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      “Not again,” I mutter under my breath as I try to stop the inevitable. It’s like trying to stop the tide outside. A hot flash doesn’t wait for an opportune moment. Or as my late mother always said: “Menopause is nature’s way of letting you know you’re not the boss of anything—especially your own body.”

      I move away from the stove and shout for Kelly. She doesn’t need me to say anything. She’s used to it by now.

      “Step out for a moment, Boss,” she says. “I’ll take over.”

      “Thanks,” I manage to say as a heat wave crashes over me from the inside, drenching me, instantly, in a layer of sweat. I stumble out of the back door of the restaurant but, as I make my way outside, bump my hip against the edge of a shelf in the pantry.

      “Fucking fuck.” Another bruise. Another way for my crumbling body to let me down.

      I pull my chef’s whites away from my chest to let some of the cool ocean breeze waft over my skin—not that it helps.

      I know it’s not true—highly irrational even—but for a few seconds I let myself believe that this particularly nasty and highly inconvenient flash is caused by Sarah’s presence in the restaurant. That she somehow controls my menopausal fate, which is bullshit—it’s just why she left me.

      I try to control my breathing and repeat the mantra Suzy taught me. It’s just for now and now is already over.

      Although always annoying and embarrassing and making me feel that my life as I always knew it is well and truly over, it’s also true that my hot flashes recede as swiftly and abruptly as they arrive. But the long minutes that they last are plenty to ruin a perfectly good evening.

      I remove my chef’s hat and wave it in my face, trying to produce airflow. Why do I still have an open kitchen? I will find a way to close it off from the dining room for as long as menopause lasts. Not only is it highly unappetizing for customers to see me like this, but it’s also humiliating—despite what Suzy says. She keeps repeating that I’m a woman in her fifties and this is completely normal and natural. That it’s only our patriarchal society which has ingrained in me that this automatically renders me disgusting and over-the-hill. Someone who needs to hide in the shadows, especially when overcome by another fucking hot flash.

      The patriarchy be damned, but right now I feel more like a sweaty mess than the owner and acclaimed head chef of Savor. The two don’t go together. It’s impossible to swagger into the kitchen feeling like this. Like I’m someone else—a far lesser version of who I used to be.

      The heat drains from my body. It’s a chilly spring evening in Clearwater Bay with a crisp wind coming off the Pacific. I’ll get cold if I don’t make my way inside again soon. I don my hat, take another breath, and pretend I’m a chef in complete control of her kitchen.

      My hip stings and my ego is a little bruised as well—I’m not sure if I’m ready for the jibes that will surely follow from my staff. While humor might soften the awkwardness for others, I can’t find the funny side of this yet.

      “Are you good?” Kelly, my trusty sous-chef, asks.

      “Yeah,” I say, which is a lie and the truth at the same time. I’m good for now; good to finish tonight’s service, but I’m not good in general.

      I resume my place behind the stove and try not to look into the dining room. Sarah and I broke up three years ago. I’m over it—have been for a long time. But it’s what she stands for. It’s how she reminds me of all the things I’m not or couldn’t be for her.

      We’re civil enough—her dining here with her new wife proves that—but we’ll never be those lesbian exes who become best friends. I never actually banned her, but it was an unspoken rule that, after we broke up, she would no longer frequent my business. It went without saying. It was the only respectful outcome. But time does heal most wounds and if not heal, at least makes them easier to live with. I can live with it—with all the things I’m not.

      “Did you see?” Kelly whispers in my ear. “She’s here again, scribbling away in her notebook.”

      “It’s Friday evening, so yeah.” My gaze is drawn to the Black woman sitting alone at a table by the window. She couldn’t look more serious, more studious if she tried. She never looks like she’s here to have a good time, although she keeps coming back, so she must enjoy my food.

      “What the hell is she writing?” Kelly muses. “My money is still on her being a restaurant critic.”

      “A critic who comes back every Friday night for three weeks in a row?” I shake my head. “That’s just too weird.”

      “Or maybe things just change.”

      “Coming through,” a gruff voice warns us from behind. It’s Johnny, my pastry chef. He looks like a boxer who goes a few rounds every week, but he makes the most delicate desserts I’ve ever tasted.

      “Soufflé for table fifteen,” he says.

      “Shall I ring it?” Kelly asks.

      “You know what?” I examine the soufflé. It looks perfect but it can’t stay on the pass for too long. “I’ll take it over myself. Look that possible critic straight in the eye.”

      “Ooh. Go, Boss,” Kelly coos. “Investigate the hell out of the sitch.”

      I make my way into the dining room. The sound of forks against plates creates a familiar symphony, the kind that used to make me feel invincible.

      As usual, heads turn. Up to a few years ago, I actually enjoyed the sensation of parading through the front of house, gorging on the admiring gaze from the people eating my food, but my body isn’t the same anymore. As my hips have grown in size, my self-esteem has shrunk accordingly. But still, despite the grueling hot flash, and my ex having a romantic dinner with her wife in front of my eyes, I grab the plate with the soufflé and saunter over to the stranger with the notepad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            ESTELLE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Here you go.” A perky female voice pulls me from my calculations. “Our Black Forest soufflé. Enjoy.” The aroma of dark chocolate and cherry drifts up, making my mouth water even as my mind tries to cling to the half-formed equation I’d been working on.

      I glance up and look into the face of Savor’s one and only head chef.

      “What a treat,” I say. “A gorgeous dessert and a chat with the chef.” I keep coming back to this restaurant, securing a booking for the next week as soon as I get home after another delicious meal.

      “I hope the food was to your liking?” The chef’s smile seems forced, a hint of unease beneath it. Her professional mask is perfect, polished by years of practice, but I recognize armor when I see it.

      “It was divine, as usual. I’m a big fan.” I give her my warmest, widest smile.

      “Excellent.” She seems to relax a little. Her glance skitters to my notebook. “I don’t mean to intrude, but I’m curious. Are you new to town? Just visiting?”

      Very curious, indeed. “Not new-new,” I say, deliberately cryptic. “I grew up here, but that was a long time ago.”

      The chef narrows her eyes, as though she’s searching her memory and might find an image of me buried deep down somewhere.

      “Some of my staff have money on whether you’re a restaurant critic, what with all the note-taking between dishes.”

      Ah. The chef can also be quite direct—that’s more my language.

      “God no. Your food is beyond critique.” I tap a fingertip against my notebook. “I’m just working on something that has me totally transfixed. I’m sorry if that comes across as rude. This pencil is like a natural extension of my hand.”

      “Not at all.” The chef flashes me a genuine smile now. “You just had us a little worried.”

      “Absolutely nothing to worry about.” I mirror her smile. “I’ll be back next Friday simply because I can’t get enough of your food, Miss…”

      “It’s Cass and thank you. I’ll put your name down then. For seven next Friday?”

      “That would be wonderful. The sea bass tonight was out of this world.” Now that I’ve profusely complimented her food, Cass seems to have grown a few inches. Her blond bob peeks out from under her hat and her blue eyes have something commanding but also intriguingly vulnerable about them.

      “Thank you again. I’m so glad you enjoyed it.” Cass shifts her weight around, as though she’s unsure of what to do or say next. “You should really eat that soufflé before it sinks.”

      “Right.” For a minute there, I completely forgot about my dessert.

      “I’ll let you get to it. Enjoy and see you soon.” The smile she shoots me next reaches all the way to her eyes, lending her face a softness that throws me a little. I watch her head back into the open kitchen, but then intently focus on the dish in front of me instead of trying to figure out whether there was a vibe between us. Pity that sort of thing can’t be calculated with a mathematical equation—I’d be all over that if it could.

      The soufflé is light as a cloud and just the right amount of tart with a mere hint of sweetness, just the way I like it. At the bottom, there’s a surprising crunch of dried cherries and I’m delighted yet again. Each bite is a dangerous indulgence, reminding me how easily pleasure can become a habit.

      No wonder I keep coming back here. Did they really think I was a restaurant critic? Is that the energy I exude? I chuckle at how ludicrous that is. Then I glance into the kitchen. Cass is gesturing to a colleague, showing them something or explaining some culinary detail, but I’m too far away to hear.

      Though my connections in town have dwindled, the few remaining can expect a thorough questioning about Chef Cass from Savor. I heave a small sigh.

      No, no, no, Estelle, I admonish myself. Don’t go there. Don’t do it. Save yourself the trouble. But for someone who’s fucked up every single relationship she’s ever had, I’m desperately romantic and part of me has never given up hope—the rebellious, stubborn part of me simply can’t.

      At almost fifty, I should have learned my lesson—and I have. Besides, there’s nothing wrong with admiring a chef’s cuisine, another woman’s superlative creativity. It’s got nothing to do with romance. Silly me.

      Because I don’t feel like going back to my dad’s empty house, I focus on my notebook again. I’ve long stopped caring how this makes me look. If anything, it provides a kind of shield. I always seem busy and hard at work. The pencil scratches against the paper with a familiar rhythm, like a metronome keeping time with my thoughts.

      My dad left this particular problem for me on his deathbed and it feels as though I can’t leave town before I’ve solved it. My father was the smartest man I’d ever met—and I’ve met some men in my day who were utterly convinced they were the cleverest specimen mathematics had ever seen—and his problems have always been the hardest to solve.

      I’m not sure yet whether I’m happy that his challenge is keeping me here. I’m not that keen to go home. There’s literally nothing waiting for me there. My house in Berkeley is just as empty as my dad’s house here. And at least being here doesn’t remind me of how spectacularly I failed at a job my father, once again, made look easy.

      I sink into the problem, forgetting the world around me—forgetting I’m in one of the best restaurants this area has ever seen—and for another delicious half hour, it’s just me and math. Exactly how I like it.
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      “Earth to Cass. Earth to Cass.” Suzy glares at me over the rim of her wine glass.

      “I’m sorry, Suze.” I drag my gaze away from the beach. I could have sworn I saw the woman with the notebook—Estelle Raymond, I know from our reservation system—trudging along the beach, but upon further inspection, it’s not her.

      “It’s okay, Cass,” Hunter chimes in. “Suzy’s talking about the menopause again. I vote we change the subject.”

      Suzy rolls her eyes, and I’m with her. If Hunter can’t handle his female friends discussing menopause—this thing that seems to dominate our lives whether we like it or not—he can find somewhere else to be.

      “Talking about menopause is my job,” Suzy is unperturbed by Hunter. “I’m a menopause consultant.”

      “You just said it.” Hunter isn’t one to give up easily either. These two keep me fully entertained on my days off. We’ve grown a lot closer since I became single again three years ago. “It’s your job. We’re not paying you. We’re just friends hanging out.” Hunter dramatically puffs out some air—it’s more a gesture I would associate with his husband, Bobby. “Even Devon’s started complaining about it. Honestly, I think it’s contagious.” He shakes his head. “And Sadie with her later-in-life surf club. If low estrogen is the criteria to be accepted, I, too, should qualify.”

      “No way, babe,” Suzy says matter-of-factly. “I don’t need to run your labs to know your estrogen is through the roof.” She chuckles heartily. “Now, either you let me talk to Cass about this without snark or you respectfully fuck off.” She punctuates her words by stabbing a finger in Hunter’s direction, nearly knocking over the bowl of nuts between us.

      Hunter gasps as he brings a hand to his mouth. “Are you sending me away simply because I’m a man? How dare you?”

      “Not because you’re a man. Because you’re being obnoxious and ignorant about something that’s important to us.”

      “Damn, girl. That’s how I talk to Finn when I tell him off. You just made me feel this small and we both know I’m⁠—”

      Suzy cuts him off simply by holding up her hand. God, I love these two. They’ve been my lifeline since Sarah left. Hunter with his wit and Suzy with her invaluable advice on this phase we’re both going through. A few years ago, she pivoted from a career as life coach to menopause consultant and she sure has her work cut out for her.

      “Fine,” Hunter finally surrenders. “I shall take this opportunity to learn from my wise sisters, what with Finn’s baby mama and her lovely wife swiftly heading in this direction as well.”

      Suzy turns to me and holds my gaze. “I’d like to suggest Savor as the venue for my menopause support group.”

      “You want to use my restaurant?” It doesn’t strike me as the right venue for a gathering like that.

      Suzy nods. “Yes, because it’s swanky and cozy and beats any meeting room in Clearwater Bay. I don’t want us to hide away in some dank basement to talk about our issues.”

      She might have a point.

      “With your relaxed opening hours, I figured we could work something out.”

      “Yeah, I’ll think—” My attention is hijacked by a group of five ladies with surfboards tucked under their arms strolling onto the beach. One of them has the most audacious mane of curls floating behind her as she walks. It’s unmistakably the Friday-woman-with-the-notebook from the restaurant.

      “Ah, there’s my little sister.” Suzy waves at the group on the beach.

      “Sadie Ireland’s dried-up pussy surf club, you mean,” Hunter adds.

      “What’s with you today?” Suzy’s eyes shoot daggers at Hunter. “I know the menopause is not your favorite subject, but you’re being a lot more bitchy than usual.”

      Their voices fade as my attention drifts to the women on the beach. Estelle cuts a striking figure in her wetsuit. She moves with the grace of someone who hasn’t yet realized they’re being watched, that brief window of unselfconscious beauty before the world intrudes.

      I shake off the thought as I’m reminded what my own body looks like. I only walk on the beach fully clothed these days. It’s also one of the reasons I would never join Sadie’s surf club.

      Certainly not everyone in that little group on the beach has the same gorgeous physique as Estelle—although Sadie, obviously, does. All the Irelands, Suzy included, have been genetically blessed with a body that can withstand anything, most of all age. You should see Jack, their father.

      “You could join, you know,” Suzy says. “You’re the perfect candidate.”

      “So could you.” I suddenly sound extremely flippant. I tear my gaze away from the group and Friday Woman to send Suzy an apologetic smirk. In a family of surf-mad people, she’s always been the odd one out.

      She doesn’t dignify what I just said with a response, and rightly so.

      “Is that Estelle Raymond?” she says, instead. She squints into the setting sun. She shakes her head, looking unsure of who she has just seen.

      “It is,” I confirm. “She’s been to the restaurant three times in the past three weeks.”

      “God, I haven’t seen her in decades,” Suzy says. “Her father died a few months ago. She must have come back.”

      “You know her?”

      Suzy nods. “Used to, at least. We went to school together. She’s my age.”

      We’ve been planning Suzy’s big Five-Oh for months. Goodness, Friday Woman is close to fifty? She looks at least ten years younger. But that means she must also be going through what we’ve been discussing to Hunter’s growing annoyance—menopause. Maybe she’s keen to join other clubs as well as Sadie’s later-in-life surf club. Maybe she’d like to join Sadie’s sister’s menopause support group. But what do I even care?

      I focus my gaze back on Suzy although, admittedly, it’s kind of hard to drag it away from the beach—and from Estelle. The other ladies don’t seem to draw my eye that much. It’s just that, once it was confirmed that Estelle Raymond wasn’t a weirdly often-returning restaurant critic, it became really hard to ignore how utterly gorgeous she is. Because she is. Those dark, lush curls, that sharp jawline, that intense gaze… and those lips.

      What the hell? I haven’t felt this pull toward another woman—this raw, physical attraction—in years. As the estrogen levels in my bloodstream started their harrowing ups-and-downs, my libido has been near non-existent. Dead, really. Gone. Not that I care, not anymore. Although, and I don’t blame her for this for one single second, it’s one of two big reasons Sarah left me. At least it was just one out of two.

      “Let’s do it,” I say, as I try to regroup. “Let’s have the support group meeting at Savor.”

      “I suppose I’m banned.” Hunter grins at us. “Bottoms up, ladies. Next round’s on me.”

      “I think he and Bobby are going through something,” Suzy whispers as soon as Hunter has disappeared inside The Bay. “We need to give him some time and grace.”

      “Hunter doesn’t bother me,” I say. “Hot flashes do.”

      “Have you had more?”

      “Several times a day now,” I admit.

      “Oh, Cass. Why won’t you see Doctor Gupta?”

      “You know why.” It’s much easier to look at the beach and let my gaze wander to Estelle than to talk about this. Besides, Suzy and I have had this conversation a million times. I can’t believe she still expects it to have a different outcome than all the times before.

      “You’re too stubborn for your own good,” Suzy says. “Why can’t you trust me on this?”

      I have to be careful when I talk about mothers with Suzy. Despite a lifetime of therapy—she has even become a counselor herself—her mother leaving when Suzy was a young girl is something she’ll never fully get over. I respect that, but some things need to be said.

      “I took care of my mom until her final breath. And I promised her.”

      I can tell Suzy wants to say something, possibly an iteration of all the things she has said to me before, but she bites her lip and swallows her reply. But I’m not as stubborn as Suzy thinks I am. Every time I have a hot flash, especially when it happens in the middle of service, I want to talk to Doctor Gupta and beg her to prescribe me hormone therapy. But then the flash recedes and I invariably think of my mother and what she was convinced of when she died—the cause of her breast cancer she was so certain of, even though, in the end, it was more an obsession than anything else.

      Hunter comes out with the drinks.

      “Ooh.” He puts the wine glasses down. “Did I just walk into a menopausal spat?”

      Suzy mock-slaps him around the ears while she shoots him a tension-diffusing grin.

      As I take a sip of wine, I look at the small group of women huddled around Sadie. She’s taking them into the water. My gaze is, again, captured by Estelle as she tiptoes along the water’s edge. Her curls dance in the wind like they have a mind of their own.

      If she grew up here with the likes of the Ireland family, she might not be a later-in-life surfer, but have some tricks up that tight wetsuit’s sleeve. Now I can’t look away if I wanted to. I have to see for myself.
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      What in the holy fuck am I doing here? I’d been climbing the walls in Dad’s house, drowning in memories and dead-end calculations, when I remembered the flyer from The Bay: Later-in-life surf lessons, for women only. Forty-five and older.

      The flyer didn’t mention Sadie Ireland would be the instructor, but here we are. What an unexpected perk.

      My wetsuit clings too tightly to all the wrong places, like a second skin that knows all my secrets.

      Sadie Ireland speaks, and just like that, she has everyone’s full attention. That smile, that voice, the way she moves—some people really do make it look easy. I’ve always known of the Irelands—they’re Clearwater Bay’s surfing royalty—but seeing Sadie now, I’m reminded that the universe doesn’t distribute charm and athleticism equally. Some people just get more than their fair share.

      I adjust the zipper at my back, wincing as it pinches. A bead of sweat trickles between my shoulder blades despite the crisp evening air, and I watch the other women stretching and chatting as if this is the most natural thing in the world. My surfboard lies beside me, its once-pristine surface now scuffed and dulled with age. Like owner, like board.

      I’ve surfed before, in my teens. Dad thought it would loosen me up, make me think about something other than mathematics. I hated it at first—the loss of control, the unpredictability—but then I found my footing, or more accurately, my balance on a wave. For one brief, perfect moment, the world tilted in a way that made sense. But that was a lifetime ago. Now I’m just old and rusty.

      “Time to paddle out!” Sadie’s call breaks through my brooding.

      The others cheer like we’re about to conquer the world. I force myself into the water, gritting my teeth as the cold shocks my ankles, climbs to my knees, races up my thighs. I try to remember this is supposed to be fun.

      “You all right there?” Sadie’s voice floats toward me, light and warm—like it used to on TV.

      “I’m fine,” I say, though my tone betrays the lie.

      She paddles ahead, leaving me to wrestle with my board and my thoughts. The water’s colder than I remember, heavier somehow, as if it too knows how long I’ve been away. Each stroke feels clumsy, my body refusing to remember what it learned.

      But then I catch a glimpse of the horizon—that endless stretch of blue that hasn’t changed since I left—and something inside me stirs. Because I’m from here, the ocean has always had a way of putting things into perspective, of making everything else seem smaller. For a moment, I forget about the wetsuit, the board, and the reason why I’m back in town.

      The moment shatters when the wave hits.

      It’s small but perfectly timed, and before I can react, I’m underwater. It’s not dramatic enough to make me lose my board, but when I surface, sputtering water, my dignity is nowhere to be found.

      I expect laughter, maybe a snide remark, but instead there’s a cheer. Linda, the retired school principal, claps her hands in encouragement.

      “You’ve got this,” she yells.

      I have to believe she’s right, otherwise I might as well leave. So, I climb back onto the board, dripping and humiliated but also a little bit lighter. It’s strange. I’m no longer any good at this, but the failure doesn’t sting the way I thought it would. Maybe that’s what happens when you’ve already failed at much bigger things.

      Sadie flashes me a grin as I paddle past her. “Take your time. The ocean’s not going anywhere.”

      Her words settle over me as I try to follow her advice and take my time. As though this isn’t just a desperate attempt to escape Dad’s empty house. As though there’s something here worth coming back to. Maybe there is.

      I shake off the thought and focus on paddling, letting myself sink into the rhythm. For now, it’s enough to just move, for my body to do something other than sitting at a desk.

      The next wave rises beneath me with deceptive gentleness. I paddle harder this time, Sadie’s words echoing in my head—the ocean isn’t going anywhere, and neither am I.

      “Looking good!” Linda shouts, her enthusiasm contagious. “You’ve got the paddle down. Now you just need to trust your legs.”

      My legs. Right. Trust them. As if they haven’t betrayed me in countless physical endeavors over the years, as if I haven’t spent the last two decades letting them get soft behind a desk.

      Sadie’s voice carries from farther ahead, calm and steady. “Watch the crest, ladies. Feel the energy of the wave underneath you. When it starts to rise, that’s your moment. Don’t think, just go.”

      Don’t think. As if that’s an option. My brain’s already running the numbers—curve of the wave, speed of the water, angle of approach. There must be a formula for this. But out here, in the thick of it, all that theory dissolves. The wave isn’t interested in logic. It’s already coming—fast, wild, and impossible to pin down.

      I miss my timing and wobble on the board, arms flailing in a desperate bid against gravity. It doesn’t work and I go under again.

      Another dunk, another round of cheers. This time, I let myself laugh. There’s something liberating about being this bad at something, about failing in front of strangers who seem determined to celebrate every disaster. Linda paddles closer, flashing a thumbs-up.

      “Your wipeouts are getting more graceful,” she says with a wink.

      “Oh good,” I reply, pushing wet curls from my face. “Maybe by the end of the lesson, I’ll master the art of falling.”

      Their laughter carries over the waves, making me feel like I belong.

      Sadie glides back toward me, balanced on her board with the kind of effortless grace that makes me both envious and oddly hopeful.

      “You’re clearly overthinking it,” she says. “Surfing is about feeling. You have to let the wave guide you.”

      I nod, though her words feel like an impossible request. Like trying to forget how to count. We paddle out together, and this time I try to focus on the rhythm instead of the variables. The water laps against my arms in a steady cadence as the horizon stretches endlessly before us.

      Sadie signals for us to turn and wait for the next set. As I bob on the surface, my gaze drifts to shore. The lights from The Bay beach bar twinkle invitingly, casting a warm glow over the deck.

      And then I see her.

      Cass sits perched at one of the tables, her chef’s hat nowhere in sight. Even at this distance, there’s no mistaking that blond bob. She’s with two others and I can’t help but wonder whether I might know them.

      “Estelle,” Sadie’s voice snaps me back. A wave is rising behind me. “Paddle!”

      I throw myself into the motion, digging my arms into the water with every ounce of strength I have left. The wave catches me, and for a split second, I feel it—the lift, the rush, the undeniable pull of something bigger than myself.

      I don’t stand. Not quite yet. But I ride the wave on my knees, grinning like a fool as I glide toward the shore. It’s clumsy and far from perfect, but it’s progress. As the wave fades beneath me, I glance toward the bar again. Cass is still there, and she’s looking in my direction. For a moment, I wonder if she saw me catch the wave, if she noticed my ungainly triumph.

      By the time Sadie calls the lesson over, I feel every single one of my forty-nine years—and then some. My arms ache with a bone-deep fatigue, my legs have turned to jelly, and there’s sand in places I don’t want to think about. But I also feel different. As if the saltwater has rinsed away more than just the sweat of exertion.

      We trudge toward the row of weathered changing cabins at the edge of the beach. Sadie still looks camera-ready, her wetsuit unzipped in that perfect I-didn’t-even-try way. The rest of us resemble a pack of bedraggled seals hauling our boards up the sand.

      “Anyone else feel like their body might mutiny tomorrow morning?” Linda groans, tossing her towel onto the bench inside a cabin.

      “All part of the fun,” Sadie calls back with a grin that makes it almost believable.

      The cabins are small but functional, with hooks for wetsuits and just enough space to maneuver. I peel off my wetsuit carefully, grimacing as the tight neoprene clings stubbornly to my damp skin.

      By the time I emerge in a loose pair of linen pants and a T-shirt that’s seen better days, most of the group has already gathered by the picnic tables near the cabins. The air smells of sunscreen and sea spray, carried in on the breeze that rolls off the water.

      Sadie slings her board into the rack and wipes her hands on her towel. “All right, ladies,” she says. “Who’s up for post-surf drinks at The Bay?”

      Everyone easily agrees, so I do too, ignoring the flutter of anticipation in my stomach.

      We walk up the path from the beach, the group’s chatter light and buoyant, a shared sense of accomplishment buzzing among us. The Bay glows ahead, a beacon for tired limbs and parched throats.

      Sadie waves toward the deck. “Looks like my sister’s already beat us to it.”

      “It still feels strange seeing The Bay without Sam running the show,” Linda says, shaking her head.

      “Sam traded bar life for babies and bedtime stories,” Sadie replies, earning a ripple of laughter.

      As we draw closer, I can see Cass more clearly, leaning back slightly in her chair, one hand curled around a glass of white wine. The evening light does something to her—makes it impossible to look away.

      “Let’s grab a seat,” Sadie says as we step onto the deck. “And have ourselves a well-earned drink.”

      For some reason I’m not ready to examine, my heart hammers in my throat as I follow her.
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      Suzy rises from her chair, beaming. “This couldn’t be more perfect.” She welcomes Sadie and her surfers to the deck of The Bay with her trademark authority. “Cass and I were just discussing holding a support group for menopausal women at Savor and in walks my target group.”

      Suzy is the Ireland with the least qualms about anything.

      “Hear, hear,” one of the ladies says. “I’m in.” She’s standing next to Estelle, who is shuffling around awkwardly, as though, out of the water and surrounded by so many people, she doesn’t quite know what to do with herself.

      “No doubt there, Linda,” Suzy says to the woman. She’s probably one of her clients and if not, Suzy knows just about everyone in Clearwater Bay. She’s our town’s unofficial mayor.

      “I’m going to leave you ladies to it.” Hunter rises as well, freeing up the chair next to mine. “Let you discuss your hormones in peace.”

      He kisses me goodbye and offers his empty chair to Estelle.

      Suddenly, Friday Woman is sitting next to me. She looks a little forlorn without her little notebook, as well as tired from that surfing lesson. From what I could see, she didn’t have any surprising board tricks up her sleeve at all. I only saw her go under spectacularly a few times, always to loud cheers from her companions.

      “Hi,” Estelle says, tucking a wet strand of hair behind her ear. “You don’t surf?”

      “Hey.” I shoot her a smile. “No. Dry land is decidedly more my thing.”

      “My treat, ladies,” Sadie shouts over our brittle conversation. “Shall I just order a couple of bottles of white wine?”

      There’s lots of whooping and I glance around the rowdy group that has joined us as though it was always planned that they would once Sadie’s lesson ended. I know the other four ladies from the restaurant—and Estelle as well now, I guess.

      I just came here for drinks with my two best friends on my day off, but that’s Clearwater Bay for you.

      One of them, Julianne, a feisty woman in her sixties with short-cropped gray hair, also used to be my mother-in-law. Sitting here with her makes me realize, once more, why it makes sense that Sarah and I are no longer a couple—although it sure hurt like hell when she left.

      The wine is served, glasses distributed, and a group conversation develops. Estelle doesn’t interject much. She’s more a quiet observer, although it’s only logical she wouldn’t have much to contribute since most of the topics relate directly to the town. Besides, when you’re at a table with the likes of Suzy and Linda, not much is required from anyone else in terms of conversation.

      I push my chair back a little and angle it to my side—to Estelle. She’s wearing a tattered T-shirt and her hair is a wet mess, but she still easily rivals Sadie’s TV-worthy good looks.

      “How’s that thing you were working on so relentlessly last Friday?” I ask.

      “Oh, hm, yeah… not good.” She rolls her eyes. “It’s a math problem my father left for me just before he died, and I’m beginning to think he wanted to play one last prank on me by giving me an unsolvable problem that he knew I wouldn’t be able to let go.”

      “I’m so sorry to hear about your father.”

      “Thanks, um, yeah, he passed a few months ago, but I’m only just now going through all his stuff.” Her face doesn’t betray deep sadness, but that doesn’t mean anything. Perhaps Estelle is just very good at hiding her emotions. Especially when sitting with a group of strangers. “That’s why I’m back in Clearwater Bay.” She sips from her wine.

      “Suzy reckons she knows you from school,” I say.

      Estelle squints in Suzy’s direction. “Yeah. Goodness, that was so long ago. I never lived here again after college. My dad moved back after he retired, but that was only a few years ago, once his health didn’t allow him to teach anymore. He would have just kept on going if his body hadn’t stopped him.” A touch of sadness does creep into her voice now.

      “Where did he teach?” I ask, gazing into Estelle’s light-brown eyes.

      “Berkeley. Differential Equations.” She shrugs. “Just like me. Well, used to.”

      “You were a professor at Berkeley?” I’m a little impressed, especially because numbers might as well be another language for me.

      “I, um, resigned recently.” Estelle is not forthcoming with more information. This is hardly the place for it.

      “How long are you planning on staying in Clearwater Bay?”

      “At least until I solve this fucking problem.” When she smiles, her face opens up and her eyes catch the orange hues of the sunset—and she’s even more shockingly beautiful.

      For a split second, I consider asking her on a date, so we can have a proper conversation, but then I remember what Suzy and I were talking about earlier, and the reason why Sarah and I split up, and I think better of it—much, much better. Either way, Estelle Raymond is so incredibly out of my league, I wouldn’t even dare to ask.

      “So I might be here a while,” Estelle says.

      “Suzy’s turning fifty in a few months,” I say. “Even though you don’t look it, you must not be too far off.” An inconvenient blush heats up my cheeks. Damn it. But at least it’s not a hot flash—yet.

      “Oh, please.” Estelle waves off my comment. She’s not good at taking compliments then. “But yes. My birthday’s only at the end of the year, though. In December.”

      “Are you at all interested in joining her support group?” I pry, my blush intensifying. Suzy’s so right about how much we need this group if it’s this hard to have a casual conversation about it, with another woman no less. My cheeks are burning up, for heaven’s sake.

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    




















































  




OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Full Page Image
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        1. Cass
      


      		
        2. Estelle
      


      		
        3. Cass
      


      		
        4. Estelle
      


      		
        5. Cass
      


      		
        6. Estelle
      


      		
        7. Cass
      


      		
        8. Estelle
      


      		
        9. Cass
      


      		
        10. Estelle
      


      		
        11. Cass
      


      		
        12. Estelle
      


      		
        13. Cass
      


      		
        14. Estelle
      


      		
        15. Cass
      


      		
        16. Estelle
      


      		
        17. Cass
      


      		
        18. Estelle
      


      		
        19. Cass
      


      		
        20. Estelle
      


      		
        21. Cass
      


      		
        22. Estelle
      


      		
        23. Cass
      


      		
        24. Estelle
      


      		
        25. Cass
      


      		
        26. Estelle
      


      		
        27. Cass
      


      		
        28. Estelle
      


      		
        29. Cass
      


      		
        30. Estelle
      


      		
        31. Cass
      


      		
        32. Estelle
      


      		
        33. Cass
      


      		
        34. Estelle
      


      		
        35. Cass
      


      		
        36. Estelle
      


      		
        37. Cass
      


      		
        38. Estelle
      


      		
        39. Cass
      


      		
        40. Estelle
      


      		
        41. Cass
      


      		
        42. Estelle
      


      		
        Get Three E-Books For Free
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Harper Bliss
      


      		
        Copyright
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Harper Bliss


      		Copyright


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/thisiswhoiam-titlepage.jpg
THIS
IS
WHO
| AM

HARPER BLISS
v,





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Besisetling Aulhor of Abril TRel Kiss

ARPER BLISS








