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Chapter One



The high-pitched wail of a phone alarm dragged attorney Sage Rosetti from her recurring nightmare—the one where she stood naked in the front of a packed courtroom as the judge ruled in favor of her client’s ex.


Over the alarm, Sage heard her assistant Brenda’s voice and realized that she had fallen asleep at her desk again.


“Trust me, Sage can sleep through almost anything. This is the third time this week she’s pulled an all-nighter,” Brenda said.


Sage didn’t think her team finding her asleep at her desk was a good look and tried opening her eyes, but apparently her body wasn’t taking orders from her brain.


“Doesn’t she have a partner or friends?” asked another woman, whose voice was almost as annoying as the alarm that had gone blessedly silent.


“No. All she does is work.”


Hey, she had friends… Family counted as friends, didn’t they? Sage managed to pry one eyelid open. Hovering by her desk were the blurred faces of Brenda and the junior lawyer who’d been assigned to Sage’s team yesterday afternoon.


“If that’s what it takes to make partner at this firm, I’d better start applying elsewhere. Work-life balance is a priority for me.”


Sage snorted at the idea of work-life balance—but she must have snorted in her head, because the two women kept talking as if she weren’t lying with her face on her keyboard, eyeballing them.


“Sage is a junior partner,” Brenda informed the newest member of their team. And given how the founding partners felt about her inability to toe the company line, she would remain so until the three octogenarians either retired or dropped dead.


“Really? I thought she’s one of the most sought-after divorce attorneys in Boston and makes the big bucks.”


“She is, and she does. It’s just that the founding partners are—”


Brenda’s intention to share their low opinion of the founding partners with a brand-new associate was the impetus Sage needed to lift her bowling-ball-heavy head off the desk. “What time is it?” she rasped, peeling the keyboard from her cheek.


“Time that you picked a new alarm for your phone. It’s been proven that the Radar alarm ringtone elevates people’s blood pressure and makes them grumpy,” Brenda said, handing Sage her cell phone with a pointed look.


Sage ignored her assistant’s insinuation that she was grumpy first thing in the morning. In her opinion, the morning didn’t officially begin until she’d consumed at least one grande Americano.


Bleary-eyed, she held the screen to her face. Nothing happened.


“You might want to fix your hair and your, uh, face. You were drooling,” Brenda added, a smile flirting with her lips.


Sage pushed to her feet, feeling every minute of the time she’d spent asleep at her desk. Her knees creaked as if she were eighty instead of thirty as she hobbled to the closet-size bathroom off her office. She might not be an equity partner, but that tiny sink, mirror, and toilet more than made up for the bonuses she missed out on.


Sage winced when she caught sight of herself in the mirror above the sink. No wonder her phone didn’t recognize her face. Her hair looked like she’d had a good time in bed with the partner she didn’t have and didn’t want, if her clients’ relationships were an example of the price you paid for love. Her smudged mascara made her look like a raccoon, and thanks to the drool, there was a streak of red lip stain dangling from the corner of her mouth to her chin. She couldn’t decide whether she looked like a rabid raccoon or the bride of Frankenstein.


As she finished up in the bathroom and washed her hands, she heard Brenda say, “Forbes, Poole, and Russell… Oh, hi, Ms. Rosetti. Carmen, of course. I’ll get Sage for you.”


Sage darted from the bathroom waving her hands and mouthing, I’m not here!


Carmen Rosetti was her grandmother. Ninety percent of the time, Sage adored her, but the other ten percent of the time, her grandmother got on her last nerve. Lately, it had been closer to twenty percent of the time.


Sage hadn’t visited her family on Sunshine Bay in months due to her heavy caseload, and there was no one who did guilt better than an Italian grandmother. Carmen knew every last one of Sage’s buttons to push, and she pushed them like a gleeful toddler.


“Sage, do you—” the junior lawyer began, her overloud voice nearly drowning out Brenda, who was in the middle of covering for Sage.


“I’m sorry, Carmen. She left the—” Her assistant sighed. “Yes, I did hear that. She just returned to the office for her phone. Here she is.”


Sorry, Brenda mouthed, handing the phone to Sage.


If the junior lawyer followed through with her plan to quit, Sage was requesting a low talker for her replacement. “You’ll have to make it quick, Nonna. I’m due in court in an hour.”


Three hours, actually, but she had to see how far she’d gotten on the briefs before she’d fallen asleep. They were due to opposing counsel this afternoon. She prayed she hadn’t hit the Delete button with her cheek.


“Work, work, work, that’s all you do. No time for your family. I’m not getting any younger, you know.”


Sage tucked the office phone between her ear and shoulder and walked to her desk. After placing her own cell phone beside the keyboard, she woke up her computer. “You’ll probably outlive us all. You’re in better shape than I am.”


Sadly, it was true, but it was also true that her grandmother at seventy-four wasn’t getting any younger.


Bringing up her calendar on the screen, Sage continued, “I’ll come this weekend. I can fit you in on Sunday from twelve to five.”


“What? You’re such a big shot now that we have to make an appointment to see you?”


Sage winced. “No, of course not. It’s just that my caseload is heavy right now, and if I don’t work on the weekend, I’ll get behind.”


Back in January, she’d represented a high-profile client whose divorce had received a lot of attention in the press, in part due to the exorbitant support payments Sage had demanded for her client, and subsequently received. The publicity from the case was the reason she’d been inundated with new clients… and made junior partner.


She glanced at her calendar, mentally moving things around. “How about I sleep over on Saturday? We can have a movie night with everyone at Zia Eva’s.” Her aunt Eva had a large oceanfront home and would happily host a family movie night. It would be nice to see everyone, Sage grudgingly admitted to herself, even if it required her to pull another all-nighter.


“Si, that’s good. We need to talk about your mother.”


Sage sighed. She was the Rosetti family’s official problem solver. “Okay. We’ll talk Saturday night. I have to go—”


“Come for a late lunch. We’ll have time to talk before the movie then. I’ll make gnocchi the way you like it.”


Sage’s stomach grumbled at the mention of food. She couldn’t remember when she last ate, and there was nothing she liked to eat more than her grandmother’s fried potato dumpling pasta with Gorgonzola cream sauce and fire-roasted tomatoes, which Carmen well knew. Her grandmother could offer master classes on the art of manipulation.


Sage could use a master class on the art of saying no, but she had been missing her family. At least she had been when she’d had a moment to think about anything besides work. She reminded herself that she loved her job, and she really did.


There was nothing more satisfying than ensuring that women were protected, financially as well as mentally, and sometimes physically, from the men who’d promised to love and cherish them but instead treated them so badly that they destroyed their confidence and stole their identity.


She’d been raised by three strong and loving single mothers who went out of their way to help other women. Sage had known from an early age that she wanted to do the same. Except she didn’t provide a shoulder to cry on or an ear to listen or free meals and babysitting services. She went after the men where it hurt most, their bank accounts.


“Okay. Ciao, Nonna. I’ll see you Sat—”


“Don’t hang up! I didn’t call to chat. I called to ask you about Alice Espinoza. She’s missing.”


Sage slowly lowered herself onto her chair. “What do you mean, she’s missing?”


“What do you mean, what do I mean? She’s missing. It says so on Facebook. No one has seen her since yesterday. You haven’t heard from her, have you? She didn’t come to the city to see you?”


As much as Sage’s mother, aunt, and grandmother had been her role models, Alice Espinoza was the reason she’d become a lawyer. Alice had begun mentoring her at sixteen, and Sage had spent the majority of her weekends and school holidays with Alice at her home and law offices on Ocean View Drive.


“I haven’t spoken to her since…” Sage racked her brain, trying to remember when they’d last talked. She was positive it had been within the past two months, but then it hit her. “… New Year’s Eve.” She briefly closed her eyes at the realization she hadn’t spoken to Alice in five months.


She’d called Sage around nine o’clock on New Year’s Eve. They’d laughed at their similar plans for the night, working at home while watching Anderson Cooper and Andy Cohen ring in the New Year. Then Alice had shared her surprising news. She was buying a lavender farm outside Sunshine Bay. She planned to relocate her law practice to the farm as well. Sage had promised to help her with the move, and Alice had texted her the date last month. Sage had meant to call her, but time had gotten away from her.


Sage grabbed her cell phone, opened it with her face, and went to Facebook. Her sister, Willow, had uploaded Facebook and Instagram onto Sage’s phone two years ago in a futile attempt to convince Sage that some people actually had lives apart from their jobs. The only reason Sage hadn’t deleted the apps was because her mother, aunt, and grandmother regularly posted videos on La Dolce Vita’s account to promote the family’s Italian restaurant. “Who posted about Alice?”


“Her assistant posted on the firm’s account, and your sister posted twenty minutes ago on Good Morning, Sunshine! Willow asked anyone who’s seen Alice recently to contact the police.” Sage’s sister hosted a morning talk show on Sunshine Bay’s local television station. Sage heard clicking, and then her grandmother said, “Sunshine Bay Police Department just posted that someone saw Alice riding her bike around sunset yesterday on Route 6A.”


Sage frowned. The route would take Alice to the farm, and Sage knew from Alice’s text last month that she had no plans to move in until the sale of her home on Ocean View Drive closed a few weeks from now. The farmhouse had needed a new roof and the plumbing and electrical systems updated.


Sage found the post and began scrolling through people’s responses to the sighting. Several mentioned seeing Alice in town earlier in the week, and then SBPD posted a photo.


At the sight of the iridescent purple bike lying in a ditch, Sage covered her mouth. “That’s Alice’s bike.”


She’d know it anywhere. Alice had been riding the same bike for as long as Sage had known her.


It took several shaky attempts before Sage got the bottom drawer of her desk unlocked. Once she did, she grabbed her purse, tossed her cell phone inside the oversize leather bag, and shot from the chair. It wasn’t until she was halfway out the door that she remembered she had to be in court.


Looking as panicked as Sage felt, Brenda waved her off. “Go. We’ve got this. We’ll ask for a postponement.”


“But the briefs. I—”


“I’ll call you if there’s a problem, but I’m sure they’re fine. Now go, and let us know if… when you find Alice,” Brenda corrected herself, biting her bottom lip as she glanced at one of the photos on Sage’s desk. It was of Alice and Sage on the day Sage had received her JD degree from Harvard.


“Are you sure? I haven’t had a chance to review anything with…” She couldn’t remember the junior lawyer’s name. Sage hadn’t been a part of the hiring process, even though she’d asked to be.


The one and only female senior partner at the firm, and the lawyer who’d hired Sage, had recently retired. She’d been an old friend of Alice’s. She would have made sure Sage had been involved in the hiring process. She’d always had her back.


“That’s why you have me. Now get out of here. Wait!” Brenda called.


Sage stopped and turned, sighing when Brenda motioned to the phone still clutched in Sage’s hand. She brought it to her ear. “Nonna, I’ll see you in a couple of hours. Call me with updates, okay?”


“Si, si, you drive carefully. Try not to worry. I’m sure Alice is fine,” her grandmother said before disconnecting.


Carmen didn’t sound like she believed that Alice was fine any more than Sage did.
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“I’m about a mile out,” Sage told her sister, who’d called with the latest update.


In the time it had taken Sage to get from downtown Boston to the outskirts of her hometown, SBPD had begun organizing a search party. They were doing a grid search from the farm to where Alice’s bike had been located. They had at least five miles to cover.


The police were working on the theory that a driver, blinded by the setting sun, had accidentally hit Alice, panicked, and left the scene. They surmised that Alice had been hurt and wandered away from the accident site, either in search of help or in a state of confusion.


“Sorry! I’m going to join another search team with my sister,” Willow called to someone.


“No, you go with them, Will. I want to talk to the police and the search coordinator. I’ll catch up with you.”


“Are you sure? You and Alice are so close. I don’t want you searching for her with a bunch of strangers. What if—”


“Don’t.” She cut off her sister before she could voice Sage’s own fears. “Alice probably went for a walk on one of the trails at the farm with her earbuds in, completely unaware of the fuss she’s caused. She’ll be mortified when she finds out.”


Instead of turning right toward the ocean, Sage headed left.


She had a general idea how to get to the farm. When she was younger, she’d accompany her mom to pick lavender every summer. Her mom was the crunchy granola type—low maintenance, into yoga, all-natural products, and reducing her carbon footprint. Sage wouldn’t have been surprised if her mom bought the farm, but she’d been shocked Alice had. “I’m going to the farm.”


“Sage, I don’t think that’s… Fine. We’ll meet you there,” her sister said, and began calling out the names of the Rosetti family and the Monroes, Willow’s newfound family.


It sounded like everyone had turned out, including Sage’s aunt Cami, who’d been estranged from the family for more than two decades. Last summer, they’d discovered she was Willow’s biological mother. It didn’t matter to Sage. Willow would always be her sister, even if she was technically her cousin.


The traffic was heavier than Sage expected as she got closer to the turnoff to the farm. Then she saw why. There were several police cars and emergency vehicles parked on the side of the road. She slowed her silver BMW and pulled off onto the gravel shoulder, noting a line of vehicles behind her doing the same.


Her stomach dropped when two German shepherds and their handlers walked over to the group of law enforcement officers. Somehow, seeing the search-and-rescue dogs hit harder than seeing the photo of Alice’s bike in the ditch. It made it more real. Alice really was missing.


With every intention of joining the search, Sage reached over the red leather seat for a pair of white sneakers. She kept them in her car on the off chance she’d have time to get in a walk on her lunch hour. They’d never been worn.


She slipped off her sensible heels and then opened the car door. A warm breeze carrying the sweet scent of lavender filled the car. The day promised to be hot for late May. It was ten thirty and already seventy-two degrees without a cloud in the bright-blue sky.


She took off the cream linen blazer with the black tuxedo side stripes that she wore over a black etched floral blouse and a black skirt, laying it on the passenger seat before slipping on her sneakers. As she got out of the car and shut the door, locking it with the app on her phone, a man caught her attention.


He had his back to her, talking to a group of first responders. They seemed to be paying close attention to whatever he was saying. She didn’t think he was law enforcement, though. He wore a white T-shirt, faded jeans, and a pair of scuffed brown leather motorcycle boots. This didn’t rule out that he worked at SBPD, but she knew most of the members of the small force and didn’t recall anyone with his longish, copper-streaked brown hair. Nor had there been anyone as tall or as muscularly built as this man the last time she’d been at the station to bail out her mother. Sage would have noticed him.


But he did have an air of confident authority about him, she thought as she crossed the road. The group started to disperse, and she hung back as he talked with one of the handlers, waiting to introduce herself. Then she saw him holding Alice’s favorite blue plaid flannel shirt. “Where the hell did you get that?”















Chapter Two



When the man turned his familiar cool-blue gaze on Sage, she staggered back two steps. He reached out to steady her, his warm hand and strong fingers closing around her forearm.


“Give us a minute,” Jake said to the dog’s handler.


The dark-haired woman nodded while giving Sage a sympathetic smile.


It was the sympathy in the woman’s expression that shook Sage from her shock. “I don’t need a minute,” she said, pulling her arm free.


Jake had always been bossy, as well as so ridiculously hot that being in the same room with him had left her tongue-tied and made her toes curl even though she’d pretty much despised the guy growing up. He’d been Sunshine Bay’s resident bad boy: cool, popular, and always in trouble. If it hadn’t been for Alice taking him under her wing when he was in tenth grade, he would have wound up in jail.


Her eyes narrowed on his too-handsome face. “What are you doing here?” As far as she knew, he didn’t live in Sunshine Bay and hadn’t visited in years.


It wasn’t as if she kept tabs on him. Alice sometimes shared updates on his life, whether Sage wanted to hear them or not. He’d enlisted in the military not long after high school. He was married and lived in San Diego. Every winter, Alice took off a week to visit him there. His family, the Walkers, lived in Sunshine Bay. But they were bad news and the reason Alice had taken Jake into her home all those years ago.


Sage crossed her arms when he simply looked at her with an eyebrow raised. “What are you doing with Alice’s jacket?” A hint of accusation had slid into her voice, unintentionally, of course.


He’d heard it too, she surmised when he gave his head a slight irritated shake and said, “You haven’t changed, have you?”


She didn’t cower under the weight of his intimidating stare. He’d have to do a lot better than that if he thought to unnerve her. She’d dealt with men far scarier than Jake Walker in the past five years. Men who were used to things going their way—men with the means to hire unsavory characters to do their dirty work otherwise—and not once had she backed down or given in to their threats.


One of the search coordinators began calling out instructions to the volunteers, waving them forward. They moved toward a trail leading up the hill and into the woods.


The dark-haired woman approached, offering them both an apologetic smile. “We’re going to head out.”


“Right.” Jake handed Alice’s jacket to the woman. “I’ll catch up with you,” he said, offering his thanks before returning his attention to Sage.


Sage’s grip tightened on her cell phone as she watched the woman hold the plaid flannel to the dogs’ noses. She focused on the sound of Jake’s voice, willing the weakness from her knees.


“I got in late last night and stayed at the inn. Alice and I had planned to meet up at the farmhouse this morning. She wanted me to get rid of a waterbed for her and to give her a hand organizing her office. When she didn’t show at the farm or answer her cell phone, I went to the house. She wasn’t there, so I called Kendra. Her assistant,” he added at Sage’s blank stare. “She couldn’t reach Alice either. We walked through the house and the farmhouse, but there was no sign of her, and no sign she’d been in either place all night.”


“What about Max?” Max was Alice’s beloved Maine coon cat. He was a beautiful black tabby measuring four feet long with a tail like a raccoon, and he hated Sage. Alice thought it was hilarious. According to her, Max loved everyone, especially Jake.


“Max was at the house. He hadn’t been fed.”


“You can’t go to the worst-case scenario just because of that, Jake. The police could be wrong.”


He nodded. “I don’t buy their theory that Alice was hit by a car, but she did take a fall, and she was hurt.”


“How do you know she wasn’t hit by a car?” Why was she being defensive? Alice not being hit by a car was the best-case scenario, and she’d just said the police could be wrong.


“Because I was the one who sent the photo of the bike to SBPD. The damage isn’t consistent with being struck by a car. It looked like she’d veered into oncoming traffic and lost control of the bike and ended up in the ditch. Tire marks indicated a car had swerved, braking hard to avoid her.”


She couldn’t bear the thought of Alice out there alone and hurt, which was probably why she asked, again with a defensive edge in her voice, “How can you be sure she’s hurt? Maybe—”


Jake cut her off with a frustrated sigh. They’d fallen back into their old patterns. She’d get defensive and snippy with him, and he’d get frustrated and annoyed with her.


“I had a chance to look around before anyone compromised the scene. Alice was… She’s hurt, okay. She had to have been lying there for at least a couple of hours. The grass was still flattened, and from the blood splatter… Anyway, it looked to me like she sustained a head injury. If I’m right, she didn’t regain consciousness until well after dark. It would explain why no one saw her on the road.”


“Or stopped to help her,” Sage murmured, turning her head. She sniffed, swiping a finger under her lashes to catch a wayward tear, grateful when Jake let the action pass without commenting on her inability to keep her emotions in check. “What about her cell phone?”


“I didn’t find it at the farm or the house, and it wasn’t at the scene.” He held up his own. “I’ve being calling her every fifteen minutes. SBPD put in a request with her provider to trace her phone, but it could take hours… if her cell’s even on.” He glanced at the trail. “I need to join the search party. Will you be okay on your own?”


She didn’t miss the way his gaze moved over her face, looking for any hint of weakness. She lifted her chin. “I’m fine,” she said, and went to walk past him.


His fingers closed around her bicep, gentle but firm. “You’re not joining the search.”


She peeled his hand from her arm. “Yes, I am, and there’s nothing you can say or do to stop me from looking for Alice, so get out of my way.”


He raked his fingers through his hair. “Look, I’m not trying to tell you what to do. It’s just… you’re not dressed for it.”


She might be wearing sneakers, but she couldn’t dispute the fact that her skirt and blouse weren’t suitable for searching the woods. “That’s not what you were going to say, is it?”


“Of course it is. Why…” He shook his head when she crossed her arms and stared him down. “Fine. You want the truth? I don’t want you there in case we find her. I don’t want your last memory of—”


She reached up, placing her hand over his mouth, desperate to stop him from stealing her hope. “Don’t say it. Please, don’t say it.”


His warm lips pressed what felt like a tender kiss to her palm, and her breath hitched in response. He lowered her hand from his mouth, the tension in his jaw suddenly relaxing as he looked past her. “Your family’s here. Stay with them, okay?”


She nodded, too stunned by her reaction to the feel of his lips on her skin to do anything else.


He handed her his phone. “Put in your number. I’ll text you updates when I have them.”


She did as he said, hesitating before handing it back to him. She searched his face as he’d searched hers only moments before. “Maybe you shouldn’t go either. It will be as hard on you as it would be on me if you, if they…” She still couldn’t bring herself to say the words.


“I was special forces, Sage. I—” Someone yelled out, and his gaze shot to the woods. He took off at a run. “Keep Sage away,” he ordered her family as he sprinted past them and up the hill, stopping when the two women and their dogs walked out of the woods, their expressions somber.


The dark-haired woman hugged Jake. He nodded at whatever she was saying to him. He took a moment before glancing back at Sage. He held her gaze and slowly shook his head and then disappeared into the trees.


She moved to run after him, but her sister and mother darted in front of her, each of them grabbing her by an arm. “Let me go! He shouldn’t be doing this on his own.”


“He doesn’t want you there, honey. He’s trying to protect you. Let him. Please,” her mother begged before she and Sage’s sister sandwiched her in a hug.


“We’re here for you,” Willow said, holding her tight. “You don’t have to go through this on your own.”


Sage’s grandmother and aunt joined in the group hug. Sage, her head on her mother’s shoulder, hadn’t needed to see Cami to know she was there. She’d felt her mother stiffen.


Taking a steadying breath, Sage wiped her eyes and moved out of her family’s comforting embrace. She didn’t have the bandwidth to play intermediary today. “Thank you. I’ll be okay. It’s just…” She swallowed, barely managing to get the words out. “It’s a shock.”


She had to shut away thoughts about Alice and the accident, her guilt over not being there for her friend, her sorrow over losing her. When she was alone, curled up on her bed at her condo, Sage would let her feelings out.


The last members of the search party walked out of the woods and down the hill. Jake wasn’t with them. She pressed her lips together to hold back a sob, unable to stop the tears from rolling down her cheeks.


Her mother slid an arm around Sage’s waist when two paramedics walked up the hill carrying a stretcher between them. They were followed by three police officers, one holding a roll of yellow tape in his hand.


The sight of the police tape took Sage’s breath away. The officers and the green of the trees merged as everything in front of her blurred and spun. She placed her hands on her knees and bent over, pushing her breath through her clenched teeth.


“You don’t need to be here for this. Let me take you home,” her mother said, rubbing Sage’s back. “I’ll make you a nice grilled eggplant caprese. You’ll feel better once you eat.”


The Rosettis’ love language was food.


Sage waited for everything to stop spinning before slowly straightening. She glanced at her phone, wondering if she should text Jake or leave him alone to process his grief. It seemed important that she stayed, for him and for Alice. “I can’t leave.”


As she stood vigil with her family by her side, a crowd gathered behind them.


A woman’s voice rose above the whispers. “Her poor family when they find out she died alone in the woods.”


Sage’s fingers tightened around her phone. Willow looked over her shoulder in an attempt, Sage imagined, to get the woman to stop talking. It didn’t work.


“I don’t think she had any family. I don’t think she ever married,” another woman said.


“Really? She must have had a partner at one time. She’s… she was in her early seventies, wasn’t she?”


“Yes, but she had a busy legal practice. It didn’t leave her much time for anything else.”


Carmen reached around Gia to tap Sage’s back, which Sage’s mother didn’t miss. “Really, Ma? You think this is the time to get on Sage’s case about how much she works?” Gia said in a heated whisper.


Obviously, the women behind them didn’t realize their conversation was giving Sage’s grandmother talking points as they continued. “That’s so sad. There’ll be hardly anyone at her funeral. We’ll have to go.”


As the women discussed what they’d wear to Alice’s funeral, Gia moved to the other side of Sage. The better to hear Cami and Willow’s conversation.


Sage looked at her grandmother, who’d lightly elbowed her in the ribs. “Don’t even.”


“I wasn’t going to mention how you’ll end up like Alice if you’re not careful.” She looked up as two officers started down the path from the woods. “But it won’t surprise me if the coroner discovers she dropped dead from overwork.”


“Nonna,” Sage muttered.


“God rest her soul.” Her grandmother made the sign of the cross. “She was a good woman even if she worked too hard and passed her work ethic on to you.”


Before Sage could say anything, not that it would do her any good, her grandmother raised her chin at Sage’s mother. “Do you see what I mean about your mother? She’s not herself.”


Sage glanced at Gia, who didn’t look happy about whatever her sister and her daughter were discussing, but other than that, Sage didn’t have a clue what her grandmother was talking about.


She whispered as much to Carmen, who threw up her hands. “Look at her face, her hair. Look what she’s wearing. Did you see her new car?”


“She got a new car?” Sage asked under her breath as she checked out what her mother had on. It wasn’t her usual casual boho chic, but she looked fantastic in a pink T-shirt and tight white capri jeans, paired with cute pink high-tops that might be a little young for a fifty-five-year-old woman, but who cared. Her mother was gorgeous and rocked whatever she wore.


Sage casually leaned forward to check out her mother’s face. Umm, okay, so her usually makeup-free mother had quite the smoky eye going on, but she totally rocked it, which Sage had planned to share with her grandmother until Gia stepped forward, turning her head in the direction Cami and Willow were waving. Sage got a better look at her mother’s long dark hair.


Sage turned to her grandmother and lowered her voice. “Are the purple streaks in Mom’s hair permanent or do they wash out?”


“I think they fade but she’ll just get them again. She says they’re cool.” Carmen rolled her eyes.


“It’s not something I’d do, but hey, it’s her hair.”


“Bah, she’s acting like a teenager. Look at her car.” Carmen pointed at a line of vehicles parked on the side of the road. At the front of them was a red muscle car.


“Uh, Nonna, you’re not pointing at the red car with the racing stripes, are you?”


Her grandmother got a smug look on her face. “Pazza, si?”


Sage and her sister only knew a few words in Italian—the menu at La Dolce Vita and swear words—but since Carmen had been insinuating that Sage’s mother was going crazy, Sage assumed that’s what pazza meant. “I wouldn’t call it a crazy choice. More like… an interesting one.”


As interesting as a forty-year-old man buying a candy-apple-red convertible. Clearly, her grandmother hadn’t been exaggerating, as she was prone to do. Something was definitely going on with Sage’s mother.


“Interesting, my culo. You’re here now. You talk to her.”


Movement on the hill caught Sage’s eye, and she looked toward the woods. She’d used the conversation with her grandmother to distract herself, but that would no longer work. Nothing would. “Not now, Nonna. I can’t talk to her now.”


Her grandmother followed her gaze. “Aw, bella.” She took Sage’s hand in hers and gave it a squeeze. “Sometimes life is unfair, but you have your family. Even if some of them are pazza. We’re here for you.”


Gia glanced from her mother to her daughter and then looked up the hill. “Oh, baby.” She wrapped an arm around Sage.


The rest of her family formed a tight-knit circle, trying to protect her from the sight of the men carrying Alice’s body from the woods. One of the men carrying her on the stretcher down the steep path was Jake.


It wasn’t his job. But it didn’t surprise Sage that he would take this last walk with Alice. He loved her as much as Sage did, maybe more. Alice was the only real family he had. The only one who’d cared enough to extend a helping hand. The two women gossiping about Alice didn’t have a clue who she really was, or all the good that she’d quietly done for the people in Sunshine Bay.


Later, Sage would wonder what she’d been thinking. But in that moment, she needed to be with someone who loved Alice as much as she did.


“I’m okay,” she assured her family, giving them each a hug before leaving them to watch her walk to where Jake helped the paramedics load the stretcher into the waiting ambulance.


She couldn’t look at the body bag that held the woman she’d loved. Instead, she focused on Jake. He turned as if sensing the weight of her stare, and his gaze met hers, her sorrow reflected in his light-blue eyes.


“Sorry for your loss, man,” one of the paramedics said to Jake, while another first responder patted his broad shoulder. Jake nodded. “Thanks. Thanks to everyone for coming out. We appreciate it,” he said, speaking for both him and Sage.


Those women didn’t think Alice had family, but she did. She had them.


Jake’s gaze roamed her face as he walked toward her and opened his arms. She walked into his waiting arms and buried her face in his chest, taking comfort in their shared grief, in the strong arms that he wrapped around her, and the soothing murmur of his deep voice.















Chapter Three



Gia watched Jake gather her daughter into his arms and pressed the tips of her fingers to her lips, holding back a sob. Her heart ached for Sage. Her powerful, self-reliant daughter who rarely showed her soft, vulnerable side had let her guard down to find comfort from a man who’d been her nemesis growing up.


Sage had shouted more angry words and shed more angry tears over Jake Walker than any boy or man Gia could remember. At the time, she’d suspected that her teenage daughter had a crush on him. She hadn’t shared her opinion with Sage. Gia had had enough experience with volatile teen emotions by then to know when to keep her opinions to herself.


She’d gotten through her daughters’ teen years by fostering strong, trusting relationships with her girls—listening and comforting instead of punishing. She’d also swallowed angry words, gritted her teeth to keep in hard truths, and spent many a sleepless night wondering if she was doing anything right. She’d survived her daughters’ teen years with the support and wisdom of her mother and her sister Eva. Wine, yoga, and prayer had helped too.


A heavy hand gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze. “How are you holding up?”


In reaction to that smooth, deep voice, butterflies danced in Gia’s stomach, and her face became embarrassingly warm. It happened every time she was in the same room with Flynn Monroe. He didn’t even have to touch her or speak to her. A simple look from across the room, and she reacted like a starry-eyed teenager in the throes of her first crush.


She glanced up, her eyes meeting his. The man was as breathtakingly beautiful as their daughter. She groaned inwardly. She had to stop thinking of Willow as their daughter. Gia might have raised Willow as her own, but Flynn and Cami were her biological parents. Cami was Gia’s younger sister, which meant the man was off limits.


Completely off limits, even in your dreams, she reminded herself while trying, and failing, to draw her gaze from his. After learning the other night that he was coming home for the summer to help out his father, she’d dreamed that Willow was her and Flynn’s daughter, instead of his and Cami’s.


“Gia?” he said, his brow furrowed.


Luckily for her, her deeply tanned olive skin ensured her now-burning cheeks would be barely noticeable. “Sorry.” She forced her gaze from his, nodding in her oldest daughter’s direction. “I’m worried about Sage. She was close to Alice.”


“Willow mentioned that when she called about the search. I was with a team near the beach when we got word they’d found Alice. I thought I’d check on all of you before heading to the hospital.”


It wasn’t fair that the man was as caring and thoughtful as he was gorgeous. “How is Amos? Willow said the surgery went well.” Flynn’s father had broken his hip in a fall earlier in the week.


“His surgery did go well. It’s keeping him in the hospital, that’s the problem. They want him to stay another two days, and he’s threatening to sue if they don’t release him.”


“Are you going to give in and bring him home?” It’s what she would do if it were her mother. Over the years, they’d discovered it was easier to give in to Carmen than to fight with her.


“No way. I’m going to enjoy the next couple of days without him.” He grinned. “I’ve shocked you, haven’t I?”


“No. I’m impressed. If Carmen ever breaks her hip, we’ll call you when she tries to sign herself out, which would probably be five minutes after surgery.”


“I think your mother might be a harder case than Amos.”


Gia could almost guarantee that her mother would be putty in Flynn Monroe’s hands. Carmen thought the man could do no wrong, which was high praise coming from a woman who had a low opinion of most men.


“You’re probably right,” Gia said. “Willow mentioned you were doing some work at Amos’s to get the house ready to bring him home?” It was embarrassing how Gia’s ears perked up at the mere mention of Flynn.


“She’s ruining my reputation as the coldhearted son leaving his father to languish in the hospital while he’s having a good time with the ladies in Sunshine Bay.”


Gia laughed. “Is that what he’s telling everyone at the hospital?”


“He is, and he’s obviously convincing because I’ve been pulled aside by his—”


“Hey, Dad,” Willow said, interrupting Flynn. “Thanks for coming.”


It still surprised Gia to hear Willow call Flynn Dad. He hadn’t pressured or cared what she’d called him. He’d been happy to play whatever role in her life Willow wanted him to. But it became apparent early on in their relationship that Flynn, who had two other daughters and a son, took his newly discovered responsibility to Willow seriously.


“No problem. I’m just sorry it didn’t have a happy outcome.”


Willow glanced in the direction of her sister, who’d stepped back from Jake, nodding at whatever he was saying to her. “Me too. Losing Alice, especially like this, will be really hard on Sage.”


“Losing someone you love is never easy,” Flynn said. He spoke from experience. He’d lost his wife five years ago.


Willow gave him a side hug. “I’m sure it’s not, but Sage knows we’re here for her, so hopefully that helps.”


“I’m sure it will,” Flynn said.


Gia hoped they were right. “I’m going to ask Sage to spend the night, honey. I thought we could have a family dinner at the restaurant, just us girls.”


Her daughter wrinkled her nose. “I wish I could come, but I have a meeting with Cami and Hugh about the movie.”


Gia’s sister had sold her memoir for a substantial advance last fall and had completed the manuscript in early April. Cami’s boyfriend Hugh, an Oscar-winning director, had optioned the movie rights.


“Surely they can move the meeting to a more convenient time given the circumstances.” Her tone was sharper than she’d intended. From her daughter’s sigh, she’d picked up on it.


While everyone else had forgiven Cami and welcomed her back into the family fold, Gia hadn’t been able to bring herself to forget the pain her sister had caused, especially to Willow and her. But her daughter was too young to remember. Willow was also kind and forgiving, never held a grudge, and found something good in everyone she met. Since those weren’t typical Rosetti traits, Gia figured Willow must have inherited them from her father, who at that moment was glancing from Gia to his daughter with a frown on his handsome face.


“Your mother is right, Will. I’m sure Hugh and Cami would understand. It’s a little early for promotional talks anyway, isn’t it?”


Gia appreciated Flynn coming to her defense. She wondered if it had anything to do with his personal feelings about the book. He’d obviously play a starring role in her sister’s memoir.


“It’s not about Cami appearing on Good Morning, Sunshine! to promote the book. It’s about me playing her in the movie.” Willow’s voice dropped to almost a whisper on the last five words, so Gia had to strain to hear them.


She wished she hadn’t. She couldn’t believe Cami would ask this of Willow or that Willow would agree without a word to her. Maybe she was overreacting, but Gia felt betrayed at the idea of the daughter she’d loved and raised since the day she was born portraying Cami, the mother who’d abandoned her. They hadn’t announced that Flynn and Cami were Willow’s biological parents, but word had gotten around Sunshine Bay, and it hadn’t been easy for Gia. The release of the book and movie would make it so much worse. “Why? Why didn’t you mention this to me?”


“Seriously? Do you even have to ask, Mom? It’s not like you hide your feelings about Cami. I knew how you’d—”


Gia cut her off. “This isn’t the time or the place.”


She didn’t need Willow talking about this with Cami standing only a few yards away. She didn’t relish her daughter airing their dirty laundry in front of Flynn either. Then again, Cami intended to put it out there for all the world to see, so it was only a matter of time. It wasn’t as if anyone asked how Gia felt about the unhappiest times of her life being shown on the big screen.


“You’re right, it’s not,” Willow agreed. “And I wish I could cancel but I can’t. Hugh has only a small window. I have to make a decision today, and he wants me to read for him.”


Gia bit back a snarky comment about how many people were doing their meetings via Zoom these days when a puffy-eyed Sage approached with Jake at her side.


Gia immediately forgot her anger and walked to Jake. She hugged him. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”


“Thanks, Ms. Rosetti.”


“Gia, please,” she said as she stepped back, reaching for Sage’s hand. She gave it a comforting squeeze before reluctantly releasing it.


Willow introduced Flynn to Jake, and father and daughter offered him their condolences. “I’m sorry for your loss, Sage,” Flynn added with a gentle smile.


“Thanks.” Sage returned his smile with a small one of her own. She’d given her sister’s father her stamp of approval when she’d met him last summer. It was a bigger deal than Carmen giving Flynn hers. These days, Sage’s opinion of most men was even lower than her grandmother’s.


“Why don’t you come to the restaurant? I’ll feed you. Both of you,” Gia said. “You should stay the night, honey. I don’t want you to be alone.”


“Thanks, Mom, but Jake and I are going to stay at the farm tonight and go through the boxes Alice…” Sage shook her head, looking away as she sniffed back tears. Her daughter hated showing her emotions. Though she hadn’t always been as closed off as she was now.


Gia thought it had something to do with her job. Sage had to listen without reacting when some of the women she represented recounted horrific stories of abuse. Her daughter didn’t only represent the wives of Boston’s rich and famous; she also did pro bono work for a women’s shelter.


Gia reached for Sage’s hand to comfort her, but Jake beat her to it. Wrapping an arm around her daughter’s shoulders, he drew her against his side. “We appreciate the offer, Gia, but knowing Alice, she left detailed instructions for us to follow in the event of her death.”


“Of course. I’ll bring you a lasagna…” She caught Sage and Jake’s shared glance and half smiles that seemed to be directed at her offer of a lasagna, so Gia added, “Pizza? Whatever you want.”


“We appreciate the offer, Mom. But I don’t think either of us feels like eating.”


At the hint of a smile on her daughter’s face, Gia said, “Oh, okay then.”


“Really, Mom?”


“Well, what was I supposed to think?” Gia glanced at Flynn, who’d tucked his hands in his jeans pockets and was grinning down at his sneakers.


“Not that,” Sage said, narrowing her eyes at Jake, who’d made a low sound of amusement in his throat.


Sage elbowed him, and he lifted a shoulder at her before saying, “Don’t worry about us, Gia. What your daughter and I really need is a good, stiff drink.”


“A bottle would be better,” Sage murmured.


“I’ve got you covered.” One of SBPD’s officers called his name, and Jake glanced over his shoulder. “Sorry. I need to get over there.”


“I’ll come with you.” Sage gave Gia and Willow each a quick hug before walking away with Jake.


“Call me if you need anything,” Gia called after her daughter, who raised her hand in acknowledgment. Gia’s shoulders slumped as she watched the couple walk away.


“I should get going too.” Willow hugged Gia and Flynn before turning away. She held up her phone. “Cami, we have to go.”


It was all Gia could do to hold back tears.


“Why don’t I walk you to your car?” Flynn offered, obviously picking up on how close Gia’s emotions were to the surface.


“Thanks.”


He reached for her hand. “It was easier when they were little and you could kiss their hurts better, wasn’t it?”


“So much easier,” she said, trying not to read too much into his holding her hand or how much she enjoyed the feel of his warm, strong fingers wrapped around hers. “I feel like I have no place in their lives anymore. They don’t need me, and as you just saw, they don’t want me around.” She made a face, glancing at him from under her lashes. “That sounded melodramatic, didn’t it? Just ignore me. According to my sister Eva and my mother, I’m having a midlife crisis.” She nodded at her car and let go of his hand. “This is me.”


“Sweet ride,” he said, trying and failing to hide a grin.


“If you tell me you dreamed of having a red Camaro when you were sixteen, I’m not talking to you ever again.” She was almost positive her recent car purchase was the reason her family thought she was going through a midlife crisis. Apparently, they forgot she was fifty-five and not forty.


“Lucky for me then that I didn’t dream of having a red Camaro at sixteen. I owned one.” He tilted his head to the side, holding her gaze. “Because I really like talking to you, Gia Rosetti.”


“Really?” She shook her head, flustered. “I mean, I’m glad you like talking to me. I like talking to you too. But did you really own a red Camaro?”


“I did.” He bent to look inside. “And if I’m not mistaken, this is my old car.” He gestured to an initial carved on the console and then straightened. “Who did you buy it from? They did a great job refurbishing it.”


“Ted Harris. He was our neighbor. He died recently. His wife hated to part with the car, but she needed the money.” She shrugged. “I thought she’d feel better knowing it was me who bought it, and she can see the car all the time. I park it in her garage.”


“So you’re not having a midlife crisis. You’re just a sweet woman who did a kind thing for a neighbor.”


She was pretty sure she was having a crisis of some sort, just not a midlife one. “I don’t know about that, but I really do like driving this car, even though I feel like I’m contributing to the climate crisis every time I do.”


He laughed, opening the car door for her. “From what Willow tells me, you more than make up for it.”


“I try,” she said as she slid behind the wheel. “Thanks for being there when I needed someone to talk to, Flynn.”


“Anytime. I—”


Cami, who was walking down the other side of the road with Willow, waved. “Flynn, do you have a minute?”


He nodded and then looked down at Gia. “It’s probably not my place to say this, but I’m going to say it anyway. You’re an incredible mother, and you’ve done an amazing job raising Willow and Sage. No one can take your place with your daughters, Gia.”


She grabbed her sunglasses off the console and shoved them on before he saw the tears in her eyes. She cleared the emotion from her throat. “That’s sweet of you to say, Flynn. Thank you.”


“I’m not being sweet. I’m telling you the truth. And trust me, Cami loves you and would never do anything to intentionally hurt you.”


“Yeah, well, we’ll have to agree to disagree.” When he opened his mouth as though to defend her baby sister, she said, “She’s written a book that’s as much about my life as it is hers. Yours too, Flynn. But did she ask how any of us felt about it? Of course not, because everything revolves around Cami and what’s best for her.” At her sister calling out for Flynn again, Gia raised an eyebrow and reached for the door. “Have a good visit with your dad.”


As she drove off, she caught a glimpse of Flynn, Cami, and Willow in the rearview mirror. The three of them were tall, blond, and head-turningly gorgeous. Anyone who saw them together would guess they were a family. Gia wondered how long it would take before they officially became one.


She felt bad for Cami’s boyfriend. Hugh was head over heels in love with her sister. Six months ago, Gia would have said Cami was head over heels in love with him too. But lately she’d sensed a distance growing between the couple. At least on her sister’s part.


Gia still hadn’t gotten over her mood when she arrived at La Dolce Vita half an hour before dinner service. She wore her usual uniform of a white shirt, black pencil skirt, and black heels, her long dark hair pulled up in a ponytail. She’d added a pair of locally made dangly earrings. They were purple and silver and made of jasper stone, which purportedly helped the wearer relax.


She joined Eva and their mother at the bar for a glass of wine before dinner service, a tradition spanning more than twenty-five years. The thought didn’t bring Gia comfort. It just made her feel old. She really was in a mood.


“So, you and Flynn?” her sister asked the moment Gia’s butt landed on the barstool.


“What do you mean, me and Flynn? I can’t talk to my daughter’s father without raising eyebrows?” She slid the fishbowl-size glass of red wine toward herself. She caught her mother and sister exchange a wide-eyed glance and raised her glass. “To Alice, may she rest in peace.”


They lifted their glasses, joining her in the toast.


“I thought the girls would come for dinner, but Sage is staying with Jake at the farmhouse, and Willow had plans with Cami and Hugh.” She narrowed her eyes at her mother and sister. “You two knew, didn’t you? You knew that Cami was going to ask Willow to appear in the movie, and you didn’t give me a heads-up?”


“You’re overreacting, Gia. Willow might not even get the part. Hugh won’t give her the role just because she’s Cami’s daughter.” Her sister winced. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t—”


“You shouldn’t what, Eva? Remind me that Willow isn’t my daughter, that she’s Cami’s, and all Cami has to do is snap her fingers to get her to come running. Don’t worry, I’ve seen that with my own eyes.”


“You’re acting pazza,” her mother snapped, raising a warning finger. “If you’re not careful, your jealousy will drive a wedge between you and your daughter.”


“My jealousy? That’s right. I forgot. Cami can do no wrong in your eyes, can she, Ma? It doesn’t matter that she’s got you and my daughter keeping secrets from me or that I barely get an hour a week with Willow because she’s too busy working on Cami’s book tour with her.” Gia took a long swallow of the full-bodied Cabernet before setting the glass on the bar and sliding off the barstool. “Won’t it be fun hearing our relationships dissected on the late-night talk-show circuit? I can’t wait to hear what everyone thinks about Cami’s poor, pathetic older sister whose husband left her for her gorgeous, glamorous baby sister.”






OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
OO

FOREVER





OEBPS/images/9781538768815.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

DEBBIE MASON

yiv

A NOVEL






OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
DEBBIE MASON

QL)

FOREVER
New York Boston





