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        Hello!

      

        

      
        Inside this volume you’ll find two full-length steamy romances full of humor, heart, and friendship. I hope you love them both!

      

        

      
        First, in Can’t Help Falling in Love (Never a Bride Book 1) you’ll meet Rosie Snyder, a driven doctor who doesn’t know how to take a vacation, but who might learn to loosen up thanks to her staycation fling, sexy gardener Gus Cuevas.

      

        

      
        Next, drop into the small seaside town of Misty Harbor, where actress Camille Corsair is trying to get a reboot of the teen cult TV show that made her famous off the ground—all she has to do is convince her costar—and first love—Jay Orlando, to sign onto the project in Take Two (Sawyer’s Cove: The Reboot Book 1).

      

        

      
        If you enjoy these stories, you will love exploring the other books in each series. Even though the Never a Bride series and Sawyer’s Cove: The Reboot take place in different locations, they take place in the same world, which means some of your favorite characters might crossover here and there. I hope you’ll reach out and let me know which one was your favorite!

      

        

      
        Happy reading!

      

      

      
        
        xoxo,

        Libby
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Chapter One


          

          ROSIE’S INBOX

        

      

    

    
      
        
        From: Nicole Winesap <nicole@winesap.design>

        To: Rosie Snyder <r_snyder@venturahospital.org>; Kate Treanor <kate@treanorpod.com>; Lani Kalama <lani@winesap.design>; Ophelia Winesap <o.winesap@clintonelemen.edu>

      

      

      
        
        Subject: Emergency!!! Engagement party news & more

      

      

      
        
        Hey you Beautiful Badass Bridesmaids!

      

        

      
        Engagement party planning is in full swing!! Basically my parents are taking care of the whole thing (with my input of course), but you all MUST be there. I don’t have any sisters (*pout*), but you four are the next best thing.

      

        

      
        I know we’re all spread out and you gals haven’t spent much time together since I moved back, but I have a feeling while we’re planning this party-of-a-lifetime aka my wedding you’ll get to love each other like sisters, too! And don’t tell me you’re too busy, Rosie—even doctors get days off. Kate and Ophelia have weekends free, and Lani and I will work around your schedules. You ladies rock and I can’t tell you how much it means that you’re going to be standing up there with me on the most important day of my life—the day I say “I do” to my soul mate.

      

        

      
        Oh! I was thinking about dress colors. You all look sickeningly good in everything, but I’m leaning toward champagne pink or buttercup yellow. Text me pix if you see anything cute! Feel free to start brainstorming ideas for the shower, bachelorette, etc. I’m only doing this once, and I’m going to do it right. I know my girls won’t let me down.

      

        

      
        Kisses,

        Nicole
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        * * *

      

      
        
        From: Charity Shepherd <c_shepherd@venturahospital.org>

        To: Rosie Snyder <r_snyder@venturahospital.org>

      

      

      
        
        Subject: Meeting request—URGENT

      

      

      
        
        Dr. Snyder,

      

        

      
        Please contact me at your earliest opportunity to schedule an in-person meeting. Since you missed the last two appointments I set up, forgive the repeated reminder.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

        Charity Shepherd, Ventura Hospital Human Resources Director

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          ROSIE

        

      

    

    
      I click my phone off after scrolling through my emails, wishing the reminder of Nicole’s wedding was as easily forgotten as my appointment with Human Resources. What was I thinking when I said yes to being her bridesmaid? I’ve never been a bridesmaid before, and it’s not exactly on my bucket list. But Nicole’s the one friend who’s stuck by me through college, med school, and beyond. She’s very, very hard to say no to. It would have taken a stronger woman than me to look into her big blue eyes and turn her down.

      My mind is uncharacteristically not on work when I walk to the nurse’s station to grab another assignment. Instead, I’m thinking about what exactly does formal mean for the engagement party? I suspect my all-purpose little black dress won’t be sufficient and Nicole’s going to make me go shopping. Barf.

      “What do you have for me, Carmen?”

      Carmen, the floor nurse who’s currently assigning patients, scans her computer screen. “Patient in 330. Twenty-five weeks pregnant, says she’s feeling contractions.”

      My stomach flip-flops at the rundown. The other nurses tend not to give me any pregnant patients admitted to the general medicine floor of the hospital that’s been my domain for two years, but Carmen’s new. I remind myself that I’m a doctor—I can take care of almost anyone. Then I spot my supervisor striding up the corridor and put on an ingratiating smile.

      “Hey, Ron, can you take this one? I’ll owe you a favor. I really need a break.”

      Carmen’s expression doesn’t change, she just repeats the rundown for Ron, hands hovering over the keyboard.

      “You’re in luck, Dr. Snyder, because not only will I take this patient for you, but I was hoping you’d take a break.”

      I narrow my eyes in response to his broad smile. “You were?”

      “Quite a long break, actually. HR’s been on my ass about your PTO.”

      That must be what the officious human resources lady’s been after me about. I’ve been ignoring her efforts to meet in favor of doing my job. You’d think the hospital would be overjoyed that I’m so dedicated instead of sending a pencil pusher after me.

      “Look, you haven’t taken a single vacation day in the two years you’ve worked here. I suggest you take some time off.”

      “You suggest?” I don’t take vacation days because I like working. I like the routine. I don’t have anything to do when I take time off.

      “Strongly suggest.” His smile takes on an edge of steel. He’s a good doctor, and a good guy, but he’s also the man who signs my performance reviews, recommends me for promotions, and approves my annual bonus. “Take a couple of weeks. Rest. Go someplace fun. Recharge. Then you can come back and keep kicking ass the way you have since day one.”

      I look at him steadily. He wants me to say yes—I can see it in the set of his shoulders. The question is, am I going to battle him on it or give in? I think about the pregnant patient in 330 waiting for Ron to assess her and find myself nodding.

      “Okay. It would be crazy to turn down a vacation, right?” A normal person would be stoked that their boss wants them to take time off. Ha. That must be why I’m deeply unsettled at the idea of Monday rolling around and me not showing up for…my life, basically. How do you play hooky from the only way you know how to live?

      Ron smiles, pleased I’m not fighting him on this. He’s probably just relieved that HR won’t harass him anymore. “Finish your rounds, I’ll see you in a couple weeks.”

      “A couple weeks.” It sounds like forever.

      “Hell, take three. Nadia Thomas just came back from vacation, so we’re covered.”

      “Let’s not get carried away.” I laugh, to turn it into a joke. Ron laughs along with me. Ron has two daughters in high school and is working on getting his pilot’s license. The idea that someone would resist taking a three-week paid vacation is laughable to him.

      I finish checking on my patients, making sure all the pertinent details are logged into the computer. Once my virtual paperwork is done, I’m reluctant to actually clock out. I linger at the nurse’s station until Carmen notices me.

      “Dr. Rosenberg said you were taking some time off.” She smiles like that’s a good thing. Carmen’s so new, she doesn’t know that not taking time off is kind of my thing. “Going anywhere special?”

      That stops me. I’ve barely been out of the county since moving back to Ventura to take this job. Before that, I did my residency in Utah, and before that, I spent my entire life in Southern California.

      “I’m not sure.” Maybe a vacation won’t be the worst thing in the world. I know one person who will be thrilled at the news. At the risk of my sanity, I pull out my phone to text her.

      
        
          
            
              
        I need to talk to you. Call me later?

      

      

      

      

      

      The response comes immediately.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nicole

      

      
        Will do! Everything ok?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Of course.

      

      

      

      

      

      I don’t want Nicole to worry. But nothing feels okay right now. I glance apologetically at Carmen, but she’s on to the next thing. I give her a few last-minute instructions about Mrs. Porter and her hip fracture in 302 and Mr. Lee and his hypertensive episode in 341.

      “We got this, Dr. Snyder,” she says. “You’re off the clock.”

      “Right.” I nod. I’m off the clock. I’m not needed. I’m on vacation from being a doctor for a while.

      But if I’m not Dr. Snyder, who exactly am I?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        From: Charity Shepherd <c_shepherd@venturahospital.org>

        To: Rosie Snyder <r_snyder@venturahospital.org>

      

      

      
        
        Subject: PTO Status

      

      

      
        
        Dr. Snyder,

      

        

      
        Please disregard my previous email. Dr. Rosenberg notified us of your impending use of your paid time off (PTO). You’ve been taken off the schedule for the next three weeks. You’ll begin accruing PTO again when you come back.

      

        

      
        Enjoy your time off.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

        Charity Shepherd, Ventura Hospital Human Resources Director

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          ROSIE

        

      

    

    
      When I get Nicole on the phone and tell her I’m facing three work-free weeks, she orders me to meet her the next morning to tour her recently acquired engagement party venue. Since my choices are that or staring at the walls of my apartment, I cooperate.

      The next morning I drive the ten miles north to Carpinteria, exit the 101 and follow my phone’s directions to Pacifica Park, a private botanical garden that opens to the public for tours and touts itself as an event venue.

      I park my hatchback next to Nicole’s hybrid, grabbing my purse and my phone. I get out of the car, preparing myself for the onslaught of my best friend.

      Nicole is one of those people who always seems to be doing five things at once, all of them competently and in a swirl of perfectly styled hair and effortless fashion. Today she’s wearing high-waisted jeans, pretty blue suede booties, and an oversized peasant blouse that on me would look like I was playing dress-up, but on her looks chic and bohemian. She locks her car, stows her phone in her vegan-leather backpack, and hugs me all at the same time.

      “Thank God for bureaucracy! The hospital’s probably worried about getting dinged by their insurance company or something for overworking their doctors. Anyway, this is the best thing that’s ever happened, ever!”

      I laugh and wish I were half as enthusiastic as she is.

      We wander up the gorgeous palm-lined promenade from the parking lot to the main entrance, Nicole’s relentless positivity rubbing off on me a tiny bit. Even if I’m not convinced this a good thing, at least someone’s overjoyed that I’m being forced to take a vacation.

      “The first thing we’re going to do when we’re done here is go shopping. Then—ooh—you should take a trip! Hawaii, maybe? Or Iceland! Everyone is going to Iceland.”

      “Calm down. You’re scaring the plants. Why do we need to go shopping?”

      “For a dress for the engagement party, of course.”

      “Oh.” That’s happening. My wardrobe consists entirely of work slacks and blouses, like the plain black and blue ensemble I’m wearing, so I concede defeat. “Okay.”

      “You have to help me figure out the menu. My caterer is giving me shit about wanting to do a sit down dinner for seventy-five. I’m paying her enough, it shouldn’t be a problem. I’m not having a buffet.” She says the last word like it’s dirty.

      “Seventy-five people at the engagement party? How many are you planning to invite to the actual wedding?”

      “On my side? Probably two hundred. Plus Ricky’s side, of course. There’s a lot of overlap since our families have a lot of mutual friends. But we can’t leave anyone out.”

      Seventy-five people for the engagement party. Good God. I don’t even know seven people well enough to invite them to a party. Maybe that’s why I’m not the one getting married.

      I sigh as she pushes open the door of the Spanish-style bungalow with the Main Office sign outside. I suppose if I hadn’t on some level wanted to be dragged into Nicole’s riptide of wedding planning, I wouldn’t have told her I suddenly have empty days stretching out ahead of me.

      We’re greeted by an efficient young woman named Tessa who whisks us right back out the door and into the heart of the garden. She gives us some information on the history of the property as we walk along a crushed stone path with prehistoric-looking plants rising up on all sides of us.

      “Pacifica Park’s thirty-five acres were once the estate of silent film star Esme Archer. She oversaw the planting of the grounds in the thirties and forties. When she died in 1954, the garden was established as a nonprofit whose mission is to keep the garden open as a resource for the community, to preserve its natural beauty, and to maintain the thousands of species we have living here. We consider ourselves a sort of living museum.”

      “It’s gorgeous,” I say, when Tessa’s commentary stops and it seems as if she’s expecting a response. It is a beautiful day, not hot, not cold. A few puffy white clouds float lazily by to break up the monotony of the turquoise blue sky. It’s Instagram-perfect Southern California weather.

      It still feels weird that I’m not at work—this morning I had to physically restrain myself from calling in and checking on my patients, but I reminded myself the hospital has other doctors, and I’m not the only one who knows how to treat patients in the city of Ventura. It’s not a bad day to be on vacation, honestly, walking around a paradise on earth with my best friend of twelve years as we’re planning her wedding. My heart tightens with bittersweet joy.

      “You’re getting married,” I say, spontaneously squeezing Nicole’s arm. I’m not a big toucher, and she looks at me in surprise.

      “Hell, yeah, I am,” she says, her smile wide. “Thanks for coming with me today.”

      Tessa glances at her watch. “You’ve reserved the main lawn for your event, but we can set up cocktails in one of the other gardens if you’re interested. Why don’t you explore the gardens, and when you’re done, come back to the main office and find me and we can talk.”

      With Tessa gone, we slow our pace, walking around a pond lined by some kind of spiky-looking tree. I know nothing about plants, apparently, because I can’t name anything, but I occasionally stop to look at the black labels and try to wrap my mouth around the new-to-me names. Euphorbia ingens. Dracaena draco. Cycas revoluta.

      Nicole sighs happily as we enter the rose garden, a riot of green, pink, red, and white. These blooms, at least, are familiar to me. “This is heavenly. I’m so happy they had a cancellation. Of course, that means we’re scrambling to put this on in three weeks.” Nicole doesn’t seem that put out by the time frame. She does love a challenge.

      “I thought your parents were going to do it at their country club.”

      “I convinced them that this would be so much more magical. Can you imagine it at night, with strings of lights making it seem like a fairy land?”

      I squint, trying to see it. Imagination is not my strong suit. I’m a facts person. But the garden would be beautiful under any circumstances, so I nod. “Pretty magical.”

      “But the rose garden isn’t quite right. We need something smaller for the cocktail hour, and then we can move to the main lawn for dinner and dancing.”

      I consult the map Tessa left us. “How about something called the Palmetum?” I lead her down a path, enjoying the sensation of sun on my skin. I feel like a lizard crawling out of my burrow after a long, cold night. The sun warms me and gives me life. We come upon a grove of large palm trees, towering toward the blue sky. There are countless different types, from short and squat to tall and willowy.

      Here, the ceiling of spiky green fronds filters out the sun and I shiver involuntarily. It’s quiet except for the sound of birds calling to each other. Even our footsteps are silent, absorbed into the spongy earth.

      Peaceful. That’s the word that comes to my mind. Work at the hospital is never peaceful, not even on a night shift. There are always buzzers and beeps, people coming and going, the rattle of carts being pushed, the clack of keyboards, the constant hum of monitors and machines. I wonder what it would be like to work here, where one’s office walls are formed by tree trunks and your feet are always firmly planted on rich, moist soil.

      Nicole frowns. “It’s atmospheric. But too small. We might have to do the whole thing on the lawn after all.”

      I have to agree. This place is too sacred to mar with the banality of endless engagement toasts. I have the urge to protect the trees from frivolities. I’m reminded of another grove of trees, not palms, but oranges, rows and rows of glossy green-leaved citrus trees. An orange grove was my childhood backyard, and I took it for granted. Now I spend all my time indoors, despite living in one of the most beautiful places in the world.

      Mom would be disappointed in me.

      The thought is so starkly intrusive I freeze. This is why I don’t do vacations. I don’t like having time to think too much. My mind inevitably goes in uncomfortable directions.

      I’m saved from further introspection by a cry of pain and what sounds like rapid-fire cursing in Spanish. I exchange a quick glance with Nicole, who looks alarmed, and head out of the palm grove. Just where the path splits toward the cactus garden a man in a green Pacifica Park polo shirt stands next to a wheelbarrow cradling one of his hands.

      I rush up, vaguely aware of Nicole hurrying behind me. “Are you hurt? Can I help? ¿Necesita ayuda?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

          ROSIE

        

      

    

    
      The injured man squints at me with dark brown eyes from under his straw shade hat. “Unless you’re a doctor, I don’t think so.”

      Though he’d cursed in Spanish, and rather inventively at that, his English bears no trace of accent and I try not to feel self conscious at having spoken to him in my limited Spanish. I’m fluent enough to converse with my patients on most medical subjects—it comes in handy at work nearly every day—but I’m aware that I’m a white girl with a mediocre accent.

      “I am, actually,” I say stiffly.

      “A doctor?” He sounds surprised and I nod. “Okay then.” He thrusts his hand toward my face and I calmly inspect the injury. He’s got a puncture wound in the fleshy part of his hand that’s bleeding steadily. “What’s your diagnosis?”

      “Ouch. Puncture wounds can be painful. The first thing you need to do is clean it well. Do you have a first aid kit?”

      “We’ve got all that stuff in the Quonset hut.” He gestures behind him.

      “Is there someone who can help you?”

      He squints at me again and smiles a little. “Are you offering?”

      I leap at the chance to do something useful and stop ruminating. “Lead the way.”

      “I think I’m going to head back to the office,” Nicole says. I almost forgot she was there.

      “I’ll meet you back there,” I say.

      “Do you want me to tell anybody about this?” Nicole asks the man.

      “Nah, it’s not that bad. You can’t be too careful with some of those palms, they’ve got really sharp teeth.”

      Nicole shudders and turns to me. “You’re fine?”

      “Yeah, I got this, Nicole.” She heads back toward the office, and we both watch her retreat, then I follow him the opposite way.

      “You local?” the man asks as he tracks back through the palm forest.

      I consider the question. I was born and raised thirty miles away, and live and work twenty miles away, and I still have to think about it. Have I ever really felt like I belonged in this little slice of paradise that is northern Southern California?

      Before I can decide on my answer he says something I’m not expecting. “Santa Paula High, right?”

      I glance at him, or rather, up at him. He’s not super tall, but neither am I. The top of my head reaches the top of his shoulder. I study his face intently for the first time—dark eyes, straight nose, well-defined cheekbones, especially when he smiles. He’s got soft-looking two-day-old stubble on his cheeks. He looks familiar, but maybe because he looks a lot like every other thirtyish Latino guy in Southern California. “That’s right. You too?”

      “Gus Cuevas. I think we had history together one year.”

      Suddenly I remember. World History. Mr. Sedgewick. Gus was a junior in our class of sophomores. You had to have already failed World History to take it as a junior. I’m surprised he remembers me, but then, I’m surprised whenever anyone remembers me. “Oh yeah,” I say slowly. “I’m Rosie Snyder.”

      “Nice to meet you again, Rosie,” he says as we approach a large brown building. I’d never heard the term Quonset hut before, so I’d imagined something small and possibly made out of wood, but this is a large building constructed of manmade materials. “Or do you prefer Dr. Snyder?”

      “Rosie’s fine.” I actually do prefer Dr. Snyder. But since Gus met me before I became a doctor, I can let it go. “You’re grandfathered in.” My weak joke elicits a smile that warms his liquid brown eyes and accentuates his blade-like cheekbones.

      He points to a medical kit affixed to a wall. “Here’s the first aid stuff.” He takes off the straw hat and tosses it onto a table covered in seed catalogs and magazines and empty coffee mugs. His black hair is buzzed short on the sides, longer on top and almost curly in front. I try to remember him from high school beyond his quiet presence in World History and come up empty.

      I take a look in the first aid kit, grab a few things out of it, and then walk over to a large industrial sink and grab the antibacterial soap. “Let me help you wash it, then we’ll see if it needs more than a Band-Aid.”

      He follows along without protest. I don a pair of gloves, then clean the wound and the hand around it. His hands are sturdy and calloused, the nails blunt and lined with dirt. The water swirling around the drain is brown with soil and blood.

      “What happened?”

      “Got attacked by a vicious Phoenix canariensis,” he says ruefully.

      I have no idea what that is. “Does that happen often?”

      “Scrapes and cuts are a hazard of the job. But no, not usually this bad. Wasn’t wearing my gloves.”

      “It’s not that bad. No stitches or anything,” I say. “Just keep it dry and change the bandage every day.” Since the wound is on an awkward place on his hand, I do the honors of dabbing on the antibacterial ointment and the bandage. He holds still, calm while I work.

      “What kind of a doctor are you?” he asks when I’m done.

      “Hospital doctor,” I say, tidying up the supplies I’ve used. “Basically a generalist. I work at Ventura Hospital and see whoever comes in through our doors.”

      “Sorry you had to work on your day off,” he says with a smile. “But thanks for your help.”

      I’m about to shrug it off and go find Nicole, but something makes me elaborate. “I’m actually on vacation. Few weeks off from the hospital.”

      “You doing anything fun?”

      “I don’t know. My friend brought me here today. It’s been nice.”

      “Despite the impromptu doctoring.”

      I laugh. “Maybe because of it, actually. I’m finding it difficult to transition out of work mode.”

      “Sounds like you need a beach day. Sun, sand, cerveza. No work. No computers. No patients.”

      “Yeah, a beach day.” The words sound strange on my tongue. “I probably have a bathing suit somewhere.”

      Gus raises his eyebrows. “Girl, you’re not a local if you’re not even sure you have a bathing suit.”

      “I know! I’m hopeless.” I try to make myself sound self-deprecating instead of pathetic.

      “Listen, you live in Ventura?”

      I nod.

      “Me too. On the Avenue. My neighbors are having a block party tonight. You should come. Bring your friend. Or your boyfriend.”

      “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      His face lights up with a hopeful smile and I can’t help smiling back. I can’t remember the last time I flirted with a guy. Med school? Maybe Nicole’s right and this mandatory vacation has come at just the right time.

      “Then you should definitely come. Grills get going around five, food’s ready by seven.”

      “What should I bring?” I ask, unable to believe the words as they come out of my mouth.

      He smiles again. I’m getting addicted. “You don’t have to bring anything. But a six-pack wouldn’t go to waste.”

      “Okay.”

      “Okay, Rosie. Hasta luego.”

      “Hasta luego.” I’m sure my face is burning, but he doesn’t seem to mind.

      He turns left when I turn right to find Nicole. I can’t help but glance over my shoulder halfway down the path to see if he’s looking back at me. He is. I think he throws me a wink.

      I smile the entire way back to the office.
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        * * *

      

      “I wish I could go, if only to make sure you actually show up,” Nicole says after I tell her about my encounter and Gus’s invitation. “I’ll just have to trust you.”

      “I don’t know what I was thinking.” We leave Pacifica Park and drive toward the beach to get lunch at a burger spot favored by the locals that’s called, fittingly, The Spot.

      “You were thinking, ‘I’m young, I’m single, I’m on vacation. Let me flirt with a cute guy.’ At least I hope that’s what you were thinking.”

      “He is much cuter than I remember from high school. Not that I remember him that well.”

      “Of course he is. No one peaks in high school. I was obsessed with crimping my hair, for God’s sake.”

      I glance over at Nicole’s SoCal-perfect long blonde hair and sigh. My hair is brown and straight. And I keep it in a ponytail twelve hours a day for work.

      “Maybe I should get a haircut?” I venture.

      “Yes!” Nicole says way too loudly. “And please, please, please, let’s buy you some clothes.”

      “I already said yes to the engagement party dress thing.”

      “Which we are going to have to do today, since the party is three weeks away!”

      “How are you going to throw a party for seventy-five people in three weeks again?” The party’s the weekend before I get to go back to work, back to my real life.

      These three weeks I’ll simply play at being someone else. Someone who spends time with my friends. Who goes shopping. Who accepts invitations from cute guys I barely know.

      “It’ll add drama to the event,” Nicole declares. “Let me text the girls right now. We should move our planning meeting up to Sunday, since you’re available.”

      I try to figure out what she’s talking about and then remember that I’m a bridesmaid, but not the only one. Her cousin Ophelia will be maid of honor; her business partner Lani and our college friend Kate make up the rest of her side of the wedding party. Kate and I have lost touch over the years, and I don’t know the other two at all.

      “Sure, I can do it,” I say over bites of hamburger. Why not? For once in my life, I’ve got nothing but time. I better fill it up before I spend too much of it thinking about how empty my life is without work. “We better get to the mall. I need a dress. And a swimsuit. Maybe some new jeans?”

      Nicole squeals and claps her hands together like I’ve just told her she’s won the lottery.

      “You won’t regret this,” she promises.

      I already do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

          GUS

        

      

    

    
      I’m not actually expecting Rosie Snyder to show up to the Avenue block party, but that doesn’t stop me from snapping my head up every time I hear new voices or a car roll up. I’m taking my turn on the grill, the smell of charring beef and chicken smoking everyone out of their homes and onto the blacktop on the corner that during the day serves as the parking lot for a thrift store. We hold these get-togethers every few weeks through our endless summer.

      “Hey, man, I’ve been looking for you.” My neighbor Johnny gives me a fist bump and a slap on the back. “My lemon tree is looking really good. Wanted to thank you again.”

      “Anytime.” I’d noticed his Eureka lemon looking sorry, so I recommended an organic fertilizer and more water. Even in wet years we worry about water in this county, but citrus are thirsty. Lemons are life—the extra water is worth it. I have two in my backyard, plus a tangerine and a blood orange. I’m thinking about adding an avocado. I don’t think my landlady will mind.

      “How’s work?” he asks.

      “Same old, but good.” Work at the garden usually has a soothing monotony to it, but today two unusual things happened. The first was Rosie Snyder. Thinking about her brings an involuntary smile to my face. The second thing makes my smile drop off again. Flora, the director of horticulture, announced her retirement. She’s been my mentor since I was a baby gardener and the news has me feeling a little lost.

      I don’t say any of that because the tri-tip looks done and I’ll be in trouble if I let it get tough. I go to grab a cutting board when a car door slams. I look up, as I have been all evening. This time, I’m rewarded by an eyeful of strange-but-familiar woman.

      Rosie’s hair is different—before it was pulled back in a ponytail, now it hangs loose around her shoulders, with a little wave in it. She’s changed out of her conservative slacks and blue blouse and into a gauzy dress that shows off her shoulders.

      The dress is fire engine red and she’s a siren.

      I can’t believe she came, and I can’t believe she came looking like that. I swallow hard. Maybe I’ve bitten off more than I can chew with this one. She’s adorable, and a doctor. She was out of my league in high school and she’s doubly so now.

      I glance down at my shirt to make sure there’s no offending meat juice or stray dirt stain.

      “Rosie! Hey!”

      “Hi there,” she says. She might look a little different from hours earlier, but her voice is as hesitant as I remember. She looks nervous, too, clutching a paper bag so tight her knuckles are a shade paler than her skin. The bag no doubt holds a six-pack. She strikes me as the type to follow directions really well. I clear that from my head before my thoughts veer too near the gutter.

      “Can I take that off your hands?” I motion to the bag and she thrusts it toward me gratefully.

      “I didn’t know what to get.”

      In fact there’s actually three six-packs, all pricey local brews.

      “Hope that’s okay.”

      I laugh. Either she’s trying too hard or she really doesn’t know how to do this.

      “It’s perfect,” I say. “I’ll just stick this in the cooler, get this meat off the grill, then I’ll introduce you to some people.”

      “Okay,” she says, still soft. I want to wrap her up in cotton to match the shyness radiating off her.

      I take an IPA for myself and ask her what she wants.

      “Um, whatever,” she says.

      “What do you like?” I ask. I don’t want her to take something she’ll have to pretend to like in order to not seem rude.

      She grimaces. “I’m sorry. I’m not much of a drinker.”

      “Okay, no problem. How about some lemonade?”

      “Lemonade. Sure.”

      I grab her a glass of Tina’s homemade stuff. She makes it for the kids, but I decide not to tell Rosie that. It’s quick work to take the meat off and let one of the other volunteers start slicing it up. I turn the chicken and tap Johnny to take over for me.

      “Okay, meat’s off the grill, so I am free.”

      “How’s your hand?”

      I hold up my bandaged palm. “A little tender, but I’ll be good as new soon. I was lucky to get it taken care of by an expert.”

      She smiles, but her pretty shoulders seem tense, and I itch with the need to put her at ease.

      “Here, meet my neighbors, Dave and Poppy,” I say, steering her away from the grill. “They just moved in a couple doors down from me.”

      Dave and Poppy exemplify the newcomers to the Avenue. It used to be mainly Spanish-speaking families crowded onto small lots between the freeway and the foothills that form the backdrop of Ventura. But with Ventura’s mild weather and easy access to the freeway and the beach, the Avenue has become a mecca for millennial couples looking to establish themselves in the frankly scary California housing market.

      Rosie waves at my neighbors shyly. “Dave works at Patagonia, and Poppy has her own business making…” I wrack my brain to remember what the curvy blonde does when she’s not taking care of their nine-month-old, who’s currently napping in a backpack on Dave’s back.

      “I’m a potter,” she finishes for me. “Plates, bowls, that sort of stuff.”

      “Wow,” Rosie says. “That’s so cool.”

      “Rosie’s a doctor at Ventura Hospital,” I say, aware of the thread of pride in my voice, as if I had something to do with it. I think it’s incredibly cool that a girl I went to Santa Paula High with is a doctor. I didn’t even finish my associate’s degree after four half-hearted semesters at the community college.

      Whatever, this isn’t a date, exactly, and I grew out of having to prove myself a long time ago.

      “That’s where I delivered Grayson,” Poppy says, smiling goofily at her sleeping kid. “We had a great experience in the delivery ward.”

      Rosie nods vaguely. “That’s great to hear. He’s so cute.”

      “Thanks. We like him,” Poppy says. “Hey, Gus, I wanted to ask you about the aloe you gave us. It’s looking kind of sad. Maybe it needs water?”

      “How often have you been watering it?” I ask.

      “Like, every other day?”

      “Okay, cool it with the water. It’s a succulent, you don’t need to drown it.”

      Poppy glances at Rosie. “See? Gus knows everything.”

      Rosie looks at me thoughtfully. “Really.”

      I shrug modestly, but I’m not above being stoked that they’re making me look good in front of this girl.

      Poppy and Rosie start talking about an upcoming art fair where Poppy’s going to sell her stuff. Dave and I head over to load up plates for the womenfolk.

      As we pile on the meat, roasted veggies, and salsa, Dave asks if I want to go surfing in the morning. The best swells are usually at dawn. I don’t surf as often as I did when I was a teenager, but I get out on my board at least once a month.

      “Unless…” he tilts his head toward Rosie, “you’re going to be otherwise occupied in the morning?”

      The question stops me short. I hadn’t envisioned a future with Rosie past dinner, which is about my normal MO. I am really good at living in the now. As far as I’m concerned, dinner with a pretty, smart girl, surrounded by friends and neighbors, is the ideal way to spend a Friday night. It hadn’t occurred to me to try to turn the evening into an overnight visit, so to speak. I have an aversion to long-term planning, which has always done the job of throwing cold water on my relationships with women who have more of an eye toward the future. I’m not sure what kind of woman Rosie is, but I doubt she came tonight intending to get laid.

      I blink. “I’ll take that as a maybe, then,” Dave laughs.

      “Yeah, maybe.” We bring our offerings back to the women and find seats at one of the temporarily erected picnic tables next to Johnny and his wife, Sophia. It turns out that Rosie and Sophia know each other—Sophia is a radiology tech at the hospital.

      “I heard they made you take a vacation or something?” Sophia says.

      Rosie groans. “Oh no, of course everyone knows.”

      Sophia laughs. “Hospital grapevine. You know how gossipy that place can be.”

      “Apparently they don’t like the fact that I never use my PTO. So yeah, they’re making me take three weeks.”

      “You have a three-week paid vacation?” Johnny says, raising his beer. “Fucking A, what are you going to do?”

      “You should go to Baja,” Sophia says. “Lay out on the beach, read all day. That’s what I would do with three weeks off.”

      “I’d go surfing every day,” Dave says.

      “I’d sleep for a week,” Poppy says, “but I don’t think this one would let me.” Grayson’s awake and currently in her lap, sucking on his fist and generally being cute. “What would you do with a three-week vacation, Gus?”

      On my last vacation I drove up to Portland, went to the International Rose Test Garden, stopped at a bunch of nurseries and parks on the way back, and came home with dozens of cuttings and seeds to play around with in my backyard. It had been pretty sweet, if a little lonely. No one I know would have thought coming home with a truck bed full of dirt and seeds would be a fun vacation. “Take a trip, I guess. I’ve never been to New York. Would love to see Prospect Park, Central Park, the Brooklyn Botanical Garden, stuff like that.”

      “Are plants all you can think about?” Johnny scoffs. “So, Rosie, what’s on tap for your three weeks of freedom?” Every head swivels toward the brunette and she bites her lip.

      “All your ideas sound nice,” she says, incredibly unconvincingly. “I don’t really know. I can’t go to Mexico, because I don’t have a passport. I don’t know how to surf. New York is such a big city, I’m not sure. I guess I’ll just stay home.”

      “Well, we have beaches here,” Poppy reminds her. “You could catch up on your reading. Like a staycation.”

      “A staycation?” Rosie looks confused.

      “Yeah, it’s when you do touristy things in your hometown, like go out to eat, go to museums, shows, stuff like that. All the fun of a vacation, but you get to sleep in your own bed,” Sophia explains.

      “I never do any of that. And I did just buy a new swimsuit.” Her eyes dart over to me. I remember our conversation from earlier and wonder if I had anything to do with her new purchase.

      “I could take you surfing,” I say. “You might like it.”

      She looks at me sharply. “You would do that?”

      “Sure. I have an extra board.” And a growing need to see Rosie in a bathing suit.

      “I guess that would be fun.”

      “It’s a date.” I can’t help my grin, and Rosie smiles back. Could this be going any better?

      “I have to pee,” Poppy announces. “Want to hold Grayson for a minute, Rosie?” Without waiting for an answer, she thrusts the baby toward Rosie, who accepts the bundle hesitantly. Poppy disappears and I watch, amused, as Rosie gingerly holds the baby, perching him on her lap.

      “You have any nieces or nephews?” I ask Rosie, though I think I know the answer.

      “Uh, no. My brother’s a little younger than me. He doesn’t have any kids. You?”

      “My sister’s older. She and her wife have a five-year-old.” I might not have more than a single nephew, but with cousins upon cousins spread out all over Ventura County, I’ve held my share of babies. Rosie’s acting as if an alien beamed down into her lap and she has no idea what to do with it.

      “He’s not going to start spitting poison,” I say.

      “I know that,” she says defensively. Grayson lets out a squawk and she flinches. I can’t help a chuckle.

      “I thought doctors were good with babies.”

      “Not this one,” she says a little desperately. Shit. I didn’t mean to tease.

      “Here, you want me to take him?” I nudge her thigh with mine, and she hesitates.

      “No, I—I’ve got him,” she says, as if she’s made up her mind to stick it out, no matter what. It strikes me that Rosie would be like that—determined to see things through. It must have taken her a ton of persistence to get from our small rural town to medical school. It’s not the path most people take where we’re from. Most people do what their parents did, get married, have kids young. My parents still live in the tiny tract house my sister and I grew up in. I let Grayson distract me from thinking about how long it’s been since I drove out to see them.

      “He looks happy.” I tickle the baby’s chin and am rewarded with a gummy smile.

      “Yeah?” Rosie glances down at the tiny bald person on her lap. “I guess he’s cool.”

      “Babies are a lot of work,” Dave says, the bags under his eyes proof. “But they’ve got their perks.”

      I always figured I’d have a kid or two. It would be rad to have a family someday, and a bigger house with more room for a proper garden of my own, maybe even space for a greenhouse. I could use extra small hands to separate seedlings and harvest agave pups. But to have kids, you have to have someone to have them with, and in the last couple of years my dating life has been more hookup, less settle down.

      I glance at Rosie. What would it feel like if she were mine, if the baby was ours? I expect my heart and my mind to team up and reject the idea outright, but rejection doesn’t come. Instead, a wave of longing as shocking as throwing myself in the frigid ocean at dawn sweeps over me.

      I’ve been floating along on my own for so long I thought perhaps settling down wasn’t in the cards. I watch Johnny and Sophia teasing and touching each other, married twenty-five years and still acting like teenagers. Dave and Poppy are about my age and yeah, they’re tired, stretched thin as they work and raise a baby. But they’re happy, and they have one cute kid.

      I want that.

      Am I grown enough now to make it happen? Or will I let this girl slide by me like all the rest?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

          ROSIE

        

      

    

    
      Poppy comes back and takes the baby off my hands, leaving me free to finish the really delicious barbecue. Gus introduces me to a few more of his neighbors and suddenly I realize night has fallen, the blacktop artificially lit by street lights and the headlights of passing cars. Today was warm as summer, but night has taken on a definite fall-tinged chill. I shiver as the party starts breaking up, people packing up leftovers in reusable plastic containers, the grill scraped down and stowed for next time.

      “You cold, Rosie?” Gus asks.

      I shiver again but it’s not from cold. I think it’s from the way he says my name. It’s always struck me as a little childish, but in his mouth it sounds somehow sophisticated. “A little.”

      “You want to go inside?”

      I’m about to say no, but he goes on. “My house is three down.”

      I’m curious to see where he lives, and nod.

      Gus grabs a fresh beer and a plate of leftovers and waves a general goodbye to the group. I already said bye to Dave, Poppy, and Grayson, Poppy pressing a flyer into my hand with an invitation to come to a beginners pottery class she’s teaching at the Avenue art center. While the idea of taking a pottery class is kind of laughably frivolous, it’s still nice to be asked. Nice sums up the entire evening. I managed to actually meet new people and not act like a total freak around Sophia, who’s only seen me in doctor-mode.

      Now my reward for socializing is getting to spend some time with Gus, alone.

      At first glance, his house looks like every other one on the block, a small square wood-frame house probably built in the forties, with a concrete slab driveway leading to a garage in the back. There are only the street lights and the porch light to see by, but when I look harder I can see that while the house might match the others, the yard does not. Most people have a few trees, some dried out lawn, and maybe a container or two of flowers. Gus’s front yard is dense with layers, covered with plants of every size and shape, from low to the ground to the towering palm tree that stands like a beacon as tall as the house. The colors all blend together in the night, but I bet by daylight it’s a stunning profusion of green dotted with blooms of every color.

      “Your garden is amazing,” I say.

      “Thanks. I try to keep the front neat, but the backyard’s kind of a mess. That’s where I play.”

      “With plants?”

      “Yeah, potting, hybridizing, getting seedlings going.”

      “You don’t get enough of that at work?”

      “Work is work. This is fun.”

      “Huh.” Work is work. That I understand. Fun? Not so much.

      Gus unlocks the front door, flicks on a warm yellow light. His place is small but tidy. He’s got plants inside, too, viney things spilling out of containers hanging near the windows, and little rows of cactus and succulents lined up on tables.

      “Want something to drink?” He passes through to the kitchen, and I follow. He sticks the leftovers inside the fridge, giving me a chance to see the profusion of photos on the front. Lots of pictures of an adorable little boy, growing up before my eyes in one picture after another, a few with an older couple smiling at the camera. I deduce they must be his parents, since the man is an older version of Gus, with a more conservative haircut.

      “Will you really take me surfing?”

      He shuts the fridge door, looks at me with eyebrows raised. “If you want me to.”

      “I never thought about it before.” It’s true. But suddenly I want to go surfing more than anything, and I want the sweet, plant-obsessed man in front of me to take me.

      I trust Gus, I realize, both with my safety in the water and enough to be alone with him. I may not know him well, but he has the endorsement of Sophie, he’s close to his family, he’s been nothing but kind to me. He’s something new but feels safe. Maybe it’s because I’ve actually known him for years that I ask, “When can we go?”

      “Don’t work again until Monday.” He shrugs. “Tomorrow too soon?”

      “I only have three weeks off,” I say, “so tomorrow is perfect.”

      “What happens in three weeks?”

      “Back to work. Back to a pumpkin, I guess.”

      “You’re not a pumpkin.” He steps forward, tilts his head as if trying to discern my genus. “You’re a rose.”

      I blush, dammit.

      He doesn’t let out a laugh, but it looks like he’s holding one back.

      “So tomorrow, surfing.” I clap my hands together like a dork. “What do I need?”

      “A suit, a towel. The water will be cold, but not too bad. Some people use a wetsuit. But maybe you should decide if you like it before you invest in one.”

      “Okay. What time?”

      “Earlier the better. Seven?”

      “Seven? Okay, might as well start my staycation right.”

      “So you’re doing it? Having a staycation?”

      “Yeah. I guess?”

      “That’s the spirit.”

      I bristle at his sarcasm. “Hey, this isn’t easy for me.”

      “You’re going to do great.” His voice has softened, and I don’t know that I like his vague pity much more than the sarcastic comments.

      “So, you ever done a staycation?” I ask.

      “Sounds like my life.” He grins, pops the top of his beer and raises the can up in the air for emphasis.

      “Can I ask you something, Gus?”

      “AMA.”

      Huh? “American Medical Association?”

      He does laugh then. “No. Ask me anything. Haven’t you ever been on Reddit?”

      “Oh.” I am seriously a dork. But he doesn’t seem put off by that, so I forge ahead. I’ve been thinking about a doctor at the hospital who went on a singles-only Caribbean cruise. She babbled for a week about the hot Australian guy she’d met on the boat and had spent the entire time with.

      “Sometimes people have, um, flings on vacation, right?”

      I’m a little gratified when Gus chokes on the sip of beer he’d just taken. He coughs and lets out a strangled, “I guess.”

      “Would you—” I stop, my cheeks flaming, completely unprepared to put into words what I want to ask him. “Are you⁠—”

      He sets the beer can on the kitchen counter and steps closer to me. “Are you asking me if I want to be your staycation fling?”

      I grimace and close my eyes in mortification. “Yes,” I grind out between my teeth. “But if that offends you, please forget I said anything and I’ll just go.” This time my words are stopped by something besides my own awkwardness. Gus’s lips have covered mine, and he kisses me, simple and steady, until I recover myself enough to soften my mouth under his. I kiss him back, meeting him halfway.

      He tastes of hops and kisses me with just the right amount of pressure—which is to say, not too much. He’s not plunging his tongue into my mouth or backing me up against a wall. He just calmly kisses me as if it’s the most normal thing we could be doing right then. But it’s not like he’s not interested. He’s calm, but focused, as if this is not only normal, but terribly, terribly important. And he’s really fucking good at it.

      My knees are watery and my lips feel plump and tingly when he finally draws away. I open my eyes halfway, still not sure if I’m about to leave in embarrassment or not.

      “Dr. Rosie Snyder, I’d be honored to be your staycation fling,” he says, a smile in his voice.

      “Really?” Somehow I didn’t expect it to be this easy. My body is on board, my arms almost of their own volition wrap around Gus’s shoulders, a clear invitation for him to kiss me again, which he does.

      This time it’s less calm, but no less focused. Tongues definitely get involved, and my body starts tightening in places that don’t get exercised by my treadmill runs.

      “The only question is how fast you want to move, Rosie. You’re in charge, here,” he says firmly when we pause.

      “That’s good. I like being in charge,” I say without thinking.

      “No kidding.” He’s smiling as if he thinks the fact I’m a control freak is attractive or something.

      I laugh. It feels so strange to be with someone I don’t know very well but feel so comfortable with. I don’t do this—joke around and make plans. I don’t go to barbecues. I don’t hold babies. I don’t surf. Suddenly, being so far outside my comfort zone makes me feel bold. What do I have to lose?

      “So if I wanted to stay over…” I trail off, testing the idea.

      “Yeah, sure,” he says, voice casual. His fingers trace the joints of my elbows, slide to my hands. He brings one of my wrists to his mouth and kisses my pulse, which kicks into overdrive. One corner of his mouth quirks up. “Except I don’t have a swimsuit that will fit you.”

      Oh yeah. If we’re really going to do the whole surfing lesson thing, and a beach day besides, I need to go home and get my suit and a bunch of other things. My fantasy of being whisked away to his bedroom dies a quick, if not entirely painless, death.

      I take a deep breath. Maybe it’s better to get some distance, anyway. I’m not acting like myself. I might regret my impulsive request in the morning, one way or the other. Better to regret not sleeping with him than the reverse, right?

      He reads my hesitation in my body language and lets me go. “No problem, Rosie. You still want to meet up tomorrow?”

      “Definitely. Seven?”

      “Seven. Hasta mañana,” he says, after telling me which stretch of beach to meet at.

      “Hasta mañana, Gus.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Seven


          

          ROSIE

        

      

    

    
      My alarm wakes me from a hazy dream. I was lost in a forest of lush green plants with leaves the size of small cars, but I wasn’t frightened. I was sure that if I just followed the path I’d get to where I was supposed to go.

      Still, I don’t feel all that rested as I don my new swimsuit—it’s red, just like the sundress Nicole made me buy yesterday. Red is my “power color,” she says, because it makes my brown eyes and hair “pop.” I told her to “shut up,” and bought them anyway.

      Since my wardrobe mainly consists of grays and blues, which coincidentally match the colors of the hospital, I also let her talk me into a few sundresses, two swimsuits, and an admittedly gorgeous emerald green dress for the engagement party. I’m relieved to have my party outfit picked out, because I won’t have to think about it a minute more.

      I throw on another sundress, grab sunscreen, a big sunhat, a towel, and other odds and ends that I might need, including a full change of clothes and my makeup bag. The thought hovers in the back of my mind that I might not make it home tonight. Other than tomorrow’s obligatory bridesmaids brunch I have no plans. For three freaking weeks.

      I’m not expecting Gus to spend the entire weekend with a girl he just met, but all the same, he didn’t seem put off by my offer of a no-strings fling, and in my experience, men will clear their schedules if they think the possibility of sex is on the table.

      There’s a thin marine layer this morning, keeping the coast cool and gray while inland they’re in for a dry, hot, late summer day. Gus is already waiting for me in the small parking lot next to the beach. It’s pretty full already with beaters of every description. My tidy silver hatchback slots easily next to his older white pickup truck. Two surfboards that look impossibly big hang over end of the truck’s bed. My mouth goes dry not at the size of the boards, but at the sight of Gus standing in the truck bed wearing nothing but knee-length board shorts.

      His lack of shirt leaves what seems like acres of golden brown skin exposed. His arms are distractingly curved with lean muscle. His flat stomach is marked by intriguing ridges that disappear into his swim trunks. But most prominently of all, his chest is defined by an enormous tattoo. It’s a tree, a lushly complicated snarl of branches and leaves. When he spots me and jumps down, I can see the tattoo covers his entire right side, from his right pectoral to his right scapula, even covering part of his shoulder and clavicle.

      I swallow, attempting to compose myself before I get out of the car. Why did I not notice how built he was yesterday? Maybe because he was wearing clothes, a voice in my head whispers snarkily. That alone gives me pause. My internal monologue is never snarky. Gus works with his hands all day; it makes sense that he’d be in good shape. Still, I didn’t expect him to be quite so…beautiful.

      My face feels hot when I finally get out of the car and he grins at me easily.

      “Hey, girl.”

      The “girl” slides off his tongue like a casual endearment. Like I’m his girl. I suppose I am, for three weeks anyway. Huh. I’ve never belonged to anyone before. I’m not sure if I like it or not.

      He gives me a quick hug, and I’m intensely regretting my decision not to stay at his place last night. Not because I’m consumed with lust—though I am—but because now the possibility that we might have sex later today puts an awkward veil over everything we do or say. There’s an unspoken expectation that things are going to go a certain way, and if I’d just gotten it over with last night, then today would be relaxed fun between two people who already know what each other looks like naked.

      Gus pulls the first board from the truck, as I track the ripple of muscles in his back as he moves. I groan silently.

      “What’s wrong? Second thoughts?” He looks at me, confused, when I stare helplessly at the board he’s offering me.

      I let out a nervous laugh. “Yeah, but not about this.”

      He cocks his head at me. I’m not making any sense. “Never mind.” It occurs to me that I’m taking a lot for granted. Just because I have no social life and am unexpectedly free for the next three weeks doesn’t mean he is. Just because I’m experiencing acute lust doesn’t mean he wants me back. He might have tons of plans—with other girls, even—that I won’t factor into.

      “You’re not going to want to overthink this, Rosie.” He could be talking about surfing or about the ridiculous situation I’ve gotten myself into.

      I take a deep breath of briny salt air. Fine. No overthinking. About anything.

      I grab hold of the board and lift it carefully. It takes me a minute to adjust to the length, but it’s surprisingly light for its size.

      He gets the other board and leads the way down to the beach. “These are longboards. Good for starting out,” he explains as we stake out a spot in the sand. I set the board down flat, put down my bag and kick off my sandals. The damp sand is cool between my toes. “The first thing we need to do is check out the surf.”

      I try to concentrate as he describes some types of waves and some safety tips for when we get in the water. There are probably a dozen surfers already out there. After I watch them for a few minutes I come to the conclusion that surfing seems to consist mostly of sitting on your board, bobbing up and down, and talking to your friends. I can probably do that.

      “Let’s try it on land.” He arranges his board next to mine. “The middle is the best place for your feet to be to balance. But first you have to paddle out, and then you’ll try to jump up on the board when a good wave is coming at you. So let’s practice paddling on the sand.”

      “Okay,” I say, already slightly confused.

      Gus points out the midpoint on his board, then in one smooth motion drops belly down, his legs together pointing to the rear of the board, his head at the midpoint. He makes practiced paddling motions with his arms, pantomiming the action. He should look silly, like a beached sea turtle, but of course he just looks cute, dammit. Then he puts his hands flat on the board, lifts his torso up and away and jumps up into a classic surfing pose, one foot in front of the other, arms graceful, eyes on the horizon.

      “Not much more to it than that,” he says. “Okay, you try.”

      I clumsily arrange myself on my board, trying to replicate his position.

      “Scoot back a little, there you go,” Gus instructs.

      “Why is it so rough?” I ask. There’s some sort of residue making the surface kind of lumpy underneath me.

      “That’s wax. Good for traction. Now, try paddling. Keep your legs together. Good.”

      We spend a while pretending to paddle and jumping up. It goes easier for me once I realize the initial motion is basically cobra pose.

      “That was really good.” Gus claps after I finally get the hang of the move and my feet land planted on the right spot on the board.

      My thighs are starting to burn, and my sundress sticks to me unpleasantly. “Okay, I think I got this.”

      “I knew you’d be good at following directions,” he says, grinning at me.

      He’s just trying to make me feel good, but it works. I smile. “You’re a good teacher.”

      “My sister’s wife wanted to try it a couple of years ago and I got her started. But if you’re serious about it, you should take real lessons.” I’m distracted from Gus’s words as he dusts sand off his arms and chest. I’m covered in sand, too, but it just makes me feel messy. Gus looks like he belongs here, sun-kissed, ripped, sand and all. I’m just a poser trying to surf to get a guy to like me. I’m an idiot.

      “Rosie. Overthinking.”

      I snap my gaze to his. Gus is smiling, as if he knows I’m trying to talk myself out of the fun I’m having.

      “Right.” If he’s half-naked and comfortable, maybe I need to more fully commit—both to the lesson at hand and to the low-level lust I’ve been experiencing all morning. Without warning, I strip off my dress and drop it to the sand, leaving me in my new red one-piece. I feel exposed, but maybe Nicole was right about the color, because I also feel powerful. “Now what?”

      I’m gratified when Gus seems to struggle to keep his gaze above my shoulders and doesn’t answer right away. He finally offers me a smile full of bravado, gestures to the ocean and says, “Let’s get wet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Eight
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      When Rosie playfully suggested a “staycation fling,” to be honest, I thought she’d never follow through. It sounded like an idea from some bullshit clickbait online listicle: “Top Ten Millennial Staycation Ideas.” Rosie doesn’t really strike me as the kind of girl who has flings.

      I haven’t known her that long, but I already know she’s way too much of a control freak to enjoy random hookups. Maybe that’s why when she’d put the idea of staying over last night out there, I’d found a way to give her an out. I’m not going to say I never put out on the first date before. But there’s something about this girl. Maybe it’s because I remember what she looked like as a shy, skinny fifteen-year-old in World History, but I didn’t want to be something she’d regret in the morning.

      She looked so cute in that soft red dress, with her eyes closed in embarrassment, I’d just had to kiss her. I wouldn’t call it a mistake, exactly, but ever since I had a taste, I’ve been wanting to pick up where we left off. When we’re kissing I actually feel more in command of the moment. She’s a doctor—she’s way smarter than me, way more accomplished. Then again, she’d kissed like it had been a while. That combo—scarily competent and adorably inexperienced—it does things to me. It’s like all she’s had time for since high school was learning how to be an amazing doctor and at everything else she’s a beginner. Including surfing.

      We spend more paddling time in the water than actually catching waves, but that’s normal. What’s not normal is how the sight of her in a sexy red swimsuit makes me wish my board shorts offered a bit more coverage. I knew she was pretty, but now the shape of her is imprinted on my mind, and she’s hot.

      She’s also a good sport, coming up from her first wipeout sputtering but laughing. And she’s athletic enough that she actually got on her feet to ride the best wave of the morning halfway to shore before bailing off, back and away from her board like I taught her.

      “Oh my God, I’m starving,” she gasps as we finally drag ourselves out of the water.

      “Nothing like salt water and fresh air to work up an appetite,” I say, hoping she doesn’t notice how thoroughly I’m checking her out as she wraps herself in a towel. Of course her towel is white and fluffy, while the threadbare beach towel I tuck around my waist is about as old as I am. I’m starving, too, and not only for breakfast. I wonder if she still wants to go through with everything a fling entails or if she’s regretting making the offer. I tell myself I can still be her friend, even if the rest of it is off the table. But damn, it’s going to be hard.

      “Breakfast?” she asks hopefully. “Then more beach time?”

      I pause. I definitely want to fuel up on huevos rancheros and coffee, but not for a lazy beach day. I want to be alone with her, not on a beach full of people.

      She frowns when I don’t answer right away. “Sorry, I should have asked if you had other plans. It’s okay if you don’t want⁠—”

      “No, it’s not that. I’m all yours,” I say, meaning it, at least for today. “I’m just wondering if…” Damn it, she had the balls to ask me yesterday, I should be able to bring it up again in the light of day. But I can’t quite ask this amazing girl if after breakfast she wants to come back to my place and mess around. She deserves better than that. “I was just thinking, after the beach, you want to have dinner with me?”

      “Dinner?”

      “A date,” I say, to be clear.

      “Is this not a date?” she asks, suddenly uncertain.

      Shit. I’m screwing this all up. “No, it is, I just thought…I’d like to have dinner with you.”

      “All right. Sounds good.” She smiles. “I was worried about monopolizing your weekend.”

      “Nope,” I say, trying to keep it casual. But I’m happy. I’ll take Rosie on a proper date, and then, if it feels right, and we’re on the same page, we can finish what we started last night.

      It’s not until we’re driving separately toward the cafe that I realize how weird it was for me to lock her in for dinner. Usually I would just let the day play out, see where we were when the time came. But with Rosie, I don’t want to float along, I want to make sure she’s available, because not getting to see her later isn’t an option.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Breakfast with Rosie is an experience and a half. I take her to my favorite place, which is packed on a Saturday morning. While we wait for a table she tells me about her friend Nicole, the bride-to-be who’s booked Pacifica Park for her last-minute engagement party.

      “We met at UCLA.” She pushes her damp hair behind her ears. Rosie has the slightly bedraggled look of someone who’s spent the morning in the ocean, but she’s glowing. I see more than one guy take a second look at her, and I edge closer. Nothing wrong with staking a claim. Rosie asked me to be her fling, after all, not these bozos.

      I’m thirty-one—holding her hand seems like something I would have done with a girlfriend ten years ago. But being with Rosie makes me feel like a kid on a first date. Maybe it’s the fact that we knew each other in high school, and I’m transported back to those days of white athletic socks pulled halfway up my calves, peach fuzz, and my ever-present Raiders hat. I remember alternately staring at the pretty, quiet girl in World History and the clock, waiting for the minutes to countdown to freedom. School was a prison for me, keeping me locked away from the outdoors, my natural environment.

      This girl, this beautiful, smart girl, went to UCLA and became a doctor. I struggled to graduate high school and didn’t even finish my associate’s degree. Does that matter to her? It doesn’t to me.

      “She adopted me,” Rosie says, still talking about Nicole. “I don’t make friends easily, and she took pity on me, brought me into her circle. We stayed friends, somehow, even though after we graduated she went to New York with Ricky—that’s her fiancé—and I stayed in LA for med school.”

      “Sounds like a good friend.” I catch the hostess’s eye and she leads us to a table on the patio. I relax, feeling the sea breeze and the perceptibly warmer sun. We ask for coffee and identical orders of huevos rancheros.

      “Nicole is amazing. She knows what she wants and she gets it. I’m a bit terrified about her wedding.”

      “Bridesmaid?”

      She nods. “I’ve never done it before. But I couldn’t say no.”

      “It’ll be fine,” I say, playing with a sugar packet. “You just have to get a dress, throw a few parties.”

      “A few? There’s more than the engagement party?”

      “You’ve got the shower, and the bachelorette. Sometimes more than one. My sister had two showers, one for friends, one for family, but then, we have a big family.”

      Rosie makes a face. “I’m so unprepared for this.”

      I laugh. “Don’t worry, you’re not the only one, right? I’m sure the other bridesmaids will help you out.”

      “We’re having a planning meeting tomorrow,” she says. “It’s probably going to be Nicole just telling us a lot of stuff we’re going to have to do.”

      “You’ve really never been in a wedding before? No sisters? Cousins?”

      Her expression tightens. “Actually, I don’t have much family at all. Just me and my brother, Jake. He’s a mechanic. Our parents are dead,” she says the last part in a rush, as if to get it over with.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.” I don’t quite know what to say besides that. My parents and I aren’t always on the same page, but I can’t imagine them not being there. Even if they weren’t, the family I’ve got in Ventura County alone would overflow this entire restaurant if we all tried to pack in at once. Our meals are delivered before I can fumble for something meaningless to say.

      “Thanks,” she says generically to me and the server. Neither of us knows how to break the awkwardness. We take bites of our meals at the same time, chew in silence.

      “These are really good,” she says, mouth still half-full. “Hey, how’s your hand? The salt water didn’t bother it?”

      “Nah,” I mumble, too busy enjoying my own meal to make a full reply. Between the surfing lessons and the self-control I’m exercising trying to keep my hands off her, I’m freaking starving, and haven’t thought about my punctured palm once.

      “I’ll check it again later and put on a fresh bandage.”

      Later. I like the sound of that, and I grin.

      “Hey, man, what’s up?” My friend Enrique greets me on his way to a table. I rise and give him a one-armed hug. He glances curiously at Rosie, so I introduce them quickly.

      “You been surfing, man?” he asks.

      “Yeah, we caught some waves.”

      His eyebrows shoot up as he looks over at Rosie. “You surf?”

      “Not really. Gus gave me my first lesson today.”

      “Nice. See you around, I hope.” He joins his crew at a nearby table and I turn back to Rosie.

      “Do you know everyone?” She smiles. “You’re like the mayor.”

      “Feels that way sometimes, but nah, I’ve just been around so long. I moved here after high school so I’m an old man now.”

      Maybe I sound more defensive than I mean to, because her voice is soft. “I think it’s nice.”

      “Why did you move back?” I ask, wanting to know everything.

      “It was kind of an accident. I spent most of my residency in Utah, and when this job came up a couple of years ago, I thought it would be good to be close to my brother, be back in California, and I got it. Nicole moved to Santa Barbara from New York around the same time, set up her design business. I guess we’re all grownups now, even if I don’t feel like one most of the time.”

      I smile at her, what she said echoing my very same thoughts. “Are you in my head right now? How did I get to be thirty-one? I still feel like I don’t know what I’m doing half the time. I thought we were supposed to have everything figured out by now.”

      She laughs, the sound as pretty as a wind chime. “Tell me about it. My problem is, I had to grow up early. I feel like I missed out on being a teenager sometimes.”

      “Well, as someone who still feels seventeen, let me tell you, it’s not as great as you might remember.”

      “Still, I never broke curfew, or got drunk at a party, or played hooky from school.”

      “I’m shocked.” Rosie is the least likely person to play hooky I ever met.

      She pushes my arm playfully at my sarcasm. I like it when she touches me. I’m definitely feeling seventeen again, or at least as horny as a teenager. I think about how far away dinner is, about how I wanted to take her a proper date. I think about how all she’s wearing under her little sundress is a damp swimsuit and I wonder what her skin would feel like under my palms. She’d taste like the sea—salty and sour. Suddenly, I’m craving something savory, specifically, her skin, her mouth. Her pussy. I imagine how she’d look spread open underneath me, and I get goose bumps.

      “So what’s next on your staycation agenda?” I ask, wrenching my mind from the gutter.

      She pushes away her empty plate—she ate faster than me, which is saying something—and sighs. “I don’t know. I’m so terrible at this. I feel like I’m playing hooky from work but they don’t even want me there.”

      “That’s not true. They want you there, but they want you to have a life, too.”

      “I guess.” She doesn’t look convinced.

      “Listen, you can do anything you want today. Anything. And you aren’t seventeen, thank God, which means you can do grownup things.”

      “Grownup things?” She looks at me through lowered eyelashes and I regret my choice of words.

      “Like, uh, drink and rent a car.” What else can I suggest that isn’t sex-related? “Eat dessert first.”

      She licks her lips. The blood in my head rushes south, making my brain even more useless. “Dessert sounds good.”

      “Dessert. Yeah. They have good beignets here.”

      “Gus.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I don’t want beignets.”

      “Okay. Waffles?”

      “I don’t want waffles or pancakes or cinnamon rolls or muffins.”

      “What do you want?”

      “You said I can do anything, right?”

      I nod.

      “I want to go back to your place. Specifically, your bedroom.”

      She doesn’t have to spell it out any more. I bolt from my chair, pulling my wallet out and dropping more than enough to cover the bill. There’s no way I’m waiting for change. “Let’s go.”
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