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Chapter 1
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Peach Pie

Mara

I started my morning watering routine a little earlier that day, hoping to get ahead of the heavy heat that late June tended to bring. The blaring sun had a way of sneaking up quickly, and I didn’t want it getting to the plants lining the edge of my front porch before I did.

Rhonda was out on her own front porch as well, as usual, but doing something less favourable than watering her plants, although they did look thirsty. Her pastime didn’t quite smell as good as mine, but I treasured her nonetheless. 

“Good morning, porch pal!” Rhonda waved at me, the silky burn from her hand rolled hobby floated in the air around her. I did rather she smoke the green stuff over the cigarettes she favoured so heavily.

I smiled as I waved lightly. “Good morning, Rhonda. Set plans for the day?” I asked as I poured the last of the water into my thirsty hibiscus plants.

She smiled up at the sky as the morning sun washed over her face, lighting up her leathered skin and twinkling green eyes that I could see under her beige wide brimmed hat. Then, she turned to me animatedly as if she’d just remembered her plans. “I’m plating all the food for the party, you know, the stuff that will sit alright in the fridge for a day or two.”

I nodded approvingly. “Ah, a big job. I believe I will bring a large charcuterie board, if that is still needed?”


“You bet your tush it is! Thanks, Mara.”

“See you later,” I replied warmly, and then began making my way up my front steps. John would be pouring me a coffee any moment and I needed to enjoy it while it was piping hot.



“Oh, hey, Mara,” Rhonda said suddenly, excitedly.

I looked over at her in response, one hand on the handle of my screen door.

“Did you buy any of those peaches from the market on Sunday?”


“I did! I think we only have a few left, though.”



Rhonda raised her eyebrows at me and snapped her fingers once. “They are so juicy and sweet! God woke me up a little earlier this morning and I thought, ‘I’ve gotta make a peach pie today!’”

A small chuckle escaped me. “Sounds like you better get yourself inside then, dear!”

“I’ll bring you and John a slice later.”

“We look forward to it. See you then.”

Inside, John had two cups of coffee, a large poppyseed muffin cut in half and two small cups of yogurt placed out for us to enjoy at the kitchen table. Most days I’d wake earlier than John, but the small round kitchen table was our meeting spot. It was where we always started the day together after I tended to the garden or did a small chore around our old but tidy home. 

Every so often, my eyes would drift to the wooden corner cabinet standing across from the table. There used to be a window there, offering a glimpse of the view, but with the house already flooded with natural light, the space felt better suited for the tall cabinet. Now, it held a collection of trinkets - little pieces of memories from our relationship, each one telling its own quiet story. 

“Good morning, sweetheart,” John said as he came over to kiss my cheek, a small jar of honey in his hand for his coffee. 

“Good morning, dear, did you sleep well?” I asked him.

He nodded and then took his seat, his back to the cabinet.

***
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It wasn’t until an hour later that I started to smell something burning as I sat comfortably on my porch. I had been reading a book and was lost in a different world when it occurred to me that the smell was real. Worried that John had left something in the oven and forgotten, I put down the book and rushed into the kitchen, but the smoky smell was not strong in there.

“What’s that smell, John?” I asked out loud but I didn’t get a response because he was out in his shop, probably tinkering away with a piece of wood and his power tools.

I walked into my living room, making sure there wasn’t a cord on fire behind our outdated TV, when I got a whiff of the burning smell again. I noticed it coming from the open window in the corner of the room. Through the thin drapes I could see Rhonda’s window, which also happened to be open, and a small amount of smoke coming out of it. I gasped, and then hurried to her house next door.

I knocked on the door at first, waiting only three seconds before I tried the door handle. Of course, it was never locked, it opened for me and immediately the burning smell was strong in my nostrils. 

I rushed to Rhonda’s oven, turned it off and took out what looked to be a very burnt peach pie. I walked back out the way I came to place it outside on the porch steps. There was a beautiful design on the crust, just barely visible. I began calling Rhonda’s name as I opened her windows in the front sitting room to air the place out.

“This is why you shouldn’t smoke marijuana and use appliances,” I muttered under my breathe. “Rhonda?” I called out.

Back in her kitchen, there were all sorts of dirtied utensils, pots and pans scattered around the counter. The sink was full of bubbly water with dishes soaking. Based on the state of the kitchen, Rhonda had certainly attacked her to do list for food prep for the Fourth of July party she was hosting in two days. She’d been bicycling around the small town all week inviting every local she crossed. 

“Rhonda?” I called again.

It was when I turned into her living room that I saw her - facedown on the floor, turned away from me. I froze. For a second, my mind refused to connect the shape on the rug with Rhonda. 

Had she tripped?

Her apron was still tied around her waist, the faded blue one she always wore when she baked. Her mousy brown hair had come loose from its ponytail, lying against her neck like it was resting. Everything about her looked ordinary - except that she wasn’t moving.

“Rhonda!” I kneeled down and gently rolled her from her side to face me. I swallowed gravely as I saw her face looked peaceful, the lines around her eyes and mouth that carried laughter were soft, still. A fading warmth lingered in her features, as if she were asleep... “No, no,” I murmured, panic boiling in my stomach, but I pushed it aside and dialled 911 from her landline.

I checked her neck but I didn’t feel a pulse.
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Chapter 2
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Best family lawyer in town

Cheryl

I was about to go into court when my phone started ringing loudly the same moment that I went to silence it. From the seat of my car, I stared down at the unknown number with a local area code. I sent the call to voicemail, tucked my phone into my briefcase, closed my door and headed towards the modern, white-stoned courthouse.

The courtroom was small - no jury box, just a judge’s bench, a court reporter, and two tables for the attorneys and their clients. The air-conditioning hummed softly, cooling the tension-filled room. I walked confidently into the courtroom, my heels clicking lightly on the tiled floor. With me I carried a neatly organized case file, filled with evidence and arguments I carefully prepared. I glanced at my client, a nervous but determined woman, and gave her a reassuring nod.

My client was younger than me at thirty-three years old, but the under two-year relationship with the father of her one-year-old daughter had aged her. Her recently highlighted blonde hair was neatly done and she dressed conservatively in neutral colours. 

When she came to me for help months ago, she insisted I was the best family lawyer in town and that she needed the best. Her husband was a narcissistic alcoholic who’d shown his true colours after their Hawaiian elopement. She wanted her ties with him cut and to have full custody of their daughter, so she’d come to the right woman.

Moments later, the judge walked in. I was pleased when I learnt that Judge Joiner was assigned to this case. Judge Joiner was only a little older than me by five years or so. Despite pushing a little over fifty, she was fair, open-minded, compassionate and had common sense. I highly respected her work.

“All rise,” Judge Joiner commanded, and the hearing began.

Thirty heated minutes later, I was walking back out of the wide-stepped entrance of the building. Once I was in my car with the air-conditioning on, I pulled out my phone and saw that I had one more missed phone call from the same unknown number as before, along with one voicemail. I tapped my phone to listen. An older woman’s voice met my ear, one I recognized instantly, even though we'd never spoken on the phone before and hadn't had a conversation in ten years.  
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Chapter 3
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But it wasn’t my fault

Brianna

I watched a show on my phone as I French braided my long hair without looking in the mirror, the muscle memory in my fingers doing all the work. I applied mascara to my eyes and gloss to my lips as I readied myself for another summer day with my girls.

Suddenly, a notification popped up on the screen that had me cringing. It was an invite from my boss that was labeled “Quick meeting” for the next day, first thing.

What’s this about? I thought as anxiety creeped up the back of my neck. Was I late? Did I screw up the schedule? Did someone complain about me? Should I respond now?

For the few weeks that I’d been working at The Verandah Club, half of it was spent helping the catering side of the business, tending to rich golfers who hosted parties there, drinking endlessly. The other half of the time I was scheduling in the rich people’s tee times. The men left heavy tips, even though I was bashful and awkward in return when they complimented me. I really hoped I didn’t mess something up for someone.

I was about to tap the daunting ‘yes´ reply when suddenly my phone lit up again, but this time with a text from my mom, who would have been up and out the door for work at least two hours before. I had heard her in the hallway while I scrolled Instagram earlier on as I poured over the latest celebrity gossip and viral recipe trends.

I tapped open my message thread with my mom with a gasp. 
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“Oh my God... no...” I said, as I read my moms casual text message about the death of her mother.

Grandma died?

A kick of guilt hit me in the stomach as I realized I hadn’t thought about Grandma in a long time.

When was the last time I talked to her? Saw her?

I put down my phone and picked up my toothbrush. As I brushed my teeth, I tried to remember my last visit or even slightest interaction with Grandma. More guilt flooded me... but it wasn’t my fault.

Did we even talk on the phone at Christmas?

When I was ready, I sat on the edge of my neatly made bed and called my mom, who picked up on the first ring.

“Hey, Bri,” she said.

“Mom... are you ok?”

“Yes, I’m ok.”

“What happened to Grandma?” I asked her softly.

She sighed heavily. “She had a heart attack. Unfortunately smoking heavily for forty years does that to a person, it seems.” 

“Oh God... Mom, that’s so... I’m so sorry.”

“Well,” she sighed again, “I wanted to ask a favour of you before I go changing around my whole work schedule.”

I hesitated. “What is it?” There was a pause. Maybe she was rethinking the favour? Maybe she thought I couldn’t do it?

“I can’t go back to the island right now with work and all. You know how it is. I mean I could, but...” she trailed off... her question not needing to be said aloud. 

I held my breath.

“Brianna?”

“Yeah, I’m here,” I said.

“Would you go to the other side and take care of things?” she asked me. I could tell by the tone of her voice that she was in work mode. We were completing a business transaction, checking a box off her list.

“What does taking care of things entail exactly?” I asked nervously. “Shouldn’t you be the one who does this?” 

“Bri, I have a million things going on with work, I mean really, this is not good timing.” Growing up with a lawyer as a mother, I didn’t ever witness a time when she didn’t have ‘a million things going on’. 

I gave a long sigh. “Uh...”

“Come on, Peach, I don’t ask much of you,” she said, which was true. “It’s not like I won’t be back and forth, too, but I don’t have time to go through that house, whereas your schedule is wide open...”

I paused, and then replied, “What about the club?”

I heard her scoff. “I can take care of that with one call.”

“I guess I can go then?” my voice was heavy with reluctance and I wished it weren’t, but the island was like a distant memory, an imaginary place that only existed before I was eleven.

“Thanks, Peach. I’ll send you details over text.”

I gave a small sigh and put my phone down as I thought about what I had to pack. I guess I have a real reason to miss that meeting with my boss tomorrow. I was relieved I didn’t have to call in to the club. 

As I packed, I tried to imagine where Grandma lived, on the other side of the bridge. Did she move? Did she still live in that same, small house that Mom grew up in? The only thing that was clear in my memories related to Grandma was the sea. We always went to the beach.

Once my small bag was packed, I messaged Jade and Amelia to explain the situation, which meant I couldn’t hang out as planned. Of course, it was on the one day this week that Amelia was able to escape the bakery, too. 

I wonder if they’ll hangout anyway... then, my wonderment ended when their replies came through.
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A half hour later, I got into my moms clean, black Mercedes Benz that was parked outside of our apartment building so she could give me some keys. She had a cold Starbucks drink for me in the cupholder and a crisp looking pencil skirt and patterned blouse on, clearly heading back to the office after this stop.

“Thanks for doing this, Peach,” she said as she handed me her keys to Grandma’s home. “Her car key will likely be in the ignition.”

I gave her a look of disbelief.

“I’m not kidding,” she replied. “And I texted you the address. It’s only an hour drive but make sure you tip the driver well. Use my black card.”

I sipped my strawberry Frappuccino and nodded as I looked at my mom as she spoke.

“What did you pack?” she asked me as she eyed my jean shorts and oversized t-shirt.

“Just a few outfits... dresses, and pyjamas for a few nights... is that good? How long am I going to be there for?”

“I guess we’ll see. While you check out the house and assess what’s going on there, I’ll be looking into if Rhonda ever completed her will of which I practically begged her to do years ago.”

I tried to picture the house but it was coming in fuzzy. I remembered a green door. And a funny runner on the stairs. The smell of my mom’s black coffee wafted around as I listened to the gentle hum of the air conditioning working away as we sat there, idling.

“Mom,” I started.

“Yes?”

“Do I have to, like... confirm...” I shifted in my seat. “Do I have to see her... dead?”

My mom shook her head. “No, Brianna.”

I exhaled loudly and nodded. “Ok, I’ll text you when I get there, I guess.”

“Pick up boxes and tape. Black card. Do you have your location sharing on?” she asked.

“Yep.”

She leaned over and kissed my forehead.

The drive only took an hour, as my mom had mentioned to me, which blew my mind a little bit. Grandma was one hour away this whole time, and I hadn’t really known that.

As a kid, car rides led to time blindness. As long as I had my Happy Meal and a book, I never realized if I was in that back seat for one hour or three. I tried to push the guilt down that suddenly consumed me with the reasoning that it was all a long time ago.    

As promised, once on the island, I saw my grandma’s orange car waiting for me in the small driveway as the Uber pulled up next to it. I thanked the driver, retrieved my bag from the seat beside me and got out of the clean white Tesla.
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Chapter 4
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Being a nosy parker

Oliver

There was no doubt when one saw a Tesla drive around the island that it wasn’t a local. Patrick always laughed when he saw those cars and said the door handles were stupid. One of my aunts back in London bought one right before I left; it’d had all sorts of gadgets that seemed unnecessary but pretty wicked at the same time.

I watched as a white Tesla passed by us, a bit too quickly I may add, and sure enough, I saw one of those Uber stickers on it. I was curious of who was inside, but then my attention was brought back by Tarni.

“Are you getting in?” she asked.

I looked over at her as she sat in the passenger side of my truck with all its windows down. I nodded, placing the jumper cables - that didn’t do the trick like last time - into the bed of the truck before I hopped in the driver’s seat. 

“Thanks for picking me up,” Tarni said with a gracious smile. “Again.”

I smiled back. “No problem. Car troubles are never fun. Hopefully Stu can fix it, whatever the problem is.”

I drove in the direction of her favourite café where she said she was planning on spending the afternoon to work. The day before, she’d been stranded near the pizza place. I’d rescued her then, as well. She was lucky I wasn’t on the boat. My mind wandered to the day before and what we had witnessed, which was still taking space in the back of my mind.

––––––––
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“We could split a pizza if you want? On me, for rescuing me and all,” she joked. 

I checked the time. I didn’t have to be at the boat for a bit. “Yeah,” I said, “I think I’m up for a nibble.”

After we were seated and the house special ordered with two Cokes, we both scrolled a minute on our phones.

Suddenly, Tarni gasped, somewhat dramatically.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Oh man, someone said they saw a celebrity on the beach just now.”

I raised my eyebrows and my mouth went flat.

“You don’t give a shit?” she asked.

“Not really, no. Who was it?”

“Chris Pratt!” she exclaimed.

I laughed. “Well, now I really don’t care,” I smiled as I took a drink of my Coke.

Tarni put her phone down. “Well, still, I really should go see if I can snap a pic for the page...”

“Do you want me to ask to get the pizza to go?”

“You don’t mind?”

“Hey, works work,” I said as I got up. Tarni began chugging her Coke as she stood slowly. I asked for our pizza to go instead, and then Tarni rushed over to pay for it, which I tried to say wasn’t necessary, but she insisted. 

With a hot pizza box on her lap, Tarni buckled as she got into the passenger side once again and we drove off towards the shore. She told me which part of the beach to head to, and I knew exactly what street to park on, which I felt quite smug over, considering I wasn’t from around here.

The smell of the pizza wafted around the dusty pickup, making my mouth water as my stomach grumbled. It’d have to wait. I parked on a quaint street with only a few cottage-looking houses on it. Leaving the pizza behind, Tarni dashed out as soon as I was parked and ran towards the shore, cutting over a walking path filled with tourists and locals enjoying a stroll.

“Sorry, sorry,” I said as I also cut through, following Tarni as she ran, her dark blonde hair flapping in the wind behind her.

Once she reached the sand, she looked left, she looked right. She had one hand on her camera that hung around her neck. “Ugh,” she complained. “I don’t know which way to go...”

I looked both ways and didn’t see any particular crowd forming anywhere. “Who told you of this sighting?” I asked, shielding my eyes from the bright sun.

Tarni checked her phone again. “It was a follower on my Instagram page. They messaged me directly.”

I nodded and then watched the waves that crashed before us, making a whooshing sound with every move. God, that never gets old.

Tarni walked to the nearest log and sat down. “Sorry, I rushed us here for nothing. I asked if she was sure, and where she saw this... but she hasn’t read it yet.”

I followed her to the log. “Want me to grab the pizza?”

“Sure, may as well, thanks.”

By the time I walked back, she looked even more disgruntled. She slouched over as she read something on her phone. Her sandals were kicked off and she sat crossed legged. I put the pizza down between us and grabbed a slice. Tarni put her phone down and copied.

“She apologized and said maybe it was just a regular hot guy, not Chris Pratt.”

“Oh, no,” I said, “not another regular hot guy. Too bad,” I smiled in between bites.

She scrunched her face up at my sarcastic tone and then took a bite of her pizza.

Suddenly, behind us, we heard loud sirens. We both turned to look and saw a police car and an ambulance pulling in to one of the driveways two doors down from the beach and walking path. They rushed into the home, the door open. 

We looked at each other before we positioned ourselves so we could see what was happening. Then, moments later, Mara, a local I recognized immediately, was stumbling out of the house, shell-shocked, before she stood on the shell-lined path facing the home. Seconds later, her hands covering her mouth to stifle sobs, her husband came out of his own house and stood behind Mara, holding her.

“Oh my God...” Tarni said in a low voice. Eating didn’t feel right, and clearly Tarni felt the same, as we both lowered our second piece into the box.

We stood up and faced the houses quietly, not making any notice that we were being a nosy parker.

Then, what felt like a long time later, as we all waited for something, anything, a stretcher was coming out of the house with a body covered by a sheet on it.

Tarni let out a small gasp, her own hand going to her mouth. I stood still, frozen, as I’d never seen someone dead before. My heart picked up, even though I didn’t know who could possibly be under the sheet.

Tarni turned to me, slowly. When she saw the slight confusion mixed with concern on my face, she lowered her hand from her mouth. “That’s Rhonda’s house.”

Rhonda. I didn’t know her that well, but I knew her. She was kind. She was fun to talk to. She was by far one of the friendliest people on this island. 

“We shouldn’t be here,” I said.

Tarni turned to look up at me. I was almost a foot taller than her. She nodded, even though it seemed like she didn’t want to leave. 

––––––––
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I shook my head to rid it of the creeping thoughts and glanced over at Tarni now. She was squinting at her camera screen as she fingered through photos she’d taken. 

I turned into the small parking lot of her favourite café. “Do you need a ride home later when you’re done working?” I asked her.

She switched her camera off and looked up at me. “I can walk home, no biggie. Unless you want to hangout?”

I kept my eyes forward, but could feel her studying me. I knew in the back of my mind that Tarni fancied me, and I had tried to look at her in a different way, but was finding myself not drawn to her, romantically anyway. She was nice, sort of bookish, and her glasses were cute, but I didn’t like the way she ate so fast and she was always on her phone or camera. 

I glanced over at her. “Yeah, I can hangout later,” I said. I didn’t have anything else going on since Patrick was out on the water and Damian was doing some training for work, and it wasn’t like Tarni was bad company anyway.
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Chapter 5
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Rhonda’s messy kitchen

Mara

Watching the EMTs confirm that Rhonda was gone and then seeing her lay under a single sheet was shattering. I stood frozen as they lifted the stretcher, tears blurring everything until all I could see were the flashing lights. John slipped his hands onto my shoulders, steady and warm, while I wiped at my face, unable to stop the trembling.

When the ambulance finally pulled away, the silence felt heavier than the siren had. I said I’d find a way to call her daughter, though I hadn’t spoken to her in nearly ten years. The thought of that conversation - of saying the words out loud - pressed on my chest like a weight I couldn’t lift.

That night as I tried to fall asleep, all I could think about was Rhonda’s messy kitchen. I left John asleep in bed at five thirty the next morning to make my way downstairs after I quietly got dressed for the day. Slipping on a light sweater and my sandals, I turned the outside porch light on and scuttled over to Rhonda’s.

When I got to her front door, I listened. Quiet. Dead quiet. The burnt pie still sat on the front steps. I picked it up, thinking it looked out of place and didn’t belong out there.

I eased the door open with one hand and peered in. The house was dark, unnervingly quiet. Eucalyptus drifted from the oil sticks Rhonda had placed in the corners of each room, a soft green note that tried, and failed, to smother the dry ghost of cigarettes. I always respected that she didn’t smoke inside her home, but the stench lingered in closets on her jackets and clothes. I took a deep breath in and out, realizing none of it mattered, because now Rhonda was gone. I closed the door behind me quietly and then turned on some table lamps for light.

As I walked into the kitchen, it looked exactly as before. The sink was still full, but the bubbles evaporated and the water murky and cold. I placed the burnt pie on the counter, scratched my short, white hair and wished I had put my apron on before coming.

I cleaned and tidied her entire kitchen, thinking about Rhonda’s final moments. Tears came to my eyes again as I watched the sun rise through her windows, another beautiful day ahead, the world unchanged with Rhonda’s death.

I decided to take out all of her trash, as I certainly wouldn’t leave a burnt pie under the sink for who knows how long. I checked the fridge and gently shook my head in sadness: delicious looking food was beautifully prepared.

Her party. I let out a sigh. I knew all too well that the news would spread quickly on the small island, and people would get the picture that the party wasn’t on. I’ll have to figure out what to do with all this food though. It’d be a complete shame for it to go to waste... the last of Rhonda’s hard work.

After I turned off the lights and closed the front door, leaving it unlocked as she would have, I returned home just in time to make a pot of coffee with John.

I puttered around for the better part of the morning and afternoon, completing endless chores to distract me from my grief, when I decided a walk might do me good. John was happy to join. The edgy sea to our right, we walked along the familiar path leisurely, more tired than usual, as the warm summer breeze swished around us in silence.

About halfway to my favourite café, we stopped at a bench to take a rest on. Thoughts of Rhonda tugged tirelessly at my mind, so I tried to remember her fresh in my mind as smiling, happy, warm. Sadly, my head was instead clouded by thoughts of Rhonda laying in the cold dark morgue, which I knew she’d hate even the thought of.

My heart ached for her, my uncomplicated long-time friend. We were the type of friends who enjoyed a piece of dessert together, swapped stories about the week’s troubles or simple joys, whichever it brought, and always on one of our porches. She called me her ‘porch pal’. 

“Are you still thinking about Rhonda, Mara?” John asked as we watched seagulls dance in the wind after several more moments of silence passed between us.

I nodded.

“Poor gal. She wasn’t very old, was she?” he asked. John’s question left me feeling muddled. He knew how old Rhonda was. We had just celebrated her sixty-ninth birthday in May. 

“She certainly was young at heart,” I stated. A small smile tugged at the corners of my mouth as I saw her in my mind... riding her bicycle around town, chatting with anyone she crossed, picking flowers for her kitchen table, feeding seagulls barefoot, wearing baggy overalls like she was a child, her hair always a little unkept as it flowed past her shoulders or sat in a loose braid. 

“Did they ever confirm what it was that got her? Was it a heart attack?” John continued.

I nodded curtly, wishing he would stop talking about her death as I desperately tried to hold on to memories of her so alive. “I believe so.”

Suddenly, Damian and Patrick, two young men who’d grown up on the island like most of the locals, came walking around the corner in their rubber boots for fishing.

“Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Cooper,” Damian said. His hair needed cutting and he had a bruised upper lip, which momentarily distracted me from the sombre tone in his voice. Patrick on the other hand had a buzzed head under his bucket hat and a sad smile that met his deep blue eyes.

John nodded hello to them.

“Hello, boys,” I managed.

“We’re so sorry to hear,” Patrick said solemnly as he removed his hat from his head and placed it low in his hands.

I nodded sadly, and then eyed Damian’s lip. “What happened to you?”

Damian shrugged. “Just some rough housing last weekend, Mrs. Cooper, nothing to worry about.” There was a brief pause before he spoke again. “Too bad Rhonda’s Fourth of July party isn’t happening anymore. She was so cool and fun.”

I scoffed lightly. “Well, I’m sure two young handsome men like yourselves will find some mischief to get into some other way...” I looked down at my lap and then back up to the boys, blinking away tears. “But yes, I know Rhonda was really looking forward to hosting anyone who wanted to come.”

They nodded, looking at one another before Patrick looked at me.

“About the party...” he said. “We sort of have an idea, but we wanted to run it by you.”

I cocked my head with curiosity as John peered out at the ocean.

“We were thinking... what if we turn the party into a celebration of life for Rhonda?” Patrick glanced at Damian, and then back at me. “She was so excited about it... it’d be a shame for it to get completely cancelled.”

I pouted my lip in thought, then met their eyes. “She does have a fridge full of food prepared,” I said. I did have a bunch of cured meats and fancy cheeses sitting in my own fridge.

“If we tell Tarni, everyone will know pretty quick,” Damian suggested.

I nodded once. “One last party for Rhonda,” I said. I turned to glance at John, but he wasn’t actively participating in the conversation. 

Patrick placed his hat back on his blonde head and the two of them bade us goodbye as they walked towards the fishing docks. 

“Isn’t there usually a third one with them?” John asked after they passed.

I nodded. “Yes, usually Oliver Hughes is with them.”

“I thought so,” John chuckled, “they’re like the three amigos.” John was getting hungry and said he had a bit of a headache from the sun, so we turned around and walked home.

As we went around the wide corner, our small cottage-like home come into view and we unexpectedly saw Rhonda’s orange car pulling onto our street. My heart jumped in my chest, and for a moment, Rhonda’s death seemed like just a bad dream. The car pulled into Rhonda’s driveway slowly.

“Rhonda’s home,” John said casually.

I furrowed my brow, wondering why he’d say such a thing. I stalled on our shell-lined pathway that led to our porch stairs, about to ask why he would joke about that, but he said he’d start making sandwiches and went inside before I could manage to open my mouth.

For a moment, nobody got out of the car, it just sat there, engine turned off. Then, a young woman stepped out in small jean shorts and a t-shirt much too large and looked at Rhonda’s house dauntingly, like she was nervous. She opened the small trunk of the car and took out a single paper bag of groceries.

She had very long auburn hair that flowed beautifully down her back that gave way it was no question that she was Cherry Davies’ daughter. The young woman had an innocent youthfulness to her. I vividly remembered meeting her as a baby, and watched her come see Rhonda for a month every August until she was ten. 

God, Rhonda loved this child.

Brianna turned, looking around, when she saw me. Her face had soft features just as I remembered; her eyes a green hazel, her nose like a perfect button in the centre of her pretty face. She smiled gently and began to walk towards me.

“Hi,” she said, sticking out her hand to shake after adjusting the grocery bag to sit in her arm like a baby. A small personal bag hung off her opposite shoulder. “I’m Brianna.”

“Hello, Brianna, my name is Mara.” I didn’t find it useful to her to tell we’d met several times in the past. Why would she remember the old lady next door?

Rhonda used to talk excitedly about the time she would spend with Brianna once Cherry would confirm dates. Each time Brianna visited, I would watch from my porch as Rhonda and the young girl went back and forth to the beach, hands full of cleaned out recycling to use for sand play, where they spent countless hours together.

“You keep that young girl safe, Rhonda,” I warned her. “That ocean is unforgiving.”

Rhonda would nod seriously. “I’ll never take my eyes off her, Mara.”

Brianna looked at Rhonda’s yellow house again. “Did you know Rhonda very well? She was my grandma.”
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Chapter 6
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A bit of innocent trouble

Brianna

The woman standing to my left near the base of her porch stairs looked so very sweet. She had neatly cropped white hair and her almond-shaped eyes were warm and quick, a contrast to the crisp white shirt and jeans she wore that looked freshly ironed. She was somewhat familiar, as well, but I didn’t know why. 

She nodded at me after I asked her a question. “Rhonda was a wonderful person. I am so very sorry for your loss,” she said with a look in her eyes that was genuine, maybe even pained.

I smiled. “Thank you... I haven’t been here since I was little... but I sure loved coming each summer that I remember.”

The elderly lady nodded slowly.

“How well did you know my grandma?” I asked her.

“Oh!” Mara slapped her hands gently to her thighs. “Well, we’d been neighbours for about forty years.”

I raised my eyebrows in shock. “Forty years? You’ve lived here for forty years beside my grandma?”

Mara laughed gently. “Yes.”

I glanced around and took in the scenery around me, a peaceful little world of its own. The quiet street held only a handful of small houses; each nestled beneath the shade of ancient live oaks and swaying palm trees. Just beyond, the Gulf stretched out, its surface shimmering under the bright sun.

I glanced back at Mara. “I’m assuming we’ve met before, then?” I asked.

Mara nodded politely. 

I smiled sheepishly, feeling silly for not knowing who she was. “Well, I’m just here for a short time... but maybe I’ll see you around.”

Mara nodded again and smiled at me as I made my way back to the front door I had yet to enter through.

There had been something odd I felt at first, after the Uber driver had dropped me off earlier on, that I wasn’t ready to enter the house. So, instead of going inside, I spent a bit of time driving around the small neighbourhood in my grandma’s smoky car, where sure enough the key had been sitting in the ignition.

I eventually landed at a grocery store that was quaint and well run. The older couple who worked there were welcoming and friendly. I bought just a few favourite snacks to comfort me as I felt quite alone.

No grandma to hug, no mom to watch me.

On the front porch, I fumbled with the house key before I put it in to find that the door was already unlocked, which seemed strange to me. I entered the home quietly, gently placing the groceries and my small, packed bag by the front door and closing it behind me.

The first thing I noticed was a faint scent of eucalyptus and smoke that lingered in the home. The floors were an original hardwood, weathered where people walked for what looked like decades. The walls were a warm, mustard-yellow and mismatch pieces of furniture made up the sitting room to my right.

There was a wooden table in between two worn leather chairs and although none of the furniture matched, it all went together. It looked like each piece was hand picked at a market or a garage sale, nothing from a general furniture store. There were plants everywhere, and they weren’t the fake ones from IKEA that my mom preferred; they hung in woven baskets from a hook in the ceiling, they sat in coloured clay pots on side tables.

There was also stuff everywhere. Not anything exactly where it should be. Hair ties and bobby pins, a stapler, a birthday card received in the mail, rocks, pens and more littered a lot of any sort of surface. I slowly walked into the kitchen area. It was very clean. My stomach rumbled, on queue, and I absentmindedly opened a cupboard that had glasses in it. I took one out carefully and filled it with water from the kitchen sink.

Assuming there was nothing much in the fridge, I opened it anyway, and was surprised to see it full of food that appeared homemade, all prepared in glass Tupperware and on several unmatching serving dishes.

Why is there so much food in here for one person?

I closed the fridge gently and slowly wandered into the living room off the kitchen. The hardwood continued into the room, creaking in some spots when I put weight down. In this room there was a giant, pale olive-green rug in the centre that looked handwoven. 

A single maroon coloured cloth loveseat faced an outdated TV, and a single brown cloth covered lazy boy accompanied it. My eyes grazed the mantel where I saw framed photos. I walked over to it, quietly, as if not to disturb a nearby napper, and squinted at the frames that were a little bit dusty. There were photos of my grandma and smiling friends with a cooked fish on an outdoor fire. It looked like they were celebrating something. A photo of my mom when she was a teenager, which, I had to admit, I almost thought was a picture of me, leaned against the mantle gently. On the far-right side of the mantel was a picture of a newborn baby that, I was pretty sure, was of me. 

Behind the loveseat was the wooden staircase that led to the only other floor of the home. The edges were scuffed with time and down the middle was the faded carpet runner I vaguely remembered, now dulled by years of use. I recalled scamping up those stairs on all fours when I pretended to be a dog that one summer when I was six.

I took a deep breath and glanced around the small living room again and decided it was like nothing in the house was newer than the year two thousand. I grabbed my bag from the front door and made my way upstairs, really hoping my grandma had a spare room set up still, as I didn’t like the idea of sleeping in her bed.

Sure enough, upstairs there were two smaller sized bedrooms and one bathroom, just as I thought. I placed my bag on the double bed I remembered sleeping in as a child and then looked out of the one large window. The room overlooked the front yard.

I didn’t feel much like exploring my grandma’s bedroom yet, so I unpacked my toiletry bag in the one-sink bathroom. I carefully placed my grandma’s toothbrush and other toiletries under the sink for safe keeping, for now. It felt disrespectful to just throw things away.

When I went back downstairs to place my grocery bag full of snacks in the kitchen, my phone began to vibrate in my pocket. 

“Hi, Mom,” I answered as I tapped the speaker phone button and placed my phone on the counter.

“Make it ok?” she asked.

“Yeah, I’m in Grandma’s kitchen now. It’s weird.” I unpacked the snacks.

“Is it how you remembered it?” she asked, a bit of reluctance in her voice.

I bounced my head back and forth, thinking. “Practically the exact same as I remember it, but I feel like I was always outside when I came here, so I wouldn’t say I have a ton of memories in the house besides going upstairs to bed.”

“Yeah, that’s about right,” my mom chuckled. There was a brief pause before she continued. “Well, if you see anything you like in the house... it’s yours.”

“Are you going to come here to see if there’s anything you want?” I asked her.

“I don’t want anything.” 

“Ok...” I mumbled, “well, are you going to come here at all?”

“Yes, Bri. I have to come deal with bank stuff eventually, and her cremation. You’re a big girl, you’ll be fine.”

“I know, Mom, I’m just wondering how long I have to be here for. The Fourth of July is coming up... and Jade, Amelia and I were going to spend it together,” I said casually, as I didn’t want my mom to think helping her was an inconvenience to me.

“You mean like every other year since you were small?”

“It’s different this summer. We have plans to go to a party.”

“You used to love going there...” my mom’s voice trailed off. Then she cleared her throat. “Once we sell the house, we’ll likely never be back. Maybe... maybe you should enjoy the summer there.”

Enjoy the summer here?

This was very confusing to me. I had asked to come back every summer, even for just one week, and I was always given a hard no. After I turned fourteen, I gave up trying.

“I have literally no friends here. What would I do?” I asked, puzzled.

My mom sighed. “Well, what if I ask to have Jade and Amelia join you?”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “You want to send my two best friends here to hang out in Grandma’s house for the summer? And do what?”

“I don’t know, Brianna, maybe you get into a bit of innocent trouble, have fun. Besides, someone has to empty that place out.”

I scratched my head. Who took my mother and who was this woman? Innocent trouble? Cheryl Davies didn’t merely suggest, ever, to get into ‘innocent trouble’. “Are you feeling ok?” I asked.

My mom gave a one breathe laugh. “Yes, I am. Use my black card for everything, ok? I want you to have a good summer, Bri, it’s important to me. I’m sure there’s something going on around the island that will suffice for The Fourth tomorrow.”

“Whatever you say, Mom!” I replied with a high-pitched tone. I hung up the phone and thought about what to do with Jade and Amelia if they came, which I had a pretty strong feeling they would.

I had no idea what would be happening around this small island, if anything, but I knew I wanted to find something fun to do. Innocently, of course, as my mother suggested.

Mom giving me the house for the summer was not what I imagined for myself, but I can work with this, I think!

I immediately called our Triple Threat group chat and explained the new idea that turned into excitement quickly. The three of us chatted logistics for no more than five minutes before everything was decided.  
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I smiled at my phone as I tucked it into the back pocket of my jean shorts. Ever since I’d arrived on the island, a small worry had been tugging at me: what if Jade and Amelia had a blast without me while I was stuck here alone?

I was relieved they’d be coming too - I wouldn’t have to keep refreshing Instagram, bracing for new inside jokes and endless selfies that I wasn’t part of. At least not while they’re here.

I went to go have a look in the fridge again when, unexpectedly, I heard a knock at the door.

Was Grandma expecting someone today?

I made my way to the front door and opened it to find my stomach was involuntarily doing a little flip inside as soon as my eyes landed on who stood on the other side.

Standing there was a guy who seemed pulled right out of a beachy Netflix Original, smiling courteously and holding a bucket hat in his hands. His short blonde hair caught the light, and his blue eyes locked with mine just long enough to make me hold my breath for a moment. He wasn’t towering, maybe only three inches taller than myself, but I was a tall girl. His frame was lean and strong, and he wore a white tank that showed browned muscular arms, but not the type that looked like he pumped iron at a gym every week; more like working arms, arms that knew how to get something done.

“Hey,” he said, breaking up my endless thoughts and curiosities. “I’m Patrick.”

“Hi,” I said sheepishly as I tucked some hair that had come loose from my braid behind my ear. I wished I was wearing more mascara, or a cute dress and not this oversized t-shirt. Usually, my attention to guys was through my phone screen as I daydreamt about a certain celebrity liking me, not guys I met in real life.

“Are you Rhonda’s granddaughter?” he asked, his voice deep without being booming, and impossibly friendly.

I blushed a little as my heart fluttered. “Yeah, I am,” I said, and then extended a hand as I cleared my throat gently. “Brianna.”

Patrick shook my hand lightly with calloused fingers, his skin tanned and hot and to touch. “Nice to meet you,” he said.

I nodded, and there was a brief pause before he went on.

“Sorry if this is weird, but your sweet neighbour, Mara, don’t know if you’ve met her, but, ugh” he scratched the side of his head as I nodded to imply that I had. “She said that Rhonda made a whole lotta food for this Fourth of July party she was supposed to host... and well... it’d be a shame if it went to waste.”

I frowned. Grandma threw parties? On the Fourth of July? And invited young people?

Patrick noticed my frown and continued. “So, a bunch of us locals wanted to throw the party anyway, in honour of Rhonda. Sort of a celebration of life. We thought maybe her food could be present since...”

I gave a small smile. “Since she can’t be,” I said, finishing his sentence for him. “Wow, I didn’t know my grandma was so hip, throwing parties and inviting...” I glanced him up and down quickly, “anyone, it seems.”

Patrick nodded. “She honestly was such a cool lady, but you must know that... I’m really sorry for your loss.”

“Thanks.” I took a deep breath in before I realized that Patrick was still waiting on a response from me for the food. “The food. Right. Where is this party being hosted now?” I asked.

“Oh, the docks,” Patrick said, motioning behind him as he pointed a thumb towards the Gulf. “People are going to bring tables, food, paper plates and just kind of make it work. I’ll bring a speaker. I’m sure there will be kegs and lots of booze, weed if you fancy. You’re invited to join, of course.”

I smiled shyly. “Yeah, that sounds like fun.” I tucked some hair behind my ears. “Um, can you maybe come back later and help me transfer the food into coolers or something? I don’t know what my grandma has here... how far are the docks?”

“Oh, walking distance, it’ll be easy. I’ll come by with some of my buddies tomorrow, say late afternoon, and we’ll take care of it for you.”

“Ok, great, thanks,” I said.

“See ya around, Brianna.” He saluted with two fingers and turned on his heel to walk down the porch steps.

I closed the door slowly, shaking my head lightly. I rushed to look out the living room window to discreetly watch him walk away. He didn’t walk towards a parked car, but instead towards the ocean. I wondered if he had a boat.

A party? Jade and Amelia are going to love this. I walked back to the kitchen but found any sort of hunger I had had disappeared as I thought about Patrick. Suddenly, another knock came to the door, startling me.

Did Patrick forget something? Maybe he’ll ask me to hang out?  I excitedly walked back towards the front door to open it. It’d be nice to have a friend around here.

I took a deep breath, slid a friendly smile on my face, and opened the door only to quickly hide my disappointment when I looked to see a girl standing there. She looked maybe eighteen. She had round glasses - too large for her narrow face - that slid slightly down her slender nose. She pushed them up with a practiced flick, revealing russet brown eyes that were both curious and sizing me up. A notebook was tucked under one arm, and a camera hung around her neck. 

“Hi,” the girl said. “You’re new.”

I blinked. “Can I help you?” I glanced behind her, but no Patrick.

The girl nodded once. “I’m Tarni. I’m with the Island Current. I cover newcomers, odd sightings, sometimes celebrities, and community stuff. Once in a while, boat fires.”

“Boat fires?” I asked.

Tarni ignored the question. “Mind if I ask you a few things? For the paper.”

“The... newspaper?”

Tarni raised her notebook slightly, as if that answered me. “It’s weekly. Circulates to almost two hundred people, give or take who’s in town and who’s out fishing.”

I glanced behind me into the house, as if to look for help, then back at the girl. “I’m sorry, what is it you want to know?”

“Well, firstly, I wanted to share my condolences. Poor Rhonda.” She gave a small pout and I couldn’t tell if it was genuine or not. “You are...?” she asked.

“Oh,” I said in a small voice. “Yeah, ugh... I was her granddaughter. Did you know her? Rhonda?”

Tarni gave a smile as if to say ‘duh’. “Everyone knew Rhonda.”

“Right,” I replied. I wasn’t sure I really wanted to answer any questions because I didn’t know what my mom would want said in a newspaper about her mom. I also had no idea what kind of questions this girl wanted to ask, and it made me a bit nervous.

I stepped out onto the porch and gently closed the front door of the house, as if to tell her she wasn’t about to be a guest. We took a seat on the two chairs that occupied the side of the porch that faced the Gulf.

Tarni pulled down her dark olive-green T-shirt as she sat down and then tugged on her jean shorts to adjust them, too. She let her camera hang around her neck still, but she placed her notepad on her lap, her pen ready in her left hand. “So,” she began. She pulled her iPhone out of her front pocket and placed it under her notepad. “Don’t worry, I’m not recording.”

“Ok...” I picked my thumb nail.

“What happened to your grandmother?” 

I stared blankly for a moment. “Um, I think it was a heart attack.”

She jotted ‘heart attack’ on her paper and then nodded once. “Poor thing.”

I tucked some hair behind my ear. “You know-”

“Were you close?” she asked me, cutting me off.

I stood up, the chair making a grating screeching sound against the old wood of the porch. “Sorry, I don’t think I can have this conversation... not right now, anyway.”

The girl swooped her phone and notepad under her arm and stood as well. “I’m sorry,” she blurted. She stared at me intently, as if not to spook me, the deer in headlights. 

“It’s just... I just got here, and...” I let my sentence trail off.

She nodded, her head moving quickly and in small movements. “I get it, I’m sorry. I don’t have to ask questions. Can you write something for the paper’s obituary though? You can text it to me.”

I hesitated, but then nodded as overwhelm rose in my chest. “Sure.”

She asked me for my phone number and then said she would text me so her number was on my phone. After I gave her my information, she turned to walk down the steps.

“You know,” she said. “If you ever want to... I don’t know, hang out... I’m around. I live not too far.”

Everyone lives not too far, it’s the island, I thought. But then I cleared my head – a friend would be nice to have around here, even if it wasn’t the cute boy. “Sure, thanks, that’d be fun. I haven’t been back to the island in a while so maybe you can give me a tour,” I smiled.

“Add me on Insta. I run a page dedicated to the island and keep followers updated on events around the island as well as general things to do here.”

“Oh, ok, I will,” I said. 

Tarni walked briskly towards a parked yellow Beetle that sat on the opposite side of the street. Once she was off my driveway, I went back inside and closed the door, locking it.

I sat on the couch and found Tarni on Instagram. Sure enough, I saw her page @TheCaptivaCurrent with it’s eight hundred and eight followers. Now, eight hundred and nine.

I swiped out of the app and texted the girls to tell them of my island adventures so far, although I didn’t want to mention my brief yet memorable meeting with Patrick yet.
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I wasn’t sure what to do with myself, but the temperature had been decent outside, so I poured myself a cup of lemonade, grabbed a small bag of candy that I bought from the store and went to sit on the sunbathed front porch. Phone in hand, I got comfortable in the old chair that was perfectly positioned towards the glimmering ocean. An unmatched smaller chair was there, too, and I wondered how often it was that my grandma would have a visitor. 

Caught up in imagining Grandma’s daily life on the island, I hardly noticed Mara out in the garden, watering a firebush. I sat up a bit and waved as I swallowed a fuzzy peach.

“Good afternoon, dear,” she waved back.

“Hi, Mara.”

“You look lost in thought there, Brianna.”

I smiled with an exhale. “Yeah, I guess I’m just trying to picture what my grandma’s life was like day to day here.”

Mara pondered that for a moment but stayed quiet.

I shrugged lightly. “When I was little my mom brought me here to spend a month with her every summer... but you already know that.”

Mara put her empty watering tin down and came over closer to where I sat up on the porch. She looked up at me, and looked like she wanted me to go on. 

“My mom moved away from here when she was young... I think, like my age, so around nineteen. Were you around for that?”

“Yes, I was,” she replied.

I nodded. “Something must have happened between my mom and grandma because when I turned ten, that was the last time we came here together for the summer.”

Mara nodded. “And you didn’t see your grandma after that?” she asked me, although I felt like she already knew more to this story than I even did probably.

“She drove to see us once, when I turned thirteen, but I don’t think she liked the city much, so that was the only time. She’d call every now and then, but I wouldn’t say we were close, unfortunately.”

Mara nodded again. “Your grandmother sure disliked technology, and even things like phones and cars.”

A perplexed look must have crossed my face because Mara chucked. “What do you mean?” I asked her.

Mara shrugged lightly. “She rarely answered her landline; always said if someone wanted to talk to her, they should just come see her in person. I think the only reason she even got a cell phone, back in the day when those were new, was so she could keep in touch with your mother.

“She also tried to drive as little as possible. She was usually biking around town with a leather backpack on. She was thrilled when my husband attached a large wicker basket to her bicycle.” Mara had a small smile on her face as she reminisced. 

“Do you want some lemonade?” I asked her, suddenly feeling rude for not having offered beforehand.

“That would be lovely.”

“Here,” I motioned for her to take a seat, and I dashed into the house to fetch her a glass.

We sat in silence for a bit, taking in the view and enjoying our beverage. I discreetly checked my phone for messages. Then, I wondered if Mara sat here a lot with Rhonda before. 

“You know,” Mara said softly, as if she were reading my mind. “I have sat here on this porch with Rhonda, just like this, more times than I could ever count.” 

“Oh!” I exclaimed.

“If there’s anything you want to know, Brianna, ask me. I knew your grandma for many years, and when you live beside someone for that long, you get to know them.”

I smiled. “Thanks, Mara, I appreciate that.”

We sipped our lemonade. I wasn’t sure if she meant now or later, or if the offer was only to relate to information about my grandma... but I asked anyway.

“What do you remember from when my mom lived here?” 
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Chapter 7
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Fifty-two years

Mara

The girl sitting to my right, long legs stretched out and resting on a wicker footrest, was a spitting image of the girl I remembered from decades before. It was mostly her deep red hair that stirred my memory, but there were other things too - her mannerisms, for one. Yet, the girl sitting here had a gentler presence than her mother whom I once knew as a moody teenager.

Brianna’s phone vibrated on the table between us, face down, but she ignored it as she asked what I remembered from when her mother lived here.

I smiled. “I remember an independent Cherry.”

“Cherry?”

I raised a few fingers to my mouth. “Oop, excuse me, I forgot.”

“Forgot what?” Brianna asked me.

I chuckled. “That your mother legally changed her name from Cherry. What did she change it to? Sherri?”

Brianna smiled. “Cheryl.”

“Ahh, yes, Cheryl.”

“Did my grandma actually name her Cherry? I thought that was an old nickname.”

“Well, kiddo,” I smiled, “your grandmother was a bit of a hippie, in case that wasn’t already known,” I said, somewhat avoiding her question.

We both shared a laugh, and Brianna shrugged and nodded lightly.

“But, yes, I remember meeting your mother when she was about nine or ten years old, I suppose.”

Brianna looked over at the water in thought. She scratched behind her ear, took a sip of lemonade, but didn’t say anything.

“Your mother and your grandmother had a trying relationship, but I’m sure you knew that.”

Brianna nodded, child-like.

I wanted to be careful with what I said to this young woman. For years I watched Rhonda and Cherry struggle with the mother daughter duo they tried to pull off. The relationship between them never seemed natural, it never seemed easy.

For a decade, Rhonda would come sit on my porch, or I’d sit on hers, and she’d pour over details of conversations between her and Cherry. What went wrong, what blew up, what she missed somehow. There always was a disconnect between the two of them that was hard to watch.

“When your mother was a teen, she sure brought a certain energy wherever she went,” I said. I didn’t necessarily mean a positive energy, but I didn’t need to share that with Brianna.

“What do you mean?” she asked inquisitively.

I smiled slightly as I remembered a young, stubborn Cherry, her long auburn hair down past the middle of her back, the front usually braided beautifully into a crown to keep out of her eyes. She always had a notebook with her in her brown shoulder bag and I would catch her scribbling away in it, although I never knew if she was writing something like poetry or if it was a diary of her thoughts and feelings.

“Well,” I said, “she was always a bit of a lone wolf, usually collecting smooth stones, writing, or swimming in the ocean. She liked to go for walks, alone, to clear her mind, as Rhonda would tell me. It was like your mother was always restless, her mind always busy.

“It wasn’t until she met a boy that she brightened up in a way we’d never seen her shine before. She was warmer, happier.”

Brianna eagerly listened to me and I silently reminded myself to watch what I said.

“Anyways,” I cleared my throat. “When your mother left the island to move on to new things, we always thought we’d see her back here eventually. Then when Rhonda informed us of your mothers’ intense school choices, that seemed to keep Cherry city-bound.”

“Well, my mom, Cheryl, is supposed to be joining me here at some point, so you’ll see her again,” Brianna said with a smile. 

I nodded graciously. “That will be nice.”

“I have my two friends coming today, too! Jade and Amelia,” she smiled excitedly.

“Oh, is that right?” 

“Yeah! Jade and I have been best friends since we were in kindergarten. She even came here with me for two summers in a row before I stopped coming. My grandma liked her a lot.” Brianna sighed lightly. “Grandma never met Amelia because I didn’t meet her until I was eleven... but it was obvious Amelia was one of us when she met Jade and I on the swings.”

“I look forward to meeting them, dear,” I said. “I should get going, though, as I bet John will be looking for me. You’ll have to meet him, too.”

“I’d love that!” Brianna said. “How long have you two been married?” 

“Fifty-two years this August,” I said proudly as I stood from my chair.

“FIFTY-TWO!” Brianna said loudly as she got up as well.

I laughed out loud at her reaction, but nodded with a smile.

“Wowee, that’s a long time! I’d love to hear about how you met one day.”

“I’d love to tell you,” I said to her.

Brianna paused for a moment. “Was my grandma happy, Mara?”

I smiled warmly. “She was, Brianna.”
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Chapter 8
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It’s fine

Cheryl

I sat at my white wooded, gold legged desk in my air-conditioned office and tried to concentrate on the case in front of me.

Ok... ok... concentrate... I shuffled through the scattered papers in front of my computer screen. Divorce, filed July 2nd... H is a business owner... S suspects H hiding income... joint house, still a mortgage owing...

I sighed loudly, my gaze flinging up to the white ceiling in an attempt to keep tears at bay. All I could think about was Rhonda. My head felt foggy, like I couldn’t string two thoughts together, and my eyes were threatening to leak despite looking up.

Wasn’t that an old trick?

I’d managed to hold it off, the emotions, and I knew I’d have to address them sooner than later, but work was not the place to break down and grieve a loss.

I sniffed once and straightened up in my leather seat. I decided I needed another coffee. As I stood, I smoothed out my pinstriped pantsuit and made my way to the office kitchen. After I jabbed some buttons on a coffee machine that was going to make me a vanilla oat milk latte that wouldn’t be as good as if I had headed to Starbucks, I got out my phone to text Brianna. 

“Hi, Cheryl,” a voice came, startling me. I jumped a bit, and jerked my head up.

“Oh, hi, Lydia,” I breathed.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you!” The coffee machine whirred and buzzed as it did it’s thing, the air smelling like ground coffee beans. “You ok?” she asked me.

Lydia was the offices receptionist and an eager to please young woman. She’d only been with the company for a year, but she’d settled in nicely.

I gave a weak smile. “Yes,” I said, “I’m ok. Just checking on my daughter who’s on the island.”

“Oh, is she visiting someone?” she asked in her high-pitched voice as she grabbed a yogurt from the fridge.

I waved my phone around as I spoke. “No, my mother died so-”

Lydia gasped. “Your mother died? Oh my gosh, Cheryl, I’m so sorry. Do you need to leave?”

I attempted an awkward smile. “No,” I said, “my daughter is handling some things for me while I tidy up some work before I head there myself.”

“Oh, Cheryl, go! I can cancel whatever you need, I can talk with George and we’ll get some of your cases moved, really.”

“Thanks, Lydia, really, but that’s not necessary.” I grabbed my brewed latte, offered her a half smile and slipped past so I could return to my office before she suggested anything else.

God, I really hope she doesn’t tell anyone.

Thirty minutes later, the latte was gone, and somehow the sugar and caffein had been just the fix to get my head back into work. I was just finishing up some notes when there was a knock at my door. With dread, I told them to come in.

George, the Senior Partner at the firm, was opening the door and closing it behind him. George carried such authority with him that it was hard to not feel his presence in any room, but in my office in that moment, he seemed to take up the entire room. Though in his early sixties, he could easily pass for fifty-five. He was tall, with good posture and broad shoulders. Clean shaven. His hair was mostly silver now, thick, and swept back. His rimless glasses usually sat on his head, since they were for reading only, and his calculating, clear eyes settled on me now.

“George,” I greeted, standing.

“Cheryl,” he said with a smile, and then he took a seat opposite me, so I sat back down. 

“What can I do for you?” I asked professionally but in a friendly tone. 

“Well, I’ve heard some news,” he said.

Damn it, Lydia. “Oh,” I said, blushing a little. “That.”

“That. That being your mother passed away and you are here. Where does your mother live? I’ve never heard you talk much about her, or at all, I think.”

I sighed lightly, then glanced at three more emails that came in on my screen before I flicked my attention back to George. “It’s fine. She lived on the island. It was sudden.”

“Well,” George said, crossing his legs. “You go; we’ll take care of some things here for you, lighten the load a bit.”

“I’m really doing just fine, George. I was planning on wrapping up a few things and then eventually going, but I’m not in a rush.”

George eyed me.

I shrugged lightly. “She’s already dead, so...” I realized the joke was poor taste. I shook my head gently. “Brianna is there now dealing with some of the house things. She’s ok without me.”

George raised his eyebrows at me, his silence speaking volumes.

I gulped, but continued, wishing I’d shut up. “It’s the island, no one is really... in a rush there. I don’t need to be there right this instance. It’s fine.”

George uncrossed his legs and began to stand, so I did as well. “Well, if you insist,” he said, and then he looked me in the eye again. “But if you need help... please do tell Lydia.”

“I will.”

“Very good.”

I nodded once and walked George to my office door. Once closed, alone in the safety of my four walls, I locked the door quietly. There was a welling in my chest again, emotions that threated to boil over. I drank some water and looked out the window at the sky, trying to think of anything but the woman who raised me, dead. 
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Chapter 9
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A Rhonda moment

Brianna

I could barely contain my excitement as I watched my two best friends pull into the driveway in Amelia’s BMW. They came to an abrupt stop beside my grandma’s car, which looked so dull and tired next to her shiny silver beamer.  

Jade, my girl with limited energy, lightly jogged towards me from the passenger side as soon as we locked eyes. Her main accessory was always a water bottle, and today she held a bright turquoise one, beautiful like the Gulf’s inviting waters. Jade’s flawless dark skin was as soft as ever as she wrapped me up in a hug.

Jade always managed to inspire me, even in simple moments. She was often tired due to an illness she was born with, but it never stopped her from showing off her amazing smile. The same smile that caught my eye in kindergarten. 

I waited in our usual meeting spot next to the flag pole on the school grounds, the U.S and Florida State flags flapping in an unseen breeze. I squinted my eyes, searching for Jade, who should have been walking towards me. We’d been in kindergarten and grade one together, but for grade two, I was in a two-three split and Jade a regular class, so we made the flag pole our meeting spot at recess and after school.

A car beeped once behind me and on the other side of the chain-link fence that separated the school from the road was my mom in her red car. She got out, dressed in her usual skirt and blouse combo with black heels, and walked over to me. I turned to her.

“Hey, Peach. Jade can’t come over today after all,” she said caringly.

I tilted my head to one side, the bright sun still scrunching up my face. “But it’s Friday. It’s Jade’s turn to sleep over.”

My mom placed a hand on my shoulders and began guiding me to the car, still running with the AC blasting. “I know, but unfortunately Jade is having one of her episodes today and needs to rest.”

I’d heard my mom and Jade’s mom talk about these so-called episodes before, but I didn’t really get it. My mom saw the confusion on my face and explained.

“Jade was born with something called sickle cell disease, and it’s not always easy to manage.” She studied my reaction, which was minimal, considering I had no idea what that meant.

“What’s that?”

“Sometimes Jade feels extra tired and her parents need to give her medicine so she can feel better. Her dad picked her up from school at lunch today.”

As an adult, I understood how much the disease affected Jade day-to-day, but she tried not to let it hold her back.

“Giiiiirrlllll!” she squealed as we released. “Your mom is so generous. She actually e-transferred Amelia and I some money for snacks and gas... like, so unnecessary!”

Amelia laughed as she got out of the driver’s seat. I gave her a squeeze and smiled at her; her big eyes were covered by giant expensive sunglasses that reminded me of the first day we met.  

Amelia wasn’t about to be the unnoticed new girl in sixth grade. I remember her striding in wearing oversized sunglasses that had to be her mom’s. Without a glance our way, she headed for a seat in the back.

“Please remove the sunglasses and introduce yourself,” our teacher said.

Amelia slid them off with careful slowness, revealing eyes that were somewhere between blue and green—blue-green, green-blue, I only remember the sharp pinch of jealousy they gave me. Beside me, Jade arched an eyebrow, and I knew she felt the same.

When Amelia’s gaze finally landed on mine, a flicker of nerves crossed her face. Jade and I exchanged a silent look: we should befriend her. Being the new kid was never easy.

“Jade, why does this surprise you? Mama Cheryl has always been like this!” Amelia said with a sly grin as she lowered her sunglasses to send a playful look my way.

“Sending us to the island to have the summer of our lives in a house with no adults?” Jade asked, opening the top of her water bottle to take a chug.

I laughed. “Whoa there, I think you need to lower your expectations for the summer.”

Amelia laughed, too. “I just mean it’s not like your mom hasn’t been putting us up in hotels for your birthday sleepovers and stuff like that since we were thirteen.”

I waved the words away. “Yeah, yeah, ok, so Mama Cheryl is being cool. Let’s move on.”

I turned over to my grandma’s orange car and pretended I was showcasing it like it was a grand prize I’d won. “My brand-new car! For the summer anyway. It was Grandma’s.”

“Somehow, it suits you,” Amelia shrugged.

I furrowed my brows at her. “What! What does that even mean?”

Instead of showing them the house right away, I walked us near the docks just a few minutes away. As we stopped to enjoy the view, a gentle breeze played with our hair. Though we looked so different, our hearts felt the same. My long red hair swayed, Jade’s chocolate brown curls bounced, and Amelia’s medium-length blonde strands caught the light.

We called our friendship Triple Threat. 

Jade was the mature, welcoming one – the friend who never hesitated to lend a hand when she was able. You could count on her, almost always, for any sort of emotional turmoil support. She was level-headed, smart beyond her years, and had the most beautiful smile.

Amelia was the fierce yet effortlessly stylish one. She had a sharp eye for character, never hesitated to put someone in their place, and was ready to defend you against anyone else, even if you were wrong. Being on her bad side was tough though, and luckily, I didn’t have to do much to avoid being on it.

And then there was me – the gentle one. The friend who offered a shoulder to cry on, the listener, the people pleaser. The worrier, as I’d been called before.

“So, a bit of a surprise here...” I started saying, pushing hair away from my mouth as I spoke. Amelia tucked her silky hair behind her ears and placed her hands on her hips as she took it in. “There’s going to be a Fourth of July party here at the docks!” I beamed. “The locals are putting it on, with food and music, fireworks, everything.”

Their faces lit up as they exchanged a look of glee.

“My poor grandma had made a whole bunch of food for it since she was originally going to host it. It’s sort of like her celebration of life, I was told.”

Jade adjusted some sunglasses onto her face and looked at me, surprised.

“Grandma was throwing a party? Was Grandma young?” Amelia asked.

A short laugh came up from my throat. “Well, according to the few people I’ve chatted with so far, she was really fun to be around. There’s a lot of prepared food in my fridge and some guys are going to come by tomorrow to help us walk it out here, to the docks.”

“Some guys?” Amelia chimed.

I shrugged loosely, hoping I came off nonchalant. “Yeah, a guy named... ugh... shoot, I can’t remember his name,” I lied. “A guy came to my grandma’s door earlier.”

“Like, a young guy? An old guy? Is he hot? What are we working with here, Bri?” Amelia asked.

I playfully rolled my eyes at her. “Oh my God, Amelia, I don’t know. He’s like, a couple years older than us? You can make your own judgements; I was trying to wrap my head around who Grandma was to these people.” I wasn’t sure why I didn’t want to gush over Patrick, but part of me felt threatened that if he met Amelia, he’d be into her.

“We all know Amelia loves the boys,” Jade chimed in with a teasing smile. Amelia shrugged playfully because she knew she couldn’t deny that it wasn’t true.

“Who doesn’t love boys?” someone asked rhetorically with a laugh that came from behind Amelia, and suddenly I noticed Tarni walking towards us.

Amelia and Jade both turned to look for the voice, saw, and then looked back at me. Amelia’s face had a ‘what the fuck’ look on it where as Jade raised her eyebrows to ask ‘who’s this?’.

Amelia was not making any effort to open our triangle to make room for Tarni, who was approaching pretty quickly, so Jade moved aside and Tarni came to stand right between them. Tarni, with her dirty blonde hair, was like the middle of an ombre between Amelia’s bright blonde and Jade’s dark curls.

“Tarni,” I said, not quite sure if I meant it as a greeting or a statement.

“Hey,” she said. “I’d never seen such a trio as vibrant as you three. I recognized your hair from far away, so I thought I’d come say hi again.” Tarni looked to her left and then right. Jade gave a polite smile, but Amelia’s face was judging. Tarni still had her camera hanging from her neck, but her hands were free, and she stuck one out to Jade to introduce herself, who shook it.

“Hi, I’m Jade.”

Tarni turned to Amelia. “Hi,” she said simply.

“Hey,” Amelia replied.

“Visitors?” Tarni asked, turning to me.

I nodded. “My best friends, yeah. I’m just showing them the dock where the Fourth of July party will be for Rhonda.” As soon as I said it Amelia widened her eyes angrily at me. 

“Oh yeah,” Tarni said immediately. “I heard about it, too. If you get the obituary done, I can have it printed to set on the table that’ll be there.”

“A table?”

“Yeah, for pictures and flowers and such.”

Wow, this is more legit than I thought.

Jade asked Tarni if she was from the island, to which Tarni let us know she was born and raised. Amelia crossed her arms and looked out at the marina, clearly uninterested in Tarni. I was feeling a bit embarrassed by Amelia’s behaviour, so I let Tarni know we would see her around, and we made our way to the house.

“Way to invite Tarnished to the Fourth of July party for Rhonda,” Amelia scoffed once we were out of earshot from Tarni, who walked in the opposite direction.

“Amelia!” Jade exclaimed.

“She already knew about it!” I cried. “She even mentioned the table. I didn’t know anything about a table.”

“There’s probably no table,” Amelia said with her chin lifted to the sky.

Jade and I shared a look. Amelia was sometimes weird about other girls that were friendly. If another girl wanted to borrow a lipstick at a party, or asked Amelia to take a picture for her, Amelia was all over it. She was a girl’s girl when it came to helping another woman out in a small moment, but whenever Jade or I would mention another girl that we had hung out with from school or whatever, Amelia would turn cold and uninterested. We took it as a strong force of love for Triple Threat. Nothing could mess with that.

Back at the driveway we grabbed their bags from the trunk of the SUV. I ensured the girls that I did not want to sleep in my grandma’s bed, so they agreed to bunk together since it was a queen, and we all helped strip the bed to wash everything since there was a lingering smell of cigarettes that we didn’t find appealing.

After I gave them the small tour, we rummaged through the kitchen cabinets and eventually found a room temperature bottle of white wine – not our first choice, but it’d do.

Each of us had a small glass of wine in hand as we settled onto the front porch. With only two Adirondack chairs, Amelia sat comfortably cross-legged on the back cushion of mine. We raised our mismatched, rainbow-colored tumblers – since we couldn’t find proper wine glasses – and toasted to being back together. The ice clinked cheerfully, a casual soundtrack to our little reunion.

“Thanks for missing Jenna’s party to be here,” I said. Jenna was someone from high school who threw parties every other weekend like we were in grade twelve still.

“You kidding? Anytime the three of us are together is better than anything else,” Amelia stated.

“Agreed,” Jade nodded.

“I’m lowkey excited for this party at the beach tomorrow,” Amelia said as she took pictures with her phone of the sun sitting high over the water in the late afternoon, and then a selfie or two.

“Right? Who knew this island would be so with it,” Jade said. Amelia propped her self between us on her knees to take a selfie, and Jade leaned in to get it on it.

“I mean, I don’t know if there will be like ten people or fifty, but the guy said there will be a couple kegs, so I can’t imagine that would happen for just a few people, right?” I shrugged.

I leaned in again and Amelia took a picture of the three of us. After we were satisfied with one where we all looked good, I took a large sip of the wine, which was fruity and crisp. As we happily melted into the heat, getting fully relaxed, I pondered out loud. “You know, I really want to do something for my grandma here,” I started.

Jade swirled ice around in her cup. “What do you mean?”

“Isn’t the party tomorrow in memory, or honour, of your grandma?” Amelia pointed out.

“Yeah, it is,” I said, “but that’s for the people around town that knew her and such. I mean I want to do something special to, like, remember her in my own way, you know?”

Jade nodded and Amelia thought. “Maybe you could plant something for her,” Amelia suggested.
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