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      From a balcony above Ivy, voices floated down on the breeze. Lifting her platter, she marched up a flight of stairs at Shangri-La. The view was even more astounding from this level.

      “Aunt Ivy,” Poppy cried, rushing to her. “I’ve been so worried about you. What took you so long to get here? And have you seen Shelly or Sunny?”

      Ivy told her about Sunny and Jamir and how worried she was about them. “On the way here, Bennett and I stopped to make sure Shelly and Mitch were coming.”

      Glancing at a crowd of people behind Poppy, Ivy saw Gilda seated in a lounge chair clutching the shivering Pixie. “How are the guests you brought doing?”

      “Darla is feeling better now,” Poppy said, looking over her shoulder to where their neighbor was seated. Darla was talking to Paige and the nurse, Bettina, who was visiting the inn with her husband on vacation. “Many guests have their books from the meeting. Talking about them seems to soothe people.”

      “This will certainly be a book club meeting to remember,” Ivy said, resting her tray on a table. Bonding over books had another interpretation this evening. “How are our other guests doing?”

      “Everyone understands the situation. Even Geena.” Poppy raised her eyebrows in surprise.

      Geena’s presence was troubling, and at a time like this, Ivy didn’t want to think about that unpleasant young woman. Still, Ivy had a feeling that she was the one who needed the most help. Whatever was behind her motives probably stemmed from some deep-seated dissatisfaction. While that wasn’t Ivy’s problem, that issue might have pushed Geena to pursue her action against the inn.

      Like it or not, Ivy felt she should check on Geena. “Where is she?”

      “She was sticking close to Paige for a while.” Poppy nodded toward the living room. “The last time I saw Geena, she was checking out the artwork around the house. I sure hope Carol and Hal have it locked down.”

      “I don’t think she would tear paintings off the wall.”

      Arching a brow, Poppy looked doubtful. “I wouldn’t put it past her, Aunt Ivy.”

      “She must honestly think that she is entitled to what we found at the inn. We need to find out why.” Eager to change the subject, Ivy said, “Did you see Imani after we left the house?”

      “She went to her new place, but I think we should check on her and the others that went with her.”

      “We could take some food to them,” Ivy said. “Mitch is cooking in the kitchen, and there is plenty to share. Still, there’s plenty of room here for them. They’d be more comfortable than at Imani’s partially finished house. I’ll find Carol and ask her.”

      “I can pass that tray around if you’d like,” Poppy said, nodding toward the tray Ivy had put down. “Let me know when you want to go.”

      Ivy handed the platter to her. “Thanks. I’ll talk to Mitch and tell them what we need. We can take Bennett’s SUV because he stayed with Chief Clarkson to help out, and he has my car anyway. I’ll call you when we’re ready.”

      Before leaving, Ivy visited with the guests. Darla looked calmer, and Bettina assured Ivy that she was doing fine. The two women were immersed in conversation about their favorite mysteries.

      Ivy returned to the kitchen and spoke with Mitch, who agreed to pack food for the group at Imani’s house. With all that was on her mind—Sunny and Jamir, Shelly, and Bennett—Ivy fought against the worry that would consume her if she let it. To keep her mind occupied, Ivy hoisted another tray of appetizers. She wanted to check on other book club attendees and guests.

      That included Geena.

      Ivy wondered if she learned more about her if there would be a way to diffuse the situation without resorting to costly legal battles. Imani would want to know how valid her claim was. It couldn’t hurt to talk to Geena, as long as she didn’t make any promises.

      Ivy set off to look for her.

      It wasn’t long before she found Geena in the library, standing before a painting next to a flickering lantern on a desk. As Ivy drew closer, she saw that Geena was frozen in front of the darkened painting, staring into mid-space.

      Composing herself, Ivy approached her. “It’s going to be a long night, and I thought you might be hungry.”

      Stunned from her silence, Geena blinked. Drawing the heel of her hand against her eyes, she asked with some irritation, “Why are you even talking to me?”

      “We might have our differences, but I still care about you,” Ivy replied, speaking as gently as she could manage. “That was a good-sized earthquake. I don’t know if you’ve ever been in one before.”

      “I haven’t,” Geena said, her voice catching.

      Ivy saw a crimson flush spread across Geena’s neck and face. Maybe she could reach her now. “The first one can sure blindside a person. Everything you thought was solid seems to wobble in front of your eyes—even the floor seems to liquefy. It’s a shock to the system, so your equilibrium might feel off for a while.”

      Geena dipped her chin and swept a hand across her cheeks. “My grandmother told me my grandfather had a heart attack during an earthquake. That did him in.”

      “I’m sorry. That must bring up sad memories. Were you close to him?”

      Geena averted Ivy’s gaze. “I never met him,” she said in a barely audible voice.

      At once, Ivy suspected who Geena was talking about. It had to be Gustav. After a hesitation, she asked, “Did your grandmother ever visit him in Summer Beach?”

      “No, but my mother…” Her voice trailed off.

      While Ivy waited for Geena to finish her thought, she put a miniature Florentine quiche, an empanada, and a vegetarian meatball onto a small paper plate. The chef had clearly been raiding the appetizer shelves in the freezer. Carol and Hal often entertained on a grand scale, so she wasn’t surprised. She handed the plate to Geena. “Mitch made these. You might need some energy.”

      Geena took the offering and picked at the empanada. “Ever since Mom read that article about everything you found in the house, she’s been after me to do something about it.” Still unable to look Ivy in the eye, Geena poked the empanada until cream cheese and green chiles oozed from the corner. “She has a point, right?”

      “Maybe so,” Ivy said, intent on drawing out more from Geena. “I take it this wasn’t your idea?”

      “You don’t know how tough she is.”

      “Then why didn’t she file the lawsuits?”

      “She says I’m a lot smarter than she is. She hates talking to attorneys and complains that they never understand her.”

      “That’s a lot for your mother to ask of you,” Ivy said thoughtfully. “You must love her very much. And your father?”

      “Never knew him. Mom said he split before I was born, just like her father. Took his name with him, too.” She let out a breath.

      Geena darted a look at Ivy. “You should settle with her. That’s all she wants. Then she’ll stop nagging both of us.”

      Ivy shook her head. “I don’t have what she wants. What we found in the house wasn’t ours to keep.”

      “My mom told me that Gustav Erickson made promises to Granny and broke them. He was supposed to divorce his wife and marry her. Mom is always mad thinking about the lifestyle that was stolen from her.”

      “Do you mean, as the daughter of a wealthy man?”

      “She’s smart, you know.” Geena sniffed. “So am I. Sure, Gustav left a trust to pay for her schooling, but Mom wasn’t the academic type. After Gustav died, Mom called his wife right up—only she acted like she couldn’t remember anything.”

      “No, Amelia probably wouldn’t have,” Ivy said softly.

      “Because she was a greedy.”

      “She had Alzheimer’s disease. It was probably called dementia back then.”

      A look of realization flashed across Geena’s face. “Anyway,” she continued, shrugging off the thought. “If he’d recognized Mom and given her his name, then she could’ve been introduced to society and married a friend of the family or something. As it was, she decided to change my name later. Gustav never had any other children, so he wouldn’t have missed any of that money.” She paused. “You can see her point, can’t you?”

      Ivy couldn’t answer that. “What I don’t understand is why she waited so long to do something about it.”

      “Mom figured Granny didn’t have the money to fight for what should have been hers. My attorney said it was too late to go after the will, so Mom decided to do this.”

      Geena seemed eager to unburden herself, but her story didn’t seem to add up. Imani had reached out to the estate trustees, and they’d never had any knowledge of Geena or her family. “Maybe you have other relatives on the Erickson side of the family. Have you ever looked into that?”

      Geena rubbed a hand over her mouth. “I haven’t actually pursued it,” she mumbled, glancing away.

      Ivy was unaware of other relations anyway. “It seems like your mother’s opinion means a lot to you.”

      In the dim light, Ivy saw a tear spill over Geena’s lower lid before she brushed it away. “We have only one mother. Mom says we’re supposed to honor our elders and do what they ask, right?”

      When Ivy didn’t answer, Geena blinked and swung her gaze back to the painting. “I wish I could learn to paint.”

      Ivy’s heart softened toward this woman. It was just a guess, but the relationship she had with her mother didn’t sound healthy. “You could if you wanted.”

      Geena shrugged. “I used to draw a little.”

      While the other woman talked about how much she had enjoyed art in school, thoughts of Sunny crowded Ivy’s mind. “I’d like for us to talk more later, but I have to check on others here.”

      Another tear spilled over Geena’s eyelid.

      Ivy glanced toward the doorway. “I don’t think you should be here by yourself—in case of a big aftershock. I saw some refreshments in the kitchen, and I think Carol is bringing out some good wine. You might like to relax with others in the book club.” Ivy recalled seeing them together right after the earthquake. “You and Paige can look after each other.”

      Geena sniffed and nodded. “That would help my nerves.”

      “Let’s find Paige together.”

      As the women made their way back toward the crowd of people, Ivy watched Geena. Gone was the bravado she’d arrived with at the inn. Her mother must have goaded Geena into taking action, but there was still something off about her story. However, Ivy couldn’t think about that now. She left Geena with Paige, who immediately began asking her about the books she liked to read and making suggestions for her. That was a safe topic that seemed to spark life in Geena, and Paige was a patient listener—she was a book whisperer, after all.

      Ivy set off down the hallway. Turning with her tray, she saw a flickering light from another room and heard what sounded like a television. Ivy reached out to try a light switch, but it was still dead. She hurried toward the room. Inside what looked to be Hal’s office, young people were huddled around a screen watching a news broadcast.

      Ivy put down the platter, awestruck at the images. A neighboring community had sustained more damage, and everyone was moving to higher ground. Ivy blurted out, “I thought the electricity was out.”

      Hal walked in behind her. “Not with these young engineers around.”

      A younger woman smiled shyly. “The power is still out, but we connected this screen to Hal’s satellite phone and hooked it all up to a generator for power that my friend had in his truck. Now we can stream this. Cool, huh?”

      As Ivy passed the platter around, she watched the screen flicker. Seismologists from Caltech in Pasadena and emergency personnel were monitoring the situation and reporting. She listened while the younger people talked about more ideas for the generator. Perching on the edge of a desk, she tried to hear above the excited chatter beside her.

      A reporter continued on the screen. “The risk of an underwater landslide remains large. However, not all earthquakes cause tsunamis. Scientists say four conditions contribute to such a situation after an earthquake in Southern California. First, earthquakes occur beneath the ocean, causing a slide…next, a magnitude of at least 6.5…”

      Ivy wondered what this quake had registered on the Richter scale. It must have been close to that unless the temblor occurred close to the surface or was very nearby. They would have felt it more then.

      “Shallow depth,” a scientist on the screen added. “As well as vertical movement of the seafloor. Those are part of the conditions for a tsunami.”

      The reporter went on. “Coastal communities remain at risk. If you are in such an area, be wary of rising water and seek higher ground at once.”

      The show cut to a reporter standing near a beach with a crowd of people in the background.

      Ivy passed a hand over her forehead. How would she find Sunny? Just as she stood to leave, a familiar figure flashed on the screen behind the reporter.

      Sunny.

      “That’s my daughter,” Ivy cried, pressing a hand to her chest. Looking closer, she saw Jamir standing beside Sunny before the broadcast cut out. “Does anyone know where that was?”

      “Somewhere on the coast,” one girl said. “I didn’t catch it.”

      “I recognized the signs behind them,” Hal said. “They’re on the other side of the ridge, not far from here.”

      “Is that anywhere near the public library?”

      “Not too far,” Hal replied. “We’ll keep watching for you.”

      “I need to get to her.” Ivy twisted her hands.

      Hal frowned and drew a hand over his chin. “Have you alerted Chief Clarkson?”

      “He’s doing what he can.” Ivy bit her lower lip, worried that Sunny and Jamir were stranded. If only she could get to them.

      She wished she could call Bennett. He’d promised to send word if he heard anything. As she thought of him, she ached with regret over her indecision with him. Maybe because it had been so long since she’d had a real partner by her side—if ever—that she hadn’t fully appreciated him or the life they could have together.

      Guilt over her hesitation with him coursed through her. After Jeremy’s sudden death, she knew how fast life could come at you.

      What if she’d lost Bennett in the earthquake?

      What if he never really knew how much he meant to her?

      Once they got through this situation, she vowed to make changes. In herself, in their relationship.

      “That satellite cell phone you have,” Ivy began, addressing Hal. “Could I use it? I’m trying to reach my daughter.”

      “Of course,” Hal said, turning to one of the engineers.

      Just then, the screen went dark, and collective dismay filled the room. “The battery on the phone is dead,” the younger engineer said.

      “Use the generator,” another one said.

      “This might take a while,” Hal said. “If you’ll wait a little bit, I’m sure we can accommodate you.”

      Ivy blinked back the dismay and disappointment she felt. As a sense of urgency coiled within her, she felt the grief of precious minutes slipping away. Somehow, she knew she didn’t have much time to find Sunny.

      After excusing herself, she rushed to find Poppy, who was in the kitchen bundling up the rye bread and croissant sandwiches Mitch and another volunteer had made for them to take to Imani’s house.

      Poppy picked up a box of sandwiches. “I’m loading everything in the SUV, Aunt Ivy. We should be ready to go in a minute.”

      “I think Sunny and Jamir are stranded nearby,” Ivy said, telling Poppy what she’d just seen. “We have to see Imani and figure out how to reach them.” She turned to Mitch. “Will you tell Shelly I’m leaving?”

      “Sure will,” Mitch said, feverishly building sandwiches while he spoke. “While you were gone, she came in here with a couple of the kids to get some food.”

      “Is she feeling any better?”

      “A lot,” Mitch said, looking relieved. “Being with the children probably takes her mind off her bad stomach. The feeling comes and goes, too.”

      “This is just a phase, and it will pass soon enough.” Ivy picked up another box packed with crackers, peanut butter and jelly, sardines, and bags of apples. “Thanks for doing this, Mitch.”

      Ivy and Poppy hurried to the vehicle. On the way, they met Carol in the car court, and Ivy quickly explained what they were doing. Before she could ask Carol about bringing the people at Imani’s here, the other woman’s eyes clouded with concern.

      “They’re all welcome here,” Carol said. “Imani’s new home is adorable, but she hasn’t furnished it yet. Be sure to tell them to come over. Hal can help ferry them if needed, and we’ll make room.”

      “I’ll let them know,” Ivy said.

      Poppy had already loaded the rear cargo area, and Ivy slid her box next to the others. Taking the keys from Poppy, she stepped into the large SUV.

      When they arrived at Imani’s new, still unfinished home, their friend met them at the door. Behind her, Ivy could see other guests from the inn, along with friends and locals. They were gathered in a circle on the concrete floor of the living room with the glass doors open to the sea breezes. Maeve was reading aloud from a book while others listened, their faces etched with weariness and worry, trying to remain calm.

      “At least the plumbing is working now,” Imani said, waving them in. “Maeve decided to continue the book club to keep everyone’s mind occupied.” She knocked on a wall. “Good to know this place is strong enough to withstand an earthquake.”

      “It’s nice here, but—” Ivy felt like she was bursting. “Imani, we have to reach the kids.”

      “I’d like to,” her friend said. “I’m worried about Jamir. Have you heard anything from Sunny?”

      “I caught a glimpse of them,” Ivy said, her words tumbling out. While Poppy unloaded the food, she told Imani about seeing the kids on the screen in Hal’s office. What she’d learned this evening from Geena could wait. “We’ve got to find them. I’ve got a strange feeling.”

      Imani frowned, and a conflicted look filled her face. “We’re not supposed to go back down toward the village, and Clark is busy with the evacuation.”

      “Bennett is helping him.” Ivy flexed her jaw. “These are our children—and I need your help.”

      Nodding toward Bennett’s SUV, Imani said, “We can take that. Maeve and Poppy can stay with the folks here.”

      “Carol invited everyone to Shangri-La,” Ivy said.

      After finishing her sandwich, Maeve pushed herself from the floor. “Imani, I appreciate your hospitality. But I think everyone would be more comfortable there.”

      After explaining the change of plans to Poppy, who agreed to drive guests to Shangri-La, Imani and Ivy climbed into the large SUV.

      As they drove, Ivy peered down at the hillside. “There’s a steady stream of cars creeping up here.” She angled her chin toward the road that hugged the shore. “The coastal route is standing still.”

      “Must be because of the threat down the coast,” Imani said, frowning. “Can’t blame folks for coming up here. I’ve been worried about Jamir and Sunny being able to get through in time.”

      Ivy swallowed against the panic that seized her chest. If they headed down the ridge, they might not be able to reach higher ground again. If they had to, they could climb to the attic at the inn and ride out the weather. But they had to find the kids first.

      “We have to try,” Ivy said, sharing her thoughts about what to do.

      “That could be risky.” Imani thought for a moment and then touched Ivy’s arm. “I have another idea. Turn around and head for the backside of the ridge.”

      With Imani directing her, Ivy reversed and turned toward the end of the street that lined the ridgetop. Following Imani’s direction, she turned onto a dirt road. As the vehicle bounced across the uneven terrain, Ivy’s feeling of urgency increased.

      “This is a seldom-used fire road,” Imani said, touching the dashboard for balance. “People hike up here from the Summer Beach side to meditate because the ocean views are amazing. This is one of Ginger Delavie’s favorite spots. It’s not an easy hike from Summer Beach, but it is practically inaccessible from the other side.” Imani scanned the landscape. “Go slowly.”

      “We don’t have much time.” Ivy flicked on her bright lights and rolled down the windows to see better.

      The ocean breeze was stronger up here, and it whipped through the cabin. The ocean roared beneath them, but it did little to calm the tension that gripped Ivy’s chest. She prayed that Sunny would stay with Jamir, who was fairly leveled-headed. While she loved her daughter, Sunny often acted on impulse.

      “Let’s get out,” Imani said.

      Making sure to leave the vehicle’s headlights blazing, Ivy stepped from the SUV. She gazed out over the coastal village below, her heart hammering as waves crashed on the shore.

      Imani motioned toward the far end of the ridge. “Down the back of this cliff is an old wooden staircase. Since it hasn’t been used or maintained in years, it’s perilous. The wood is rotten, and people have had bad falls, especially at night. Even though it’s blocked off, kids sometimes go exploring.”

      Ivy heard the concern she felt in her friend’s voice. “Do you think Jamir would have taken this route?”

      “It’s the fastest way from the other side. If the streets are clogged, he might think of this as a shortcut.” Imani quirked up a side of her mouth. “I’m trying to think as he would.”

      Ivy managed a laugh. “Sunny would just hitch a ride.”

      “They could, but I don’t think Jamir would take a chance on not making it to safety—especially with Sunny.”

      Ivy gripped Imani’s hand. “I’m glad you’re here. I’d be out of my mind with worry.”

      Just as Imani began to speak, a scream pierced the night.
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      “It’s a wonderful home for you,” Ivy said, surveying Mitch’s casual beach cottage where Shelly’s suitcases and a few moving boxes were stacked in the corner. Sea breezes wafted through the open windows facing the ocean. Ivy breathed in the fresh, natural scent of warm sand, sunshine, and saltwater that filled the simple cottage. “Such a cozy space. It feels light and happy.”

      “One bedroom is all we need right now.” Shelly tucked the sunflowers Ivy had bought at Blossoms into a chipped, blue ceramic pitcher. She placed the arrangement on a wooden picnic table in the dining alcove. “This is more room than I ever had in New York. And just look at that view.”

      Her sister was moving into her new husband’s home in Summer Beach, not far from the Seabreeze Inn she and Shelly had been operating for a little more than a year. Shelly was close enough to walk to work at the inn, and Ivy couldn’t be happier for her.

      Still, she felt a twinge of sadness. Ivy would miss sharing coffee in the morning or a glass of wine on the terrace and discussing the day’s events with her.

      “I’m glad you’re happy,” Ivy said. Before her sister’s wedding, Ivy had been concerned about the relationship. Still, since Shelly and Mitch had returned from their brief honeymoon in Baja California—basking at a friend’s beach house—their relationship seemed solid.

      Maybe that’s what she and Bennett should do. They needed something; she knew that.

      “Mitch says this is one of the original beach cottages.” As Shelly glanced around, she brushed back wayward strands of hair that had escaped her casual topknot. She wore a turquoise sundress that had belonged to their mother, so it was a little short for her. Around her neck were layers of silver and turquoise that she’d brought back from her trip.

      Shelly went on. “I know this place looks a little shabby, but Mitch swears it’s sturdy.”

      “Shabby chic is a style,” Ivy said, gesturing toward the chipped pitcher. “It fits here.”

      “This place might be small, but it’s paid for,” Shelly said. “Mitch bought it when he first started making money at Java Beach. Bennett told him beach property would be a good investment. Later, one of his regulars gave him a stock tip about a hot new technology company over coffee, so Mitch put some money into the company. When the stock shot up, he sold it and paid off the house.”

      “I’m impressed,” Ivy said, checking out the whitewashed overhead beams. They seemed solid enough, much like Mitch. Despite a tough childhood and a grave misstep as a teen that had landed him in prison for a year paying off the theft he’d committed, he had made something of himself. But most of all, he loved her sister. “When did he tell you that?”

      “While we were lounging on the beach in Baja.” Shelly smiled. The sun had brought out the freckles on her nose and cheeks.

      “That was a nice surprise,” Ivy said. “And there’s plenty of room on the lot to add on another bedroom or two when you need it.”

      Ivy wondered how soon Shelly and Mitch would start a family. Her sister had been eager to have a child for years, and at her age, she didn’t have much more time. Mitch was younger than Shelly—not yet thirty.

      Shelly heaved a sigh. “That’s the last thing I want to think about now. First, I need to kick this stomach bug I picked up in Mexico. Mitch warned me against drinking unfiltered water.” A shadow crossed Shelly’s face, and she glanced away. “Besides, I have to spruce up the place.” She tapped on the weathered wooden table. “I’ll sand this and give it a coat of white paint. The old bookshelf there, too. I need a place for my books.”

      “We can do a lot with paint.” Though Shelly had swiftly changed the subject, Ivy had caught it, along with the flimsy excuse she gave. Ivy wondered about that. As a child, whenever Shelly didn’t want to do something or was hiding something—such as forgotten homework—she’d feigned illness.

      Ivy hoped Mitch hadn’t changed his mind about starting a family. Earlier, he’d been reticent about having children because he’d grown up with an abusive father and feared he might have inherited the psychological tendency. But she thought he’d worked that out in therapy before the wedding. 

      Ivy had to ask. “Are things okay with you and Mitch?”

      “It’s just that everyone is asking about us starting a family, even if they are joking about it.” Shelly threw up her hands. “I’ve waited forever, okay? And it’s getting kind of personal. It will happen when it happens. Or not.”

      “I completely understand, and it’s your right not to talk about it.” Rather than press the issue, Ivy put her arm around Shelly’s shoulders and nodded toward a battered surfboard propped on glass blocks that served as a coffee table. “What about this surfer dude theme?”

      “It’s going to be history in about a week.” Shelly twisted her lips to one side. “I feel like I’m living in Java Beach. Fortunately, Mitch says he’s ready for a change here, so he can move that to the coffee shop.”

      In the small, airy cottage, vintage surf posters lined the walls, the windows were bare, and a denim-covered futon served as a couch. The hearth of a stone fireplace held a mix of seashells and driftwood Mitch had collected.

      Mitch was in his late twenties—nearly a decade younger than Shelly—and it was clear that he’d taken little interest in his home. But then, he spent most of his time at Java Beach serving the best breakfast in town or taking tourists on charter tours on his boat. He worked hard, yet he still fit in surfing almost every day to unwind.

      “What are you planning to do with the place?” Ivy asked.

      “I want to put in a garden right away—I have vegetables and herbs that I started in the greenhouse at the inn. Mitch and I have talked about transforming the rear yard with stone pavers, a covering, and a fire pit. Once that’s underway, I’ll begin on the interior. Mitch liked my idea of blue and white with cheerful pops of color. I’ll video the entire process for my channel.”

      Shelly had been running a lifestyle video blog that over the past year she’d expanded from her New York City floral arrangements and thrift shop finds to include the work she’d done on the old beach house that Ivy’s husband had unexpectedly left her after he died.

      As Ivy looked around, she bit her lip. “Do you have time for all that right away?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “It’s summer, the inn is at full capacity, and the house needs work.”

      The Seabreeze Inn had been the summer home of Amelia and Gustav Erickson, wealthy art collectors from Germany via San Francisco. The palatial old home the couple had once called Las Brisas del Mar had become dated and worn over the decades.

      “My landscaping is still in great shape, isn’t it?”

      “I really need help with more than that.” Although Shelly and Mitch had been back only a few days from their honeymoon, Ivy was already a little miffed at Shelly’s attitude.

      Last year, Shelly had helped transform the overgrown grounds and redecorate the shabby interior. Since they’d arrived, the old house had become a new center of activity in the village. And it had given Ivy and Shelly a chance for new beginnings. They had agreed to split the earnings.

      Shelly rolled her eyes. “Okay. You don’t have to keep asking.”

      Ivy bit back a comment. Moving into Mitch’s house was supposed to be a happy time for Shelly, and Ivy didn’t want to ruin it with an argument. After all, her sister was thrilled to be living her dream at long last.

      Ivy turned toward the boxes of Shelly’s belongings that Mitch had brought from the inn. Seeing her sister’s belongings in the cottage brought home the reality that Shelly was gone. Ivy felt a strange tightness in her chest. She rubbed a spot just beneath her collarbone.

      Maybe it was separation sadness. Ivy and Shelly had been through so much together in the last year. Little more than a year ago, with their lives at the lowest points they’d ever known, they had decided to start fresh in Summer Beach. And now, this was supposed to be the happiest time in Shelly’s life.

      Mine, too, right? Ivy thought about Bennett and how understanding he had been with her.

      She bit a corner of her mouth. “It’s going to be quiet at the inn without you.”

      “Hey, I’m still working there,” Shelly said, slinging an arm around Ivy. “I’ll be back soon. I just need a couple of good nights’ sleep after our trip.” She grinned. “I won’t bore you with the details—just beware of cloudy water.”

      “I hope you get over what that is.” Hearing Shelly say she would return calmed Ivy a little. “Still, it won’t be the same without you around all the time. Whose room will I run to when the storms hit?”

      “Won’t Bennett be right there beside you?”

      Ivy shrugged. “I don’t know what people would think about that.”

      Shelly’s mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “That was a commitment ceremony. It’s not really legal without a marriage license.” It was Ivy’s fault for not updating her driver’s license and passport. Every proof of identity she had was expired, and she had no idea where her birth certificate was.

      Rolling her eyes, Shelly said, “Who cares? Brother Rip, a bona fide man of the cloth, performed the ceremony. Besides, you’re adults. And everyone knows you’re a couple in Summer Beach. Geez, don’t be so old-fashioned, Ives.”

      But I am, Ivy wanted to say. It had only been two years since her husband had died, and she was just getting back on her feet financially—and emotionally. While her adult daughters seemed okay with Bennett’s new place in their lives, Ivy wanted to make sure they hadn’t been caught up in the excitement of the crazy wedding weekend that had turned out far different than anyone had planned. What had started as a guest wedding had turned into a hasty, though beautiful, ceremony for Shelly and Mitch.

      “Bennett understands,” Ivy said.

      Shelly arched an eyebrow. “Does he?”

      “He’s patient. And this is all so new to me.” Ivy fidgeted with a frayed seam on her yellow cotton sundress. Bennett had been her surfing crush when they were teenagers, and now he was the mayor of Summer Beach. She might have dreamed of being with him as a kid, but she had never imagined her life might turn out this way.

      “New is good.”

      Ivy shifted and leaned against the edge of the table. “It’s just that sometimes I still wake up expecting to see Jeremy next to me. And I’m so relieved when I realize I’m free, even though I have a lot of responsibilities.”

      “And Bennett.”

      “I do love him,” Ivy said. She’d been a stay-at-home-mother in Boston when her husband had died from a sudden aneurysm. Becoming a beach-front innkeeper had been the farthest thing from her mind. So was remarrying, although she truly loved Bennett. “We agreed that our ceremony was simply to announce our intention.”

      “You’re not kids,” Shelly said pointedly. “It’s okay to do whatever you want.”

      “We’ll get there,” Ivy said, feeling a little foolish, but she couldn’t help how she felt. The past year had been incredible, not only because she’d fallen in love again, but also because she’d risen to the challenge of running the inn. On her own, she’d pushed herself far beyond her comfort zone. And prevailed. That felt good, but would she lose that again in marriage?

      Shelly quirked her mouth to one side. “I agree with Mom. Bennett’s a hot commodity. Be careful you don’t let him slip away.”

      “He’s the one who should be worried I don’t get away,” Ivy shot back, mustering more confidence than she felt.

      She wished she could talk to her mother. When Carlotta and Sterling Bay had pulled into the first port they’d planned in Mexico, they’d called each of their children to tell them what a wonderful time they were having. But they decided that it took too long with poor connections. They promised to rotate calls among their children in California.

      Ivy figured her parents were somewhere off the coast of Mexico or another Central American country now, soaking up the sun on the first leg of their voyage around the world—which was partly the reason Shelly had eagerly jumped at the opportunity to get married before they left. Had she and Bennett succumbed to the moment, or was this a real marriage?

      Shelly laughed. “At least he can’t call you easy.”

      Ivy felt her face flush. The last two years had been a rollercoaster of life changes and emotional upheaval. After all Jeremy had put her through—especially the revelations that surfaced about his mistress Paisley—after he died, why did she sometimes reach for Jeremy in pre-dawn slumber? As much as she loved Bennett, she worried that her subconscious self wasn’t entirely ready for such a shift.

      She owed it to Bennett to be all in.

      Yet, Ivy was enjoying her new life now. With each day, she was discovering more of who she was and what she wanted. Ivy figured it sounded silly to say that at her age. Shelly probably wouldn’t understand, and she wondered how Bennett would take that.

      Ivy shrugged away from Shelly. “Give me a break, Shells. It’s been a crazy, tumultuous, stressful year.” She’d barely managed to avoid a looming tax sale, and filling the inn with guests was still a challenge in the off-season.

      In fact, she often wondered if what she felt for Bennett was true love or an emotional grasp? She’d been so lonely the year after Jeremy’s death. Maybe she was still protecting her heart.

      On the other hand, who was Ivy Bay now? She was not the college freshman she’d been when she’d met Jeremy. She wanted her turn to flourish.

      She and Bennett were still trying to decide what to do about their living situation. After their commitment ceremony, they’d spent a romantic evening in his apartment, the old chauffeur’s quarters above the garages, and he’d strummed his guitar for her just as he had once done. Her room in the main house was awfully close to the guestrooms, but she still felt out of place in his apartment.

      Admittedly, she enjoyed the freedom of having her own room. But it was more than that. She wanted to be absolutely certain this time around.

      Shelly folded her arms, scrutinizing Ivy. “I know what you need. A proper honeymoon. Being on the beach in Baja without any distractions was incredible. No Java Beach, no Seabreeze Inn—as much as we love all that. Mitch and I needed that alone time for the right start to our marriage.”

      “I have no time for that with the summer crowd here,” Ivy said, surprised that Shelly would think she did. Summer was their biggest season, and Ivy wouldn’t risk that income for anything. It had been hard enough without Shelly, but Ivy had been happy to cover for her while she and Mitch were away. She wanted her sister to have an excellent start to the married life she’d dreamed of for so long. “We have to make our numbers for the year.”

      “That’s a shame,” Shelly said. “I think you and Bennett need to bond more.”

      “I think I know more about bonding with a husband than you do,” Ivy said, bristling at Shelly’s comment. As if that would be the simple solution. “Suddenly, you’re an expert?”

      Shelly pressed a palm forward. “Geez, chill. I meant this marriage with Bennett will be a lot different for you. Jeremy could be a real jerk. Honestly, I don’t know how you put up with him all those years.”

      “I loved him, and he was a good provider and a great father to the girls.” At least, that’s what Ivy had told herself for years. With his French accent and passion for living, Jeremy had easily swept her into his world, although he had lived a double life without her knowledge. Now, even she had to admit his serious flaws.

      Shelly rolled her eyes. “Was he your best friend?”

      Ivy couldn’t answer that. “I am not taking marriage advice from you when you’ve been married for what, ten minutes?”

      “Two weeks. And you’re in denial.”

      “I am not.”

      “See? You’re even in denial about being in denial.”

      Ivy shook her head.

      “Seriously, you’ve got the man you’ve always really wanted right in front of you. Don’t blow this, Ives.”

      “Says the one who always leapt first and regretted it later. I like to organize my life.”

      “I did not jump into anything with Mitch. I’m sure of my feelings for him.” Shelly eyed her with some suspicion. “Besides, you already took the leap. Why are you back-pedaling now?”

      Ivy couldn’t explain it, and Shelly would never understand. She’d given so much to her husband and daughters—sometimes, they sucked the oxygen out of her. She needed time to breathe on her own.

      Maybe that’s silly. But there it was.

      “Can I help you unpack?” Ivy asked, shifting the conversation.

      “It won’t take long,” Shelly replied with a flick of her shoulder. “But you can help me squeeze my clothes into the closet.” She picked up some hanging garments from the stack. “I’m looking for an old armoire; I need more hanging space.”

      “Antique Times might have something,” Ivy said, relieved that Shelly let go of the marriage topic. “Nan and Arthur are always getting in new pieces.”

      Shelly grinned back at her. “New old pieces, you mean.”

      Ivy folded a stack of hanging clothes over her arm and followed Shelly into the bedroom. They managed to stuff what Shelly had brought into the narrow closet, although she still had left a lot at the inn. Ivy had given her a new set of sheets and a duvet that Shelly had admired at a local home goods shop, along with fluffy white towels. Together they changed the linens, and Shelly arranged pillows Ivy had made on the bed.

      “Wow, what a difference already,” Shelly said, her eyes sparkling with delight. “I love your artistic pillows.”

      Ivy had painted palm trees and beach scenes on pillows for the new gift shop they’d set up in a corner of the inn’s parlor. “They’re selling well. I’m even taking special orders.”

      “Look at you go,” Shelly said. “Poppy told me you got a commission for a beach painting, too.”

      She had, and she’d been thrilled about it, even though she was a little nervous about making sure the client liked it. “Maybe I have a future as an artist after all.”

      Her parents had sold several of her paintings at the art show they’d hosted on the grounds of the Seabreeze Inn. The extra income was welcome, though she barely had time to paint between running the inn and giving art lessons to guests. The pillows were quick and easy for her, yet she missed having the time to contemplate and finish more serious pieces.

      The summer tourist season was underway, and filling guestrooms was the highest priority. Businesses in Summer Beach that catered to visitors earned most of their income in the summer. Fortunately, reservations at the inn were steady, and Poppy’s online ads were filling rooms during the week, too.

      “I’ve got to rush back,” Ivy said. “We’re expecting a lot of new guests for the weekend.”

      “I’ll come in after I take a nap,” Shelly said, stifling a yawn. “I’ve been so tired ever since we got back. But I promise I’ll get back in my groove.”

      “We’ve got this now.” Ivy tilted her chin, still smarting from Shelly’s earlier comments. “Poppy is there, and after her classes, Sunny shows guests to their rooms.”

      Shelly heaved a sigh. “Don’t be a child. I’m not abandoning you.”

      “Says the younger sister.”

      “Can we stop this?” Shelly flung her arms around Ivy. “Now you know what all that sisterly advice you dish out feels like.”

      “Okay,” Ivy said begrudgingly. Shelly was probably right; Ivy had a lot on her mind. “Relax and get unpacked. And I could use your help this weekend.”

      “You got it.” Shelly slapped her hands against her cheeks. “Maybe I just need another cup of coffee. I can’t let you have all the fun.”

      Ivy managed a grin. “See, I knew you were missing the inn already. Just remember what you said when I ask you to work on the lower level with me.”

      “Oh, no,” Shelly said, wagging a finger. “You’re the one who knocked the hole in the kitchen wall and opened up that mess.”

      “With your help,” Ivy said, her mood lifting. She poked her sister. “Seriously, we have to put that space to good use.”

      “Any ideas?”

      “We could create meeting space down there,” Ivy said. “Maybe we could attract small corporate getaways in the off-season. They could hold strategy sessions or host private gatherings.”

      Shelly grinned. “Sure, like an old speakeasy. Or a casino night fundraiser. That would be cool. Maybe the Ericksons used that level for secret parties during Prohibition.”

      They talked a little more, and Shelly promised she’d see her soon.

      As Ivy strolled back to the inn, she thought about options for the space that had been sealed for decades. Ivy turned a corner in the beachside neighborhood, and the Seabreeze Inn loomed ahead past the village. The grand Spanish Revival-style house had revealed the former owner’s passion for secrecy. Now, Ivy was fairly certain they’d discovered all they were going to find—from priceless paintings to important jewels of historical significance.

      She had turned all those beautiful items over to the FBI to be returned to former owners. All she had gained was publicity for the inn, which had helped, but it wasn’t the millions some visitors imagined she’d profited.

      If only Amelia Erickson had tucked away a little cash, too.

      Peering at the roofline, Ivy thought how she could use a smidgen of that now. The high winds last week had dislodged a few more tiles on the roof. Her brother Forrest, who was a contractor, had patched the roof. Eventually she’d have to replace it. On a house of this size, a new roof would be quite expensive. She had to find another way to increase the income to provide maintenance to the property.

      Or this summer might be their last.

      Ivy was eager to use the inn’s lower level, which had been concealed for decades. This is where she and Shelly had discovered the furniture and artwork Amelia Erickson had stashed when she had feared a West Coast invasion during the Second World War. In the 1940s, an enemy submarine had run aground on the coastline, so it wasn’t such a far-fetched concern.

      After a brisk walk from Shelly’s bungalow, Ivy turned into the property and hurried past stately palm trees that stood like sentinels on guard. She strode along the stone path where Shelly had planted purple and pink petunias along a border of white alyssum. On this sunny day, butterflies flitted among pink hibiscus and lavender bushes.

      Her sister had put her horticulture degree to good use in bringing the neglected grounds back to life. This year, Shelly had added rambling white roses and pink bougainvillea.

      Ivy hoped Shelly would continue to keep it up now that she was married and planning to start a family. Her sister meant well, but Ivy knew how much time it took to be a wife and mother.

      She hoped Mitch hadn’t changed his mind about starting a family. It wasn’t anything Shelly had said, but Ivy sensed that something wasn’t quite right—beyond her sister not feeling well.

      

      When Ivy walked into the inn, Poppy met her at the front door.

      “Aunt Ivy, I have a confession to make,” Poppy said, looking remorseful. “I’ve done something awful.”

      “I’m sure it isn’t that bad.” Her niece was so thoughtful and efficient, Ivy couldn’t imagine Poppy purposefully doing anything even remotely worth confessing.

      “You know that antique glass platter of Amelia’s that you like so much?”

      Immediately, Ivy knew where this was going. “The one that was chipped? I saw a crack in that just the other day. I probably did it while I was doing the dishes.”

      Poppy’s shoulders relaxed. “You did not, but that’s nice of you to say.”

      “No, I’m quite sure I did. We probably ought to throw it away.”

      “Well, it doesn’t matter because I finished it off while you were gone.”

      “I hope no one was hurt.”

      “Just my pride.”

      “That can be mended,” Ivy said. “You can help me find another one in the butler’s pantry.” She led the way toward the storage and serving area off the kitchen. “I wonder why we still call this a butler’s pantry?” Ivy mused as she entered the long, narrow room. “I doubt if any actual butlers will ever darken this door again.”

      Poppy smiled. “Thanks for not being upset, Aunt Ivy. I know it was your favorite.”

      “You’re more favorite than that,” Ivy said, dismissing the thought with a wave of her hand. “Now, let’s explore these cupboards and see what we have to choose from for the morning muffins.”

      Ivy opened the tall cupboard doors that reached to the ceiling. Vintage crystal, china, and flatware had never been removed. The house had been used for charity events for years. Some pieces showed the wear while others looked as if they hadn’t been touched since Amelia left.

      Poppy opened a cupboard. “This looks like the serving platter department. What about those dark pieces up at the top? I can’t tell what they’re made of.”

      Ivy squinted at the top shelf. “Those are probably silver.” She grinned at Poppy. “Unbreakable, so let’s have a look. Could you bring the step ladder here and hold it for me?”

      “On it,” Poppy said as she fetched the small ladder.

      Ivy gathered the folds of her yellow sundress in one hand and climbed the ladder. “These are beautiful. Sterling silver, I would guess. Amelia only bought the best.” She reached for a rectangular piece that was rimmed with intricate scrollwork. Handles were fashioned from the same pattern.

      “If Shelly were here, she’d probably be wondering how much we could get for them,” Poppy said.

      “I know, but I like to keep as much intact in this old house as I can.” Standing on her tiptoes, Ivy grabbed the handle. “This is heavy. Can you grab it? I’ll pass it down to you.”

      “I’m ready,” Poppy said.

      Ivy slid out the tray and handed it to her niece. As she did, a small book that had been propped behind the platter fell face forward with a puff of dust. Ivy sneezed. “Hold on, I see something else. Nothing has been cleaned in years up here.”

      Below her, Poppy put the silver platter on the counter. “Need a cleaning rag?”

      Ivy reached for the book and slid it out. She blew dust from the top of the leather-bound book. “Definitely.” She tucked it under her arm and started down the ladder.

      Poppy peered up at the shelves. “I can get up there and wipe it all down for you.”

      “Only if you have some free time. And get Sunny to help you.” Ivy turned over the small volume. “This looks interesting.” She looked up at the top shelf. “Might want to check to see if anything else is hidden up there. You know how Amelia was.”

      The old house had protected the former owner’s treasures well. From paintings stashed behind a brick wall that led to the lower level to crown jewels stitched inside of a doll in the trunk of the vintage Chevy, Amelia Erickson had been a master of concealment.

      Carefully, Ivy thumbed through the yellowed pages of the slim volume. “It looks like a guest registry of some sort.”

      Poppy peered over her shoulder. “Since it’s in the butler’s pantry, would it be a record of dinner guests? Although it seems weird that they would sign in.”

      “People did things differently back then, especially among the upper classes. And having come from Europe, the Ericksons had more formal ways than in the States, even in their beach house. They had their standards to uphold.”

      Poppy nodded. “It seems fussy in a way, but on the other hand, it would make regular dinners more special. Sort of like dressing for dinner. I’ve been reading a historical novel with characters changing clothes more times in a day than some people at the beach change in a week. I keep thinking about the laundry they had to do.”

      “Wealthy people had staff for that,” Ivy said. She turned to the front page of the book and began to read. “The Literary Society of Summer Beach, Presided Over by Amelia Erickson.”

      “I wonder what kind of books they were reading?”

      “Let’s see.” Ivy turned the page. “Wow, look at this. The first one was Pride and Prejudice.”

      “Oh, my gosh, they were reading Jane Austen?” Poppy squealed with delight. “I read that book in college. And did you see the movie? We were all in love with Mr. Darcy.”

      “Tall, dark, and moody never goes out of style.” As Ivy said that, a funny thought struck her. In a similar fashion, Bennett had been her Mr. Darcy. “I saw the film, but I’ve never read the book.”

      “You have to, Aunt Ivy. You’d love it. I read it in my English classics literature course. I think that book was written in the late 1700s.”

      Ivy ran her hand over the faded ink with reverence. “That sounds about right.”

      “So Amelia and her friends were reading the classics, too.”

      “It’s interesting to think of it that way, isn’t it?” Ivy read through the list of signatures neatly entered on the thick ivory paper. “Josefina Osuna. Vana Spencer. Allison Margolese. Karin Becker. Marta Mueller.” She paused and looked up. “What a treasure this is.”

      “I wonder why she hid it in the cabinet?” Poppy asked.

      “It might have been to protect some of the attendants, or maybe it was due to her advancing Alzheimer’s disease. We’ll never know.”

      Poppy’s eyes flashed with excitement. “Now I can’t wait to clean all the cupboards. Maybe we’ll find more of Amelia’s hidden treasures.”

      Ivy laughed at that. “Shelly is always looking for a hidden pot of gold. Maybe this time you’ll find it, although I doubt it. But if you do, we still need that roof repaired.” She shook her head. There would be time for that later. “Come on, let’s clean up these items before today’s guests arrive.”

      “How do we clean this silver?” Poppy held up the tarnished platter.

      Ivy inspected the old piece. It was heavily oxidized and discolored, and her first thought was to call her mother. But of course, Carlotta was a thousand miles away on board the boat with their father. And no doubt having a wonderful time. Ivy wouldn’t disturb her for this.

      “I don’t know if we can restore it to its former magnificence,” Ivy said. “However, I seem to recall that your grandmother once used a solution of vinegar and baking soda in a sink full of water. I’m not sure if that’s entirely correct, but it’s worth a try.”

      “We could ask Auntie Google,” Poppy offered.

      “I suppose we could, but I’m pretty sure of the vinegar. Mom uses that a lot.”

      “Like we do for the windows in this place.”

      “It sure saves on cleaning supplies,” Ivy said, smiling. Back then, with a young, growing family, Carlotta had learned to cut corners. Even today, Ivy preferred many of her mother’s old methods honed long before store-bought versions arrived on grocery shelves. Carlotta had saved money so that she and Sterling could start their import business.

      Ivy walked toward the cleaning supply cupboard. “Would you research online while I get supplies?”

      Poppy pulled her phone from the back pocket of her white jeans. She tapped the screen a few times. “Here it is, Aunt Ivy. Actually, there seem to be several methods. One woman says to pour white vinegar and baking soda into hot water in a foil-lined pan or sink, but don’t use straight vinegar. This guy swears by lime juice and salt. And another woman says that toothpaste or detergent is good to use.”

      “Whatever we choose, let’s be careful not to scratch the surface,” Ivy said. “I have an idea. Why don’t we call Arthur and Nan at Antique Times? I bet they’ll know.”

      While Poppy called and spoke to Arthur, Ivy brought out a feather duster from the supply closet. Working carefully, she whisked away decades of dust from the cover of the guest book. “A literary salon,” she mused to herself. She could hardly wait to read through the guest ledger.

      Ivy glanced at the kitchen clock. She didn’t have much time before guests began to arrive. Motioning to Poppy, Ivy left the small volume with reluctance and made her way into the foyer to welcome new guests. She could trust the silver cleaning to Poppy.

      As Ivy approached the entryway, she saw a car slow in front of the house. Just in time, she thought. She smiled and gave a little wave. Many visitors drove by the old house, but this might also be a guest.

      Shifting her attention to work, Ivy sat at the front desk and checked the list of expected guests. She was grateful that summer bookings were going well, but she still needed more to pay for years of neglected maintenance.

      Behind her, she heard sharp taps on the wooden stairs. Moments later, a tiny Chihuahua shot past her.

      “Pixie,” Ivy called out. “Stop right there.”

      Pixie’s toenails clattered across the parquet floor as she made her escape—no doubt looking for something to snatch and carry back to her lair. Pixie belonged to one of their long-term guests, Gilda, who had lost her home in the Ridgetop Fire last year.

      “Oh, no, you don’t, you little thief,” Ivy said, starting after her. Just then, she spotted a new guest coming up the walkway.

      “Poppy,” she cried out, cupping her hands like a megaphone. “Pixie alert. Heading toward the dining room. I have to check in a guest.”

      “I’ll corner her,” Poppy called back. Her niece raced from the kitchen and rushed after the little dog, who was making a mad escape toward an open door to the veranda. “Where’s Gilda?”

      “Upstairs. She probably doesn’t realize Pixie slipped out.”

      Gilda often worked with her headphones on, and if the door hadn’t shut properly, Pixie could push it open. Yesterday, she’d made off with a guest’s silk scarf, and Ivy had spied her dragging it up the stairs like a prize. Fortunately, the woman hadn’t noticed it missing, though Ivy insisted on having it dry cleaned. Louise at the Laundry Basket had tended to it right away.

      The front door opened, and a young woman stepped inside. She was an attractive thirty-something in jeans and boots, though her hair was a little disheveled as if she’d been traveling all day. She dropped a bag beside the desk with a thud and heaved a sigh.

      “Welcome to the Seabreeze Inn,” Ivy said brightly, striding back to the desk. “Checking in?”

      The woman ran a hand over her hair and assumed an attitude. “Isn’t that obvious?”

      “Well, yes,” Ivy replied, reining in a comment. Traveling was tiring, and this wasn’t the only weary guest who’d ever arrived suffering jet lag or travel challenges with an attitude to match. “Your name, please?”

      The woman hesitated, glancing around. She seemed taken in by the grand architecture before regaining her attitude. “Geena Bellamy. And I need a porter.”

      “I’ll be happy to help you with your bags,” Ivy said. “We don’t have porters at our little inn—despite the grand entryway. You’ll find Summer Beach is pretty relaxed.”

      Geena frowned. “I’m not here to relax.”

      Ivy quickly shifted course. “If you’re here on business and need to print anything, we have a printer in the library.”

      “Got her,” Poppy called out as she swooped past them with Pixie in her arms.

      With a degree of horror, Geena watched Poppy climb the stairs. “You allow dogs here?”

      “We do,” Ivy replied.

      “I’m allergic to dogs,” Geena said pointedly.

      “Not to worry. Your room is at the other end of the hall. I hope you’ll have a productive stay.” Ivy understood how severe pet dander allergies could be. She hoped the woman wouldn’t have issues.

      “I do, too.”

      Ivy detected more than a trace of animosity in the woman’s voice.

      “Am I checked in yet?” She rubbed her eyes. “My allergies must be starting already.”

      “The fresh ocean air might help that.” Ivy handed her the key. “Shall I show you to your room now?”

      “I can find it by myself. And carry my own baggage. I mean, what else is new?” She picked up her bag. “I’ve heard about this old house. Mind if I have a look around?”

      “Not at all,” Ivy said as Geena started for the stairs. That wasn’t an unusual request; many architecture aficionados came to appreciate Julia Morgan’s design. Others had read about the treasures discovered here.

      “Excuse me,” Ivy called out before Geena reached the stairway. Although she was unpleasant, she was still a guest. “We have a wine and tea gathering with appetizers this afternoon in the library. Maybe you’d like to stop by to unwind.”

      “I don’t need to unwind, and I don’t like crowds.” Geena continued up the stairs.

      “It’s usually a small group…”

      Geena ignored her, and Ivy turned back to her desk. At least she’d tried.

      Poppy stepped around the corner. “Some people just want to be miserable.”

      “You heard all that?”

      “Enough.” Poppy swung her silky blond hair over a shoulder. “Don’t let her rain on your day, Aunt Ivy. She’ll be gone soon enough. That’s what you always say.”

      Ivy didn’t have much time to worry, though. Another group of guests was arriving. Sometime later, after Ivy had finished checking in all the guests for the evening, Shelly breezed in.

      “Better late than never,” Shelly said brightly.

      Ivy looked up from her paperwork at the guest desk. “Glad you could make it, seeing how it’s almost time for our afternoon gathering.”

      Shelly smirked. “Lighten up, Ives. I’m here. What do you need help with?”

      Ivy hadn’t been able to get the literary guest registry out of her mind. Quickly, she told Shelly about what she and Poppy had found.

      Ivy led her to the kitchen and showed her the guest book. She swiped the feather duster over it again and opened the book. “Look at all these names. And the books they were reading.” Ivy was entranced. “Doesn’t that speak to you?”

      Shelly shrugged. “I don’t see what’s so exciting about that. I’m still waiting to find the stash of gold.”

      Ivy smiled at that. “What do you think about continuing Amelia’s literary society? We could start a book club.”

      Shelly put her hands on her hips. “And just how does that make us money?”

      Ivy wasn’t quite sure yet. “It’s good business to give back to the community.” She paused, recalling something her mother had once told her. “Often, you have to give before you get.”

      “Oh, all right. Just stop quoting Mom. I would’ve done it anyway.” Shelly grinned. “It could be kind of cool. I went to a couple of book clubs in New York. For most of the members, it was an excuse to leave the kids at home and drink wine.”

      “With that kind of experience, I could really use your input,” Ivy said, grinning. “We have to do something with the downstairs.”

      “In that case, I have another great idea.” Shelly twisted her lips to one side. “We could create a haunted house for Halloween. Your book club could read one of Stephen King’s horror novels—how about The Shining?”

      “About a haunted inn? You’ve got to be kidding. That’s way too close to home. Pun totally intended.”

      “Oh, come on. We wouldn’t even have to clean up the place.” Shelly laughed, clearly enjoying this. “Now, that would be authentic, especially since Amelia is still in residence.”

      A chill coursed along Ivy’s spine. “There’s no proof of that.”

      “You believe what you want, and I’ll believe what I know.”

      “Come on, Shells. We can’t afford to scare the guests.”

      Shelly laughed and poked her back. “People love to be scared, Ives. You know you’d secretly like to see Amelia again. Think of all the questions you could ask her. Such as why she shoved a guest book behind a platter. Or where she hid the gold.”

      Ivy shook her head. Still, Shelly had a point. She wished she would have had the opportunity to speak to Amelia Erickson. What a life the woman had lived. And what a difference she had made in the lives of others during her life—and after. Her life had truly mattered.

      Shaking an unsettling feeling from her shoulders, Ivy turned to her sister. “Maybe we’ll stumble upon your gold yet, Shelly. Or something just as valuable.” She tapped her fingers. “In fact, I think the new Summer Beach Book Club might open new doors for us.”

      “Oh, all right,” Shelly said. “What can it hurt?”
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      Since she and Shelly had talked about the book club, Ivy hadn’t been able to get that—or the vintage guest book—out of her mind. Still, she had to visit Nailed It in the village to buy some supplies for the old house. Like an aging grand dame, Ivy had to keep the house in cosmetic fixes—wood glue and hinges for one of the guest bathrooms, weather stripping for a door, and a silicone-based lubricant for sticking windows. She tucked a canvas bag under her shoulder and stepped outside on the front path.

      After turning toward the village, Ivy spied her retired neighbor ahead. Darla’s royal blue hair shone like peacock feathers in the sunshine. “Hi, Darla,” she called. “Wait up, and I’ll walk with you.”

      Darla turned around, her glittery visor flashing. “What’s up?”

      “I know you love to read,” Ivy replied. “Shelly and I have decided to start a Summer Beach book club. Would you like to join us?”

      Darla grunted. “Who else is in it?”

      “You’re the first,” Ivy said. Darla could be abrasive, but Ivy knew there was a reason for that, and she tried to excuse it. Shelly might not like having Darla in the book club, but if their neighbor found out about it and she hadn’t been included, Ivy would never hear the end of it. “We thought it would be fun to gather some people who love books.”

      “Could be.”

      Darla always sounded cranky with her gruff voice, but Ivy knew that a warm heart lurked under her rough façade. Her relationship with Mitch as a sort of surrogate mother was proof of that. “Does that mean you’re interested in joining us?”

      Darla threw her a look of exasperation. “Okay. Put me down for it. What are you reading first?”

      “We haven’t gotten that far yet. Maybe you have some suggestions.”

      “You bet I do. But I need to know which genre.” She lowered her voice as a chatty group of local women jostled past them on the sidewalk. “You don’t want your romance readers mixing with your sci-fi or horror readers. Although I read everything. Not many people do.” She jerked her head back at the ladies they’d passed.

      “Oh, right,” Ivy said, taking note. “Good point.”

      “We could have different clubs,” Darla said. “Could be a lot of work, though. I don’t know if I’d have the time.”

      “I wouldn’t want to put too much pressure on you.” Ivy hadn’t planned on Darla taking over. “I thought we could support Pages by ordering books through the shop.” Ivy knew Paige was a regular at Java Beach with Darla’s cadre of friends. Everyone in town was fond of her. “Maybe we’ll get the whole village reading this year.”

      “She’d like that,” Darla said. “There used to be a group of women who met at her shop to talk about books, but that was years ago. They’re all gone now.” She paused, shading her face from the sun. “Paige is more than a bookseller; she’s a book whisperer,” Darla added in a reverent tone. “The best I’ve ever known.”

      “What does that mean?” Ivy asked.

      Darla shifted from one foot to another. “Paige has an uncanny way of knowing which book a person needs to read, even before they tell her what they’re looking for. Books that really touch your soul. It’s almost spooky.”

      Ivy considered that. “Sort of like a book therapist?”

      “That’s it.” Suddenly self-conscious, Darla waved a hand as if to dismiss what she’d just said. “But don’t tell anyone I said that. It’s not like I believe in that kind of stuff.”

      “Of course not,” Ivy said, wondering why Darla would want to keep that a secret. Nothing seemed to be a secret in Summer Beach, where Java Beach was gossip central. “But I don’t think that sounds unusual.”

      “Well, to some, it is.”

      Ivy seemed to have touched on a sensitive nerve with Darla. Thinking that it might have to do with her late son, she avoided the topic. “Maybe you could put together a list of book suggestions.”

      She wasn’t just trying to humor Darla; she was genuinely interested in what her neighbor was reading. Her mother had once said that you could tell a lot about a person by what they read. Sometimes it was surprising.

      “I’d like that,” Darla said, visibly relieved. “Paige will be happy to hear about this, too. She could use a bit extra right now.”

      “I’ll go by her shop after the hardware store,” Ivy said. Paige could give her insights into running a book club, too. She’d once been a member of a club in Boston, but that had been years ago.

      After leaving Darla at the door to Java Beach, Ivy went next door to Nailed It to buy her supplies.

      Once she’d filled her bag and chatted with the owners, Jen and George, Ivy continued on to Pages in the village.

      At the entrance to the bookshop, the chime of small, silver-toned books suspended from a chain on the door rang like fine crystal in the quiet atmosphere. The fragrant air was redolent of home-cut roses, a salty ocean breeze, and that beloved old book aroma. Although the shop looked like it needed a few repairs—peeling paint, stained ceiling, threadbare carpet—it was a haven for magical escapes with comfy reading areas and whimsical, hand-painted signage and airy design.

      Ivy was immediately spellbound. A small plaque by the door identified the building as a 1928 Lilian J. Rice design, noted for her Spanish Colonial Revival design of the Inn at Rancho Santa Fe. Ivy wondered if she had known Julia Morgan, the architect who designed the Seabreeze Inn, originally named Las Brisas del Mar.

      “Welcome,” called out a spry older woman who was teetering on a wooden ladder to reach a book on a high shelf.

      “Would you like me to get that for you?” Ivy asked, concerned.

      “Thank you, but I’m quite sure-footed,” the woman replied. “I’m Paige with an i.” Her bright blue eyes twinkled behind lapis-blue glasses. She snagged the book and delivered it into the arms of a waiting child. “Here you are. Everything you need to know about Mars.”

      The little girl’s eyes lit with excitement. “I have to read everything on it because I’m going to be an astronaut someday.”

      “I believe you will be,” Paige said with sincere assurance. As she nodded, her stylish, wavy silver hair skimmed her shoulders.

      Delighted, the little girl raced to a corner of the shop where a rag rug and a jumble of embroidered pillows made for a soft landing when she plopped down.

      “Her parents were great readers at that age, too,” Paige said before her attention was pulled away by another patron.

      Ivy glanced around. The store was like a magical cottage, with antique shelves holding a variety of books, from best-loved classics to new titles. An old surfboard fashioned into a bookshelf displayed beach books while well-worn armchairs and benches provided spots for people to perch while they browsed. And at the center of the shop was a grand, sweeping staircase that had books stacked along one side of each step.

      “Excuse me, ma’am,” a young boy said. Clutching a book, he climbed the staircase. Each wooden step creaked under his slight weight.

      Ivy looked closer at the staircase, whose uneven steps were in need of repair. However, every riser had a quote painted on it in fine, bold strokes and bright colors. Drawn to the artistry, she bent to read the first one, brushed in marine blue.

      
        
        “There are some things you learn best in calm, and some in storm.”

        — Willa Cather, The Song of the Lark

      

      

      Ivy thought about the past two years, which had certainly been tumultuous, yet she valued the experience. She’d learned that it was never too late to recreate your life—even if the path was uncertain. Stepping closer, she peered at turquoise lettering on the next one.

      
        
        “I am not afraid of storms, for I am learning how to sail my ship.”

        — Louisa May Alcott, Little Women

      

      

      There was a theme, Ivy realized. And yes, she might not have known much when she’d embarked on this entrepreneurial journey, but she was learning every day. She raised her gaze to the crimson words on the next riser.

      
        
        “Beware; for I am fearless, and therefore powerful.”

        — Mary Shelley, Frankenstein

      

      

      Ivy chuckled to herself. She hadn’t quite attained a level of fearlessness—but she was working toward it. Straightening her shoulders, she realized that over the past year, she had become less likely to stay awake with worry—and more confident that she could handle whatever arose. That felt powerful, indeed.

      Letting her gaze travel up the wondrous staircase, Ivy saw that some risers had been painted over—as if the artist had discovered a new truth in the pages of a book. What magic awaits all whose footsteps fall here, she thought.

      When Paige turned back to her, Ivy introduced herself.

      “I’ve heard all about you,” Paige said, her eyes lighting with pleasure. “How fortunate that you’ve found happiness with our Bennett. You’re looking for a book today?”

      “Quite a few, actually. My sister and I are starting a book club at the Seabreeze Inn, and we hope you can supply the readers.” Ivy went on to tell her about what she had in mind.

      “Why, I’d be honored to help you revive the literary tradition at Las Brisas del Mar,” Paige said, using the original name of the old beach house.

      “Was it well known for that?”

      “Indeed. For all the arts, of course.”

      Ivy smiled at the thought. “I just found a guest book for Amelia Erickson’s literary society.”

      “That’s definitely a sign that you must forge ahead with this idea,” Paige said with a vigorous shake of her head. “Amelia’s literary salons were quite famous. She brought in noted authors to speak—which you could do as well. Her library must have been magnificent.” She placed a hand over her heart and sighed at the thought.

      Paige’s love for books touched Ivy. “There’s not much left in the way of books, I’m afraid. But perhaps we’ll rebuild.” Ivy gestured to the staircase. “I love your selection of quotes. Who is the artist?”

      “My daughter,” Paige said. “She grew up here, and her first attempts were in crayons. Over the years, she became more discerning, both in her art and her philosophy. She teaches at a university in Los Angeles.”

      “How nice that she’s still close.” That explained the changing of quotes, Ivy thought. She glanced around. “Your store is so welcoming and charming. I love your use of color. ”

      With a wistful expression, Paige took in the shopworn space. “Sometimes I think love and old paint are all that’s holding this place together, but I like to honor the past. We’re kindred spirits like that, I think.” Paige paused and put a finger to her chin. “You haven’t read Jane Austen, have you?”

      “I was just discussing her with my niece,” Ivy said. “Actually, I’ve only seen the film.”

      Paige nodded knowingly and adjusted her glasses. “I’ll bring a copy of Pride and Prejudice for you. No time like the present to see what you’ve been missing.”

      “I don’t know if I have the time to read such a long book.”

      Paige’s eyes sparkled. “Perhaps you haven’t been reading books with the right message for you. And, ‘if a book is well written, I always find it too short.’ That’s not mine, that’s Jane Austen, but the sentiment still rings true.”

      “Maybe so,” Ivy allowed. “Some in town say you’re a book whisperer. They say you always know the book a person should read.”

      A demure smile played on Paige’s bright, lightly lined face. “I’ve simply read a lot of books in my time.”

      “But how do you know what kind of book a person needs versus what they think they want?”

      “It’s in the eyes, which are the window to their soul, to paraphrase Shakespeare.” Paige’s eyes sparkled—as if she held a secret known only to her. “Let me know when the first book club meeting will be.”

      Another customer drew Paige’s attention. Ivy was happy to host the book club, but between guests and family, she hardly had time to read, especially an old book that probably went on and on. She sighed, resolving to skim it, at least.

      Why Paige thought she might like Pride and Prejudice was beyond her. After all, she’d seen the movie years ago, though she could hardly remember much of it except for the handsome Mr. Darcy.
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      On the way back to the inn, Ivy decided to take the beach route because she’d missed her morning walk. Poppy was looking after the inn, and Shelly should be there soon, so she wouldn’t be missed. Drinking in the ocean air, she slung the canvas shopper over her shoulder and slipped off her sandals.

      With determined steps, she stumbled over the dunes until she reached the damp, sea-smoothed sand near the water’s edge. As she did, Shelly’s words about Bennett rushed through her mind.

      Seeking to understand her hesitance with Bennett—though she did not question her love for him—Ivy thought about how she’d come to this point in her life.

      Over the last couple of years, she’d traded her life as an anticipatory problem-solver—perfectly laundered shirts for Jeremy, new clothes for Sunny, drama lessons for Misty, nutritious meals for all—for a life where she was responsible for only her well-being.

      Not counting guests of the inn. Or Sunny. Or running a business.

      On the other hand, maybe she was too busy.

      She put the roof over her head—although technically, it had been Jeremy’s earned income. But hadn’t her daily toil been worth something?

      Of course, she told herself.

      Now, her labor was measured in what a guest would pay for a clean, well-decorated room, a morning meal, and pleasant conversation. She was trading her skills on the open market. And that had bought independence.

      She rather liked that feeling.

      It was like that first sip of Coca-Cola—all fizzy and sweet and caffeinated. A lot like lust, and even a little like love, except that real love, she thought, deepened into a smooth liqueur of the richest flavor—perhaps the color of Bennett’s golden hazel eyes.

      When it wasn’t right, love settled into a feeling akin to tolerance, excuses for the other, and resignation that this was all there was and would ever be. She knew that feeling—and never wanted it again. But with Bennett, the feeling was different from what she had known before.

      Was it really?

      With each step, she dug her toes deeper into the sand. Water swirled around her ankles as the sea spilled in and swept out again.

      Blinking against the bright sunlight that blazed against the glittering sand, she felt a stark realization hit her like a chilly Pacific wave.

      While she had loved Jeremy, they had not been in love. The I’ve-got-your-back, in-sickness-and-in-health, first-signs-of-gray, and post-baby-belly kind of love that loves regardless. With Jeremy, she had to maintain her Standards with a capital S. To him, a slight muffin top and gray roots meant she had let herself go in the most egregious manner.

      It wasn’t her imagination; he’d told her so.

      Now she knew that had been a warning before he settled on a younger model.

      So now, the love of a good man who accepted her for who she was—with a frown too deep, a sprinkle of gray, a soft muffin-top around the middle—was heady stuff.

      However, that didn’t mean she had to give up her hard-fought accomplishments, did it? She loved making her own money and spending it any way she pleased, even though it was usually on paint or repairs for the house. Her budget might not be as large as when she’d been with Jeremy, but it was all hers. She didn’t have to think twice about buying a new pair of sandals, even if she really didn’t need them in orange.

      For the first time in her life, she was truly in charge of her life and her decisions. As a young woman, she’d gone from being dependent on her family to being dependent on Jeremy. Now, there was no one to report to, no one to ask for permission. Except for taxes and guests, she had her freedom.

      Oh, yes. Heady stuff, indeed.

      Her forceful footsteps scared a lone shorebird, who skittered back to the safety of its flock.

      Silly bird.

      On the other hand, she’d encountered loneliness in Boston after Jeremy’s death. Living in a rented room, her daughters busy with their lives, her friends juggling commitments with family and other married couples as she once had. The best decision she’d ever made, crazy though it seemed to her friends back east, had been to take on the dilapidated old house that Jeremy had never meant for her to have and create a livelihood for herself.

      Slowing her step, she wondered if welcoming Bennett fully into her life would mean giving up the personal agency she’d just discovered? Sure, it was all professions of love and moonlight kisses now, but would she end up taking on the responsibility of the care and tending of a full-grown man? Would she be the one in charge of shopping, groceries, laundry, medical appointments, relatives’ birthdays, and so on ad infinitum?

      Would his needs eclipse hers?

      Bennett didn’t seem like that type now, but she was wary—not of him, necessarily, but of her actions.

      It would be too easy to fall into the role of full-on helpmate again—not that that was entirely a bad thing, mind you—but at her age and station in life, she yearned to do more—to live for herself, too. She wanted to paint, tuck money aside for her eventual retirement, take a few pleasure trips, and buy turquoise shoes if she felt like it. Not that she couldn’t do those things with Bennett.

      So why hadn’t she done those things with Jeremy?

      Because his needs and those of their children had always come first.

      She stooped to pick up an interesting pink shell, broken but still beautiful. That’s how she felt now.

      Turning this dilemma and new thoughts over in her mind, she walked on until she finally reached the inn. With a renewed sense of purpose, she kicked sand from her feet and entered the nest of her own making.

      

      Ivy placed the broken shell on the kitchen counter when she returned home. Cut flowers were in the sink, and Poppy emerged from the butler’s pantry with several small vases.

      “I found these for the guest rooms,” Poppy said. “Amelia had so much here. I can’t imagine what their place in San Francisco was like.” As she trimmed the flowers, she asked about the book club.

      Ivy eased onto a stool. “There’s a lot of interest. I just spoke to Paige about it, and I told Jen, Darla, and a couple of others about it. Everyone seems interested.”

      “Here, too,” Poppy said.

      “Who?”

      “Gilda and Imani for sure,” Poppy said. “We talked about it over breakfast. Gilda writes book reviews for magazines, so she volunteered to compile a potential reading list. Imani listens to audiobooks at Blossoms when business is slow, so she keeps up on books, too.”

      “New or classics?” Ivy asked.

      Poppy snipped a rose. “Something beachy would be fun.”

      Ivy lifted a corner of her mouth in thought. “Let’s make a list. We can compare notes at the first meeting.”

      “Everyone knows lists are your department,” Poppy said. “Besides, I have to babysit the vegetables out there for Shelly.” She nodded toward the rear garden where lettuce, tomatoes, sugar snap peas, and peppers grew.

      Ivy shook her head. They all missed Shelly’s help at the inn.

      Poppy stuffed flowers in the vases.

      Ivy slid from the stool. “I’ll put those in the rooms.”

      “Thanks,” Poppy said. “By the way, do we have any more ink for the printer, or should I pick up more in town?”

      “I’ve already done that,” Ivy said. “You’ll find an extra cartridge in my shopping bag over there. You must be doing a lot of printing.”

      “Not me,” Poppy replied. “It’s for one of our guests, Geena Bellamy. She’s printing a load of legal-looking documents. If she keeps this up, we should charge her. Though I wouldn’t mind if she were at least nice about it.”

      Ivy narrowed her eyes. “We’re not a copy center—that’s merely a limited service for guests. I’ll speak to her when I see her.”

      

      After checking in the day’s guests, Ivy and Poppy set up for the late afternoon event in the music room. Celia, a friend who underwrote the music program at the school, brought in a talented young pianist to play, and everyone gathered for a glass of wine or a cup of tea before going out for the evening.

      Yet, there was still no sign of Shelly.

      Resigned to do without her sister, Ivy plugged in the electric tea kettle while Poppy arranged wine glasses. It was a casual, self-serve affair that guests enjoyed. After setting up, Ivy and Poppy went to the kitchen to make a grocery list for the coming week.

      A voice rang out.

      “The cookie man has arrived,” Mitch said as he strolled into the kitchen holding a pastry carton that smelled of sweet spices. He looked like he’d just returned from the beach. His spiky blond hair stuck out at all angles, framing a sun-reddened face, and he wore an old T-shirt and flip-flops.

      “What are we serving today?” Ivy asked.

      He flipped open the lid of the carton. “Oatmeal raisin and s’mores cookies with chocolate and marshmallows and graham crackers—all fresh from the oven. Who wants one?”

      “Yes, please,” Poppy said. She reached inside for a s’mores cookie.

      “I won’t say no to the oatmeal raisin,” Ivy said. “Although I should.”

      “You’ve got to live a little every day,” Mitch said with a quirky grin. “Did my team at Java Beach take good care of you while Shells and I were away?”

      “They did,” Ivy replied, selecting a cookie. “I heard you had a good trip.”

      “The absolute best.” Youthful exuberance lit his face. “Shelly is amazing, and it’s so cool to have a real family now. Hey, I’m actually related to you and Poppy now.”

      Ivy laughed. “By marriage.”

      “I’m one lucky guy.” He glanced around. “Where’s Shelly?”

      “She’s not here yet,” Ivy said. “I saw her earlier, and I’m a little worried about her. She said she hasn’t been feeling very well.”

      “It’s probably a case of Montezuma’s Revenge,” Mitch said, making a face. “Guess I’ve got a stomach of steel. Poor Shells.”

      “You’ll let me know if I can do anything for her?”

      “Sure. I think she’ll be okay, though.”

      Ivy pressed her lips together, refraining from comment. Shelly and Mitch were a couple now, and it was clear they didn’t need Ivy hovering around playing concerned older sister. They were certainly adults and had a new life to embrace.

      Or was Shelly taking advantage of that? It wouldn’t be the first time.

      Ivy took a bite of the cookie. “These are delicious,” she said, savoring the warm oatmeal and raisins with a hint of cinnamon.

      Just then, the back door banged open.

      Shelly rushed in with a self-conscious grin on her face. “Late again, right?” She paused to kiss Mitch. “Hi, babes.”

      Shelly didn’t look like she was feeling bad. In fact, Ivy thought she looked bright and well rested. “Did you have your nap?”

      “I really needed it,” Shelly said. “Except I’ll probably be up half the night again.”

      “That’s cool,” Mitch said. “We can meet my friends in the village. They’re playing at Spirits & Vine tonight. It’s hot jazz night.”

      “Cool,” Shelly said, darting a glance toward Ivy.

      “I’m glad you’re feeling better,” Ivy said evenly. Maybe Shelly had made a miraculous recovery. Still, she resolved to have another talk with Shelly. In private.

      Footsteps sounded on the stairway, and Ivy put the grocery list aside. Guests were gathering in the music room, and Bennett would return from City Hall soon. They had a routine, and Shelly knew it as well as anyone.

      “I’ll go see to the guests,” Poppy said, glancing between them and quickly making herself scarce.

      “Thanks,” Ivy said. “Time to be a host,” she added, casting a look at Shelly as she pushed through the kitchen door.

      “Be right there,” Shelly called after her.

      Guests might have arrived as strangers in the music room, but Ivy made sure that people met and left as friends. They’d even had one couple who met and began dating at the inn over the holidays. After the gathering, guests filtered out to restaurants in Summer Beach.

      Ivy collected the dirty dishes and glassware left behind. Although Shelly had arrived, she’d also disappeared too shortly after the event began. Ivy didn’t know whether her sister was sick or simply disinterested, but she was trying her patience.

      If Shelly no longer wanted to work at the inn, they would have to have that conversation. Ivy didn’t want to feel like she had to monitor her—they had been partners before. All in together toward a goal. She missed that.

      In the kitchen, Bennett had stationed himself at the sink. “Since you’re short-handed, I’ll whip those dishes out in no time,” he said, filling the sink with sudsy water.

      “You’ve noticed, too,” Ivy said.

      “Hard not to. But I’m sure Shelly will come around soon.”

      Ivy stacked up the dishes. “Wish we had a dishwasher,” she said. The house had never had one. Unfortunately, that was nowhere near the top of Ivy’s lengthy to-do list.

      “You’ve got me,” Bennett said, grinning.

      “Thanks, sweetheart.” Having a partner made all the difference. She picked a dish towel. “I’ll dry. And I don’t expect you to step into Shelly’s position.” Ivy didn’t like feeling this way about Shelly, but she needed help.

      Bennett grabbed one end of the towel and drew her toward him, his eyes twinkling with mischief. “Have I told you how much I love you today?”

      As he tucked his arms around her, Ivy looped the towel around his neck. “Not since breakfast.” Gazing into his warm hazel eyes almost made her forget about Shelly—and her hesitation about their relationship.

      In his embrace, she felt safe and loved—and a little guilty for thinking that might not be enough. Bennett was everything she could want in a man.

      But what she wanted was to be certain. No mistakes. Not at her age. Besides, their marriage wasn’t legal yet. Blessed, but not legal. Left hanging—that’s how she felt.

      “I’m all yours, sweetheart,” Bennett said, his voice husky with emotion. He covered her hand with his and swept it over his heart. “You have all my love.”

      Under her palm, his heart beat with surprising intensity. Ivy splayed her hands against his firm chest. She noticed the way other women looked at him. Single women, guests, tourists—even the new guest, Geena Bellamy—a surly, unpleasant young woman even this evening—had eyed him from across the music room. For the most part, he seemed unaware of the attention. Or maybe he was used to it.

      She met his lips with hers. “You’re forever in my heart.” That much was true. She’d never forgotten the young surfer with the guitar on the beach, even two decades later.

      Laughter filtered in from the veranda. Moments later, Shelly burst into the kitchen with Mitch right behind her. “Well, if this isn’t the picture of domestic bliss.” She winked at Ivy.

      “I love a man who washes dishes,” Ivy said.

      Shelly had put on makeup and changed into a flowing white top and jeans with kitten heels. She still looked healthy and happy, and she seemed oblivious to Bennett doing her usual duty.

      “And I love a man who cooks,” Shelly said, giving Mitch a playful kiss.

      Just then, the door to the lower level creaked open, and a gust of wind blew through the kitchen.

      Ivy brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Must be a window open. I wonder who was down there last?”

      “Not me,” Shelly said. “I haven’t been down there in forever.”

      “Well, it wasn’t me.” Ivy crossed the kitchen to shut it. “Maybe it was Poppy, although I can’t imagine why.” She tried to shut the door, but it seemed out of alignment with the doorjamb. “That’s odd. It was shut just a few seconds ago.”

      Poppy swung through the kitchen door. “Did I just hear my name?”

      “Were you downstairs?” Ivy asked.

      “No, but I saw that new guest, Geena Bellamy, down there. She said you told her it was okay to look around.”

      Ivy rolled her eyes. “I didn’t mean down there.”

      “I’ll look at that door,” Mitch said, tossing his towel to Shelly. He knelt before the old wooden door and swung it back and forth. “Bennett and I can fix this.”

      Shelly laughed. “I bet Amelia is up to her old tricks again.”

      “Don’t you dare start on that,” Ivy said, frowning at her sister. “It was probably a gust off the ocean. I should check the windows down there.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Shelly said, tossing the towel back to Mitch. “I know how you feel about ghosts.”

      “There is nothing of the sort,” Ivy said, wishing Shelly would stop with such nonsense. She’d been irritated with her sister since she’d returned from her honeymoon. Still, priorities shifted in life, Ivy supposed. She’d have to accept that and work out something with Shelly.

      Behind her, Bennett chuckled. “The kids in Summer Beach always thought they saw something. You probably remember that from the campfires we used to have on the beach.”

      “We were teenagers then.” A strange feeling bristled along Ivy’s spine. Exasperated, she jabbed her hands onto her hips. “Not you, too.”

      “Just passing along information,” Bennett said, turning off the faucet and stepping away from the sink as he dried his hands. “I’m through here, so I’ll go have a look. Mitch, why don’t you come with me?”

      A thin white curtain at the window above the kitchen sink fluttered.

      “Oh, no,” Shelly said, pointing toward the curtain. “You’re not leaving us up here with a ghost. Even if Amelia is a friendly one.”

      Ivy sliced her hands through the air. “That’s it. We’re all going. We need to figure out what to do with that lower level anyway.” Not that she believed in ghosts, yet she couldn’t help shivering.
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      Wrinkling her nose against the stale odor, Ivy peered tentatively down the stairs to the lower level. “It smells musty.”

      After the FBI had collected the precious loot of artwork, and she and Shelly and Poppy had moved furniture they could use upstairs, they hadn’t returned here often—except for the art show tours they’d held last year. Ivy planned to host another show later this summer.

      “Could be mildew or mold,” Bennett replied as he flicked on the light. “You can have it checked for leaks. Who’s going first?”

      “I will,” Ivy said, steeling herself against the odor. “No spirits here.”

      Beside her, Poppy peered into the dimly lit stairs. “On second thought, I forgot that I need to check on a guest.” She skittered away.

      Ivy hardly blamed her. Gingerly, she made her way down the stairs, lifting the hem of her floral sundress to avoid the accumulation of dust. Once they were gathered at the base of the stairs, she swung around to Bennett. “Could you check the windows? One of them must have been left open.”

      Her voice echoed through the mostly empty space. Only a few boxes and assorted pieces of antique furniture—Victorian sofas, wingback chairs, wool rugs, bar stools, a carved bar—remained in a storage area where Amelia Erickson had concealed her treasures during the Second World War.

      Bennett nodded toward Mitch. “We’ll check them.”

      While the men started off, Ivy glanced across the cavernous room. “This is a lot of space. We’ll have to take this in phases.”

      “It’s a pretty big job,” Shelly agreed, shivering. “It’s a lot cooler down here, even in the summer.”

      “It might have been built for storage.” Ivy ran her hands over a brick wall. “Back then, people did a lot of canning. They could have stored winter and root vegetables down here from neighboring farms. This entire area was once farmland and fishing.” She gazed up at the windows that lined the top of the space.

      “I’ve also heard the Ericksons had bowling lanes down here,” Bennett said, joining them again. “Since they lived here during the Roaring Twenties and Prohibition, they might have had a secret bar here, too.”

      “That could also explain why they built up the exterior grounds to hide this level,” Shelly said. “Maybe it wasn’t to hide from submarines after all.”

      The lower level was a half-basement with windows that looked out over the grounds and had been concealed from the outside with landscaping for years. Once uncovered, that section had required exterior repair and painting. Due to the cost, Ivy had left the interior in its original condition.

      Ivy nodded toward an area that had rows of empty racks and individual wooden cabinets. “They must have kept bottles over there.”

      Mitch walked over, brushing dust from his hands.

      “Sure wish they’d left some wine,” Shelly said. “Could you imagine what that would be worth?” She heaved a sigh. “How about a lounge? We could sell wine and appetizers. Live jazz on the weekends would be great.”

      “I like it, but we’d have to have all kinds of permits for that, and we don’t have the zoning to sell alcohol.”

      Shelly furrowed her brow. “Couldn’t you get the zoning changed like you did on this place before?”

      “That was a special situation,” Bennett interjected. “An exception was made because the city needed the rooms to lodge local residents after the Ridgetop Fire. But selling alcohol here would be a real departure for the neighborhood. I don’t think Darla and your other neighbors would like that. Zoning is there to protect neighborhoods. That’s why you can give wine away, but you can’t charge for it.”

      “Bet they had big parties here,” Mitch said, grinning. “Maybe they were rum runners. You don’t think they stored only wine down here, do you?” He pointed to a lighter space on the wooden floor in front of the wine racks and other shelves. “That’s probably where the bar was.”

      “It must have been removed,” Ivy said, although she thought she’d seen one down here. She’d have to take another look at the old photo album they’d found a few months ago to see if any photos had been taken down here. “Did you find the window that had been left open?”

      Mitch shook his head. “Nada.”

      “None of them were.” Bennett brushed a hand over his short, cropped hair. “Found a few cobwebs, but that was all.”

      “We opened some to air out the place,” Mitch added.

      Everywhere Ivy looked was dirty, dingy, and dank. Shaking her head, she said, “I don’t know how we’re going to manage all this work.”

      Bennett put his arm around her shoulders. “You’ve got a good team here. You’ll be surprised at what we can do.”

      “We could throw a barbecue and invite all the young, strong cousins for another cleaning and painting party,” Shelly said. “Poppy could help us rally them. I’ll bet Forrest would pitch in with some expert help in electrical and plumbing repair if we need it. And Reed is working full time with his construction company now.”

      “We can’t keep calling on family to help us,” Ivy said, recalling how much they’d helped them get the house ready for rentals last year. Their nephew Reed had seemed eager to show off his new skills in construction management.

      Shelly folded her arms and stared at her. “Why not? You know we’ll host the holidays here for everyone again this year—maybe forever at the rate the family is growing. Just wait until all the cousins get married and start having babies. No one except you has a house large enough for the entire Bay family.”

      “Good point,” Ivy said. “I’ll see if they can do it this weekend.” Their twin brothers Flint and Forrest had nine children between them. Too many Bays on this coast was a frequent family joke.

      “I’ll manage the barbecue,” Mitch said. “It will be fun. Like one of those old-fashioned barn raisings.”

      Shelly raised her eyebrows and poked him. “What would you know about that, surfer dude?”

      “Hey, I read,” Mitch protested.

      Ivy tapped a finger on her chin. “When we were going through the things Amelia had stored last year, didn’t we see some crates of old books?”

      “We did,” Shelly replied. “After the shelves are cleaned, we could bring them out.”

      “Paige said Amelia was known for her literary salon. There might be quite a collection here.” They hadn’t had time to sort through all the crates. But now, in her mind’s eye, she could see the area taking shape.

      “We could fill the bookshelves and spread some of the vintage rugs that are still rolled up over these wooden floors,” Ivy said, growing excited. “We could have lively conversations late into the night without bothering any of the guests upstairs.”

      “So, what’s the difference between that and a wine club?” Shelly asked. “I thought books and wine went together like peas and carrots.”

      “Peanut butter and jelly,” Bennett added.

      “You and me,” Shelly said, flinging an arm around Mitch.

      Ivy ran a hand across her forehead. “Come on, you guys. Be serious.”

      Shelly laughed as Mitch swung her around. “Why start now, Ives? Our fun chi brings the right people here. Trust the process.”

      “Maybe I’ve been too serious,” Ivy said. She was happy for Shelly; she just had a lot on her mind.

      “That’s right,” Shelly said, giggling. “Rip up those lists.”

      “Never hurts to lighten up,” Bennett said, giving her shoulder a little squeeze. Lowering her voice, he added, “You’ve been pretty wound up lately.” A question seemed to linger behind his words, though he didn’t voice it. Instead, he kneaded her neck with strong, gentle hands.

      That much is true, Ivy thought, rotating her neck.

      Without Shelly a hundred percent on board, Ivy had been working a lot of late hours. Tending to the landscape as well as the interior and guests was a lot for her to handle. Although Sunny was here, she was also taking summer school along with Jamir. She hadn’t added all of her credits and was still short for graduation.

      Bennett kissed her cheek. “We’re all here to help get it done—right guys? As Shelly said, let’s make it fun.”

      Ivy appreciated his understanding and reassurance. This was another reason she loved Bennett. He never hesitated to pitch in.

      Ivy paced the area. “Besides a book club, we could hold other events or rent this space out.” As ideas came to her, the excitement of possibilities surged through her. “Wine tastings, lectures, and maybe even that jazz idea.”

      “Now you’re thinking,” Shelly said. “I could film events and post them online.”

      Shelly was growing more interested now. Maybe she had grown bored. “As people visit, more word gets around about the inn for weddings and other special events,” Ivy said. “It would be a win-win for everyone.”

      Shelly’s eyes flashed with excitement. “We could have book sales, offer merchandise, maybe get patron support. Plus, we could derive a little advertising income from my video views. I know there’s a lot we could do.”

      “As long as you have time.” Ivy glanced at Bennett, who was smiling at the exchange between her and Shelly. At least she knew she could count on him, and that was reassuring.

      “I’d love to do this,” Shelly said with an earnest expression. “I’ve got this, Ives.”

      “So why meet down here instead of upstairs?” Mitch asked.

      “Good question,” Ivy said, nodding. “This will be a dedicated space, so we don’t have to worry about double booking. Like the wedding party we have later this month. They’re taking over most of the downstairs.”

      Shelly groaned. “Please don’t tell me we won’t have another momzilla or bridezilla.”

      “Not at all. I booked this while you and Mitch were on your honeymoon,” Ivy said. “They’re a sweet, older couple, so the whole wedding affair should be fairly sedate. They’re orchestra members, and the music they have planned will be beautiful.”

      “We had great music, too,” Mitch said, nuzzling Shelly’s neck. “Everyone rocked out all night.”

      “We’ll never forget that weekend,” Ivy said, smiling at Bennett. It was a time to remember for all of them. Now, as she watched Shelly and Mitch, she was so happy for them, even if Shelly had slacked off a little. Maybe that was inevitable.

      The four of them walked around the downstairs area while Ivy made mental notes about cleaning and painting. Bennett and Mitch inspected the structural elements while Ivy and Shelly talked about uses for the space.

      “We could make separate areas,” Ivy said, sketching out rough ideas on a pad she’d just retrieved from the kitchen.

      “Eventually, we could have spa rooms on that side for massages and facials,” Shelly added. “A lot of guests ask for treatments, and the spa in the village gets booked up in the summer. Old hotels often had salons and barbershops on the ground floors or in the basement, sort of like the old hotel on Coronado Island.”

      “These are all good ideas.” Ivy made a note of that. Last winter, Bennett had taken her ice skating at the Hotel del Coronado, and she’d been intrigued with its history. “We’ll have to be selective. That could be expensive to build out.”

      “Then let’s focus on what we can do now.”

      “The book club is easy enough to start, and people will see the space.” Ivy held up her hands to frame the area for a visual. “Private wine storage there and a grouping by the bookshelves over there. The guys can help bring out rugs and furnishings. We could have this up and running pretty quickly.”

      “Except for the bowling lanes.” Shelly laughed, glancing around.

      “That would be a huge undertaking,” Ivy said.

      Shelly shivered. “It’s still a little spooky. Are you sure you don’t want to have a haunted house down here first?”

      Ivy shook her head. However, she was starting to enjoy having a new project. As much as the old house was hers, it also belonged to the residents of Summer Beach. They had invited the community for events ranging from an art festival and holiday celebrations to egg hunts on the lawn. The Seabreeze Inn had reclaimed its place as a center of Summer Beach activity for local residents and guests alike.

      A wisp of a breeze swept past her. Ivy shivered. Maybe it was a window Bennett and Mitch had opened, or maybe it was Amelia, pleased with her decision.

      That is, if she believed in ghosts, which she certainly did not.

      As Ivy looked around, she caught a glimpse of something on a lower bookshelf. Kneeling, she noticed a small book that had been shoved to the back and long forgotten. Reaching in, she slid it out.

      “What’s that?” Shelly asked, noticing what Ivy was doing.

      “A little book of some sort.” Ivy brushed dust from the leather cover. “Songs from the Golden Gate,” she read. “By Ina Coolbrith.” As she turned the brittle pages with care, she noted the date. “Published in 1895. It’s a book of poetry.”

      “How cool.” Shelly glanced over her shoulder.

      Ivy continued turning pages. “A lot of these poems have a California theme.”

      “Imagine what it must have been like here in 1895,” Shelly said. “Open land, no highways, no traffic. Not that Summer Beach has much now.”

      Ivy looked through the book and paused at a page. “Here’s one entitled ‘Sea-Shell.’” She began to read aloud.

      
        
        “And love will stay, a summer’s day!

        A long wave rippled up the strand…”

      

      

      Ivy paused and scanned the poem. Blinking against taut emotions, she hesitated before reading more.

      Bennett looked up. “That’s beautiful. I could set that to music with the guitar.”

      “That’s not all of it,” Shelly said, skipping ahead and picking up a few more lines.

      
        
        “And plucked a sea-shell from the sand;

        And laughed—O doubting heart, have peace!

        When faith of mine shall fail to thee

        This fond, remembering shell will cease

        To sing its love, the sea.”

      

      

      Shelly paused and smiled. “Meaning that person will love the other forever.” She drew her finger down the page. “Uh-oh, I don’t think it ended well for our lovers, though. I wonder who Ina Coolbrith was and who hurt her?”

      A yellowed card fluttered from the book. Ivy picked it up and read it. “Ina Donna Coolbrith. California’s first Poet Laureate.”

      Mitch let out a whistle. “That’s a big deal, isn’t it?”

      “Sure is,” Shelly said. “And how cool is it that honor was given to a woman, right?”

      Ivy reinserted the card into the slim volume and gazed up at the tall, empty wooden shelves. “Shelly, how many crates of books did you say we found?”

      “Two, maybe three.”

      Ivy recalled what Paige had said at the bookshop. A literary salon. “That wouldn’t fill these shelves. There must have been more.”

      “Why do you say that?” Shelly asked.

      “Because Amelia Erickson never did anything halfway.”
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      Bennett was seated at his desk in his office at City Hall, where expansive windows looked out over the village and the beach, all the way to the marina. With his windows open to the cool breeze, he could hear the distant roar of the ocean. While the view was inspiring, he was trying to keep his mind focused on the quarterly budget.

      His desk phone lit up, and Nan’s cheerful voice chirped through it from the front desk. “Call for you, Mr. Mayor. Shall I pass it through?”

      He’d been working all morning and hated to lose his train of thought. “Did they say who’s calling?”

      “Just a minute,” Nan said. Moments later, she came back on the line. “Her name is Diana Corbin, and she says it’s quite important. She refuses to tell me what it’s about, and believe me, I tried to wheedle it out of her.”

      The name seemed vaguely familiar, but he met a lot of people. Now that his concentration had been derailed, Bennett put his pencil down. “I’m sure you did your best, Nan. Might as well put the call through now.”

      He punched a blinking line. “Mayor Dylan here.”

      The caller introduced herself. “I don’t know if you remember me, but we met a couple of years ago at a fundraiser. How have you been?”

      “Fine. Busy.” He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “What can I help you with?” he asked cordially.

      “It’s what I can do for you. I started my own company, Corbin Executive Search. I have a high-paying position that you might want to consider. I was so impressed with the work you’ve done for Summer Beach.”

      “I’m flattered you thought of me, but I’m pretty happy here.”

      “This isn’t too far away. Only a few hours. And it’s a prestigious position.”

      Bennett chuckled. He didn’t really care about that. “So is being the mayor of Summer Beach.”

      “I know you’re joking, but the pay is incredible. Don’t you want to know what you’re worth?”

      Bennett leaned back in his chair. That was an intriguing question, not that he’d consider taking another position. Still, he was interested in hearing what she thought his skills might bring in the market. “I’m listening.”

      Diana spoke quickly—as if he might escape any moment. “I’ll send details. What’s your email address?”

      Still cautiously interested, he gave her his personal email address. It couldn’t hurt to see what was out there, he told himself before hanging up.

      Nan appeared at the door to his office, her short red curls practically sizzling with curiosity. “What was that about? In case she calls again,” she quickly added.

      “I met her at a community fundraiser,” he said, offering a brief explanation. Still, that wasn’t good enough for Nan.

      “So, should I put her calls through again?”

      Bennett hesitated. Not that he was interested, but it never hurt to listen. “I’d appreciate that.”

      After wrapping up the morning’s business, Bennett left City Hall at lunch. In the village, he ducked into a small shop called Get Away plastered with travel posters. The store was next to Pages. The owner, Teresa, was a travel agent who’d lived in Summer Beach for years. She was busy with a gray-haired couple who were planning a tour of South America. Bennett recognized them from around town.

      “Nice to see you here, Mr. Mayor,” Teresa said. “I’ll be with you shortly.”

      “No worries,” Bennett said, grinning. “I thought I’d stop by to dream a little.”

      The older couple chuckled. “It’s time you acted on those dreams,” the husband said. “You’re still a young man.” He winked at his wife. “I heard congratulations are in order for you, Mayor. Are you here to plan a honeymoon?”

      “I’m not sure I’d call it that,” Bennett said, feeling his neck warm. His relationship with Ivy had become complicated, and he didn’t know how to explain it—or what to do to get it back on track. He picked up a travel brochure. The Amalfi Coastline.

      “Well, I’ll bet Ivy would,” the woman said. “Every woman should have a honeymoon, even if it is ten years late.” She gave her husband a playful poke in the ribs.

      “Don’t make the same mistake I did,” the man said, taking his wife’s hand. “Fortunately, I managed to make up for it.”

      “Mostly,” she said, her eyes gleaming with laughter. “This next trip just might do it.”

      As they turned their attention back to their business at hand, Bennett collected a few more brochures. Paris, Hawaiian Islands, Nordic Tour, African Safari.

      Unsure of what Ivy might like, he cast about for ideas. He needed to do something.

      Bennett had seen a change in Mitch and Shelly after they returned from their honeymoon. Or maybe it was because Shelly moved into Mitch’s beach cottage. Whatever the reason, they seemed more in tune with each other.

      That’s what was missing with Ivy, he thought, furrowing his brow. A couple of days after their commitment ceremony, they’d drifted back into their separate worlds. He understood that Ivy had responsibilities. Running the inn took a lot of effort and energy, and tending to her daughters was a priority.

      He wasn’t placing all the blame on her, though. As mayor, he had many duties during the day and after hours. Still, he wondered when they’d have the chance to spend more time together.

      Or was this the new normal in relationships? A lot seemed to have changed in the last ten years since he’d been widowed.

      This isn’t really a marriage yet, Ivy had told him afterward. Bennett hoped she would change her mind. He realized the ceremony had been a last-minute decision, but he’d been thinking about it for months. It had seemed so right at the time, and Bennett loved her more than he’d ever thought possible again.

      Still, they had yet to make a lot of decisions that couples usually did. He wanted them to come together as a couple, but she didn’t seem ready yet.

      Bennett passed a hand over his forehead. The elusive Ivy Bay. However, he knew she couldn’t be pushed. Although he was trying to understand her reticence, he wasn’t as patient as he made out.

      As he thumbed through the travel brochures, he wondered what he could do to show Ivy how much she meant to him.

      The travel agent called out again, “Are you sure you don’t have any questions, Mr. Mayor?”

      “Not yet,” Bennett replied. At least, none that the travel agent could answer. He stuffed a few brochures into his pocket and left.

      

      After leaving work, Bennett swung by the marina to drop off supplies at his boat. As he walked toward the vintage vessel he’d restored, he saw his neighbor from the ridgetop sitting on his yacht with his buddies, having martinis and swapping stores. Tyler waved him down and introduced his friends, who were fraternity brothers visiting from Silicon Valley.

      They talked a few minutes before Bennett thought about a men’s book club he planned to organize. Given his high-tech entrepreneurial experience, Tyler would bring interesting views. Bennett told him about the new book club and invited him to a meeting at the inn.

      “We’d like to hear your perspective on topics,” Bennett said to Tyler. “You’re a big deal for Summer Beach.”

      “Celia was talking about joining a book club at the inn,” Tyler said, sipping his cocktail. “Is this the same one?”

      “This one is for men only.” Bennett’s comment drew a variety of crass comments from Tyler’s friends.

      Tyler looked embarrassed. “Hey, you guys. This is the mayor of Summer Beach. Come on; show some class.”

      Bennett ignored the comments. “For thoughtful conversation and camaraderie. I thought we’d start with books on leadership or history.”

      Tyler lifted his glass in acknowledgment. “Count me in. I could use a break while Celia’s busy with the music program.”

      “You’re on.” Bennett gave him a thumbs-up sign and started toward his much smaller boat. He was proud of it, though. He’d refinished the teakwood, polished the brass, and refurbished the interior.

      He stepped onto his boat and stashed the supplies he’d brought before tending to minor repairs and cleaning. As he was working on the deck, his thoughts turned to Ivy.

      Bennett understood her reluctance, or he thought he did. Jackie had been gone several years before he had even thought of dating again, and when he did, he hadn’t clicked with anyone. He’d dated a few attractive, accomplished women, but the spark hadn’t been there. Not until Ivy crashed back into his life.

      He had been patient with Ivy, but he wanted to see their relationship progressing. Something seemed to be holding her back, and he wasn’t sure if it might have been something he’d said or done.

      Or it might be that their work didn’t leave time for much togetherness. He continued to address city business during the week, as well as a few real estate clients on the weekend.

      As for Ivy, with the inn’s steady flow of guests and ongoing repairs, she had a great deal of responsibility. Summer was the high season for tourists, and he understood that her time was at a premium. Not that he expected supper on the table every evening—in fact, he enjoyed preparing dinner with her—or for her and Sunny. Misty also visited from Los Angeles when she had a break. He got along with Ivy’s daughters, and he was grateful that they accepted him into their lives, although it hadn’t been easy with Sunny at first.

      Could that be holding Ivy back? He didn’t mean to replace the girls’ father, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t have a meaningful relationship. He wanted to be a positive influence in their lives because he knew just how messy life could be at their ages.

      Maybe she just didn’t have time to ease into marriage right now. Bennett and Ivy had enjoyed the short trips they had taken to Catalina, Coronado Island, and a nearby vineyard. Until they could get away on a longer trip, he wanted to do more for just the two of them.

      The idea of a honeymoon was appealing.

      Bennett let his mind wander as he worked on the boat. They could stay in a hotel in San Diego’s Little Italy—Ivy loved Italian food, and they could explore the seaport. Or they might visit the nearby observatory and have a meal under the stars somewhere. Then again, a cabin near the artist colony of Idlewild could be quiet and intimate.

      Short day trips might help, but the problem was that their schedules weren’t very conducive to that right now. If he had a free weekend, the inn was at its busiest then.

      After he finished his work on the boat, he headed back to the inn, considering these ideas and options. Somehow, he wanted to do something magical for Ivy.

      Maybe his buddies Flint and Forrest, Ivy’s brothers, might have some suggestions. Ivy said they would be joining them this weekend to clean and paint the downstairs level, and he was looking forward to that.

      He chuckled to himself as he thought of Shelly’s talk of ghosts. Maybe they’d finally meet Amelia in the lower level, although he wouldn’t suggest that to Ivy.
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      On Saturday morning, Ivy rose early. Her brothers Forrest and Flint would arrive soon with their kids to tackle the lower level cleaning and painting, and she still had to tend to breakfast and morning guest requests. Imani had volunteered to lead the beach walk and clip flowers for the entryway, and Poppy was filling in to teach Shelly’s morning yoga class. Ivy was confident that everything would get done, but just barely.

      As the scent of roasted coffee filled the air, Ivy dashed around the kitchen preparing the breakfast trays with the muffins Mitch had dropped off, hoping Shelly would arrive as early as she’d promised.

      Sunny sauntered into the kitchen, her hair in disarray. She had pulled on cut-off jean shorts and a T-shirt emblazoned with the slogan, Life is Better in Summer Beach.

      “Good morning, sweetie,” Ivy said, giving her daughter a quick hug. “The coffee is on. Help yourself.”

      Yawning, Sunny took a mug from the cupboard. “I’ll pitch in once I get a few sips of java juice down.”

      “You know where I’ll be.” Ivy began to set up the dining area, and Sunny joined her a few minutes later. They worked quickly, yet before they finished, guests began arriving for breakfast. Sunny looked down at her outfit. “I’ll go change, Mom. Be back in a couple of minutes.”

      Ivy was glad she didn’t even have to ask this time. Even though this was their home, she liked everyone to look nice for their guests. Before long, the dining room was full of summer vacationers.

      “It’s good to have a full house again,” Ivy said a little while later to Sunny after her daughter had changed and returned, looking brighter in a short, pink polka-dot sundress. Ivy looked across the dining room where guests were milling about, helping themselves to muffins, toaster waffles, soft-boiled eggs, yogurt, and a large fruit bowl. “Sunny, help me clear this table for the next guests, please.”

      “Sure, Mom.” Sunny pitched, collecting plates from a table where one set of guests had just departed, and another family was looking for a place to sit. She placed the dishes on a tray.

      Ivy directed the guests to the table while Sunny swiped a damp cloth over it, brushing away crumbs. Although her spoiled younger daughter still had her moments, she was taking on more responsibility without excessive prodding, much to Ivy’s relief.

      This past week, Ivy and Poppy had called the family and invited them to a barbecue—with a hefty side of cleaning and painting downstairs. Only a couple of them had other plans, such as Elena, who was tending her jewelry shop in Los Angeles. Poppy rallied her cousins while Ivy made a list and ordered paint and supplies from Jen at Nailed It.

      Ivy glanced at her watch, feeling a little perturbed. The family would begin arriving any minute, and Shelly had promised to arrive early to help set up downstairs. Sighing, Ivy realized she needed to let go. Her sister had a more exciting life with Mitch now, and the inn was no longer her most urgent priority.

      As it should be, Ivy thought, checking her annoyance. Shelly had been so eager to sail into her sunrise, as she put it, and now she was.

      “Good morning, Bettina and John, ” Ivy said to the thirty-something couple who sat down. They had checked in the day before for a vacation stay. The woman wore a pink-and-green, seashell-printed bathing suit coverup. “What a cute outfit. You both look like you’re ready for the beach.”

      “Thanks,” Bettina said. “Do you think these clouds will clear up? We were hoping for a sunny day. I’m a nurse, so I spend most of my time indoors. I’ve been aching for sunshine.”

      “This is normal this time of year,” Ivy said. “The marine layer will burn off in an hour or two, and then you’ll have plenty of sunshine. But don’t let that fool you into not putting on sunscreen when you go out.”

      Sunny piped up. “We have fresh muffins today. Apple-cinnamon and blueberry. I can bring some if you want.”

      Ivy put an arm around her daughter and smiled, proud of how she was beginning to pitch in and communicate with guests. “This is my daughter, Sunny. You’re welcome to help yourself, too.”

      “Which shops in the village would you recommend?” Bettina asked.

      “That depends on what you want. If you like vintage pieces, Antique Times is always fun to explore. The Hidden Garden has wonderful plants and garden decorations.” Ivy named a few other boutiques in town. “Java Beach is great for coffee and lunch, and the Coral Cafe has a delicious menu for supper, along with a beautiful view of the ocean. Spirits & Vine is a lively wine bar with live jazz on the weekend.”

      “We’ll check those out,” John said, resting a hand on his wife’s. “Bettina loves to read. Any place where we can find  beach books?”

      “Pages bookshop in the village has a good assortment.” Ivy smiled, recalling Darla’s comment. “The proprietor is so good at making book recommendations that some call her a book whisperer.”

      “Then we’ll be sure to visit,” Bettina said, her face brightening.

      Ivy and Sunny moved through the room, chatting with guests while Poppy finished yoga and moved to the front desk. Mornings were usually busy with guest requests and questions.

      Checking in with Poppy, Ivy asked if she’d heard from Shelly.

      “She’ll probably be here soon,” Poppy said, sounding more hopeful than she looked.

      Ivy touched Poppy’s shoulder. “Thank you for filling in for her. It’s going to be a busy day.”

      After the breakfast rush, guests were generally eager to go to the beach or shop in the village. A few often lingered by the pool, but not today. Sunny slipped away to her room to change into her painting clothes while Ivy quickly replenished the breakfast fare in the kitchen for family members who were coming to help. By the time she finished the first lot of dishwashing, she could hear laughter from the front hallway.

      Her cleanup crew had arrived.

      A voice bellowed down the hallway. “Where’s Ivy Bay?”

      “Coming,” she called back to her brother, Forrest. After drying her hands, she picked up the sketch she’d made and met him in the dining room, giving him a hug when she saw him.

      After asking about him and his family, Ivy said, “Have you heard from Mom and Dad yet?”

      “This morning,” Forrest replied, pushing a Padres baseball cap back on his head. “They’d just pulled into port at Panama where they met friends sailing from Florida.” Forrest was muscular and solid, and he’d always been her protector. His twin, Flint, was a leaner version—a mammalogist who loved studying marine life and being out on the ocean.

      Ivy wished their parents would call her, but she knew her turn was coming soon. “So they must be crossing the Pacific soon.”

      “Not quite yet,” Forrest said, shaking his head. “They’re talking about changing course and cruising to Bahia de Caraquez in Ecuador. Dad said the passage to the Galápagos from Salinas will provide steadier winds. From there, they would follow what they call the milk route—I didn’t ask why it’s called that—but it would take them to the Galápagos Islands, the Marquesas, the Tuamotus, and the Society Islands. That includes Bora Bora and Tahiti.”

      “What an amazing voyage,” Ivy said, trying to imagine the fascinating trip they were on. “I almost wish I’d stowed away with them, but I have too much to do here.”

      “They said any of us can fly out to meet them. If you and Bennett are planning a honeymoon, that could be a sweet place.”

      “A honeymoon with Mom and Dad?” Ivy grinned at the thought. “I’m not so sure that’s what Bennett would have in mind.”

      Forrest laughed and shook his head. “I guess I’ve been married too long to remember what young love was like. Not that you’re that young.” His face reddened, and he smacked his forehead. “What I meant was—”

      “I need to cut you off right there—for your own good,” Ivy said, chuckling. “Do you need another cup of coffee or something to eat?” Even as a child, Forrest had stumbled over his words. But he’d do anything for her, and Ivy felt the same way about him.

      “How’d you guess?” Forrest said. “I haven’t been sleeping well. I’ve been worried about Mom and Dad, so when they called early this morning, I was so relieved.”

      “We’re all worried about them,” Ivy said, leading him toward the coffee machine. “But they’re more experienced sailors than any of us. And this is their dream.” She poured a steaming cup for him.

      As he sipped his coffee, Ivy showed him the sketch of the downstairs she’d made. “Think we can do something like this? I would like some flex space for events. Book club meetings, wine tastings, corporate retreats.”

      Forrest studied the paper. “This looks feasible. I’ll inspect the area and let you know what we can do.”

      “I sure appreciate that.”

      “Now, where’s Shelly?” Forrest asked. “I want to hear all about her trip to Baja.”

      “I haven’t seen her yet, but when I do, I’ll tell her you’re looking for her.”

      Poppy gathered everyone in the kitchen, where the remaining breakfast muffins were quickly disappeared among the young cousins. Poppy’s siblings—Rocky, Reed, Summer, and Coral—were there. Flint’s children—Skyler, Blue, Jewell, and Sierra—were there with his wife, Tabitha. Everyone was ready to work.

      Through the kitchen window, Ivy was relieved to see Mitch setting up the grill for the noon break. Shelly must be around somewhere.

      Ivy could hardly wait to begin. She whistled for attention, and everyone turned to look at her.

      “Thank you all for coming to lend a hand today,” Ivy began, stepping up her energy level. “You have no idea how grateful I am to you. We’re celebrating our first year in business, and I’m so thankful that we’ve made it this far. I know this old house still has a lot of good times left in it, but it needs a little more love and care right now. And I know this is just the team to do it.”

      “Whoop, whoop,” Reed and Rocky called out. Now in their twenties, Forrest’s sons were built like their father—tall, athletic, and muscular. “Let’s do this.”

      Ivy pointed to a corner where she’d deposited cleaning supplies. “Team Poppy is in that corner with cleaning, Team Forrest is over there with repairs, and Team Shelly is right here with painting. We need volunteers for each one, so find a group and huddle.”

      “Where’s Shelly?” Poppy asked.

      Biting her lip, Ivy glanced around. “Mitch is here, so she must be here somewhere. I’ll take over until then. Would someone go out and ask Mitch where Shelly might be? I saw him outside getting the grill ready for later.”

      Once again, Ivy was irked that Shelly wasn’t here. She was trying to remain happy for her sister, but she’d had enough of Shelly shirking her duties at the inn. While Shelly was decorating the beach cottage and planting a new garden, it was also high season at the inn, and Ivy was paying her.

      She would have it out with Shelly today.

      After grabbing breakfast, everyone picked up cleaning supplies and rags, brooms and mops, and tools for repairs and trooped downstairs. Sunny took charge of the music, setting up a pair of speakers to broadcast an upbeat mix of tunes. She had also set up a buzzer at the front desk that had a remote ringer they could carry around with them in case a guest needed them upstairs—not that many were still in the house.

      Downstairs, with the windows flung open, sunshine streaming in, and ocean breezes cooling the space, Ivy began to see the possibilities she’d had in mind emerge.

      “Let’s start in these sections,” Ivy said, motioning to an area by the bookcases and the wine racks and cubbies. “Everything here needs to be wiped down. We’ve got at least fifty years of dust here, so put on a dust mask. And we need a window cleaning team that can prep window frames for painting.” At some point, she would replace the old windows, but not this year.

      “You got it, Aunt Ivy,” Reed said. “Who’s on windows with me?”

      Rocky and Skyler stepped up beside him.

      Ivy glanced around. All the cousins were pitching in, and Forrest was inspecting the electrical system. She made her way toward him.

      “How does it look?” Ivy asked.

      “Your electrical system needs a professional. I’ll send my guy next week.”

      When Ivy started to protest, her brother shook his head. “My cost. Have to make sure you’re safe here.” Forrest slapped his hand on the concrete wall. “I wouldn’t worry. This place is built like a fortress. Made it through more than one earthquake, I imagine.”

      Ivy shuddered. “Don’t even say that word.” People often joked about the big one, but she couldn’t imagine what she’d do if this house was damaged.

      “It’s our reality,” Forrest said, raising his brow. “I hope you have earthquake supplies.”

      “We’re prepared,” Ivy said, acknowledging the fact. “We put flashlights in every guest room, and Poppy drew up an exit map.”

      Forrest grinned and shook his head. “I’ll bring some more survival stuff over for you.”

      Eager to change the subject, Ivy shifted on her feet. She also needed to pick up the paint Jen had mixed for her. “Has anyone seen Shelly yet?”

      “Oh, yeah,” Reed said as he passed by. “I forgot to tell you, but Mitch said Shelly is coming in later. Guess she had some food poisoning or something.”

      Ivy pressed her lips together. It was one more excuse from Shelly. Not that she didn’t feel bad for Shelly—if she was actually sick. Every day, her sister had a reason for being late or not coming in at all.

      “I need to pick up more paint and supplies,” Ivy said to Forrest. “Can you oversee everything while I’m gone?”

      Forrest grinned. “You know that’s what I do for a living, right?”

      Ivy made a face. “I’m a little flustered right now. Is there anything else I can pick up at Nailed It for you?”

      Forrest squeezed her shoulder. “I’ll let you know if there is. And Ivy—try to relax. We’ve got this.”

      She patted his hand. “I will.” Glancing around, she saw all the young cousins were pitching in and getting the job done. “Running this place can be overwhelming at times, especially during the high summer season.”

      “You’ve done an incredible job so far. I have to admit, last year when Angela and I heard you were taking on this old house and turning it into an inn—without any prior experience—we had our doubts. We didn’t want to see you hurt again after all you went through with Jeremy. But I also knew that if anyone could do it, it would be you. My dedicated sister with reams of to-do lists and a huge heart. You’re going to be okay, Sis.”

      Ivy threw her arms around Forrest. “You’re the best brother ever,” she said. “Well, you and Flint.”

      “Can’t leave out my other half for once?” Forrest chuckled.

      “Hey, what’s going on over there?” Flint called out from across the room.

      “Aw, get back to work,” Forrest said, waving to his brother.

      “Just as soon as you do.”

      Laughing at their antics, Ivy hurried upstairs and grabbed the keys to the vintage Chevrolet convertible Bennett had renovated for her.

      With the sun on her shoulders, she drove the short distance to the hardware store. While George loaded the paint she’d ordered into the truck, Ivy told Jen about the book club.

      “Would you like to join us?” Ivy asked. “Paige is going to lead it.”

      Jen leaned against the hardware counter. “Sounds like fun. Count me in. If my sister can find a babysitter, could she come? Or maybe we’ll trade off. She just moved here and needs a break from the kids from time to time.”

      “I’d love to meet her,” Ivy said. She was fond of Jen, and they’d become friends after Ivy spent so much time and money in their store.

      After saying goodbye to Jen, Ivy left. But instead of turning toward the inn, she decided to check on Shelly.

      A few minutes later, Ivy parked in front of the beach cottage. She walked to the front door, where the old screen door let in fresh sea breezes, and rapped on the door. “Shelly, are you decent?”

      Shelly’s voice floated faintly through the screen. “It’s open.”

      Irritated, Ivy pushed open the screen door. “Where are you?”

      “In the bathroom. You can come in.”

      Preparing to have it out with Shelly, who was probably languishing in a bubble bath, Ivy opened the bathroom door. Instead, she was immediately alarmed.

      Wearing a thin cotton nightgown, Shelly was curled on the white tile floor near the toilet, pressing a damp washcloth to her forehead.

      “I can’t get too far away from the toilet,” she said in a thin voice. “Not much stays down, if you know what I mean.”

      Instantly, guilt coursed through Ivy for having thought Shelly was neglecting her duties. Kneeling beside her, she smoothed her hand over her sister’s damp, tangled hair. “Mitch said something you ate didn’t agree with you.”

      Shelly struggled to lift herself onto one elbow. Wrinkling her brow, she shook her head. “I don’t think it’s anything I ate.”

      “Then it could be a virus or a parasite. Didn’t Mitch call it Montezuma’s Revenge?”

      “Montezuma had nothing to do with this. It’s all Mitch’s fault.”

      “You thought Mexico was a good idea when he suggested it.” Ivy looked at Shelly and frowned.

      Her sister’s face was flushed, and her skin felt feverish. Ivy took the washcloth and rinsed it under cool water. She hadn’t seen Shelly this ill in a long time, and she seemed to have lost some weight. As she wiped Shelly’s forehead, she asked, “Have you taken your temperature?”

      “I don’t need to.”

      “Shelly, be sensible. I can take you to the clinic. Mitch shouldn’t have left you here alone. Bennett could have easily managed the barbecue.”

      Ivy flexed her jaw with irritation. Mitch’s youth was showing—he’d never had to be responsible for anyone else in his life. But that was beside the point. Shelly needed help now.

      “I made him leave. Besides, I knew you’d be looking for him.”

      “And you, of course. I was worried about you.”

      Shelly leveled a gaze at her. “You’ve been angry, and you think I’ve been making excuses about work.”

      Ivy waved off the comment, but it was true. And she felt terrible about that. “I didn’t realize you were so sick. I think you should come back to the inn where I can look after you. Take my room, and I’ll stay with Bennett.”

      “You should be doing that anyway,” Shelly said, attempting a smile. “But I’m okay here.”

      “Shelly, you look awful. You need to see a doctor.”

      “I have an appointment next week.”

      “Next week? If you can’t keep anything down, you need to be checked out right away. You can get dehydrated very quickly. This could be serious.”

      “Oh, it’s serious, all right.” As haggard as Shelly was, her eyes gleamed. She pointed toward a blotter strip by the sink. “Mitch is a little freaked out.”

      Following Shelly’s gaze, Ivy parted her lips in surprise. “Wait a minute, are you…?” She gripped Shelly’s hand. “Are you?”
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      The joy that bloomed on Shelly’s pale face flooded Ivy with happiness, and she recalled how ecstatic she had been in discovering her first pregnancy.

      “Just a few weeks, I think,” Shelly said. “My body must be making up for lost time with this queasiness. I thought it might have happened in Mexico, and maybe it did, but the internet tells me it takes a few weeks—not that the web is always right. Anyway, we had no idea, so at least Mitch didn’t feel like he had to marry me.”

      All the disappointment and animosity Ivy had felt earlier toward Shelly vanished. With an immediate outpouring of love, Ivy slid her arm under Shelly’s limp frame and hugged her. “I’m so happy for you. This is just what you wanted.”

      Despite her weakness, Shelly managed a thin laugh, and her face lit with happiness. “We didn’t think it could happen so fast.”

      “See, it’s meant to be,” Ivy said, stroking Shelly’s hair. She knew how much this meant to her. “You’ve waited so long for this.” Sitting beside her sister, she took her hand. “Have you told Mom yet?”

      “You’re the first. Besides Mitch, that is. I’ve been feeling so tired lately, and when I started getting sick and missed my monthly cycle this week, I suspected I might be pregnant.” She chuckled. “You should have seen the look on Mitch’s face when I showed him the test strip. But he was cool with it—thrilled, actually. Except that he was hovering all over me, making me nervous, so I finally tossed him out of the house. I told him to go make himself useful at the inn today.”

      “Do you want to call Mom now?” Ivy thought she would burst with this news.

      “I’d really like that,” Shelly replied, leaning against Ivy. “But I might need a few minutes.”

      “Take all the time you need.”

      “Is everyone at the house?”

      Ivy nodded. “I left Forrest in charge. I think I insulted him when I asked if he could manage without me.”

      “You didn’t.” Shelly smiled at that.

      “I had a lot on my mind. Like what was going on with you.”

      “Sorry if I haven’t been around much. I know I’ve been slacking.”

      “You have a pretty good excuse now.” Ivy ran water into a cup and gave it to Shelly to drink.

      “I’ve never been this tired,” Shelly said between tiny sips. “I haven’t even felt like putting in the garden here.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ve been looking after your garden at the inn. Your tomatoes are producing like mad. There are so many that I’ve been giving them to guests. The basil plants are going crazy, too. I’ve been making pesto.”

      “I’m glad.” Shelly raised her head a little. “That actually sounds good. I might be a little hungry now.”

      “Do you have any saltine crackers or broth?”

      “Oh, yum. Is that what I’m going to have to eat?”

      Ivy grinned. “Maybe for a little while. Stay away from the spicy stuff.”

      With some resignation, Shelly nodded. “Mitch has matzo crackers in the kitchen. He makes the best matzo and eggs dish for weekend brunch.”

      “That will work. How about some ginger tea or ginger ale? Lemon, peppermint, and ginger can help settle your stomach.”

      Shelly nodded. “An egg sounds good, too.”

      “Do you think you could manage to eat a little now?”

      “I think so. But don’t you need to get back to the house?”

      Ivy waved off her comment. “They’re fine without me. Forrest is in charge, and they won’t be ready to paint until after lunch. Everyone has been cleaning, and when I left, they still had to tape and prep. I’ve got time to scramble an egg and call Mom with you.”

      A broad smile wreathed Shelly’s face, and she hugged her knees to her chest. “I can hardly believe it. I’m finally going to be a mother.”

      “And you’ll be a great, fun, wacky mom,” Ivy said. “Just like ours was.”

      “She was, wasn’t she?” Shelly managed a small laugh. “Last year, when we moved out here, I was so depressed. After my relationship with Ezzra fizzled, I thought motherhood would never happen for me. I tried to talk myself into thinking that wouldn’t be so bad. I’d accepted that; it would have been okay.” Her eyes sparkled. “But I’m really excited now.”

      Ivy looped her arms around Shelly, acutely aware that it was still early in her pregnancy. She prayed that it would progress well for her sister. But this was a moment to celebrate and look forward to the best. “Women have all sorts of options these days.”

      Shelly blinked a few times. “A couple of my friends in New York are childless by choice, and I have another friend who is seeing a fertilization specialist. I was even thinking about adoption.”

      “Those are all good choices.”

      “But I really wanted to have a child of my own. With Mitch.” A smile swept across her face again. “He’s going to be such a great dad—once he settles down and stops treating me like a strange alien being.”

      Ivy laughed. “I’m glad to see your sense of humor is coming back. Now, how about that egg?”

      “I think I can manage one that’s scrambled.”

      After helping Shelly to her feet, Ivy led her sister into the cottage kitchen. Although it was small, Mitch kept the walk-pantry he’d built well stocked. An array of professional skillets and pans hung from a rack, and a block of expert knives sat on the counter. The rest of the house might look like a bachelor pad, but the kitchen was that of an accomplished cook.

      In the refrigerator, Ivy found a bottle of ginger ale and poured it for Shelly. “Sip this first and see how you feel.”

      Shelly eased onto an old farmhouse-style pine chair at a small table and took a few sips.

      As Ivy watched Shelly for adverse reactions, she told her about their parents’ call to Forrest and their plans.

      “Maybe someday Mitch and I could do that,” Shelly said, resting her chin on her hand. “People sail with children all the time. We talked about taking our children everywhere with us. This one is going to learn to do yoga, sail, and cook.” She smiled and pointed toward a basket on the counter. “I think I can manage an egg now. Mitch buys them at the farmers market.”

      Ivy was glad that Shelly was in better spirits now. She lifted a red-checked napkin and picked out a speckled brown egg. After scrambling the egg, she turned it out on a white restaurant plate like Mitch used at Java Beach. She broke off a small piece of a matzo flatbread cracker and added it to the meager offering, hoping this would sit well on Shelly’s tender stomach.

      Ivy placed the scrambled egg on the table. “Don’t eat it all at once.”

      “That smells good,” Shelly said, lifting a tiny bite to her mouth.

      “Just nibble slowly. Sort of sneak up on it. Your stomach won’t like a lot at one time for a while.”

      Shelly nodded. “Small meals, I read. And who knew morning sickness could happen any time of day?”

      “Afraid so.”

      While Shelly ate, they talked about the book club. “Darla is excited about it,” Ivy said. “She’s making a book list and inviting people for us.”

      Shelly sipped her ginger ale and nodded. “She needs something to keep her busy.”

      “How’s Darla working out as a de facto mother-in-law for you?”

      “Oh, she’s all right,” Shelly replied. “She’s going to be thrilled when she hears the news about the baby, but we don’t want to tell her just yet. We need to get used to the idea first, and…” She paused, and her smile faltered. “The internet tells me I’m now of advanced maternal age—that’s the nice term for a geriatric pregnancy. Anything could happen, right?”

      Ivy knew that, but she didn’t want Shelly to hold such negative thoughts. “You and your baby are going to be healthy and fine.”

      “I hope so. Guess I’ll have to do maternity yoga now. Maybe I could teach a class on that.”

      “See? This is going to be fun. Are you ready to call Mom and Dad now?”

      Shelly nodded, and Ivy placed the call. Although Carlotta and Sterling had a dozen grown grandchildren, there hadn’t been a baby in the Bay family in a long time. As the youngest child, Shelly had always felt behind. When their eldest sister Honey had her baby, she was still a child, so Elena and Shelly weren’t that far apart in age.

      The phone rang a few times before their parents answered.

      “It’s so good to hear from you, Ivy,” Carlotta said. “We’re at a market getting fresh fruits and vegetables. Did Forrest tell you we called?”

      “He did,” Ivy said. “But Shelly has some news for you.” She passed the phone to her sister.

      Shelly clutched the phone and grinned. “Mom, Dad, by the time you get back, you’re going to need to set an extra place at the table.”

      After a brief silence on the other end of the line, Ivy could hear a loud cry of exclamation, and then they all started talking at once.

      “When? How far along? Have you been to the doctor? What does Mitch think? How are you doing?”

      Shelly held the phone from her ear, laughing. “I’ve got a little morning sickness, but we’re doing fine.”

      “Do you need me to come home, mija?” Carlotta asked earnestly. “I will.”

      “No, Mom. Enjoy yourselves. Ivy is taking good care of me. She’s feeding me eggs and dry matzos and ginger ale. Nothing spicy or heavy. We’ve got this.”

      “We’ll be sure to fly back for the big event,” Sterling said.

      “Before you give birth,” Carlotta added with a wistful note in her voice.

      “Don’t interrupt your trip for me,” Shelly said. “I want you to have a great time. You’ve earned it.”

      Ivy saw a tinge of sadness on Shelly’s face, and she recalled what it was like to be thousands of miles away from her mother when she was pregnant. At the time, Jeremy had been extremely attentive, so that helped, but when her mother flew out to see her, she’d been ecstatic to see her and very much in need of mothering.

      By the time Shelly had finished her conversation, the color had returned to her cheeks, and she seemed to have more energy.

      “Now that you’re feeling better, I’m going back to the house,” Ivy said. “They’ll be ready for the paint soon, though I doubt if that smell will agree with you.”

      “I’m okay now,” Shelly said. “It comes and goes, but I can stay outside. The fresh air will be good for me, and I can check on those tomatoes. You guys did a good job of keeping up with the garden, but my plants need me.”

      After tidying the bathroom for Shelly, Ivy packed a few slices of matzo crackers and an extra bottle of ginger ale just in case. She’d have to add some bland items to her shopping list to have in the house for Shelly. Most of all, she resolved to have more patience with her sister now that she knew she was pregnant.

      When they arrived at the house, Ivy went down to the lower level to see how it looked, and Shelly followed her. Ivy was amazed at the transformation that cleaning and organizing could bring. Her energetic nieces and nephews accomplished more in half of a day than she could have in a month. Every surface was clean and, with decades of grime scrubbed away, the wood floors had depth and sheen again.

      Everyone was busy. Poppy and her sister Coral were taping edges to prepare for painting, and her cousins Skyler and Summer were unfolding drop cloths they had used to paint the upstairs last year.

      Bennett and Forrest were working on a light fixture on a table. Seeing them together made Ivy smile. Bennett had been friends with Forrest and Flint before she returned to Summer Beach, so her brothers immediately welcomed him into the family. They looked up when Ivy and Shelly came in.

      Bennett looked at Shelly with a heartfelt smile. Instantly, Ivy knew that Mitch had taken him into his confidence.

      “Wow, what a difference,” Shelly said, turning around to take in all the changes. She took out her phone to snap photos. “People love to see before-and-after and in-progress photos on the blog.” She lowered her voice. “At least I can do that today,” she whispered to Ivy.

      “I’ll pitch in here,” Ivy said. “Why don’t you check on your garden and talk to Mitch? I think we have everything under control here.”

      “I can probably watch the front desk, too.”

      “Only if you’re feeling up to it.”

      After Shelly left, Ivy made her way to Bennett, who wore a frayed, white knit shirt with paint splatters dotted across it. Forrest and Flint left to check on Reed and Rocky and the other cousins who were working on repairs.

      “Nice shirt,” Ivy said. She liked how it stretched across his broad shoulders. She kissed him lightly.

      “This is my painting gear,” he said. Pausing, he added, “Mitch spoke to me. Do you know about Shelly?”

      She nodded. “I checked on her when I went to pick up the paint. When I got there, she was looking pretty green.”

      “Are they going to tell the family yet?”

      “We called Mom and Dad before we came. Give them a chance to catch their breath about this.”

      “It’s better that they take things at their own pace.” Bennett jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Did you have a chance to look in the storage area?”

      “Poppy and I sorted through some of the furnishings and boxes stored here, but we haven’t seen everything. We got busy upstairs with guests.”

      “I found a couple of crates of books,” Bennett said. “You might want to shelve those in your library or on the bookshelves down here.”

      “We’ll do that,” Ivy said. “I’ll decorate with old books to create a cozy ambiance. I once saw an old neighborhood library in Los Angeles artistically converted into a wine bar. We’re going for a similar feeling to work well for a variety of events, from book club meetings to corporate getaways.”

      “That sounds unique,” Bennett agreed. “This is an out-of-the-way location that some companies might like for planning sessions. I can imagine people creating corporate strategy on the beach or in the wine nook.”

      “I like that idea,” Ivy said. “Where are those books you found?” She wondered if some might be part of Amelia’s coveted library.

      “Over there.” Bennett gestured toward a couple of old crates.

      She followed him and stood by while he removed the lids. “Oh, I recognize these,” she said, mildly disappointed. “The encyclopedia set. Shelly and I saw these when we first opened this level.”

      “Anything of value in there?”

      “Not unless the internet crashes,” Ivy replied. “Someday, my future grandchildren won’t even know what these are.”

      “I don’t think my nephew does.”

      Ivy smiled up at him. “Does that make us old?”

      “Not at all. I prefer to say we’re at the crossroads of old and new.” He took her hand. “Personally, too.”

      Bennett’s words touched her. “I couldn’t agree more,” she said, thinking of the decisions they still needed to make.
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      The next day after the paint had dried, Bennett hefted one end of the rolled-up rug that had been stored on the lower level for decades. “Can you get the other end of this?”

      “Got it, bro,” Mitch replied, lifting the other end of the carpet with the enviable ease of youth.

      Dust puffed from the fibers as they hauled the rug toward the bookshelves. While this was hard work, Bennett enjoyed helping Ivy organize this space. He glanced around. There was still a lot to clean up. Even though the area had been sealed, fine sand and silt had managed to filter through the cracks after years of constant sea breezes.

      The area smelled of fresh paint and salty sea air now, a welcome change from the musty odor that had greeted Bennett just a few days ago.

      This past year, Bennett had maintained his ridgeline house that he’d rented to a family, and the inn had become his home. He’d never dreamed he would ever live in this old house, but neither had he imagined he’d fall in love again after Jackie died. If there was one thing life had taught him, it was that you couldn’t predict the future. Just as he’d resigned himself to singlehood forever, here he was crossing off items on Ivy’s endless to-do list.

      He smiled to himself. Not that he minded. He knew he was right where he was needed.

      Still, the offer that Diana was dangling before him was tempting. The amount of money the other municipality was offering was frankly staggering. The position of City Manager came with a generous paycheck, plenty of perks, and the chance to be a big fish in a bigger pond. It could even launch a more impactful political career if he wanted.

      As a younger man, he would have jumped on it. Still, he wasn’t that old.

      However, he knew what Ivy would say about this. While it fed his ego to think about the possibilities, Ivy nourished his heart and soul. He wasn’t sure if he could satisfy one responsibility without jeopardizing the other.

      Yet, Diana had been relentless.

      “Hey, drop it here,” Mitch said, shaking his end of the rug. “Earth to Bennett. Where are you, man?”

      Bennett reeled in his thoughts and looked at Ivy. “Right here?”

      “That’s perfect,” Ivy said, gesturing to the spot. “Roll it out so I can vacuum, please.”

      He and Mitch kicked the carpet, sending it across the wood floor before smoothing it out. The intricate, handwoven Persian rug was still stunning. With a good cleaning, the dusty colors would become vibrant again.

      “Beautiful,” Bennett said, glancing back at Ivy. He noted how the sunlight from the high windows illuminated her face with a sunny glow. He could lose himself forever in the depth of her green eyes. “How’s this, sweetheart?”

      She must have caught his silly smile because she planted a kiss on his cheek. “I appreciate everything you’re doing.” Glancing over her shoulder, she added, “You, too, Mitch.”

      “Comes with the gig,” the younger man replied, dusting his hands on his jeans. “This is family business now.”

      “I suppose it is,” Ivy said. “How’s Shelly feeling?”

      “Still queasy this morning, but she’ll be in here as soon as she can. She has some essential oils she’s trying out—ginger and cardamom—and is working on a yoga routine to ease the morning sickness.” Rubbing the back of his neck, Mitch added, “We went to see the doc yesterday. I never knew being a woman was so complicated.”

      Bennett looked at Ivy, and they both chuckled.

      “She’ll feel better soon,” Ivy said. “She’s doing all the right things.”

      Memories of Jackie and her pregnancy sprang to mind—part of the painful things he’d blocked and hadn’t recalled in years. “You might want to get some ginger and peppermint tea, too.”

      Mitch raised his brow. “Already got it. How’d you know about that?”

      Bennett could feel Ivy’s gaze on him, and he knew that she understood. Mitch was so wrapped up in the newness of marriage and fatherhood, he’d forgotten. Bennett said lightly, “I hear folks talk. I’m really happy for you.”

      Mitch ruffled his spiky blond hair. “I didn’t realize everything about a person’s body could change so fast. But I’ve got no regrets, man. Creating a new life is pretty cool.”

      “That little one will have plenty of cousins and aunts and uncles.”

      “I never had that,” Mitch said. “Being part of the Bay family is awesome. Man, can those big kids eat. I had the grill going nonstop yesterday.”

      Bennett chuckled. “Especially when they’re working hard.”

      Mitch dusted his hands. “If that’s all you need, I’ve got to check on my crew at Java Beach.”

      “Go ahead, and thanks for your help—as always.” Ivy unwound the cord on the vacuum cleaner and turned to find a plug.

      Catching her hand, Bennett said, “I’ll do that for you.”

      “You don’t have to,” she said, raising her eyes to his.

      “Actually, I do. I can’t stand idle and watch you work. It’s damaging to my frail male ego.”

      “I don’t believe that for one second,” she said, smiling. “But I won’t argue. I’ll plug this in, and you can take over. I want to arrange some books on these shelves anyway. At least the leather-bound encyclopedia relics will look nice.”

      “And be a good conversation starter.”

      Bennett was glad that Forrest had sent his electrical team over to inspect and repair the system down here early this morning. Old wiring could cause fires, and that was the last thing Ivy needed after working so hard.

      

      The next day after working at City Hall, Bennett wheeled into the car court behind the inn. Ivy waved and strode toward him across the terrace. Sunlight accented the highlights in her hair, and the skirt of her creamy linen sundress brushed her calves. His heart quickened at the sight of her.

      Behind her, the afternoon wine and tea event was in full force, and piano music filled the air. A group of older, well-dressed guests were chatting and laughing on the terrace, but he didn’t feel up to joining them this evening. He’d had a draining day working on budget items.

      “Hi, honey,” Bennett said wearily. He stepped from his vehicle.

      “Hi, sweetie,” she said, sliding her arms around him with a kiss.

      “I could sure use more of that,” Bennett said, managing a grin for her. “Would you like to have a private wine and cheese event at my place?”

      “I’d like that.”

      They climbed the stairs to his apartment. While Bennett opened the wine, Ivy opened the refrigerator and began to assemble a platter of appetizers.

      He poured two glasses and carried them to a sofa that he’d positioned to look out over the ocean. She swung open a pair of French doors to let in the cool evening breeze.

      Ivy placed a plate of Havarti, crackers, and sweet peppers from Shelly’s garden on a low table. Slipping out of her shoes, she sat beside him, curling her legs under her.

      “You’re awfully nice to come home to,” Bennett said, kissing her again. He handed her a glass and touched his wine goblet to hers. “Here’s to coming home to you for the rest of our lives.”

      “I’d like that,” she said softly.

      He pulled her close. “You know, we should choose one room or another. We are married.”

      Ivy smiled a little at that. “I know you have your routine in the morning during the week.” She hesitated. “So do I.”

      “Everyone does. We don’t have to wait for special occasions.”

      Ivy glanced around the apartment. “I want to talk about this, but does it have to be tonight? It’s been a long day, and I have the new book club meeting tomorrow. We still have a lot to do tonight.”

      From her guarded tone, Bennett knew they wouldn’t make any headway on the issue tonight. “Have you heard from Misty lately?”

      Ivy shook her head. “Misty is doing voice-over auditions and working with the director of the television series that she’s going to do once her broken leg heals. I’m so proud of her, and I love having both my girls on this coast.”

      Bennett couldn’t help the words that tumbled from his weary lips. “Is that why you’re hesitant about us?”

      Ivy pulled away and took a sip of wine. “It does feel a little awkward. They’ve known me only with their father.”

      “They were pretty supportive at our ceremony.”

      “I know. It’s me, not them.” Raising her eyes to his, she added, “I’ll get there. Just be patient with me.”

      “I’ll do my best.” Bennett wrapped his arms around her. “How about we watch the sunset from the balcony?”

      Ivy smiled, looking relieved. “I’d like that.”

      Swallowing his pride, Bennett stood and held his hand to her. With her in his world, life made sense again. He had a purpose, one that wasn’t tied to a large salary or a demanding position. Pushing Diana’s offer from his mind, he tilted Ivy’s chin and kissed her softly. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “So am I.”

      If there was one thing Bennett had learned, it was that love could be fleeting. He’d never dreamed that his wife and unborn child could be stolen away in an instant. They hadn’t even suspected the complications of her pregnancy. Life had no guarantees, and all he could do was love the woman who stood before him today.

      Yet, that didn’t mean he didn’t want more from their relationship.
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      “Welcome to the new book club,” Ivy said, greeting each guest as they arrived in the newly renovated literary section. Upstairs, Poppy was directing people to the lower level.

      Shelly stood beside her, offering guests a cup of mint tea or a glass of virgin Sea Breeze Cooler. Some guests had brought bottles of wine and plates of appetizers.

      “I wonder if they come for the food and drinks or the books,” Shelly whispered. “Only a few guests are abstaining. And me, of course.”

      “Put me down for tea as well,” Ivy said. “I should keep my wits about me tonight.”

      Ivy didn’t want to tell Shelly what happened when she came down to open the windows earlier this evening. Not that she saw anything—it was more of a feeling of being watched, crazy as that seemed. She didn’t have a sense of foreboding or evil or impending disaster. No, it was more of a mixture of relief, approval—and furniture placement.

      Odd, she knew.

      But there it was. Ivy shivered. She’d moved the chairs several times, but it took a sudden gust from an open window and a spider launching from a Russian chandelier for her to realize that a particular chair was better placed elsewhere.

      Maybe that had been Amelia’s favorite chair.

      Not that she believed in any of that. However, she did put that chair in a spot that had the best view of the room.

      Just in case.

      Footsteps sounded on the staircase. Looking up, she saw Celia arriving.

      “I’m so glad you could make it,” Ivy said. Celia had stayed at the inn last year after her home was damaged in the Ridgetop Fire. Her friend’s sleek black hair was swept off her face into an elegant chignon, and she wore a simple, black silk tunic with low heels. “How is Tyler?”

      “He has a couple of friends from Silicon Valley visiting, so they’re having a poker party on the boat. I’m so glad you called about the book club. After working with children in the music program all day, I need some grown-up time.” Celia sniffed. “And I’m not counting my husband and his friends in that. They’re so boastful and prideful. Like unruly teenagers.”

      Ivy detected displeasure in Celia’s expression. She and Tyler had been separated for several months last year when he refused to join her at the inn while their house was being rebuilt. He’d taken off on his yacht and didn’t tell her where he was going.

      Ivy gave her a sympathetic smile. “My mother always said that a good marriage is created through the art of compromise.” As the words left her mouth, she couldn’t help wonder where she fell on that spectrum.

      “That should work both ways,” Celia said pointedly.

      “Wine or Sea Breeze?” Shelly asked, interceding with a selection of vintage stemware and glasses from a tray she’d prepared.

      Gratefully, Celia accepted a wineglass. “At least I can still count on good friends.”

      “Always.” Looking around at the crowd that had gathered, Ivy realized how many new friends she’d made since moving from Boston.

      As Celia sipped her wine and perused the old leather-bound books Ivy had arranged on the shelves, another resident, the enigmatic Ginger Delavie, made her way imperiously down the staircase. Even in a simple, crisp white shirt and pencil-thin black slacks and flats, the older woman looked regal. Her collar was turned up, and a silk scarf framed her face.

      “What a marvelous space,” Ginger said, surveying everything from the Russian crystal chandeliers to the Persian rugs and hastily slip-covered chairs. “I love the old-world ambiance. I feel like I should have worn Bertrand’s old smoking jacket. It was a gift from the Czar, his godmother’s second cousin by marriage—quite a tenuous connection if you ask me. Still, she treated it like a treasure and never let us forget it.”

      Ivy smiled. Ginger was the real treasure. As a young couple, she and her late husband, a career diplomat, had moved into a nearby beach house they christened the Coral Cottage. Ginger had taught advanced math at the local high school, and she had a particular fondness for codes and storytelling. Her granddaughter Marina was one of Ivy’s closest friends from years ago. She couldn’t wait to hear what sort of books Ginger would suggest.

      A couple of guests from the inn made their way downstairs, too. One was Bettina, the young nurse Ivy had sent to Pages for beach books. She stopped to talk to Ivy.

      “I saw Paige at the bookshop, and you were right about her,” Bettina said. “She suggested a book I would never have thought to pick up, but it was just what I needed—sassy, funny, hysterical. It was fun to laugh out loud again.”

      “We all need that,” Ivy said, thinking about Paige’s quite different book recommendation for her. Pride and Prejudice. What was the meaning behind that?

      Geena, the unpleasant guest, stood awkwardly beside another guest, her eyes scanning the downstairs area. “You cleaned up the place over the weekend. Did you find any more loot?” She had a smile on her face that seemed more like a smirk, but Ivy tried to give her the benefit of the doubt.

      “Not this time,” Ivy said, forcing a smile.

      “Where was the art when you found it?”

      Ivy nodded across the room. “Over there. We sent everything back to the rightful owners.”

      Geena shot her look without replying. She took a chilled cooler and strolled toward the rear chairs.

      Ivy shook her head. It takes all types, her father used to say.

      Before long, everyone had arrived. Jen, the proprietor of Nailed It, had come with Leilani from the Hidden Garden nursery. Leilani had brought white chocolate and macadamia nut cookies. Darla, Paige, and Louise, who ran the Laundry Basket, settled in, too. Bennett’s sister, Kendra, who worked as a scientist, arrived with a cheese tray and a book.

      Gilda had joined them from upstairs. She sported Pixie in a glittery pink, faux-fur-lined doggie backpack that nearly matched Gilda’s hair. “It’s for her protection,” she explained. “Little dogs can be trampled in crowds, and she’ll yap all evening if I leave her alone.”

      “Pixie is welcome,” Ivy said, scratching the feisty Chihuahua behind the ears.

      Imani Jones, wearing her latest rainbow-hued, tie-dyed sundress, arrived with Maeve, the City Attorney for Summer Beach, who pressed another bottle of wine into Shelly’s hands. The two women were engrossed in a legal discussion as they strolled in.

      Maeve paused to accept a glass of wine. “Thank you, dear. And what gorgeous arrangements. Roses are my favorite flowers, and those frilly petaled lavender ones are divine.” She glanced at Imani. “Are these from Blossoms?”

      Shelly beamed while Imani smiled and shook her head. “I suspect Shelly grew these. She has quite the garden here and creates stunning arrangements.”

      “Simply lovely,” Maeve said. “It’s always such a pleasure coming to the inn. I have a family reunion in October, so I’ll suggest they stay here. Perhaps we could have Ginger’s granddaughter cater dinner in the dining room. Marina, isn’t it?”

      “That’s right,” Ivy said. “Marina would have been here tonight except that she is catering a party. We’d be happy to accommodate your family.” Ivy noticed Shelly grinning at her.

      “You were right,” Shelly said as the other two women moved on to greet others.

      “About what?”

      “Sometimes, you have to give before you get.”

      “Often true.” Ivy bumped Shelly’s shoulder. “As I look out over these new friends of ours, I realize we’re the lucky ones. Let’s circulate some before we begin the meeting.”

      Conversation filled the room, and everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves.

      Even Darla. For now, anyway.

      Ivy didn’t think she’d ever had such a nice group of women friends. When her daughters were young, she’d barely had time to keep up with the few acquaintances she had in Boston. As for the socializing she and Jeremy did, it was always with his friends or business associates.

      Ivy moved among the gathering, thinking about how interesting each woman was. The women they had first spoken to—Jen, Darla, and Celia—said they preferred a night to themselves. After talking to Bennett, he’d offered to organize a book club night for the men in town.

      Turning to Paige, Ivy asked, “Would you like to speak to the group tonight about ordering books for the club?”

      “I’d appreciate that,” Paige said. “That way, I can make sure everyone gets the books they want in time.” A mysterious little smile played on her lips. “But of course, there is much more to a book club than reading. We’ll talk about that.”

      After everyone was seated, Ivy started the meeting. “I want to welcome you to the inaugural book club meeting at the Seabreeze Inn. We’ve heard stories about how the former owner, Amelia Erickson, held grand soirees and intimate salons with some of the foremost artists and intellectuals of the day.” The chandelier overhead flickered, and Ivy paused as people noticed.

      Shelly laughed and winked at her.

      Ivy held up the old guest book she’d found. “This is a guest log of her book club.” She slipped on a pair of leopard-print reading glasses. “Amelia called it the Literary Society of Summer Beach.”

      “We’re continuing an important tradition,” Ginger said. “To read and share our thoughts is much more productive than an evening spent in front of a television. Not that I have anything against that, mind you. I’m quite fond of my friend Julia Child’s old cooking shows. Still, we need variety and intelligent discourse.”

      Ivy smiled. And so it was beginning. She yielded the floor to Paige, who knew everyone except for a couple of curious inn guests who had just wandered in. Paige’s bright blue eyes sparkled behind her lapis glasses, and her wavy silver hair fell softly around her narrow shoulders.

      Geena stood at the rear of the room, refusing to take a seat even when Ivy motioned to her. She got up and took a chair to the stubborn younger woman.

      Paige began. “Historically, reading and literary clubs were vehicles for women to gather, educate themselves, and even influence policies. Years ago, the women’s right to vote was a hotly debated topic, and grass-roots organization efforts often sprang from literary meetings.”

      A murmur of interest and approval rippled across the crowd.

      Paige went on. “Besides activism, women also read as a means to broaden their world view and escape narrow societal confines. Stephen King once wrote that ‘Books are a uniquely portable magic.’”

      “Transporting us like the magic of music or art,” Celia added.

      “Very similar,” Paige agreed. “When people enter the magical portal of pages to read deeply and discuss shared human experiences, a transformation occurs. It’s nourishment for the mind, the heart, and the soul,” she said, touching a graceful hand to her temple and chest. “Through your love of books, you’ll gain deeper insights and elevate your understanding of our journey—why we make the choices we do and the eventual outcomes and impacts on our life paths. Because what are books but inner journeys?”

      She smiled. “If that seems too deep now, you’ll come to appreciate it. Most of all, the heart of a book club is its members. How we share and support each other will strengthen the bonds between you.” She paused in reflection. “I’ve seen this beautiful transformation so many times.”

      Ivy glanced around the gathering and saw people nodding in agreement. Even Geena listened in rapt attention. Perhaps this experience would bring out a different side to her.

      Paige spoke of the wonder of storytelling, walking among the group as she did. Lithe as a fairy, she still moved with youthful energy. “This is true for fiction as well as nonfiction. As a book club, we might also enjoy stepping into a real person’s shoes. Reading biographies is a good way to experience another person’s fascinating life.”

      “Like the Real Housewives series,” Darla suggested with a wry expression, and everyone laughed. “Or not.”

      “Some people have brought reading list suggestions,” Ivy said, trying to keep the group on task. “Maybe we can share those.”

      “I always like to take the temperature of a room,” Paige said. “Let’s see a show of hands from those who like serious literature, such as the classics.” She counted a few hands. “And for fun, popular reads?”

      More hands shot up.

      “Very well, then,” Paige said. “I would love to see and hear your book suggestions for the club, so pass them around to me. While we’re doing that, let’s go around the room and find out what we all enjoy reading.” She turned to Ginger. “What do you like to read, or what books have made an impact on you?”

      Ginger sat erect in a tapestry wingback chair. “I’ve always thought Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace is quite entertaining—it’s a grand Russian soap opera. But I also love a good international espionage thriller.”

      Imani was next. “My taste is pretty varied. I like domestic and legal thrillers. And of course, anything by Maya Angelou or Beverly Jenkins—she writes marvelous romantic sagas.”

      Seated next to her, Maeve nodded. “I’ve read every book John Grisham has written, but I’ve also reread Jane Austen’s books quite often.”

      As Ivy took that in, she thought she saw a slight smile curve on Paige’s face.

      Maeve continued. “In many ways, Austen’s books and characters are timeless. Human nature hasn’t changed that much—we still have disagreements between women and men—and societal issues.” She paused and smiled. “As to what book made the most impact on me, it had to be when I was a girl. My Friend Flicka by Mary O’Hara. How I loved horses, and that book introduced me to reading.”

      Paige nodded. “All the young horse lovers adored that story.”

      Jen was next. She picked at a thread on her blue jeans as she spoke. “I have French heritage, so I love the work of Colette.” A mischievous smile bloomed on her face. “But I also have a secret vice—cowboys and Navy Seals. Lots of steamy romance.”

      “Oh, la la,” Shelly said, and everyone laughed.

      Paige nodded. “Many women adore their hot book boyfriends.”

      “Oh, I’d never cheat on George in real life,” Jen said, blushing slightly. “But sometimes I pick up a few ideas to spice up things.”

      “Hear, hear,” Shelly said, raising a bottle of ginger ale. Laughter rippled around the room.

      Leilani raised her hand. “I love family sagas, and I’ve learned more about my native Hawaii from novelists than I did from history books in school. I’ve recommended several authors on my list.”

      “I see that,” Paige said, holding up a card that Leilani had given her.

      Next up was Darla. “I’ll read anything. Mysteries, cozies, sci-fi, historical, and beach series. I usually read several books a week, and I belong to an online book club with some old friends. Nothing better than a new book and old Scotch.”

      Ivy smiled as she pictured that. As she listened, she wondered what Paige would do with all these varied preferences.

      Finally, Geena shot up her hand. “I like true crime,” she said in a challenging voice. “I like to see how much people can get away with.”

      That comment made Ivy uncomfortable. Geena seemed to have an ulterior motive, but Ivy couldn’t imagine what it was. Maybe she was starved for attention, and being contrary was the only way she knew how to get it.

      Shelly nudged her with the toe of her sandal as Maeve and Imani traded looks.

      “The darker side of real life can be fascinating, too,” Paige said smoothly.

      Geena nodded, her eyes sparkling in a way that unnerved Ivy. Or maybe she imagined that.

      “Part of being in a book club is gaining exposure to books you might not find on your own,” Paige said. She handed several prints out to Poppy to pass around. “This is a list of ideas I had. Put a mark beside the ones you like—choose as many as you want, and recommendations are welcome. Next week, we’ll talk about which books you’d like to read. Once we decide, I’ll prepare a list of discussion questions so that when we meet, we can delve into the deeper issues that book presents.”

      “Are we reading any books this week?” Celia asked.

      Paige smiled. “If you’d like, choose one you’ve been meaning to read or an old favorite. We can talk about what you liked or learned. And I’m happy to recommend books to anyone.” She paused. “Ivy is planning to read Pride and Prejudice.”

      Ivy grinned. She was committed now.

      A murmur rose across the gathering. “That’s a good book to start with,” Imani said as others nodded. “But I’d like to hear what others might want, too.”

      “That’s settled then.” Shelly stood. “While that list is going around, who’d like a refill?”

      “I’ll help you,” Ivy said. Upstairs in the kitchen, she pulled another cork from a wine bottle.

      “What’s up with that criminal-in-training down there?” Shelly asked.

      “I have no idea,” Ivy said. “Maybe Geena was just trying to get a rise out of people.”

      “Some people,” Shelly said, shaking her head. “At least she won’t be here long.”

      Ivy was glad about that. They didn’t have many guests that made her feel uncomfortable, but this one did. Geena had a sharp edge about her that others noticed, too.

      “There’s something about her,” Ivy said. “I can’t quite work out what. But I’ll be watching.” At least Geena wouldn’t stay forever.

      After everyone left, Ivy and Shelly saw everyone out. They returned downstairs to tidy the space.

      Shelly plumped a few pillows before picking up the old guest book. “Maybe we should start using this again.”

      “Let’s get another one,” Ivy replied as she collected used glasses. “That one belongs to the past.”

      “The meetings seemed to have great importance in their lives,” Shelly said as she opened the cover. “The Literary Society—looks like they were a lot more serious than we are.”

      “I’m sure there was some laughter along with their spirited conversations.” Ivy paused to glance at a page. “I love how they wrote back then—the ink they used and the way they signed their names with such intent and elegance.”

      Shelly flipped through the pages. As she did, a thin, folded paper fluttered to the floor.

      Ivy stooped to pick it up. After unfolding it with care, she lowered herself onto the sofa and scanned the old-fashioned script. “It’s a letter from Gustav to Amelia, asking her to look after someone named Marta. He wrote, ‘I trust you will see to her in her time of need and remember the pledges I made to her.’”

      “Marta. Didn’t we see that name in the front? I think she was one of the guests.” Shelly peered over her shoulder.

      “If it’s the same person.”

      “A pledge,” Shelly said. “I wonder what he meant by that?”

      Ivy gazed at the letter for a long moment. “We might never know. The answer is lost to time.” Yet, she couldn’t help thinking that the past seemed ever present in this old house.
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      The following day, after assisting with the weekend breakfast crowd at the inn, Bennett set out for the marina to work on his boat. A boat owner’s work seemed endless, but he loved puttering around his craft and being out on the water. It was a good way to relax at the end of a week.

      He also needed to clear his mind about Diana. She had been persistent in singing the praises of the new position—from the team he’d be working with to the prestige, generous salary, and expense account. He gazed over the water, watching boats in the distance.

      A siren’s song, perhaps.

      Taking out his supplies, he thought about the offer. If not for Ivy’s hesitation, he probably wouldn’t be considering this position, he told himself. But what if Ivy could find a bed-and-breakfast to run in this new community? Would she be willing to join him? Anything was possible.

      He wondered if Shelly and Poppy could run the Seabreeze Inn on their own. After all, once the business was running, which it was, it was just another business.

      Ivy wouldn’t even have to work. She could stay at home and paint.

      He paused. Was he kidding himself?

      While he was applying a final coat of sealant to the hatch, a young woman in a skimpy swimsuit sauntered toward the boat. “Hi,” she called out in a friendly voice. “Are you the mayor?”

      Bennett looked up, shielding his face from the sun. “Sure am.”

      “Bennett Dylan?”

      “At your service. What can I help you with?”

      She held out a large envelope. “You just did. You’ve been served. Have a great day!”

      Bennett sighed and took the papers, and then she spun around and hurried away. “Probably city business,” he muttered to himself. Why couldn’t this have waited until Monday morning?

      He rested his brush on the can of sealant and opened the envelope. It was a lawsuit, all right. But not for the city. It was against him as a real estate sales professional.

      For selling Las Brisas del Mar.

      He passed a hand across his forehead in disbelief. His first inclination was to disregard it as a frivolous lawsuit, but he knew he had to answer it. He’d talk to Maeve and Imani about this. Perhaps they could help him or recommend someone who could.

      This was the last thing he needed.

      Just then, his phone buzzed. He glanced down, recognizing the number as the trustee for the old inn. “Hey, Joel. Funny you should call right now.”

      “Not funny at all. I just got served with a lawsuit.”

      Bennett squinted against the sun. “So did I.” Bennett could hear Joel flipping through papers on the other end of the line. He lived in Los Angeles.

      “You’re being sued, too? Incredible.” Joel let out a sigh. “It’s from someone purporting to be an heir to Las Brisas. Any idea who this could be? I see the name, but it means nothing to me. Has anyone contacted you or the buyer?”

      “That would be Ivy Bay. She’s operating it as an inn now.”

      “I hope that’s going well for her. Well, this is unfortunate, but we’ll have to go along with the process. I assure you that we searched for heirs. Even if we missed one—and I don’t see how we did—they had years to come forward.”

      “Is this the unknown niece that disappeared during the war?”

      On the other end of the line, Joel shuffled pages. “I can’t tell, but she would be quite old by now, so maybe it’s a child of hers. The house was in trust for years to allow for possible heirs to come forward. I’ll give this to one of our associates at the firm to review and research. I’ll let you know what we find.”

      After Bennett hung up, he immediately thought of Ivy. Has she received anything? He tapped his phone to call her, but his call went straight to voice mail.

      Worried, he tossed the documents aside and quickly cleaned his brush and stashed his supplies. The rest of this job would have to wait.
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      When Ivy walked into the kitchen, her daughter was already preparing the breakfast platters. Today, she had tamed her strawberry blond mane into a ponytail and wore on a cute watermelon-printed sundress. “This early rising of yours is becoming a habit. And you look really nice.”

      Sunny grinned. “I’m still covering for Shelly. We worked out a deal.”

      Ivy wondered what that might be. Whatever it was, Sunny was motivated, and that was a pleasant change.

      Sunny lifted the platter of muffins. “Did you know Geena was going to check out so early?”

      “She’s gone?” Ivy hadn’t had time to speak to her about all the printing and copying.

      “She was on her way out when I came in. Left her key on the desk and walked out.” Sunny rolled her eyes. “I hope you don’t get many like her.”

      “Most of our guests just want a quiet place by the beach to relax.” Fortunately, they had Geena’s credit card on file. “I’ll close out her bill and send it to her after breakfast.” She sighed, feeling lighter now that Geena was gone. Still, Ivy felt sorry for her. Even though Geena had been abrasive, it seemed like an act she put on when she felt uncomfortable or threatened. Ivy wondered why she felt so vulnerable.

      Just then, the door to the downstairs creaked on its old hinges until it stood slightly ajar. Ivy crossed the kitchen to shut the door. She flipped the lock on the knob. “I thought I’d locked this after the book club. Did you go down there this morning?”

      Sunny shook her head. “Maybe it’s Aunt Shelly’s friendly ghost.”

      “Not you, too,” Ivy said, laughing it off.

      For the rest of the day, Ivy was busy crossing off tasks on her to-do list. She still had a lot she wanted to do with the downstairs, such as adding window coverings. She was sure she could figure out something inexpensive that would look nice.

      To her surprise, Tyler had called, asking about renting the space for a casino night fundraiser for Celia’s school music program. He wanted to surprise her, which Ivy thought was an encouraging sign. She hoped they’d make a go of their marriage, even though she imagined Tyler must be a challenge to live with. He asked to see the space later in the week.

      By mid-afternoon, Ivy was back at the reception desk. Sunny was going to school, Poppy was showing new guests to their rooms, and Shelly was tending to the garden. Now that Ivy knew what was going on with her sister, she was more forgiving because she remembered her own difficult pregnancy.

      Shelly’s excitement was nearly palpable. She and Mitch didn’t want to tell many people their news yet, but she’d had to share her secret with Poppy and Sunny after they’d shown concern for her health.

      “Thank you for visiting us,” Ivy said to a young couple who were checking in. They couldn’t have been much older than Poppy or Sunny. A thought struck her. Someday, she would have to let her niece and daughter go when they were ready to move on. But for now, she loved having her family nearby.

      The young woman twirled her hair. “Can you recommend a good restaurant in town?”

      Ivy smiled and rattled off a list. “Java Beach for breakfast and lunch on the beach, the Coral Cafe for supper—also on the beach—and Rosa’s for the best fish tacos.” She brought out a list that Poppy had prepared to hand out. “You’ll find more on this list.”

      Just then, she noticed her cell phone was buzzing. “Excuse me, one moment.” In reaching for it, she pressed the wrong button and sent Bennett to voice mail. She’d have to call him after checking in the guests.

      She answered a few more questions and sent the young couple on their way to explore the village. As they were leaving, another young woman in a beach coverup strode in.

      “I’m looking for Ivy Bay,” she said pleasantly.

      “That would be me. How might I help you?” The cute young woman reminded her of Sunny and Misty.

      The woman smiled sweetly at her and handed her an envelope. “You’ve been served. Have a good day.”

      “What does that mean?” Ivy asked, looking down at the brown envelope in her hands. Yet, her question hung in silence. When she looked up, the young woman had bolted and was trotting down the pathway to an idling car.

      Ivy would never catch her. Besides, she had a fairly good idea of what had just happened.

      With a sigh, she opened the envelope and began to read the first page. Ivy could hardly believe what she was reading. Legal terms seemed to jump from the page, whirling like a dark tornado into her consciousness and blotting out the sunshine of what had been a pleasant day. Egregious, disregard, liable…

      As she lowered the papers in shock, Shelly strolled in, her arms full of freshly cut roses for the arrangement in the foyer.

      “Why the frown, Ives?”

      “Looks like I’m being sued.”

      “By a guest?”

      “No,” she replied, drawing out the word. At once, a cold sweat formed on her chest, and she labored to breathe normally. Pressing a hand to her hammering heart, she said, “It seems Amelia Erickson had an heir after all. Someone named E. E. Erickson.”

      Shelly’s mouth formed an O. After a long moment, she spoke. “That can’t be right. Jeremy paid cash for this house. So all this initials-only person, E. E.—probably some greedy guy—has to do is ask Amelia’s estate or trustee for the funds, right?”

      “I don’t think it’s that easy. Bennett told me the proceeds of the sale were donated to charities Amelia had named.”

      Shelly spread her hands. “So, he should ask those charities. Not you.”

      “Wait a minute.” Ivy scanned the documents, her heart racing as the scenario at hand took shape. “It’s not about the house.” As she grew light-headed, she leaned against the check-in desk for support. “This lawsuit is charging that I had no right to give away the items we found.” Dizziness washed over her, and even her limbs tingled.

      “I don’t understand,” Shelly said. “The paintings and jewels—those were originally stolen during the war—but not by the Ericksons. All Amelia did was shelter them for the rightful owners.”

      “As far as we know.” Ivy squeezed her eyes shut. “There has to be a way out of this. This lawsuit is asking for millions.” She couldn’t even fathom such a number, and she’d certainly never have that much.

      “So, what are they trying to get at?”

      “They want the artwork and jewelry we found. This could cost me the house.”

      “Oh, Ivy,” Shelly said, her expression crumpling with pity. “That’s not right.”

      “No, it isn’t.” Still, as waves of anguish and anger crashed over her, Ivy brushed away sudden hot tears that sprang to her eyes. Just when she thought she couldn’t be hurt again, this happened. What had Imani once said? Anyone can file a lawsuit, but not everyone wins it. Still, the funds to defend such a suit were not in her budget.

      “I need to think,” Ivy said, turning to head for the kitchen. “I am not going to stand for this. We did the right thing in returning the property to the rightful owners.”

      By the rear door, she switched her shoes for her flip-flops, grabbed her sun hat, and strode outside toward the beach. She was so upset and confused she was shaking.

      The roar of the waves and the squawk of seabirds were welcome, but none of that could drown out the torrent of thoughts that rushed through her mind. Turning away from the crowded visitor beach, she headed in the other direction.

      Striding angrily through the surf’s edge, she considered her options. First, she had to find an attorney. Imani had helped her before, but would she be willing to this time?

      Gritting her teeth, Ivy kicked a patch of sand. How could someone do this to her? And just when she was finally weaving together the frayed ends of her stretched-thin budget. Thankfully, the house was paid for, but it had been neglected so long that repairs were costing a fortune, not to mention the taxes that were accruing.

      While the former trustee had kept up with essential repairs on the ground floor, none of the guest rooms had been touched in years. She and Shelly had become quite adept at late-night plumbing fixes, but at some point, the system needed an overhaul.

      Her husband had bought a lemon of a house, and she was stuck with it—and all its hidden problems. Problems—and questions—were surfacing like a whack-a-mole game at a carnival.

      Was she in over her head? And was this the proverbial final straw? What on earth was she doing to attract this kind of negative energy into her life? She had to be honest with herself about this—as well as her new marriage.

      Suddenly, an unexpected rush of water around her calves threw her off balance, and she cried out as she began to fall.

      “Got you,” Bennett said, gripping her arm and pulling her up to safety.

      Where did he come from? Ivy whirled on him, ready to pour out her frustrations, but the grim look on his face told her that he already knew.

      Ivy clung to him. “Shelly told you.”

      “I got served, too.”

      “No,” she wailed. “You’re in this mess because of me.”

      “I was in it long before you or Jeremy,” Bennett said, flexing his jaw. “If you remember, my partner Claire took the original listing. She’s above reproach, and she checked out the legalities. She and the trustee go way back. So I’m not concerned for us—only for you.”

      Ivy blinked away angry tears. “My case isn’t about the house—it’s about what we found in it. All the artwork and jewelry.” She threw up her hands. “We did the right thing, and now I’m being penalized for it. I know the world isn’t fair, but this is downright despicable. I don’t believe that lawsuit for one minute. I’m willing to bet that so-called heir—E. E. or whatever his name is—doesn’t have a drop of real Erickson blood in his veins. You told me the trustee waited years to sell the property because of it. Isn’t that right?”

      “That was my understanding. And Claire’s. I don’t think the trustee would lie to us.”

      “Then why, why, why?” Ivy smacked her forehead in frustration.

      Bennett narrowed his eyes. “The publicity from the discoveries probably drew out the crazies—and a lawyer who smelled a payday.”

      “But what if they’re right? And I’m at fault for giving away the loot?”

      “I don’t know,” Bennett replied slowly. “But we have to have faith in the system.”

      Expelling a puff of air between her lips, Ivy folded her arms and turned toward the sea, disgusted at the thought of wasting time and energy to defend herself—even if she was in the right. There was only so much she could do. She didn’t have any actual proof about ownership claims one way or another. Yet, surely the FBI would back her up. The German crown jewels had been on the list of stolen goods.

      Still, a chill crept over as she thought about the masterpiece paintings that Hitler had termed degenerate art. Perhaps the provenances on those pieces were not clear—and there had been so many of them.

      She hated to admit it, but she could have some liability. Above all, Ivy wanted to do right by people, but when would she have her chance? She glanced back at the inn, almost wishing she’d never seen it. When could she stop worrying about this mess of a place and just live her life?

      Biting her lip, Ivy turned back to Bennett. “I’m afraid that this time, I going to need a miracle.”

      “Sometimes you have to make your own miracle,” Bennett said, wrapping his arms around her. “I’ll support you any way I can.”

      Later that afternoon, after Bennett had left to meet his tenants to make a few repairs at his house on the ridgetop, Ivy returned to the inn. She was deeply troubled over the lawsuit, but she still had work to do.

      While Shelly had been away on her honeymoon, Poppy had set up a new, automated guest registry. The two of them were leaning over a screen at the reception desk in the foyer. When Ivy walked in, they looked up with worried expressions.

      “Did Bennett find you?” Poppy asked.

      Ivy nodded. “I hope you’re feeling up to helping more,” she said to Shelly. “I’m going to have to tend to this legal mess, which will probably take a lot of time. I’ve already put in a call to Imani.”

      “I am, and I will,” Shelly said with a solemn expression. She motioned to a bottle of ginger ale. “This phase won’t last forever, but I’m here for you.”

      “Me, too,” Poppy added.

      Just then, the front door swung open, and Imani bustled in carrying a bundle of sunflowers. She wore a vivid turquoise ruffled sundress and had swept her long sister-locks back with a matching scarf.

      “I bought too many of these for Blossoms, so I thought you might like them here,” Imani said to Ivy. “And I got your call.”

      “Such happy flowers,” Shelly said. “We can sure use those today.” She rose to take the flowers. “I’ll find a vase and put those in water.” She cast a look back at Ivy and Imani.

      Fixated as she now was on the lawsuit, Ivy had lost her joy in one fell swoop. In its place was a jumble of feelings she thought she’d gotten past after she’d finally cast Jeremy’s transgressions out to sea. He couldn’t have known about these liabilities, but he was the one who’d sent her careening down this slope. And now she felt like she’d landed in a heap of mud and muck at the bottom.

      After Shelly left with the flowers, Imani smoothed a hand over Ivy’s shoulder. “Do you want to talk here or somewhere else?”

      “I’ll watch the front desk,” Poppy offered.

      Ivy smiled at her niece and turned to Imani. “Let’s sit on the terrace. I need more fresh air.” She slid out the thick envelope of legal documents from under the desk and tucked it under her arm, even though she felt like shredding those wretched papers. “Would you like tea or a glass of wine? And we have a new inventory of ginger ale and ginger tea. Peppermint, too.”

      “I’ll take you up on that offer later,” Imani said. “I’d like to get started while it’s still quiet around here. I know how quickly that can change.”

      They made their way through the house to the terrace outside, chatting until they came to the firepit. If guests had their windows open, Ivy knew the sound of the ocean would drown out any discussion. After settling into a pair of marine-blue Adirondack chairs, Ivy pitched forward on her knees and began to tell Imani about what had happened.

      “It’s so frustrating to be in this situation,” Ivy said as she showed Imani the legal documents. “I feel like every time life starts to go my way, someone blasts a shot over the bow of my little lifeboat, and I have to start bailing like one of those old cartoon characters to keep my head above water.”

      “Now that’s a visual,” Imani said with a slight smile. She angled her head toward the house. “Although that’s more like a yacht.” She began to read the documents.

      Ivy gazed up at the old house and sighed. “I know I’m blessed to have this home, but it’s not like I didn’t work twenty years for it. I spent all of my adult life having babies, raising the girls, cooking, shopping, and overseeing repairs of all sorts—generally making Jeremy’s life easy so he could focus on his work. I thought we were partners—until he drained our retirement accounts to buy this with Paisley.”

      Imani looked up from the papers. “Judging from all you’ve done around here, I’ll bet you worked just as hard—if not harder—than he did. You certainly made better choices.”

      “Yet, here I am,” Ivy said, raising her hands before she let them drop. “I felt a kinship with this house the first time I saw it. We’d both been cast out of use. Slated for demolition or destined to be forgotten because we’d gotten too old. I love this grand, quirky old house—we’re like relics from another era, keeping each other afloat. But it’s a lot to handle.”

      “Oh, please,” Imani said, shaking her head. “You’re hardly a relic. Bennett thinks he married a hot woman—and you still are. As for the house, it’s given you and your family a livelihood and shelter. To all of us who lost our homes in the fire, too.”

      “How is your house coming along?”

      Imani allowed a small smile. “Axe’s construction team is nearing completion now, so Jamir and I will be moving back in once we have the flooring in place.”

      “I’m happy for you, and I know you’re looking forward to having a home again, but you’ll be missed here.”

      “You’ll still see a lot of me,” Imani said, chuckling. “Between the book club and Shelly’s yoga, it might seem like I never left.”

      “I hope so,” she said, taking Imani’s hand. This dear, accomplished woman had become a close friend over the past year. Ivy would miss seeing her and her son at breakfast every morning, but she was happy that Imani had a new home. She gave her friend’s hand a little squeeze before letting go.

      “This house hasn’t been without its problems,” Ivy said, continuing her story. “And this one might be the worst yet. The nerve of this man—”

      “Excuse me,” Imani said, holding up a hand. “How do you know that’s a man?”

      Ivy ran a hand through her hair. “I guess I don’t. There was no first name on the documents—only initials. Shelly made an assumption, and I suppose I did, too.”

      “Don’t assume anything,” Imani said. “Now, go on.” Steepling her fingers, she leaned back to listen.

      Against the sound of the ocean, Ivy went on, explaining. When she finished, she asked, “So, what do you think of this mess?”

      Imani shook her head. “It might seem like a disaster, but not everything is as it seems.” She stood and rapped the sheaf of papers with her knuckles. “I can help you bail out your yacht—you haven’t sunk yet. Just be careful what you say to anyone about this. This might be legitimate, or it could be a shake-down. We’ll soon find out.”

      As Imani left to go to her room, Ivy spied Geena sitting in a chair fiddling with some sort of electronics. Why had she returned? Ivy strolled past the pool and across the terrace toward her.

      Stopping near Geena, she asked, “Back so soon?”

      Geena looked up, seemingly taken aback. “I forgot something,” she said, averting her gaze. “Mind if I sit here for a little while?”

      Ivy forced a smile. “Let us know if there’s anything you need.” As she walked into the house, Ivy suppressed a shudder. Although Geena had been a guest, something about her still didn’t quite add up.
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      As Ivy furrowed her brow at the laptop computer, Poppy looked up from her work at another desk in the library. “Isn’t Tyler coming by soon to look at the space for the casino party?”

      “Is it that time already?” The number of emails, documents, bank statements, and photos Ivy had to organize for Imani was overwhelming. She had to prove she hadn’t profited from the sale of any of the items they’d found.

      Stretching her arms overhead, Ivy said, “Could you or Shelly show him around?”

      “I can, but Shelly is helping Mitch with a birthday party at Java Beach. Someone from out of town rented the whole place. I thought she’d told you.”

      Ivy removed her leopard-spotted reading glasses and drew her hands over her face. “She did. I just forgot that it was today.”

      “She mixed up pitchers of her coolers before she left. I can bring them down, but I think Tyler would prefer to talk to you.” Poppy’s expression softened. “A break might be good for you, Aunt Ivy.”

      Poppy wasn’t the only one to suggest that. Bennett had mentioned several activities to get her away from her computer and clear her mind. Yet, she would feel better if she finished this work. She pressed a key on her keyboard.

      Nothing. Ivy sighed. “Could you check the internet connection, Poppy? It seems to have gone down.”

      “Maybe that’s a sign.”

      Ivy looked up at her niece. “That’s usually my line.”

      “Where do you think I learned it?”

      Ivy tapped the keyboard again, but there was no response other than a tiny spinning wheel. “Maybe I wore it out today. Guests are going to be upset.”

      “I’ll check it, but most of them are out having fun.”

      That was true. Ivy pushed away from the keyboard and shook her hands to get some energy flowing. “Let’s go,” she said, shifting her attitude. “Tyler is going to love what we can do for their event.”

      Ivy left Poppy in the kitchen and started downstairs. Tyler would be here in ten minutes, so she didn’t have much time to tidy the space. She didn’t think anything of the door standing open, but as she descended, she saw Geena—of all people—at the bookcase, rummaging through old books. She held her phone in her hand, hovering it above a book.

      “Excuse me, can I help you?” Slightly irritated, Ivy thought about an old rock ‘n roll song, Hotel California. Geena had checked out, but would she ever leave? How fitting, she thought wryly.

      Geena put a book back on the shelf. “Just looking.”

      But Ivy knew what she had seen. “And taking pictures?”

      Geena shrugged. “I’m a book lover.”

      Ivy pressed her lips together. She could think of only one reason Geena might be doing that. “If you’re looking for reading material, you’re welcome to borrow any of these books. But if it’s rare or valuable old books you want, you won’t find any there.”

      Imani appeared on the stair with a book tucked under her arm and approached them.

      A flush filled Geena’s face. “I wouldn’t want—”

      “Oh, really?” Imani stepped beside Ivy and nudged her in warning. “You would, or you wouldn’t be trying to fleece my client for everything she has.”

      Ivy’s mouth dropped open; she could hardly believe what she was hearing. “Geena is behind the lawsuit?”

      “You had no right to give all that loot away,” Geena sputtered. “There has to be more stashed here, too. Just look at this place. My mom says the family is owed something.”

      “I suggest you pack up and get out,” Imani said.

      “She checked out a long time ago,” Ivy said icily, restraining herself.

      “Then you can clear out in thirty seconds,” Imani said smoothly. “We can talk later with your counsel.”

      Geena picked up her backpack and stormed past Ivy, but Imani stepped in front of her. “Contrary to my client’s generous offer a few moments ago, if you have any of her books in that heavy backpack, you should leave them here. Otherwise, she’ll have a reason for action against you.”

      With a huff, Geena tore off her backpack and unzipped it. After withdrawing three old books, she tossed them onto the floor. “Happy now? I was only saving you the trouble of having to deliver them to me later,” Geena said. She pulled on her backpack and took the stairs two at a time in her rush.

      Ivy picked up the books and collapsed onto one of the old barstools that Mitch and Bennett had found in the storage area, along with a vintage bar of ornately carved mahogany. She had just ten minutes until Tyler arrived, but she had to calm down and get her head straightened again.

      Imani eased onto the stool beside her.

      Scrubbing her face with her hand, Ivy asked, “How did you know who she was?”

      “I asked my old research assistant to see what she could find about E. E. Erickson,” Imani replied. “She discovered that Eugenia Elizabeth Erickson and Geena are one and the same.”

      “Did she say where the Bellamy name came from?”

      “Geena recently did a legal name change.”

      “So she came here to check out everything,” Ivy said, tapping her nails on the bar in thought. “She’s not what I would have expected of an heir of the Ericksons, even though they’d lost contact with the niece decades ago. I’ve heard it was sometimes difficult to trace people after the Second World War, but it still seems like her parents would have tried.”

      “You never know what might have transpired.”

      “I guess not.” As unpleasant as Geena was, Ivy felt a little sorry for her. Who knows what her family had been through? Still, what Geena wanted wasn’t something that Ivy could surrender. Or was it? Paige hadn’t thought the books had much value, but Geena might have thought a few of them did.

      Ivy opened the book on top. Henry James. The Golden Bowl. Under that was Leo Tolstoy’s War and Peace and F. Scott Fitzgerald’s This Side of Paradise. Ivy opened each one, but she couldn’t see anything special about them other than the name recognition. Maybe that’s what Geena had been after.

      Poppy appeared at the top of the stairs. “Excuse me, Aunt Ivy. Tyler is here about the casino night.”

      “Come on down.” Ivy checked her attitude. She needed to make a good pitch for Tyler. And that meant getting Geena out of her mind. Lifting her chin, she smiled and greeted Tyler.

      “I’ll be upstairs,” Imani said, sliding off the stool with a wink. “Hi, Tyler. Take a look at this bar. Pretty classy for events, don’t you think?”

      

      After Tyler agreed to the cost Ivy had quoted and left, Ivy slid onto the couch, mentally exhausted but thrilled to have booked their first paying event.

      On the coffee table in front of her sat Amelia’s old literary society guest book, which reminded her that she wanted to buy one for their group, too. Or maybe she’d make one and paint the cover and hand-design the pages. If she weren’t dealing with this silly lawsuit, she’d have the time to do that.

      She ran a hand over the vintage cover, appreciating the artistry of another time. As she did, a distinct chill wafted over her.

      Had she imagined that? Swiftly pulling her hand back, she rose and made for the stairs. If she were constructing weird thoughts like that, she’d been working too hard. What she needed was fresh air to sort out her thoughts.

      Stopping to switch her shoes at the back door, she headed for the beach, welcoming the constant roar of the waves and the fine spray on her face.

      After nearly losing the inn last year, she still harbored fears about hanging on to it. But thankfully, her family was helping. She appreciated the work that Forrest and Flint and the cousins—especially Poppy—had done this summer, and now it was poised to pay off.

      In addition, Misty was supporting herself, and even Sunny had just landed a part-time job at an animal rescue organization.

      Her youngest daughter had always loved animals, but her father couldn’t bear the thought of fur in his pristine home—that Ivy kept that way for him. At the time, she had thought remaining pet-less was just as well because she’d be the one to clean up after the creatures, but now she realized that Sunny craved the company of animals.

      Ivy smiled to herself. Especially the unpedigreed strays that a year ago, with her spoiled friends, she would have shunned—but only because of their opinions. Sunny loved animals. Maybe they gave her the nonjudgmental love she needed.

      Ivy understood that. Jeremy’s love had been full of conditions.

      Fortunately, Sunny was changing. Maybe Poppy and Jamir were having a positive influence on her. Without a car, she’d even been begging Jamir to go to a public library in a neighboring community. Many college students gathered there because it was larger than the quaint public library in Summer Beach.

      Sunny had miscalculated the credits needed for graduation, so she’d had to attend summer school. While Ivy suspected that her daughter didn’t spend as much time studying as she said, at least she was putting forth more effort than she had in the past.

      A wave rushed toward Ivy, and instead of dodging it, she let it swirl around her ankles, enjoying the brisk chill on the warm sand. Although it threatened to dislodge her, she stood firm in the dizzying rush until it swept away.

      For the past year in Summer Beach, she had stood firm, too. She’d had to rely on her creativity and skills. With any luck, this lawsuit would fold, although she wasn’t sure how. She reminded herself that she’d come this far without disaster striking. So many of the things she worried about had not come to pass. She hadn’t lost the house, and guests had actually come and paid her to sleep in an old house that was far from perfect. Sunny hadn’t disappeared in Europe with her wild group of friends.

      And she wasn’t alone or lonely.

      Could Bennett understand why she didn’t want to give up her newfound freedom, emerging identity, and recent achievements for him just yet?

      She hugged herself and faced out to sea.

      As the sun warmed her shoulders, a thought dawned on Ivy. Her mother had often ignored traditional roles, working alongside her husband even when her children were young. They divided accounts, so Carlotta often went on trips alone to see their retail partners, leaving her husband to tend to the children—or vice versa. Sterling had become as adept at laundry, grocery shopping, and meal planning as Carlotta had been.

      They were partners in love and in life—doing it their way.

      With such role models, why had Ivy taken up the more traditional role with Jeremy? But she knew the answer. He’d wanted it that way. Yet, after reeling her in with murmurs of love, his voice became louder and stronger than hers. He earned the money, so he wanted everything his way.

      Everything.

      And Ivy instinctively knew that to keep her husband, she had to follow his plan. Some of their friends had divorced, though she hadn’t wanted that.

      She picked up a weathered branch and threw it out to sea. In the end, she had been forced to tackle the new and unknown. But, by doing so, hadn’t her actions brought the life she loved today?

      Squinting, she wondered if behind her hesitancy to commit to Bennett lurked a fear of the unknown. Or worse, of the known?

      Watching the waves engulf the driftwood, she thought about her dilemma. What if there was another way to live their lives? Only one way to find out, she thought.

      For that, she’d need an extra dose of courage. She would have to get over her fear of the unknown, the what-ifs that often plagued her. She’d faced that before in taking charge of her future and creating a new life, but this time, the decision involved her heart. Still, she was determined to live the life she wanted and have the partner—and freedom—she desired.

      Once more, she stopped and faced into the brisk breeze off the ocean. She’d get those turquoise shoes she desired—without permission or guilt. They might even have glittery bits all over them.

      Smiling, she turned and strode back toward the inn, head held high.
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      By the next week, chatter about the book club was circulating through town, and most everyone who could was eager to meet again. Ivy was glad that Paige had whetted people’s appetite for books.

      That afternoon, Ivy had dressed in a new pair of white jeans and snake print loafers. She’d added a thin, beige mock turtleneck with a zebra print denim jacket. Turning back the cuffs, she added several bangle bracelets. Satisfied with her look, she made her way to the kitchen.

      As she was preparing for the meeting, Bennett strolled into the kitchen. He wore a white polo shirt and khakis—his frequent beach mayor attire—and his closely cropped hair was growing more streaked in the summer sun.

      “Another gathering tonight?” he asked, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek.

      “The book club has been the talk of the town,” Ivy replied, warming to his touch. She was arranging appetizers on a platter—grapes, sweet peppers, an assortment of cheese and crackers, and homemade banana nut bread. “I’m already fielding questions about the availability of the downstairs for special events,” she added with pride. “Tyler booked the area for a fundraiser.”

      Bennett gazed at her with admiration. “Sounds like your plan is working.”

      “We’ll see.” Still, she felt good about the prospects. “I missed you at this afternoon’s gathering.”

      Bennett eyed the cheese platter. “I stayed a little later to talk with Maeve about Geena’s case.”

      “Imani has an interesting idea; I can tell you about it later.” She gestured toward the platter. “If you’re hungry, help yourself.”

      “Thanks. I’ll replenish your stock when I visit the cheese shop in the village.” Bennett helped himself to a small wedge of cheese and a handful of crackers. “Have you finished that book you were reading for the book club?”

      Ivy shook her head as she brought out a hummus dip she’d made. “Between new guests and Imani’s questions, I didn’t make much progress on Pride and Prejudice, other than to think less than charitably toward Mrs. Bennet with one t.”

      “Mrs. Bennett. I like the sound of that,” he said between bites.

      “Not unless you answer to Mr. Ivy.” Ivy laughed. “I’m not taking any part of your name—you’re welcome to keep it all. It’s a lot of trouble to change your legal identity these days. Look at what Shelly is going through.” Her sister had been complaining about all the paperwork after her marriage.

      “Will you answer to Mrs. Dylan socially?”

      Ivy paused with the hummus in mid-air. “I haven’t thought about that, but I suppose I will. Even though we’re not quite legal.”

      “It’s legal where it counts.” A smile spread across Bennett’s face, and he pointed heavenward. “I’m mighty proud to be your husband. Unless you’ve changed your mind.”

      Ivy had applied for a new driver’s license and passport, so if they wanted to legalize their marriage, they could. Still, she was hesitant. Was this normal? Or was it somewhat akin to buyer’s remorse? Except this wasn’t a car or a house; it was the rest of her life. Could she ever be one-hundred-percent sure?

      Was there even such a thing?

      “We need to talk about that,” Ivy said. She glanced at the large round clock in the kitchen. “But people will start arriving soon. I’d better finish this and get downstairs. Poppy is already setting up.”

      “I’ll be in the room going over some business for the city.” Bennett trailed a finger along her arm. “Would you like to join me for a glass of wine later? We can talk then.”

      Despite her uncertainty, her pulse quickened at his touch. “I’d like that,” Ivy said, ignoring her practical side. When she was around Bennett, her heart took over. Still, they were married, however gray that area was.

      A little while later, the same crowd as last week gathered, only this time, they’d all brought their favorite books. Everyone was immersed in conversation. Imani and Maeve, Celia and Jen, Gilda and Nan, and a few new guests. Even Bettina, the nurse, had returned. She and her husband were nearing the end of their vacation, and she looked rested and cheerful.

      Paige stood by, smiling with satisfaction. Her silver hair glinted in the light of the freshly cleaned chandeliers.

      Ivy greeted her, and Paige turned her bright eyes toward her. “Books bring out the best in people, don’t you think?”

      “I do,” Ivy said.

      “Will your sister be joining us again tonight?”

      “I don’t think so. Shelly is feeling a little under the weather.”

      Paige slid a knowing glance at Ivy. “She needs her rest. Now more than ever.”

      “She does,” Ivy said, wondering if Shelly had confided in Paige. “Did she…?”

      “Tell me?” Paige finished. “Dear heavens, no. But she has such a lovely glow about her.” She lowered her voice. “And she had to bolt for the ladies’ room when she was in the shop buying her books. But unlike many people in this town, I can keep a secret.” Paige cast a look at Darla and pressed a finger against her lips.

      “We appreciate that,” Ivy said, relieved. “It’s very early, and Shelly and Mitch want to make sure that all is well.”

      “I understand.”

      And yet, just before the meeting began, Shelly appeared, tapping Ivy on the shoulder.

      “You made it,” Ivy said, happy to see her.

      “I rallied,” Shelly said, toting a bottle of ginger ale. “Mitch wanted to see Bennett, so I came along.”

      “I’m so glad you did.” Ivy hugged her. As she did, she could feel that Shelly had lost weight. Ivy was worried about her gaunt appearance, but Shelly assured her she was feeling better.

      Poppy nudged her. “Look who is coming down the stairs.”

      Ivy sighed. Geena. Of all the people Ivy didn’t want to see, Geena was at the top of that list. “She fooled me. I didn’t peg her as a con artist. A troubled young woman, perhaps, but not an outright liar.”

      “She thinks she’s justified,” Imani said.

      Poppy drummed her fingers on her drinking glass. “I wonder she wants?”

      “Cash,” Imani replied. “That’s pretty clear. In her mind, she’s already taking possession. And she wants to irritate you.”

      “I could kill her with kindness,” Ivy said.

      Shelly leaned in. “Or just ki—“

      “Really?” Ivy cut her off. “You could be more creative.”

      “Hey, you have to admit my New York attitude comes in handy when you need a heavy.” Shelly struck a pose, flexing a bicep. “Mitch told me he saw her at Java Beach. The word in town is that she moved into the Seal Cove Inn when you kicked her out.”

      “What?” Ivy was appalled. “I didn’t kick her out. She left on her own.”

      Poppy leaned in. “That’s the gossip at Java Beach, Aunt Ivy. Geena sure has a lot of nerve showing up here again. I can ask her to leave.”

      “Let’s wait and see what she’s up to,” Imani said in a thoughtful tone. “Could be useful.”

      Just then, Geena looked in their direction.

      “Shh,” Ivy said. It was all she could do to bite back another comment. On this level, the acoustics carried sound well.

      Poppy lowered her voice. “If only there were a way to take a DNA sample on Amelia and Gustav.”

      As Ivy swung her gaze toward Geena, a thought occurred to her. “Maybe there is,” she said slowly, her mind whizzing around a new idea. “Wouldn’t it be interesting if someone in her family had submitted DNA somewhere?”

      “I think I know what you’re talking about.” Imani narrowed her eyes. “Recently, some old criminal cases have been solved through familial connections from online genealogy sites.”

      “Exactly,” Ivy said. “What if we could find other family members and follow the DNA trail?”

      “Perhaps,” Imani said. “But don’t get your hopes up. There might not be anything to find.”

      “But there could be,” Ivy said, grasping at the idea. She didn’t have many options. “A lot of people are doing DNA research for genealogy.”

      “Or, what you find could confirm what you wish wasn’t true,” Imani said.

      As Ivy realized the validity of that statement, her hope fell. “But we did the right thing in returning the treasures we found here.”

      “Of course, I agree with you, but there are always at least two sides to an argument,” Imani said. “Still, it could be worth a try.”

      Poppy’s eyes widened with excitement. “I’ll research that for you, Aunt Ivy. And I’ll find out if she has any family around. I’ll check online.”

      Geena took an old book from the shelf. Then, with a pointed look at Ivy, she placed it back on the shelf with an exaggerated movement. “Voila.”

      “Let’s start the meeting,” Ivy said, trying to ignore her.

      Everyone found a chair and, scooting close together, sat down.

      “We can start by sharing our favorite books,” Paige said. “Ivy, why don’t you begin and tell us what you thought of the book you read.”

      Ivy held up the copy of Pride and Prejudice that Paige had given her. “I’m still in the early chapters, and I’m not too fond of Mrs. Bennet, who is determined to marry off her daughters. Still, given the era—more than two-hundred years ago—and the fact that Mrs. Bennet has two-and-a-half times the number of daughters I have, I’ll give her a pass,” she added, grudgingly extending a measure of forgiveness toward the character. “She probably didn’t have time for much introspection.” A laugh rose around the room. “As for Lizzie, I believe she is searching for herself, even though she might not realize it yet.”

      Paige nodded. “The search for oneself is a frequent theme in Austen’s works. Why do you think that might be?”

      Maeve raised her hand. “In the nineteenth century, women’s roles were narrowly defined. And yet, they searched for meaning and often found ways to follow their passions, just as Jane Austen did with her writing.”

      “That’s an interesting observation,” Paige said, inclining her head.

      “As for Jane, I think her subconscious attraction to him annoys the part of her that wants to remain independent and self-actualizing. Although she also yearns for love and acceptance.”

      A small smile tugged a corner of Paige’s mouth. “And do you think she will find a resolution?”

      Ivy rubbed her temple in thought. “It’s a struggle, but I like to think she will.” As Ivy caught Paige’s eye, it seemed as if the older woman might have insights Ivy hadn’t shared with her.

      “In this novel,” Paige began. “Jane Austen wrote, ‘Till this moment I never knew myself.’ For those of you who had read the novel, what do you think she meant by that?”

      A lively discussion ensued, and as Ivy listened, she started to understand why Paige might have suggested this book for her.

      A book whisperer, indeed. Ivy exchanged a nod of gratitude with Paige. She would keep reading this novel.

      Sitting next to her, Jen swept her long brown hair over her shoulder and rested her chin in her hand. “This book sounds more interesting than I thought it would. And I could really go for a Mr. Darcy.”

      As each new member of the book club talked about Pride and Prejudice or a favorite book, the conversation rose and carried along for the next two hours, which seemed to pass quickly.

      Geena kept to the rear of the room and declined to speak. Ivy couldn’t figure her out. Oddly, she looked interested in what other women had to say—as if she was starved for connection. What a dichotomy, Ivy thought. Geena didn’t seem to have the personality to draw people to her.

      After deciding on the books to read for the first quarter of the club meetings—with Pride and Prejudice as their first selection—the women continued chatting. Poppy poured more wine and tea for those lingering.

      “Looks like they’re enjoying the company,” Ivy said to Shelly.

      “I can understand why. This place has good vibes. Even with Geena here.”

      Ivy sighed. “She has to leave sometime.”

      Just then, Mitch joined them. Sliding his arm around Shelly, he said, “How are you feeling, babe?”

      Shelly beamed at him. “Great, but a little tired.”

      He kissed her forehead. “I thought you might want to leave early. How about a bubble bath in that big old clawfoot tub?”

      “I’d love that,” Shelly said.

      Standing next to them, Paige turned and smiled. “It’s getting late, but you know book lovers. We like nothing better than to talk about our favorite books.”

      “And drink wine,” Poppy said, emptying another bottle. “Aunt Ivy, I can stay here if you want to turn in as well.”

      Bennett had invited her for a glass of wine, and she looked forward to relaxing with him. She had been waiting until after the meeting to enjoy a glass. “I’d appreciate that.”

      Ivy walked out with Shelly and Mitch. She stood by the kitchen window, watching them as they strolled arm in arm to Mitch’s car, and he helped her inside. His gentle way touched Ivy’s heart. Blinking back her emotion, she thought of all that Shelly had gone through in the effort to live her dream. And soon, if all went well with her pregnancy, they would be welcoming a new little life into the family.

      Ivy leaned against the doorjamb and waved as they pulled out of the car court. If there was one constant in life, she decided, it was change.

      Turning away from the lights of the car, Ivy considered the dishes in the sink. Usually, she would have tended to them before going to bed, but Poppy had offered, and Sunny would be back from studying with Jamir to help her soon. Ivy would gladly leave the dishes to the girls tonight.

      Across the car court, a window glowed in the old chauffeur’s apartment. On the balcony, a silhouette stood against the light.

      Bennett was waiting for her.

      She smoothed her hair and tucked it behind her ears before making her way outside. The night was balmy, so she took off her denim jacket and draped it over her shoulders.

      As she crossed the car court, Bennett’s deep, gravelly voice floated down to her. “I was hoping you’d come.”

      “The club is still going on, but I ducked out.”

      Bennett gazed across waves that looked surreal in the moonlit sky. “How about a walk on the beach with a to-go glass?”

      “I’d like that,” she said, smiling up at him.

      Bennett leaned over the railing. “I’ll be right down.”

      Moments later, Bennett descended the stairway carrying two glasses of wine. He gave her one and slid his hand into hers. “Not a bad way to end a day, is it?”

      Thinking of Shelly and Mitch and the love they shared, Ivy touched her glass to his. Despite the doubts and second-guesses swirling in her mind, she felt at home when she was with Bennett.

      Was that her heart speaking? If only she could tune out the noise in her brain. Raising her gaze to his, she resolved to do just that tonight. “Here’s to ending each of our days together.”

      “Nothing better.” He tapped her glass again. “To a perfect evening and to our future.”

      After taking a sip, they strolled toward the ocean. As they walked, the bright moon cast shadows of swaying palm trees across the sand. A distant rumble filled the night, and the waves rolled in with such thundering power that Ivy leaned into Bennett to steady herself. She breathed in the salty aroma, feeling cleansed and relaxed.

      But beneath her feet, the sand shifted, pulling away and then rising again. Her wine sloshed, and she clutched his arm. Something was happening. “That’s so weird—” Slipping again, she paused, rocking on her feet.

      “Look,” Bennett cried. He jerked back toward the inn, where they could see the water sloshing in the pool, illuminated by underwater lights. In every window from the basement to the second floor, lights flickered once, twice, three times, and then, the house went black.

      “An earthquake!” Ivy clung to him, trying to keep her balance, but together they stumbled to their knees, their wine glasses tumbling from their grasp and spilling onto the sand. Ivy scrambled to stand, but grains of sand seemed to liquefy beneath her feet. Seconds seemed like an eternity, and a thousand thoughts roared through her mind. Where were Sunny and Misty? Shelly and Mitch?

      They had to reach the inn.

      Above the roar of the ocean, Ivy could hear screams from the house, and her heart sank. As her pulse shot up, prayers formed on her lips. What had her brother just said?

      Flailing about, she slipped as the sand beneath her hollowed out.

      “I’ve got you,” Bennett called out, lifting her in his arms. He struggled to stand as the earth shuddered. “Hang on!”

      Ivy flung her arms around his neck. Yet the beach still rippled, tossing them to their knees again. She clawed at the sand, trying to get a grip. Looking behind her, she cried, “Look out!”

      Just then, a wave crashed onto the shore, enveloping Ivy with an icy blast of water that robbed her breath.
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      Beside her, Bennett sputtered and coughed as he took on saltwater. As the surf receded, Ivy clutched him around the chest. Using her weight as leverage and relying on her lifeguard training, she shifted him higher onto the shore and turned him over.

      Bennett raised his hand, motioning to her. With a great cough that seemed as if it turned him inside out, he shoved himself to his knees.

      The liquefied sand beneath them once again became terra firma.

      “Don’t try to talk,” Ivy said, shivering in her wet shirt and jeans. Her slip-on loafers were gone, as was the jacket she’d draped over her shoulders.

      With a great, hacking cough, Bennett pulled himself up. “I’m okay—” He stopped as another great cough seized his chest. “Let’s get in there…make sure guests are okay.” He glanced behind them in the dark. “Could be a big wave coming.”

      A terrible thought seized Ivy. “A tsunami?” She knew it was possible; giant waves could sweep thousands of miles across the Pacific Ocean, but local quakes could also trigger them. If the plates had shifted under the ocean, that action could generate high waves.

      Bennett nodded grimly. “In 1960, the Valdivia earthquake in Chile sent a tsunami to Hawaii—my parents survived that.” With Ivy’s help, he crawled to his feet. “We have to get people to higher ground. The city has trained for this.”

      “I need to call the girls, too.” As they raced toward the house, Ivy patted her pocket, but her phone was gone, ripped away in the waves—just like her shoes and their wine glasses. “Do you have your phone?”

      “In my room,” he said. “We need to get people out first. Summer Beach has an evacuation plan, which Chief Clark and others are probably putting in place.”

      They hit the terrace, which was wet. The water in the pool was still sloshing back and forth over the edges as if a great unseen hand were shaking it.

      Bennett jerked open the kitchen door. Darkness enveloped them, with only shafts of moonlight through the windows lighting their way.

      “Flashlights are under the sink,” Ivy said, pausing to slip her bare, sandy feet into Shelly’s garden clogs by the rear door.

      “I’ll get them.” In the dark, Bennett rummaged in a cabinet. “Here we are. Torches, as Arthur and Nan say.” Flicking one on, he swung a beam around the kitchen.

      Ivy crossed the room, dripping water as she went, glass crunching beneath her feet in the sturdy clogs. A commotion rang throughout the house. Taking a flashlight, she opened the door to the lower level. Pricks of light pierced the darkness. She shone the light down the stairwell.

      “How is everyone down there?” Ivy called out. “Anyone hurt?”

      Pixie’s frantic yaps greeted her, and Poppy’s shaky voice floated up to her. “Mostly okay, I think. Just shaken.”

      Directing the light onto the stairway, Ivy gingerly made her way down, testing each step for stability. Bennett was right behind her. Poppy met them at the base of the staircase, her face a mask of shock.

      Ivy glanced around the dimly light space. Books had fallen, a plant had toppled over, and assorted items were strewn across the floor. She saw Paige on the couch with Geena beside her. One of their guests, Bettina, knelt beside Darla with her fingers on the older woman’s pulse. Ivy recalled that she was the nurse on vacation.

      “Paige fell, but we have her sitting down now,” Poppy said in a shaky voice. “Darla had some chest pains, and Bettina is looking after her.” Poppy paused, taking in Ivy’s wet, bedraggled appearance. “What happened to you?”

      “We got caught in a wave,” Ivy said, her hair dripping on the stairs. Her white jeans were filthy with sand and dirt, but that no longer mattered. She lowered her voice. “Not to alarm you, but we need to get everyone upstairs in case a larger set of waves rolls in. And I have to check on guests upstairs.”

      “Do you mean a tsunami?” Poppy’s eyes widened.

      “Bennett said it’s just a precaution. We don’t want anyone to panic.” Ivy looked out across the worried faces of the women who had become like an extended family to her. In the dim light, she couldn’t tell if there had been any damage, aside from books tossed from the shelves. On one side of the stairwell, a few bricks had fallen from a wall under the stair.

      Ivy shone her light and raised her voice. “We need everyone to come upstairs now. We have more flashlights up there for you.”

      “We shouldn’t be in the basement if there’s an ocean surge,” Paige added. “A lot of us are old-timers around here.” She patted Geena’s hand reassuringly. “The ridgetop is where we need to go. Right, Mr. Mayor?”

      Bennett nodded. “Everyone should meet in the front of the house, and we’ll begin evacuating from there.”

      “Historically, there have been a few small tsunamis in this area,” Nan said, rising. “But you never know when the big one might hit. It’s better to be safe.” She held a hand out to Paige.

      The bookseller rested on Nan’s arm, and Geena assisted her on the other side.

      The big one. Ivy shivered at the thought. People in California often talked about that in terms of earthquakes. This temblor had been significant, although it wasn’t the big one. Or at least, she didn’t think so. It all depended on where the epicenter was. For all they knew, Los Angeles or San Diego might have been hit harder. Still, a tsunami could be a huge secondary threat.

      Ivy would have to make sure every guest got out. But what about Shelly? And Misty and Sunny? Ivy bit her lip. And Forrest and Flint and their families. Surely they’re safe, she told herself, refusing to think the worst. Forrest and Flint had built their homes as strong as possible to withstand significant earthquakes, although even that caution would be fruitless against a rare major quake.

      “My house on the ridge is almost finished,” Imani said, kneeling beside Darla. “You and anyone else are welcome there.”

      “Be careful about driving up there,” Bennett said. “There could be power lines down.” He hurried down the stairs. “Paige, I’m going to carry you upstairs and make you comfortable until help arrives. Sorry that I’m a little soggy.”

      “Reminds me of my younger days,” Paige said, attempting a smile.

      Ivy touched Poppy’s shoulder. “Can you see if you can reach Sunny and Misty? My phone is gone—I lost it in the waves.”

      Poppy shook her head. “I don’t have any service. None of us down here do.”

      “Might have lost the cell phone tower,” Bennett said in a grim tone. Turning to Ivy, he added, “We don’t have much time. Fifteen, maybe twenty minutes. We’ll have to move swiftly to get people out. Clark and his team will be making sure the roads are safe to pass, and we’ll need every car. You’ll need your keys.” He paused. “While you’re getting everyone, I’ll turn off the gas.”

      Ivy sucked in a breath. There was a lot to do, and she could only trust that her loved ones were okay. She turned to the guests of the inn. “For those of you who are visiting, Bennett is the mayor of Summer Beach. He’s a volunteer firefighter with disaster training. Let’s all listen to him and start moving upstairs.”

      Guests and local residents began trudging upstairs. Gilda was soothing the nervous Pixie, who was huddling in her pink doggie backpack. Imani and Maeve began taking charge of their friends.

      “This way, ladies,” Imani said, training the light from her phone on the steps. “Easy does it. No more accidents on our way up.”

      “There’s glass in the kitchen,” Ivy called out. “We’ll sweep it up, but be careful where you step.”

      At last, Bennett picked up Paige, who winced but didn’t complain. She looked small in his arms, and he carried her swiftly upstairs. Ivy pressed a shivering hand against her chest, touched by the sight of her husband.

      After all, that’s what he was.

      Trailing Paige and Bennett, Geena seemed to have been stunned into silence. She looked worriedly after Paige.

      Ivy didn’t have time to wonder about Geena. She hurried upstairs, where she brushed aside toppled floral arrangements and decorations. Something overhead creaked, and she looked up. The chandeliers were still swaying on their long chains in eerie, slow-motion swirls. Quickly, Ivy stepped aside.

      “Look out above for the chandeliers,” she called back to Poppy. Forrest had checked them last year, but it was still spooky. Ivy tested the staircase before going up to the guest room floor. It seemed solid and sturdy enough. Upstairs, she went from door to door, asking people to bring jackets and meet downstairs. She met with some resistance from one young couple.

      “It’s over,” the young man said, holding a flashlight that Ivy had left on each bedside table. “We’ll be back at the beach in the morning.” His wife, barely wrapped in a slinky negligee, was reclining on the bed.

      Ivy smelled alcohol on his breath. “I know you’ve been having a great time, but we need to evacuate. There is a tsunami warning.”

      The young man rolled his eyes. “Who says?”

      She needed to impart a sense of urgency. “The state emergency commission and our mayor. He’s downstairs evacuating guests.” Just then, a loud siren split the night. “And that’s the tsunami warning,” she added, fairly certain that’s what it was.

      Ivy remembered hearing a siren years ago when she was a little girl at her parent’s home. Fortunately, her family home was on a promontory, so they had been high above the beach below.

      “And you might want to bring warm clothes,” Ivy said. “It can get cool at night with the ocean breezes on the ridgetop.”

      After they agreed somewhat grudgingly, Ivy hurried to the next door. She didn’t have much time, so Poppy had agreed to notify guests in the sunset suites.

      Ivy tore into her room at the end of the hall and peeled off her wet clothes in record time, hopping on one foot as she struggled with damp jeans. She pulled a hoodie over another pair of jeans and stepped back into Shelly’s clogs.

      Car lights pierced the night, and she peered from the window. Bennett was filling his SUV with guests, and Imani was doing the same. Other guests were piling into the cars they’d brought. Ivy grabbed the keys to her old Chevrolet convertible and raced downstairs.

      Outside, she gazed out over the ocean, holding her breath. No discernible change was evident, but that didn’t mean the motion hadn’t been set into action.

      “Glad you changed,” Bennett said, stepping beside her. “I was worried about you in those wet clothes. I grabbed some of mine for you.” He had also changed haphazardly.

      Ivy tilted her head toward the sea. “What do you think the chances are?”

      “I don’t know,” Bennett said, frowning. “In ‘64, we lost the Summer Beach marina to big waves from the Alaska earthquake. I don’t like to roll the dice against Mother Nature.”

      As the last of the guests climbed into Bennett’s SUV, Poppy checked off a list she’s made. “Everyone is accounted for, Aunt Ivy. Except for Jamir and Sunny.”

      “I’m not going without them,” Ivy said, still trembling from the ocean chill. “They were at the public library—the larger one down the coast—but it shouldn’t take long for them to get back.” The neighboring community wasn’t that far—maybe fifteen minutes away. “I can’t risk Sunny returning and not knowing what to do.”

      “These other people need to get out of here now,” Bennett said, anxiously flexing his jaw.

      “Jamir knows what to do,” Imani called out from her car. “He’s been through the city’s disaster planning course. Sunny is safe with him.”

      “What if they’re not?” While Sunny had told her she was going to study with Jamir, Ivy knew that Sunny had skipped out with friends in the past. “I’m staying.”

      “I can’t let you do that,” Bennett said, his words firm and measured.

      “You can’t let me?” Ivy intoned. Her pulse pounded in her ears, making it hard to think straight. “You need to reconsider your words. That’s my daughter. I’d never forgive myself if anything happened to her.”

      Bennett swept a hand across his chin. “I’ll help you tape signs to the front and back doors telling her where to go.”

      “Thanks for understanding,” she said, touching his shoulder. “But just so we’re clear, don’t tell me what to do. Explain it, and let me decide.”

      As the siren continued to shriek, Bennett handed the keys to Poppy. “I’ll wait for Sunny with your aunt. If you’re okay to drive SUV, you can take it up to the ridgetop.”

      “I had only one glass of wine,” Poppy said, looking alert. “And that quake released a lot of adrenaline in me.”

      “Good.” Bennett continued, speaking efficiently and motioning in the direction of the ridgetop. “Chief Clarkson will have a person at the base directing traffic, and he’ll be at the top telling people where to go. Look for him. Be careful to avoid any downed power lines on the way. We’ll take Ivy’s car, and we won’t be far behind you.”

      Poppy nodded solemnly, and Bennett turned back to Ivy. “We don’t have much time.”

      “Be sure our other guests follow you.” Ivy hugged Poppy. “I promise we’ll see you soon.”

      She watched her niece climb into Bennett’s SUV and ease from the car court behind Imani. They led the way for guests who didn’t know where to go.

      Ivy clutched her hoodie around her. Had Los Angeles suffered the big one? She recalled a prayer and sent it up for her daughters. Sunny and Misty, be safe.

      “We have to hurry,” Bennett said, taking her hand.

      They rushed into the kitchen, and Ivy pulled a tablet of paper from a drawer. “We need two—one for the back door and one on the front. Not just for Sunny, but for anyone who might come by.” A strange feeling of foreboding passed over her. “I also want to make sure Shelly is okay.”

      “Mitch knows where to go,” Bennett said, touching her shoulder. “Shelly is in good hands.”

      “What if he doesn’t?”

      “Mitch knows not to underestimate the sea. He’ll get Shelly to higher ground.”

      “I have to go by their place.”

      “Ivy, we might not have time.”

      “It’s not far. I could practically run there.”

      Bennett pushed his hands through his hand and nodded. “Okay, where’s the tape?”

      “In that drawer.” Using a flashlight, she scrawled a note, and Bennett made another one.

      “I’ll put this one on the back door and meet you in front,” he said.

      Ivy raced to the front door and taped the note to the door. With her hair whipping around her face in the ocean wind, she ran toward the old Chevy. Bennett opened the door and as soon as she was in, he took off.

      They’d left so quickly that neither of them had thought to put up the convertible top. Ivy shivered and rubbed her arms, troubled about her family. Forrest and Flint and their families. How long would it take to reach them all?

      Bennett turned on the heater. “Let’s knock off this chill.”

      “Thanks.” Ivy leaned back against the red leather seat and drew in several deep breaths to calm her racing pulse.

      Another siren sounded ahead. Seconds later, an emergency vehicle passed them, going the other way. Ivy sent up a little prayer for whomever the emergency personnel were on their way to help. Her grandmother had always done that.

      As Bennett drove, Ivy fidgeted with a hangnail. If only she could reach her children. She was worried about Jamir, too. And all their friends in Summer Beach.

      “Are you okay?” Bennett slid a look of concern toward her.

      Ivy nodding, trying not to fidget. “Even though I grew up here, earthquakes are unnerving. And I never recall fleeing toward higher ground.”

      “Summer Beach is taking more precautions these days. Everyone saw what happened in Thailand. A family from Summer Beach was vacationing there when the sea rushed in. Fortunately, they survived, so they stayed to work with the rescue effort. When they returned, they helped us set up the city’s disaster drills for potential tsunamis.”

      “Always better to be safe,” Ivy murmured, glancing back at the ocean, not that she could see much. The lights of cars behind them were blinding, and the sea was dark except for the white, moonlit break of waves rushing onto the shore.

      As they drove, she saw a line of cars snaking up the ridgeline road in the distance. Emergency lights flashed through the night. Ivy gripped the leather edge of her seat. Seeing the town plunged into darkness was unsettling.

      “We should check on Kendra and Dave and Logan, too,” Ivy said, thinking of Bennett’s family. Kendra hadn’t come to the book club meeting because Logan had a swim meet. She wondered if they were even home. “Do we have time to go by there?”

      “We’ll take a shortcut,” Bennett said. “It’s good of you to think of them. We’re all family now.”

      He turned at the village and wove through an alley. Slowing in front of his sister’s darkened house, he peered in. “The house looks fine, and their car is gone. Dave is fairly prepared for disasters, so I’m sure they’re okay. I’ll call them when I can.” He continued toward the beach where Mitch and Shelly lived.

      Ivy peered over the car door. “There’s seawater spilling onto the street.”

      “The water level is rising,” Bennett said, his face grim. “We don’t have long.” He reached for her.

      Clutching his hand, Ivy thought about her daughters. She chewed the inside of her mouth as she watched water flooding into the street. Had they taken too long in leaving the house?

      Bennett pressed his mouth into a narrow line, and Ivy feared the worst. She could read the worry on his face as he gripped the steering wheel and rolled cautiously through the water. The old Chevy convertible wasn’t as high or as safe as Bennett’s large SUV.

      Finally, he wheeled into Mitch’s gravel driveway, where Shelly’s old Jeep was still parked. Mitch’s car was still in front, too. Light from a lantern filled the front window.

      “Let’s go.” Taking her flashlight, Ivy swung from the car and pounded toward the cottage. Bennett was right behind her. Bursting through the front door, she called out for Shelly and Mitch. Another dim light shone from the bathroom. She rounded the corner.

      Shelly sat on the edge of the tub, looking pale and sick.

      “Where’s Mitch?”

      “Getting supplies from the shed. He wants to drive up to the ridgetop.” She shook her head. “But I don’t feel like going anywhere.”

      “You’ve got to.” Ivy jerked a thumb toward the ocean. “The ocean is pouring into the street. You have to leave now.”

      “Listen to your sister,” Mitch said, striding up behind Ivy. “I don’t care if you throw up in the car. We’re going now.”

      Shelly’s face grew even paler in the lantern light. “You can’t be serious. I’m not getting sick in my car. It might be old, but I’d never get that smell out.”

      “Then I’ll open the door for you,” Mitch said. “Babe, we have to go. I won’t let anything happen to you or our baby. But we’re running out of time.”

      “I’m not going. I grew up in California, and we never had to evacuate.” Shelly clenched her jaw and glared at Mitch. “This is all your fault, by the way.”

      “Come on, Shells,” Ivy said. “The reason we never evacuated was because we lived on a high promontory.”

      “No,” she spat out. “If you want to leave, I’m not stopping you.”

      Mitch threw up his hands in exasperation.

      Time was running out, and Ivy had to get Shelly out. Her sister could be awfully ornery when she was feeling bad. Ivy put the lid on the toilet down and sat across from Shelly. “I know you feel rotten. I know the sickness comes and goes. But right now, you have to think of your baby. You want it to have the best chance at life, don’t you?”

      Shelly’s stubborn countenance crinkled, and her eyes glistened with quick tears. “Of course, I do. But I hardly have the strength. I’ve been sick since we got home.”

      “I understand, and I know what you’re going through.”

      “He doesn’t,” Shelly said, flinging a hand toward Mitch.

      “Babe, that’s not true,” Mitch began, but Bennett shot him a look, nodding toward Ivy.

      Arguing wouldn’t help—Shelly seldom backed down from a fight. Bennett nodded silent encouragement, and Ivy tried again. “Your child is going to have a wonderful life here, but you’ll have to stick up for it like Mom did for us.”

      Shelly blinked. “She always did, didn’t she? I wish she were here now.”

      Ivy took her hand. “You’ll soon tell her about tonight. Right here, right now—this is the first time you’re going to stick up for your child. You might feel like you can’t, but I know you. You’re going to do it anyway.”

      Tears spilled over her sister’s eyelids. Nodding, she cast an apologetic look toward Mitch. “My legs are really rubbery.”

      “I got you, babe,” Mitch said, rushing to her side. As tough as Shelly could be, his love for her was evident. He slid his arm around Shelly’s waist and helped her up, mouthing the words thank you to Ivy as he did.

      Ivy let out a sigh of relief. “We evacuated all the guests, and we’re driving the Chevy.” She quickly gathered Shelly’s purse. “You can come with us or follow.” She picked up her sister’s phone from the edge of the sink.

      “That’s not working,” Shelly said. “I tried to call you.”

      Bennett blew out the lanterns as they hurried out.

      Supporting Shelly, Mitch said, “I’ll help you into the Jeep.”

      Shelly nodded. “We should pick up anyone who needs a ride.”

      Outside, Ivy and Bennett sloshed through water and slid back into the car. Ivy turned to Bennett. “I’m awfully glad we came. Thank you for humoring me. I know how Shelly is when she’s sick and upset. Her stubbornness comes out, and I don’t know if Mitch could have budged her.”

      “You did good in there,” Bennett said, shifting the car into gear.

      They waited until Mitch pulled out behind them, then they drove slowly toward the ridgeline. As water filled the streets, Ivy could feel the car hydroplaning, its rear end fishtailing around corners.

      Bennett kept his grip on the wheel and steered through it. Glancing out as he drove, he said, “Chief Clarkson’s team has probably been combing the village and homes close to the sea, but if you see anyone out, let me know. We can fit people in.”

      “I will.” As Ivy watched for signs of life, her heart ached for the damage she saw. While the earthquake wasn’t as destructive as it could have been, many older homes and businesses appeared to have sustained damage.

      Still, the threat was a long way from being over.

      Ivy glanced at the gaping hole where Bennett had pulled out the radio. She wished they could at least hear the news.

      He followed her gaze. “I meant to put in your new sound system this weekend.”

      “We’ll find someone who has a radio.”

      Around them, the village was dark. Some shopkeepers had hastily boarded front windows and laid sandbags in front of their doors. She realized she hadn’t been prepared, but at least her house was slightly above sea level. A few feet…she tried to calculate. Would that be enough? Biting her lips, she realized the lower level might not fare well. Or the foundation.

      Yet, there was little she could do. At least she had cleared the guests from the inn and talked Shelly into leaving. She had no idea when guests would be able to leave.

      Ivy peered behind them at the ocean swells, black and ominous as the night. As she grasped the dashboard, she barely recognized her hands—pale and quivering in the moonlight. She caught sight of herself in the rearview mirror and quickly looked away, drawing a hand over her damp hair. It was sticky with saltwater and plastered back.

      She was glad to have Bennett beside her. He had let the town in disaster preparations. But more than that, she could feel his love and concern for her—and for her family.

      As the car planed across a lane, Ivy tightened her seatbelt and looked out the window. Some shop windows had cracked in the earthquake, an awning had come down, displays had toppled.

      Bennett slowed. “Look at Paige’s shop. That old building could be a complete loss.”

      Ivy gasped. The roof of the bookshop had caved in, and the front windows had shattered. The headlights shone on fallen bookshelves, their wooden planks jutting like bones from mounds of books, which wouldn’t stand much of a chance in the rising water. Ivy shook her head at the sight. “We’ll have to help her rebuild.”

      “There will be plenty of clean-up to do in town,” Bennett said, keeping his attention on the road. When the car lost traction again, he frowned and flicked his gaze toward her. “You’d better hang on. This old car wasn’t built for this.”
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      Bennett tightened his grip on the oversized 1950s steering wheel. As cool as the night air was, nervous perspiration gathered around his torso. From what he could see, many residents and shops in Summer Beach had sustained damage. Beside him, Ivy fidgeted with the hem of her sweatshirt.

      “Clark can put out a call for officers to be on the lookout for Sunny,” Bennett said, taking her hand.

      “And Jamir,” Ivy said. “They’re together. Or they’re supposed to be. And I still wish I could reach Misty. She told me she would be in a recording studio doing a voice-over for a commercial today. She was going out with some other actors afterward.”

      “They’re probably okay,” Bennett said, trying to reassure her. He hoped the kids were all right. “Once communication is working again, we’ll try them. Depending on where the epicenter of the earthquake was, Los Angeles might not have even felt this.”

      Or it might have been worse there. He didn’t want to alarm Ivy, but from the look on her face, she might have been thinking the same thing.

      People in California often talked about the big one. Sooner or later, paradise might have to pay. Bennett wondered if it would be in their lifetime, but no one could say.

      Glancing in his rearview mirror, he tried to gauge the rising water, but it was too dark to see much besides the headlights behind him. This could be the disaster he and his team at City Hall had prepared for, although he hoped it wasn’t.

      Every year, city employees staged a practice drill for various disasters: flood, fire, earthquake. Ahead, he could see a firetruck hosing a blaze that had erupted.

      The earthquake wasn’t the worst he’d ever been in, but that could often be just the beginning.

      Ivy’s gaze was transfixed on the fire, too. “After San Francisco’s 1906 earthquake, fires erupted, and the city burned for days,” she said. “Are you sure you turned off the gas at the inn?”

      “Absolutely,” Bennett said. Seeing the worry on her face, he added, “I taught people how to do that in the city’s disaster planning seminar. Everyone in the city has been training for this.”

      Watching the water swirling through the darkened streets, Bennett gritted his teeth. As beautiful and compelling as the ocean was, it could also turn into a snarling, threatening menace—sometimes with little warning. This time, the only notice had been the low rumble far beneath the earth as ancient plates heaved against their burdens. A second or two was all they’d had.

      Ivy’s grip on his hand intensified. “My dad told me about the Alaska earthquake in ’64. It caused a tsunami that wiped out much of Crescent City in northern California.”

      He couldn’t tell her that wouldn’t happen here. The goal was to save lives; everything else could be rebuilt. “Try not to think of all that now. We’ve planned for this, and we’re going to make it through, no matter what.” Knowing that Ivy was a strong swimmer and had been trained as a lifeguard gave him a measure of comfort, though he hoped her talents wouldn’t be needed.

      Feeling Ivy’s pulse pounding in her wrist, Bennett brought her hand to his lips and kissed it. He’d finally found the woman he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. He would do everything in his power to ensure her safety—and that of every other person in Summer Beach. If only he could reach her daughters.

      “No one in this town will be left behind,” he added, determined to follow through on that promise.

      As if punctuating his words, a loudspeaker along the beach crackled with a warning to head to higher ground.

      Bennett slowed the car. A trail of red tail lights wound up the road, with traffic to the ridgetop snaking along.

      “This is like hurrying in slow motion,” Ivy said, frowning.

      Alongside the road, people were walking—mostly young tourists with backpacks from the beach campground. When Bennett saw a man in a Hawaiian shirt, he called out to him. “Hey, Arthur. Nan is with our group ahead. Can I give you a ride?”

      “Very much obliged to you,” Arthur said, relief evident in his voice. “I was worried about her. I went to the inn, but no one was there. I saw your sign on the door, so I started off.”

      Bennett took a backpack from him and put it in the back seat. “We got everyone out as fast as we could. All our phones are out, or we would have called.”

      Arthur climbed into the back seat. “What a day for my car to be out of commission. After taking Nan to work at City Hall, I delivered the car for service and planned to pick it up tomorrow. I was so knackered, I’d gone to sleep watching Doctor Who. That was a shock. What would you say that measured? A seven-pointer?”

      “Not even close,” Bennett said. “I’d say a little more than a six on the Richter scale. If that. The Northridge quake was a 6.7. I was visiting Los Angeles when that one occurred, and that was big enough for me.”

      “Guess it depends on where the earthquake is centered as to how much it’s felt,” Arthur said, nodding.

      Bennett noticed that Ivy was looking almost as pale as Shelly, and she’d gone very quiet. “We’ll be there soon,” he said.

      Nodding, Ivy gave him a wan smile.

      Bennett eased forward in the line of cars. “How is your house, Arthur?”

      “Not too bad, but the chimney crashed down,” the other man replied, running a hand over his cleanly shaven head. “It’s a pile of bricks now. I hate to think about the antiques at the shop.”

      “Did you have things secured?” Ivy asked.

      Arthur gave a wry laugh. “We’re all exceedingly careful after an earthquake, strapping tall pieces and sticking earthquake putty under crystal vases. But after a while, we become lazy and forget to take precautions.” He took a bottle of water from his pack. “At least I picked up my earthquake kit from the kitchen on my way out. Would you care for a bottle of water?”

      “Thanks, but I have a case in the trunk,” Ivy said. “Forrest dropped it off just a few days ago.”

      “Just in time,” Bennett said. “We might be up there for a while.”

      “Don’t you have tenants in your house?” Arthur asked.

      “I do,” Bennett replied. “I’ll check on them, then we’ll find a place to wait it out.” He turned to Ivy. “What else did Forrest put in the trunk?”

      “I’m not sure.” Ivy lifted a shoulder, and let it fall. “He told me, but I had so much on my mind with guests and the book club that it went in one ear and out the other. Some sort of supplies, as I recall.”

      “I don’t think we’ll be camping out,” Bennett said. “But some of that might come in handy. Where are you heading, Arthur?”

      He pushed his glasses up on his nose. “No idea, other than up.” From his bag, he drew a portable transistor radio that crackled when he turned it on.

      “A radio,” Ivy exclaimed. “Can you get news from Los Angeles?”

      “I’ll try.” Arthur tried to tune in stations. “I’m getting Mexico, but not Los Angeles.” As he fiddled with dials, a screeching sound filled the car, and he made a face. “Sorry. Woke you up, though, right?”

      “I don’t know when we’ll sleep again,” Bennett said in an attempt at levity.

      Pausing on a faint channel broadcast from Los Angeles, Arthur held the radio toward the front seat. A news report was in progress.

      “South of the city, an earthquake along the coast measuring—”

      Static overtook the broadcast.

      “No,” Ivy cried. “Try to get that back.”

      Arthur shook his head. “Maybe I’ll get better reception on the ridgetop.”

      Bennett touched Ivy’s hand. “Doesn’t sound like the earthquake impacted Los Angeles very much.”

      Ivy let out a breath, though a frown still creased her forehead. “Misty is probably okay—as long as she was there. But I don’t want her to worry. I wish I could reach her.”

      Soon, they were passing the flashing lights from Chief Clarkson’s patrol car. Bennett pulled to one side, just past where an officer was directing traffic. “Wait here for me,” he said. “I’ll check in with Clark.”

      The police chief was on an emergency satellite phone the city had just acquired. “Good to see you, Mayor,” Clark said. “I’m glad you helped evacuate the inn. I’ve had my team going door to door on the beach checking on folks.”

      “Is everything under control?” Bennett asked.

      “All is going according to plan.”

      “I have a favor to ask of you.”

      Clark raised his brow. “As long as it’s legal, Mr. Mayor.”

      Bennett told him about Sunny and Jamir and asked if anyone had seen or heard from them. “Could you help us locate them?”

      Drawing a hand over his chin, Clark nodded. “Where is his mother?”

      Ivy walked up behind Bennett. “I saw Imani take her car. She should have been ahead of us. She offered to take people to her house up here.”

      “My officer must have waved them through. Her house is nearly finished.” A cloud of concern filled Clark’s face. Leaning over, he lifted his communication device in the police car and gave instructions to his people in the field to be on the lookout for Imani, Jamir, and Sunny.

      “We’ll find them,” Clark said, grim-faced, as he took Sunny’s phone number in case cell signals started working again.

      “I know you will,” Bennett said, putting his arm around Ivy. This was personal; he knew how much Imani and Jamir meant to Clark. “What can I do to help?”

      Ivy lifted her chin and glared at him. “He means, what can we do to help? That’s my daughter.”

      “I stand corrected,” Bennett said, throwing her a look of apology. How could he have been that macho or that insensitive? Ivy was a force on her own, and he’d have to learn to respect that more.

      The police chief rubbed his chin. “You can help with the flow of traffic. That will free up me and others to find out what we can. Folks need to know where to go. They can park on the street and in the empty field at the top of the rise.”

      Ivy nodded. “Let’s get to work.”

      Arthur stepped out of the car. “This is my town, too. Count me in, and tell me what to do.”

      Bennett grinned. “Looks like you have three more reporting for duty, Chief.” He could always count on Arthur and Nan to do whatever they could to support the community. After easing the car off the road, he stepped out and went to work.

      Just then, a fancy golf cart with a golden hood ornament whizzed along the side of the road from the opposite direction. Carol Reston—a Grammy Award-winning singer and local celebrity—was at the wheel with her husband. They looked like they were dressed for a party.

      “We heard what’s happening in the village,” Carol said. Her signature fiery-red hair was swept under a turquoise scarf, and layers of coral and turquoise jewelry graced her neck and wrists. “Hal and I are opening Shangri-La to anyone who needs shelter.”

      Her husband leaned out of the golf cart. “What’s the use of having an estate if we can’t put it to good use?”

      “That’s generous of you,” Ivy said, hugging Carol and Hal.

      “Last year, when we had that dreadful fire here, you put up everyone at the inn,” Carol said. “And you hosted Victoria’s beautiful event on short notice. It’s karma, darling. What goes around comes around, and now it’s our turn.”

      “We were having a dinner party with friends from Beverly Hills when the earthquake hit,” Hal said. “As soon as we heard the tsunami siren, we knew everyone would be heading our way. So we all decided to do what we could.”

      “If you’re sure it’s not too much trouble,” Ivy began.

      Carol made a face and waved a hand. “Come stay with us at Shangri-La. We’re all pitching in. Besides, we could use your hostess skills—you have a natural way of making people feel at ease.”

      “She sure does.” Bennett saw Ivy brighten at that comment. She had to work hard at making her job as a host look easy. When she’d first opened the inn with Shelly, he’d be the first to admit they hadn’t really known what they were doing. More than a few people in town wondered if the sisters were up to managing the old landmark house. Yet, he’d watched Ivy and Shelly rise to the challenge. Even when Ivy was stressed, she managed to make others feel comfortable and welcome.

      “Our chef is cooking for anyone who is hungry,” Hal added. “The housekeeper and our friends are making up beds and putting cots wherever they can.”

      “I appreciate that,” Bennett said, deeply touched at their efforts and immediacy in stepping up to the challenge. “So will many others.”

      “Mitch and Shelly are right behind us,” Ivy said, gesturing to the Jeep. “Mitch will probably help in the kitchen.”

      “He’d be welcome.” Carol touched Ivy’s arm. “Is your family okay? And the inn?”

      “I don’t think there’s much damage to the house, but we won’t know until daylight.” Ivy went on to tell her about Sunny and Jamir and the trouble she was having reaching them and the rest of her family.

      “Maybe we can help locate them,” Hal said. “Because we travel so much with Carol’s shows, we’ve got satellite phones you’re welcome to use.”

      Hope flared in Ivy’s eyes. “Thank you for that.” She turned back to Bennett. “Once we find them, I’ll come back to help.”

      Bennett kissed her cheek. “You stay there and help out.”

      “I can go with Shelly and Mitch,” she said, gesturing toward the Jeep. “Keep the car if you need it.”

      “I’ll put the top up,” Bennett said. “I’ll see you later.”

      Hal turned to Chief Clarkson. “We also have a high-quality satellite communication system in the house. We’ve been tracking the seismologist reports from Caltech and the Coast Guard reports. You and are your team are welcome to our command center if you need it.”

      Carol leaned over. “And we’ll bring food back for everyone. Might be a long night.”

      “That’s mighty nice of you folks,” Chief Clarkson said, touching his forehead.

      “I’ll run back and forth in the golf cart,” Hal said. “Happy to shuttle people back to our place or deliver messages.”

      Bennett looked back at the darkened sea. The sound of the waves—a constant in everyone’s life in Summer Beach—seemed different tonight, as if the currents were gathering with ominous force. He could almost feel the power of the waves drawing nearer.

      Or was he imagining that? He tried to shake the feeling of dread. Turning to Ivy, he said, “Arthur and I will send people your way. And I’ll be on the lookout for the kids.”

      “I hate to leave you,” she said, pressing a hand to his chest.

      Ivy’s simple movement calmed him, but it also renewed his determination to ensure the safety of her family—their family now. “We’re safe as long as we stay up here. Watch out for aftershocks—they can be nearly as bad as the first quake, especially in weakened structures.”

      “We will.” She slid her hand into his and squeezed it.

      Hating to let her go, he brought her hand to his lips. “Let me know the minute you hear anything from Sunny and Jamir, and I’ll do the same. And your family. I want to know that they’re all safe. We can send messages through Hal.”

      When Bennett wrapped his arms around Ivy, he felt her heart beating as fast as his. He couldn’t imagine how distraught he would have been if he and Ivy had been separated during the earthquake. As much as he wanted her to stay with him so he could look after her, she was needed elsewhere. He stroked her still-damp hair, but he had to let her go.

      Bennett tilted her chin up. “Don’t forget how much I love you,” he murmured, touching her lips with his. He worried about her loved ones, too, and prayed that Sunny was safe.
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      Ivy climbed into the Jeep behind Shelly, who was clutching a paper bag in her lap. As they drove away from Bennett, Ivy wished she could stay with him, but they were both needed elsewhere. At least she was with her sister and Mitch.

      As the Jeep swayed over fallen debris in the road, Shelly groaned. “I feel like I’m on an airplane with a motion sickness bag. Who knew morning sickness could last all day?” She brushed wisps of hair from her face. “I don’t know how our mom went through this four times. At least she hit a double with Flint and Forrest.”

      “Maybe you will, too,” Ivy said with a slight smile. At least she could help Shelly, and lightening her sister’s mood would help.

      Picking up on that, Mitch laughed. “One and done, and we get the two we wanted. Hey, that would be great.”

      Shelly looked horrified. “No more preggy jokes. You two have no idea what it’s like to be inside my skin right now.”

      Ivy couldn’t help chuckling. “Think of how cute they’d be, Shells. They could have matching surfboards.”

      Shelly lifted a corner of her mouth. “Could you imagine having two—or even one—right now and going through all this?”

      “Look around,” Ivy replied. Outside, people had little children with them. Some were pitching tents in front yards, others were rocking kids to sleep on porches, and still others were trudging along with little ones in their arms or beside them.

      “Here are some little tykes that might need some help.” Mitch pulled beside a young family. The woman carried a sleepy toddler while a boy slightly older clung to his mother’s free hand. An older boy tagged behind, shuffling his feet. Mitch leaned across Shelly and called out through the open window. “Need a lift?”

      “Where to?” the woman asked.

      “We’re going to help out at Shangri-La, Carol Reston’s house.” Mitch pointed ahead.

      The woman’s face was mask of relief. “You have no idea how much I’d like that. Come on, kids.” She herded them into the Jeep. They crowded into the back with Ivy while the teen climbed into the rear compartment.

      “I’m Jessica,” the woman said and introduced her two boys. “And this is Gracie.”

      Mitch looked in the rearview mirror. “I think we met at Nailed It. Aren’t you Jen’s sister?”

      “I am,” Jessica replied. “We just moved here. My husband is deployed out of San Diego.”

      “Marines?” Ivy asked.

      “Navy. While he’s gone, it’s nice to be near Jen and George, especially with the kids.” The toddler in her arms began to get fussy, and Jessica wiggled a small stuffed bear in front of her. She sighed. “I wish he were here now.”

      Ivy remembered what it was like juggling two children close in age. “Want me to hold Gracie?”

      “Would I ever,” Jessica said, passing the little girl to Ivy. “Do you have children?”

      “Two grown girls,” Ivy said, trying to keep her composure. Not knowing where Sunny and Misty were was hard to manage, even if Misty was out of harm’s way.

      Shelly must have heard the catch in Ivy’s voice because she launched into a friendly conversation with Jessica.

      Ivy noticed that each of them was studiously avoiding the topic of the earthquake or pending tsunami. That might scare the small children. For the most part, they were above the threat here. At least, Ivy hoped that was the case.

      A few minutes later, Mitch eased the Jeep toward a walled estate. A bronze plaque by the gate read Shangri-La. The gate was open, and Hal had already returned. He was a commanding sight with his tall, trim stature and silver hair.

      “Come on in,” Hal said as he waved people into the car court. “We made better time in the golf cart than you did.”

      “We took on some extra passengers along the way,” Mitch said. “Hope that’s okay?”

      “You’re all welcome,” Hal replied. “You’ll find Poppy with a crew from the inn on the deck.”

      When Ivy stepped from the Jeep and walked inside the house, she was immediately entranced. The modern décor was stunning—shimmering shades of sapphire and teal accented the modern, cream-and-white expanse that was open to the ocean behind walls of glass. Candles flickered everywhere, filling the room with soft light.

      “Wow,” Shelly said, pausing beside her. “Could this look any more like a Hollywood set?”

      “They’re serious art collectors, too,” Ivy whispered.

      Even little Gracie stared at the artwork. “I like that one,” the toddler said, pointing.

      “So do I,” Ivy said, kissing the child’s soft hair.

      All around them, large pieces of artwork, splashed with color, lined the walls. In the shadowy candlelight, Ivy spied an Andy Warhol pop art piece, a Tamara de Lempicka art deco painting of a group of women, a Frida Kahlo self-portrait, and Cindy Sherman persona photographs. She could only imagine what these looked like when they were properly lit. As much as Amelia and Gustav Erickson had been collectors in their day, so too were Carol and Hal today.

      Beneath these rare works of art, groups of bedraggled people lounged on pillows and blankets spread on the white marble floor, chatting about the earthquake. They looked well, though shaken.

      On a bookshelf behind glass doors stood several golden award figurines that Carol must have won for her music. Ivy wondered how everything had escaped damage in the earthquake.

      “Check out her Grammys,” Shelly whispered, shining a flashlight she carried on the awards.

      “She earned every one of them,” Ivy said softly. Carol’s songs had often provided the soundtrack to Ivy’s life. Carol still toured and performed, and Hal managed her career and that of others on the music label he owned. They were a power couple in the industry.

      Yet, Summer Beach was their refuge from the world, a place they’d lived for years where they could unwind and walk the beach in their flip-flops and sunhats away from the prying eyes of paparazzi. Locals treated Carol and Hal like regular folks, not the celebrities they were elsewhere—although they still attracted attention from tourists who recognized them. Ivy could hardly imagine having to go through life that way.

      “Come in,” Carol called out from the bar, where an assortment of people had gathered.

      It was easy to tell who had been the dinner guests. They wore elegantly casual evening attire and were perched on stools at the granite-clad bar. Ivy thought she recognized some famous faces, but she couldn’t quite place them. Other Summer Beach residents wore jeans and T-shirts and flip-flops. They were avidly listening to the guests’ stories. A sleepy child fussed in its father’s arms.

      Still holding little Gracie, Ivy stepped down into the sunken living room. Shelly and Mitch followed her, and Jessica trailed behind with her other two children. To one side was a formal dining table laden with silver and china. The meal looked as if the earthquake had interrupted it, as partially finished desserts were still on the table.

      Carol’s chunky bracelets jingled as she hugged each of them. “I’m so glad you’re here—especially these little ones.” She knelt to greet the children. “I have a brand new playroom that I think you’ll love. I designed it for my grandbabies with everything that they might like.”

      “Does that mean Victoria is pregnant?” Shelly asked.

      “She is, and we’re all thrilled,” Carol said. “You’ll find others in the playroom, too. Maybe you can help there. The children were upset when they arrived. They had been jolted from sleep and whisked away from home. We’re setting up a quiet place so they can sleep.”

      At that, little Gracie yawned and tucked her little fist under her chin. She turned into Ivy’s shoulder.

      Shelly’s face softened. “I’ll take Gracie to the playroom.” As she took the child from Ivy’s arms, she whispered, “I need the practice.”

      Jessica took the other child by the hand while the older boy followed them.

      Carol motioned to a middle-aged woman in a dark dress. Her dark hair was wound into a thick, shiny bun. “Ms. Miranda, would you please show our guests to the playroom?”

      “With pleasure,” the woman said in a soft southern drawl. “And would you young-uns like anything to eat? Chef Raul is in the kitchen, and he can whip up almost anything you like. His gourmet grilled cheese sandwiches are amazing.”

      Jessica looked grateful. “They’d like that, even though it’s late for them.”

      “Is that my sister I hear?” Jen rounded the corner. “Jessica, I was so worried and about you and the kids.”

      Jessica fell into Jen’s open arms, and Jessica’s children piled in to hug Jen. “Am I glad to see you,” Jessica said with relief.

      Jen and Jessica and the boys caught up with Shelly, who was carrying Gracie to the playroom. When the little girl heard her aunt, she blinked and cried out for her. With some reluctance, Shelly passed Gracie to her aunt and stayed with Mitch.

      Seeing Jen and Jessica together with the children reminded Ivy of her relationship with Shelly.

      “Miranda has been making up beds and cots,” Carol said. “No one should trek back down until the all-clear signal sounds. Waves can be hours apart and increase in strength. So we’re going to stay put and keep everyone safe. Fortunately, we have enough supplies to feed everyone for quite a while.” Carol winked at them. “And Hal has a fully stocked wine cellar.”

      “I can’t thank you enough,” Ivy said.

      “Shelly, if you’re okay with Ivy, I’ll look for Raul,” Mitch said.

      “Go help,” Shelly said. “I’m fine, and there’s a big, hungry crowd here.”

      “I’m sure Raul will welcome your help, especially at breakfast,” Carol said. “We’re going to make a night of it.”

      Carol introduced her guests at the bar, and Ivy soon found herself chatting with a film producer and a costume designer. Although she would have loved to talk about costuming, she excused themselves. “We should see if Mitch needs help in the kitchen.”

      “Thanks,” Shelly said, breathing out a sigh of relief after they walked away. “I didn’t want to be rude, and they were interesting, but I can only take so much. It’s shocking how tired I get.”

      “Just wait,” Ivy said, smoothing her arm across Shelly’s shoulder. “You still have months to go.”

      “Were you like this when you were pregnant?”

      “With Misty, I was like you. I thought she’d never arrive. But with Sunny, I had plenty of energy, not a bit of nausea, and she was an easy, early delivery. She was kicking to get into the world. But don’t worry. This will pass.”

      Shelly gave her a weak smile. “Promise?”

      Ivy nodded. “Then the real work—and the joy—begins. You’re going to be a great mother, Shelly. Keep that in mind.”

      “I try to, but it’s hard when I’m gagging at the toilet. I keep wondering—where’s all that motherhood bliss I see in photos online?”

      Ivy laughed. “Anyone can look blissful for a few seconds. With a new baby, I was thrilled just to find time to shower.”

      They walked into the gleaming, white-and-gray marbled onyx kitchen, where Mitch was already building grilled cheese sandwiches and toasting them on an enormous, stainless-steel cooktop with red knobs. Mitch grinned at them over his shoulder.

      “He’s in heaven,” Shelly said, smiling at her husband. “Look at all this gear in the kitchen. He’s never cooked in a place like this. His kitchen at Java Beach is the size of a closet.”

      “Need help with anything?” Ivy asked.

      Raul looked up from a plate of appetizers he was preparing. “We sure do. Can you take these out to people? Miranda is needed with the children.”

      “I’m happy to do that,” Ivy said. She felt more comfortable throwing herself into work than lounging around. “Will you be okay here, Shells?”

      Just then, Mitch slid a cup of ginger tea across the counter to Shelly. “I thought my wife might need this,” he said with a wink.

      Shelly picked up the tea and smiled. “Who loves you?”

      He folded his arms on the counter and gazed at Shelly with love in his eyes. “Sure hope you do.” Grinning, he turned back to the grill. “Let me know what you think you can eat. Special orders for you.”

      Shelly beamed at him.

      Ivy watched the exchange and smiled. She was truly happy for Shelly. All her dreams were coming true.

      Ivy picked up a platter of sliced vegetables, dip, nuts, and cheese that Raul had prepared. As she started for the living room, a tremor shook the house, and screams erupted.

      “Just an aftershock,” Mitch called out, steadying himself on the counter as Shelly did the same. “Nothing to worry about, folks. It’s the way we rock ‘n roll in the golden state.”

      The chef steadied pans swaying on an overhead rack. “I’ve already locked down everything else that’s breakable.”

      Teenagers were giggling in one corner, and in another were a pair of older women with worried frowns. Others began chattering about the size of the earthquake.

      Ivy stopped by the two women she recognized as Darla’s friends from Java Beach. “It might help to have something to eat.”

      “I don’t think I can swallow a thing,” one woman in a plaid flannel shirt buttoned askew said. “I’m too nervous, and I think I ought to have stayed at home.”

      “And what if a giant wave came through?”

      “I’d climb on the roof.”

      The other woman snorted. “With your knees? You’re staying put, Madge. There’s not a darn thing you can do there.”

      “There you go being bossy again,” Madge said, pulling her flannel shirt around herself. “If I want to go back, I will, and I’ll tell you another thing—”

      “I’ll leave a few nibbles if you change your mind,” Ivy said, cutting in. She put some goodies onto paper plates she’d tucked under her platter. “It’s been quite a night—an unscheduled slumber party, right?” She couldn’t let anyone go back to their homes until she heard from Bennett or Chief Clarkson.

      The women looked at each other and grinned. “Remember when we used to have those?”

      With their attention diverted, they began sharing stories. Ivy left them, glad to have given them something else to think about.

      Remembering that Poppy was here—somewhere—Ivy threaded through the expansive house. She’d heard how large the home was, and the inn was certainly a good size, but this was a sprawling estate that hugged the ridgetop. She stepped onto a patio and looked out, breathing in the faintly salty night air.

      Across the grounds, guest cottages and outdoor pavilions were tucked between palm trees swept into graceful arches by perennial sea breezes. She scanned the horizon for any signs of a swelling sea. Although she couldn’t see much except the glimmer of the evening waves under a moonlight sliver, she imagined the daytime views must be spectacular. As it was, without the lights of the village dimming the sky, the stars overhead blazed in the velvet night.

      Far below, Ivy spied the rooftops and grounds of the inn. A sudden image of herself watching waves crash through her home and the village beyond from this perch flashed through her mind. She blinked against the image, yet it was so vivid and overwhelming that her pulse raced and her breath constricted.

      Ivy pressed a hand against her forehead, willing away the feeling—even though that wouldn’t stop a tsunami. Like everything else she’d experienced, she would face it if it came. Until then, the only thing she could do was to help keep people here and out of harm’s way.

      When she and Bennett had stopped to speak to Chief Clarkson, she’d overheard a few people grumbling about having to evacuate. Bennett and Clark were concerned about people returning before they gave the all-clear signal. As much as people complained, Bennett said that it was better than fishing them out of receding waters.

      She’d do her part to keep people here.
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      The scream hurtled up to Ivy from the side of the cliff. Fear surged through her like an explosion. Sunny. Without thinking, Ivy acted, sprinting toward the edge of the ridge.

      From the earliest moment of her daughter’s childhood, that cry of peril had always sent her running.

      “Be careful,” Imani yelled, running behind her. “The cliff isn’t stable.”

      Having grown up at the beach, Ivy knew that. Yet, she had to reach her daughter. She swung her flashlight ahead, seeking a solid-looking path.

      “Sunny,” she called out. “Are you two there?”

      Beside her, Imani cried out, too. “Jamir, Jamir. Are you here?”

      Ivy crept to the edge through brush and rocks. Falling to her knees beside an old sign that read, Danger - No Trespassing, she shone her light into the dimness and looked over the edge.

      Jamir turned his face up to the light, squinting against it. His voice floated up to them. “We’re down here. Sunny lost her footing, but she’s hanging in there.”

      Only fragments of the wooden steps remained on the nearly vertical path, and there were none at the top of the cliff. Jamir grappled rocks that jutted out from the side.

      Beneath him, Sunny’s sandal-clad feet slipped on the rocks. She scrambled to hold on. Watching her, Ivy held her breath, hardly able to bear it. “Hang on, sweetie. We’ll get help.”

      Sunny landed on the remains of a broken step. “Mom,” she cried out.

      “I’m here, baby. With Imani. We’re going to help you.” Ivy cast a furtive glance at Imani. “How are we going to do that?” she whispered to her friend.

      “I don’t think we can get down there,” Imani said softly.

      Ivy lifted her eyes toward the heavens and squeezed back hot tears that threatened to spill from her eyes. She could not watch her daughter fall to her death. Whatever it took to save Sunny, she would do. She prayed for the strength she barely felt.

      “Sunny slid down past me,” Jamir called out. “I tried to stop her.”

      “Don’t either one of you move,” Imani said. “Hang on, and we’ll figure out something.” She turned a determined face toward Ivy.

      “We need something to reach them.”

      A thought occurred to Ivy. She propped up the flashlight at an angle to cast light over the edge before easing back. “Bennett keeps equipment in the vehicle.” He was part of the volunteer fire effort. If only he was here now.

      Ivy raced to the SUV and flung open the rear hatch. A black utility bag was strapped to the side of the rear compartment. Opening it, she rifled through it to find several rolls of webbing, hooks, and other items that might help them. Looping it over her shoulder, she started back toward Imani.

      “Bennett has some gear we can use,” she said when she reached Imani. She plopped it down. “We can use this webbing. I’ve seen Bennett do safety and rescue demonstrations for the city.” She’d watched him, but she’d never dreamed she might have to replicate his actions.

      “I wish we had help,” Imani said, looking doubtfully at the gear.

      “I don’t want to leave the kids, but I can stay with them if you want to try to get help.” Ivy’s heart pounded; time was of the essence.

      “That might take too long,” Imani said. “Sunny sounds worn out.”

      Suddenly, Ivy remembered something her father had once taught her. “Maybe we can call for help.”

      Imani pulled her phone from her pocket. “Mine is still dead.”

      “I mean with the flashlight. Point it back down the road and use the S.O.S. signal.” Taking Imani’s flashlight, she pressed her thumb on the button to demonstrate. “Three quick flashes, followed by three long flashes, and then three more short ones. Rest and repeat.” She peered back into the inky blackness. “Many people around here sail, and they’ll know that signal if they see it.”

      “I got it,” Imani said. After calling out reassurances to Jamir, she turned toward the ridgetop community and began to flick the light.

      Ivy ventured back to the rocky edge. “How are you two holding up?”

      “I’m okay,” Sunny said, but her voice was weak.

      “I can get down to help her,” Jamir added.

      “Sunny, can you hang on?”

      “Yeah, I think so. I’m just afraid to move.”

      “Stay right for you are.” Ivy opened the bag. “Jamir, I can toss a length of webbing down to you. Do you think you can catch it and loop it under her arms to steady her and pulled her up?”

      Jamir looked down the slope. “If I miss it, we’ll lose it.”

      They couldn’t afford that. Ivy sat back on her haunches, thinking. She could pull the SUV closer and attach one end of the webbing to the vehicle somehow. If the webbing were long enough, she could toss it down to them.

      She rushed to the vehicle and cranked the engine. After pulling it as close as she dared, she jumped out and bent down to look at the front bumper. With dismay, she remembered bumpers having space between the car—like her old Chevy—but this one was molded against the front of the car. Still, there had to be something.

      Looking under the car, Ivy saw a tow hook. She was working on securing one end of the webbing to it when she heard Imani cry out.

      When she turned around, she saw headlights gaining ground toward them. Imani was jumping and waving her arms.

      An emergency vehicle from the fire department came to a stop, and Bennett bounded from the passenger side and raced toward her. “What happened?”

      “It’s Sunny and Jamir,” Ivy said, grabbing his hand. “They were trying to climb the old stairs, and Sunny got stuck. Jamir is in a section where there aren’t any steps, and it’s a steep slope. He’s trying to get back to her, but it’s dangerous.”

      The fire chief, Paula Stark, stepped from the rescue vehicle. “We saw your signal,” she said. “That was smart.”

      Ivy led Bennett and Paula to the edge, where they assessed the situation. After conferring, the pair decided on a course of action.

      “Keep talking to them while we get ready,” Bennett said as Paula returned to the rescue vehicle. He caught Ivy’s hands and squeezed them. “We’ll get the kids, but are you okay?”

      Ivy swallowed a sob of fear that rose in her chest. “I’m just so glad you’re here.”

      “So am I.” Bennett folded her in his arms. “I see you found my gear. You would’ve figured something out.” He pulled back. “But right now, we need to keep the kids calm and confident.”

      “I can do that. Imani, too.”

      While Bennett hurried to help Paula, Ivy and Imani eased back toward the rocky edge and called out to Sunny and Jamir again.

      “Hold on,” Ivy yelled. “Bennett and Chief Stark are here. They’re coming to help you.”

      “Tell them to hurry,” Sunny said, her voice sounding weaker and frightened. As she shifted, rocks clattered down the cliff. “Mom, I love you. I’m sorry if I haven’t been a very good daughter.”

      “Sweetie, you’re perfect as you are. I love you so much.” Ivy lay flat and clutched the rocks at the edge, her fingers digging into the dirt. “We’re going to get you up. Hang on, and stay as still as you can.”

      “I’m trying.”

      Jamir shifted toward Sunny, but as he did, his toehold slipped. Scrambling at the rocks, he slid down a little more.

      Instinctively, Imani cried and reached out, teetering on the edge.

      Behind her, Bennett gripped her arm. “Got you,” he said. “Ease back.”

      “I’m okay, Mom,” Jamir called back.

      Ivy watched as Paula retrieved a harness from the rescue vehicle, and Bennett stepped into it. She and Imani stepped aside as the other pair worked quickly. Once secured, Bennett backed over the edge of the cliff and stepped his way down the side like a mountain climber.

      Ivy could hardly bear to watch as those she loved clung to the edge of the cliff. However, bit by bit, they all worked their way up. Jamir, being closer to the top, was the first to make it up.

      After what seemed an eternity, Sunny finally crested the top. When she saw her mother, she burst into tears. “I’m so sorry, Mom. And Imani. I never meant for Jamir to have to come after me. But after the earthquake, he did. I know I shouldn’t have gone off and left him at the library.”

      Ivy wrapped her arms around her trembling daughter. “You’re both safe—that’s all that matters right now.” Filled with gratitude, she reached out to Bennett and brought him into their circle. “How can I ever thank you?” she choked out as she embraced her husband.

      “You never have to,” he said, comforting her.

      “Thanks,” Sunny said, hugging Bennett. “You’re the best.”

      Beside them, Imani threw her arms around Jamir. Tears of joy sprang to her eyes.

      “How did you know to come up here?” Jamir asked.

      Imani swept her hands along either side of his face. “I thought about what you would do, calculating the shortest distance between two points.”

      “We almost made it,” Jamir said. “But more steps are missing now than a couple of years ago.”

      “Never do that again.” Imani spoke sternly, but her expression quickly softened. “But thank heavens you both made it.”

      As Bennett and Chief Stark were putting up their equipment, house lights on the ridgetop blinked on, although the village was still dark.

      “Hallelujah,” Imani said, pressing her palms together.

      “People still need to stay put,” Paula said. “The threat below hasn’t diminished.” She turned to Bennett. “I’ve got to head back.”

      “Thanks, Chief,” Bennett said. “I’ll go with you.” After promising Ivy he’d see her soon, he walked back to the emergency vehicle.

      Ivy helped Sunny into the SUV, and Jamir climbed into the back seat with her. He put his arm around her while she wiped her grimy, tear-streaked face. Both kids were scraped and dirty, but they were safe. Ivy was so grateful, yet she hated to think what might have happened if she and Imani hadn’t found them.

      As she walked around to the driver’s seat, she met Imani. The two women embraced, each of them overcome with emotion.

      “That was too close,” Imani said, wiping away tears of joy. “I was terrified for them.”

      Ivy smiled with relief. “So was I. Thank goodness you knew where Jamir would be.”

      “And that you knew Morse code.” Imani grinned. “We make a pretty good team. I’m awfully glad you landed in Summer Beach.”

      “You’ve kept me out of a lot of trouble,” Ivy said, suddenly remembering Geena. But right now, it wasn’t about that. She glanced back at her daughter and Imani’s son. Tonight was about keeping family and friends safe.

      

      As Ivy approached the sprawling estate, lights blazed in every window. When they arrived in the car court, Poppy and other friends rushed out to welcome Jamir and Sunny. They listened to the pair tell the story of how they’d tried to scale the backside of the cliff.

      Just then, Sunny’s phone rang. “I’ve got phone service again,” she cried as she pulled it from the pocket of her jeans. “It’s Misty.”

      Ivy’s heart thudded with relief. “Put her on speaker.”

      Sunny tapped her screen. “Mom is here with me. Are you okay?”

      “I am, but I’ve been worried to death about all of you,” Misty said. “When the earthquake hit, I was just finishing a late recording session for my voiceover at the studio. We’ve been watching the news about what’s going on in and around Summer Beach. I hope you’re not at the house anymore. Did you know there’s a tsunami watch?”

      “We know,” Ivy said. “We got everyone out of the house and went up to the ridgetop. We’re at Carol Reston’s home. She and her husband Hal have opened their doors to everyone.” Sunny looked like she wanted to talk to her sister, so Ivy added, “I’m so happy you’re all right. I think Sunny has something she wants to share with you.”

      Sunny broke away from the group, choking on emotion as she told her sister what had happened. “I was so stupid for leaving Jamir at the library, but he came and found me. The people I’d gone with all took off and left me. I’m never speaking to those jerks again.”

      Ivy was glad to hear that. Maybe Sunny would learn something from the ordeal.

      “Come inside when you’re through talking,” Ivy said. “Mitch is in the kitchen if you’re hungry, and you can clean up if you’d like.”

      Weary and emotionally exhausted, Ivy went inside. Imani joined her, and as they entered the living room, more faces turned toward them. Friends and guests were curled on the sectional sofa or lounging on the thick rug. Some held wine glasses while others clutched cups of coffee or tea. And at the center of the group was Paige, who held up Pride and Prejudice.

      “After the others from Imani’s arrived, we decided to continue the meeting,” Paige said.

      “That kept us all from worrying,” Darla added, who was sitting next to Bettina and her husband.

      On another couch, Maeve was sitting with Nan and Gilda, who was stroking Pixie beside her. Jen and her sister Jessica leaned against each other, and one of Jessica’s children was asleep in her lap. It was long after midnight now.

      Bettina looked up. “This is the most memorable vacation we’ve ever had. I might have to move here just for the book club.”

      “You’re welcome anytime,” Paige said. “When we return to the village, I’ll put together those books you wanted. I always keep Jane Austen’s books in stock.”

      Ivy realized that Paige didn’t know that her shop had been so severely damaged. Ivy hadn’t told her what she and Bennett had seen on their way to the ridgetop. But now wasn’t the time to tell Paige that. The older woman was fully engaged in her role, encouraging thoughtful discussion among the group. Ivy would tell her later or in the morning.

      Bennett had told her that no decisions would be made tonight, so Hal and Carol were making sure that everyone had a place to sleep, whether it was a guest room, a sofa, or a cot. They’d unrolled sleeping bags for the children, most of whom had already nodded off.

      The conversation shifted back to Pride and Prejudice and the disaster of Lydia’s elopement. Paige was nodding as Maeve drew a comparison with the present day. “The story is timeless because marriage between classes and cultures can still be a highly charged topic.”

      As the group continued discussing the plot of the story, Ivy made her way into the kitchen. Mitch was cleaning the kitchen with Chef Raul while Shelly dozed in a chair at the table, her head resting on her folded arms.

      When Ivy eased into the chair next to her, Shelly woke. “Did you find Sunny? Poppy told us you and Imani went searching for her and Jamir.”

      Ivy smoothed a hand over her shoulder. “She’s fine. I think she’ll turn in soon, but you’ll hear all about it in the morning.”

      As Shelly yawned, Mitch dried his hands and made his way to her. “Carol has given us a guest room. Ready to come with me?”

      Shelly smiled sleepily and looped her arms around his neck. “Lead the way, my wonderful husband.”

      Mitch grinned, though he looked worn out, too. “Carol said that you and Bennett are in the room next to ours. Their dinner guests are in the bungalows.”

      “I’ll wait up for him.” Ivy had no idea how long that might be, but she knew Bennett wouldn’t leave his post until everyone was safe. “Goodnight, you two.”

      Mitch slid his arm around Shelly, helping support her as they made their way through the hallway. Watching her sister and Mitch, Ivy was struck again by how much their lives had changed since she and Shelly had arrived in Summer Beach.

      With Shelly’s pregnancy, she and Mitch seemed to be growing ever closer, and Ivy couldn’t be happier. She’d been married long enough in her life to know that difficulties bring a couple closer or drive them apart.

      A little while later, after a spirited discussion that shifted from books to personal situations, Paige finished her wine and closed her book. “Even alert minds require rest. I can’t promise our next meeting will be as exciting as this one has been, but this is an evening we’ll never forget.”

      As Paige rose, Carol returned to the gathering. She touched the bookseller’s arm and smiled. “I have a special guest room reserved for you, my dear.”

      Carol looked around the circle of people who had become new friends and closer friends through the course of the evening and nodded toward her housekeeper. “Miranda and I made up places for everyone to sleep tonight—or what’s left of the night. She’ll show you to the accommodations.”

      As others made their way to the temporary sleeping quarters, Carol sat next to Ivy. “Has Bennett returned yet?”

      Ivy shook her head. “I’m sure he’ll be late. He’ll want to make sure that everyone in Summer Beach is safe.”

      “We’ve had Bennett to ourselves in this town for a long time,” Carol said, inclining her head. “Someday, we’ll have to learn to share him.”

      Just then, the rear door banged open. Hal slipped off his wet athletic shoes by the back door.

      Carol hurried to her husband. “You’re half-soaked, darling.”

      “Only the lower half,” he said with a grin. “I helped place sandbags to protect some of the structures down below. Of course, those won’t help against a massive wave, but we’re all hoping for the best.” He looked up at Ivy. “Bennett was directing the crew, so he should be along soon. We’ve done about all we can do.”

      “I’ll wait up for him,” Ivy said.

      After Carol and Hal turned in, Ivy brewed a cup of green tea to wait for Bennett. She thought about what Sunny and Jamir had faced this evening, trembling as she realized that tonight could have ended tragically. Would she and Imani have been physically strong enough to pull Sunny to safety as Bennett had?

      While she couldn’t answer that, she knew that what Bennett had done was not without risk to himself. Undoubtedly, he would have done the same for anyone in trouble—and that was another reason she loved him—but tonight, he’d saved her daughter’s life. She was beyond grateful to him.

      She sat alone at the kitchen table, sipping her tea. The house was quiet, but she would wait for her husband. He had waited long enough for her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When Bennett returned to Shangri-La, the property was dark, save for a sole light in the kitchen. Through the window, he could see Ivy at the kitchen table.

      He was bone-weary, but he and other Summer Beach residents had done all they could. He barely had time for a break before sunrise when he’d need to be available again. After parking, he walked inside, and Ivy rose to greet him with a hug.

      He saw her tea on the table. “You waited up for me?” The thought eased the aches in his body. However, he didn’t have long to rest.

      “Of course,” she replied, her eyes shimmering with emotion. “I’ve been thinking about us—and about what you did for Sunny and Jamir tonight. I’m so grateful you came to help. If you hadn’t…” She blinked, her voice trailing off.

      “But you knew how to signal for emergency help,” he said. “Give yourself credit for that.”

      He was thankful that he’d managed to help Sunny and Jamir to safety, and he dared not even think of what the alternative might have been. Pulling Ivy close, he welcomed the warmth of her body. They were both exhausted.

      After everything that had happened today, Diana’s employment offer—as attractive as it sounded—no longer held the same appeal. He was needed in Summer Beach, and this is where his family was. Still, the other city wasn’t that far away. He thought of what he could do for Ivy and her children with his salary increase. Was he passing up what might be the best career opportunity of his life?

      Ivy turned her face up to his. “Did everyone make it to safety?”

      “All that we know of,” Bennett said, pulling his thoughts back into the moment. “Everyone who could get a vessel away from the docks went out. That keeps boats from being smashed in the marina or washed onto the shore. Chief Clarkson’s team and other volunteers went from door to door checking to make sure folks got to higher ground. Have you been able to reach Misty?”

      Ivy’s face relaxed with relief. “She called on Sunny’s phone when the service came back on, and she’s safe in Los Angeles.”

      Bennett kissed her forehead. “I’m so glad.”

      “Your boat is still in the marina, isn’t it?”

      “I’ve had other priorities,” he replied.

      “But you worked so hard to restore it.”

      He placed his hands on her shoulders. “Ivy, the tsunami watch has been upgraded to a warning. As much as I loved that boat, it’s the least of our worries.” Mentally, he’d already let it go.

      Ivy’s lips parted as she grasped the meaning of this. “Heaven help us if a big wave hits.”

      “Actually, it could be a series of waves with increasing intensity. We have to be ready for each one and try to keep people in place until we’re sure the threat has passed.” He clutched her hand between his.

      “Are they sure a tsunami is coming?”

      Bennett shook his head. “Nothing is for sure. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and the waves will dissipate before reaching the shoreline.”

      Ivy touched a finger to his furrowed brow, smoothing it. “How long do you think it might be until people can return to their homes?”

      “I can’t say,” he replied, turning his face into the softness of her palm. “Emergency teams all over Southern California are monitoring the situation. We have to watch and wait for the all-clear signal.” As the adrenaline that had surged through him earlier waned, extreme fatigue filled him, and his speech faltered.

      “Carol prepared a guest room for us,” she said, looping her arm around him.

      “I wish I could rest, but this is a critical time,” he said. “Hal said he’d leave out some dry clothes for me. I’ve got time to refill my coffee, and that’s about it.”

      “Did you get some of Mitch’s sandwiches we sent over? While we were gone, the book club pitched in and helped him make food for others, too. Hal has been delivering in the golf cart.”

      “I handed them out to other people, but I didn’t have time to eat.”

      “If you’re not going to sleep, at least you need sustenance,” Ivy said, putting a hand on her hip.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Bennett said, summoning a smile for her. Steadying himself with her support, Bennett stepped out of his wet shoes, leaving them next to Hal’s. He glanced around the well-appointed kitchen.

      Hal could have relaxed here and stayed dry, but the award-winning producer was working alongside everyone else to take care of the community. Bennett had a lot of respect for that.

      While Bennett checked in with his sister and her family, Ivy brought out a platter of sandwiches the book club women had made with Mitch. “Looks like tuna, lobster salad, or roasted chiles and cheese.”

      “Two of the latter, please.” While Ivy slid the sandwiches onto a plate and poured a fizzy Italian soda for him, Bennett eased onto a stool. Outside the kitchen window, the moon was high in the sky. The fronds of tall palm trees whispered in the ocean breeze, casting shadows across the expansive gardens and paths that wound through the property. On any other night, he would have admired the view, but tonight it was all he could do to stay alert.

      “Is there any coffee left over?” he asked, eyeing the clock above the professional stovetop. It was two a.m., and he had many hours to go yet.

      “I’ll put on a fresh pot.”

      “I can do that,” Bennett said, not wanting to sound like a typical husband. “I wasn’t asking you to do it.”

      “Really?” Ivy turned to him and made a stern face. “Eat. I’ve got this. You have to fuel up for the next round out there. And take some of this food back to the others. If I know Clark, he probably gave away his share, too.”

      “Pretty sure he did. There were a lot of families who grabbed the kids and fled. The children were tired and cranky. Some people were in the middle of preparing dinner.”

      “That’s why I don’t eat fashionably late,” Ivy said, raising her eyebrows. “This is California. You never know when an earthquake will cancel your reservation.”

      He appreciated her sense of humor, even at a time like this. Not that he’d seen an earthquake like this in more than twenty years. When she put the plate before him, he wrapped his arms around her. “Thank you, sweetheart. I promise I’ll make this up to you.”

      “As if you could have controlled Mother Nature? Please. Not even you can do that, Superman.” She dropped a kiss on his cheek. “Now eat up and get back to work.”

      “Not before I have a coffee chaser.”

      “Coming right up.”

      Bennett wolfed down everything she’d put before him, filled a thermos he found in a cupboard, and packed a bag of food and supplies.

      “Can I come and help?” Ivy asked as he was getting ready.

      “You could, but we need a place to send people,” Bennett said, thinking out loud. “If you can stay here to meet them and see that they find a place to lay their heads, that would be a big help.”

      “I’ll do that,” she said, sliding her arms around him.

      With food and supplies, Bennett returned to the emergency staging area he’d help set up by the road leading to the ridgetop. As the moon traversed the sky, he passed out meals and bottles of water and hot coffee to Clark and others aiding people.

      In between helping people figure out where they should go and receiving updates from the state emergency department, Bennett kept an eye on the ocean. The full moon illuminated roiling whitecaps, and the tide was higher than normal, but he couldn’t see any massive, towering waves yet.

      He prayed he wouldn’t.

      As the eastern sky grew lighter, the thread of traffic slowed. The last of Summer Beach and surrounding residents had sought shelter and were safe.

      Clark clamped a hand on Bennett’s shoulder. “There isn’t much else to do right now, and it might be a long day ahead. Why don’t you grab a few hours of rest, then I’ll follow you? It won’t do any good for both of us to wear out. I can last a little longer, but you look awful.”

      “Hey, thanks for that.” Bennett bumped fists with the chief. “I’ll take you up on it, but be sure to wake me if anything happens. I mean it.”

      Clark promised, and Bennett started back to Shangri-La, where he’d sent so many people tonight.

      Ivy was still up, making people as comfortable as she could. Bennett told her the plan.

      “I’m pretty exhausted, too,” she said. “I’ll join you.”

      In the guest room, Ivy helped Bennett peel off his clothes. She started a shower for him, and he stepped under the stream of hot water from a state-of-the-art waterfall showerhead.

      The shower felt so good, but with his legs giving out, his momentary bliss came to an end.

      As she handed him a towel and turned down the bed, he watched her every move. She took his breath away. To him, his new wife was the most beautiful woman in the world.

      “This must be what heaven is like,” he murmured, embracing her. “I only wish I had more energy. If we make it through this, I want us to go somewhere—just us.”

      “When we make it,” she whispered. “And we will.”

      After collapsing into bed, Ivy snuggled next to him. This was the love—and the woman—he’d needed in his life. He thanked the universe for sending Ivy to him, and after a few breaths, he fell fast asleep.

      It seemed as if only minutes had passed since his head touched the pillow when a rap sounded on the guest room door. Hal’s deep voice reverberated through it. “Good morning, Mr. Mayor. Clark is here with some news.”

      Bennett blinked and shot out of bed, his heart hammering. Had a tsunami come ashore? Was Summer Beach still standing? “Be right there.”

      Ivy was curled next to him on the silkiest sheets he’d ever slept on. He hated leaving her, but she needed to rest, too. There was no need to wake her until he knew what was happening. After kissing her smooth cheek, he grabbed his phone, pulled on the fresh clothes Hal had left for him, and stepped into the hallway.

      “Did you get any sleep?” Bennett asked his friend.

      “A little,” Hal replied, though he looked remarkably rested. “I never slept much when I was younger and even less now. Chief Clarkson is in the kitchen, and Raul has coffee going for us.”

      “Good morning,” Chief Clarkson said as Bennett walked into the large kitchen. “I’ve got good news.”

      “Could sure use some,” Bennett said, feeling hopeful.

      Clark explained that he’d received a call from the department monitoring the potential for a near-field tsunami. “As the data is coming in, the risk for Summer Beach is decreasing. Although we had a series of smaller waves that flooded the streets and some low-lying sections of town, we escaped the larger, destructive waves.”

      “Thank goodness,” Ivy said from the doorway.

      Bennett turned around. She was wrapped in one of the white terry-cloth robes that Carol had left in the guest room. “Come join us.” He rose and pulled out a chair for her, admiring the way her hair curled around her face first thing in the morning.

      Continuing the discussion, Bennett said, “This is the best outcome we could hope for. Once we have the signal to return, we can begin releasing people to re-enter the village area.”

      Clark nodded. “I’m receiving reports that most houses came through the earthquake pretty well, but a few older structures are badly damaged. I hate to report that Paige’s shop is one of them. She also lives above the shop in the old apartment that the original owners built.”

      “We saw that on the drive up here last night,” Bennett said, reaching for Ivy’s hand.

      “Does Paige know?” Hal asked, frowning.

      “No, Paige rode with Poppy last night,” Bennett said. “They wouldn’t have taken that route, but we did because we went to check on Shelly and Mitch.”

      “I planned on breaking the news to Paige this morning,” Ivy said. “We can make room at the inn for her.” She reached for Bennett’s hand.

      “You’re going to have a full house again,” Clark said. “I don’t imagine there will be too many displaced, but there might be a few who will need longer-term lodging.”

      Ivy pushed her tangled hair back from her forehead. “That’s what we’re here for. Send them over, and we’ll find a place for them. I imagine we’ll have a few cancellations from people who are wary of aftershocks.”

      Bennett squeezed her hand. Ivy didn’t have to step up like that for the residents of Summer Beach, but he was pleased that she was. This community meant a lot to him. Neighbors had cared for him after Jackie died; in return, he would do everything he could for them. To see Ivy doing the same brought a warm feeling to his chest.

      Surely he could help Ivy work out any doubts she still had. This is the woman he loved. If only she could realize how much.
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      “Here’s to an unforgettable night,” Ivy said as she raised her glass of orange juice over the breakfast table.

      People who had spent the night at Shangri-La gathered in the kitchen. Mitch and Chef Raul had turned out a breakfast of eggs and bagels, yogurt and granola, and fresh fruit and juice. Poppy had helped Ivy set up a buffet similar to what they usually did at the inn.

      “Thanks to each of you for pulling together in this effort to keep us all safe and sane,” Ivy said, gazing around the large table at Sunny, Shelly, Imani, Nan, Maeve, and others. Gilda clutched a shivering Pixie. Even Geena had joined them for breakfast, staying close to Paige. “And special appreciation to Carol and Hal for opening their home to us.”

      Everyone in the kitchen broke out in cheers and applause.

      “We made it through an earthquake and tsunami,” Shelly added, raising her glass high. “Woo-hoo to us!”

      “Good neighbors work together,” Carol said. She executed a slight bow while Hal pressed his hands together in appreciation to those gathered. “We haven’t had a slumber party like this in years.”

      Carol had also committed to attending book club meetings, and Ivy was glad to see that everyone there treated her as a real friend. Carol had turned out to be more modest than Ivy had imagined. Instead of ordering her household staff around, Carol had worked beside them making up beds, serving food, and helping people shelter in any way they could.

      “And to all of our new friends,” Paige said, putting her arm around Geena, who smiled uncertainly at the people around the table. “Bettina and her husband would like to remain in Summer Beach after their vacation, and I’m trying to talk Geena into staying, too.”

      Imani shot a look across the table at Ivy, but she refrained from comment.

      Inwardly, Ivy groaned at the thought. Geena was troubled, and while Ivy agreed that the woman needed a break, she wasn’t eager to have her as a neighbor. Geena’s mother seemed to have a strange influence on her daughter—even though Geena was old enough to exercise judgment.

      Or did Geena see Paige as a new mark? Ivy hated to think that, but she didn’t know much about Geena. Could her story last night have been an act to gain Ivy’s sympathy? That’s what Imani would say.

      “I’m proud to be a part of the renewed literary tradition at the old Las Brisas Del Mar,” Paige said. “I’ve attended many book club meetings in my time, but I’ve never held one by lantern and candlelight. Amelia Erickson would be proud.”

      Sitting beside Ivy, Shelly nudged her under the table. Ivy dreaded telling Paige about the damage to her bookshop and home, so Shelly had promised to share the task.

      Ivy wished Bennett was here because he’d known Paige so long. But after an early breakfast, he had gone with Chief Clarkson into the village to begin assisting people returning to their homes. Once Ivy went back to the inn, she would make room for the displaced, too.

      Everyone around the table and seated at the kitchen bar looked exhausted from the ordeal, but they ate hungrily. Without being asked, Sunny and Jamir took charge of washing dishes after everyone had finished.

      When Shelly saw Sunny putting an armload of dishes into soapy water, she whipped out her phone to take a photo. “I have to record this momentous event—Misty won’t believe it.”

      “Go away or come help,” Sunny said, flinging soap suds toward her aunt.

      Wiping bubbles from her face, Shelly laughed. “I’m off to the playroom on diaper duty. Who knew babies were so poopy?”

      “They’re worth it.” Ivy chuckled. Shelly would have to get used to that soon.

      As people cleaned up the areas where they’d spent the night, Ivy approached Paige. “Before you leave, Shelly and I would like to talk to you. It’s important.”

      “Why, of course,” Paige said, her eyes twinkling with energy. “We had quite an inaugural book club event, didn’t we? One of the most memorable, I’d say.”

      Ivy could just imagine the shock of seeing everything she owned in a state of rubble. While Paige chatted about books with others, Ivy helped dry dishes. Soon, Shelly joined them again after assisting in the playroom.

      Outside, the three women strolled to a gazebo that looked out over the sea and sat down. Ivy began. “Paige, I have some unfortunate news for you.”

      After Ivy broke the news of the earthquake damage, the older woman heaved a deep sigh and gripped her hand. “My home and my business? What on earth will I do?” Tears gathered in her wide blue eyes.

      Ivy’s heart went out to her. “We’re here to help in whatever way we can.”

      Paige blotted her eyes with a handkerchief she drew from her pocket. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to deliver books to my customers now. And just when your book club and literary salon were looking so promising.”

      “Shelly and I have been talking about that. Since we’d like to keep that going, we have a proposal for you that we hope you’ll accept.”

      “I’m not one to take charity if that’s what you have in mind,” Paige said, twisting a strand of silver hair. “I’ve built a good business here in Summer Beach. Over many, many years.” Her voice caught on the last word.

      Ivy heard the desperation in her new friend’s voice. It hadn’t been too long ago that Ivy had felt that same sense of loss. Without her husband and the home in which she’d been so secure, she’d felt rudderless.

      “We know how you feel,” Shelly said. “We both had to start over last year. It wasn’t easy, but the people of Summer Beach supported us. Now it’s our turn to do that for you.”

      “But you’re both younger women.” Paige raised her hands and let them drop. “Maybe I’m just too old to start over.”

      “Absolutely not,” Ivy said. She flicked a glance toward Shelly. She had an idea, although she hadn’t discussed it with Shelly. “We’ve got so much room on that lower level, and we’ve been trying to think of ways to fill it. The book club doesn’t meet that often, and it seems a shame to waste all that space.”

      “Especially when we could have a charming bookstore there for everyone to enjoy,” Shelly added.

      Conflicting emotions crossed Paige’s face. “You’re opening a bookstore?”

      Ivy smiled and shook her head. Shelly had read her mind. “I don’t know the first thing about running a bookstore. No, everyone would want Pages bookshop there.”

      “I certainly couldn’t impose,” Paige said.

      “It’s no imposition,” Shelly said. “Think of the fun we’ll have. We’ll put up new signage, and our guests can shop there. Soon, all your regular customers will know where you are.”

      Paige looked doubtful. “I don’t know that I can afford the rent. You see, I owned my building outright. My inventory is probably destroyed, too.”

      “You’ll bring all your valuable customers to the inn,” Ivy said. “We wouldn’t dream of charging you rent because you’ll be doing us a favor. If you have insurance, we can help you sort through the paperwork to replace your inventory.”

      Paige’s shoulders shook, and she pressed the handkerchief to her mouth. Unable to speak, she simply nodded.

      Ivy stroked the women’s hand in comfort. This development was a shock to the older woman—not that Paige wasn’t still quite capable. Ivy recalled her nimbleness on the ladder and her instant recall of books, authors, and quotes. No, Paige wasn’t ready to pack up her life yet.

      After a few moments, Paige drew a breath ragged breath. “My apartment is above the shop to one side on the second floor. What a grand old place it is. Lovely high ceilings, ocean views, and built-in bookcases in every room. I have no idea where I’m going to live.”

      “We thought about that, too,” Ivy said. “I’m reserving the best room at the inn for you.”

      “I don’t know how I’ll ever thank you for this,” Paige said, her face brightening with the light of hope.

      “We’re all in this together,” Ivy said as the three of them hugged.

      

      After returning to the main house, Ivy saw people gathering their belongings as they prepared to leave. Paige joined Maeve and Darla, and Ivy overheard her telling them what had happened. Both women embraced Paige in comfort.

      Ivy knew the community would support their beloved book whisperer. She began to help people to their cars.

      Imani and Jamir paused by the front door. “We’ll see you back at the inn,” Imani said. “But it won’t be long before Jamir and I will be returning to our home on the ridge.” She put her arm around her son and smiled. “As for today, I’m thankful my son is still in one piece.”

      “We’ll miss you,” Ivy said. “But I hope we’ll still see you at the book club.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.” A thoughtful look filled Imani’s face. “We had a lively conversation last night. Even though we’ve all known each other for a long time, we learned a lot more about what makes us tick. Our friends shared some of their innermost feelings.”

      “You sure stayed up late.” Jamir paused and grinned. “I heard you had some real ground-shaking revelations.”

      “Oh, that’s bad,” Imani said, laughing and swatting his shoulder. “Just for that, you’re driving.” She tossed the keys to him. “Keep that up and see if I drag your sorry you-know-what off a cliff in the next big one.”

      “I hope that’s the last one for a long, long time,” Ivy said, chuckling with relief. “But that was quick, sharp thinking, Jamir. If a big wave had surged in, you’d have saved yourselves.”

      “See?” Jamir said. “I could have been a hero.”

      “Don’t let that go to your head,” Imani said, hugging her son.

      While a couple of small aftershocks had shaken the timbers, they were nothing like the strong jolt and sway of the original quake. The threat of a larger earthquake and a tsunami had passed, and most of Summer Beach would return to normal. Still, judging from what Clark had said about the street flooding, Ivy expected damage to the grounds and gardens. Suddenly, a thought occurred to her.

      Her niece and Sunny were talking nearby. Ivy turned to them. “Did anyone happen to close the windows in the lower level before leaving?”

      Poppy clamped a hand over her mouth. “I’m so sorry, Aunt Ivy. I didn’t even think about it. And I was the last one out.”

      “It’s all right,” Ivy said, mentally preparing herself for a messy clean-up job. After witnessing seawater rushing through the streets when she and Bennett were driving to check on Shelly and Mitch, she was sure that water must have poured through the open windows just above the ground level on the exterior of the building.

      “We might have some standing water, but it’s nothing a mop brigade can’t handle,” Ivy said. With a wink at her daughter, she added, “Right, Sunny?”

      While Sunny gave a mock groan, Imani nudged Jamir, who was grinning. “You think you’re getting off easy?”

      They all laughed now, and Ivy smiled. She could worry about what might have happened at the house, or she could accept whatever had swept her way and trust that they could put it right. “We’ll crank up the music and make the clean-up fun. Nothing like an earthquake and tsunami threat to put things in perspective.”

      “Or getting rescued from a cliff,” Sunny said with a shy glance at her mother. “I promise I’ll never try that again.”

      “Just be careful,” Ivy said, putting her arm around her daughter. “No more sneaking off and leaving. Your best friends are right here.”

      Sunny nodded and bumped fists with Jamir. “I won’t leave you at the library again.”

      “You better not,” Jamir said with a good-natured grin. “Because that’s the last time I go looking for you.”

      As Imani was leaving, she pulled Ivy aside. “We still need to address that other issue,” she said softly, inclining her head toward Geena.

      Ivy followed her gaze. Geena was helping Carol and her housekeeper fold up the cots and blankets that guests had used. “I had a conversation with her last night,” Ivy said. “We need to talk—I have a feeling about her.”

      “So do I,” Imani said. “She’s greedy and overreaching. Don’t let her exhibition of helpfulness sway you. The inn is all you have.” She paused. “You haven’t found anything else in the old house, have you?”

      “Nothing of any monetary value,” Ivy said. “Although Shelly is still searching for the pot of gold.”

      “You’re creating that every day by building your business,” Imani mused. “And that’s what we have to protect.”

      

      When Ivy returned to the inn with the rest of their guests and book club members, the landscaping was as she’d expected. Seawater had formed pools on the lawn strewn with kelp, seaweed, and debris. Although the purple and pink petunias along the walkway had been bent flat or uprooted in the surge, the palm trees still stood.

      “Look how high the water was,” Poppy said. A water line at the front of the house marked the level above the windows on the lower story. “Our book club space is probably a disaster.”

      “We’ll sort it out as fast as we can for Paige’s new bookshop,” Ivy said with conviction. They’d told Poppy about it on the way home, and she’d been excited at the new prospect.

      On the house, the lower front windows were closed, but Ivy recalled that others were open. She’d done that to air the lower level for the meeting. All the work her family did had been for naught. Ivy had no choice but to face it. That was the only way she knew to move forward.

      With resolve, Ivy climbed the stone steps to the front door. Water puddled on the terrace, probably from waves that had crashed against the home. The exterior doors were closed, but they were old and drafty. The main level could be flooded, too. Ivy thought of all the beautiful parquet wooden floors that might be damaged beyond repair.

      Dreading what she would find, Ivy turned the key.
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      Ivy pushed open the door and stepped inside the house. Glancing around, she let out a sigh of relief. The wood floors were dry in the foyer, but Ivy feared the extent of the lower level damage. She turned to her niece. “I’m going to check the ballroom for leaks. Would you have a look at the other side of the house before guests return? Then we’ll face the downstairs together.”

      “Will do,” Poppy said, hurrying toward the parlor, library, and music room.

      Holding her breath, Ivy stepped into the ballroom and made her way toward the tall Palladian windows and doors that opened onto the front terrace.

      Except for paintings that were slightly askew on the wall, the room was as they’d left it. Ivy picked up one of Amelia’s silver candlesticks that had toppled and rolled onto a rug. That the old house had survived the earthquake relatively unscathed was a testament to its architect and builders. She opened the doors to the sunshine. While the old wooden frames were damp around the edges, they would dry.

      Outside, guests were making their way to the door, so she returned to the foyer to greet them. After making sure that everyone had what they needed—most were going to their room to rest or clean up—Ivy met Poppy in the kitchen.

      “All clear on that side of the house,” Poppy said.

      “Thank goodness. Ready to face the downstairs?”

      The back door banged open, and Shelly stepped inside. “You’re not doing this without me.” She plopped her purse on the kitchen counter. “Our cottage was fine—we’re on a rise—so Mitch went to check on Java Beach and the rest of the village. Jen and George are planning on brisk business at Nailed It.”

      “We’ll probably be visiting soon, too,” Ivy said as she greeted her. “Although we might need a boat to start bailing water down below. How are you feeling?”

      “A lot better,” Shelly said. “It helps to stay busy.”

      Ivy hesitated at the door to the lower level. “We’ll have to clean quickly to get Paige’s shop situated. I want to make sure she’s comfortable.”

      “As we were leaving Shangri-La, I saw her with Darla,” Poppy said. “They were going to look at the bookshop and her quarters on the way back.”

      “If they can get in,” Ivy said. “It might not be safe.” She paused and turned to Poppy. “If it is, would you rally the cousins to go over there and see what books and displays might be salvageable for her store downstairs? And her personal effects. We should have room for it all, though we might need to store her things in the ballroom until the downstairs dries out.”

      “Which guest room are you going to put her in?” Shelly asked. “I thought you were full.”

      “We are,” Ivy began. “But Bennett also asked us to make room for others that might need lodging. They’re still assessing damage in town. Some houses might be condemned. We’ve always got the attic rooms if needed.”

      Shelly turned to Poppy. “Why don’t you stay with us? The couch folds out into a bed large enough for two. Sunny could come over, too, if you don’t mind. That will free up a couple more rooms for a few nights.”

      “Another slumber party would be fun,” Poppy said. “I’ll clean my room for Paige.”

      “Are you sure Mitch wouldn’t mind?” Ivy asked.

      “He’s let a lot of friends stay with him when they needed a place to land for a while,” Shelly said. “He’ll probably understand, but I’ll make sure.”

      “That would help,” Ivy admitted. Poppy and Sunny were accustomed to switching rooms to accommodate guests. While that wasn’t what Ivy had in mind this time, she appreciated the offer. And there might be others arriving at the inn. “Since Paige is away, let’s have a look below.”

      Expecting the worst, Ivy opened the door and flicked on the lights. The three of them started down the stairs.

      Ivy’s lips parted in surprise. “It looks dry.” She glanced up at the high windows, which were all closed. After inspecting them all, she turned to Poppy. “I thought you forgot to close the windows.”

      “I did.” Poppy squinted up at the windows. “I was the last one out—unless someone else closed them. I wasn’t thinking about tsunamis, only about getting everyone out and up to safety. I don’t think anyone would have stayed behind to shut windows.”

      “I was nowhere around,” Shelly said. “So by process of elimination, I think we can all agree on who did this.”

      “Who?” Ivy and Poppy asked in unison.

      Shelly picked up the old guest book from a side table and opened it. “Amelia Erickson, of course.”

      As much as Ivy hated to admit it, she was inclined to agree with Shelly this time. Although she made a face at the remark, she still sent up silent appreciation—just in case.

      Poppy laughed. “Maybe she did.”

      Shelly put her hands on her hip and glanced around. “Now, where are we going to put that bookshop you committed us to? Not that I’m against it. In fact, I think it’s a brilliant idea.”

      “How about that side of the room?” Ivy gestured to a vacant area. “We can use some of the old furniture and rugs to demarcate the space for Paige. She probably won’t have the same amount of inventory she had, but even if she does, we can accommodate it.”

      After pacing off the area, they returned to the section where the book club had met. Ivy scooped up a pen and notepad that had fallen, and Poppy repositioned a potted orchid that had slid to the edge of a table.

      Shelly angled her head as she stared at a back wall beside the staircase. “Hmm. That looks odd.” She crossed to the wall.

      “What?” Ivy asked.

      Shelly reached up to a brick that was jutting out. “This mortar is pulverized like dust.” She shoved the brick back in, perhaps a little too hard.

      “Wait—” Ivy cried, but it was too late.

      The brick dropped through, clattering onto something behind the wall. Startled, Shelly jumped. A couple of bricks above the vacant space teetered, then tumbled after it, leaving a gaping hole in the wall. She peered up at the other bricks.

      “Get away from there,” Ivy said. “That whole wall could come down.” She grabbed a book and wedged it into the gaping hole. “There, that might hold it for now.”

      “That’s a hazard,” Shelly said. “There’s nothing behind it.”

      Poppy cleared her throat. “Then why would someone build a wall there?”

      Ivy met Shelly’s eyes. “I wonder if that was constructed at the same time as the wall upstairs that sealed off this place?”

      “Would you like to knock it down, or shall I?” Shelly asked, grinning.

      “Let’s all demolish it together,” Ivy replied. “That was so much fun.”

      Poppy held up a hand. “But there’s probably something of value behind it. Otherwise, why would it be there?”

      Ivy nodded. “You’ve got a point. And I don’t want anyone to get hurt.” A small aftershock swayed the light fixture as she spoke, and she touched a chair for balance.

      Shelly stepped farther back from the brick wall. When the tremor stopped, they all looked at each other and let out a collective sigh.

      “We should have someone disassemble it before it collapses in an aftershock,” Ivy said. “I’ll call Forrest to see what he suggests. For now, let’s pull some furniture over here so that no one goes exploring.”

      “I’ll make a Danger sign,” Poppy said.

      Shelly put a finger to her chin. “Maybe we’ll find my pot of gold back there.”

      “We might,” Ivy said. “Or maybe Amelia simply changed her mind and sealed off the entire level. She hid a lot down here. The paintings, rugs, furniture. That little space under the stairs was hardly enough.”

      “Then why not just stop building it?” Shelly asked.

      “Amelia was sensitive to design,” Ivy replied. “She wouldn’t have left this half-finished, even if she was in a hurry.”

      “Unless the dementia was kicking in,” Shelly said.

      Ivy shook her head. “This would have predated the upstairs wall. While she was becoming a little forgetful, as we saw in that old film we found, the disease was not yet full blown. She lived here through the war and was still a force to be reckoned with.”

      As Ivy stared at the wall, she wondered what, if anything, was behind it.

      

      Later that afternoon, after Ivy had directed a pair of guests to the children’s beach, Poppy bounded from the library. Her eyes were sparkling with excitement. “I think I found something online about Geena’s family. Come with me, and I’ll show you.”

      In the library, Poppy pointed to her computer screen. “I found this post on another person’s social media that was linked to Geena. Her name is Rebecca Bellamy. And look at this photo.”

      Ivy slipped on her leopard-spotted reading glasses and leaned toward the screen. “That’s Geena, and the woman beside her looks like a relative.”

      “Read the post,” Poppy said. “It’s her long-lost sister. Rebecca found Geena through a DNA search. It says here that their mother gave up Rebecca for adoption as a baby.”

      Intrigued, Ivy sank into an armchair. “So we should find Rebecca and talk to her.” Hope for a DNA solution surged within her.

      “We don’t even have to do that,” Poppy said. “Rebecca posted an entire album of photos on her social media about her reunion with Geena, as well as her newly found mom and grandmother. She also posted about her grandfather, who never married her grandmother. It seems Rebecca was the first child. Geena was the second, and her mother insisted on keeping her.”

      Ivy sat back in her chair, thinking. “Did they have different fathers?”

      Poppy looked like she was about to burst with the news. “Not according to the family tree, which would be the same for both sisters. I’ve got it right here.” Poppy tapped a key, but the computer screen froze. “There goes the internet connection again.”

      “Still, that wouldn’t matter because their maternal grandfather would have been the same,” Ivy said, tapping her fingers as she thought. Seeing Poppy’s expression of excitement, she ventured a guess. “Not Gustav?”

      “Not even close,” Poppy replied. “At the grandparent level, my guess is that the father either didn’t know about the baby or wouldn’t marry the grandmother, so she passed off the child as Gustav’s in order to get money. Or maybe the father was in on it, too. Like a con job to extort money.” She tapped the keyboard again, but the screen remained frozen. “I wish I could show you the family tree.”

      As Ivy considered this, disappointment set in. “But for Gustav to have fallen for that story, he must have been having an affair with the grandmother.”

      Even though that had taken place decades ago, she felt terrible for Amelia. Ivy had wanted to believe that they had a strong marriage. From all that she had read and heard, the couple shared many common interests and were dedicated to artists and their work. “Back to the parent level. Did Rebecca say why her mother gave her up for adoption?”

      “She says here that her mother had her out of wedlock.” Poppy cringed at her last word. “I hate that phrase. I always think about someone throwing away the key.”

      “It’s not like that today,” Ivy said, rising from her chair to pace as she pieced together details. Geena’s family was more complicated than she had imagined.

      “It still sounds like old-fashioned imprisonment,” Poppy said. “Marriage is a contract. I took business law in school. It’s only fair that if someone breaches the contract, it should be up for renegotiation.”

      “It often is.” Ivy paused and gave her a wry smile. “Had I known about Jeremy’s indiscretions, we would have had some serious talks.”

      Poppy beamed. “But it’s cool that you and Bennett are each doing your own thing. So it’s possible to be in love and still give each other a lot of space.”

      “I suppose,” Ivy said softly, although she was now having second thoughts about the status of their relationship. Maybe they didn’t need quite as much space as she’d imagined. In reconsidering, she wondered if her actions were hurting their relationship.

      Lately, Bennett seemed to have something on his mind that he wasn’t sharing with her. It was just a feeling, and she could be wrong, but she sensed an odd shift in their relationship.

      “When you fall in love, you might feel different. Ideally, you become true partners in life.” As her last words hung between them, Ivy thought about that. True partners in life.

      “Maybe I will.” Poppy’s cheeks turned pink. “I’d like to find out.”

      Ivy continued pacing as she recalled the conversation she’d had with Geena at Carol’s. “Geena told me she didn’t know who her father was.”

      “Maybe she didn’t—until earlier this year.”

      “That makes sense,” Ivy said, sorting information in her mind. “I would guess that after Geena’s mother gave one child up for adoption, she didn’t want to give up another baby.”

      Poppy laced her fingers behind her head. “So if Geena knows the truth, why does she think she’s entitled to anything we find here?”

      Ivy thought about that. Geena had said that her mother was adamant that she file the lawsuits. Had her mother or grandmother—or both—been perpetrating a lie all these years? Or was Geena simply trying to con them?

      “Maybe Geena’s mother felt she had to act fast with new information from Rebecca,” Ivy said. “That might explain why she was pressuring her daughter to file the lawsuits.”

      Poppy’s eyes grew wide. “Her mom did that? Wow, that’s mean. And pretty cowardly.”

      “Thanks for researching this, Poppy. It looks like I have some things to do.” She strode to the door. “Could you and Shelly take care of the afternoon wine and tea event? Especially today, it will help calm people’s nerves about these little aftershocks.”

      Poppy grinned. “You bet.”

      “And please be sure not to turn anyone away who needs a place to stay. We’ll manage.” She paused. “The same goes for breakfast. Let’s open the doors to the inn. Like Carol and Hal, we can make room for anyone.”

      Ivy marched upstairs to Imani’s room and knocked on the door. When her friend answered, she asked Ivy in. They sat at a small table by a window in the beach-themed guest room.

      Quickly, Ivy told her what Poppy had found. “I might have a shot at resolving this. Can you give me a day to try to sort this out in my way?”

      “Do you want me to talk to Geena with you as your attorney?” Imani asked.

      “I appreciate that, but I think she is more apt to open up to me,” Ivy said, thinking about the conversation at Shangri-La.

      Imani folded her hands on the table and nodded. “Give it a try, but don’t commit to anything.” She grinned and added, “You’re a fierce woman when you know what you want.”

      Ivy chuckled. “Fierce. I like that. I don’t think I’ve ever been called that.”

      “No? Surely you’ve been called persistent.”

      Ivy arched an eyebrow, recalling what Jeremy used to say. “Stubborn is more like it.”

      “Same thing. Women are stubborn; men are persistent.” Imani rolled her eyes. “Forget that. Just go forth and be fierce. And good luck.”

      

      Later that afternoon, Ivy fired the engine on her old Chevrolet and started for another bed-and-breakfast in the village, the Seal Cove Inn, which didn’t look like it had sustained any damage. After parking in front, she climbed the front steps of the old Victorian home. Inside, exotic orchids flowered against a breezy shabby-chic interior of white slipcovers and dark, polished wood. Ceilings were high, and fans swirled lazily above.

      A woman about Ivy’s age at the front desk smiled. “Hi, Ivy. What brings you here today?”

      “Hi, June,” Ivy said, stepping up to the desk. “I thought I’d stop by and see how you fared through the earthquake.”

      “Not too bad. This house is pier-and-beam construction, so the floors are a little uneven anyway due to shifting over the years. This old grand dame swayed through it with grace, although we lost a few wine glasses and decanters in the honor bar. How about you?”

      “About the same. I think Amelia Erickson was watching after her home.” Although Ivy spoke lightly, there was a kernel of truth in her words. Shelly and Poppy sure thought so.

      “These old homes have their share of spirits.” June folded her arms and leaned on the desk. “The earthquake freaked out a couple of guests, who checked out immediately. Actually, that was fortunate because I just filled those rooms with the owner of a boutique in the village and her family. Their cottage tilted and flooded, poor folks. It’s a good thing they’re insured.”

      “We’re standing by to help people, too.” Ivy drummed her nails on the desktop. “I was wondering if Geena Bellamy might be around. I heard she’s staying here.”

      “She sure is. She’s a good kid once you get to know her, though I understand you have your differences. Do you want me to ring her room?”

      “If you would, please.”

      June picked up the phone, but before she could dial, Geena came down the stairs. She’d showered and changed. Her hair was still damp, and she wore black jeans and a matching denim jacket. When she saw Ivy, she raised her brow in surprise.

      “Oh, hi,” Geena said to Ivy. She paused by the front desk. “June, I’m going out for some groceries for the room. Do you need anything?”

      “Glad you asked. I’m out of my favorite tea.” June told her what type she wanted, and Geena agreed to buy it at the market.

      “Mind if I walk there with you?” Ivy said to Geena. “I just ran out of bread.”

      Geena shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

      The two women set off toward the store. As they walked along the sidewalk, Ivy saw a couple clearing their yard of water-logged items.

      “I’m glad the sun is out,” Ivy said, making an attempt at small talk.

      “I suppose so.” Geena fell quiet again.

      Instead of leading with the DNA evidence Poppy had found, Ivy wanted Geena to come to a decision on her own. Otherwise, she might become defensive and dig in. She ventured again. “You talked a lot about your mother last night. I couldn’t stop thinking about that.”

      “I guess I did.” Geena kicked a small pebble on the sidewalk.

      “I got the feeling that you’re doing this—these lawsuits—for her.”

      Geena pursed her lips and sighed. “She’s my mom, so it’s my duty.”

      “Is that what she told you?”

      “Like I said, it’s complicated.” Geena hesitated. “If I do this, then she won’t need me to look after her and Granny anymore.”

      “Are they ill?”

      “No, it’s nothing like that,” Geena said. “Mom just wants to have some fun, go to Las Vegas, stuff like that.”

      “Does she gamble a lot?”

      Geena shot a wary look toward Ivy. “Probably too much. Granny won’t give her any more money.”

      A picture was forming in Ivy’s mind. “Not that I’m suggesting it, but what would happen to your mother if you moved away?”

      Geena didn’t say anything for a little while, and the question hung between them. Her lips quivered, and she brushed a hand impatiently over her cheeks.

      Ivy waited.

      Finally, Geena expelled a breath. “I have a sister I didn’t know I had. Rebecca. Earlier this year, she called me and then came to see us. My mom was pretty affected by it all because she’d been forced to give her up. My granny regretted insisting on that, but at the time, she thought it was for the best. She knew how hard it was to raise a child by herself.”

      That seems to fit, Ivy thought. “And how did you feel about meeting Rebecca?”

      Another small silence ensued before Geena spoke again. “This is going to sound awful, but I sort of wished Mom had given me away, too. My sister says she has the greatest parents, and she has the life I always wanted. She went to college, and she’s married to a great guy—she even has two sweet children and a dog.” She paused for a moment. “Even though my mom is hard to live with, I feel like I have to look after her.”

      “Why do you feel that way?”

      “Mom is always talking about how old she is, but I know people older than her that do a lot more.” Geena shook her head. “I don’t know how long I can take the stress she heaps on me. At this rate, she’ll probably outlive me.”

      Ivy studied Geena from the corner of her eye. “So, what keeps you there?”

      “I don’t know if I have what it takes to make it out there on my own.” Geena forced a wry laugh. “I didn’t have the best grades in school. But my granny still believes in my ability.”

      Ivy felt sorry for Geena—she needed someone on her side. “I think your grandmother is right,” she said with conviction. “You need to give yourself a lot more credit.”

      Geena kicked another pebble. “Mom told me that if I do this for her, she’ll give me enough money from what we get to buy my own place. But I know her. She’ll find a high-stakes game and lose it all overnight. It’s happened before.”

      “Stop waiting on her,” Ivy said, daring to touch Geena’s shoulder. “You’re a smart woman. Do you have friends you could stay with until you got on your feet?”

      Geena gave her a half-smile. “June offered me a room if I handle the evening shift. I also heard Celia say she’s looking for someone to oversee a new art program for kids in the Summer Beach schools.” She twisted her lips to one side. “I probably wouldn’t be any good at it, though.”

      Celia had told Ivy all about the program and asked if she knew anyone to work it. If Geena was as passionate about art as Ivy imagined, that could work for both for them. “I think you’d be perfect. You could join my art classes if you want to brush up on your technique. No charge.”

      Geena stopped on the sidewalk and stared at her. “You’d do that for me?”

      “Why not?”

      “But, the lawsuits….”

      Ivy held Geena’s gaze. “Do you really want to continue pursuing them?”

      Geena shook her head. “But Mom….” Her voice trailed off.

      Ivy placed a hand on Geena’s shoulder. “You’ve spent your life doing what your mother wants. What about your dreams? This is a chance for you to get out and pursue them.”

      Geena bowed her head into her hands. “She’d kill me if I did that.”

      Ivy frowned at her choice of words. “Literally or figuratively?”

      “She threatens me all the time, but she doesn’t mean it. I hate to leave Granny, but I know she’ll understand.”

      “Think about it. And I’m not saying this because I’m trying to talk you out of the lawsuit—well, maybe I am a little—but you need to look out for yourself. For your life. You can still have the life you’ve dreamed about, maybe even one like Rebecca has.”

      Geena’s mouth lifted at the corners. “My sister told me things about my family I didn’t even know. She did the DNA research.”

      “And?” Ivy held her breath.

      “My mom doesn’t believe in DNA.”

      “But isn’t that how Rebecca found you?”

      Geena rolled her eyes. “Mom thinks it’s right sometimes, but not always.”

      “What do you think?” Ivy was curious to see how Geena thought.

      “I don’t know if you can have it both ways. Rebecca found our real grandfather through DNA. Mom didn’t want to hear anything about him. When we tried to tell her, she insisted she was an Erickson and stormed out of the house.” Geena paused. “I don’t want to sue you or anyone else. I wish I’d never listened to her. Do you think I can call it off?”

      “I think you should explain all of that to your attorney—without your mother around.”

      Geena faced the sea and tipped her head back. “I don’t care if there are earthquakes here. I’d like to stay.”

      Ivy quirked her mouth to one side. “They don’t often happen—if that helps.”

      “It does,” Geena said. “I’ve already made more friends here than I had back home. June, Paige, Celia—even you. The book club is cool, too. Listening to all those smart women is so interesting.” She dipped her chin. “I know it seemed like I had a chip on my shoulder. But I’m not really like that.”

      “No, I don’t think you are.” Ivy paused. “It’s never too late to rewrite the story of your life.”

      The two women neared a market on the corner. Inside, they shopped together for a few items, and Ivy helped Geena carry her bags back to the Seal Cove Inn.

      Although Ivy couldn’t tell Geena what to do, she wished the other woman would make the right decision for her life. If she continued on the path her mother had set for her, it would be a costly fiasco for all of them.

      But sometimes, people had to hit bottom before they changed.

      Ivy hoped this wasn’t one of those times.
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      “Pack anything you see that can be salvaged,” Bennett called out to those who were helping sort through the inventory at Pages. He placed a stack of unharmed books from an upper shelf into a box destined for new shelves at the inn.

      “Only books that are in new, saleable condition,” Ivy added. “Put the rest of them in the donation pile. Or if they’re waterlogged, toss them. If you have any questions about items, ask Paige.”

      “Wait,” Paige said, holding up a hand. She sat on a chair at the center of the old bookstore with an odd assortment of mementos on her lap. “If it looks old or valuable or is signed by an author, please save it. Many of these books are like old friends. Even if they’re wet or dirty, they’ll dry.”

      As Bennett finished packing the box, he called out, “Did everyone hear that?”

      “Got it,” Ivy said, which Poppy and her brothers Rocky and Reed echoed. Shelly was looking after the inn while they were here, an activity that didn’t require any heavy lifting.

      “We should have this done in a few hours,” Bennett said. “Want to grab dinner in the village tonight?”

      Ivy grinned. “Is that an invitation for a date, Mr. Mayor?”

      “It can be.” Brushing his hands against his worn jeans, he rephrased the question. “Would you like to dress up and go to Spirits & Vine tonight? I heard they came through the earthquake pretty well. They have special cabinets and displays, so they didn’t lose anything but a few glasses.”

      “I would,” she said, smiling. “But I have to get Paige settled in her room.”

      He tried again. “We can unpack most of this in the afternoon.”

      “I still want to make sure she has everything she needs,” Ivy said. “Last night was terribly rushed. This is traumatic for Paige—decades of her life on display and all of it being sorted into piles and boxes.”

      Bennett hadn’t thought about it that way, but Ivy was right. Had he been insensitive in his drive to clean up the town? He brushed against her and squeezed her hand. “You’re right. Another time, then?”

      “Of course, silly.” Ivy smiled at him. “Thanks for understanding.”

      “We still have to eat,” Bennett said. “How about I fire up the barbecue and cook for everyone?”

      “That’s a good idea,” Ivy said, folding another box. “I have a lot of burgers and shrimp in the freezer that we could make, along with some vegetable kabobs.”

      Bennett was pleased to have Ivy working beside him to help dig out Summer Beach residents who had been affected by the earthquake and partial flooding. Fortunately, without major waves, flooding had been minimal. Much of Summer Beach was slightly above sea level. Every bit of elevation helped, and they were out of danger now.

      Between the clean-up efforts in the village and the marina and helping to relocate vulnerable residents, he’d hardly had time to think about the travels plans he’d been considering before the earthquake. The glossy travel brochures were still in his desk drawer at the office. He wanted to surprise Ivy with a magical, memorable trip—just the two of them.

      Aside from the few times they’d slipped away for a weekend, Ivy had worked nonstop ever since she’d arrived. At the very least, she deserved a break. Most of all, he hoped a longer trip would solidify their relationship.

      From now on, they would have to make life decisions together, too. Bennett cleared his throat. “Listen, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you,” he began.

      Just then, his phone buzzed. Holding up a finger, he pulled the phone from his pocket. “Bennett here.”

      “Hi, it’s Diana. I’m calling to see you fared in the earthquake.” The head hunter’s chirpy voice projected from his phone.

      Ivy slid a glance toward him.

      Feeling self-conscious for not having shared this career decision with Ivy yet, Bennett rubbed a hand across the neglected stubble on his chin. Adopting his mayoral tone, he said, “The community didn’t sustain any major damage. Right now, we’re cleaning up and taking care of people who’ve been impacted.”

      “That’s exactly what I would have thought,” Diana said. “I hope you’ve had a chance to think about the offer. I’ll be driving through Summer Beach from Los Angeles to San Diego this week. Are you free for lunch or dinner so that we can talk more? I still think a change could do you good.”

      “Could I call you later?” Feeling Ivy’s eyes on him, Bennett stepped away. He needed to discuss this with her before accepting or rejecting the offer, but he hadn’t had the chance.

      As painful as it was to think about it, Ivy might suggest another option. He’d been worried that she hadn’t made an effort to move into his quarters or invite him into hers. He wanted to have a full married life, not just when it was convenient for her.

      He had to brace himself for the possibility that Ivy hadn’t been ready to marry. Had he been deluding himself all along?

      “Looking forward to seeing you soon,” Diana said.

      After he hung up and pocketed his phone, Bennett turned around. Ivy had moved to another part of the store.

      Realizing why she’d left, he ran the back of his fingers across his jaw. If this relationship didn’t work out, he wasn’t sure his heart would be strong enough to keep seeing Ivy around Summer Beach. But where else would she go? Her home and business were here. While he’d been in this community a long time, he could always return to visit his sister. That wasn’t a decision he wanted to make, but maybe he shouldn’t be too quick to reject Diana’s offer.

      He made his way toward her. “Sorry, I had to take that.”

      “City business, I’ll bet,” she said in a cool tone.

      “Sort of like that.”

      Without adding anything else to the conversation, Ivy picked up a box and began sorting more books into it.

      Feeling awkward, Bennett hitched up his jeans. “Business, anyway.”

      “You don’t need to explain, Mr. Mayor.” Ivy didn’t even look at him. “Unless you feel you need to.”

      Bennett felt his face warm.

      Paige lifted her hand, interrupting them. “Ivy, dear. Could you make sure those boys aren’t throwing away anything of value? They work so quickly.”

      Ivy dropped the box she’d just packed onto a stack. “Happy to help.” She started toward Reed and Rocky.

      Bennett sensed he was in some sort of trouble. That wasn’t the first headhunter call he’d received, and it wouldn’t be the last. All kinds of people reached out to him in his position. He shook his head as he watched her. Ivy would have to understand that.

      Shaking his head, Bennett picked up another box. If they didn’t make it, whose fault would it be? Immediately, he chastised himself for that thought. He’d been married long enough to know that a good marriage depended on shared goals and fair compromises.

      He felt they were reaching a decision point, yet he wasn’t entirely sure which way it would go.
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      Later that evening, Paige eased into a chair in the guestroom. “Your Bennett is such a good cook. His grilled Portobello mushrooms were delicious. What a treat that was.”

      “We’re glad you enjoyed it,” Ivy said, fluffing the downy-soft pillows in Poppy’s old room where she had settled Paige. With orange blossom-scented potpourri and freshly laundered linens, the room was a comfortable respite for their new guest. Ivy had also brought some of Paige’s favorite books for the white-washed bedside table.

      Paige reached for the books. She picked up one by Pearl S. Buck, Pavilion of Women. “This classic novel set in China might be interesting for the book club,” she mused. “Or Rebecca from Daphne du Maurier. Have you read that?”

      “Long ago,” Ivy said, smiling. “You have quite a collection.”

      “And each of them like an old friend.”

      As Paige looked through her books, Ivy unfastened the shutters and opened a window to the evening breeze. Outside, Bennett was heading toward his quarters.

      Ivy rested her fingertips on the glass, thinking about the phone call he had received earlier. Ever since, he’d been acting odd, as if he were keeping something from her. She’d overheard part of the call from a woman named Diana, but she hadn’t been able to make out much of it. As mayor, Bennett received many calls from people in Summer Beach.

      However, this one was different.

      Diana didn’t seem to be from Summer Beach. Ivy heard that much before Bennett turned away. She wouldn’t have cared who Diana was, except that Bennett seemed to be hiding something about the woman.

      Her pulse quickened as thoughts of different scenarios raced through her mind. Bennett’s actions reminded her of Jeremy. Once, when she had questioned her husband’s behavior, he told her she was imagining things. So she’d dismissed it—and even felt terrible for accusing Jeremy.

      What a fool she’d been to believe him.

      Ivy wouldn’t make that mistake twice. As she angled the shutters for Paige, she thought about the overnight bag in her room she had already started packing to surprise Bennett.

      Was she too late?

      The salty ocean breeze cooled her heated face. Forcing a smile she didn’t feel, she turned back to Paige. “I hope you’ll be comfortable here.”

      The older woman looked up from her book and beamed at her. “Hosting me—and my bookshop—is extraordinarily kind of you, my dear. Maeve promised to help me sort through my insurance policy to file a claim. She says it should cover my lodging and rent for the shop. So I won’t be a freeloader for long. I can’t imagine what happened to my purse in the melee. I hope it turns up.”

      Ivy turned down the bed, patting the soft, white-cotton duvet cover. “Regardless, you’re welcome to stay as long as you need to.”

      Paige drew in her lower lip. “I still feel like I’m imposing.”

      “Not at all. As I told you, having you here is good for business,” Ivy said with a wink. “People are thrilled that you’re opening your shop at the inn.”

      “Do they already know?”

      Ivy laughed. “Word travels fast at Java Beach—and through the book club. Poppy is already dreaming up a re-opening party for you. We’ll invite the whole town if you wish.”

      “What fun that would be,” Paige said, brightening.

      Ivy glanced around the guestroom. “I think you’ll be comfortable here for a few days, but I would like to move you to that nicer room I mentioned.”

      “Nonsense,” Paige said. “I wouldn’t want you to go to the trouble of preparing another room.”

      Ivy walked to the door. “It’s something I’ve been meaning to do.” And need to do. Before Paige could ask another question, Ivy shut the door behind her.

      As much as she enjoyed having her freedom, she loved Bennett—and she had taken a vow. It was time that she committed fully to him. As it turned out, the occasional evening or weekend she managed to carve out for him wasn’t enough for either of them. He’d made his desires known; she was the one who’d wanted to ease into the marriage.

      Now, she needed to commit. As much for herself as for him. Seeing how Shelly’s marriage was evolving with Mitch brought to Ivy’s mind those critical early days in her first marriage.

      She and Bennett needed that.

      Pausing at the kitchen window, she saw lights in Bennett’s apartment and started for the back door. Maybe she could surprise him tonight.

      The lights flicked off, and Ivy sighed. She’d missed her chance, but she could surprise him tomorrow.

      Downstairs, she heard Reed and Rocky, their youthful energy still going strong at this late hour. They were dismantling the brick wall, which had grown more hazardous with each mild aftershock. It wouldn’t take much of an aftershock to bring it down, and that could injure someone.

      Ivy made her way toward the lower level to check on her nephews.

      After they finished, she would clean the area again before unpacking the boxes they’d brought from Paige’s shop. The boys were bunking in the attic rooms tonight to set up the new bookshop tomorrow morning. Ivy was excited to see how it would look, and it would surely lift Paige’s spirits.

      Halfway down the stairway, Reed waved to her. “Aunt Ivy, we found something you’ll want to see.”

      Eagerly, Ivy picked up her pace. She skipped off the last step to face Reed and Rocky through dust plumes rising in the air. The two brothers looked so much like their father had at that age. Reed was working with Forrest in the construction business while Rocky had decided to go back to school for a master’s degree in business.

      “Good thing we opened those windows,” she said, waving dust from her face.

      Rocky stepped toward the partial opening under the stairway. “Knowing something was behind that wall, we’re being careful taking it down. We figure we’ll finish tonight or in the morning.”

      “I’m so grateful for your help,” she said, passing the stacks of bricks they’d made. She peered through the opening they’d made into the dimly lit area. At once, she gasped and turned back to them. “Can you help me get these boxes out?”

      “Sure, but let us do it,” Reed said. “It’s pretty dirty back there. The mortar between these old bricks broke down over the years. Between some of them, it’s mostly grit and dust.” He stepped inside the enclosure and began to pass boxes back to his brother.

      “Think there might be more treasures in here?” Rocky asked as he placed the boxes outside of the opening for her to see.

      “We never know,” Ivy said.

      Rocky opened a flap on one. “Looks like a lot of old books.”

      “There are a lot more of those in here,” Reed called out.

      “It’s Amelia’s celebrated library,” Ivy said. Her heart quickened at the thought. As she’d read through the guest book, she noted the names of many authors who had visited the literary society. Maybe she’d find some of their signed books.

      “Here’s a box that’s lighter,” Rocky said.

      Holding her breath, Ivy opened it. “It’s old letters.”

      She thumbed through boxes of correspondence that had been packed for decades. Postmarks ranged from all over the world. The envelopes were addressed to Amelia Erickson, and the return sender on most of them was Gustav Erickson.

      Ivy pressed a hand to her heart and sighed. Amelia had saved her husband’s letters. “What treasures these are, although they’re not what you might think of as valuable.”

      Her friend Megan Calloway was working on the documentary of Amelia Erickson in between other projects. She would be excited to see these letters, too.

      Reed and Rocky peered over her shoulder with interest.

      “Wow,” Rocky said. “Imagine writing all those.”

      “That’s what people did before we all carried phones.” Ivy smiled wistfully. She still had to order a replacement. “Letter writing is a lost art.”

      She ran her fingers over letters carefully tied with an assortment of dusty pink and green grosgrain ribbons. Some had little notes tucked under the bows. “No one saves emails like this.”

      “I’ll put that box on the coffee table if you want to look through them,” Reed offered.

      After he did, Ivy sifted through the letters, reading the notes Amelia had affixed to each stack to keep them organized. One read Berlin, others, New York and San Francisco. Some were from friends, and their names were attached to the front. She stopped at one. Marta.

      The name was familiar.

      Ivy reached for the guest book and opened it. Marta Mueller’s name was written on a guest log page. Flipping toward the back, she found the letter she had tucked in and opened it.

      A pledge to Marta, it read.

      Returning to the box of correspondence, Ivy brought out the Marta stack of letters. The early dates matched, although the letters in the stack contained some from much later. With extreme care, Ivy opened the earliest letter.

      Her lips parted as she read.

      As Marta has been a fine and faithful scribe for our collection, I insist that we aid her. She wrote to me that her dire predicament advances. While she remains hopeful, I am substantially less so. Perhaps I am jaded, but I know men, even though I never met this one.

      We are in a position to help her, my dearest, and so we must. Will you arrange a midwife or private physician for her? She will not ask for one as she insists on discretion. Should I not return from this dangerous situation, I trust you will honor the financial pledge I made to her. In the absence of a father, I pledged to provide for her child until it reaches the age of majority and gains a profession. Marta has kept our confidences, and so we will keep hers.

      Ivy lowered the letter with a flood of relief.

      Gustav wasn’t having an affair; he was shielding Marta. She scanned the letter and rifled through others, eager to know the story.

      All were from Gustav, replying to Amelia’s letters about Marta’s evolving pregnancy. Evidently, Marta was staying with Amelia in their San Francisco home. Then the letters stopped. Perhaps Gustav had returned, eliminating the need for continued correspondence about the situation.

      She lowered the letters. As a thought occurred to her, she made her way upstairs to the phone at the front desk. It was late, but this was important.
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      “I was going to call you,” Geena said, absently folding and unfolding a napkin into a triangular shape. She’d just arrived on the beach with a smoothie from a nearby cafe.

      Sitting on a broad flat rock that looked out over the ocean, Ivy slid the Jane Austen book she’d been reading into her striped canvas tote bag and breathed in the fresh ocean air. She had suggested the spot, so after breakfast at the inn was finished, she walked along the beach to meet Geena. Tourists were beginning to trickle onto the beach.

      “I hope I didn’t wake you last night,” Ivy said. “But we need to talk.”

      Geena shifted self-consciously beside her. “I made a decision.”

      Ivy touched the younger woman’s hand to still her nervousness. “There’s something I have to tell you, too.”

      Geena shook her head sharply. “I need to say this first. I called my mom this morning and told her that I’m staying in Summer Beach. And I’m dropping her stupid lawsuits. In the beginning, she made it all sound so easy, but legal issues are a lot more complicated than I realized. After what Rebecca told me, I don’t believe Mom’s claims anymore.”

      Before Ivy could speak, Geena continued. “She spouts all this stuff about respecting your elders, but she doesn’t respect me or she wouldn’t have put me up to all this. Still, I’m kind of glad she did because I’ve found a different way of life here.”

      “I’m sure she loves you in her way,” Ivy said. Geena didn’t look like she’d slept much, and her heart went out to her.

      Geena sniffed. “She loves gambling more. Whenever Granny would cut her off, she’d use me.”

      “Gambling is an addiction, as sure as alcohol or drugs,” Ivy said gently. Geena’s harsh words were rife with anger, but under them were probably years of hurt, lies, and broken trust.

      “That’s for sure.”

      Ivy continued. “When a pastime becomes excessive, those who’ve become addicted hurt those they love the most—often without meaning to. Your mother is lost, too. Could you suggest treatment or a support group for her?”

      “Maybe I should,” Geena said, clasping her knees. “My granny has sheltered my mom forever. Mom started going to the horse races with a guy—our dad, I figure. Later, she discovered online gambling, and that really hurt her. Thank goodness Granny is good with money—what little she has left.”

      “Does your grandmother have enough to support them?”

      Geena dipped her head. “My grandaddy’s wife invested the money in something called annuities. Or, the man I thought was my grandaddy.” She looked at Ivy with doleful eyes. “He wasn’t, was he?”

      Ivy couldn’t answer that. Instead, she asked, “Is your grandmother’s name Marta?”

      Geena raised her eyebrows. “How did you know?”

      Ivy reached into her canvas bag. “When the earthquake hit, it shook loose an old brick wall under the stairs on the lower level. The old mortar between the bricks had cracked and disintegrated. It was dangerous, so it had to come down right away.”

      Withdrawing a stack of letters bound with a pink grosgrain ribbon, Ivy went on. “I found these letters behind the wall in some boxes. I think you should have them. The answers you’re looking for are in them.”

      After giving Geena the old correspondence, she ran a hand over Geena’s shoulder. “I’m glad you’re staying. I believe you’re right where you belong.”

      Geena crinkled her brow in doubt. “You do? I thought you’d be upset with me after everything.”

      “I’ll admit I was, but that was before I knew the whole story.” She angled her chin toward her house. “That old home has been waiting for all of us to return, in one way or another.” Smiling at Geena, she said, “Go ahead, open the letter on top.”

      As Geena read, Ivy gazed across the beach toward the inn. Maybe Shelly and Poppy were right to believe Amelia’s spirit still inhabited her beloved Las Brisas del Mar. If so, Ivy couldn’t help but wonder if Amelia’s work was complete. Or, perhaps they were both caretakers of a home that continued to offer compassion, comfort, and second chances to so many—as it had for years.

      Herself included, Ivy realized, lifting her face to the breeze.

      As she considered this, she was confident that it was time for her to accept her second chance—with Bennett.

      Beside her, Geena wiped her eyes. “Growing up without a father, my mom wanted to believe he’d been someone important. Her friends had fathers, but she didn’t even know who her dad was. When Mom learned who had left money for her schooling, she convinced herself that Gustav Erickson was the one. My granny started working for him when she was a teenager fresh from Europe—doing translations from German and writing the history of pieces in their art collection.”

      “She was a translator?”

      “For a long time, she did English-to-German—and vice versa—translations for business. Even for books.” Geena smiled shyly. “That’s where I got my love of reading, which helped me deal with my mother.”

      Ivy drummer her fingers on the rock in thought. Now curious, she pressed on. “Does Paige remind you of your grandmother?”

      Smiling, Geena nodded. “But I’ll still see Granny. I talk to her every day, and she supports my decision. She said she’d take care of Mom now that I want to move on. Granny is the strong one, even though she’s soft-spoken. Her mother lived to be more than a hundred, and she probably will, too. She’s a lot like Paige.”

      Clutching the letters to her chest, Geena slid off the rock and deposited her smoothie cups into a nearby trashcan. “I want to finish reading these right away.”

      “If you have any questions about the Ericksons, I can probably answer some of them. We’re still discovering more about who they were.”

      As they walked back toward the village, Ivy noticed a lightness in Geena’s step that hadn’t been there before. “Will I see you at my art classes soon?”

      “I’d like that,” Geena said, darting a shy look of gratitude at Ivy. “I’m starting work with June tonight for the rest of the summer. I’m also going to tell Celia that I’ll accept the position she’s offered me. Between those, I can start building my life here.”

      Ivy saw fresh hope flicking in Geena’s eyes. All she had needed was a chance to escape her mentally abusive mother—and people who believed in her. Geena was lucky; Ivy knew some people didn’t have that chance to escape. She felt the pleasant, companionable weight of the book she carried in the canvas bag on her shoulder and adjusted the straps.

      Maybe that’s what books were for, she thought. A welcome mental reprieve.

      

      As dusk set in, Ivy entered her room and turned around, taking it all in. This lovely space—with its honeyed hardwood floors, chandeliers, antique furniture, cavernous closet, and clawfoot tub—had given her shelter when she’d needed it the most.

      This had been Amelia’s innermost sanctum, where she had hidden her birth mother’s delicate ring. Ivy touched the vintage garnet ring on her right hand.

      She walked into the large dressing room and turned on the lights. The chandeliers cast a glow in the room and reflected in the mirrored closets. She ran a hand over a closet door.

      When the war threatened her and others, Amelia built a secret passageway behind this closet to the attic. And she’d even created a hidden dressing room behind another one for those she had sheltered here, where Ivy had found Amelia’s first wedding dress.

      Remembering how lovely Shelly had looked at her wedding, Ivy smiled. That had been the happiest day of Shelly’s life; her dream of finding her life partner had finally come to pass.

      Soon, Ivy hoped they would be welcoming the child Shelly and Mitch both wanted. Ivy wondered if it would be a girl or a boy. A child would brighten their winter, and Ivy was looking forward to helping Shelly.

      Life went on, whether you were ready for it or not.

      With a quick breath, Ivy made her decision. Opening a closet door, she selected a favorite dressy sundress that she seldom had a chance to wear.

      Ivy turned on the radio. Humming to soft jazz, she shed her clothes and dipped into a refreshing bath. Afterward, she brushed her hair, slid the white linen dress over her sun-dappled shoulders, and finished with a light brush of blush, lipstick, and a spritz of Bennett’s favorite perfume.

      She glanced at herself in the mirror, sure of what she wanted. She was ready.

      It was time for her to leave this comfortable nest for the adventure of a new life with the man she had come to love. She laughed to herself; she wasn’t going far, but the distance, however short, was symbolic of her readiness to share her life again. She’d proven that she could make it on her own. That had been vitally important to her.

      As she stood here today, she was sure of her feelings; she wasn’t caught up in the sudden excitement of the unplanned weekend wedding, rushing before her parent embarked on their long sailing voyage.

      She stepped to the window and looked out toward the former chauffeur’s quarters that Bennett now occupied. Built over four garage stalls, it was large enough for both of them, with comfortably sized rooms: kitchen, living and dining room, and bedroom. A balcony with an endless view of the sea made the unit seem larger than it was. It was an ideal place for them to relax, with a cozy fireplace for winter, fresh sea breezes, and the steady low roar of ocean waves. Even the nearby happy chatter and music of guests by the pool or on the terrace made her smile.

      Touching her fingers to the windowpane, she saw lights on in Bennett’s living room. She wasn’t going far; her commute to work was mere steps to the house. Yet, she was crossing a major bridge in fully committing to a new life.

      Peering into the closet, Ivy thought about what to take. Bennett could help her move the rest tomorrow. She would clean and prepare the room for Paige to move in then. Ivy thought warmly of how spoiled and cherished Paige would feel here. She wanted to do that for the woman who had given so much of herself to Summer Beach over the years.

      She brought out her half-packed tapestry bag and placed it on the bench at the foot of her bed. After opening a drawer, she brought out a change of clothes, including a silky ivory gown with lovely lace insets that she’d bought on a whim and had never worn. After tucking those items into the bag, along with a few toiletries and pieces of jewelry, she zipped it closed.

      Ivy was excited and ready to see her husband, imagining the surprise and delight he would feel. She slid a special bottle of champagne she’d been saving into the side pocket of the bag, along with a letter she’d written to Bennett to commemorate the date—inspired by letters of Amelia and Gustav. With a last look, she shut the door behind her.

      As she climbed the stairs to Bennett’s, a rush of excitement welled within her. Strains of jazz filtered through the open windows. She tapped on the door and opened it. “Anybody home?”

      Bennett strolled from the bedroom, tucking a dressy white shirt into a pair of slacks she had never seen him wear.

      “Oh,” she said, momentarily confused. “You look nice. Are you going somewhere, or did I forget something?”

      “I’m sorry, I won’t be gone long,” Bennett replied hastily. “I didn’t expect you. I thought you were working downstairs on Paige’s new bookshop.”

      “Poppy has that under control.” She waited, but he didn’t elaborate on where he was going so dressed up—for Summer Beach, that is.

      He seemed flustered at her presence. “I have to finish dressing, and I’ve lost my belt. You can wait, or I’ll see you later. After dinner.” He paused. “You look nice, too, by the way.”

      His behavior seemed odd, but then, she had surprised him. She hadn’t thought he might be going out by himself, which was unlike him.

      While Bennett hurried back into the bedroom, Ivy set down her bag. As she did, she spied a yellow notepad on the coffee table by his phone. Curious, she glanced at the pad. Bennett had made several notations on it. Diana. And, presumably, her phone number.

      Beneath that were the words City Manager and salary range, followed by a healthy six-figure number that even she had to admire. And beside that was the name of a city that was quite a drive away.

      Ivy’s mouth went dry.

      Bennett was looking for another job. Why hadn’t he told her?

      A chill swept through her.

      The name of a fancy, romantic restaurant in the neighboring community was jotted to the side. This was a place people went to celebrate—or be alone. She’d heard that Jeremy used to take Paisley there.

      Next to that were several glossy travel brochures. Ivy ran her fingers across them. Paris, Hawaiian Islands, Nordic Tour, African Safari.

      Bennett had never mentioned such a trip to her.

      Her pulse raced, and she felt dizzy at the realization that something she wasn’t supposed to know about was going on.

      As Bennett rushed from the bedroom, still buttoning his shirt sleeves, Ivy whirled around. Her tingling limbs began to shake.

      “When were you going to tell me you were leaving?” she asked, pointing to the notepad.

      Bennett held up his palms. “Wait, I haven’t committed to anything.”

      “How about me?” she asked, pressing a hand to her chest. “Didn’t we commit to each other? I think I should have known about this.” A waft of cologne floated in the air, and Ivy pointed toward the notepad. “You’re meeting Diana?”

      His face colored. “Yes, and I’m running late. Look, I know I should have told you, but the last few days, what with the earthquake and all…” He hesitated, rubbing his neck. “Can we talk about this when I get back?”

      With her throat closing with anger and disappointment, Ivy strode toward the door. She felt like she’d been punched in the stomach. All the confidence and certainty she’d felt had been knocked out of her.

      “Don’t go like that,” Bennett said. As he reached for her, he stumbled over her tapestry bag. “What’s this?”

      “Nothing,” she choked out, her hand on the doorknob. He could have it all—she didn’t want any reminders.

      “Champagne? Were we celebrating tonight? If we were, I’m sorry I forgot.”

      Ivy waved her hand, dismissing his words. How long had he been planning this? The thought that he’d kept such an important decision from her was too much to bear. “Just forget it. I was clearly mistaken about our relationship.”

      “Ivy, no,” Bennett said, his voice cracking. He reached for her, turned her into his arms, and brought her hand to his lips. “Please, you’re my wife.”

      “Obviously not for much longer.” She jerked her hand away.

      Looking as if he’d been wounded, Bennett took a step back. “Is that what you really want?”

      “Maybe there was a reason we hadn’t taken this next step,” she spat out, hating every word she was uttering but unable to stop.

      Bennett held up a hand as if repelling her words. “Your choice, not mine.”

      “You couldn’t wait until I was sure? Or at least ask what was bothering me?” She squeezed her eyes against angry tears that threatened to spill over her lids. “No, you just went and accepted a job somewhere else.”

      “I thought you were sure about us,” Bennett said, his words eerily flat. “Maybe your driver’s license was out of date, but I thought you were ready to commit to our life together.”

      “Even if I had been, what about that?” She flung out her hand toward the notes he’d made. “Committed couples share everything. What am I supposed to do—leave the inn now? Shelly can’t run it by herself, especially in her condition.”

      “I’m not asking you to leave it.”

      At that moment, Ivy realized what he meant. That explained the travel brochures. Blinded by angry tears, she flung open the door and raced back to the sanctuary of her room.

      Bennett didn’t follow her.
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      A tap sounded at her door, but Ivy ignored it. In the darkened room, she sat in a chair by the window, watching the tides of the ocean beyond and trying to numb the wound in her heart.

      “Can we talk?” Bennett asked in a low voice. “I canceled my dinner for you. I know what those notes looked like, and I’m sorry. It’s not what you think.”

      The ache in her soul was so deep that she couldn’t respond.

      Bennett knocked again. “Are you there?”

      Maybe he’d go away if she didn’t answer. He was moving anyway. She bit her lip, repressing her sobs.

      The door creaked open, and a slash of light from the hallway illuminated the room. Ivy shook her head, chastising herself for not locking the door.

      Bennett stepped inside and moved toward her.

      “You don’t have to explain,” Ivy said in a sharp tone. “The picture is quite clear.”

      “I don’t think it is. Diana is a headhunter, and she’s quite persistent.”

      Ivy folded her hands and angled herself toward the window. “Seems like it worked.”

      Bennett knelt in front of her, his hand on the chair. “I don’t have any interest in Diana or in taking that position.”

      “Then why skulk off like a coward who had something to hide? Why even meet her at all?”

      “Okay, I’ll admit that I was flattered—but by the offer, not her. A man likes to know what he’s worth on the open market, even if he doesn’t have any intention of taking another job. But then, I didn’t know why you were hesitating so much. I wondered if you’d had second thoughts about us.”

      Ivy turned to him. She started to deny that but realized he might have a point. She swallowed against a growing lump in her throat.

      “Maybe I needed to know I had a way out if you dumped me.” He ran a hand over his closely cropped hair. “If you had, I don’t know if I could have stayed in Summer Beach. You’re everywhere, and everyone here loves you.” He took her hand in his. “Me, included.”

      Ivy swallowed her emotions so she could speak. “I wanted to be sure that we loved each other, that we weren’t caught up in the mad rush of that wedding weekend and my parents’ departure.”

      “I thought about that, too.” He stroked her hand. “I wouldn’t have left without you—unless you wanted me to.”

      Ivy went on, needing to say everything to him now. “I thought my desires didn’t matter, that you didn’t care about the inn or my painting or the life I’ve been building here—you simply expected that I would drop everything and follow you. I don’t know which was worse.”

      “I would never think that. We make decisions like that together.”

      “We have to.” Ivy recalled her commitment to herself. “I love you, but I want this marriage to be far different from the one I had before. I have a busy, active life with a lot of responsibilities. If you expect me to do all the housewifely duties that Jackie might have done for you, then you need to know that I’m past that phase.”

      Bennett curved a corner of his mouth. “I know what I’m getting into. If I wanted someone to fawn over my every need, I could have had that. But it gets boring. And if you fall into that trap, I’ll be the first to let you know.”

      So far, so good, Ivy thought. Still, she had to know everything upfront. “And then there’s Diana. I’ll bet she’s attractive.”

      “She is. But not to me.” He kissed her fingertips.

      Weakened by the torrent of emotions that had flooded through her, Ivy felt herself respond to him. She’d come through an earthquake and threat of a tsunami, supporting everyone around her, and yet the thought of losing Bennett had nearly devastated her. Did she love him too much? Or was she still traumatized by Jeremy?

      “Seeing that note—combined with the fact that you hadn’t mentioned it—really shook me.” She drew a breath. “You should know that I have some triggers. I’m not proud of that, and as much as I like to think I’m over everything that happened with Jeremy, I’m not yet that fully confident woman you might want. I’m close, but I still have my moments of weakness.”

      “You’re exactly who I want,” Bennett said, stroking her hand. “None of us is one-hundred-percent confident or perfect all the time. We’re all in the process of becoming better versions of ourselves—as long as we’re working at it.”

      She arched an eyebrow. “Not even the mayor?”

      “Definitely not. I just make the best decisions I can at the time.” Reaching behind her, he turned on a leaded-glass lamp that threw a soft amber light around them.

      His eyes gleamed with emotion. “I know how long it can take to get over painful situations. It’s natural to think about them, and it’s all right to react when things trigger you. All of that is part of who you are and the resilient woman you are becoming. I get it.”

      “Do you?” Ivy gazed into his eyes as if she could see into his soul. “I can’t bear the thought of us having secrets from each other. I didn’t even realize it would affect me like that. I try to control those feelings.”

      “I know you do.” He caressed her arm as he spoke. “And I also know it’s difficult. I couldn’t listen to piano music for several years because Jackie used to play. It made me sad and angry that she was taken from me just as we were starting our family. But now, I can feel the joy in music again.”

      Bennett pressed his palm to her cheek and went on. “Ivy, we have to live in the now. We could have been lost in a freak accident of nature the other day.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that, too,” she said softly.

      Bennett shifted onto the other knee. “Nothing in life is certain—but I hope that what we feel for each other remains in our hearts until our last breaths. I love every one of your quirky imperfections, and I hope you’ll put up with mine, too.”

      A smile grew on Ivy’s face. “Perfection is overrated. A messy life can be far more interesting.”

      Bennett returned her smile. “You should share that with the ladies of the book club.”

      “I believe I will.” Leaning forward, she embraced him. “Thanks for waiting for me—and for understanding.” As he drew his hands along her back, she warmed to his touch. “If I didn’t love you so much, I wouldn’t have blown up.”

      “You had every right to,” he said. “I was an idiot for not sharing that with you, even though I didn’t want to take the position. It appealed to my ego, but that was all. I did recommend a friend of mine, though.”

      “Then it’s settled?”

      “All except for this.” Bennett pulled her letter from his pocket. “Can we start the evening over again? I’d sure like that. We could go for a walk on the beach to clear our minds, and I’ll make dinner in our new place. Ours, together.”

      “Dressed like this?” Ivy looked at his crisp white shirt and her white strappy sundress.

      “I think you look incredible.” Bennett grinned and rolled up his pants legs, revealing gray socks dotted with colorful fish. “Ready when you are.”

      She laughed. “At least take off your socks and shoes.”

      Lifting the edge of her dress, she took his hand and led him down the rear staircase through the kitchen and across the terrace. Leaving their shoes at the edge, they stepped onto the beach.

      The top layer of sand was still warm from the sun’s rays. As Ivy strolled beside Bennett, her toes dug into the cool sand beneath. She shivered slightly in the salt-tinged evening breeze.

      Bennett unbuttoned his collar and draped his arm around her. “I put that champagne you brought on ice for later.”

      “That’s awfully presumptuous of you,” she said, teasing him.

      “Hopeful is more like it.” He kissed the top of her head. “I don’t even want to think what might have happened to us.”

      “Neither do I,” she said, raising her gaze to his hazel eyes. “It helps to clear the air between us. Maybe we should have a rule. No major decisions—no matter how angry we are—for at least a day until we cool down.”

      “At least,” he agreed. “You know, we’re going to be angry with each other from time to time. Sometimes I overcommit, or I might forget to call, or—”

      Ivy stopped him with a kiss. “Sometimes, I’ll do the same. It won’t mean we don’t care.”

      “All we can do is try our best.” He kissed her back. “I love you more every day, Ivy Bay.”

      “Me, too.” Yearning for the warmth and feel of his body, she swept her arms around his neck. She felt closer to him than ever before.

      As the ocean roared behind them, Ivy gave into the passion that flared within her. Tonight, with the moon gleaming above them, held the promise of a magical ending to a tumultuous week.

      Framing her face in his hands, Bennett gazed down at her. “I think that champagne might be ready for us.”

      With their arms linked, they made their way back to the private quarters above the garage. Ivy hesitated at the door, wanting to remember this night. Despite their earlier disagreement, it was turning out even better than she had hoped.

      On the beach, they’d talked openly about their hopes and desires and plans for the future. This was the relationship she wanted.

      Bennett pushed open the door and swept his hands around her waist, lifting her lightly across the threshold.

      As her toes touched down, she laughed and kissed him. “I didn’t expect to be carried over the threshold.”

      He grinned self-consciously. “At our age, a modified version of that was in order. Let’s pour the bubbly. I have some cheese and crackers that could hold us for a while unless you’re famished.”

      “I’m famished only for you,” Ivy said, encircling his neck. His breath was hot on her neck as she guided him toward the bedroom.

      “In that case…” Bennett began, loosening another button.

      Ivy pushed a strap from her sundress, and Bennett kissed her shoulder. They tumbled onto the bed, losing themselves in each other. As the moon climbed high in the night sky and waves burst onto the sand, they drank from the wellspring of each other’s love long into the night. Ivy had never felt so loved—or loved so much.

      

      Ivy stretched in the new bed, delighted at the shadows the surrounding palm trees cast over the tangled white sheets. She tickled Bennett’s shoulders until he rolled over. “Good morning, my love. Is it always this sunny in here?”

      “Only when we forget to close the shutters.” He wrapped her in his arms again. “I have to check again to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. You’re really staying?”

      “For as long as you’ll have me,” she said, smiling at his sleepy eyes. “Or as long as you feed me. Are you as starving as I am?”

      Just then, Bennett’s stomach rumbled, and they laughed.

      “We forgot dinner last night,” he said. “And the champagne.”

      “How about we make breakfast together? With mimosas,” she added playfully.

      “Mmm, I like that idea. But what about your breakfast buffet?”

      Raising herself on one elbow, Ivy glanced out the window into the inn’s kitchen just beyond the car court. “I see Poppy and Sunny inside. They can manage without me for one breakfast.”

      “Do you want to let them know?”

      She shook her head. “They’ve got this. I don’t have to micro-manage anymore.” She stretched again. “Maybe I’ll even give up my list-making habit.”

      “Don’t go too far all at once,” Bennett said, laughing. “Race you to the shower. And this time, I’m well-rested.”

      They kicked off the covers and bounded into the bathroom, giggling like teenagers. It struck Ivy that she had first fallen in love with him when they were teens, even if she hadn’t understood the fullness of what that meant at the time. Being with Bennett felt like she was coming home—and becoming the person she had always truly been.

      He loved her as she was. No artifice, no excuses. Just the way she loved him.

      After their shower, they padded to the kitchen with their wet hair slicked back, wearing matching white terrycloth guest robes.

      Ivy made coffee, sliced fruit, and spooned yogurt into bowls while Bennett sliced mushrooms and zucchini for an Italian frittata. After enjoying coffee, Ivy opened the champagne and poured it into a pair of crystal flutes she found, along with a splash of orange juice.

      “Taking the day off?” Bennett asked.

      “I think I will. I’ll text Sunny and Poppy.” She glanced at her tapestry bag, untouched by the door. “We have a lot more than that to move in here.”

      Bennett swept her into his arms. “I couldn’t be happier.”

      Breakfast on the balcony with Bennett felt like such an indulgence—and the beginning of their life together. Ivy would check in with Sunny and Poppy, but she’d let them show her how responsible they could be.

      As she and Bennett were lingering over breakfast, Mitch and Shelly pulled into the car court in the old Jeep. Mitch brought out a carton of baked goods from the back while Shelly looked up at them.

      “I didn’t expect to see you up there, Ives,” Shelly said, shading her eyes.

      Ivy took Bennett’s hand. “Just me and my husband having breakfast.”

      Shelly and Mitch looked at each other and smiled.

      “I’ll check on the guests,” Shelly said. “You two take your time. All the time you want.”

      Ivy laughed and blew her a little kiss. “Thanks, Shells.”

      Beside her, Bennett chuckled. “How fast do you think news of this will zing around Summer Beach?”

      

      After rearranging Bennett’s belongings to make room for hers, Ivy and Bennett packed her room later that afternoon. As Bennett began to carry boxes to her new quarters, Imani appeared in the hallway and volunteered Jamir.

      Not to be outdone, Mitch pitched in, too.

      When the upstairs fell quiet, Ivy checked downstairs. Shelly had planned to help Poppy and Sunny shelve books under Paige’s direction. Pausing on the last step, Ivy took in the busy scene.

      “What a magnificent new shop,” Paige exclaimed. Seeing the surfboard that had been made into a bookshelf and other creative fixtures she’d had in the shop had clearly given Paige a new level of exuberance.

      Shelly had fashioned an entrance to the shop, framed by an arched, silk ivy-covered trellis. A hand-painted sign, probably painted by Paige’s talented daughter, read:

      
        
        “A reader lives a thousand lives before he dies. The man who never reads lives only one.” ― George R.R. Martin

      

      

      So true, Ivy thought, thinking about the story she was reading. She joined Shelly in the new bookshop. “I love what you’ve done here.”

      “The cousins have done most of the work,” Shelly said. “Poppy and Sunny shelved and decorated. Rocky and Reed finished moving the salvaged fixtures into place, and now they’re picking up another load of Paige’s personal belongings.”

      With most of the guests at the beach, they were all making quick work of moving. Ivy peered at Shelly. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Only one queasy episode today,” Shelly said cheerfully. “If all goes well, this little one will be joining us early next year.”

      “I can hardly wait,” Ivy said, fervently hoping Shelly would have a smooth, healthy pregnancy going forward. She wondered if their parents could return for the event.

      Shelly slung her arm around Ivy. “This is definitely one of your better ideas. Paige is ecstatic.”

      “I can feel that. Her happiness is filling the room.” Ivy smiled as she watched Paige putter around the shelves, giving instructions and turning books this way and that. “Giving someone hope is a beautiful thing. I’m glad we could do it.”

      Shelly’s eyes widened. “Speaking of that, guess who is coming back to the book club?” Without waiting for an answer, she plunged on. “Geena, of all people. She found work in town, and she dropped the lawsuits. You wouldn’t have had anything to do with that, would you?”

      Ivy thought for a moment. “Actually, that was all Amelia’s doing. Geena seems like a good kid beneath her tough-act exterior.”

      “Yeah,” Shelly said slowly. “She’s got that New York vibe—in a small-town sort of way. I can respect that.”

      Ivy grinned. “Maybe she’ll turn over a new page in the book club.”

      “Oh, that was bad,” Shelly said, poking her in the side as they both laughed.

      Satisfied that Paige’s new bookshop was coming along, Ivy returned to her old room. She was pleased that the space had been emptied so quickly so that she could clean it for Paige. Bennett, Mitch, and Jamir had whisked away her boxes and clothes in a fraction of the time it would have taken her.

      After changing the sheets and cleaning the bedroom and bathroom, Ivy brought in a vase of pink roses that Shelly had clipped for Paige and placed it on the dresser.

      She poked around Amelia’s former bedroom to see if there was anything she had forgotten. She loved this spacious room, but the apartment offered more privacy. Besides, Paige would be thrilled, and the room was large enough to hold most of her belongings from her apartment. It would probably take months to rebuild her shop and the living quarters above.

      Ivy retrieved her jewelry box from the closet and tucked it under her arm. The case held some of her mother’s semi-precious pieces that Ivy shared with Shelly, including turquoise, coral, and jade necklaces and bracelets. Carlotta had collected these from artisans around the world during her travels with their father.

      Just holding the jewelry case made Ivy feel closer to her mother, and she could hardly wait to tell her about this important move. After taking a last glance at the room she’d grown to love, she took the back stairs to the kitchen, where she heard laughter.

      “Hi, everyone,” Ivy said, walking in.

      “We’re taking a break,” Shelly said, looking up.

      Her sister stood at the counter mixing cranberry and pink grapefruit juices. Poppy and Sunny had gathered around the long center island on stools. Imani and Gilda had joined them, along with Gilda, who had Pixie tucked beneath her arm. All of them were grinning at Ivy.

      Even Paige hid a smile behind her hand. She sat on a stool with an open book before her.

      Shelly glanced outside at the men carrying Ivy’s boxes up the stairs to Bennett’s quarters. “We thought this called for a Sea Breeze celebration.”

      “And why is that?” Ivy asked. “I’m only moving in with my husband.”

      Poppy dissolved into laughter with Sunny while Imani and Gilda traded knowing looks.

      Ivy put her hands on her hips in mock annoyance. “Now, what’s wrong with that?”

      They all gathered around Ivy, enveloping her in a huge group hug.

      “It’s just that we’ve never seen you look so happy,” Imani said. “You’re absolutely glowing.”

      “Seriously,” Sunny added.

      Gilda chuckled. “And the mayor, too.”

      Feeling slightly embarrassed, Ivy felt her face redden. “Can’t people have a little privacy around here?” she asked, trying to frown, but she was so happy she couldn’t.

      “At the Seabreeze Inn?” Imani arched an eyebrow for emphasis. “Not likely, unless we don’t know someone.”

      “Or care about them,” Gilda added.

      “No, then we talk about them more,” Shelly said.

      Poppy laughed. “That’s so true.”

      Putting a hand to her forehead, Ivy groaned. “Please tell me the gossip level here isn’t as bad as Java Beach.”

      “This is a small town,” Paige said. “People have to have something to do.” Her eyes shimmered with mischief. “Or as Jane Austen wrote, ‘For what do we live, but to make sport for our neighbors, and laugh at them in our turn?’”

      Shelly chuckled and held up a glass pitcher of her coral-hued cooler. “Sea Breezes are ready—virgin or fully loaded?”

      From her perch at the end of the counter, Paige closed her book and peered over her lapis-blue reading glasses. “Well, definitely not the former for Ivy,” she said, her blue eyes twinkling with mischief.

      Ivy’s mouth fell open, and she whirled around as everyone else broke into laughter. Giving up, she joined in. “All I can say is, what a book club this is going to be.”

      “Why be boring?” Paige winked as she tucked a hand demurely under her chin. “It’s never too late to rewrite the stories of our lives.”

      “Amen to that.” Imani laughed. “Who knew this book club would bond over Jane Austen and an earthquake at Carol Reston’s Shangri-La?”

      “And gain new residents for Summer Beach in the process,” Poppy added. “Besides Geena, I heard Bettina already found a nursing position.”

      “This place has a certain charm,” Imani said, nodding. “First time I visited, I knew I’d come home, too.”

      Ivy agreed with her; this was something to celebrate, too. She turned to Shelly, who was pouring juice. “Just a splash of vodka. It’s barely cocktail hour, even at the beach.” She was still feeling pleasantly lazy after the breakfast mimosas, although it had been hours.

      After filling each person’s glass as they wished, Shelly held her virgin concoction high. “Here’s to the newlyweds, together at last. Can I get a woo-hoo for my sister?”

      Everyone clinked glasses, shouting, “Woo-hoo! Go, Ivy!”

      Just then, Bennett opened the rear kitchen door. “What’s all the commotion in here?”

      Ivy laughed and hugged him. “Just another day at the Seabreeze Inn—living life and keeping it interesting.”

      “I could use one of those, too,” Bennett said, nodding toward the cool cocktails.

      “Let’s sip them by the pool,” Ivy said as her friends and family continued to laugh.

      She and Bennett walked outside and settled on the edge of a chaise lounge.

      Touching her glass with his, Bennett said, “We finished unloading, although you might want to make some changes.”

      “It’s fine for now,” she said, bumping playfully against Bennett. “The pool looks so inviting. We could take a swim to cool off after all this moving.”

      “I like the sound of that. And you. I’m detecting a lot more happiness here, am I right?”

      “You are, and we will be,” Ivy said, stretching out her legs in the sunshine. “I feel good about this.”

      “So do I, sweetheart.” Encircling her shoulder, Bennett gazed at her with admiration. “I have a feeling this summer and the year ahead will be a time to remember.”

      Ivy kissed her new husband. “Let’s make them all like that.”

      
        
        The End

      

      

      

      Author’s Note:

      Thank you for reading Seabreeze Book Club, and I hope you enjoyed the book club meetings at the Seabreeze Inn. Be sure to read the next story in the Summer Beach series, Seabreeze Shores. Find out what happens as Ivy helps Shelly prepare for a new baby, and new guests arrive at the inn with unexpected surprises.

      If you’ve read the Coral Cottage at Summer Beach series, join Marina and Kai and the rest of the Delavie-Moore family as the cafe expands and the performing arts center debuts in Coral Holiday.

      Keep up with my new releases on my website at JanMoran.com. Please join my VIP Reader’s Club there to receive news about special deals and other goodies.

      

      More to Enjoy

      If this is your first book in the Seabreeze Inn at Summer Beach series, I invite you to revisit Ivy and Shelly as they renovate a historic beach house in Seabreeze Inn, the first book in the original Summer Beach series. In the Coral Cottage series, you’ll meet Ivy’s friend Marina in Coral Cottage.

      If you’d like more sunshine and international travel, meet a group of friends in the Love California series, beginning with Flawless and an exciting trip to Paris.

      Finally, I invite you to read my standalone family sagas, including Hepburn’s Necklace and The Chocolatier, 1950s novels set in gorgeous Italy.

      Most of my books are available in ebook, paperback or hardcover, audiobooks, and large print. And as always, I wish you happy reading!
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