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JUNE’S LACE

BY CATHY LAMB


To Jimmy, Wendi, and Noah Straight
 With Love

 


 


May the best you have ever seen 
Be the worst you will ever see. 
May the mouse never leave your grain store 
With a teardrop in its eye. 
May you always stay hale and hearty 
Until you are old enough to die. 
May you still be as happy 
As I always wish you to be.







CHAPTER 1

Ten Things I’m Worried About

 


1. Too many wedding dresses

2. Not enough wedding dresses

3. Grayson

4. Going broke

5. Losing my home

6. Never finding an unbroken, black butterfly shell

7. The upcoming interview with the fashion writer

8. Not having peppermint sticks in my life

9. Turning back into the person I used to be

10. Always being worried





CHAPTER 2

“No. Absolutely not.” I gripped the phone with white knuckles as I paced around my yellow studio. “I will never agree to that.”

“Ha. I knew you wouldn’t accept those unacceptable terms, June,” Cherie Poitras, my divorce attorney, cackled. “Your soon-to-be-ex-husband has a monstrous addiction to being a jerk but don’t worry, we’re not quitting. Quitting causes my hot flashes to flare.”

“I don’t want your hot flashes to flare, Cherie. And I’m not quitting, either. I can’t.” I yanked opened the French doors to my second-story deck as lightning zigged and zagged across the night sky through the bubbling, black clouds, the waves of the Pacific Ocean crashing down the hill from my blue cottage. “If I could catch a lightning strike, I’d pitch it at him.”

“It would be thrilling to see that,” Cherie declared. “So vengefully Mother Nature-ish.”

“What a rat.” I shut the doors with a bang, then thought of my other life, the life before this one, and shuddered. I could not go back to it, and I was working as hard as I could to ensure that that wouldn’t happen. There wasn’t enough silk and satin in that other life. There wasn’t any kindness, either. Or softness. “I so want this to end.”

“He’s sadistically stubborn. I have been buried in motions, requests for mediation, time for him to recover from his fake illness, his counseling appointments, attempts to reconcile ... he’s tried everything. The paperwork alone could reach from Oregon to Arkansas and flip over two bulls and a tractor.”

“That’s what we’re dealing with, Cherie, bull.” I ran a hand through my long, blond, messy hair. It became stuck in a tangle.

“Sure are, sweets.”

“He’s doing this so I’ll come back to him.”

“That’s true. He’s a tenacious, rabid possum.”

“I don’t ever want anything to do with the rabid possum again.” I was so mad, even my bones seemed to ache. Cherie wished me a “happy wedding dress sewing evening,” and I wished her the best of luck being a ferocious attorney who scares the pants off all the male attorneys in Portland and went back to stomping around my studio.

My studio is filled with odd and found things. I need the color and creativity for inspiration for the nontraditional wedding dresses I sew. Weathered, light blue shutters from a demolished house are nailed to a wall. Two-foot-tall pink letters spell out my first name. On a huge canvas, I painted six-foot-tall purple tulips with eyes, smiles, and pink tutus. I propped that painting against a wall next to a collection of mailboxes in the shapes of a pig, elephant, dragon, dog, and monkey. The monkey mailbox scares me.

I dipped a strawberry into melted chocolate and kept stomping about. I eat when I get upset or stressed, and this had not proved to be good for the size of my bottom. Fifteen extra pounds in two years. After only four more strawberries, okay seven, and more pacing, I took a deep breath and tried to wrestle myself away from my past and back into who I am now, who I am trying most desperately to become.

“Remember, June,” I said aloud as my anger and worry surged like the waves of the Oregon coast below me. “You are in your skylighted studio. Not a cold, beige home in the city. You are living amidst stacks of colorful and slinky fabrics, buttons, flowers, faux pearls and gems, and lace. You are not living amidst legal briefs and crammed courtrooms working as an attorney with other stressed-out, maniac attorneys hyped up on their massive egos.”

My tired eyes rested, as they so often did, on my Scottish tartan, our ancestors’ tartan, which I’d hung vertically on my wall. When I’d hung it in our modern home in Portland, he’d ripped it down and hid it from me for a month. “Tacky, June, it’s tacky. We’re not kilt-wearing heathens.”

I am a wedding dress designer in the middle of a soul-crushing divorce. I am a wedding dress designer who will never again marry. I am a wedding dress designer who has about as much faith in marriage as I do that the Oregon coast will never see another drop of rain.

A blast of wind, then a hail of rain pummeled my French doors.

I ate yet another chocolate-covered strawberry. I have been told my eyes are the color of dark chocolate. Not a bad analogy. I washed the strawberry down with lemonade, then ate a carrot.

No, I have no faith in marriage.

None.

It was a bad day. A very bad day. And I knew there were more bad days to come with my ex.

 



I did not see the wave erupting from the ocean like a sneaky, amphibious water assault. The Oregon coast, stunning and breathtaking, can, infrequently, whip out dangerous waves that arch and stretch and cover anyone in their path with freezing cold water, a bit of foam, and a mouthful of long seaweed. If you are lucky, it will not pull you out to swim with the whales.

But I had committed the cardinal Oregon beach sin: I put my back to the ocean. Never do that.

An hour before, I’d pulled on a raincoat and rain pants and headed out for my usual five-mile “Sanity Walk,” which I do each day to settle my worries. I need to get away from work and my sticky workaholic tendencies, and an overload of him, whom I try not to think about because he contaminates my brain synapses and makes them explode.

Between the raindrops, off in the distance, I could see rays of sun slanting through the clouds, a promise of a reprieve from an early summer rain. To my right, near the rocks and tide pools, I saw a black butterfly shell and turned to pick it up, to see if it was whole, unbroken. I am always searching for whole butterfly shells. I have never found one. The left wing of this shell was halfway broken off ...

And boom.

I was soaked and choking as a wave poured down on my head. Another wave knocked me off my feet, then covered me in salt water. I struggled to find my footing, to figure out which way was up, as I fought vainly against the pull of the waves and the freezing cold. My face at one point was planted straight into the sand.

I tried to pinwheel my arms, but that didn’t work. I tried to hit the ocean floor with my feet, but they were tossed up and over my head. I was under a wall of water, heading out into the ocean, a rock scraping my back. The water sucked and spun me out and around, as if I was a black butterfly shell and it was trying to crack me in half.

I tried to breathe and choked, inhaling water, the cold claws of panic paralyzing my mind as I fought against drowning, seawater pouring over me, my head bopping through to air, then churning waves covering it again. I struggled and fought against the undertow, still not sure which way was up.

I felt a hand grab mine.

A hand.

Grabbing mine.

Within a millisecond, I was hauled up as if I weighed no more than a seagull. An arm curled around my waist, and I was thrust up against a wall of steel, the freezing water pouring off my body. A hand pounded my back as I doubled over and indelicately wretched out sea water and, I think, part of a shell, maybe a seahorse or a shark, and sand. I made another gagging sound, more water poured out, that strong arm still linked around my waist as body-freezing water swirled around us. I wretched again.

And again.

I spit out sand, my whole body going into semishock as I shook and shook. Sucking in air with a gurgly, gasping sound, my lungs totally depleted, my legs shaking, my hair glued to my head, I held on tight to the wall of steel as another wave rolled in. The wave receded, as fast as it came, the chilly water circling our thighs.

“It’s okay,” the wall of steel soothed, both arms tight around me. “I got ya. You’re okay.” He hit me on the back again, and once more I released part of the Pacific Ocean. I inhaled again with a jagged breath, vaguely thinking I sounded like a hyperventilating octopus, however that would be.

Seconds, that was what it took. Seconds before my life was suddenly in danger. Seconds after that and I’m being pounded on the back.

“Sorry about that,” the man drawled. “I’ve never hit a woman, but this seems to be an occasion where it might be beneficial.”

I leaned against his chest, arms around his waist, my whole body trembling, and between long strands of sandy, soaked hair, I eyed my rescuer.

He was a giant. I was being rescued by a green giant with blondish wavy hair.

“How ya doing?” he asked, his emerald eyes concerned, brow furrowed. “Can you get enough air?”

I studied those eyes for a minute. Honestly, they were hard to look away from, bright and intense, steady on. “Yes,” I gurgled out, “I have air.” I then leaned over, coughed in a particularly disgusting fashion, and this time spit up seaweed. I dragged one end of it out of my mouth until I had about six inches hanging from my fingers.

“Better now.” My voice was still hoarse, sand crunching between my teeth. “I had not planned on seaweed for lunch.”

“Good.” He still held on to me so I wouldn’t collapse. “I personally prefer clam chowder. Garlic bread. Less green, more flavor.”

Ah. A man with dry humor. If I wasn’t busy spewing out more sand, I would enjoy the verbal sparring. Leaning over again, his arms supporting me, I choked out yet another piece of seaweed and a mouthful of water. “Tastes terrible.”

“Some people eat it with a dash of salt. Me, personally, it has never held appeal at all. At least you didn’t swallow a fish.”

“For that, I am grateful.” I wiped my mouth. I was stunned. Overwhelmed. Two seagulls squawked above. “Thank you very much.”

“You are quite welcome. Any time.”

“Thank you,” I said once again, my teeth now chattering, as he guided me out of the water and onto the sand, an arm still slinked around my waist. He took off his green rain jacket. “Here, take off your jacket, we’ll put this one around you instead.”

“That’s chivalrous, but I’m soaked. You take it. It’ll get wet.” My body jerked as if it was being electrocuted.

“Please. Wear it. Let me help you. You’re shaking too much to do it yourself.”

That was true.

He unzipped my jacket and took one of my arms, then the other, both rattling around from cold and shock, and pulled my rain jacket off. He threw his jacket around me, stuck my arms back in, and zipped it up. I was instantly dwarfed by the giant’s jacket. He pulled the hood over my head.

“But you’ll get wet now,” I gasped.

“I am not going to get anywhere near as wet as you already are. Please. Wear it.”

He was wearing a blue sweater and I noticed that his chest was flat and the type you could sleep on, not that I would sleep on a man’s chest ever again. No way.

“Thank you. I’m so, so glad you were here.” A sense of utter relief, utter gratefulness flooded over me. Had he not been here, not taken action ... I could have died. That had not been on my agenda for today. I bit my frozen lip and tried not to cry.

“Happy to be here. I did have to run faster than I’ve ever run in my life, but I’ve got my exercise in. I’m renting a place up the hill, just arrived today, came out for a walk, and saw that huge wave hit you. It came out of nowhere, didn’t it?”

“As if it dropped out of the sky.” I pushed my dripping hair out of my eyes and stared at him, the wind lifting that blondish hair around a supertough and strong-looking jaw and prominent cheekbones. “Good of you to make a run to rescue me.”

He bowed. “My pleasure.”

Those green eyes stared right into mine, as if the drowned rat in front of him was interesting and appealing. I could not look away. The rain sprinkled down, and there we stood, staring at each other. My, how his eyes were a light and wondrous color, bold and sure, as if he wasn’t afraid to look away from life ... the trustworthy, strong, I have a deeper side to me and I want to know the deeper side of you sort of gaze.

He shook his head, blinked a couple of times, and smiled again, his eyes crinkling in the corners.

Wow. Rough and tough and manly. Wow.

“Take off your shirt.”

What? I felt myself prickle under his jacket, a blast of fear shooting through me.

“No, no, no.” He put his hands up. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. But you’re all zipped up under my jacket. Can you take off the wet clothing on your upper half so you don’t get colder on our walk back?”

“Oh, okay.” That made sense, since I was shivering so spasmodically.

“I’ll turn around to give you some privacy and keep an eye on the ocean while you wriggle out of whatever you can.”

I thought of taking my clothes off in front of this macho he-man. One graphic picture jumped into my mind after another, and my breath quickened. Honestly, June. You almost drowned and you’re thinking about getting naked? You haven’t thought about a naked man in over two years.

“Are your hands too cold to do it?” His face creased into worry lines.

“No. Yes. No and yes to you.” I coughed. Please, June, don’t embarrass yourself. “I’ll be fine.”

The water off the Oregon coast is so absolutely freezing it hurts your brain, even in summer, but as we stared at each other from inches away, my head tilted back; I felt a blush climbing up my neck.

He blinked again, as if he was somewhat rattled, too, then turned around. I started to strip while sneaking peeks at his backside. Huuuuge shoulders. A solid man, not skinny. Tall, rangy.

I wriggled underneath the jacket, still warm from his manly man heat, and managed to pull my sweater and T-shirt off. I hesitated on my bra, then thought, what the heck. I was going to freeze to death if I didn’t. The rain coming down wasn’t helping. I dropped everything in the sand, stuck my arms through the jacket’s sleeves, then rolled my soaking, sandy clothes into a ball.

“Okay, I’m undressed,” I said, then stopped. Come on, June! Think! Don’t say it that way! “I’m undressed but dressed. I’m dressed in your coat. Not naked undressed.”

He turned around and I could tell he was chuckling on the inside.

“I mean, I’m ready. Ready to walk.”

“All righty, off we go.” He pulled the hood over my head again. “We’ve probably got a couple of miles to the steps. I’m worried about you getting cold. Walking will keep you warm.”

He was worried about me? Worried about me? That was so darn sweet. I smiled at him, even though I felt my frozen lips wiggle.

“I’ll hold that.” He held out his hands for my clothes. “Wrap your arms around yourself to keep warm.”

As a river of ice ran through me from head to foot, I handed him my clothes, and of course, my bra had to drop to the sand.

I bent to snatch it up but because I was a frozen popsicle, I didn’t move real quick. He moved quicker, and my brassiere was soon in his huge hands.

“Oh no,” I groaned. It was my black-and-white–spotted cow bra. There was a pink cow across each cup, surrounded by polka dots. It was a funny gift from my sister September, because she said I was an “udderly” wonderful sister. “Put your girls in these two cows!” she’d giggled.

“I’ll take that back.” I put my trembling hand out for the bra.

“Polka dots?” He raised an eyebrow. “And two cows.” He held the bra up with both hands.

“I am so embarrassed. Please blame my sister. She sent it to me.”

“It’s original!” he declared, smiling at me. “It’s a cow bra.”

“Yes, oh me, oh my.”

“Me, oh my, too,” he said softly, and oh me, oh my, I could tell that man was struggling hard not to laugh.

Who was this man? And why, after almost drowning, was I all aflutter?

He held the pink cows up again. “I don’t think I’m going to forget today.”

“Me, neither. And not only because of the cow bra.”

Soaked, freezing, a summer rain drenching us, we laughed.

And that was the beginning. The laughter was the beginning.

The beginning of Reece and me.




CHAPTER 3

Later that night, wrapped up on my bed in my blue crocheted feather-filled comforter, eating only a small piece of apple pie with whipped cream, okay, two pieces, the waves pounding on the surf, I reentertained myself with the rest of my conversation with Reece ...

He tucked the wet cows into the wad of clothes. I took a deep breath. “It’s a long walk; you don’t have to come back with me. I can return your jacket.”

“No way. I’m not letting you walk back alone. I’ll see you home to get something dry on, then we’re going to the hospital.”

“The hospital? Not a chance. I don’t enter hospitals. They make me nervous.”

“Me, too, but you’re going. You swallowed a lot of water, and I want them to check your lungs and make sure you didn’t take a knock to the head.”

“I can take myself to the hospital.”

“I’ll take you.” He smiled with nice white teeth and stuck out his hand. “Reece O’Brien.”

“Nice to meet you, Reece.” I shook his hand. My hand trembled. “I’m June MacKenzie.”

“June? Were you born in June?”

The light rain suddenly turned into a deluge as we headed to the stairway. I was a double-drowned rat. “No.”

“Oh.”

He seemed pleasantly baffled.

“It’s a family name, then?”

I didn’t want to explain. It was a wee bit embarrassing to talk about sex in front of him. “June is the month when my parents conceived me.”

“Ah. I see.”

I stared straight ahead at the pounding surf.

“Do you have brothers and sisters?” he asked.

“Yes, three of them.”

“What are your sisters’ and brothers’ names?”

I could see the hazel flecks in those green eyes, a crooked scar by his right eye, another on top of his left cheekbone. I want to kiss the scars... . Whoa, June! Had I just thought that? I want to kiss the scars. Where the heck had that come from? I was off men, completely! Done with men!

“Did you forget your brothers’ and sisters’ names?” He smiled at me.

I smiled back. He had such nice... lips! “What? No. No. I know their names.”

Yes, I did. I knew my brother’s and sisters’ names, but my, how would it feel to hug a man that size? Oh, shoot! What was I thinking? “I know their names,” I said again, with a bit of defiance, but I heard my voice come out as a whisper. “I do.”

“Good.” His eyes dropped to my lips. It was a flicker, but I saw the drop. My mouth suddenly felt like it was on fire. What? I couldn’t be on fire for him, or any man. That was ... that was ... bad!

“Their names are ...” Who was I talking about again? Whose names?

“Your brothers and sisters,” he prompted, still smiling.

I accidentally made a funny sound in my throat. “Yes! I have a brother and sisters and they have names.” I looked at the ocean for answers.

“That’s fortunate. If they didn’t, what would they be called?” His voice was low and husky.

“I don’t know what they would be called without names.” What was going on? I was freezing, I was in shock. Ha! That was it! I had almost been pulled out to sea. He’d saved me. Now I was transferring my emotions to him.

“So. My brother’s name is ...” Quick, June. Your name is June ... “His name is March. March. And I have a sister named ...” Reece was a cross between Poseidon and Zeus ... he needed only a chariot to complete the image. “August. She’s an August.” I shook my head to clear it. “Her name is August. She’s getting married soon. Her fiancé’s family is proper. Scary proper. Blue-blood proper. I have another sister ...” Chariot. Horses. A sword. Did Greek gods have swords? What would Reece’s sword be like? June, come on! “The other sister has a name. She is a September.” I bit my wet lip. “I mean, her name is September. She is not a September. It’s just September. One word.”

“Just September. One word.”

As an ex-trial attorney I have been in court hundreds of times. I was never thrown, never intimidated, never embarrassed, even when the judge was threatening to charge me with contempt of court, even with obstinate juries or screaming opposing counsel. No, never, but this man.

“Do you have brothers and sisters named for the months of the year?” What an inane question. No! No, he didn’t. You and your odd MacKenzie clan are the only ones who are all named after months!

He chuckled, deep and masculine. “I have two brothers and two sisters. Their names are Shane, Jessica, Rick, and Sandy. Dull compared to yours. Your parents must have enjoyed the months of June, August, September, and March.”

I stumbled a bit on a rock, and he caught my arm. This time, I avoided locking eyes with him so as not to be possessed by his handsome magic. “I’m sure they did enjoy those months. Every month is a happy month for my parents.”

“That’s a rare thing to hear. Tell me about them.”

Okay! I could do that! A normal conversation! “They met when they were sixteen and ran off and got married after they graduated from high school. My oldest sister arrived a year later, then my next sister, me, and my brother. We’re all eighteen months apart, give or take a few months.”

“Young parents.”

“Oh yes, and they’re way cooler than any of their kids. They’re ex-hippies.”

“Outstanding.”

“Yes, we had an outstanding childhood. Different. Wild. Nomadic.”

“Tell me about it.”

“You want to know about my childhood?” I pushed a strand of wet hair off my face.

“Yes, I do.” Those eyes were sincere. I was being pulled into a green pool, only the pool was warm and sexy and had big shoulders. Look away, June. Look away! Remember, you do not believe in lust at first sight.

I shook my head to clear my burgeoning passion. “My sister August was born on a commune in California. My next sister, September, was born in the back of our VW van. I was born in a hippie colony here in Oregon. There’s some difference, not much, from a commune. My brother was born about fifteen feet over the U.S. border.”

“Fifteen feet?”

“About that. We had been in Mexico, living on a farm with other Americans, but my nine-months-along mom decided at the last minute that she wanted March born on American soil, like the rest of us, so they drove through the night. My brother was born on the other side of the customs building.”

“That must have been quite a ride.”

“It was. I remember it. We packed up the van on the fly. We were all wearing tie-dye shirts and sandals. We also had three mutts, two cats, and a bird who flew loose in the van. We had a box of apples and a box of bananas. I slept on the floor of the van between my sisters with our dog, Give Me Liberty or Give Me Death, asleep over my legs. Our other dog, Flower Child, snored away on a seat, and the third dog, Fleas, because he had fleas when we found him, my sister was using as a pillow.”

“You are making my childhood sound as boring as heck. I can barely stand it.”

“We were traveling gypsies in a VW bus.” I drew my arms tight around my freezing, shaking body, the rain relentless.

“So, your brother made it to the U.S. border?”

“Yes, he did. My poor mom. No drugs at all during childbirth. She wanted it natural. All of us were natural. My father grabbed two tartans out of the back of the van for her to lie on.”

“Tartans?”

“From Scotland. Our ancestors are from Scotland, and our family takes our love of Scotland seriously. Afterward, my father’s face was whiter than my mom’s. I remember my sisters and I had to stay in the van and there were a bunch of men in uniform helping my mom, and all of a sudden one of those men was holding our brother, March, who was screaming his head off, but, I’m sure, delighted to have been born in America.”

He laughed again.

My, what a seductive and deep and gravelly laugh. My!

“And after he was born?”

“A doctor had been passing through customs and one of the guards ran him over to our mom, so he was able to do some sewing up, so to speak. A couple of hours later, after the border guards fed us, we were back in the van, March squawking in my mom’s arms where she lay on the floor. Within two hours we were in a fancy hotel. It was strange. Our childhoods were so nomadic, we worked on farms and communes, and the basics, electricity and plumbing, often weren’t there, but once or twice a year we’d go stay in a hotel with pools, hot tubs, and free breakfasts where we stuffed ourselves silly with pancakes and waffles. After March was born we had seven nights of complete luxury.”

“Then back on the road? You didn’t go to school?”

“Not traditional school. We weren’t homeschooled, we were bus-schooled.”

“What does ‘bus-schooled’ mean?”

He smiled. I melted further. For a moment I faltered again, couldn’t speak, lost my train of thought. I coughed. “We learned all about geography, geology, and the history of the earth from our travels. We’re all fluent in Spanish. Our father loved math, so in fourth grade we were doing basic algebra. He thought it was fun, so there we’d be, up at two in the morning, doing algebraic equations after learning about the constellations. My mom had us write in journals every night and we read the classics.”

“A family of readers, then?”

“We ate books. It was required. We would visit other MacKenzie relatives often, and read their books, too. Books are your friends, my mom told us.”

“How did your parents make a living?”

“My father is a talented painter so he would set up a stand at open markets, or in small towns we were passing through, and people would hire him to paint pictures of themselves, their homes, their pets. Once word got out, there were long lines. Sometimes he would paint murals at schools, churches, even civic buildings. He’d go in with a design, they’d love it, and all of a sudden they had a mural in their hallway and we had a check.”

I laughed despite the cold that seemed to be living in my body from the inside out. Could blood turn to icicles? “My mom is an incredibly talented seamstress. She made all of our clothes and called it Hippie Chick. One time she took yards of beige material bought at a garage sale for fifty cents and sewed my sisters and me dresses with six inches of lace at the hem. People loved them, they stopped us on the street. My mom sold a lot of clothes when we were in that bus. Her flowered shirts, flowy and bright, sold well. She’d buy used jeans for twenty-five cents, cut out patches from colorful material, and sew them on. She added beads and feathers to plain blue shirts. She could turn anything into a fashion statement, and she did.”

“She was a clothing artist, then.”

“Yes, and she taught us. We would all spend hours together sewing into the night. There wasn’t a formal bedtime. We’d use a lantern and she showed us how to make a boring dress unique, how to make a normal skirt something special. Ruffles, sequins, embroidery, shortening, lengthening. And lace. Oh, the lace was always in abundance. Our favorite. We used it all over everything. Satin was our second favorite. Sewing was a fun game for us.”

“And you learned a lifelong skill.”

“That I did.” I sewed until I decided, insanely, that I should let that part of my life fly off into the wind and disappear over the mountains. Part of me flew off then, too, and I was soon a miserable cog in a legal machine. I went back to sewing to refind my lost self. How strange to say sewing recently saved me, but it had.

I was so curious about his family, but we started climbing the staircase and all I could think of was that I didn’t want to go first because I didn’t want my rear in his face, but I didn’t have a choice. A gentleman, he had me go first.

I wanted to grab my bottom and hide it. It is not overly large, but let’s simply say that I enjoy eating, have never desired to be model slim, and believe my curves, instead of the skinny, intense thing I used to be, signal a healthier eating life. Besides, I could die tomorrow. Why deny myself the finer pleasures of life like chocolate, fresh lobster with garlic butter, and clam chowder?

I tripped up a step, started to tumble forward, my freezing feet and legs not responding, and that strong arm whipped around my middle and pulled me back up. Again.

But this time my back was tight against his chest. The chariot chest. Hard and tight, a thigh partly between mine.

Oh, mercy.

His face was so near to mine. Inches. Oh, inches.

He smelled delicious ... a combination of the beach and sunshine and musk.

Mercy, mercy, mercy me.
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“Boil me dry, and hang me out on a laundry line like a dead possum,” Estelle said, shaking her white curls. “It is a miracle. You have brought a man to this house. Who is he and what does he want and do you even know how to talk to a man without telling him off?”

“He is a tall drink of water,” Leoni whispered, as if Reece could hear her talking through the window as she spied on him from my second-story studio. “And he’s getting back in his truck and driving away! Oh, no! Run after him, June! Get him, get him!” She whirled around and started pushing at my back. “Go, go!”

I wanted to sneak into my light blue bedroom and take a hot shower, but if I did that, my two employees, Estelle, who is seventy-eight and blunt because, “Why waste time at my age?” and Leoni, blond, twenty-seven, and a single mom, would simply trail after me, probably right into the shower. Yes, they are that nosy.

“I am not going to run after him, Leoni.” I dripped on my wood floor. I knew where Reece was going, he was going home to get changed. He said he’d be back up at my house in ten minutes. Ten minutes! Hardly any time to put my face and hair and myself back together!

“Why not?” Estelle asked. She used to be the mayor of a large city. “Politicians’ middle names are Crooked and Creepy,” she’d told me once. “I would only go back if I was allowed to throw things at annoying people’s heads.” She is also a most excellent seamstress, taught by her grandmother, who was taught by her grandmother. She shook her pointer finger at me. “You need a man in your life to get rid of that excess energy you’re always sizzling off. Keeps a body young.”

“You’re wet, June!” Leoni declared, as if I didn’t know it. She stomped a red, knee-high boot. She dresses in retro style and buys only used, vintage clothing. “Wet and soaked. Did you go swimming in your clothes? That’s dangerous, June. You should know better.”

“A wave ran after me and tackled me to the sand.”

“One of those sneaker waves?” Estelle said. “The curse of the Oregon coast. They sneak up on you and rip-rap, rip-rap.” She snapped her fingers.

“That would be it.”

“Are you all right?” Leoni asked.

“Didn’t hit your head, did you?” Estelle asked, peering over her glasses at me. “You don’t want to lose your marbles. Some of yours are broken already. You weren’t hurt, were you?”

Leoni squealed, as understanding dawned. “Did that tall drink of water rescue you?”

I bit my lip.

“He did! I can tell by the guilty expression!” Estelle pointed her scissors at me. “And it all started with a semidrowning. You look terrible. Makeup streaking, hair a wreck. Could you not have kept yourself dry for this one man?”

I almost giggled, couldn’t help myself, then turned on my heel toward the bathroom.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m going to get the seaweed, whale poop, and salt water off of me.”

I heard Leoni whisper, “Maybe for the first time in a million years she’ll get a date out of this,” to which Estelle said, voice on full volume, “That mouth of hers is a whip. She scares men. She sews wedding dresses that women kill for, but she swears she’ll dress as a gnome before she be-bops down the aisle in one herself.”

I rolled my eyes and skeedaddled for the shower, turning on the radio as I hurried in. My favorite song was on. It was about a small town on the river, sunshine, hope, and a cheating boyfriend who was locked up in jail for running naked through the streets, his girlfriend threatening to shoot him from behind and, “blast his butt to Jupiter.” It was hilarious.

I sang along as I showered, washed the ocean out of my hair and dried off, quick as a lick, then jumped into jeans and white sandals. I pulled on a white lace shirt and a flowing white lace blouse, both of which I’d sewn, a rope belt I’d wound together with gold ribbon, and gold hoop earrings. I pulled a comb through my blond curls and dried it. I added lotion, liner, mascara, and lipstick. I reached for a lotion that smelled seductive, called Amber Moonlight, and rubbed it on my neck and wrists.

Fifteen minutes tops, I was new, improved, and done.

“He’s been back for five minutes,” Leoni whispered, again worried that Reece had bionic ears. “He knocked and I left him downstairs in the family room. He must live nearby. He’s not wet anymore, either. He is a piece of heaven. A piece of handsome work. A stud.”

“What are you two going to do?” Estelle said, again not bothering to curb the volume of her ricocheting voice. “If I were you, I would dispense with the preliminaries and invite that tiger to my bed.”

I waved my arms at her, as in, be quiet!

“In fact,” Estelle mused, “I think I’ll invite him myself. He probably has a hidden thing for women of a certain age and experience.”

I tried not to smile like a fool at the thought of my taking the chariot driver to bed. “He’s taking me to the emergency room.”

“How romantic!” Estelle dramatically clutched her chest. “Maybe you can take X-rays of each other’s bottoms. Or you can give each other colonoscopies. Tar and feather me, you can get your pap smear and he can wield the tools ... or,” she used her fingers to form two guns, “you can practice giving each other stitches and shots in the butt!”

I rolled my eyes.

“Go, go!” Leoni insisted. “Before he escapes! Before he runs off or is intimidated by your harsh and ghastly view of men in general. Please do not go into one of your harangues about how men are comparable to vermin, spiders, or orangutan spit. Please don’t tell him your history. Please don’t lecture him on the faults of his ‘species,’ and for Godzilla’s sake, don’t list the problems that men have caused in this century, or in the last century. Try to be nice ...”

“I’m going to be nice. I’m always nice.”

“Not with men, you man-decimating wreck,” Estelle said. “You’re a charging grizzly bear with night sweats.”

“I’m not going to change who I am because of a man.”

“No one’s asking you to change,” Estelle argued. “Heck, I have never changed one iota of my charming personality for a man. We’re telling you not to assume he’s inherently a monster because of his plumbing and I’ll bet he has big plumbing. Big plumbing!” She semishouted the last two words.

I blushed again. Darn it!

“Don’t bring any of your sewing needles with you, is all,” Leoni said, wringing her hands. “Figuratively or literally.”

“We’re going to the emergency room. That’s it. I’m not going to poke him with needles or give him a shot.”

Estelle threw her hands in the air. “You have a date! You had to almost drown to get one, but you have a date!”

“When are you coming back?” Leoni asked. “Don’t rush. You need to savor the sweetness and sparkle of the date.”

“It might not happen again for years,” Estelle said, crossing her arms. “Years. Maybe even this millennium.”

“I won’t be gone long. As you both know, we’re swamped in work and I don’t even have time to go to the emergency room.”

“Go anyhow!” Leoni said as she cupped her hands into a heart shape. “No matter what they do to you, even if they give you an enema, it’ll be worth it!”

“Don’t screw this up, June,” Estelle said. “When you’re my age, you take romance where you can get it and be grateful for it. Take life by the horns and swing it around and dance with it, that’s what I always say.”

I turned to head down the hallway. I stopped at the photo of my family’s VW van, with all of the MacKenzies in front of it. There were purple peace signs painted on the sides. We were in Montana then. I’d taken an old photograph and blown it up to a three-foot-by-four-foot canvas.

I held two fingers up. Peace.

 



On my way down the hallway, I ran into an astronaut.

“Hi, Morgan,” I said. Morgan is Leoni’s seven-year-old daughter.

“Hi, June,” she said through her white NASA astronaut’s helmet. It wasn’t an authentic NASA helmet, obviously. It was an oversized, battered white motorcycle helmet that she’d stuck a NASA sticker to. She wore a white astronaut jumpsuit, an ex-Halloween outfit, in red and blue, and carried a clipboard and pen. “Where are you going?”

“I’m going to the emergency room.”

Through the eye shade I could see her confusion. “Are you dying?”

“No. A wave got me.”

“Oh.” She wrapped her arms around me. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine.” I hugged her back. Downstairs Hercules was waiting.

“Good. Do you know about astronauts’ toilets on their space shuttles?”

“No, I don’t.”

“There’s a vacuum for solids and there’s a hose for liquids. There are two bars that hold your thighs down because there’s no gravity up in space and you don’t want to float away from the toilet doing your private business.”

“No, that would be a mess. Sweets, I have to go.” The chariot was here!

“I met that man downstairs.”

“Oh, ah. Good.”

“He’s tall. I think he’s smart enough to be an astronaut.”

“You do?”

“Yes, I asked him if he understood why NASA astronauts need spacesuits and he told me why. We discussed why I need a camera on my suit, a headlamp for seeing outside of the shuttle, an oxygen tank, and a battery and water supply for a life-support system.”

“Wow. I’m impressed.” Aha! He was kind to kids!

“Yeah, me, too. Is that your boyfriend? My mom doesn’t have a boyfriend. I’m going to go upstairs and study my astronaut books.” She tilted her spacesuit helmet up at me. “He’s going to be proud of me, you know.”

My stomach clenched. “Morgan, I’m proud of you already. So is Estelle and your mom and your teachers, who all say you’re bang-up smart. You know more about space shuttles and astronauts, the galaxy and astronomy, than almost anyone on the planet and you’re only seven.”

“Well, when he knows I’m an astronaut, he’ll want to see me again.”

My stomach clenched again. Morgan’s father, the loser, the bottom-dwelling algae/larvae, had left Morgan’s mother when she was five. He told Leoni he was going to the store for a cherry pie and never returned. Leoni noted that he remembered to take his golf clubs, hunting gear, camping tent, expensive bike, and he cleaned out their bank account. Ever since, Morgan has dressed, almost each day, as an astronaut because her father was interested, however mildly, in space. She wants to be impressive so he’ll be impressed with her and come back and live with them again.

It breaks my heart. I hugged her again. “I want to see you every day, right here, because if I don’t see you, I don’t have a good day.”

“Yeah, I know. The kids made fun of my astronaut suit again.”

“What do they know? They’re too young to understand brilliance when they see it.”

“They think I’m weird.”

“Who cares what they think? All that matters is that you recognize that you’re wonderful and cool.” I tried not to cry for Morgan. “Your mom made peanut butter cookies because she was super-mad at the bodices of the yellow, twenties-era flapper dresses. Have a couple, read your space shuttle book, and organize the pink lace drawer for me, will you?” I give Morgan jobs all the time to do. It makes her feel wanted and needed. I pay her, too.

“Okay.” She smiled at me through the dark visor. “I’ll tell you about a new design for a space shuttle I sent NASA last week. The one I worked on for about three months with all the details and about twenty pages of explanations. I think they’ll write me back.”

“They might, Morgan. As least they know brilliance when they see it.”

I tried not to let my heart squeeze too tight when I thought about the pain of abandonment that kid’s selfish father had caused her, then turned to tromp down the stairs toward Hercules.




CHAPTER 4

“Thanks for taking me to the emergency room. I can’t say it was fun, Reece, but I’m glad I went.” I took another bite of clam chowder. Marlene’s Chowder, a restaurant located on a blue-gray river that roars into the ocean nearby, is the best in Oregon. Creamy, not too clammy, dollop of butter on the top. Add hot garlic cheese bread for dipping, and you are in clam chowder heaven.

“You inhaled a lot of sea water and I don’t think I could have slept tonight unless I knew your lungs were clear. And now we know for sure that you didn’t swallow any fish.” He grinned.

“Based on the amount of water I unwillingly swallowed, anything could have slipped down my throat, including an octopus and a treasure chest.”

He laughed. “You are a funny person, June.”

“No. I’m not.” I didn’t think I was. I was sarcastic. But funny? No. Some of the funniest people, it is said, are or were outsiders, so they see things differently. That’s me. I have never felt as if I was part of this natural club that some Americans fall into so seamlessly, as if they were born to fit in. I was born to be that odd link. But maybe that made my sarcasm funny ...

“Yep, you are.” He winked at me.

How totally endearing. “Thank you, again, for saving my sorry butt today.”

Reece picked up his coffee mug. “Happy to oblige you, ma’am. And your butt is not sorry, so to speak.”

I tried not to blush, but the heat I felt between this man and me was sizzlin’.

“Cheers, June. To a meeting we’ll never forget.”

“Cheers.” We clinked our coffee mugs together and I distracted myself by staring out the windows, hung with white twinkling lights and fishnets for curtains. The sea lions were on the sand bar, lounging about, sometimes rolling into the river, then out to sea to gobble fish.

“So you heard about my wacky family. Tell me about your family, Reece.”

“Two brothers, two sisters, I’m in the middle. Not all living in our small farming and ranching community in eastern Oregon, where I own a ranch. My grandparents and their parents were all born there. My parents have four and five siblings each, so there’s a ton of aunts and uncles, grandparents, cousins. I’m related by family, marriage, or long-term friendships to almost everybody there. Everyone knows everyone else, and their business, and their parents’ and grandparents’ business, too, and they can recite all the family scandals, dating back at least a hundred years.”

“You have scandals in your family?”

“Heck yeah. Where do I start? There have been gunslingers and stagecoach robbers, eye-popping affairs, secrets, children fathered by men who weren’t their biological fathers, but were related to the father. Feuds that lasted decades, stolen bulls that started family wars. Millionaires that were generous, millionaires who visited boudoirs. Practical jokes that are legend. There’s been a whole lot of love and friendship, too.”

“Tell me about the practical jokes.”

“Let’s see. My brother’s truck ended up on top of the elementary school. Horses were led out of a barn late one night and replaced by cows. My cousin snuck chickens into his uncle’s living room.” He told me more jokes, and I laughed so hard, I had to cross my legs.

“And your siblings?” I wiped the laughter tears from eyes.

“My oldest sister designs saddles and western wear and sells it in her store in town. The next kid, my brother, has a tea company in Portland and it’s going gangbusters. My younger sister is a full-time mom, lives in town, has five kids, and her husband sells plumbing equipment, and my other brother is a cameraman for major motion pictures. They live in Los Angeles.”

“All doing something different. Same house, same parents, completely different occupations.”

“And all married, except me, the rebel son, and they all have children. My parents have fifteen grandkids.”

“I bet they’re happy with that.”

He winked at me. “Always room for more O’Briens.”

“Ah, well, good luck to you and your siblings and your fertility. I’ll do a dance to the fertility goddess for you.”

“It would be exciting to see that. But if you’re on the beach doing your fertility dance, make sure you watch the waves. Scratch that. I’ll be with you, and I’ll watch the waves. You dance.”

I thought of dancing in front of him and blushed. Honestly. Blushing? Wasn’t I a little too old for that? A little too mean for that?

“By the way, I’ll pay your emergency room bill,” Reece said. “I know you didn’t think you needed to go, but I feel better that you did and since I insisted, it’s on me.”

I dropped my spoon into my clam chowder and it splattered out of the bowl. “You’ll do no such thing. I have money. I can pay it and I will pay it.”

“Please. Allow me.”

I could feel myself getting frazzled and angry. It had started that way with him, too. Being chivalrous. Manly. Take charge. He’d fling it back in my face later, asking for compliments and thank yous. It was all a ploy to pretend he was someone he wasn’t.

“No. I’ll pay whatever my insurance doesn’t pay myself.”

“I’d like to pay it.” His expression was determined, but gentle.

“Why? That’s ridiculous.”

“Because you went through a hard time. It’s traumatic. You’re going to have nightmares for weeks, maybe longer, and I want to do something for you that brings one good thing to this situation, and if that good thing means I pay your bill, then—”

No. “No. I’m not going to owe you anything.” My voice was tense and a bit screechy. “I’m not going to let you have that over me. I can pay for myself. I don’t need a man taking care of me. Do I give the impression that I need a man to pay my bills? Do I come off as weak? Poor? Helpless?”

“Whoa.” He held up a hand, his voice surprised. “Whoa. That’s not what I meant. I want to do something nice for you, that’s it. There’s no other ulterior motive here at all.”

I gritted my teeth, then took a breath, knowing I was bringing in way too much of my past baggage. “Maybe I needed help when a sneaker wave tried to eat me, but I don’t need help otherwise and I certainly wouldn’t put my trust in a man to help me.”

“You wouldn’t put your trust in a man to help you?” He leaned forward. He was genuinely saddened, I could see it in the lines of his face. “Why not?”

“Why not? Because I don’t trust men.” I could hear Leoni’s and Estelle’s voices echoing in my head, Be nice!

“All men? There’s no man you trust?”

“I trust my father and my brother.”

“What happened to you to make you not trust men?”

“I don’t want to talk about it because it might make me throw something at the captain’s wheel or the buoys hanging from the ceiling.” I could feel my anger bubbling away.

“I’m sorry you don’t trust men. I’m sorry for whatever happened that made you not trust men.”

I tried not to get drawn into the sincerity I saw on his face, the strength in that squared-off jaw.

“It’s not something you need to chew on for long. One drowned rat of a woman named June doesn’t trust men.” I pushed my blond curls back. “It’s not a big deal.”

“There’s only one June, I can reassure you of that.”

“What do you mean?”

“There’s only one of you, and I wish you trusted men.”

“Why? What’s it to you?”

“I like you.”

I hardly knew what to say. He liked me? “How can you like me? We don’t know each other.” But I liked him. I knew I did. How can you not like a man who risks his life to drag you out of a frothing ocean, then insists on getting you warmed up, listens to you chatter on about your hippie family as if it’s the most fascinating tale he’s ever heard, then whisks you off to the emergency room and waits, listening carefully to what the doctor says, before taking you for hot clam chowder, garlic bread, and onion rings? How can you not get a tingle?

“This is what I know about you so far, June.”

I put my coffee down because I was getting hot.

“You like walking on the beach during rainstorms. Me, too. You get distracted by butterfly shells, I’m surmising, because you find beauty in small things. You pull seaweed out of your mouth after almost drowning, but you don’t seem a bit squeamish about having it in there in the first place. Your dry humor shows even after a terrifying event, you never once skipped anywhere near hysteria, which most people would have, you didn’t complain about being soaked and freezing, you were pretty darn calm actually, and in fifteen minutes flat you go from being soaking wet to ... utterly lovely. Not that you weren’t lovely soaked, you were. You were a soaked, lovely sea lady.”

He thought I was utterly lovely! Oh, calm down, my heart!

“I saw you hug Morgan on the stairs, you were nice to the two boys in the emergency room with giant bumps on their heads, patted one of their backs after they vomited in a wastebasket, then hugged the worried mother. You spoke kindly to the nurses and doctors. You’re strong, you’re brave. How can I not like you?”

I was semistunned. “Do you always figure people out this quickly?”’

“No.” He smiled again. “And I haven’t figured you out, either. I’m learning about you, and I can tell you’re a complex person. And interesting.”

“I’m temperamental, moody, abrupt, and blunt, and I’m not in a good mood at this time of my life.”

“Why not?”

“Because that’s how it is. Eat some garlic bread.”

“I love this stuff.”

“Me, too. Eat it.”

“You can tell me why you’re not in a good mood at this time of your life on our next date,” he said.

“Date? This is a date?”

“Let’s call it a date.”

“No.” Oh no, I couldn’t do that. It wasn’t right. “This is not a date. Nope and nada.”

“What is it, then?” He had such a manly voice, low and controlled. . . sexy.

“It’s an ... it’s, well ... it’s a survivor’s luncheon. You saved me, so we’re eating together.”

“Great. Let’s have a survivor’s luncheon again. How about it?”

I ignored a heavy weight, a trunk of lead, on my heart. “No.”

He studied me for a few seconds. “Okay.”

“That’s it, then.” I squashed down a terrible rush of disappointment. He was going to give up that quick? Not surprising for a man. Slightest bit of resistance and they back off. No, you’re not worth the work or the worry, they’ll find some other two-legged female to pursue. Darn, I do not think much of most men.

“No,” he chuckled. “I’ll ask you again. Probably tomorrow. Maybe you’ll be in a better mood and more open to a survivor’s luncheon?”

“I doubt it.” My voice was snappish, but I smiled, then covered my smile with my napkin. He wasn’t giving up! He was rebooting, so to speak.

“Maybe I’ll sing to you.”

I laughed at the image. “Maybe I’ll sing back.”

“Maybe I’ll play my guitar under your window.”

“I’d still say no.” But I wanted to say yes.

“Don’t press me, I’ll do it. That’s a beautiful shirt, by the way.”

“Thank you.”

He peered closer at it. “It’s ... can I use the word ‘elegant’ without you thinking I’m one of those men who’s into fashion?”

“You sure can.” I eyed his “guy clothes.” This was a man who dressed in an outdoorsy, bring-on-the-fishing-and-hunting kind of style.

“It’s all lace, isn’t it? The whole thing, same with the shirt underneath it. Very feminine.”

I wanted to yell, “I made it!” But I was too shy for that. Instead, I felt myself growing hot again. I would probably melt by the end of this lunch.

“Stylish. Maybe you’ll wear it again when you give in and go out with me. There’s this great restaurant down the road, ocean view, candles, excellent steak ...”

“No.” Yes.

“And stuffed baked potatoes that are incredible.”

“No.” Yes.

“And a seven-layer chocolate cake that is the best I’ve ever had.”

I hesitated. Yummy! “No.”

“No and no and no,” he sighed. “Break my heart, June, break my heart. The cake is mouthwatering, and I have to say I’m a bit of an expert on cake because I eat it all the time.”

My mouth was already watering, and it wasn’t for the cake.

 



I drove home from Marlene’s, after insisting and arguing with Reece to let me treat him to lunch, which he refused. Reece followed me down the road, his truck following my truck. That’s how we’d gone to the hospital, too. I figured that someone who had saved my life, got a kick out of my nomadic childhood, and had eyes that made my heart kick-start into heaven was probably safe. If he and that sexy smile had asked me to climb into a parked spaceship bound for Pluto, I probably would have said yes.

But there was no invitation to Pluto; instead, Reece said, “I know we just met and I know you don’t want to be in a truck with a man you don’t know ...”

With you I do! Bring on the spaceship!

“So I’ll follow you to the hospital. It makes me nervous having you drive alone, but I’ll be right behind you and it’s only a ten-minute drive. If you feel the slightest bit sick, pull over, okay?”

I’d nodded on automatic. I would have liked being in a tight spaceship with him.

And that’s what we’d done. When we left Marlene’s, I said, “You don’t have to follow me home, Reece. I’m sure you’re busy.”

“Not busy at all.”

“But I’m fine.”

“I know.” He smiled. “You’re more than fine.”

I smiled like a drunken, love-struck fool, though I’d had nothing to drink.

So, we drove down the highway, through the town and shops filled with kooky souvenirs, ceramic lighthouses, fake shells, and taffy, the ocean sparkling on our left. We entered the residential area where I live and drove past my neighbors’ houses, down around a curve, and up the hill to the end of the street. I turned into my driveway and watched his truck in my rearview mirror.

Reece turned into the driveway next door to mine. I assumed he was pulling around. I climbed out of my old, rumbly truck and waved at him as he got out of his new, black truck. “Thanks again for pulling me out of the ocean. I would not have wanted a shark to eat me for a snack. It would have been painful. For me,” I clarified ridiculously. “Not for the shark.”

He laughed; oh, the man was a laughing sort. Was I that amusing?

“I didn’t think it would be painful for the shark. I think he’d find you quite tasty.”

I turned to enter my little blue cottage, the cottage I so didn’t want to lose, and instead of backing up, he headed for the front door of the home next door.

The home was two stories and the quintessential beach house, with shutters and shingles, the view of the ocean from the floor-to-ceiling windows incredible. Inside, it was modern with wood floors, an open floor plan, and two fireplaces.

“What ...” I called. “What are you doing?”

“I’m going into my house.” He smiled. My heart flittered. “I’ve rented it for eight weeks.”

“You rented that house.” I pointed at it dumbly. “That one. Right there. You rented that house?”

“Yes, I did. For eight weeks.”

“For eight weeks?”

“Fifty-six days, give or take.”

Oh, no. This was going to be a problem. “So I’m going to see you, then?”

“Yes. If you want to. I suppose you could always close your eyes when you saw me. Drive blindly down the street, run from my presence screaming, wear a bag over your head to hide, but neighbors do usually cast eyes on each other occasionally.”

“Well, I’ll be damned.”

“Damned you won’t be. I’m positive of that. Thanks for going to lunch, June.”

He turned to open his front door. I didn’t move.

The Greek god was living next door to me.

Oh, man. This was not gonna be good.

Or, maybe ... it was going to be good.

Very good.

No, it wouldn’t be good. It couldn’t be good. When he knew the truth about my life, we’d be done.

And I had to tell him.

That I knew.

 



I’d met Grayson when I was working as an attorney.

I became an attorney because I wanted to fit in with The Establishment.

I wanted to be “normal.”

I didn’t want to be poor, I didn’t want to travel around in an old VW bus, I didn’t want handmade clothes, I didn’t want to live in communes or hippie colonies or on farms with no electricity or plumbing.

So, at eighteen, as a rebellious teenager who decided she wanted to live a “normal American life,” I attended a top-tier college on a full-ride scholarship. The college was apparently impressed with how much we had traveled, my fluency in Spanish, and my SAT scores, which were near perfect, comparable to my brother’s and sisters’ scores, a reflection of our parents’ skills as educators.

I missed my family. I loved them. I cried every night for weeks.

But I was going to be Someone. I wasn’t going to be on the fringe of society anymore, I was going to be society. I wasn’t going to have long, messy hair and wear rainbow colors, or the tartans of our Scottish clan, and dance at midnight. I was going to be fashionable and mainstream.

In my quest to be Someone, I gave up sewing, a hobby that had brought me a sense of delight and accomplishment, and a camaraderie with my family. I powered through college, powered through law school, graduating second in my class. The valedictorian was Mindy Shadowhorse, who lived on a reservation in between her stints at school. She is now a state supreme court judge, the youngest ever in her state. She is my best friend outside my family.

I was hired to work as an attorney under crushing student loans and soul-sucking stress. I worked seventy-plus hours a week for five years. I made a lot of money and paid off my student loans at the end of those years.

Grayson was a partner in a hard-charging law firm on the floor below me. We met in the elevator. I thought he was sleekly, cooly handsome and successful. He had plans, he had ambitions. We would not be traveling around in a VW bus. We dated for six fast months and got married.

I then had what I thought I wanted: Normalcy. I had all the outward stuff that said, “You fit in. You belong. You’ve arrived. You’re successful. You’re respectable. No VW bus for you.”

I wanted to be normal.

Normal made me bury all my unhappiness until I couldn’t bury one more inch of it.

Normal stripped me of me.

Normal made me die internally, inch by inch.

It was not pretty.

 



“We have another order,” Leoni said from a chair near the computer. She pushed back her white-blond hair. Today she was wearing a proper, lace-collared pink dress, fifties style, and black knee-high boots.

“Good.” I took pins out of my mouth and readjusted the sequined wedding dress on my lap. This bride was an oceanographer and had ordered a jade green mermaid-style wedding gown with sequins swirling down the front and a flowing train that resembled sea waves. I loved how it was turning out.

“Bite me hard,” Estelle muttered. “As if we’re not all going to suffocate in piles of flounce at this studio already.”

I love being in my studio. I love hearing the ocean waves outside my French doors. I love the three skylights that let the sun in and the pitter-patter sound of rain on the glass. I love the two old rocking chairs and the matching crystal chandeliers I’d added blue and pink glass beads to. I love sitting in my plushy red chair with a crazy quilt or working at the humongous table down the center of the room or at the numerous sewing machines. There are four half-naked, naked, or fully dressed mannequins, and we have shelves and piles of lace, satin, velvet, and other sleek, silky materials used to make wedding, bridesmaids, and flower girls dresses, veils, and beribboned hats.

“It’s an odd order, though,” Leoni said, her brow furrowed.

“Even better.” I love odd orders. I am delighted to be in business with my odd orders. A bad day with odd orders is still far superior to a “good day” fighting with other strung-out attorneys in open court.

“It’s rather witchly.”

Witchly?

“Is she a Bridezilla sort?”

“I don’t think so.”

“But you said the word ‘witchly.’ ”

“Witchly,” Leoni said. “But not witchy.”

“Did you tell her about the anti-Bridezilla contract?”

“I did. She signed it and will fax it back.”

I have each bride sign a contract before we start to reduce the chances of my having to deal with shrieking, hysterical women. It reads, in part:



1. I will not be a Bridezilla.

 



2. I will remember that this is one day of my life, one day. It should be a joyous and happy day about my husband and me and when I am tempted to throw a big hissy fit, I will remember that there are people starving in the world and scrambling for water or for protection from war and wrath and hideous extremists, and I will keep myself and my highly exaggerated importance of this one day in line.

 



3. If I am obnoxious, June has the right to ban me from her studio forever. I understand there will be no refunds under any circumstances.



I also do not start drawing a design, or sewing one single stitch, until I have all the money, up front and paid for.

I do not mess with brides. I insist they not mess with me. Frankly, they’re so happy with the dresses, and most of our clients are so edgy and free-spirited to begin with, that most of the time they’re a pretty friendly bunch of women.

“The order is for eight bridesmaids’ dresses,” Leoni said. “The bride said she saw the dresses you made for her friend, Dahlia. She didn’t even want to talk to you first, said her mind is made up. You’re the wedding dress designer for her, her words. Her credit card has been charged and it went through.”

Ah, Dahlia.

“Who can forget the bride Dahlia Parker and the dahlia bridesmaids’ dresses?” Estelle said. “The walking, talking flowers.” She fluffed out a gold skirt she was sewing. “Looking at Dahlia’s dresses was akin to looking at Alice in Wonderland versus the War of the Flowers. An epic battle for the meadow.”

“They adored them,” Leoni said. “Dahlia cried. Remember how she said to the other girls, ‘Now we’re all dahlias’ and how they cheered and danced around our studio in their Dahlia dresses?”

I put aside the mermaid wedding dress and flipped a page in a scrapbook on my desk. I have all my clients send me photos of themselves and their bridesmaids on their wedding days. Each bridesmaid in the Dahlia wedding had a different vibrantly colored dress in fuchsia, lavender, burgundy, lime, you get the point. There were eight of them. The dresses were form-fitting to the waist, then flared out under netting, the hem cut into the shapes of delicate, multicolored dahlia petals. We spent hours cutting out and sewing on delicate dahlias over one shoulder strap and down past the waistline.

Dahlia herself wore a white dahlia dress. I went to that wedding and I actually heard the guests gasp when they saw her walking down the aisle.

“They were gorgeous, earthly, garden-y,” Leoni said, her eyes soft, lost in flowerland. “Blooming flowers of eternal love. Admit it, Estelle. We outdid ourselves.”

“I dreamed of dahlias chasing me and smothering me with their petals,” Estelle humphed. “It went on all night. They were evil dahlias, cursed and cursing.”

I chuckled, then drew a finger down the dresses in the photo. As strange as the design sounds, the dahlia flower dresses were a hit. In fact, the state newspaper featured them on the front page of their Style and Fashion section.

“What does this bride want?” I asked Leoni.

Leoni pushed a stray lock back into her bun. “She wants her bridesmaids to be dressed in her favorite color.”

“What is her favorite color?”

“Bright orange, like an orange.”

I almost choked on a pin. “Orange?”

“That’s right. She wants a smidgeon of black squiggling through the dress, too.”

“I feel a headache coming on in my cranium,” Estelle droned. “We have a boopsy bride. A pumpkin bride. A melon.”

“Orange and black? Is it a Halloween wedding?” I asked.

“No. It’s in July.”

“And cramps. I think I have cramps,” Estelle droned again. “Me. Way past menopause. But cramps.”

“Is she an Oregon State Beaver football fan?”

“I asked that, too,” Leoni said. “No, she’s not. She has an affinity to orange because it reminds her of Popsicles and she embraces black because she has an aunt who’s a witch.”

“A witch?”

“Strike me down dead with a spell,” Estelle groaned. “Down dead. Why do we get all the bridal wackos?”

Estelle knew why. We specialized in nontraditional bridal wear.

“Yes. A witch,” Leoni said. “She wants to honor the witch aunt. I don’t know if she calls her Aunt Witch. I didn’t inquire further.”

“Orange and black,” I said. At first I balked, then I stood and opened the French doors and admired the ocean, the breeze cool, the sun golden candy in the sky. It would be a spectacular summer sunset.

The sunset would have orange in it. Flowing, bright, soft, creamy, dramatic, and romantic ... orange. My imagination took off. I thought of sherbet, roses, and Costa Rica. I grabbed a pad of paper and five different shades of orange-colored pencils. I worked for fifteen minutes, not realizing that Estelle and Leoni were peering over my shoulder.

“Every single time,” Leoni sighed. “Every time, my imagination bows to yours when I watch you work, June. Your mind is a mass of color. I could tell you we had an order for bridesmaids’ dresses in dark brown and blah green, and those girls would wear dresses you’d see in Vogue magazine.”

“You’ve got a hole in your brain where talent was poured in,” Estelle said. “We get a witchly order from a half-cocked, ditzy bride, and you turn it into elegance. No sign of a witch or a spell or a black cat anywhere.”

Estelle and Leoni worked for me, had for twenty-two months, but they were friends, too, and I became a bit snuffly with their sweet compliments.

Leoni patted my back. “Be gentle on yourself. Kind to your soul.”

Estelle said, “Buck up, June,” but not in a mean way. “Shoulders back, chin high, quit sniveling.”

“She received another phone call today from Cherie,” Leoni pseudo-whispered, as if I couldn’t hear it, though her mouth was six inches from my ear.

Estelle said, no volume control at all, from my other side, “That’ll upset her hormones. She gets in an emotional tornado and baby bawls each time.”

“And she got a call from you-know-who about the you-know-what,” Leoni said, then hissed. “Grayson!”

“Not good. He gets her panties in a twist, too. Two twists of the panties today.”

“And, you know we have that writer coming from the magazine who’s going to feature all our wedding dresses,” Leoni said. “She’s all jacked up about that, too.”

“She should be,” Estelle said loudly. “We can’t screw that one up. That’d burn our butts.”

“And she’s stressed about her sister’s wedding dress. She wants it to be perfect, more than perfect. She wants it to be a wearable dream.”

“She still hasn’t finished the bridesmaids’ dresses, either, she’s got to get it right for the clan. Go, Scotland.”

“I’m right here, ladies,” I said, still drawing, the oranges blurring and smearing, until I grabbed a black pencil and added a streak of black to the orange Popsicle/sunset/Costa Rica colors. I wouldn’t think about the scary reporter, I already had enough to worry about.

“She has a lot going on.” Leoni’s breath ruffled my hair.

“Too much,” Estelle agreed. “But she’ll manage. She’s a woman with iron panties.”

“Iron panties? Gee, thank you,” I said. I held up the drawing of the non-Halloween orange-and-black bridesmaids dresses. Not bad.

“Gorgeous,” Estelle said. “If women must get themselves swindled into marriage, if they lose their minds to lust and society’s rules of what a woman should do, they must come to you, June. Panty power, that’s what it is.”

“Panty power,” Leoni breathed. “That is stunning.”

 



That night I circled the work tables in my studio, again and again, while Reece jetted in and out of my head.

I have part of a blue rowboat in the corner where I’ve stacked all my favorite books. I have a blue cheetah lamp stand and art supplies stacked on open shelves painted yellow. I have two six-foot-tall white dressers filled with wedding dress paraphernalia.

I need all of it to keep me creative and focused.

But it sure wasn’t helping me keep my mind off Reece.

Reece, Reece, Reece. June and Reece. Reece and June.

Oh, for heaven’s and Pete’s sakes, June!

When I was done I crawled into bed and wrote in my Worry Journal.

 


 



Seven Things I’m Worried About

 


1. Another sneaker wave.

2. Sharks in a tidal wave that might land on my deck. What would I do?

3. Business failing because no one wants to get married anymore because they realize it is a silly thing to do, akin only to prison.

4. Not being able to resist the Greek god.

5. Never being able to divorce Grayson, the process dragging on and on until I give up because I am too broke and too much of an emotional wreck to deal with it anymore. Then Grayson gets what he wants, and I will be tied to him for life until I am an old and feeble woman collecting plastic bags and chatting with spiders.

6. The article. What if the reporter thought I had a sponge for a brain and said so?

7. Estelle. Is she lonely living alone? I think I’ll make her a lace shirt.


I played online Scrabble. I play online Scrabble with anonymous other people across the world. I almost always win. I did not win a single game that night, though I did spell these words: “nymph,” “lust,” and “green.” I could not get the gentle eyes of a man on a chariot out of my head to save my life.

I ate a Pop Tart and a teeny, tiny handful of buttered popcorn.

Okay, two Pop Tarts.




CHAPTER 5

“This divorce could have been settled months and months ago,” I said, my anger simmering.

“But I don’t want a divorce,” Grayson, my soon-to-be-ex-husband replied, clipped and definitive. His hair was brushed back, nice and tight. Some women thought he was attractive, in a well-groomed, fashionable, rich attorney sort of way.

I did not.

I grunted with deep frustration and tapped the conference table in Cherie’s office. It was new. Another divorcing couple had had a fight on it over a lizard or something, and the table had split in two. “That’s out of your hands. We’re not living in the caveman era where a man can refuse to divorce his wife, then go out and slay a dinosaur for dinner with a spear.”

“I don’t think he’d be able to slay a big dinosaur,” Cherie said, beside me. She was wearing a tight, red dress with a plunging neckline and a silky, animal-print scarf. In the legal community, she is a legend. Cherie held up her fingers, one inch apart. “His spear isn’t big. He’d only be able to slay a dinosaur this big.”

I did not miss the hidden reference, and neither did Grayson, who protested by saying, “Hey! Keep it civilized.”

“A teeny, tiny dinosaur. A weak dinosaur. A floppy dinosaur. A dinosaur who has to fake how big he is, because he is so small ...”

“We get it, Cherie,” Grayson’s attorney, Walid, said. Walid had the same slicked-back hair as Grayson. He is five foot, four inches tall. Cherie and I always wear our heels when we meet with him. Walid and Grayson had been friends for years. I thought he was my friend, too. That was incorrect. “Knock it off.”

“I was explaining to your client, the teeny dinosaur, how things are.” Cherie leaned her elbows on the table. “Grayson, June wants out. She will never want back in. I have handled divorcing couples for many years and trust me when I tell you that she is not changing her mind. This is a fair deal we’ve offered. Sign it.”

“No,” Grayson bit out. “June, we can talk this out. I’m still waiting for you to sit down and listen to me. You refuse to do it. You’ve been rash and emotional. You took a vow, in sickness and in health, good times and bad, blah, blah. So, we had a few bad days, now you walk out? You were tired from work, overwhelmed, it was too much for you, and you take it out on us.”

I actually laughed. It was ludicrous. He was ludicrous. He didn’t even surprise me anymore with his ludicrousness. “I’m done arguing, Grayson. Sign the papers.”

“I hardly recognize you anymore,” he said.

“I hardly recognize who I used to be.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means that woman is gone. She landed somewhere off Neptune. We sell the house, we each take half. We each put half of the money down, so that’s fair. I left you half our savings and half of what was in the checking account. You got your Porsche, I got my Porsche.”

“Which you sold.”

“Yes, gladly.” I bought an old and grumbly truck with a lot of personality and a deep growl. I had needed the proceeds from the Porsche to start my business.

“Grayson, El Monster,” Cherie delights in calling him and Walid “the Monsters,” “you are ticking me off. All chat, no action. All style, no substance. All slick, no brain. All schmooze, no thinking person in there. Let’s wrap this up or I’ll have to get nasty.”

“Hey, Cherie,” Walid said. “No threatening.”

“I’m not threatening him, El Monster, I’m telling him. This is a simple divorce. The simplest one ever. Sign the papers.”

“We need to talk about the paper signing,” Walid said. He wriggled in his seat, shot Grayson a glance, and Grayson wriggled, too. Two wrigglers. “We think the house should go to Grayson.”

“What?” I semishrieked. Not that I was surprised. They are ruthless and sneaky.

“No way,” Cherie said. “Fifty-fifty. On what insane grounds would you think we would give you the house?”

“Because of June’s business.”

That sentence, that one sentence, and Grayson leaning back in his chair, fingers steepled together as if he was smart and savvy, smirking, had my blood flowing, the ole MacKenzie temper flaring. “What about my business?”

“You have a business that you started when you were married to my client,” Walid said, his dark eyes condescending.

“I started sewing clothes, at night, and if I had time, on the weekends, because I was stressed-out,” I protested. “I wore the clothes.”

“It was a business,” Walid said, tapping his pen. “You sold clothes. You designed dresses, wedding dresses, other clothes. You started the business while married, which makes your business, June’s Lace and Flounces, I believe it is,” he fiddled with the paperwork to give me the impression that my company’s name was of zero consequence to him, “communal property.”

“Ha! Incorrect, El Monsters!” Cherie said. “June was sewing dresses for herself to wear, purses for her to carry her things, her guns and knives and a book on how to take revenge on small husbands.” She seared my ex with a meaningful, mad gaze. “It wasn’t a business.”

“I disagree,” Walid said.

“So do I,” Grayson said. “You get your business, I get the house. You started the business in my home. We aren’t divorced. We’re still married. You developed this business during our marriage. I was supportive of you and encouraging. I helped with the design, the inspiration, the early development of your company. Without me, you would not have launched it to the point you’re at now.”

I actually saw red, I was so steamin’ mad. “You didn’t encourage me. You barely asked what I was doing. I worked on my dresses at night until two in the morning. I worked weekends. You told me once that it was embarrassing to be seen with me when I was wearing one of my lace skirts. You called it too ‘redneck country. ’ You said the wedding gowns were too ‘repulsively unconventional. A bridal circus.’ You said nothing I ever made would sell, and that I should wear my ruffled shirts only at home in the bathroom where no one could see them.”

“Nah,” Grayson said, shrugging his shoulders. “I don’t remember that. I remember long nights being up with you while we worked. I remember analyzing your designs and making corrections. I presented a plan for marketing and making contacts in the wide world of fashion ...” He smirked again. He knew he was lying. He knew I knew it. He was simply using lawyer talk to pressure me into capitulating.

I grabbed a law book off a nearby shelf and heaved it at Grayson’s face. Cherie sat back, relaxed. “Nice one, June.”

Grayson ducked.

“Control your client!” Walid shrieked, rather high-pitched for a man who tried to present himself as a manly man.

I threw another book at Walid. He squealed and bent under the table.

“I will sprout wings before I give you the house, Grayson. Half of it is mine.”

“Then start sprouting wings,” Grayson said, running a hand through that perfect gob of slicked-back hair.

I pelted another law book.

“And I will take my business with me.” My voice pitched high.

“The house for the business, June,” Grayson said, ducking again. “That’s the deal.”

So that was it. That was the exchange. I would lose all my money in the house in exchange for a business that I was barely making money on. I thought of how much equity I had in that house. “No. Never.”

I grabbed another book as Walid’s pokey head poked above the table.

“That’s for you, you freak. I thought you were my friend, Walid.” He hid again and squealed.

“Never,” Cherie said. “Ever. Ridiculous. Tiny dinosaur man, you are ridiculous. Small and flippy-floppy ridiculous.”

Grayson flushed again. He was mad, but I saw what I always saw in his beady eyes: relentless stubbornness and a sick desire for control over me. “Then no divorce. That’s what I wanted anyhow. We’re still married, June.”

This time I didn’t bother to grab only one book, I grabbed two and threw them at the same time until he and Walid scuttled out, like infected warthogs. Both books smacked Grayson in the butt.

“Monsters!” Cherie called out. “Limp monsters!”

 



“I’m afraid, June,” Cherie said later, as we both nursed Bloody Marys at a bar around the corner, “that you’re in a bad place.”

“How can I be?” My hands were still shaking I was so infuriated. And I was mad at myself for letting Grayson make me infuriated. “I was sewing at night when I was married to him, I didn’t have a business, I wasn’t even planning on a business for a long time ...”

“But you made patterns for about a year before you left him. Patterns for wedding dresses, bridesmaids’ dresses, the white lace shirt and skirt you have now. You started selling your clothes when women came up to you and asked how they could get what you were wearing. That’s an issue.” She ate peanuts. I knew she was thinking hard. She’s a bulldog with sharp teeth. “I will harass him for you repeatedly, and I don’t think he has a solid case, but he clearly doesn’t want a divorce and he will drag it out and drag it out and eventually you’re going to have to settle.”

Financially, I knew that. Cherie and I were longtime friends and she’d discounted the divorce costs, but hey, I’d had to write her a check with several zeros. If Grayson and I went on much longer it would be more economical to eat a hundred-dollar bill for breakfast each morning for two years.

“How badly do you want this to end? How much longer do you want Grayson in your life, manipulating your emotions, bringing all this negative stuff in?”

“I wanted him out of my life years ago. I can’t stand that the guy is renting space in my head. I have to work to never think of him and it takes so much energy. Plus, this divorce is so wearing. Sometimes he’ll send something, like flowers, or call out of the blue. He does it deliberately to antagonize me. It’s sick.”

“You have a magazine editor from Couture Fashion coming to your home to photograph your studio and dresses soon, is that right?”

“Yes.”

“That’s big-time. It’s imperative that we get the papers signed before then. Your sales are going to skyrocket. The more successful you are, the harder Grayson will hold on. He’s seeing money, June. He’s smelling it. He doesn’t get how flippingly successful you’re going to be, but he will soon. He’ll demand half of June’s Lace and Flounces and then he’ll be in your life for years to come.”

Gall. “I will hand over proceeds and control of my company to Grayson only after I have constructed a home-built spaceship and launched myself off my own roof.”

“Then, my friend, we need to talk about that house.”

I ordered another Bloody Mary.

 



Early the next afternoon, a florist truck rumbled up to the front of my blue cottage.

Leoni rushed to the window to join me, as did Estelle, our faces plastered to the glass. They both bounded down the stairs and brought up a huge bouquet of roses and lilies.

“It’s for you, June,” Estelle said. “Hopefully it’s not from that leach of an ex-husband of yours; you lost your mind when you married that one. What were you thinking? Had someone taken a hatchet to your head? Were you bleeding?”

“Probably, Estelle,” I said. “Probably.”

“Don’t be so tough on her, Estelle,” Leoni defended me. “She didn’t know he was a vulture. Vultures can hide their vulture-ness. I should know. I married a vulture myself.”

“I hope our ex-vultures eat each other one day, Leoni,” I said.

I ran a finger over the fragrant roses and lilies. Flowers! As old as time. You send your justifiably raging wife flowers and she swoons and forgets that you were a wicked beast. Did Grayson honestly think I was going to swoon over his bouquets? Did he honestly think we could erase the last hideous two years as he incessantly fought our divorce, not to mention the two years before that, with flowers?

“I’ll drive them down to the assisted living center again,” Leoni said. “We don’t want the vulture among us.”

“A bleeding head,” Estelle said, tapping her forehead, “is no excuse for marrying him. Don’t you forget that, June. Use your noggin next time.”

I ripped the card from the flowers and tore it open, my anger zip-zapping along my body, head to foot. He’d done this before, and each time it made me more mad that he could intrude on my life, my time, whenever he wanted.

But ... but ... it was from... . I gaped at the card and made a choking, gulping sound in my throat. It was not from him.

It was from him.

The chariot rider.

Him.

That him.

Estelle and Leoni leaned over my shoulder.

“By gum and golly, this is a miraculous moment. It’s from the sneaker wave rescuer,” Estelle said. “You should get knocked over by sneaker waves more often. What’s a life-threatening event when you can meet a muscled, seductive rancher?”

“You obviously didn’t tell him that the male species will soon die out because of flaws in their genetic makeup,” Leoni gushed.

I stared at the roses and lilies, delicate, sweet, elegant.

“The note says,” Leoni said. “ ‘Looking forward to our survivor’s luncheon.’ ”

“What’s a survivor’s luncheon?” Estelle asked. “I think, at my age, I should go to one of those daily. But I don’t want to hang out with men my own age. They’re boring. They complain all the time about their aches and pains. They have bladder problems. They have intestinal problems. They’re fascinated by their bowels. I want to hang out with the younger men. I want to be a cougar.” She curled her hands into paws and made a cougarish sound.

I was not a cougar. Reece was not younger than me.

He sure was cute, though.

Estelle made another cougarish sound.

Leoni and I laughed.

Leoni pawed her hands in the air, too.

I growled back at both of them. “Grrrr ...”

“To cougars!” Leoni shouted, holding up an imaginary champagne glass.

“To cougars!” We clinked glasses.

 



“Thank you for the flowers.”

“You’re welcome.” Reece smiled at me, dwarfing his doorway, his blue buttondown shirt somehow making those piercing green eyes even brighter.

It had taken me hours of encouraging self-talk while I sewed my bridesmaid’s dress for August’s wedding—and an online Scrabble game where I spelled the words “fear,” “loathe,” and “prick,” and therapy-eating where I downed five warm chocolate chip cookies—before I could gather up enough nerve to slink next door to thank Reece.

And to tell him what he needed to know immediately.

On my way over, Estelle leaned out the studio’s window like an avenging gargoyle and yelled, “Don’t mess this up. It’s not like you’re going to get a lot of other chances to prove you can be nice to a man. You had to almost drown to meet this one.”

Leoni said, wringing her hands, “Be gentle, kind ... feminine. Do you know how to do that?”

Estelle said, “Don’t be a cougar, be a cougarette!”

“Grrrr,” Leoni called out. “Grrrr ...”

I was almost shaking with fear.

“They’re beautiful,” I said into Reece’s handsome, chiseled face. “Sexy.”

He blinked.

“I didn’t mean that.” Not again, June. Focus, focus! “I didn’t mean the flowers were sexy. I meant that they’re beautiful. The flowers. Not you.” He was a tall and broad specimen of a man. “Not that you aren’t, too. I mean! Aw.” I felt myself boil up like a furnace. “I have to go.”

“Please don’t go,” he rumbled out, still smiling. “Come on in. I thought you might need some color after you took a tumble in the ocean.”

“I do. I did. I do need them. Yes, and color. That was nice. Well.” I ignored the fact that my knees were shaking. If only he was a temperamental green centaur, this would have been easier. “Thank you again.”

“You’re leaving already?”

“Yes and no. No and yes. No, no.” Sheesh.

“How about no? Come on in. I have lobster.”

Lobster was my favorite. I love lobster. Heaven is filled with lobster in tiny oceans where you can reach down and grab one at any time and they want you to eat them with a side order of coleslaw, thick, hot, white, buttered bread, and lemonade. They do. “You do?”

“Bought it an hour ago. Come on in, June.”

I hesitated. That man pinned me down and shook me up. He turned me inside out. I berated myself, out loud. “Who’s the boss here?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all.” I waved a hand in front of my face.

He stepped back, welcoming, and opened the door.

I tripped a bit in the doorway as I bumbled on in. “Nice, June,” I muttered.

“What’s nice?”

I turned to him. I thought of him naked. I blushed. I thought of him in bed naked down the hall. I blushed further. I thought of us naked in the bed down the hall. I turned away and said, again, so ridiculously, “I love lobsters in bed naked.”

He laughed. I blushed further. “Stop blushing, June!” I muttered out loud.

Humiliated.

 



“So, you’re renting this home?” I took another bite of lobster, dipped in butter and garlic sauce. It was absolutely delicious.

We’d set up a table outside on his deck, the ocean panoramically displayed for 180 degrees in both directions, the summer air warm, the smell of salt wafting in and out.

“A friend of mine’s mother owns it. Her name is Frankie Schaeffer. Frankie fell in love with a man she met on a wild girls’ trip to France and stayed in Paris. Sixty-two years old and she said she’s found true love for the first time in her life and isn’t leaving.”

I laughed. “Good for her. So that’s what happened. I’ve never met the owner and no one is ever here.”

“She’s here in spirit.” Reece laughed.

“I doubt it. The woman fell in love with a Frenchman in Paris. She’s having the time of her life eating croissants and coffee in tiny white cups.”

“Okay, you win. Her spirit is in France. By the way, I like your hair.”

“You do?” I self-consciously pulled on it.

“Yes. I can only compare it to gold moving.”

Gold moving.

“With sunshine and sparkles thrown in.”

Sunshine and sparkles. “Are you a poet?”

He laughed. “Not quite. I say what I think.”

“So, you’re a flirt.” I ignored a stab in my heart. Darn it. Flirts were dangerous. Teasingly, attractively dangerous. Light and fluffy and you are one of a harem ...

“Not at all. You’re the first one in many years.”

He said it sincerely, so straight on. Could it possibly be true? I took a deep breath so I could spit out the truth. This was not gonna be fun. “Reece, I need to be completely honest with you.”

“Please do.”

I gathered my strength by studying the cliffs in the distance and the tide pools below it, then turned back to him. “I’m in the middle of a divorce.”

Reece’s eyes widened slightly and his expression froze, that hard jaw not moving.

“Or, I should say, I’m at what I hope will be the end of my divorce. It’s a mess. I’m a mess. I left him two years ago. He doesn’t want a divorce and he is fighting it with all he has, every loophole, every delay tactic.”

I hoped the sun, bright and bold in a deep blue sky, would warm up my scared-stiff and frozen body. “I should have told you at lunch, but I didn’t want to.”

“Why didn’t you want to tell me then?”

“Why?” I heard no judgment in his tone, only a question. “Because I wanted ...”

“You wanted what?”

“I wanted to go to lunch with you, to talk and laugh, and I didn’t want to discuss the black, frothing muck in my life, this constant sadness, this fight, this disaster.” For once I was not awash in lust while looking at him. My sadness was squashing the lust. “I didn’t even know if we would see each other again, and I wanted to take a break out of my life and just be with you.”

He thought for a while, watching the ocean. Maybe I should leave now?

“Within ten minutes of talking to you,” he said, “I knew we’d see each other again.”

“Because you knew we were living next door to each other?”

“No. Because I wanted to be with you again.”

I wanted to cry. I had so wanted to be with him, too.

“As far as your soon-to-be-ex-husband. Do you still love him? Do you hate him? Is the marriage over in your mind, or are there a whole bunch of things that are still upsetting you?”

“I have been through a mind-numbing range of emotions with this divorce, with the ending of my marriage, and I feel nothing for my ex-husband except this anger and frustration that he’s holding things up. There are no other emotions left from the marriage itself. I don’t love him, I don’t hate him, I don’t like him. I want him out of my life. He’s controlling this situation, as he did our marriage, because he can. I can’t stand that anyone is controlling me at all, especially him.”

“He’s on a power trip, then.”

“Always has been. But am I over him? Yes. Long ago I was over him.”

“Why did the marriage break up?”

“Definitely at least half my fault. I never should have married him. I was acting as someone I wasn’t, reaching for things I didn’t value, and I worked incessantly to build my career. I was part of an image that I thought, for years, I wanted. Grayson fit into the image. He was the perfect fiancé, and the perfect husband for about three months. We wanted the same things. We had the same interest in work. My mistake.”

“What did you used to do?”

“I was a lawyer in a law firm on a partnership track. He was a partner in another high-powered firm.”

“How’d that go?”

“I was unutterably miserable.”

“And your marriage was miserable.”

“Yes. I won’t get into the sordid details, but I will say that it was the criticism that killed it, an incessant onslaught of negative, until I shut down. Down and out.” I studied the break of the waves, the way the blue-gray water shot out in both directions. “That’s when you know you’re done with a marriage, I think, when there’s no fight in you anymore, no arguments. You acquiesce, you give up, you dive into self-protection mode, arms over your head, knees to chest.

“He went on a business trip once, for four weeks, to New York. That was when I understood, finally, that I had a problem. Sometimes the problem has to leave before you realize you’re in an emotional war zone, fighting to keep yourself together and constantly battling emotional manipulations. What is abnormal and not mentally healthy has become your normal, but you’re too mentally unhealthy to see it. Your normal isn’t normal. It’s not a place where you can grow and live and create. It’s a bad, bad spot.

“When he was gone and I wasn’t constantly ducking for cover around him, and could breathe, and think, and finally be brutally honest with myself, I started to recognize how much my marriage had smothered me.”

“What was the final moment, when you knew you were done with the marriage? Was there a last straw?”

“There was. I told you I loved sewing as a kid with my family. Even my father could sew. During college and law school and my years of building a career, I stopped sewing, I didn’t have time. In the midst of my misery, a year into my marriage, I started sewing again, at night, as soon as I could sneak away from Grayson. It was my only respite, I lost myself in whatever I was making. Soon my uptight lawyer suits had a rim of lace. The skirts had ruffles. The sleeves were embroidered down the sides. I made flowers out of dyed leather and attached them to the toes of my heels. And I sewed dresses, long and flowing or short and snazzy, mostly out of lace, which I love, as I had done with my mom and my sisters.

“Through waves of pain and loneliness living in that barren marriage, in that barren job, I sewed and sewed. In every stitch, every scissor cut, every piece of thread that passed through my fingers, every touch of lace or satin or velvet or leather, I felt myself coming back to me. As if I’d lost her and she’d been packed into a sewing box in my head and the box had been nailed down and hidden.

“To court one day I wore a pink skirt with a ruffle and a bit of taffeta underneath it with a pink lace shirt I’d lined with satin trim, and I knew I was done. Even the judge noted, ‘Hmm ... I think we’re feeling a bit pinkish today, Ms. MacKenzie.’ ”

I laughed out loud; so did Reece.

“I loved that judge. It was a woman and later she called me and asked where I’d bought my suit. That day I tore apart the lying witnesses, attacked the defense’s case with ferocity, nailed my opening and closing arguments, and won the case. It was a high-profile case.

“I headed back to my office and was stopped three times by women who wanted to know where I’d bought my clothes and the handbag I’d made out of leather and lace. I had an epiphany and I quit my job fifteen minutes later. I left with a check and decided that part of my life was over.”

“That was it?”

“That was it. It took a day in court with pink lace and satin trim.”

“That’s brave. I admire you. You were taking a new direction, didn’t know where it would lead, but it had to be better than what you were living with.”

“Exactly.” Man, he was so smart. “Sometimes ya gotta walk ...”

“And the walk may have no clear path ...”

“But you have to get on it anyhow.” We understood each other.

“Then what happened?”

Oh, those green eyes. I could feel the lust coming at me again, darn it.

I cleared my throat. “On my way out of the law firm, Grayson came tearing after me. He yelled, ‘What the hell did you do? What happened? Have you lost your friggin’ mind, June? Do you expect me to support you? Do you expect to sit around and eat chocolate all day while you sew your white-trash Halloween outfits? I’m not giving you a dime of my money, now get back in there and tell them you made a mistake, because you have, June, you have!’ ”

“ ‘No,’ I said to him. ‘I have not made a mistake.’

“ ‘You quit your job!’ He’s screaming at me now. ‘Why? What are you thinking? Are you thinking? And why are you dressed in pink? You didn’t wear that to court, did you? You’re an attorney, not a pink cake!’

“And I said, ‘I’m quitting a lot of things. The job was first, you’re second, and now I’m quitting this city.’ And I did.”

Reece abruptly stood up, his face flushed, and started pacing the deck.

“What’s wrong?” I asked, alarmed.

He couldn’t even speak for a minute. “I believe,” he bit out, still stalking around, “that even though you don’t hate your soon-to-be-ex-husband, I do. I can’t believe he said that to you.”

I about cried right there, his anger was so touching. Reece ranted for a few minutes, protective, furious, and when he settled down, we talked for another forty-five minutes. I was as honest as I could be. I told him how afterward I went to visit my parents for a week.

“I walked through their fields and down to the river. I took off my shoes. I went barefoot. I rode their horses and petted their cats and dogs with strange names like Christmas Wreath and Mr. Scoot and Admiral Crow.

“I stared out their windows and watched sunrises and sunsets on their porch, something I hadn’t paid attention to in years. I wouldn’t have even sworn that we still had sunrises and sunsets anymore. I watched leaves flutter through the fields. I watched flowers unfold. I studied a blue heron and blue jays. I listened to the river bubble and sat in absolute silence. At first the silence was so noisy I couldn’t concentrate, but then I breathed the silence in, so I could figure my way out of the disaster of my own making.

“My parents asked me to come and work for the family company, but I declined, with a hug, because I wanted to sew wedding dresses and build my own company. They understood, and we spent hours working together, planning my business, discussing designs, drawing, coloring, penciling ... my hands shaking, shock slowly leaving my body to be replaced by this light of hope I hadn’t felt in years.”

The kite flyers were out and I envied them their playtime. “I came to the beach and rented my house because I am passionate about the Oregon coast. I can think here, be here. Most days I’ll put my rocking chair right next to my French doors, cover myself with my crazy quilt, and sew. I’m as happy as I’ve ever been when I do that.”

“What else makes you happy, June?”

“My family, as odd as we all are, as imperfect as we all are, they make me happy. What makes you happy, Reece?”

“Right now.”

“Yes, right now. Anything. What makes you happy?”

“I just told you. Right now I’m happy. I’m happy talking and watching the waves with you. Thanks for being honest, June.”

“You’re welcome. I probably should have told you the second I was dragging seaweed out of my mouth, so please forgive me.”

“Forgiven.”

So quick, without a second thought. The man did not want to play games. “Thank you. So, Reece. If you want, we can be friends. Ah ... good friends. I’m still technically married, so I don’t feel it’s right to date. I don’t think I could handle being involved with anyone, it’s too stressful, I’m not a whole person yet, and I especially could not date you.” I shifted in my seat. “Not that you would want to date me. I’m not trying to be presumptuous, I know you probably wouldn’t want to date me, but—”

“June, I want to date you. But why would you not want to date me if you were free?”

I bent my head, wrestling with my thoughts, then looked up again. “You’re sexy and too much of a man to get wrapped up with. I think I’d lose my head around you. There. I said it. More honesty for you.”

“I don’t want you to lose your head. You have a pretty head.”

His mouth tilted at the corners; nice lips. Such nice lips. I tried to put myself back together and not think about his lips. “I’m a fast-moving train wreck, but if you want to be friends with a wreck, sign me up.”

“I’ll sign you up. I’ve always wanted to be friends with a wreck.”

I smiled at him. He was such a cowboy/rancher sort of true man.

“I can do it,” he said, almost to himself. “I can control myself. I can resist. I can stop myself from pulling you into my arms and kissing you on our midnight walks along the beach, counting stars together lying in the sand, hot tubbing ... yep, I can control all those thoughts. But maybe, June, when this is all over, and you’re ready, you and I can start as an us. We can be an us. Going slowly.”

My stomach flipped and flopped in a happy, skippy way. “I think we might could do that. I haven’t scared you off?”

“No. Not at all. To the contrary.”

We sat in silence, my brown eyes on his green, neither looking away, both smiling like silly goons, my heart galloping about.

“It’s an incredible day, isn’t it?” he said, his voice carrying over the gentle ruffle of wind.

“Yeah, Reece, it is an incredible day.” And, June, you will not fall in love with him! You won’t! “Okay, I’ll try not to,” I said out loud.

“What?”

“Nothing. Oh, nothing.”

He reached for my hand, yes he did. His hand was strong and muscled. Even though I believe in treats and chocolates, my body would seem small underneath the stroking of that hand. At the thought of that strong hand slipping over my entire body, I felt myself heat up again, as if a match had been lit right under my feet and the rest of me was now engulfed in flames.

I placed my hand in his.

“Now I’m even happier, June.”

He winked at me.

Oh, for heaven’s sakes.
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