that notion.

Lynette continued, “And speaking of real estate, Storm mentioned how he’d still love to buy my house from me when I told him about the phone call I’d received from my former business associates, wanting me to come back to New York City. He misunderstood and thought I was thinking about moving back there permanently.”

Three men strolled into the clearing, laughing and chatting. When one of them noticed Jackie and Lynette, he gave them a friendly wave, but the trio passed through without speaking to them and continued down the path the women would eventually take to circle back to the beach.

“And you’re sure that isn’t what you really want? To stay in New York, I mean?”

Lynette shook her head. “I wouldn’t have bothered to bring all my things back when I finished with my consulting role if that were the case. Thank you, by the way, for letting me store my boxes in your garage. I promise I’ll get them out of there when we get home from Fiji.”

“There’s no rush,” Jackie said. “I only have one car, and the girls can park outside when they’re home. But continue with your story before we run out of time and have to hurry after the others. Why would Storm want your house? Didn’t you say he lives on Nantucket?”

Lynette inhaled deeply, as if preparing to launch into a long-winded response. “He has a home there, yes. Storm didn’t want my house for himself. He has a younger brother, Shane, who needs a caretaker. I guess when they lived in Ruby Shores as kids, they called my house a castle and Sybil a witch. It fascinated Shane when Storm would make up stories about my house. I know the house is too big for just me, now that Donna is traveling the world with her Chester, but I’m not ready to sell. So I agreed to rent it to Storm for Shane.”

A thought occurred to Jackie. “If you rent out your house, where will you live?”

A flash of movement caught their attention. Both watched a brightly plumed bird settle onto a stunted palm tree. It squawked at them, as if encouraging Lynette to continue.

She waved her right hand to fan herself in the heat of the day, and Jackie noticed the way a clear gemstone—probably a diamond—in a ring with an old-fashioned setting her friend wore reflected the sunlight. Jackie didn’t recognize the ring, but she didn’t want to cut Lynette off to ask if there was a story behind the vintage piece, either.

“I’ll live in the attic. It’s a great space up there. There’s even room for Donna if she ever comes back home from her travels. Raven, the woman I bought the house from, had set it up as a rental with a full bath and everything. I don’t need much space. Remember, I lived in New York for years. I rented out the first and second floors to Storm, but I doubt he’ll be around much. Like I said, he rented it for Shane. It seemed like the perfect solution. This way I can still enjoy my she-shed, too. I’m seriously considering setting up some type of consulting practice in Ruby Shores, and the rental income from my house could help me set up shop downtown.”

Jackie pursed her lips, thinking back to her earlier idea to ask Lynette for advice regarding her pet adoption business. “So you’re really going to hang your shingle out, then?”

Lynette laughed. “I think I will. I haven’t heard that saying in years. Honestly, these last six months have shown me I’m still happiest when I’m working. But starting something new will allow me to craft it in a way that allows me some freedom. Do you think I’ll find clients in a town like Ruby Shores?”

Jackie stood and brushed the back of her shorts off, then held a hand out to Lynette. When her friend took it, she yanked her up, but didn’t let go. Instead, she gave Lynette’s hand a quick shake, in mock business fashion. “I think they’ll line up for your help. And I’ll be at the front of that line.”

Lynette narrowed her eyes at her. “Now I’m officially intrigued.”








  
  
Chapter Three




Lynette pulled a plastic lounge chair into the shade cast by a white beach umbrella, grimacing at the sting she felt where bright sunlight fell across her shoulders. “I should have reapplied my sunscreen yesterday like you told me to, Renee.” 

She brushed sand from her hands before reaching for her brand-new zippered beach bag. Now comfortably out of the sun, she grinned at the pink flamingos scattered across the bag’s turquoise-colored canvas. Later, her cute bag could be a fun reminder of this tropical getaway with her besties, even amid a future Minnesota winter. Jackie had purchased one for each of them, even going to the trouble of getting their names embroidered on the bags’ straps.

Renee, following her lead, also pulled a chair close to find relief from the merciless sun. “I have some sunscreen now if you need it.”

Lynette unzipped the bag and pulled out a tube of lotion. “Thanks, but I brought plenty today. I just didn’t use enough of it yesterday. I won’t make that mistake twice.”

Once settled into her chair, Renee tossed her sun hat onto the sand next to them and kicked off her cheap, coral-colored flip-flops. “I never thought I’d be back here, sitting behind this resort again, but I’m so glad I am. Believe it or not, I might have been sitting in this very chair when I opened the letter from my Aunt Celia about her decision to leave me Whispering Pines.”

Lynette slathered the sunscreen over her legs, arms, and shoulders, wincing at the friction against her sunburn, despite the slippery viscosity of the cool lotion. Then she kicked her flip-flops off next to Renee’s before settling into her chair. “If I’d visited here before, I’m not sure I could have ever left. In fact, I may just see if the owners might arrange a long-term rental contract with me. I could live in one of those glorious, colorful cottages. Maybe the lavender one. Or the pink. Or the turquoise. They’re all so cute. Not that Matt’s place isn’t perfectly acceptable for this trip.”

Renee twisted in her plastic recliner to survey the small resort behind them. “I can’t believe it’s been six and a half years since I brought the kids here. I was happy to hear Lulu’s voice again when I called to check on vacancies, but sad to learn that she’s a widow now. She used to run Sailor’s Cove with her husband, Bill. Their son moved here to help her. It’s too much for one person. It’s too bad they didn’t have room for us this week, but I appreciate her inviting us over to use the pool and their private beach. Are you sorry we all squeezed into Matt’s rental? Because we might find a bigger place, now that we’re here. There may have been last-minute cancellations.”

“Renee, I lived in that tiny apartment in New York for the last six months. Remember how little it was when you came to visit me for the weekend in December? Matt’s place is twice the size of that.”

Renee snorted. “Yeah, but there are five of us here.”

A far-off screech, followed by laughter that Lynette recognized as Annie’s, reached them. Lynette smiled, wondering what Annie was finding so funny over at the pool where she was lounging with Jackie and Kit.

Waving Renee’s concerns away with one hand, Lynette responded, “We’re really only there to sleep. And the beach is nice behind his place, too. There just aren’t any chairs down there. Quit stressing about it, Renee! It’s fine. And it’s free. Which, by the way, I’m still not sure I’m comfortable with. Our visit is taking away from his rental income.”

Renee scoffed. “No, it isn’t. I told you this! He’d already taken it off the vacation rental market because he’s decided to sell. He asked me to determine what updates it might need and to meet with a real estate agent before I fly home. The agent he used when he initially bought the cottage isn’t around anymore.”

“With that ocean frontage, I would think he stands to make a boatload of cash from a sale. If he bought it right, that is.”

A man approached who Lynette recognized from their arrival as the son of the owner of Sailor’s Cove. He was carrying a tray of frozen cocktails. If those were piña coladas, she could already imagine the enticing combination of coconut and rum melting on her tongue. But the illusion only lasted for a second before her new reality came crashing down on her again. There would be no alcohol on this trip. Or ever again. Not for her. The last time she drank on their girls’ trip, not only did she risk her own life, she risked the lives of others.

“What do you have there?” Renee asked the man as he came nearer. “Because it looks delicious.”

He nodded. “Virgin piña coladas, compliments of the three lovely ladies relaxing up at our pool. Would you each like one?”

“I would,” Renee said, reaching for one of the two hourglass-shaped mocktails.

Lynette hated that her friends now felt like they had to be careful about drinking around her. “Renee, you don’t have to have the virgin version. There is no way it’ll be as good without the rum.”

Their host held the last drink out toward Lynette. “Try it. I think you’ll like it. We don’t normally allow actual glass on the beach, but I made an exception for you,” he said with a wink.

The icy concoction did look refreshing. She accepted the curvy, frost-covered glass and took a sip, allowing the slushy liquid to glide over her taste buds.

The man didn’t hide his interest as he watched her. While he was easy on the eyes, she didn’t feel an ounce of reciprocal interest. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t have a little fun. If she didn’t exercise her flirting muscles once in a while, she’d get rusty.

She gave a low moan of approval, as if the drink was especially scrumptious. After a second taste, she licked her top lip as she met and held his gaze.

This might be fun . . . Even though she had no intention of letting it go anywhere.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her voice descending to a sexy purr. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“K-K-Kevin,” he stuttered. He rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly nervous. That was when she noticed the band on his left ring finger.

Bastard, she thought. Now you’re not getting off easy.

She straightened one leg and bent the other, draping her wrist over her raised knee and wagging her drink in his direction. Her red cover-up fell open, the gauzy material and sexy black swim suit underneath leaving little to the imagination. She adjusted nothing. “ ‘Kevin’ is my lawyer’s name, too,” she said, keeping her voice throaty. “I find smart men sexy as hell. Are you as smart as my lawyer, Kevin?”

One side of his mouth twitched up in what she suspected was an often practiced grin meant to make the ladies swoon. The twerp even had the nerve to reposition himself with a clumsy step to the left, kicking sand over their flip-flops while giving himself an unobstructed view of her, legs and all.

He nodded, winking again, and Renee made a small choking sound next to her.

Was her friend enjoying this, too?

“I can bring you another of those, and this time I’ll add a splash or two of that rum you asked for,” he said.

A cell phone rang. Without looking away, he tucked the tray he’d expertly carried the drinks on under one arm, then reached into his back pocket. The ringing stopped.

Lynette took a longer pull from her drink. It was already melting in the heat, and a bead of condensation dripped onto her upper chest. She watched Kevin’s gaze follow the droplet until it disappeared into her ample cleavage.

“Are you feeling all right, Kevin? You’re looking a little . . . sweaty. Too hot out here for you?”

“It’s too something out here,” Renee mocked, but Lynette kept her eyes on her prey.

She caught another snort of not-so-far-off laughter and picked up Kit’s voice, coming toward them. They must have finished up at the pool. The imminent arrival of the rest of their group would spoil her fun anyway. It was time to let the schmuck off the hook.

His cell rang again.

He silenced it again.

Lynette dumped the rest of her drink into the white sand beside her chair, hating to waste it as it actually was tasty, but men like Kevin were only fun for a little while, and he already bored her. As she handed him the empty hurricane glass, her eyes snagged on a single dark cloud, hovering above the Pacific.

A storm cloud.

Ironic.

Storm was the only man she’d never grown tired of. He’d occupied at least a tiny corner of her mind for thirty-five years.

Kevin’s phone rang for a third time. Before he could reach for it, Lynette pulled her cover-up closed and shook her head at him. “I don’t recall saying I wanted rum. In fact, I’ve decided I want nothing from you. You may make a habit of flirting with your mother’s clientele, but not all women are interested in a vacation fling—especially with a married man. Now, get lost. Better yet, answer your phone. I think your wife might be trying to get ahold of you.”

Color flooded his cheeks, staining them a crimson bold enough to rival the color of her cover-up. He opened his mouth as if to protest, but she raised her palm toward him, the silver and gold bangles on her wrist clanging.

Dismissed, he turned on one heel and pulled out his phone, silencing it one last time. “You bitches aren’t even paying customers,” he shot back over his shoulder before jamming his phone into his pocket yet again and hurrying back toward Sailor’s Cove.

In one final effort to have the last word, he held up his middle finger at them before hurrying out of sight.

“Did he just flip you the bird?” Kit asked, dropping into a plastic chair identical to Renee’s and Lynette’s.

Renee, still holding her hurricane glass, downed the rest of its contents before digging a little hole in the sand to prop it up in. “Remind me to take that glass up with me when we leave,” she said. “Yes, Kit, he flipped us off. Well, he flipped Lynette off. She hasn’t lost her way with men. She can still eat ’em up and spit ’em out. Nice tattoo, by the way, Lynette. You told us about it last summer, but I just had a bird’s-eye view of it when you gave that little prick a peep show.”

“Hold that thought,” Jackie said, jogging off and grabbing hold of two more plastic chairs situated farther down the beach. She dragged both back through the thick sand and positioned them under a second umbrella. After motioning for Annie to sit, she sank into hers, then jabbed her thumb in the direction they’d just come from. “What did you do, Lynette? You aren’t getting us kicked out of here, are you? Because I, for one, need some quiet beach time.”

“That jerk only wanted one thing, and I had no intention of taking him up on it. And that was before I noticed his wedding ring. But I had to have a little fun with him before I let him down easy.”

Renee sat forward in her chair to pull off the T-shirt she’d worn over her suit. “That was ‘easy’? Remind me to never get on your bad side. By the way, was that comment a jab at me?” Her words were muffled as her shirt seemed to get stuck when she tried to pull it over her head.

Kit reached over to help, but her fingers got tangled in Renee’s hair. Renee yelped in pain. When Kit yanked her hand back, strands of her friend’s hair clung to Kit’s fingers.

“Eww,” she said, shaking the hair loose. “I’m so sorry, Renee. I was just trying to help. Are you all right? Why did so much of your hair come out like that? I didn’t think I pulled that hard.”

Now free of the shirt, Renee tossed it on top of her sun hat and rubbed the back of her head. “Don’t worry about it. My hair’s practically falling out in clumps these days. Must be a menopause thing.”

Lynette wasn’t sure hair loss was a symptom of menopause, but she supposed it might be. Getting older sucked. It was better than the alternative, but still. “I just wanted to make sure I’ve still got it.”

“Still got what?” Annie asked. She was fiddling with her phone.

Jackie laughed. “If you have to ask, then maybe she doesn’t still have it. Maybe none of us do.”

Annie looked up. “Oh. That. We still have it. Don’t worry.” Her eyes went back to her screen.

Kit cleared her throat. Lynette understood the cue, but Annie’s phone didn’t disappear.

“Annie,” Lynette said, loud enough to capture their distracted friend’s attention. “Are we going to have to ban phones? Come on! This is a beautiful beach and prime time to gossip with friends. Put the damn thing away.”

A sudden gust buffeted them with sand, and the white canopies on the two umbrellas above snapped in the wind. The one between Lynette and Renee tilted to the left, and Renee jumped up to steady it. Then she dropped to her knees and reached for the base. “I think, if I turn this nut, it’ll tighten right up.”

Once Renee settled back into her chair, Jackie reached into her flamingo-covered bag—identical to Lynette’s except for the name and background color—and pulled out a handful of candy bars. She tossed one to each of them. “Here. Now it’s a real girls’ trip. Chocolate and gossip. And sex talk.”

Kit raised both hands. “I think I’m missing something? I was hoping you were going to pull a bottle of wine out of your bag. Or at least a beer. And I definitely heard nothing about sex.”

“Well, you did miss Lynette’s show,” Renee said.

Jackie shook her head as she tore the wrapper off the top of her candy bar. “Sometimes chocolate is better than alcohol. And I’m sorry—I didn’t account for how fast these would melt in this heat. But chocolate is chocolate, right? Even if it’s messy?”

“Is that your same stance on sex? ‘Sometimes it’s messy’?” Annie teased, licking at the brown candy smudges on her own fingers. “Kit, the base of the umbrella is stuck in a tube to keep it upright in the sand, and Renee mentioned nuts. Doesn’t that imagery bring sex to mind for you? Come on, keep up. Even I got it, while also being distracted by my phone.”

Kit shrugged. “Oh, I actually do ‘get it.’ ” She emphasized her innuendo by wiggling her fingers in quotation marks. “Remember, I’ve only been married for a few years. But since poor Jackie here is too stubborn to hook up with Owen—or anyone else, for that matter—all she can do is talk about sex.”

Jackie snatched Kit’s unopened candy bar off the foot of her recliner and shoved it back into her bag. “No candy for you, if you’re going to be mean.”

The five women continued to laugh and banter for a few more minutes until, one by one, they each spied a trio of surfers out on the water. They fell silent, watching the show with awe. Even from a distance, the surfers’ skills were obvious.

Then Lynette remembered Renee’s earlier question. “What did you mean, a few minutes ago, about me making a jab at you, Renee?” she asked.

Renee turned from the water. “Oh. What you said about a vacation fling. Because you know that’s kind of what I did when I hooked up with Matt on my first trip here.”

Their exchange drew everyone’s interest away from the surfer dudes.

“You actually ‘hooked up’ with Matt during that first week?” Jackie asked.

Renee laughed at the expression on Jackie’s face. “You really need some time in the bedroom, Jackie. And I don’t mean by yourself. You should see your face! Maybe we shouldn’t have let Lynette scare Kevin off so fast. He might have been able to help you out.”

“Kevin? Who the hell is Kevin?” Kit said. “Isn’t that her lawyer’s name?”

Lynette shook her head at Kit. “Different guy. Renee, we all know your meeting Matt here in Fiji had a happy ending. Even if it started out as nothing more than a tussle in the sand.”

Renee waved her candy wrapper in the air. “I’ll have you know an emergency call from work interrupted said tussle, so I don’t know if we actually ‘hooked up.’ I know I said we did, but what does that actually mean, exactly?”

Lynette laughed. “Ask your kids. And I actually don’t even want to talk about men anymore. It’s been too long since I’ve been with a man, too, and I’d hate to get desperate and go chase Kevin down—for me or for Jackie. Speaking of your kids Renee, tell us what they’ve been up to. It was fun to meet them last summer at Whispering Pines.”

Renee’s face suddenly glowed. She looked proud at the mention of her kids—as she should. Widowed young, Renee had done most of the raising of those kids alone.

“Let’s see,” Renee said, her eyes back on the surfers but her mind clearly elsewhere. “Julie is still helping me run Whispering Pines. If not for her, I couldn’t have come with on this trip. Summer is our busiest time, obviously, but she’s every bit as competent as me at keeping things running smoothly out there. Matt is around, of course, if there’s any real trouble, but he works lots of hours. The sheriff’s office is still short on staff, even though there hasn’t been any noticeable improvement in crime rates in his county.”

Renee’s voice trailed off and Lynette suspected her friend’s mind was swirling with worry over her husband again—something she’d admitted happens too often these days.

“Does Whispering Pines produce enough income to support Julie and you?”

Annie snapped a beach towel open and let it fall onto her white recliner. “Jeez, Lynette, dive right into personal financial information, why don’t you?”

Lynette shrugged. “What’s the big deal? None of you seemed opposed to discussing sex, and it doesn’t get more personal than that. Why is money such a taboo topic?”

“It’s all right,” Renee interjected. “I don’t mind talking about it. To answer your question, no, Whispering Pines isn’t big enough to support Julie, too. She knows it. I know it. But it’s like the obvious issue that no one wants to acknowledge. She mentions job hunting at neighboring resorts, but I’m not sure if she’s actually put her résumé out there. Sometimes I wonder if I should just go get another job and let her run the place. She loves it even more than I do, and I’d never have opened again without her help.”

Lynette considered this. “What kind of job would interest you?”

Renee gathered her hair into a stub of a ponytail and fanned her neck. After a moment, she shook her head. “I’m not sure I’m still employable, after working for myself since 2016. I can’t imagine working in an office again. In fact, I swore I never would.”

Kit reached for Jackie’s flamingo bag and retrieved her candy bar, and Jackie didn’t stop her. “Julie is young. She has her whole working life ahead of her. She’ll need to find something else. Maybe there are other resorts in the area that could benefit from her expertise.”

Renee’s grimace told Lynette she clearly didn’t like that idea.

“I’m sure it’s not that simple, Kit,” Lynette said. “Sometimes you are a tad too pragmatic. Let me think about it, Renee. There has to be some solution that will make everyone happy. What about Robbie? What’s he up to? I know he has fun guiding fishermen around your lake. If he wants to earn a living off of Whispering Pines, too, that might get really tricky.”

Another gust of wind rattled the umbrella canopies, but this time they remained securely anchored. Renee pulled sunglasses out of her bag, even though a thin veil of clouds had moved in. Lynette followed suit, hoping it would keep the blowing sand out of her eyes, too.

“Believe it or not, Robbie is making big plans that don’t include Minnesota at all.”

Lynette rubbed her hands together. “That sounds intriguing. What does he have up his sleeve?”

Renee let her head fall forward with a sigh, as if her son’s plans were adding to her heap of worries that her husband’s work had created. “He flew out the day after we did.”

“Flew out where? He’s about my son’s age, right?” Annie asked. “Relic’s age, I mean. Not Colton. Colton is twenty-six. Relic is almost twenty-one.”

Renee lifted her head. “Yeah, he’s twenty-one, too. Almost twenty-two. He’ll start his senior year of college this fall. He flew to Alaska to work on a fishing boat for the summer until classes start again. If he likes it, his brilliant idea is to take his inheritance from my Aunt Celia and open a guide business of his own up there.”

Lynette thought the young man was smart to take his last summer before college graduation to test the waters a little, but his mother didn’t appear as sure about that. “We all know your aunt gave you Whispering Pines when she passed. But tell us about the kids’ inheritance.”

Nodding, Renee brushed sand from her thigh. “When—or should I say if—our kids graduate with a four-year degree, they receive fifty thousand dollars from the trust Celia established.”

Kit whistled. “I love my Aunt Marge, and even though she eked out a decent living from her Crystal Café, I’m confident we won’t be seeing those kinds of bequests when she kicks the bucket.”

Jackie tried to slap Kit’s foot but couldn’t quite reach. “Be nice. Marge is a boss.”

“Ladies, hush. We’re focused on Renee’s family right now. There’ll be time to dissect all our families before the week is over,” Lynette said, grinning. “Renee, are there any strings attached to how the kids can use the money?”

“Nothing other than the college graduation. Julie hasn’t touched hers. I suspect she’d like to invest it in Whispering Pines somehow, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea. Don’t get me wrong. Both of my kids make me incredibly proud. I’m just terrified that they’ll pick the wrong careers, marry the wrong people, or totally ruin their lives somehow. I got them to this point, but they no longer seem as interested in what I think about their choices.”

Annie snapped her fingers. “Welcome to parenting young adults, Renee. Trust me. It’s sooo fun. My kids have minds of their own, too. The nerve of them!” She grinned. “Honestly, I still worry that Ava and her husband over-extended themselves when they bought their expensive house. She doesn’t love her bank job, but she better stay so they can keep paying that mortgage. And I certainly wasn’t thrilled when Colton chose to work at a funeral home. I suspect Relic will make his share of stupid decisions, too.”

Lynette pulled a bottle of water from her bag and wet her sticky fingers, wiping them on her towel. “But don’t you see, ladies? Mistakes season us. They toughen us up. No one said life was easy. I know I’ve made my fair share of stupid mistakes.”

Renee frowned at the brown streaks Lynette’s fingers had left on the pale beach towel. “I think smearing chocolate on that towel might fill your allotment of stupid mistakes for today. That better come out.”

Realizing she’d just stained one of the few towels they’d found in Matt’s cottage, Lynette groaned. This girls’ trip didn’t include a five-star resort with staff to wait on them. “Oops. Guess I’m on laundry duty tonight.”








  
  
Chapter Four




Jackie felt a surge of relief when she caught sight of a large speedboat pulled up next to the public beach fifteen minutes from Renee’s cottage, exactly where the tour company told her they’d be. Booking excursions online didn’t give her a great deal of confidence, but so far, so good. 

She jogged across the hot sand toward the vessel while the rest of her group got organized. She counted three crew members, their eyes hidden behind sunglasses. They had covered their arms, too, with long-sleeved, highlighter-green tops for protection from the sun.

Salt water and sunshine inevitably damages boats, too, and this craft hadn’t escaped nature’s wrath. The logo, sporting two-thirds of a jumping dolphin that bore little resemblance to the graceful creatures they’d spied from their seaplane, along with the barely legible name of Sky Surfer, was in dire need of a refresh. If their parasailing equipment showed similar wear and tear, it could be disastrous.

Annie ran past her, reaching the boat first. “Hello, gentlemen! What a beautiful day for this! Are you ready for us? I’m so excited. I’ve always wanted to parasail. But I’ll warn you right now”—she lowered her voice a bit, almost conspiratorially—“the chick with the bright orange hair is more than a little nervous. Please make a little extra effort to put her at ease, would you, boys? And maybe keep a bucket handy, in case her stomach revolts? I know she’ll love this if we can just convince her to try.”

Jackie couldn’t help but laugh at Annie’s enthusiasm as she reached her friend’s side at the water’s edge. The cool waves washed away the blazing sand’s sting from her feet. She took a closer look at the boat. Between the five of them and the crew, they should fit, but it would be tight. “Hey, guys. I’m Jackie Turner. I made our reservation for today. Are we in the right place?”

“Yes, ma’am,” the man at the controls said. She noted the silver streaks in his otherwise dark hair and immediately felt a smidgen of her apprehension ebb away. At least it wasn’t a group of inexperienced teens taking them out. “Welcome! I’m Bula, your captain today. If you’ll give us ten more minutes, we’ll be ready for you.”

“Sounds good,” she said with a quick tap on the boat. She caught Annie’s wrist and tugged her away. “Come on. Let’s go see what’s holding everybody else up.”

Not surprisingly, Kit was the holdup. They found her on the wooden pathway leading to the beach with her arms crossed. Lynette and Renee were arguing with her, but her stubborn expression reignited Jackie’s concern about her friend’s willingness to parasail.

“What’s going on, Kit?” Jackie asked, though she already had a pretty good idea.

“Do you four have any idea what type of injuries we could get, parasailing behind a speeding boat? Not to mention the fact we’re in a foreign country? We have no idea whether they have adequate health care here. I can’t believe any of you are willing to do this!”

Jackie sighed. Anticipating Kit’s aversion to any activities that included even a hint of danger, she’d also researched safety concerns about this type of excursion. She’d even made sure they’d have access to medical care in the case of an accident. “Kit, while there is a slight possibility of injury, you’re more likely to get hurt walking across a street in downtown Minneapolis than you are parasailing in Fiji.”

Kit leveled an irritated glare at her. “That is a terrible comparison, Jackie. I already know how dangerous Minneapolis can be. Remember when my coworker went downtown for a Twins game and got hit by a car? He’ll never get out of that wheelchair.”

Jackie inhaled sharply. How could she have forgotten about that? She held up her hands as if taming a spooked horse. “Sorry, sorry . . . Look, Kit, I know you aren’t a big fan of heights. But you’ll have more fun in life if you loosen up a little. You hated the idea of ziplining when we were in Maui, remember? But then you tried it, and you couldn’t get enough.”

“We were in a forest, no more than a hundred feet off the ground, on that zipline course,” Kit countered. “When you told us what you’d planned for today, I did some quick research. You could get as high as five hundred feet in the air behind that boat. That’s five times higher!” Panic caused her voice to rise.

Lynette crossed her arms, too, mirroring Kit’s stance. “Whether you fall a hundred feet onto the top of a tree or five hundred feet onto the water, I’m pretty sure dead is dead.”

Jackie slapped her forehead in frustration. “Not helping, Lynette.”

Renee placed a hand on Kit’s shoulder. “Just come with us in the boat, Kit. If you don’t want to actually go up, that’s fine. No one is going to force you. Right, Jackie?”

While Jackie thought she knew Kit well enough to know she’d enjoy parasailing if she’d just try it, she reluctantly conceded. “Of course we won’t force you, Kit. But please, at least come along. If nothing else, you’ll enjoy a fun boat ride, and if something happens to one of us out on the water, you can be the first to say ‘I told you so.’ ”

Kit relaxed her stance, and—amazingly—a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “I do like to say I told you so . . .”

“That’s the spirit, Kit,” Annie said, picking up Kit’s beach bag and slinging it over her shoulder to rest on top of her own. “Now come on! You might not be excited about this, but parasailing is on my bucket list, and I’m crossing it off today, with or without you.”
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