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Praise for Robin Jones Gunn

“Robin’s tender heart and wisdom make every one of her books poignant and unforgettable.”

—Karen Kingsbury, New York Times bestselling author
of Like Dandelion Dust

“Gunn is adept at denuding light fiction of its usual tics and imbuing it with the hallmarks of literary fiction. The characters are multidimensional and ring true at nearly every turn.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Robin’s stories always make me feel as if I’ve actually visited another amazing part of the world. I loved hearing about Bryan Spencer in Canary Island Song. Reading his love story was like getting caught up with an old friend.”

—Tricia Goyer, author of Songbird Under a German Moon

“Robin Jones Gunn always delivers a chance to escape to a romantic place. Her fresh and witty characters are unforgettable.”

—Tracey Jane Jackson, author of the Civil War Brides Series 
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For mis niñas
Anne, who invited me to her Canary Island hideaway
where we sat together in the sun and wrote our hearts out.
Christiana, who signed us up for flamenco lessons.
Lydia, who taught the three of us to dance
“from the stomach up.”
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Don’t let your heart wander off.
Stay vigilant as long as you live.
Teach what you’ve seen and heard
to your children and grandchildren.
—Deuteronomy 4:9, MSG

The Spanish language is rich with sage sayings called refranes.
These adages reflect the insights of the one who speaks them
and are considered to be given either as a blessing
or as a warning to the listener.
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“Dime con quién andas y te diré quién eres.”
“Tell me with whom you walk, and I will tell you who you are.”

THE WEDDING COORDINATOR calmly placed her hand on Carolyn’s back and whispered, “Not yet. Wait for your song.”

Carolyn lowered her chin and listened. All the planning, all the stress, all the tiffs with her twin sister fell away. She drew in a grateful breath and listened. This was it. The long-awaited moment had arrived.

Self-consciously fingering the nape of her neck, Carolyn checked to make sure her coffee-colored hair still complied with the hairpins holding her French twist in place. All was as it should be. She was ready—more than ready—for this day and all the changes it would bring.

The airy-fairy harp music that had subdued the guests as they were being seated came to a resonating pause. From the balcony the first decisive notes of “Air” from Handel’s Water Music flitted about the cavernous space of the beautiful, landmark San Francisco church.

“Okay, this is it.” The wedding coordinator nudged Carolyn forward. “This is your song.”

Carolyn squared her bare shoulders. Inwardly she corrected the wedding coordinator. No, this is not my song. This is my sister’s song.

Leading with her left foot, Carolyn trekked down the white runner, keeping pace with the song Marilyn had insisted be used as the processional music. The seventy-five guests, who were gathered in the first twelve rows, turned their heads. Carolyn was aware of their gaze as she made her way forward in her tight-fitting satin dress.

Larry, the perspiring groom, stood by the altar with his hands firmly clasped and his quivering smile fixed in place. Carolyn gave her soon-to-be brother-in-law a confidence-boosting grin, and he responded with a nod of acknowledgment.

From the end of the second row, Carolyn’s twenty-three-year-old daughter, Tikki, leaned out into the aisle with her camera ready. She gave her mom a wink and snapped a picture. Carolyn smiled back and noticed that Tikki’s boyfriend wasn’t with her. Where’s Matthew? Why isn’t he here?

A familiar ache and longing came over Carolyn as she thought of Jeff. He should be here today too. But he was gone. The weighted memories of Jeff’s death threatened to take Carolyn into a deep, dark place. She refused to go there. Not today.

Casting aside all thoughts except the ones essential for the moment, Carolyn took the next few steps slowly and reverently. She found her masking tape mark on the burgundy carpet. She pivoted toward the congregation just in time to see Marilyn’s two teenage daughters making their way down the aisle in their bubble-gum pink bridesmaid’s dresses. Once again Carolyn was aware that her forty-five-year-old figure didn’t pull off the ensemble the way her nieces’ adolescent bodies did. But this was Marilyn’s day, and all the choices were hers, as they should be.

The Water Music faded. The organist took her cue and played the familiar bridal march as Marilyn came into view. Her sequined wedding gown caught the light and shimmered. Marilyn promenaded down the aisle, every inch the stunning bride she had worked so hard to be.

The congregation came to their feet and turned toward the bride. With a full-lipped smile, Marilyn came forward beaming. She placed her hand in Larry’s and proceeded to the altar.

As the vows were recited, Carolyn bit the inside of her cheek. She couldn’t stop thinking about Jeff. During the exchange of rings, she curled and uncurled her toes. When the soloist sang out from the balcony in clear soprano notes that pierced the air, Carolyn blinked back the tears and swallowed several times in quick succession. Larry and Marilyn kissed, and the organist played the recessional march, going after the keys and foot pedals with gusto as the newlyweds stepped forward into their life together.

Carolyn took the arm of her assigned groomsman and proceeded down the aisle with the broadest smile she could muster. Her heart was pounding fiercely, and her throat was tightening. She pushed against the intense feelings with well-disciplined determination and reminded herself that this was a celebration.

Marilyn and Larry had stepped to the side, where they posed for the photographer. Carolyn wanted to slip away to the hidden refuge of the restroom so she could give way to the tears that kept rising up in her with such a bittersweet persistence. But she wasn’t allowed the luxury. The photographer’s assistant directed Carolyn to take her place beside her sister, lean in close, and lift her bouquet up to her chin.

With a resolve that had grown in her spirit over the past seven years, Carolyn folded her private grief the way her mother used to fold her valued linen tablecloth. All the corners matched neatly. All the wrinkles were smoothed away. Then, in the same way that her mother would place the tablecloth into her bottom dresser drawer, Carolyn tucked her personal pain back inside where no one would see it. She smiled for the photos and whispered to her sister, “I’m so happy for you. You look radiant, Marilyn.”

Marilyn turned to her and lowered her chin. “How’s my eye makeup? Did I smear it?”

“No. You look good.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

“Would you mind clearing out things from the bridal room before you leave for the reception? And bring my purse, will you? We’re going to dash for the limo now before everyone comes out.”

“Sure.” Carolyn trotted down the hall in her not-so-comfortable shoes, ready to dutifully fulfill another errand for her twin. This was good. As long as she was busy, she felt balanced. Using a trash bag as a catchall, Carolyn cleared their belongings from the bridal room. She was just gathering up the last sweater and a pair of her niece’s flip-flops when Tikki appeared.

“I thought I’d find you here.” Slim, vivacious Tikki looked around the room. “Do you need help with anything?”

“No, I’m done. I just need to put this in my car and head for the reception. Remind me to take Marilyn’s purse in with me when we reach the restaurant.”

Tikki took the trash bag from her mom. “Just think, you won’t be cleaning up after the little princesses anymore.”

“Tikki, be kind. They’re your cousins.”

“I know. I’m just saying that, when Aunt Marilyn returns from her honeymoon, they’ll all move into Larry’s town house, and you’ll have your home to yourself finally after … how many years?”

“They moved in about six years ago.”

Tikki opened her hazel eyes wide in response to her mother’s reply. “Has it been that long?”

Carolyn noticed the way the thin February sunlight coming through the thick-paned window rested a moment on Tikki’s face, touching her eyes with flecks of amber. Years ago, on a golden beach far away, Carolyn had been told that her hazel eyes did the same thing—they captured the sunlight and “were sprinkled with gold dust.”

With a gathering boldness in her voice, Carolyn said, “We are Women of the Canaries. And Women of the Canaries stick together.”

Tikki laughed. “Now you sound like your mom or Aunt Frieda.”

“Well, it’s true. I was there for Marilyn when she needed me, and one day, if I ever need her assistance and support, she’ll be there for me.”

Tikki gave her mom a skeptical glance and flipped her long brown hair over her shoulder. She gripped the trash bag and linked her arm through Carolyn’s. “I wish your mom could have come today. I know it’s a long way from the Canary Islands, but it felt as if someone were missing without her here. When it was time for Aunt Marilyn to come down the aisle, it didn’t feel right seeing Aunt Frieda stand instead of Abuela Teresa.”

Carolyn was glad Tikki felt that way. She was also glad that Tikki still referred to her grandmother by her Spanish title of “Abuela Teresa,” complete with the proper accents. It had been more than three years since Abuela’s last visit to California. She had planned to come to the wedding up until a week ago, when a virus got the best of her and settled in her ears. Her trusted doctor in the Canary Islands advised her not to fly because her eardrums might burst.

“I wish she had been able to come too. I really miss her.” Carolyn tried to make a smooth transition to her next comment. “What about Matthew? I was looking forward to seeing him today too.”

Tikki pulled her arm out of her mother’s and put a significant amount of muscle into opening the door that led to the church parking lot. “He had to work. He tried to get off, but it turned into a mess. I told him I understood, but now I’m not feeling quite so understanding. I wish he were here.”

As they drove across the Golden Gate Bridge on their way to the reception in Sausalito, Carolyn found it difficult not to ask questions about Matthew. Tikki’s relationship with Matthew had seemed strong for so long. Carolyn adored the twenty-five-year-old self-starter and had thought, from their first date more than two years ago, that he was an ideal match for her only daughter. Tikki chatted about her job the whole way. Thoughts of Matthew and Jeff were neatly put aside. This was a good thing.

Carolyn turned into the parking lot of Sadie’s Garden Restaurant and walked toward the awning-covered front door. Tikki asked, “Has this been hard for you, Mom, watching your sister get married?”

“No, of course not. I’m happy for Marilyn. Why? Am I coming across differently?”

“No, you’re coming across as your normal gracious self. It’s just that she’s married now, and I know you’re a strong woman, like Aunt Frieda always says. But I wondered if it was hard on you, or if you’re eager to move on. Because it seems to me you’re in the perfect place to make a fresh start. With Marilyn and the girls out of your house, you can focus on your own life and future instead of theirs.”

Carolyn felt her defenses rise. She would be the first to admit she had spent the past few years conveniently hiding behind her twin sister’s slightly chaotic life. It was a large enough life to hide behind. But Carolyn could admit that truthful fault only to herself. She didn’t want to discuss it with Tikki or anyone else.

They were almost to the restaurant’s door when Tikki stopped and placed her hand on Carolyn’s arm. “Mom, I hope you’re not taking any of this the wrong way. All I’m saying is that it’s time for you to get a life. Your own life.”

Tikki opened the door and entered the restaurant, leaving Carolyn alone with the uncomfortable implications of her daughter’s brashly delivered insight. Keeping her expression fixed, Carolyn entered Sadie’s Garden and made her way to the reception being held in the expansive, covered, back patio area. The walk through the restaurant allowed her time to regain her composure after Tikki’s pointed comments. She knew her daughter’s motivation was born of kindness, even if her tact was a bit undeveloped.

The wedding reception was in full swing as the two of them entered the area reserved for their private party. Carolyn smiled when she saw the beautifully decorated patio. Everything had turned out even lovelier than she had imagined. Marilyn had left all the details of the reception to Carolyn, explaining to anyone who asked that parties weren’t her thing and that her sister had much better instincts when it came to decorating.

Carolyn had enjoyed the assignment. She had assembled a binder, complete with garden party pictures from magazines and oodles of printed-out ideas she had found online. The patio was garnished with enormous hanging baskets of white flowers. Cutout white lanterns hung from every pillar, sending out firefly twinkles as the sun set. Space heaters warmed the enclosed area on this cool February afternoon, and the cushioned chairs around the elegantly set tables invited guests to sit, relax, and enjoy.

“Wow! This is beautiful,” Tikki said. “You did this, didn’t you, Mom? You helped Aunt Marilyn pull this together.”

“I did. It was fun to work on. Marilyn wanted an enchanting ‘fireflies and fairy-tale’ reception. So what do you think? Did I capture it?”

“I think you captured it perfectly. You could do this for a living, Mom. You’re a natural.”

“Thanks.” All her earlier frustrations toward Tikki and her “get a life” comment dissolved.

Joining other guests in the buffet line, Carolyn and Tikki leisurely helped themselves to the assortment of appetizers artistically arranged on fluted seashell serving platters. Happy conversations started up as Marilyn flitted from table to table with her much more relaxed groom in tow.

Spotting Carolyn and Tikki, Marilyn made a beeline for them. Carolyn anticipated hearing her sister rave about the decorations and how everything had turned out. Instead, Marilyn said, “I’m having a lipstick crisis here. My lips are so dry they’re cracking. And I need a breath mint something terrible. Where’s my purse? You didn’t forget it, I hope.”

“No. It’s in the car. I’ll get it.”

“I’ll go, Mom.” Tikki gave Marilyn a smile before dashing off. “Don’t you think my mom did a great job with the decorations?”

“Of course she did a great job. She always does.” A tinge of adolescent envy clung to Marilyn’s words. Turning to Carolyn, her expression softened and she added, “It’s exactly what I wanted. Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Can you do one more favor for me?”

“Sure. What do you need?”

“When Tikki comes back, would you put my purse over by the cake table? We’re going to have our first dance and then cut the cake. They’re ready for us to cut the cake now, but I don’t want another picture taken until after I reapply my lipstick.”

Marilyn became the center of attention as she and Larry hit the dance floor. This was their debut performance after an eight-lesson crash course in ballroom dancing. The guests gathered around as the newlyweds swayed to their song, “Let It Be Me.” Carolyn knew that Larry wanted to go with the original version recorded by the Everly Brothers, but Marilyn’s preference prevailed. And here they were, dancing to David Hasselhoff crooning the lyrics.

The song concluded, and Marilyn led Larry by the hand to the cake table. Carolyn had everything ready—the purse, the lipstick, the breath mints. Tikki stood beside her, snapping pictures as the couple linked arms to sip their toast and politely offer each other their first bite of wedding cake.

The DJ turned up the volume, and the bass tones caused tiny ripples in the water in the crystal goblets around the table. Marilyn raised both arms in the air like an Olympic champion and pointed. Her gesture seemed to be a universally understood indication that the dance floor was now open for everyone to join in the fun.

Tikki was among the first to take Marilyn up on the invitation. Carolyn returned to her place at a table where she unstrapped the narrow band on her high heels and tucked her bare feet under the long white tablecloth. It felt good to wiggle her toes and stretch her arches. Her days of traipsing around in stylish but agonizing shoes had come to an end. Her duties for her sister were about to come to an end too. Carolyn drew in a deep breath.

Aunt Frieda came toward her carrying a piece of cake. Before taking her seat, she tilted her head at Carolyn and said, “I don’t know if anyone else has mentioned this to you, Carolina, but you should know that that shade of pink you’re wearing is not your best color.”

“I would agree, Aunt Frieda. It’s not my best color.”

“You look like you’re wearing undergarments.”

“I am wearing undergarments.”

“No, I mean the dress looks like an undergarment. If you didn’t have such nice legs, that outfit would be a complete disaster.”

“Thank you, Aunt Frieda. I’ll take that as a compliment.” Carolyn had a special place in her heart for her orange-haired aunt. Frieda insisted her stylist had done her a favor years ago by “coaxing out her inner redhead.” She refused to believe the shade was more on the orange side than the red side of the color spectrum. She also refused to believe that the quips that came out of her mouth were often more on the offensive side than the helpful side. Aunt Frieda was always herself and Carolyn liked her. Very much.

“Aunt Frieda, I’m surprised you’re not out there dancing your little heart out with Tikki and Marilyn’s girls.”

“I’m waiting for them to play the real music. Then I will show you what real dancing looks like.” Frieda lifted her arms over her head and snapped her fingers as if she were clacking a pair of castanets.

“I don’t think Marilyn requested that the DJ play any flamenco music.”

“No? Such a pity. You know, if it were not for the obvious fact that the two of you are identical twins, I would think Marilyn was your sister from another mister. You have the heart of a Woman of the Canaries, but Marilyn …” Frieda gave her wrist a dismissive flip in the air.

“She’s not been there yet. She didn’t have the same advantage I did.”

“That was her choice. You know she could have gone with you and your mother the summer you were eighteen, but she refused. Refused! What teenage daughter would refuse the gift of such a trip? There is nothing of the Canaries in her spirit. But you! You are the favorite. You always have been.”

Carolyn never enjoyed being compared with Marilyn, even if she was the one coming out ahead. Even so, she offered a faint smile of appreciation for the compliment.

“Now, dígame, tell me,” Frieda said. “What do you have to say of your romantic interests?” She leaned back, poised to receive all the pertinent details, her eyes fixed. She reminded Carolyn of a cat sitting in front of a fishbowl, swishing its tail, waiting for just the right moment to make its move.
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“A palabras necias, oídos sordos.”
“Take no notice of the stupid things people say.”

I’M AFRAID I have nothing to report in that area.” Carolyn noted that it had taken her aunt longer than usual to bring up the question of Carolyn’s love life. She had her sister to thank for that, since Marilyn had been the focus of Aunt Frieda’s love life questions for the past six months. Now the spotlight was back on Carolyn.

Aunt Frieda lifted her right hand and pointed at Carolyn, with her large amethyst ring dominating her index finger. “Perro que no camina, no encuentra hueso.”

As a child Carolyn had picked up bits of Spanish here and there from her mother’s side of the family, who had come to the United States from the Canary Islands in the late 1950s. Three of Carolyn’s aunts had returned to the Canary Islands and had convinced her mother to join them almost fifteen years ago, when Carolyn’s father passed away. Since then, Aunt Frieda was the only Spanish-speaking relative who lived nearby. She took seriously her responsibility of keeping touches of their shared heritage alive, and Carolyn appreciated her efforts. But she didn’t remember enough Spanish to translate her aunt’s quote.

“You know what that means, don’t you?” Frieda asked.

“No, I don’t.”

“Of course you do. It means, ‘The dog that doesn’t walk doesn’t find a bone.’ And you know who the dog is, don’t you?”

“I suppose that would be me.”

“Exactly. If you don’t get out there and look, Carolyn, you’re not going to find anything. Nada. How can you stay warm in your bed at night with nada? Look at your sister. Look how happy she is. That could be you. But not unless you start to look.”

Carolyn was having a hard time keeping a straight face. Her aunt appeared so serious and intent, just like Tikki had with her admonition about getting a life. With Tikki, the advice stung. With Aunt Frieda, the presentation humored Carolyn.

“You aren’t listening to me, are you? Of all people, you should know that each of us must do what we must do.” Frieda pointed to her nose and tapped it as her object lesson for this conversation.

Carolyn should have known this oft-repeated topic would be Frieda’s next line of attack. Frieda was born with an unusually large nose. When Carolyn was eleven, she and Marilyn came up with a brilliant idea. They took a close-up, side view photo of their aunt and sent it to the Guinness Book of World Records. A month later an official reply letter arrived requesting measurements, and the twins were disciplined with the worst restriction of their lives.

The extended family had rallied to Frieda’s side now that the elephant in the room had been spoken out into the open. They all pitched in to start a reconstructive surgery fund, and within nine months the necessary amount was raised. Frieda emerged from the week of bandages and ice packs with the long, slender, Meryl Streep nose she had ordered. In the end, all the relatives gave Carolyn and Marilyn credit for the transformation, and Aunt Frieda insisted that her new nose resulted in her acquisition of a fine husband when she was forty-one.

Carolyn knew the moral of this object lesson and braced herself for Frieda’s pronouncement.

“Make opportunities for yourself. That’s all I’m saying. You need to help God work out his divine plan for you in this world.”

Carolyn quickly retorted, “I don’t think God needs any assistance from me. He seems to do whatever he wants.”

Frieda tilted her head, examining Carolyn’s expression. “Your mother and me, we worry about your heart sometimes, Carolyn. You have always had a heart of pure gold, un corazón de oro, just like your mother. But then you say something, and I see in your face such sadness. I taste the vinegar in your words. You cannot live like this. You must move on, mi niña. If your mother were here, she would be saying these same words to you. You need her. Call her. Tell her everything we talked about. She knows the sorrow you still sleep with.”

Part of Carolyn wanted to protest and part of her wanted to cry. But before she could do either, Tikki bounded up to the table, her skin glistening from dancing. She reached for a glass of water and took a long drink. A lightness returned, and Carolyn silently thanked Tikki for showing up at just the right moment. Scrunching her feet back into her shoes under the table, Carolyn saw this interruption as a good opportunity to make an exit.

But Frieda leaned back and clapped her hands in a private jubilation. “I have it! Yes! ¡Perfecto!” She laced her ring-laden fingers as if congratulating herself. “You must go see her. The two of you. Carolyn, it will be just like the summer you were eighteen.”

Tikki looked at Frieda and back at her mom. “What are you two talking about?”

Frieda grabbed Tikki by the arm. “We are talking about your opportunity to reconnect with su sangre, your blood.”

Tikki pulled back her arm and cast a wary glance at both women. “Seriously, Mom, what are you two talking about?”

“I think Aunt Frieda is suggesting that you and I go to the Canary Islands to see my mother.”

“Sí! Abuela Teresa and all the rest of your relatives. Carolyn, you have not been there since you were eighteen! Cuando toca, toca. You know what that means, don’t you?”

“I have no idea,” Tikki said.

“Of course you have no idea. You have not kept up with what little Spanish you did hear as a child.” Frieda shot a disagreeable glance at Carolyn, presumably for her mothering skills, and translated the quote. “It means, ‘When it’s your time, it’s your time.’ And now is your time. For both of you. You must go.”

Tikki didn’t protest.

Frieda looked pleased. With a sly grin, she leaned closer to Tikki. “And who knows, Teresa Katharine, maybe it will be your turn to fall in love the way your mother did.”

Tikki’s eyes opened wide. “The way my mother fell in love? Is that true?”

Carolyn felt her face and neck redden. She knew she would have to be nimble with her responses, or Aunt Frieda would embellish the little she did know of that summer when Carolyn was eighteen.

Tikki pulled out a chair and leaned forward. “Did you fall in love, Mom? How come I’ve never heard this story?”

“Because there’s nothing to tell,” Carolyn said quickly.

“Nothing to tell?” Frieda made an unattractive scoffing sound. “Your mother fell in love with a ruffian.”

“It wasn’t love,” Carolyn heard herself say.

“Oh, it was love,” Frieda countered, piercing the remainder of her cake with her fork as if it were an arrow sent from Cupid’s bow. “It was teenage love. The worst kind.”

Now Tikki was fully engaged. “So, where is he now?”

“I have no idea.” Carolyn bent down and adjusted her shoes, ready to make her escape from this table and this topic.

“What’s his name? We can look him up on the Internet. Maybe he has a social media page. This could be fun, Mom. You obviously really liked him. It’s all over your face.”

Carolyn felt trapped. She looked down at her fingers and folded her napkin, matching the corners just right, pressing the sides so the lines would stay neatly in place.

“I am surprised at you, Carolyn. Why is it you have never told your daughter about Bryan Spencer?”

Carolyn couldn’t believe Frieda remembered his name. But then, Frieda was gifted in such matters.

Frieda jumped in again. “This young man was a wild one. Those broad shoulders and that hair! Crazy beach hair, kissed by the Canary sun. He was so good looking. His stepmother lived next door to my mother, and Bryan used every excuse he could think of to come over to our house, didn’t he, Carolyn?”

In an effort to give Tikki enough to satisfy her piqued curiosity and at the same time keep Aunt Frieda from providing any more details, Carolyn took command of the untold tale. “Bryan and I were about the same age. We were two American teens who ended up spending the summer with our families in Las Palmas. That’s it. The beginning and the end with nothing worthy of spinning into a fairy tale.”

“That’s not what you said the day you rode the camels,” Frieda argued. “You were smitten. All of us saw it on both of your faces when you returned with Tío Jorge. We accused him of not doing his job chaperoning the two of you. He said you were holding hands. And kissing! He saw you kissing under the canopy of bougainvillea.”

Tikki’s mouth opened in amazement. “I can’t believe I never heard any of this before. I especially can’t believe you rode a camel. I didn’t know they had camels on the Canary Islands.”

Frieda held out her hands to Carolyn, palms up in a position of supplication. “Do you see this? This is why you need to take your daughter to the Canaries. She knows nothing of the islands.”

“Yes, I do,” Tikki protested. “I know that Christopher Columbus set out from Las Palmas in 1492 when he sailed the ocean blue.”

“Everyone knows that. But do you know where the Canary Islands are located?”

“Of course I do. They’re off the coast of West Africa. See? I know where my blood is from—mi sangre.”

“Well, then, you must go. You will love the beaches. And the food! Such delicious fresh fish! And at night, you will see so many stars you won’t be able to count them all.”

“Sounds incredible.”

Aunt Frieda clapped her hands to mark another epiphany that seemed to have rushed over her. “I have it! We’ll all go! I’ll go with you! This summer. A return visit. Oh, your mother will be so happy to see us. And when we go, you can take Tikki to the sand dunes at Maspalomas. Then one day she can tell her daughter that she rode a camel just like you did.”

As Frieda had been talking, Carolyn picked up her plate, ready to slip away from the table and the conversation. “The only return visit I’m making at the moment is to the buffet. Does anyone want anything?”

“You can’t leave the table now,” Frieda said. “We have plans to make.”

“I’m not ready to make plans. I need time to think about all this,” Carolyn said firmly. “It’s a big decision. A big trip. I’ll give it some thought and talk it over with Tikki. We’ll get back to you.”

“I would love to go sometime,” Tikki said. “But this summer is probably too soon for me. I don’t have a lot of vacation time saved up yet at work.”

Frieda looked undaunted. “It will work out. You’ll see. We must have faith and stick together. We are the Women of the Canaries. The two of you need to be reminded of what that means.”

Tikki stood and gave Aunt Frieda a quick hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Yo te amo, mi tía.”

Looking pleasantly surprised at Tikki’s use of Spanish to express her “I love you” words, Frieda replied, “Yo te amo a tí, también, mi niña.”

Tikki scooted off with Carolyn and linked her arm in her mother’s. “So? Did you notice how I shifted the attention from your summer love to the fascinating camels?”

“Thank you.”

“Anytime. I’ve got your back, Mom.” With a playful grin Tikki added, “But that doesn’t get you off the hook with me. I still want to hear all about bad boy Bryan.”

Carolyn felt her face flush once again. From the moment Aunt Frieda brought up Bryan’s name, the memories had come at her fast and vibrant. She remembered the camel ride as well as the sun-drenched afternoons on the beach at Las Canteras, the shimmering sea and the first time Bryan held her hand. For a glimmer of a second, Carolyn could see it all: the star-filled sky overhead, the rough side of the overturned green fishing boat, and Bryan waiting for her …

“We’ll see,” Carolyn said cautiously. “Some stories are better off left buried in the past.”

Tikki unlinked their arms. “I can’t believe you just said that. You’re the one who taught me to get things out in the open and use the past as the springboard to my future.”

Carolyn wasn’t sure what to say. Tikki was right. Those exact words had been given to Carolyn by a counselor soon after Jeff’s death. She used the phrase as a tool to help sixteen-year-old Tikki come to terms with the sudden and tragic loss of her father. But this … this was different. This was her past. Her long-buried memory. This story wouldn’t be a springboard into the future for Carolyn or for anyone else. Especially not for Tikki.

Tikki said, “You’re not going to tell me about bad boy Bryan, are you?”

Carolyn pressed her lips together and offered only a slight smile.

“I’ll pry it out of you later. For now, I think you and I have some dancing to do. Come on, join me out on the dance floor.”

“No, Tikki, really, I can’t.”

“Of course you can. You just need to let down your guard and take a few risks.”

“It’s not that. It’s these shoes. I’ve rubbed a blister, and my toe is killing me.”

Tikki didn’t press any further. She gave her mom a grin. “One of these days you’ll dance with me for real. I’m confident that if you can ride a camel, you can dance with me.”

Carolyn smiled back. The relationship she had with Tikki was so similar to the closeness she had experienced with her mother during her teens and twenties. She missed not having that face-to-face closeness with her mother now. Marilyn, who never had connected with their mother at a deeply tender level, had spent most of her adult life expressing her bitterness over that lack and had used it as the primary reason she wasn’t as close with her two daughters as Carolyn was with Tikki.

“One of these days I’ll dance with you,” Carolyn promised.

“I’ll hold you to that.”

Tikki returned to where the action was while Carolyn returned to where she hoped the asparagus was. Unfortunately, the asparagus was gone. So were the mushrooms. Carolyn settled for some leftover pita chips and hummus.

A tall man in a dark gray suit came over and stood next to Carolyn, also examining the picked-over offerings. “I was hoping they had some of those mushroom caps left,” he said. “They were exceptional.”

“Yes, and the asparagus was good too.” Carolyn looked at the middle-aged man and was struck by his athleticism.

“You don’t remember me, do you?”

Carolyn’s expression must have made it clear that she didn’t because he connected the dots for her. “I’m Larry’s neighbor, Ellis.”

“Oh, right. You helped us when Marilyn moved in some of her things last week. You look different. All dressed up. I mean, in a suit instead of in running shorts.” She made herself stop before any even more awkward thoughts popped out of her mouth.

Ellis smiled. “You look nice. That’s a stunning color on you.”

Carolyn tried not to laugh at his word choice of “stunning.” It was quite an improvement over Aunt Frieda’s earlier comments on the dress. “Thank you.”

“I should clarify that I’m actually Larry’s former neighbor. I moved out this week.”

“Oh, that’s too bad.” She didn’t know why she said that.

“Actually, a place opened up closer to work, and it seemed like the right time to make the move.”

“I see. Well, that’s good then.”

“Yes.”

The awkwardness was growing worse. She was never good at small talk. Carolyn knew she could walk away. She could excuse herself and return to the comfort of the family table. But something in her told her to stay and prove to her aunt as well as to her daughter that she wasn’t as socially pathetic as they seemed to think.

Ignoring her screaming toe, Carolyn adjusted her position and quietly hoped that Tikki and Frieda would notice that she was chatting with a nice-looking man. She attempted to restart their conversation by commenting on the wedding ceremony. Ellis replied that the music was nice, and they went on to discuss the weather, that Marilyn had recently become a blonde at Larry’s request, and the insufficient parking places at most restaurants, but not this one. When her pita bread was gone, Carolyn made another comment on how delicious the stuffed mushroom caps were.

There, now, when I go back to the table, Aunt Frieda won’t be able to say that I’m the dog that doesn’t get out much or whatever her pithy saying was.

Ellis cleared his throat. “I was wondering if you, if you … might be available.”

“Available?”

“For coffee sometime. Or tea, if you don’t drink coffee.”

He’s asking me out! Carolyn never expected this. She had no idea how to reply. “I … uh …”

“Or maybe you prefer mushroom caps instead of coffee. Or asparagus. You said you liked the asparagus, right?”

It somehow helped that he appeared just as nervous and out of his element as she felt.

“Yes, the asparagus was very good.”

“It was. I doubt there’s any place in the Bay Area that serves better appetizers than this restaurant.”

“I would definitely agree with you there.”

Another awkward pause broke the flow of conversation but not their eye contact.

“If you would like,” Ellis said cautiously, “we could come here sometime. For appetizers.”

Carolyn felt her head nod agreeably even though she hadn’t anticipated saying yes.

“How about two weeks from today? We could meet here at, say, four o’clock?”

Carolyn hesitated.

“Would another day be better, or … ?”

“No.”

“So two weeks from today works for you?”

Her thoughts swirled with bits of all the advice that had been delivered to her that day. Get a life. Get out there and start looking. Let down your guard. Take a few risks. Once again, Carolyn felt herself nod in agreement in spite of the way her heart pounded nervously.

Ellis smiled back. “Good. I’ll see you here two weeks from today—four o’clock.” He turned and left Carolyn alone at the sparse buffet table.

What did I just do?

Her feet seemed to suddenly reattach themselves to the rest of her body and piped up with the blaring distress signals they had been trying to send her for the past fifteen minutes.

I have a date. Why did I say yes? I meant to say no. This is crazy.

Then she realized she didn’t even know Ellis’s last name.

No, this isn’t going to work. It doesn’t matter what his last name is. I’m not going to meet him for appetizers or anything else.

Slipping out of her annoying shoes, Carolyn toddled around the reception area barefooted in search of Ellis so she could tell him she was sorry, but she had changed her mind and wasn’t able to go out with him. Unfortunately, she couldn’t find him.

Ellis had left the building.
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“A río revuelto, ganancia de pescadores.”
“There’s good fishing in troubled waters.”

THE WEEK THAT followed Marilyn and Larry’s wedding was one of the worst Carolyn had experienced in many years. As soon as the newlyweds were on their way to Mexico for their honeymoon, Marilyn’s daughters made it clear that during their final week under Carolyn’s roof they were going to behave any way they wanted. She carried out the duties of a warden, a bouncer, and an extremely patient and concerned aunt.

When she delivered the two teens along with a full report to Marilyn and Larry, her twin said, “I’m sure you and I were just as much of a handful when we were their age.”

Carolyn disagreed, but Marilyn was unfazed.

By the time Carolyn had helped to carry the last box out of her house, placed it in the rental truck, and waved good-bye, she was exhausted. Beyond exhausted. Then she remembered that she was blissfully alone at last.

For a moment it didn’t matter that her house was a mess. A complete disaster zone. The girls had carved a huge dent in the wall that led to the kitchen when they were arguing while moving their dresser. The wood floor was pitted with dents and scrapes. But she had her house back, and as soon as she got some good sleep, she would be ready to start the needed repairs and renovations.

Carolyn retrieved a pad of paper from the small antique desk that had belonged to Jeff’s grandmother. With pen in hand, she assessed the damage, noting the marks on the six carpeted steps that led to the upper level of her fifty-year-old home. Of the three bedrooms on that upper level, two were now empty. And filthy. She already had scheduled the carpet cleaner to come on Tuesday. If she had the energy later in the week, she decided she would wash the walls and start to paint on Saturday.

Saturday. That’s when I’m supposed to meet Ellis. How am I going to contact him to tell him I’m not going to meet up with him?

Carolyn had asked herself that question at least twenty times over the past week. The logical answer was to obtain Ellis’s phone number from Larry, but she couldn’t bring herself to do that.

What is my problem? Do I want to open myself up to a new relationship or not? I’m attracted to Ellis. I think. I don’t know. Why am I so skittish about taking this small risk? He seems like a nice person.

She didn’t want to evaluate herself anymore. All she wanted was to close out this Sunday evening with a long bath and a good night’s sleep. With that objective in mind, Carolyn opened a can of minestrone soup, heated it up, and carried the steaming bowl up to the bathroom, where she ran the bathwater.

The phone rang just as she was kicking off her shoes. Her first thought was to let it ring, but then she recognized the customized ring as the one she had programmed as Tikki’s. She couldn’t turn down a chance to talk to Tikki.

“I’m going to scream,” Tikki announced as soon as Carolyn said hello.

“Why?” Carolyn turned off the bathwater and sat on the tub’s edge. “What happened?”

“Nothing. That’s the problem. Nothing is happening with Matt. He seems content for everything to keep going the way it has been, but I think we should be moving along a little faster, you know? I’m not saying to rush things but at least to talk about our future. He’s taking his sweet time about everything, and I’m ready to look to the future and start a little dream together. What’s with him? Are all men this s-l-o-w?”

Carolyn knew that her go-getter girl wasn’t given to fits of drama, which made Carolyn take this meltdown seriously. “I take it you two had another DTR recently.”

“You know what DTRs are?”

“Of course. Define The Relationship talks. You told me what they were after the first one you had with Matt.”

“Well, not much has changed since that first one.”

“Did you express to him everything you were thinking and feeling?”

“Oh, yes. Definitely. That’s never been a problem. I process aloud. You know that. Matt knows it too. But he’s a slow, internal processor. Typical for a guy, right? We’re such close friends, but that’s part of the problem because I think he’s comfortable staying where we are for another ten years. I want to get on with our lives. I want to have children when I’m young. Careerwise and financially, we could get married in a year or even in six months. But you know, it’s not exactly up to me to put all the wheels in motion. I don’t see him making any effort to even move forward.”

“All you can do is give yourselves more time.”

“I know. I just hate that that’s the best solution.” Tikki sighed. “I want to come home and just be with you for the rest of the weekend. I don’t want to be here and wait around for him to decide if we should go do something or rent a movie or whatever. I just want to be gone.”

“Are you saying you want to stay here this weekend? This Saturday?”

“Yes. Is that okay? Or do you have a big hot date or something?” Tikki teased.

When Carolyn didn’t protest immediately, Tikki said, “Mom, seriously? Do you have a date for Saturday night?”

“Not exactly. Well, sort of. Appetizers at four o’clock. It’s not dinner.” Carolyn carried her cooled bowl of soup into her bedroom and settled onto her bed as she confided in Tikki about meeting Ellis at the wedding and the invitation to meet him at Sadie’s Garden.

“So what do you know about this guy, Mom? Aside from his passion for mushrooms.”

“Not much. But I told you, I’m going to cancel. I don’t feel right about meeting with him.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t be so hasty. I mean, you do know there are wedding trawlers out there who prey on single women at receptions. But nice, respectable men also go to weddings hoping to meet someone equally respectable. It’s convenient when they are already friends with your friends and relatives. Did you ask Larry about him?”

“No. And I don’t want to. So please don’t say anything either.”

“Okay. But, you know, you could always turn it into a double date with Larry and Marilyn. That would be nice and safe.”

“I don’t think so.” Carolyn was pretty sure Tikki was teasing, but talking about dating was new conversational territory for them so she wondered just what Tikki meant.

“If you don’t want Marilyn and Larry to go, then I’ll go with you. I’ll be your chaperone the way you had to have one when you were in the Canary Islands.”

“Thanks for the offer, Tikki, but no. Definitely not.” Carolyn could tell her daughter was enjoying that Carolyn was far out of her comfort zone.

“To be completely serious, though, Mom, I think you should go on Saturday and meet this guy. If he turns out to be a jerk, you can just get back in your own car and drive home. No harm done. And since I’ll be here when you return, you can tell me all about it, and I’ll laugh with you over the funny parts. It’ll be fun.”

In spite of all her gut-level hesitancies, Carolyn promised Tikki that she would keep the date.

“I’ll pray for you on Saturday, Mom, and you can pray for me. I really want to follow God’s leading with Matt. In my heart I know he’s the one for me. But he has to come to that same confident conclusion about me before we can get this party started. You know what I’m saying?”

“I do. And, Tikki, you know that lasting relationships take time.”

“I know. But seriously, Mom, don’t you think that a year and a half would be enough time for us to know if we want to spend the rest of our lives together? We’ve become more like best friends than boyfriend and girlfriend. I said that to Matthew last week, and he said the friendship has taken over because we’re not sleeping together.”

Carolyn was caught off guard by Tikki’s comment. She knew that Tikki and Matthew had started out their relationship with a strong commitment to purity. Both of them had come from families as well as church youth groups that provided them with a foundation for making decisions for abstinence. However, Tikki hadn’t talked about it much over the past year or so, and Carolyn had assumed that due to the longevity of their relationship, they had made adjustments along the way to their idealistic commitment. Apparently they were still on track.

Now I know for sure that I will never tell Tikki about Bryan and that summer in the Canary Islands.

Tikki confided in her mom about how limiting it had been in her relationship with Matthew for the two of them to be together all this time and still draw the line at kissing. Carolyn pulled the comforter at the end of her bed up over her bare feet while Tikki candidly described how the absence of full expression of their affection had prompted their relationship to fall into a lull. She said the lull was a bigger frustration to her than the sexual tension they had struggled with earlier in the relationship.

For the next twenty minutes, Carolyn listened, adding only a few comments. She let Tikki know how much she admired her strength and sense of discernment. All those character traits that Carolyn and Jeff had labeled as stubbornness when Tikki was a child were now paying off. Tikki had grown into a young woman who knew who she was and wasn’t willing to compromise for anything or anyone. She definitely had her father’s no-nonsense gene.
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%C:AROLYN’S grown daughter tells her she needs to “get a life,” Carolyn

decides it’s time to step out of her familiar routine as a single woman in San
Francisco and escape to her mother’s home in the Canary Islands. Since Carolyn’s
mother is celebrating her seventieth birthday, the timing of Carolyn’s visit makes
for a perfect surprise.

The surprise, however, is on Carolyn when she sees Bryan Spencer, her high
school summer love. It has been seven years since Carolyn lost her husband, but
ever since that tragic day, her life has grown smaller and closed in. The time has
come for Carolyn to get her heart back. It takes the gentle affection of her mother
and aunts, as well as the ministering beauty and song of the islands, to draw
Carolyn into the fullness of life. She is nudged along by a flamenco dance lesson,
a defining camel ride, and the steady gaze of Bryan's intense blue-gray eyes.

Is it too late for Carolyn to trust Bryan? Can Carolyn believe that Bryan has
turned into something more than the wild beachboy who stole her ki
years ago on a balmy Canary night?

Carolyn is reminded that Christopher Columbus set sail from the Canary
Islands in 1492 on his voyage to discover the New World. Is she ready to set sail

0 many

from these same islands to discover her new life?

ROBIN JONES GUNN is the much-loved author of seventy titles that have
sold more than four million copies worldwide. Her popular Christy Miller series
and Sisterchicks® novels have won a number of awards, including three Christy
Awards for excellence in fiction and one was a Gold Medallion Award finalist.
Robin's unique destination novels transport readers around the globe. To ensure
that her tales of these extraordinary locations ring true, Robin has enjoyed the
privilege of traveling to each location in order to experience the local culture
: Her three visits to the Canary Islands provided bountiful research as she took
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