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      Holly glared at the glossy brochure splayed out on her otherwise pristine desk, hating every inch of its full-color layout of serene sunsets, frost-tinged glasses of cucumber water, and smiling men and women holding perfect yoga poses. It was obscene, and she had no doubt as to the culprit who’d placed it there. “Nolan! What the hell is this?”

      From the office next to hers, the sound of a chair rolling across a plastic floor protector confirmed she wasn’t the only one who’d clocked in bright and early this fine Friday morning. While most of the software developers kept something akin to vampire hours, shuffling in just shy of noon and toiling past midnight in a Mountain Dew and Red Vines fueled frenzy, she and her CFO shared a more old-school work ethic. Holly was a quintessential worker bee, which was why she found the offering on her desk so annoying. No, not annoying. Offensive.

      “You bellowed, my liege?” Nolan’s face appeared at her open doorway, his complexion exhibiting the bloodless pallor of a man who spent most of his life indoors.

      Presiding over Dungeons and Dragons marathons every weekend, if his Ren faire vocabulary is any indication. Fortunately, she had just enough restraint to keep the mockery to herself. The speed with which he’d responded told her he’d been expecting the confrontation. At least, that was something. She could only hope the part of his body hidden from view behind the wall quaked in fear.

      Sucking in her breath, she swiped the brochure from the desk and waved it in the air. “This,” was all she said, letting the scowl on her face do the rest of the talking for her.

      “Oh, that.” Nolan entered the office without a trace of trepidation and plucked the offending paper from Holly’s fingers, causing her blood to bubble like a cauldron about to spill over. He could have at least pretended to be intimidated by her wrath. “That is where you will be spending the next four to six weeks, resting and relaxing to rejuvenate your mental faculties.”

      “My mental faculties are just fine,” Holly snapped, not liking the insinuation she needed to rest in order to work harder. “This hippy-dippy, new age bullshit of a glorified summer camp, on the other hand, is not. It is not fine at all, and frankly, I’m a little surprised you would stoop to hollow threats just to get me to work harder.”

      Nolan eyed her steadily, his sustained silence making her squirm, which was very unfair since she was not the one in the wrong here. He was, without a doubt. She stared back at him, doubling down on her righteous indignation until, finally, he sighed. “Holls, suggesting you deserve time off isn’t a hollow threat, and I’m not finagling a way to get you to work harder. Jesus, how could you think that? I’m trying to slow you down so you don’t burn out.”

      “Burn out?” She let out her breath in a huff. “Holly Adler Lovelace does not burn out.”

      Nolan’s brow creased, his concern as evident as it was maddening. “You don’t remember calling me last night, do you?”

      Holly reached for her rainbow-colored unicorn stress ball, just one of an impressive collection of toys that formed a neat line along the back edge of her desk. She didn’t play with them, of course. She was a grown woman, for God’s sake. But it seemed as though every guy in the office had a menagerie of childhood memories cluttering his desk like some sort of shrine to late twentieth century geek culture. As a military brat, she’d moved too often to keep the toys, but with the marvel of E-Bay, Holly had tracked down replacements for quite a few favorite trinkets. It had started as an effort to fit in, but piecing together lost remnants of her childhood had proven surprisingly cathartic, too. That she could sometimes pick one up and chuck it at the wall, as she did now with the squishy, gold-horned beast, catching it as it bounced off, was a bonus.

      “I didn’t call you last night, Nolan.” Her tone projected confidence, but a hazy memory of a bright screen against her palm in a darkened room coupled with the sudden stab of discomfort in her gut told her what she’d said might not be true. She fidgeted with the stress ball, staring at her desk to avoid Nolan’s gaze.

      “You really don’t remember?”

      She swallowed hard before risking an upward glance, withering under the intensity of her best friend’s stare. Sure, Nolan was her business partner, too, but right now his expression was that of someone who had known Holly long enough, and seen her through enough shit, that he wasn’t going to let her off the hook with a convenient fib. “I might… have a vague sort of recollection, but it feels more like a dream.”

      “You said it was a bad dream that made you reach out. You’re having them again, and regularly. This time, you sobbed the majority of the call.” His chin trembled a little as he said it, the trauma she’d blocked from her memory evidently still very fresh in his mind. “Then you chanted that you couldn’t go on, couldn’t go on, couldn’t go on...” He circled his finger in the air, implying the sentence had been looped.

      Their eyes were locked now, and try as she might, Holly couldn’t look away. Coldness snaked like a river through her insides. She didn’t remember saying it, didn’t remember anything at all about the night thanks to her trusty, prescription-strength sleeping aids, but she had no doubt it had happened exactly as he said. Still, she felt the need to deny it. Holly did not want to go to a wellness boot camp. “I didn’t mean it like that, Noles. I swear I didn’t.” It took effort to shove a question out of her mind: Who was she lying to? Nolan or herself?

      “Fourteen years ago, Holls.” His voice was soft but as strong as steel, and instead of being soothed by it, every muscle in Holly’s body started to twitch from a current of nervous energy. “You swore to me if it ever started happening again, you’d do whatever I asked.”

      “That’s not fair.” Holly jumped to her feet and began to pace. “This isn’t the same thing. I’m an adult worried about a business—the one I built up from nothing, not some melodramatic kid despondent over a breakup with her unfaithful girlfriend.”

      “Exactly. Rebecca was no great loss, and look what almost happened. The stakes are way higher this time, and it’s taking a toll.”

      “I had a rough night. It’s been brought to my attention, so consider it dealt with.” Like her father used to say: SITFU. Suck it the fuck up.

      Nolan’s determined expression hardened. “Only one of us in this room has come home to find his best friend unconscious on the living room floor next to an empty pill bottle, so you’ll excuse me if your assurances don’t cut it. I saved your life that night.”

      “Saved my life?” Holly stopped in her tracks, her shoulders drawing together like a cornered cat, and like any trapped animal, her first instinct was to lash out. “A handful of allergy pills can’t actually kill you, you know. It just makes you paranoid and sleepy. Live and learn.”

      “Those pills could’ve caused seizures. Even a coma.”

      “Neither of which happened.”

      “I know, but you’re a lot smarter now than you were back then. Maybe smart enough, with the right mix of stupidity and stubbornness, to get it right this time, which is why I’m cashing in on that old promise. You need to get your shit together, Holls. My way.”

      “I don’t even know why I’ve kept you around,” Holly muttered, clenching the forgotten stress ball in her fist until her knuckles turned white. Her breathing quickened and gave the spark of resentment inside her just enough oxygen to burst into a bright blue flame. “Talk about some sort of twisted savior complex you have, by the way. You reported me to the administration. I didn’t finish college because of you. My best friend, and you betrayed me. Just like Rebecca. Just like everybody.”

      “If you equate calling an ambulance as me ratting you out, fine. I did. But I didn’t betray you. You scared the shit out of me that night. Hell, you scared the shit out of yourself, too, which you’re conveniently forgetting right now.”

      “They kicked me out!” Holly’s voice cracked on the final word, making her cringe. I sound like a hysterical girl, she chided herself, then took a deep breath and continued with a measure of calm. “I lost my scholarship.”

      “It’s not like they expelled you, and you know it. It was a six-week mental health leave, during which you had a stroke of genius and got so wrapped up in working on a new algorithm you forgot to complete your coursework, and those incompletes turned into Fs. That’s why you lost the scholarship. Does it matter, though? A year later, Lovelace Enterprises had angel investors up the ying-yang, and you’d made so much money that tuition at MIT was nothing but pocket change to you. If you decided not to finish college then, that was on you.”

      “Whatever.” Holly resumed her pacing, tossing the unicorn back and forth, each catch making a thudding sound. She picked up the intensity of the throws, the sound getting louder. Right. Left. Right. Left. Although the nervous energy that had animated her before was waning, the movement gave her something to focus on other than the truth of Nolan’s words and the memory of having her stomach pumped. Focus on something else, Holly. “I figured out what’s wrong with this company, by the way.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with the company.”

      “You’re wrong,” she spat. The quiet confidence in Nolan’s tone rankled, as if she weren’t the expert on her own fucking company.

      “Okay. Explain it to me.”

      “It’s simple. We need to scrap everything we’ve done and start over from the ground up.” Holly mimed knocking everything down like dynamiting a building, feeling oddly tranquil over the idea.

      Nolan scratched his temple in that exaggerated way he had when he was pretending to give something due consideration but, in reality, believed himself to be placating a crazy person. Holly found it hilarious when he did it to some faceless client on the other end of a conference call, but it was a lot less charming when she was the target. “Would you care to elaborate?”

      Holly planted her white Chuck Taylors firmly on the floor, her stance wide. She stared him down, determined to get him to see the truth. “It’s falling apart. Everything is… crap.” She made a slicing motion with both hands, letting the unicorn fall to the floor. “Broken. Kaput. And I’m the only one who can fix it. I have to start over.”

      “And you accuse me of having a savior complex? I’ve got news for you. Lovelace Enterprises isn’t some little start-up anymore. You can’t just go back to ground zero.” Nolan held her gaze, not backing down an inch. “We’re going for Series B funding soon. That’s major leagues. We’ve got the product lineup, and we’re hitting our benchmarks every quarter. Like it or not, you’re at the helm of a soon-to-be multi-billion-dollar company.”

      “Yes, I am.” Holly’s lips twitched into a slow, sly smile, seeing another avenue off the expressway to the nuthouse. “Which is why this would be a particularly terrible time for you to bundle me off to crazy camp.”

      “Oh, Jesus.”

      Holly heard her father reciting the Eugene B. Sledge quote: Your soul may belong to Jesus, but your ass belongs to the marines.

      Nolan raked his hands through his stylishly long mop of brown hair, an action which, combined with his oversized round glasses, left him looking like a shocked owl. “It’s a health and wellness retreat center, not the psych ward at Bellevue.”

      “Potato, Po-tah-toe. However you say it, you’re still trying to send me away.”

      “It’s not just me, kiddo.”

      Holly bristled at the nickname. They’d been in the same class in college, but because she’d skipped the first grade in elementary school, she’d always been a full year younger than her classmates, and Nolan loved to rub it in. “What the hell do you mean it’s not just you?”

      Nolan let out a pained sigh. “The board backs me up on this one.”

      Holly’s limbs went numb, and she wanted to throw the stress ball, but it lay uselessly on the floor. “You ratted me out to the board over one late-night phone call?”

      “It wasn’t just because of the phone calls, of which there have been several, and you know I have a fiduciary responsibility to inform—”

      “Fuck your fiduciary responsibility.” The whole world seemed to rattle and shake, to the point Holly almost thought San Andreas was finally offering up the Big One, until she realized it was her own legs giving out and not an 8.0 earthquake. She grabbed the edge of her desk and sank into her chair, barely avoiding collapse. “You’re my best friend, and you sold me out. Again. How fucking typical is that? I should have learned my lesson fourteen years ago.”

      “You’re right that something’s falling apart, but it’s not the company. It’s you.” Nolan gulped as if something were caught in his throat, and even from behind his thick lenses, there was an unmistakable glisten of unshed tears. At that moment, Holly wanted nothing more than to smack him, give him something to cry about, like her dad used to say. But she couldn’t, so she just sat and fumed.

      “You’re just gonna make me leave my own company?”

      “No one has suggested you leave the company!” His voice was sharp, and Nolan immediately put his palms up to indicate it’d been unintentional. “We need you.”

      Holly squeezed her lids shut, tears pooling in the corners of her eyes. “You said it yourself; the company’s on track. You don’t need me.”

      “How can you think that?” Nolan squatted down beside her and took her hand, the sudden infusion of warmth calling attention to just how icy her fingers had become.

      “It’s what you said.”

      “No, it’s what you heard. Sure, we’ve got a solid portfolio of apps and a sound marketing plan, but so what? Lots of companies have that. What they don’t have is you and that amazing brain of yours. All of this”—he waved to the rows of desks on the other side of the glass walls—“wouldn’t exist without you.”

      “It’s a lot to live with.”

      “I’m sure it is, which is why you want to knock it all down and start over, get the cheap, easy thrill of chasing something new instead of doing the really hard work of seeing this through to completion and creating a real work of genius.”

      “I’m not a genius.” The worst of her shaking had stopped, enough that Holly’s contrary nature could manage a few feeble sparks. “I only scored a 159 on my IQ test.”

      “Anything over 140 is a genius, you idiot.” There was a ghost of a smile on his lips.

      “Einstein was a 160.” Despite herself, Holly felt the corners of her mouth twitch as something distantly related to laughter stirred deep in her belly.

      “You’re one point behind Einstein, and you think that isn’t good enough? For such an insecure little shit, you’ve got to be the most competitive woman on the planet.”

      The look of utter disbelief on Nolan’s face when Holly cracked one eye open further stoked the hint of humor she’d felt until it emerged as a soft chuckle. “I’ve gotta be me.”

      “I know you think of yourself as just another code monkey, an interchangeable part, but like it or not, you’re a hell of a lot more. That’s why it’s crucial for you to rest. You need to recharge your brain and body. It’s clear being here isn’t helping you tap into that beautiful mind of yours. We need another Holly masterpiece—”

      “Okay, fine. But I can’t just leave. I’m not the type of boss who checks out.” Leave no man behind, as Dad always said. She swiped a Pink Power Ranger figure from her desk collection. “I’d feel useless away from the trenches. Like I’m failing everyone. Besides, I need structure to get everything done. Organization is one of the habits of highly effective people. Let me show you my spreadsheet.”

      “I know you want to think you’re that kind of person, but organization and spreadsheets aren’t where you really shine. Think of how your life was when you came up with Lovelace Connection.”

      “You said it yourself; I was a mess. Aimless. Lost. I don’t want to go back to that.” She tapped the plastic toy against her forehead. “And I sure as hell don’t want to sit in a lotus position for six weeks with a bunch of cucumber water swilling automatons just so I can churn out another useless app like Lovelace Connection.”

      “Why do you resent LC so much? It’s what you’re known for, and it’s made us both rich beyond our wildest dreams.”

      “For that very reason! It’s what I’m known for.” Holly sighed bitterly as she set the Power Ranger back in its place. “Some people cure cancer. Others bring clean drinking water to remote villages. Meanwhile, my name will forever be synonymous with a dating app that helps people hook up for sex.”

      “Not just sex. You’ve helped millions find their soul mates. What’s more noble than that?”

      “I wrote the program to find you a date, Nolan, so you’d get off my case and let me stay in our apartment after I got kicked out of school, instead of forcing me to call my parents. It wasn’t supposed to turn into…” Holly let her voice trail off, hating the very idea of creating something that, to her mind, was worse than Tinder. And, by worse, she meant it was wildly popular from teens to the elderly. Every age group used and loved LC. It was humiliating.

      “Thanks to you, I ended up married to a fabulous woman, and we have two beautiful kids with a third on the way.”

      “Bully for you. I just don’t want to be known for… that.”

      “For being the agent of my happiness?” Nolan’s wry smile elicited a growl from Holly that made him laugh.

      “I want to do something meaningful,” she said quietly. “Something that can transform the world.”

      “So, start a charity.”

      “Charity’s for suckers.” Holly narrowed her eyes, warming up to one of her favorite themes. “Swindlers and con artists bilking the weak-willed so they can buy private jets. Richies fall for them as a way to appease their consciences. Any way you look at it, charities smack of scam.”

      “Okay, okay.” Nolan let go of her hand and waved his own in surrender, having heard the spiel before. He straightened up from his crouched position, his knees crackling from the effort. “Do you have an idea yet for this groundbreaking, totally revolutionary work of genius that will save the world?”

      “Yes. No. I don’t know. I need time to focus. It’s here.” She pressed her palm against her forehead. “I just need to dig it out of the recesses. I can feel it in my core. And don’t say I need to go do yoga for a month, because it’s not happening.”

      “But, Holly, the board has said—”

      Holly lifted her eyes pleadingly. “I understand, okay? They’re worried. You’re all worried. But there has to be an alternative to that crunchy-granola, craptastic hellscape you want to send me to.”

      “And if there is, you’ll stop fighting and go quietly?”

      “Cross my heart and hope to…” Holly’s words trailed away awkwardly as she remembered exactly why her friend was so concerned with her behavior. “Er, well, you know how the saying goes.”

      “Fine.” Before she could so much as blink, Nolan reached into his back pocket and whipped out a narrow blue folder. “Here.”

      Holly took it and frowned at the familiar airline logo. “What’s this?”

      “Your alternative. One first-class ticket to Portland, Maine, from which you will be transported in high style via luxury town car to the ferry for King Popham’s Island.”

      “King what’s island?” Holly felt her lips curl in revulsion.

      “King Popham. He was the fierce leader of a local tribe in the seventeenth century. It’s a summer resort island.”

      “Well, it sounds like a side character from some Soviet-era Mr. Roger’s neighborhood knockoff.”

      “It’s a nice island. Relaxing. You’ll be staying in the house I inherited from my grandmother, but I haven’t been back there since I was a kid.” There was nostalgia in his eyes. “I make a killing renting it out during the summer. Now that the summer crowd is gone, it’s the perfect place for you to think about… whatever you computer geniuses think about.” Nolan pointed to the rows of desks visible through the glass walls. “Everyone here will keep the company on track while you focus on this thing you feel compelled to do, that will make you feel complete. That’s all you should be concentrating on.” He spoke as if saying those words made them true. As if Holly could clear her mind and the new idea would magically appear.

      “I’m not the vacation-taking type.” She swatted the thought away. “I’m the worker bee. Not the queen.”

      “Everyone goes on vacation, even worker bees.”

      “Worker bees work! Do you know how much of the food supply around the world depends on pollination? If I stop, everything will come crashing down.” The last word was said barely above a whisper.

      “The world’s food supply is not counting on you, Holly Bear. But I am.” His expression was kind, but there was real worry in his eyes.

      “You want to ship me away.”

      “No. I don’t.”

      “I literally have to get on a boat to go to this place. What’s your definition of shipping something?” Holly appraised him with a determined glare.

      “Touché.” The right side of Nolan’s mouth tugged upward. “Still, there’s no better way to tap into your brilliance than by going to Poppy’s Island. You’ll have the peace and quiet you need to focus.”

      “Oh, so now it’s Poopy Island? Even better.” Holly gave her best you’re dead to me glare. “An island of shit.”

      Nolan laughed it off. “Poppy’s Island. That’s what the locals call it. With one O and three Ps.”

      “Yeah, that makes it sound better. Really selling it now.” She reached for the pink Power Ranger again, pinching it precariously between her thumb and index finger. She was going, of course. She owed Nolan that much, and somewhere in the deepest recesses of her soul, his worry had gotten through. He was right. If she didn’t do something soon, she was going to break. She just wasn’t going to give Nolan the satisfaction of telling him that quite yet.

      “How many left to complete the set?”

      “One, but he’s a tricky bastard,” Holly mused, grateful for the change in subject.

      “Can’t find him?”

      “Nah, it’s not that he’s impossible to find, considering you can track down almost anything online these days. It’s finding him for under one G that’s the challenge.”

      “A thousand dollars for a toy that came out of a box with your burger and fries?”

      “I know! Can you believe my parents made me give them all away?” It still stung, all those moves and so many memories lost to the collection bin at Goodwill. The endless string of new schools, each with their own set of mean girls and bullies. Never staying anywhere long enough to call it home. Holly shook it off and shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll move on to something else. There were these little Smurf toys I used to love.”

      “Holly, you’re a millionaire a hundred times over. Why won’t you just get it if you want it?”

      Nolan was giving her a look, and she knew what it meant. Maybe he was right about her, about her fear of seeing things through. She could buy the toy with the click of a button, prove him wrong, but what would be the point? She’d still be little Holly Loveless, who never fit in, who didn’t matter, who had no place to call home. No piece of plastic would change that, and no island, either. Would she ever find that elusive something that made it all seem worthwhile?

      He had a weird way of deducing her thoughts and asked, “If you could have everything you wanted, what would it look like?”

      A primal groan rumbled through her core. “If anyone on King Popham’s asks me questions like that, I’m outta there. You know I don’t do introspection. It’s for whiners. As my father says, The only easy day was yesterday.”

      “Yes, we should all live our lives by military quotes. We’d all be better off not having squishy emotions that threaten to shut us down.” His shoulders softened. “Promise me you won’t do what you normally do.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Over do it.”

      “We’ll see,” she said with a shrug.
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      “Okay, now that we’ve done some basic stretches, let’s try downward dog.” Ivy’s signature enthusiasm flagged for a moment as she eyed her two students on their mats in her front yard. The lawn, which was mostly crabgrass to begin with, had started to yellow here and there in the dry end of summer heat. Stacks of lobster traps, still stinking of brine, leaned against the clapboard siding of her house, which was peeling from want of a new coat of paint she never had the time or money to give it. To top it off, her rooster, Stevie, was crowing his fool head off even though it was the middle of the afternoon. All and all, Ivy was forced to admit it wasn’t exactly the tranquil setting most folks would imagine when they heard the phrase island yoga.

      Then, there were her students. They were a motley crew, to say the least, and not exactly eager participants since she’d bribed them with beers for their services. But if she wanted to be qualified to teach yoga classes the following summer, Ivy had to start somewhere. It was the bane of island life that when everyone else was on vacation, islanders were busting their butts, working three or four jobs, just to hustle enough extra income to see them through the winter. Even for a full-time, licensed social worker like Ivy, it was nearly impossible to make ends meet in a place like Poppy’s .

      “Will this help us do it doggie style?” Scarlett tittered and turned as red as her name implied, though whether it was from her own lewd joke or the fact that she was by far the most out of shape of the group was hard to say. In her twenty or so years, Scarlett had never experienced a single twinge of embarrassment firsthand, but at close to three hundred pounds, Ivy’s curvy friend was prone to feeling winded even after the mild exertion of a warm-up routine. But Ivy, who was charitable to a fault, was always willing to extend the benefit of the doubt in cases like this, and besides which, she was proud of anyone willing to step outside their comfort zone and give something new a try.

      “Oh, girl, please.” Betty, the third of their three amigas, chimed in. “The only way you’re gonna do anything doggie style is if you stalk the beaches next season for a drunk frat boy and tie him up with a leash before he comes to.”

      Ivy stifled a sigh. For some women, attaining the advanced age of seventy meant being a fount of wisdom and experience for a younger generation, but Betty had other plans. Her words spewed forth with all the saltiness of the ocean, showing as much concern for the consequences as a tidal wave does for the seaside villages in its path. Tall and lanky, with a taut body from years of jazzercise, there was nothing wrong with the silver-haired woman’s physical health, but it sometimes occurred to Ivy to wonder whether Betty had ever suffered a stroke. If she’d once possessed a filter, it was long since gone.

      “Ladies, remember yoga’s supposed to be peaceful, not antagonistic,” Ivy chastised as she maneuvered into position to demonstrate the pose. “Let’s continue. We need to start off on all fours.”

      “This is answering my question, just so you know.” Scarlett’s snicker turned into a snort that sent her tumbling to her mat in a fit of uncontrolled hilarity, her raven tresses obscuring her face in a messy cloud.

      Ivy threw her some serious shade but maintained a patina of professionalism. “Pressing on, drop your elbows to the mat, palms flat, splaying your fingers. Make your neck long. Walk your knees back, so your forehead can press against the mat. Allow your pelvis to rock—”

      “Now you’re talking,” Betty cackled.

      Scarlett struggled back into position, maintaining it for a fraction of a second before dropping to the mat with a grunt. “Hey, Ivy? Do lesbians do it doggie style, too?”

      “Scarlett!” Betty’s outraged tone would have been admirable, except Ivy suspected it wasn’t from concern that Scarlett had caused offense. Betty was just hopping mad she hadn’t thought to ask first.

      “Zip it, you two.”

      “She was being rude,” Betty argued. “She basically implied you’re a lezzy.”

      “Betty, do you see this?” Ivy pointed to the unicorn on her T-shirt, surrounded by the words Majestic Lesbian in glittery silver font. She’d picked it up at the last Pride celebration she’d attended in Boston during the brief stint she’d spent there in college before being called home and finishing her degree online. “I think it says it all. There’s really nothing to imply.”

      “Well, back in my day,” Betty muttered, then lost the thought before she could complete it.

      Back in your day, dinosaurs roamed the earth, Ivy thought but curbed any nastier retorts in an effort to stay focused and suitably upbeat. “Let’s regroup. Take some deep breaths. Okay, ready for downward dog?”

      “What in the hell have we been doing?” Scarlett demanded, her face turning a four-alarm shade of red.

      “Getting ready for downward dog,” Ivy explained in a forced calm voice. Were they really this terrible at learning a new activity, or was it an act designed to drive her to the brink of insanity?

      “No wonder I’ve never done yoga. Too many steps. My muscles burn.” Scarlett listed to one side like a boat about to capsize.

      “Don’t give up now.” Ivy cheered. “This is going to rock your world.”

      “Let me die,” Scarlett moaned.

      “Look up gently, and slowly walk your knees forward, curling your toes. Lift one elbow. The other. Lift one knee. The other.” Ignoring Scarlett’s continued huffing and wailing, Ivy took a deep breath then continued. “Raise your buttocks as if being pulled up by your tail.”

      “Who doesn’t love a good piece of tail?” Betty chimed in, back in top form after her earlier lapse.

      “You’re impossible. Simply impossible,” Ivy scolded as sternly as she could while trying not to laugh.

      “Don’t let her get to you,” Scarlett said. “You’re doing a great job. Of killing me. I’m seeing your promotional material right now. Death by Yoga.”

      Ivy swallowed her first retort. Then the next, before saying, “Get back into position or you’ll be dead to me.”

      “Aye, aye!” Scarlett scrambled to follow orders, wheezing. “Are we done yet?”

      “Not even close.” Belatedly, Ivy wondered whether she’d chosen the wrong set of volunteers for testing her class. The island’s elementary school kids were way more compliant than these two, and the beleaguered teachers were always looking for new after school programs to offer.

      “Well, what do we do now?” Scarlett wheezed.

      “Start with pedaling your feet. Spread your fingers nice and wide. Rotate your shoulders away from your ears.”

      “What in the hell does that mean? My shoulders are nowhere near my ears,” Scarlett said.

      Ivy checked Scarlett’s pose. “You’re doing fine. Relax your head and neck. That’s good. Betty, you’re doing great. Now, it’s best to keep moving in this posture. Pedal your feet. If you stay put, you’ll probably quit, and I don’t want that. Find ways to keep moving, or you won’t fall in love with this position.”

      “Fall in love?” Scarlett groaned. “Now that the tourists have gone home, this is the only type of love any of us will have on this godforsaken hunk of rock for the foreseeable future.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Betty said, pedaling her feet with ease and not even breaking a sweat.

      “Summer’s over. No new blood until spring.” Scarlett’s breathing was becoming even more labored, so much so that the very mention of blood immediately brought to Ivy’s mind the need to invest in a blood pressure cuff if she planned to offer future exercise classes to these two.

      Ivy shook her head. “Ready to come out?”

      “If you’re not out, Ivy, you shouldn’t wear that shirt!” Scarlett laughed at her silly joke.

      Still crouched on her mat, Ivy allowed her head to bang against the ground once, twice, and a third time. “This is why you won’t be allowed to participate next year in my actual classes with the summer folk.”

      “That’s not very friendly considering I volunteered to be your guinea pig.” Scarlett whined.

      “You got half of that right,” Betty said in a stage whisper specifically intended to be heard by Ivy and Scarlett.

      Scarlett went bug-eyed. “Did you just call me a pig?”

      “Not at all, dear.” As sweet, grandmotherly voices went, Betty’s was not very convincing. “Just commenting that Ivy had to bribe you to be her guinea pig.”

      “I don’t like working out,” Scarlett said with disgust, as if any form of exercise was tantamount to tossing a human sacrifice into an active volcano.

      “Really?” Betty quipped. “We never would’ve guessed.”

      “All right,” Ivy said through gritted teeth, wanting nothing more than to get things back on track. “Inhale. And exhale, easing slowly onto all fours. Walk your palms back, and kiss your forehead to the mat.”

      “I’m starting to figure out why you don’t date,” Scarlett muttered. “If that’s your definition of kissing.”

      Ivy glared at her, biting back the keen observation that, with the exception of Janice and Alice, who were both in their nineties and didn’t fool anyone by claiming they were just best friends who had been living together since they’d met in a munitions factory in World War II, she was the only lesbian on the whole goddamn island. Sure, the occasional summer visitor offered a fun fling, but as had already been pointed out, summer was over. Kissing a foam yoga mat was as good as it was gonna get.

      “Can you just try?” Ivy pleaded.

      As Scarlett did her best to follow directions, her round bottom sticking into the air with as much majesty as Ivy’s gay unicorn, she let out a loud toot.

      Betty shrieked, tucking her nose into her armpit. “Yuck! I’m downwind.”

      “Sorry!” For once, Scarlett wore an expression that approximated actual embarrassment.

      “Who do you think you are,” Betty demanded, “Selena Gomez?”

      “What?” Scarlett’s expression changed from chagrin to confusion, and Ivy was right there with her. What on earth was the old lady going on about now?

      “You know the first line of her song.” Betty sat cross-legged on her mat and looked from one friend to the other as if they were both a little dim. “It goes something like la-di-da-da-da, ‘I’m farting carrots.’”

      “That’s not a song.” Scarlett ditched her pose and reached for her phone, which sat on her blue yoga mat. “What’s the name of it?”

      Betty shrugged. “It has good in the title.”

      A moment later, a tune was playing from Scarlett’s phone, which she held close to her ear for a moment before doubling over in laughter. “The line isn’t about farting carrots, you old bat. It’s fourteen carats, as in diamonds. What did you think it was about? Rabbits with irritable bowel syndrome?”

      Ivy choked, covering her mouth as she rocked back and forth. She had to hand it to Scarlett, for all her obnoxiousness, she could be wicked funny on occasion.

      “It’s not about diamonds!” Betty defended. “That’s just stupid. Who sings about diamonds?”

      “Lord, woman! You might be in better shape than I am, but your hearing is shot to shit. Here.” Scarlett handed her phone to Betty. “There are lyrics on the video, or do you need some reading glasses, too?”

      After several beats, Betty slumped. “Well, I’ll be damned. And I used to love that song. Now I just feel disappointed.”

      “Why?” Scarlett looked sideways at the older woman as if she were studying a recently landed alien life-form. “You’d rather listen to a song about someone farting a carrot? I mean, that just sounds painful.”

      Wrapping the shreds of her dignity around herself, Betty sat up tall. “Women need to embrace their bodies. The good, the bad, and the ugly. Do you know my mom never farted in front of my father? Not once in fifty years. Every time, she’d excuse herself to the bathroom.”

      Ivy caught Scarlett’s eye and whispered, “Is she really using a misheard farting song to launch a feminist diatribe?”

      “That’s no way to live, I tell you!” Betty raised a fist, really warming to the topic at hand. “Why did she have to get up off the couch to fart in private when my father farted all the time? We used to draw straws to see who had to sit next to him at meals.”

      While Scarlett burst into applause, Ivy sat cross-legged, shaking her head and muttering, “Why do I even try to help enlighten either of you?”

      Scarlett sprawled onto her mat, not looking graceful. “You can’t help it. You’re the helping type. Speaking of. What ferry are you catching to the mainland tomorrow?”

      “The nine o’clock.” As she was reminded of her upcoming mission, Ivy’s stomach tightened and her head felt a little faint. This was the start of a whole new life.

      “Are you excited?” Betty asked. “It’s not every day you adopt a kid.”

      As Ivy let out a hearty laugh, her nerves settled. “I have a feeling that joke isn’t going to grow old anytime soon. And, yes, I’m excited. I’ve wanted to do this for so long. Now, it’s happening.” She squealed, tapping her fingertips together.

      “You’re seriously weird,” Scarlett observed.

      Betty gave Scarlett’s heavily tattooed shoulders and arms a pointedly curious look. “Yeah, Ivy’s the weird one of the group.”

      Scarlett stuck out her tongue. “Says the woman who thought a Selena Gomez song was about farting carrots.”

      “How exactly are you going to afford the new member of the Winters family?” Betty’s gaze wandered over the property, and it was clear the lobster traps and peeling paint hadn’t escaped her notice. There was an outbuilding that leaned more than the Tower of Pisa, and the chicken coop had needed serious repair since the previous century. When Stevie suddenly let out a tortured cock-a-doodle-do, Betty raised an eyebrow as if to say the bird had made her point for her, loud and clear.

      “Can you keep a secret?” Ivy looked from Betty to Scarlett, who were both failing spectacularly at looking trustworthy, then shook her head. “Never mind. I know the answer, but I’m going to tell you anyway. I finally got a grant.”

      “Who’s Grant?” asked a befuddled Betty.

      “Is he one of the rich summer people?” Scarlett added. “And does he know about the whole lesbian thing? ’Cause if you’re lining up a sugar daddy, that could be a deal breaker.”

      “Are you two for real?” A strand of auburn hair had come loose from her braid and fell into Ivy’s eye. She channeled all of her exasperation into the huff of breath that sent it flying off her forehead. “A grant is money that foundations give out to help charities and nonprofits.”

      “Free money?” Betty raised an eyebrow suspiciously. “How am I seventy and only hearing about this now? And how come you have all the luck?”

      Ivy rolled her eyes. “It’s not for me to use for myself, and you have no idea how lucky I really am right now. I’ve applied for years to get this grant for the school enrichment program I’ve been trying to expand. The children on Poppy’s Island may not have all the opportunities the kids on the mainland have, but I’ll be darned if I won’t do my best to teach them as much as I can to prepare them for the real world.”

      “If you ask me, the real world should be avoided at all costs,” Scarlett opined. “I like our quiet life here.”

      A hint of sadness weighed on Ivy’s spirits as she looked at her friends. One had already spent an entire lifetime on the island, and the other seemed determined to do the same. That’s because you don’t know what’s really out there, she wanted to shout but refrained. They wouldn’t listen. But the kids were another matter. With a little bit of luck, she could get through to them. That’s what her upcoming excursion to the mainland was all about.

      Once her friends had departed, Ivy stretched out on her foam mat and, clasping her hands behind her head, looked up to the sky. It was a deep cobalt with cottony puffs of white that drifted across the island on their way out to sea. At night, it would stretch like an endless dark velvet canvas littered with stars, and when the conditions were just right, it would play host to the green, glowing tones of the aurora borealis. Firm as she was in her position about the importance of exploring the world, Ivy believed with all her heart that there was no place on Earth with a better view of the heavens than the one she enjoyed from the island where she’d been born. It wasn’t that she couldn’t see Poppy’s beauty. It was just that she wasn’t blind to its darker side, either.

      Like so many tourist destinations, Poppy’s Island was a place of extremes. Warm summers and harsh winters. Rich mainlanders and struggling lobstermen. The boom of vacation months and the bust of the regular year. Every July, the island’s tiny airport would see an influx of private planes and helicopters, bringing with them some of the wealthiest people in the world to spend eight weeks relaxing in private compounds that cost more than most year-round residents would earn in a lifetime. It was a lifestyle that bred both temptation and resentment. Drugs were easily available, and both addiction and dealing were pitfalls that had ensnared many local families. No one was immune.

      As Stevie crowed, Ivy sat up and looked at the ramshackle fence surrounding what was meant to be a small barn. She’d need to call Ezra once she was sure he and their dad would be back in port. She couldn’t afford to replace it completely until the grant documentation arrived and she knew exactly how much money she was getting, but for now, her little brother could mend the worst spots quickly. He was good with things like that, handy with tools and gifted with the true Yankee’s ability to fix anything with leftover scraps that other folks considered junk. Ivy shook her head as she pondered her brother’s many talents, imagining what he might have done with his life, if only there’d been more after-school activities that interested him. He’d always loved animals, and he would have made a great vet tech or even a veterinarian if….

      No, no family on the island was immune to the ravages of addiction. Not even hers.
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      It was close to four in the afternoon as Holly pulled into the parking lot where she would catch the ferry for her banishment to King Popham’s Island. She was a full day ahead of schedule, her Toyota Highlander hybrid streaked with massive amounts of road grime, bearing testament to how quickly one could drive across the country when motivated. Actually, it hadn’t been a desire to get to her destination so much as nothing caught her eye along the way to make her slow down. This was despite her firm insistence to Nolan that she absolutely had to drive instead of fly to Maine so as not to miss anything good. Turns out there was nothing good. Who knew?

      There were several cars ahead of her as she parked in the ferry line directly behind an older man who wore a red-and-black checkered shirt and tight jeans. He’d stepped outside his car to wait, leaning against his rusty Dodge Ram while Led Zeppelin filtered through the cracked driver’s side window. As she exited her own car, he flashed her a toothy grin. “From all the dust on your vehicle, it looks like you’ve logged some miles.”

      Holly nodded but didn’t answer. She’d just spent three thousand miles in deep mental conversation, trying to convince herself that over the next couple of months, she’d prove to Nolan and the board she hadn’t lost her touch or mind, and then her life could go back to normal. Only trouble was, somewhere in the middle of Kansas, she’d realized she wasn’t sure she knew what normal was supposed to look like. The question had plagued her, and she’d driven faster as she tried to outrun it, only the uncertainty had followed her, and so all she’d really gained was arriving at the godforsaken edge of nowhere a full day ahead of her accommodations being ready. So now she was somewhere she didn’t want to be with no place to stay. Nicely played, Holly.

      “I noticed your plates are from California,” said the man.

      She nodded again at the chatty man, coupled with a hasty opening of the rear car door as she pretended to rummage in the back seat for anything, mostly a place to hide. Why did he insist on playing his music while the engine was off? And clearly, he was unable to pick up on social cues, such as her body language that screamed shut the fuck up, old man. I don’t do idle chitchat. Ever.

      Oddly, the man simply laughed at her silence. “You’ll fit in here. Not many folks like to talk much, especially to those not from these parts. Me, I grew up in Colorado, where people say hi to their neighbors. I’ve been here for ten years, since I retired, and I’m still considered an outsider.”

      With his hand to the bill of his Red Sox cap, he gave a salute and said, “Enjoy your stay on King Poppy’s.” As she took a step in the direction of the ferry terminal, intent on buying her ticket, she was startled to hear him address her once more. “Hey, wait a second. You look familiar. Are you Holly Lovelace?”

      “Who?” she lied, coupled with her typical confused smile, which was more natural than beguiling.

      He squinted, shoving his hat back a bit, presumably for a better look. “Sorry. I just thought you looked like the computer lady in The Wall Street Journal the other day.”

      Holly shook her head. “I’ve never even read The Wall Street Journal.” That much was true. She left the financial stuff to Nolan and preferred to consume most of her world news through late-night comedy shows.

      “I read it every day out of habit. I used to be a portfolio manager in Boston.” He chuckled. “Well, they say everyone has a doppelgänger. Back in the day, more than one told me I looked like the Marlboro man.”

      “Yeah, well, uh… I’ve gotta run.” Holly made a beeline for the terminal, muttering to herself as soon as she was out of earshot. “Computer lady?” Would she ever be completely accepted, not a freakshow in the male dominated field?

      At least one thing was settled. As long as she was on King Popham’s, she vowed not to mention her last name to anyone. Stick with Holly. If pressed, maybe Holly Adler. Could she get away with going by Hal? Her initials and the computer in the 2001 movie. Probably best not to in case it invited unwanted questions by being unusual for a girl. Stick with Holly Adler. Bobbing her head, liking that plan, she walked inside and strode up to the ticket counter, where an elderly man waited to assist her. “I need to get my car to King Popham’s.”

      “Ayuh,” he said amiably, a singsong sound that Holly assumed was local speak for yes. “Will you be needing a return ticket?”

      “God, I hope so.”

      The man cupped a hand to his ear. “What was that?”

      “Uh, I said how much is it, round trip?”

      “Thirty dollars,” he replied, pronouncing the word as doll-ahs. “It’s good for thirty days.”

      Thirty days? Holly breathed in deeply, letting the air out slowly. There was no way Nolan would let her come back that soon. He had his heart set on Holly staying until December, which he’d broken to her when seeing Holly off. There wasn’t a chance in hell of that happening, but she figured she would split the difference and aim for Halloween. It might even be mildly enjoyable to see a New England fall, and she had the use of Nolan’s rental for as long as she needed. Starting tomorrow, that is. Shit.

      “One way for now, and is there a hotel on the island?”

      “Ayuh,” he said again, typing something into the computer in front of him. “Tidewater’s still open. I’ll call Peggy for you in a minute. How many nights?”

      “Oh, uh…” Holly stuttered, flustered at his helpfulness. “Just tonight, please.”

      He gave her a funny look. “You sure you don’t want a round trip, then?”

      “I’ll be on the island a few months,” she explained, “but the house where I’m staying won’t be ready until tomorrow. I got here a little early.”

      “Eager to get your vacation started?”

      “Sure, something like that.” At this point, the strain of two social interactions in a row was taking a toll, and Holly would’ve said just about anything to make her escape.

      Ticket in hand and hotel reservation made, Holly slipped back outside as quickly as possible, praying no one else would corner her before she got back to the safety of her nice, enclosed car. She was tapped out, lacking the bandwidth to deal with one more human being that day. It was only as the sounds of cawing seagulls and waves crashing gently against rocks reached her ears that she truly absorbed the reality of where she was. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as she gazed across the parking lot and gave herself a moment to appreciate that she stood just yards from the vast Atlantic coast.

      She paused on the asphalt and filled her lungs with sea air. It was one of the things she loved most about living where she did in Northern California, its proximity to the sea. On the rare days off she allowed herself, she’d sometimes drive down the central coast for hours, with no larger purpose in mind than to enjoy the fresh, salty air. Honestly, the fact that Nolan’s summer rental was on the ocean was the single factor that led her to hope her upcoming exile wouldn’t be a total disaster. She had no doubt that was why he’d offered it to her. He knew how much it would appeal to her, and if he knew her that well, it probably meant he was right about a lot more than she wanted to admit. Maybe she really did need a few months to recharge. A quiet island, no human contact—it would be like hiding away in a medieval cloister. The life of a nun had always held a certain appeal to Holly, but without all the praying and kneeling and shit. Her stay might not be so bad after all.

      Shaking her head, Holly gulped another greedy helping of sea air, only this time, it was tinged with the acrid smell of burning oil. Coughing, she surveyed the parking lot and saw a beat-up old Ford truck in an unsightly shade of green with smoke billowing from its open hood. Did she know anything about car engines? No. Did she have any desire to get involved in someone else’s problem? Big nope. The matter settled, she lifted a foot and went to plant it firmly in the direction of her own well-maintained and reliable mode of transportation.

      And that was when she saw the petite nymph in cut-off Daisy Dukes and a tank top that clung to all the right curves step around the front of the vehicle to stare despondently into the sputtering engine. The foot that was angled toward Holly’s trusty Toyota somehow pivoted midair, landing in the opposite direction from where she’d planned. All memory of her intention to live as a cloistered hermit was wiped clean. Before she’d really thought it through, Holly was most of the way across the parking lot, her vow to lay low and keep to herself forgotten in the face of a beautiful damsel in distress.

      The closer she came to the scene, the more Holly noticed two things. First, the smell of burning oil told her whatever was going on inside that poor old truck’s engine wasn’t good. Holly was no expert on car mechanics, but she didn’t need to be to know the green Ford was toast. Second, the owner of the vehicle was possibly the most drop-dead gorgeous woman Holly had ever encountered outside a movie screen or the pages of a magazine.

      She was slight in stature but toned in a way that suggested she kept active and was probably stronger than she looked. Though her peaches-and-cream complexion wasn’t the type to ever really tan, her casual clothing and no-nonsense rope of braided hair gave Holly the impression the woman spent a lot of time outdoors. Her hair was a fiery red with the depth and variation of shades that left no doubt it was her natural color. And, of course, Holly thought, it just had to be red, didn’t it? When it came to women, Holly had pretty much built up an immunity, channeling all of the energy that might otherwise be used pursuing relationships into perfecting her work. Red hair, though, was her kryptonite.

      Holly’s pulse was racing by the time she reached the truck, and it had nothing to do with the brisk pace of her walking. Oh, no you don’t, she warned herself. She was here to work, not waste her time ogling some woman who probably wouldn’t so much as give her the time of day. Well, not without knowing who she was and how much money she had, anyway.

      It was a sore point and perhaps the biggest reason Holly had become such a romantic recluse since Lovelace Connections hit the big time. She’d been used enough before. During her first and only real breakup, Rebecca had come right out and admitted she’d only dated Holly because she needed a serious brainiac to help her pass her math class. Now that she was one of the fifty richest women in the country—neck and neck with Beyoncé on the Forbes list, and sadly that was the only time her name would be linked with Queen Bey—it was impossible to miss that look in a woman’s eye when she introduced herself, those little dollar signs that sparkled so brightly. How could she ever trust that someone wanted her for her and not just for her bank account?

      But she was getting way ahead of herself. This woman wasn’t looking for a handout, just a hand with her ride. Holly could certainly manage that. She’d offer what little assistance she could and then be on her way. King Popham’s Island was the size of Manhattan and only had about 1,500 people on it in the off-season, if Nolan was to be believed. If Holly was vigilant, she could probably avoid the redhead completely during her stay. Or at least until her better judgment had a chance to kick in and flush this inconvenient attraction from her system. Until then, she’d just keep a close eye on herself, as she always did where pretty women were concerned.
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      Ivy fanned the engine smoke away from her face as she compiled a mental inventory of her options. Thanks to the off-season schedule that kicked in immediately after Labor Day, the last ferry would depart for Poppy’s in twenty minutes. After thirteen years of faithful service, her old green truck, lovingly nicknamed Junior Mint, had all but given up the ghost. Under normal circumstances, she could leave it in the lot, board the ferry as a pedestrian, and call for a tow when she got home. As luck would have it, however, she currently was transporting a black-and-white Nubian goat named Blue Bell in a crate in the back.

      Ivy bit her lip. The crate was too big to carry aboard on her own, and a quick scan of the vehicles surrounding her didn’t reveal anyone she knew who could help her push the truck onto the ferry, or at least transport the crate. But what if it was just a spark plug or something? Maybe she should stay overnight and deal with it when the nearest mechanic opened in the morning. Ivy sighed as she realized that, thanks to having fronted the cash to buy Blue Bell, she didn’t have enough funds in her checking account to pay for a hotel room, and using her credit card was out since she was pennies away from reaching her max. Besides, did any hotels allow goats? There was no way she’d let Blue Bell spend her first night in a crate in the back of her truck. What kind of goat mom would do such a thing?

      “Excuse me?”

      Ivy jumped at the sound of a woman’s voice, deep and just a little bit smoky—but the good kind of smoke, not the kind that was billowing from her truck, the kind that immediately flooded her imagination with all sorts of sensuous pursuits. When she flipped around and took in the woman’s electric blue eyes, pixie-cut blonde hair, and vaguely androgynous manner of dress that all but screamed, “I’m absolutely attracted to women,” Ivy had to lean against Junior Mint to stay upright.

      As the stranger glanced at Ivy’s chest, a flicker of something passed over her face. Confusion? Amusement? “Uh, nice shirt.”

      A quick downward glance of her own reminded her she’d donned her second favorite Boston Pride purchase, a tank top printed with the statement Nobody Knows I’m a Lesbian. Ivy made a tittering sound like a caged parakeet but otherwise just stared at the woman as though she’d lost all power of speech. Those eyes were hypnotic. No, maybe magnetic. Whatever the word she was looking for, she couldn’t drag herself away.

      “Do you need some help?”

      You bet I do, hot mama. You can check my fluids any day. Inwardly, Ivy cringed. That would just sound creepy. God, I’m out of practice on the flirting front. She could do better. She batted her eyelashes just a bit, flashing a winsome smile before opening her mouth to offer a suitably enticing reply. “Huh?”

      Wow. That did not come out like I’d hoped.

      “Your truck seems to be having some trouble.”

      “I think my truck’s having some trouble,” Ivy parroted. Fuck. She just said that. “I need to get back to the island tonight. But Junior’s broken, and I have Blue Bell, and the last ferry is about to leave, and she’s just a b-baby…” By the time she reached the end, the words came out as a string of babble, her voice cracking as her eyes started to spill over.

      “Hey, it’s going to be okay.” The woman’s eyes grew wide, filling with panic as she started to make random soothing sounds and gestures that had little effect on stopping the steady stream of tears that ran down both Ivy’s cheeks. “I’m going to the island right now and have plenty of space. If you and uh…  Junior and Blue Bell need a lift, I’d be happy to take you. Is Junior your little boy?”

      Ivy tried to laugh, but it came out as a wet snort that set off another round of bawling. “Junior’s my truck. Junior Mint, because he’s g-green.”

      “Of course, Junior’s your truck. Can you leave your truck here and deal with it later?” The woman glanced surreptitiously all around, and even in her emotional state, Ivy recognized the look of someone who was wondering if she was going to need to call the guys in white coats to come get Ivy.

      Forcing herself to pull it together, Ivy wiped her eyes, sniffling. “Everyone at the terminal knows me. They’ll be fine if I leave it. I can call someone to tow it in the morning.”

      “There, then that’s one problem solved.”

      Ivy nodded, calm enveloping her with every syllable the woman hummed. “You really wouldn’t mind if Blue Bell and I joined you?”

      “What’s a Blue Bell?” The woman squinted, scouting the area. “Is it portable?”

      This time Ivy managed a proper giggle, without any accompanying mucous-filled snorts. All in all, the encounter with the beautiful stranger was really looking up. “Very. Blue Bell’s in the back, in the dog crate.”

      The woman peered into the bed of the truck. “That’ll fit in the back seat. If we want to make it, though, we’d better hurry. Go on. Climb in my car, and I’ll take care of the crate.”

      “No, I’ve got it.” Filled with purpose, Ivy went into action mode. “Thanks, though.”

      “Glad to be of service. Oh, there’s the ferry.”

      Ivy whirled around. “Goodness. We better get the lead out. I’ll move Blue Bell if you wouldn’t mind putting my bags in the trunk. I picked up some groceries while on the mainland, and I’d hate for them to go to waste.”

      Ivy spread out a tarp from her truck on the woman’s back seat and transferred the crate without incident. Fortunately, Blue Bell was small, and very sleepy besides. She appeared to snooze through the whole ordeal. With any luck, she’d stay that way for the entire voyage. Within minutes, the crate was stowed, Ivy was seated in the passenger’s seat, and the woman had pulled her car up behind the line of vehicles waiting to board.

      A woman in a bright orange hat and vest asked for their tickets. “Okeydokey, California, I’ll need you to get on right after the UPS truck. If you can pull around everyone, that’d be great. Oh, hey, Ivy. Where’s Junior?”

      “Hey, Pam.” Ivy jerked her thumb over her shoulder. “He’s dead.”

      Pam made a tsking sound. “Oh dear. You want me to get Murray over with the tow truck in the morning?”

      “You’re a lifesaver!”

      “Who’s your friend?” Pam asked with a cordial tilt of the head toward Ivy’s rescuer.

      “Oh, this is…” Ivy’s mouth fell open. “Oh my gosh, I don’t even know your name.”

      “Holly,” the woman answered, shifting a bit in her seat. “Holly Adler.”

      “I’m Ivy Winters, and this is Pam.”

      “Pleasure.”

      “Holly helped me when Junior Mint broke down.” As she leaned closer to the window to talk to Pam, Ivy’s hand accidentally grazed Holly’s thigh for the briefest of moments. The resulting zinging sensation between her legs caught her so off guard that she almost failed to notice how Holly stiffened at the touch. Almost. Ivy looked quizzically at her new friend, wondering if it was just her imagination or if something had changed between them in the fifteen seconds since they’d gotten into the car. As if in reply, Holly’s shoulders hunched inward as she appeared to visibly withdraw into herself.

      Unaware of what was transpiring, Pam just laughed. “Good for you, Holly. Soon, you’ll be volunteering to get Old Man Roscoe’s knee medicine.”

      Holly’s eyes bulged, and she sat, clutching the steering wheel, as if turned to stone. Ivy wondered what was up with her. Clearly, she had a hard time taking a joke.

      “Okay. Mark’s loading his mail truck. Go ahead and get behind him. Safe travels, you two.” Pam motioned for the drivers ahead to allow Holly to swing around.

      Slowly, Holly navigated her SUV up the ramp, and Ivy had mixed emotions to see Johnny was in charge of parking that day. While he was good at his job, he was also a cranky SOB with a permanent scowl etched on his face, and Ivy feared interacting with him would do little to improve Holly’s mood. As if on autopilot, he motioned for Holly to keep pulling forward. Then he signaled for her to crank the wheel to the right. Pull forward again. Crank to the left. Pull forward.

      “Is he insane?” Holly’s breathy exclamation broke the silence in the car, and she shot Johnny a look that was half glare and half abject terror. “I’ll end up in the water.”

      “Johnny won’t let you go over,” Ivy soothed, tentatively placing her hand on the driver’s side seat. The leather was soft, and if she hadn’t looked to make sure, Ivy might’ve convinced herself it was Holly’s thigh again. The memory of that briefest of encounters raised her internal temperature by several degrees, and she stared straight ahead so as not to let on how affected she was by the woman’s presence. “You’ve got this.”

      Knuckles white on the wheel, Holly gave the car more gas. Her eyes grew larger and larger as the water below came prominently into view. Johnny kept motioning them forward, becoming more impatient with each command. Ivy was tempted to roll down her window and give him a piece of her mind. It was Holly’s first time, and she was doing fine. Never mind that if she hadn’t been a passenger in the car of a woman whose melodious voice made her breath hitch every time she spoke, Ivy would’ve been fixing Holly’s California plates with a death stare and muttering obscenities for the past five minutes.

      Johnny flicked his fingers, clearly one step from totally losing it. The walkie talkie on his hip crackled, and he bellowed into it. “If you send me anymore newbies today, I’ll rip your head off.” He replaced the walkie talkie. “Come on,” he growled. “People are waiting.”

      Holly looked askance at Ivy and then at Johnny and the water on the horizon. Holly’s thinning lips and stiff shoulders implied she was the type to prefer being in charge and didn’t enjoy looking foolish. Holly did as she was told but was clearly not a happy camper about it.

      After Holly cranked the wheel this way and that several more times, Johnny instructed her to kill the engine. Holly relaxed into the seat. “Now what?”

      “We sit and wait.”

      “In here?”

      “It’s not the fanciest of ferries. They don’t even sell coffee. You can get out and sit in the passenger cabin, though. That’s where all the people who aren’t traveling in cars go.”

      “More people?” Holly checked the rearview mirror as if expecting to find a zombie hoard reflected therein. “I think I’m fine here.”

      Her words had no sooner faded than a screeching sound emanated from the back seat.

      Holly whipped her head around. “What in God’s name is that?”

      Ivy couldn’t help but laugh at the priceless expression on Holly’s face. “That was Blue Bell.”

      “Has anyone ever told you your dog sounds like a sheep? Wait. Sheep doesn’t sound right. That can’t be the word, can it?” Holly looked at her phone attached to a vent, cleared her throat, and asked in a loud, crisp voice, “Siri, what’s the singular form of sheep?”

      The device didn’t answer, though Ivy wasn’t the least bit surprised. “Not sure you’ll get much of a signal out here on the water. Or on the island, for that matter. Cell phone reception’s a little spotty.”

      “Oh, God.” Holly blanched. “Internet?”

      “Yeah, we have it.” Ivy bristled at the implication of such a question. She’d spent her whole life defending her birthplace from assumptions like this. “Indoor plumbing, too. We’re not complete hicks. And sheep’s the right word, but not for Blue Bell. The word you’re looking for there is goat.”

      “Your dog sounds like a goat? Does it have parrot in its DNA as well. Is that how it mimics other creatures?” Holly’s bizarre line of questioning left Ivy flabbergasted at first, but as the woman’s shoulders relaxed and a ghost of a smile tickled her lips, Ivy realized she wasn’t serious.

      “Parrot DNA. That’s funny.” Ivy stole a sideways glance at her companion and chuckled. “But to answer your question, she sounds like a goat because she is one.”

      “Come again?”

      Holly’s face twisted upward in a look of confusion so comical that Ivy had to hold her sides while she laughed, barely managing to get out, “Blue Bell is a goat. She’s for the kids.”

      This just made Holly’s confused look intensify twentyfold. “The other baby goats on the island?”

      “No. She’s the only goat—or will be the only one once we arrive. But, not for long. I’m hoping to start a program with the kids on the island and put Poppy’s on the map as the goat-milk soap capital of the world. Maybe even cheese. You saving us earlier will go down in Poppy’s goat history.” Ivy made a motion with her hand, implying a notch in some invisible record book.

      Holly peered over her shoulder, as if to get a better look at Blue Bell through the slats of the crate. “Is there really a goat in there? Or is this an island hazing ritual?”

      Blue Bell bleated again.

      “Does that answer your question? You’re a goat, aren’t you, Blue Bell? A beautiful lop-eared goat.” Ivy looked into the back seat, smiling fondly at the crate. It was small, but the start of something bigger, something that could change the lives of so many people on her island home. Now if only that grant check would arrive, Ivy thought, I could get started.

      The fifteen-mile crossing took about an hour, and while Ivy would have been happy to spend the whole time chatting, they’d barely been on the water ten minutes before Holly drifted off to sleep. Though disappointed, Ivy was consoled by the fact that it gave her time to study the intriguing woman more closely without her realizing she was being watched.

      Holly Adler. It was a nice name. She was dressed in dark jeans and a gray hoodie that had the crispness of clothing that was relatively new but not at all fancy. Her car, too, was on the newer end, and although the outside was caked with dirt and road splatter, the inside was freakishly clean. From the ferry ticket on the dashboard, Ivy knew the woman planned to stay on the island for a while, since purple was for one-way passage while orange indicated roundtrip. But why was she coming to the island now?

      Finally, Ivy tore her eyes away. You’re a mystery, Miss Adler. That’s for sure, she thought, letting out a hint of a sigh. A mystery, but not one Ivy had time to solve. Her grant check would be arriving any day, and when it did, she would be launching full steam ahead to get the new programs for the island’s enrichment program up and running. She’d have teaching staff to interview, supplies to purchase. She smiled contentedly, her eyes drifting shut. It was a pity about the timing, though. The one winter in her entire life that a gorgeous lesbian decided to come to the island, and Ivy was too busy to do anything about it. Wasn’t that pretty much how life always went?

      Sometime later, the sudden jolt of the ferry pulling into the dock woke Ivy from her nap. She swiveled her head to see if her companion was awake and was met by two brilliant blue eyes staring steadily into hers. When Ivy felt her cheeks tingle under the prolonged scrutiny, she looked down, smiling shyly. “Hey, sorry I zonked out. Welcome to Poppy’s Island.”

      “What, already?” Holly blinked groggily a few times as if uncertain where she was or how she’d gotten there.

      “You slept most of the way.” From the back seat, Blue Bell let out a long, loud bleat. “So did she.”

      “Oh, God. I’d almost forgotten about the goat.” Holly rubbed her temples and yawned. “Do you need a ride to your house, or—?”

      “No, it’s fine,” Ivy answered quickly, not wanting to take any more advantage of the woman’s generosity than she already had. “I’ll just grab my brother Ezra’s car from the ferry lot.”

      “You’ve got a key to your brother’s car?”

      “What? Oh, no. It’s just, no one locks anything on the island. In fact, almost everyone leaves the key in the ignition.”

      “You’re pulling my leg.”

      “Why lock up? There’s no crime on the island. Nothing major at least. Last Halloween, three pumpkins were smashed. Poor Smitty never solved the case.” Ivy gave her head an exaggerated shake, as if saddened by the injustice, then grinned to show Holly she was joking.

      “I don’t think I could ever leave my car unlocked.” Holly’s face was dubious at best.

      “Seriously. No one will steal your car if you leave the keys in it.” Ivy stopped.

      “I don’t have a key,” Holly said. “It won’t turn on unless the key fob is nearby.”

      “How fancy? In that case, you can leave the fob in your car, and you’ll never be without it.”

      Holly looked at Ivy as if she were insane, but now that they’d arrived on her island, Ivy was quite certain she had the upper hand. She’d lived here her whole life and relished the knowledge that at least when it came to that, she was definitely the expert. “Think about it. Where would a car thief on a small island go? It takes less than an hour to drive around the perimeter. And how would one get it onto the ferry, where all the workers know all the owners?”

      Holly closed one eye, a sign she was giving Ivy’s argument serious consideration. “I hadn’t thought of that.” Something about her demeanor told Ivy this was a woman who didn’t change course lightly, so Ivy took it as a victory, however small.

      The process of disembarking was much easier than parking had been, and they made it off the ramp in no time at all. The parking lot on this side of the journey held a smattering of cars, including the one belonging to Ezra, which Ivy spotted quickly. It took no more than a minute to transfer the crate and grocery bags. In much less time than she’d anticipated, and with a much heavier heart than she’d ever seen coming, Ivy found herself facing the prospect of saying goodbye.

      She shuffled her foot, biting down on her lower lip, at a loss for words. “Thank you.”

      Frown lines creased Holly’s forehead, and she, too, looked uncertain what to say. “Yeah. So, maybe I’ll see—”

      “Ivy!” Startled, Ivy turned in the direction of the voice and saw Mark, the island’s mailman, trotting across the parking lot. “There you are! I was looking all over for Junior Mint during the crossing, but I never found you.”

      “Yeah, it’s a long story.” Ivy’s gaze zeroed in on a priority mail envelope in his hand. “Is that for me?”

      “Sure is. Looks important.”

      Ivy took it from him, and as soon as she saw the return address for the Helping Hands Foundation, she let out a squeal. “This is it, my check! Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you.”

      “You bet, Ivy.” Mark snapped a little salute before walking away. “Hope it’s good news!”

      Unable to contain her excitement, Ivy whacked her leg with the envelope. “This baby is going to allow me to buy more goats.”

      “Um, okay.”

      The you’re a crazy lady look had returned to Holly’s face, but Ivy didn’t care. Not wanting to wait another second, she pulled the tab and broke open the seal. Inside was a letter, and more importantly, a very official-looking check. Ivy pulled the latter out first, but her insides grew suddenly cold as her eyes focused on the amount. Based on what she’d been expecting, there were at least a couple of zeroes missing.

      “You okay?” Holly’s tone was one of genuine concern, and Ivy could only imagine what she must look like right now.

      “It’s… it’s fine.” It had to be fine, right? She’d taken hits before. And recovered. Her mom always said when given lemons, make lemonade.

      From the back seat of her brother’s car, Blue Bell let out the most forlorn and lonely bleat Ivy had ever heard, and that was what finally broke her. “Blue Bell is destined to be the only goat on the entire island. And it’s all my fault.” With a strangled sob, Ivy ran to the car, hopped in, and fled as the dam burst and tears drenched her face.
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      What an oddball, Holly thought as she watched the blue Chevy drive off with the weeping woman and her bleating goat inside. As she returned to her own car, a rectangle of cardboard on the ground caught her eye, and bending closer, she realized it was the discarded envelope that had held whatever it was that had set off Ivy. She plucked it from the ground. The contents were gone, but the words Helping Hands Foundation on the envelope made Holly believe it was a charity of some type.

      Holly rolled her eyes. That figured. Had it been some sort of religious scam? One of those fake churches that have people send in all their money, promising great rewards will return to you, like some sort of heavenly Ponzi scheme? No, Ivy hadn’t seemed the type to fall for that kind of thing, though Holly couldn’t put her finger on exactly why she thought this about a woman with a goat. But it had been obvious from the moment she saw her, with her well-worn clothing and broken-down vehicle, that the goat-herding woman was in desperate need of funds. The poor thing, pinning all her hopes and dreams on a handout from a charity and a single baby goat. No wonder she’d left in tears.

      Remorse needled Holly at the memory of those final sobs. They’d been painful to hear. Holly’s first instinct when presented with crying was always to do anything to make it stop. Goodness knew she had the money to help Ivy, but…

      Improvise, adapt, and overcome, Holzie. Her father’s voice spouting the marines’ motto boomed in her head so loudly he might have been standing next to her. She’d hated it every time he said it, usually accompanied with a flat refusal of whatever she’d asked him to pay for. The marines didn’t have as much money as the army, but they always accomplished more with less. It had taught her a valuable life lesson, nonetheless. Self-reliance.

      Holly’s spirits lifted as it struck her she’d found the answer. Her moral qualms might stop her from giving Ivy money outright, but maybe there was some work the woman could do for her in exchange. She doubted Nolan kept any livestock on his property that needed tending, but Ivy had to have some other sort of skills, right? Holly vowed to track Miss Winters down once she’d settled in and see if they could strike a deal. Satisfied with her plan, Holly set about the task of finding her hotel.

      It turned out the Tidewater wasn’t hard to find. It was one of two hotels on the island, the only one open in the off-season, and a sign at the exit from the ferry terminal pointed the way. She’d only driven a matter of blocks when she was on top of the place, a neatly-kept but somewhat tired-looking set of buildings nestled at the edge of an old stone bridge. The office was devoid of people, but a receipt sat on the check-in counter, topped with a key—an actual metal one unlike anything Holly had used at a hotel in years—that dangled from a wooden lobster buoy labeled with her room number.

      She made her way up the carpeted stairwell, noting the random furniture, paintings, and coffee makers that were stacked in all available nooks and crannies. The owner was obviously preparing to do some remodeling in the coming months, and when she got a look at her room, Holly wholeheartedly endorsed that plan. The room was beyond plain, its minimal decor paying passing lip service to the ocean it overlooked with a vaguely nautical theme and navy-and-white color scheme. Her eyes panned the queen-size bed with a seashell comforter, the old-fashioned wooden rocking chair in the corner, the dresser with two of the four drawers sticking out because they no longer shut properly, and the daybed on the opposite side of the room. There was a small kitchen to her left, with a table crammed into a nook, surrounded by three mismatched wooden chairs.

      A French door led out to a deck, and Holly headed there next, her hands gripping the wooden railing as she leaned over to see the tidewater receding from underneath the hotel on stilts. It was maybe an hour until sunset, and the sky in the east was darkening, making it hard to see where the water met the sky on the horizon. Holly found it odd not watching the sun set over the ocean, like she’d become accustomed to in her years of living on the West Coast, and it made her feel off-kilter. The wind kicked up off the water, causing her body temperature to drop quickly. Hugging her arms to her chest, she stepped back inside.

      After driving across the country over the span of only a handful of days, every time Holly closed her eyes, she’d see white painted lines as if she were still driving. She felt listless and a bit dizzy, which sapped her of all desire to do anything. Television held no appeal, and the prospect of focusing on words in a book was draining. It was much too early to go to bed, even if she showered first to kill some time. Holly couldn’t remember the last time she contemplated hitting the hay before eight. She frowned. What does that expression mean, really? She attempted to google the idiom on her phone, but the sketchy Wi-Fi let her down.

      At a loss, Holly plunked her body onto the bed and scrambled back up in shock when the mattress didn’t relent at all. Not even a smidge. It felt as welcoming as sitting on a marble slab. She tried bouncing up and down, but the bed barely registered the movement. She tried lying flat but ended up rolling into a dip in the center as deep as the Grand Canyon. Within thirty seconds, her body made it known it didn’t want to sleep here. Not one bit. The less time spent in this torture device of a bed, the better, or it might take her days to walk completely upright again.

      A walk. Holly nodded to herself, stretching her arms toward the ceiling. Exercise would be great for clearing her head and helping her fall asleep. Holly shrugged on a lightweight windbreaker, tucked her phone into her jeans, and slipped her thin wallet into her back pocket. She’d never been the type to carry a purse. Nor was she the dyke who secured her wallet with a chain. Many had tried to pin a label on her. Baby dyke, androgynous, baby butch, and many others. Holly always responded, “I’m Holly. Not a label. Just Holly.”

      Outside on the main street, Holly looked to the left. The sidewalk only continued for twenty feet before the road narrowed with not much of a shoulder to speak of. Also, she’d end up back at the ferry, so clearly not the route she wanted if exploration was her goal.

      To the right, a boardwalk continued as far as her eyes could see, which wasn’t that far, but she didn’t know where it went. Given the lack of people, heading that way didn’t put Holly’s city girl mind at ease. The resentment over her exile, which had faded in the face of the ferry ride’s pleasant, redheaded distraction, bubbled back to the surface. Why in the world had Nolan sent her to this place?

      Across the street, she spied a handful of people inside the liquor store. Three more entered the establishment. Then two additional people. Curious at why the tiny place was drawing such a crowd, Holly crossed the street. A chalkboard outside the front door announced a wine tasting, free to the public. Based on some of the brand names they’d included on the sign, even a snobby millionaire who lived a stone’s throw from Napa Valley had to be a little bit impressed.

      Holly weighed her options. Considering the sparseness of streetlights meant darkness would engulf the island completely within minutes of the sun setting, a wine tasting seemed a much more appealing activity than wandering through empty streets. Now that the summer crowd had fled, Holly didn’t think the residents had that much to do. Besides, a glass or two would help keep her mind from racing and ease her into a comfortable sleep on the world’s hardest mattress. Wouldn’t it?

      She entered and immediately froze. The small space was packed. For a brief moment, she considered bailing on the idea. Making small talk wasn’t her forte, but then again, even though a few people had looked up to notice she’d entered the shop, not a single one made a move to say a word to her. She remembered what the chatty man from Colorado had told her, that folks on the island didn’t like to talk much, especially not to outsiders. She found this fact oddly comforting. Resolving to stay, Holly snaked her way through the small openings between groups to the counter.

      “Red or white?” a visibly stressed woman, given the sweat on her brow and exasperated tone, asked, presumably of Holly, but not bothering to make eye contact as she poured a sample of white for another patron.

      “Uh, red,” Holly answered, not looking at the label. Sure, she was known to be particular on occasion, but this wasn’t the time or place for it. Right now, she just wanted a drink.

      The woman filled a small tumbler with red wine and handed it off. Holly opened her mouth to say thanks, but the woman was already filling two more cups for a couple pressing their way past Holly. The crowded space wasn’t ideal, but if this was what passed for being social in these parts, Holly might be okay.

      Sipping her wine, which she guessed from the taste was a Cabernet Sauvignon, Holly once again braved the crowd, making her way to the window in the front where no one stood. With her back to the crowd, Holly stared out the window at her hotel across the street. All the windows were dark, and she guessed she and the hotel manager were the only two people in residence that night. That was assuming there really was a hotel manager, since she hadn’t laid eyes on the person.

      The sight of the place where she was staying stirred absolutely zero emotion inside her. She didn’t long to be back in the room, nor did she dread it. She didn’t want to be at the tasting, either, but had no strong compulsion to leave. For that matter, while she’d fought the prospect of coming to King Popham’s, now that she had done what was necessary to overcome inertia and make the journey, any pull inside her to go back home was impossible to detect. The emptiness she was experiencing should have alarmed her, but it just didn’t feel worth the effort.

      Holly guzzled the sample much faster than she’d meant to and had to brave the locals for a second glass. While she’d had her back turned and been lost in her own head, the crowd had nearly doubled. This time, the pathway involved shoving past people, and it was impossible not to make contact. The temperature in the small space had risen sharply with the addition of so many bodies, and the near-panic that set in as a trickle of sweat made its way down her neck was possibly the strongest emotion she’d felt in days. I’ve gotta get out of here.

      However, as she’d been scanning the room for a quick exit, the jostling of the crowd had moved her to the front of the line. Without saying a word, the woman at the counter seized Holly’s glass and filled it to the brim with port. Holly gulped. Port was really more of a sipping drink, and while she couldn’t stand the prospect of sticking around any longer, it’d be rude to leave without finishing.

      With great effort, she made it back to her safe spot, which she only just managed to squeeze into due to the surplus of people. Breathing a sigh of relief that at least some small spot of seclusion remained, Holly resumed her post, staring out the window, wondering once again why Nolan had exiled her to an island. What could she possibly find here that she couldn’t find in California?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ivy shoved all the hangers in her closet to the right-hand side with a force that caused the plastic head on one of them to break, sending the rest of the hanger flying across the room. Muttering to herself, she scooted the first item of clothing into view, only to push it all the way to the left. She did this with each article of clothing until everything that had been on the right now resided on the left, and not a single item occupied the spot on the bed where her outfit for the wine tasting was meant to be.

      Ivy tilted her head toward the ceiling and screamed. “Why can’t I ever have nice things?” But it wasn’t the shortcomings of her wardrobe that were eating away at her. That was the least of her concerns.

      Her massive ginger cat, Archie, sat in the middle of the unmade bed and was hard at work cleaning his left hind leg. He was part Maine coon and all fluff, from the tufts of hair that poked out from his ears and toes, to his majestic tail the relative size and shape of a feather duster. Ivy plopped down beside him and took several heaving breaths, trying not to burst into tears for the countless time that day. She turned toward him, getting a face full of gingery fur for her efforts.

      “All I’ve ever wanted was to make an impact, Archie. When I was younger, I left Poppy’s. Did you know that? Left to go to college, because I was going to change the whole entire world. Then I had to come back because Dad needed me with the whole Ezra situation. I figured at least I could make a difference on the island, since I couldn’t escape the gosh-darn place. But I guess I was wrong.”

      In response, Archie rolled to one side, exposing his belly so Ivy could give it a pat. “Do you know how many times I’ve applied for this grant? Five.” Ivy stopped stroking her cat’s fur long enough to flick a tear off her cheek, which, despite her best efforts, had escaped one eye. “And I finally got it, only I really didn’t, because this year, everyone’s a winner. Instead of one hundred grand to one person, a hundred people split the pot. How am I supposed to change the world with a thousand bucks? That won’t even pay to fix Junior Mint.”

      Her phone buzzed on the nightstand with an incoming message from Betty, announcing she’d be there in five minutes. Sighing, Ivy consulted her wardrobe once again. “Let’s see, Arch. I have those wraparound skirts made from old silk saris.” She plucked one off the hanger, held it up to her, and frowned. Archie frowned, too. “I know. They make me look even shorter than I am. Honestly, I only bought them to support women-run businesses in India.”

      Spying a bit of red satin she’d missed before, Ivy yanked her one and only actual dress off its hanger and twirled around to show Archie. “I wore it to senior prom ten years ago, but it should still fit. What do you think? Too fancy for tonight’s shindig? Tough. It’s all I have.”

      She hurried into the bathroom to change and to apply some makeup, something out of the ordinary for her, but then again, so was attending a wine tasting. Usually, they were held during the summer and were frequented almost exclusively by tourists, city people who had money to plunk down on fermented grape juice that cost more than an entire meal for a family of four at the Rusty Anchor. When it came to drinking, Ivy was more the guzzling cheap beer at a tavern type. But the wine shop’s final shipment of the season had arrived a week late, after all the rich swells were long gone, and Margot, the owner, had issued a special appeal for all the locals to come help them drink it up. It was hard to say no when it was free.

      Ivy was sliding on her strappy sandals with a hint of a heel that had been hiding in the back of her closet for about as many years as the dress they were accompanying, when she heard the front door bang as Betty let herself in. “Ivy, are you—what the hell happened to you?”

      “What?” Ivy’s hand flew to her braid, which was typically the part of her appearance that gave her the most trouble. Hair and sea breezes were not a great combination.

      “That dress is what? And the makeup. Jesus, did you put it on with a trowel? You look like a ten-dollar hooker.” Betty stepped back and appraised Ivy’s outfit. “That dress barely covers your coochie.”

      “It’s not that short!” Ivy tugged at the hem, which technically covered the aforementioned coochie but not a lot more. Had it been this short ten years ago?

      Betty’s gaze drifted upward from hem to chest. “The top is losing its battle with the girls.”

      Ivy glanced down and made some strategic readjustments without outright admitting her friend had made a valid point. “I need to freshen up my wardrobe. I haven’t worn this since high school, but I thought it would still fit.”

      “Oh, it fits all right.” Betty whistled like a cartoon wolf. “If you get any offers tonight, I wouldn’t take less than twenty, honey. You’re worth it.”

      Ivy flashed her friend a deceptively sweet smile. “Hate to break it to you, dear, but I’m pretty sure rates have gone up more than that since you were turning tricks.”

      Betty howled with laughter. “Watch out, world, ’cause Ivy’s on fire tonight!”

      Ivy laughed, too. She was known to be the levelheaded one in her circle of friends, the peacemaker, but she could dish it out just fine when it was deserved. The playful banter had improved her mood, at least a little. What humor hadn’t fixed, the wine just might.

      It was only a fifteen-minute walk from Ivy’s house to the main drag, but first they had to stop to pick up Scarlett, who joined them on the sidewalk and immediately pulled a plastic water bottle from her bag. Ivy was glad to see her friend was making an effort to stay hydrated. Between that and yoga, it would do her health a world of good.

      Scarlett unscrewed the top and took a sip, then handed it off to Ivy, who took a large swig without much thought. It was only when the liquid had burned a trail halfway down her throat that she realized it wasn’t water after all.

      “Scarlett! What is this? Pure gin?”

      “Don’t be silly. It’s a martini, extra dry.” She took the bottle back and handed it off to Betty, who accepted it eagerly.

      Ivy regarded her with suspicion. “When you say extra dry, like how much vermouth are we talking?”

      Scarlett shrugged. “I had a bottle of the stuff in the same room when I was mixing it. Closed, naturally. Vermouth is for non-connoisseurs, something I’ve never been accused of.”

      Ivy raised an eyebrow. “So, pure gin, then.”

      “With a little splash of olive juice,” Scarlett corrected. “Duh. That’s what makes it a cocktail. I’m not some cheap boozer, Ivy. This is some classy shit, right here. You want some more?”

      Ivy thought for a moment, pondering the propriety and wisdom of drinking hard liquor on her way to an evening of free wine. Then she remembered the depressing contents of that day’s mail and the single lonely goat who was spending the night at her dad’s house so she could go out. Poor Blue Bell, who would never be part of a herd, let alone the cornerstone of the island’s now doomed educational enrichment curriculum.

      Screw propriety.

      She reached for the bottle and imbibed a generous helping. She was floating on cloud nine by the time the wine shop came into view, with one window offering a clear view inside. It looked packed, with a few folks spilling out onto the street. As Ivy observed through the comfortable haze provided by Scarlett’s so-called mixologist skills, someone she recognized suddenly stepped into view behind the glass. Ivy’s tummy fluttered, and that spot between her legs that had reacted so powerfully to the woman’s touch earlier did a repeat performance.

      “Look, someone new!” Scarlett jabbed her elbow into Ivy’s ribs.

      Betty peered at the woman in the window. “A visitor this time of year? Highly unusual. What’s the scoop?”

      Ivy shrugged, pretending to be way more indifferent than she felt at seeing Holly again, even from a distance. “Don’t know but I met her on the ferry today.”

      “She’s cute,” Scarlett opined. “Is she gay?”

      “Scarlett!” Ivy giggled. “Well, I’m not sure. My lezziedar is pinging, but I haven’t confirmed quite yet.”

      “I thought the term was gaydar,” Betty said.

      Ivy turned to her friend. “I’m battling misogyny one step at a time.”

      “Best of luck with that, sweetheart. I’ve been battling that bullshit for seventy years, and look what it’s done to me,” Betty said. “Back to the blonde. The evidence is pretty clear. She has the spikey short hair, those boyish good looks…”

      “I agree, Ivy,” Scarlett added. “All signs are pointing to gay, er, lezzie.”

      Ivy tsked. “I didn’t peg either of you as the kind to fall for stereotypes.”

      “Sometimes they fit.” Betty hefted a shoulder in a don’t blame me kind of way. “More important, though, does she know you are?”

      Ivy nodded. “Yeah, pretty sure she does.”

      “How sure?” Betty grilled. “As stereotypes go, you don’t quite fit, you know. Do we need to tell her for you?”

      “Uh, no.” Her memory flickered back to the shirt she’d worn to the mainland that morning. “I kinda had it printed across my boobs when we met.”

      “Good thinking,” said Scarlett.

      They’d made it to the door, which opened as several patrons spilled out onto the sidewalk. Betty grabbed the door and held it for her friends. “After you, and once we’re all in, I’m gonna go hit up Margot for a couple extra bottles to take home.”

      “I’m coming with you,” Scarlett said. “Ivy, why don’t you go chat with your new girlfriend?”

      Ivy opened her mouth to argue it wasn’t like that at all, but her friends had already melted into the crowd, so she snagged a glass of white wine and continued shoving her way through the crowd until she’d reached the window. Her head was swimming from gin and the stifling closeness of the room, and disappointment filled her when she reached her destination to find there was no sign of Holly. As she attempted to move on, she bumped into someone and turned to apologize.

      “It’s you!” Ivy exclaimed, hope filling her again like the helium in a birthday balloon.

      “Oh, hello.” Holly gave a polite, almost chivalrous nod that made Ivy’s head spin even more than it already was, but for a new and wonderful reason.

      “Imagine running into you.” Ivy grinned, hoping she had managed to project the right balance of casual and flirtatious. “Or, are you following me?”

      “I believe I was here first, and you were the one who bumped into me, so...” Holly flicked a hand to imply Ivy was either wrong or a crazed stalker.

      Right. That didn’t quite go as planned, Ivy thought, then tried again. “I’m just teasing you. Are you here alone? Of course, you are. Unless you’ve already made friends in the last hour or so. Have you had a chance to make new friends? It’s nice if you have. Friends are good to have. I like friends.” Oh my God, shut up, Ivy. Stop talking this instant!

      “I’m not the friend-making type.” Holly regarded her with that signature look of amused confusion she always seemed to wear when Ivy spoke, which frankly was a way better reaction to her rambling nonsense than Ivy could have hoped for. Most of the time, that particular quality of hers drove people nuts, women especially. “This is the first time I’ve ventured from the hotel since checking in.”

      “Well, that’s good. Not that you haven’t made friends yet, obviously, but that you’ve made it out—” Ivy cut herself off mid-sentence before the situation went completely sideways for the second time in as many seconds, then steadied herself with a deep gulp of air. “It really is a relief to have someone to talk to.”

      “Yeah, it would be really awkward if you were going on like that all by yourself.” Holly didn’t crack a smile, but there was a hint of teasing behind her searing blue eyes, and Ivy burst out laughing at the joke.

      “Do you believe in fate?” Like so many other things she’d said already, the question slipped out without her meaning for it to. Being a few notches past her limit on alcohol made it all the more likely to keep happening.

      “I haven’t really given it much thought.” Holly sipped her drink, as if Ivy wasn’t acting like a total weirdo, which was very noble of her under the circumstances.

      “Really? Or are you letting me down easy?” As Ivy cast her eyes downward, her gaze came to rest on her bosom, which had been squeezed into her old prom dress with no mercy. Speaking of things that had started to slip out without her meaning for them to… Ivy casually reached down and gave the girls a minor adjustment.

      “Sorry, what?” Holly’s face crinkled with what might have been more of that confusion she seemed to get at Ivy’s antics, but then again, she’d also had to remove her eyeballs from the vicinity of Ivy’s half-exposed breasts, so it was possible she’d been distracted and simply hadn’t heard. Uncertain which excuse was correct, Ivy simply let the joke fade and changed course. “You picked a good night to arrive. These tastings usually don’t happen in the off-season. What’s been your favorite poison so far?”

      “I’ve only sampled a red and the port. Out of the two, I like the port better, I think.” Holly raised her glass.

      “You have to try the white. Usually, I’m not a fan, but this one is changing my mind.” Ivy wheeled about, only to be met by a wall of people. “Crap. I’m not sure we’ll make it.” She flipped back around. “Here, try mine.” Ivy plucked Holly’s port from her hand and replaced it with her glass. “I promise I don’t have germs.”

      “There’s not much left, and I don’t want to steal yours.”

      “You aren’t stealing. Go on. Try it. I absolutely insist.” Ivy kissed her fingertips and made a sound to mean the wine was yummy, but it came out embarrassingly like a moan, and her eyes doubled in size. What must Holly think of her by now? She had to be horrified.

      Instead, Holly tilted her head to one side and looked at her with unmistakable mirth dancing in her eyes. “Is this some sort of island tradition? If we drink wine from the same cup, will your people consider us married and demand I provide a herd of goats as a bride price?”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s not a thing.” Ivy’s tone was flat, and she’d stiffened ever so slightly at the mention of goats. She knew Holly was joking, and normally would’ve found it hilarious, but she’d gone out this evening to forget about her failures, not have them tossed in her face, however unintentionally. “Why don’t I go get us a few more drinks?”

      “Actually, let me do it. I wanted to buy a bottle to take back to the hotel.”

      Her sour mood giving way to impishness, Ivy cocked an eyebrow and fixed Holly with what she hoped was a saucy look. “Is that your way of inviting me back to your room?”

      Holly’s face paled. “I, uh…”

      Ivy giggled. “I’m teasing. I don’t know what’s gotten into me today.”

      “Oh, right.”

      The disappointment in Holly’s eyes was unmistakable, and Ivy’s heart sputtered.

      “On second thought, I can’t let you ring in the first night on Poppy’s holed up all alone in a hotel.”

      “The Tidewater is kind of a dump,” Holly reflected, “but it does have an amazing view of the water.”

      “I do love a view.” Ivy’s head was spinning, less from the effects of gin and wine and more from what she was about to do. “So, how about a drink on your deck?”

      “One glass each won’t kill us, will it? And, I really should buy a bottle, considering how generous the hosts have been. But what to get? I’m more a red girl, but you said you really liked the white. Should I get both?” Holly paused for a moment, appraising Ivy up and down with the searching sort of look that felt like she was trying to see inside her soul. “That might lead to two drinks each, and it’s good wine. It deserves to be sipped slowly. That could take a while.”

      Every inch of Ivy’s body smoldered as she met Holly’s gaze. “Might take all night.”

      Holly swallowed. “Is that a problem?”

      “Not at all.” As Ivy tucked her hand into the crook of Holly’s arm, parts of her body that had been dormant for months—and had been expecting a long winter hibernation—roared to life. “Lead the way.”
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      As they headed out from the shop into the brisk evening air, Ivy’s slender fingers wrapped around Holly’s arm, Holly thought the walk to the hotel was possibly shaping up to be the longest of her entire life, even though it was only a matter of yards. Her head felt fuzzy from the wine, not enough to call it drunk, but that pleasant feeling where troubles melted away and her brain was less likely to trip her up with awkwardness and insecurity. She wasn’t the kind to take a strange woman back to a hotel room, so without that little bit of numbness, there was no doubt all sorts of alarm bells would be going off in her head. In her current state, they were little more than a distant droning she could easily ignore.

      “Sorry about the room,” Holly said as she switched on the light. “It’s not exactly the Ritz.”

      “At least you have a kitchen,” Ivy said with a sunny smile.

      The woman appeared to be the type accustomed to looking for, and finding, a silver lining in almost every situation, and Holly wondered how she managed it. Her own appraisal of the room’s cooking facilities left her unimpressed. “I guess I’d better see if it has wineglasses.”

      “And a corkscrew.”

      Shit. A corkscrew. The odds of this evening going according to plan were plummeting by the second. Holly opened the cabinet next to the full-size fridge, expecting nothing and, for once, being pleasantly surprised. “Aha! Two glasses. Mismatched, naturally. I’m amazed this place stays in business.”

      “I have a feeling being one of two hotels helps their business prospects significantly. And, they have a killer location.”

      Holly rummaged through the kitchen’s only drawer. “I’m betting they stole this corkscrew from the restaurant next door.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “If memory serves me correctly, this is their logo on it.” Holly put the pilfered utensil to work, then popped the cork and preceded to pour white wine into the two glasses. “Time to check out the tide?”

      “I’d love to.” Ivy opened the screen door, the hinge protesting with a deafening creak. “That seriously needs WD-40.”

      “Did Miss Mary Sunshine actually find fault with something?” Holly teased.

      “I’m not—” Ivy stopped mid-sentence and bit her lip. “Okay, I guess I am a natural optimist, although lately events have conspired to tempt me to change my mind.”

      Holly studied Ivy’s clouded face, suddenly remembering all the crying the woman had done earlier that day. “You want to talk about it?” she offered, shocking herself, as inviting the opportunity for an emotional female to indulge in another round of crying went against everything Holly believed in. Yet somehow, there she was, shoulder at the ready for this woman she’d only just met. Even so, relief washed over her when Ivy shook her head.

      Holly stepped outside and set her glass on the railing. She peered over the edge. “It’s pretty amazing how much it changes over the day. Just a few hours ago, the water was much higher. Now you can sit on the stones. I’ve never seen anything like it back home.”

      “And where’s home?” Ivy leaned against the railing, clutching her wineglass against her chest.

      Holly, with her hands on the railing, turned her face to Ivy. “Northern California.”

      “Where’d you grow up?” Ivy sipped her wine.

      “All over. My dad was a marine.”

      “I’m kinda jealous. I’ve spent most of my life on the island.”

      Holly’s gaze returned to the horizon. “I’m kinda jealous about that. Stability sounds nice.”

      “Are you not stable now?”

      How the hell should Holly answer that one? She’d been exiled from her company after calling her business partner and best friend in the middle of the night, chanting she couldn’t go on, and if she didn’t get herself back in top form and come up with a million-dollar idea to wow the investors at the Series B funding meeting, she’d probably be out on her ear or locked up in a loony bin. So, yeah…

      Holly stared at where she imagined the water met the horizon. “That’s a good question.”

      “Did I hit on a sensitive subject? I’m sorry.” Ivy’s voice was quiet. “What brings you out here this time of year, not vacation, surely? I’m guessing from your Original Computer T-shirt you do something techie.”

      Holly glanced down at the graphic on her chest, depicting a pencil with print under the lead tip and delete under the eraser. “Guilty as charged and yes, my visit is work-related.” Holly gave an apologetic shrug. “I’m afraid with me, it usually is.”

      “Yeah, I get it. I’m a working girl myself.” Ivy edged closer to Holly and turned to face the water. “There’s something about the water that heals the soul, don’t you think?”

      “I certainly do.” Holly’s voice was barely a whisper. She turned her head again to take in Ivy’s profile, tracing the woman’s smooth jawline with her eyes, then settling her gaze on Ivy’s full, pouty lips that nearly begged to be kissed. Just as this thought sent a shiver coursing through her, Ivy slowly swiveled her head to face Holly full-on, exponentially increasing her desire.

      They stared at each other, not speaking, as the tide roared below them in its return to the ocean. Eyes still on Ivy’s lips, Holly touched her tongue to her own, which tasted faintly of the salt water that hung in the air. A whip of wind kicked up, blowing Ivy’s hair into her face. Unable to resist the temptation, Holly reached out and brushed the strands away, her fingertips lingering on the smooth, pale skin of Ivy’s cheek for the briefest of moments before pulling them away. In the moonlight, she thought she saw the woman tremble.

      Holly frowned. “Are you cold?”

      Ivy shook her head. “No, but the wind’s picking up. Maybe we should go inside.”

      “More wine?” Holly asked when they were back in the room.

      “I’ve had more than enough, but help yourself if you’d like.” As if to drive home her point, Ivy bumped into the edge of a chair and giggled like it was the funniest thing she’d ever done. Uncertain how to react, Holly focused all her concentration on pouring herself more wine, red this time, as that was what she preferred.

      “You’re the serious type, aren’t you?” Ivy asked after her laughing fit subsided.

      “People have said that before, yes,” Holly answered, noting silently that usually it had been said as an insult, as if it were a defect in her personality, but Ivy’s tone held no such judgment. If anything, the way she’d said it had implied she found this trait exceedingly sexy.

      “I’m the opposite,” Ivy confessed. She seemed almost bashful now. Another odd conundrum—the way Ivy’s emotions flowed and changed direction as relentlessly as the tide. “I tend to be more of a free spirit.”

      “You don’t say?” Holly said in that bland tone she often used to disguise her humor. “I guessed that when I learned I had a goat in my car.”

      Unlike the majority of people, who would have missed the joke and felt insulted, Ivy burst into a loud guffaw, her easiness returning. Holly was relieved and more than a little turned on by the reaction, too. She loved the sound of Ivy’s laughter, and the way her eyes lit up.

      “I have an insatiable curiosity about the world.”

      “Is that right?” Holly sat on the edge of the bed, which yielded just as little as it had the last time she’d tried it, but now she didn’t mind.

      “It is.” Ivy joined her, sitting just a few inches away. “If I could, I would travel the entire world and see absolutely everything there is to see.”

      Maybe it had something to do with the sea air, the balmy temperature, or the alcohol hitting her system, but at that moment, Holly wanted nothing more than to snap her fingers, hire a plane, and whisk Ivy around the world. If her assistant had been there, it would’ve already been done. It was an insane notion, but undeniably true, which inspired Holly to take a long sip of her wine, allowing the liquid to slosh in her mouth before swallowing.

      Ivy inched infinitesimally closer to Holly. “Tell me something about yourself. The first thing you think of.”

      “I’ve never had a pet,” Holly said after deciding that sharing the fact that she was contemplating taking them both on a trip around the world twelve hours after meeting might be coming on just a bit too strong.

      “Never?”

      “Nope. We moved around so much that my parents didn’t think it would be fair to an animal.” That it was somehow fairer to their two human children had always left Holly scratching her head.

      “You must have been super surprised about Blue Bell.”

      Holly held her finger and thumb an inch apart.

      Ivy giggled for a minute before a serious expression settled over her. “You didn’t invite me here to talk about pets, though, did you?”

      Holly felt a stirring deep inside as their eyes connected. “I guess not.”

      Ivy closed the last remaining distance that separated them, lifting up slightly and landing with a thud. She stood and rubbed her bottom, then sat again, several inches away once more, to Holly’s disappointment. “Oof. At least the bed is as sturdy as—”

      “A slab of concrete?” Holly flourished her wineglass in a mock toast before setting it down on the nightstand.

      “I hate to say it, but you probably have the worst night of sleep of your entire life ahead of you.”

      “Well, I don’t know.” Holly peered over her shoulder at the bed. “Not sure I’m planning on sleeping.”

      “Oh, really?” Ivy said it like a challenge she was hoping Holly would accept. Lifting one hand to Holly’s temple, Ivy tapped her finger gently against the skin, sending a thrill of anticipation through Holly that belied the innocence of the touch. “What plan do you have going on in there?”

      Pulse quickening, Holly pressed her lips together, then beckoned with a finger. “You’ll have to come closer to find out.”

      With a look of yearning in her eyes, Ivy obliged, scooting along the bed until their legs were pressed together from hip to ankle. Ivy’s heat seared Holly’s skin, momentarily taking her breath away. Trying to hide her sudden shakiness, Holly placed her hand on Ivy’s shoulder, then moved it ever so slowly toward her neck in the gentlest of caresses until her hand cupped the back of Ivy’s head. She twined her fingers through the thick, red hair, urging Ivy’s head closer until their foreheads touched and she could feel the tickle of Ivy’s breath against her face.

      Their lips met with a tenderness and restraint that gave way almost instantly to urgency. Holly couldn’t say for certain who made the first move, only that the next thing she knew, their mouths were wide open, each tongue hungrily exploring the other’s mouth in turn. They devoured one another, stopping only long enough to catch a breath now and again in order not to pass out.

      In Holly’s albeit limited experience with these matters, first kisses were less than satisfying. It was more about finding a groove, and they were usually awkward and comical when looking back on them later.

      Awkward? Comical? This kiss didn’t tick either of those boxes.

      Scorching hot. That was the box the kiss was emphatically stamping. And then some. So much so that simply kissing could never be enough.

      Ivy seemed to agree, reaching under Holly’s T-shirt, moaning into the kiss as her fingers skimmed Holly’s bare skin. With ravenous desire, Holly slipped her hand as far as she could inside Ivy’s dress, her fingers shoving off the bra to tease a nipple, which came alive with the first pinch and continued to harden.

      “Do we dare try the bed?” Ivy asked between kisses.

      “Not sure there’s a way around it,” Holly whispered while nibbling Ivy’s earlobe. “The kitchen table will probably give us splinters in places we’d never want them.”

      “Very… true… words,” Ivy squeezed out between panting breaths. She pulled away a bit, slowing their passion enough that she was able to add, “There are some places on my body that I’m protective of and would like to keep splinter-free.”

      “Is that right?” Holly pinched Ivy’s other nipple. “Only some places that you’d like to keep splinter-free?”

      Ivy bit down on her bottom lip, seemingly too caught up in sensations to answer. She leaned back gingerly, as if testing the mattress to find its more comfortable spots, until she was flat on the bed. Holly climbed on top, and in unison, they scooted toward the headboard.

      One arm holding her weight, Holly used the other to eighty-six her T-shirt and cast it onto the floor.

      Ivy grinned broadly. “Wasn’t expecting a bubble-gum pink bra.”

      “I like to surprise people.”

      Ivy gripped Holly’s sides. “I have a feeling there’s a lot more to you than meets the eye.”

      Holly took a deep breath, closing her eyes when Ivy’s hand moved under the bra, reaching behind to undo the hooks and free her breasts. The bra sailed, in all its pink glory, to the opposite end of the room.

      But instead of going further, Ivy stopped and gave her a knowing look. “In our rush, I think we forgot something.”

      Holly’s brain searched frantically for the answer, with no luck. “What’s that?”

      “To get completely naked. It’s not as easy when you’re on top of me.”

      Holly relaxed in relief that the problem was an easy one to solve. “Luckily for you, I’m a helper with these matters.” She motioned for Ivy to sit up, then carefully unzipped the skin-tight dress, peeling it from Ivy’s body like the wrapper of a particularly luscious candy. “You have a beautiful body.” Holly ran a hand over Ivy’s white satin bra. “So soft.” Her hands worked their way to the clasp. The bra was discarded onto the floor with their other articles.

      Holly eased Ivy back onto the blue-and-green seashell duvet. They kissed as Holly’s hand explored Ivy’s skin. The smell of sea air hung in the room, blending with the strengthening scent of their desire like a rare perfume.

      Each stroke of her fingers sent Ivy into a tizzy, urging Holly on. It’d been so long since she’d touched a woman that Holly had almost worried she’d forgotten what to do. She stretched her firm body on top of Ivy, greedily claiming her mouth as she raked her nails down Ivy’s right side. Up and down. Ivy moaned, letting Holly know her earlier concerns had been unfounded.

      “You like that?” Holly asked, nibbling on Ivy’s earlobe before easing her tongue into Ivy’s ear.

      “Holy Jesus!” Ivy cried out, then rolled Holly onto her back.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” Holly said, shaking with laughter. “So, you like it when I touch you?”

      “Very much.”

      “But, you want to be in control sometimes, too.” Holly didn’t seem upset, and she hitched her hip into Ivy.

      “You’re naughty. I love it.” Ivy’s fingers walked over an expanse of creamy skin.

      Holding on to Ivy’s hips, Holly continued to thrust. Ivy closed her eyes, rolling her head back. Holly sat up, wrapping her arms around Ivy and peppering her neck with kisses while Ivy dug her fingers into Holly’s back.

      “I want you,” Ivy said, sending a thrill racing to Holly’s core. Had any words ever sounded so sweet?

      Their lips met again, and the kiss was more sensual than earlier, their tongues finding their ways as if they’d always known the other. It was fucking hot but also surprising how quickly the two were syncing.

      Holly cupped Ivy’s cheeks, staring deeply. “Your eyes are stunning. I wish I could swim in them.”

      Ivy nestled her cheek into Holly’s palm. “I could stare into your deep blues all night.”

      Neither broke eye contact for several heartbeats, making Holly wonder about the feelings behind such a stare. She couldn’t even interpret her own feelings and had no idea what might be going on in the creative wonderland of a free spirit like Ivy. “You really are stunning,” Holly said in a quiet but awe-filled voice.

      Their lips crashed together again, like a wave hitting the beach. The softness of their tongues and caresses reached the clawing at each other stage. Holly fisted Ivy’s ponytail, her tongue shoving its way deeper inside. A sensation surged through her as if a spark had been ignited from within, and she felt Ivy tremble against her as if experiencing the very same thing.

      Suddenly aware she was still partially clothed, Holly collapsed onto the bed and elevated her butt, allowing Ivy to paw at the button and zipper on her jeans, wanting as urgently as her companion did to ditch both them and the panties beneath.

      Ivy took in a breath. “Jesus, you have an amazing body.” Holly savored the experience of watching Ivy’s eyes travel over her flesh, looking as if she were taking in a masterpiece. Holly had two tiny freckles on her left breast, near her nipple, which Ivy traced with a finger and then circled the areola. Holly reached for the headboard, wrapping her fingers around a black bar. “You can do whatever you want,” she whispered.

      Flashing a wicked grin, Ivy started with Holly’s neck, kissing and licking her way down to the right nipple. Holly’s breath quickened when Ivy took it into her mouth, teasing it gently and bringing it to life with her tongue. Ivy worked her way to the other, giving it even more attention.

      Holly let out a fuck me groan, then, in an instant, flipped Ivy onto her back and mounted her with determination. Holly captured Ivy’s mouth, not allowing Ivy to voice a complaint over the power move, though considering her body’s response, Holly doubted there were any complaints forthcoming.

      Holly pinned Ivy’s arms over her head. Clearly, the woman worked out, and Holly allowed herself a moment to admire the definition in Ivy’s arms. She stripped off Ivy’s underwear before parting her legs with her own, their pussies moving in time together. Holly manipulated a nipple with her tongue, eliciting a gasp from Ivy. While one of Holly’s hands continued to hold Ivy’s down, her free hand roamed Ivy’s torso. How long had it been since she’d touched anyone like this? Each stroke was like a lesson about the importance of human touch.

      “If I let go of your arms, will you behave?” Holly stared into Ivy’s eyes as she nodded. “I want to have my way with you.” The need in Ivy’s eyes sparked even more desire in Holly—there was no doubt how much this woman wanted Holly to fuck her.

      Holly straddled Ivy, her hands exploring with purpose. Could Ivy guess just how much Holly got off by making her writhe with need? Spurred on by the thought, Holly rocked her hips into Ivy. Her mouth began the journey at Ivy’s neck, working over to the collarbone, skipping over to the left breast.

      The first flick of the nipple made Ivy close her eyes briefly, sighing deeply. Holly paid attention to the other nipple. Ivy squirmed in a way that told Holly she’d better not stop. Not now. Not yet. “Oh, fuck me,” Ivy groaned, a sound that made Holly’s pussy clench with desire.

      “I plan to.” Holly growled as Ivy’s body arched with the need for release. Moving her hand lower until it was between Ivy’s legs, Holly skimmed a finger over Ivy’s swollen lips, lingering there on the surface to savor the moment. “May I?”

      “Please.”

      Holly’s fingers entered, first one and then another.

      “You feel amazing,” Ivy moaned.

      Even though Holly was technically in control, she felt Ivy’s hips rub against hers and welcomed the motion, riding Ivy, tossing her head back. “Oh God.”

      They moved in tandem, each of them struggling for breath as they kissed and rocked, until both seemed so close to the brink the slightest thing might send them over. Fingers still moving inside, Holly shifted her body, and Ivy gasped as Holly’s tongue began a slow but steady downward trek.

      Holly’s mouth inched closer to Ivy’s clit, and Ivy arched her back in expectation. The first stroke caused Ivy to arch even more. Holly repositioned, giving her mouth and fingers better access. Ivy ran her hands over Holly’s head, rustling up the hair. Smoothing it. Only to muss it up again.

      Holly’s fingers moved in deeper, her tongue circling the clit.

      Ivy was edging closer to release. Holly could tell from the noises she made, and as if by instinct, she knew what to do next. Her fingers curled upward. Ivy latched onto the sides of Holly’s head, and though startled for a moment, her tongue continued lapping, single-mindedly focused on her task.

      “Oh…” Ivy’s eyelids tightened, her head digging into the pillow. “Oh…”

      Holly didn’t let up, thinking only of her goal.

      Ivy’s breathing increased.

      Holly moved in and out at greater speed.

      “I’m…” A rumble of giggles erupted from the general vicinity of Ivy’s head.

      Holly’s eyes flew open at the unexpected sound, not moving from her position but pausing just long enough to meet Ivy’s gaze. Ivy immediately made a frantic motion for Holly not to stop. Ignore the strange giggling, her expression telegraphed, for the love of all that’s holy.

      Holly’s fingers curved upward once again and held as Ivy sailed over the edge.

      “Oh… my… God!”
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      Ivy rolled onto her side. “That was… amazing.”

      Sometime after the tremors inside Ivy’s body had quelled, Holly had made her way back up to the pillow and was now resting with her hands above her head, face turned toward Ivy.

      “Are you sure?” Worry lines creased Holly’s face, and Ivy wished nothing more than to reach out and smooth them away.

      “Of course.”

      “The giggling…?” Holly made a motion for Ivy to fill in the blank.

      Ivy felt the blood rush to her cheeks. “That has never happened before during an orgasm. I really can’t explain it.”

      “It was a first for me.” Holly grinned, but suddenly, it turned into a grimace.

      Ivy scrambled to sit upright. “You okay?”

      “Y-yeah,” Holly stuttered.

      “No, you aren’t. What’s wrong?” Ivy placed a hand tenderly on Holly’s back.

      “It’s just my lower back. It seizes up occasionally. I drove from California to here without many stops no matter how many times my car and FitBit nagged me to take breaks.”

      “I’m sensing this is a trend with you,” Ivy scolded gently, “pushing yourself until your body can’t handle any more.”

      Holly closed her eyes. “Maybe.”

      “Luckily for you, I’m gifted in this department.”

      Holly’s eyes fluttered open. “Which department? Putting people back together?”

      “Well, that too. But I was referring to back rubs.”

      “Really? Or is that a line you use on all the girls?”

      “Why would I lie? I already got mine. You’re the one who still has incentive to come up with some smooth lines.” Ivy smiled wickedly. “Will it be okay for me to straddle you, or will that hurt too much?”

      “You’re all of five-two and, my guess, under a hundred pounds.”

      “One hundred and three,” Ivy corrected.

      Holly chuckled. “I still have about twenty pounds on you, give or take a few.”

      “That’s because you’re a giant.” There was a teasing glint in Ivy’s eyes.

      “Five-five qualifies as that? I wonder how you would classify a pale-skinned computer geek. Vamp—” Holly started to shift, then froze in place, clearly in pain, not able to complete the word.

      “Do you want a back rub or not?” Ivy asked in what she imagined to be a stern mom voice.

      Holly shifted on the bed, another spasm roiling through her, contorting her face.

      “I’ll take that as a yes.” Ivy threw one leg over Holly, positioning herself over Holly’s buttocks but not placing any weight on her.

      “It’s okay; you can sit,” Holly told her.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “But, I want to see if your pussy is still as wet as I think it is.”

      Ivy leaned forward and flicked the back of Holly’s head with one finger. “Behave yourself, naughty girl.”

      “You’re no fun,” Holly muttered into the pillow.

      “You have a tattoo.” Ivy outlined it with a finger. “I have no idea what it means. Is it Chinese?”

      “No. Japanese.”

      “Are you going to translate for me?” Ivy dug her fingers into Holly’s lower back.

      A moan escaped from Holly.

      “Does that feel good?”

      “Very much so.”

      “Let me know if I apply too much pressure. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “I don’t think you will.” Holly let out another satisfied moan, which had the effect that, if Ivy had chosen that moment to sit fully on Holly’s buttocks, there would have been no doubt as to how wet she was.

      Ivy cleared her throat, trying not to think about how aroused she was becoming. Holly was in no shape right now to do anything but lie flat. “I’m still waiting to hear what the tattoo means.”

      Holly laughed hard.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “If you knew the meaning, you’d understand.”

      Ivy kneaded the left side of Holly’s back. “You aren’t playing fair.”

      “I’m a private person.”

      Ivy chuckled.

      “What’s so funny about that?”

      “You have a naked stranger sitting on you. I’d say you aren’t super private.” As if to prove her point, Ivy reached behind her and gave Holly’s ass a gentle swat. “What do I have to do for you to tell me the meaning of the tattoo?”

      “Considering I’ve only told one person, I don’t know. It’s not something I share with others.”

      “Guess I’ll just have to earn your trust.” Ivy moved down, massaging Holly’s bottom, not in a sensual way, but therapeutically, with deep pressure in the tissue that made Holly writhe beneath her. She knew the pain must be excruciating, but also that the work she was doing would help more than it hurt. “A lot of the time, back pain originates from below.”

      “You’re right. You are good at this.”

      “I took some massage classes a while back. I thought about working in a spa on the mainland, but the work is sporadic, and then…” Ivy shuddered at the memory of some of the less reputable places she’d come across. “There’s the whole issue of the happy endings.”

      Speaking into her pillow, Holly quipped, “Does this mean I won’t be getting a happy ending?”

      “We’ll see,” Ivy teased, knowing full well that if Holly could manage it with her back the way it was, she would be more than happy to oblige.

      Ivy sat on Holly’s butt to allow her to work on the shoulder area, and as her wetness made contact, she felt a shiver move through the woman’s body that told her she was aware of, and appreciated, just how turned on Ivy was. It made waiting for more difficult, but Ivy’s fingers plied Holly’s stiffening muscles, knowing this was what she needed in the moment, even more than a good orgasm.

      A gust of wind shot through the room, and the cheap aluminum porch door swung wildly to the left and right, making a hideous metal-on-metal crunching sound. Ivy leapt off Holly, closing and latching the door shut just before rain began to splatter the glass. “Storms have a tendency to blow through here at the drop of a hat.”

      Holly rolled onto her back. “It’s really coming down.”

      Ivy felt Holly’s eyes on her, and she paused in the middle of the room, stark naked, as she let the woman take in her fill. Her gaze met Holly’s, neither of them blinking.

      Propped on one elbow, Holly motioned for Ivy to come back.

      “What do you have in mind?” Ivy slinked to the foot of the bed, hoping Holly was thinking what she was thinking.

      “I want to kiss you. You’re an amazing kisser.”

      Ivy felt a thrill of victory as she climbed on top of Holly. “I’ve never been told that.”

      Their lips met. Ivy held Holly’s face with both hands, not wanting to allow her to break off contact too soon. Holly responded by deepening the kiss, her full lips soft and wet.

      Ivy broke free. “Going to tell me what the tattoo means yet?”

      “Nope.”

      “This means I’ll have to resort to more persuasive measures to loosen your lips.” Ivy uttered a throaty laugh.

      “Totally willing to take that chance.” Holly held her gaze, and the lust that shone in her eyes was unmistakable.

      Ivy pinched Holly’s nipple.

      “Still not spilling.”

      Ivy ground her hip into Holly’s pussy. “Are you sure about that?”

      Holly swallowed.

      A confident smile overtook Ivy’s face. “Your eyes are afire with primal desire. Do you do anything by half measures?”

      Holly shook her head.

      “Going to hold you to that.”

      Their bodies tangled together. Kissing. Pawing. Groping.

      Ivy ran her tongue along Holly’s collarbone.

      “I want you,” Holly said, her determination causing Ivy to quake inside.

      “You had me,” Ivy pointed out. “I’m a big believer in fair play.”

      A growl escaped from Holly, and she repeated, “I want you,” while trying to roll Ivy onto her back.

      “You’re taller, but I’m not a delicate flower.” Holding her ground, Ivy chewed on her lower lip, seeming to mull over her next step. She settled on kissing the hollow of Holly’s throat, working down toward her left breast, and flicking the nipple with her tongue. Ivy sucked it into her mouth, gently biting the hardening nub, gradually increasing the pressure. It was clear the sensation was driving Holly mad with longing, and she ground her pussy against Ivy’s hip. Ivy reacted by rubbing into Holly, all the while working on the other nipple.

      “Ooo,” Holly moaned.

      Ivy’s mouth moved further down. Kissing, licking, and nibbling. Down and down Ivy’s mouth traveled, Holly watching her every move, until finally she shoved her head deep into the pillow.

      “Should I stop?” Ivy licked the sensitive area right below the belly button.

      “Please don’t.”

      “Tell me the meaning of the tattoo.”

      “This isn’t fair.”

      “Never said I play fair.”

      “You did, though. You said you believe in fair play.” Holly made a hand gesture, conveying so what gives?

      “There’s a subtle distinction. Should I stop what I’m doing so I can explain the nuance to you in excruciating detail?”

      “Don’t give up.”

      “You know the terms,” Ivy purred teasingly.

      Holly stared deeply into Ivy’s eyes. “That’s the tattoo. It means don’t give up.”

      “Really?”

      Holly nodded.

      Ivy laughed quietly. The joke was on her this time, but she didn’t mind. “I should have been able to guess that.” Her fingers played with Holly’s pubic hair. “Very fitting.”

      “Glad you approve.”

      “Not sure that means I approve.” Ivy smiled, but there was honesty in her words as well. From what she’d seen in the few hours she’d known her, Holly could use a little backing off, a little letting go and giving the universe a chance to do its thing.

      Holly rolled her eyes. “You want to lecture me now?”

      “I’ll put a pin in it for the time being.” Ivy moved further down the bed, and her fingers skimmed the wet lips, up and down, before separating them. There was no need to torture either one of them by waiting any longer.

      Holly’s breath hitched.

      Ivy inserted a finger inside Holly.

      Another hitch of breath.

      Ivy ran a tongue over her own lips.

      It had the desired effect. Holly was transfixed.

      Ivy’s mouth inched closer and closer to Holly.

      Then Ivy’s tongue was on Holly, the initial contact sending her into exactly the kind of frenzy Ivy had hoped it would. Ivy’s tongue explored Holly’s folds and clit as Holly reached for the pillow under her head, holding tightly onto the corners.

      Ivy yanked her finger out and replaced it with her tongue, lost in the taste of her, as Holly let out an excited squeal. A real, honest-to-goodness squeal that nearly sent Ivy over the edge just from hearing it. Ivy pulled her tongue out and replaced it with two fingers, moving in and out. Her tongue now focused with laser precision on Holly’s clit.

      Holly writhed.

      Ivy shoved in deeper.

      “Please don’t stop.”

      “Don’t you mean don’t give up?”

      “Ex-exactly,” Holly stuttered.

      Ivy added another finger, questioning with her eyes if that was okay. Holly nodded, her hips moving as if they had a mind of their own. Ivy managed to keep her mouth on the money spot, circling Holly’s clit with fervor. This only caused Holly to thrash about even more.

      “Don’t…” Holly couldn’t get out the rest.

      Ivy went in deep.

      Holly sat up.

      Ivy didn’t stop.

      Holly cradled Ivy’s head.

      The orgasm hit Holly hard, but Ivy didn’t relent. Holly’s fingers gouged Ivy’s back. There was one shudder, quickly followed by another. Then a third. Ivy counted them to herself even as she continued, until Holly fell back onto the duvet.

      Ivy stilled her fingers and tongue.

      It didn’t stop a fourth quake from overtaking Holly’s body.
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      “What the fuck is that?”

      The voice beside her ear ripped Ivy from a deep and dreamless sleep. Immediately, she sensed she wasn’t alone in bed. Not only was there shouting right next to her, but what in the hell happened to her downy soft mattress, or had she fallen asleep on a sidewalk?

      The screeching of seagulls yanked Ivy completely from her slumbering fog. Places inside her that hadn’t spoken out in ages zinged and purred, and her entire body tingled in that pleasant afterglow that usually followed a night of passion. At least if you did it right, she thought. And Holly Adler had definitely done it right. She reached out and gave the woman beside her a reassuring pat.

      “It sounds like Africa out there.” Holly sat up in bed, rubbing her eyes with the heels of her hands. She sounded agitated, whereas Ivy wanted nothing more than to curl up and head back to slumberland.

      “I love the sound. Just wait. In a few weeks, you won’t even notice.”

      “I’ve seen the movie The Birds many times. Not sure I’ll get to that point.” Holly remained rigid.

      Ivy, with her cheek on her pillow, studied the blonde, whose hair was sticking every which way. God, Holly was beautiful, even first thing in the morning. “Did you get any sleep?”

      Holly nodded since she was in mid-yawn and stretch, with her arms overhead. Finally, she asked, “You?”

      “I did, which is surprising given this mattress situation.”

      “I’m really hoping the house I’m staying at has better sleeping options.”

      “Where are you staying?”

      “At a friend’s place.” It was a vague answer, but Ivy decided not to push, at least for now, as her companion did not appear to be the type to divulge too much without more prodding. Holly’s belly made a gurgling sound. “I’m starving. I didn’t have dinner last night. Is there a place near here for breakfast?”

      “Why’d you skip dinner?”

      “I meant to order something after the wine tasting, but I got distracted.”

      Ivy suspected her whoopsie grin didn’t come across as all that regretful. What could she say? Sex was better than food any day. “There’s a diner that’s only a five-minute walk from here.”

      “Do you want to go?” Holly’s blue eyes shimmered.

      Ivy really would’ve preferred to skip all this food talk and go for round—well, whatever round they were on after the multiple orgasms of the previous evening. Maybe think about a late breakfast. Or brunch. Did this place have room service during the off-season? She heard Holly’s stomach complain loudly for the second time and sighed.

      “What time is it?” Ivy glanced around the room, not spotting a clock.

      Holly reached for her iPhone on the bedside table. “Oh, it’s early. I doubt the place will be open.”

      Ivy looked at the horizon, the sky turning bluer by the second. “I’m guessing it’s after three, meaning it’ll definitely be open.”

      Holly shot her an incredulous look. “This island doesn’t have a Starbucks, a Target, or, as far as I can tell, a single traffic signal, but it has a diner that opens at three in the morning?”

      “Lobstermen like a hearty breakfast before hitting the open seas.” The adorable smile on Holly’s face tugged on Ivy’s heartstrings. “I swear, you look as happy as a kid on Christmas morning.”

      “Do you know how much I love getting breakfast from a diner?” Holly spread out her arms. “So much.”

      Ivy started to rise, uttering a loud groan before falling back onto her pillow. Getting up was the last thing she wanted to do. “We should get dressed then.”

      Holly, who had already hopped out of bed and was shrugging into a pair of navy cargo shorts, sans underwear, paused. “You seem really tired. I can wait.”

      Ivy sighed. “But I don’t want you to miss out on a hot cinnamon roll.”

      “They have cinnamon rolls?” Holly asked, her eyes tripling in size, or so it seemed.

      “Homemade.”

      Inconceivably, Holly’s eyes widened even more, but she shook her head and sat back on the bed. “No. It’s okay. I’m not dragging you out of bed. I’ll wait.”

      Ivy felt the blankets being tucked around her shoulder and a hand smoothing the hair along the top of her head. She wondered if any of it remained in her braid after their wild night. She probably looked like a disaster, but so far, Holly had done nothing to indicate she was bothered by it. “Why don’t you go, and I’ll meet up with you in a little bit?”

      “Are you sure?” There was no mistaking the eagerness in Holly’s voice, the promise of a cinnamon roll clearly outweighing at least some of her chivalrous tendencies.

      “Absolutely. I’ll get up in ten minutes and be right over.” Ivy yawned loudly. “Save me a cinnamon roll.”

      “You got it. Let me just make sure I have my wallet.” There was some shuffling and the sound of items being moved here and there. Then Holly announced, “Found it.”

      “Good job,” Ivy assured her, already well on her way to a nice long snooze.

      “Do they have a maid here, do you think?”

      Ivy let out a sound that was meant to convey she had no idea, then rolled over and snuggled deep under the blankets. Her early-bird companion mumbled something on the way out, which Ivy didn’t quite catch, barely registering the click of the door announcing that Holly had left.

      And that’s when she saw it.

      A crisp ten-dollar bill on the nightstand.

      “You look like a ten-dollar hooker.” Ivy whispered Betty’s admonishment from the night before to herself now, a cold lump settling in her belly. Was that what Holly had thought, too?
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      With the smell of bacon and waffles wafting out into the parking lot, the diner was easy to find. It was a squat building with clapboard siding and a wooden ramp leading to the entrance. A bell jingled as Holly opened the door. It was a narrow space, just wide enough for a row of five tables for four along the plain white wall on the left, and a similar row of tables for two along the right wall, which was formed from a series of wide windows that overlooked the water. All but a few tables were empty, and most of the boats were gone from the docks, but unused lobster traps were piled all around outside, and Holly recalled what Ivy had said about the lobstermen getting an early start.

      The moment Holly stepped inside, a woman in mom jeans and a black T-shirt, wearing a white apron stitched with the name Shirley across the top in red thread, approached with a coffee pot in hand. “Table for one?”

      “Two please,” Holly replied. “I have someone joining me in a bit.”

      “Sure thing.” Shirley pointed to the empty spaces by the windows. “Take your pick. Can I start you off with coffee?”

      “Yes, please.” Holly chose the seat facing the door so she’d be sure to see when Ivy walked in, not that there was any way to miss her, considering the size of the place. She flipped over the mug that sat on the paper placemat in front of her. “And did I hear correctly that you have cinnamon rolls?”

      “Best you’ve ever tasted. Can I get you one to start while you look at the menu?”

      “To start?” Holly arched her brow.

      “Just part of a balanced breakfast. You won’t ever starve on this island,” Shirley assured her with a laugh as she tilted the coffee pot and allowed the steaming liquid to fill Holly’s mug close to the brim.

      “Good to know.” As it happened, Holly had a voracious appetite, a fact she was always made to feel embarrassed over in image and health conscious California. It would be nice to spend time in a place where she didn’t have to pretend to like quinoa and kale. As if to test her newfound freedom, she reached for the sugar and added twice what she would have at home, while Shirley didn’t so much as bat an eye. “You know what? Can we make it two?”

      “You betcha.” Shirley spun around and headed toward the kitchen.

      As she studied the menu, Holly’s right leg bobbed up and down, an outward manifestation of her constant nervous energy, which was probably half the reason she could eat as much as she did without gaining weight. It wasn’t just her body, either. Her brain was almost always going, whether puzzling out the solution to a work problem or analyzing everything she did or said from a hundred different angles. Unfortunately for Holly, with the exception of coming up with a fresh idea of staggering genius that would wow her investors by Christmas, which was not exactly the type of thing she could just pull out of her ass over a cup of coffee, she was fresh out of puzzles. Unusual behavior to analyze, on the other hand…

      Last night had been a first for Holly. Not sleeping with a woman, of course. She’d done that before, though it had been a while. But throwing all caution to the wind and heading back to her hotel room to have a night of totally wild, uninhibited sex with someone she’d known for only a few hours? Never. If someone had wanted to bet her a million dollars she was even capable of such a thing, she would’ve bet against herself and lost. But was the fact that she’d done it without so much as a thought a good sign or bad? Maybe this was why Nolan was so concerned about her, although honestly, she wasn’t sure if he’d banished her to a small island off the coast of Maine to keep her from doing something like that or whether the fact that she’d done so would be grounds for her return.

      A shadow fell over the table. Holly looked up quickly, expecting to see Ivy and hoping she hadn’t looked like too much of a lunatic just then, her legs bobbing and shaking while she argued with herself about what her best friend would think about their recent one-night stand. Instead, Shirley was back with two of the most delectable cinnamon rolls Holly had ever seen. As soon as they hit the table, Holly made a grab for one and gobbled down a huge bite. She was not disappointed.

      “I’d like the large stack of pancakes, two scrambled eggs, and a double order of bacon,” Holly said after chewing and swallowing.

      “Sure I can’t tempt you with a lobster omelet?”

      Holly scanned the menu to locate that particular entry but came up empty. “I didn’t know lobster omelets were a thing.”

      “On Poppy’s, there’s lobster in anything and everything. We don’t even bother putting it on the menu. Everyone just knows.”

      Holly thought for a moment, but her stomach was sending out a few warning twinges leftover from the ferry crossing, and she thought maybe seafood this early wasn’t the best idea. “Maybe next time. I’d better ease into it.”

      Shirley made a note on her pad with Holly’s order and returned to the kitchen, emerging a few minutes later with a piping hot plate. “Syrup’s on the table. More coffee?”

      “Please.” Holly reached for the jug of Vermont maple syrup, smothering her pancakes and bacon. Her eyes boggled at the plate. “I know I ordered a lot, but I wasn’t expecting it to be this much food.”

      “Well, hun, there are two types of establishments on this island. There are the places where they serve cute little portions stacked up like tiny pyramids and drizzled with fancy sauce. Those are for summer folks. This here, this is a lobstermen’s place. When you’re out on a boat in the cold, hours before the sun comes up, you need food that sticks to your ribs. You ever met a lobsterman in person?”

      Holly shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

      “When they get breakfast set down in front of them, they don’t like to see much plate. A lot of my best customers used to be on the football team back when we were all in high school. They’re big guys.”

      “The high school has a football team?” Holly asked, only realizing by the look the waitress gave her how condescending that might have sounded.

      “Why, it sure does.” The snark was thick in Shirley’s tone. “Books, too.”

      “Of course. I’m sorry.” Holly scratched the back of her head, her cheeks tingling. She was certain she was in the process of turning as bright red as the bottle of ketchup on the table. “I just didn’t put much thought into those aspects of living on an island, I guess.”

      “Don’t sweat it. You aren’t alone.” Shirley pulled out the chair that Holly had been saving for the still-absent Ivy. “Mind if I sit?”

      Holly glanced at the door. It had been at least twenty minutes since she’d left her companion at the hotel, but there was no sign of Ivy. Reluctantly, Holly nodded. “Yeah, go ahead. My friend seems to be running late.”

      Shirley plunked herself down, then shifted her head from side to side, cracking her neck, and letting out a sigh. “That’s better. You gonna eat?”

      “Just letting it cool for a minute.” Holly looked longingly at her full plate of food, then back to the door again. Her stomach said to dig in, but her manners told her to wait. Still no sign of Ivy. Am I being stood up? she wondered. If so, should she feel disappointed or relieved? Holly wasn’t even certain anymore. She wanted to see Ivy again, and yet, if she didn’t turn up, wasn’t that for the better in a lot of ways? Getting involved with a woman who lived on a tiny island in Maine was about the dumbest thing she could possibly do. The whole point of a one-night stand was to keep it to one night. There was a reason they didn’t call it a one-night plus early morning breakfast stand, after all.

      Oblivious to the turmoil in Holly’s head, Shirley chattered on. “What was I saying? Oh, right. The football team. Nobody who hasn’t lived on an island really knows how it is. Like, all of a sudden, the ferry service has stopped traveling at night, so how are the kids on sports teams supposed to get home after playing a game on the mainland?”

      “Why’d they do that?”

      “They say it can be dangerous to cross in the dark, and sometimes that’s true, but if you ask me, they could just cancel ’em when the weather’s rough instead of across the board.” Shirley pointed to the fork clutched in Holly’s hand. “It’s okay. If that cinnamon roll before did you in, you don’t have to finish everything. Not many can. I’ll wrap it up for you.”

      “No, it’s not that. I’m just waiting for my friend—” Holly’s face lit up as Ivy appeared at the door. “Never mind, there she is!”

      “Oh, Ivy?” Shirley lifted her hand as if to wave, then seemed to think better of it, hopping up from the table and scurrying off to the kitchen so rapidly that Holly was left to stare after her. When Holly turned back, the look of complete rage on Ivy’s face left her completely dumbfounded and wishing she’d followed the waitress’s lead and high-tailed it to safety.

      “Are you fucking serious?” Ivy’s voice quaked. She slammed her hand down on the Formica tabletop. “Ten bucks?”

      Holly looked at the edge of the bill that poked out from beneath Ivy’s palm, the number ten prominently displayed in the corner. She frowned, thoroughly baffled. “Is that the money I left on the nightstand?”

      “Uh, yeah. It is.” Ivy’s tone dripped with sarcasm. “I mean, I’m not an expert, but it seems like someone who can run off to an island for weeks at a time can afford a lot more.”

      Holly quickly replayed the scenes in the room a half hour before, wherein she’d asked Ivy if the hotel had maid service and then asked what a good tip would be only to be met with a sonorous snore. “Uh, I thought that would be generous. How much more do you suggest?”

      “Well, what do you think the going rate is? A helluva lot more than ten measly dollars.”

      Holly blushed, digging a hand into her pocket for spare change and emerging with three quarters and some pennies. Given the hours she worked and her reticence to take a vacation, it really had been a long time since she’d stayed at a hotel. What did housekeepers expect to be tipped these days? “To be honest, I don’t do this very often, and usually my assistant takes care of everything.”

      “Well, isn’t that the life?”

      The barbed words stung, and Holly looked helplessly at the woman with whom she’d so recently shared such a wonderful night. To think she’d been worried about how to keep the spontaneous liaison from turning into anything more serious. All signs indicated that was definitely not going to be an issue as far as Ivy was concerned. “Look, what do you usually do in these situations?”

      “Me, personally?” Ivy laughed, but not that charming giggle Holly had found so irresistible. This one was bitter and cold. “I don’t make a habit of hiring women to fuck, but I’m pretty sure if I ever did, I wouldn’t start lower than a hundred.”

      Holly blinked. Then blinked three more times in quick succession. Hiring women to… what? “There’s been a mistake.”

      Ivy’s bottom lip trembled, and tears poured from her sky-blue eyes as she wailed, “Now I’m a prostitute and a mistake?”

      At the sight of Ivy’s wet, blotchy face, Holly froze, and the coins in her hand clattered to the table. Did she just say she’s a prostitute? Holly’s breath came in short, panicked bursts. She hadn’t intended to hire a prostitute. Doing such a thing wouldn’t ever occur to her. But here was Ivy, screaming at her and demanding payment in front of the entire world.

      Holly’s head swiveled urgently to assess the damage. Okay, so at this point, Shirley was well hidden and there were only two other diners in the restaurant, but they were only a few tables away, and by the look of shock on both old ladies’ faces, they’d overheard the whole thing. “Ivy, please sit down. Let’s discuss this quietly.”

      “There’s nothing to discuss!” Ivy was beyond livid by now. Her breasts heaved, threatening with every ragged breath to escape from the too-tight, rumpled red satin dress from the night before. Black streaks of mascara ran down Ivy’s cheeks.

      Oh shit. Holly gulped. The dress, the makeup… and then there was the matter of that charity letter that had brought her to tears in the ferry parking lot. Plus, what was it Ivy had said when Holly told her she was there for business? I’m a working girl, too. Holly’s heart thumped against her ribcage a couple of times before plummeting to the floor. It was all suddenly, horribly clear. I accidentally hired a prostitute.

      “Here. Here.” Holly whipped her wallet from her back pocket and yanked out all of the bills inside. One hundred, two hundred, three hundred. She held them out to Ivy with a hand that shook violently. “Is this better?”

      Ivy snatched the bills from her, wadded them up, and tossed them back at her face with surprising force and accuracy. “You can go to hell, Holly Adler!”

      Ivy spun and stormed out of the diner, leaving Holly to pick up the bills, along with the shredded remains of her dignity, from the diner’s black-and-white tiled floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ivy’s eyes flew open at the sound of her phone ringing. She looked around her bedroom in confusion at first, unable to gauge the time of day from the strange angle of the shadows cast from the light that filtered through the window. It wasn’t morning. Why was she in bed? Then her stomach roiled as it all came flooding back. Holly. They’d shared a night in the Tidewater, which had morphed into a complete nightmare. She’d finally met a woman, one whose company she’d eagerly sought and to whom she’d been very much attracted, only to have her think Ivy was so hard up she’d actually resort to selling sex.

      After the confrontation in the diner, Ivy had returned to her house, weeping. She’d yanked the zipper down the back of her dress—a dress which had apparently made her look as much like a bargain basement streetwalker as her friend Betty had warned her it did—and tossed it in a heap on the floor. The high-heeled sandals had gone with it, never to be worn again, tainted as they were by association to the whole shameful encounter. She’d then climbed into bed wearing only her bra and panties and fallen into a deep sleep.

      The phone sounded again, and Ivy rolled over to grab it, noting the time was now past four in the afternoon. “Hello?” Her voice came out all crackly-sounding from the crying and screaming she’d so recently indulged in.

      It was Betty’s voice on the other end of the line. “Are the rumors true?”

      “Rumors?” Ivy froze. Oh, God, what a scene she’d made that morning. Everyone on the island must know by now. “What’ve you heard?”

      “That you were last seen accompanying a certain blonde from the wine tasting to the Tidewater, looking very cozy; that’s what.”

      “That’s it?” Ivy swung her bare legs out of bed, grabbing a robe as she stood and shrugging it on quickly.

      “You tell me,” Betty said. “What more is there?”

      Ivy stifled a bitter laugh. What more, indeed. Yesterday she’d been bringing Blue Bell home from the farm and dreaming of all the ways she’d use the Helping Hands grant money to make the island a better place for the next generation. And today? Today, her life was a fucking disaster.

      “Look, can you meet me at the Rusty Anchor in fifteen minutes?”

      “Sounds serious.”

      “As a heart attack.”

      “Will there be drinks?” Betty asked.

      Considering the day she’d had? “Oh, definitely.”

      “And will you be buying?”

      Ivy rolled her eyes. “Just get your ass over there, will you?”

      Ending the call with Betty, Ivy next pulled up Scarlett’s contact page and phoned.

      “The Rusty Anchor,” she answered on the second ring, music blaring in the background. “Scarlett speaking.”

      “Are you working?” Ivy must have accidentally tapped the work number.

      “Are the Sox going to win the World Series?”

      “How would I know?” Turning the phone to speaker, Ivy slipped on a pair of shorts.

      “You’re a terrible dyke, you know that?”

      Shaking her head, Ivy could only agree. “You have no idea. Are you working or not?”

      “Yes, for the next two minutes.”

      “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll be right over.”

      “What’s this about, Ivy?” Scarlett’s voice held significantly more concern than usual, although, to be fair, her usual quantity was pretty much zero. “Are you okay? Are you bleeding?”

      “Why would I be bleeding?” Ivy grabbed a T-shirt from the floor that appeared to be clean enough and shrugged it on. “And if I were, why would I call you and not the paramedics?”

      “I don’t know. You sounded frantic. I was gonna go with pregnant, and then I remembered who I was talking to. Bleeding was the next thing that popped into my head.”

      “I’m not bleeding. Is that the only type of emergency people call you for?”

      “I have three brothers. Yes, blood is usually involved in emergencies.”

      “This has nothing to do with a medical emergency.” Unless Ivy factored in the sour stomach, rapid pulse, and difficulty breathing that afflicted her every time she remembered what had happened with Holly. “Can you meet me or not?”

      “Is there going to be beer involved?”

      “Jesus. You too?” Ivy’s eyes darted heavenward. Why were these people her friends? “Yes, and before you ask, yes, I’m buying, although I’m starting to think you and Betty only ever come to my aid for free beer. Just save us a table in the back corner, okay? I fucked up. Majorly. And I’m not sure what to do.”
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        * * *

      

      The Rusty Anchor, like the diner down by the dock, was an eatery designed specifically with the island locals in mind. It was a dark, cavernous room with a bar at one end and an assortment of regular height and pub tables scattered all around. The walls were a deep brown faux wood paneling, which added to the impression of perpetual night, and the air smelled of popcorn, due to the machine piled high with the stuff, which was bright yellow thanks to the buttery movie theater-style topping. Bowls and a scoop on the table beside it encouraged customers to take their fill as they perused a menu that featured little that wasn’t breaded and fried.

      When Ivy arrived, a country tune was playing on the neon-lighted jukebox, which was not old enough to hold actual vinyl records but did have an impressive collection of silvery CDs, circa the mid-1990s. Scarlett, who was recently off her shift, still wore her work shirt and apron as she sipped a pint of beer at the back-corner table. Betty was seated beside her, also getting a head start on her drinking with a pink cosmo. Both watched Ivy’s approach with an eager twinkle in their eyes.

      “Come on,” Scarlett called out when she was still several steps from the table. “Don’t leave a girl hanging.”

      “Do I at least get a drink, too?” Ivy asked, eyeing the spot on the table where her drink should have been.

      “Yeah, of course.” Scarlett hopped up. “I just wanted to make absolutely sure that alcohol was okay. You’re definitely not knocked up?”

      Ivy tilted her head to one side and gave her a glare that was nothing short of are you fucking kidding me?

      “Go on,” Betty urged. “Get the kid a Bud Light before she takes your head off.”

      Scarlett ducked behind the bar and returned momentarily with a frosty mug of beer and an extra-large bowl of popcorn. “All right, now. Spill it.”

      After a long sip from her glass, Ivy sighed, closing her eyes. “So, remember that woman from the wine tasting last night?”

      “The new lesbian on the island?” Betty shot her a we’re not idiots look. “Hard to forget.”

      “She is, right?” Scarlett added. “You didn’t give us all this anticipation just to tell us you crashed and burned because Miss Spikey-hair isn’t into women after all, did you?”

      “She is.” Ivy took another long swig from her mug, taking a moment to concentrate on the pleasant, bubbling sensation of the liquid running down her throat. “I know from firsthand experience.” She went on to explain exactly what had transpired in the early hours that morning, from finding the ten-dollar bill on the nightstand to confronting Holly at the diner and having her not only not deny that allegation but try to hand her hundreds of dollars from her wallet. “What was she thinking, trying to pay me off like that?”

      Betty scrunched her face. “Let’s take a closer look at this for a minute, shall we? First, why in the world did you think she was offering you ten bucks to pay for a one-night stand? Most people who hook up don’t pay for that. Are you off your rocker?”

      “Why did I think that?” Ivy’s mouth gaped. “You’re the one who put it into my head. You said my dress made me look like a ten-dollar hooker. Then she gave me ten bucks. What was I supposed to think?”

      “Honey, if you were a prostitute, you’d be a terrible one. No self-respecting hooker forgets to set the terms of payment before doing the deed.”

      “I… I really don’t know where to start,” Ivy huffed. “What’s more insulting? Being called a prostitute or being called a bad one?”

      “I’d say the latter,” Betty responded without having to think much on it. “If you’re going to do it, you might as well do a good job. Be an out-and-proud hooker. A good ethic goes a long way.”

      “I’m thinking you didn’t do such a great job if she only offered ten bucks.” Scarlett, leaning back in her seat to avoid getting whacked, grinned.

      “Now, hold on there,” Betty countered. “Maybe it was just a mistake.”

      “That’s what Holly said, too,” Ivy said with a pout. “She said I was a mistake.”

      Betty raised an eyebrow. “That you were a mistake, or that you were making a mistake? There’s a difference. The size of the Atlantic between the two.”

      Ivy shrugged. “I don’t know for sure. I was too mad to pay attention. But how do you explain the money?”

      “Maybe it was like, a tip or something,” Scarlett suggested. “We keep a tip jar on the counter, and people always throw in a little something for good service.”

      “Sure,” Betty added. “My Earl always makes sure to leave a couple bucks when he feels I’ve been an especially good lay.”

      “He does?” Ivy asked.

      “No, you goof. Well, he brings extra boxes of condoms now and again. I’m of the generation who doesn’t think that sort of thing is the lady’s responsibility.”

      Scarlett plugged her ears. “Ew. Old people having sex.”

      “Careful, dear.” Betty pointed a gnarled finger in Scarlett’s direction like a witch placing a curse. “You’ll be old one day.”

      “No, I won’t.” Scarlett lifted her chin in defiance. “I refuse to.”

      “It doesn’t quite work like that,” Betty explained as if Scarlett really didn’t have a clue.

      “It does if you have willpower.” Scarlett stuck out her tongue and pressed her fingers to her temples, making a weird noise that made Ivy think of the type of music one heard in a sci-fi film when an alien was altering someone’s thoughts.

      “You may not mature,” Betty assured their sometimes childishly stubborn friend, “but your body will get older no matter what you do. My pubes started turning white before I was fifty.”

      “That’s disgusting. No one over the age of forty should have sex. Period.” Scarlett ground her finger into her palm to drive home the point.

      Exasperated, Ivy waved her arms. “Hello! Remember me. We’re here to discuss my problem, not Betty’s white pubes.”

      Both Scarlett and Betty rolled their eyes, with Betty saying, “She always needs to be the center of attention.”

      Scarlett added, “As long as I’ve known her.”

      “Hey!” Ivy yelled. “I’m not buying you drinks to insult me. I have a serious problem here!”

      “What’s the big deal?” Betty asked in all sincerity. “Everyone on the island knows you. They know you weren’t turning tricks. Either they conclude, just like we have, that there was some sort of misunderstanding, or else they assume she’s a bad-mannered barbarian tourist who was insulting to a local girl. Any way you slice it, you’re in the clear. Unless…”

      Ivy eyed her friend with suspicion. “Unless what?”

      “Unless you’re worried about clearing this up with Holly. Because you like her.” Betty waggled her brows at Ivy and employed a singsong voice that kids use when teasing each other about crushes on the playground at recess. “That’s it, isn’t it? Is it the cheapskate quality that attracts you? Or is it her lack of social skills?”

      “How do you know she lacks social skills?” Ivy countered, feeling the need to stand up for the woman, but having no idea why. Hadn’t she just accused her of prostitution?

      “I’ve been listening to you,” Betty stated. “Duh!”

      “Plus,” Scarlett added, “one of the girls said there was a new person in here this afternoon. She ordered a salad and then sat and read a book. I bet that was her.”

      “So, what?” Ivy asked, honestly mystified by whatever point Scarlett was trying to make with this latest observation.

      “She read a book. In a bar!” Scarlett looked to Betty as if to say she needed to back her up, but Betty just shrugged.

      “You seem smitten, Ivy.” Betty gave her a meaningful look. “Usually, people don’t get tied into knots after one night. No matter how great the sex.”

      “Ten bucks, remember?” Scarlett interjected. “It wasn’t that great.”

      “If you fucking keep at that, Scarlett, I’ll… I’ll… I don’t know what, but you’ve been warned!” Ivy shook an angry fist, realizing even as she did it that she looked ridiculous.

      Scarlett wiggled her fingers. “Ooooh, I’m scared. Are you going to wad up money and throw it at me? Seriously, could you, though? Please? I’m a little short on cash at the moment.”

      Ivy let out a tiny growl. “Why am I even friends with you?”

      “It’s a small island.” Scarlett shrugged. “And, I give you free wings.”

      “Never again,” Ivy muttered. “I’ll never eat your wings again.”

      “Is that lesbian code for something?” Scarlett shot back. “Because I’m pretty sure we haven’t slept together. No offence, but your pussy just isn’t my jam, Ives.”

      “How do you know if you haven’t tried it?” Betty asked, her face a study in seriousness.

      Scarlett supported her upper body by placing both hands on the tabletop. “Are you saying you and Ivy have—?”

      “No!” Ivy shouted. “Why would you even think that?”

      “Because she said I shouldn’t say I didn’t like it without trying. Like she knew.”

      “Oh, my God, Scarlett. It’s the same thing as when your mother used to tell you not to say you didn’t like a food without tasting it first. Betty was speaking of women in general. Not me in particular.” Ivy mimed screaming at the ceiling.

      “Oh. If that’s the case, I’ve slept with a woman a time or two. No, I meant you specifically”—Scarlett extended a finger at Ivy—“don’t do it for me. Plus, I like food, so my mother never had to tell me to try it, you know.”

      “Why not?” Betty asked. “Not about food, but about Ivy. If I didn’t think of her like a daughter, I might do her. You know, just to see. I’m open-minded that way.”

      Scarlett’s expression turned pensive. “Good question. I think it’s because—”

      “Oh. My. God.” Ivy pounded her hand on the table, which thankfully stopped Scarlett from uttering whatever horrifying thought she’d been about to share. Ivy swilled her beer and shot a death-glare at the duo. “I’m going to need therapy until I die.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m probably never going to have sex again.” Scarlett tipped her drink back and drained it, then pointed a finger accusingly at Betty. “You seem like such a sweet old lady to people who don’t know you, but you’re evil. Pure evil.”

      “It’s not my fault you two are soft. In my day, we knew how to dish it back. I never considered all this PC bullshit would threaten the freedom to fornicate, but it does. You two are proof of that.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense,” Ivy said. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I don’t have to make sense. Not at my age, dear. I just open my mouth, and words spill out.”

      “Wait,” Scarlett said, pausing dramatically until both Betty and Ivy turned to look at her expectantly. “What if it was a tip?”

      “Are you high, honey?” Betty asked. “You literally suggested the same thing, like, ten minutes ago.”

      “No, not a tip for Ivy.” Scarlett waved her hand as if to shoo that idea away. “It was a hotel, right? Don’t people leave, like, tips for the maid?”

      Oh shit. Ivy squeezed her eyes shut. “Did I just falsely accuse the only other lesbian on the island of being a john? I did, didn’t I?”

      “Ayuh.” Betty sucked in a breath. “I think you did.”

      “How long do you think she’s here for?” Ivy’s voice was timid and small.

      “Why?” Scarlett asked. “So you have time to apologize?”

      “No.” Ivy folded her arms on top of the table, then buried her head inside. “So I know how long I’ll have to hide.”

      Things had gone from bad to worse with this latest realization, and if there was one thing Ivy knew, it was that after the scene she’d made and the embarrassment she’d caused them both, she would never be able to look Holly Adler in the eyes again.
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      It was evening that same fateful Saturday, Holly’s first full day on King Popham’s Island, and the sun was about to set. It couldn’t do it quickly enough, as far as Holly was concerned. After the bizarre and, frankly, mortifying events that had transpired between her and Ivy at the diner, Holly had wanted nothing more than to check out of the hotel and hide away forever. Though she’d calmed down slightly in the intervening hours, she still had one ear open for the sound of sirens, just in case local law enforcement decided to haul her in for solicitation.

      Holly stepped onto the porch of Nolan’s rental, taking in the details of her new neighborhood. Across the street from her Victorian home—which was a three-story affair with seven bedrooms that Nolan had restored in a manner worthy of an architectural magazine—was a modest house with peeling paint. Stacked lobster traps and buoys littered a yard that consisted mostly of crabgrass, with a cordoned-off garden that had been started with some optimism by the owner but left to fend for itself after that by the looks of it. Off to the side was a dilapidated outbuilding that should, in Holly’s humble opinion, have been condemned. Holly sucked in a lungful of air, doing her best not to let the clutter across the street get to her.

      Many of the other houses within her line of vision were in better repair and appeared to operate as bed and breakfasts during the summer. They had signs out front announcing the clever names of their inns and that little drop-down part that could be changed to say vacancy or no vacancy, depending on how full they were. With the end of the tourist season, the homes were all empty and being prepped for the winter months, shuttered against the inclement weather to come.

      Though the night was peaceful, Holly was riled up. Try as she might, she hadn’t been able to get the memory of her encounter with Ivy out of her head. Both encounters, if she were perfectly honest about it. The sensual and intoxicating details of the experience they’d shared in bed were still in there somewhere, popping out from time to time, though mostly they’d been eclipsed by what had transpired afterward. She still couldn’t wrap her head around how everything had turned south so quickly.

      Holly, slack-jawed, had remained frozen for a good forty-five seconds after Ivy had stormed out of the diner, before finally bending down to pick up the money the woman had tossed in her face. The more she thought about it, the more she wondered whether Ivy was really a working girl after all. Wouldn’t she have at least mentioned the price ahead of time if she’d expected to get paid for the night they’d spent together? But if it really was a misunderstanding, Holly couldn’t see how the ten-dollar bill for the maid played into it. Surely, these days ten bucks wouldn’t even be enough to get a girl to flash her boobs, prostitute or not. In retrospect, Holly was thankful she’d stopped herself from blurting out that observation before Ivy fled the diner in tears, or she might have gotten more than just a face full of cash in response.

      She was still mulling it over when Nolan reached out to her on FaceTime.

      “Hey, Holly,” he said, “are you getting all settled in on King Popham’s?”

      Her eyes narrowed at the familiar face on the screen. “What did you get me into?”

      His eyebrows shot up. “What are you blaming me for now?”

      “Last night,” she announced solemnly, “I had sex with a giggling goat lady.”

      “Can you repeat that? I think we have a bad connection.” It was obvious he’d heard the words just fine but simply didn’t know what to make of them.

      Holly blathered on. “To make it worse, she thinks I tried to pay her ten bucks for it.”

      He was silent for several painful seconds. “I have absolutely no idea what to say.”

      “Try being me.” Holly groaned. “Who would pay ten bucks for… giggling?”

      Nolan’s face was contorted with confusion. “How does a goat giggle? Rather, how do you know when a goat is giggling?” His face got closer to the camera. “And what does any of it have to do with goat sex?”

      “I didn’t have sex with a goat, giggling or otherwise,” Holly said, exasperated. “Will you pay attention?”

      “You just said—”

      “I slept with the island’s goat woman.”

      “Holly, I know it’s been years since I stayed at my grandmother’s place, but if there was a goat woman, I think I would have heard it from at least one of my renters. Is she the female version of Pan?”

      “Peter Pan?” Holly asked, completely unsure where this conversation was headed now.

      “No, the Greek god. He’s half man, half goat. Was she like that?”

      “What? There’s no such thing as a half goat!” Holly growled. “What is wrong with you?”

      “What’s wrong with me?” Nolan shook his head. “Let’s go back to the money part. I can’t believe I have to ask you this question but, Holly, did you pay a prostitute, or a stripper perhaps, for sex? On a small island where there are no secrets?”

      Holly took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Nolan, how long have you known me?”

      “Not long enough, apparently. I’m learning about a whole new side of you I really wish you’d kept to yourself.” He massaged his forehead. “What were you even doing on the island last night, anyway? You weren’t supposed to arrive until today.”

      “Yes, I’m aware, and I wish to God I had done what I promised you I would do and gone to visit the biggest ball of twine in Minnesota, or whatever there was to see on the way here. But it was really boring,” she added in a huff.

      “You didn’t answer my question.” Nolan’s voice had grown stern, and Holly sat up a little straighter in response. “Did you hire a prostitute? I need you to be honest. You’re not in trouble. I just need to know what to tell the legal department before this gets out of hand.”

      Holly’s mouth dropped open as she searched her friend’s face for any signs that he was kidding, but she came up empty. She threw her hand in the air. “Nolan, no! I didn’t pay a prostitute. It was totally innocent. I met the woman at the ferry on the mainland. Her car had broken down. I drove her and her goat onto the ferry, and we sort of hit it off, I guess. And then later on, I saw her again.”

      “She owns the goat?”

      “Yes. At least, I have no reason to believe otherwise. She didn’t seem like the kidnapping type. Ha, kidnapping.” Holly chuckled at her own lame joke. “Get it?”

      Nolan didn’t laugh. Such a stick in the mud sometimes. “To clarify. You had sex with the woman, not her goat?”

      Holly let out an angry breath. “J-Jesus, yes.” To make sure she was absolutely clear, she added, “She’s a woman. All woman. Not part goat.”

      “And the giggling?”

      Holly slumped. Why had she mentioned that bit? “Apparently, that’s something that happens when she orgasms.”

      Nolan sat back into his desk chair in his home office. “That’s a huge fucking relief. I was really starting to wonder about you. I was sure we were going to get slapped with some sort of lawsuit.”

      “I’m really starting to wonder about you,” she tossed back. “Half goat?”

      “Yes, I’m the concern here. I send you to an island for peace and quiet. You’ve only just arrived and already got yourself into a prostitution pickle.”

      “She’s not a prostitute!”

      “Then why did you pay her?”

      “I didn’t. I was leaving ten bucks for the housekeeper at the hotel where I stayed last night.”

      “It’s amazing how little things in life trip you up. Why didn’t you just explain it?” His voice contained equal parts of incredulity and humor.

      “The words wouldn’t come to me. I just… stood there.”

      Nolan nodded. “Yeah, I’ve seen you do that so many times.”

      “What should I do?” Try as she might, Holly couldn’t see a solution.

      “Take a walk.”

      “But I need to unpack, and get to work, and—”

      “Just leave your shit where it is for now. Work can wait. Clear your mind. And then track down the giggling goat lady and say it was all a misunderstanding. But don’t call her the giggling goat lady to her face. You’re in enough hot water. Don’t add to it.”

      “Leave shit. Find woman. All a misunderstanding.” Holly ticked off each item on his to do list with a raised finger.

      “Leave your shit refers to not unpacking. Let’s be clear.” Nolan sounded like he was talking to a kindergartener. “Don’t shit on her front stoop or anything.”

      “I’m not an idiot.”

      “Considering the mess you’re in, I beg to differ.” Before she could defend herself against his accusation, he ended the call. Typical Nolan.

      Now that the sun had set completely, the neighborhood had become very dark and almost eerily quiet. There were few streetlamps and even fewer houses with lights on inside, more evidence of exactly how much the island really did clear out in the off-season. Though the day’s temperatures had held the hint of crispness that signaled fall’s approach, the air had grown oppressively humid with evening’s arrival, and it appeared to Holly that a thunderstorm must be brewing. Just what she needed. Although, if she were lucky, she’d be struck by lightning. That would be much preferable to having to face Ivy again and explain what had happened that morning.

      Come on lightning, she urged, spotting the first flash in the distance, followed several seconds later by a low rumble. Come put me out of my misery.
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        * * *

      

      Much to her dismay, a bolt of lightning did not, in fact, smite Holly in the middle of the night. Instead, a terrible noise woke her from a fitful sleep just as the first weak rays of sunlight were making a losing effort to drive away the gloom of a cloudy Sunday morning.

      “What is wrong with this island?” She sat up in bed and squinted toward the window as the noise repeated. “Is that a rooster?”

      Sure enough, when she peered outside, there was a black-and-white rooster with a brilliant red comb who had claimed a spot high atop one of the lobster trap stacks in the ramshackle yard across the street. As if announcing his victory and staking claim over this conquered territory, he let out a fearsome cock-a-doodle-do. A voice bellowed from inside the neighbor’s house, so loud that Holly could hear it through her open bedroom window on the second floor. “Shut up, Stevie! I’m trying to sleep.”

      Holly snorted. “If you wanted to sleep, you shouldn’t’ve bought a rooster, lady.” Seriously, she was a city girl through and through, and even she knew that roosters, well, crow. There’d been a huge dust-up in the neighboring town of Palo Alto a few years back when someone had a pet rooster against city ordinances. Lots of ruffled feathers, Holly thought, snickering to herself. With a yawn and a stretch, Holly was about to turn away from the window when the squeak of a hinge, accompanied by the opening of a screen door, caught her attention. A petite, feminine-looking figure emerged from the house. She stepped out backward, so Holly couldn’t see her face, but the fact she was wearing tight black leggings and a form-fitting, tie-dye T-shirt left little to the imagination as far as her physique was concerned. With a tingle in her insides, Holly’s eyes skimmed along the woman’s form until they fell upon a long rope of red hair. Her heart beat faster, but the heat of attraction was overcome by a wave of cold dread.

      It can’t be.

      Just then, the neighbor turned, and sure enough, it was. Holly whimpered. Of course, it was. Who else would live in the dilapidated house across the street, with a rooster, no less, but Ivy Winters?

      Holly looked on, mesmerized and horrified, as Ivy first scattered feed for the noisy bird, then opened the screen door again to allow a baby goat—dressed in tiny pajamas!—to come bounding out of the house. She has a goat in her house. After eighteen years of keeping her bedroom at the ready for the military-style spot inspections conducted by her marine father, Holly had been rendered mentally incapable of even beginning to process the depravity of this revelation. Still, she couldn’t tear her eyes away.

      As Blue Bell pranced and capered her way around her human’s bare feet, Holly watched Ivy carry a rolled-up something or other into the center of the yard. Once unfurled, the item looked to be a thin foam mat, which Ivy placed on the grass. She then raised her arms above her head in a full stretch, then got onto all fours on the mat. As soon as she’d assumed a position on her hands and knees, Blue Bell scrambled onto her back.

      Is she doing yoga? Holly blinked several times. With a goat?

      That settled it. No matter what Nolan had advised, Holly’s mind was made up. She would not be seeking this odd, goat-yoga hippie-chick out, not to explain, apologize, or otherwise communicate. In fact, she would do whatever she could to avoid running into her at all. As if to prove this true, Holly spent the better part of an hour staring out the window at her eccentric neighbor, like a stalker in reverse who was determined not to leave the house until Ivy had gone inside, or better yet, left the neighborhood altogether.

      Fortunately, once her morning exercise was completed, Ivy hopped on her bicycle and rode off in the direction of the upper town square, whose white-steepled church was just visible through the trees. Only after a handful of hours had past and still no sighting of Ivy, Holly felt it was safe to venture out. When she did, it was in the opposite direction, toward the docks, where the island’s sole grocery store was located. With careful planning and the addition of a few essentials to the mostly full pantry Nolan had provided, Holly might not have to leave her house again for a week, a prospect that suited her just fine.

      Being a typical Californian, not by birth but trained, Holly hopped into the car for the less-than-a-mile journey, without even considering whether it was walkable, and parked in the tiny lot behind the store. Only as she was headed to the door did she notice that other shoppers appeared to have walked, dragging wagons or rolling carts along to haul their purchases home. What a weird place.

      A young girl, maybe eleven or twelve years of age, sat on one of a few chairs that had been positioned outside the grocery store’s entrance, facing the water. Her long hair was swept back into a ponytail, and she was deeply engrossed in something on her phone, a typical enough sight that Holly thought nothing of it, until a strain of very familiar music reached her ears.

      “Are you playing Cityville?” Holly asked.

      The girl nodded without looking up. “Do you know it?”

      Holly chuckled. She knew it, all right. Lovelace Enterprises had designed it. “Yeah, I’ve heard of it. Do you like it?”

      The girl shrugged. “It’s okay.”

      Holly frowned. “Just okay?”

      At this, the girl paused the game and looked up, her eyes filled with curiosity. “You’re new here.”

      Holly nodded. “I am.”

      The girl stuck out her hand, exhibiting much more grown-up manners than her age had led Holly to expect. “I’m Morgan.”

      Holly took her hand and gave it a firm shake. “Holly.”

      “My grandmother was named Holly. She’s dead, though.”

      Holly’s eyebrows shifted upward at the news. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “I never met her. She lived on the other side of the world. Have you heard of California?”

      “Yeah, I have.” Holly curbed a smile.

      “Mom says it’s an evil place, loud and crowded. That’s why we never visited.”

      “Is it okay if I sit?” Holly pointed to one of the empty chairs, amused by the girl and curious what else she had to say.

      “Sure.” She turned her attention back to the game, her fingers flying across the screen at a rate that suggested she’d had a lot of practice.

      “So, how come you think Cityville’s only okay?”

      “Well…” Morgan paused, looking up and pursing her lips as if giving the question serious consideration. “Don’t get me wrong; it’s super fun, but everything you want to do takes so long to earn. It’s days before you can get to the next level. Plus, every time there’s a special challenge, they ask you for all sorts of stuff you don’t have, instead of what’s in your inventory. It’s like they do it on purpose because they know you don’t have it.”

      Holly sucked in her cheeks. Morgan was spot-on. The game really had been designed to take a frustratingly long time to level up, as well as to require items for challenges based on what a player didn’t have. How else was a free app going to rake in a profit if you didn’t give players a reason to spend actual money? At least, that’s what her investors always said. “What about buying supplies?”

      Morgan made a face. “You think my mom’s gonna give me money for that? I don’t even get my own phone, and hers is awful.”

      A quick glance at the device in the girl’s hand revealed a much older model than Holly had seen in quite some time, with a cracked screen, besides. No, buying extra virtual supply kits for an online game wouldn’t be a top priority, and Holly would never dream of encouraging it. She looked for a way to change the subject. “Why aren’t you in school?”

      The child regarded Holly with amusement. “It’s Sunday.”

      “It is?” Belatedly, Holly recalled the church bells tolling, followed by the memory of Ivy riding off in that direction on her bike. Surely that hadn’t been where she was headed. She might not be a hooker, but considering the night they’d spent together, Holly had some doubts about whether Ivy was the church-going type. “You’re positive it’s Sunday?”

      “Definitely. Mom always does grocery shopping on Sundays after church, and besides, I haven’t been wrong about the day of the week since I was young.”

      Holly curbed a smile at the child, clearly at the age where she thought of other children as young but not herself. “How old are you?”

      “Almost eleven.”

      “Wow! That’s when I got my first job.” Holly looked out across the street ahead but stole a sideways glance to see the girl’s response.

      Morgan cocked her head, narrowing her eyes with the appropriate amount of skepticism. “You did not.”

      “I sure did.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “Prove me wrong!” Holly crossed her arms.

      Morgan crossed her arms, as well, mimicking her perfectly. “It’s not legal for kids to work.”

      “Only if you report it to the IRS.”

      She squinted one eye. “What’s that?”

      “The Internal Revenue Service. You know, the people who collect taxes.” Holly stifled a laugh as the girl made a face. Who could blame her? You didn’t have to be an adult to hate taxes. “I see you’re as big a fan of April fifteenth as I am.”

      “April fifteenth? That’s a Wednesday next year.”

      “Is it?” Holly slipped the phone from her pocket and pulled up her calendar. Sure enough, Morgan was right.

      “I told you.” Morgan tapped the side of her head. “I know my days of the week.”

      Lucky guess? Holly had to find out. “What day of the week will May nineteenth be?”

      Morgan’s face lit up, and she wiggled so that the plastic chair rocked back and forth. “That’s my birthday.”

      “Is it? Mine, too.” Having established this odd area of common ground, Holly felt a little extra warmth toward the girl, who’d already managed to charm her with her weird knack for dates.

      “No way,” Morgan challenged.

      “Way,” Holly responded, sounding as much like a pre-teen as Morgan. “So, what day of the week is it?”

      “Tuesday, but that’s not a fair test because a lot of people know when their birthdays will fall.”

      “How did you know it was a test?”

      Morgan shot her a look that said Holly’s motives hadn’t been as hidden as she might’ve thought. “That’s the second worst day of the week for a birthday, you know.”

      “Why’s that?” Holly’s amusement grew with every word.

      “Because you have to go to school. No one wants a birthday on a school day.”

      “Is Monday the worst day of the week, then?” Holly guessed.

      “Yes.”

      “And Saturday’s the best?”

      Morgan shook her head vehemently. “No, Friday is. Everyone loves Friday, even if it’s still a school day. Teachers don’t plan much on Fridays. It also means the next two years it’ll happen on the weekend. Unless there’s a leap year.”

      “When’s the next leap year?”

      “Next year. Duh.”

      “Let’s see. So, that means we don’t get a Friday birthday for another three years?”

      “I know.” Morgan groaned, then tapped the side of her head again. “I already have a countdown going.”

      Holly turned on her phone again. “I’m afraid my brain doesn’t work like that, but I can start one on my countdown app.”

      Morgan craned her neck to peer at the screen. “Neat. Where’d you get it?”

      “The app?”

      Morgan nodded.

      Holly considered for a moment. The calendar and countdown apps had been a personal project, unconnected to Lovelace Enterprises, so she decided it wouldn’t hurt to tell the truth. “I created it.”

      “That’s so cool. So you, like, work with computers or something?”

      “Something like that.” Holly studied Morgan for a moment, getting the sense that the days of the week thing wasn’t just an isolated trick. The girl seemed smart. Like, really smart. With her grown-up manners and serious way of discussing things, she reminded Holly of herself at that age, and it wouldn’t surprise her at all to hear that the girl was at the head of her class by a mile. “Is that a job you’re interested in for when you’re older?”

      Morgan’s eyes brightened, then clouded in an instant. She shook her head. “Nah. That would be cool, but I’ll probably help my parents run the business. Dad’s got a lobster boat, and he lets me help with the books since I’m good at math.”

      “And that’s what you want to do?”

      “Sure, I guess,” Morgan answered, though her tone lacked enthusiasm. “What else would I do?”

      A woman’s voice called from just inside the store. “Morgan! Come help with the cart.”

      Morgan jumped up. “I’ve gotta go.”

      “Nice talking to you,” Holly said as the girl rushed inside. She waited for the girl and her mother to head out before going inside to start her own shopping, watching the girl with a sense of sadness as she walked beside her mother, pushing a wire cart with what didn’t look like nearly enough groceries to feed a family for a week.

      What else would I do? The question ricocheted through Holly’s head. Anything else! Everything else! A child like that, with such a quick brain and obvious mathematical gifts, should have the world at her feet. A college education and a real career, not keeping books for a rinky-dink family business. Why didn’t Morgan’s family encourage her?

      As she drove the two minutes home with her trunk full of groceries, Morgan’s situation weighed on Holly. It’s not like she knew the child, or her family, and would be in a position where she could offer help or advice. But the girl’s very valid complaints about a certain app had given her an idea, and ideas always lifted Holly’s spirits. It wasn’t the big idea, that brilliant one she was waiting on, that would secure her company’s future funding and her own role as head of the organization for years to come.

      No, it was much smaller than that, at least to her. Trivial, really. A few lines of code inserted before the next update was all it would take, and thanks to Nolan’s insistence on equipping his rental with state-of-the-art computers and internet that would make NASA jealous, loading them into the system back in the office would be a piece of cake. But to Morgan, it might not be such a little thing, and it gave Holly some hope and a renewed sense of purpose, which was worth more than she could put a value on.
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      Ivy sat behind a folding table in the fellowship hall of First Parish church, or what she had come to think of as her Sunday morning office. She was not a member of the congregation, or even particularly religious, but every week, Ivy could be found in exactly this spot between 10:00 a.m. and 2:00 p.m. The reason was simple enough. It was the one time during the week, with the exception of trivia night at the Rusty Anchor, when she could find a good portion of the island’s population gathered in one place. Though she was personally partial to Rusty’s, the peaceful atmosphere in the church hall was more conducive to distributing grocery vouchers and filing forms for disability payments or state subsidized medical insurance than a crowded bar and grill.

      As the only licensed clinical social worker on the island, there was no telling what kinds of needs any particular Sunday might bring her way, but Ivy was familiar with the basic rotation. Addiction counseling was a perennial need, but other things were seasonal in nature. When the lobster catch was low, families came in needing help to fill their pantries, or sometimes to cover a utility or two until their situations improved. She was up-to-date on every federal and state program that could help.

      She considered the word inbred to be highly derogatory, but the truth was Poppy’s had less genetic diversity than less isolated communities, and there were certain hereditary conditions that were more prevalent as a result. At the start of each school year, she was usually busy administering evaluations for learning disabilities and helping to determine which children qualified for special education programs. Though her dream of expanding enrichment offerings was currently in a holding pattern due to lack of funds, this was one part of her job that Ivy felt made the biggest difference to the future of the island.

      The pipe organ in the sanctuary above blasted the first notes of the closing hymn, signaling the end of the 10:00 a.m. service, and Ivy straightened up the stacks of brochures on her table in preparation for the big rush. A few minutes later, the sound of feet stomping down the stairs heralded the arrival of her clients. Ivy grinned as Bobbie Strauss walked into the hall, followed closely by her daughter, Morgan, whose attention at the moment was focused one hundred percent on her phone. They were one of her favorite families, kind and giving, and little Morgan wasn’t just the smartest kid in the fifth grade, but possibly one of the most gifted Ivy had ever met.

      “Here for your grocery vouchers?” Ivy counted out the multi-colored coupons, each the same size and shape as dollar bills, which could be used to purchase various staple goods at the island’s grocery store. She pointed at the phone’s screen. “Whatcha got there, Morgan, a new game?”

      The girl shook her head but didn’t answer, totally engrossed.

      “It’s that one she’s been playing for months,” Bobbie answered on her daughter’s behalf. “Cityville, I think it’s called.”

      “Oh,” said Ivy, “I thought that was the one she was getting tired of because the only way to make it fun was to buy a bunch of expensive upgrades.”

      “Yeah,” supplied Morgan, eyes still on the screen, “but that was before Miss H told me about the Easter egg.”

      “Easter eggs at this time of year?” Ivy looked to Bobbie with an expression she was sure revealed just how clueless she felt.

      Bobbie laughed. “I asked the same thing. Apparently, an Easter egg is something hidden inside a game for people to find. In this case, it was a series of puzzles, and if you solve them, you get tons of game money for free as a prize.”

      “Math puzzles,” Morgan said, her eyes darting across the screen in time with her fingers. “Miss H said they were hard, but she thought I could handle them, and she was right. I’ve already gone up five whole levels!”

      “Is Miss H a new teacher at the school?” Ivy couldn’t remember any new faculty announcements, but then again, she’d been a little out of sorts for the past week, what with the whole hooker incident, as it had come to be referred to in her mind. She easily might’ve missed something.

      “No, she’s that tourist who’s here for a bit. You must’ve seen her by now. Isn’t she living in that big mansion across from your house?”

      Ivy attempted to swallow the lump that had formed in her throat. “Holly Adler?”

      “Yes, that’s her.” Bobbie reached over and ruffled the top of her daughter’s head. “She got to chatting with Morgan about the game when I was getting the groceries last week, and when we saw her a few days later, she said she remembered this Easter egg thing she’d read about and wanted to pass along the tip.”

      “Well,” Ivy said, not sure how this revelation made her feel, “that was neighborly of her.” As Bobbie and Morgan left the church hall, Ivy was left to fret over what to do.

      Maybe I should talk to her.

      But how could she, after the huge mess she’d made? Holly had been nothing but nice to her when she’d arrived on the island, and Ivy had reacted by jumping to the worst possible conclusions about her character and then causing a public scene. And now Holly had shown kindness to one of Ivy’s favorite kids, so she owed her a thank you on top of the apology that was now a week overdue.

      Ivy cradled her head in her hands, wishing she could just go on hiding but knowing she would have to work up the courage to approach Holly, and soon.
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      It was Wednesday evening, just past six o’clock, when Ivy entered the Rusty Anchor to find it brimming with people. Some sat at the bar, nursing beers as they waited for the baseball game to start. Happy hour was in full swing, and a special weeknight edition of trivia night was about to start. Half the island must have been there, but it wasn’t any of the regulars Ivy had come in to see.

      She’d seen Holly leave her house and followed her from a safe distance, spending a good ten minutes standing outside after Holly had gone in, just working up the nerve to complete her task. Even with all her preparation, when she caught a glimpse of Holly sitting at the back-corner table and studying the menu, Ivy wasn’t sure it would be enough. Did she really need to patch things up with this near-stranger? Much to her dismay, a little voice inside Ivy’s head told her that yes, she did. They didn’t need to end up friends or anything, but Ivy had been unfair in her treatment of Holly, and she needed to set that right.

      Biting her bottom lip, Ivy stared as doubts raced through her mind.

      Holly returned the stare with a double dose of venom, or it seemed from where Ivy stood. She hates me, Ivy thought, and who could blame her?

      Scarlett wasn’t on shift, but a similarly curvy and tattooed waitress named Doreen, with whom Ivy was friendly if not particularly close, waved and called out to her. “You coming or going, Ivy?”

      Ivy’s courage faltered. “Going, I think. Looks like you’re full up.”

      “Hold on. I’ve got a spot back here for you.” Doreen walked directly to Holly’s table and waved for Ivy to come over.

      Ivy remained rooted in her spot, shaking her head. “I couldn’t impose.”

      “Come on,” Doreen urged. “You know we do this all the time when it’s busy.”

      Other patrons were starting to turn and stare as a result of Doreen’s exceedingly loud volume. Ivy finally gave in to avoid making a public spectacle of herself, but her legs moved with all the speed and flexibility of lead weights.

      “You don’t mind sharing, do you?” the waitress asked Holly. “Space is tight tonight, and you’re both here alone.”

      Holly looked flustered but offered an acquiescing shrug, and Doreen pulled out the chair so Ivy could sit. “Can I get you two some beers while you look at the menu? We just got in the Shipyard Pumpkinhead Ale.”

      “Yes, please,” answered Ivy, whose love of the seasonal flavor was just strong enough to loosen her frozen tongue.

      “Make it two,” Holly said and added, “Put them both on my tab.”

      Ivy shook her head. “Absolutely not. Put them on mine, Doreen.”

      “As an apology,” Holly urged. “Please, let me explain about… the other day.”

      “I’m the one who needs to apologize.”

      “Right,” Doreen mumbled, looking befuddled. “I’ll just go grab them, and we can sort out which tab to put them on later.”

      “Last week,” Holly launched in as soon as the waitress had gone, “I wasn’t trying to pay you. I was leaving a tip for the maid, and I—”

      “I know,” Ivy interrupted. “It took me a while, but I finally figured that out. Only by then, I was too mortified to talk to you. I just wish you’d explained at the diner that morning.”

      “I was too stunned you had jumped to that conclusion to really know what to say.”

      “You’re right.” Ivy’s shoulders slumped. Why had she been so stupid? “It’s my fault.”

      “It’s no one’s fault. Simply a miscommunication.” Holly reached out and placed a hand over Ivy’s, which was resting on top of the table. The tender touch sent a rush of warmth through Ivy’s chilled insides. “But can I ask, how did you even get the thought into your head?”

      Cheeks aglow at the memory of it, Ivy managed a small chuckle. “It was my friend, Betty. That dress I wore was from high school, and I guess I’ve grown since then. She said I looked like a ten-dollar hooker.”

      Holly looked at her askance. “That’s terrible. Your friend said that?”

      “She’s old,” was the best Ivy could offer in her friend’s defense. “And, she had a point. It was so short you could almost see my coochie.”

      “Yeah, well, if a coochie’s what I think it is, I’m a big fan of the view.” Holly clasped a hand to her mouth, eyes wide. “I should not have said that out loud. I’m so sorry.”

      Surprising herself as much as Holly, Ivy laughed so hard it sounded like a cackle. “We’re really a pair, aren’t we? Total disasters.”

      Doreen returned with the beers, and they each swiped a bottle, drinking deeply and not bothering with the glasses. Pointing to the unopened menus on the table, the waitress cleared her throat. “You gonna order any food?”

      “Uh.” Holly scanned the menu, a look of dismay spreading across her features. She hugged her arms close to her chest. “Do you have anything with fresh vegetables?”

      “Let’s see.” Doreen’s face scrunched. “There’s lettuce on the burgers, and all the entrees come with potatoes. Or you can substitute mac and cheese, if you’d rather.”

      Holly whispered to Ivy, “Is mac and cheese a vegetable?”

      “It is here,” she whispered back, stifling a laugh. “You know what, Doreen, how about we split the loaded cheese fries?”

      The woman noted this on her pad. “Regular or tater tots?”

      “Holly?” Ivy prodded.

      “Tater tots,” Holly mumbled, looking somehow both ashamed and excited by the completely unhealthy choice.

      “Mark my words, we’re going to regret that decision later,” Ivy said when the waitress had left, “but they’re so good in the moment.”

      “I never eat like this back home.”

      “Well, you’re on vacation now. Or is it work?” Ivy cocked her head to one side, trying to recall what Holly had told her. “What is it you do, exactly, Holly?”

      “Right now?” Holly gave a half-hearted shrug. “As little as possible.”

      “You don’t like sharing much, do you?”

      “What gave me away?” Holly unfolded her arms from over her chest and placed her elbows on the table in what seemed like a belated attempt to appear relaxed and open. “Okay, honest answer? I’ve been doing a lot of reading.”

      Holly reached into her bag and yanked out a massive hardcover copy of Walter Isaacson’s biography on Steve Jobs. Ivy took it from Holly’s hands and set it down with a thud in front of her. When it landed, the whole table shook.

      “Wowzers! This is a doozy. So are you a big fan of Steve Jobs? Because I thought I heard somewhere that he was kind of a douche.”

      Holly snorted. “Glad to know we’re not treading carefully anymore, just in case he’s, like, my idol or something. No walking on eggshells for you.”

      Belatedly, Ivy realized what she’d said and placed a hand to her mouth. “I’m sorry. Sometimes, I just say what I’m thinking with zero filter. I’m worse than Betty, only I don’t have the excuse of being in my seventies.”

      “That’s okay,” Holly said lightly. “Truth is, Jobs was only okay. I’m more a Woz fan, myself. He was the real reason Apple succeeded, except Jobs ended up getting all the credit.”

      “So why read about him, then?” Ivy studied the woman across from her, marveling at her many mysteries. She was odd but intriguing.

      Holly drew a slow breath. “I admire him, I guess. Most people don’t understand what it’s like to have a mind like his. The pressure to create programs and gizmos that people crave, all the while transforming the world.”

      Ivy’s lighthearted response died on her tongue as a spark deep within Holly’s eyes told her there was more to what she’d said, if only Ivy could sort it out. Most people didn’t understand minds like that, she’d said, but she’d done it in a way that made Ivy wonder if on some level, Holly did. Or thought she did.

      “Here are your tots.” Doreen set the heaping plate in the middle of the table, and Ivy’s mouth watered at the dueling scents of bacon bits and fried potato.

      “You’re helping me with these, right?” Ivy circled her fork over the plate. “Delicious fried goodness.”

      “I don’t know if I should eat these. I was sort of on this Keto thing before I left, and I’ve slipped more than a few times since arriving here.” Holly pressed her lips together as if trying to keep the drool from spilling out.

      Everything about the woman said she wanted to devour those tots. Ivy knew the look. She’d seen it on Holly’s face before, the night they’d spent at the Tidewater. Only then, Ivy had been the one on the menu. The sudden desire that coursed through her at the memory caught Ivy by surprise and made her wriggle in her seat. Instead of running from it as she probably should have, a spark of wickedness overtook her, leaving her wanting nothing more at that moment than to make Holly remember the feeling of passion as vividly as she did.

      “Oh, look. This tot is smothered with gooey, hot cheese and bacon.” Ivy’s voice went breathy at the word hot, and as she bit into it, she let out what she hoped was a provocative moan before slowly licking her lips. “You really should try it. I haven’t had tots this good. Ever.”

      Holly’s willpower seemed to be eroding, her eyes darting from Ivy’s lips to the tots, and then back again as if she weren’t sure which she wanted more. “I really shouldn’t. Maybe they can make me a salad without buffalo chicken strips drowning in blue cheese.”

      “Why do you insist on denying yourself the best aspect of life?” Ivy couldn’t put her finger on why she was determined to corrupt the woman, but she was. She nudged the plate in Holly’s direction. “Come on. You can’t let me eat this all alone. I’d feel like such a glutton.”

      “Fine. If I feel like hell later, I’m blaming you entirely.” Though her tone was grumpy, there was a playful twinkle in Holly’s eyes.

      Ivy placed a hand over her chest. “I’ll take full responsibility.”

      Holly popped a loaded tot into her mouth. After swallowing, she said, “Oh, my. I can feel my arteries hardening with each passing second.”

      “I know. Isn’t it fantastic?”

      “I could die happy right now. You’re going to be a bad influence on me.” Holly seized the menu still sitting on the table. “If I’m going to be bad, I may as well go all the way. Would you like to split an order of buffalo wings? I saw them on here earlier, but that was when I was still trying to be good.”

      “Bring ’em on.” Ivy lifted her beer bottle and tilted it toward Holly before taking a sip. “Sometimes being good’s overrated.”

      After two hours, both the plate of tots and two full orders of buffalo wings had been reduced to crumbs and smears of sauce on empty plates, along with half a dozen pumpkin ales between them.

      “I have a confession.” Holly finished her last swig of beer and added the bottle to the growing collection of empties in the center of the table. Ivy raised an eyebrow, wondering where the conversation would go. “I saw you and Blue Bell out in your yard the other day, first thing in the morning, and I’m curious about something. It looked like you were doing yoga.”

      Ivy cringed inwardly, certain that a woman from California must have a lot more experience with it than she did. “I know my form was probably terrible, but in my defense, I learned from YouTube videos.”

      Holly waved her hand dismissively. “No, I wasn’t curious about that, it was the fact that Blue Bell was joining in.”

      “Goat yoga is really popular these days.”

      Holly looked at her with a doubting expression, but Ivy had the upper hand as she had researched both goats and yoga extensively before including the activity in the enrichment program’s catalog of potential offerings.

      “She was wearing footie pajamas,” Holly pressed. “Is that what everyone in your household wears to bed?”

      “Wouldn’t you like to know?” was Ivy’s saucy return, and she thought she caught a hitch in Holly’s breath. “Although, as for my household, Dad and Ezra, my brother, live in a house on the other side of the docks, so it’s just me. And the animals, of course.”

      “How many animals do you have?”

      “A rooster, two chickens, and a ginger pussy.”

      “I’m familiar with the ginger pussy.” As Holly’s gaze fell on Ivy’s red hair, she grinned naughtily, transforming her serious face and making Ivy feel like much of the air between them had finally been cleared. When Ivy’s mouth flew open in pretend shock, Holly held her hands up in protest. “What? I saw him prowling around the yard the other day. Nice-looking cat.”

      “Uh-huh. You were totally talking about my cat.” Ivy gave her a look that was meant to convey she wasn’t buying it. “So, now I’m curious. Do you often picture women you barely know in their sleep attire?”

      “Only if I’ve helped transport their goat from the mainland to a remote island.”

      “Oh, is that what we did?” Though she teased, Ivy appreciated that apart from the occasional double entendre, Holly hadn’t mentioned the night they’d spent together. The tables were close together at Rusty’s, and keeping secrets on the island was difficult. It was harder to stop the spread of gossip than an outbreak of the Black Plague. “Poppy’s isn’t that remote. There are some islands around here that are much harder to get to.”

      Holly tapped the screen on her phone, presumably to open a note-taking app. “Can you supply the names in case this place becomes too populated for me?”

      Ivy chuckled. “If you can’t handle a few winter folks, I don’t recommend staying here during the summer when the hoards descend upon us.”

      “Quantify hoards.”

      “Quantify! I do love a woman with a fancy vocabulary.” Ivy waggled her brows, only half teasing. “An additional six thousand.”

      “My, my. Six thousand?” Holly whistled, but her expression made it clear she was teasing.

      “Hey. That’s a huge increase, considering the rest of the year, it’s barely over one thousand. On the flip side, when you factor in that the island is the size of Manhattan—which is home to how many millions?—I guess it’s not so bad.”

      “One million, six hundred and sixty-four thousand, seven hundred.”

      “What?”

      “The number of people who live in Manhattan. The daytime number swells to over three million when you include commuters.”

      “Are you a city planner or statistician or something?” Ivy eyed the woman with curiosity, struck by how little she actually knew about her. What was she keeping under wraps?

      “No, I just like numbers and facts. Once I hear something, it sticks.” Holly patted the side of her head.

      “You’re lucky. I can’t even remember what I wore yesterday.”

      “I happen to recall you wore a red shirt and a pair of jeans, but I’m afraid by admitting that, you’re going to think I’m a stalker.” Holly’s expression was inscrutable, leaving Ivy to ponder if it was a joke or not.

      “I think I’ve had enough misjudging you for a while.”

      “What made you change your mind?”

      “Morgan, actually. She was so thrilled with the tip you gave her for Cityville.”

      “The kid from the grocery store? I didn’t even know you knew her.”

      “This ain’t Manhattan, remember? A thousand people this time a year, and I know ’em all.” Ivy’s laughter was interrupted by a yawn. “It’s getting late. When I followed you in here, I had no idea I’d stay all night.”

      “You followed me in?” Holly cocked an eyebrow. “Now who’s the stalker?”

      “I figured it was time to clear the air.” Ivy rose from the table and held out her hand. “Fresh start?”

      “Water under the bridge,” Holly agreed, giving her hand a shake. “All prior transgressions forgotten.”

      “I’m holding you to that tomorrow when all of this”—Ivy pointed to the evidence of their terrible nutritional choices that remained on the tabletop—“comes back to haunt you.”

      “Not a chance!” Holly called as Ivy started toward the door. “Gut of steel, right here.”

      Ivy turned her head to look behind her. “Just remember, if you change your mind, no take backs!”

      She was still chuckling as she stepped outside into the weak illumination from the one nearby streetlamp and turned toward her home. Could it really be so easy to start over? Ivy had her doubts. Whatever that overwhelming chemistry had been between her and the newcomer to make them throw caution to the wind that first night, it had taken a serious hit, despite both of their attempts throughout the evening to lighten the mood. Even so, it was with quite a bit of relief that Ivy returned home knowing at least she didn’t have an enemy on the island anymore. The ideal outcome? Maybe not. But looking at the bright side was how Ivy survived.
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      “You’ll need to hurry up, miss,” the man behind the counter called out. “I’m about to close for the night.”

      Holly held a bottle of chalky pink liquid in one hand and a box of bright pink tablets in the other. Which would be better? Her stomach gurgled urgently as she scanned the labels, trying to decide. Why, oh why, had she indulged in so much fried food and beer?

      As if Holly had needed another reminder she wasn’t in her twenties anymore. No, she was just a burned-out code monkey approaching middle age at lightning speed. Out of ideas. Washed up. She was old enough now that the term prodigy no longer applied to her. There’d been a time when no article about Lovelace Enterprises was complete without a mention of how much its founder had accomplished at such a tender age, but now that she was in her mid-thirties? People like her were a dime a dozen. Maybe Ivy was still young enough to put that kind of crap in her body and get away with it, but not Holly.

      “Gut of steel, eh?”

      Speak of the devil. Holly froze at the familiar voice, shoving the bottle into the empty space on the shelf as Ivy came into full view at the end of the aisle. The tablets had come from a different shelf, so Holly did her best to palm the incriminating evidence as she affixed her most convincing I have no idea what you’re talking about face. “What was that?”

      “I see our dinner tonight is taking a toll on you as well. Like I warned you, tots and wings can be killer.”

      “My stomach’s fine.” Holly looked directly into Ivy’s sea-blue eyes as her stomach gurgled again, much louder this time, in an attempt to out her lie.

      “Then why are you standing in the stomachache aisle?” Coming closer, Ivy reached in front of her for the milky pink bottle that Holly had so recently stowed away.

      “Oh, is that what’s over this way? I was just moseying about.” Holly swiveled her head as if taking in the sights of the island’s cramped general store. The aisles were narrow. Their shelves were piled high with an assortment of goods that islanders might need easy access to. From first aid supplies to rubber hip waders and college ruled notebooks, the place offered an eclectic product range. It was also, as Holly had discovered, the only store open past 6:00 p.m.

      “I see.” Ivy looked pointedly to the telltale box in Holly’s hand. “So, what’s up with those?”

      Holly’s eyes fell to the box of stomach tablets, which she held out in front of her as if she’d never seen them before. “I thought I’d grabbed mints.”

      Ivy crossed her arms, and Holly could tell she was irritated at the lie, which frankly, Holly couldn’t blame her for. She sounded ridiculous, and she knew it. “Mints?”

      “Those chewable ones that are shaped like a disc and come in a roll. What are those candies called? They start with an N.” Holly tapped the pink box against her leg, uncertain why she was going through such lengths to pretend the utterly predictable consequences of consuming greasy wings, tots, and beer had magically passed her by.

      “Necco wafers?”

      “Yeah. Those.” What did those even taste like? Holly couldn’t remember.

      “That makes no sense. Like you said, those come in a roll. You’re holding a box. And Necco wafers aren’t minty. Not even close.”

      “Yeah. My mistake.”

      “Excuse me, miss?” Just as Holly was debating how best to rid herself of the incriminating evidence altogether, the owner peered around the corner of the aisle at her. “Do you need that Pepto or not?”

      “Who, me?” Feeling as if she had been caught shoplifting, Holly plopped the box back in to an empty spot on the shelf in front of her. “Nah, I’m all set. Have a good night.”

      Without a backward glance, she turned and fled the store. Her stomach churned worse than ever, but it was hard to know whether it was from her poor food choices or from the overwhelming embarrassment that consumed her.

      Back at the house, Holly retreated to a chair in her living room. She stared out the window onto the porch, not bothering to turn on a light. What the hell is wrong with me? Holly’s head spun. Was she really so insecure that she couldn’t admit to an attractive woman that she had a stomachache? Or was it that after all these years, her father’s training still left her completely unable to admit weakness? Suck it the fuck up—SITFU.

      Something shifted in the shadows near the bushes, catching Holly’s eye. An escapee from Ivy’s menagerie of barnyard pets, perhaps? Holly squinted and followed the movement until the shadow took the form of a petite human, who climbed the steps just far enough to place something near the front door before retreating. With a frown, Holly rose and opened it. The person was gone, but a small package sat in the middle of the welcome mat, which on closer inspection turned out to be a paper sack imprinted with the name of the general store.

      Looking inside, Holly had no doubt who the visitor had been. At the bottom of the sack was a box of Pepto-Bismol tablets. Her eyes focused on the house across the street, which was dark except for a single light inside. Ivy would be in that room, whichever one it was. Her bedroom, maybe? Holly wondered what she was thinking. Had she left the medicine to tease or gloat? Deep down, Holly knew that hadn’t been the motivation. Ivy had simply done it to be kind.

      A warm, tingly feeling spread through her at the realization. How long had it been since someone had taken care of her, without needing or expecting something from her in return? Holly was used to being the one people around her depended on—not for their emotional needs, because she was complete crap at anything remotely touchy-feely, but when it came to bringing in investors, providing leadership to her company, and ultimately signing the paychecks every week, she had an office full of employees who looked to her to meet their needs every day. But what about her needs?

      I don’t have needs. Even as she thought it, Holly’s stomach gave a menacing clench, as if calling her out on her self-deception. Closing the front door, she ripped into the box, popped two tablets into her mouth, and started chewing. They were chalky and tasted unpleasantly of something that was nothing like mint, and as she swallowed them down, Holly thought they just might have been the most thoughtful thing anyone had ever given her.
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      The next morning, a much healthier-feeling Holly sat in the rocking chair on her front porch with the Steve Jobs biography in her lap. Now that her stomach was at peace, her brain was ready to work. She held a purple uni-ball pen in her hand to underline and scrawl nearly illegible notes in the margins. Not that she needed to take notes. When she read a certain fact that struck a nerve or tickled her fancy, it was permanently tucked away into her brain. She’d been like that since early childhood. Even so, Holly still enjoyed the process of underlining, especially when the book was a first-edition hardcover. There was something about being the first to read and possess a book. Discovering and owning all the ideas and possibilities contained within the covers. The fact that she was that much of a nerd made her proud, not embarrassed.

      Even her nerdiness wasn’t saving Holly in the moment, though. Her eyes continued to wander away from the book, searching for any sign of a certain redhead across the street. Her sense of honor demanded she pay Ivy back for the gift left on her doorstep the night before. As much as she appreciated the gesture, Holly believed in paying her own way, and she really couldn’t accept charity from a woman who was clearly hurting financially.

      “That’s the only reason why I want to see her,” Holly assured the photo of Steve Jobs on the front of her book. She was back on friendly terms with Ivy, which was a desirable thing considering they were neighbors, but that was as far as it could go. Holly had acted impulsively the night of the wine tasting. She was blaming the vino. That had been some strong stuff, and on an empty stomach, too. It was the only explanation for how readily she’d been willing to ignore all the consequences of indulging in a night of sex.

      Really hot sex. The thought came uninvited, accompanied by a tingling in her groin. Forget about it, she scolded herself. Not happening. Giving in to temptation the first time was bad enough, but to do so again would be irresponsible. Holly had come to King Popham’s for rejuvenation and to salvage her shot at creating a lasting legacy at Lovelace Enterprises. That didn’t leave time for dalliances with the locals, no matter how attractive or desirable.

      As if to drive home the point, her phone rang, and Nolan’s face appeared.

      “Calling to say you can’t live without me?” Holly prompted before Nolan had a chance to speak. “I can hop on the next ferry and be home by tonight. Just say the word.”

      “You haven’t even been there two weeks, Holly. I mean, don’t get me wrong. We miss you and all, but even you aren’t that indispensable.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Holly muttered, annoyance and fear dueling for primary control of her emotions. The hidden message in Nolan’s assurance, of course, was that she wasn’t indispensable at all. Founder of the company or not, she was completely replaceable. The investors had probably already drawn up a list of candidates and would be more than happy to send her on her way with a handshake and a parting gift if she failed to deliver at the next meeting. The clock was ticking louder with each passing day. “So, why are you calling?”

      “Promise not to yell? Remember, I’m only the messenger.”

      “That’s ominous.” Holly’s pulse ticked faster.

      “Your mom called.”

      Holly groaned. “Why’d she call you?”

      “She always calls me because you never answer. Apparently, you neglected to tell your folks about your little sabbatical.”

      “I’ve been really busy,” Holly offered by way of excuse, knowing full well her only real task that day was to draw purple lines under passages in a book.

      “She wants to know if you’re coming for Thanksgiving.”

      “It’s only the middle of September.” Holly stole a glance at the magnificent blue sky overhead to reassure herself not too much time had been wasted on the island. “Why’s my mom busting my balls about—?”

      “Your balls? She’s busting mine. She’s called three times this week.”

      “She likes you more. Always has.” Holly flicked a helpless hand.

      “Because I answer her phone calls and talk to her. A skill you haven’t quite mastered.” He never sugarcoated these types of statements.

      “Are you busting my balls because my mom has been busting yours?”

      “Partly. Also, I love giving you shit. You don’t take it from many people, but you couldn’t live without me, so I have leeway.”

      “Careful, Nolan. Everyone’s replaceable.”

      “Including you.” There. Now he’d come right out and said it. A chill came over Holly at just how real her fears sounded when Nolan voiced them. “You can’t push yourself until you break. Maybe it’s better to walk away with your legacy intact.”

      “No way. Lovelace Connections is not my legacy.”

      “Will you ever be happy with what you’ve created? You have a multi-million-dollar company. Apps and programs that users love. A best friend who loves you even if you are the biggest pain in the ass on the planet.” He batted his long lashes. “I bet there’s not a single person on the planet who wouldn’t kill to have the success you’ve had.”

      “The crown jewel of my so-called success is a hookup app.”

      “Why does that keep tripping you up?”

      “Because I’m better than that.” As soon as she’d said it, a voice echoed in her head. You so sure of that?

      “LC isn’t Tinder, Holly. It’s so much more. The algorithm underlying it, the one you created, is a work of art.”

      Across the street, there was movement in the unkempt yard. Ivy had to be home. Holly jumped out of the rocking chair, causing it to slam into the house, all the while knocking her book and pen onto the worn planks of the porch. “Gotta run, Nolan.”

      Before she could hang up, he shouted, “Holly! Call your mother, or I’ll come out there and bust your balls for real!”

      Holly held the phone in her palm. “Quiet! She’ll hear you.”

      “Who? Your mother?” Nolan whispered.

      “Bye, Nolan.” Holly killed the video and hollered across the street, her eyes fixed on a scrap of denim, which was all she could see of her neighbor, who seemed to be digging for something in her ramshackle shed. Holly darted across the street and picked her way through the weeds until she’d reached the corner of the house.

      “Hey there!” Holly called out, then took a step back as, instead of Ivy, a much more masculine red-headed figure emerged from behind the open shed door, holding a burlap sack in one hand. “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were someone else.”

      The young man, who had a smattering of freckles along his cheeks and eyes the color of the sea on a stormy afternoon, smiled. “You must be looking for my sister. I’m Ezra.”

      Holly shook the hand he held out. “Holly. I’m staying in the house across the street.”

      He nodded, bending down to pet Ivy’s ginger cat. “So I’ve heard.”

      What did that mean? Holly eyed him sharply. Surely Ivy wouldn’t have shared any details of their night together with her brother, right? “Uh, you have?”

      The cat arched its back, digging his claws into the ground.

      “Not a lot happens here,” Ezra said. “A new person moving in for the off-season is exciting stuff. Gets people talkin’.”

      Holly let out her breath. As long as that was all they were talking about, and not anything more scintillating, it would be okay. Even so, a change of subject was in order. “Have you seen Ivy?”

      Ezra screwed up his face, deep in thought, and something about his expression gave Holly the impression that concentration was a struggle for him. “It’s Thursday, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      The cat wandered away, clearly done with human contact.

      “Thursdays are when I come over to feed the animals,” he said slowly. Then his face lit up. “Her office. She’s at her office today.”

      “Her office?” It had honestly not occurred to Holly until that precise instant to question what Ivy did for a living. Having thankfully ruled out prostitution, the presence of a baby goat in her truck had left the early impression that she was some type of farmer. Only now, Holly looked around the small yard and realized the likely error of that assumption.

      “Yep, she’s at the school on Mondays and Tuesdays and at her office at the clinic Wednesdays and Thursdays.” Two chickens and a rooster had appeared by Ezra’s feet. He opened the sack in his hand and reached in, scattering seed, which the birds went after with great enthusiasm. “Oh, plus the church on Sundays, of course.”

      “Of course,” Holly echoed, wondering if she’d judged incorrectly when it came to Ivy’s religious devotion. How did a school, a clinic, and a church all fit together? “What exactly does your sister do?”

      “Oh, she’s a social worker,” he replied, pronouncing each word carefully in a way that once more reinforced her initial impression that he might have some form of learning disability.

      “A social worker?” Holly was flabbergasted. First, it hadn’t crossed her mind that an island of this size had social workers. But second, to have become licensed as a social worker meant Ivy must have gone to college. Suddenly, Holly’s overall impression of the woman shifted. Living on King Popham’s because it was all you knew was one thing, but why would someone with a good education want to stick around? Did Ivy lack ambition?

      “She sure is.” Whatever Holly’s reservations on the matter, her brother beamed with pride. “Lot a people around here are better off ’cause of Ivy. That’s for sure.”

      “I’ll bet,” Holly responded politely, feeling thoroughly confused. The more she got to know about Ivy, the more upside-down she felt.

      “You want me to tell her you stopped by?” Ezra asked, scattering more feed for the chickens.

      “That’s okay. I’ll come by another time.”

      When it came to Ivy, there was so much that just didn’t fit. The woman’s house was falling down around her, and she was so strapped for cash she’d gone asking a charity to help, yet she’d made a difference in peoples’ lives. Holly had more money than she’d could possibly spend, but would give anything to come up with a way to change the world. Given the two of them, most people would think Holly was the one who’d gotten things right, but as she climbed the steps back to her porch and retrieved her book from the deck, she had to wonder, would they be correct?
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      Exhaustion overtook Ivy as she drove Junior Mint off the ferry. Though exciting, being on the mainland always left her spent, and this was especially true after completing a full week of mandatory continuing education classes required by the state to renew her social work license. She’d been away for a week, but at least she’d finally managed to get her truck fixed and transported home, several hundred dollars and three weeks later than she’d originally planned.

      She parked the truck in the ferry lot with the intention of walking the rest of the way. It was less than a mile from the terminal to home, and she rarely worried about transportation on Poppy’s, at least at this time of year. Walking sufficed for most destinations, and her bicycle was good for longer trips, except in the worst winter weather, so it was better to keep the truck close to the ferry where need for it was most likely to arise. She’d made it as far as the Rusty Anchor when she spotted Holly approaching on the opposite side of the street.

      Ivy’s eyes darted all around, her first instinct being to hide. It was an odd response for someone who had the reputation of being the friendliest woman on the island, but Ivy couldn’t help it. Ever since the night they’d cleared the air over junk food and beer, she just didn’t know what to make of Poppy’s newest resident. Did she still find Holly attractive? Of course. There was no doubt about that. The problem was Holly was temporary. Women like her never stuck around. She’d stay as long as she needed to get what she was looking for, that mental rejuvenation tourists sought in places like this, and then she’d be on her way, and Ivy would be left behind. She’d been through it before.

      Holly raised her hand in greeting as she crossed the street, and Ivy smiled brightly while groaning inside. All chance of escape was gone.

      “Long time, no see,” Holly said as she met up with Ivy just a few feet from Rusty’s front door. “I hope nothing’s wrong.”

      “No, I’ve just been in Portland for some classes. Job stuff,” Ivy explained. “I’m a social worker, and I have to do a certain number of hours of training to keep my license up-to-date.”

      Holly nodded. “Yeah, your brother told me you’re a social worker.”

      “You met Ezra?” Ivy asked, her eyebrows shooting upward. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise, considering her brother stopped by her house several days a week to help with chores, but for some reason, it made her uneasy. What business did Holly have meeting her family when Ivy didn’t know the first thing about the stranger, outside of the bedroom anyway?

      “He seemed nice,” Holly responded. She nodded toward the door to the bar. “You headed in?”

      “I was on my way home,” Ivy began, but Holly cut in.

      “I owe you something for the, uh… you know, the stuff from the general store you brought by and left on my porch last week.”

      Ivy stifled a laugh. How funny was it that a grown woman had such a hard time admitting to normal bodily functions more than a week after the fact? “Consider it a gift.”

      Holly shook her head emphatically. “I couldn’t possibly. The least I can do is buy you a drink.”

      “That’s what got us into trouble last time,” Ivy pointed out. And the time before that, if she were totally honest. If she hadn’t had so much to drink the night they’d met, Ivy liked to think she might have had the presence of mind to weigh the consequences of having sex with Holly before she’d jumped in headfirst. Not that she regretted it, per se, but it did make her question her judgment.

      “No tots this time,” Holly promised, tracing a cross over her heart. “Or wings.”

      “Well…” Ivy mulled it over. She was tired and not exactly in the mood for beer, but as much as she’d been wanting to escape just minutes before, she suddenly found herself not wanting to say goodbye. “Maybe one drink. Not beer, though.”

      “Whatever you want,” Holly said, pulling open the door and motioning her inside.

      They walked to the bar, and Ivy noted with some relief that Doreen was on shift again. No matter how much she loved her friend Scarlett, she was happy at that moment not to have to explain or introduce her present company.

      “Hey, you two,” Doreen said by way of greeting. “What’ll it be?”

      “Two Tom Cats,” Ivy answered after a moment of deliberation. It was an unconventional choice, and one that could get a little interesting, considering the strength of the libation in question, but somehow it felt like the right decision.

      “You got it!” Doreen replied.

      “What’s a Tom Cat?” Holly asked, her face a study in worry.

      “You like gin?” When Holly nodded in the affirmative, Ivy waggled her eyebrows, suddenly in a playful mood. “Good. Just wait and see.”

      “I can see your nipples through your tank top,” was Holly’s completely out-of-nowhere response. As soon as the words left her mouth, her cheeks went bright crimson.

      “Oh, look at that,” Ivy said as her eyes fell to her cleavage, where sure enough, the girls were making their presence known. Was the fall chill in the air to blame or something to do with the present company?

      “I’m sorry—I—” Holly snapped her lips shut, but Ivy just chuckled.

      “Don’t apologize. I’m the one at fault. Clearly.” Ivy pointed to both nipples. “It’s getting chilly out there.”

      “But I shouldn’t have said… anything,” Holly rambled, tripping over her own tongue. “It’s just…”

      “What does your shirt say?” Ivy pointed to Holly’s T-shirt, hoping to change the subject and put the woman at ease. “People think I’m shy, but I really just have no interest in talking to any of you idiots,” she read aloud, then grinned. “Funny. Is that how you let a woman know she’s special, since you’re talking to her?”

      Holly shrugged, and Ivy couldn’t tell if she was more amused or embarrassed by the question. She wondered just how close to home she’d hit. “All part of my plan to lure beautiful women back to my lair.”

      “You know, you’re kind of adorable, in a very curmudgeonly way.” Ivy paused, not certain why she’d said that but not wanting to take it back, either. “I do appreciate you’re not afraid to flaunt your people-hating side.”

      Doreen came back around to them, plunking down two glasses of light amber liquid.

      Holly took hers and held it aloft, peering through the liquid and then giving it a sniff. “I thought you said this was gin.”

      “The color’s deceptive, but it’s gin. And it should be savored by sipping. No slamming and dashing off.”

      “This could get dangerous.” Holly swirled her glass.

      “The alcohol or having to stick around for a bit?” Ivy leaned across the bar to grab her glass, unintentionally putting the girls on full display for a moment before sitting back in her chair. “Drink up, and don’t worry. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “That’s a shame.”

      Was she flirting or just humoring? Ivy studied Holly for a second, trying to get a better read on her but failing. “Allow me to rephrase that. I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”

      “I’ll drink to that,” Holly said, raising her glass and taking a long, slow sip.

      Ivy followed suit.

      They drank in silence, and when both had finished, Ivy set her glass on the bar. “I guess I should get going,” she said, not really wanting the evening to end but not knowing what outcome she preferred, or at least being too scared to admit to herself what she wanted.

      Holly set her own glass down and rose to her feet. “It seems bad manners not to walk you home considering we’re going in the same direction.”

      “Is that the only reason?” Ivy asked with perhaps a bit more petulance than she’d intended. “I don’t want to cut your evening short if you have other plans.”

      In reply, Holly folded her hands primly in front of her chest. “Miss Winters, would you do me the honor of allowing me to escort you home this evening?”

      Ivy rolled her eyes, though she secretly found the gesture charming, and they exited the tavern side by side.

      When they’d stepped outside, Ivy took a deep breath. It was what she loved most about island life, being so close to the water. The smell of salt water. The sound of the tide.

      “Come here.” On impulse, Ivy took Holly by the hand, leading her down a wooden walkway between two buildings shuttered for the season. “The tide is going out. Look at the water.”

      Through the slats of the boards, it was possible to see the water gushing underfoot. “What’s it doing?” Holly asked.

      “Flowing back to the source.” Ivy closed her eyes and breathed in a centering lungful of air. “Every day, it comes in and goes out. No matter what happens in my life, I know I can count on the sea. It never lets me down.”

      “How can that be?” Holly’s eyebrows drew closer together, clearly dubious of Ivy’s claim. “It seems like it’s constantly changing.”

      “Oh, it changes. Some seasons are rough on the folks around here. Some exceed everyone’s expectations. But the big picture never changes. It comes in and goes out.”

      “I wish I had that.” There was wistfulness in Holly’s tone.

      Ivy opened her eyes. “Had what?”

      “Something I could count on. To feel grounded.” Holly looked down, and the expression on her face seemed to say that sometimes she couldn’t even count on her own two feet to hold her up.

      Suddenly, Ivy became aware that she was still holding Holly’s hand from when she’d led her here. Instead of letting go, she gave it a squeeze. “You said you moved around a lot, didn’t you?”

      “I never really had a place to call home. We moved five times in as many years. I stopped counting after that.”

      “Wow, that would have been rough as a kid. Sounds like heaven now.” Ivy’s eyes stared into the darkness enveloping the water. “I’ve always wanted to travel. See the world.”

      “You should,” Holly told her, as if it were just that easy.

      “Should and could are two very different things.” Regret weighed heavily on her heart as she thought of all the times she’d dreamed of getting away from the island, escaping, only to be called back.

      “Why?”

      “Oh, gosh, that’s a loaded question.” Ivy let go of Holly’s hand, overcome by self-consciousness at having opened up as much as she had, and glanced at her watch. “I’m not sure it’s the best conversation to start at five minutes to exhaustion taking over after my week. The short answer is life, I guess.”

      “Yes, life can be so very…” Holly let her words trail off, unable to seize the right one.

      “So very. Yes.” Ivy smiled again. “Have you seen the mermaid statue?”

      “No. I mean, I drove by it.”

      “What? Oh no. You can’t just drive by it. What’s the point of coming here if you don’t plan on seeing everything? It’s a must to experience all the island has to offer. Come on!” Once again, Ivy seized Holly’s hand, dragging the woman back in the direction of the town center.

      “I thought you said you were tired,” Holly protested, though she increased her speed to match Ivy’s. “I’m supposed to be walking you home.”

      “Just one quick stop,” Ivy argued with a laugh. “I want to share this with you. You don’t mind, do you?”

      They both came to a stop, and as Ivy searched her face for the answer, Holly shook her head. “No, I don’t mind,” she said, looking a little surprised by her words.

      “Good, because I wasn’t going to give you a choice,” Ivy teased, resuming walking, “and I’d rather not be charged with kidnapping.”

      Moonlight glimmered along the surface of the water, and old-fashioned streetlamps along the walkway bathed the mermaid statue in the water below with a soft white glow. Ivy pointed. “There she is. Unlike the statue in Copenhagen, she’s not sitting on the rock, just surfacing. You have to use your imagination to see her fin, or does she have legs?” Ivy threaded her fingers through Holly’s as she spoke, not really realizing it until her hand was enveloped in an enticing warmth. Ivy’s heart thudded. What was she thinking, bringing Holly here, like this was a date or something? Quickly, she dropped her hand.

      “Have you been to Copenhagen?” Holly asked, the mundane question failing to cover the confusion in her face.

      “No. I’ve only seen photos online. I would like to, but I think this will always be my favorite depiction. Although, that’s hard to know for sure until…” Her eyes returned to the darkness along the edge of the water. “Do you know much about mermaid lore?”

      “Sadly, no.” Holly looked earnestly into her eyes, sending a shiver down Ivy’s spine. Ivy glanced away and let out a nervous laugh, hoping to cover how flustered having Holly look into her eyes had left her. “I’m really starting to wonder about your reading choices. Too many dull biographies and not enough about fairy tales. No wonder you’re so serious.”

      “Tell me what I’ve missed.”

      “Well…” Ivy searched her memory for the highlights. “Some sailors used to think mermaids were unlucky omens, portending or even provoking disasters. Personally, I much prefer The Little Mermaid story.”

      “The Disney movie?” Holly gave her a look that suggested she thought adults should be over such things.

      “Yes,” Ivy answered defiantly, not sharing her opinion in the slightest. “Have you seen it?”

      “Yeah, when I was a kid.” Holly knitted her brow. “I doubt I could tell you a single detail, except it had a cute yellow-and-blue fish.”

      “In that version, Ariel, the mermaid, falls madly in love with Prince Erik, a human. Ariel gives up her voice to the sea witch in exchange for the chance to win the prince’s love. Isn’t that romantic?” Uncertain as to exactly why, every part of Ivy’s being longed to hear Holly agree with her wholeheartedly that it was, that two people from such different worlds could have a shot at happiness.

      Instead, Holly frowned. “I don’t know. They couldn’t have much in common. And without Ariel having a voice, how could they even talk and get to know one another?”

      “They didn’t have to!” Ivy protested, refusing to admit Holly had a valid point. “It was love at first sight.”

      “Do you honestly believe in that?” Holly leaned into Ivy’s side, and Ivy wished so badly she could say yes.

      Instead, it was her turn to frown. “It’d be nice to believe in it, wouldn’t it?”

      “Maybe it would be.”

      Holly’s eyes held hers in the moonlight, and warmth flooded Ivy’s body. They each leaned in closer, as if exhibiting the same pull on one another that the moon did to the waves. It was clear they were both searching for something—something they couldn’t bring themselves to admit they needed or even believed could be possible.

      “It really would be,” Ivy whispered, their heads just inches apart.

      Ivy captured Holly’s lips with hers, lost in the softness of the woman’s lips and the sound of the ocean rushing out. The world around her smelled of salt water and tasted of the gin that lingered on their lips.

      Ivy deepened the kiss, threading her fingers into the back of Holly’s spiky hair.

      Holly parted her lips. Their tongues met, and at the sound of Holly’s moan, Ivy felt swept away, relishing the dance and the feeling of connection. Hope made her feel like a buoy bobbing on the top of the water, never sinking.

      Hoping for what, though? Ivy demanded of herself. A fairy tale? They were from two different worlds, as surely as Ariel and her prince had been, and there was as much chance of a sophisticated west coast woman wanting to settle on Poppy’s Island, or even of Ivy leaving, as there was of a mermaid getting legs. Besides, in the original version of the story, love didn’t triumph. The prince married someone else, and the mermaid dissolved into sea-foam.

      Ivy pulled away. “Uh-oh. We both know this is dangerous, and it might be best to stay friends considering… I think it’s time you walked me home.”

      She looked away before the disappointment on Holly’s face could pierce all the way through the thin layer of armor she’d so hastily erected to shield her heart. She felt it, too. Of course, she did. She wasn’t made of stone. There wasn’t a single part of her body that wasn’t calling out for Holly’s touch, but what good would it do to give in to temptation? The fleeting release it would provide would do nothing but make the inevitable heartbreak harder to bear. She’d seen it before in her clients, the ones who went back time and time again for just one more high, falling lower every time.

      I won’t let that happen to me, Ivy vowed silently as she stopped at the spot where the path to her house met the sidewalk, as if somehow the result of her turning and following Holly across the street and into her bed for one more night would be the same as a junkie taking another hit. She mumbled good night and walked down the path, all the way into her dark house, alone but convinced she’d made it just in time. After all, was there really any difference between the intoxicating yet debilitating effects of so-called love at first sight and the most powerful drugs in the world? Ivy had been lucky to escape in time.
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      Sometime in the very wee hours of morning, Holly tossed and turned in her king-size bed, unable to sleep. Even keeping her eyes closed proved to be a challenge. Every few minutes, she checked her phone for messages, but the one she hoped to find there never arrived. How could it? There was only one woman on her mind, and she didn’t have Holly’s number.

      Oh, Ivy has my number, all right. Holly sighed. There was no doubt about that. The woman had gotten under her skin from the very first day they’d met, and tonight’s kiss had only intensified the attraction. Holly was still reeling from the abrupt ending to their night, wanting more, even if it was only to chat from a distance. Unfortunately, what Ivy did not have was the actual string of digits needed to contact her via text, nor did Holly have hers. Although, she did know a few ways to get them.

      Her laptop sat on the nightstand. Holly stared at it, uncertain. You’re a computer genius who developed the most popular dating app in the country, a voice in her head reminded her. No one will know if you check the database for her profile. As the lead architect of the app as well as the CEO of the company, Holly had unlimited access to the system. If Ivy had an LC profile, she would’ve had to provide her phone number. That information was, of course, strictly confidential, but all it would take was a quick peek behind the curtain for Holly to find out.

      That would be wrong. Holly reached for her computer anyway, knowing full well that the phone number wasn’t the only confidential information she would be able to access. She would see everything, answers to all the questions that fed the algorithm she’d created, which was hidden deep in the system and never posted on a public profile. Holly’s fingers flew over the keyboard as she hunted. In five minutes, she could find out more about Ivy than she had in weeks of whatever this bizarre mating dance was that they’d been doing.

      There was just one problem. There was no Ivy Winters in the system.

      Impossible. Holly blew out a breath and checked again, but still came up empty, even when she focused her search on residents of King Popham’s Island. With a population of around one thousand people, it came as no surprise to Holly that there were well over three hundred active profiles and another two hundred lapsed accounts. Pretty much everyone in America had an account, especially if they were young and single. Hell, a full fifty percent of this tiny island had LC accounts, but not Ivy.

      Serves you right for trying to snoop, the voice in her head chimed in, apparently ignoring the fact that it had been encouraging her behavior just moments before. Not to be deterred, Holly took a different tack, this time simply entering Ivy’s full name and address into Google. Instantly, Ivy’s phone number was on her screen. She rolled her eyes at herself. Had she really used the back door into the LC system for personal gain, something she’d sworn she would never do, before even thinking to try a simple search? God, I must have it bad for this woman.

      Holly punched the number into her contacts list, then closed up her computer and set it aside. She fluffed two pillows behind her head and settled in to stare at her phone. She had Ivy’s number, but what should she do with it? She reached down and grabbed up a large, bear-shaped plastic tub of animal crackers from beside her bed. She’d brought them with her on the road trip and was only about halfway through. She dug her hand around now, pulling out an elephant, camel, and horse. Holly nibbled on them one by one, contemplating her next move.

      Do I send her a text?

      Always a fan of a sign, she reached into the tub again. If she selected a goat, she’d text Ivy.

      It was a hippo.

      She ate it, then reached for another with the same goal in mind.

      A damn rhino.

      Eating this one, too, Holly reached for a handful, sorting them in search of the sign she sought.

      “Come on,” she muttered as she discarded one and then another of the little cookies. “There’s always a goat. Why isn’t there a goat?”

      Maybe that’s the sign?

      Clearly, not finding a goat in the tub meant she shouldn’t send Ivy a text. “Because what,” Holly asked, fully out loud this time, and not even caring that she was talking to herself, “Ivy came over and secretly ate all my goat crackers so I would know not to call her?”

      Holly looked at the time. It was three o’clock in the morning. She didn’t need a sign to tell her what to do. If she sent Ivy a text at this hour, the poor woman would probably think she was crazy, or a stalker, or maybe both. She wouldn’t even read it until morning, since she was almost certainly fast asleep across the street, not sparing a moment of thought for Holly, nor regretting her decision to cut the night short. Why should she regret it? They’d both acted impulsively, giving in to that kiss the way they had. Ivy had simply displayed enough self-control to make a smart decision and not get involved.

      After placing the phone back on the nightstand, Holly closed her eyes and remained absolutely still for forty-two seconds. She knew the exact number because she counted each and every one as her brain made a ticking noise like a woodpecker against her skull.

      “Fuck it.” Holly grabbed her phone, pulled up Ivy’s contact information, and punched out a text that read, Are you awake?

      Radio silence.

      For twenty-seven seconds. Yes, she was still counting.

      Holly? came the reply.

      Yes.

      Why are you doing this?

      Holly had never realized it was possible for a fingertip to sweat until she became aware that her index finger was growing damp as she tried to figure out Ivy’s mood. Was she angry? Creeped out? Finally, she managed a reply. What am I doing?

      The next instant, Holly’s phone rang, sending her heart flying into her throat. She answered the call immediately but had to swallow hard before speaking. “Hey.”

      Ivy’s voice rang into her ear, sweet and melodic. “Making me lie awake thinking of you, that’s what.”

      “Am I?” Holly had aimed for an innocent tone of voice, but in the safety of her bedroom, she was grinning like a shark who’d spotted a seal. “I take it you can’t sleep either?”

      “An unforeseeable flaw in my plan.”

      “Really?” This gave Holly pause. Did it mean Ivy had some regrets after all? “When you instructed me to walk you home, it didn’t occur to you that you might miss my company?”

      “I had no idea how missable you could be,” Ivy confessed, sounding sleepy but honest. “Is missable a word? I’m not sure, but it’s what I’m going with.”

      “I’m not sure if it is or not, but I’m totally willing to overlook it not being an actual word, all things considered,” Holly rambled on before forcing herself to slow down and focus. “You’re pretty missable as well.”

      Ivy chuckled, a deep and throaty sound that sent electric tremors to all the right parts of Holly’s body. “Besides missing me, what else have you been doing?”

      “Eating Animal Crackers.” On the other end of the line, Ivy burst into laughter. Holly joined in. “What, you were expecting a naughtier reply?”

      “Maybe,” Ivy conceded, “but can I confess something?”

      “Depends. Is it something dirty?”

      “Not exactly. My confession is I love animal crackers.”

      “Oh, do you now?” Holly replied, as if the confession had indeed been much racier than expressing a fondness for crispy, sweet snacks. “I’m searing that little tidbit into my memory bank.”

      “What else do you have in there?”

      “Quite a bit. I have a habit of remembering things.” Holly closed her eyes and pictured Ivy’s face. “Like the way the corners of your eyes crinkle when you smile. Your whole face lights up when you laugh. Even when mad, you’re sexy as hell, and it’s hard to resist the urge to sweep you into my arms and kiss you.”

      “I don’t think anyone has said anything remotely like that to me.” Ivy sighed, but it was impossible for Holly to tell what it meant. Was it possible Ivy disliked it?

      “I’m sorry. Should I stop?”

      “No. Please don’t.”

      “Are you sure?” Holly pressed. “You were pretty clear earlier about wanting to keep things platonic, and I’m probably coming on too strong.”

      “No.” There was doubt in Ivy’s tone. “That’s the problem.”

      Holly sat up in bed. “Really? What’s wrong?”

      There was an intake of breath. “I seem to be getting myself into nothing but trouble since a certain blond with spikey hair arrived on the island.”

      “She sounds like trouble.” Holly relaxed back against the pillows, closing her eyes to better savor Ivy’s voice. Why did it have to be so satisfying just listening to the woman talk? It didn’t bode well for Holly’s ability to regain the willpower that had been sorely lacking when it came to all things Ivy.

      “That remains to be seen.”

      Holly kept silent, afraid to hope too much. But what could she mean? Was she willing to give things between them a try? Holly’s stomach tightened. Is that what she wanted? If so, it was madness. Her exile would be up soon enough, and she’d be heading home to California. Was either of them prepared for that? The last thing Holly wanted was to break Ivy’s heart, but where else would a quick fling lead?

      “What’s going on in that mind of yours?” Ivy finally asked when there had been nothing but silence from Holly for quite a while. She wasn’t sure how many seconds as, for once in her life, she hadn’t been counting.

      “Nothing…”

      “No, there’s something,” Ivy said gently. “I don’t think your brain ever shuts down. What are you thinking?”

      “That I may be trouble.”

      “For who? You or me?”

      “Both, perhaps. You mostly.”

      “Why do you say that?” Ivy spoke with such tenderness that Holly felt like a warm bubble was closing around her, keeping her safe inside.

      “This—I’m not good at this.”

      “Talking on the phone?”

      “No. Wooing.”

      There was laughter. “I disagree. I think you’ve discovered a hidden talent.”

      “Not long-term. I check out.”

      “Interesting. Do you know why?” Ivy didn’t sound alarmed but curious.

      Holly shrugged into her pillow, her head growing fuzzy with the lack of sleep, even as her words tumbled out with all the raw honesty of someone who had completely lost her filter. “I don’t find many people interesting.”

      “I see.” With her eyes closed, Holly could envision an amused expression on Ivy’s face by the way she’d said it. “Who’s the one person you’ve stayed in contact with?”

      “Nolan.”

      “How long have you been friends with Nolan?”

      “Sixteen years.”

      “Clearly, you don’t think I’ll turn out to be as interesting as this Nolan fellow.” Ivy made a harrumphing sound into the phone. “What’s he have that I don’t?”

      “Oh, you’re way more interesting than Nolan, and you have all the right—” Holly stopped short, clamping her lips tightly.

      “I’m eagerly waiting for you to finish that thought.” Ivy’s voice was teasing but in a way that implied no matter how the sentence ended, she wouldn’t judge or disapprove.

      “Barnyard animals,” Holly improvised. “You have all the right pets to make you very interesting.”

      “You are such a terrible liar!” Ivy chuckled.

      “I know,” Holly agreed, stifling a yawn. “It’s why I’ve never been good at relationships.”

      “What?”

      “When I know someone well, I tend to speak my mind. And… not everyone appreciates that about me.” Opening her eyes, Holly plucked an elephant cookie from the nearby pile, not hungry but simply needing something solid in her hand for reassurance. She didn’t share this type of stuff with people, not ever, and especially not to a disembodied voice over the phone.

      “I find it refreshing.”

      Holly sighed. She didn’t doubt Ivy believed that, but the woman had no idea how bad it could get. “Wait until I say something stupid about one of your friends or loved ones. Like, I once told a girl I was on a date with that her mom’s name was the stupidest thing I’d ever heard.”

      “What name was it?” Ivy asked without a hint of judgment.

      “Coriander.”

      There was a snorting sound. Then Ivy said, “That’s different. You must hate my name. Ivy Winters. It sounds like a Christmas carol.”

      Holly bonked the elephant cracker into her head, breaking one of its legs. “This is what I mean. I didn’t even see that one coming.”

      “You aren’t the first to crack a joke about it.”

      “But, I didn’t,” Holly said, feeling defensive. “It was just an example. I didn’t mean you. On the contrary, I like your name. Ivy always makes me think of winter and holiday decorations. Who hates Christmas?”

      “I thought you said you couldn’t lie.”

      “I can’t. Do I need Nolan to call you to vouch for my inability to fib? He can tell you about all the times I’ve pissed off business contacts by speaking my mind.” As Holly sucked the cookie crumbs from her fingers, it occurred to her that, while she hadn’t outright lied to Ivy that she could recall, she’d technically hidden quite a number of personal details. Holly reached for another animal cracker, munching into it.

      “Are you eating another cookie?”

      “Yes,” Holly mumbled around a bite. “I’m starving.”

      “Me, too.”

      Holly reached for one more, but it was stuck to another. She blinked at the oddly provocative arrangement, then announced, “My animal crackers are having sex.”

      “I honestly don’t know what to say to that.” There was perhaps some disbelief coloring Ivy’s words but no outright judgment. Holly found it odd.

      Snickering and feeling more than a little loopy, Holly held out her phone and snapped an image of the elephant looking as if it were humping a cow. “Hold on. I’m sending a photo.”

      “Oh my!” Ivy giggled. “Such a relief! I thought this was your way of breaking the news that you’re a furry.”

      “What’s a furry?”

      “A grown-up who attends conventions dressed up in animal costumes.”

      “Uh, is it for fun or…?” For the first time since the conversation had started, Holly felt too embarrassed to continue and hoped Ivy would fill in the blanks.

      “It’s not for sexual gratification, as far as I understand.”

      As Holly swallowed a mouthful of cookie, her throat went dry. “You seem to know a lot about… these types of things.”

      “I’m very open-minded.”

      “I kinda figured that out with the whole goat yoga thing.”

      “Oh, that.” Ivy let out a mournful sigh. “That was supposed to be part of an enrichment program for the island kids. Remember that day we first met, when I got the letter in the parking lot and ran off crying?”

      “That was related to goat yoga?” Holly felt utterly confused.

      “Not just that. All sorts of programs, which the grant I’d applied for with Helping Hands was meant to pay for.”

      Holly frowned. “You mean that check wasn’t for you?”

      “Of course not. Well, not technically. See, I paid for Blue Bell out of my own pocket, but I thought with the grant money, I’d buy more.”

      “More goats?” Holly couldn’t help thinking she could understand why the charity had turned her down. This idea sounded a little short of being fully baked.

      “Not just goats. Everything. I know what it’s like growing up on this island, not being able to experience a lot of things. I just want to include more outreach programs. Kids with too much free time on their hands can make really poor decisions.”

      “Can’t you just, like, work for the money?” It was, after all, the solution Holly preferred when it came to paying for things, but once out of her mouth, it sounded harsh, so she quickly added, “Or maybe find some other grants. Are there some?”

      “A ton, but finding and applying for grants is literally a full-time job, and it’s only me running the programs. Well, Betty volunteers, but she does it mostly to get out of the house, and the kids think she’s the cool grandma they always wanted. She’d rather crack jokes than do any actual work. I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with that. The kids really do love her, but it’s exhausting working at the hospital and managing the outreach programs.”

      “You do like to keep your fingers in many… pots.” Holly finished the sentence with a gulp. As things to say went, that was entirely the wrong choice. No sooner had she said it than she had the most vivid memory of Ivy’s soft fingers stroking her skin, her hands running up and down Holly’s thigh, then slipping inside her. She’d closed her eyes tightly and could almost feel each action as she visualized it. When she got to the last part, she let loose a shuddering sigh.

      “Everything okay on your end?”

      “Mostly,” she squeaked, scrambling to not sound like a pervert, a lunatic, or both. On the other hand, she had to see Ivy again. Now. Even if all they did was continue to talk and didn’t touch at all. She just needed her there. Holly looked at the bear-shaped tub, still half full. “Would you like an animal cracker?”

      Ivy giggled. “Are you delivering?”

      “I can if you prefer. Or…” Holly drew out the word for effect, “you can come here.”

      “I don’t know. If I’m at your beck and call, you might take me for granted. I was liking the whole wooing thing before. Will that still continue?”

      “I don’t think I can stop it if I tried.” God help me. Holly bit her lip, knowing what she’d just admitted was utterly true.

      “I’ll be right over.”
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      Though Ivy was hesitant to admit it, mostly to herself, the truth was, Holly’s text had been a welcome distraction. Even though it had been hours since Holly had walked her home, Ivy had been nowhere close to heading to bed. She’d been sitting in the living room, staring at the massive house across the street and wondering what the hell was wrong with her. She wanted to spend the night with Holly, and she wanted to never see her again, both desires equal in intensity as they battled inside her. Why did her emotions keep swinging from hot to cold like her heart had a broken thermostat?

      Maybe the isolation of life on Poppy’s was finally getting to her. It was little wonder. Ivy’s two best friends were a waitress and a seventy-year-old woman, and she spent most of her evenings alone with almost half a dozen farm animals. She knew enough about life to realize that in most of the world, this would not be considered normal for a woman who wasn’t yet thirty. If she’d stayed in Boston, or moved to New York City as she’d once dreamed, there would be nightlife, culture, and like-minded people. She might’ve had a shot at a real relationship. Instead, here she was, salivating over literally the only other lesbian within twenty miles.

      What do you even know about Holly Adler? Ivy grilled herself, fully aware of the answer. Virtually nothing. She lived in California, liked to read biographies, and was great in bed. That was it. Those aren’t exactly the building blocks of a meaningful relationship, she reminded herself. And yet, she kept staring at the lighted window on the second floor of the woman’s house, all hot and bothered just knowing she was there. The light had gone out, and still she’d stared. And then the text had come, followed by an invitation to come over. Considering the memories that conjured, it only took seconds for Ivy to shrug on a hoodie and race out the door.

      Panting on the front porch, and thoroughly chagrinned at the fact, Ivy didn’t even have a chance to knock on the door before Holly swung it open. Apparently, she wasn’t the only eager beaver tonight.

      “I was just coming to walk you over.” Holly looked startled as she stopped short in the doorway just inches from Ivy’s hunched over, breathless form. “You’re fast.”

      “The promise of animal crackers has that effect on me.” That was, after all, the only concrete promise that had been made. They might both have an idea of where the night could go, but for the moment, Ivy could tell by the guarded expression on Holly’s face that she wasn’t the only one holding her cards close to her chest.

      Holly stepped aside from the door, ushering Ivy in. “Right this way. They’re upstairs in my bedroom.”

      “Seriously?” Ivy let out a snort, though she was relieved to confirm she wasn’t the only one with bedroom activities on the brain. “Come upstairs for animal crackers has got to be the lamest pickup line I’ve ever heard to lure a woman into your boudoir.”

      Holly put a hand on one hip. “First of all, I’ll have you know there’s a coffee table and a couple of armchairs up there, too, so it’s not like I was inviting you up on a total ruse. And second, given that you’re already on the third step, it obviously worked.”

      Ivy stopped on the stairs, exactly three steps into the climb, just as Holly had pointed out, and laughed. “Okay, you got me. But I’ll have you know, I really did come over mostly for the animal crackers. They’re my favorite.”

      “Only mostly?” Holly grinned. “I’m putting that in the win column.” She licked a fingertip and made a checkmark in the air.

      When they reached the second-floor landing, Holly took a few steps in front of Ivy and led the way down the hall to an open door. As Ivy stepped inside and looked around, her first impression was that the bedroom alone was probably half the size of her whole house. There was a king-size bed, the covers rumpled, though it appeared Holly had at least made an effort to smooth them. And as promised, there was a low, round table with two chairs, grouped into a conversation area in front of a fireplace mantle, the opening of which appeared to have been blocked long ago. As Ivy made her way to a chair, Holly retrieved a plastic tub of animal crackers from beside the bed and placed them on the table.

      “What, no fine china?” Ivy joked as Holly unscrewed the lid and scattered cookies directly onto the shiny wood tabletop.

      “At three in the morning, this is the best I can do.”

      Nibbling on a tiger, Ivy wrapped her arms closer to her and looked longingly at the blocked fireplace. “Too bad that doesn’t work anymore. It’s going to be getting cold soon.”

      “Good. I hate summer.”

      Ivy stared at her like she’d gone mad. “How can anyone hate the summer? It’s the best time of year. Swimming in the quarry. Flip-flops. I absolutely hate wearing socks. I refuse to put them on for at least three months each year. Of course, summer is also when many of the businesses on Poppy’s make most of their money before the off-season.”

      “I just prefer the cold,” Holly stated, though she grabbed two throw blankets as she did so, handing one to Ivy and putting one on her own lap. “I like the short days. It’s when I’m the most productive.”

      Ivy looked thoughtfully at the unusual woman. “You never really said what you do. Are you a writer or something?”

      “I work in technology.” Holly’s eyes slid from Ivy’s face, focusing on the window.

      “There’s not much technology here,” Ivy pointed out. Holly continued to avoid her eyes. “I mean, it would be great if someone came and started a tech company here. What a great opportunity.”

      At this, Holly’s eyes darted back, her face a study in practicality. “Not a lot of trained workers, I’m afraid.”

      “You’d be surprised how quickly islanders can learn.” Ivy couldn’t help stiffening just a little. Tourists always underestimated Poppy’s and its people. “But, since I know you’re not here to start a tech company, you mind if I ask how long you’re planning to stick around?”

      “Couple of months. It was suggested… I needed some time away… from everything.” Holly’s gaze strayed once more to the window.

      “So, you chose Poppy’s,” Ivy said softly. “Makes sense. There’s not a lot here. When I was a teen, all I wanted to do was get away.”

      Holly looked back at her and nodded. “I’m guessing you did for college.”

      “For a bit.” Ivy grabbed another animal cracker and chomped off its head. “I was in Boston.”

      “Studying social work?”

      Ivy shook her head vigorously. “God, no. International law. I wanted to work for the State Department, head up the refugee resettlement program. I had big dreams.”

      “But you came back.” Holly said it partially as a question and partially as a statement, as if busy mulling over the possible reasons in her mind for Ivy’s return. “Because you missed home?”

      It was Ivy’s turn to break eye contact, and since the window was in the wrong direction, she chose an antique gold mirror on the wall across from her. “It had to do with my brother. You said you met him, right?”

      “Yeah, he was feeding the animals. He seemed nice.”

      Ivy nodded slowly, recognizing that certain tone in the word nice that folks so often used when talking about Ezra, the one that said they’d caught on that he wasn’t quite like other people, only they weren’t sure exactly how. “You know what the biggest problem on Poppy’s is, the one I deal with the most as a social worker?”

      “Poverty?” Holly guessed.

      “Addiction. It goes hand in hand with poverty, sometimes, but it’s a very different problem.”

      “Unemployed kids looking for an escape?”

      Ivy drew a calming breath before replying. It wasn’t fair of her to unleash a torrent of anger on Holly just because she’d innocently stumbled on her biggest pet peeve. “Most of the time, it starts because people are just trying to earn a living.”

      “I’m not sure I understand. I don’t usually think of addicts as the hardworking type.”

      Ivy nodded, which she forced. It was a common enough misconception, and it was the type of thing that would get under her skin. Even if sex was in the offering. “Most every family on an island like this makes their money from lobstering. Do you know how physical that is? Out on the sea all day, pulling up traps. It’s backbreaking. But if you don’t go out, you don’t make money. So, when you get injured, you go to the clinic and get something so you can work through the pain. And that something gets stronger and stronger, until you can’t do without it.”

      Silence followed, and then a look settled over Holly’s features that told Ivy she was starting to put the pieces together. “Is this about Ezra?”

      Ivy shut her eyes, leaning her head back into the chair. “Our mom died when I was sixteen, and Ezra was just ten. She had cancer. The doctors caught it so late there wasn’t really a chance, but even so, the bills stacked up. After she was gone, Dad started working extra shifts, taking on odd jobs at the docks, whatever he could. Then I headed off to college and made things worse.”

      “Surely, he doesn’t blame you for wanting an education,” Holly said, sounding aghast.

      “No, of course not,” Ivy assured her. “But when I was away, he worked even harder to cover the gaps in my scholarship. The inevitable happened, and he was injured, but, of course, he kept right on working. The doctor at the clinic had seen this type of thing so much he just handed over prescriptions without a second thought.”

      “Your dad got addicted?”

      Ivy bobbed her head slightly, the memories of that dark time making it almost too painful to move. “Yeah, he did. But that wasn’t the worst of it. I guess it was seven years ago now. I was just starting my junior year when I got a call that my brother had been airlifted to the mainland. He wasn’t quite fifteen. Such a smart kid. But he wanted to be popular, you know? Smart kids are never popular.”

      Holly let out a sympathetic snort. “Tell me about it. But, what happened?”

      “Ezra thought he’d get in with the cool kids if he brought some pills to a party. He just grabbed up whatever Dad had in the medicine cabinet, but by this point, my father had such a high tolerance that he was getting the stuff from God knows where, taking doses that could put down an elephant. My brother didn’t know. One of the guys at the party that night dared Ezra to take a handful, and of course, he did.”

      Holly sucked in air through her teeth. “Oh God.”

      “It could’ve been worse. He could’ve died.” Ivy brushed her hand across her cheek, wiping away a stray tear. “As it was, he suffered a hypoxic brain injury. When he first came home, he couldn’t even remember how to brush his teeth or tie his shoes. I left school to help him recover and so I could be here for my dad as he went through rehab.”

      “How are they both now?”

      “It was a long road, but my dad’s off the pills, and thanks to the time he spent resting in rehab, his body managed to heal enough so that the pain’s more manageable. As for Ezra, he finally got his GED last year and works pretty steadily, but he still has a hard time concentrating, and he suffers from short-term memory loss and bouts of depression.”

      “Oh, Ivy.” Holly’s eyes shone, and she pressed her lips together in a thin line as if holding back tears. “All those dreams you had.”

      “Turns out you don’t have to have big dreams to make a big difference,” Ivy said with a half shrug. She believed it, too. It helps if you have big money, though, she thought, allowing herself to indulge in a brief moment of bitterness.

      Holly slid out of her chair, onto her knees beside Ivy, and wrapped her arms around her waist. They stayed that way for some time, their chests rising and falling in tandem with their breathing. Ivy closed her eyes, wanting to remember every little detail of how it felt to have Holly’s arms around her. She felt cherished. Important. She opened her eyes to find Holly looking into her face with an intensity that sent desire through her like a lightning bolt.

      They locked lips for what seemed like an eternity, recapturing the passion from earlier that night, the desire for more ramping up with each heartbeat. Every thrust of their tongues pleading for more.

      “I want you, Holly,” Ivy whispered when they finally broke apart enough to breathe. Her voice was small, uncertain. “Please say you want me.”

      “I do. God, I want you.” Holly pulled Ivy’s mouth back to hers as if wanting to possess her, and Ivy opened herself up completely, wanting to be possessed. So what if they came from two different worlds, Ivy from the sea and Holly from the land? Ivy was a big girl now. She didn’t need a fairy-tale ending. She needed passion. She wanted to be touched, to feel Holly’s heart pounding against her hand and to taste the salt on her lips. She needed nothing more.

      As if by some unspoken signal, they stood. Ivy threaded her fingers into Holly’s hair, pulling her deeper into the kiss, backing Holly against the wall, narrowly missing the antique mirror. “I’ve wanted to do that all night,” Ivy panted.

      “Shove me against a wall?” Holly ran her thumb near Ivy’s eye. “These crinkles. I adore these crinkles. How they come alive.” She kissed the ones on the right side. Then the left. “And you have an adorable crease…” Holly paused, waiting for Ivy to smile. “There.” She pressed her finger into Ivy’s chin. “I’ve always been a sucker for cleft chins.”

      “Is that right? What else can you not resist?”

      Holly kissed her way to Ivy’s earlobe and whispered, “That’s for me to know and for you to find out.”

      Ivy’s breath hitched when Holly licked the inside of her ear. “Challenge accepted. And, in case you haven’t noticed, what you’re doing is one of my weaknesses.”

      “What am I doing?” Holly nibbled her way down Ivy’s neck. With her fingers, she tugged the collar of the T-shirt to expose intoxicatingly smooth skin.

      “Keep doing what you’re doing.” Ivy sank her teeth into her bottom lip. “All of it’s working.”

      “Shall we move to the bed, or are you partial to this wall?”

      “It doesn’t matter to me. I just want to be where you are.”

      Ivy’s eyes took in the rumpled comforter. “You really weren’t planning on inviting girls over, were you?”

      Holly shook her head. “I’m supposed to be here refocusing my mind.”

      “How’s that turning out for you?” Ivy jutted out a hip.

      “There’s this girl…” Holly waved for Ivy to fill in the blank.

      “And…?” She knew, but Ivy wanted to hear the words.

      “This is going to sound corny,” Holly confided, “but I can’t get her out of my mind.”

      “Oh, I’m positive it’s the same with her.”

      “Really?” Holly gave her a searching look, as if suddenly unsure. “You know how you said earlier that smart kids aren’t popular? Well, we aren’t really known for our flirtation skills, either.”

      “Lucky for you, I’m a trained social worker. Putting people at ease is my thing. For starters, let’s get you more comfortable.” Ivy lifted Holly’s T-shirt off.

      Holly cocked one brow. “Stripping puts your clients at ease? What kind of operation do you run?”

      “Would it help if I did this?” Ivy eighty-sixed her own shirt, letting it float to the ground.

      “I’m starting to see the method to your madness.” Holly cupped one of Ivy’s breasts. “These have an amazing effect on me.” She took a nipple into her mouth, Ivy’s head falling backward with the sudden rush of sensation. She’d never known so much pleasure could be concentrated in so small a space.

      “And that has an effect on me.” Pulling Holly’s mouth upward, Ivy kissed her. Hard. Then, she shoved Holly onto the bed, climbing on top of her.

      “Apparently, a take-charge effect.”

      “Are you complaining?” Ivy straddled Holly’s waist, staring deeply into those vivid blue eyes.

      “Not at all. Although, you still have on too many layers.”

      Ivy looked down at Holly’s plaid pajama bottoms. “You too, dear. Shall we take care of that?”

      Both women scrambled out of their respective pants.

      Laughing, Ivy said, “It always seems so much sexier when daydreaming. No one struggles and has to stand up to get naked after getting into bed.” Ivy got to her feet.

      “I prefer real life.” Holly ogled Ivy until she swore she could feel the heat of the woman’s gaze actually singe the top layer of her skin.

      “What kind of technology geek are you if you haven’t dabbled with sex robots?” Ivy straddled Holly.

      Holly’s sudden look of embarrassment gave way to a saucy smirk. “Not yet, anyway.”

      “You say that like it’s a possibility down the road.”

      “Almost anything is possible in the future. We may be living on Mars at some point. Or, at least visiting.”

      “Another place I won’t get to see.” Ivy’s disappointment was fleeting. She had no interest in touring a distant planet. The red planet paled in comparison to the supple body she had at her disposal to explore. “The present can be just as exciting, given I have you naked in bed.”

      Holly rolled Ivy onto her back, holding Ivy’s arms above her head, allowing Holly to take in her flesh. “You are so unbelievably stunning, Ivy. Do you know that?”

      “I like it when you look at me,” Ivy said with a contented sigh. “When you really look at me, I feel so alive.”

      Holly nodded, as if in complete agreement. Her hands roamed over Ivy’s torso, tracing random patterns. There didn’t seem to be an urgency in Holly’s exploration, and Ivy enjoyed being under Holly’s spell. Every stroke of Holly’s soft fingertips connected to Ivy’s soul. Each flick of her nipple made Ivy squirm with blissful anticipation. Still, neither gave the impression they wanted to rush. Holly’s hand wandered past her belly button, sliding down Ivy’s side, all the way to her toes. Holly boosted her foot, kissing the bottom, and then each toe. Her mouth worked its way up the top of her foot and along the inside of her leg.

      Ivy’s breathing quickened.

      Holly’s hand reached for Ivy’s, squeezing it, as her mouth worked further northward. Past Ivy’s knee. Inner thigh. Skipping Ivy’s center and moving even further upward. Landing on Ivy’s right nipple, taking it in. Sucking. Licking. Biting. The other nipple.

      Ivy guided Holly to her mouth, needing to kiss her. To be as close as possible. Every aspect of lovemaking was intimate, but for Ivy, the kiss took it to an even deeper level. The sensual dance of their tongues. Tasting Holly’s desire. Welcoming her probing, all the while enjoying her soft lips. The connection zinged through Ivy. Holly moaned into her mouth as if asserting she was experiencing the same intense bond.

      While their lips were still locked together, Holly separated Ivy’s legs with a knee. Before Ivy realized what was about to happen, Holly eased a finger inside, causing Ivy to quiver in anticipation. Holly added another, ushering in a full-on tremble.

      Hovering over Ivy, Holly looked deeply into Ivy’s eyes. Her fingers moving deeper inside. Holly’s gaze intensified, as if daring Ivy to keep her eyes open.

      It was fucking hot.

      Holly delved in deep, pulling upward. Again and again. Each thrust bringing forth a slapping sound as Ivy became wetter.

      Holly still held Ivy’s eyes.

      Ivy reached out with both hands, holding Holly’s face, staring into those hypnotic blues, feeling the intensity of emotions that went well beyond carnal bliss. “Don’t stop.”

      Holly didn’t. Moving in harder and harder.

      Ivy fought to keep her eyes glued onto Holly’s, but the closer she came to coming, the harder the battle became. “I don’t want to close my eyes.”

      “It’s okay. I got you.”

      With the reassurance she’d always wanted, Ivy’s eyes closed, and the orgasmic light show commenced with a bang. Her body bucked off the bed. The entire time, Holly held her fingers deep inside, still triggering Ivy’s G-spot, ushering a wave of giggles.

      And then Holly flicked Ivy’s clit with her tongue.

      “Oh, God,” Ivy moaned between laughing.

      Holly sucked the bud into her mouth, releasing it and then slowly circling it. Her fingers stilled inside, allowing Ivy’s body to recover from the first orgasm, but Holly’s determination showed it wouldn’t be the last of the night. Not by a long shot.

      As the first swell of orgasm receded, Holly continued to keep her in the moment by sensually licking the clit, not rushing to reach the second.

      “You feel so good,” Ivy said, her body writhing on the bed.

      “You taste incredible.” Holly peered up, her stare once again searing Ivy’s consciousness.

      “Fuck, I love the way you look at me. Like I really matter.”

      “You do,” Holly assured her. “More than you’ll ever know.”

      It couldn’t be true. But it didn’t matter. It was what Ivy needed to hear, to believe, in the moment, that maybe there was some version of events that led to a happily ever after for her, after all. She opened herself to the possibility, however remote, then took Holly’s hand, holding on while Holly took her all the way past the edge.
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      Holly fell onto her back. Between her legs, Ivy rested her glistening cheek on Holly’s pubic hairs. Behind Holly’s head, a gray patch of sky visible through the window hinted that dawn was approaching. They’d been at this for hours, and neither showed any inclination toward stopping.

      “You really are amazing,” Holly said, brushing a curl from Ivy’s forehead with her finger.

      “That’s what all the girls say after I eat their pussy.” Immediately, Ivy grimaced, pinching her eyes shut. “That sounded so much better in my head.”

      “All, huh?” Holly cocked an eyebrow. “I take it there have been many.”

      “No!” Ivy sat up, shaking her head. “Not even close. It was just a joke. I swear.”

      Holly toyed with the idea of asking her to elaborate but opted to let her off the hook. She didn’t really care how many others there’d been, anyway. It was just a number. Holly had a number, too, somewhat more than one and a lot lower than ten. There was only one woman she cared about at the moment. Holly crooked a finger, beckoning Ivy closer. “Come here.”

      Ivy curled up beside her, cozy as a kitten, with her head nestled in the crook of Holly’s arm.

      Holly’s eyes fluttered shut, feeling weightless, elated. Everything in that moment felt right and perfect. “I’ve never been much of a cuddler, but I can’t get enough of your skin against mine.”

      “Is cuddler a Holly word?” Ivy shifted, settling on top of Holly’s chest so they could talk face-to-face.

      “I suppose so. English wasn’t my strongest subject. I was much better at math.”

      Ivy, with her head on Holly’s chest, looked up. “I’m curious. The shirt you were wearing earlier. It had an equation, but it didn’t make much sense. To me, that is.”

      Holly chuckled. “Ah, six plus four plus three equals two.”

      “Yes.” Ivy tapped the bedsheet with her fingers, as if counting. “Whatever math that is, I never took it in school.”

      “It’s not a math thing.” Holly stilled Ivy’s fingers. “It’s a baseball thing.”

      “You’re into baseball?”

      “My old man’s a fan. We’d watch the games together when I was young. There’s a number assigned to every position. Six refers to the shortstop. Four is second base. Three is first. If a batter hits into a double play by knocking the ball to the short stop, he, in turn, throws the ball to second base, so the runner coming from first is out, and then the ball is chucked to the first baseman, equaling two outs.”

      “How adorably nerdy. How many times have you had to explain that?”

      “Never. It’s the shirt I sleep in. No one’s seen it but you.”

      As Ivy dozed against her, Holly stroked her silky back, thinking. The night had ended up much differently than she’d thought it would when Ivy had left her on the sidewalk alone. Better. Much better, even compared to how she’d originally pictured the walk ending in her head. In that imaginary version, they’d ended up in Ivy’s bed. That was probably because Holly never brought women back to her house.

      She hadn’t done so in years. Not since Rebecca, when she was still living on campus in the college dorm. Of course, she hadn’t had a real relationship since then, either, nothing with the level of intimacy involved in bringing someone to her bedroom. That was her space alone, her refuge. Is that why she’d felt okay with inviting Ivy here, because it wasn’t truly her space? As she watched the sleeping woman’s back rise and fall gently, Holly had the oddest sensation that wasn’t it at all. There was just something about Ivy that made Holly want to hold her close and not let her go.

      That was the other thing. She hadn’t slept a full night in a bed with anyone else since college, either. For over a decade, the only way she’d felt safe enough to close her eyes was when she was completely alone. Night was when the dreams came, the bad ones that made her toss and turn in her sleep, or sent her eyes flying open in the darkness while sweat pooled on her brow. Holly cast a nervous glance at the window. The sun would be up soon, a fact that reassured her. Even if she drifted off, she’d probably be spared the worst of them tonight.

      As if reading her thoughts, Ivy stirred, muttering, “Can’t you sleep?”

      “No.” Holly closed her eyes. She’d planned to leave it at that, but somehow, there were more words coming out of her mouth. “Do you ever have nightmares?”

      “Sure,” Ivy replied with a yawn, “but not often, and most of the time, I can’t remember them.”

      “Not at all?” Holly’s eyes fluttered open, and she marveled at the smoothness of Ivy’s brow. What would it be like to sleep so untroubled through the night?

      “I wish I could remember. I’ve tried keeping a dream journal next to my bed, but as soon as I wake, they dissolve into a mist.” Ivy made a motion with her hand as if to indicate thoughts floating away.

      “A dream journal?” Holly ruffled Ivy’s hair. “I shouldn’t be surprised, I guess. It kind of goes along with the whole goat yoga thing.”

      Holly had feared Ivy might take offense at the teasing, but she simply shifted so that she could look directly into Holly’s eyes in the soft gray light. “Tell me about one of your dreams. If you can, that is. Or want to.”

      “I’ll try.” Holly’s chest heaved up and then down as she released her breath, trying to ground herself in Ivy’s peaceful presence and not get caught up in the fear of the dreams. “Okay. The one that plagues me involves solving an equation—”

      “I thought you liked numbers.”

      “I do, most of the time. But in my dream, I have to solve an equation or something bad happens. Let me back up. I’m in a classroom, I think an elementary school one since the desks are small. I have to solve the problem in a short amount of time, but it keeps changing on me. It feels like everything depends on finding the answer. There’s a time clock, and I can hear the ticking of the seconds like a gong going off in my head. When I’m out of time…” Holly sucked in a deep breath. Just thinking of it, Holly’s pulse significantly slowed, and there was a blackness at the edge of her vision.

      “What happens?” Ivy asked, her voice breathy and low.

      Holly swallowed. “This boy beats me up to the point I’m on the floor trying to protect my head. He’s hitting. Kicking. It’s only a dream, but it’s like I can feel each blow, and it hurts.”

      Ivy was quiet for a moment, as if taking it all in to process. “Does the timer restart after you’re beat up?”

      Holly nodded, her eyes shut and body trembling. “On the bad nights, it seems like it happens a dozen times or more. Even if I wake, I end up in the nightmare again.”

      “Jesus. That sounds terrible.” Ivy ran a thumb along Holly’s forehead, smoothing it over one eyebrow and then the other in a rhythmic motion that was almost hypnotic. All the fear and anxiety that had filled Holly at the memory of her nightmare began to ease, slipping away more and more with each stroke. “Do you cry?”

      “I don’t know. I’m asleep.” Holly let out a breath.

      “No one’s ever told you?”

      “I sleep alone,” she answered, not bothering to elaborate. “My blankets are usually kicked off. Sometimes the pillows are across the room. I’ve woken with a bloody nose or split lip.”

      “Did you have a nightmare when we were together at Tidewater?”

      “No. I think the wine and sex kept them at bay.” Holly attempted to smile, as if saying, Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. But she didn’t want even a wisp of a lie at the moment. Not about this. “They don’t happen every time I close my eyes. Just often enough to torment me, making me scared to fall asleep.”

      Slipping into a spooning position beside her, Ivy cradled Holly in her arms. “If you have one tonight, I’ll hold you.”

      “I’ve been known to kick,” Holly warned, but the loud yawn that came out of her the next second revealed just how desperately she needed sleep.

      “Doesn’t matter.” Ivy kissed her shoulder, a move that earlier would have stoked her flames, but at the present filled her more with assurance than arousal. “I won’t let you go. I promise.”

      Holly snuggled deeper into Ivy’s arms, maximizing contact so that every part of her back was enveloped in the soft warmth of Ivy’s body. “You feel so good. Soft. Secure.”

      “Close your eyes,” Ivy soothed. “It’s so very late.”

      “Do you have to get up early?” Holly yawned.

      “Nope. Not a thing planned tomorrow.”

      “So, you’ll be here when I wake?” Holly was much too exhausted to disguise the need behind her words. After a lifetime of waking up alone, she suddenly found she didn’t want to anymore.

      Ivy held her tightly. “I’ll be here.”
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      The cawing of a bird wrested Holly from a deep slumber. She dug the heel of her hand into her left eye, yawning.

      Ivy, her arm draped over Holly’s chest, stirred. “Morning. How’d you sleep?”

      “Like a rock.” Holly rolled over, gasping when she caught sight of the clock. “It’s almost eleven.”

      “Are you okay?” Ivy sat up a bit, shaking her head as if to dislodge the last remnants of sleep. “Did you have a nightmare?”

      “Nope. I can’t remember the last time I slept so well.” Holly kissed the top of Ivy’s head. “Although, I’m a bit groggy this morning. I blame you.”

      “If you’re referring to me keeping you up for sex, I’ll totally take the blame.” Ivy rolled on top of Holly, pinning her down and raising serious questions as to whether they would be leaving the bedroom at all that day.

      “That is indeed what I meant.” Just as she was about to give in to temptation and launch into another round of whatever naughtiness Ivy had in store for her, Holly’s stomach rumbled. “Are you starving? I’m starving.”

      Ivy laughed. “Making a mental note that sex makes you ravenous.”

      “Doesn’t it have that effect on everyone?” Holly’s stomach growled again, as if to underline the point.

      “What would you like for breakfast?”

      “Is this a good time to mention the only food I have in the house is animal crackers?” Holly flashed an oopsie smile. Hey, it’s not like she’d planned to invite Ivy over. It had just sort of happened, and the island wasn’t exactly crawling with all-night grocery stores.

      “You’ve got to be joking,” Ivy’s look of mild panic suggested that she was feeling a bit peckish, as well. “Not even cheese and crackers?”

      Holly shook her head.

      Ivy gave her a long look. “I’m gathering adulting really isn’t your thing.”

      “I don’t know about the rest of it, but cooking isn’t my thing.” If Holly had been in the mood to be a hundred percent honest, this would’ve been the time to mention her housekeeper made up individual breakfasts to take to work with her each week, and that the office was equipped with a cafeteria that employed a gourmet chef who, after many years with her, knew how to cater to Holly’s every whim.

      “Not all food you buy at the store has to be cooked. Like cheese and crackers.” Ivy’s eyes had gone a little wild, presumably from hunger, and she’d started repeating menu options.

      “That’s the second time you’ve mentioned cheese and crackers. Is that what you want? I can track some down.” Holly nudged Ivy with a hip, since she still had Holly pinned.

      “Better yet, we should go to the Lobsterman’s Best Friend.”

      “What’s that?”

      “The diner by the Tidewater, remember?”

      “The one where you accused me, in front of everyone in the place, of soliciting you for prostitution and then threw money at me?” Any remaining clumps of fog cleared her brain at this recollection. “I don’t suppose you have another suggestion, one where we don’t have quite such a sordid history.”

      “Sorry to disappoint. It’s mid-October. There’s hardly anything open this time of year.”

      “Fine. We’ll go. But only because if you don’t feed me soon, I may die.” Holly made her body go limp.

      Ivy stifled a laugh. “I didn’t peg you as the dramatic type.”

      “Only when hungry.” Holly climbed out from under Ivy.

      “Guess that means sex first thing in the morning is out.” By the eagerness with which Ivy was donning her clothing, Holly didn’t figure it was a deal breaker.

      Holly tugged on a pair of jeans. “How about sex after breakfast? Then after lunch? Then dinner?”

      “That’s a very full agenda,” Ivy teased. “I’m sensing you have two needs.”

      Holly crossed to the other side of the bed and kissed Ivy’s cheek. “Again, this is all your fault. Before, I only had one need: food. Come on!”

      It was a short walk to the diner, and considering it was a Saturday morning, there wasn’t much of a crowd. At a two-seater by the window, Holly stared at all the options on the menu, having a difficult time whittling down the choices.

      “Coffee?” asked the waitress, who thankfully was not the one who had been there on Holly’s fateful last visit.

      “Please,” Holly said.

      Ivy grunted in agreement.

      “Would you two like to start with a cinnamon roll fresh from the oven?”

      “Yes!” Holly answered, clapping her hands together like a toddler being offered a snack.

      “I love how excited you get about a cinnamon roll,” Ivy commented after the waitress left.

      “Before King Popham’s Island, I never considered having an appetizer before breakfast. This is revolutionary.” Holly mimed her head was exploding. Though she’d never anticipated having such feelings, she was perfectly willing to admit there were at least a few things about her temporary prison that she’d grown to appreciate. Cinnamon rolls were one, with present company vying for the top spot on the list.

      “Seriously. You’re fucking adorable. It does make me wonder how you’ve survived on the island all this time without having food in your house.”

      “I’ve bought a few things. And there’s always the Rusty Anchor for a late lunch or early dinner.”

      “Ah, the Trusty Rusty, where every plate comes with a side of heartburn.”

      Holly frowned as she recalled the Pepto incident. It still left her feeling uncomfortable, knowing she owed Ivy for something. She’d been raised to pull her own weight and pick herself up by her bootstraps. Being taken care of didn’t fit well in that scenario. “I never did pay you back for the medicine you bought me.”

      “You bought me a drink, remember? Besides, after last night, I’d say the tab is settled.”

      “Wait, you’re accepting payment in sex? That’s fantastic news. Although, those tablets couldn’t have cost more than five dollars, and at our established rate of ten dollars”—Holly’s gaze slipped pointedly to the deep V-neck of Ivy’s top, her eyes fastened on the treasures beneath—“I think I’m owed some change.”

      “Here you go,” a voice sang out behind her.

      Holly jumped as the waitress set the cinnamon roll down with a clatter. She’d had no idea the woman had snuck up behind her, but by the bemused smirk on her face, Holly was pretty sure they would never be able to live down their reputation in this establishment as long as they lived. What was it about this particular diner that kept leading to the topic of prostitution?

      “What can I get you two?” the waitress asked.

      Holly buried her face in the menu, mostly to hide her fierce blush. “I’m having a hard time deciding between the steak and eggs and chunky monkey pancakes with bananas, chocolate chips, and walnuts. Ooooh, eggs Benedict.”

      “You’ll have to excuse her,” Ivy chimed in, clearly amused. “She’s been surviving on animal crackers for days. Holly, I was going to get the chunky monkey pancakes, if you want some of mine.”

      “Perfect, and I’ll get the steak and eggs.”

      “Okeydokey,” the waitress answered, doing a good job of pretending that Holly and Ivy were normal customers and not completely insane.

      Holly rubbed her hands together. “Breakfast is my favorite meal. If you ever want to impress me, make pancakes for dinner.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind. Next time you summon me for a booty call, I’ll pack some food to cook.”

      “I did not summon you for a booty call.” Holly cringed as she heard her final words echo around her. A few more minutes and she was likely to get them both arrested for indecent behavior. “Besides, you want me to miss out on a cinnamon roll fresh from the oven? Not a chance.”

      “You can’t live on them, though.”

      “Don’t say that. What kind of world would it be if we couldn’t? They’re vital to my new life plan.” To illustrate, Holly sunk her fork into the delicious gooeyness, releasing some steam.

      “You’re interesting, anyway.” Ivy shook her head. “Really.”

      Holly stopped her fork just inches from her mouth. “Interesting in a good or bad way?”

      “Oh, have we reached the stage where you feel comfortable fishing for compliments?” Ivy’s teasing smile did wonders for Holly’s libido, but she also left her slightly confused, as the question had been a serious one. Luckily, from the look on her face, Holly didn’t feel the need to press.

      “I had no idea there was an official stage for that. What are the other stages of… a relation—this?” Holly’s face burned hotter than the steam billowing from the roll. She couldn’t even say the word relationship without tripping over herself, let alone seriously consider embarking on one. That’s not what Ivy thought, was it?

      Ivy’s smile clued Holly in that she was aware of the reason for Holly’s awkwardness, but she simply said, “There are five levels to a relationship. Fishing isn’t really one of them.”

      “Five? What are they?” Holly knitted her brow. Would there be a test later?

      “Stage one is the spark.”

      Holly widened her eyes, her head bobbing in agreement. At least that was something she was familiar with. “Yes, I’ll give you that one.”

      Ivy’s eyes darted upward. “Gee, thanks. Stage two is when everything is blissful.”

      “I do love bliss.” Holly took another bite of cinnamon roll and sighed. “This, right here, is bliss, by the way.”

      “Yes, this is the stage when one finds out how corny the other is.”

      “How corny are you? Because I know you’re not talking about me.” Holly placed a hand over her heart.

      “Moving on.” Ivy shot her the type of look usually reserved for excessively wiggly school children. “The next stage is when the scary three words are uttered.”

      “What could those be?” Holly pretended to ponder the riddle. “Oh, I know. Fancy a fuck?”

      “Stand-up really isn’t in your future.” Ivy’s eyes playfully narrowed, or at least Holly hoped that was the motivation. Otherwise, she was in for a serious walloping later on.

      “You’re not the first to tell me that,” Holly admitted. She’d been the class clown for a few weeks in elementary school, until her father got wind of it and put a stop to her nonsense.

      “The fourth stage is commitment.”

      “How is that not the scary one?” Holly shuddered.

      “It just isn’t,” Ivy stated matter-of-factly.

      “Meaning you have no argument, but I should simply trust you.”

      “I’m glad we’re on the same page.”

      “Whatever. I’d just like it noted that the word commitment is the same one they use when they’re putting you in a mental institution, so”—Holly pointed her fork at Ivy—“I rest my case. What about the fifth stage?”

      “Unimportant.” Ivy waved a hand in the air.

      “Why?” Holly slanted her head. “You said there were five. I’m a numbers girl. You can’t say there are five and then only give me four. The world could stop spinning on its axis.”

      “But it’s my least favorite one,” Ivy said with a pout.

      “Does it involve kids or something? I thought you liked kids.”

      “I love kids. It has nothing to do with kids.”

      “You’re killing me. I can’t leave it at four stages knowing full well there are five.” Holly splayed her fingers in the air, ticking them off one by one.

      “It’s sad, though.” Ivy’s eyes darkened.

      “Death?” Holly whispered.

      “No!” Ivy’s jaw dropped. “Geez, talk about a dark streak. No, the last stage is the breakup.”

      “I’m the dark one?” Holly’s shoulders slumped. “You could have prepped that with a spoiler alert or something.”

      “You didn’t see it coming? Not at all?”

      “No. In hindsight, I should have, but no.”

      “Haven’t all of your relationships ended, though?”

      “You’re assuming my relationships progressed past stage two.” Holly stroked her chin.

      “They haven’t?”

      Holly shook her head.

      Ivy leaned over the table and whispered, “Were you a virgin… until very recently?”

      Holly smiled. “I had reached that stage before.”

      “No commitments at all?”

      Holly sighed. “I had one serious relationship, but it was way back in college.”

      “What was her name?”

      “Rebecca. Man, I really thought she was the one, too.” Holly shook her head at how foolish she had once been. “Turns out, Rebecca needed to pass her math class to graduate, and she figured sleeping with me was cheaper than hiring a tutor.”

      “Ouch.”

      “What about you?”

      “Well, there was this one summer where I met a girl…” Ivy rolled her eyes. “You know what? I don’t even have to give you the details. I’ve got maybe half a dozen of these stories, and they all start with the words one summer. It’s like the Poppy’s Island version of once upon a time. Summer comes, and new, exciting people arrive. Then it’s over, and they go away.”

      “That problem’s pretty unique to this geography,” Holly pointed out. “Do you think all relationships, if they manage to reach the fourth level, eventually end in a breakup?”

      “I’m a hopeless romantic at heart.” Ivy clutched her chest dramatically. “I believe in happy endings. I’ve just never seen one outside the movies.”

      “Not a single one?” Holly studied her companion closely, noting how her face softened as if by a happy-but-distant memory.

      “My parents were married eighteen years.” The softness of Ivy’s face hardened a bit, her lips tightening with what appeared to be pain. “Right up until my mom died. So it was still a sad ending, wasn’t it?”

      “I guess so,” Holly replied, her chest heavy. For some reason, she’d been looking to Ivy for hope on this topic, and coming up short hurt more than she’d expected it would.

      “I’ll just have to accept that all my stories will start out with one summer…”

      “Technically,” Holly interjected, “this one won’t. I got here in the off-season, remember?”

      “True,” Ivy agreed, and for a moment, Holly thought maybe there was some hope to be found after all, but then Ivy gave her head a slow, sad shake. “But the ending’s still the same: and then, one day, she left.”

      Deflated, Holly turned her attention to her meal, but it had lost some of its flavor. Ivy had spoken the truth. Holly had no intention of sticking around. Still, that didn’t mean she was willing to accept that their ending was carved in stone. Despite being the creator of the most successful dating app in history, no one had ever accused Holly of being a romantic. Even so, she was just enough of one to cling to the belief that when it came to what would happen between Ivy and her, the ending of their story was still unwritten.
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      The final Sunday of October ushered in a cold snap that brought icy winds and even the occasional snow flurry to the island. In the drafty church basement, Ivy shivered and pulled the cuffs of her thick wool sweater down to cover her hands as she arranged her table. She put the heating assistance applications front and center, knowing that more than a few folks had woken up to frost on the windows and the realization their heating oil tanks were empty.

      Next to those, she put out a container to collect donations to help fund the upcoming Thanksgiving feast, which provided a free holiday meal for anyone who needed it. Judging by the uptick in the number of grocery vouchers she’d been giving out in recent weeks, Ivy suspected attendance would be higher than in previous years, and she wanted to get a head start on fundraising.

      She dropped a dollar in to get things rolling, smiling as the folded bill came to rest in the clear belly of the plastic bear she’d rescued from Holly’s house, the one that had, until recently, been filled with animal crackers. They hadn’t finished off the entirety of its contents that first night, but she just might have gone back over a few more times in the intervening weeks. Just because she loved animal crackers so much, naturally.

      Like clockwork, right after the final hymn, Morgan and her mother came through the door. Ivy already had their envelope at the ready, handing it to Bobbie, who discreetly slipped it into her purse.

      “What’s this for?” Morgan asked, pointing to the plastic bear.

      “Donations for the Thanksgiving feast,” Ivy told her.

      “Oh.” Morgan’s mouth scrunched, her lips twisting from side to side as she thought. She reached into her pocket and pulled out a few crumpled bills, along with several quarters, which she dropped with a loud plunk into the bear. “I’ve been saving to buy some coins for Cityville, but now that Holly showed me how to get all the ones I need, I don’t have to.”

      “What did I do?” As if conjured by the mention of her name, Holly ambled into the hall.

      Morgan’s face lit up. “Hey, Holly. I was just saying how that Easter egg you showed me means I don’t have to save up my allowance for Cityville coins.”

      “Yeah, how’s that going?” Holly asked, tussling the girl’s hair and giving Ivy a quick wink.

      “Amazing!” Morgan exclaimed. “Only, I’ve solved them all, and I want another challenge.”

      “You’ve finished them all?” Holly contemplated this for a second, looking surprised. “I don’t think there are, but what are some of the other games you play?” Holly nodded as Morgan rattled off half a dozen names Ivy had never heard of. “Yeah, I think a few of those might have ’em. Let me look into it and get back to you next week.”

      “Cool, thanks, Holly!” Morgan took her mother’s hand, and they left the hall.

      A few other people had made it downstairs, but most of those were hovering around the coffee area, pouring their Styrofoam cups to the brim with piping hot liquid. Without any other clients to help, Ivy felt free to turn her full attention to Holly for a few minutes.

      “Funny running into you here.” Ivy eyed the woman’s dark jeans, which she’d paired with yet another nerdy T-shirt. This one read There are 10 kinds of people, those who understand binary and those who don’t. Ivy was well aware she fit into the latter category but wondered what the other eight were. “I didn’t peg you for a churchgoer.”

      “Yeah, no.” Holly made a face. “But I happened to remember your brother mentioning you worked down here on Sunday mornings.”

      “Welcome to my Sunday office.” Ivy spread her arms out, showcasing the brochures and applications. “One stop shopping for all your social safety net needs.”

      “Impressive.” Holly pointed to the plastic bear. “I wondered what happened to this.”

      Ivy laughed. “I hope you don’t mind. It’s time to collect toward Thanksgiving dinner for the island’s struggling families. I needed something to hold the donations.”

      “Oh, is that what this is?” Holly picked it up and gave it a shake. “Not much in it.”

      “No, not yet, but to be fair, it’s only my dollar and whatever Morgan threw in just now.”

      “Aw, the kid gave a donation? That’s sweet.” Holly dug deep into her pocket and withdrew a ten-dollar bill. “If I add this to the pot, you’re not going to give me crap about it being demeaning or something, are you? I know how you get with this particular denomination.”

      Ivy rolled her eyes. “I’ll try to refrain.”

      Holly let the bill drop from her pinched fingers into the bear, whose tummy she contemplated with a creased brow. “You know, this isn’t the most efficient way to fundraise.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s not like I’m an expert. This is the best I can do.”

      “Well, what about an online app for your website? There must be dozens of them.”

      “I’m sure there are, but I’d need a website first.”

      Holly’s eyes widened. “You don’t have a website?”

      “Look at all these programs I’m trying to oversee. Grocery vouchers, heating oil, enrichment programs, special education, addiction counseling.” Ivy tapped each pamphlet with growing exasperation. “When would I find the time to learn how to make a website, too? And before you say hire someone, I can’t. Without the Helping Hands grant, I’m fresh out of funds.”

      “I’ll do it.”

      “Seriously?” Ivy searched Holly’s face for any signs she was joking but came up short.

      “Sure.” Without looking away from Ivy’s face, Holly plucked one brochure from each of the piles. “I’ll start with these to get an idea of all the things you do, and then we can go over it when I have a working prototype and you can tell me anything I missed.”

      Ivy’s lips twitched, but she felt almost afraid to smile, as if by being too happy, the gift might go away. “Look, I know you said you work in technology, but are you sure you have the skills to design a website?”

      “I mean, how hard can it be?” Holly laughed as Ivy’s hands flew to her hips. “Settle down. I’ve designed a website or two in my day. I promise. This shouldn’t be too hard.”

      “If you’re not joking, that would be amazing.” Ivy, who could no longer contain her joy, risked a smile.

      “I’ll have it Friday.” Holly’s mouth opened wider, and she drew in a breath as though she’d suddenly remembered something important. “Did you know the Captain’s Table closes this weekend?”

      Ivy tilted her head to one side. The Captain’s Table was the island’s only true gourmet restaurant, but she had no idea why Holly would care about it. “Uh, yeah. They always close the first weekend of November.”

      “But, that’s too soon!”

      “For what? They don’t get a lot of business in the winter months.”

      Holly sighed. “I’d been planning to ask you out for dinner next Saturday, but they’ll already be closed.”

      “You were planning to ask me to dinner at the Captain’s Table?” Ivy frowned. In all her years on Poppy’s, she’d been to the restaurant a grand total of one time. Her dad had taken her when she graduated from college, and simply looking at the column of very large numbers beside the entrees had nearly taken her appetite away. “That place costs a fortune.”

      “It would be my treat, obviously,” Holly replied casually, clearly not having looked at the menu herself and, therefore, not realizing the kind of debt she was setting herself up for. “Don’t you think it’s about time we went for a real date?”

      “A real date, like a get dressed up and have a fancy dinner kind of thing?” Ivy’s eyes strayed again to Holly’s clothing ensemble, which was so close to every other outfit she’d ever seen the woman wear that she wouldn’t question it if someone told her it was a uniform.

      “I’ll have you know this isn’t all I own,” Holly said, as if reading Ivy’s thoughts. “I brought a couple options, and I clean up nicely.”

      “I don’t doubt that, but…”

      “Friday night?”

      “What about Friday night?”

      “Dinner. It’s closing night, and I hear they do something really special.”

      “I, uh…” Ivy’s head whirled. For years, she’d heard about the Captain’s Table’s closing night extravaganza. People came over all the way from the mainland for it, from as far away as Boston and even New York City. It was usually the last small influx of visitors the island would see until the spring. But if the regular menu was anxiety-inducing, the special event tickets must be enough to cause a stroke. She’d never dreamed of going.

      “Please?” Holly stared into her eyes imploringly, sending a pleasant shiver clear down to Ivy’s toes. “Honestly, I really want to go, and I’ve already purchased two tickets. I’d hate to go alone. It would be a huge favor.”

      “Okay.” Ivy gave a sideways glance to the plastic bear, willing herself not to think about how many Thanksgiving dinners could be funded by the price of two tickets to the Captain’s Table. For once, she was determined to do something fun for herself without feeling guilty. She flashed a toothy grin. “Okay, it’s a date.”
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        * * *

      

      Ivy stood in her closet, looking at her wardrobe choices. None were suitable for dinner. Not with Holly, and especially not for an evening at the Captain’s Table. Why had she agreed to go to dinner? Oh, right. Because it had been Holly doing the asking. Still, Ivy had never so regretted letting her fashion fall to the wayside as she did at that moment. The most expensive item in her closet was a winter jacket, and though it was the beginning of November, it wasn’t yet cold. Plus, heavy coats weren’t exactly date wear, unless they were dining in an igloo in Alaska.

      Ivy groaned. “Alexa, call Scarlett.”

      After a few moments, Scarlett answered, “Now what?”

      “I don’t have anything to wear.”

      “I’ve never seen you go naked, ergo, you have something to wear.”

      Ivy rolled her eyes. Was Scarlett really the most helpful option she’d been able to come up with? “Let me be clear. I don’t have anything to wear for my date tonight with Holly.”

      “You have a date with Rain Woman?”

      Ivy’s jaw tightened. Given her sometimes odd social behavior, and especially her propensity to sit at Rusty’s reading instead of watching sports, Ivy had heard that some of the waitstaff there had taken to calling her this unflattering name. She didn’t like it one bit. “Holly. Her name’s Holly. Why do I even talk to you?”

      “It’s a small—”

      “Island, I know. Get your ass over here. I need your help.”

      “I’m not feeling very appreciated.”

      “Scarlett, dear, please get your tattooed ass over here, or I’ll come over there and throttle you. What else do you have to do, anyway?”

      “My ass isn’t tattooed. It’s one of the few places that isn’t. That and my vag.”

      “That’s an image I didn’t need,” Ivy said with a grimace. “You’re impossible, you know that? If you don’t come over and help me, you’re dead to me.”

      “Fine, fine. But you used to love my banter.”

      Considering Scarlett lived two streets over, Ivy wasn’t surprised when she arrived in under fifteen minutes. She wasn’t, however, expecting to see Betty beside her, nor did she have any clue why they both had their arms loaded with garbage bags.

      “What’s all this?” Ivy asked.

      Scarlett set her bag down in the living room. “I bumped into Betty and enlisted her help.”

      “You’re just lucky I agreed to come.” Betty set down her bag beside Scarlett’s with a huff. “I’m a bit insulted you reached out to Scarlett for this task. She only showers every other day.” Betty waved a hand in that way she had that implied case settled.

      “Hey,” Scarlett slapped her hands onto her formidable hips. “I shower most nights, unless I forget.”

      “Which is half the nights of the week,” Betty clarified. “For the youngest one in the group, I swear you’re the one most likely to develop dementia.”

      “Hey!” Scarlett screeched, obviously warming up to launch into their usual routine of nonstop bickering.

      “Honestly, I need to move to a bigger island to have a larger pool for friends.” Ivy pinched her eyes shut and massaged her temples.

      “You hate to swim,” Scarlett said.

      “I do not!” Ivy took a cleansing lungful of air. Now she was doing it. She’d sounded like she was twelve. “Besides, that’s not even the type of pool I meant.”

      “She meant she’s friends with us because we’re the only ones who aren’t coupled up and can drop everything whenever she needs us. If she lived in New York City, she’d have girlfriends like in the show Sex and the City,” Betty explained.

      “Do I get to date Mr. Big?” Scarlett asked. “He has to be named Mr. Big for one thing and one thing only.” Scarlett made a crude gesture. “I love me a big schlong.”

      “Only if he knows how to use it; otherwise, it’s just like being poked by a soggy breadstick instead of a summer sausage,” Betty said.

      Ivy stood between the two, opening and closing her eyelids many times in rapid succession, doing her best to eradicate the image from her mind. “I don’t think I’ll ever be able to eat bread or sausage again.”

      “Leaves more for us.” Scarlett added, “Hold on. Are you talking about food or dongs?”

      “Get out!” Ivy extended her finger toward her door. “I’ll just wear a pair of jeans.”

      Scarlett pantomimed waving a white flag. “I’m sorry. You’re easy pickings these days. That’s all. Show us your closet. We can’t let our best friend go on a date with Rain Woman in a shitty outfit.” Her eyes widened when she realized what she’d said, and she rushed to add, “I meant Rain Holly.”

      Ivy laughed despite herself. “That’s a slight improvement, I guess. Come on. I’ll show you what I’ve got to choose from.”

      When her friends surveyed the clothing that had been arranged on the top of her bed, they remained mute for at least fifteen seconds, although their pinched facial expressions were loud and clear.

      “Well?” Ivy tossed up her hands.

      “Man, I never considered you to be so much of a dyke, but your wardrobe is seriously lacking in the date department.” Turning to the closet, Scarlett scooted around some articles on hangers as if there were a magical compartment in the back containing the perfect date outfit cobbled together by mice. “Maybe we can work on your hair and makeup.”

      “No to the makeup. I already accused her of mistaking me for a hooker. I don’t want to show up looking like one.”

      “You have to wear some makeup.” Betty fluffed Ivy’s hair. “And do your hair. Have you even heard of conditioner?”

      Ivy inhaled deeply and released the air slowly through her nostrils. “I’m screwed.”

      “Have you ever considered a shopping trip? Like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman.” Scarlett snapped her fingers three times.

      “Yeah. That’d be great if we lived near Rodeo Drive, which we don’t, and I had a credit card without a limit, which I don’t. Do either of you have something I can wear?”

      “I brought over a few things,” Betty said, her eyes twinkling.

      “Oh, no. Betty’s clothes are out,” Scarlett said.

      “Why’s that?” Betty folded her arms over her breasts.

      “People want to be friends with the cast members of the Golden Girls, not date any of them.”

      Betty’s shoulders stiffened. “I’ll have you know I wasn’t always seventy years old, smarty pants. I had some real style back in the day.”

      “Well, I doubt Ivy wants to wear a poodle skirt,” Scarlett teased.

      “At least I’m getting some,” Betty shot back. “The only action you’ve seen all year is battery-operated.”

      “I need a beer.” Ivy collapsed onto the edge of her bed.

      “I don’t recommend that. Who knows what you’ll say or accuse her of if under the influence?” Betty sat next to Ivy, taking her hand. “I only had boys, so I don’t know how to say this or if it’s even necessary, but do you need protection? Not condoms considering there’s no schlong involved. What do lesbians use?”

      Ivy shot off the bed. “Holly can’t get me pregnant.”

      “No, she can’t. But you can’t be too careful these days. Even Earl’s computer has a virus.”

      “I need to be alone. I appreciate both of you coming over, but it’s clear we’re not getting anywhere.” Ivy headed for the front door, opening it.

      “But who’s going to do your hair?” Scarlett asked, pouting. “And your makeup? It’s my specialty.”

      “You don’t wear any. Ever,” Ivy said.

      “I grew up with five sisters. I know makeup.” Scarlett tapped her chest.

      “You have too many siblings. Your parents should have considered hobbies like bird watching.”

      “Nice try. You’re not going to distract me right now, but I admire your effort. I’m going to do your makeup.”

      “I’ll manage on my own.”

      “Okay, if we promise to behave, will you let us stay?” Scarlett planted her feet. “I’m not going to get any tonight or all winter, but you have a chance. When I’m dead and gone, I just want people to say that I was the type of person who helped her friend get laid.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Betty said. “And I’m a lot closer to that day, so I’m running out of time. Don’t you even want to take a peek at what I brought?”

      Ivy eyed the plastic trash bags warily. “One outfit. That’s it. I think that’s all my psyche can take, so choose well.”

      Betty opened a bag, rifling through until she was elbow deep. She looked up with a sly smile. “This is the one.”

      Ivy stared at the shimmering gold fabric that emerged, not sure what to think. Oddly, as Betty unfurled the disco-era jumpsuit, she didn’t hate it. “What is it?”

      “This, my little chickadee, is an original Diane Von Furstenberg jumpsuit. I wore it to a New Year’s Eve party at Studio 54 the year I lived in New York. They dumped so much glitter on the floor that night, I probably still have some stuck in my cleavage. That baby’s pure silk, with a neckline that plunges all the way down to the belly button.”

      “Betty’s boobs go all the way to her belly button, too,” Scarlett said in a stage whisper.

      “Shut up, brat.” Betty held out the garment to Ivy, who took it with a mix of fear and excitement. “Try it on.”

      “I don’t know,” Ivy said, biting her lip. She would probably look ridiculous in it, but there was a strangely unfamiliar part of her that really wanted to try it on. She brushed her fingers against the silk, which felt as smooth and decadent as a cascading waterfall of butter. “This isn’t really my style.”

      “Honey, we’ve seen your style.” Betty shot a look of disdain toward the bedroom. “Time for an upgrade.”

      Before she could talk herself out of it, Ivy grabbed the jumpsuit and went into the bathroom. She stripped off her clothing and shrugged her way into the garment as best she could, although there was definitely a zipper somewhere she’d missed, and the bra she’d left on out of habit was going to need to be shed because Betty had been right about the neckline. She was too scared to look at her reflection in the mirror, not that she had anything full length anyway to really be able to see it, so she simply exited the bathroom, calling out loudly, “What do you think?”

      Her friends waited just outside the door, and when they saw her, both their mouths dropped open, then Scarlett let out a breathy holy shit. Betty just grinned like a fool. Ivy’s heart pounded, desperate now to know why they were looking at her this way. “So, is it okay?”

      “Okay?” Betty laughed, shaking her head. “If that doesn’t get you laid tonight, nothing will.”
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      At 6:59, Holly stood on Ivy’s front porch, with her right fist raised, her eyes glued to her left wrist. Punctuality was a trait that had been drilled into her by dear old Dad, but unlike such habits as starching and ironing her shirts or rising at dawn, which she’d happily let fall by the wayside, this was one that had become a personal trademark, so much so that Nolan had given her a fancy watch for Christmas the year before. She wore it daily but didn’t love it. It had about a million different functions she never used, and what it lacked was good, old-fashioned hands, which was actually all Holly really wanted in a watch. But apparently as a CEO of an up-and-coming tech firm, she was supposed to be super enthusiastic about the latest technology, no matter what its form. So, she had this watch that did all the things she didn’t need and none of the things she wanted. Typical, really.

      As soon as her two-thousand-dollar timekeeper struck seven, Holly rapped lightly on the door.

      “Right on time,” Ivy said, flinging the door wide open.

      “I’m—” She’d been about to say something, but whatever it was died on her lips as she took in the vision standing in the doorway. “You look, um—”

      No words came to her to describe how stunning Ivy looked, draped from head to toe in shimmering gold, except for her chest, which was open to reveal a deep V of creamy skin that ran from throat to mid-abdomen, revealing one very eye-catching freckle in the space between her breasts, and also making it clear from the view that a bra had not been included with tonight’s ensemble.

      Ivy’s face crumpled. “It’s too much. I should go change.”

      “Absolutely not. In fact, you should never wear anything else.” Unless she was wearing nothing at all, a sentiment Holly kept to herself but firmly hoped could be brought up later in the evening. After dinner, of course. She’d been raised right. Not that her father had ever given her directions on the wooing girls front.

      “Are you sure?” Ivy smoothed the jumpsuit, self-consciously tugging at the edges of the neckline as if trying to make them less revealing. It took all of Holly’s self-control not to scream Stop that! Even though she’d secured a table next to the window, overlooking the ocean, she was pretty sure this would still win as the best view on the island. Or any island.

      “You look lovely.” Holly’s eyes darted downward for another quick peek, the last she would take for at least a few minutes because she didn’t want to be accused of ogling. A definite wooing foul, she deemed.

      “Thank you. You look nice, too.”

      This was stretching the truth, and Holly knew it. She hadn’t exactly lied when she said she’d brought some fancier options of clothing. In fact, she was wearing one of them now, an Italian suit of fine wool that fit her perfectly, thanks to the fact she’d actually visited the tailor in Milan for fittings when it was being made. But when it came time to put on a blouse underneath, she just couldn’t do it. She’d opted for a gray T-shirt, instead, believing the writing on the front wouldn’t show. Turned out, she’d been wrong. Looking down now, she could easily see some text poking out from beneath her jacket lapels.

      “What does your shirt say?” Ivy opened Holly’s black blazer wide enough to read aloud, “It is a mistake to think you can solve any major problems just with potatoes.”

      Ivy looked puzzled, and while Holly loved this shirt, all she could ask was why, oh why, had she been too stubborn to just put on the white blouse that was supposed to go with the suit? “Are you a Douglas Adams fan?”

      Ivy shook her head.

      “I think I’ve read The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy a dozen times. I love the British sense of humor.”

      “About potatoes?” Ivy wore a smile on her face, and Holly wasn’t sure if it was out of genuine curiosity or just to humor her.

      “Not just potatoes. It’s a whimsical story that’s just crazy and…” Holly scratched the back of her neck, realizing too late she was in need of a haircut. When it came to prepping for this date, she was really coming up short. “It’s hard to describe it. Do you like to read?”

      “Yes, but I read more about self-help, new age, and time travel romance.”

      Holly nodded, unable to come up with a reply. For the first time it hit her that she wasn’t entirely certain what she and Ivy had in common, other than being the only two lesbians on a small island. And amazing sex. But, was that enough? She swallowed nervously, hoping this date wouldn’t turn out to be a terrible idea. “Shall we go?”

      As they walked toward Main Street, the smell of saltwater was heavy in the air. Off in the distance, seagulls shrieked. The Captain’s Table occupied a particularly scenic location that offered an unobstructed view of Penobscot Bay. Outside, its large bay window and clapboard front had been painted a deep navy blue that hinted at a nautical theme with understated elegance. The interior was both warm and rich, with fresh white plaster and wood paneling reminiscent of an old ship. The ceiling was covered with heavily embossed tin tiles, from which hung pendant lights that looked like lanterns. One full wall was covered with dozens of small apothecary drawers from some previous incarnation of the space. Long wooden oars were mounted above this, and in front of the wide picture window hung a miniature model of a shark.

      As soon as Holly gave her name, the hostess showed them to a spot beside the window overlooking the water. The table was draped with a simple white linen cloth and set with several wine glasses and enough silverware to make the queen of England feel right at home.

      Ivy took in the scene with eyes sparkling, and turned to Holly with a grin. “What a great table. Isn’t it lucky?”

      Holly just nodded as she took her seat, resting her arms atop the rounded captain’s chair. She’d paid extra for the primo spot, but she wasn’t going to admit that to Ivy. A lot of women would’ve been impressed by that sort of thing, but Holly had a feeling Ivy, who was frugal with money, wasn’t one of them. Plus, for the first time in forever, Holly was enjoying building a relationship without the whole rich person identity hanging around her like a badge dangling from her neck.

      Though they’d arrived early, most of the tables were already filled with patrons whose polished clothing and overall air of sophistication suggested they were not locals. Since that night’s dinner was an all-inclusive, fixed-price event, they were not offered menus, but only seconds after they’d settled in, a waitress came by holding two bottles of wine.

      “Red or white?” the woman asked.

      Ivy fidgeted uncomfortably. “Oh, I don’t know if I need—”

      “It’s included with the meal,” Holly assured her, guessing at the reason for her hesitation.

      “Red,” Ivy said.

      Holly looked at the waitress. “What are your red options?”

      “I would recommend the Malbec.” She turned the bottle to display the labels more prominently. Holly didn’t recognize the brand, but nodded as if it meant something to her. It was a habit she’d learned during visits to Napa Valley with investors, almost none of whom actually knew anything about wine, not that it stopped them from pretending. It hadn’t taken long for Holly to learn the trick to being respected was to fake it like a pro.

      “Do you like Malbec?” Holly asked Ivy.

      “I have no idea.”

      God, it was refreshing to be with someone who was willing to admit what they didn’t know. “We’ll both have the Malbec,” Holly told the waitress, who filled the glasses and then moved on.

      The first course arrived quickly, a selection of smoked fish, pickled oysters, and roasted beets with goat cheese. From the first bite, Holly was hooked. The unique flavors and artful presentation rivaled some of the best restaurants in the world, a fact she knew firsthand, having eaten in more than a few. “This is amazing. I had no idea the food would be this good. It’s better than some places I’ve been in San Francisco and New York.”

      Ivy paused with her fork partway to her mouth, raising an eyebrow. “You sound surprised. Did you not think our little island could have nice things?”

      “No, it isn’t that,” Holly said quickly, although in part it was. Who expected a five-star dining experience in an out-of-the-way place like this?

      “Uh-huh.” It was like Ivy could read her mind. “Here’s what outsiders don’t realize about Poppy’s. For about eight weeks a year, we’re like the center of the universe. We’ve got top bankers, lawyers, famous artists, you name it. They flock here, and buy multi-million-dollar compounds to live in, and think nothing of spending hundreds of dollars at restaurants, or boutique clothing stores, or art galleries. At the end of the season, they hire crews from the island to sail their boats down to the Caribbean for the winter because they’re too busy to do it themselves. Their vacation money is what sees a lot of people here through the other ten months out of the year. Their property taxes are how we afford our schools.”

      “So, that’s a good thing, then, right?”

      Ivy’s expression said she wasn’t so sure. “Do you know what it does to people, young people especially, to constantly be underestimated because of where they live and to see summer residents living lifestyles they will never have the opportunity to afford? Tell me, how many year-round folks do you see here tonight?”

      Holly glanced around dutifully, though she already knew the answer. “Not many.”

      “Almost everyone came up from Boston or New York for the weekend. They do it every year. For an islander, even though we live a five-minute walk away, this is a once in a lifetime event, if that.”

      Holly nodded, but there was something she didn’t understand. “If there’s not enough opportunities for people here, why don’t they move?”

      Ivy’s eyes flashed with something that seemed like anger. “Because this is home.”

      Holly frowned. The word held little meaning for her. “But there are better jobs and opportunities in other places. If you want to succeed, sometimes you have to be willing to sacrifice.”

      “People here know plenty about sacrifice. And some do move. But they shouldn’t have to. That’s why the added enrichment programs were going to be so important.” Ivy pressed her lips into a tight line, as if keeping in whatever else she wanted to say.

      “That’s the only reason you were trying to get that charity donation?”

      “It wasn’t a donation. It was a grant. But yes, that’s what I was planning to use the money for.”

      “To teach kids how to raise goats?” Holly knew Ivy was a free spirit, but surely, she could see how impractical that plan had been, right?

      “Not just that. I wanted to offer training classes on software that would help small business owners on the island manage their finances and reach bigger markets. I wanted to outfit the school computer lab with new equipment so the kids could learn about coding.”

      “That’s… a lot more practical than I expected.”

      “Look, I may be whimsical, but I’m not stupid. I can lead fun classes on goat yoga from watching videos on YouTube, but it takes money to hire teachers with real world skills. Money I don’t have.” The defeated look on Ivy’s face cut Holly to the quick.

      “I could do something.” The words tumbled out before Holly was sure what she meant by them, but when Ivy’s face lit up, she decided it didn’t matter. Whatever Ivy needed her to do, she would do. “I’m kind of good with computers.”

      “How are you with kids?”

      “Uh.” Holly picked up her wine glass and took a long sip. If she were on a job interview instead of a date, this was the part where she’d have to do some serious bluffing to fill in the gaps on her resume. “I mean, I hit it off with Morgan, didn’t I?”

      Ivy looked confused for a moment, then smiled. “That’s right. You dropped by the church when she and her mom were picking up their grocery vouchers.”

      “They were there for a handout?” Holly was taken aback. “I thought they were giving a donation for your Thanksgiving thing.”

      “It’s possible to do both, you know. You can help the less fortunate while still needing help yourself from time to time.” A melancholy expression flickered Ivy’s face. “Morgan’s family has been struggling for a while. She’s counting the years before school’s out and she can help them full-time.”

      “After college, of course.”

      “I’m sure she’ll go someday,” Ivy said.

      “But, she’s brilliant. Her family must understand that.” Holly’s brow furrowed as she felt a familiar heat rise from her belly. Why was it so hard for parents to meet the needs of gifted children?

      “They know,” Ivy answered, but Holly wasn’t reassured. She’d experienced something similar herself, her entire childhood. Her parents never really grasped how much smarter she was than everyone else.

      “Then they need to do something about it.” Holly blew out a hot breath. “There are summer college programs for teens, and coding camps, and STEM—”

      “They’re doing what they can.” Ivy’s tone was soft but firm. “Why do you think this enrichment project is so important to me?”

      I could write her a check right now. It wasn’t the first time Holly had been in a situation where she’d thought something like that, but it was the first time it hit her with such force and wasn’t immediately followed by a thought like It’s not my responsibility or People need to learn to be self-sufficient. She wouldn’t write a check, of course. Holly was enjoying her anonymity too much to give it up, but maybe she could find a way. She’d solved Nolan’s dating problem back in the day. This couldn’t be that challenging.

      Right now, though, Holly needed to salvage this date because from the downcast expression on Ivy’s face, it was teetering on crashing and burning. Holly leaned to stare into Ivy’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come across as—”

      “A jerk?”

      Ouch. “Again, I’m sorry. I see how hard you work. I didn’t mean to demean that in any way. You have a heart of gold. Morgan and the others on this island are lucky to have you on their side.”

      “Thank you for saying that.”

      The meal progressed through four more courses, each more delectable than the last, until Holly thought her stomach might pop. Even so, it was with some disappointment that she eyed the tiny cup of custard that was their dessert for the evening. Oh, it was tasty, a rich cream custard flavored with the delicate taste of almond tea and served with a meringue cookie that was the perfect blend of crisp but chewy. It was just that the custard came in a pot the size of a thimble, and the cookie was barely larger than a quarter. One glance at Ivy’s face revealed she was feeling let down, too.

      “Maybe we could order another one,” Holly suggested, but Ivy shook her head.

      “No. You’ve already spent too much tonight.” Her eyes twinkled. “I have an idea, but first you have to promise it can be my treat.”

      “But, I—”

      “I insist.”

      “Fine. You can buy dessert.” Holly stood, walking around the table to help Ivy with her chair. When they were outside, she turned and asked, “Where to?”

      “The grocery store.”

      Holly’s eyebrows squished together. It was already almost ten o’clock at night. “Aren’t they closed?”

      “They’ll be open late tonight because of all the visitors in town for the bash.”

      The problem was solved, but the purpose of the stop was still a mystery. “Are you making dessert?”

      “Nope. Trust me. You ready?”

      Holly shrugged. What did she have to lose? “Color me intrigued about dessert.”

      “I hope you won’t be disappointed.”

      “I don’t think that’s possible.”

      She’d said it so quietly it was almost inaudible, so she was surprised when Ivy stopped and looked deeply into her eyes. “That is one of the sweetest things anyone has ever said to me.”

      Holly’s pulse beat faster as she gave a shy smile in response. She’d meant it to be sweet but also impossible to hear.

      They crossed the street, not a car coming in either direction. Ivy latched onto Holly’s hand, leading her into the grocery store, off to the left side, where the frozen section was located. Holly took in the glass-fronted freezer. Was this their destination?

      “What’s your favorite Ben and Jerry’s flavor?” Ivy asked.

      “Cherry Garcia,” she answered without a second’s hesitation.

      “That’s mine as well.”

      “It’s a classic.” And also, just maybe, a sign that they had more in common than she’d given them credit for earlier. As Holly reached into the freezer for a pint, Ivy started to protest, but Holly cut her off. “I’m just carrying it. I promise. You can still pay.”

      “I’m going to trust you.” Ivy added, “For now. We need spoons.”

      “You don’t have any at home?”

      “Of course, I have spoons. Do you know any twenty-seven-year-olds who don’t have spoons?”

      “It never crossed my mind that someone of any age wouldn’t until now, but your question made me wonder.”

      “We’re not going to either of our homes to enjoy this. It’s mild for the first weekend of November, and I want to squeeze in as much time outside before the cold sets in for the long haul.”

      “I like the cold,” Holly reminded her, which earned her a dirty look.

      Ivy paid for the ice cream and box of plasticware. “Shall we go to our special place?”

      Holly’s eyebrows met in the middle, causing a deep crease. She’d never had a special place with anyone before. What would something like that be? She spun through the list of all the places she and Ivy had been together since she’d arrived. “The ferry? It’s where we met, but it doesn’t run until morning.”

      “Not exactly what I had in mind.”

      “The liquor store?” Holly guessed next.

      “Not there, either.”

      “You can’t possibly mean the Tidewater. That really didn’t end well.”

      “I’m afraid it’s all booked up with all the out-of-town visitors from the restaurant tonight, but I was talking about our bench, the one by the Little Mermaid statue. You haven’t forgotten, have you?”

      “Of course not,” Holly assured her. She didn’t want to admit it, but she liked the sound of our bench. It made her insides all gooey. Holly didn’t even know that could actually happen.

      When they reached the special spot, Holly sat next to Ivy on the bench and removed the ice cream lid, handing Ivy a plastic spoon. “For the record, that cream thing at the Captain’s Table was fine, but this is the only dessert that’s ever needed.”

      “I agree.” Ivy scraped a very thin layer off the top, struggling due to the firmness of the ice cream against the flimsy spoon.

      “We seem to agree on some things.”

      “Not winter.” Ivy flourished her spoon. “I still can’t believe you said you like the cold.”

      “I won’t give up. I may convert you to liking cold nights.” She slid closer, pressing her thigh against Ivy’s, the heat from her body igniting a spark of desire in Holly’s core that promised to burn hot and bright all night.

      Ivy turned her head to Holly. “Oh, really? How so?”

      Holly bit down playfully on her lip. “Wait and see.”

      “You better not make me wait too long,” Ivy remarked, but something in her tone failed to match the playfulness of Holly’s mood.

      Holly pulled away slightly. “What do you mean?”

      “You won’t be here much longer,” Ivy answered, sadness underlying her words. “You’ll be off to explore the world, while I’m stuck on Poppy’s, alone.”

      Holly studied her, wishing she could see inside Ivy’s head and know the right thing to say to make it better. “If you could go anywhere in the world right now, where would you go?”

      “Italy.” The answer came at lightning speed.

      Holly chuckled. “You didn’t have to think about that.”

      “I’ve always wanted to go. My minor was art history.” Ivy dug out another spoonful of ice cream, sliding it past her lips with a little moan.

      Holly watched her do it, filled with all sorts of delightfully impure thoughts. “You’d love the gelato.”

      Spoon still in her mouth, Ivy cocked an eyebrow and mumbled around the utensil, “I take it you’ve been?”

      “I’ve been there a few times, yes.” Holly shrugged. “I travel for work.”

      Ivy sighed. “I’d love to go. I’d love to go anywhere.” She tapped her spoon against the carton of ice cream. “I haven’t even been to Vermont.”

      “And you call yourself a Ben and Jerry’s fan?” Holly joked. “Is it because of your family?”

      “At one time, yes, but money’s my issue these days.”

      Holly stayed silent, spooning in a large bite. I could make that happen with the swipe of a credit card. It was the second time that evening she’d had a thought like that.

      A breeze kicked up off the water, and Ivy shivered.

      “Are you cold?” Not waiting for an answer, Holly stood and slipped out of her blazer. “Here, put this on.”

      Ivy took it but didn’t put it on right away. “But you’ll get cold.”

      “I won’t.”

      “Because?”

      “I love the cold, remember? Please.”

      “You really are considerate.” Ivy shrugged it on and pulled the front closed. “It’s so soft.”

      Italian wool was known for that exact trait, but Holly kept this knowledge to herself. It seemed cruel to mention it, considering their recent conversation. They sat in companionable silence, listening to the sound of the tide, their eyes on the horizon, each taking turns spooning ice cream.

      Finally, Ivy declared, “I can’t eat another bite.”

      “We’re only halfway done.”

      “You can have it.”

      “If I eat the rest, I’ll have to do a ton of sit-ups.” Holly replaced the lid. “You can take it home.”

      “Speaking of, shall we head in that direction?” Ivy shivered again.

      “You really don’t like the cold at all.”

      “Not one bit. Once I’m cold, it takes forever to warm up.”

      “Would a hot bath or shower help?”

      “It might, but I have a better idea.” Ivy waggled her brows, then turned and headed down the street toward home at double speed. “Race you to my place,” she called back over her shoulder, at which point Holly needed no further urging. She set off after Ivy as fast as her legs would go.
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      By the time they reached Ivy’s walkway, half running and half stumbling, they were out of breath and laughing. Without the need for a key, since her house was always left unlocked, Ivy pushed open her front door. As they stumbled inside, Holly slid her hand behind the jacket she’d loaned her, slipping it off and tossing it with an abandon Ivy never could’ve shown for such an obviously expensive item. It was soon forgotten, though. Holly’s desire was evident in her stare, sending all other thoughts out of Ivy’s brain. Not wanting to waste another second, Ivy allowed the sleeves of the jumpsuit to slip from her shoulders, enjoying the look of appreciation in Holly’s eyes as her breasts were exposed.

      “Are you a boob girl?” she teased.

      “Who doesn’t like boobs?”

      Ivy tossed her head back. “Women who have large ones like me. They’re not all they’re cracked up to be. I’ve been afraid all night that they’d come popping out of this thing.”

      Holly cupped Ivy’s right breast. “Would that have been so terrible?”

      “We were sitting in the window of the Captain’s Table. The whole island would’ve known by morning.”

      “I guess I’d rather be the only one who gets to see them tonight, anyway. They’re amazing.” Her thumb ran over the nipple, causing it to burst to life. “Simply amazing.”

      Her heart fluttering wildly, Ivy eased Holly’s T-shirt over her head, then reached around and unhooked her bra, pulling it off and letting it drop to the floor. “I’ve always been fond of perky.”

      “We’re a match, then. I like yours, and you like mine.” Holly pushed Ivy against the back of the door, her leg pressed between Ivy’s.

      Ivy took Holly’s earlobe into her mouth, and Holly let out a soul-cleansing moan that sent a jolt of arousal coursing through Ivy.

      “That feels incredible.” Holly’s body trembled.

      “I was banking on that.” Ivy whispered, her own breath warm against her lips. With a little laugh, she licked the inside of Holly’s ear and felt the woman falter on her legs. “Steady there.”

      “I’m a little off balance.” Instead of letting go, Holly clung tightly to her, which Ivy didn’t mind one bit. She loved the feel of Holly’s body against hers, the sudden sense of being needed.

      “Let’s go to the bedroom. Reduce the risk of either of us getting hurt.” With one arm still around her, offering support, Ivy took Holly’s hand in hers, boosting both to her lips, kissing Holly’s fingertips. “I got you, Holly.”

      Holly brushed her lips against Ivy’s cheek. “I believe you.”

      Slowly but surely, they made it to Ivy’s bedroom.

      “Let’s get these off.” Ivy unclasped the button of Holly’s pants. “It’s time for bed.”

      Holly pressed against Ivy. “What if I don’t want to sleep?”

      Ivy grinned. “Tell me, what would you like to do?”

      “Fu—” the remaining letters of the word seemed to lodge into Holly’s throat.

      “Aw, you’re such a romantic.” Ivy lowered Holly’s zipper. “You’re old enough to say the word, you know.”

      “It’s not the most romantic.” A flush of pink dotted Holly’s cheeks, which filled Ivy with a wicked sense of glee that she could make the daughter of a marine blush like a schoolgirl.

      “That depends entirely on us. Shall we find out the true meaning of the word?” Emboldened, Ivy pushed Holly onto the bed. “It’s easier this way to get these off.”

      Laughing, Holly lifted her butt. “I’m anything but easy.”

      “Says the woman with her ass hovering over my bed to allow me to strip her completely. Unless you want me to leave your socks on for security.”

      “Please do.”

      Ivy boosted an eyebrow. “Seriously?”

      “Would that be a problem?” Holly blinked, and Ivy couldn’t tell if she was joking.

      “No, I guess not,” she replied after a moment’s thought. “It’s so very you.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m not wearing socks.”

      “I know. Are you getting naked?”

      The top of the gold jumpsuit had been hanging from her waist, but a little wiggle sent it cascading into a pool of silk on the floor. “I may leave my panties on since you have your socks on.”

      “Suit yourself. My socks aren’t hiding the goods.”

      “An excellent point.” Ivy shed the remaining article. “Are you really going to keep them on?”

      Holly toed off the left then the right and grinned. “Better?”

      “Muchos better.”

      Holly beckoned her with a finger, and Ivy climbed on top of her, their lips meeting again. A sweet kiss. The type to cherish for the sheer simplicity of connecting with another human on such an intimate level. It was impossible to hide emotions while kissing. Ivy had always rated all her conquests by the tenderness of the kiss. This one was off the charts. There was no doubt Holly was overcoming her vulnerability and allowing Ivy inside. They were connected, not solely by their mouths but in a way that would last long after their lips were no longer locked on the other. Within these moments, Ivy understood Holly didn’t have much experience in trust but craved it. And, Ivy wanted to give Holly what she needed to tap into her inner feelings.

      How was this happening? Ivy hadn’t expected it to. Holly would be leaving soon, and Ivy would be alone. Then what? But it felt right. So fucking right.

      Ivy moaned into Holly’s mouth, taking the kiss to the next level, and felt Holly welcome her.

      Ivy’s thigh separated Holly’s legs, her hip rubbing into Holly’s wetness. That earned her another moan, throaty and intense. Holly’s fingers dug into Ivy’s back as if holding on for the long haul. It seemed she couldn’t stop showing the extent of her wanting. How many, Ivy wondered, had been scared away by the woman’s intensity? Her ability to convey a thousand emotions with a simple kiss. Ivy sensed Holly had been hurt long ago and learned to seal herself off from everyone. With her entire being, Ivy wanted to heal her with her touch and make her whole.

      Ivy kissed Holly’s chin, working her lips down her neck, then dipping into the hollow of Holly’s neck. Each kiss, nip, and taste of Holly’s skin was Ivy’s way of putting her back together. And each caress was met with excitement but also something more.

      Ivy took Holly’s nipple into her mouth. Her eyes sought Holly’s. While the nub hardened in Ivy’s mouth, they stared deeply at each other, speaking volumes. Holly cradled the sides of Ivy’s head.

      It was hot as hell.

      The way they connected.

      As if meant to be.

      Fate.

      Ivy worked her way over to Holly’s other nipple, and as her lips connected, Holly dug her head into the mattress.

      Without communicating with words, the two worked their way up the bed, Holly’s head landing on the pillow. Ivy’s hip continued gyrating into Holly.

      They kissed again. Their breathing rapidly increasing, along with both pawing at the other.

      Ivy’s right hand trailed down Holly’s side, stopping at her hip. Holding on, Ivy’s tongue shoved its way fully into Holly’s mouth, her fingers entering Holly down below at the same time.

      Holly moaned but didn’t relent in the kiss.

      Ivy plunged her fingers in deeper.

      Holly arched her back, the muscles inside her clenching, pulling Ivy in deeper.

      Ivy hovered over Holly, her eyes seeking Holly’s truth. It wasn’t hard to find. Her blue eyes burned with one thought: Take me.

      Ivy’s mouth began the trek southward, not stopping at either nipple this time, instead making a straight line to Holly’s center. Every kiss searing another level of trust. Sensual wanting.

      At Holly’s pubic hair, Ivy inhaled deeply.

      This was the part no woman could hide. The musky scent of desire. Holly’s aroma filled Ivy’s senses, clinging to every fiber of her being. Holly may have been unsure in the beginning, but now she was fully engrossed in the moment, unable to tamp down her needs.

      Ivy tugged on a few strands of hair, the coarseness digging into her tongue and skin.

      Ivy wished she could run through it, like a forest, feeling every pine needle sensually scraping her body.

      She continued working her way to the pulsing that beckoned like a beacon bringing a ship to harbor.

      Holly dripped with desire. Ivy knew from the first taste, after a wonderful evening, she would always crave her. Ivy moaned into Holly, her left hand reaching for Holly’s, needing to share how much she enjoyed the moment. Their fingers intertwined, showing both were in it together.

      Separating Holly’s lips, Ivy fully took in Holly.

      “Oh, God,” Holly whispered.

      Ivy’s mouth landed on Holly’s clit, where she knew she would stay until the end. But did it have to be the end? Could it be a beginning?

      Holly’s back arched once again, one hand fisting the sheets.

      Ivy pushed deep inside, her tongue circling Holly’s clit. Slowly, but with purpose. Holly’s body quivered. Ivy met each quiver with another thrust and flick of Holly’s bud. Holly’s legs shook, clamping tighter around Ivy’s head. That turned Ivy on even more. Holly’s inability to fight off what was to come. The intellectual giving into carnal need. Allowing Ivy to satisfy it. The gift of sex.

      Now, Holly’s entire body shook, alerting Ivy that Holly was on the precipice of releasing all of her inhibitions completely, because that was what an orgasm was. No one could stop showing their true self during this moment. The strained face. The moaning. Letting go. It was magical.

      Holly sat up, cradling Ivy’s head. Her breathing strained. Ivy wished she could see Holly’s face, but she didn’t want to stop. Not until—

      “Oh. My. God.” Holly’s body spasmed, and she collapsed back onto the bed, her body nearly bending in half as she bucked upward, yet again.

      Ivy held her legs in place, not stopping her lapping tongue.

      Holly continued her full-body spasm.

      Ivy’s mouth clamped on, gorging on the juices flooding her mouth, her own pussy afire. She moaned.

      Holly pulled her up, kissing Ivy.

      Rolling Ivy onto her back, Holly eased two fingers inside Ivy. Going in deep. Showing her intent of getting Ivy to come quick and hard, knowing exactly what Ivy wanted right then and there. It was like this was their hundredth time making love, all the while searing the wonderfulness into Ivy’s memory bank. This was the type of lovemaking that people talked about but rarely experienced.

      “Don’t stop,” Ivy said into Holly’s ear.

      While moving in and out, Holly pulled her head far enough away to stare into Ivy’s eyes while she came closer and closer to coming.

      Ivy fought to keep her eyes open, but succumbed when she let Holly in completely. Holly kissed each of her eyelids.

      Once both were spent, Holly collapsed on top of Ivy.

      “That was amazing.” Ivy held onto Holly.

      “Am I squashing you?”

      Ivy shook her head. “Don’t move. I like your weight on me.”

      “That’s good, because I may fall asleep like this.”

      “Please do.” The thought of breaking their connection was too much to bear.
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      Ivy awoke as Holly snuggled up against her, shaking. “What’s with this island and all the strange sounds?” Holly cradled her ears with both hands. “Make it stop.”

      There was nothing except the sound of Ivy’s rooster, Stevie, crowing in the dark. Without lifting her own head from the pillow, Ivy reached out and rubbed Holly’s back. “Are you okay? Was it a nightmare?”

      “I don’t know. Just make it stop.” It was more a whimper than a command, and as Stevie crowed again, Holly curled into a ball.

      Ivy frowned, uncertain what to do. “Stop what? Stevie?”

      “Who’s Stevie?” Holly asked, her voice thick from lack of rest.

      “My rooster, remember?” Ivy continued to stroke Holly’s back with slow, rhythmic movements.

      Holly seemed to be calming now, easing back beneath the sheets beside Ivy. “I’d forgotten about him. Why do you have a rooster named Stevie?”

      “Doesn’t everyone?” Ivy joked. “There, I think he’s done. Better?”

      “Some. I think my brain is trying to escape from my skull.” Holly still held her head, and Ivy ran her fingers through her hair, hoping to massage away the pain.

      “I’ll get some water and aspirin.” Ivy scrambled out of bed, quickly returning with a glass of water and two white pills. “Take these, and close your eyes. Will you go back to sleep, or are you up for the day?”

      Ivy climbed back under the covers as Holly swallowed the pills and chased it with half the glass of water.

      Holly checked her watch, which glowed softly in the dark room. “I hope I’ll sleep. It’s not even three. I think Stevie is defective.”

      Ivy pulled Holly into her arms. “It’s a common misconception that roosters only crow at daybreak. Stevie is just being Stevie.”

      “Roosters. Goats—”

      “One rooster and one goat,” Ivy corrected.

      “One more of each than ninety-nine percent of the population.”

      “I’m pretty sure you pulled that stat from your ass. Shhhh… close your eyes and get some rest, or you’ll be grumpy in the morning.”

      “I’m grumpy now because Stevie is crowing for no reason.”

      “Oh, he has a reason. Just because we don’t understand it, doesn’t mean it’s not legitimate.”

      “But—”

      Ivy rolled Holly onto her back. “Do I need to put you back to sleep?”

      “Only seems fair. Your rooster did wake me up.”

      “Such a baby.” Ivy kissed Holly’s forehead. “Is the medicine helping yet?”

      “That’s helping.” Holly closed her eyes.

      “How’s this?” Ivy kissed each closed eyelid.

      “Better.”

      “And this?” Ivy placed her soft lips on Holly’s mouth.

      “Even better.”

      “You’re terrible, you know that?” Ivy laughed.

      “Because I like the way you kiss me? What’d you say about Stevie? He’s just being Stevie? Why is that acceptable but not—?” Holly pointed to her lips.

      “An excellent point.”

      She traced her finger around Holly’s nipple, which hardened. “How’s your head now?”

      Holly looked down at her nipple. “My head is fine. My lips are an entirely different matter.”

      “How so?” Ivy pinched the nipple between her index finger and thumb.

      “Completely neglected.”

      “You’ve come to the right place. My specialty is healing wounded souls.”

      “Are you saying I’m wounded?” There was an edge in Holly’s tone that told Ivy she’d hit a sore spot. She made a mental note to explore that later, when it was light out and they weren’t naked in bed.

      “You’d mentioned your head and lips needing attention.” Ivy planted her lips on Holly’s.

      Holly returned the kiss, rolling Ivy onto her back.

      “Oh, I like this take-charge side of you.”

      Holly settled on top. “I think you’ll benefit from it now.”

      “Giddyup.”

      Holly’s hip slid between Ivy’s legs.

      Ivy captured Holly’s lips, Holly retaking control by jamming her hungry tongue into Ivy’s mouth. The heat factor kicked up ten-fold, causing a sheen of sweat to form on Ivy’s brow. Holly seemed to feel the same, as she shoved off the sheet and comforter with her foot. As the cool air kissed Ivy’s skin, Holly snaked her way downward with a trail of hungry kisses.

      Between Ivy’s legs, Holly looked up, her eyes smoldering. “Maybe I should thank Stevie later.”

      “We both should.” Ivy’s breath hitched when Holly flicked her clit.

      Holly circled the bud, sensually, easing two fingers inside. Ivy’s muscles tightened around them. In and out, Holly moved, as if the world was going in slow motion. Ivy wished she could make the moment last forever, keep Holly here with her. She knew it couldn’t last, but just this once, she dared to hope.

      Maybe the connection between them would be strong enough not to break when the time came for Holly to go. Or maybe Holly would decide to stay. Why was that so hard to believe? Anywhere else in the world, something so simple wouldn’t feel like a fantasy, but Poppy’s wasn’t a place where people came to stay.

      Please stay. As the wish echoed in her head like a mantra, Ivy’s body writhed to the steady rhythm of Holly’s fingers as they moved inside her, until finally they went deep, triggering Ivy’s release. She let out a moan of satisfaction, which echoed back in Holly’s voice from between her legs.

      Holly crawled back up the bed, falling into her arms. Ivy pulled her close, wrapping her arms and legs around her as tightly as she could, and snuggling against her chest. “You really are amazing, Holly,” she whispered. I think I’m falling in love with you, she thought but allowed those words to remain inside her head.
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      Holly’s eyes fluttered open, and it took her a moment to figure out where she was. The first thing she noticed was how bright the room was, thanks to the sun that streamed in through plain white sheers. The second thing she noticed was something pinning down the blanket between her legs. She looked down to see a shock of ginger, but it wasn’t the variety she’d hoped to see between her legs. Instead, it belonged to a very furry orange cat. Holly wiggled her legs, but the feline failed to react. She tried to move them more but found herself unable to break free.

      “Ivy?” Holly whispered.

      The redhead beside her stirred but didn’t wake.

      “Ivy?” This time she said it louder and accompanied the words with a gentle nudge.

      Ivy yawned and stretched. “What is it?”

      “There’s something between my legs.”

      Ivy snickered. “I’m very familiar with what you have between your legs, but didn’t your pussy get enough attention last night?”

      “Different kind of pussy, I’m afraid.”

      Ivy looked at her with one eye cracked open. “Sorry, what?”

      “Your cat. He’s pinned my legs and is looking at me like he wants something.”

      Ivy groaned. “Poor Archie. He wants his breakfast.”

      Holly’s stomach rumbled. “And I want mine.”

      Ivy rolled over and squinted at the clock. “It’s almost noon. You might have to settle for lunch.”

      Ivy hopped out of bed and threw on a robe, a garment which Holly immediately resented for spoiling her view. Not wanting to miss a second, Holly shrugged into a Boston University School of Social Work T-shirt that was large enough to masquerade as a nightie. In the kitchen, she watched Ivy spoon cat food into a small dish. Holly asked, “What do you normally do on Saturday afternoons?”

      “Have a beer or two with Betty and Scarlett. You?”

      “I never really know what day of the week it is. I worked every day of the week when back in the real world. If it wasn’t for using military time, I don’t think I would know if it was night or day.”

      “Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Ivy peered through the kitchen window. “It’s so nice out. We should do something outside.”

      “Sounds kinky.”

      Ivy bumped her hip into Holly’s. “Not everything involves sex.”

      “True. I like food as well.”

      “In that case, are you game for going to The Rusty Anchor. Have lunch and beers with my besties?”

      “S-sure.”

      “Your ability to turn that word into five syllables isn’t reassuring, FYI.”

      “It’s just I don’t think I’ve made a good impression on them. That’s all.”

      “They haven’t officially met you, so how can you say that?”

      “I’m pretty sure I heard Scarlett call me Rain Woman the other day at Rusty’s.” Holly held up a hand as Ivy opened her mouth to protest. “It’s okay. I get that a lot, really. Not that actual nickname, but many have questioned whether or not I’m on the spectrum.”

      Ivy remained silent.

      Holly’s stomach clenched as she instantly felt the need to defend herself. “I’m not.”

      “That wasn’t what my silence implied.”

      “What did it, then?”

      “I was trying to imagine what it’s been like for you. Being so intelligent, driven, with terrible dreams, feeling like you’re the only one who can save the world.”

      Holly stared in astonishment. “How do you know that about saving the world?”

      Ivy shrugged. “Just a hunch after hearing about your nightmares.”

      As hunches went, this one was frighteningly accurate. It left Holly rattled inside, all the way until they reached the Rusty Anchor, after Holly had popped home for a quick shower and change of clothes. Scarlett and Betty were already parked at a table close to the bar when they got inside.

      “Come on. Let me officially introduce you.”

      “What if they hate me?” Holly whispered in Ivy’s ear.

      “They won’t.”

      “But—?”

      “They’re my best friends. They won’t hate you, and even if they did, it’d be their loss. You’re amazing. You need to let people in so they can see that.”

      Holly didn’t want to come right out and admit it, but Ivy probably had a point. Even so, as they approached the table, Holly’s steps became more hesitant. She hated socializing. People were terrible. She’d felt this way ever since she was a kid, going back to around the second grade when she’d encountered her first bully at school. As far as she was concerned, the human race was best viewed from afar. Ivy, on the other hand, appeared to be a social butterfly, bounding toward her friends with unbridled enthusiasm.

      “Hey, fancy meeting you two here.” Ivy grinned, still holding Holly’s hand.

      “We’re here every Saturday,” Scarlett said, remarkably without a trace of snark. It was almost as if she thought her comment was helpful.

      Ivy blinked, which Holly could only assume was to keep her eyes from rolling at her friend’s cluelessness. “I’d like you to meet Holly.”

      Scarlett stood to shake Holly’s hand. “What would you two like to drink?”

      “Please, allow me,” Holly said. Tugging playfully on the back of Ivy’s shirt, she added, “I’d offer to buy us some wings, but last time, that didn’t turn out all that well for me.”

      “Yeah, I heard you got the shits and needed Pepto.” Scarlett retook her seat. “I’ll take a Bud Light.”

      Ivy, with a gaping jaw, glared at Scarlett. “It’s a wonder no one on the island has shot you yet.”

      Betty tittered. “Hunting season is just around the corner. You never know.”

      “What’d I say?” Scarlett asked.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d also like a Bud Light,” Betty said.

      Holly nodded. “I’ll be back.”

      As she headed toward the bar, she heard her words repeated in Scarlett’s voice, doing an impression of Arnold Schwarzenegger in The Terminator.

      “I’ll go with you.” Ivy legged it to catch up. “You know, I’m starting to wonder if Scarlett is on the spectrum.”

      “She’s kinda funny.”

      “Glad you think so, because that’s what she’s like twenty-four seven. It’s just that I’ve never seen her do this when around someone I’m interested in.”

      “Wait.” Holly put her hand on Ivy’s arm. “What about your significant relationships? Didn’t Scarlett meet them?”

      “No.”

      Holly cocked her head to one side. “Is Scarlett a recent bestie?”

      “No.” Ivy’s eyes drifted away. “I just don’t usually, well… I don’t introduce them.”

      “Are you embarrassed of your friends?” Holly pointed a finger at Ivy.

      “Of course not.”

      “Then it must be your dates you don’t find worthy. Is that it?”

      Instead of answering, Ivy leaned in for a kiss, deepening it when Holly met her with eager lips.

      “No wonder it’s taking so long getting our beers. Less kissing. More beer getting.” Scarlett skirted them on her way to the restroom.

      “Busted.” Holly rested her forehead against Ivy’s.

      Giggling, Ivy said, “Yep. We should order. Have a beer or two and then I’m taking you home to have my way with you.”

      “Beer and then sex. I see how you operate.” Holly pointed to her head, tapping her temple as if to say she was mentally taking note.

      Ivy whispered in her ear, “Is it weird to be turned on right now?”

      Holly’s heart beat faster. “How committed are you to this whole lunch thing? We can drop these off and then head back to bed.”

      “Not sure I can do that. Besides, I thought you were starving.”

      With a little growl, Holly grabbed up the beers and set them down on the table.

      “Nicely done.” Betty claimed one of the glasses. “She’s a keeper.”

      “You see, that was simple. Holly was convinced you two would hate her.” Ivy took a seat at the table. Holly’s mouth dropped open, but Ivy didn’t seem to notice, and her friend didn’t appear the least bit offended.

      “I never hate someone who buys me a beer. I’m easy that way.” Betty took a long swallow, as if to demonstrate her sincerity in the regard.

      “Who do we hate?” Scarlett returned, immediately raising one of the glasses to her mouth. After a lustful tug, she smacked her lips.

      “Holly thought we’d hate her,” Betty said.

      Scarlett looked Holly up and down. “Oh, we don’t hate anyone unless we have to. But we’re island folks. It takes time to be let into the inner circle. Unless you keep buying us beers. That’s the fastest route to bestie land.”

      “That’s what I told her. I wouldn’t turn down wings, either.” Betty looked hopeful. “I mean, you don’t have to have any. I know they give you the squirts and all.”

      Holly’s cheeks burned, but she hopped to her feet and pretended to act natural while Ivy’s friends snickered. “Wings. Got it.”

      “No, you don’t have to.” Ivy tried to force her to sit back down.

      Holly kissed the top of her head. “It’s okay. I don’t mind.”

      “I mind!” Ivy glared at Betty. “We shouldn’t reward her bad behavior. She’ll never learn.”

      Betty just laughed. “Can’t teach an old dog new tricks, dear.”

      Just as Holly reached the bar, her phone rang. “The Imperial March,” Darth Vader’s theme song. It was her mother. Closing her eyes, she weighed the pros and cons of ignoring it, knowing her mother would resort to calling Nolan, who would in turn ring Holly to call her mother. Best to get it over with.

      “Hey, Mom,” she said, keeping her voice low as she cast a glance toward Ivy and her friends. They hadn’t seemed to notice the call coming in, but she remained tense, on guard.

      “What’s this I’m hearing about you living on an island?”

      “I’m taking time away from work and needed some peace and quiet.”

      “You could have come here.”

      There it was. The guilt trip train was pulling into the station.

      Her mom plowed on. “Nolan says there’s not much on this island. He thinks that’s a good thing for you. How are you surviving? How are you eating? Goodness knows you never took the time to learn to cook. Not once did you crack into any of the spices I gave you when you moved into your first apartment.”

      Holly wanted to throttle Nolan and wondered what game he was playing, giving her mom so many details. Her mom was a worrier, and no one needed that. Besides, her brother was in Afghanistan, literally in a war zone. Her family didn’t need to worry about her. But they always had, ever since college, if not before. She was the delicate one, the one who could break. But they didn’t understand her. They never would.

      Holly secreted herself in the corner behind the anchor. “As a matter of fact, I’m having beer and wings with some friends. No need to fret.”

      “Wings don’t agree with you.”

      “That’s not true,” Holly lied. “Can I call you later tonight, Mom?”

      Two thousand miles away, her mother sighed. “When are you coming home? Hopefully for Thanksgiving. I need to order a turkey soon.”

      Holly silenced a groan. “I’ll check my schedule.”

      “You just said you’re taking time off. What can be on your schedule?”

      “I promise to look soon and get back to you.”

      “Tonight? Will you call me tonight?”

      Probably not but she said, “Yes. I will. I promise.”

      They said their goodbyes, and Holly turned around to see Ivy watching her from across the bar with an inquisitive expression.

      Holly gave her a wave.

      Ivy returned it.

      Neither moved toward the other.

      Holly loved the way the light from the bar highlighted Ivy’s red hair.

      There was a slight upward twist to Ivy’s lips.

      She was so incredibly sexy, and she was on her way to Holly.

      “You okay?” Ivy asked.

      “I am now.” Holly encircled Ivy’s waist.

      “Who were you talking to? Your entire body was hunched.”

      “My mom.”

      “Ah. Family has a way of twisting many of us into knots.” Ivy’s eyes were kind.

      “She’s worried she won’t know what size turkey to order for Thanksgiving.”

      “I see.” Something like hurt flickered in Ivy’s eyes. “So, I take it you’ll be leaving before then?”

      “No!” Holly reached out to put a hand on Ivy’s shoulder, but Ivy had already turned to walk back to the table and was too far away. Holly gave chase and said, “I’m not just going to ditch you.”

      “Speaking of ditching people,” Betty said in that way older people can have of not caring how loud they are or what they might be interrupting, “I have a question for you young people. Have any of you tried Lovelace Connections?”

      Holly sucked her lips into her mouth. How? Even on a small island her legacy plagued her.

      “The dating site?” Scarlett asked.

      “Are you saying Earl isn’t your soul mate?” Ivy added.

      “He’s good for one thing and one thing only.” Betty turned to Holly. “Have you tried it?”

      Holly stared, aghast. “Have I tried what, sex?”

      “No, Lovelace Connections. LC, as the cool kids call it.” Betty shook her head. “Keep up, child.”

      Holly laughed, hoping she didn’t sound as nervous to the others as she did to herself. “No offense, but it seems kinda weird, looking for a match online. What do algorithms know about love?”

      Ivy swung her head to Holly. “That’s an interesting take coming from a computer person. I thought you types believed computers solved everything. Or did you have a bad online dating experience that’s soured you on them and love?” Her smile was dazzling, but her words cut through Holly.

      “I guess there are limits to what computers can and can’t do.” Holly shrugged, looking away.

      “Yes, that’s the part that has me questioning whether I should waste my time with Lovelace Connections. What does a computer know about what makes me hot?” Betty said.

      “If you thought that all along, then why’d you ask in the first place?” Scarlett demanded.

      “Curiosity. It’s not like I can hang a lonely lantern in my window to announce I’m waiting for my soul mate to find me.” Betty scrunched her face as Scarlett snickered. “Mock all you want, but I just know there’s someone out there waiting for me. I can feel it in my bones.”

      Ivy’s face morphed from teasing to sincere. “I know there is.” Her gaze glanced ever so briefly at Holly. “What would it hurt to try Lovelace Connections, though? The worst-case scenario, you have some disastrous but humorous dates we can laugh about over beers.”

      “That’s true. Do you think many here use it?”

      “I have,” Scarlett announced.

      “Did you meet anyone interesting?” Betty asked.

      “I met an artist who wanted to paint me.”

      “How romantic,” Ivy said.

      “It felt kinda slippery. And I couldn’t get the paint out from under my tits for days.”

      This was enough to snap Holly out of her worry. “What? Why did you have paint on your… uh…?”

      “Because he was painting me, like I said.” Scarlett shook her head. “Duh.”

      Betty shook her head, looking as filled with disbelief as Holly felt. “You let some guy you met on the internet put paint all over your naked body? Were you trying to get turned into a sex slave?”

      Scarlett stuck out her tongue. “You’re just jealous because no one’s asking you to do it.”

      Betty seemed to consider for a moment. “Earl used to paint houses when he was younger. I wonder if I can buy body paint from Amazon.”

      “Better get an extra bottle of it, for all your wrinkles and saggy boobs.” Scarlett seemed tickled by this comment, laughing heartily at her own joke.

      “At least I’m putting myself out there, Scarlett dear,” Betty said with a wag of her finger in Scarlett’s direction. “Living life. Wanting love. I haven’t given up.”

      “Love is an illusion,” Scarlett declared. “Chasing it will only make you miserable. What do you think, Holly? You seem like the logical type.”

      “Uh…?”

      Scarlett slapped the table. “You see. Holly is speechless!”

      “What does that prove?” Betty asked.

      “That love doesn’t exist. It’s an illusion.” Scarlett dragged out the word. “It’s like watching a magic trick. Your brain thinks it has seen something when in fact it was only slight of hand. Only fools like you two”—she jabbed a finger at Ivy and Betty—“believe. Holly and I are much too logical.”

      “Uh… love… it’s not something I know a lot about,” Holly muttered, feeling like a deer in headlights, wondering how the conversation had taken this turn. Shit. Ivy was giving her a look she’d never seen. Combined with the expression she’d had when Holly had mentioned going home for Thanksgiving, it didn’t bode well.

      Scarlett, oblivious, put her arm around Holly’s shoulders. “In the end, we’ll be the happier ones because love simply doesn’t exist. Right, Holly?”

      Betty slapped her forehead. “I’m surrounded by cynics. What’s happening to the youth of America?”

      “Not all of us are haters like these two.” Ivy drained her glass. “Does anyone need another beer? I need another. Anyone else?”

      “Now look what you’ve done,” Betty said to Scarlett. “These two probably won’t have sex later today, and it’s all your fault.”

      “By all means. Have sex. I’m all for sex. Just don’t think sex means love. It doesn’t.”

      The strangest thing happened inside Holly when she heard Scarlett’s words. It wasn’t a new sentiment. In fact, she’d said almost the same thing to Nolan at least a dozen times before. But hearing it now from someone else’s lips, and seeing the effect the words had on Ivy, Holly felt the need to prove Scarlett wrong, stronger than she’d ever felt anything before. Real love was possible, and Holly was going to prove it.
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      “You ready?” Ivy squeezed Holly’s hand as they stood in the hallway outside the school room where the enrichment classes were held.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be.” Holly let out a puff of air, stirring the few strands on the right side that usually stuck out straight. Ivy almost reached out to smooth them but held back, afraid it would rattle her confidence. Holly was putting on a brave face, but Ivy could tell she was nervous as hell.

      “Relax, and they’ll go easy on you. Show any fear, and they’ll tear you limb from limb.” Ivy playfully gnashed her teeth.

      “Are you trying to scare the shit out of me?”

      “I’m trying to get you to laugh to help you loosen up.” Ivy flapped her arms about and was rewarded with a grin, coupled with a headshake. “I didn’t mean to scare you. Honest.”

      Ivy swung the gray metal door open and walked inside the classroom. She could feel Holly walking behind her, using her body like a shield. Ivy surveyed the room, satisfied with the turnout. There were three boys between the ages of seven and twelve, and one girl, Morgan. They huddled around Betty, who was volunteering to keep things in order that day.

      “Holly!” Morgan barreled over and tossed her arms around Holly’s waist. Ivy stood poised to intervene, but Holly didn’t seem to mind the girl’s enthusiasm.

      “Hey there, Morgan.” Holly hunched down so that she was at eye level. “How are you getting on with those Easter eggs?”

      “You remembered.” Her innocent brown eyes lit up. “The puzzles were harder, but I got through most of them. I think I only have two left.”

      “That’s amazing. You ready to learn about computers?” Holly stood and glanced around the room, then looked questioningly at Ivy. “Where are the computers?”

      “Uh, about that.” Ivy lowered her voice, not wanting the kids to overhear. “We don’t actually have any for this class. I had to postpone the order because of the grant situation. I probably should have mentioned that part before now.”

      Much to her relief, Holly waved Ivy’s shame to the side. “Nothing to worry about. I have my laptop.” As Holly peered around the room, Ivy could see how it must look through her eyes, the cracked walls and faded paint, the mismatched furniture and desks. They did their best, but it wasn’t exactly state-of-the-art. Still, Holly smiled reassuringly. “We can make this work.”

      Ivy clapped her hands in the staccato pattern—one, two, three—that the teachers used to get the kids’ attention during the school day. Immediately, they stopped and clapped the pattern back to her, their voices falling silent. “Okay, kids. This is Holly. She’s going to show you some computer magic.”

      “That clapping trick was the real magic,” Holly remarked. “I’ve gotta remember that one.” She took a seat at a long table, and the kids gathered around. “If you all pull up a chair next to me, I’ll show you what I do.”

      As Ivy watched, mystified, Holly reached into her large computer bag and pulled out her laptop, an external mouse, a plastic knife, paper plates, a jar of peanut butter, and a loaf of bread.

      Betty and Ivy took seats on the other side of the table, both raising quizzical eyebrows. Holly smiled at them but didn’t give away whatever trick she had up her sleeve.

      “Okay, before we begin, I need to know everyone’s names. I’ve already met Morgan, so maybe she can introduce me to the others.”

      Morgan sat in the chair closest to Holly and pointed to each of the boys in turn. “That’s Joe, Jake, and John.”

      “Is it a rule on this island that all boys must have a name starting with the letter J?” Holly joked.

      Morgan laughed. “No, silly. They’re brothers.”

      Holly looked at the dark-haired boys. “Triplets?”

      Morgan shook her head. “They’re each separated by a year.”

      Holly leaned forward in her chair. “Nice to meet you.”

      The two older boys nodded politely while the youngest squirmed in his seat.

      “Can you say hello to Holly?” Ivy prodded gently. “Let’s remember our manners.”

      “Hello, Miss Holly,” they repeated in unison.

      “Progress,” Ivy said to Holly, giving her a wink. Whatever concerns she might’ve had going into this, so far Holly was turning out to be a natural.

      “Okay. Can one of you tell me what this is?” Holly gestured to her laptop.

      “Computer,” the oldest boy, Joe, said.

      “Laptop,” Morgan corrected with a teacher-like look.

      “Both of you are correct,” Holly said. “Can you tell me how it works?”

      The boys stared, a puzzled look on their faces.

      “The power button?” Morgan guessed.

      Holly pointed her index finger at the girl. “That’s how you turn on a computer, yes. But how does the computer know that’s what we want it to do when we hit the button?”

      Morgan shrugged, and Jake, the middle boy, piped in with, “It just does,” which frankly was the answer Ivy had come up with, too. There was a reason she’d decided to hire experts for as many classes as she could, after all.

      “Good guess,” Holly said with a laugh, “but it’s a bit more complicated than that.”

      Ivy nodded vigorously. “Yes, much more complicated.”

      Holly flipped her laptop open. “Can you type what is a computer programmer into the search bar?” Holly clicked the mouse in the bar and prodded Morgan to type the letters. “That’s right. There are two Ms in programmer.”

      “I’m good at math, not spelling.” Morgan added the extra M. “Now what?”

      “Do you see the link for computer programmer?”

      Morgan nodded.

      “Click it with the mouse. Would one of you like to read the definition?” Holly asked the boys.

      “They’re shy,” Ivy explained when the three boys turned pink, shrinking in their chairs.

      “That’s okay. So am I,” Holly said as if confiding a secret, and the youngest one, John, giggled. Ivy marveled at how well Holly was doing.

      “I’ll read it.” Morgan read the paragraph aloud, ending with: a computer program is a set of instructions that a computer follows to complete a task.

      “Exactly,” Holly said. “And we’re surrounded by computers every day.”

      “Not on Poppy’s.” Morgan rested her chin on her tiny fist.

      “You are, though. Do your parents have a washing machine?”

      The four of them nodded.

      “What about cell phones?”

      More nodding.

      “Cars? Kindles? Electronic games?”

      “Yes, but I want one of these.” Morgan pointed to Holly’s laptop.

      Holly laughed. “Before you get one, maybe you should learn more about it. All of the devices I mentioned can’t think for themselves. Many people forget this and think their smart phones are actually smart—”

      “Are they dumb phones?” Joe interrupted.

      “Not really dumb, but their smarts come from people like me.” Holly palmed her head.

      “How?” Morgan asked, her eyes boggling with possibilities.

      “I write programs that tell a computer what to do. But my directions have to include clear and concise step-by-step instructions.” Holly tapped her palm at the heel and continued tapping to the tip of her middle finger. “You want to learn how?”

      Morgan enthusiastically nodded her head, the boys seeming more curious but reserved. Even Ivy watched, enchanted, eager to see what was coming next. She’d never guessed Holly would seem so at home in this environment, and it made her rethink many of her assumptions about the woman. There was an unexpected charisma about her, a level of authority when she spoke about computers that Ivy found as appealing as it was surprising. Wherever it was Holly worked back in her real life—a detail which Ivy realized she didn’t really know the answer to—they were lucky to have her.

      Holly set the knife, peanut butter, and bread in a row on the table. “Pretend I’m a robot and instruct me how to make a peanut butter sandwich.”

      Morgan hopped off her seat. “Robot, make me a sandwich!” She waved her hand as if holding a wand, but despite this touch, Holly didn’t move.

      “Well?” Morgan crossed her arms.

      “Robots need to be told each and every step. What’s the first step?” Holly prodded.

      “Open the jar of peanut butter,” Morgan said.

      “How?” Holly asked.

      “With your hands.”

      “How?” Holly mashed her hands against the jar like she was wearing oven mitts, and the kids all giggled.

      “You don’t know how to use your hands to open a jar of peanut butter?” Jake eyed Holly as if she weren’t human.

      “I need step-by-step instructions. I’ve never done it before.”

      “You’ve never had a peanut butter sandwich? How do you live like that?” Morgan asked.

      Ivy and Betty laughed.

      “Not well, clearly.” Holly winked at Ivy, who shook her head, knowing all too well that despite Holly’s prodigious appetite, her fridge and cupboards were routinely bare. Holly continued, “Come on. What’s the first direction you would give a robot?”

      “Reach for the jar with your left hand,” Morgan instructed.

      Holly nodded. “Good. Next.”

      The four of them, now on their feet, competed with each other, shouting out the next step until one sandwich was made.

      “There’s only one, and there are four of us,” Morgan said.

      “Yes, but now that you’ve written the code, I know how to make them.”

      “You do?” Jake goggled.

      “I do.”

      “Will you?” He nodded at the supplies.

      “Would you like one?” Holly asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Yes, what?” Ivy interrupted, giving Jake a stern look.

      “Yes, please,” all three boys chorused. Ivy rolled her eyes.

      “What about you two?” Holly asked Ivy and Betty.

      “Who doesn’t want a robot-made sandwich?” Ivy practically purred when she answered, a fact she realized when she saw the look it conjured on Holly’s face, a mix of surprise and lust that left Ivy feeling a little dizzy.

      Betty stood. “I gotta run, but do you two want to meet at The Rusty Anchor in an hour or so?”

      “Yeah, I think—” Holly began, but Ivy jumped in.

      “Um, we’ll have to see,” Ivy said, clearing her throat. “We might have a thing.”

      Holly examined her searchingly for a moment before a look of understanding lit up her features. “Oh, right. The thing. Another time, maybe.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Betty intoned loudly as she left the room. “Don’t think I don’t know what the thing is, you two. I invented the thing before either one of you was born.”

      Holly waggled her eyebrows, and Ivy felt her cheeks tingle. She checked the clock on the wall and could’ve sworn the hands were moving backward. She blinked and then realized it hadn’t been an illusion. The hands on the old clock actually were going backward. Ivy made a mental note to mention the issue to the principal next time she saw her, then looked at her watch. Mercifully, it informed her there were only five minutes left before the kids went home.

      “Time to wrap up, everyone,” Ivy said, her tone so singsong she could’ve been a Disney princess. She didn’t care. Now that all of the island young ones had been thoroughly enriched for the week, she had some extracurricular activities to carry out with a certain computer instructor back at her place, pronto. She checked her watch again, feeling giddy. She hadn’t been this excited for a class to end since she was a kid.

      “How’d I do?” Holly asked when the last student had left.

      “You’re a natural,” Ivy told her, and she wasn’t lying. The class had been a resounding success.

      “So, no drinks at Rusty’s tonight?” Holly asked as they started the short walk home.

      “I was hoping you’d come to my place.” Ivy exaggerated batting her lashes. “My computer has been acting up.”

      “Oh, is that right?” Holly leaned closer, and Ivy’s skin nearly crackled from the electric current between them. “Is that the only reason why you would invite me to your place?”

      “It’s a st—”

      “Start.” Holly jumped in. “I’m ready for that.”

      Taken by surprise by the last part, Ivy said, “Define that.”

      “Starting.”

      Ivy stared deeply into Holly’s eyes. Starting. It rang in her ears, sounding so official. Did she dare to hope the word meant to Holly what it did to her? She swallowed, barely able to squeak out a quiet, “Me too,” in response as they stopped by the edge of her walkway.

      “Shall we head inside?” Just then, Blue Bell gave a loud bleat from the shed, which Ezra had finished fixing up into a nice barn. Holly frowned. “You aren’t going to make me do goat yoga, are you? That wasn’t what you had in mind?”

      Ivy giggled. Holly’s playful and relaxed expression was a beautiful sight. It was as if the computer geek was finally letting go of whatever part of life’s bullshit had sent her fleeing to Poppy’s weeks before. Ivy looked her in the eyes and felt herself beginning to thaw. “I had a different plan for the afternoon. Just you and me. Naked.”

      As Holly opened her mouth to reply, her phone vibrated.

      “Are you that turned on your body is already thrumming?” Ivy teased, then added, “Do you need to get that?”

      Holly groaned. “I don’t want to, but I have a feeling it’s Nolan telling me to call my mom. Do you mind if I hop over to my place for a few?”

      “Not a problem. I probably should check on the animals, anyway.” Ivy kissed Holly’s cheek.

      In the nicely renovated barn, Ivy smiled at Blue Bell as she bounced on and off the bales of hay, clearly excited to see Ivy or maybe simply to be alive. Goats were lucky that way, it seemed. They lived every moment in joy. It was an inspiration that most humans could learn from. “Hey there, baby girl. Did Ezra do his job? Have you been fed? Is everything clean?” Ivy inspected the surroundings, finding everything to be in tip-top shape. She nodded with satisfaction and pride. “Maybe there’s hope for my baby brother after all.”

      Blue Bell did another hop in the air, as if to confirm Ivy’s assessment.

      “I wish everyone was like you. Carefree and happy. Life can be so draining. And some take things way too seriously.”

      Inside the house, Ivy hopped into the shower, half expecting Holly to arrive in time to join her.

      After ten minutes, Ivy killed the water and got out.

      Another forty-five minutes elapsed.

      Was she still talking to her mom?

      It seemed unlikely, since Ivy got the impression Holly wasn’t much of a phone person. Or a mom person. Or a person person. Ivy wondered what had made her that way. There was so much she wished she knew about the enigmatic woman.

      She flopped on the couch, bored, until inspiration struck. If Holly was into computers, was it possible she had some social media accounts? Ivy had never been one to snoop online and had resisted up until this point. But her resolve right then was evaporating at warp speed.

      Her HP Envy laptop was on its last leg, and it took forever booting up. Instead of staring at the screen as it remained frozen, she took the opportunity to make a cup of peppermint tea.

      In the kitchen, waiting for the kettle, she wondered if she should simply close the laptop. It wasn’t right to snoop. Downright wrong, in fact.

      Ivy resolved that right after fixing her tea, she would march into the room and shut the laptop down without even browsing. Yes, that was the grown-up thing to do. If she had any questions for Holly, she should simply ask Holly. The grown-up way and the pre-Internet way. Human communication should always trump technological snooping, right?

      Ivy poured the hot water into her cup, frowning as she watched it swirl. Holly wasn’t all that forthcoming. The woman couldn’t even admit she needed Pepto. She could dodge personal questions like it was an Olympic sport. Maybe a little peek wouldn’t be so bad. Besides, people had social media accounts for the very purpose of being found, didn’t they?

      Ivy typed in Holly Adler and waited for the page to load. Her shoulders slumped. There were no results.

      Did you mean Holly Adler Lovelace? her browser prompted. Ivy fought the urge to throw the piece of junk across the room. Stupid computer. She wanted Holly Adler. Deep in her core, Ivy’s insides jumped for joy at the thought. Yes, she sure did want her, all right, and not some dumb social media profile, either. There was a knock on the door, and Ivy slammed the laptop shut.

      “Who is it?” she called out, annoyed her voice sounded shaky. She felt terribly guilty, even though technically she’d done nothing wrong.

      “It’s Holly.”

      “Come on in,” she said, shoving her laptop under the couch with one foot to remove any trace of her snooping before running to the door. She pulled it open to see a downcast Holly standing on the front step.

      “Hey,” Holly said with a sigh. “Sorry I’m late. Mom called about Thanksgiving. Again.”

      Ivy stood aside to let her enter, then closed the door and pulled Holly into her arms. “It’s okay. Want to talk about it?”
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      Holly leaned into Ivy’s open arms, not saying anything, just resting her head on Ivy’s shoulder with her eyes closed.

      “Do you know why your mom is freaking out about Thanksgiving?” Ivy asked softly.

      Holly breathed in deeply, then sighed. “Maybe because I haven’t been home for a holiday in… a while.”

      “Why not?” Ivy asked.

      “It’s kinda complicated.” Part of her hoped Ivy would leave it at that, while another part wanted to spill every secret she’d ever had.

      “Luckily, I’m a good listener.” Ivy led her to the couch, sitting down and patting the spot beside her. “Tell me all about it.”

      Holly sat, snuggling close, comforted by the solid warmth that emanated from Ivy’s body. “Have you ever felt your dad loved Ezra more than you?”

      “Loved? No. But understood him more, absolutely.” Ivy let out a soft chuckle. “I mean, Ezra’s his son, after all. His boy. But he’s always been there for me. The first time in high school when a summer girl broke my heart, he took me to Boston for the day to cheer me up. We rode the swan boats. Had cannolis at Faneuil Hall. Visited the Old North Church. That night we went to see the Red Sox at Fenway. It didn’t heal my heart. It takes time to do that, but I’ll never forget that day with him, and looking back, I couldn’t even tell you that girl’s name. It was one of the best days of my life, really.”

      Holly remained quiet.

      “Do you have any experiences like that with either of your parents?”

      “No, but I didn’t date in high school,” Holly said as if that explained everything. “I barely dated in college.”

      Ivy rolled her eyes. “That wasn’t what I meant, smart-ass, although it’s still hard for me to wrap my head around the idea that you’ve lived the majority of your adult life basically like a nun.”

      “Let’s just say there’s never been anything that required a tell-all confession to my parents.” The truth was they were the last people she would go to if she needed a shoulder to cry on.

      Ivy looked at her in a way Holly couldn’t quite figure out. “I see.”

      “Is that a good or bad I see?”

      “I’m not sure, yet. Tell me more about your family first, before I decide.”

      Holly let herself sink backward into the sofa cushion. “My parents never understood me,” she began.

      “Does any kid ever think their parents do, though?”

      “I don’t mean like that, exactly,” Holly clarified. “When I was starting kindergarten, the district we were living in at the time tested me, as part of determining school readiness. It turned out I had tested at a fifth-grade level, at the age of five. Only, we didn’t know right away because my dad got transferred to another state and the records got lost.”

      “Is he still in the marines?”

      Holly nodded. “No. He retired as a colonel a few years back.”

      “Is that good? I don’t know much about the military.”

      “That’s the rank right before you become a general.” She smiled when Ivy made a soft oh sound, clearly impressed. “So, I went to kindergarten at the new school, then we moved again, and this time we were actually in one place for a few years. That was partway through first grade. My teacher called my parents in and told them she thought I should skip ahead to second grade.”

      “And did you?”

      “I did.”

      Ivy turned her head, fixing her with a quizzical look. “So, what was the issue?”

      “I’d tested at a fifth-grade level at the age of five,” Holly reminded her. “I was seven at this point, and even without being challenged at school, my intellectual ability had kept pace. A few weeks into second grade, my parents were called in again. The school said I should go into third grade, and my mom flatly refused.”

      “Did she say why?”

      “Never.” Holly couldn’t hide the bitterness in her voice. After that point, school had become torture for her, and she’d never forgiven her mother for refusing to do something that would’ve made it better.

      “Is your brother as smart as you?”

      This made Holly laugh. “Uh, no. I mean, don’t get me wrong. He’s good at what he does. He takes after my dad. But he was never great in school, and honestly, he was never the golden boy everyone made him out to be, either.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “My family makes him out to be such a hero, but if that’s the case, he sure never was to me.” Holly slid down further into the sofa cushion, her whole body feeling heavy. “He was my big brother, you know? I wanted him to be a hero. Most of my childhood, I was teased for being the new kid who never quite fit in. But there was this one bully who wasn’t content with verbal taunts. He needed a bigger thrill.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “He beat me up. And my so-called hero brother did nothing to stop it. When I needed him the most, he let me struggle on my own.”

      “Are you sure he knew?”

      In Holly’s mind, she could still see with perfect clarity her brother watching from the edge of the school building as the bully pummeled her. Watching, and not moving. “Oh, he saw. He just didn’t care. Nobody cared. Not ever. And, nobody asked me what I wanted. And now my mother makes it sound like I’m the bad person, you know? I’m the terrible daughter for not rushing home the second she calls. All of a sudden I matter to her?”

      Ivy looked at her as if trying to solve a puzzle. “She said that? She said you were terrible?”

      Holly shrank from the questioning. Her head was throbbing, and she was tired of this subject. “Can we do something else now?” Holly nuzzled her face into the crook of Ivy’s neck. “Where were we before we were so rudely interrupted by my mother’s phone call?”

      “We were about to enter my house.” The look in Ivy’s eyes said she hadn’t quite decided whether to let Holly off the hook about this or not.

      “And then what was going to happen?” Holly reached out and traced a line with her finger along Ivy’s jaw, then down her neck and chest until she reached the top of her bra.

      Ivy bit her lip. “I think you already know the answer to that.”

      “I have an inkling.” Holly stood and put her hand out, her pulse quickening. “Care to travel back in time with me and find out for sure?”

      Ivy giggled and stood, taking Holly’s hand. “Who could resist you?”

      “Plenty. Trust me.” Holly pinned Ivy against the wall. “But I don’t care about them. I only want to be close to you.”

      “I like the sound of that.”

      Before Holly could say another word, Ivy recaptured Holly’s lips, her tongue seeking a connection that Holly was only too happy to provide. No one had ever looked at her the way Ivy did. She needed to be close to her, to let her see the longing, the need, she had inside.

      While they’d only known each other for a short time, Holly was truly starting to believe Ivy could be the one. Before coming to the island, Holly hadn’t even believed such a thing existed, yet here she was, kissing a woman who just might be her soul mate. Holly pulled away, placing a palm on each side of Ivy’s face, staring deeply into Ivy’s eyes, as if to ask if she was feeling what Holly was feeling.

      “Yes,” Ivy responded to Holly’s silent question.

      “Yes, what?” Holly’s lips quirked up in that way of hers.

      “Yes, I want you.”

      “Is that all? There seems to be a thousand things flitting behind your eyes.”

      Ivy laughed. “How do you do that?”

      Holly furrowed her brow. “What exactly?”

      “Say the right thing without knowing what you’re actually saying.”

      Holly laughed. “I have no idea, but I’m glad it’s working in my favor.”

      “It is. Trust me; it is.” Ivy stripped off her shirt.

      Holly cupped her breast.

      Ivy sucked in a breath.

      Holly nudged the silk off Ivy’s nipple. Pinching the nub between a thumb and index finger, Holly’s head lowered to take the hardening nipple into her mouth.

      Ivy pinched her eyes shut, letting out a moan.

      Holly separated Ivy’s legs with a knee, pressing a hip into Ivy. “If I don’t make love to you soon, I’m going to explode.”

      Ivy raised one eyebrow. “Sounds messy.”

      “Not the type I’m hoping for.” Holly applied more pressure to Ivy’s nipple.

      “What exactly are you hoping for?”

      “I can tell you or show you.”

      “I choose show. Fucking show me.”

      Holly’s hands were on Ivy’s belt, while Ivy reached for the hem of Holly’s T-shirt. The two of them pawed and fumbled until both were completely naked as they made their way to Ivy’s bedroom.

      At the foot of the bed, Holly kissed Ivy. Sweetly. Then hard. Switching gears once again as if battling an inner need over pure carnal desire. Wanting to show Ivy how much every touch, kiss, and caress meant while also wanting to fuck her to the point she was incapable of processing thought.

      Holly shoved Ivy onto the bed, her naked body climbing on top of Ivy’s, the touch of their skin sending shockwaves through Holly’s body, making her feel as though they were one.

      “Oh, Holly,” Ivy moaned. “I love the way you make me feel.”

      “How do I make you feel?” Holly was shocked at the vulnerability in her own voice.

      “Good. So very fucking good.”

      It should’ve reassured her, but somehow Holly felt small, scared. “What happens when that stops?”

      Ivy cupped each of Holly’s cheeks. “It won’t.”

      “This scares me. So very much.” It was possibly the truest thing she’d ever said.

      Ivy rolled Holly onto her back, as if sensing she had to take control not only of the situation but of Holly’s self-destructive powers before she unraveled. “I got you.” Ivy held Holly’s hands above their heads, their fingers threading.

      “Do you promise I’m not in this alone?”

      “You aren’t. I’m right here with you.” Ivy kissed Holly’s forehead softly.

      A faint sense of relief washed over Holly, soothing her. Their bodies started to move together, their hands still entwined, staring into each other’s eyes.

      “You are so beautiful,” Holly said.

      “So are you. I love the way you look at me.”

      “How so?”

      “Like you can see a direct line to my heart.”

      “I can stare into your eyes all day. I usually avoid that. Too intimate. With you, though, I’ve never felt so safe with anyone.”

      “Something tells me you’ve never felt safe.” There was a look in Ivy’s eyes as she said it, a sadness that traveled all the way to Holly’s core.

      Holly’s breath hitched, but instead of hurting, she felt like she was starting to heal. “Never.”

      Ivy ran her hand over Holly’s forehead. “What broke you, Holly?”

      Holly could feel the sting of tears she’d never allowed herself to shed. “Being invisible.”

      Ivy’s eyes glistened, too. “How is it possible no one saw you until now? You’re beautiful. Sweet. Funny. Caring. Intelligent. I just don’t get it.”

      “Maybe I was waiting to be seen by you, and no one else mattered, so I didn’t notice them seeing me.”

      Ivy’s eyes filled even more, threatening to spill over.

      Holly leaned up and kissed the tears. “Don’t cry.”

      “I’m not. Well, I am. But only because no one has said anything like that to me before. Kiss me. And never stop.”

      Their kiss was soft, their flesh pressed against the other. Ivy slid her tongue inside, beginning the sensual dance of two women coming together. Holly’s hand trailed down Ivy’s backside, landing on her buttocks, pulling Ivy closer into Holly’s center. Their lips still pressed together, their breathing increasing, their hands exploring the other, feeling the comfort of learning and remembering where the other desired to be touched.

      Ivy’s hip pushed into Holly’s wetness. Holly moaned into Ivy’s shoulder.

      “I love that sound you make.” Ivy smiled.

      “Only you ever hear it.”

      “Totally okay with that. What happens if I do this?” Ivy licked Holly’s nipple.

      Holly sucked in a deep breath.

      Ivy sucked the nub into her mouth.

      Holly squeezed her eyes shut, willing herself to slow down and experience the moment to its fullest. That was the one thing, more than any other, where she failed. Always wanting to reach the next level. Too intense. That was what many said about her. Ever since she could remember. It was like she couldn’t tamp down the need to jump the next hurdle. Because she hated spinning her wheels, feeling like a complete and total failure. Odd, given she was one of the most successful humans on the planet. Focus, Holly. Focus on Ivy. Focus on now.

      As Holly tried to still her spiraling thoughts, Ivy worked her way over to the other breast, taking her time breathing life into the nipple, starting on the outer edges of the areola, licking and kissing the circumference. Moving closer and closer to the peak pleading for attention. When her lips made contact, Holly’s long neck arched, her head digging into the pillow. Ivy bit down. Released. And then applied more pressure.

      Good pressure, Holly thought, not like the journalists, bloggers, commentators, business execs, and God knew who else always demanding, “What will Holly Loveless conquer next?” It was never enough to just be herself. They wanted more. Most days, Holly wanted to scream, “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” into a black void.

      She wanted to stop.

      Numb the fears.

      Live.

      Holly knew she was strong, but her strength was ebbing, like the tide going back to the sea.

      She was terrified she wouldn’t return.

      If she didn’t, who would she be?

      No one knew how many nights she’d ball up under all her covers and cry.

      Scream.

      Shake.

      Suddenly, Holly realized her body literally was shaking. Not screaming, thank goodness, although from the worried expression on Ivy’s face, she’d feared for a moment that was the case. “I’m sorry,” Holly whispered.

      “Do you want me to stop?” A deep crease had formed in Ivy’s brow, and her concern shone from her eyes like a beacon from shore, guiding Holly to safety. “Just tell me what you need.”

      With every ounce of her strength, Holly pushed her doubts and fears aside. She took Ivy’s hand, guiding it down her torso, over her pubic hair, and finally pressing it to her dripping lips. “I want you.”

      Using all the care she might show a priceless treasure, Ivy separated Holly’s lips, dipping a finger inside and then sliding it upward to Holly’s clit. Circling it with her fingers, Ivy moved up to kiss Holly, her fingers still stimulating Holly down below. Holly returned the kiss, her intensity coming and going, not seeming to want to let Ivy down.

      Ivy pulled away from Holly’s lips, kissing her chin, down her throat, between Holly’s peaks, past her belly button, raking the pubic hair, landing on Holly’s clit.

      “Oh God, you feel good.” Holly’s hands reached above her head, holding onto the bars of the bed frame. “So fucking incredible.”

      Ivy slipped another finger inside Holly, moving them in and out, pushing in deeper each time. “No, you feel so fucking incredible.”

      Once again, their eyes met, the intensity shared between the two ramping up the intimate ecstasy of the moment. Ivy, with her gaze still on Holly’s face, slowly lapped her clit, the penetration of her fingers not going as deep. Holly could feel in every fiber of her being how much she mattered to Ivy, that their time in bed wasn’t solely for carnal desire, but to add another layer of glue to keep them together.

      Holly held the sides of Ivy’s head. So many emotions flitted through her, all of which could be summed up in three words, words she’d never uttered to a woman before. I love you. Holly felt no fear, fully engrossed in the moment, with Ivy between her legs, bringing her ever closer to a release.

      Ivy moved in deeper, her mouth sucking Holly’s clit all the way inside. Holly’s back arched. Ivy moaned, driving in deep, needing to take Holly there. Holly’s back bucked off the bed, sitting upright, cradling Ivy’s head as she hammered in deeper, her tongue swirling Holly’s clit.

      “Oh, Ivy.” Holly’s head rolled back, the lower half of her body seeming to move with a mind of its own. “Don’t stop. Please, don’t stop.” Her body trembled.

      Ivy pulled her fingers upward, hitting Holly’s magic spot, triggering the full-body shake, followed by pure ecstasy that no drug could produce.

      As the shaking subsided, Holly collapsed onto her back, her arms spread out. “You really do know how to make a girl feel special.”

      Ivy laughed. “Is that what you call this?”

      “What do you call it?”

      “Perfection. With you.”

      “That sounds hard to beat.”

      Ivy worked her way up to Holly’s side. “No. Don’t start thinking that way. There are hundreds of ways to perfection.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Ivy scrunched down to look into Holly’s eyes. “I don’t believe there’s only one definition of perfection. Every time can take a rambling way to the final destination.”

      “Which is where?”

      “Here with you. Enjoying the afterglow.” Ivy inhaled a deep breath. “The smell of sex in the room, we created that together. Just enjoy it, and get out of here.” Ivy tapped Holly’s forehead.

      Holly wrapped her arms around Ivy. “I love… that.” She’d come close to saying more, so close, but pulled back. She wasn’t sure why.

      “What?” Ivy whispered.

      “How you know how to save me from myself.”

      “Everyone needs saving now and again.”

      “Even you?” Holly asked.

      “Of course.”

      “I hope I’m strong enough to be there for you when you do.”

      Ivy rested her chin on Holly’s breast. “You already are.”

      Holly closed her eyes, breathing in the scent of Ivy’s hair. The depth of her honesty left Holly shaken, but she didn’t regret letting Ivy in as she’d done. She was glad. But there were things about her life she’d kept hidden, important things that Ivy needed to know. Holly had to tell her the truth about who she was, and in the darkness as she rested in Ivy’s embrace, she began to formulate a plan.
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      Ivy peered over Holly’s shoulder at the laptop screen. She drew in a breath, preparing to hold it, but the website loaded at such lightning speed there wasn’t time. She stared at the beautiful shot of Poppy’s lighthouse with her organization’s logo superimposed across it, barely able to believe it was real. She clasped her hands together, squeezing them so hard her fingers turned white. “This is really mine?”

      “It really is,” Holly confirmed. With her hand on the mouse, she used the arrow to give a tour on the screen. “Here are all the different programs for people to choose from: heat assistance, grocery vouchers, elder care, education, etcetera. And here is the plug-in I did for collecting donations.”

      Holly clicked on the link, and Ivy’s jaw dropped when she saw the number on the screen. “That says I have two thousand dollars in donations. Is that just a test number or something?”

      Holly laughed. “No, it’s real money. I sent it out a few places to test the code.”

      “And people just donated?” Ivy blinked, and the number increased by a dollar. “Oh my gosh! Did you see that?”

      Holly reached out and squeezed Ivy’s hand. “That’s how these things work, sweetheart. You get the word out, and people respond. This is why a plastic bear for collecting coins won’t cut it in the modern era.”

      “I know that’s how it works, but I’ve never been able to do it. I just thought it would happen if I wished hard enough.” Ivy leaned over and kissed Holly’s cheek. “You’re amazing. Thank you.”

      “It was nothing.” Holly waved her hand dismissively.

      “Not to me, it isn’t.” Ivy’s eyes lingered on the screen. Over a couple thousand dollars? At the rate it was going up, with another week to go before Thanksgiving, she’d have enough to feed the whole island. “This is going to be the best Thanksgiving ever. I’m sorry you’re going to miss it.”

      Holly craned her neck to look back. “Who said I was going to miss it?”

      “Aren’t you going to your parents’ house?” They hadn’t really discussed it, but Ivy assumed. Thanksgiving was family time. She’d come back—at least Ivy hoped she would, since she was booked in the rental through mid-December—but she’d never really questioned that when her mom called, Holly would go.

      “I’d rather stay here, if you don’t mind. Maybe help with that Thanksgiving feast you’re planning?”

      Ivy’s insides fluttered, and she wrapped her arms around Holly’s shoulders, pulling her close and resting her head near Holly’s ear. “Are you sure?” she whispered.

      Holly gave a tiny nod. “If you want me to, that is.”

      “Of course, I do.” Ivy kissed Holly’s cheek. “Come on. Let’s go to Rusty’s. I owe you a beer for all this, and I promised Betty I’d come by. She’s having some sort of crisis.”

      The last of the warm weather that had lingered into fall had disappeared as the middle of November approached, and as they stepped outside, a bitter wind whipped around them. Despite her jacket and hat, Ivy gasped as the frozen air hit her body and chilled it to the bone. “Maybe we should drive.”

      “Oh, it’s too nice out for that.”

      Ivy shivered. “Nice? It’s freezing!”

      “I know. I love it.” Holly stretched out her arms as if embracing the chill in the air.

      “You’re such a weirdo.”

      “You’re the one who’s in love with a weirdo,” Holly shot back, “so what does that say about you?”

      “That’s a good question.” Ivy tried not to stammer as her heart skittered over the word love. Did Holly realize she’d used the L-word, and more importantly, did she know how true it was?

      Holly, not seeming flustered in the least, pressed on. “How can you not love the crispness of the air. How fresh it smells? The way it prickles your skin? It makes me feel alive.” Holly stopped in her tracks and pulled Ivy close. “And it makes me want to do this.” She kissed Ivy.

      “I’m starting to see the pluses to cold weather if it gets you frisky.”

      “Truth be told, that’s a new aspect of the cold I’m only discovering now. With you.”

      “Want to head home and discover more aspects?” Ivy pointed at her house, which at the slow pace they were walking wasn’t even a block away.

      “What about Betty and beers? Won’t that hurt her feelings?” Holly asked. “I thought she was having a crisis.”

      “I suppose. Is it wrong if I’m willing to chance it?”

      “You’re asking the wrong person. People skills…” Holly shrugged.

      “You were really good with the kids a few weeks ago, though.”

      “Kids seem to like me. I don’t know why.” Holly shuffled her feet, causing the fallen orange and red leaves to float away on the wind.

      “Because you’re honest and treat them with respect. Kids are smart. They can spot a phony a mile away.”

      “Does Morgan ever scare you?”

      Ivy started as if asked something sinister. “What do you mean? Morgan’s a sweet kid.”

      “She’s crazy smart. She doesn’t belong here.”

      “What’s wrong with Poppy’s?” Ivy rushed to the island’s defense despite deep down knowing what Holly was getting at.

      “Absolutely nothing for ninety-nine percent of the population.”

      “But Morgan shouldn’t stay here?”

      “It’s like if a child was a tennis phenom. You’d want to send her to an elite tennis school.” Holly’s tone as she explained it left little doubt that she considered Morgan’s parents to be complete idiots.

      “What kind of elite school do you have in mind for Morgan?”

      “I don’t know if there is a school for her. But there are computer camps. Tutors. Lessons.”

      “Computer camps?” Ivy scrunched her face.

      “That’s just an example.” Holly motioned for Ivy not to get lost in that example but to focus on the big idea.

      “Is that what you wanted when you were Morgan’s age?”

      “I didn’t know they were an option. My parents never looked into it.” Holly’s shoulders slumped.

      “I know you feel like your parents failed you.” Ivy was starting to comprehend Holly’s passion about Morgan’s education. “But would you really have wanted them to send you away to some special school or camp?”

      Holly shrugged. “Maybe. If it had been my brother who was good at math and computers, they probably would have sent him.”

      Ivy stopped walking, struck by the hurt in Holly’s tone. “Have you ever told your mom and dad how you feel?”

      “No. What’s the point of telling them?” Holly turned her back, seeming to stare at the yellow dots of lights of the houses in the distance, then resumed walking toward the Rusty Anchor, which was just across the street from them.

      Ivy increased her pace to keep up. “You resent them for it.”

      “I don’t resent them. I just don’t understand why they invested so much time and money into my brother, but hardly ever gave me a second glance. I was the one who got good grades. Never broke curfew. Hell, I’ve never so much as had a library fine.”

      “I take it your brother was always in trouble.” Ivy understood the burden of being the responsible child.

      “Since birth.” Holly shook her head as she reached for the door. “We should go in so we don’t keep Betty waiting.”

      Ivy nodded, understanding that punctuality was only one reason Holly wanted to drop the subject. “Okay. Before we go inside, just know if you want to talk about it, later tonight, tomorrow, ten years from now, I’m here, and in my opinion, I’m a fantastic listener.”

      Holly rested her forehead to Ivy’s. “I know. It’s just not easy for me.”

      “Emotions. Sometimes they’re like pain. You feel them, but you can’t quite put your finger on the source. Sometimes, when you think you have, it moves again on you.”

      “Yeah.” Holly dragged out the pronunciation as if Ivy’s explanation was still impacting her and would for some time.

      “That was a very profound yeah,” Ivy said with honesty.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No, don’t be. I wasn’t being an ass. The way you said it spoke volumes. Come on. I’m freezing, and you probably need a beer.” Ivy laced her fingers through Holly’s and led them inside the bar.

      “Oh, Holly. Holding hands.” Scarlett flicked her hands upward in a heaven help me fashion.

      “Is there a law against it or something?” Ivy asked.

      “No. But this is a no suckers zone.” Scarlett made a circle in the air as if saying she was in a protective bubble.

      “You’re the only sucker here. Holly, I need your help.” Betty gave her best I’m an old lady, so be nice expression.

      Ivy spied Betty’s open laptop. “Uh-oh,” she said more to herself.

      “What?” Holly whispered, giving Ivy a puzzled look.

      “Just a second. We’re going to grab some beers.” At the bar, after motioning for two Bud Lights, Ivy leaned into Holly. “I have a feeling you’re going to have to dig deep for some patience.”

      “Because…?”

      “Have you ever helped an older person with a computer without wanting to scream, Just give me the mouse?”

      “I’m not sure I’ve ever helped a person who doesn’t know a computer. Aside from the kids at your school.”

      Ivy suppressed a groan. “It’s worse than I thought. Just try to be patient. For me.”

      “Okay,” Holly said in a way that suggested she was only appeasing Ivy and didn’t think helping Betty would be that challenging.

      “I can tell by your face that you don’t believe me, but I helped Betty with her taxes last year and I’m still recovering.” Ivy wiggled about.

      “Taxes?” Holly’s eyes widened. “I’m not an accountant.”

      Ivy laughed. “You’re so adorable. I didn’t mean she’d need help with those now. It’s not tax season. I don’t know what she has in store for you, but it’ll be… something.”

      Ivy swept up the beers into her hands and jerked her head for Holly to face the music.

      “Sit here, Holly.” Betty patted the stool next to her.

      Ivy arched a brow at Scarlett.

      “I don’t know if I can sit and watch this.” Scarlett squirmed in her seat. “You don’t need help with Excel again, do you? That was one of the worst nights of my life.”

      “Oh, hush.” Betty swatted Scarlett’s arm.

      “Ouch! For an older woman, you pack quite the wallop.” Scarlett massaged the tender spot.

      “How can I help?” Holly seemed to jump into the fray to keep the two from bickering even more.

      “I’ve decided to do it,” Betty announced solemnly. “I’m going to open a Lovelace Connections account.”

      Ivy let out a soft hip hip hooray, but inexplicably, all the blood seeped from Holly’s previously rosy cheeks from the cold.

      “You want my help with this?” Holly’s voice wavered in an odd fashion, and she looked at Ivy with an expression that could only be described as pure terror. “Right now?”

      “You’re the computer lady. And this is a computer.” Betty made a duh motion, and Ivy had to admit Holly was the obvious choice to have help.

      “But surely Ivy can help you with… this.” Holly looked at Ivy, as if expecting her to back her up, but Ivy shook her head.

      “Holly, I haven’t done a profile like that in years,” Ivy protested. Why was she being so weird about it? You’d think she’d been asked to do something unethical, or immoral, or downright illegal, based on the way she was reacting.

      Holly made as if to stand, but Betty pulled her back down. “Oh no. I want expert help.”

      Holly tried to wiggle free but failed. “I want nothing to do with Lovel—”

      “Hush,” Betty spoke in her motherly tone.

      “But, Ivy—”

      “You.” Betty pointed at Holly’s chest. “I want you.”

      “Whoa, Betty!” Scarlett teased. “Ivy’s sitting right there, and you’re hitting on her girl.”

      Betty scowled at Scarlett. “If you’re not going to take this seriously, leave.”

      “Oh no. I’m not missing this. I want to see what type of person this fancy schmancy program matches you with.” Scarlett crossed her arms, making it clear she had zero intention of budging from her stool.

      “You know there’s a fee to join, right?” Holly asked.

      “How do you know that?” Scarlett asked, sounding like a detective in a police interrogation scene on TV. “I thought you said you didn’t believe in these types of sites.”

      “I’m assuming.” Holly shot her a withering look. “These things always do.”

      Undeterred, Betty pulled her wallet out of her purse and opened it to display a handful of credit cards. “Love is worth it.”

      “Since when? The other day you didn’t seem so sure about this venture.” Scarlett wouldn’t let up.

      “I did some research. LC, that’s what it’s called to those in the know, has a stupendous success record. I’m not getting any younger.”

      “Okay. I still don’t understand why you need me. It should be pretty straightforward.” Holly took a step away from the table, but this time, Ivy reached out and held her in place.

      “Again, how do you know?” Scarlett slanted her head toward Holly and crossed her arms in her need to know way.

      “I’m the computer lady.” Holly shrugged. “I write idiot-proof programs for people like Betty.”

      “Yeah!” Betty said. “And having a computer expert will make it work to the best of its abilities.”

      Ivy stifled laughter, one hundred percent positive Betty didn’t grasp Holly’s insult. From the look on her face, Scarlett clearly had, but when she started to say something, Ivy whacked her shin under the table. Scarlett shot Ivy a look but remained mum.

      “Oh, look. It says here it’s free to sign up.” Betty started to tuck her wallet away.

      “That’s if you only want to browse, not actually make a connection,” Holly said.

      “How do you know that?” This time Ivy was the one who sounded like she was about to pull out a spotlight and give Holly the third degree. She didn’t mean to, but it was Holly’s fault, really, for acting so oddly.

      Holly rubbed her brow, and her skin turned a shade whiter under the pressure. “It’s just a known fact. Adding a browsing function leads to as high as an eighty-five percent conversion rate.”

      Ivy wanted to ask more, but Betty had already pulled her wallet back out and was waving around credit cards like she was a magician getting ready to do a trick. “Take my money. Love is worth it.”

      As Holly took one of the cards from Betty, Ivy swore the woman’s forehead was actually slick with sweat. “Holly, are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” she mumbled, eyes fixed on the computer. “You’re going to have to answer a ton of questions now, Betty. Maybe you should do this at home.”

      “Nope, I need moral support,” Betty argued. “Fire away with the questions. I’m ready.”

      Holly sighed. “Fine. Question one. Do you love to help people?”

      “Of course,” Betty answered with a firm nod.

      Scarlett slapped a palm on the table. “You can’t say you love to help people if your requirement is a free beer whenever Ivy needs advice!”

      “You’re the same way!” Betty jabbed an accusatory finger at Scarlett.

      “Hold on, hold on. It’s not yes or no.” Holly pointed to the screen. “You can answer this sounds like me somewhat.”

      “But who wants to date someone who admits that?” Betty asked.

      “Your soul mate, apparently,” Scarlett mocked.

      “It can be uncomfortable, but the entire algorithm depends on your absolute honesty.” Holly tugged off her flannel shirt, leaving her in just a T-shirt. “I’m going to mark that. The next question is: Do you put other people’s needs first?”

      “How is that different from the other question?” Scarlett asked.

      “Absolutely,” Betty said without any hesitation.

      “Uh, are you sure, Betty?” Ivy asked in her soothing social worker voice. She didn’t want to come right out and say it, but if hell no was an option, Betty should choose that.

      “Every time you call me for help, I come running.” Betty batted her eyelashes with the innocence of a cartoon fawn.

      Ivy’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t need to squint to see through Betty’s act. “Because I buy you beer.”

      “That’s not true.” Betty seemed to mull over her next words. “Just the other night, after Earl rolled off me, I didn’t ask him to go downtown even though I wasn’t anywhere near done for the night. His hip has been bothering him, and scrunching to eat—”

      “Let’s answer somewhere in the middle.” Holly was sounding panicky again, but frankly, Ivy couldn’t blame her this time.

      “Let’s keep going,” Ivy suggested but was thoroughly ignored.

      “Why didn’t you sit on his face?” Scarlett asked, as if everyone at the table wanted to discuss the details of geriatric lovemaking. “That would have solved the problem.”

      “My arthritis has been acting up now that it’s getting colder.” Betty cradled her right hip with a hand.

      Holly fanned her face, which had grown so pale that she was about half a shade away from doing a fantastic Casper the Friendly Ghost impression. “I’m going to get some sparkling water. Does anyone need anything from the bar?”

      Ivy hopped off her seat. “Let me get it for you. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah. It’s just hot in here.” Holly continued fanning herself with increased vigor. “What’s the heat set on?”

      “It’s not on yet. The owners are cheap.” Scarlett’s gaze swept the room. “Almost everyone has their jackets on and zipped.”

      Ivy shouted her order on her way to the bar, hoping by the time she got there, the glass would be waiting for her. Even as far away as the bar, she could still hear the Q and A coming from the table.

      “Okay, now it’s time for…” Holly paused. “The fun questions. Question one: If dogs go to heaven, where do you think cats go?”

      “Cats don’t really die. They’re reincarnated as a catfish,” Betty explained not for the first time. Ivy wondered if she would launch into her explanation again now. Normally, she wouldn’t encourage the behavior, but if she had to listen to any more discussions of face sitting, it was going to leave a scar. To give her a nudge, Ivy called out, “You know that’s not how reincarnation works. Do you think there’s a creature called hippo fish? Giraffe fish?”

      “What about tiger fish?” Betty countered as if having a stroke of brilliance. Or just a stroke. It was a possibility that couldn’t be dismissed.

      Ivy set Holly’s water on the table, but before she could respond to Betty, Scarlett jumped in.

      “There may not be hippo fish, but a lot of fish in Africa eat hippo turds. I saw that on a documentary. I bet their piles are massive.” Scarlett held her hands out wide.

      “When you think about it, reincarnation doesn’t really make sense. Where do all the souls come from?” Betty glanced around as if trying to spy any signs of beings ready to spring to life.

      “That’s a good question when you think about the numbers.” Holly sipped the water. “The population keeps growing almost exponentially. It took two hundred thousand years to reach one billion, in 1804, but only another two hundred years to reach seven billion.”

      “So, what does everyone get, then, a fraction of one soul? Is that why so many people say they used to be Cleopatra?” Scarlett nearly popped off the seat with this realization.

      “That’s because people aren’t reincarnated. Only cats,” Betty declared.

      “Why’s that?” Ivy asked, not quite believing the trajectory of the conversation. Reincarnation and hippo shit. How were these people her friends again?

      “Because they’re actually pieces of Satan.”

      “You have a very interesting take on religion. The way you pick and cobble together different dogmas.” Ivy treaded carefully, not wanting to outright insult Betty’s beliefs.

      “Don’t you mean catmas?” Scarlett snickered.

      Betty paid zero attention to the woman on her left. “I’m open-minded. And don’t get me started on dogs, who I don’t think go to heaven. Let’s just leave it there. What’s the next question?”

      “You hate dogs and cats?” Scarlett asked. “I knew you were an evil old woman, but I never knew you were a monster. Who hates dogs?”

      “Pets serve zero purpose. Next question.” Betty added, “Please.”

      Holly cleared her throat as Ivy stifled a laugh. This whole thing was turning into a comedy of errors. After a handful of other questions, Holly said, “You’ve completed everything for this level.”

      “There are levels?”

      “Yes.” Holly placed a hand on the lid of the laptop, as if preparing to shut it. “Different membership levels. But I think this should do it for—”

      “Okay,” Betty clapped her hands together with a loud crack. “Let’s go to the next level.”

      “Are you sure, Betty?” Ivy gave Holly an apologetic glance. She felt terrible for dragging her into this. How was she supposed to know Betty would do this, though?

      Betty motioned for her to shut her trap. “Next level, please. Are there more questions? This is fun. I’m learning so much about myself.”

      “So are we,” Ivy said with honesty. There were things about Betty’s sex life, for instance, that she would pay big money to unlearn.

      Betty rubbed her hands together. “Hit me with the next one, Holly.”

      Holly sighed and removed her hand from the lid of the laptop, clearly giving up any hope of escape. “This part asks: Would you rather sleep with, marry, or toss into an active volcano?”

      “Just anyone?” Betty knitted her brow.

      Holly shook her head. “No. There’s a list. The first is Winston Churchill.”

      “I would definitely sleep with him.”

      “Churchill!” Scarlett’s voice crescendoed.

      “Napoleon?” Holly asked.

      “Too short. Volcano.” Betty mimed dropping the little man into the volcano, making a weeee sound as he fell.

      “Grover Cleveland?”

      “Marry.”

      “Who’s Grover Cleveland?” Scarlett whispered as an aside to Ivy.

      “A president,” Ivy supplied quietly, before Betty could provide a more colorful answer.

      “We had a president named Grover Cleveland, and you’d marry a man named Grover, which is more of a dog’s name if you asked me? Do I need to remind you that you hate dogs?” Scarlett mimed a lightbulb going off.

      “It’s not a dog’s name. And he had a very handsome mustache. I’m a sucker for those. Besides, I always thought I’d make a great first lady. I really missed my calling.”

      “Mother Teresa?” Holly pressed on looking as if she wanted the torture to end right then and there.

      “That’s an odd name to toss into the bunch,” Ivy observed.

      “Volcano,” Betty declared.

      “You’d marry Grover but kill Mother Teresa?” Scarlett asked.

      “I hate goody-goodies. You can’t trust them.”

      Ivy was about to protest, having been called a goody-goody several times by the old woman, but before she could, Holly spoke up again.

      “Ayn Rand?” Holly asked.

      “Ayn Rand!” Ivy motioned for the laptop. “What kind of bullshit question is that? Let me see that thing.”

      Holly held onto the computer, not wanting to let it go. “I… it’s just a question. For fun, I think.”

      Ivy gave the laptop a tug, managing to free it from Holly’s grasp. “Did Russian hackers devise this program?” She pulled up a search bar and began to type.

      “What are you doing?” Holly asked, her tone registering alarm.

      “Googling what asshole is behind Lovelace Connections.” As Ivy typed, the recommendation to search for Holly Adler Lovelace popped up, reminding her that the same thing had happened once before, when she’d tried to look up Holly Adler’s social media profile.

      “No! Don’t!” Holly slammed the laptop shut.

      “You’ve been acting weird all night.” Ivy placed the back of her hand to Holly’s forehead. “Are you sure you’re not sick or something?”

      “Yes, I’m sick. We should go. Now.” Holly rose as if in a panic, and started to put her flannel back on.

      Scarlett, with her phone in her hand, gasped.

      Ivy arched her brows at the tattooed woman. “Are you ill now, too?”

      Scarlett shook her head, seeming unable to find her voice. Instead, she handed over her phone, her hand shaking. “You’ve got to see this,” she managed to choke out.

      Ivy looked at the screen. There was a photograph of Holly’s face, with the name Holly Lovelace written beneath, and a link to a Wikipedia article. Holding her breath, Ivy clicked the link. The very first line of the article informed her that Holly Adler Lovelace, founder and CEO of Lovelace Enterprises, was one of the richest women in the United States. Ivy’s entire body went cold as she sought Holly’s eyes with her own. When she found them, they were filled with fear.

      “Ivy, I can explain.”
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      Holly’s heart thudded wildly, her whole body vibrating from the sudden shot of adrenaline she’d received when she realized her cover was blown. She wasn’t sure exactly how much of her personal information had been on Scarlett’s screen, but whatever was there, one look at Ivy’s face told her it couldn’t be good.

      “You can explain why you’ve been lying to me the entire time I’ve known you?”

      “I didn’t really lie.” The words had barely left her lips and already Holly knew they were a mistake, but like everything else she’d already said, there were no take backs.

      “First,” Ivy held up one finger, “you said your last name was Adler.”

      “What I meant,” Holly jumped in as Ivy held up a second finger, eager to stop her before Ivy could rattle off any more of what promised to be a long list, “was that I didn’t intentionally mislead you. I just wanted some anonymity while I was here.”

      “Anonymity? That’s fine when you’re talking about a waitress in a diner, but things are a little different with someone you’re fucking.”

      Ivy’s volume had morphed into Howler monkey screeching level, and Holly swiveled her head to see just how many of the Rusty’s regulars were listening in. The answer was basically all of them. “Ivy, maybe we should talk about this somewhere more private?”

      Ivy wasn’t listening. She was too busy scrolling through Scarlett’s phone, her brow furrowed. “You have four hundred million dollars?”

      “Not on me.” She patted her pockets, as if looking for a wallet, but stopped quickly when it was clear Ivy wasn’t appreciating the joke. “Look, I just didn’t want to get into the whole money thing right away.”

      “Right away, or not at all?” Ivy’s face was red, and her nostrils flared as she spoke. “From the moment you met me, you knew I was struggling to support the enrichment programs. The entire time, you had all that money, and you did nothing.”

      “She did teach a class on computer programming,” Betty offered. Holly appreciated the gesture but wished the woman could’ve delivered the statement with a little more oomph.

      “Look, Ivy, it’s not that I didn’t want to help,” Holly began. “I just have a hard time with people relying on charity. I—”

      “Charity?” As Ivy’s pitch nearly reached levels only dogs could hear, Holly knew she’d really stepped in it.

      “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just when people get used to handouts, they—”

      “You have some nerve, treating education like it’s a handout.” Ivy’s glare made Holly feel about three inches high. “Did you, or did you not, get a full scholarship to MIT? ’Cause that’s what I read in your bio.”

      “I…” Holly wasn’t interrupted this time. She simply had nothing to say in response. It was true that she’d received a scholarship for school, and equally true that without it, her family would never have been able to afford to send her there. She would’ve gone to community college for two years and then to the closest state school where she could commute from home. “I guess I never thought about it like that.”

      “Yeah, well there seems to be a lot of things you don’t think about,” Ivy said. “For someone so smart, you can be really stupid sometimes.”

      “Ivy, please hear me out. I was getting ready to tell you everything.”

      “Why should I believe you? If I were in your shoes, I’d say the same thing. But I don’t think I’d be in your situation because I don’t lie.”

      Holly sighed. “I can prove to you I was going to tell you. I purchased us airline tickets for Italy and rented a villa I’ve stayed at before. For Christmas. The tickets have my full name.”

      “It must be nice to have money to do shit like that all the while I’ve been struggling to raise money for Thanksgiving for those who can’t afford it here.”

      “But, I’m starting to change,” Holly argued, feeling defensive. “I put ten dollars in the plastic bear, didn’t I?”

      “Oh, la-di-da.” Without another word, Ivy grabbed her jacket and stormed out.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Ivy that upset before,” Scarlett said. “You have quite the effect on her.”

      Holly crossed her arms on the table and buried her head. “What am I going to do?”

      “Did you write all the questions for Lovelace Connections?” Betty asked.

      Looking up, Holly gave a little nod.

      “So, why Ayn Rand?”

      “It was a joke,” Holly whispered. “The whole thing started as a joke, just to see if I could get my roommate a date so he’d get off my back about… stuff.”

      “You did it as a joke and ended up making millions.” Scarlett whistled. “If I were you, I’d keep joking. Seems to pay off for you.”

      Betty let out a long sigh, then turned her attention back to her laptop. “Let’s see, where was I? What do I do now, Holly?”

      Scarlett shook her head. “Wow.”

      Betty looked at Scarlett as if totally mystified. “What did I do?”

      “I think this is clear evidence that we answered the you put others ahead of you question incorrectly. Completely incorrectly.” Scarlett turned to Holly. “I’ve told you I’m not much of a love connection kinda gal, but don’t you think you should chase after Ivy right about now? That’s what happens in all those sappy Hallmark movies. Not that I watch them.”

      “Sure, you don’t,” Betty muttered.

      At the thought of talking to Ivy, Holly’s stomach knotted. “What would I say?”

      “You’re asking me?” Scarlett gave an exaggerated shrug. “Dude, honestly? I think you’re spectacularly fucked. Ivy lives to help others, and she just found out you’re the Scrooge McDuck of millionaires.”

      “Seriously,” Betty added, “charity’s probably why she dated you in the first place.”

      Holly stiffened. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Eyes riveted to Betty, Scarlett made a quick slashing motion across her throat. “Betty didn’t mean anything. Go talk to Ivy.”

      Holly stood and slowly put on her coat. As she exited Rusty’s and made her way toward their street, Betty’s words echoed in her mind. Was that all she was to Ivy, a charity case? Some pathetic, socially inept loser who couldn’t get laid out of anything but pity? She didn’t want to believe it, but it made a kind of terrible, rational sense. Holly was used to women wanting her for what she could give them. Rebecca had dated her to pass her math class. Since then, the women who’d come onto her had been after her bank account. But remove the lure of her money, and what was Holly left with? Not a whole lot, unless someone was really turned on by a charity case.

      Holly stopped in the middle of the street, the path to Ivy’s door on one side and the steps to her own door on the other. Her gaze volleyed between the two. Was it worth going after Ivy and trying to set things straight? With a sigh, Holly turned her back on Ivy’s house and climbed her front steps. What was the point?

      I was just another enrichment project to her, Holly thought, something to fix and nothing more.
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      The sun was barely up when Holly drove her SUV onto the first ferry for the mainland. She hadn’t bothered to tell anyone she was leaving, not even Nolan. She wasn’t even sure where she was going at first, but when she made it off the ferry, her car seemed to go of its own accord toward Boston. It was a three-and-a-half-hour drive to the airport, but from there Holly knew she could catch one of several nonstop flights to the Bay Area.

      The drive along the interstate was nondescript, giving Holly’s brain little else to focus on but black pavement and even blacker thoughts. How could she have been so stupid? She asked herself this question over and over as she drove, although the definition of stupid mutated with each ask. At first, she wondered how she could’ve been fooled into thinking Ivy cared about her as anything more than a charity case. But, the farther from the island she went, the more it dawned on her that lying had been the dumbest move of all. By the time the exit for the airport came into view, Holly wanted more than anything to turn around and drive back, but she also knew she couldn’t. She’d blown it, and Ivy would never want to see her again.

      She parked in the economy lot and took the shuttle to the first terminal. She had no idea which airlines that housed, but it’s not like she really had much of a plan. She wasn’t even sure how to deal with her car, except she’d probably have to pay more than it was worth to have it shipped back to her. Or maybe just leave it there until it got towed. She didn’t really care.

      Holly walked in through baggage claim and rode the escalator up to the ticketing area. It was surprisingly packed with people, but the VIP line for United was wide open. For once, she was going to take advantage of millionaire status and make it work for her. She strode to the counter and plunked her driver’s license down in front of the ticket agent.

      “My company purchased an open-ended, round trip ticket for first class a few months back. I didn’t end up flying out, but I’d like to use the return portion now, if I could.”

      The agent, a young man in his mid-twenties, picked up her ID. Immediately, his eyebrows shot up. “Holly Lovelace? Oh, man, I love your Cityville app.”

      “Really, not the dating app?” For a moment, Holly dared to hope LC might not be her legacy after all.

      “Nah, that one’s great, too.” The agent actually seemed too blush. “But ever since my girlfriend and I met on it, I don’t have to use it anymore.”

      “Let me guess,” Holly muttered. “She’s your soul mate?”

      “Yes!” The agent beamed. “You must hear that all the time, though.”

      Holly tapped her finger on top of the computer monitor, hoping to turn the focus back to her travel arrangements. “So, my flight options?”

      “Yeah, I see the credit for your ticket, here. The only trouble is, all the flights into San Jose are overbooked.”

      “How about San Francisco?”

      The agent shook his head. “Even worse.”

      “That’s for first class?” Holly rested her head on one palm.

      “That’s for everything. It’s the weekend before Thanksgiving, so it’s busy anyway, but there were several weather cancellations yesterday and the whole system’s backed up.”

      “Look, how close can you get me?” Holly was surprised by the desperation in her voice, but all she could think about was getting away, leaving her mistake behind, and starting over.

      The unsaid words rang in her ears like a gong. Oh, God. Was Nolan right about me after all? Was she really just after the thrill of the chase, afraid to see things through? Maybe she should go back to Poppy’s. She was just about to tell the ticket agent to forget the whole thing when he looked up with a broad grin.

      “I got you something. It’s a little unconventional, but it might work.”

      Holly eyed him with suspicion. “How unconventional? Am I going to have to ride in the cargo hold or fly the plane myself?”

      The agent laughed. “Nothing like that. It’s just that I can only get you as far as the hub today, and then you’ll have a long layover before the flight to San Francisco.”

      “How long?”

      “Twenty-seven hours. But you can check into a hotel, obviously, and come back the next day.”

      Holly sighed, but it was probably her only choice. “Fine. Where’s this hub?”

      “Denver.”

      Holly sucked in a breath. It was like the universe was having a lot of fun at her expense. “Did you say Denver?”

      “Yep.” The agent held out a boarding pass and her ID. “You want me to give you a list of hotel recommendations in the area?”

      “No, that won’t be necessary,” Holly told him. If she was going to be in Denver, she had someplace to stay.

      She took the boarding pass and license, waiting until she’d walked away from the counter before pulling out her phone. She punched in the number from memory, counting the rings. When it got to the fourth, she thought it would go to voice mail, but instead, she heard a familiar voice on the other end, slightly out of breath from running for the phone.

      “Uh, Mom?” Holly cleared her throat. “It looks like I’ll be coming home after all. Tonight.”
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      The vapers of smoke snaked around Ivy’s head, the scent of burning sugar finding its way to her nostrils. Before she had a chance to react, the quiet in the small room beside the kitchen that her father used as a quasi-office was shaken by the shrill sound of the smoke detector. She leapt from her chair and dashed to the kitchen, where she found her father bending into a thick gray fog to pull the casserole dish from the oven. Meanwhile, Ezra was flapping a dish towel under the squawking device to clear the smoky cloud enough to quiet it.

      “You definitely didn’t get your cooking skills from your mother.” Her father’s smile was kind, but there was a hint of sadness in his eyes, too. It had been present ever since the day they’d learned of her mother’s cancer and had continued to deepen each year since her passing.

      “Even I’m better at cooking than Ivy.” Ezra puffed out his chest. “I haven’t burned anything in years.”

      “To be fair, Son,” their father teased, “it’s harder to burn things in a microwave.”

      “Hey, Top Chef!” Ivy clapped her hands together to get her brother’s attention. “How ’bout you run next door for me and get the sweet potatoes out of Mrs. Hunt’s oven before there’s a repeat performance?”

      Ezra rolled his eyes but complied.

      Ivy peered into the dish her father had set down on the cooling rack on the kitchen island. Dark, syrupy liquid bubbled up through the cracks of a carbonized marshmallow top, like hot lava along the edge of a volcano. It looked like a disaster, but the smell was actually sort of pleasant, like cooking s’mores over a campfire and accidentally catching one on fire. “Do you think it’s still edible? I’d hate to toss the food.”

      “Well, some people don’t mind the taste of burnt marshmallow.” The way he said it, Ivy had no doubt he was trying to let her down easy. He hooked one arm around her shoulder. “I know you’ve been killing yourself for days to get this Thanksgiving meal ready for everyone, but do you think you’ve maybe bitten off more than you can chew this year?”

      Ivy crossed her arms in front of her chest. She might’ve been having similar thoughts on and off since she’d finalized the grocery order on Sunday, but she wasn’t about to let on. “You don’t think I can pull this off?”

      “A feast for over two hundred people?” Deep creases formed in her father’s brow as he stroked his snow-white beard. He’d grown plump as he’d aged, and that, combined with his beard and pink cheeks, made him look like a jolly garden gnome, but his expression was serious now. “It’s at least five times larger than anything you’ve ever managed before.”

      “More money, more people. Simple.” Ivy attempted to sound confident, although, truth be told, she felt anything but.

      “More people eating but not a lot more hands helping. If there’s one person on the island who can make it work, it’s you. But… still.” He squeezed her close to his chest. “Why are you being so stubborn?”

      “I’m not being stubborn.” Ivy was sure her father had lost count of how many times she’d said that over the years, just as she had. Stubbornness was a family trait, inherited from this man who eked out a living from the sea under conditions that had sent less stubborn men running for the mainland. She breathed in deeply, her nose pressed against his chest, which smelled of the ocean and sweat, a combination that had soothed Ivy since childhood.

      “Of course not,” he soothed, running his hand over her hair, which no doubt was a frizzy red mess after so many hours in the kitchen.

      Ivy sighed. “The sign-ups kept rolling in, and I didn’t have the heart to shut down the system just because the numbers got a little out of hand. How could I, knowing all those families on Poppy’s wouldn’t be able to have a proper Thanksgiving without my help?”

      “You’ve had to every year, as soon as the money ran out.”

      “But that didn’t happen this year. The donations just kept pouring in online.” Thanks to Holly. Even though she hadn’t said the words aloud, the pain they caused inside was so great Ivy felt almost unable to breathe. Why had Ivy let her guard down? Why had she started to believe? It hurt so much less when there were no expectations to be dashed. Yeah, thanks to Holly, I’m overworked, and broken inside, too.

      “I’m just worried about your mental state, Ivy. It’s only been a few days since—”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my mental state, Dad,” Ivy insisted, even though she’d just admitted to herself that she was broken. It was one thing to admit it to herself and another thing to admit it to someone else. Her dad had enough to worry about. He didn’t need her issues to add to it. “I know you’re trying to help, but I don’t want to talk about her.”

      “Hello!” Scarlett shouted as she barged into the living room unannounced. Betty followed a step behind. Neither one of them had the manners even of a barn cat in heat. “Who are we not talking about?”

      “What’s that stench?” Betty demanded, waving a hand in front of her nose.

      “Thanksgiving dinner,” Ivy chirped in her everything is under control voice. She was met with two faces that were obviously not buying her routine.

      “This pile of steaming shit?” Betty asked, and as soon as she’d said it, Ivy couldn’t not see the unfortunate resemblance her dish bore to that description.

      “However much beer you were planning, you’d better double it.” Scarlett added, “We’ll need it to wash that down.”

      “Beer isn’t in the budget,” Ivy informed them, not for the first time. Even so, their faces fell, until Scarlett’s lit up in a mischievous grin.

      “Never mind. I’ll sneak in enough for the three of us. There’s no reason we should suffer just because that rich girlfriend of yours was too cheap to donate extra for the beer.”

      “You will not.” Ivy shook a finger at the tattooed woman. “And she isn’t my girlfriend. Besides, the money didn’t come from her. It was just the app she installed to take the donations.”

      Scarlett and Betty cocked opposing eyebrows in unison, as if they were both in on a secret that Ivy was not.

      “Come on, dear,” Betty said, “you’re not that naïve. Where else would that much money have come from so quickly?”

      Ivy felt the floor of her stomach drop. “You don’t really think she…” The rest of her words trailed away as it became clear that yes, they really did think Holly had donated all of the money herself. “But it came in a few dollars at a time, from lots of different accounts. I saw it myself.”

      “Uh-huh,” Scarlett said. “You don’t think a genius computer woman could make it look like that? The thing is, I’ve asked around, and I don’t know a single person on Poppy’s who even knew about the app, let alone gave a donation through it. It had to be her.”

      “But why would she?”

      “Because she likes you,” Betty said gently.

      “Not enough to stick around.” Bitterness drenched Ivy’s words. “And anyway, she thinks charity’s for suckers.”

      “She thinks love’s for suckers, too,” Scarlett pointed out. “Didn’t stop her from making the world’s best dating app. Or falling for you.”

      Ivy threw up her hands. “You know what? I don’t have time to discuss this right now. I have a dinner to plan. You’re one of the servers, by the way, Scarlett, so that’s a hard no on the beer for you. I can’t have you stumbling around all over the place.”

      “Since when did I become a server?” Scarlett gave Ivy some serious side eye.

      “I can show you my spreadsheets. There’s a tab for all the people who volunteered to cook turkeys. Another for those tackling side dishes. Pies. Servers…” Ivy gestured there was more, but even she didn’t have a handle on all the details without her laptop.

      “Okay,” Scarlett started, then stopped, before plowing on, “the key word seems to be volunteered. I don’t remember volunteering to serve. I do that at work all day. Why would I want to do it for no pay on my day off?”

      “Don’t you remember saying you’d help me out in any way?” Ivy flashed a gotcha grin. There was no way she’d be letting her friend weasel out of this one.

      “No fair! That’s just something people say after their best friend has their heart trampled to pieces. I didn’t mean it.” Scarlett tossed her hands in the air, groaning. “Stop listening to my words. Go by my inaction.”

      “Am I serving?” Betty asked with a hopeful look, stepping in front of the complaining woman.

      “You’re one of the greeters. An early shift. I think.” Ivy went to the small desk table crammed in the family room to retrieve her laptop. “Yes, 8:00 a.m. sharp.”

      “Eight in the morning!” Betty screeched. “Who wants to eat turkey that early?”

      “Surprisingly, that time slot was one of the first to fill up.”

      Ivy’s dad spoke up. “I’m betting it’s all lobstermen. Most are planning on hitting the water by two in the morning, and finishing early for the feast. They’ll be pretty hungry.” He rubbed his protruding belly, then sat heavily in a rickety chair at the laminated kitchen table.

      Ezra returned holding a casserole dish with bright red rooster oven mitts. “Where should I put this?”

      Ivy pointed to an available oven rack on the island. “Dad, would you like me to make you a frozen pizza or meal?”

      He grinned, supporting his chin with a palm. “My sitting down didn’t mean I wanted you to make me dinner. We’re pretty self-sufficient around here these days. I just need a moment before I make Ez and my dinners. Then we’ll roll up our sleeves and help out with your project. We can’t do much worse…” His eyes sought out the ruined side dish.

      “You don’t have to. That’s why they’re here.” Ivy pointed to Scarlett and Betty.

      “What?” Scarlett screeched. “Now I have to help cook the food I’ll be serving on Thursday? In case you didn’t know, slavery is illegal on this island.”

      Ivy’s eyes darted upward in the heaven help me kind of way.

      Betty squashed one of Scarlett’s toes with her white Ked’s. “Do you remember our talk on the way over here?”

      “Which one? I’m still scarred by hearing about Earl throwing out his back going downtown on you.”

      “Scarlett!” Both Ivy and Betty screamed.

      Ivy’s dad chuckled, and Ezra’s face went up in flames.

      “The one where I cautioned you to behave because Ivy is doing everything she can to keep you know who out of her mind. Hence this insane Thanksgiving feast that’s going to be impossible to pull off.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Ivy slapped her hands together. “I wish everyone would stop treating me like I’m broken. I’m fine. Totally. The whole Holly affair is done and dusted. I’ve moved on and couldn’t be happier.”

      Betty’s eyes dropped to the charred sweet potato casserole dish. “Yes, I can see everything’s really coming up roses around here.”

      “You think I burned this because I was thinking of Holly? Wondering what she was doing for Thanksgiving? Did she go home? Or will she be alone? If she’s alone, who will hold her when she has one of her nightmares?” Ivy choked back a sob. She’d said too much, way more than she’d intended, but once she’d started talking, she just couldn’t stop herself.

      “Clearly, I’m in the wrong.” Betty placed a hand over her heart. “What can I do to help?”

      Ivy handed Betty a can opener. “We need to make twenty more of these.” She gestured to the sweet potato travesty. “I have an assembly line—”

      “No offence, dear, but your system doesn’t seem to be effective. Unless you’re planning on giving the entire island the shits.” Betty waved for Ivy to step aside. “Why don’t you take a nap? The four of us can figure this out on our own. I’ve been making sweet potato casserole since before you were born.”

      “I don’t need a nap.” Ivy regretted sounding like a petulant child.

      “You’ve only had three hours of sleep for several nights in a row,” her father said, concern etched in the corners of his eyes. “You told me so yourself. A nap might be the best thing—”

      The sound of a smoke detector going off in Mrs. Sheehan’s kitchen caused Ivy to run out the door, Ezra hot on her heels.

      While Ivy pulled out another ruined dish, Ezra waved his arms frantically about to clear the air.

      Mrs. Sheehan appeared in the kitchen doorway, a white-haired woman who wore a house dress and orthopedic shoes.

      “I’m so sorry,” Ivy blubbered, on the verge of tears.

      “Don’t you worry about a thing. It’s not a proper Thanksgiving until one dish gets good and burned. You’re just ahead of schedule; that’s all.”

      Ivy mumbled a thank you on her way out with the aluminum container. Outside she muttered to Ezra, “I wish everyone would stop being so kind to me.”

      “Everyone loves you, Ives. They don’t mean anything by it, except to help.”

      Ivy set the dish on the concrete stairs by the back door of her father’s house, taking a seat next to it. “I know they mean well, but everyone’s sad frowns aren’t helping me cheer up, you know. I don’t want to dwell on something that was bound to happen. Holly was just another summer person.”

      “She wasn’t here during the summer,” her brother said in his stating the facts way. It was literally true, of course, since she’d arrived for the off-season, but she also hadn’t acted like the summer visitors usually did. She’d shown an interest in island life and had really been starting to fit in.  Perhaps that was why it hurt so much to find out she wasn’t so different after all.

      “Doesn’t matter. It was bound to end the same, no matter the season.”

      “Are you sure? She was kind to me. Not many of the tourists are.” Again, he spoke without much emotion, but Ivy knew Ezra better and understood it pained him. How the effects of his overdose would always be with him. People judged him for it, thought he was stupid or inept, but Holly never had. She’d treated him with respect.

      He’d also hit the nail on the head. Holly really had been different from any person Ivy had ever met, enough that she had started to let her heart think this time it wouldn’t play out like the typical summer fling with an island invader. All Ivy wanted was her happily ever after. Didn’t she deserve it?
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      Holly stood by the fireplace in her parent’s home in a suburb of Denver. It was a place she’d never lived in, but after being there for less than twenty-four hours, the house felt eerily identical to every single house she’d lived in before. The furniture, though new, was the same style her mother always chose. The few knickknacks on display had been boxed up and moved dozens of times, always to be put in a similar location at their new destination.

      She eyed the family photos on the mantel, feeling as if the past and present were mingling in a time continuum. Every December for years, Mom had rounded all four of them up, made them get dressed in their Sunday best for their portrait. No matter where her father’s job had taken them, one thing that could be counted on in any city across the entire United States was a mall with a photography studio. In every single picture, even after Andy had joined the marines, only her mom smiled. Her dad, brother, and even Holly wore determined faces.

      Her mom sidled up next to her. “Would it have killed you to smile, just one year?”

      It was one of her favorite jokes, but it never landed the way her mom intended it. Every time it highlighted how Holly, even though she had copied her father’s and brother’s expressions precisely, was the family’s proverbial black sheep.

      “I was trying to fit in.” Holly shrugged, wheeling about to face her mother.

      Her mom regarded Holly with an unusual twist of her mouth.

      Holly saw her chance to bring up the subject she’d never dared touch before this day, but ever since meeting Morgan, her childhood resentments had been growing stronger, simmering inside her to the point of boiling over. “C-can… we chat.” Get a grip, Holly. You’re thirty-four, not four.

      Her mom took her seat in a plaid Lazy-Boy, crossing her legs primly, placing her hands in her lap. She looked curious but also a little nervous, as if uncertain where this conversation would go. “What’s on your mind?”

      Holly sat on the couch opposite. “On King Popham’s, I met a little girl who reminded me so much of me at her age.”

      “Are you thinking about having children?” Her mom’s face pinked with the thought. “The biological clock really starts ticking after thirty, you know.”

      “What? No. That’s not where I’m going at all.” Holly steadied her breathing, not wanting the curveball to derail her. “It’s made me think about how you held me back when I was a kid.”

      Her mother blinked. “Held you back? No one could ever hold you back, Holly. You were a force of nature. Still are.” There was an odd sense of pride in her mother’s tone that Holly had never picked up on before. She was curious why but not enough to deter her from pressing on.

      Holly crossed her arms and fixed her mother with a stern look. “How could you not have realized I was smarter than everyone else?”

      “How could you possibly think I didn’t?” Her mother looked completely baffled. “Everyone who’s ever met you knows that.”

      Her mother chuckled, which only served to make Holly more irate. “But you never did anything about it.”

      “Of course, we did. We let you skip first grade, remember?”

      “But, when I took those tests in kindergarten, I scored at the fifth-grade level. Why didn’t you advance me to—”

      “What, to fifth grade? You were five!” This time, her mother outright laughed.

      Holly glared. “So?”

      “You were barely taller than my knee.” Her mother placed a hand not very high off the ground, as if somehow her short stature settled the matter.

      “What does height have to do with anything? It’s my brain I’m concerned about. The school wanted to move me to third grade, and you said no.”

      Her mother’s expression softened. “Oh, honey. You may be brilliant, but you don’t know much about children. That’s for sure. Trust me; your father and I had our reasons for deciding against it.”

      “Because you didn’t want me to compete with Andy. Spoil his golden-boy status.”

      Her mom’s head whipped back, stunned, as if smacked right in the kisser. “Is that what you really think?”

      As a matter of fact, that had been precisely what she thought, her whole life. Only now, there was something in her mother’s reaction that told her maybe she needed to rethink things, but she was already too worked up for that. Holly had to muster all of her reserves just to keep her voice steady under the influence of all her emotions. “He was the firstborn. A son to boot. Dad always palled around with him. Not me.”

      “Holly, sweetheart. That’s just not how it was. Not at all.”

      Holly’s shoulders folded inward, which she tugged back into place. “From my view, it is.”

      Her mom uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. “When you’re raising a child, no matter how bright, you can’t take into account only one aspect of their development. Could you have handled the third-grade curriculum? I’m sure you could’ve. But there were other, more important, concerns.”

      Holly’s eyebrows jacked up to the point she thought they’d shoot off her forehead. Way to hold your cards close to your chest. “Like what?”

      “Bullying.” Her mother’s face darkened at the word.

      “Yeah, right,” Holly scoffed. “You were so concerned about that you did nothing about the one boy, Henry, who beat the crap out of me. Even Andy witnessed it happening and he simply stood there. All the kids laughed. I can still hear it.” Holly ran her hands through her hair in an attempt to cover her ears, but the laughter wouldn’t stop. “Andy didn’t care about me. None of you did.”

      “That’s simply not true.” There was defiance on her mom’s face, but it melted and she spoke in a calm voice. “Think about it, Holly. How many times did that boy bother you?”

      Holly swallowed. “Once.”

      “And why did it only happen once?” She held a lone finger in the air.

      “The bully got his kicks and moved on, I assume.” Holly dropped her eyes to her red Chuck Taylors, realizing the facts she remembered weren’t adding up, but she couldn’t put her finger on why.

      “That isn’t how it played out.”

      Holly shifted uncomfortably in her chair. “How would you know? You weren’t there.”

      “Nope. But your brother was.”

      “Are you kidding? I just told you he stood and watched while I got the shit kicked out of me.” Holly massaged her bottom lip. “For weeks after, I was terrified to walk home alone, but Andy refused to walk me home. I was his nerdy little sister, and he didn’t want to be seen with me.”

      Pain shot through her mom’s eyes. “He didn’t walk home with you because he was keeping the bully away from you. Every day, he ensured you had a fifteen-minute head start.”

      It was Holly’s turn to blink.

      “That time Henry beat you up, Andy was so torn up about it, he came to me crying.”

      “If he was that upset about it, why didn’t he help in the moment?”

      “He thought it’d only make it worse. He waited until Henry was all alone and dealt with him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Let’s just say Henry got a taste of his own medicine. When the teachers wanted you to skip another grade after you completed second grade, you would have been in the same class with Henry, and Andy was starting middle school. He wouldn’t have been able to stop it.”

      “But, I was so bored in second grade. And third. Fourth…” Holly waved etcetera.

      “Which is why we bought you all those textbooks and math puzzle books. We wanted to do what we could, but you were still my child. My job was to protect you and to give you a chance of becoming a well-rounded human being. If you advanced so quickly, how would you have developed socially? Made friends?”

      “Your job was ensuring I had every advantage possible!”

      “Do you honestly think a five-year-old you would’ve been happy in a class full of eleven-year-olds? Or a ten-year-old you would’ve had a great time on a college campus?” Her mother shook her head. “Honestly, Holly, do you really think skipping a few more grades back then would have improved your life from what it is now?”

      “I’ll never know, will I?” Holly jutted out her chin, straightening her shoulders.

      “It was the early nineties. It’s not like it is now, where kids like you are—”

      “Treated like human beings. Not embarrassments. That Swedish girl has been nominated for a Nobel Peace Prize.”

      Her mom was speechless, her eyes glistening. After many seconds, seventeen to be exact, she said in a shaky voice, “You were never an embarrassment. We went to every award ceremony.” She waved to the photos of Holly with trophies. “We tracked down every science fair in a hundred-mile radius so you could compete. Your father had the techs on the base teach you about computers.”

      Holly hadn’t thought of the science fairs or the techs in forever.

      Her mother continued. “We did what we could to nurture both of you—”

      “Why didn’t Dad take me camping like Andy?”

      “Seriously? You used to scream if you so much as thought you saw a bee.”

      “There’s such a thing as bug spray,” Holly said with a pout. This was the first time she’d really revisited her childhood memories as an adult, and it was rapidly becoming clear to her that she’d gotten more than a few things wrong.   “Andy was allowed to play outside.”

      “You were, too. You refused! Or do you not remember the time your father offered you five dollars to stay outside for an hour without finding an excuse to come in?” Her mother shook her hands in the air. “You weren’t content with the toys we could afford, although you were quite fond of your Happy Meal toys, which was a habit that added up quickly for us. You also wanted video games. Computers. Did you know the price of a computer compared to a Nerf football back then?”

      “Not off the top of my head.” Holly closed her eyes to do the computation. “What year are we talking about?”

      “Holly, honey, we did the best we could. I wish you had mentioned this years ago. We thought not telling you Andy was protecting you was the best course of action.”

      “Why? All this time, I thought he didn’t give a damn about me.”

      “You were so proud, and you hated being the youngest. Andy was always taller. Stronger. When he could pour his own milk into a cereal bowl, you would try even though you couldn’t hold the container, let alone reach the kitchen counter. I lost count of how many times you dumped a gallon onto the floor. If any of us tried to help you, you’d get so angry. If I bought something smaller so you could manage, you’d get angry. You never wanted our help, but you needed it. You were just a kid. My baby. And I loved you. I love you. You have no idea how proud we are of you.”

      Holly looked up from the carpet. “You are?”

      “Of course, we are.”

      “But… Dad’s always saying I’m wasting my talents with computers.”

      “No, honey. That’s what you hear him saying. What he actually means is he thinks you can do even more. You could save the planet with that head of yours, if you put your mind to it. He’s always telling people that, anyone who’ll listen.”

      Holly swallowed the lump forming in her throat. “Did Andy really beat the shit out of Henry?”

      “He did. The poor kid probably wasn’t able to sit for days.”

      “Andy spanked him?” The image should have appalled Holly, but she took some satisfaction thinking about it.

      Her mother laughed. “Like your father used to do to him.”

      “Dad spanked Andy?”

      “A handful of times. Like I said, it was a different time.”

      “But he never laid a finger on me.”

      “I think he was scared of you.”

      Holly glanced down at her scrawny hands. “I wasn’t strong. Not like Andy. He towered over Dad by the time he turned seventeen.”

      “True, but you’d probably put that brain of yours to use to make your father regret the decision. Besides, you’re just like your father. He respected your stubborn streak and defiance. He thought Andy needed toughening up.”

      “You’re sure that’s why?”

      “Go talk to him yourself.” Her mom smiled. “He’s up now and looking forward to seeing you.”

      Holly found her father in his man cave, otherwise known as the spare bedroom, sans the bed. She approached cautiously, a million thoughts going through her head, not just about the conversation she’d just had with her mother but also about something her mother had confided in her the night before when she’d first arrived. Though they’d kept it quiet so far, Holly’s father had recently been diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. He’d been sleeping when she got in, so she hadn’t seen him yet, and she was nervous about what she would find.

      “Hey, Dad, whatcha watching?” she said softly.

      He paused the show and slowly turned his head to Holly. “Sixty Minutes. This father was diagnosed with cancer, and he doesn’t have insurance. He’s refusing treatment to avoid bankrupting his family.”

      “Really?” Holly couldn’t help but notice a sparkle of tears in his eyes, something she wasn’t certain she’d ever seen before. The father she knew would rather die than show emotion. He’d always said it made you weak.

      “It’s not right, Holzie. Not right at all.” He squeezed his thigh with a hand. “You want a pop?” He started to get to his feet, but it took much effort. When Holly was a child, her father was always a man of action. Never able to sit still for any length of time. Finally, when he was upright, his body went as still as a statue like his legs refused to budge.

      Holly’s heart clenched. Though she’d been prepared to see some changes, it wasn’t until this moment Holly truly understood her tough father was actually vulnerable. She sat rigid, unsure if she should come to his aid, remembering her mom’s words that she was just like him. Would she want someone to call out her inabilities? But, her mom had also implied if Holly had accepted help, life would have been easier for her. Maybe she’d had a point.

      Right when she was about to say something, he moved toward the mini fridge. “Diet Pepsi?” he asked as if the past thirty-eight seconds hadn’t happened.

      “Sure.” Holly hated diet drinks but didn’t want to say no to him right then and there.

      Her father placed the cold can in her hand and retook his seat, collapsing more than sitting. “It’s good to have you home. Too bad Andy can’t join us for Thanksgiving tomorrow.” His voice was wispy with regret, which struck Holly like a two-by-four over the head. Her father, the retired marine colonel, was choked up. It was like she was meeting the man who had raised her for the very first time.

      “How are you feeling?” Holly popped the top, the fizzing sound filling the air.

      “I’m hanging in. It’s your mother I’m worried about.”

      “Why’s that?” She took a drink, not tasting it.

      “She’s tackling all the VA red tape. Dealing with the medical referrals, the billing, making appointments—it’s a full-time job. At least I’m getting care. That poor bastard”—he pointed at the frozen image on the screen—“doesn’t have a choice. How can we be the richest nation and not take care of people?” Once again, his voice wasn’t his usual marine-colonel strength, and his finger shook. “They make things so hard.”

      “Who?” Holly asked.

      “The government. Corporations. Hospitals. If you aren’t a billionaire—” he stopped, glancing nervously at Holly. “Sorry.”

      “I’m not a billionaire yet, Dad, but you know you don’t have to worry about the bills. I got it.”

      “I know you do. But what about the others? You can’t pay for everyone.”

      Holly probably couldn’t. But something her father had said struck a nerve. The full-time job comment. It was something Ivy had said about applying for grants. It shouldn’t be that way, not for either one. Sick people and their loved ones shouldn’t have to stop everything else to ensure they got proper medical treatment. And social workers shouldn’t have to burn the midnight oil searching for grants and filling out the paperwork.

      “You know, Dad, you just gave me an idea. I need to call Nolan.”

      “Always liked that boy.” Her father smiled. “Tell him hi for me.”

      “Will do.”

      He pressed the play button on the remote.

      Holly stepped out onto their parent’s deck, her phone at the ready. This was it. The idea that had eluded her. She’d finally figured it out. Every second, more of it fell into place, just as it had years ago when she’d started LC, only this time, the end result would be something that might actually change the world for the better.

      Holly stared at the phone, wishing she could call Ivy, but she knew that wouldn’t end well. It was too soon. Maybe it would never be the right time. She’d just have to see, but that was a problem to deal with some other day. Right now, she pulled up Nolan’s number and waited as it rang.

      “What are you doing?” she asked when Nolan appeared on the screen, standing in a place that was clearly not his home. There were shelves behind him, and she seemed to have caught him in the frozen food aisle of the grocery store.

      “Buying a turkey.”

      “Remember that turkey forever. Fucking memorize every detail about this moment.”

      “Are you off your meds or something?”

      “I don’t take any.”

      “Maybe you should start.” His face had that annoying look of concern again, the same one she’d been seeing since her exile had begun. She had no time for that now and didn’t need it anymore.

      “Nolan! Cut it out. I’m fine, okay? Better than fine, so just listen. I’ve got it.”

      “Got what? That last Power Ranger toy?”

      “No!” Holly rolled her eyes. “Is everything still set for the investor meeting on December twenty-third?”

      “Of course,” he replied. “We’ve got everything but the CEO.”

      “I’m back, Nolan. Genius Holly is back in business, so buckle up.” Holly grinned. “I’ve got something that’s going to knock their socks off.”
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      It was late in the afternoon on Thanksgiving. With the final seating completed, Ivy held her checklist in hand, clicking her pen to cross off one more task.

      Coming up behind her in the church hall, her father threaded an arm around Ivy’s shoulders. “Did you even eat anything?”

      “Didn’t have time.” Ivy’s eyes scanned the basement room with its four long tables, each seating twelve. After serving over two hundred people in five time slots, the space had been a total wreck. But her volunteers were nearly done with the cleanup. Or were they? Surely there was more that needed doing. She consulted her list again.

      “There’s still some food left. It’d be a shame if the organizer of the greatest Thanksgiving feast in all of Poppy’s history didn’t get a chance to partake.”

      She started to shake her head, her pen hovering over her list, searching for an overlooked to-do item, but her father took the clipboard from her hands.

      “Consider that an order, not a request.” His voice was soothing, but Ivy knew it was a trick. He meant business, and arguing would only result in a contest of the wills that, in her exhausted state, she was more than likely to lose.

      “Okay, okay.” She showed her palms. “I’ll have a plate and then get back to work.”

      Her father gave a nod to Betty across the room, who acknowledged him in a similar manner. Something was up, and Ivy didn’t like it one bit. Poppy’s had the best people on Earth, but the closeness also made them the nosiest humans on the planet. Ivy didn’t want another lecture about there being more fish in the ocean or some other bullshit friends and loved ones said after a breakup.

      Ivy was fine.

      Better than fine.

      What was the word she was looking for?

      Scarlett appeared, holding a tray with five plates, which she placed on the last table Betty had just cleaned. Although, unlike the rest that had been stripped and were still wet from being scrubbed with good-old fashioned elbow grease, this one had a crisp white linen tablecloth on it. Ezra lit a tealight, and then a handful more, the light flickering in the darkening room. Fresh silverware flanked each plate.

      Her father, with his arm still around Ivy’s shoulders, slow walked them to the table. Was he fearful she’d bolt from the room if he let go? Part of her wanted to. She hadn’t stopped moving or thinking for days on end. Now that the feast was over, her brain still sought something to keep her occupied. Was it too early to start planning for Thanksgiving next year? If she put her mind to it, she could outdo the success this year. Especially since the donation page on the website was still raking in the dough.

      Because of Holly, of course.

      Stop right there, Ivy.

      Do not think about Holly.

      Once they arrived at the table, Ivy painted on what she hoped was her surprised but appreciative smile. “What’s this?”

      “Uh, Thanksgiving dinner,” Ezra said.

      Ivy wanted to throw her arms around her brother’s neck for always being the sweetheart he was. She knew he looked up to her, but he was Ivy’s rock, along with her father. No matter what rough sea she found herself in, they wrapped her with love and support in their understated, guy-like way. She appreciated how they kept the emotional talk to a minimum. Betty and Scarlett were the real dangers, because when they weren’t teasing the shit out of each other, they said things that cut through Ivy’s defenses like a hot knife through butter.

      “You’d think you’d recognize a turkey dinner considering how many times you stuck your hand up a turkey’s butt today.” Scarlett laughed while taking her seat.

      “Considering I didn’t prep any of the turkeys,” Ivy shot back, “your thesis is flawed.”

      Scarlett pooh-poohed the statement with a quick flick of the hand. “Do you know how hard it was not to eat any of the food while serving?”

      “I saw you steal plenty off plates when you thought no one was looking.” Betty gave her the don’t bother lying look.

      “What’s a starving girl to do.” Before the rest had time to take their seats and place napkins in their laps, Scarlett was already slicing off a bite of turkey, smearing it with mashed potatoes dripping with gravy, and shoving it into her mouth. Her eyes rolled back into her head as she cherished the moment. “There’s nothing like Thanksgiving food.”

      “Ayuh,” her father said as he prepped his own fork.

      Betty returned from the kitchen and placed a bottle of red on the table, accompanying the action with, “Ta-da!”

      “What is it?” Scarlett asked.

      Betty gave her a sidelong look. “I’m really starting to question your career choice if you don’t know what a bottle of wine is. You may be the worst bartender ever.”

      Scarlett jabbed her fork in Betty’s direction. “Take that back!”

      Betty ignored the threat. “It’s wine, dear.”

      “I know it’s wine. What kind?”

      “Oh.” Understanding crossed Betty’s face, and she picked up the bottle, turning it to read the label, “Malbec. It’s a gift to all of us from the owner of the Captain’s Table.”

      Ivy squeezed her thigh to the point of nearly drawing blood. The owner hadn’t meant anything by giving the bottle. Betty had no idea what it would do to Ivy. But inside, Ivy was falling apart.

      The Captain’s Table.

      Malbec.

      Both reminded her of the wonderful date with Holly. That night, Ivy had worried about how Holly was affording such a lavish evening. Ivy had no idea Holly was a multi-millionaire—on the cusp of becoming a billionaire, in fact, if all the news articles she’d never publicly admit to having devoured in the past week were accurate. All the time Ivy thought Holly was reading books to relax, she had no idea the woman was trying to think of … something that would… do whatever.

      Did she even know Holly Adler? Correction: Holly Adler Lovelace. She recited this name in her head with a la-di-da tone.

      How had Ivy fallen in love with a woman she didn’t even know?

      None at the table picked up on the war going on inside, each one tucking into their meals, sipping their wine, conversing, and laughing like today was a day to celebrate. Ivy didn’t think she’d be able to feel happy about anything ever again.

      Not that she would let on, especially right then and there. The four of them were happy. She should feel great about that. All day the walls of the church basement rang with people being merry with their friends and family, unstressed about how they were paying for such a feast. The way any holiday should be, but for the hardworking people on Poppy’s, money woes were hardly ever far from their thoughts. Even if one year was a boon for the lobstermen, memories of bleak years were hard to blunt.

      Ivy needed to focus on that. Making others happy. That was how she would derive any sort of happiness of her own. Via others. Because the cosmos didn’t plan on her experiencing joy. Not permanently. Her life would revolve around temporary blissfulness. There’d be more summer girls in her future. Or not, because she wasn’t sure if her heart could take more.

      Ivy pinched her eyes shut to staunch the flow of tears. No one needed her to fall apart. Whether it was her family, her friends, or the community as a whole, Ivy was the glue. She needed to reach deep inside to pull her shit together.

      She would always be the social worker who looked after those on Poppy’s. She’d do whatever she could to ease their worries, put them back together, and love every second of making a difference.

      Betty tapped a knife against her plastic cup, which didn’t have the desired effect, unless she wanted everyone, including Ivy, to laugh at the pathetic attempt. Betty glanced around the table, her eyes finally staying on Ivy’s. “Ivy, dear, you are the kindest person I’ve ever had the pleasure of knowing.”

      “Aw—”

      Betty motioned for Ivy to shut her trap. “I’m not done.”

      Ivy pretended to wave a white flag.

      “You give so much of yourself. Ever since you were five years old when you started giving away your lunch every day, going without so another didn’t.”

      Her father grunted. “Your mother started packing two lunches once we figured it out. And you still gave both away.”

      Everyone chuckled, and Ivy simply shrugged.

      “Which is why everyone pitched in on this.” Betty handed Ivy a piece of paper.

      “What is this?”

      “Read it,” Betty encouraged.

      Ivy’s eyes scanned the CheapTickets itinerary. “A flight from Boston to Cancun.” She could see well enough what it was but had no idea why it was being handed to her.

      “And five nights at an all-inclusive three-star resort!” Betty said it like Ivy would be in the lap of luxury, although the three-star part brought a few questions to mind. As if sensing her hesitance, Betty added, “It gets trashed over spring break, but there shouldn’t be any college kids this time of year, so I’m sure it will be nice. And, free booze.”

      “You’ll have to fly out on Christmas Eve,” her father said. “The rates are really low that day.”

      “Christmas Eve? I couldn’t poss—”

      “Don’t argue. You’ll be able to relax by a pool or the ocean on Christmas, sipping a fancy cocktail from a coconut,” Scarlett said with envy. “Anyone in their right mind would kill for that, and not one of us is going to hold it against you for being there instead of here.”

      Ivy stared at the paper. “I don’t understand.”

      “You’re just too sad,” Scarlett said in a serious tone. “We can’t take it anymore.”

      “I’m fine, guys. I’ll do better.” Ivy hugged her arms to her chest. “I promise I won't let my bad mood ruin anyone else’s holiday. I don’t need to be sent away.”

      “That’s not what this is about, sweetheart,” her father assured her. “You can be as sad as you need to be. It’s just that we’d rather try to make you happy.”

      “Listen to your father.” Betty folded her hands on the table. “We’re not trying to get rid of you so we can have a nice holiday without you, you dummy. We just think a trip would cheer you up, and you deserve it. I know it’s not fancy like a villa in Italy, but it’s what we could do.”

      “And I appreciate it.” Ivy clutched the front of her sweater. “I really do. But I’m telling you I’m okay. This trip must’ve cost a fortune.” Her mood lifted as a thought struck her. “You know what? We can get a refund on this trip and use the money to buy some Christmas gifts for the kids at the island school.”

      Betty grinned.

      Her father’s shoulder’s shook with laughter. “I called it.”

      “You did,” Scarlett said with glee in her eyes.

      Ezra smiled.

      Ivy heaved a sigh of relief. Everyone seemed to agree, so the matter was settled. She would take care of it in the morning, and hit the online toy sales on Cyber Monday with the refund.

      “This trip is non-refundable,” Betty said. “And for good reason. We know you too well, Miss Do-gooder. If you don’t go, you’ll waste it, and we know how you feel about that. Everyone pitched in, the whole island. Morgan gave ten dollars. She’s expecting a souvenir snow globe, so you’d better not disappoint her.”

      Ivy threw up her hands. “Fine. I’ll go.”

      At that, Scarlett placed two fingers in her mouth and let loose an ear-shattering whistle. There was a commotion out in the hallway, and suddenly, all the people who had enjoyed a meal earlier spilled into the room. After much jostling and hooting, they broke out into a chorus of “For She’s a Jolly Good Fellow.”

      Ivy couldn’t believe what was happening. She’d given her heart to the island for years, sacrificed so much of her own happiness, and never knew until that moment whether it really made a difference. But, clearly, it did. Life wasn’t perfect, but that realization made it bearable.

      She might not have love, but she had people who cared about her. She’d be going alone, but she was still heading out of the country for the very first time on a Christmas trip. And she couldn’t lie. Despite her protestations, a part of her really wanted to go. For a woman who’d never ventured to Vermont, getting on a plane to Mexico was a dream come true. It wasn’t the happily ever after she’d let herself hope for, however briefly, but it was about time she faced facts. For a girl from Poppy’s Island, this was probably as good as things were going to get.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      It was the twenty-third of December as Holly, standing at the end of the glass and metal table, stared at the twelve investors who had gathered for her presentation. “Do you have any more questions?”

      The lone woman in the room asked, “The example you showed, the island one, is that real?”

      “Absolutely.”

      “The program you designed actually found and submitted applications for five-hundred thousand dollars’ worth of possible grants simply by entering the info into the system one time?”

      “That’s right. One form.”

      “How many years did you say the organization had applied for a single grant that was one-fifth of that amount?”

      “Five years. It was one of the only ones they applied for because of time constraints, and because it was so well-known, the competition was fierce.”

      “And your program spit out dozens of grants that fit the island’s needs like a glove within seconds?”

      “That’s correct.” Holly threaded her fingers together behind her back. “A lot of them were lesser-known programs with few applicants. Some had even gone unclaimed for a few years in a row. Even though the dollar amount of each is lower, they add up quickly when you can apply for so many at once. Obviously, this is just one possible use for the algorithm, but I think you get the idea of how powerful it can be.”

      The investors talked excitedly over each other, quickly grasping the many potential business uses for what Holly had created. Nonprofit grant writing was just the tip of the iceberg, and probably the least lucrative example she could’ve used, but it was closest to her heart.

      In the back of the room, Nolan made a high five motion.

      Holly kept her face devoid of emotion, even though she knew as well as Nolan did that she’d nailed it. The funding was a slam dunk. “Anything else?”

      One man cleared his throat. “I think we have what we need to make a decision. We’ll get back to you soon.”

      Holly dipped her head and she exited with Nolan.

      “I need to piss. I’ll meet you in your office.” He ducked into the restroom.

      Holly entered her office, not bothering to flick on the lights. Three months after being shipped away on an extended sabbatical, she’d just pitched her boldest idea ever. How she’d managed to get through the presentation without her voice cracking was a mystery, but she was grateful. It had been the presentation of a lifetime.

      As the minutes ticked by and there was no sign of Nolan, Holly’s confidence ebbed. Maybe they needed more time for everything to sink in before dropping a bundle. Her throat grew dry as her palms became sweaty. Or perhaps after the dust settled, they couldn’t see the vision. Would they send her packing in disgrace?

      Just then, Nolan barged into the room, popping the top of a champagne bottle. “You fucking smashed it out of the park!”

      The doubts in her head had gotten the better of her. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves until we hear for sure.”

      “Do you think I was holding my prick this entire time? I already know. They called me back in.”

      Holly swallowed, her heart racing. “And?”

      “And, not only are they investing heavily, they voted unanimously in favor of keeping you onboard. You’ll probably be CEO of Lovelace Enterprises for life now.” He made a yeehaw screech that sounded more like a cowboy on death’s doorstep.

      She accepted the glass of the bubbly and sipped it slowly. It was great news. The best, in fact, and it was clear from Nolan’s reaction to it that, no matter how much confidence he’d expressed in her going into the meeting, he hadn’t been sure of the outcome. He’d stood by her, though, and that had been the true measure of his friendship and loyalty. Which made it that much harder to say what she needed to say.

      Nolan sipped his drink, studying her over the rim of the glass. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “We can talk about it after Christmas.”

      “We can talk about it right now.”

      Holly set her untouched drink down on her desk. “I don’t think I should be CEO.”

      “Are you insane? They want you. The air has been fucking cleared.”

      “For all of you, yes. Not for me.”

      Nolan held a finger in the air. “No, Holly. Don’t do this. Don’t hold a grudge.”

      Holly leaned back into her desk chair. “It’s not that. I promise.”

      Nolan eased into the seat opposite her, pouring more champagne into his glass, no longer looking like he wanted to celebrate, but like he needed liquid lubrication to get through this conversation. “I’m listening.”

      “While I was away, I realized something. Or maybe it was walking back into this building when it hit me.”

      “What?”

      “I hate being the CEO of a billion-dollar company. I hate sitting at this desk and having everyone out there look at me like I’m some alien species. I hate everything about this glass-and-steel building. I miss our old offices, that first place with the cubicle walls that leaned to one side, and the mismatched chairs, and the Chinese takeout place that was terrible but was the only one that would deliver when we were still in the office at 2:00 a.m. I’m not cut out for corporate life.”

      “Everyone feels that way when returning from a vacation.”

      “I wasn’t on vacation, Nolan.”

      “Sabbatical, then.”

      “Let’s call it what it was. Mental health leave. Because I was cracking up, and you were the only one who could see it. But I can see it now, too.” She shook her head. “This company needs someone who truly understands what it means to helm everything. I like smallness. Being on my own to innovate. If I stick around here, a year from now, I’ll be right back where I was, only maybe next time, it won’t be so easy to fix.”

      He drank heavily from his glass. “Are you quitting the company?”

      “No. Not at all. But I’m better out there, beyond the confines of this office and role. There’s still so much that can be solved with enough grit. But I can’t figure things out sitting here, tucked away as the mother hen of a geeky frat house, watching everyone else play ping-pong on their lunch break while I make spreadsheets.”

      “We can get rid of the table.”

      “I love that table! I don’t want to get rid of it. I just want to go where I can join in, where everyone doesn’t stop playing because the boss is watching.”

      Nolan ignored her words and barreled down his short-sighted path, “But you just proved to the board and me you’re the brains of this place. And the heart. How can you quit?”

      “Nolan, I need you to hear this. I am not quitting. I’m just giving up this chair, so the right person can sit in it.”

      “Is this about your father?”

      “Partly.”

      He crossed one leg over the other, drumming his hands on a thigh. “What’s the part you aren’t telling me?”

      “I have no idea, but I know I need to figure that out. I have a purpose in this world. I need the time and space to figure everything out.”

      “Where will you go?”

      She’d pondered that same question without having an answer, but as soon as Nolan asked, Holly knew. She wanted to go home, to Poppy’s. To Ivy.

      “How much for your house on King Popham’s?”

      Nolan stared at her, speechless.

      “I know it’s your grandmother’s place. I’ll pay more than it’s worth.”

      He pointed a finger at her. “You, Holly Lovelace, want to move to an island that’s nearly deserted the majority of the year?”

      “I do.”

      “That’s insane. The only reason anybody ever moves to that island is if they meet someone and fall—”

      Holly practically saw the lightbulb go off over his head.

      “You didn’t.”

      “Didn’t what?”

      “Did you fall in love?”

      Holly looked away.

      “You did!” He screamed like a child opening a Christmas gift.

      She refused to confirm or deny.

      “Did you use LC? Finally?”

      She looked him in the eyes. “Ironically, LC wrecked things. I’m hoping I can save it.”

      “What are you doing sitting there?”

      “We just had the meeting.”

      “It’s over. You need to catch the next flight back East. I know you don’t have a lot of experience with women, but they love a grand gesture. If you arrive for Christmas Eve, she’ll melt.”

      Holly looked at her watch. “It’s late.”

      Nolan was studying his phone. “There aren’t any flights to Maine, just one flight to Boston, but it leaves in two hours. That’s cutting it close.” His fingers tapped frantically. “Okay, the ride share app says they can get us there in twenty-five minutes.”

      “Us?” Holly got to her feet.

      “Not taking any chances of you overthinking things. I’m putting you on that damn plane.” His phone vibrated. “Hurry, the driver will be here in two minutes.”

      They dashed for the elevator. Nolan hit the down button. Repeatedly. After several seconds, he said, “Stairs.”

      “It’s five flights. As soon as we leave, the elevator will arrive.”

      Nolan looked at the doors.

      Several more seconds ticked by.

      “Shit, the driver is here and will leave in four minutes.”

      The doors opened, and Nolan shoved Holly inside, then followed.

      She rubbed her arms. “You’re loving this, aren’t you?”

      “It’s like the scene in Notting Hill.”

      Holly snorted. “You’re such a girl sometimes.”

      As soon as the elevator let them out on the ground floor, they dashed outside the building. There was a car just pulling away from the curb. Nolan chased after it, waving frantically. “Stop in the name of love!”

      Against all odds, the driver actually did.

      They climbed into the back seat, Nolan stating, “My friend here has a date with destiny.”

      The driver stared at them in the rearview mirror and didn’t reply.

      Holly shook her head at Nolan. “There’s a really big tip in this if you can get us to the airport in under twenty minutes.”

      “Gotcha.” The woman took off at a good clip. She wasn’t breaking the speed limit, but Nolan still puffed his chest out as if they were in a highspeed chase.

      As they merged onto the freeway, by some sort of Christmas miracle, traffic was light. They might actually make it on time. Holly tapped her fingers on her thigh in her nervous way. If she could get to Poppy’s for Christmas Eve, surely, she could convince Ivy to forgive her and give her another chance. The car zipped past exit after exit in a blur. Was Nolan’s crazy scheme really going to work?

      She’d no sooner thought it than the car’s radio shut off, which was weird since the driver hadn’t touched any buttons. Then the lights on the control panel flickered off and on, before going out completely.

      Nolan leaned forward. “What’s wrong?”

      The woman peered at her instruments. “I don’t know. The car just lost power. I think I need to pull over.” She looked over her shoulder, coasting two lanes over, rolling to a stop in the emergency lane. “That’s so weird. It’s just stopped.”

      “Fuck,” Nolan said, tapping away on his phone. “I’m requesting another car.”

      “I don’t think you’ll find one. Drivers aren’t supposed to stop on freeways,” the woman informed Nolan.

      “Somebody better,” he growled.

      “You have to cancel this ride, first, before you can select a new ride.”

      “One step ahead of you, sister.” Nolan showed the driver the screen, then turned it toward Holly.

      She could see the app searching for a driver, confirming, and then searching again. “Are drivers turning down the ride?”

      “Like I said, we’re on a freeway,” the driver replied. “If I saw that address, I’d be worried it was bogus. We’re not supposed—”

      “Yeah, yeah. But what happens when your assigned car breaks down on a freeway? You’re the driver, so they must’ve told you what to do.”

      “I can email support.”

      “Email?” Nolan collapsed back into his seat. “You’ve got to be joking.”

      Holly shrugged. “Maybe this is—”

      “Woot!” Nolan made a fuck yeah motion with his hand. “We got a live one. Get out. We’ll need to flag it down.”

      “What about me?” the woman asked.

      “I hope you have AAA. If not, here’s my assistant’s card.” Nolan tossed the card and a wad of cash into the front seat, the top bill of which appeared to Holly to be a hundred. At least the driver would be taken care of. “I need to get this chick to the airport.”

      Outside, Nolan held his phone in his hands, glued to the screen. “Three minutes.” He scanned the traffic. “I hope this person realizes we’re on the side of the road and slows the fuck down.”

      Holly watched the oncoming traffic, the headlights nearly blinding her. She shaded her eyes.

      “Two minutes. Slow the fuck down, whoever you are.”

      “Are you trying to communicate telepathically?”

      “What if I am?”

      Tears stung Holly’s eyes. “You’re a really good guy. I hope you know that.”

      Nolan turned his head. “Thank you. You won’t forget about me, will you?”

      She put a hand on his shoulder. “Never.”

      “If you have a son, I’ll be hurt if you don’t name him Nolan.”

      “Why do you hate my unborn son?” Holly laughed. “Nolan is the world’s worst name.”

      “One minute.”

      Both of them stared intently at oncoming traffic.

      A car turned on a blinker, slowing down, and edging to the emergency lane.

      Both of them waved their arms like castaways on a raft when they saw an approaching ship.

      “We’re here,” Nolan shouted.

      The Prius came to a stop, the driver leaning over the steering wheel.

      Nolan opened the back door. “You’re a lifesaver!”

      “Is this for real?” the bearded man asked.

      “Yes! Onward to the airport, brave Sir Knight.”

      Another weekend playing D&D, I see. Holly rolled her eyes, but the swirling sensation in her stomach let her know something big was about to happen. She was either going to win the girl back or die trying.
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      The first sign Junior Mint was in trouble was the smell of burning rubber. The second sign was smoke billowing out from the engine.

      “No, no, no!”

      As if regretful for chastising the old truck, Ivy patted the steering wheel. “If you make it to the airport, I promise you’ll never have to drive again.”

      The acrid smell and smoke intensified. Junior Mint seemed to have decided not to drive again on her own timetable, starting right then.

      “Oh, Junior Mint!” Ivy coasted to the emergency breakdown lane, somewhere just over the Massachusetts border. Between catching the first ferry and the long drive down the coast, Ivy had been up since 5:00 a.m. It was almost eleven now, but traffic was light heading into the city due to the holiday, and the dark, cloudy sky made it seem both earlier and later at the same time. Ivy felt like she had been traveling forever.

      Exhaustion overtaking her, Ivy rested her upper body over the steering wheel, determined not to cry. This was a time for problem solving, not emotions. She was stuck on the side of a highway. She closed her eyes and tried to think. Who did she know on the mainland who could drop everything they were doing to dash to her rescue and get her to the airport?

      No one. There might’ve been one or two folks she could count on for a favor that big, fellow social workers she’d helped out in the past, but it was Christmas Eve. Everyone would be busy with their own lives, and how could she ask them for something as trivial as saving her vacation? This was hardly an emergency. She was on her way to spend five relaxing days on a beach. It wasn’t like she was rushing to a hospital to perform brain surgery. I’m all alone. A tear rolled down her cheek. Outside, heavy snowflakes landed on her windshield, because what she really needed to make the day complete was to add a blizzard to the mix.

      Why was this happening? It felt like the universe was against her. First Holly. Now her vacation. It was as if someone or something wanted to deny her every bit of happiness, big or small by crushing it to smithereens to see how she’d react. Well, guess what. She was reacting by falling apart. Was it any wonder? Ivy wiped her eyes and took a deep breath. She couldn’t afford to break down.

      Ivy’s gaze flicked to her phone. There was no way she’d make the airport in time. Not now. The bigger concern was what to do with Junior Mint. She didn’t have the money for a tow truck. She’d let AAA lapse since she never needed it on the island. Did her insurance cover towing? The last time she’d needed it, Murray took care of the towing at a substantial discount because he’d grown up on the island. Unfortunately, there was no way she’d be able to call Murray and ask for the Poppy’s discount from two states away.

      Maybe she could fix the truck on her own. Her father had taught her the basics of car maintenance, like how to change a tire. She knew what a spark plug looked like, and where the oil thingy was. It wouldn’t hurt to try.

      Ivy popped the hood. Stepping out of the truck, she waved a hand in front of her face to clear the air while wet blobs of snow fell on her head. Pulling her sweater over her mouth, she fiddled under the hood to find the release, then used the support rod to keep it open.

      “What now?” she asked the engine. It didn’t answer.

      Several cars zipped by on the highway, not bothering to stop to help. She really couldn’t blame them because she wouldn’t know what to do in their shoes. If all that was required was a tire change, she could probably manage. But billowing smoke was completely out of her skill set, and most of the passersby probably felt the same.

      A compact car pulled up behind Ivy’s truck, but the smoke and the car’s windshield wipers made it difficult to see her rescuer. She had to admit, the car didn’t proffer much hope. In situations like this, she wanted the help of someone who knew cars, and she associated pickup drivers as the real helpers when it came to mechanical issues. Although, she drove a pickup and she had no fucking clue, so maybe she shouldn’t judge the person’s abilities by the size of the car.

      “Can I help?”

      Ivy spun in the direction of the voice. “What in the hell are you doing here?”

      Holly chuckled. “I could ask you the same thing.”

      “You’re supposed to be in California.”

      “I was. Now I’m here.” Holly surveyed the truck’s engine. “Have you called AAA?”

      Ivy pressed her lips together and shook her head.

      Holly dug her phone out of her pocket. “You can use my phone.”

      Ivy’s gaze dropped to the asphalt. “I don’t have… My coverage lapsed.”

      “Oh, okay. I’ll call and give them mine.” Holly flicked the screen on her phone, presumably searching for the phone number and membership details, which if Ivy had to guess was readily available in her phone because Holly was just that organized.

      “Before you do that, can you tell me how you came to be on this road at this exact moment?”

      Holly lowered her phone. “I was heading in the other direction when I saw your truck pulled over, and since I doubt there’s another green truck like this on the entire east coast, I got off at the first exit I could and turned around, just to see if it was you.”

      “Why are you in Massachusetts?” Ivy asked in an exasperated tone.

      “I was on my way to King Popham’s and couldn’t get a flight to Maine.”

      “Why are you heading to the island?” Ivy crossed her arms.

      “I had something to tell you.”

      “You flew all the way across the country to tell me something on Christmas Eve?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay.” Ivy couldn’t seem to tamp down her anger. She wasn’t sure why. If this had been a Hallmark movie, she would’ve fallen into Holly’s arms and kissed her under a lightly falling snow. At the very least, she should feel grateful Holly was there, helping her. But the woman’s emotions were unreadable, the snow was falling in wet, ugly clumps, and all Ivy could feel was a flood of hurt that brought bitterness to her words. “You didn’t think to just pick up the phone?”

      “It wasn’t a phone call type of thing.” Holly pressed her lips together, not giving away anything more.

      “Okay,” Ivy said again, having apparently run out of all other responses. How fitting, though, that the millionaire could catch a flight, rent a car, and track down Ivy to say whatever it is she had to say when Ivy couldn’t even manage to get herself to an airport without major problems. Must be nice to be rich. “So, what’s the message?”

      “I created an app to help you search for grant money.”

      Ivy stared at the computer woman. Of all the possibilities she’d considered for what Holly might have to say—a declaration of love, an apology, even an angry diatribe defending her behavior—an app had not made the list. Ivy was left speechless.

      “Do you want me to call AAA now?”

      “You created an app… for me?” Ivy placed a hand over her chest.

      “Not just for you, but I had you in mind when I created it. The next part might make you mad, so… here goes nothing. When I built your website, I downloaded most of the information that was needed—just the details necessary for applying for grants, and, well…” Holly shuffled on her feet. “The app I created found quite a few. Added up, it’s about half a million right now.”

      “H-half a million.”

      Holly nodded. “To start. There may be others that come through.”

      “What do I have to do? Fill out paperwork?”

      “No. That’s all been taken care of. The app does all the heavy lifting for you. If that’s not enough for your enrichment programs, you can submit the details to seek other grants.”

      “There might be more money?” Ivy’s voice was barely above a whisper. It was already more than she’d ever imagined.

      “Since I used your program for the prototype, all fees to use the app have been waived, naturally.”

      “Prototype,” Ivy parroted in a voice she didn’t recognize.

      “Please don’t be mad. I should have asked to use your information, but you weren’t really speaking to me. I wanted to help. Are you mad?”

      “I have no idea what I’m feeling right now.”

      “I understand.”

      Ivy sure wished she did. Her whole body was shaking, her head spinning from confusion. “So, what, you’re here to get my permission or something? You need me to sign some forms in person? Is that why you had to fly here?”

      Holly placed a hand on her shoulder, and Ivy nearly melted at the touch. “Honey, why don’t we take care of Junior Mint—”

      “You remember the name of my truck?” For some reason, this fact more than anything else made Ivy choke up. Another minute and she’d be bawling again.

      “Of course, I do. Things like that stick.” Holly tapped her head.

      “Things like what? Details, because you’re a genius?”

      “Details that matter.” Holly’s gaze was intense as she emphasized the word.

      “Junior Mint matters?” Ivy swallowed hard, feeling more vulnerable at that moment than when she’d been alone on the side of the road.

      “You matter. Everything about you matters.”

      Ivy trembled, her throat so constricted she couldn’t get any words to pass, even if she’d known what to say, which she did not. Dare she hope this wasn’t strictly a business trip after all? Had Holly come all this way for her, not just for signatures on a release form?

      Holly seemed to take advantage of Ivy’s inability to speak to phone for help. She paced back and forth along the edge of the road providing details to the other person on the line. “Do we have to be here for the tow truck driver? It’s snowing, and it’s Christmas Eve.”

      Holly listened, nodding her head. After a few more exchanges, Holly thanked the person and tucked her phone into her jeans. “All set. Where can I take you?”

      “What?” Ivy asked, her brain still spinning. Her car problem was being taken care of like magic. Her enrichment program now had half a million dollars. And, Holly was standing right fricking next to her. Was Holly offering to take her on vacation, too?

      “Where were you going?” Holly clarified. “I can give you a lift.”

      “Oh.” Ivy’s hopes shattered. Of course, that was all Holly had been offering. A ride. Why had Ivy bothered to think differently? “You can just drop me off at the next exit, I guess.”

      Holly took her jacket off. “Here. Put this on. Are you okay?”

      A car whizzed by, kicking up snow. It was then Ivy realized just how much the weather had turned since pulling off the road. “It’s snowing.”

      “Yeah.” Holly wrapped the jacket around Ivy’s shoulders, giving them a brisk rub to warm them up.

      “I don’t understand any of this.”

      “I can see that. Your truck broke down, right? You weren’t in an accident?” Holly hunched down to stare into Ivy’s eyes. “No head injury or anything.”

      “My head’s fine,” Ivy said. “It’s my eyes I’m questioning. You’re really here?”

      “I am.”

      “I didn’t think I’d see you again.”

      “I didn’t think you’d want to see me again.”

      “I didn’t.” Ivy was too much in shock to say anything but the truth.

      Holly’s expression darkened. “You don’t have to deal with me long. I’ll take you where you were going, and you can—”

      Only then did Ivy realize how her words must have come across. “I didn’t mean it like that. Well, I did at the time because I was angry with you.”

      “For good reasons.”

      “Really? I can’t seem to remember them now.”

      A car blasted its horn, while swerving past another car that skidded on ice.

      “We really should get out of here before the situation gets much worse,” Holly said, pointing to her car. “Please let me help.”

      “You’ve already helped.”

      “Let me help you more. I’m not leaving you on the side of the road.”

      Ivy opened her mouth but shut it and followed Holly to the Prius. “New car?”

      “Rental.” Holly opened the passenger door for Ivy. “I left mine in the long-term lot at the airport before Thanksgiving and couldn’t find the ticket, so I rented one.”

      “Of course, you did. Typical millionaire.” Ivy rolled her eyes, but there was enough teasing in her tone that she thought Holly understood it was a joke. Ivy eased into the car, tucking her hands under her arms.

      Holly got in, kicking the heat onto high. “You must be half-frozen by now. The heat will be up to the task soon.”

      “You really came all the way to deliver the message about the grant?”

      “That was part of it.” Holly adjusted all the heat vents to direct the warm air in Ivy’s direction.

      “What’s the other part?”

      Holly turned her body to face Ivy. “You.”

      “What about me?”

      “I wanted to apologize.”

      “Again, you could have done that over the phone. A text. Email. Slack.”

      “You really don’t believe in me at all, do you? Are you seriously suggesting we only communicate over Slack?”

      “Isn’t that how you Silicon Valley types communicate?”

      “I wouldn’t know. As it happens, I left.”

      “Left what?”

      “Silicon Valley.”

      “B-but… what about your company?”

      “I left that, too.”

      “Why?”

      “I wasn’t happy. That’s why I was sent to King Popham’s. I was lost and scared the crap out of Nolan, so he banished me to get my head on straight.”

      “How did you scare him?”

      Holly massaged her chin. “A phone call.”

      “Can you expand on that?”

      Holly looked around the interior of the car. “Here? It’s not really a side of the road, sitting in a car kind of conversation.”

      “My car’s dead, and I’m sure by now I’ve missed my flight, so it’s not like I’m going anywhere.”

      “Where were you going?”

      “Florida for a connecting flight to Mexico.”

      “Oh. I’m sure we can get you on a different flight. Should I drive you to the airport?” Holly adjusted to put her hands on the steering wheel.

      Ivy reached for Holly’s right arm, prying it off the wheel. “You should tell me everything. Now.”

      “Again, I have to ask, here?”

      “I’m warm. You’re here. Junior Mint is still here. It’s kinda like the beginning, when you saved me the first day we met.”

      “We’re missing Blue Bell.”

      “She’s home with Dad and Ezra. Are you done stalling?”

      “It’s embarrassing.”

      “Luckily for you, I’m a trained social worker and have heard it all, and probably worse, a hundred times. I also don’t judge. Please, Holly, let me in. Completely this time, if you really want this relationship of ours to work.”
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      “I don’t want to scare you off.” Holly rubbed her hands together, not from cold but to keep them from shaking.

      “Do you promise to tell me the truth?”

      “I do.” Holly rested her palm on her chest, feeling her racing heart beneath. Could she really open up? She knew she had to if she wanted Ivy to give her another chance, but it was so hard.

      “The truth won’t scare me. I promise.”

      “But—”

      “No more buts or excuses.” Ivy’s voice was soft, her eyes warm and encouraging. “Just talk.”

      As if a dam had burst inside her, Holly spilled her guts, confessing to the phone call to Nolan that had started the ball rolling and the allergy pills incident from when she was in college. Aside from Nolan, she’d never talked about those things with anyone, but once she started, she delved into recesses of her mind and dug out memories she’d long suppressed.

      “I never fit in. I was always different, always the one kids made fun of or hated because I got a perfect grade on the test or messed up the grading curve. Nolan was pretty much the only one who ever understood me, but even he had his limits.” The words flowed like they never had before, so fast Holly didn’t have time to worry about how they would be received. It was only now that she was done that her stomach tightened, afraid of Ivy’s response. Holly dug her head into the back of her seat, her hands clutching the steering wheel. “Why am I telling you any of this?”

      “Do you feel better getting it out?” Ivy placed a hand on Holly’s thigh.

      “Yeah, but…” Holly looked out the windshield, the snow kicking up.

      “You and your buts.” Ivy chuckled. “But what?”

      “You won’t respect me after… everything. How can you?”

      “Have I said anything to make you believe I’ve lost respect for you?”

      “No, but, come on. I let getting beat up by a bully when I was a kid totally derail me. I still get nightmares about it, even as a grown woman. I wanted to stop living because I got dumped. I didn’t even finish college. I’m weak.”

      “Is that how you feel? Weak?”

      Holly released a slow breath. “It depends on the day. Most of the time, I feel like I’m in so far over my head I have no idea which way is up.”

      “I think most adults feel that way.”

      “But most don’t have their best friend send them away because of it.”

      Ivy shrugged. “Maybe not, but I have literally had the same thing happen, so I’m not going to judge. Besides, it might be a better world if more of us took a break when we really need it. Can you try doing something for me?”

      “What?”

      “Stop being so fucking hard on yourself.”

      “I have to be.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I know I can be a better person. Only I can push myself to be that person I see glimpses of.”

      Ivy reached out and took her hand, squeezing Holly’s fingers. “I’m not the type to steer someone away from personal development, but the pressure you put on yourself—it’s not healthy. You need to stop. Take everything one day at a time. Change can’t happen overnight.”

      “But it needs to.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t want to lose the one thing that matters most to me.”

      “Your company?”

      Holly swallowed. “No. You. But how can you give me another chance after how I misled you and now that you know the type of person I really am?”

      “Can you answer one thing, totally honestly?”

      Holly drew a ragged breath, but nodded, determined to be completely truthful no matter what Ivy needed to know.

      “Are you asking for a second chance?”

      Holly frowned. “Of course. Why else would I be on the side of the road, on Christmas Eve, spilling my guts?”

      “I thought you said you’d come to deliver a message.” There was a teasing glint in Ivy’s eyes. “Was there more to it than that?”

      “The message was my grand plan to get my foot in the door,” Holly confessed, followed by a sheepish shrug of her shoulders.

      “That was your grand plan?” Ivy crossed her arms over her chest. “You were going to bribe me with half a million dollars just to sit down and talk?”

      Holly sighed. She must come across like the biggest jerk in the world to someone like Ivy, who had worked so hard and for so long for nowhere close to those results. “It seemed like a much better idea when it was inside my head. I didn’t mean to swoop in and overwhelm you, or make you feel obligated to me. Did I totally fuck up?”

      “Well, I mean, I can do a lot of good with that money. At least now I can get more goats, so Blue Bell won’t have to live the rest of her life all alone.”

      Blue Bell wouldn’t be alone, but Ivy had made no such reassurance about Holly. She sighed heavily, knowing that was the answer she’d dreaded. “Shall we say goodbye, then?”

      Ivy’s eyes doubled in size, looking horrified. “What? But, I…”

      Holly blinked as the rest of whatever Ivy was going to say was lost to hyperventilation. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean… Breathe slowly, Ivy. Slow down.”

      “I thought…” Ivy gulped, still struggling. “Do you not want to give me another chance?”

      “Of course, I do.”

      “Jesus!” Ivy socked her lightly on the shoulder with her fist. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      “Listen to me closely.” Holly took Ivy’s balled hand and squeezed her fingers around it. “You matter. We matter. I know coming here with grant money won’t fix everything, but—”

      “We matter,” Ivy repeated, appearing to like the sound of that.

      “We do. I don’t know how to explain it, but there’s something about you. I don’t like being apart from you. These last few weeks have been complete hell.”

      “A productive hell, considering your grant app.”

      Holly chuckled, rolling her eyes. “Maybe the next time we have a blowout, I’ll create another app for the good of humanity.”

      “Do we have to implode for that to happen?”

      “I really hope not. It hurts.” Holly rubbed her chest over her heart, and then moved her fingers to her forehead. “Here, too. I’m so sorry I wasn’t honest with you right from the start. I wanted you to like me for me. Not for my millions.”

      “How many millions are we talking about?” Ivy winked at Holly, but a sadness crept into her expression. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have stormed out that night. I should have given you a chance to explain and tried to see things from your perspective.”

      “I was going to tell you everything that night, I promise. I mean, I purchased airline tickets, and you have to use your legal name when buying those, so I couldn’t hide it.”

      Ivy shook her head. “I kinda thought you were lying about that. I figured you’d remembered how I felt about going to Italy and just said it to get me not to run out.”

      “I’m not that quick on my feet.”

      “I disagree.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you everything from the beginning. I guess I convinced myself, partly at least, that omitting wasn’t the same as lying.”

      “Right. Just concealing the truth. Not lying.” Ivy’s voice was more teasing than anything, but her point was neatly tucked into the words.

      Holly bobbed her head. “You know, I hate owning a car, even though I have one that’s supposed to be better for the environment. Since leaving, I’ve been without my car, using various rideshare apps. When Nolan and I were making a mad dash to the airport in California after the investors meeting for me to come here, our car broke down. We had to request another one on the side of the freeway. You should have seen him, jumping up and down waving his arms to flag down the car so I wouldn’t miss my flight. And, here we are sitting in a different car on the side of the highway. It’s all coming full circle.”

      “Where would you rather be?”

      Holly settled into her seat. “Wherever you are.”

      “But you live in California, and I live on Poppy’s.”

      “About that…” Holly wasn’t sure if she should say the rest, but if the woman hadn’t been scared off yet, maybe she wouldn’t be about this. “I kinda bought Nolan’s house.”

      “What does that mean? I feel like you’re not telling me everything again.”

      “Well, for one thing, it means I’m your neighbor.”

      “On King Popham’s Island?”

      Holly laughed. “Are you asking me if I bought a house on the wrong island off of Maine?”

      “Maybe. All of this is a lot to take in.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to overwhelm you. I’m the kinda person that goes all in when I want something. And, I want you, Ivy Winters.”

      “Do I get a say in this?”

      “That depends.”

      “Oh really. On what?”

      “If you say yes.”

      Ivy rolled her eyes. “You rich folk always want things your way.”

      “All I want is you. I know you’re used to outsiders only spending summers on the island, Ivy. I’m in this year-round for the rest of my life, if you’ll allow it. And I’ll do everything I can to prove that to you.”

      “You’re starting off well. I guess we’d better get back to Poppy’s then, and get you settled in.” Ivy smiled, but her voice sounded a little sad. “I can always get a stamp in my passport some other time.”

      “I still have the villa rented in Italy.” The words were out of Holly’s mouth before she’d given them much thought, but as soon as they were, she knew it was the perfect plan. “We can fly out tonight.”

      “In a blizzard?” Ivy leaned to peer out the windshield.

      “It’s just a squall. Do you have your passport?”

      Ivy nodded. “But we’d never get a flight at such short notice."

      Instead of answering, Holly retrieved her phone. After a handful of texts, she turned to Ivy. “All set.”

      “What’s all set?”

      “The flight.”

      “We’re going to Italy? But…”

      Holly laughed as Ivy’s mouth opened and closed without any more words. She was clearly beyond confused. “I’m pretty sure I just passed Beyoncé on the list of richest women in America. There are certain perks.”

      “Like getting a last-minute flight to Italy?”

      “Exactly.” Holly cast a worried glance out the windshield, which was caked over with snow so she couldn’t see out. “Unfortunately, no amount of money gives me control over the weather. Let’s hope this storm clears out.”

      Ivy rolled down the passenger’s side window. “Look, Holly!”

      Like an answer to a prayer, there was a patch of blue sky.

      “I think that’s a sign,” Ivy continued.

      Holly turned toward Ivy. “I love you.”

      Ivy’s eyes misted. “I love you, too.”
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      It was the end of the summer season, and a refreshing sea breeze blew through the bathroom window as Ivy studied her face in the mirror. She wore a floral sundress, and her bright red hair was neatly styled. She’d even put on a dab of makeup. After all, it was a special day. “I can’t believe it’s finally here.”

      Coming up behind her, Holly looped her arms around Ivy’s waist, resting her chin on Ivy’s shoulder and catching her eye in the reflection. “Talking to yourself again?”

      Ivy bumped her hip into Holly. “You make it sound like I do it all the time.”

      “I can hardly believe it’s happening myself.” Holly kissed the back of Ivy’s head. Like Ivy, Holly was dressed up for the day’s festivities. Her blonde hair had been freshly cut and was especially spikey. Instead of a signature geeky T-shirt beneath her tailored suit, Holly had donned one of the commemorative Lovelace and Winters shirts they’d had printed as swag to mark the day.

      Ivy turned so she could see Holly’s face up close, without the help of the mirror. As she gazed into the blue depths of her eyes, all the jitters she’d been experiencing up to that point seemed to melt away. “Last Christmas, did you think we’d end up here?”

      “I’d hoped,” Holly replied, her words thick with emotion, “but I wasn’t sure.”

      From the nightstand of their shared bedroom in the big Victorian Holly had purchased but which they both had called home since the spring, an alarm sounded. Ivy’s tummy fluttered. “It’s time.”

      “Yes, it is.” Holly smiled encouragingly. “In one hour, you’re giving a speech in front of the whole island.”

      Ivy groaned. “Why’d you have to bring up that part? I hate speeches.”

      “Everyone hates speeches.” Holly gripped Ivy’s hips and flipped her around. “You got this. And I’ll be right by your side.”

      “Always?”

      “Just try to shake me off and find out what happens.” Holly seemed to rethink this, quickly shaking her head. “Or don’t, because that doesn’t sound fun at all.”

      “You’re getting better about that.”

      Holly’s eyebrows met in the middle. “What?”

      “Foreseeing consequences before you issue challenges.”

      “You’d think I would be a pro, considering that’s basically my job, to guess where code could possibly breakdown and keep it from doing so.”

      “As a code monkey, you’re great at it,” Ivy assured her. “On the relationship front, sometimes you need more guidance.”

      Holly’s furrowed brow knitted more, but it quickly dissipated as a cat ate the canary smile overtook her face. “Okay, I’ll give you that one. Are you almost ready? I hate being late.”

      Ivy looked heavenward, shaking her head slightly, even though by now she’d become quite accustomed to Holly’s obsession with punctuality. “It doesn’t start for another hour.”

      “I know! We’re cutting it close.”

      “This isn’t Manhattan,” Ivy said with a laugh. “There’s nowhere you need to be that you can’t get to in under ten minutes. But fine. Let’s go.” She went to give Holly a quick peck on the cheek, but Holly captured her lips and gave Ivy a kiss to remember.
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      Holly looked out over the sea of people from her perch at the top of the steps that led to the impressively restored brick building on Main Street that had once stood empty but would now be the home of Lovelace & Winters. Gripping the insanely large pair of scissors in her hands, she waited for Ivy’s cue. The turnout was better than she’d expected, with visitors and press from the mainland, and it seemed that every family on the island was there.

      Ivy swiveled her head. “Without further ado, Holly, will you do the honor of cutting the ribbon?”

      Holly snipped the wide satin ribbon that had been draped across the front doors. The crowd whooped.

      Morgan dashed to Ivy from her spot at the front of the crowd. “Can I be the first to sign up for computer classes? I want to be like Holly.”

      Ivy grinned at Holly, then gave Morgan’s hair an affectionate ruffling. “Consider yourself the very first student at the enrichment center.”

      “Play your cards right, kid, and you can help me run the other half of the building someday,” Holly added.

      “But I thought that half was for burned-out techies like you to come for a break and to innovate,” Ivy teased.

      “Burn out is strictly optional, and ideally we’ll actually help prevent it once the program is fully operational. Lovelace Innovation Headquarters is open to the best and brightest”—Holly turned to poke Morgan’s shoulder—“including you.”

      “I want to create games like you,” Morgan told Holly, “with lots of really hard Easter eggs.”

      “No reason to wait on that challenge. How about we start discussing one on Monday?” Holly made a show of checking her watch. “Are you free at four?”

      “I’ll have to check my schedule,” Morgan replied, holding a finger to her chin and using the most serious of tones.

      Holly laughed. “You do that, and have your people call mine.”

      Morgan saluted and dashed off to join the rest of the kids, who had moved toward a table where a caterer was busy distributing celebratory cake.

      Holly placed an arm on Ivy’s waist, preparing to usher her in that direction as well, when Scarlett and Betty approached the island’s new It couple with expressions that might have been at home in a throne room while approaching the monarch. Holly cocked an eyebrow. “Yes?”

      “I was wondering,” Scarlett began, wringing her hands together in an uncharacteristically nervous way, while Betty watched her warily. Whatever she was about to ask, Holly figured it must be important. “It’s just that… Can I teach a bartending class?”

      Holly let out a loud laugh. “Is that all? I thought you were going to ask for a million-dollar loan or something.”

      “Is that an option?” Betty asked, her face lighting up.

      “Uh, no,” Holly said with a snort.

      Scarlett took a breath and proceeded with more confidence than before. “Look, I know I don’t have any formal experience, but I’ve been bartending for years, and I know I could do it.”

      “I’m sure you could, Scarlett.” Holly looked to Ivy. “That’s your department, dear. You’re the director of the enrichment program.”

      Ivy nodded slowly, as if mulling this over. “We are planning several adult education courses, and that would certainly fit well under either the career or hobby departments. But do you promise to actually teach the class properly? Like real cocktails, not just pouring straight gin into a flask?”

      “Of course.” Scarlett winked. “My special martinis will only be served after class.”

      Ivy consulted Holly with a glance. “I think that’s a pretty good bargain.”

      “How much does this gig pay?” Scarlett asked, rubbing her hands together with Scrooge-like glee.

      “Dream on.” Ivy shot her down with a sharp look. “You know I’m running a charity, right?”

      “It was worth a try,” Scarlett said as she turned to Betty, who was snickering at the whole interchange. “Your turn.”

      Holly and Ivy looked at Betty expectantly and with a hint of fear, at least on Holly’s part. Betty was a loose cannon, to say the least, and there was no telling what kooky idea she might have up her sleeve. But for once, there wasn’t a trace of mischief in the woman’s face.

      “I want to start a book and movie club,” Betty said. “We’ll read books that have been made into movies and then watch the flick.”

      Holly’s eyebrows shot up, but she gave an approving nod. “What a surprisingly well thought-out and useful proposition.”

      Betty shrugged. “It was either that or Kama Sutra for seniors. It takes some creativity to avoid cramping or worse yet, breaking a hip.”

      “I think the book club will lend itself more easily to family-friendly website graphics.” Ivy’s expression looked like she’d swallowed a lemon, and she closed her eyes, shuddering as if trying to erase an unpleasant image from her mind.

      “Ivy.” Holly tugged on Ivy’s shirt sleeve and slyly jerked her head toward Ivy’s father and Ezra, who stood several yards away, beaming with pride.

      Beside them were both of Holly’s parents, her father leaning slightly on a cane. “We should go say hello.”

      As they approached, Holly’s dad straightened up as if standing at attention. “I can’t tell you how proud I am of you.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” It was the best reply she could manage, considering Holly would usually rather jump out of an airplane than hear a compliment. However, her father’s words and his presence on the island that day meant more than she could ever express. She trusted the tears in the corners of her eyes were enough testimony to that. Her father nodded as if he understood.

      Holly’s mom pulled her into a hug, kissing her on the cheek. “We always knew you’d make a difference in this world. But now that the center is officially open, when can we start planning that other big event?”

      Holly’s cheeks tingled, and she knew she had to be turning fifty shades of red. She looked apologetically at Ivy. “I’m afraid we can’t keep avoiding it.”

      “Oh, is that what we’ve been doing?” Ivy shot her a meaningful look that was teasing, but those blue eyes shone with longing, and damn if it didn’t shoot all the way through Holly’s core.

      “You know what I mean,” Holly said, trying to rein in her desire. They were the hosts of the afternoon’s festivities and couldn’t very well sneak away to their bedroom until they’d at least talked to the reporters and had a slice of cake.

      “Not sure I do.” Ivy lifted her left hand to eye level, the cluster of diamonds on her ring finger sparkling in the sun. “I, for one, am looking forward to the day.”

      “Does that mean you two have finally set a date?” Holly’s mom asked eagerly, directing her question toward Ivy, which was a good bet under the circumstances. Ivy, however, just turned an expectant look toward Holly, clearing her throat.

      “Not yet,” Holly confessed with a sheepish expression. “We probably should do that.”

      “I’m free whatever day you choose,” Holly’s dad declared. “And I’ll be there with bells on.”

      “I’m not sure about bells,” Holly said, “but do you think your uniform will still fit?”

      Her dad sucked in his belly and stuck out his chest as best he could. “I think I can manage. Why?”

      Suddenly, Holly’s throat went dry. “I… I was hoping you could wear it to walk me down the aisle.”

      Bill Lovelace gawked at his daughter as if she’d asked him to fly to the moon. “You mean it?”

      Holly let out a nervous laugh. “I actually do. I was hoping Mom could check with Andy for when he can get leave. I have two arms, and I’m sure my knees will be knocking so much I could use two wingmen to support me.”

      “Maybe you could give him a call yourself,” Holly’s mom suggested softly, and Holly nodded. A tear trickled down her mom’s cheek. “It’s going to be such a special day.”

      Ivy’s dad pulled Ivy and Holly into his arms. “It’s going to be the best day this island has ever seen. I’m betting we can get all the lobstermen to have their boats in the harbor for a proper salute.”

      Holly looked to Ivy, but she appeared to be as confused by what this might entail as Holly was. “What exactly would that look like?”

      “Ez and I will put our heads together and come up with something,” Ivy’s dad replied, looking like an especially impish garden gnome.

      “This won’t involve any flying crustaceans, will it?” Ivy said, voicing the same fear that had popped into Holly’s head. “Can we just stick to throwing rice?”

      Ivy’s dad’s eyes twinkled. “We’ll see.”

      Ezra, who had remained quiet throughout this whole exchange, suddenly spoke out, loud and clear. “You two are doing everything you can to make this island a better place. It’s the least we can do for you.”

      The tears were evident in Ivy’s eyes as she reached for Holly’s hand. “I couldn’t have done it without this one.”

      Holly tried to look away, but Ivy called her on it.

      “No, don’t brush it off,” she said firmly. “You, Holly Lovelace, have made a difference in this world, and you mean the world to me. I’m lucky to have met you.”

      Holly gazed into Ivy’s face, not speaking but hoping Ivy could hear what was in her heart, even without the words.

      “Hey, you guys!”

      The group turned to Scarlett, who had her hands cupped around her mouth. “It’s time to celebrate! Free wings at the Rusty Anchor.”

      “Wings?” Holly groaned, her stomach already preparing to protest. “Is this Scarlett’s revenge on me for monopolizing your time? Is she trying to kill me?”

      “I insisted on a veggie platter for you.” Ivy leaned in to Holly and whispered in her ear, “I have plans for tonight, so no Pepto.”

      Holly’s face shot up in flames, but her phone vibrated. “It’s Nolan. I’ll meet all of you at Rusty’s.”

      Ivy kissed Holly’s cheek and led the family to their destination as Holly answered the call.

      “Hey there, slacker,” she said to Nolan’s image on her phone.

      “How’d it go?”

      “Ivy gave an amazing speech.”

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t be there. I really wanted to be.”

      In the background, Holly heard the squawk of a newborn. “It’s okay, Noles. It’s not every day you have a baby. Although, the rate you’re going, it does seem to be a yearly occurrence lately.”

      Nolan’s face was filled with chagrin. “Yeah, Cheryl made me an appointment to get...” He held up two fingers and made a snipping motion.

      “Ouch!” Holly shook her head. “You poor bastard.”

      “I’m blaming you.”

      “Me?”

      Nolan shrugged. “You’re the one who developed LC. So…”

      Holly rolled her eyes. “You love to blame me for everything.”

      “I learned from the best.” Nolan smiled. “Speaking of bambinos, when are you and Ives going to join the wonderful and sleep-deprived world of parenting?”

      Holly snorted. “Not you, too. I swear, ever since we announced our engagement, everyone’s pretty much skipped right past the wedding and started hinting about the babies already. You know me. I like to take things slowly.”

      “Yeah, right.” Nolan’s image jumped around on the screen as he laughed his ass off. “Since it’s an important day for you, I’ll let you pretend that when you see a guardrail, you’re not the type to press your foot on the gas and bust right through.”

      “I’m glad you decided to be discreet and not mention it.” Holly chuckled. Off screen, the baby let out another wail, and Nolan’s eyes widened in alarm. “You’re being paged, Daddy. Go give the newest addition a kiss for me.”

      “Okay.” He hesitated for a second, and all of a sudden, Holly felt there was more she had to say.

      Holly rushed to get the words out before she lost the nerve. “Thank you, Nolan. Not only did you save me from myself two years ago, but you led me to Ivy, for which I’ll forever be grateful.”

      Nolan’s face looked almost pained, and he didn’t respond right away.

      “You okay?”

      He sighed. “Yes. It’s all sinking in; that’s all.”

      “What is?”

      “You really aren’t coming back, are you?”

      Holly shook her head. “This is where I belong, but the guest room is always open to you. Although, if you don’t follow through with that appointment of yours, I might have to build you guys a whole wing.” She paused. “I love you, Noles.”

      “King Popham’s is making you soft,” he said in a wobbly voice. “I love you, Holly. Be the best you can be.”

      Holly ended the call and took one last look at the building she and Ivy had renovated. What had once been an eyesore was now set to become the heart of the community, not to mention a destination for innovators from around the country and the world. It was more than she’d ever dreamed, and she knew Ivy felt the same way. Together nothing was impossible.

      Leaving behind the crowded square where several folks still lingered to finish their cake, Holly headed toward Rusty’s. The street was quiet now that Labor Day was over and the summer folks had all gone home. Holly loved it. This was the Poppy’s she’d first met, the one she cherished.

      Her eyes landed on Ivy, who must have been sharing a humorous story since everyone around her was smiling or laughing. She met Ivy’s gaze and the world seemed to stand still for a moment, the entirety of the universe shrinking to just the two of them. A memory flashed into her mind, of the day she’d first been exiled to the island. Nolan had asked her a question, one she hadn’t known how to answer. He’d wanted to know, if she could have everything she wanted, what would it look like?

      Her. It would look like her.

      Holly blew Ivy a kiss, which Ivy pretended to catch.

      Holly’s eyes watered as she said, “I love my life.”
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      TB here. First, thanks so much for reading Holly & Ivy. I always enjoy the opportunity to work with other lesfic authors, and it was especially wonderful working with Miranda MacLeod, whom I’ve known since childhood. Her wit, patience, and skill helped keep me sane for what turned out to be my longest book to date.

      If you want to know who did what in this joint effort, I can tell you that the setting of King Popham’s Island was suggested by Miranda and is based on a real island she had the chance to visit in Maine, so I made her write all the descriptions, which I hate doing. As for all the steamy scenes, those got delegated to me because they’re her least favorite to write. Fair trade? Well, we thought so.

      If you enjoyed the story, we would really appreciate a review. Even short reviews help immensely.

      I’ve published more than a dozen novels, and I still find it simply amazing people read my stories. When I hit publish on my first book back in 2013, I had no idea what would happen. It’s been a wonderful journey, and I wouldn’t be where I am today without your support.

      If you want to stay in touch with me, TB, sign up for my newsletter. I’ll send you a free copy of A Woman Lost, book 1 in the A Woman Lost series, plus the bonus chapters that are exclusive to subscribers. And, you’ll be able to enter monthly giveaways to win one of my books. Here’s the link to join: http://eepurl.com/dtzNv1

      And, if you want to follow Miranda, sign up for her newsletter and receive her first book, Telling Lies Online, for free. Also, she runs monthly giveaways, including paperbacks, ebooks, and audio, that her readers love. Here’s the link to join: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/s3idi9v27y

      Thanks again for reading this holiday romance. It’s because of you that Miranda and I are able to follow our dreams of being writers. It’s a wonderful gift, and we appreciate each and every reader.
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