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        Matchmaking? Check. Surfing? Check. Falling in love? As if.

      

      

      Sunny, striking, and satisfied with her life in paradise, Theodosia Sullivan sees no need for marriage. She does, however, relish serving as matchmaker for everyone who crosses her path. As the manager of her family’s surf shop in Hanalei Bay, that includes locals and tourists alike.

      One person she won’t be playing Cupid for is the equally happy bachelorette down the street. Baker Kini ʻŌpūnui has been the owner of Queen’s Sweet Shop since her parents passed away and her younger brother married Theo’s older sister and moved to Oahu. Kini’s ready smile, haupia shortbread, and lilikoi malasadas are staples of Hanalei’s main street.

      However, Theo’s matchmaking machinations and social scheming soon become less charming—even hazardous—to everyone involved. And when she fails to heed Kini’s warnings about her meddling, she may be more successful than she ever intended. Theo has to face the prospect of Kini ending up with someone else, just as she realizes she’s loved Kini all along.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “This cake is frigging amazeballs.”

      “Theo—”

      Theo waved her father away with a fork that was still streaked with white frosting.

      “I know, I know.” She swallowed so her father wouldn’t scold her for eating cake and talking with her mouth full. Because if the processed sugar or the gluten or the butter didn’t kill her, surely choking on the best freaking cake she’d ever had in her life would. But seriously? What a way to go. She’d never tasted anything like it. Kini had really outdone herself, which was saying something. “I’ll only have the one piece, and it’s not even a big piece. But it’s a wedding, Pops. Lighten up.”

      Somewhere between his moustache and his beard, her father’s mouth tightened in disapproval. “It’s bad enough poor Charlotte had to leave us. I can’t believe Jim insisted they also have cake at their reception. You know Charlotte agrees with me on healthy eating; this couldn’t have been her idea.”

      Theo answered by shoving another bite of cake in her mouth—she wasn’t going to rat out Charlotte. After all, Charlotte had been her nanny when she was little, and after Theo had grown up enough not to need a nanny, Charlotte continued to live in the cozy apartment tacked onto their ramshackle house/surf shop. The rent was cheap, which was nice since it wasn’t like she was making good money teaching at the elementary school. Well, she had lived there, until today. Hence all the poor Charlotte-ing. Never mind that Charlotte was moving in with Jim, who had a house ten times the size of Charlotte’s tiny apartment. Not to mention Jim was a really good guy. One of the best on the island. Except Theo’s dad, of course, even if he was being eye-roll-inducing at the moment. He really did mean well. And he loved Jim, despite the fact that they fundamentally disagreed on cake.

      With a final scrape of her fork, Theo took up the rest of the frosting clinging to the plate and sucked every last smear of it off the tines. She tried not to provoke her dad, she really did, but this cake was so worth it. Besides, the dancing would start soon, and he’d be able to fret over all the women in their best slippers and whether everyone was warm enough despite that it was a perfect evening. Like tourists-snapping-a-zillion-pics perfect. He’d forget all about the great cake peril.

      Luckily for her, before he could get another word in, Jim and Charlotte came by their table, and her father did love to hold court.

      Charlotte was glowing, her brown hair all twisted up with plumeria tucked into some of the shiny swirls and loose tendrils blowing around her face in the light breeze. Her smile was almost blinding, and it hadn’t faded at all during the evening. Jim looked just as happy with his maile lei draped around his neck, even though his son hadn’t been able to make it for the wedding. Something to do with Austin’s fussy mom, which was a big bummer for Jim and a lesser bummer for Theo who’d known Austin as a toddler and had idealized him a bit ever since based on Jim’s stories and the elusiveness of his twenty-year absence.

      Despite Austin being a no-show, Jim looked unbothered, happy to be with his new bride. He was wearing a suit instead of aloha wear as a nod to Charlotte’s mainland parents, who seemed to think aloha wear was somehow disrespectful in a church, but he’d swapped out his dress shoes for slippers, which was good, because the real shoes thing had kind of freaked Theo out. She couldn’t remember the last time she couldn’t see Jim’s toes.

      “Congratulations, you two,” Theo said, as she stood to give both of them hugs. She felt pretty smug herself, knowing she’d orchestrated this match. “Are you going to change your name, Charlotte? I totally forgot to ask.”

      Charlotte flushed and glanced at Jim, who grinned back. “I am. I’m kind of excited about being Mrs. Inoue, though the keiki will probably still call me Miss Taylor.”

      “And who could blame them?” Theo’s dad tutted. “Too much change isn’t good for a person. So you know, Charlotte, you don’t have to do this all at once. You could keep some of your things in your apartment for a while if you—”

      Theo hushed her father with a hand on his shoulder and a dirty look. “Pops, it’s fine. Charlotte and Jim are going to be very happy together. And it’s not like Charlotte will be far. It’s not even the other side of town. You could walk if you felt like it.”

      Yeah, right. It had been hard enough to get her father out of the house to come to the wedding. Him walking halfway across town for anything less than a life-changing event would be a high-level miracle. And she got it, she really did. He’d been like this pretty much since her mom had died, and it was only through Charlotte’s social nature that Theo hadn’t become a hermit herself. Not a complete hermit, anyway. It was a little pathetic that she’d never left Kauai and rarely crossed the Hanalei Bridge, but honestly, why would she? It was paradise here, and she had everything she needed. No reason to go gallivanting off anywhere else.

      Besides, it might kill her dad if both his daughters left him. It had been bad enough when Eliza had left the islands to go to law school and had barely come home, but then she and Kai had gotten married and moved to Honolulu. Not exactly the other side of the Earth, but as far as Dermot Sullivan was concerned, she may as well have gone to the moon. They hadn’t even made it back for Charlotte and Jim’s wedding. Something about a big case. Whatever. If Charlotte and Jim weren’t upset about it, Theo wasn’t going to be either.

      She hugged Charlotte and Jim again and urged them to go see their other guests, although a pang of sadness hit her as she did. Rationally, Theo knew Charlotte wasn’t going far. As she’d told her father, it was an easy walk to the Inoues’ house and even easier to the gallery Jim owned or the elementary school where she sometimes had lunch with Charlotte. It would be fine.

      Sadness wasn’t really a thing for Theo anyhow. Her life was pretty great, and if the worst thing that happened to her was that her bestie/replacement mom lived a few hundred yards away instead of a few feet, then she was really freaking lucky. It wasn’t, of course, the worst thing that had ever happened to her, but it’s not as if she remembered her mom going out on a big-wave surfing expedition and not coming home. No, she’d been a toddler then, and her disposition had always tended toward the sunny and cheerful.

      Eliza had been older, so she carried a haze of loss with her that had cleared over the years, though a fog of melancholy rolled in from time to time. Their father was the one who’d been stuck in a never-lifting gloom of grief, though he tried not to show it. You wouldn’t know chipper and chatty Dermot Sullivan was depressed unless you understood all his fretting was really covering up his heart-shattering loss.

      It wasn’t something Theo liked to dwell on. She took care of her father as well as she could, and there was no reason for her to ever leave, so it was a nonissue really. Moot. And even though weddings sometimes brought the worry to the forefront, he wasn’t doing too badly tonight, and besides, the band had started playing.

      She jumped up from her seat, eager for the excuse, and laid a kiss on her dad’s cheek, right above the scruffy line of his snowy beard. “Don’t worry, I’ll be careful not to twist an ankle, swear.”
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      It was easier to say you wouldn’t miss someone than to actually not miss them.

      Theo kicked the wooden counter at the shop as she perched on her stool, waiting for customers. It was a slow-ish time. Not the high season when the snowbirds from SoCal came to the island, and it was a weekday so the people with weekend condos and cottages were back on Oahu or in California or wherever they flew in from.

      Her next lesson wasn’t until two, and the shop was quiet. Too quiet.

      She’d already tidied up, done the books, and ordered some new inventory. Charlotte and Jim were on their honeymoon, so she couldn’t even stop by their house or the gallery. She didn’t feel like listening to Beatrice drone on about her niece’s latest and greatest accomplishments—not to mention that Bea’s cluttered house made her skin crawl—but Theo was approaching desperate. Maybe being forced to read the printout of Jessica’s latest email—why did Bea always have to print them out? The poor trees—wouldn’t be so bad. Preferable to the boredom of kicking around here for another few hours. It’s not like anyone would miss her if she was out. After all, they knew she’d return soon-ish if the surfboard sign on the front door were flipped over to the “Be Back in Ten Hawaiian Minutes” side.

      She could go to the bakery, but she didn’t want to annoy Kini. Not that she ever seemed annoyed with Theo. Not really, even though Theo had been wreaking havoc on Kini’s serene existence since she was born when Kini was fourteen.

      Indeed, Kini’s patience with her seemed almost limitless. Except when Theo was being a brat. Even then, Kini would purse her lips and shake her head, making the huge coiled bun on her head wobble. Then she’d hand Theo an apron and tell her to at least help if she was going to run her mouth. That didn’t sound so bad. Hanging out in the bakery, being put to work instead of maybe getting a splinter in her toe from kicking the counter.

      Putting on her slippers, she shoved her cell in a pocket of her jean cutoffs and headed for the door. Theo was about to flip the surfboard sign when someone behind her cleared their throat. She turned to find a girl, about her age, maybe a little younger, standing there with a sheaf of papers in her hands. She wasn’t from Hanalei for sure, and even with her East Asian features, Theo didn’t think she was a local. Not with that skirt suit and definitely not with those close-toed kitten heels. Could be from Honolulu, but that didn’t feel right either. The girl looked like she’d fallen out of one of the mainland shops where people who had office jobs bought their clothes. Maybe a tourist, but what was with the papers?

      “Aloha.”

      “Uh, hi, aloha, I mean, hi, I’m…” The girl stuck a hand out and dropped all her papers. Wow. She was pretty, but kind of a mess. She started muttering under her breath about being a disaster as she scrambled to pick up all the fluttering sheets and tried to resettle her glasses on the bridge of her nose.

      Theo crouched to help her retrieve the rest of the papers and caught a glimpse at the top of one. Laurel Kim. A local address, but she definitely wasn’t from here because Theo knew everyone who was. New? And there was a whole list of jobs and schools and skills and other stuff on the page. A résumé.

      She handed the papers over to the girl with a smile, because she was struggling and still mumbling, now more loudly and in Theo’s general direction. “Thank you, sorry, I, um, I’m…”

      Shuffling the papers into a semblance of order, the girl almost seemed like she needed to reference the pages before she remembered her own name. Yep, hot mess.

      “Let me guess. Laurel Kim?”

      “How did you know? I heard word got around here fast, but I didn’t think—”

      “Yeah, the coconut wireless is good, but I saw it on your papers. So you’re Laurel?”

      The shiny black bob of a haircut Laurel was rocking danced as she shook her head, and her tawny beige cheeks colored a ruddy pink. She squeezed her dark eyes shut behind her glasses and wrinkled her nose before she looked at Theo again. “Yes, I’m Laurel. Laurel Kim. I just moved here, and I’m looking for a job. I know you don’t have a Help Wanted sign out front or anything, but I thought maybe you might have something?”

      Oh. Theo and her dad had never had another helper in the shop, and they probably didn’t need to hire someone full-time, but… A lightbulb practically burst above Theo’s head.

      She linked her arm through Laurel’s—the one that wasn’t clutching the dozens of copies of her résumé. “I was about to go out for lunch. Why don’t you come with me, and we can talk about it?”
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      Theo took advantage of the walk to grill Laurel. Nicely, of course. But she needed to know what her deal was. A girl shows up looking like she should be interning at a law firm or something but is applying for a job at a surf shop that doesn’t even have an opening? Gossip was absolutely her jam, and she was determined to get the scoop on Laurel.

      “So where are you from?”

      Laurel tripped and almost dropped all her résumés again, but managed to right herself in time. “I grew up in northern California, but I went to college in Boston.”

      “And you ended up here how?”

      Laurel’s frown was pathetic. “I couldn’t take it anymore. The weather was dismal, the pressure was out of control, and I couldn’t stand my major. It was awful. I…I know I shouldn’t have, but I dropped out and came home. When I showed up on my parents’ doorstep, they freaked.”

      “Dude, that sucks. I’m sorry.”

      So Laurel was a college dropout, which was further than Theo had ever gotten in school. It had been bad enough hauling ass to Kapaa for four years for high school, her dad admonishing her every morning to be careful on the half-hour-plus drive. At least she’d gotten a sweet ride out of it—a Jeep that she still drove because it’s not like she put many miles on it.

      If she’d gone to college and been unhappy and quit, her dad wouldn’t have done anything except welcome her back and tell her they’d figure something else out. She couldn’t imagine someone’s parents turning them out if they hadn’t done what was expected of them. But from what she’d heard about Austin’s control-freak mom, it sounded as though she was like that and imagining this happening to her childhood BFF made her skin crawl.

      She had only fuzzy memories of running around on the beach naked with Austin when they were toddlers, constructing massive sandcastles and sharing each other’s shave ice, but there was photographic evidence that all of that had happened, and she’d always harbored a slightly unhealthy curiosity about Austin’s life and a yen for him to come back. But this wasn’t about Austin, it was about Laurel, and yeah, her parents losing their shit when she’d already felt awful was the pits.

      “Yeah. So I bought a plane ticket out here, figuring I’d just chill until the semester was over and then maybe transfer somewhere else? But…” Laurel’s eyes popped behind her glasses.

      Theo nodded knowingly. She was used to tourists complaining about prices on vacation. Or the odd mainlander who moved here thinking they could set up a bed-and-breakfast, have a few visitors, and make ends meet. Most of them were sorely disappointed and ended up back onshore. “Oh, yeah. It’s hella expensive here. Even more than California. Paradise tax.”

      “I thought I had enough in savings to last me a while, but I’m only twenty-one so I’ve never had, like, a real full-time job, and—”

      Uh-oh. Laurel’s voice had become unsteady and her chin wavered. That wouldn’t do.

      Theo slung an arm around the girl’s shoulders. “Hey. Don’t worry. We’ll find you something, and you’ll be able to stay. You walked into the right shop because I know some people.”
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      Queen’s smelled the same way it always did—delicious and as familiar as her own home. Theo directed Laurel to dump her stuff at one of the small tables and waltzed up to the counter. There wasn’t anyone standing there to wait on customers, and she was tempted to walk behind the counter and serve herself because, dammit, she was hungry, but she didn’t want to set a bad example for Laurel. Theo had earned the privilege of being able to treat Queen’s like her personal pantry, but Kini would not take kindly to some stranger wandering around her establishment.

      Leaning over the counter as far as she could without actually falling onto the other side, Theo kicked her feet where they hung in the air while she hollered. “Kini! Your favorite customer is here.”

      There was some noise from the back, including some unimpressed grumbling, and then a kid in an apron stumbled through the open doorframe. She shouldn’t call Bobby a kid because they were about the same age, but whereas Theo ran her household and most of Sullivan’s Surf Emporium, Bobby couldn’t seem to manage much of anything. Not even his hair, which was sticking out like a bunch of mangrove roots from underneath the backward hat he had on.

      “Hey, Theo. What’s up?”

      He offered her a high-five across the counter, which she accepted. Bobby was a good guy, if not the brightest bulb in the box. “Hey, Bobby. Is Kini around?”

      Bobby blushed; she could see it even underneath the tan he’d earned from going out on his board almost every day for years, same as she had. “She is. She said I should deal with you.”

      That didn’t sound like Kini at all, unless she was in a really foul mood, and anything that would have Kini in that foul of a mood surely Theo would’ve heard about already.

      “Oh, and she was up to her elbows in sweet bread dough.”

      That sounded more like it. “Well, then, I guess you’ll get to meet the new girl in town first. Bobby, this is Laurel. Laurel, Bobby.”

      Fifteen seconds of awkward silence passed. Laurel and Bobby were shaking hands…still, because seriously, she’d introduced them, like, forever ago. And they were looking at each other as if… Oh, no. No, no, no, no, no, no.

      Okay, so maybe helping Laurel find a job hadn’t been the only part of her plan. It wasn’t super-often they got new people on the island and even less often that people ended up staying. But she had high hopes for Laurel, oh yes, she did. And it was not going to be ruined by her getting involved with Bobby Martin of all people.

      Bobby was…fine. But Laurel could do so much better. So Theo nudged her in the ribcage to end the mother of all handshakes. Her sharp elbow did indeed put a stop to the nonsense, and then she slipped an arm through Laurel’s so she could order lunch. Mostly Queen’s was a bakery, but they did some midday business in sandwiches, and it had been at least a week since Theo had had her fave, which was practically unheard of. Who even was she?

      “We’ll take two of the Theo special.”

      “That’s—”

      “It’s totally a thing, don’t even start with me.” Just because it wasn’t on the board with the other specials didn’t mean it wasn’t a thing. If anything, it was a secret special, and that made it even more exclusive and cooler. Theo closed her eyes and raised her voice. “Isn’t the Theo special a thing, Kini? Tell your man here it’s a thing.”

      From the back, the sweet low melody of Kini’s voice drifted out, much like the aroma of whatever she was probably pulling from the ovens between making biscuits. “Make her the sandwich, Bobby. Ham, pickled mango, and coconut slaw on sweet bread. Side of taro chips.”

      Bobby made a face, and Theo stuck her tongue out at him. “Two, please. And hurry, I’m starving.”

      Again with the face. Why did he have to look like that? Her sandwich was amazing, and it’s not like he had to eat it anyway. It would be wasted on him. But Bobby wasn’t looking at her anymore, he was looking at Laurel.

      “You sure you want to eat that? I can make you something else if you—”

      “Of course she’s sure. Aren’t you, Laurel?”

      “Oh, yeah. I’ll have the Theo special. It sounds really good.”

      Theo smiled smugly at Bobby and then shooed him off because her stomach was grumbling now and that wouldn’t do.

      She led Laurel to one of the few tables in the place and sat, the wood chair scraping against the checkered linoleum as she scooted it into the diner-style table. The mismatched furniture in this place should’ve looked ridiculous, but somehow Kini had managed to make it look charming instead of like she’d run out of money at the thrift shop and had basically been salvaging pieces from all over town.

      Laurel took a seat in the metal patio chair on the other side of the table and folded her hands over the stack of résumés. “So do you think you’ll have any hours for me? Or maybe know someplace else I might be able to get a job? Because—”

      “Yeah, yeah. We’ll find you a job. But first things first. Were you flirting with Bobby?”

      Laurel’s face lit up like she was a squirrel with Christmas lights in her cheeks, and her eyes widened. “Oh my god. Was it that obvious that I thought he was cute?”

      “Only to me. I’m kind of the town matchmaker.” Laurel looked impressed as Theo confided in her. “I can pretty much claim responsibility for at least three marriages. Which is partially why I would urge you”—Theo glanced behind the counter to make sure Bobby was out of earshot—“not to start anything with Bobby. He’s nice enough, but really, you could do so much better. Let me see who I can come up with for you. There aren’t a ton of eligible bachelors around, but… Oh, do you only date men, or women, too?”

      “I’ve only ever had boyfriends, but…” Laurel blinked and shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I haven’t thought about it all that much. But guys, yes, definitely.”

      Cool. Maybe best to stick to dudes for now since frankly there were more of them. Though if Laurel hadn’t considered all her options, it might be best to offer myriad possibilities. After all, the whole point of coming to Hanalei was to take a break and get away from expectations—what better time to say fuck heteronormative bullshit? Oh, yes, this was going to be super-fun. Theo’s stomach growled again, and she was about to shout for Bobby and ask where their sandwiches were when he hustled out of the back, a woven basket in each hand, lined with wax paper and the best sandwich on Earth nestled in a bed of taro chips.

      “Dig in,” Theo instructed. As she and Laurel worked on devouring their Theo specials, the matchmaking wheels in Theo’s mind started turning. Oh, how she loved a project.
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      After doing her very good deeds for the day—convincing her father they needed a part-time helper so Laurel had some employment and then sweet-talking Jasmine at the café into giving Laurel another part-time job—Theo stopped back by Queen’s, where Kini was wiping off the long glass cases displaying her wares. After a full day, the cases were half-empty. And when Kini glanced over her shoulder and saw Theo coming in, they got emptier still.

      Without even asking, she walked around the counter and put a piece of haupia shortbread on a plate and poured a small cup of milk, placing them in front of Theo as she settled herself across the table where Theo had plopped. In return, Theo bussed Kini’s soft cheek.

      “My dad would kill you if he knew how often you give me sweets.” Theo’s conspiratorial smile was met by Kini’s own. It was funny that so often Kini thought—and made it abundantly clear that she thought—Theo’s dad was too lax with her, too permissive. Spoiled, she’d call Theo and make that purse-lipped expression while she shook her head slightly. But when it came to baked goods, Kini was far more liberal than Theo’s father.

      “You have a cookie or a malasada here a couple of times a week. After all the surf lessons you teach, the way you go out on your board most every morning, and all the running around town you do getting into everyone’s business, I think you can handle a sweet or two. But don’t tell your dad, okay? I value the respect he has for me and wouldn’t want it undone by the fact that I ply you with sugar, butter, and gluten occasionally.”

      Theo nodded, happily crunching on her shortbread. She didn’t only come here for the baked goods, but Kini knew that. Kini knew everything. It was just one of those things that was true. Like the sun came up in the east and the ocean was salty, Kini knew everything. All those things had been true since Theo was born, and she didn’t see them changing any time soon.

      While Theo munched, Kini sat there. She must be tired after a long day. Theo saw the lights on at Queen’s most mornings when she headed out on the early waves, but Kini never seemed in a hurry when Theo came by. No, she always sat for a bit, her silvering-black hair either still in its bun or rolling down her back in big curls, depending on what part of closing up Theo had interrupted. Today it was still up and Kini’s apron was still on, so it was early yet.

      “I hear you’ve got a new friend.”

      At the mention of Laurel, Theo perked up. Chasing the latest bite of shortbread with a swig of milk, she nodded. “I do. And if you hadn’t been so busy when we came by for lunch, you could’ve met her. She’s darling.”

      “Yeah?” One of Kini’s eyebrows cocked up in skepticism, and Theo returned it with a scowl.

      “Yeah. She’s adorable. Her name’s Laurel and she dropped out of school and her parents were ripshit, so she kind of ran away from home and decided to come here for a while. She’s going to help me in the store, and I got her a job waitressing at Jasmine’s.”

      “Is that all?”

      Shit. Kini knew her far too well.

      “I may have started thinking about who she could date. I mean, it’s not like we get non-tourist blood so often around here. She’s fresh meat, and she’s legit cute so I don’t think her single status will last. I just have to figure out who I should get her together with.”

      Kini tapped on the top of the table with a fingertip, not looking at Theo for a second, and she took the opportunity to shove the rest of the shortbread in her mouth. She could’ve savored it, but like Kini said, it wasn’t like she was going to stop letting her snag something from the leftovers for the day or begging a donut or a muffin on her way home from the beach. So she washed it down with a gulp of milk and waited for what Kini was going to say, because she was going to have something to say.

      They were family by marriage—with Kini’s younger brother, Kai, having married Theo’s older sister, Eliza—but that had been almost a formality. Their families had been close for Theo’s whole life, and she’d heard tell that had been the case even before she’d been born. She had no reason to doubt it. Kini was somewhere in between an older sister and a parent to her, but as Theo so often reminded her, she was, in fact, neither.

      Kini looked up then, and Theo could feel it in the air. Kini’s judgment was about to be passed. “It was a nice thing you did to help Laurel get jobs.”

      A little ball of pleasure turned over in Theo’s stomach, right next to the crumbs of the shortbread. She knew she’d done a good thing, but it seemed extra real now that Kini had acknowledged it. The praise Kini handed out was more valuable than other people’s, and it made her feel special and proud. The little glowy ball was not a big glowy ball, though, because she anticipated a “but” coming. She wasn’t disappointed.

      “But I feel like you’re being a bit overzealous about her romantic prospects. The poor girl hasn’t even been here a week, for goodness sake. Maybe let her meet some people and then decide if she’d like to go out with anyone. How normal people do.”

      “Normal people only do that because they have to. Nobody likes doing that. Besides, she seemed excited when I told her that I’m kind of known as the town matchmaker.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Yes, I am,” insisted Theo, jabbing a finger toward Kini’s doubtful face. “I’m the reason Jim and Charlotte got married. And I was the one who introduced Tom and Keith. Remember them?”

      “The guys who’d been left at the altar by their fiancés and came on their honeymoons solo? Yes, I remember them. But what are you talking about? I don’t remember them getting married.”

      “Ugh, you’re so old-fashioned. They didn’t get married, but they, you know, dated while they were here.”

      “You mean they fucked the pain away?”

      “Kini! First sweets and now swearing? My dad is definitely never letting me near your den of iniquity ever again.”

      Across the table, Kini scoffed. “As if your father has ever forbidden you from doing anything. You’re the most spoiled girl in the whole Pacific.”

      Deep in her chest, Theo’s heart clutched, because there was really only one thing her father had forbidden her from doing. No big-wave surfing because that was how her mother had died and no way was he giving up any more beloved family members to the ocean.

      One might’ve wondered why he stayed on Kauai instead of moving to some landlocked state like Oklahoma—certainly the trust he’d inherited from his parents would’ve made that possible—but Mr. Sullivan was a homebody. It had been bad enough when Theo’s gorgeous mother had enchanted him, lured him away from his tenure-track position as a history professor at UCLA, and dragged him out here. But he’d come for love, and look how that had ended up. The land the shop was on was valuable, but could money ever make up for losing a wife and raising two daughters on your own? No, he was never going anywhere, ever again. Which would also explain why he wasn’t so keen on marriage. Love made people irrational. On the plus side, both Theo and Eliza had aced the AP US History test without having to study at all.

      Kini hadn’t meant anything by calling her spoiled, though, and from the sickly cast her brown cheeks had taken on, Kini knew she’d poked one of Theo’s few sore spots.

      “I only meant to point out that just because you were nearby when these things happened doesn’t make you responsible for them, for good or ill. Correlation does not equal causation.” Kini gestured with her work-roughened hands, holding one up at shoulder-level on one side, and the other hand on the other, like she was a human scale. “See? Here’s you, over here, and here are your supposed victims, over here. You didn’t have anything to do with either of those things happening.”

      “I did so.”

      Theo’s mutter was met by a snort, and Kini reached a hand over and ruffled her messy hair. “So who did you have in mind for your little friend? Bobby was quite taken with her.”

      “Ugh, I know.”

      “What do you mean, ugh? Bobby is a nice boy.”

      Theo flopped, her limbs sprawling dramatically to the sides of the chair. “Nice? I mean, yeah, I guess. But he’s not very good-looking. And his prospects are… He works in a bakery, Kini.”

      “Yes, he works in my bakery. What are you trying to say? Am I just a baker? No wonder you’ve never tried to set me up with anyone.”

      Well, that was patently ridiculous. And judging by the saucy look on Kini’s face, she was teasing, but Theo answered anyhow. “You don’t only work in the bakery, Kini. You own it. That’s different. And I’ve never tried to set you up because you’re never getting married. We’re going to grow into spinsterhood together. Anyway, I’ve been thinking about it all day, and I think maybe Brock Ashley over at the Grand Cliffs Resort. He’s handsome, has good manners, he’s decent on a surfboard, and he makes pretty good bank being the manager. That’s the kind of guy Laurel should be going for.”

      Again, Kini with her eyebrows. What was wrong with Brock?

      “Your friend Brock is never going to settle for someone like Laurel. I’m sure she’s a nice girl, but you know he’s a social climber. Not so much interested in the locals because he’s sure he can do better, and he’s always flirting with the women who are here for bachelorette weekends or divorce parties or whatever. Mark my words, he’s a gold digger, and he’s not going to want to be with someone who can’t increase his social standing or his bank accounts.”

      “We’ll just have to see about that, now won’t we?”

      Kini pushed up from the table, her thick forearms flexing with the muscles she’d earned from hours upon hours of kneading dough, and untied her apron, flicking it at Theo. “I guess we will. Now go home to your father before he starts calling around the whole town looking for you.”

      Shit, Kini was right. She had two minutes to hustle home before he started fretting. Theo popped up from the table, kissed Kini on her soft, flour-coated cheek, and headed out the door.

      “Thanks for the shortbread, see you tomorrow!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Theo didn’t see Kini the next day, though, because she was too busy trying to teach Laurel to surf. Or really, as it turned out, the most basic of the basics. Because Laurel barely knew how to swim. So Theo had opted for some conditioning after Laurel had freaked about going in past her armpits. And for looking reasonably in shape, the girl couldn’t run for shit. She could barely move before getting winded. Or at least that’s how it felt to Theo.

      “Come on,” she urged Laurel, who was huffing and puffing beside her, and then shortly, behind her. They hadn’t even gone a quarter mile and already Laurel was acting like she’d run a marathon.

      Laurel was flopped over at the waist, arms hanging toward the sand, breathing heavily, a sheen of sweat beading at her hairline. It was different to run on the sand in bare feet than on the pavement or a track in shoes—at least that’s what the mainlanders who Theo had schooled in races on the beach claimed. They always thought they could beat her, and maybe in a short race they could, but most of their land-loving legs gave out in middle and longer distances. The shifting, uneven ground did something to a person’s calves and quads and hamstrings and glutes that couldn’t be replicated on a treadmill or on city blocks.

      Theo slowed and waited for Laurel to catch up, bouncing back and forth on her feet. Apparently getting Laurel in fighting shape was going to take longer than she thought. That was okay; Theo was in this for the long haul. There weren’t so many girls her own age in town, and she wasn’t close with any of them. She’d always preferred the company of her dad and Charlotte to that of her peers. The closest she’d had to a real friend in school was Jessica, who was Beatrice’s niece. Jessica had effectively become Bea’s daughter after her parents had left her with Bea while they jaunted off for a long weekend in Vegas and had never come back.

      But Jessica had proved super-smart, and Beatrice had sent her away to school as soon as possible. First to a school on Oahu, then to a boarding school on the East Coast, and now she was in a doctorate program for biochemistry in Wisconsin. Whatever biochemistry was. Bea had surely explained it to Theo a hundred thousand times when Theo had stopped by to pay one of her obligatory visits and been forced to hear about Jessica’s latest accomplishments.

      So, no, even when Jessica had come back on some break from one of her fancy-ass schools or another, they had never gotten along super-well, despite Mr. Sullivan’s and Bea’s best efforts. But Laurel—Theo could work with Laurel. It would just take a while.

      Before they could set off again, someone else came down the beach toward them. And as luck would have it, it was precisely the guy Theo wanted to see. She’d been plotting how to run across Brock’s path sometime this week in order to set her matchmaking scheme in motion.

      “Brock!”

      Theo took a quick look at Laurel who was still a bit red-faced with exertion. Maybe it could pass for a charming blush? Also, that messy ponytail would have to go, so Theo wrenched it out of Laurel’s hair with a quick yank and a tousle. It wasn’t great, but it’d have to do because Brock was approaching.

      Shirtless and sweating from his own barefoot run, he didn’t look so bad for a desk jockey who spent most of his time behind a computer screen or glad-handing tourists. For a dude, at any rate. Women were an easier sell, but either way, Theo hadn’t dated much. There simply weren’t that many people who she was interested in enough to put up with the hassle of a relationship.

      But here was Brock with his blond hair bleached even blonder, his dimples, and his hospitality-industry-manager standard bright-white teeth. Theo could tell with one glance at Laurel that she was at least impressed.

      “Hey.” She greeted Brock with a quick hug and stepped back to include Laurel. “Brock, this is Laurel. Laurel, this is Brock. Laurel’s going to be working in the shop and over at Jasmine’s. She’s new in town.”

      She hoped her artfully raised eyebrow would let Brock know Laurel was single and available.

      “Laurel, nice to meet you.” Brock offered a hand to the speechless girl and blinded her with a winning smile. Oh, yes, it would be so, so easy to make Laurel forget about Bobby.

      “Nice to meet you, too,” Laurel finally managed, blinking her dark eyes.

      “I’d much rather chat with you lovely ladies—” there was a titter from Laurel, and Theo’s matchmaking heart sang “—but I’ve got to get home and showered before my shift starts. Our new night manager is awful, so who knows what kind of mess he’ll have left for me. Nice running into you, though.”

      He winked at Laurel, and Theo thought her friend was going to swoon. Who even did that anymore? It’s not like she had any smelling salts in her bikini top, so Laurel would have to suffer a face full of seawater if she expected to be revived.

      Then Brock was gone, taking off down the beach, back toward his place in town. Theo watched Laurel getting an eyeful of his muscled back and lean, pumping legs as he ran. Yep, easy peasy.
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      A couple of weeks after Laurel’s arrival, Theo had gotten her out on a board. It might be another week or so until she stood up for any length of time, but Theo had to hand it to her, she was trying.

      They were perched out on their boards at the surf break, legs gently churning the water so Theo could talk about the art of waiting for the right wave.

      “You have to paddle fast enough to keep up with the wave, otherwise you’ll never catch one.”

      Laurel nodded, but Theo had her doubts that her friend really understood. Girl was hella book-smart, but wasn’t so hot with practical skills or having any clue about the outdoors whatsoever. Maybe it was the whole northern Californian/New Englander thing. When it was warm all the time and serious storms were a rarity, the distinction between indoors and outdoors was less important than it would be in someplace it snowed regularly.

      Theo had done her best to introduce Laurel around town, and of course, working at the shop and Jasmine’s helped. She’d basically met everyone who was worth meeting. It was super-gratifying when Laurel shouted at a figure on the beach, someone Theo had been making sure they “accidentally” ran into during his runs.

      “Hey, Brock!”

      The figure stopped and waved, then gestured for them to come into shore. Theo took a look back at the waves that were coming in and egg-beatered her legs to maneuver closer to Laurel. “Okay, I’m going to catch the next one, and then you’ll wait one, two, three, and you’ll grab the fourth one, got it? You know what to do. Paddle like crazy and then pop up, left foot in front and ride it in nice and easy. Brock will be enchanted.”

      Laurel looked unconvinced, but Theo didn’t have time to offer her anything other than an encouraging thumbs-up before she set off at a full-on paddle herself. It was a small, easy wave, the kind that was good for tourists since it was big enough to ride but not much bigger so they wouldn’t get overwhelmed. Low on the fun scale for her, but catching the worst wave was still better than doing almost anything else.

      She popped up, settled into her balance, feeling the way the wave moved under her board, and rode in easily almost all the way to shore. Stripping off her ankle strap, she hefted her board under her arm and greeted Brock with a high-five.

      “How’s it going? I’ve seen you two out here every morning.”

      “Good.” Good was maybe an overstatement since Laurel still couldn’t reliably stand up on her board, even though they’d had decent luck in the wave department every day. But heck if she was going to say that to Brock. Her objective was to make Laurel look desirable, not incompetent. Maybe it hadn’t been the best idea to have her come in on her own because she’d missed the best wave in the set and was now paddling to try for the next one, which would almost certainly be the worst. Good thing Brock wasn’t exactly an expert surfer himself or he’d surely notice. At least Laurel’s paddle looked good.

      She even popped up pretty well, getting her legs underneath her, and then crouched for all she was worth. It wasn’t pretty. Nope, Theo couldn’t call it that, but she was excited that Laurel stayed up, only wobbling a little and eventually splashing in when she got to the shallows. Brock waded in after her and helped her out of the water, even picked up her board, and Laurel—that little minx, Theo hadn’t known she’d had it in her—put a hand on Brock’s shoulder for balance as she undid her ankle strap so Brock could haul her board in.

      Before they could get to her, Theo took up her own board and practically ran to the showers to give them more time to flirt. Maybe even time for Brock to ask Laurel out? God, she hoped so. She was getting impatient. Do what I want you to already.

      When Laurel made it to the showers, Theo hip-checked her, clapping her hands and demanding, “Well, did he ask you out yet?”

      “No.”

      Argh, what was it going to take to get this show on the road? Honestly, this was getting ridiculous. She was going to lose all of her matchmaking street cred if these people didn’t shape up and ship out on the love boat together soon.

      “But—”

      Oh, a “but” could be good.

      “But he did invite us to a party this weekend at his friend Tadashi’s place? He said you knew where it was.”

      Theo couldn’t help the squee that made its way out of her throat. It wasn’t a date, but an invite to a party was a good step. Better by far than the sitting, staring, doing nothing those two had been engaged in for the whole week.

      “Oh, I do. And Tadashi throws great parties. Let’s start going through your closet after work to pick out an outfit.”

      For the first time since she’d arrived, Laurel looked genuinely happy. “That sounds great. Thank you so much, Theo. You’ve been the best friend a girl could ask for.”

      “My pleasure.” Theo slipped her board under one arm and looped her other through Laurel’s so they could head back to start their day at the shop.
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      A few days later, Theo came back from a lesson with half a dozen tourists. They’d been fun, which was nice. You’d think people would be in a good mood when they were away from home and their responsibilities and in paradise, but not all of them were. And too many of them enjoyed flirting with her.

      No, flirting wasn’t the problem—flirting was fun. It was the gross innuendos and heavy-handed come-ons that skeeved her out. Not this time. It had been a group of couples who’d come together. Not only were they pleasant but also reasonably athletic—they’d all succeeded in standing up and riding at least one wave, so they’d left happy, too. Job well done.

      When Theo got back inside the shop, though, it was to see Laurel perched on the stool behind the counter and leaning over, elbows on the smooth wood surface, chin in her hands, looking dreamily at, dammit, Bobby Martin. Why was he trying to interfere in Theo’s matchmaking plans? And why was he even here? It was coming up on lunch, and it’s not like Kini had other help at the bakery. He should get his well-meaning-but-mediocre ass back to work.

      “Hey, guys.” The two practically leapt back. What exactly had she interrupted? Whatever it was, she was going to keep on interrupting because Laurel was not going to throw away her shot, not under Theo’s watch. “Bobby, shouldn’t you be at Queen’s?”

      Bobby tossed a glance over his shoulder at the kitschy clock shaped like a hula girl on a surfboard. “Oh, shit, yeah, I need to get back. But, uh, Laurel?”

      Laurel batted those thick black lashes of hers, and yeah, Theo totally got why Bobby would have a thing for her, but that was not going to happen. Laurel could do way better.

      “Yeah?”

      “I hope I’ll see you Saturday?”

      Laurel smiled, looking awkwardly pleased. “Me too. I mean, I hope I’ll see you on Saturday. Obviously I’ll see me. Because mirrors. And I’m myself. But…never mind.”

      Yes, this was a girl desperately in need of help.

      “All right, all right.” Theo shooed Bobby out the door, but not without him taking one last look at Laurel over his shoulder. Then Theo turned on Laurel, who was gazing lustfully toward the door Bobby had walked out of. “And you. What did I tell you about this? Bobby is a decent guy, but you could do way better. Like, hello, Brock is totally into you.”

      “You really think so?”

      Internally, Theo smirked. Hope was glowing in Laurel’s eyes. Despite her earlier attentions to Bobby, it looked like her alliances weren’t particularly attached and could easily be shifted to a different and better object for her affections.

      “Yes, I really think so. But that’s enough talking about our weekend plans. Let me show you how to put this new inventory into the system, and then I’ll show you where it goes.”
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      Saturday passed like most other Saturdays had since Laurel came along a few weeks ago. Theo let Laurel sleep in so she could get an actual workout and some waves in, then it was three lessons with newbie tourists who would in all probability never set foot on a surfboard again, and her father reminding her to be careful every time she left the shop despite the fact that she’d been surfing this beach almost every day since before she could remember.

      It was getting to be lunch and the shop was quiet, so Theo stretched her arms over her head and let out a big yawn. “Theo specials from Queen’s?”

      Laurel nodded her agreement. “I can go get them if you want.”

      Uh, yeah, no. She was not going to give Laurel another chance to flirt with Bobby, especially not unsupervised.

      “Nah, I’ll walk over. I think I might’ve pulled something while I was warming up this morning and I could do with stretching my legs.”

      “I could go with you?”

      Despite Laurel’s hopeful offer, Theo had to decline. If Laurel was that excited about the sandwiches, it would’ve been one thing. But she wasn’t—she only wanted to flirt with Bobby. Nice try, but hell no.

      So Theo set out, nursing her fictitious injury, and made her way to Queen’s. Once there, she didn’t want to deal with Bobby’s cow-eyed asking after Laurel, so Theo bypassed the line at the counter and went straight to the back, despite Bobby’s objections.

      She found Kini putting together some simple butter mochi. Not hard to make, but they took forever in the oven, so Theo had never made them herself. Besides, she was convinced Kini put something in them to make the custardy squares extra ono. More convinced still when Kini looked at her, dumped a tablespoon of something into the batter, and quickly stirred it in.

      Theo shot her a quick side-eye, but walked over to the fridge where the sandwich ingredients were waiting for her. Plunking the bowls on the counter, Theo reached for a couple of rolls from the stash in the back and sliced them open with a bread knife. Hell, if this whole surf shop manager thing didn’t turn out, she could supplant Bobby and work for Kini.

      She made and wrapped the sandwiches, scooped some taro chips into a bag for her and Laurel to share, and after tossing the lot on the counter near the backdoor, she headed to Kini. While the other woman was still scraping the batter from the sides of the mixer, Theo draped herself over Kini’s back, inhaling the sweat-sticky and sweet scent of the nape of her neck and feeling the trickle of perspiration running down Kini’s back from being in the kitchen since the early hours.

      Kini didn’t cease her motions but turned her head. “Okay?”

      “Yeah. Just saying hi.”

      Theo could feel the vibration of Kini’s fond chuckle better than she could hear it. “Hi.”

      When Theo had nearly fallen asleep from Kini’s rhythmic, unlabored breathing and steady scraping, she had to blink her eyes open at Kini’s voice.

      “You going to Tadashi’s party?”

      “Mmhmm. Are you?”

      Kini shrugged, her shoulder rolling beneath Theo’s head. “Yeah, I think so.”

      That meant yes. Interesting. She could pry more, but really, she should get back to the shop. Laurel was pretty good on her own, but she had a tendency to get flustered if several people came in the shop at once.

      “See you there, then.”

      Theo bit Kini’s bare shoulder just because it was there and she could, leaving the slightest teeth marks in Kini’s light brown skin before she skipped away and grabbed the sack of food off the counter. Kini’s scolding chased her out the door, but there was no bite behind the bark.

      “Get out of here, you menace.”
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      After chowing down on their lunch, Theo and Laurel dealt with the afternoon tourist traffic until it was time to close up shop and get ready for the party.

      All the locals were talking about it, and even Kini was planning to go—Kini who was more than happy to stay away from these things, dismissing them as frivolous. She was usually content to spend her time in the apartment above the bake shop she called home or out on the beach or visiting her friends and extended family. Parties weren’t so much her thing, but for whatever reason, she was going to be there tonight.

      Maybe parties were frivolous, but they were also fun, and if Kini had decided she could let a little fun into her life, well, that was fine. It didn’t have anything to do with Theo, really. What was most pressing was not that her friend was going to be at the party, but that Laurel was about to wear something not at all acceptable.

      “No.”

      Laurel looked at Theo in the mirror and then turned, fisting the fabric of her skirt. “What’s wrong with it?”

      “There’s nothing wrong with it…” Theo pushed up from her spot on Laurel’s bed. A few articles of clothing slipped onto the floor as she did, and Theo piled them back up on the rumpled blanket. They could hang the whole lot up when they were finished finally picking out what Laurel was going to wear tonight. Which, please, let it not be this because…no. “It’s just that you look more like you’re going to your cousin’s high school graduation party than to a backyard kegger. I mean, it’s not a frat party, but it’s chill. You don’t need to wear a dress. And if you do, I wouldn’t recommend that one.”

      Laurel’s face and hands fell, her posture descending into hopelessness. “Then what am I supposed to wear? This is impossible.”

      Laurel went so far as to flop face-first onto her over-piled bed, sending more clothes avalanching onto the floor, which was crowded with choices in shoes.

      A deep breath. That’s what they both needed. Sometimes it was helpful to remember that most people didn’t grow up the way Theo had. She’d never had to worry about much, if anything. She’d always had enough of everything. She’d always been popular and the center of things when she’d wanted to be. She’d always had a whole town that looked out for her. Her dad was beyond chill about most things and brought the phrase unconditional love to a whole new level. He thought she was the best thing to walk the earth and probably would no matter what she looked like, no matter what she accomplished, no matter how she behaved. Nothing would change how he felt about her. Sometimes she forgot other people hadn’t grown up with anything remotely like that. So she’d take a deep breath, help Laurel pick out a reasonable outfit, and then they’d be off to have a good time. That’s how things were going to go because Theo was determined for it to be that way.

      “Okay, okay.” Theo stepped over small piles of fashion detritus to pat Laurel on her back and help her up without either of them tripping and falling over the mess. She took Laurel by the shoulders and looked her straight in the eyes. “We’re going to find you an outfit that you feel good in, that you look relaxed in, and that will help you blend in with the rest of the crowd.”

      Laurel looked at her, doubt scribbled all over her face. “Do you think that’s actually possible?”

      “I do.” Theo began riffling through her options again. “There are some things that I’m not super-good at, but let it never be said I can’t dress for a party.”

      Eventually she came up with a cutoff denim skirt, a dark turquoise tee with shoulder cut-outs, and some brown leather sandals with turquoise and orange beading on them.

      “There.”

      Laurel opened her mouth to protest, but Theo shook her head in a short, sharp denial. “No more arguing. You’re going to put these on, you’re going to look cute as fuck, we’re going to go to the party, and Brock isn’t going to be able to take his eyes off of you. That’s all there is to it.”

      She gave Laurel a friendly smack on the ass and propelled her into the apartment’s tiny bathroom to get dressed while she started putting stuff away. And when Laurel came out a few minutes later, she couldn’t help but clap and squeal, because she looked awesome. Casual but sexy, and the skirt showed off her legs, which were—if Theo squinted—looking more athletic than when she’d arrived. No more spaghetti legs here.

      “Perfect. Now let’s stop by the liquor store on our way to pick up our contribution to the beverage table, and then we’ll roll.”
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      Some nights were quintessential Kauai, and tonight was one of those nights. It had rained earlier, so it probably wouldn’t again while they were out. If it did, though, it would likely be a light mist and not spoil anyone’s evening. The temperature was perfect for the scanty clothing most people had on, and from the big-ass back lanai where most people were hanging out, you could hear the surf, which had apparently tempted some people to take advantage of the last shreds of light streaking through the sky in pinks and oranges to catch one last wave. Or two, if they were feeling reckless.

      Theo wasn’t about to head out on her board, as much fun as it looked, because her father would lose his goddamn mind. She’d left him with some of his cronies for a card game, so he wouldn’t fret quite so much that she was out. Besides, Kini was here, and no way would she take that lying down. Sometimes it was fun to provoke Kini by doing things Theo knew she wouldn’t like, but this would be outright reckless. And as much as she liked getting a rise out of Kini, Theo did have some brains in her head. So on the deck she stayed, but at least she had a beer in her hand and someone had brought some sangria that was killer.

      Plus, she had to keep an eye on Laurel. Laurel, who had just finished dancing with Kody who worked at Jim’s gallery. And who was now being approached by Bobby. What the fuck? No, no, absolutely not.

      Before the guy could get Laurel alone—because she clearly wouldn’t have the good sense to be polite and then move on—Theo intervened, sidling up to Laurel and dragging her back out to where people were dancing. Hips and shoulders moving, Theo made a last-ditch effort.

      “I know you think Bobby’s cute, but honestly, he’s not right for you. Like, he’s probably going to be hauling flour and ringing up customers at Queen’s forever. Guy’s not very ambitious. Do you really want to be with someone like that? Who’s happy standing still? No,” she hurried on, when Laurel looked like she might actually be thinking about it. “No, you do not. Brock, on the other hand…he’s going places. He started working at the hotel years ago at the front desk, and now he’s the general manager. That’s pretty good bank. Look, I like Bobby too, but he’s boring and he has no desire not to be boring. I don’t want to give you an ultimatum, but he’s not my jam. So if you want to hang out with him, that’s cool, but I probably won’t come along. Which is fine. Like, I’ll miss hanging out with you so much, but I’m not going to dictate your social life. It’s up to you.”

      “Oh.” For a second, during which Laurel’s questionable dancing ceased, Theo held her breath. She didn’t want to lose Laurel, but she really needed her to understand why Bobby was not boyfriend material. “Well, I don’t want to lose you as a friend. You’ve been so great since the second I met you. I wouldn’t have my jobs without you, I wouldn’t be at this party, I wouldn’t know the places to avoid—I’d be lost. And you’re right. Bobby’s nice, but that’s not the kind of guy I could see myself being with forever or even bringing home to my parents, you know?”

      Theo nodded, because yes, she understood, and she was relieved that Laurel was finally picking up what she’d been putting down. This whole role model thing was exhausting. “You can still be nice, there’s no need to have bad manners. Bobby is a nice guy. Obviously he and I are cordial. But save the dances and your A-game charm for people like Brock, okay?”

      Laurel nodded in agreement, and Theo was only too glad when Kody grabbed Laurel for another dance. At least when Laurel was with him, Theo could relax. No chance of that going wrong.

      A casual arm slid around her shoulder, and Theo turned her head to Brock’s smiling face. “Hey, stranger, nice to see you. We missed you the past couple of days on the beach. Where’ve you been?”

      Brock dropped his head back, showing off his cleanly shaven, square jaw. Yeah, if dudes had ever really been her thing, Theo might’ve had a crush on Brock. As it was, she could appreciate him in an aesthetic way, a lot like how she enjoyed the art in Jim’s gallery. It was nice to look at, but she didn’t want it anywhere near her vagina. She didn’t mind his easy affection, though, the way his big hand settled on her shoulder. Friendly human contact. Frankly, there wasn’t enough of that in the world.

      “My night manager quit with zero notice. Mostly my head desk clerk has been filling in for him, and I’ll probably give her the job, but she’s got shit to do because it’s not like she’s arranged her life around working nights for a job she didn’t have. So I’ve been filling in when she can’t make it. Should all shake out in a few weeks, but in the meantime—” He broke off with a theatrical yawn. “I’m just trying to get enough sleep not to fall asleep doing a job and a half. It sucks to be missing you girls, though. Watching you has been the highlight of my days.”

      Aw, yeah. And here was an opportunity to plant some seeds. Or, it seemed, maybe water the seedlings that had already taken root. “Hasn’t Laurel improved so much? It’s kind of amazing when you think she could barely stay on the board to paddle out a couple of weeks ago.”

      Not like she’d be winning any competitions anytime soon, and she wasn’t exactly graceful or particularly badass on her board—when she managed to stand up at all—but still, it was a vast improvement, and if the smile that spread over Brock’s face was any indication, he thought so, too.

      “Yeah. You’ve done a great job with her; it’s impressive. No wonder everyone says you’re the best instructor on the island. You know I send all my guests to you if I can. Laurel could be your poster girl.”

      Brock thought Laurel could be a poster girl? It was all she could do not to send Laurel a double thumbs-up from across the room. That was definitely a tidbit worth sharing for later. But for now, Laurel was behaving and having fun at the same time, dancing in a goofy way with Kody. Also, Theo’s beer was empty. Not acceptable and such an easy fix. Who knew keeping someone from committing social suicide was such thirsty work? So she gave Brock’s lean waist a quick squeeze and ducked out from under his arm to head to the kitchen for another beverage. This night was going perfectly according to plan.
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      Of course there were people to talk to, people who needed a talking to, and people she’d rather avoid talking to, so it took longer to get her drink than she would’ve liked. After all, she thought she’d gotten through to Laurel, but the girl had a habit of getting distracted by Bobby’s brown eyes and his curly hair that’d been sun-kissed from light brown to blond in a lot of places.

      It was understandable, in a way. Theo herself wasn’t immune to really attractive women and could easily overlook some of their less admirable traits in favor of getting laid or enjoying the eye candy for a while. But at least she was sensible. Those were temporary entanglements, and she had no intention of making anything permanent ever. But if she were to…it would be with someone who was practically perfect. Not, like, in general, because they’d doubtless be insufferable, but generally pretty great and also tailored specifically for her. What that might look like, Theo had no frigging idea because she’d never given it much thought. It was all academic anyhow, and academics had never been her thing. No, give her a board, some sun, wave after rideable wave, and the occasional sugar rush of baked goods, and she’d be happy.

      Speaking of happy, two of her favorite people in the whole world were standing by a table littered with food. Theo bounded over to wrap Charlotte in an enormous hug because she hadn’t seen her friend since the wedding—the newlyweds had been on their honeymoon and just arrived back this afternoon.

      It was loud and crowded enough that Kini and Charlotte didn’t notice her approach, which could have been fun for a hug ambush, except before she could squeeze the stuffing out of Charlotte, she got an earful of something she wasn’t meant to.

      “I know you think it’s nice that Theo’s got a new friend, but I’ve got to tell you, I don’t think it’s good for either of them.”

      Charlotte took a drink of punch and pointed a finger in Kini’s face. “Why are you being so weird about this? Theo’s actually taking an interest in another person, which isn’t her usual MO, and she’s trying to be a good friend.”

      Kini cut Charlotte off with a shake of her head. “No. If that’s what was going on, I’d have no problem with it. I’d even believe that Theo thinks that’s what she’s doing, but really? She’s trying to make that poor girl over into her own image, and I don’t think it’s healthy for either one of them. Laurel shouldn’t be used as a dress-up doll for Theo to act out on, and Theo’s going to be crushed when Laurel leaves. Because you know she’s not staying here forever. This is a stopover for her, a bit of rebellion because Mommy and Daddy wouldn’t let her major in what she wanted to, so she threw a rich-kid tantrum, and she’ll head back when she realizes island life isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. You’ll see.”

      Theo’s insides lurched like she’d had too much to drink—and maybe she had, with nothing to eat. But that was unfair. She wasn’t trying to change Laurel; she was just trying to make her a better version of the self she already was. One who could surf and use a cash register to save her life. Kini didn’t understand what it was like now. Being in your twenties had changed a lot in the past fifteen years, so what did Kini know anyway? Although to be fair, Kini was mostly right about things. But not this, Theo was certain. Even Charlotte, who thought it wasn’t a bad idea for her to be friends with Laurel, had made it sound like she was selfish and self-centered. Good to know what her friends really thought of her.

      She hadn’t planned on getting drunk, but with two “friends” blocking her path to the food table and an icky feeling in her stomach, maybe that was what would be for the best. After all, it would be easy to grab another drink from the stash, and maybe with a few, she’d be able to forget what she’d overheard. Or at least not care so much.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      A few hours later found Theo giving not a shit in the world. She was pleasantly buzzed, the music was good, the rain had held off, and the stars were out. She was perched on a recently vacated swing on the smaller lanai off the side of the house where she wouldn’t run into Kini or Charlotte when Laurel made her way through the doors. Or rather, where the sliding glass doors would be if they were ever closed. They never had been anytime Theo had been here.

      “Hey, I’ve been looking for you.”

      Theo patted the empty bench beside her before taking another swig of her beer. Obliging girl that she was, Laurel sat down and plonked her head on Theo’s shoulder.

      “What’s up? Are you having a good time?” Clearly not if she was flopped onto Theo, but maybe she was tired. Dancing combined with the soporific effects of alcohol could make a person sleepy. Especially someone who seemed like they were more likely to be found in the library than at a frat party.

      “I was. And then…”

      “And then what?” Theo sat up a little straighter, planted her feet underneath her, ready to kick some ass if necessary. Most of the guys she knew were decent and wouldn’t fucking dare lay a hand on a girl who wasn’t into it, but sometimes booze could get the better of their senses or sometimes there was a new dude who was used to getting his way and not having people call him on his shit. Heaven help the asshole who laid a finger on Laurel if she hadn’t wanted them to.

      “And then Bobby asked me to go out with him tomorrow night.”

      Oh. That hadn’t been what she’d been expecting, and Theo couldn’t pinpoint why exactly that would make Laurel upset. “Was he a dick about it when you said no?”

      That didn’t sound like Bobby at all. Also, he wasn’t a big drinker—far more likely to smoke up than get plastered, and Theo’d only known him to have a mellow high, not get violent or paranoid. But if Laurel told her that’s how things had gone down, Theo would believe her. Grab Kini—no matter what Kini might’ve insinuated about Theo earlier—hunt Bobby down, and read him the riot act.

      “No, he wasn’t at all.”

      Then why did Laurel sound so maudlin? It wasn’t like her.

      “But I…I felt bad saying no. I even wanted to say yes.” She sat up and looked at Theo with pleading eyes. “But I didn’t. I remember what you said, and you were right. He’s not the guy for me. But I still feel crappy for having turned him down.”

      “You did the right thing.” Theo offered Laurel her beer, and Laurel snagged it with no hesitation, tipping her head back for a long swallow. “And don’t worry. I’m sure someone far more appropriate will be asking you out in no time at all. It’s possible I talked to Brock some, and he said you were looking so good on your board you could be a cover model.”

      So it was a little white lie—where was the harm in that? No way could Theo feel bad when Laurel’s face lit up, all disappointment at having to reject Bobby gone. “Really? He really said that?”

      Theo crossed her mental fingers. “Yep. So clearly he was paying attention.”

      It was hard to tell in the low light, but Theo was pretty sure Laurel was blushing. At least a little.

      “Oh. I…I can’t believe he really said that. I saw him dancing with other girls, and I thought…”

      “Well, have you been dancing with other guys?”

      “Yeah, but… Shit. If I’d known, I would’ve—”

      “Done exactly the same thing. You don’t want to make it too easy on them. You want them to see how desirable you are, how many people want you.” At least that’s how Theo thought guys worked? Toss a little jealousy onto a spark of attraction, and in no time you have a blaze of passion. Right? Probably wouldn’t hurt if Laurel showed some more cleavage too. She’d save that advice for next time. They’d both had enough and were probably better off heading home now. After all, they had to work in the morning, and Theo didn’t want her dad waiting up for her. It was heading on late.

      Except that after they’d hauled off the swing, another one of Laurel’s admirers wandered onto the lanai and asked for a dance. Theo didn’t have it in her to say she’d rather leave, and there was no way she was ditching Laurel to fend for herself. She knew most of the people here, and everyone should know by now that Laurel was her friend so they wouldn’t mess with her, but still.

      So off Theo went to get a bite of food, finally. She was hungry, and she could practically feel the beer sloshing around her stomach. Not good, especially since she had to be up early tomorrow. Plus, Kini and Charlotte were nowhere in sight, so she wouldn’t have to deal with them. She surveyed the snack table, passing over mac nuts, lamenting the spam musubi all being gone, grabbed a handful of furikake-sprinkled popcorn to hold her through the end of the table, and finally found what she was seeking. There were only two malasadas left, and damn straight she was going to snag a whole one.

      She had just sunk her teeth into it—mmm, taro, too bad it was too dark to really appreciate the vibrant purple of the doughy center, because it would totally match her outfit—when there was a hand at the center of her back. Warm and familiar, it meant she was expecting Kini when she turned. Didn’t even bother trying to swallow the sugary bite in her mouth, instead savoring it as she waved and gave her friend a hip-check. She hadn’t forgotten what Kini had said earlier, but she didn’t want to fight here in front of everyone. Besides, she could prove Kini wrong with her actions, which was what Kini really cared about anyhow. Dismissive of people who talked a good game with no follow-through, Kini knew people well. Could be pretty hard on them sometimes, but she was rarely completely off base.

      “So I’ve got some good news for you. Your little friend? Laurel? I happen to know that she’s getting asked on a date tonight.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Maybe Brock was finally going to obey the orders she’d been trying to beam into his brain. In the meantime, she’d suck the sweet malasada glaze off her fingers one by one. Yes, she had most of it still to eat, but no harm in enjoying every last sugary taste she could glean before she had to go home to seitan, quinoa, and sambucha central.

      “Yeah. Bobby told me earlier he wanted to ask Laurel out and asked if I thought it was a good idea. He was worried she might be too good for him, but I told him not to be. He’s a hard-working guy, and Laurel could appreciate that. Also, she’s in no position to turn her nose up at anyone after dropping out of school. But I kept that to myself and told him to go for it.”

      Theo swallowed, her latest bite forming a doughy lump in her throat. Right. Bobby. “It’s possible that he already did.”

      She couldn’t bring herself to look at Kini, partly because she knew what she’d find when she did. A narrow-eyed glare, equal parts displeasure and disappointment. “Possible? And how would you know this?”

      “It’s not exactly a surprise, is it? He’s been sniffing around her since she got here.” Theo ripped another piece of the malasada off and stuffed it in her mouth, though the pastry that had tasted ono minutes before now bore a distinct resemblance to sawdust.

      “Sniffing around her? Bobby’s not a dog. And he’d never be inappropriate. He might’ve been on the crude side when he got here, but you know I wouldn’t keep anyone of questionable character on at Queen’s for long. Yes, he’s been coming to see her at work—with my blessing—but I’ve been under the impression that their flirtation was mutual. Are you telling me that’s not the case?”

      Maybe eating had been a bad idea. The poi and the beer and the sugar seemed to be making some sort of vile concoction in her stomach. Surely that wasn’t guilt. She hadn’t done anything wrong, and she wouldn’t let Kini make her feel as though she had.

      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “What would you say?”

      Hands balled into fists on her ample hips, Kini looked as though she might be able to call on Pele herself. Yep, it wouldn’t surprise Theo in the least if she was smited—smote? Definitely not smitten. Whatever—on her walk back to her house.

      “I would say that I told Laurel not to get involved with Bobby, and she’s been smart enough to follow my advice.” There weren’t many people who would go toe-to-toe with Theo, especially when she put that haughty look on her face. But Kini had always been the exception to the rule and didn’t look like she was going to budge from her dogged stance.

      “How could you? Bobby would’ve been a very good match for Laurel. No, he’s not fabulously wealthy, nor is he the most intelligent guy on the island, but he’s a genuinely good person who has a thing for your little friend. A lot of guys here would be fine to sleep with her and not think about it beyond that, because whether you like it or not, it’s unlikely that she’s going to be a permanent fixture of the North Shore or even the island. She’s going back to the mainland sooner or later, and while she’s here, she could do a hell of a lot worse than to date Bobby Martin.”

      Ugh. Kini and her sense-talking. It was the worst. Theo didn’t answer, couldn’t really. She did try to look untroubled by Kini’s assessment, but it wasn’t easy. What she wanted was for Kini to leave. It was unpleasant to have someone whose judgment she usually respected—and had respected basically since she’d been alive—disagree with her so strongly. And to imply that she was doing Laurel a disservice! Could Kini go home already? But, no, apparently she wasn’t done yet.

      “Also, I have to tell you that if you’ve got your eye on Brock to set her up with, that’s not going to happen. If anything, he’d fuck her and then act like it never happened. If you’re lucky, he’ll ignore her.”

      When Theo opened her mouth to protest, Kini jumped back in. “I’m not saying Brock is a bad person. Who hasn’t fucked a malihini or six?”

      Actually, Theo had assumed Kini hadn’t, but maybe she was wrong about that…

      “My point is that Brock’s got his eye on money, okay? You see how he flirts with those rich guests he’s got at his hotel and how he’s more likely to be trying to weasel his way into one of the rich mainlander’s parties at their ridiculous second or third homes than to come to a luau like this. You mark my words, that kane is not interested in a pretty face unless it’s attached to some land or a big fat bank account. I don’t blame him, but I am telling you, Laurel’s not his type.”
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      After wishing Kini a good night—and trying not to shake with anger while she did—Theo shoved the rest of the malasada in her mouth and stalked off to find Laurel. It was time for Theo to get home to her dad, and besides, anything good that was going to come out of tonight would’ve already happened. She didn’t want to chance anything not-so-good chasing it, which was also why she made a pit stop in the bathroom before it could fall victim to some of the more inebriated party guests and their various bodily fluids.

      Luckily, when she made her way back to the big lanai, it was to see Laurel and Brock absorbed in good-natured conversation with a few other people. Nice, casual chatting, and then Brock laughed at something Laurel said. See? She’d been feeling uneasy about what Kini had said, but maybe Kini was being grumpy. What did she know about passion, anyway? It’s not like she’d ever been in a serious relationship with anyone. Theo had never seen her do anything more than flirt with people. And flirting was a strong word for it. She could be charming and amiable; she had a nice smile and a way of looking at a person when they talked that made them feel like the center of the universe for better or for worse. But flirting? With intent? No, Theo could swear she’d never seen Kini do that.

      So maybe Kini was wrong about Brock and Laurel. Attraction and chemistry and lust and all that other weird stuff that seemed to factor into people falling in love didn’t mean a thing to her. Kini was far too levelheaded and sober to be influenced by such things. But that didn’t mean everyone else was, and that’s one of the things Theo was counting on. Laurel was frigging adorable, and she had a nice laugh, and she was sweet. Who wouldn’t want more of that? More specifically, why wouldn’t Brock want more of that? Theo was betting he would.

      She sidled up to Laurel, careful to nudge her friend toward Brock as she made space for herself in the circle. At the first break in conversation, she made an exaggerated stretch of her arms over her head, extending them out while she yawned.

      “I am about ready to call it a night. Laurel, you’ve got to be up early tomorrow, too. Ready to go?”

      Laurel nodded and stifled a yawn herself. A girl standing next to her caught the yawn as well and asked if they’d mind if she walked with them.

      “Let me walk you girls home,” Brock volunteered, and Theo could imagine the unalloyed pleasure of being able to tell Kini I told you so very, very soon.
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      The street into town had been almost empty, the tropical version of silence—birds and insects and frogs all making themselves known, as if to say you can live here too, but this was ours first—broken only sporadically by a truck or Jeep full of locals and one of the convertibles tourists liked to rent when they came to the islands. Never mind that it rained here almost every day. Approaching the border where the town became more compact, they were getting ready to head their separate ways.

      Given where their tagalong Kayla said she lived, logic would dictate that she and Laurel could amble on together, and Theo and Brock were headed in basically the same direction. But Theo had something more important than logic on her side—she had a match to make. So she grabbed Kayla and tried to make the case that, after dropping her off, it would be easy to loop around to her place on top of the shop. And how hard would it have been for everyone to go along? Couldn’t they see she was trying to do a good deed here? But no. Brock volunteered that it actually made way more sense for him to head Theo’s way, and Laurel didn’t have enough sense to contradict him.

      Which was how Theo found herself waving a limply unenthusiastic hand as she and Brock headed toward their part of town.

      Brock was humming the last song that had been playing at the party, and all Theo wanted to do was get in bed to rest up for tomorrow. It was going to be a long day at the shop and an early morning if she wanted to get in some waves of her own before she started. Which she did, because surfing with newbies wasn’t really surfing at all. She prided herself on being a good instructor, but that’s what it was: work, not fun.

      A couple of times the backs of Brock’s knuckles grazed her own, and she had to take a tiny sidestep. He didn’t seem drunk, but he was obviously a little tipsy if he couldn’t walk in a straight line. There was no reason for him to be touching her otherwise. On the next brush, Theo realized it wasn’t an accident because he actually tried to take her hand. Um, no.

      But who hadn’t gotten flirtier than they should’ve after having a few too many? Theo couldn’t claim innocence of that. She’d definitely cajoled more than one person into giving her a piggy-back ride or linked arms with someone she had no real romantic interest in. But that didn’t make this cool. So she took a bigger sidestep and decided that if Brock wanted to think about getting friendly with someone, he should think about Laurel.

      “Didn’t Laurel look so cute tonight? I really like her hair like that. I’m super-jealous. It’s basically immune to humidity, and rain doesn’t do anything to it.”

      “Sure,” Brock agreed as he closed the gap she’d so carefully made between them. “She looked nice.”

      Nice? No, no, no. Nice was for when you were saying thank you to your relatives who had sent you a sweater for Christmas, not really understanding that there was never a good time to wear a sweater here. Also, it was probably ugly. Or at least the ones she got from the mainland Sullivans were.

      “Her looks are kind of deceiving. Like, sure, if you only take a glance, she’s fine. But the longer you look, the more you realize she’s actually really beautiful. But like, a quiet kind, you know? Not like those tourists who show up here with their fake boobs and their blonde hair out of a bottle and their wardrobes that probably cost more than my car did when it was new. Like honestly, how many thousand-dollar bikinis do you really need for a week?”

      “Right?” Brock stopped at the side of the road, and Theo had absolutely no intention of stopping with him, except that he circled his hand around her arm and pulled her to face him, too close for Theo’s comfort. She was in shouting distance of more than a few neighbors so she wasn’t all that worried, but he was really putting a damper on her evening. One which had already been plenty dampened by Kini being a stick-in-the-mud. “Not like you. You don’t get this at a salon.”

      He reached a hand up and ran his fingers through her hair, which was shudder-inducing on its own, but had nothing on what followed. Brock actually had the nerve to grab her ass. What the fuck?

      “And you don’t get this in a gym or in a studio.”

      Theo gave him a good shove in the chest, and he let her go, taking a few unsteady steps back. Yes, he was drunk, and she could excuse that up to a certain point, but he’d gone too far. She could’ve let some harmless flirting go, but this wasn’t harmless anymore.

      “Knock it off. I don’t want you touching me.”

      “How can you say that, Theo? You’re always flirting with me, chatting me up, smiling at me. You accepted my invitation to come to the party.”

      “We’re friends. Friends talk. And yeah, maybe I flirt with you sometimes, but you know I’m queer. I like the ladies. When have you ever seen me go out with a guy?”

      Brock pulled a face, one of those ones where you could tell the next thing out of his mouth was going to be chockful of douchebaggery. “I thought you just hadn’t met the right man. I mean, I grant you there aren’t a ton of guys on the island worth dating, but that’s no reason to turn your nose up at all of us. Give it a try.”

      He lunged at her, reaching for her waist—she hoped—and she side-stepped again. Brock was drunk enough that it took him a few steps into the grass to regroup.

      “That’s, like, all kinds of gross. I’m not going to say I could never be attracted to a guy, but it is incredibly unlikely. And I can guarantee that guy isn’t you. I don’t need to give anything a try. You being disrespectful of my sexuality is rude, misogynistic, and sure as hell does not increase your already-zero chance of ever getting into my pants. Besides, I’ve been trying for weeks to get you and Laurel together.”

      Theo was prepared for Brock to make another sortie into her personal space and was getting her lungs ready to yell, but instead she got a head-tilt. It was cute on dogs, but not a good look for Brock. “Laurel? You’ve been trying to set me up with Laurel?”

      “Uh, yeah. And you seemed into her. Said she could be a poster girl.”

      Brock’s face screwed into an even more perplexed expression. “Oh, no. You’ve got that all wrong. The only thing impressive about Laurel is how much progress you’ve made with her. I was complimenting your teaching, not her still pretty sad skills.”

      Well, shitballs.

      “Besides, Laurel…isn’t my type.”

      If he said something racist, Theo wasn’t going to bother yelling for the neighbors. She’d straight up connect her knee with his crotch. Fucker. “And why not?”

      “Girl’s got no prospects. Here, anyway. She’s never going to be able to afford a piece of land on the island. You, on the other hand…” He trailed off, looking Theo up and down in a way that sent chills wherever his gaze roamed. Ew. And it didn’t make her feel much better when he looked over her shoulder toward where the street-facing lanai of the surf shop could be seen. “Do you know what I could do with that acreage? Do you have any idea how much money we could make by knocking down that old shack and putting up a really nice boutique hotel, maybe even some condos?”

      How dare he talk about her family’s business like that? It was as offensive as anything else he’d said. And yeah, she knew the value of the land the shop and their home sat on. It wasn’t like he was the first asshole to try to talk her or her father into selling it or developing it to make more money. He was, however, the first among those she counted as her friends to do so.

      Asking her father to leave would be like asking him to send her out big-wave surfing. It would be as bad as killing her mother all over again. He hadn’t wanted to come out here in the first place, but after he’d settled, this was his home and fuck if she was ever going to make him leave it. Nope. Not in a million, zillion years, which was approximately when she’d consider fucking Brock, too. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, now she’d have to tell Laurel that Brock wasn’t, in fact, into her. Theo would have to come up with some other object to direct Laurel’s affections toward.

      That was enough for one night. She’d had goddamn enough. So she stood in front of Brock, feet planted in the earth she’d walk for the rest of her life, arms akimbo. “You can go fuck yourself because there’s no way I’m doing it. You stay away from me, my family’s shop, and my land. You’re a snob and an opportunist, and you don’t even have good hair.”

      With that one last insult that might damage his pride the most, she set off with a huff for home, where her father was surely waiting up anxiously for her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      The lights of Queen’s bakery glowed dim in the fog of the morning, and she headed toward them. She knew lighthouses were supposed to warn ships against wrecking on shores, but this was more like a homing beacon. She hurt, and when she hurt, the only place she really wanted to be was at the bakery.

      She loved her father, and his reassurances were always earnest, but there was a part of her they couldn’t quite reach. Maybe because her dad was always on her side. Always. She could murder puppies—not that she’d ever do that because puppies were adorable and awesome and hurting a dog would be the worst kind of cruelty—but if she did, he’d insist she’d had a good reason for it.

      Well, she felt like she’d kicked puppies, and categorical fealty wasn’t going to cut it in the making-her-feel-less-like-an-asshole department. But a stolen slice of Kini’s matcha cheesecake might do it. Worth a shot. And if it didn’t work, then she would’ve gotten some cheesecake out of it.

      Not bothering with the front door, Theo headed straight toward the back where the dim light grew brighter, and the music and smells of the bakery wafted out the screen door in equal measure. Kini was singing too, and Theo took a minute to lean against the wood-slatted wall to enjoy it. Her voice was pretty. Not in a radio-play kind of way, but lovely and special nonetheless and Theo didn’t want to share. If anyone else wanted it, they could get up at the ass-crack of dawn, which was the only time Kini sang her heart out.

      When the song was over, Theo climbed the steps and opened the screen door, careful not to let it slam because Kini had been lecturing her about that for the better part of her life.

      Kini hadn’t done up her hair yet, and it was tied into a knot that draped down her back. She was flattening out a pile of dough with her hands, and when Theo came in, she didn’t even look up.

      “Wash up and then you can help.”

      Theo did as she was told, scrubbing her hands in the sink after making sure her hair was tied back in way that wouldn’t get into the food. Then she went to stand by Kini, who had moved on to flattening out the dough with a rolling pin. Malasadas. She’d helped with these before, knew the routine. Waited for Kini to get the dough thin enough and then took up the knife Kini had laid out and started cutting squares and placing them on the waxed paper already rolled out on the counter.

      They worked in silence for a while, Kini heating up the big vat of oil and prepping the cinnamon and sugar for the pastries that were already cut and had had time to rise. Plain, then. Not her favorite, but the easiest for people who didn’t know any better to try. Some of them, they’d get more adventurous and get to the really good stuff. Lilikoi. Haupia. Poi. Most of them would leave too soon.

      Regardless. Cut. Cut. Cut. Cut. Pick up a square, put it down. Pick up another square, put it down three inches away on the waxed paper. Cut, cut. Repeat, repeat. It was soothing. Orderly. She kept at it, letting her mind wander. No, not wander. More like clear. Not think about any of the crap that had happened in the last twenty-four hours.

      When Theo had finished filling the sheet, she used a pair of scissors to slice the waxed paper, let Kini move them onto an oversized baking sheet and swap them out for the lumps of dough that had been rising on a shelf. Those she put to the side of the vat of oil, and then she took up each one, laid them paper-side up in the hot oil until they were golden brown, stripped the paper off, and then turned them over.

      Hot, she’d take them out and shake them in the cinnamon and sugar before laying them aside.

      “Don’t stop,” Kini said.

      Theo didn’t dare. She kept at it until all the dough was gone, cut into squares. When only a sad small lump was left, she handed it to Kini, not bothering with the paper or letting it rise. Kini tossed it into the oil, let it bubble and soak and churn, and then fished it out to put in the pan of cinnamon and sugar. Still hot and denser than the fluffy things that would be for sale, she handed it to Theo who ate it, bite by bite, not minding so much that it burned a bit. It was that good: a sweet, secret, private treat, hers alone to savor.

      When all the donuts had been sifted out of the cinnamon and sugar and laid out in orderly rows on their tray, Kini looked at her.

      “Just up early or did you want to talk?”

      It was a fair question and not one Theo was particularly keen on answering, but she would because this was Kini. A woman who’d known her since she was born. A woman she considered ohana. A woman who’d never turned her away, no matter how badly she’d messed up, no matter how silly her problems might’ve seemed. This was far from the worst screw-up, but it still ranked in things that made her feel like shit.

      Theo paused, arranging her thoughts, and Kini went back to getting her things ready for the day. It didn’t bother Theo; Kini hadn’t given up on her. She was giving Theo space, and Theo had every confidence that when she was ready to spill, Kini would settle herself on one of the work stools and listen until she was done. Kini might’ve joked about how much Dermot spoiled his daughter and how lenient Charlotte had been with her charge, but this was one of the things that Theo had always been most grateful for, one of things that made her feel most special. Someone who would listen no matter what.

      After getting a glass of milk from the fridge and downing it, she felt ready. As ready as she would ever be, anyway. But she eased in with something not entirely relevant.

      “Are you looking forward to Kai and Eliza coming?”

      Yes, their siblings and their nieces and nephews were a safe topic.

      Kini’s dark eyebrow kicked up. Unlike the long hair that she’d pile carefully on her head before Queen’s opened for business, no silver streaked her brows. They were as dark as ever, and Theo had to marvel at how expressive they were. She was sure her whole face couldn’t convey as much sentiment as the curve of one of Kini’s eyebrows. Surprised, but not inclined to argue.

      “Of course. I always like to see them, and the keiki are getting so big. I wish I got to see them more often, but it’s not inexpensive to travel as a family of five, and it’s hard for me to get more than a couple of days away at a time.”

      Theo stayed silent on that matter. She’d never gone to Honolulu to see her sister and her family. She could, she supposed, but the idea of leaving her dad to fend for himself for anything more than a couple of hours made knots form in her stomach. He’d be so unhappy and worry the whole time that she’d never come back. After all, that’s what he’d done to his family. But no one in their families had ever made her feel bad for not making it to Oahu—she thought they understood. Eliza knew their father well enough that, even if it annoyed her, she wasn’t going to make more than a desultory protest, and Kai was so easygoing that he probably didn’t care.

      “I wish I got to see them more, and my dad does, too. I know you and I don’t always agree, but at least we have that in common.”

      She offered a small smile to see if Kini would take the bait and try to ease her conscience about last night. She didn’t. No, instead she took down another huge bowl of dough from a shelf and dumped the contents onto the work surface.

      “I would hope so.”

      “But you still think I’m wrong about discouraging Laurel from dating Bobby?”

      “I don’t think so; you just are.”

      So that’s how it was. “Am I always wrong?”

      “Only when you disagree with me.” The corner of Kini’s mouth tipped up in a gentle, crooked smile. “But it’s not really your fault. I’ve had far more time to accrue wisdom. I was, after all, fourteen when you were born.”

      “That was kind of a long time ago now. So maybe you were way smarter than me then, but you have to admit I have way more sense now than I did when I was two and hell-bent on destroying myself like all toddlers are.”

      “Closer, sure.” Kini used her fists to press the lump of dough out. “But you’ve still got a lot to learn.”

      Theo hadn’t even told her about Brock hitting on her yet, but she could put that off for another minute.

      “At least tell me Bobby isn’t that disappointed. It’s not like Laurel’s the last single girl on the island, and as you said, she probably won’t be staying here forever anyway.”

      Kini’s jaw tightened as she punched at the dough. “I walked back from the party with Bobby last night. He was not his usual buoyant self. I can’t think of a time I’ve ever seen him more down.”

      Blergh. Well, Theo was still right about this, and she wasn’t going to apologize for it. Bobby and Laurel wouldn’t be a good fit, and he would find some new girl to lust after. At least Theo’s twenty-five years had earned her enough sense to see that, even if Kini couldn’t. She could, however, throw Kini a well-deserved bone.

      “You were right about one thing, anyway.”

      “I usually am,” Kini said with a wink. “What was it this time?”

      “Brock won’t be asking Laurel out anytime soon. Or ever. Can you believe he actually tried something with me while we walked home last night? It was gross.”

      Kini’s head shot up, her gaze boring hard into Theo’s face, enough to make her flush. “Did he—”

      Theo shook her head. “No. I mean, sort of, but it wasn’t anything I couldn’t handle. Guy’s kind of a misogynistic, money-grubbing buggah.”

      The expression on Kini’s face went from murderous rage to snorting amusement. “I could’ve told you that. Oh, wait, I did. But seriously, if he tries something with you again, don’t wait until the next morning to tell me. Brock needs to learn how to take no for an answer. Boy should’ve learned already, but if he needs a refresher, I’m more than happy to provide one.”

      Then she started muttering, and Theo could only catch some of the words. Kini tended to go on rants in Hawaiian, and while Theo knew some of the language, she was nowhere near fluent. She did, however, relish the sound as she stretched her arms overhead and craned her neck to see how light it was outside. The sun was coming up, which meant she could start catching waves soon.

      “I appreciate that, but I think if it happens again, I’ll kick him in the okole.”

      Kini snorted again and shook her head, but didn’t try to convince Theo she was overreacting. It was nice, having her judgment backed up like that, and beating up a guy wasn’t exactly something she could seek approval from her father for.

      “I’m going to catch some waves before I have to open up the shop. But thanks for breakfast.”

      Theo bounced off her stool and put her arms around Kini’s shoulders, her chest pushing into Kini’s back as she leaned forward to press a kiss to Kini’s smooth brown cheek.

      “Yeah, yeah. Don’t forget to eat something else. Something your dad would approve of, okay?”

      She could do that. Probably some ghastly concoction her father was making in their blender right now. Wheatgrass and bee pollen and some shit. But for Kini? “Will do.”
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      Theo’d been avoiding Charlotte since Tadashi’s party, but when she ran into Charlotte in town a few days later, she let the delight at seeing her friend overtake the saltiness and made an apparently convincing excuse about leaving the party early enough to have missed Charlotte. Although she’d had her father and Kini and Laurel to keep her occupied, Theo was still thrilled to have Charlotte and Jim back.

      As was evidenced by the rest of the day being spent tagging along with Charlotte, either getting her classroom ready for the keiki coming off vacation, or stopping by the gallery to see Jim, or as they were now, sitting in Charlotte’s new living room with a mug of tea and catching up.

      When Charlotte had lived out back of the shop, Theo had a favorite chair and a favorite mug, and it was basically like hanging out at home, except better, because Charlotte was her fave. Now that Charlotte had moved into Jim’s house—no, that wasn’t right. Now that Charlotte and Jim lived together in their house, Theo had to figure everything out again. The tea and the mug were the same, but the furniture and the light were different. She’d been here before, of course, but only on occasion for discrete periods of time. Not for the hours upon hours she was used to being at Charlotte’s. That required an entirely different assessment of the furniture.

      She switched to yet another one of the puffy white chairs. Maybe this would be the keeper.

      “So did you get to see Austin while you were in San Diego?”

      The Inoues had done a tour of the West Coast, ranging from Seattle to Portland to San Francisco to Los Angeles and finally down to San Diego before flying home. The San Diego stop had been explicitly to see Jim’s son from his first marriage. Austin Winters.

      It was a dick move for Austin’s mom to have changed his last name to his stepdad’s— it’s not like Jim was a deadbeat. He went to California to see Austin when he could, and she knew he asked for Austin to come here all the time. Certainly Theo would’ve liked that—her father and Jim both said she’d cried for days when Austin left Hanalei when they were keiki.

      Even after Jim’s ex-wife had moved to the mainland and taken Austin with her, Jim seemed convinced that Theo and Austin would end up together anyhow. And while Theo hadn’t really ever appreciated men in more than an aesthetic or friend way, she left the door open for Austin as a potential life partner if all else failed, because honestly, stranger things had happened. It’s not as though she was fundamentally opposed to the idea of being with a man; she’d just never found one she liked as well as women. The title of lesbian had never felt quite right to her, though. Queer was much more comfortable, and perhaps there was a reason for that. Or not.

      But she shouldn’t be indulging in her fixation on Austin because a little line Theo knew well formed between Charlotte’s brows. It quickly vanished, though, turning into a tight smile and a sip of tea. “We did. Only for dinner, but it was nice to finally meet him.”

      Seriously? Theo had to bite her tongue from saying it out loud because Charlotte’s feelings were dinged already, and she didn’t want to make her friend feel worse. They’d spent several days in San Diego, and all Austin could manage was a single meal? She knew he was in school and all, but that was some bullshit.

      “You have to tell me all about him. Did you take any pictures? Is he anything like what you thought he’d be like? I mean, I know he emails Jim sometimes, but you never really know someone until you’ve met them, you know? And I’ve got no useful information. I haven’t seen him in person for twenty years.”

      There, that was better. Plying her with questions Charlotte could answer even given their brief time together would make her feel less slighted. And was it to do with her, anyway? Similar things had happened when Jim had gone to visit solo, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t a slight to Charlotte. And fuck that. But it was always so hard to tell whether it was Austin himself making these calls or his mom, who seemed pretty terrible.

      There were rumors that Marsha used money to manipulate Austin—apparently Mr. Winters was loaded—threatening not to pay for his car or college if Austin came to see his dad. It was hard to know exactly what went on in a marriage, but Theo was pretty sure Jim hadn’t been the problem. And yet she could only imagine the things Marsha could say to try to turn Austin against Jim. Some divorces were better than others, and Jim and Marsha’s seemed to be among the worst. At least Jim had Charlotte now.

      “I didn’t take any pictures because we thought we’d be seeing him again, and it was a nice restaurant. You know, the kind where a cell phone camera flash would not be appreciated.” Charlotte drew a long lock of hair across her upper lip for the last bit, which was a game from Theo’s girlhood. They used to pretend to have moustaches and monocles and make very snobby pronouncements about things in accents that were supposed to be upper-class English but were more likely a mélange of Australian and soccer hooligan. It still made Theo laugh.

      “Oh, yeah. One of those places. You remember when I tried to order a cheeseburger at the Royal Springs?” Theo made her own faux moustache and did a ridiculous imitation of the waiter they’d had at a swank hotel restaurant in Princeville. Theo’s dad had brought them as a birthday present for Charlotte, but he should’ve just put some ahi on the grill because the only good thing about it turned out to be laughing about the experience afterward. “‘I’m sorry, we don’t have…ground beef here. We serve only the finest cuts of kobe beef, and—’”

      “And you, you little sass monkey, asked if they couldn’t cut it up super-small and then put some ketchup on it so it would be almost as good as a burger. I thought he was going to expire. Anyway, I don’t have a picture for you, but I can tell you he’s a good-looking kid. Like, if you liked boys, I think you’d very much like the look of this one. He’s taller than his dad, with lighter hair, but the same dark brown eyes. And Marsha must have some athletes in her family because he’s got an athletic build.”

      Yep, that wasn’t from Jim. Jim was a pleasant-looking man, but he was more elegant-looking than athletic. Which was fine given that he made his living showing and persuading people to buy art, and not, say, playing pro sports. Which he’d be too old for anyhow, but Theo took Charlotte’s point.

      “But is he gym-buff or is it more like a hiking-with-his-dog, swimming-in-the-ocean, playing-a-pick-up-game-of-volleyball built? Does he surf?”

      “He does surf, but I doubt as well as you. Probably a combination of gym-fit and out-doorsy rugged would be my guess. He had very nice manners. At least for the time we got to spend with him. Actually, he was so interested in me and what Jim’s been up to that I didn’t get to find out all that much about him.”

      Irksome, but also a mark in Austin’s favor. He wasn’t a completely self-centered ass, much as it seemed his mother was. Theo wished, though, that he’d been a little less polite and had yammered on all about himself so Charlotte could give her the scoop. Did he not realize he’d been the object of some fascination in town, particularly in the neighborhood of Sullivan’s Surf Emporium? The mystery had only increased as they’d gotten older, and now that he was twenty-four and she was twenty-five, it seemed downright unfair that they hadn’t at least seen each other in twenty years. He was the one reason Theo had even considered getting on social media but had ultimately decided even Austin Winters wasn’t worth it.

      After getting some more dirt on Austin—he was in a graduate program studying biochemistry like Jessica (had there been something in the water here when they were all young? If so, Theo certainly hadn’t drank it), wasn’t dating anyone, had decent taste in clothes—Theo had to wonder. “So when is he coming to visit?”

      Charlotte picked up her now-empty teacup and stared into it, lips slightly pursed, and Theo was immediately sorry. She shouldn’t have asked. Either he’d made a promise that Charlotte thought he had no intention of keeping, or he’d hedged about when he could come. And though Charlotte hadn’t mentioned it, it probably still smarted that Austin hadn’t come for the wedding. How could she get the information she wanted, but make it hurt less, since that hadn’t been what she’d meant to do at all?

      “After you’ve told me all about him, I can’t wait to meet him. It’s funny how in some ways I feel like I already know him and we’d totally be friends, but I don’t have crystal clear memories of being with him. I’d like to actually meet this guy who was allegedly my best friend. I mean, he’s a grown man and in grad school, he’s got to have some of his own money by now, and his mom not so in charge of his life.”

      Charlotte tipped her head and then shook it. “I don’t really understand the whole thing with Austin’s mom and neither do you. From what Jim’s told me about her, she sounds controlling and manipulative. Your dad might have his own…peculiarities”—they grinned at each other—“but for all that, he’s never made his attention or affection or your access to resources contingent on you doing exactly what he wants you to do.”

      That was true, and the idea of it not being true made her insides feel like tangled, rotting seaweed washed up on the beach. It was her choice to stay here and run the shop with her dad, and she was very happy doing it. She didn’t want to leave and do something else. Even though her father had been devastated that Eliza was leaving, he’d still paid for her college and her law school, and although Theo couldn’t say for certain, she suspected he’d helped Kai and Eliza purchase their condo in Honolulu. It wasn’t something she thought about much—probably because she’d always had everything she needed—but her father had always been generous with his wealth.

      “You’re right. I’m very spoiled, and I wouldn’t want to be under Marsha’s thumb because she sounds horrid.”

      Charlotte’s brow and the opposite side of her mouth kicked up. “But?”

      This was the problem with one of your best friends having known you since you were a little girl. She couldn’t keep anything from Charlotte if she tried.

      “But I still want him to come visit. Yesterday.” Theo’s grumble was met by a knowing shake of Charlotte’s head.

      “Of course you do. And so do I. And so does Jim. Some day. And in the meantime, more tea?”
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      A few days later, Theo’s dad had gone to take his morning walk. He didn’t go far, but it was a thing he did every day. And since it was too early for tourists, and no new inventory had come in for her to enter into the system or stock, and yesterday Laurel had been ridiculously efficient at folding and putting clothes away and rearranging things shoppers had moved around, there was nothing for Theo to do besides sit at the counter on her stool and swing a foot while flipping through the latest issue of Curl.

      Quiet was fine with Theo. It had been a few days since her big fat failure of an attempt to set up Laurel and Brock, and she’d maybe—just a little, teeny, tiny bit—been avoiding both of them. Laurel was coming in later today, so it would be all over then. She’d have to spill about what exactly had transpired with Brock, and she was not looking forward to that. It involved several of her least favorite things: hurting a friend’s feelings, having to rehash something unpleasant after having talked to Kini about it already, and being wrong. It was going to be the worst.

      The tinkly bells on the door sounded as someone entered the shop. Theo didn’t bother putting her magazine away since it was unlikely to be a tourist and none of the locals cared if she was reading a surf magazine on the job. Hell, they’d probably ask her if there was anything good in the issue.

      Looking up—because she wasn’t actually the worst customer service provider in the world—she saw Charlotte. Even after they’d had a couple of days to catch up and things were feeling mostly back to normal, it was still a relief to see her. Especially since she was carrying two to-go cups from Queen’s: one a paper cup that probably contained some kind of dark roast and one a clear plastic that was already sweating in Charlotte’s hand but still showed off the purple liquid inside.

      Shifting a stool from against the wall to the end of the counter, Theo made gimme hands, because Charlotte drank coffee and didn’t have a taste for oddly colored concoctions, even if coconut lavender lemonade was the most delicious thing in the world. Which it was.

      “Thought you could use one of these. You’ve been a little…muted for the past few days. Maybe drinking something technicolor will raise your spirits.”

      Not a terrible idea. It had worked when she was small and bummed out. Charlotte would make her pink cambric tea, or they’d break out the maraschino cherries and turn smuggled ginger ale into fiery red Shirley Temples. Her father wouldn’t have approved then and wouldn’t approve of the violet concoction she was taking a deep draw from now. Oh well. What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. At least not her sugar consumption.

      “Thank you,” she finally managed after taking three big sips from the purple-striped paper straw. Kini must’ve known it was for her—she kept those special straws for Theo behind the clear plastic ones everyone else got. “I so needed this. What’re you up to?”

      Charlotte shrugged and took a sip from her coffee. Yep, dark roasted and pungent. Sugar but no cream. Theo could smell it from where she sat. The aroma was comforting, made her think of home and rainy afternoons watching animated movies with Charlotte while Eliza was still at school, or making pillow forts over the weekend while her dad was manning the shop. But she had no desire to actually drink the stuff. Coffee was one of those weird items that smelled delicious and tasted terrible.

      “Wasn’t busy, so I figured I’d come say hi and bring you a treat. Also, a little bird mentioned something about maybe some news you didn’t want to share?”

      Crap. Who had told her what? It was like a coconut wireless version of Clue. Kini in the bakery telling about her failed matchmaking efforts? Ugh, probably. Theo took another sip and let the cold liquid slide over her tongue and around the cavern of her mouth.

      “You know how I was trying to set up Laurel and Brock?”

      “I do.” Thank goodness for Charlotte and her poker face. No judgment here, not like when she’d confessed to Kini.

      “Well, that’s not going to work. Which is fine because Brock’s a jackass who doesn’t deserve Laurel, but I still have to tell her and she’s going to be upset. I’m also going to have to tell her that not only is Brock not in love with her, but he’s into me. Because he’s the worst.”

      Charlotte’s eyebrows went up in the center, matching the curve of her coffee cup. “Being into you makes someone the worst? Then I have got some bad news for you about a whole lot of people on this island and a bunch of people not. Why would you even say that?”

      Theo flopped dramatically. “It’s not that. If people have a thing for me, they generally have the good sense to keep it to themselves. And I don’t mind a little flirting or flattery. This thing with Brock was different. He was kind of trash about me liking women and had to be reminded that no is not an opening gambit, it’s just the answer. Like, no, dude, I don’t want you. The end.”

      “Then you’ll be happy to hear that he’s out of town for a week or so.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Theo pushed up from where she’d starfished onto the smooth wood of the counter. She kept pretty close tabs on people in her social orbit, and Brock hadn’t mentioned anything about traveling when she’d seen him. Why not?

      “Yeah. There was a hospitality industry conference in Las Vegas he’d been on the fence about going to for a while, but then he decided to go. I guess I know why now. Probably turned tail so he could go lick his wounded pride.”

      Charlotte nudged Theo’s foot under the desk to emphasize her teasing, and Theo had to smile. “Yeah, yeah. I hope he doesn’t come back until he’s good and over it because there are only so many hurt feelings I can take at one time. People get so gloomy.”

      “Maybe they need a technicolor beverage to cheer up.” Charlotte offered Theo her cup to cheers, though the paper and plastic colliding would be nowhere near as satisfying as beer bottles or cocktail glasses. But it would have to do.

      “Worth a damn shot.”
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      Theo needed some baked goods, STAT.

      Yes, it was only pau hana, and she hadn’t had dinner yet. Plus she’d already had that lemonade this morning, and she’d had a nice big salad for lunch with kale and mac nuts and lilikoi and grilled mahi mahi to top it all off, but salad wasn’t comfort food. And dammit, Theo wanted comfort. Needed comfort. The excruciating conversation she’d just had with Laurel had made her feel awful.

      She gave Laurel one last reassuring hug before suggesting her friend go home, get a pint of her fave Roselani, and binge some Netflix and ice cream. Laurel sniffed and rubbed at her red eyes again.

      “I don’t know how I could have screwed this up so badly.”

      Theo chafed Laurel’s arms as her friend’s shoulders heaved with more swallowed sobs. She’d known it would be bad, but wasn’t quite expecting this level of devastation. Yes, Brock had seemed like a good idea, but now that he’d revealed himself to be a complete and utter turd nugget, clearly Laurel was better off without him. “You didn’t screw up. I’m the one who messed up, and I should’ve never tried to set you up with him. He’s low. Like whale-shit low. You’re too good for him, and we’ll find you someone else, okay? Someone way better than Brock Ashley.”

      The only response she got was a wan nod and a last sniff before Laurel dragged herself out the door and toward her apartment a few streets away. Theo checked her watch, and while she’d have to hurry, she could still make it over to Queen’s before her dad would expect her home for dinner. Worth it if she could grab a piece of haupia-and-chocolate pie. Her mouth started to water and her soul started to pine just thinking about it.

      She locked up and headed down the street to Queen’s, not stopping or talking to anyone, even though she knew most everyone she passed. She was on a mission: a mission for pie.

      This time of day, Kini would be out back getting things prepped for the next morning. Also, Theo didn’t feel like dealing with other people. A wave and a smile would do. She liked talking to people usually, had made it her business to be a social butterfly, but right now she didn’t want to make polite small talk. She was weary, and being with Kini didn’t require any effort. So Theo bypassed the front door where she could see half a dozen people sitting at the small mismatched tables with their treats, another half a dozen waiting in line to get their desserts for after tonight’s dinner, and headed straight for the back where she snuck in, not wanting to draw attention to herself.

      Until she saw Kini, who was setting out butter to soften, and then she wanted attention. Wanted to soak in it, be surrounded by someone who cared about her when she was so very, very tired.

      And Kini, with her round, soft body and the apron covered with the tools of her trade—butter and powdered sugar and food coloring and lilikoi butter and almond paste—looked at her and seemed to see beyond what Theo was actually doing. She untied the apron from around her waist, expertly lifted it over her head so it didn’t even ruffle the black-and-silver bun that lay like a cinnamon roll on the top of her head, and spread her arms wide. It was as good as a magnet to draw Theo in, and she went with no resistance, glad to be embraced by Kini’s arms, which were strong from kneading endless piles of dough and stirring interminable bowls of glaze.

      It was comforting, but also somehow forced all of the ick that had been churning in Theo’s stomach out of her in the form of tears. She cried for a good while, until she didn’t have any more tears to cry. When she was done, there was a handkerchief on offer to dry her face and blow her nose and wring between her fingers while Kini dragged a stool over for her to sit on.

      “This seems like a chocolate-and-haupia-pie-level meltdown. Do you have time for a slice?”

      Theo nodded and sniffed, blew her nose in the handkerchief again. If it came down to it, she could always text her dad, and when he responded that he hoped she wasn’t spoiling her dinner, she’d lie through her teeth. And have an extra helping of wheatberry salad to prove it.

      Kini came back from the walk-in fridge bearing a slice of pie and a small glass of milk. Sat down and let Theo take a few bites before she asked her price.

      “So what caused a pie-level meltdown?”

      Theo took another bite of the pie, cold and silky and sweet on her tongue. The chocolate and the coconut pudding and the graham cracker crust were almost like an island version of s’mores, but better. Especially the custard. She’d like to eat bowls of that while sitting on the beach. Sadly, since she’d cashed in her miser ticket with Kini, she had to explain what it was about.

      “I had to tell Laurel about Brock, and it was awful. She was so disappointed.”

      “Yes, it’s not fun when people are disappointed.”

      Theo felt the dig but couldn’t regret it. Even though Brock had turned out to be a total shit monster, she knew deep down that she could still find a better match for Laurel than Bobby. “I feel really bad about it, okay? Especially when I had to tell her that he wanted to date me, but I refused him. It was, ugh, awful. And my dad’s been harping on me about being careful during lessons again, which is ridiculous. He actually suggested we hire out someone to teach them. Why should we when I’m a good surfer and I’m a good teacher?”

      Kini lifted a shoulder because this was an old and long-running argument. There was nothing to do, really, aside from not cooperate and hope he’d forget or become distracted by some fixation on his own imagined health issues.

      “Also, I’m glad Jim and Charlotte are back, but it’s not the same as having Charlotte right in my backyard. It’s stupid of me, but I miss her and she’s right here. Which I can’t say to my dad because then he’ll go on one of his ‘poor Charlotte’ tears, and I’ll be the one who has to convince him that it’s really not so bad when I’m the one who’s had a bigger loss. Not to mention that Charlotte felt kind of insulted by Austin not spending more time with them when they were visiting.”

      “I’m a bit peeved about that myself. Jim stopped by his first day back and was disappointed. Although, you know him, he pretty quickly talked himself out of being in a funk and onto how much better it would be if they could hold out a bit longer because it wouldn’t have been great timing to have Austin here for the wedding anyway. They would’ve barely gotten to talk to him. So in a while will be better.”

      Yes, that absolutely sounded like Jim. Always so sunny about everything. Which Theo was generally a big fan of, because most people spent too much time being grumpy and oversensitive, but sometimes Jim took things to an extreme, not even noticing slights he should. But that’s part of what made him a good friend, she supposed. He was easygoing to a fault, and if you inadvertently said something stupid that upset him, you had only to wait a few minutes, and he’d be over it. Much like the weather here.

      Kini sighed and continued. “As far as I’m concerned, Austin can stay away as long as he likes. I know you have some kind of obsession about him, but honestly, I don’t think much of him.”

      “How can you say that? You don’t even know him!”

      “And neither do you,” Kini pointed out with a finger. “What I do know is that he’s never, not once, bothered to come out here and see his father.”

      Theo opened her mouth to protest, but Kini cut her off. “I could understand it when he was a kid. Of course if Marsha didn’t want to allow it, then there was no chance of it happening. So Jim went to California. But he’s not a kid anymore, hasn’t been for some time. It’s not like he lacks for money or time. He could’ve made more of an effort, and yet he hasn’t.”

      This too was an old argument, and Theo was prepared with her side of it. “You are the worst judge in the world about this. Some of us have to give a shit about what our parents say for longer than we’d like. You don’t understand dependence at all since you’ve been free of it for twenty-one years.”

      Even in Kini’s round face, Theo could see her jaw flex, something in her temples shift. That was her badly done, Theo look. “Yes, well, not all of us are fortunate enough to have our parents die when we’re eighteen, now are we?”

      Well, fuck. “Kini, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I can’t imagine how hard it must have been for you to take over the bakery and make sure Kai got through school and take care of the house and…”

      Yeah. The enormity of what Kini had borne four years after Theo had entered the world hit her all at once. She’d known, of course, but for some reason, she could feel it instead of just see it. She was a terrible person.

      Theo put down her fork, put her hands in her lap, and looked at Kini, straight in the eye, even though it hurt. She was truly sorry, and she needed Kini to know. “I am so, so sorry. That was an incredibly insensitive thing to say, and you deserve so much better than that, especially from me. I’m sorry.”

      “I know you are. But you still have to be better about thinking through what comes out of your mouth.”

      The hard edges were gone from Kini’s face, and Theo knew she’d been forgiven for being horrid. “I’ll try. I’m a work-in-progress.”

      “And probably always will be,” Kini shot back with a smile. “Anyway, I know you’re right about him having obligations I don’t totally understand, but what I do understand is that Austin is an adult. And one thing grown-ups can always choose to do is the right thing. He could choose to do right by his father, and he hasn’t. I don’t like to see my friends slighted, especially when they’re as good of people as Jim and Charlotte. It doesn’t speak well of him that he can’t stand up to his mother. What kind of weak constitution does he have?”

      Kini was usually so reasonable and fair. It was one of the reasons Theo put so much trust in her judgment, and yet here she was, imposing her own—very particular—views on what a “good person” should be like. As if one size fit all.

      “Simply because he’s more sensitive to his mother’s wishes than you would be in his situation doesn’t make him wrong. Not everyone’s spine has to be made of wrought iron. Where would you be if you were surrounded by people as stubborn as you?”

      Theo was trying to tease because the last thing she wanted was to fight with Kini, and yet Kini wouldn’t let it drop. “If we were all right, then I don’t think it would be a problem. And in any case, he may be very amiable and compliant with his mother, but that results in not showing any sensitivity toward anyone else’s feelings and that I have no time and no fucks for.”

      “Well then, when he finally shows up, I won’t feel bad monopolizing his attention since you won’t want to spend any time with him at all. He’s going to be my new best friend, and you’re going to see how excellent he is. Once he gets here, he’ll be very pleasant and will be able to talk to everyone since he’s so easily adaptable. You’ll see.”

      Kini rolled her eyes and reached for her apron to draw it back over her head. “Oh, really? And what’s going to happen to Laurel? You going to bail on her like a disappointing wave? You can’t treat people like projects and blow through friendships because something new and shiny comes along.”

      Theo felt her cheeks flush with heat and was glad Kini wasn’t looking at her while she redid her apron strings. “I’m not going to ditch Laurel. I have an infinite capacity for friendship; I’ll prove it.”

      Kini shot her a doubtful look and opened the fridge to take out cartons of eggs. “Yes, well, you’re going to have to have infinite capacity for whatever health-nut thing your father’s cooked up for dinner. He’ll be wondering where you are.”

      Theo checked her watch to find Kini was correct. It was past time to go, and she’d clearly overstayed her welcome, though she still felt better for having come here. She always did, even if she and Kini couldn’t agree on Austin Winters.

      After clearing her place to the dish bin by the sink, she went up on tiptoe to give Kini a kiss on her cheek as she set out block after block of butter. Theo’s dad would probably imagine he was having a heart attack looking at them all lined up.

      It confused her some that Kini could be so prejudiced against a guy like Austin, who had been as much a part of Hanalei as she had, in spirit if not in actual presence. How could Kini dislike him so much because he handled his affairs differently? It wasn’t like Kini at all to do that. Not to mention that, all this time, Theo had liked that Kini was so self-confident—Kini’s high opinion of herself had always felt deserved—but maybe as a result of being older and having more of her own mind, Theo could see some of the cracks where perhaps Kini wasn’t so perfect after all.
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      The week went on uneventfully until Beatrice broke her leg. She’d never been the most graceful person, but even the clumsiest person shouldn’t be able to break their leg stepping off a lanai. The worst part of it was not only would Theo have to go visit her more often because her dad would say she should and Kini would give her the stink-eye—and no treats—if she didn’t, but it also meant that Jessica was coming home. And was going to stay at home for months. Interminable months of having that girl around.

      And, oh, was Theo sorry about that. Beatrice had hobbled into the shop the day before to tell Theo and her dad that Jessica was coming home. Thinking about it now as she shaped the deck of a board she was making for herself, she nearly drove the sander too hard and ruined the whole thing. She only pulled up just in time.

      But really. She was going to have to be nice and pleasant and pretend to like Jessica when she never really had.

      Theo took a swipe at her perspiring forehead with her forearm, but only succeeded in getting dust to stick to herself. That and shifting her respirator so that it was askew. Dammit. Why was she so testy about this anyway? It would go the same way it always did. Beatrice and everyone else would moon over Jessica—how smart she was, how pretty she was, how otherwise accomplished she was outside of her PhD program—and it would drive Theo mad.

      The whir of the sander quieted some of the irritation, but it couldn’t silence the memory of Kini telling her that she probably didn’t like Jessica because she saw in her a Renaissance woman when Theo also wanted to be seen that way. She’d denied it at the time and would deny it now, but the idea still niggled at the back of her mind.

      It probably wasn’t that anyhow. It was far more likely that Theo didn’t like Jessica because Jessica had never given Theo a reason to like her. She’d always been cold and distant and held herself apart from everyone else. And her living with Beatrice didn’t make things any easier. That woman would not shut up, even when it was obvious that everyone would like her to. Yeah, that must be it. Between those two things, who would like Jessica? Except that goddammit, everyone seemed to, even Kini.

      Which reminded her, she’d told her dad she’d pick up some pastries from Queen’s and bring them to Bea’s house. Because she was a masochist and apparently hated herself. There was nothing quite as miserable as the feeling of doing more than she wanted but less than was expected of her. So she flicked off the power to her sander, set it to rest on her workbench, and then shoved off the respirator and the bandana that had been covering her hair. Duty called.
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      Bea’s house was as awful as ever. It was small and crammed with all the art that Bea hadn’t been able to sell, which was most of it because she wasn’t very good. Jim would take a few pieces now and then and display them in his gallery. One would sell once in a blue moon, but otherwise Theo had no idea how Bea made any money.

      Normally Theo could get Bea to come to their house so she wouldn’t have to breathe in the smells of neglected housework covered up by toxic paint fumes, but it’s not like Bea could exactly make it up the stairs with her giant cast, now could she? So here Theo found herself, crammed in among a multitude of hideous canvases and trying to have a conversation with a girl who clearly didn’t want to talk to her either.

      Jessica was proving to be as cold as Theo had remembered her, and it was like pulling teeth to get any conversation out of her at all. There was one thing that Theo especially could not stand.

      “Wait, you and Austin are at the same school?”

      Jessica looked at her as if she’d implied aliens were going to land any second and take them all away. If only. Anything had to be less painful than hanging out in a hoarder’s house with her niece who was dull as fuck.

      “No. His advisor used to be at my university, but she moved to Scripps right before I arrived. But we go to a lot of the same conferences.”

      Then Jessica blinked, as if that was the only thing to say on the matter. It was so not.

      “And you’ve met him?”

      “Um, yeah. My aunt told his dad that he should look me up and come see the poster on my research at one of the conferences. Which was so unnecessary.” This was accompanied by an eye roll which at least proved Jessica was human—could her aunt not? Ugh. Jessica quickly caught herself, though, and settled that bland pudding look back on her face. Not the delicious pudding like Kini made either, but the comes-in-a-box, store-bought kind. The kind no one would eat if any other dessert were available. “Anyway, we’ve had coffee a couple of times when we’ve been at the same conference, and our advisors still talk a lot. They’ve co-authored a few papers.”

      “And?”

      “And what?”

      Theo was getting ready to flip a table. Bea talked far too much, but conversation with Jessica was like pulling teeth. No wonder she’d rather be with people who actually knew how to hold a conversation.

      “Is he cute? Is he smart? Is he a geek or is he too cool for school? Come on, he left when we were keiki, and no one here has seen him in person since his parents split except Jim. I need details. Details.”

      Kini had accused her of having a fixation on Austin, and maybe it was a little true. Jim and her father had always fancied them a couple, had planned for them to be together in that joking way parents do when their kids are friends. Those hopes had been somewhat dashed when Theo had announced she couldn’t really see herself with a man. But it still made her happy in a way that Jim thought she was good enough for his beloved son, and where would be the harm in a little innocent flirtation?

      And still Jessica wouldn’t give her this small piece of satisfaction. No, she continued to be obtuse and circumspect. So irritating.

      “He’s pleasant enough to look at, I guess. And he must be pretty smart if he’s in a PhD program. We’re not in the same field of study, so I couldn’t say for sure where he falls. And he didn’t seem geeky to me, but…consider your source.”

      That was good advice. Theo looked Jessica up and down, and yeah. She and Jessica probably had pretty different scales for who was a square. Useless. Completely useless. And Theo didn’t know if she could ever forgive her for that.
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      Theo’s list of unforgivables was long and, upon Brock’s return from his conference, grew still longer.

      “He got married?”

      Theo practically threw the bowl of arare onto the table, the ceramic rattling on the scuffed wooden surface as she stormed back into the kitchen and grabbed the bowl of crack seed as well.

      “He goes away for a week and he got married? Who does that?”

      Kini, Theo’s father, Jim, and Jasmine eyed her from where they sat around the table, cards in their hands. They were probably waiting for her to cut the ranting and raving before continuing with their game. But how could they think about poker at a time like this? Seriously.

      “Apparently Brock does?” Jim offered before tossing a couple of cards toward Jasmine, who gave him two back from the pile. Those didn’t seem to make Jim any happier—he was a terrible poker player because he didn’t have the steadiness of expression for it—but it didn’t trouble him for long. He looked up at Theo like a dog expecting a treat for doing a trick.

      Well, she was not having it. “It’s ridiculous. I know Las Vegas can make people go a little lolo, but really? Who is this woman anyway?”

      Kini raised her eyebrows and looked at Theo from under her heavy black brows. She, unlike Jim, was an excellent poker player. She could have a full house or nothing but a pair of twos for all Theo could tell. But it wasn’t Theo’s problem; it’s not like she played at these games. She set them up for her dad, and if she was around, played hostess and brought snacks and drinks for the people whose butts were glued to their seats. “The story is that she’s some hotel magnate’s daughter. He’s buying the abandoned Prince’s Gardens resort and introduced himself to Brock at the conference. They hit it off, so the guy asked Brock to come to dinner with him and his daughter, and the rest is history. Word has it Brock’s going to be managing that property once it’s up and running. You know, keep it all in the family.”

      Was there anything about this that wasn’t infuriating? Brock had married Hawaii’s version of Paris Hilton and Theo was the last to hear about it? Hopefully not the very last—hopefully she’d at least be able to break the news gently to Laurel before she found out some other way, like running into Brock and his new wife in town.

      She should probably head there now because she’d have to put herself on her very own shit list if someone else were to tell Laurel that Brock had gotten married and Theo wasn’t there to dry the flood of tears. She had planned to catch up on her stack of surf magazines, but clearly that wasn’t going to happen.

      “That is still outrageous. I dare any one of you to disagree with me.” Theo put her hands on her hips, tapped her foot, and waited for anyone at the table to offer an objection. She’d pour the arare over their head if they dared. “And to top it off, none of you told me. I had to hear it from Bobby of all people. Which means everyone knows.”

      “I’m not going to disagree with you, because it is…unusual,” Jim conceded. “And just so I can’t be accused of hiding anything later, you should know Austin is going to come next weekend.”

      The hits kept on coming.

      “He is? Why didn’t you say anything?”

      Jim shrugged and let his hand drop so everyone could see his cards. The rest of the table groaned and smacked hands to foreheads, but Theo was far more interested in the fact that Austin was going to be here than that Jim had a straight. “This isn’t the first time he was supposed to visit, and I didn’t want everyone to get all excited to see him and then him not show. Again. But since it’s less than a week away, I thought he’d actually make it this time. And goodness knows I don’t want to get on your bad side, Theo.”

      That made her feel better, but still, she could do without all the bombshells at once. Although this would give her something to tell Laurel to distract her from the fact that Brock Ashley was now a married man. Before she left, though, she wanted to make completely sure.

      “Okay, so Brock is married to some hotel heiress and Austin is finally coming home next weekend. Anything else anyone would like to share?”

      The four around the table shook their heads in silent unison, and Theo grabbed the half-empty bag of crack seed before heading out to Laurel’s.
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      It was finally here. The moment Theo felt she’d been waiting for most of her life was finally here, and she was practically buzzing with excitement. She hadn’t even had any sugar all day, so her father couldn’t blame her twitchiness on that.

      She knew when Austin’s plane had landed—because everyone did—and now it was a matter of waiting. And waiting. And waiting.

      Theo paced around the shop, putting all the bathing suits and wetsuits in size order on their racks, categorizing the wax, re-ordering the boards they had for sale, even going so far as to put the sunglasses in color order on their carousels because she couldn’t stand doing nothing and Laurel had gotten the place shipshape since starting. It was only the daily tourist fuckery she really had to clean up from.

      Her father was sitting behind the counter with his reading glasses perched on the end of his nose, one pencil stuck behind his ear and another tapping on his beloved crossword puzzle that was spread out on the counter. He was really good with the historical clues—no surprise for a dude with a PhD in history—and decent with horticultural ones too, but pretty crap with the pop culture stuff, which is where Theo came in.

      “What’s the name of a singer whose name includes punctuation?”

      Yep, like that. “Does it have four letters or five?”

      There was more rhythmic tapping as he counted out the spaces. “Neither. It has nine, and I think the second letter is N. Maybe.”

      It didn’t come to her right away, but after a minute of racking her brain, the answer popped into her head. “Does India.Arie work?”

      She spelled it for him and felt quite satisfied when, after a few seconds of scritching the letters onto the page, he celebrated with a whoop.

      After she’d done her filial duty, she returned to pacing, checking her cell for the zillionth time to make sure Austin’s plane had landed when it was supposed to, checking the traffic to make sure there hadn’t been a wreck on the road between the airport and here. Part of the problem with being on a small island with a ton of nature preserves was that there really was only one main road. And if that was out… But her cell gave no indication that was the case. What the hell was taking them so long?

      “Theodosia?”

      Whoa. Her dad never called her Theodosia. Ever. Charlotte had when she was younger and she was doing that whole parental-figure thing of scolding with her whole name. And of course, Kini had more recently than that when she’d really disapproved of Theo’s behavior. But it had probably been years since anyone had called her that. It felt almost like it wasn’t her name, but it had managed to get her attention when nothing else had.

      “Yeah, Pops?”

      Her father gave her a kind but amused smile from his perch. “I knew you were looking forward to seeing Austin, but I didn’t think you were quite this worked up about it. You want to take a walk while we’re waiting? I’d say you could catch some waves, but I don’t want you out there while you’re distracted.”

      “No, that’s okay, sorry. What did you need?”

      “You said there were other singers with punctuation in their names? Who are they? And why would a person ever do that? How are you supposed to pronounce these things? It’s really terribly impractical, and I—”

      Which is when the door opened and the familiar tinkling of chimes almost made Theo jump through the roof. Or at least hit her head on the surfboard that was hanging on the wall.

      “Ah, so glad both the Sullivans are here! Dermot, Theo, I wanted to make this Austin’s first stop in town.” Jim was standing inside the door with his usual aloha shirt and linen pants on, and right next to him…

      Was a good-looking guy. Like, really good-looking. Sure, she’d seen his picture in a google search or two, but Austin was way better in person. A little taller than Jim, he’d gotten a slightly broader build from somewhere, but he still had that elegance his father did. Pair that with floppy long-ish hair a few shades short of black and dark brown eyes… Yes, Austin Winters was a very pretty boy. Pretty enough that Theo must have been staring because there was a nudge to her shoulder before her dad walked past her and introduced himself.

      “Dermot Sullivan. It’s nice to see you again, young man, though I’m sure you don’t remember me. You were so young when you moved to the mainland. And you probably don’t recognize my daughter either, but you two used to be the best of friends when you were little.”

      Austin smiled, and the spread of white teeth and a goddamn dimple revealed made him even prettier. “Of course I remember Theo. I mean, you’re all grown up, but…”

      They shook hands, and his hand was warm and smooth. This was ridiculous. Theo liked girls, had never actively had a thing for a guy her whole life, even if she’d never shut the door on it entirely either. But now the man she’d subconsciously left the door ajar for was here, and she was a little surprised to find that she did, in fact, consider him not a bad choice for Plan B.

      “…I’d know you anywhere.”

      “Ditto. Well, Austin, you finally came to see us here in Hanalei, huh? How long are you here for?”

      Austin shrugged, his polo shirt going up at the shoulders and the front gaping enough that it revealed a few curls of chest hair. “I’m not really sure yet, but I’m hoping for a week, at least.”

      “Nice. Do you remember anything about Hanalei, or should we show you the ropes?”

      “That’d be nice. The only thing I remember really aside from loving the beach was Queen’s. Is that bakery still here?”

      The side of Theo’s mouth tugged up because, aside from her own slice of town, he’d mentioned her two favorite places.

      “Hell yeah, it is, and the food is still really freaking good. You hungry?”

      “I could eat.”

      “Cool.”

      Theo turned toward her father and Jim to announce that they were going to walk around town for a bit, but she didn’t have to call for their attention because they were already both regarding her and Austin happily. And, if she wasn’t mistaken, with a bit of hope on Jim’s part. Unlikely. But not impossible. Besides, what would it hurt to be friends with Austin and flirt a little? It would hurt precisely no one.

      “We’re going to Queen’s. Anyone want anything? Oh, Jim, is that okay? You’ve barely gotten to see Austin.”

      Before Jim could answer, Austin cut in. “I’m sure it’s fine. Right, Dad?”

      Even if a brief wave of disappointment crossed his face first, Jim waved them off, smiling in that plotting way of his whenever he thought of her and Austin riding off into the island sunset together.

      After they’d endured a lecture from her father about the evils of processed sugar and the artery-clogging properties of butter, not to mention that they were all going to die because they’d ingested bleached flour, Theo finally managed to excuse themselves and got a kick out of taking Austin’s gallantly offered arm. Yes, this was going to be fun.
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      Kini was at the counter when they arrived at Queen’s so Theo didn’t have to drag Austin into the back or yell at Bobby to go fetch her. There was no line either, since it was midmorning, so Theo could just walk right up and present her trophy.

      “Look who I brought!”

      Theo’s delighted exclamation was met with a somewhat less enthused reaction from Kini. No smile and a slightly raised eyebrow? Come on, Austin’s return deserved a much warmer welcome. And so Theo prodded.

      “It’s Austin, Jim’s son. He just got in, and he remembered your bakery, Kini. Isn’t that great? I mean, not surprising because the food is so freaking good. But still. He hasn’t been home for twenty years, and he wanted to come here.”

      Kini gave a polite smile that didn’t light up her face the way genuine smiles did—because the woman glowed when she was truly happy—but Theo would take it. Maybe Bobby had burnt some cookies or over-crisped some mango brulées or something. Guy did have a heavy hand with the baby blowtorch.

      “Welcome back, Austin. Can I get you two something?”

      Well, Kini was sour today, but that didn’t mean Theo had to be. It was midmorning so they totally could have grabbed a pineapple muffin or a mac nut biscotti to dip in some coffee or tea, but instead Theo ordered an iced vanilla latte and some mochi-ice cream and was gratified when Austin ordered the same down to the flavors—matcha, taro, and sakura—and paid for them both. It wasn’t at all necessary, but it was a nice touch. At least Theo thought it was; Kini ran his card through and handed Austin the receipt to sign without taking her eyes off him, as though she thought he was going to snag a coconut-lime-white-chocolate-chip cookie off the cake plate on the counter and make a break for it. Sheesh.

      When they sat down at one of the empty tables, they got some stares. For eating ice cream at ten-thirty in the morning? Maybe. More likely, it was people wondering who she was with. Locals might’ve heard Jim’s son was in town, but they’d also know this guy in his polo shirt and khaki shorts wasn’t one of them. And he wasn’t, technically.

      “So what are you going to do while you’re here? Besides let your dad drag you around town and show you off? You know you’re going to get your cheeks pinched and every auntie in town is going to say how much you’ve grown, right?”

      Austin scrubbed a sheepish hand over the back of his neck. “Yeah, I kinda figured that out already. Thanks for getting me out of there for a bit.”

      Looking around the bakery where people were straining to hear their conversation, Theo wasn’t sure Queen’s was much better, but if he thought so, she’d let him. “No problem. Is there anyone you actually want to see while you’re here?”

      “I felt bad about not getting to spend more time with my dad and Charlotte while they were on their honeymoon, so I’ll spend most of my time with them. And I have to go visit the aunt of some girl I know from academic conferences. It’s going to be a total drag, but it’s one of those things, you know? You’ve just got to do it.”

      “Oh, Bea? You know Jessica’s here, right?”

      “Is she? I didn’t know.” Austin took another bite out of the powdery pink soft shell of his sakura mochi ball. “Guess I’ll see her, too.”

      Theo swung a foot underneath the table, grazing the floor with the sole of her slipper. “You don’t sound exactly thrilled about that.”

      Austin answered with a shrug and took another bite. “I see her at conferences all the time; I’m not sure why I have to see her here, too.”

      “You don’t like Jessica?” Was it too much to hope that this guy she’d felt an immediate bond with could commiserate over how perfect and unreachable the great Jessica was?

      “She’s fine. If you like girls who will barely look at you and can’t make basic conversation to save their lives. She’s so…reserved. I guess there are some perks to being a wallflower, but I’d never want to date someone who was so cold. She’s really no fun. And so frosty it makes my balls want to crawl up into my body.”

      Theo couldn’t help but snort and was glad she was eating a matcha mochi instead of drinking the ice water she’d snagged because it probably would’ve come out her nose. “Dude, we’re a little early in our friendship for you to be talking about your balls, don’t you think?”

      “Sorry, sorry. It doesn’t feel like I just met you, though. Not like when I see Jessica. I swear, every time I see her is as awkward as the first. How could someone love a person so reserved? No, that’s definitely not for me.”

      Theo lifted a shoulder and munched another bite thoughtfully. “I guess at first it’s annoying when people aren’t friendly, but don’t you feel good when you’ve earned your way into their inner sanctum? It’s kind of a prize, you know? Not something they give away to everyone.”

      “Dude, we’re a little early in our friendship to be talking about your inner sanctum, don’t you think?”

      Which is when Theo dipped her fingertips in her water glass and flicked a bunch of drops toward Austin’s face. “Shut up.”

      Kini plunked their lattes unceremoniously on the table, still with that imperious, disapproving look on her face. Had Theo done something to put that scowl there? Her curt “enjoy” said maybe.

      “Hey, Kini. Busy day? Your vendors late delivering your eggs or something?”

      She’d seen Kini threaten someone with her rolling pin once when they’d been a few days late with the sugar and she’d almost run out. Theo had thought the guy was going to shit himself he looked so nervous. But who could blame him?

      “No, it’s been slow this morning. That’s why Bobby’s out in the back practicing piping frosting. He’s getting better, but…” Kini rolled her eyes. Yeah, Theo couldn’t really picture him doing the delicate work of putting flowers and swirls and whatever else kind of decorations people wanted on their cakes. “So, Austin, you just got in? I would’ve thought you’d be with your father and Charlotte. They’ve been waiting for you to visit. You should’ve seen your father when he came by for his coffee this morning. Bouncing off the walls.”

      Oh, that’s what this was about. Feeling protective of her once and future bestie, she leapt to Austin’s defense. “We’re just stopping by. Austin’s going to go get settled and have lunch with Jim and Charlotte at the house right after this. Aren’t you?”

      Austin seemed to receive her telegraphed signal of just agree with me because he gave Kini a wide and charming grin. “Oh, yeah, definitely. It was just a long flight, and I didn’t want to crash before lunch. Theo said I could top up on caffeine here, so I won’t end up face-first in my food.”

      Kini crossed her arms and gave a reluctant “mmph” before heading back to the counter. Eh, she’d warm up to Austin. She had to, because Theo would make certain of it.
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      With the prodigal son returned for at least a few days, Jim decided to throw a party. And Jim knew how to throw a party. This wasn’t one of his sophisticated artsy gallery soirees that mostly the rich people who had condos or second and third homes on the island attended. Those were fun, but Theo always found herself wishing she could take her shoes off and have more cocktails than was probably polite. Here, though, at Jim and Charlotte’s house, there was a certain freedom to drink however much she liked—without her dad seeing, of course. There was also an entire pig roasting in a pit in their backyard. A party could only be so fancy if there was a pig cooking in the ground.

      She’d been talking to Austin for a while, but had relinquished him to his father so he could be trotted around and introduced to everyone and their mother—literally. To kill a bit of time, Theo walked out of the house and toward the front yard. It was a beautiful garden that she didn’t know when Jim found the time to maintain, but he did.

      Cedar trees and bamboo formed a backdrop for his lovingly tended bonsais and a few patches of Japanese irises amongst the moss and other kinds of ground cover. As she wandered through to the front, she saw Kini approaching from the wrong way. It struck her as odd momentarily, but then something clicked. “Did you actually drive here?”

      Kini shrugged, and the light from the moon reflected off the silver strands in her hair, making it shimmer. “I did. Thought she could use a spin.”

      “You think? You have such a gorgeous car, and you never take it out.”

      It was a Chevy Bel Air, robin-egg blue with cream leather interior to die for. Kini had inherited it from her grandfather forever ago, and though she rarely drove it, she kept it in pristine condition. She probably could’ve sold it for a ton of money, but she never mentioned the possibility. It was like it wasn’t a possibility.

      “Where am I going to take it? Everywhere I go, I can walk.”

      “But you could drive. It would be faster.”

      “And what do I need to go fast for? I know you were born here, but sometimes I think that mainland blood gets the better of you.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Theo crossed her arms over her chest and put her nose in the air. She’d been born and bred here, and no one was going to accuse her of being a real haole. Although deep down, she could never quite get ahold of the attitude of water as a connection instead of a barrier. Maybe that was because her father was so fearful of the water, even before her mother had died, and that tragedy had amplified an already combative relationship.

      Yeah, he was afraid of the ocean and hated it to some extent—she’d catch him sometimes on their lanai, staring out at the waves with a look that scared her, a look she never saw on his placid face otherwise, practically murderous—but it also provided their livelihood. It’s not like you saw a whole lot of surf shops in Omaha.

      Kini tugged Theo’s high ponytail. “You’re right. I don’t see you tooling around in that Jeep of yours much anymore, which I’m sure the chickens appreciate.”

      “I never hit a—”

      Another gentle tug to the back of her head, and she knew Kini was teasing.

      “You always answer. That’s one of the best things about you, you know?”

      Theo shot her a dirty look but walked toward the house with Kini anyhow, arms still crossed over her chest, but giving her a hip-check as they hit the front stairs. It wasn’t to move Kini—it would take a lot more than a literally half-assed bump to do that because the woman was as solid as a mountain and just as grounded. It was familiar and uncomplicated affection. Which made it easy for Theo to uncross her arms, link one around Kini’s, and lean her head on Kini’s bare rounded shoulder as they headed back into the party.
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      Austin was still being dragged around by his father when they came in, and Kini went to talk to Jasmine about some promotion they were thinking about doing for the upcoming tourist season, so Theo found Charlotte in the kitchen where she was slicing some fruit to refill a mostly empty platter.

      A spare apron was draped over a stool at the kitchen island practically begging to be picked up and used, and who was Theo to argue? She pulled it on, fastened the ties around her waist, and stood next to Charlotte, who handed her a bowl of dragon fruit. Theo set it down behind a bamboo cutting board, picked out a knife, grabbed a large spoon, and got to work.

      She sliced one of the fruits in half, scooping out the small-black-seed-dotted white interior as one piece so she could dice it and then replace it in the vibrant pink skin that held its shape. Pretty and easy to eat.

      “So did you hear that a mass spectrometer got delivered to Bea’s house?”

      “A what?”

      Charlotte laughed and shook her head while she sliced some star fruit to arrange on the outside of the spread. “That’s what I said, but I didn’t want to assume you were as ignorant as I am. I mean, what does an elementary school teacher know?”

      “Probably more than a girl who gives surf lessons for a living.”

      “Pfft. You’re plenty smart, and you could do anything you wanted.” Theo joined in with a singsong voice for the refrain she knew was coming. “If only you’d apply yourself.”

      “Yeah, yeah. The only thing I’ve ever really been interested in applying myself to is a surfboard.”

      “Anyway, yes. A mass spectrometer, which as far as I can tell makes it possible to analyze what’s in compounds. Apparently they’re wildly expensive and not easy to come by. Jessica had to scramble to even make room in Bea’s house for the thing, because it’s not tiny.”

      Theo sliced another dragon fruit in half and plucked a cube from the last one she’d cut and popped it into her mouth. “Why did Jessica get one, then? And how? Because…”

      She didn’t have to finish the sentence because everyone knew Bea was not well-off. And that had been one of the reasons she’d sent Jessica off to school. Of course Jessica was so smart and she and Bea had worked their asses off to find any possible source of scholarship money, so she’d gotten a full ride everywhere she went. But there wasn’t a whole lot of extra money floating around. Like, none. Theo would bring by baskets of mangos from their trees out back for Bea, and she knew Jim did the same with avocados and radishes. Kini would drop by a couple of loaves of bread she’d say were past good, but Theo knew they’d only been out for a day. A lot of people did things like that, and Bea seemed to get along okay. But there was no way she or Jessica would be able to afford a piece of fancy scientific equipment that could usually only be found in labs. Not to mention Bea didn’t really have room in her already cramped home for such a thing. It was obviously a surprise, since they hadn’t cleared a space for it before it arrived.

      “I know. Everyone’s been trying to guess where it’s from.”

      “And?”

      “The current favorite is Jessica’s thesis advisor. Some hotshot in the field, writes textbooks, gets paid to lecture all over the place, won a bunch of awards.”

      “So he’d have the money for it, but that still doesn’t explain why he’d send one.”

      “She,” Charlotte corrected as she spread out the last of the star fruit and started transferring the dragon fruit cups to the center of the platter. “And apparently, Jessica is quite the favorite.” Charlotte raised her eyebrows meaningfully as she nestled the last skin beside the star fruit. “Or have you not been paying attention to Bea’s dissertations on the subject?”

      “I try.” Theo made a wrinkled-nose expression of half-remorse, half-exasperation. Which pretty well summed up her attitude toward Bea. She was a nice woman but so, so tedious. Who could blame her for drifting off during Bea’s recitations of Jessica’s latest and greatest accomplishments? No one who’d ever spent more than ten minutes with the woman, surely.

      “Well, for those of us who have been paying attention”—Charlotte shot Theo a disapproving look over her shoulder as she moved to the fridge—“Bea seems to think Jessica’s advisor is enamored of her, uh, intellect.”

      Theo had to snort.

      “Like, she wants Jessica to be her protégé. But it sounded to me like the interest might be less academic than Bea seems to think. Apparently Jessica regularly has dinner at Doctor Jackson’s house and gets invited to tag along to conferences.”

      “Oh.” That could be entirely innocent and more of the teacher’s-pet situation that Bea seemed to think, or it could be more…intimate. But that raised another question. “Is Jessica even queer?”

      Charlotte shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve certainly never asked her. And Bea’s never mentioned it, although if Jessica wanted to keep her business private, god knows she wouldn’t tell Bea.”

      So true. Theo hadn’t worried at all about how her family or friends would react to her liking women. Except for being fiercely protective of their land and their culture, people who lived in the islands tended to be chill about almost everything. Even if some people had been weird about it, they hadn’t been worth Theo’s time or attention. It didn’t change how the people closest to her had felt about her or acted toward her one bit. But she was well-aware not everyone was so lucky. And though she found it hard to imagine, she could understand too that even the possibility of being rejected or shamed would be enough to tie someone up in knots until they decided it was best not to mention it at all. Which sucked.

      Something tugged at her heart, a string of sympathy for Jessica if that were in fact true. Bea wouldn’t care, but maybe the people she went to school with would? Or maybe she didn’t want her business splashed all over the island? But if Theo had known, she might’ve been a bit kinder to Jessica. Maybe found a way to let her know that she could talk to Theo and Theo could keep a secret, so Jessica’s sexuality wouldn’t end up the latest buzz on the coconut wireless.

      Charlotte handed Theo a bowl of lychees, and Theo set to skinning and pitting them, passing the readied fruit back to Charlotte who stuffed them with a white mixture from another bowl. The first one she handed back to Theo, and without asking what was in it—because who cared, it would be delicious—Theo took a bite. She’d had stuffed lychee before, but this was a little different. Had the addition of something small that made a big difference.

      The translucent, subtly sweet flesh of the lychee surrendered to her teeth, and the cream cheese inside gave way easily until she hit the crunch of a mac nut and the chewiness of candied ginger. Which was all well and good and reminded Theo of how delicious these treats were, but there was another dimension to the stuffing.

      “Did you add pineapple?”

      Charlotte smiled and tipped her head graciously. “I did. Do you like it?”

      “I love it, it’s so frigging good. Makes it sweeter, you know?” Theo popped the last bit into her mouth and then licked a little escaped stuffing from her fingers, relishing the taste.

      Charlotte snapped a kitchen towel at her. “You and your sweet tooth; it must drive your poor father crazy.”

      “No more than usual.”

      When they’d finished filling the lychees, Theo stripped off the apron and carried the tray back to where most of the partygoers were still chatting. A crowd descended as soon as she put it down, and she had to take a step back before she got bowled over. As it was, she stepped into someone.

      “Sorry, it’s like a feeding frenzy in here.”

      Austin didn’t look sorry at all, though. “No worries. I finally managed to escape the introduction train and was looking for you anyway. And here you are.”

      A flush of pleasure went through her at the idea that Austin had been looking for her. Which was silly, but she let herself enjoy it. They backed away slowly from the food and found a couch to sit on.

      “Did you hear about the mysterious lab equipment delivery?”

      Austin smirked, the side of his mouth pulling up. “The mass spectrometer? I did. You were right, word travels fast around here. Or is it that there’s not much to talk about?”

      “It’s a small town,” Theo conceded.

      “So where do you think it came from? Everyone seems to have a theory. Do you?” He said it conspiratorially, as if this were some sort of case to be solved, and Theo let her instincts to snoop and gossip take over.

      “No one thinks Jessica or Bea bought it; that doesn’t make any sense. The current favorite theory is that Jessica’s advisor sent it to her. Apparently Jessica is kind of the teacher’s pet, although there’s been speculation that the interest goes further than academics.”

      Austin’s eyebrows kicked up, and he leaned in. “Oh, really? Like there might be some sort of student-teacher thing going on? That’s kinda hot.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t know. I feel like Jessica’s way too boring for that.”

      Austin leaned back, crossed an ankle over a knee, and rubbed a finger along his cleanly shaven jaw, his gaze wandering across the room to where Jessica stood talking to her aunt and Kini. “True.”

      “But it’s so extravagant. Who else would do something like that besides a lover?” Theo said the last word in a mocking tone. Because who said lover anymore? Ridiculous word, but she couldn’t think of anything better in the moment.

      “I think you’re right. Anyway, you guys definitely need some more entertainment around here. I was thinking a party. And for as delicious as it’s been, not a pig roast either. Doesn’t anyone around here dance?”

      “Sure, but there aren’t exactly any discotheques in Hanalei.”

      “There fucking should be. I miss the parties around campus. Even if we can’t have a full-blown club, couldn’t we get some people together for a dance party? Something? I’ve been going for runs in the morning and out to surf a couple of times, but I’d kill for some four on the floor and a bunch of strobe lights.”

      It wasn’t a terrible idea. Sounded fun actually, to dance in the dark, getting sweaty and sore from using her body in a different way than usual. And the more she thought about the idea of dancing—and dancing with Austin—the more she liked it. It would be fun and different and loud and head-clearing. Plus, he was hot, and she bet he was a good dancer. They could have a night of letting loose, just what she needed.

      They talked for a while, partially planning for the dance party, but also Theo being entertained by his first impressions of everyone in town. Their conversation lasted until Charlotte came over, and Bea joined them to say goodnight, her crutches clopping on the floor.

      “Very nice party, Charlotte. You and Jim really outdid yourselves. Everything was delicious, so delicious. I think I must have eaten about a thousand of those stuffed lychees. Though I wish people hadn’t descended on them like locusts, I would’ve liked to take a picture so I could paint them later. But they did, so I couldn’t get one. Maybe I could remember it well enough to do a sketch and then paint from that?”

      Bea being Bea, she went on for another twenty minutes about how delicious the food was before Jessica came over and practically dragged her out the door. Jim grabbed Austin to show him off to a late arrival, and Charlotte and Theo were alone again.

      “Do you know how Bea and Jessica got here?”

      “Um, walked?” Although with Bea hobbling around on her crutches like that, maybe not. Maybe Theo could go grab her Jeep and offer them a ride back across town. She should have enough time to get her Jeep and come back, because it took Bea forever to leave anywhere, even when her mobility wasn’t compromised.

      “No. That’s what I thought, and when Bea said her first round of goodbyes to Jim and me, I asked if we couldn’t give them a ride back. But she said no, that Kini had brought them. Honestly, she must have driven to bring Bea and Jessica. Mostly I forget Kini even has a car. But wasn’t that nice of her?”

      Ah, now it made sense, and the thought made a smile ghost across Theo’s lips. “Yes. And of course she did. I saw her coming from the wrong direction outside and teased her for driving, and she didn’t even say anything about having brought Jessica and Bea.”

      Which, again, of course she had.

      “See, now, you think it’s Kini being nice. I thought it might be more than that.”

      Theo felt her nose wrinkle and her lip curl, and she had to concentrate to smooth out her features. “What are you talking about?”

      “What if Kini has a thing for Jessica?”

      “Are you joking? That’s ridiculous. Why would she—”

      “Jessica’s smart and pretty. I’ve seen her in the bakery chatting with Kini. It’s been a long time since there was someone in town who Kini might take an interest in. The occasional tourist, sure, but Kini seems to genuinely like Jessica. Aside from a little May-December thing going on, I don’t see why that’s so preposterous. And this is your fault, anyway. I never thought of matchmaking until you got so into it.”

      “Well, you need to stop because you suck at it. No way does Kini have a crush or whatever on Jessica. No freaking way. She’s just nice, which is why she drove them over here. And Kini’s never said anything about wanting to date or get married or anything. She’s perfectly fine with the bakery, and she likes Kai and Eliza’s keiki, and she doesn’t need anything else. She’s fine. Her heart is full, she has no time. There’s no reason for her to get romantically involved with anyone.”

      “There was no need for me to fall in love with anyone either, but I did.” Charlotte’s lips pursed as she gave Theo a pointed look, and internally Theo was stomping a foot with fists at her sides. It was hard to argue against that because Jim and Charlotte were sickeningly happy, but no. Everything in her rebelled against the idea of Kini having any attraction to Jessica at all.

      Charlotte excused herself back to the kitchen to refresh some food that had run out, and Theo thought about going with her to help, but couldn’t do it. She didn’t want to hear any more about Charlotte’s half-cocked theories about Kini and Jessica. It irritated her to even think about what that might look like: Kini not being able to round out a card game with Theo’s dad because she was going out with Jessica, Theo dropping into the bakery to chat and work out her issues on some pastry dough to find Jessica already there with a flour handprint on her butt. No, nothing about this was okay.

      She was about to go walk off her tetchiness when the couch cushion next to her sank under someone’s weight. Kini’s.

      “Are you back from dropping off Bea and Jessica?”

      “I am. That’s one nice thing about driving anyway—I didn’t have to miss more than a few minutes of the party.” She nudged Theo with an elbow. “Maybe I should drive more often.”

      “Maybe you should. Or if I’d known, I could’ve brought the Jeep. I could’ve given them a ride back, too.”

      “I know. And if they’d have asked, I know you would’ve.” There was such confidence in Kini’s voice that it made Theo happy. Yes, she would.

      Since she hadn’t heard Kini’s take on the surprise delivery yet, she had to ask, starting with something that was basically a rhetorical because there was no way Kini hadn’t learned about it. “Did you hear that someone sent Jessica a mass spectrometer? Who do you think it was?”

      Kini crossed her arms over her ample chest as she surveyed the room. “I don’t know. I guess her thesis advisor would make the most sense? But honestly, it’s not the most thoughtful gift. Some people probably like surprises, but Jessica doesn’t strike me as one of them. Not to mention that, if they knew Bea’s situation at all, where is she going to keep a mass spectrometer? If the sender were dead-set on giving it to Jessica, the least they could’ve done was let her know it was coming so she could make arrangements for it.”

      Ah, grumpy, thoughtful Kini. There was also a distinct lack of jealousy in her tone that shored up Theo’s certainty that Charlotte was wrong, wrong, wrongity wrong. No way was her friend going to ruin everything by going and having a crush on some boring girl.
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      Despite staying out to a late-ish hour the night before, Theo hauled out of bed in the dim hours of the morning to catch some waves before much of the island was awake. Of course, she saw the glow of the backroom of the bakery on her way to the beach. Most mornings she’d go for a quick few runs on the beach just outside the back door of the shop, but some mornings she took the time to go a little farther and catch waves on other beaches. It was amazing how much things changed a few hundred yards away.

      She could’ve stopped to say hello to Kini, but she was still feeling a bit overfull from the party last night. It had nothing to do with the fact that she’d tossed and turned for most of the night having dreams of Kini and Jessica walking down a shell-lined aisle on the beach, both wearing flowy white dresses and crowns of plumeria and standing in front of a judge to say their vows. What the hell was that, anyway? Maybe she could drown some of those images in the surf.

      On the beach, the sand was cool on the soles of her feet. The sun was still rising so it wasn’t hot the way it would be later on, the way that would make the tourists dance on their toes. No, it was water-logged still, and she made prints with each step that would vanish shortly because sand this wet wouldn’t hold its shape.

      The water, though, once she’d gotten close enough for the waves to lick at her toes, was warm. It was always warm. With her feet sinking into the sand as the water rolled in and drew out, she watched the waves until she figured out the sets and then waded farther out, board under her arm. Once she was hip-deep, she laid her board in the water, hopped stomach-down on top, and paddled out to where she’d be able to catch a decent wave to ride back into shore.
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      Back at the house, Theo showered and slipped on clothes to man the shop for the day. Once she was dressed and had combed her hair out to air-dry, she finally checked her phone and was almost immediately disappointed.

      The sight of a text from Austin made her heart kick in kind of a funny way, and she opened it before anything else. Which was when the letdown started.

      
        
        Got a call from my mom early this morning, and she wanted me to come home right away. I wanted to stay longer but I couldn’t say no, so I’m on the first flight back to San Diego. I’ll have to take a raincheck on our dance party. In the meantime, start making a playlist. I’ll give you a heads-up when I can make it back. I’m really sorry, Theo. I was looking forward to hanging out with you more. xA

        

      

      Yeah, that was not at all the news she’d wanted, and it made her want to kick rocks. She liked parties and she’d gotten super-excited about this and now it was being snatched away, and by Austin’s annoying mother no less.

      And xA? A kiss? She’d thought Austin might be into her, but a text kiss was serious business. Maybe it wouldn’t seem that way to people who hadn’t grown up with texts as one of the dominant forms of communication, but for her? For them? That wasn’t a throwaway, and it wasn’t something you’d type by accident. If you did, you either deleted it if you caught it before you sent or you didn’t catch it and you were fucked.

      Austin was the kind of cool guy who didn’t mess up that very basic social stuff, which meant he had sent that text, kiss and all, on purpose. Clearly, he was completely smitten with her.
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      Over the next few days, feeling listless and meh in a way that not even going out on her board or snagging an extra malasada from Kini could cure, Theo had come to a strange conclusion. One that she had never expected, but that seemed obviously true because there was no other explanation for how blah and indolent she felt. Getting out of bed? Ugh. Teaching more tourists how to surf? They were more hopeless and ridiculous than usual. Running was torture, and if she felt that way, it didn’t help Laurel, who dragged her feet more than usual and made Theo want to lie down in the sand and not get up. Everything was dull, like it was covered in a wash of dust.

      Really, it was bad. She’d never been this down since…ever. It was super-weird that Austin’s abrupt departure had caused this. Yeah, she’d liked the guy, recognized that he was attractive, wished he’d stay for a long time, but that didn’t really explain how blue she was. Unless…unless…

      Unless she was in love with Austin.

      Which couldn’t be. She’d never had a real crush on a guy before, but that’s not what this felt like. It wasn’t the flurry of excitement and tightening low in her stomach like when she saw a smoking-hot tourist whose pants she’d really like to get into.

      And who was to say, anyhow? She’d never been in love—not really—so maybe this is what it was like? It would shift how she’d thought about her sexuality some, but that could happen. Plus, the squishier label of queer had always felt more comfortable than the more rigid identity of lesbian. Not to mention that he’d been her backup plan for as long as she could remember, with Jim seizing any opportunity to encourage it and her father not distraught about the prospect.

      These were her thoughts as she restocked the Sexwax decals that tourists couldn’t get enough of. Yes, they were funny, and she had her own stash, which had diminished greatly since she was in middle school, but when you saw them every day and had been asked far too many times if people actually used it for, you know, giggle, it lost its charm a bit. But they sold like hotcakes, so Sullivan’s always kept them stocked and ready to go. And restocking didn’t require much in the way of brainpower Theo didn’t have at the moment anyhow.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Thanks, Theo. That was awesome.”

      She smiled and herded her latest group of newbie surfers back up to the shop. She’d bet at least a couple of them would be headed straight for the desk to sign up for the Beginners II class she was teaching tomorrow, and some of them would purchase T-shirts, maybe a rashguard or wetsuit, and if it was a really good day and the mainlanders were feeling spendy, a board of their very own. Plus, the obligatory few pucks of Sexwax Quick Humps, because of course. Which, no, they really shouldn’t use as lube.

      But unlike a week ago, she could laugh at that and joke with the cooler out-of-towners. This was the best part of her job: getting to meet new people and getting them to fall in love with surfing. She couldn’t grasp what it would be like not to have grown up being out on the water, but she could imagine having to leave and not be able to surf every day. She’d die. So the least she could do is give these people joy for the time they could take away from real life to be in paradise and then be thankful she could be here all the time.

      It had been a whole week since she’d received that text from Austin. Her spirits had returned in force, but she still harbored some idea of being in love with him. Maybe not a lot—not, so much, certainly, as he was undoubtedly into her—but still, some. She liked hearing from Charlotte about the emails he’d sent her and Jim, and she had been pleased to get his text the other day that he’d sent, allegedly to say hello. That meant something, right?

      Besides, everyone had to be in love at some point, and if this had been her time, then she’d gotten off easy. Some people seemed to get smacked up the head by love in a way that Theo couldn’t grasp. Which was how she felt about Laurel’s continued depression about Brock.

      There she was, ringing up a super-cute tech guy from Palo Alto at the register, and she could barely smile. Rumor had it Brock had come back yesterday with his new wife, and everyone was buzzing to meet her—except Laurel who’d been tossed into a renewed funk. Yeah, it sucked, but there were so many other fish in the sea. Like Builty McHotPants who was trying to flirt with Laurel. He’d probably be back tomorrow because he hadn’t been half-bad, and Theo had told him he had potential. Dudes loved to hear that.

      After they’d cleared out the shop from the lesson go-ers, Theo slid a stool up beside where Laurel was moping by the register and grabbed a banana from a bowl they kept under the desk. She offered one to Laurel but was waved off.

      Since the shop was empty and she had a minute, Theo checked her phone and found a few emails in her inbox, including one that she would’ve rather not seen. And from the expression on Laurel’s face, she’d received the same thing.

      “Did you get—”

      The way Laurel dropped the phone on the counter and rushed off to the restroom in the back with a sniffle would’ve been answer enough, and when Theo caught a glimpse at what was on the screen of Laurel’s abandoned phone, her fears were confirmed.

      An evite with flowers and a swoopy font that asked them to

      
        
        Please join Brock and Stella Ashley to celebrate their marriage…

        

      

      Ugh, what a dick. Theo couldn’t muster any enthusiasm for this party, but doubtless she’d have to go. It’s not like she had a good excuse as to why she couldn’t, and her father would want to go since he liked Brock well enough. And despite not being the biggest fan of marriage, he still had enough manners to know he shouldn’t rain on someone else’s matrimonial parade. At least to their faces.

      Laurel got back from the bathroom with red eyes and blotchy cheeks and a slouch in her step. The way she dropped onto the stool and fell forward onto the counter was the last straw. Theo couldn’t take it anymore. Her efforts to cheer Laurel up or distract her with other guys or to be a patient shoulder for Laurel to cry on hadn’t resulted in any change in Laurel’s mood or obsessive thinking about Brock. Enough was enough, so she’d try a different plan of attack.

      “Look, I know you’re upset about Brock still, and it blows that he’s come back with his new wife and that we’ll have to go to their stupid party. But do you get that you being so miserable about this makes me feel like I’ve been a terrible friend?”

      Laurel pushed up from where she’d face-planted, her eyes wide, and shoved some unruly hair out of her face. “What?”

      “Yeah,” Theo ventured, because it seemed like she might be on the right track. Either that or she was going to piss Laurel off and then she’d have something else to feel crappy about, but it seemed worth the risk. “I haven’t tried to stop you from talking about Brock because I’d really hoped that you would get over him for your own mental health. But it doesn’t seem to be working and it’s just making me feel more and more like total crap for having set you up in the first place. I’d so much rather you move on for your own reasons, but if that isn’t going to cut it, do you think there’s any way you could rise above it for me? Please? I want my friend back and not some Mopey-Over-An-Undeserving-Dickhead McGee.”

      Laurel’s eyes widened even farther behind her glasses, and her mouth dropped open. “Oh my god, I hadn’t even thought of it that way. I’m so sorry, Theo. You’ve been nothing but nice to me, and I’m not angry at you about Brock at all. I never meant to make you feel bad, and, ugh, I am the worst friend ever.”

      That was somewhat over the top, but it was far better than more being down in the dumps from Laurel. So Theo gathered her friend into a hug and assured her everything was good. They’d go to the party, and afterward they could go do something actually fun.

      After Laurel left to go work at Jasmine’s, Theo decided to close the shop early to grab some afternoon waves and drown out the nonsense of Brock’s invitation. Board in hand, and sign flipped to closed, she headed not straight out back, but farther down the beach for a change of scenery. As she was passing Queen’s, she heard low humming, then the dulcet tones of Kini’s voice drifting out the open window. Probably wouldn’t hurt to say hello and see if her friend had a spare piece of shortbread on hand for extra surfing energy. Theo leaned her board against the side of the bakery and slipped through the door.
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      The reception was a painful affair. It was at Brock’s hotel, and the place had been decked out like no party Theo had ever seen there. Everything dripped with flowers and crystal and sparkly shit. It was so overdone that if the party had been a steak, Theo would’ve cracked her teeth on it. Completely horrifying.

      And judging by her reactions, Stella Ashley had no idea how over-the-top her local guests thought her soiree was. She was bottle-blonde and dripping with as much bling as the ballroom. Which would’ve been fine, because Theo was a firm believer that everyone should wear what made them happy, except that Stella was clearly of the opinion that she was better than everyone else and could be a good influence on the rest of the town. That they were sorely in need of her help and her class.

      So much vomit.

      They’d survived this long without Stella Ashley, and they’d survive around her. No way would the people of Hanalei be bullied into high fashion and the latest trends. No one would ever describe the town as cosmopolitan, and that was okay. They liked the outdoors; they liked fresh, simple food; they liked the water and slippers. They were friendly to strangers—had to be since most of their livelihoods depended on outsiders—but wary, too.

      Worse than Stella’s tone-deaf attitude was that Brock didn’t seem to realize exactly how much his friends and guests were not a fan of his new bride. If anything, he was proudly parading her around, looking like he expected a big, fat congratulations on having married this woman, even from her and Laurel, who Theo’d stayed glued to all evening in hopes of making this experience as easy as possible on her friend.

      During the requisite introductions, they all had to shake hands with the horrid woman and listen to her trash their town as “quaint” and “rustic,” which Theo knew in snob translated to “small, dated hellhole in need of improvement.” Not to mention how she was so enthused about her father building a new resort nearby that would have all the latest amenities and attract a “better crowd.”

      Theo wanted to feel a smidgeon of sympathy for Brock for finding himself in the awkward position of being in a room with the woman he’d married, the woman he’d wanted to date, and the woman who’d wanted to date him…but she couldn’t locate even an iota of pity. Not one little bit.

      As soon as they could escape in a way even approaching polite, she took Laurel’s hand and dragged her over to the dessert spread. At least they’d done one thing right with this overblown and ridiculous party and that was the food, which was only because Brock’s hotel had long ago signed Queen’s to do all their pastries and wedding cakes. Kini had been busting her ass to get everything done over the past several days, but it had been so, so worth it.

      Scooping up as many of the tiny pineapple pastries, mini haupia-and-chocolate tarts, andagi, and matcha manju as would fit on her plate, Theo fumed to Laurel.

      “Can you believe her? The last thing this island needs is any more resorts. The traffic is bad enough with what we have already, and if it’s going to be as gaudy as she is, the place is going to be a total eyesore. Good thing we’ve got the height restrictions in place so at least the hideousness won’t be able to be seen for miles and miles, but she really is the worst. Does she think shitting on the place someone has lived happily their whole lives in favor of a cookie-cutter, gold-plated, McMansion version of a hotel is going to win her any friends here? I think not.”

      Laurel snuck a nervous glance out of the corner of her eye. “You’re not actually going to say that to anyone, are you?”

      Theo pursed her lips and wrinkled her nose and headed back to their table, which was festooned with such an enormous centerpiece she could hardly see anyone who wasn’t sitting right next to her. Thankfully, Laurel was. The only good thing about the ridiculous decorations was that they would hide exactly how much dessert she was having from her father’s ever-watchful eyes.

      “No.” She took a bite of the pineapple pastry, the crispy, buttery layers practically melting on her tongue while the sweet pineapple filling squished out over her teeth and provided a slightly tart contrast. Ono, as always. Even the egg wash that made the top of the confection shiny and glossy added another dimension of perfection, and having helped Kini make these, Theo knew what a giant pain in the ass all the layers were. Totally worth it, and she’d tell her how good they were. “I will, however, complain to you. Honestly, the way she was talking about Kini like they were BFFs made me crazy.”

      Laurel nodded in agreement, but mostly she seemed occupied with chowing down on a mizu manju. Of course, it wouldn’t be as irritating to her as it was to Theo because she hadn’t arrived all that long ago. But at least when she had, she hadn’t tried to change the entire town. She’d tried to fit into what was already here, and Theo appreciated her all the more for it.
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      After she and Laurel had danced a few times to be polite, Theo was ready to go home and Laurel was, too. First, though, after all that champagne, Theo needed to use the bathroom. Feeling a bit buzzed, she weaved her way to the sinks to wash her hands, and who should come out of the next stall but Stella. Her white dress glittered so hard under the lights in the bathroom that it made Theo’s eyeballs hurt. She’d never met a more obnoxious bride.

      Theo smiled tightly as Stella sidled up to the sink next to her, washed her hands, and then proceeded to fix her already perfect hair and makeup.

      “Don’t you think everyone’s having the best time, Theo? I know you all aren’t used to parties like this, but don’t worry, they will be a regular feature if I have anything to say about it. Especially after Daddy builds his new resort. Obviously Brock’s hotel is the nicest on the island, but wait until he’s managing one of Daddy’s resorts. It’ll be the absolute best.”

      Theo and Stella obviously had very different definitions of “best,” but Theo smiled around clenched teeth and resisted the temptation to roll her eyes. She should get a medal for this performance.

      “Most of the people here are a bit…uncouth, but I’m so glad that you’re here and that delightful Jessica. Don’t you just love her? I could rave about her all night.”

      Theo had noticed earlier that Stella had been bending Jessica’s ear for an abnormally long time, but hadn’t thought too much of it. Until now, when she felt guilt nipping at her heels. Jessica wasn’t her favorite, but surely she didn’t deserve the attentions of the new Mrs. Ashley.

      “She’s great.”

      “You and I should really make an effort with her. I know she’s had to leave school to help out with Beatrice until she’s back on her feet, and I feel so bad. I mean, having to take a leave from her graduate program to come back here?” Stella took a break from reapplying her lipstick and shuddered theatrically. “She must feel so useless and thrown away. Not that it’s the best program in her field—I hope she’ll let me talk to Daddy because he knows someone at Yale who could probably get her into their PhD program, which is so much better than Madison’s.”

      If Theo ground her teeth any harder, she was going to need some serious dental work, and she hated going to the dentist more than almost anything in the world, so she excused herself as politely and quickly as she could to find Laurel and say her goodbyes for the evening.

      Back in the ballroom, which looked like a disco ball had thrown up all over it, Theo sought out Laurel so they could escape, but before she could drag Laurel away, she ran into Charlotte and Kini, who she’d meant to say goodbye to anyhow. Now was as good a time as any. When she approached, she found them to be talking about Jessica.

      “She’s been spending a lot of time with Stella and Brock. They came into the shop on Tuesday to have lunch, Thursday they had breakfast, yesterday Stella and Jessica came in for a latte and a snack.”

      Charlotte nodded. “I saw them walking around the shops yesterday and having pizza on Wednesday. Jessica must have been with her every day this week.”

      For reals? Jessica wasn’t her bestie by any stretch of the imagination, but Theo’d always thought she had better taste than Stella. Or, at least, quieter taste. Jessica was shy and bookish whereas Brock’s new wife was like a steamroller made of diamonds that sprayed glitter confetti as it went.

      “Bea said something about her thesis advisor calling because she needed her help on a paper, but Jessica refused to go back, even though Bea told her it was fine. Bea chalked it up to her being that dutiful of a niece, but I don’t know.”

      Theo couldn’t help but join in the speculation. Kini was right. Wanting to help Bea couldn’t be a good enough reason for Jessica to be sticking around. Bea’s cast was coming off next week, and she’d be in a boot for a couple of weeks after that, but other people could help out in the meantime. Jessica could totally go back to school and not feel any guilt.

      “She must have some reason we don’t know about for sticking around. But why is she spending so much time with Stella and Brock? They’re the worst.”

      Charlotte shot Theo a chiding look. “At least they’re closer to her own age. Bea is a really nice woman, but you can’t tell me you’d want to spend weeks on end with her, can you? You should think about what Jessica’s alternatives are before you judge her choices.”

      “So true,” said Kini, raising an eyebrow in Theo’s direction that made her flush. And not in a nice way, but in a self-conscious squirmy kind of way she didn’t like at all, even if a smile accompanied it. “Maybe if she had anyone else to hang out with, she would make different choices, but as things stand…”

      Theo’s stomach curdled, and she didn’t think it was from too much champagne and sweets.

      “Also, Bea is probably accepting invitations on Jessica’s behalf. You know she must be quite pleased to see Jessica so in demand.”

      Kini and her sense-making. Could she be wrong, just once? Probably better not because the earth would come to an end. But still it would be nice if she didn’t have to be right all the time. This, however, was an excellent opening to prove to Charlotte exactly how wrong she was about Kini having a thing for Jessica.

      “Yes, probably. Although you, yourself, could hang out with Jessica. You seem to like her a lot.”

      Kini’s brows bunched momentarily as she shrugged. “I do, but I don’t think she’d want to spend much more time with me than she already does. We’re not exactly peers, and what would we have to talk about? She’s a scientist and I’m a baker, and I think she thinks of me more as her aunt’s friend than hers.”

      That was a poor excuse if she’d ever heard one. “You might be surprised, though, how much you and Jessica have in common. And how you might find her, um, of interest. Romantically.”

      There was a swift elbow to her ribs from Charlotte’s direction that nearly made Theo cough, but she was too transfixed on Kini’s face, hoping for any clue. It may have been from the sip of hot tea she took from the cup cradled in her hands, or Theo could have been imagining it altogether, but she could’ve sworn that Kini’s smooth brown cheeks pinked a bit.

      “No, I don’t think so. Jessica’s a great girl, and you’re right that maybe I should make an effort to spend more time with her if only to give her an alternative to the Ashleys. But I don’t think I could ever really picture myself with her romantically. First, I don’t know if she even likes women. Second, she seems intent on going back to school, and when she gets her PhD, she’s not going to be able to get the kind of job she wants here. She’ll be in Honolulu, if not farther. The only place I’ve ever wanted to be is here. She’s also very reserved. Which I don’t mean in the negative way you likely would—” Another side-eye at Theo, which did more funny things to her stomach she couldn’t totally explain. “—but I’ve always thought if I were to be in a relationship with someone, they’d need to be more outgoing than I am. Sunnier, more optimistic, a person who isn’t shy of making their feelings known. And Jessica’s not that girl.”

      Kini drained the rest of her tea and then eyed the porcelain as if she were surprised it was empty. “I’m going to get more. Anyone want anything?”

      Charlotte and Theo both demurred, and when Kini was safely out of hearing distance, Theo poked a finger at Charlotte. “Aha! See? Kini so does not have a crush on Jessica. At all. So there. You can take your abysmal matchmaking ideas and go elsewhere. Or better yet nowhere, because you’re terrible at this.”

      Charlotte’s forehead wrinkled as her brows bowed, and she shook her head. “I don’t know. I think perhaps the baker doth protest too much. Kini seems so occupied with not being attracted to Jessica that I wouldn’t be surprised if she actually is and is fighting it tooth and nail because she thinks it would be inappropriate. Ow, don’t hit me with your bag.”
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      It was two unbearable weeks of enduring Mrs. Ashley. Even if he wasn’t going to marry Laurel, why did he have to marry that woman? Stella was awful. At least Laurel had managed to dig herself out of her funk some. Not that she didn’t occasionally look longingly at Brock if they were out together, but he wasn’t foremost in her thoughts anymore. Or if he was, she was damn good at hiding it, which as far as Theo was concerned was just as good.

      And, after a few dicey back-and-forths, maybe-he-woulds and maybe-he-couldn’ts, Austin had come back, and they’d managed to snag Jasmine’s restaurant to throw their dance party. Which was why she and Laurel were primping in front of her mirror. They’d maybe taken the disco theme too far, but could there really be such a thing? She thought not.

      Also, how often did one really have an excuse to wear fashion from the seventies? Not nearly enough. Laurel looked banging in the bell-bottomed and bell-sleeved jumpsuit they’d found while digging through the back of the thrift shop and was currently trying to curl the ends of her bob so they’d flip out instead of in like they did naturally.

      Theo had already spent an hour straightening the shit out of her usual unruly waves and had finally gotten her locks stick-straight. Who knew her hair had grown down to her waist? It wasn’t often she wore it down—up in a messy bun was far more practical for riding waves and working at the shop—and she never went to the trouble to iron it out like this.

      She’d been shimmying into her own thrift shop find and finally managed to get the damn thing over her hips. She wasn’t quite sure why hot pants overalls had been a thing, but she was really freaking glad now. Except for the whole getting into them thing, that was a pain. But her ass looked amazeballs, and the brown suede knee-high boots completed the look to perfection. The burnt orange of the overalls and the top that was striped in Halloween colors weren’t the most flattering with her coloring, but people riffling through musty bins at the thrift shop couldn’t be choosers.

      When Laurel was finished applying her mascara with more care than Theo had probably done anything in her whole life, Theo gave her hip a bump. “Are you ready to boogie?”

      Which of course led to them striking disco poses in the mirror and laughing at themselves until Theo caught a glimpse of her watch. “Oh, shit. We’ve got to run so we can help Austin finish setting up. This is going to be totally groovy.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The party had been the talk of the town since it had been announced, and it wasn’t exactly like they kept stuff invite-only. Especially because even if you did issue actual invitations, people assumed it included all of their cousins and their other relatives anyway. The island was not big, and the whole place was basically a game of six degrees of separation, except compressed into probably three degrees. Hanalei even more so.

      When they got to Jasmine’s, there were already disco balls and strobe lights set up and turned on, making the place look like it belonged in an old after-school special, probably about the dangers of weed. If only there were some electric floor lights that would blink in different colors as people formed a soul train… Okay maybe she’d watched Saturday Night Fever one too many times in preparation for this.

      Apparently someone else had too. In the crowd of helpers, she found Austin, who was clad head to toe in a plaid leisure suit. To be horrified or impressed? It was a legit question, and as she got closer, Theo had to be impressed because, unlike her and Laurel, Austin had clearly not gone diving in the back bins of the nearest thrift shop, but had spent serious time, money, or both finding his ridiculous outfit. Not to mention that, when they got very close, he struck a pose, doing his best John Travolta.

      Theo couldn’t help but squeal and clap her hands. It was nice to have a partner in crime who was as into this as she was. Yes, Laurel was great, but she wasn’t exactly a planning mastermind. Theo’s father had fretted and wrung his hands about fire codes and permits and what kind of nourishment would be provided—he didn’t want her passing out with all that dancing; was she sure the heels of her boots weren’t too high? Charlotte was great and would be coming later, but Jim was her BFF now. And Kini…well, Kini had always been pretty indifferent about dancing, unless it was hula, which she took very seriously. Like she took pretty much everything else.

      Austin put his arms around her in a bear hug strong enough to lift her off the ground and spin her around, and Theo couldn’t help the little whoop that spilled out of her mouth. It was fun, really fun. But if she were actually in love with Austin, wouldn’t she feel exhilaration from more than the flying motion? Wouldn’t there be a clench of excitement in her belly or a tingling down her spine at how close he was holding her? How her breasts were pressed against his chest and how, if she wanted to, she could easily wrap her arms around his neck and kiss him?

      But nothing. It was fun and she was glad to see her friend, but that’s where it ended. Austin set her down and, with a quick squeeze, released her.

      “Austin, it looks incredible! How long have you been setting up? And why are all these people here? I thought we were supposed to help you.”

      He shrugged and gestured around. “Word got out, and apparently there’s not much to do in Hanalei?”

      His words were teasing and good-natured, so Theo let him off easy with a light punch to his stomach, whereas she would’ve wanted to smash Stella Ashley’s face in if she’d said anything similar. “There’s plenty to do here; you know that.”

      One of his perfect eyebrows kicked up as he shot her one of those charming grins. “After dark?”

      Theo rolled her eyes and planted her hands on her hips, but he wasn’t wrong. “Okay, you’ve got a point there. But still, I feel bad, like I’m shirking my duties or something.”

      And wouldn’t Charlotte and Kini be proud of her for that? Not shirking, but considering that she could have.

      “No, no,” he said, looping an arm around her shoulders and guiding her around the room to see all the preparations. “You’re fine. I didn’t know this many people would show up, and it’s not like I’m some sort of taskmaster. I’ve been providing refreshments.”

      Austin pointed toward a table that was practically groaning under the weight of liquor and mixer bottles, and a parade of coolers along the wall beside it were labeled with their contents: beer, light beer, hard cider, soda, water. Okay, so the dude knew how to keep people hydrated. He’d definitely gotten the host gene from his dad.

      “And, of course, Kody is going to be slinging pizzas for us, and Kini’s supposed to be here any minute with a bunch of snacks. I told her cookies and shortbread and stuff. Nothing that needed a fork and nothing that was going to get frosting or cream on my suit.”
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      The party was well underway, and Theo had been dancing all night long. Mostly with Austin because he was the only one who could keep up with her. They’d been texting each other YouTube videos of the Hustle and other seventies awesomeness since Austin had bought his plane ticket.

      She was having such a good time; the only thing that was bumming her out was that Laurel did not seem to be having a good time. No one had asked her to dance, even though she looked awesome, was a competent dancer, and had been in town long enough to know most people. Even Jessica had been out on the floor a few times, and with her frostiness, it was a wonder anyone found her more approachable than Laurel. But maybe that was the problem. Laurel was radiating a desperation for attention, and that could put people off.

      Also the Ashleys were here, which couldn’t be easy on her, and they’d come in these ridiculous matching outfits and had been parading around the floor all night long looking like they’d choreographed their moves. It was a few steps farther than Theo had gone, and she wished they’d freaking lighten up and not try to be the center of attention. Until Stella broke a heel anyway and stormed off to fix it.

      Then Brock was standing there, tapping his toes like he couldn’t wait to get out on the floor. He was only a few feet from Laurel, but wouldn’t even look at her. Though Theo couldn’t hear anything and was only catching glimpses of the scene as she shook her groove thing, Theo could surmise that he’d asked a couple of other partners and been refused, and yet still he wouldn’t go anywhere near Laurel. What an absolute turd muffin. He was lower than turtle shit, and the guilt that she’d ever encouraged Laurel to think of him as a romantic goal crumpled her stomach like one of the many empty beer cans collected around the recycling box.

      She was a minute away from ditching out on Austin to haul Laurel onto the floor when she saw her wander over to the sweets table where Kini was pulling boxes from under the table and refreshing the picked-over offerings. Kini hadn’t danced all night either, which was a shame. The woman had rhythm, and she could shake those lush hips of hers with the best of them, not to mention that she had a shimmy to die for. But, of course, this was probably too frivolous for her. At least Laurel would have some company for a few minutes.

      But the next time Theo stole a glance over Austin’s shoulder, Laurel and Kini where nowhere to be found. Had they—

      No freaking way.

      “Dancing Queen” had come on, and Kini had taken Laurel’s hand and was towing her onto the dance floor. And then there they were, maybe not the most graceful pair in the place, but at least they were having fun. Kini took the lead and spun Laurel about—the whole thing was ridiculously anachronistic, but who cared? It was adorable, and affection for Kini swelled Theo’s heart so full it overflowed.

      Yes, Kini was a good person, a kind person, one who was considerate and would do her duty. But this was more than that. Laurel would have been okay had Kini not stepped in, and Theo had to believe this wasn’t out of some great fondness for Laurel on Kini’s part. No, she was pretty certain that Kini’s presence had something to do with Laurel being her friend, and a wave of gratitude joined the affection in the puddle that was swamping her chest.

      It wasn’t so much later that Theo needed her own break. Her father had been right about one thing at least—she did need sustenance. Before anything else, Theo grabbed and downed a water and then started to sip at a second. She should probably eat something before she had any of the alcohol on offer, so she headed over to where Kini had slipped behind the table once again and was withdrawing another box, this one crammed with white chocolate mac nut cookies.

      Before the locusts could descend, Theo grabbed one and waited patiently while Kini set out her wares. When she was finished, she came over with a piece of lemon poppy seed biscotti that had been drizzled with glaze.

      Theo dropped her mouth open, then tsked at Kini. “You weren’t supposed to put frosting on anything. Austin’s going to be grumpy.”

      Austin was far too busy leading most of the partiers in a Soul Train-style dance-off to think of much of anything other than his next disco-tastic move, and they both knew it.

      “First of all, I’ve dealt with far bigger grumps than the likes of Austin Winters. Second, he’s busy. Third, this is glaze, not frosting, so he can take his complaints about frosting and sit on them.”

      Kini held out the last bit of biscotti, and Theo bit off the end, loving the concentrated burst of sweet and tart the lemon glaze provided, followed by the crunch of both the cookie and the poppy seeds. It shouldn’t have mattered all that much, but the texture and the depth of the biscuit was exquisite. Absolutely masterful, and she had to stop herself from taking the sole bite that was lingering between Kini’s middle finger and thumb.

      But as always, Kini could basically read her mind, and so she smiled and held out the last bite. Theo could’ve easily taken it with her fingers and popped it into her mouth, and not thought of anything but how frigging delicious it was for the few seconds before she headed back out to dance her ass off. But for whatever reason, she didn’t. No, she didn’t at all. Instead, Theo leaned forward and took the last bite from between Kini’s fingers. Not carefully, either. No dainty, mincing bite with bared teeth as though she were performing a surgical extraction.

      It was with a tip of her head and an opening of her mouth wide enough to take not only the remains of the cookie, but the tips of Kini’s fingers, too, running her tongue along the pads of Kini’s fingertips as she licked the biscuit into her waiting mouth. Slow enough to feel the drag of Kini’s callused and scarred fingertips against the sensitive surface of her tongue.

      Strange how she’d never noticed that about anyone else before, but who else’s fingers would she take into her mouth?

      Warmth sprang from somewhere in her chest and licked up to her face. She was always acting like a stupid kid. Kini didn’t seem to mind, though. She leaned against the concrete block wall as if nothing out of the ordinary had occurred and looked out at where everyone else was boogying down, including Laurel, who’d finally found another partner, probably thanks in part to how much fun she’d had with Kini.

      Everyone was taking turns strutting their stuff between the rows of people who were clapping and cheering them on. Except, of course, for the Ashleys. Stella had found something to fix her shoe, and now they were monopolizing a space that should’ve flowed like a river. But no, they sat there like a dam and just as damn clueless that they were ruining everyone else’s fun.

      Theo shook her head and crossed her arms as she picked up a foot and rested her sole against the wall. “Ugh, I can’t even believe I could’ve ever thought Brock was a good person. He’s ridiculously self-centered, and you knew how shallow he was while I tried to fix him up with Laurel. And I was so sure he liked her back, but it was me being blind to things that were right in front of my face.”

      “Since you can admit that, I will say that you would’ve chosen better for him than he did for himself. Stella is insufferable, and Laurel is…if not who I would choose as a partner, at least a sweet and generous girl. Plenty of excellent qualities, and except for skills designed to draw attention to herself, I can’t think of any that Stella possesses.”

      Theo let Kini’s approval drip over her like honey. It’s not that she never received it, but it was rare and earnest enough that it tasted sweeter than that from other sources. Her father and Charlotte had always been generous about how delightful she was and what a pretty girl and smart and all those other things people liked to hear. Maybe overly generous, because she could never quite believe that everything they said to her was true. It was grain after grain of compliment sand, whereas Kini’s compliments took a more elegant shape that had required time and thought to form. Rare pearls that she’d like to roll around in her mouth before she swallowed them down.

      They stood in silence for a minute until the song was over, and then “Let’s Stay Together” came on, which Theo and Austin had agreed needed to be the last song of the night, and Austin jumped up in the crowd repeatedly, looking for her.

      “Theo, come on. This is it before we shut it down. Get your hot pants out here.”

      Yes, a lot of people would’ve found his grin and eager beckoning charming. Seductive, even. Theo couldn’t muster more than a friendly fondness. She turned to Kini. “I suppose I have to get out there, huh?”

      “You should. Have you saved the last dance for anyone?”

      There was a beat of hesitation before Theo could get out a reply. “No, but I’ll dance with you if you ask me.”

      Kini pushed off the wall, held out a crooked arm, and looked over her shoulder at Theo. “Shall we?”

      “Indeed, we shall.”
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      Life was pretty goddamn good. The party had been a success, she’d been enjoying hanging out with Austin occasionally while he was in town, Laurel’s surfing had improved, she’d gotten to hang out with Kini a lot this week, she and Charlotte had a just-the-two-of-us girls’ night planned for the weekend, and even her dad had been suspiciously chill. This was the happiest she’d ever been, and in general Theo was pretty happy.

      She was even happy about the rain this morning, which would usually make her a bit scowly in the face. But when she’d checked the weather last night, she’d decided to shut off her alarm and enjoy sleeping in for once. It wasn’t something she did often, and half the time she ended up waking the same time she always did and going out to catch some waves, but sometimes she managed to get some extra shut-eye and she never regretted it. There was something nice about waking up in her own squishy bed, surrounded by blankets and pillows, and, yeah, a well-worn, well-loved stuffed mermaid, sunlight streaming through her curtains and casting rods of light over her bamboo floor.

      This morning with the rain, the sun wasn’t bright, but light still suffused her room and made her feel snuggly and warm but also ready to go downstairs, let her father force some kind of healthy concoction that would surely involve wheatgrass on her for breakfast, and have a leisurely morning in the shop. There would only be a single class of Beginners II later, and those were usually fun. People who were either good enough or stubborn enough to come back after having been through Beginners I, and those were attitudes and aptitudes she could get behind.

      Theo stretched her arms high over her head before letting them flop down to her sides and rolled over to face Mina, the yarn-haired stuffed mermaid she’d had forever. So long, in fact, that she’d meant to name her Marina, but hadn’t been able to pronounce it most of the time. Hence, Mina. “It’s going to be a good day.”

      She didn’t talk to Mina often. Anymore. Which she alternately felt embarrassed by—she was twenty-five years old, who still talked to their stuffed animals when they were twenty-five years old?—and guilty about. Mina probably got really freaking lonely because Theo neglected her so badly.

      So Theo gave her one last snuggle before she rolled out of bed and headed to the shower. Yep, it was going to be a chill, lovely day in paradise.
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      Theo opened up the shop, flipping the sign on the door and pulling the blinds, turning on lights and starting up the register. Laurel was usually here already to help her, but it wasn’t like there were customers banging down her door and the familiar process of things that she’d done thousands of times before was kind of nice. Not soothing, exactly, because she didn’t need to be soothed, but comfortable. Familiar.

      The next thing she flicked on was the radio, so she would have a beat while she dusted. It wasn’t something she usually enjoyed—truthfully, she usually sloughed it off onto Laurel—but right now rocking around the shop with a bright pink feather duster was actually kind of fun, so that’s what she did as she bopped along to one of the latest pop hits. It wasn’t usually her jam, but bubblegum fit her mood pretty well.

      She was getting a dust rag out from under the counter when the bells at the front door went crazy, like someone hadn’t merely opened the door, but broken it down. What the hell? They’d had some rowdy high school boys in here last week who she’d had to give a talking to because they’d nearly damaged one of the boards, but even those delinquents would be in school now.

      Theo popped up from behind the counter to see what exactly was going on and was beyond surprised to see a shirtless Austin standing on the welcome mat with a soaking wet Laurel hefted in his arms like a damsel in distress. They looked like a water-logged romance novel cover. What in the ever-loving hell…

      But first things first, her curiosity could be sated later. She bounded over and helped to prop Laurel up by wrapping her friend’s arm around her own shoulder.

      “What happened? Are you okay?”

      Between Theo and Austin, they managed to get Laurel seated on a bench made out of old surfboards that people usually sat on to try out new pairs of kicks. Theo knelt in front of Laurel and tried to get her attention.

      “Laurel. Tell me what happened so I can help you. Are you hurt? Do you need to go to the hospital?” The closest hospital was in Kapaa, and Theo hadn’t been there for years, but surely between her and Austin, they could get Laurel there. “Talk to me, please.”

      While she waited for an answer, Theo looked Laurel over. There wasn’t any blood, obvious breaks, or angry welts. A few scrapes and it looked like her ankle might be a bit swollen, but nothing she’d call an emergency, unless she’d hit her head of course, and that would definitely be a trip to the ER—

      “I’m okay. Just really…shaken up. I don’t need a doctor. I’ll be fine. I’m…”

      Out of it. Laurel was really out of it, so Theo grabbed one of the towels they stocked from a pile on the shelf and wrapped it around Laurel to get her dry and warm. After chafing Laurel’s arms a few times, she glanced in Austin’s direction. He was standing there in his shorts and running shoes, hands on his hips, taking in heaving breaths. Sure, if he’d carried Laurel up from the water, he’d be winded.

      “I think she’s basically okay. Her ankle’s a little busted up. She couldn’t put a lot of weight on it, and she was pretty upset. I was taking my usual run on the beach, and I saw Laurel on her own out by the break. She stood up to catch a wave and was riding it like a boss when the end curled over fast and knocked her off. I think she might’ve gotten scraped up by some of the rocks, and it looked like her board got caught. Probably yanked the strap on her ankle pretty good, maybe twisted it. She got free and got to the shore by herself, and I’d run over to help by then.”

      Austin sat down beside Laurel, slung an arm around the back of her shoulders, and gave her a squeeze. “You okay?”

      Laurel nodded, looking less wild.

      “You sure? You didn’t hit your head or anything, right?”

      A shake of Laurel’s head, her wet, stringy hair whipping around her face.

      “Okay, good.”

      Austin pushed a strand that had stuck to Laurel’s forehead behind her ear, and Laurel smiled, a weak fluttery thing, but a smile nonetheless. Yeah, she’d be fine. Although her ankle was definitely on its way to being swollen and tender. Theo could help with that and the whole drowned-rat thing.

      “Since we’ve established you don’t need a doctor, I’ll grab some ice from the house for your ankle and some dry clothes. Need anything else?”

      “No, that’s more than enough. Thanks, Theo. You’re the best.”

      Back in the house, Theo grabbed a dishcloth out of a drawer and a package of frozen peas out of the freezer. Her dad had even labeled it at some point, so it said in big Sharpied black letters: FIRST AID, NOT FOOD. Which, duh, they weren’t organic.

      She wrapped up the peas and drizzled a bit of water on the towel so it would feel good and cold on Laurel’s injured ankle, and she couldn’t help but think that Austin’s act of heroism could be the final nail in the coffin for Laurel’s crush on Brock. After all, nothing sealed people together like peril. Add some adrenaline here, a daring rescue there, physical proximity to another young, attractive person, and frankly, it wouldn’t surprise Theo one bit if Laurel and Austin were making out when she returned. Anyone with half a brain about these things would speculate.

      In fact, Austin hadn’t seemed to mind playing the hero and had been kind to Laurel when she was freaking out. Some dudes would’ve deposited her on the beach and wished her good luck, but Austin had carried her—carried her—all the way up to the shop and was still here, making sure Laurel was cared for. Surely there was something there? And if Laurel hadn’t thought about Austin before—and why wouldn’t she?—a shirtless handsome rescuer would compel almost anyone in her situation to have some pants feelings.

      On her way back to the shop, Theo briefly considered trying to keep this from her father, because his usual entreaties to be careful out there would double for at least the next month once he got wind of it. But everyone in Hanalei would know by lunchtime, so she shouldn’t bother. She would, of course, remind him that she’d been surfing for nearly her whole life while Laurel had been at it for only a couple of months, and Theo was smart enough not to go out in even this mildly bad weather.

      Come to think of it, she was going to have to do some scolding of Laurel herself for having gone out on the water alone and under less than ideal conditions. She loved her enthusiasm, but not if it was going to get her hurt, which clearly it had.

      She paused for a moment in the doorway to the shop to take in a sight that made her matchmaking heart happy: a shirtless, studly Austin, still with his arm around Laurel, who was looking up at him like he was a comic book superhero who’d saved the island. Theo couldn’t have wanted for a more perfect setup if she’d engineered this herself. She could picture it now: Austin and Laurel, sitting on the beach, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.
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      Austin had to go back to San Diego for a few days, but before he left, Theo was determined to send him off with a small beach bonfire. Nothing extravagant so it couldn’t go awry like it had when they’d tried to make the dance party happen the first time; just some friends and some drinks with some food on the beach after the sun went down before Austin had to leave them again.

      It was also possible that she had taken every opportunity in the last few days to throw Austin and Laurel together to remind them exactly how in love they’d fallen the other day. People said absence made the heart grow fonder, but that only worked after you’d had enough time to become fond of someone in the first place, so that had been Theo’s chief mission since the surf accident.

      She’d asked both Austin and Laurel to show up early with the idea that she’d sneak off after setting them to work building the fire. Unfortunately, Austin was late, but Laurel was, as ever, punctual as could be. So Theo and Laurel built the small pile of driftwood and twigs and balled-up newspapers.

      “I know we said we were going to wait until people got here to set the fire, but do you think we could do it now?”

      Theo couldn’t see any real reason to wait; they’d gathered enough wood and paper to keep the fire burning for a good few hours. She offered Laurel the honors, but her friend demurred, grabbing the backpack she’d toted over while Theo took a long match and set the paper and twigs at the base aflame, the larger sticks and some things she might even call logs catching fire after a few minutes. When she was sure the flames wouldn’t gutter, she turned her attention to Laurel, who was clearly waiting on her.

      “What’s up?”

      “I…” Laurel stood straighter and righted her glasses. “I wanted to tell you that I am officially over Brock Ashley.”

      Theo had thought as much, given that she hadn’t had to endure Laurel’s tortured lamenting about how she wasn’t with Brock, but it was good to hear from the girl herself anyhow.

      “That’s awesome. He was so not worth your time, and I’m sorry for any part I played in getting you interested in him in the first place. If I’d known then what I know now, I never would’ve steered you in his direction. You’re way too good for him.”

      Laurel waved her off with a shake of her hand. “It’s so not your fault. Like, yeah, you introduced us, but I was set on him long after he showed himself to be kind of a dick, and that has nothing to do with you. I can hardly believe I had such a crush on him for so long—now I really can’t see anything special about him at all. I used to go out of my way to run into him.”

      A blush Theo could see even in the light of the bonfire crept up Laurel’s cheeks, and she no doubt felt it because she covered her face in her hands before forcing them down and into curled fists.

      “I don’t really care if I see him or not now. Except, out of those two options, I’d rather not. Actually, I’ve been avoiding him, but more because he’s insufferable and his wife is—” Laurel made a gagging noise, which was pretty much how Theo felt about Stella Ashley, too. “There is not a single ounce of jealousy in my body for that woman. Not that I want anything bad to happen to either one of them; I hope they’re very happy together. But I want no part of it.”

      Laurel drew herself up again, and reached into her backpack, drawing out a small box that had been covered over with what looked like magazine clippings and other bits of paper until it looked like a mash-up of island life: waves, pineapples, surfers, flowers. It was pretty, and curiosity clawed at Theo, demanding to know what was inside.

      “And since I don’t want any part of him anymore, I wanted to destroy everything I have related to him. Can you guess what’s in here?”

      If only she could, Theo wouldn’t have the very strong urge to grab the box out of her friend’s hands and tear it open, revealing its secrets herself. But she tried to play it cool, be chill. “No, what is it? Did Brock give you something?”

      Again with the flush. Theo couldn’t help but be glad she herself wasn’t prone to blushing, because if it was this obvious on Laurel’s light bronze skin, it would be wildly so on Theo’s cooked-chicken pallor. She spent a lot of time in the sun, but sunscreen was her best friend because she’d inherited her father’s tendency to burn. Thanks, Dad. Of course Laurel’s embarrassment made Theo even more eager to know what on god’s green earth was in that box.

      “No, not at all. They’re things that remind me of him, that until a few days ago I’ve obsessed over. Now, I never want to see them again.”

      Finally, Laurel opened the box, and inside was a slip of paper and a seashell. Um, okay? She took out the slip of paper, and it took Theo a few seconds of squinting to realize it was a receipt from Sullivan’s.

      Laurel looked at her as though she was waiting for a reaction, but Theo had nothing to give her, not even after wracking her brain for what a receipt could possibly have to do with this.

      “Don’t tell me you don’t remember.”

      “Remember what?” Maybe this made her a terrible friend, but she saw a hundred of those receipts a day. Who the hell could tell one from another? Maybe if she were close enough to see what it was for? But even when she leaned in, all she could see was that it was for a few dollars for one of the protein bars they kept up at the registers. Yeah, she had no clue. Zip, zero, zilch.

      “That day that Brock came into the store after his run? It was his day off so he’d gone later than usual which was why we didn’t see him on the beach that day. He stopped by on his way home, and he asked me what my favorite flavor was. Obviously it’s the chocolate one, but I couldn’t tell him that because he’s such a health nut, so I told him it was the WOW bar.”

      Theo couldn’t help the look of horror that had pulled her face in about a thousand different directions. The WOW bars were by far the most disgusting thing they carried. WOW stood for whey, oatmeal, and wheatgrass and had clearly been dreamed up by someone who thought eating protein bars should be an endurance sport in and of itself. Revolting was not a strong enough word for how bad those things were. Theo had often been tempted to throw them into the ocean, but she didn’t want the fish to suffer.

      “I know,” Laurel wailed. “And he bought it! I hope he was just being nice and didn’t actually eat it, because blech. Anyway, he gave me the most dazzling smile when he handed me his credit card and our fingers brushed and… I am so ridiculous, but he didn’t take the receipt with him, so I kept it.”

      “All this time, you kept this piece of paper? Because it reminded you of him?”

      “Yes, I know, so pathetic.”

      Wonder was the only word Theo could’ve used to describe her reaction to this little tidbit. Never, ever had she been so enamored with anyone—not even in her brief dalliance with thinking she might be in love with Austin—that she would’ve considered taking something so paltry and pitiful an object as an abandoned receipt and cherishing it. There was absolutely not a small pang of envy toward Laurel for having experienced such a fervent passion, even if it had come to nothing. Theo couldn’t imagine what it might be like to experience that kind of hunger for another person.

      A different kind of curiosity nagged at her, one that wasn’t so much her natural nosiness and propensity to snoop as it was…earnest. She found herself very much wanting to know what it was like to fall so very hard for someone, and somewhat embarrassed by the wanting. But Laurel was absorbed in her purge and wouldn’t notice.

      “Did…did it actually make you happy to keep this stuff?”

      Theo could picture Laurel worrying the thin paper between her fingers while lying on her futon in her small apartment, listening to some emo sounds, fantasizing about Brock.

      “Ugh, yes, which is so mortifying. But I’m over him now. So over him. Honestly, I wish I could forget what a lovesick puppy I was as easily as I can throw these things into the fire. Can we get this over with before anyone else shows up and I have any other witnesses to my ridiculousness? Please?”

      As she did, Theo had to wonder how long this would last—not that Laurel would fall back in love with Brock, because ew, no, but how long would it be until she was collecting the detritus of Austin’s visits to the shop and picking up the napkin he’d used over lunch?
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      It was a glorious morning on the beach, and Theo had been vigilant about getting up at the ass-crack of dawn all week in case Laurel decided to go out on her board by herself again. If Theo could be guaranteed that Austin would rescue Laurel again, she might slack off in order to force them together. But really, how many times could a girl do something silly like that without a person losing interest because they were clearly too birdbrained to live? Not that Austin really seemed like the Darwin type, but she could imagine him feeling like a big man for looking after a woman, especially one who was otherwise capable like Laurel was.

      But really, this was too good a morning to miss, and besides, Austin wasn’t the world’s most reliable person. Hell, she might get back to her house and find a text on her phone that he’d gone back to the mainland again.

      Laurel showed up a couple of minutes later, sneakers on and looking at least half-awake, which was better than normal. They set off down the beach, Laurel at a slow and steady pace and Theo sprinting ahead and jogging back repeatedly until there was a stretch of beach where she felt fine about jogging backward so she and Laurel could chat.

      “You have to promise me that even when you start dating someone that you’ll still run with me. I know some people like to work out with their partners, but come on, you need a little mystery, right? They don’t need to see you sweating and out of breath. Also, it’s way more fun to be out here with another person, and you know I don’t do well being the third wheel. So, please? Promise?”

      “You don’t have to worry,” Laurel said between pants. “I’ve given up on dating anyone for a while. Or maybe forever. I’m not sure.”

      That seemed a bit dramatic, even for Laurel.

      “What for? I mean, I hope this isn’t about Brock McTurdface. I thought you were over him.”

      “Oh, no, it has nothing to do with him. I am as over him as it is possible for a human to be over another human.” Followed by something that sounded an awful lot like, “…so much better than Brock.”

      Curiouser and curiouser.

      Theo turned around and did a few more sprints, trying to decide whether to pursue questioning Laurel. Was she supposed to hear the remark about “better than Brock”? If so, she should ask about it. Who or what was better than Brock? But if she hadn’t been meant to hear it, she didn’t want to mortify poor Laurel. God knew the girl had been through enough when it came to romance. Was she maybe referring to Austin? Because if so, yes, Austin was way better than Brock. But what if there was more to it than that? What if Laurel was counting herself out because she thought she wasn’t good enough for Austin? Which was some bullshit. If for no other reason, she needed to make that clear. But she’d try a roundabout approach because if Laurel had really wanted to talk about this, she would’ve…talked about it.

      Back to where Laurel was still slowly but surely jogging her way down the beach, Theo took up her backward trot, picking up her knees to give her abs more of a workout.

      “I’m not going to try to argue you out of this not-dating thing, because we can all use a break sometimes, but I think the ‘ever’ is probably a bit much. Also, I don’t want you self-selecting out. Because if you have this idea that you might not be good enough for someone? That’s some nonsense right there.”

      Laurel covered her eyes, which was not the best idea, but she uncovered them a second later with a shake of her head. “It’s fine. They’re so out of my league it’s not even funny. I’m sure I’ll get over it, and in the meantime, I don’t want to make an ass out of myself. I am completely satisfied to admire them from afar.”

      That was all well and good, but entirely unnecessary. Laurel should have someone for real, and Theo wanted to encourage this interest in Austin, but less than she had with Brock because look how that had turned out. Subtlety was the name of the game here. Especially if Laurel was playing the pronoun game. Or maybe she was trying to be more sensitive to the fact that Theo liked women? It was a nice gesture if that were true, and she’d encourage that as well by playing along.

      “I don’t blame you at all for crushing on them. After all, they did kind of save your ass.”

      “I know, right? It could’ve been so awful, like the very worst, but then it turned into being really wonderful, and I’m so grateful.”

      Yes, this all made perfect sense and was much as Theo had suspected. Peril was always good for romance, and though she would tread carefully, Theo was totally in favor of this crush. It seemed less outlandish than Laurel’s crush on Brock, so hopefully she would be more sensible and on the off chance nothing came of this either, hopefully she wouldn’t be so devastated. It had been hard enough the first time; Theo wasn’t sure either of them would survive another Brock Ashley affair.

      “It makes all the sense in the world to me that you’d be having feelings for…this person, and I think you’ve chosen very well. But, to be on the safe side, I think I should stay out of this entirely. I don’t want to unduly influence you this time. So let me just say this: Pay attention to this person’s behavior toward you and let that be your guide. I don’t want you getting crushed again if this certain someone doesn’t return your feelings. Can you do that for me?”

      Laurel nodded, and Theo turned around because they were almost at the point where they’d head back to the showers and then on to the shop to start their day. Thoughts churned in Theo’s head like a riptide. Had she done enough? Offered enough encouragement? Or had she been too subtle? Maybe one more itsy bitsy little nudge was in order. A tiny bitty little poke in the right direction…

      “Okay, after this I will for realsies keep my thoughts to myself, but I think you’ve made a good choice this time. They are more than worthy of your affections, and it speaks highly of you too that you’ve focused your attentions here after getting over Brock. I approve.”

      Laurel flushed, and Theo didn’t think it was related to the slight incline of the beach, but to embarrassment. At the point where they usually called it half-done, Theo tagged the stick they’d driven into the ground and started off at a sprint back to where the fresh water would be waiting, calling over her shoulder as Laurel slapped the stick as well and took off at a good pace, gaining on Theo.

      “Last one to the shop is buying lunch at Queen’s today!”
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      The next time Austin arrived in Hanalei, he did so with a mission which he conveyed to Theo over boba tea at Queen’s.

      “Did you know I’ve never seen much of the island?”

      Theo took a sip, chewing the tapioca between her teeth after she’d swallowed down the Thai milk tea the bubbles had been resting in. “What are you talking about? You fly in all the time, and the drive from Lihue is practically halfway around the island. It’s farther than I’ve been in years anyway. Hanalei’s the best part of the island. Why would you want to spend time anywhere else?”

      Austin poked at the dark bubbles sitting at the bottom of his own transparent cup with the fat straw. They bobbed in the bright orange liquid as Austin stared into the tea rather than meet Theo’s eyes. “Well, sure. I love Hanalei, but wouldn’t it be fun to go on a little adventure? Drive over to the west side. Watch the sunset out at Polihale or head up into Kokee. It’s not like I’m asking you to fly back to San Diego with me or anything.”

      That was true, and Theo had to suppress a shudder at the idea of making such a trip. She’d floated the prospect of going to Honolulu to visit Kai and Eliza once, and her dad had flipped out so badly she’d never brought it up again. Never mind if she planned a trip to the mainland. Forget that. She was lucky he seemed to think of the section of Kuhio Highway that ran through town as an extension of their own home, otherwise she’d probably be a shut-in alongside him.

      For as much of a hard time as she gave him, and for as many times as she didn’t obey his wishes—when it came to all the deliciousness that could be had from Queen’s, at any rate—she really did try not to make him worry. And part of that had always been sticking as close by as possible. Truthfully, she hadn’t missed it much. People who relocated to the island complained about all the things they missed, but Theo had never felt deprived. Everything she needed was in Hanalei, almost everyone whom she cared about, and there was no reason to leave.

      Sure, she’d wondered about what other places might be like, but then she’d hear about the horrible traffic in Honolulu, the droughts in California, the snow in much of the mainland, earthquakes, places where you couldn’t even see water, and it all sounded awful. A quick internet search or reading a book set in one of those places would usually quell her wanderlust posthaste.

      But somewhere else on Kauai? That might not be the worst thing, and when she thought of all the time she and Austin had spent together, a trip to the south shore or the west side could hardly be unenjoyable.

      “Where were you thinking?”
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      Two days later, there was a caravan on its way to Waimea. How it had turned from friends going on a daytrip into half of Hanalei making some kind of pilgrimage, Theo wasn’t quite sure. She and Austin had decided to go, then Theo had said it would be nice to include Laurel since she’d never been to Waimea either—and not for any sort of ulterior motive, nope, not at all—and then Austin had invited his dad and Charlotte, and that’s when things really got out of hand because Jim was extremely sociable and wanted everyone to come. Even the Ashleys, which was who Theo was the most peeved about.

      Because of course Stella wanted to make this some big thing with an excessive amount of pomp and circumstance—which to Theo’s mind was basically any—and it had somehow become “her” outing instead of Austin and Theo’s. At least the Ashleys had their own car to take and had pressed Jessica and Bea into travelling with them. Kini was driving Jim and Charlotte, though they each had a car of their own, because as Kini said, her car could bear to leave her driveway at least once a month. And Theo had the pleasure of Austin and Laurel’s company. Although she was starting to wonder about the wisdom of considering Austin to be an excellent companion.

      For much of the drive, he’d complained about the lack of air conditioning in the car. Which…almost the entire top of the Jeep was open and there was a good breeze. What more could the man possibly ask for? It was a gorgeous day. Laurel seemed untroubled at first, but by the time they were winding up the steep road to the top of the canyon, she and Austin were both pissing her the hell off.

      Way too much complaining, a whole lot of “are we there yets,” and other ridiculously inane comments that made Theo want to pull over at the next outlook and chuck them both out of the Jeep and over the side of the red-walled canyon. Unlike the goats who clung to the sides, defying gravity and all the other laws of physics, they’d probably plummet to their dooms, which didn’t seem like such a terrible thing.

      When they finally arrived at the top of the canyon, Theo jammed on the brake and bailed out of the car. She’d put on sunscreen for the trip, but it hadn’t protected against her face feeling hot from the sun beating down. She hadn’t wanted to join the whiny brigade and complain, though. Also, as much as she usually enjoyed spending time with them, Austin had reached a new level of pointless in his conversation and Laurel had followed suit, and Theo needed to get away from them before she found some convenient vines to strangle them with.

      After she’d vaulted out of the car, she found a woman who’d set up shop to the side of the parking lot, selling produce and baked goods. She wouldn’t chance the baked goods because there was no way they’d be as good as Kini’s, but she did snag a bunch of perfectly ripe apple bananas and started devouring them like she hadn’t eaten for days. Maybe everyone was hangry; that could be it.

      The Hanalei contingent pulled into the parking spaces and spilled out of their cars, exclaiming about the magnificent views, the startlingly reddish-orange of the soil here, and the craggy landscapes. From what little Theo had been able to see—since she’d been steadfastly keeping her eyes on the road as she’d told her father she would—it was indeed beautiful over here, and in a different way from the other side of the island. It seemed more…volatile somehow, with more contrasts in the landscape. The peaks higher and a huge canyon instead of valleys. And, god, the color. Hanalei was all lush and green where it wasn’t sandy or the blue of sea and sky. This was something else entirely.

      There was still a riot of vegetation but compared to her wet side of the island, Waimea was almost a desert. So much visible dirt, and the landscape was overwhelmingly red to her eyes. Almost as though the volcano that had formed the island millions of years ago had come back to life and was spilling fire over the land. It was dirt, soil, earth—Theo knew that. But it was disconcerting nonetheless.

      Even though Jim had been all excited about everyone being together, they tended to split into parties, the same people who had arrived together sticking together for going to lookouts. A short walk brought them to a view of the canyon with its walls marching into the sea.

      Kauai was a small island. Small enough that there was one highway that formed a crescent around the island and a person could drive from one end to the other and back and still be home in time for lunch. And sometimes it felt that way; small, quaint, sleepy, and if she were being unkind, insignificant. More often, it felt like home, and Theo couldn’t imagine not living on the ocean, being able to put her feet in the sand and head out on the waves basically whenever she wanted to.

      Occasionally, she was reminded exactly how majestic her home was. An especially vibrant sunset, a particularly violent storm, the splatter of tartness against her tongue from a perfectly ripe poha berry after she’d stripped off its paper-lantern shell and popped it in her mouth. And now she’d think of this view with its saturated greens and blues and heights such that it was hard to comprehend them. A person could easily get lost out there. Sure, it was a small island, but it wouldn’t feel that way if you were surrounded by the greenery she had a bird’s eye view of. It would feel enormous and probably threatening as the sun went down.

      Luckily, she had a whole party to keep her company, and they wouldn’t be hiking far, owing to Bea’s leg. Which was annoying in some ways—did the woman always have to be a sopping wet blanket on everything she touched? On the other hand, it also meant they’d get to eat sooner, and Theo wasn’t about to argue against that.

      About an hour later, their entire party was settled on blankets and mats in a clearing, with Bea perched on a felled ohia. The food had a way of bringing them all together that the hike hadn’t managed to, although Theo still had Laurel to one side of her and Austin on the other. Austin, who was being an incorrigible flirt. Way better than him being a grumpy Gus, so Theo did absolutely nothing to discourage his attentions.

      They knocked knees and shared food and made each other laugh, and it was longer than she’d like to admit before Theo realized that no one else was having fun. Or talking. Or…anything. No, somehow she and Austin had become the center of attention. While she usually didn’t mind being the belle of the ball, was used to it to some extent what with being a teacher of sorts, the moment made her uncomfortable in her skin, and she wanted it to stop. Immediately.

      She leaned over, nearly putting her head on Austin’s shoulder and angled her head to speak into his ear. “Have you noticed no one else is talking? This is, like, super-awkward. I mean, I don’t mind comfortable silences, but right now we’re basically the sole entertainment for ten people. That seems excessive.”

      Austin turned to her in a way that, had she any interest in kissing him, would have invited that sort of behavior. As she didn’t, it made her giggle, knowing everyone was staring at them, likely wondering what the fuck was going on, except for Jim who was probably delighted because he still maintained hope that Theo and Austin might end up together. “You’re right. That’s not okay.”

      Austin clapped his hands together and jumped to his feet, startling everyone. “Okay, everyone. Theo’s bored, and it’s our obligation to entertain her. Any ideas as to how we might do that?”

      Theo covered her face in embarrassment because she’d really hoped he’d be more subtle than that, but Austin wasn’t exactly known for his finesse. Nor was he known for overly thinking through how his actions might affect others. Yes, Theo was embarrassed, but if it had been someone else in the circle, Austin would’ve mortified them.

      At least it got everyone to talking, suggesting different games to be played, ranging from Never Have I Ever—oh, hell, no—Truth or Dare—samesies—and Bullshit. They finally landed on Forehead Detective. They almost gave up because no one had thought to bring materials for it, but then Jessica volunteered that she had Post-Its in her bag. Seemed puzzled, actually, that not everyone did.

      Once they’d each written down a famous person or thing, everyone turned to their right and stuck their Post-It on their neighbor’s forehead. Theo went first, and after people had given her hints, it was easy enough to guess that she was Marilyn Monroe—thank you, Austin. Jim struggled a bit more, but eventually was quite delighted that he was Captain America.

      Then it was Bea’s turn, and she sputtered concerns about not being able to guess. Which was met by choruses of disagreement and encouragement. Followed by it taking Bea five goddamn minutes to guess that she was a famous book and not a person at all.

      Theo couldn’t take it anymore. She’d had enough of dull conversation. They were playing this game because it was supposed to be fun, dammit. And Bea was making it—just like she did with everything else—as tedious as watching paint dry.

      “Bea, this shouldn’t be all that hard. It’s a long, boring book that will take as long to read as you’re taking to figure out this basic answer.”

      There was a beat. A single beat in which Theo had the good sense to regret what she’d said, and that was before Bea started blinking too quickly, her head bobbing sort of like a chicken’s before she turned to Kini.

      “Wow. I must be worse company than I thought.”

      Before Kini could respond with anything more than a dark glare in Theo’s direction, Austin piped up. “Maybe it’s more of a dude book. I mean, most girls don’t like fishing, am I right?”

      It only took Bea three more guesses to arrive at Moby Dick.

      Stella, as usual, felt the need to contribute and waved her arm that was dripping with gold bracelets today. For a hike. Sigh. “This is a stupid game. Maybe it would be fun if we lived somewhere where the weather was terrible and we had to be shut up all the time and we had nothing better to do, but we don’t. And besides, I’m not the best at guessing games. I’m the best at charades, what with my degree in theater, and since I took all those art classes I’m also really amazing at Pictionary, but this game can’t be fun for anyone.”

      “And I,” piped up Brock with a sneer on his face and resentment in his tone, “I can’t imagine that I’d have anything of interest to say. After all, I’m a boring old married man, and I wouldn’t want to say anything untoward in front of my wife.”

      Dear god, who said anything about being untoward? Yeah, it was fun to get a little raunchy with this game among peers, and it invariably did, but Austin’s dad was there and Bea. Brock could’ve easily volunteered something not at all scandalous, but no. All he could think of was dirty stuff. Which Theo was definitely not in the market for. Jeez. She was happy Brock was sitting across the circle from her and hadn’t been the one to attach a Post-It to her head.

      Theo was about to protest—in the service of at least pretending to be disappointed—but Brock cut her off with a pointed glare and then turned to his wife, who was busy brushing off the blanket she was sitting on as if there were invisible bugs on it. “Let’s take a walk, Stella.”

      “Yes, let’s. Jessica, let’s go.”

      But Jessica declined, and for once Stella let it go, taking Brock’s hand and walking off in a rustle of bangles and the awkward gait of someone wearing incredibly inappropriate shoes.

      Once they were gone and everyone else seemed to be studying their empty plates and the mats they were sitting on real hard, Austin said, “They’re certainly a good match. I mean, they knew each other for, what, less than a week and then got married in Vegas? That’s pretty lucky if you think about it.”

      Theo felt her eyebrows crunch down, undoubtedly forming lines on her forehead. Who could possibly think that marrying either one of those people was lucky? But Austin shook a finger at her.

      “I’m not saying anyone else would be lucky to be married to either one of them, but you have to admit they’re very compatible. Which is surprising because in less than a week, in likely mostly public interactions—”

      Theo had to bury her snort of laughter in her elbow and pretend it was a cough. Because, sure, Stella and Brock hadn’t gone at it like rabbits with a mission to repopulate a planet during that week. Austin smirked at her but pounded her back to further the ruse, because yeah, his dad was there, and they weren’t going to make jokes about how Stella and Brock had likely fucked each other raw.

      “You all right there? Anyway, my point is that you don’t really get to know a person when you only see them in public. You only really get to know a person when you see what they’re like when left to their own devices. In their own house, with their close friends and family, and maybe not even then. You usually have to spend some time not with other people before you get a true picture of anyone.”

      Theo was about to respond to this observation—which she thought kind of silly, because she was…herself, all the time, everywhere—but Jessica got there first. Which was odd because Jessica didn’t usually speak much in groups this large. Or at all, for that matter, from what Theo had seen.

      “I’m sure that happens sometimes—that people meet in a whirlwind and decide to be together forever—but it can’t be very often. Also, it’s probably only silly people who leave everything to chance, who would let a freak meeting like that determine the rest of their lives. They could, after all, always break it off if they found out later they really weren’t well-suited at all.”

      There was a vibe of some sort in the air, aside from the impending rain that always swept this side of the island in the afternoons. It was definitely there, but for the life of her, Theo couldn’t put a finger on it. Everyone else seemed disconcerted by Jessica’s uncharacteristic monologuing too, but no one said anything. Maybe they were too stunned. It even took Austin a minute to get his shit together enough to come up with something to say, and he was almost always ready to contribute something, no matter how inane it was. Luckily it wasn’t so long before he took up his duties.

      “I guess that’s what people get when they make decisions based on passion alone, isn’t it? Ill-advised matches that won’t last, or if they do, won’t make anyone happy? I mean, I personally understand the limits of my own judgment, so I’m hoping someone will arrange my eventual marriage for me. Will you?” He nudged Theo’s knee with his own again. “I’m sure you’d do a better job than I would.”

      “Probably true,” she conceded with a smile. Even Kini had agreed that Laurel would’ve been a better pick for Brock than Stella. “Okay, I’ll do it. She’ll be fabulous. And just like me. That’s what you wanted, right?”

      And because he was in a flirty mood, of course he agreed. “Oh, yes. Exactly like you. Make her over in your own image if you have to. When I finish this godforsaken degree, I’ll come back here and pick up my mail-order bride, okay?”

      They shook on it, and satisfaction welled in Theo. Even if he was teasing, there was an undercurrent of something else lurking, and she chose to believe that it was a budding interest in Laurel. What else could he have possibly meant by asking for someone in her own image? It’s not like she had another protégé. Yes, he had to be talking about Laurel. And really, it was more rewarding for him to say he wanted someone that she’d picked and groomed for him than to say he wanted her. That wasn’t going to happen, and this was better. It was much more fun to play matchmaker than to be made a match of.
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      A couple of hours later, they’d all had their fill of wandering around the trails and were ready to head back. The rain was looming, and while they were all used to it, that didn’t mean they wanted a soggy ride home. So everyone split up into their cars, and Theo was putting the fabric top on her Jeep when Kini came over, looking perturbed.

      Kini glanced around as though she was trying to see if anyone was in hearing distance, but no one was. Theo had managed to escape Austin’s overly enthusiastic conversational clutches and even Laurel was occupied, so she finally had some quiet time to herself. She was enjoying the familiar process of attaching the top to the Jeep.

      “Theo…as someone who’s known you since the day you were born, I can’t see you behaving badly and not say anything. I know I can come across as a pain in your butt, trying to ruin your fun, but honestly I want to see you be the very best person you can be, and when you’re not…” Kini sucked air through her teeth, and her brow knit. There was a queasy feeling in the pit of Theo’s stomach, because she knew what was coming and she wasn’t looking forward to it. “How could you say that to Bea? It was cruel. I know you tease and joke sometimes, but that wasn’t funny. It was flat-out mean, and I wouldn’t have thought you capable of that.”

      She felt a pang of guilt at the time, but it wasn’t such a big deal, was it? “Come on, everyone was thinking it, and you know it. The only crime I committed was saying it out loud. It wasn’t a big deal, and she probably didn’t even notice.”

      “She absolutely did. She was talking about it when I caught up with her and Jessica. I wish you would’ve heard her saying how patient you must be if she’s so slow-witted.”

      It wasn’t so often that Kini was really angry with her. Hardly ever. Most of the time when Kini chastised her, it was a gentle correction—a nudge into being better, perhaps not making the same mistake again. Mostly there was fondness even in her reprimands, but not now. No, now her face was a mask of anger, and her whole body practically vibrated with it. This was not a kind, well-meaning correction. This was far more than that, and Theo felt herself being backed into a corner. She didn’t like it, so she did what she always did and tried to talk her way out of it.

      “Please. She’s a really nice woman, but you have to admit she’s also annoying as fuck and kind of ridiculous.”

      Kini shook her head, her hands fisted on her broad hips, and she studied the ground before looking back up at Theo, anger still in her eyes, and colored by something Theo was tempted to call shame. And what did Kini have to be ashamed of? She wasn’t the one who’d been rude to Bea.

      “I’m not going to argue that Bea can’t be irritating. She can be, without a doubt. And if she were better off or had a wider social circle, I might let you get away with it. But that’s not how things are, and you know that. She’s poor, she struggles to pay her bills, and it’s not likely that her circumstances will change. If anything, they’ll probably get worse. Her life isn’t easy, and for you to pick on someone who is not nearly as blessed as yourself is crappy. Badly done, Theo. She’s cared for you since you were a baby just like I have, and you made fun of her in front of her friends, in front of her niece, in front of people like Laurel and Austin who will follow your lead as to who’s worthy of their attention and respect.”

      Theo’s throat was thick, and her sinuses burned. It was true, all of it, and she wished Kini would leave off there. “I—”

      “No.” Kini cut her off with a shake of her head and a finger pointed in her direction that made Theo shrink back. Not because Kini would ever hurt her, but because it made her feel so very small and awful. “I know this isn’t fun to hear, and it sure as hell isn’t fun for me to say, but I’ll say it because no one else will. Even if your father or Charlotte aren’t willing to tell you the truth when you fuck up, I will. And I hope it’s clear that I’m doing this because I’m your friend, and I want for you to be more worthy of that than you are right now.”

      Theo had no response to that. Swallowed tears, regret, and humiliation choked her. When Kini didn’t say anything else, Theo tried to hide her face by turning back to putting the cover of her Jeep on so they could leave before water poured from the sky. Like the tears that were threatening to spill from her eyes. Wordlessly, Kini helped attach the last few contact points, which made her feel even worse, because even when she was a horrible little shitball, Kini was still helping her, protecting her, and she didn’t deserve it. She didn’t deserve any of it.

      When the roof was on, Kini walked away without saying another word to her, but sent Laurel and Austin over, who climbed in. The long ride back to Hanalei was quiet, and when Theo had dropped them both off and parked the Jeep in her own driveway, she finally let the tears fall.

      Never had she felt worse in her life. She’d been cruel to Bea as Kini had said, and she’d done it in front of people whose opinion she valued. How could she expect Charlotte and Jim and Kini to be friends with her if she was so awful? And if she ever heard a word of unkindness from Laurel or Austin about Bea, she’d know it was her own fault for making it clear that Bea was fair game. Ugh, she was the worst, and she felt it all the way to her bones.

      Theo wasn’t a crier. Never had been. But she couldn’t stop the waterworks that had overtaken her, so she cried and cried. Stayed in the Jeep even after it had started raining on the outside as well because she couldn’t bear for her father to see her like this and have to explain to him what had happened. The thought only made her cry harder. Kini was right, so right, and she could have been far meaner in pointing it out, and maybe would’ve been right to do so. Because, yeah. She hadn’t thought about the effect of her words at all before she’d said them, and now that she’d taken the time to appreciate the full consequences of what she’d done? Badly done was about as nice a thing as could be said for her behavior today.
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      After cleaning herself up as best she could, Theo made her way into the house. Her father was there at the stove, already making up a concoction that smelled dreadful. Probably full of all the healthiest things he could find in their well-stocked kitchen.

      He happily went on and on about how the day in the shop had gone—he’d been busy, sold a board, signed up half a dozen people for her Beginners I lesson, reordered some of their stock that Theo had requested because they were running low. “It was a good day. I’m sure you had as nice a time on your adventure, but I hope you won’t be going that far again anytime soon. There was a story on the radio about a car crash on the highway, and it made me so worried for you.”

      “Don’t worry, Pops. Today will tide me over for a while.”

      And Theo, despite still being queasy because of what Kini had said to her, ate a whole bowl of her father’s masterpiece, not loving the taste but being absolutely determined that no matter what anyone could say about her behavior toward other people, that they would at least have to give her credit for being a good daughter. No one could find fault with her there.

      After they’d played a few rounds of backgammon, they both went up to bed, her father soon snoring loudly enough to wake the dead and Theo lying awake with Mina clutched to her chest. She kept replaying and replaying this morning in her head, and it made a maelstrom of awful in her belly. While there wasn’t a way to fix the damage that had been done exactly, she could make an effort to be a better person going forward.

      “That’s what I’m going to do, Mina. I’m going to go over to Bea’s house first thing tomorrow morning and bring her some mangoes. I will sit and chat with her and Jessica and be delightful as fuck. That’ll make things better, right? Not fixed, I know. But better.”

      Mina, unsurprisingly, didn’t answer, but Theo was pretty sure the mermaid agreed with her plan.

      In the morning, Theo was just as convinced that paying Bea a visit was the right thing to do. It wasn’t so much that she wanted to visit Bea for Bea’s own sake, although it would make her feel good to make Bea happy, but it was more so that she wanted to be worthy of the good opinion people seemed to bestow upon her. She didn’t totally understand why Charlotte and her father were as fond of her as they were, given how many times she must’ve been thoughtless, but Kini’s regard—that had to be earned. Yeah, she’d started out ahead of the game because their families had been friends since before Theo was born, but that wasn’t enough. She couldn’t coast on that forever. As someone who considered herself an adult, she needed to be more responsible for her behavior and think through the effects of her actions.

      While her face still got red when she thought of it and her stomach rioted, there was, too, a spark of something else between her and Kini. She couldn’t quite grasp or describe the whole feeling—something about it kept slipping through her fingers like warm, silky sand. It made her not quite happy, but on some level pleased or even smug that Kini thought enough of her that she bothered to correct Theo. That she saw potential in Theo to be a wonderful human being. That despite the myriad times Theo had made mistakes, she had never washed her hands of Theo but had done her best to help her and make her better.

      With Kini, Theo knew where she stood, and she knew what it took to have Kini think well of her. She didn’t have to be perfect, because god knows she’d never achieve that, but she did have to try. And be considerate and kind and generous, the very things she liked so much about Kini. In some ways, it was more reassuring than the love and affection Charlotte and her father so freely bestowed upon her, because if you never really knew why a person loved you or approved of you, then how would you know what might make them change their minds? It was the worst kind of paranoia that should only haunt a person in nightmares—and not particularly fair to Charlotte or her father who’d never shown any signs of going anywhere—but it was a notion she’d had more than once.

      These were the thoughts that tumbled over and over in her head as she made her way across town to Bea’s house with the basket of mangoes in her arms. She knew it was too late in the morning to hope to see Kini on her way because Kini would already be kneading and shaping and mixing and baking and restocking at Queen’s. But Theo wouldn’t mind if she did run into her…not at all. Actually, she’d like to tell Kini where she was going and hopefully have Kini’s dark eyes light with that familiar approval.

      Theo didn’t see Kini, but she called her face to mind as she stood on Bea’s doorstep, trying to summon the courage to ring the bell. How many times had she been here, already checking her watch to see when she might be able to escape? And now here she was, offering contrition because she’d done something even worse.

      Ringing the bell, she twisted her hands on the handle of the basket, hoping that Bea wouldn’t turn her away. It was probably what she deserved, but it would hurt her nonetheless, and she was counting on Bea to be a far kinder person than she was.

      There was a flutter of a window shade and then footsteps that made the bile rise in Theo’s throat—please don’t let me be turned away—but she hadn’t needed to worry because Bea was at the door a few seconds later. Though Theo caught a flash of someone retreating into a room down the hall. It must be Jessica.

      Bea invited Theo into the living room, and they both bobbed and weaved their way through the clutter of Bea’s various projects until they could sit. Since Theo didn’t want to embarrass Bea by bringing up yesterday, she tried to be as kind as possible and asked about Bea’s favorite subject: Jessica.

      “She’s got a migraine right now, but hopefully she’ll be better soon. It’s so nice of you to ask, and I’ll be sure to tell her that you asked about her. It’s too bad, too, that she’s not feeling well because we have the most wonderful news to share. Stella made use of her father’s contacts, and Jessica has an offer to study at Yale. I don’t even really know what that means, but judging how excited Stella was to tell us, it must be a big deal. And Jessica is very glad, yes, very happy that she’ll be able to go to a more prestigious program, and it was so kind of Stella to help her do that. I wish Jessica were feeling well enough to tell you about it herself because she could explain why this is a big deal. I’m her slow-witted aunt who doesn’t much understand these things.”

      While this was the kind of thing that usually drove her nuts, Theo found herself actually giving a shit. She’d been thinking of Jessica more often, and without the normal peeved jealousy, but with curiosity and affection. Much of which she owed to Kini for pointing out that Jessica maybe didn’t have a ton of choices and Theo had never made an effort to give her more.

      Bea rambled on, and Theo accepted her invitation for some tea which she knew would only prolong her visit. But she was actually enjoying her time with Bea, and the woman did know how to make a good cup of tea, with honey and milk, precisely the way Theo liked it.

      Eventually it really was time for Theo to go because she had a lesson starting in an hour or so and should check in with Laurel to make sure she didn’t need any help with anything at the shop before she went out with her students.

      “Thank you for having me and for the tea. I hope Jessica feels better soon. Maybe she and I could get a slice at Jasmine’s sometime when she’s feeling up to it?”

      Bea’s face blazed with happiness, and Theo left, lighter in her step.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Back at the shop, Theo was a bit surprised to find not only Laurel but also her father and Kini.

      “What’s this? No one invited me to the party?”

      Of course, Laurel and her father smiled at her, but Kini’s lips pinched and Theo felt the sting of her continued disapproval. She wanted to volunteer about where she’d been this morning, but that seemed to defeat some of the purpose. After all, it hadn’t been all so that Kini would think she was a good person again or so that she’d be worthy of Kini thinking so.

      “I wanted to let you know that I’m heading out in a few hours. I’m going to visit Kai and Eliza. Do you have anything you’d like me to bring for them or the keiki?”

      Oh. That was…unexpected. Kini usually made her plans well in advance. “No, I don’t think so. But who’s going to look after Queen’s? You’re not closing, are you?”

      The idea shouldn’t have been so distressing, but Queen’s was always open. Always. Except for Christmas, the shop was always open for at least part of the day. Not that Kini didn’t deserve to take time off, but it still made Theo feel unsteady, as if she were already out on her board in choppy seas instead of standing on solid ground.

      “No, of course not. Bobby’s going to handle it. I made him a lot of lists, and I cut down on what we’ll be serving. He’ll be fine.”

      “Oh. Well, I’m sure if you think he’ll be fine, he will be.” If Kini had faith in someone, it was because they deserved it. And while Kini didn’t look like she’d forgiven Theo yet, Theo had every hope that she would someday. Even if it took a good deal more work on Theo’s part, it was something she was willing to do. The reward of Kini’s smile and esteem would be well worth it.

      Kini didn’t make her goodbyes quickly enough to avoid Theo’s father’s questions about her trip: when her flight left, what airline she’d be taking, how she would be getting to Kai and Eliza’s house from the airport. “Don’t worry, we’ll keep busy here without you. Of course we’d rather have you around, but we’ll still have Jim and Charlotte and the Ashleys, and of course Bea and Jessica—Theo went to see them this morning. She’s always so nice, bringing a basket of fruit from our yard for them.”

      Theo wanted to sink into the floor from her father’s unjust praise. But since turning into Theo-jelly and slipping through the floorboards wasn’t an option, she’d have to do with flushing. She didn’t even want to look at Kini and see her reaction to this tidbit. Would she scowl because it was poor recompense for what Theo’d done yesterday? She should. But when Theo finally braved a peek, what she found was something else entirely.

      It was as though Kini had not only heard what her father had said, but had also understood from that brief glance everything she’d been feeling since the afternoon before and everything she’d done. The look would have been enough—hell, more than enough—to know that she’d been forgiven, but Kini took things a step further and reached for Theo’s hand, squeezed it, and ran the pad of her thumb across the underside of Theo’s wrist. A tiny, insignificant touch that somehow made Theo feel unsteady on her own feet. But in a nice way? Exhilarating, maybe, instead of feeling as though she were going to pass out.

      “I have to go get some things packed before I head to the airport, but I’ll be back in a few days.”

      It was spoken to the whole room, but it seemed especially meant for Theo. And while Theo wouldn’t wish that the events of this morning had happened any differently—she was glad she’d gone to see Bea, and she was happy that Kini was going to see Kai and Eliza—she did wish that she had more time to talk to Kini. Maybe bake with her, have their arms in dough up to their elbows, cut squares of pastry, or fill cups with batter. Something tactile, repetitive, that would make everything feel right with the world. Something was still off-kilter, though the most important thing had been righted. She had Kini’s good opinion back.

      She did not, however, have Jessica’s good opinion back, which was very frustrating. Theo had sent her a few texts, asking if she wanted to get together, offering Queen’s, Jasmine’s, the beach, or a drink out. But nothing, no response. Even when she went by Bea’s house later with some of her father’s special cherry almond smoothie that he swore by to get rid of headaches. But Jessica wouldn’t see her and wouldn’t even take the damn thermos, even though she’d walked it over to Bea’s.

      On the walk back to the shop, she downed the smoothie herself so at least her father wouldn’t be hurt by his offering being rejected—also, on the scale of things, it was one of his tastier concoctions. She also tried to come up with other ways she might help Jessica, but she was wary of being too much like Stella, who would insert herself where she wasn’t wanted because she was so certain she knew better. Of course Theo wanted to help, but she’d tame her more aggressive impulses.

      At least she could hold the small consolation of knowing Kini would approve of her actions and tried to pour the honey of her beloved friend’s approval over the bitterness of disappointment of not being liked and not even being given a chance to make amends.
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      It was Austin’s birthday, and Theo was so irritated at him for not telling her it was coming that she was going to throw him a surprise party. They could have it at her house or maybe even at Jasmine’s where they’d had the disco party. She was excited about the prospect of it and had been making mental lists of everything to be done—people to be invited, food to be ordered, and everything else—on her way to see Jim and Charlotte.

      If Austin had thought not telling her would avoid her making a scene, he was sorely mistaken. If he’d told her, he would’ve gotten some say over how they would celebrate, but now it was all up to her.

      But once Charlotte had let her in and they’d made tea and taken seats in the living room that was now almost as comfortable to Theo as Charlotte’s old apartment had been, Charlotte had a rather grave expression on her face. Not exactly a mood for discussing a party, but hopefully now that Theo was there, whatever was bothering her would be forgotten.

      “Have you talked to Austin in the past couple of days?”

      “No, not aside from a few silly texts. But that’s actually what I’m here for. I wanted to talk to you about—”

      “Why don’t you let me go first?”

      It was unlike Charlotte to interrupt, and given how odd it was, Theo thought she’d better let her. “Um, sure.”

      Charlotte took a deep breath, as though what she had to say wasn’t coming easy, and Theo’s heart started to race. Had something happened to Austin? To Jim? To someone else? What was with this?

      “Austin left this morning.”

      “How did he find out I was going to have a party for him? Ugh. And honestly, going back to California to avoid celebrating a birthday with your friends seems a little over the top to me.”

      Charlotte blinked at her. “Surprise party? I don’t think he knew anything about a party. Am I supposed to know something about this party?”

      “That’s why I was here, to tell you about it. But maybe you should finish. So, Austin left this morning, and it was allegedly not because he’d heard rumors that I was going to throw him a party. So what was it for?”

      “He left because it’s his birthday. He turns twenty-five today. I’m not sure if he ever mentioned it to you, but his mother and his stepfather had established a trust for him. It was out of his control until today.”

      Austin was a trust-fund baby? Well, not a baby, obviously, since Jim and Marsha certainly hadn’t had a trust for him, but…

      “Okay. I mean, that’s nice for him, but I’m not sure why you seem worried about telling me. It doesn’t really change anything except maybe he can come visit more often since he won’t be so under his mother’s thumb.”

      “Yes, well…” Charlotte’s hands shifted on her mug, and she wouldn’t meet Theo’s eyes. Until, with a blink, she did. “We’re all hoping that’s true. However, you should also know that Austin is engaged. And has been for a while.”

      Charlotte’s attention was riveted on Theo, as though she expected to have to reach for a tissue box or a trashcan, or hide the breakables because Theo might have some kind of freak out.

      “To who?”

      “Well, to Jessica.”

      “Our Jessica? Jessica Lee? How? And what…”

      “Theo, I’m sorry.”

      “Why?”

      Charlotte tipped her head, and her brown eyes narrowed. “Because you and Austin had gotten pretty close. I mean, I know you’ve never been interested in a guy before, but it seemed like you might be interested in him. And with your father and Jim both egging you on, I thought maybe…”

      Ah-ha. Theo shook her head. “No. For a hot minute, I thought I might have a crush on him, but then that was over. I mean, I like him, I like spending time with him and I think he’s fun, but we weren’t going to date or anything.”

      Well, clearly, since Austin was engaged. But if he was engaged to Jessica… That would explain a lot about why Jessica didn’t want to see her or speak with her. All the times she’d flirted or danced with Austin played through her mind like a movie montage, making her sicker to her stomach with every image. If she’d known, she never would’ve… But Austin knew. How could he have behaved like that? Said the things he said? It was a good thing he was on a plane to San Diego or she would’ve hunted him down, pinned him on the ground, and demanded some answers. What a fucking asshole.

      Not to mention that Theo didn’t think Austin realized she wasn’t interested in him like that. What an absolute fuckwad.

      Charlotte looked relieved at Theo’s revelation, but she wouldn’t be when Theo was finished ripping Austin to shreds.

      “But how could he do that? If you thought I might be in love with him, and Jim did too, then he was toying with me thinking that I may very well have had a thing for him? And in front of Jessica? I know he’s your stepson, but I don’t think you can argue with me when I say he’s a complete and utter asshat. What the hell?”

      Charlotte’s mouth pinched in apology, and regret swamped Theo.

      “Look, I know he’s a grown-up, and his behavior had nothing to do with you, but you have to admit that that was a pretty dick move. Flirting with someone he had no interest in and doing it in front of his fiancée?”

      “I know. I don’t understand it either. But apparently they were fighting some and… I don’t really have the whole picture. I’m not condoning his behavior at all, but I’m also not going to judge a relationship I don’t know or understand. Could you maybe do the same?”

      Unlikely. Theo wanted to do more than judge Austin; she wanted to drag him into the ocean and use him for shark bait. But she wouldn’t, because she loved Charlotte and Jim, and Austin had probably learned some of his asshole-ishness from Marsha. It would be hard to grow up with a woman like that and not end up being at all like her. At least there was the hope that, with more time spent with Jim and Charlotte and, yes, Jessica, that he’d become a better person.

      Which was why when Jim came in to offer them some scones he’d made, Theo held her tongue about what a traitorous and manipulative ass-monkey his son was and instead congratulated him on gaining an excellent daughter-in-law. And also took two scones because she really liked peaches and ginger.
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      She left Charlotte and Jim’s feeling confused, but also relieved. They seemed happy. Hopefully Austin and Jessica would be happy together. Theo was totally fine with all of this, if bewildered. But there was someone who may not be okay, and Theo was at once not in a big hurry to tell her the news. But she also felt obliged to rush so she wouldn’t hear it from anyone else.

      Poor Laurel. How many times would she lead this unfortunate girl astray? Ugh.

      She knocked on Laurel’s door and braced herself for wailing or an otherwise distraught Laurel in case she had heard already, but what she found was a busy bee, rushing around, tidying up her small place. Maybe this was a stage of grief she just hadn’t reached when Brock broke her heart?

      Theo took a seat on the futon as Laurel flitted around.

      “Did you hear?” Laurel asked.

      “Did I hear what?” Maybe Laurel had some gossip that she didn’t, and that would help to lessen the blow of Austin being engaged.

      “That Austin and Jessica are engaged? Isn’t that odd? I never would’ve guessed they were a couple in a million years. It’s so strange. And if I had a boyfriend who acted like Austin? Whoo boy, he would not be my boyfriend for long, let me tell you.”

      This…did not compute. Laurel should be dabbing at her eyes with a crumpled tissue or stroking whatever objects she’d collected for her crush on Austin and moping over the loss of him. Not flitting about, passing on gossip in chipper tones.

      “So you know?”

      “Oh, yeah. I ran into Jim at the store because he didn’t have enough butter to make his scones, and I had run out of cleaning spray. He was so excited when he told me; it was adorable.”

      “And you’re…okay?” Theo braced herself for a flood of tears as Laurel realized what precisely this meant and that she was, in fact, very much not okay with it.

      “Yes.” Laurel drew out the word with a suspicious tinge to her voice. “Why would I not be?”

      “Because you have a crush on Austin.” Duh.

      “Me? Um, no. Why would you even think that? I’ve never had a thing for him. Not even a little bit. How could you have come up with that?”

      “How could I not have? Do you not remember telling me that he’d rescued you and you were so grateful? And you were never dating again because the guy you had a crush on was so far out of your league? Is any of this ringing a bell?”

      Laurel was now looking at her like she was the one who had gone completely off her rocker. “I think I was pretty careful to say ‘they’ had rescued me and ‘the person’ I had a crush on was out of my league. Because…”

      Laurel bit her lip and sucked in a breath, and suddenly everything came into rather sharp focus.

      “You… Are you talking about Kini?”

      “Of course. I thought you knew that.”

      No, no, Theo had not known that. How could she have? She’d always thought of Laurel as straight, so why would she have a crush on Kini? “No, I didn’t. That doesn’t make any sense. Austin was the one who carried you up to the shop after you wiped out on your board. I thought that’s what you meant when you said someone rescued you. And I thought you were using vague pronouns out of some misguided effort to be respectful of me, which I appreciate, I really do, but you can use guy pronouns when you’re talking about a guy. Except…you weren’t.”

      “No, I wasn’t. And when I said someone had rescued me, I meant how Kini had danced with me at the disco party. I felt left out and awful, and then she asked me to dance, and it was… I had a really good time, and I like her. A lot.”

      Theo’s head hurt. None of this made any sense. She felt as though she’d walked into an alternate dimension where everything was upside-down. Next thing she knew, her father would be scarfing down cupcakes while he boarded a plane to fly around the world. What even was going on here? “And…do you think she likes you back?”

      A small, modest smile lit Laurel’s face, and if Theo weren’t so bemused, she would’ve found it charming and heart-warming, because it was a quiet smile, full of confidence and certainty. There was nothing wild about it like Laurel’s feelings had been for Brock. “I do.”

      “Why?” Theo cringed as the word came out of her mouth. She hadn’t meant for it to sound like she couldn’t possibly believe that Kini might find something to like about Laurel. There were so many things! She’d even tried to convince another person of exactly how great Laurel was and didn’t even have to lie to do it.

      What on earth would be so bad about Laurel and Kini being together anyhow? If they made each other happy… Every molecule in Theo’s body revolted against the idea, though. No. Absolutely not. And there was that ugly, niggling question again: Why?

      What would be so terrible about seeing them around town, hand-in-hand? Who was she to protest about their lips meeting, Laurel brushing a bit of stray hair out of Kini’s face, Kini’s strong hands circling Laurel’s slim waist? There was no reason on earth for her to be jealous about the thought of Laurel getting to be the one whose fingertips got to explore the ample curves of Kini’s hips, who would get to know how her skin tasted between her bountiful breasts after a long day at work in the bakery—Theo suspected it would be a salty-sweet mix of flour and sugar with the added tang of sweat.

      And why on god’s green earth was Theo feeling a flush creep up her chest to her neck and face? Why did she have the urge to use her shirt like a bellows to cool off her heated skin? Why, for fuck’s sake, did the idea of it being her doing those things instead of Laurel inspire a whole different kind of heat? One that made it all the way down to between her legs where she’d started to feel her pulse beating heavy at the apex of her thighs?

      It was so much more upsetting to think that Laurel might be in love with Kini than with Austin and to think she might be loved in return. Betrayal—maybe that’s what was burning hot in Theo’s core? That she had fought for her friend’s happiness, only to resent her for it when she may have found it? But she couldn’t imagine being so…distraught if things had worked out with Laurel and Brock. Or Laurel and Austin. Or Laurel and anyone else but Kini.

      Motherfucker.

      The truth punched her in the chest so hard her heart stuttered. Seriously? After all this time? And after believing she was so indifferent? How had it come to this, that she didn’t want Kini to be with anyone else but her? And why had it taken the true threat of someone else having Kini to make her realize it?

      Luckily, Laurel hadn’t realized that Theo was struggling with possibly the most massive internal battle of her life. She seemed to have been composing her thoughts to give an actual answer to Theo’s rudely sputtered question.

      “Why do I think Kini might like me back?”

      As much as the thought made her want to walk into the ocean with rocks in her pockets, Theo nodded.

      “Well, we danced at the party even after other people had started asking me. When I go into Queen’s, she always comes out from behind the counter and talks with me for a while. She tries to make me laugh. The way she smiles…”

      Theo had to blink back tears that were forming in her own eyes, because yes, those things seemed perfectly valid. Not to mention that she knew Kini had revised her opinion on Laurel. Had started to find her more interesting, less vapid, and had mentioned more than once things they all might be able to do in the future, after having believed for quite some time that Laurel was here for a break and nothing more.

      “Also, the other day we were talking at the party, and it almost seemed like she was asking me if I was interested in anyone, but changed the subject when you came over.”

      A slap to the face was added to the punch to the chest. Theo was going to need to lie down with a few figurative ice packs after this. Never had she felt so emotionally battered. She came up with something that gave her a pinprick of hope amongst all the pain and asked, practically begged, Laurel to admit she might be right.

      “Was she maybe asking for Bobby? You did used to have a thing for him, and maybe he’s still got a crush on you.”

      But instead of putting Theo at ease, Laurel scoffed, and the fire inside Theo started again. “Bobby? No way. I know better than to think about him like that. You’re right that he’s a nice guy, but he’s going nowhere. I don’t want to be with someone with no ambition, no stability. And honestly, I never would’ve thought Kini could possibly be interested in me, but you were the one who told me to pay attention and see if there were signs of interest. Which I totally think there have been.”

      “Right.” Theo had to swallow the lump that had formed in her throat, nearly choking on it because it was so thick and painful. She had to work incredibly hard to get the next words out without full-on bursting into tears. “Well, Kini is the last person on earth who would intentionally mislead anyone about anything.”

      Laurel grinned and clapped her hands. “Right?”

      Theo’s whole body trembled with the effort of not letting all of the feelings she was having spill right out of her in the form of cruel words, weeping, and throwing shit. Having a fit was not how grown-ups behaved, but god would it feel good to give in to those childish instincts and let her emotions flood Laurel’s tiny apartment. But the aftermath wouldn’t be worth it, and she truly didn’t want to hurt Laurel, so she held her tongue and tried not to be too obvious about the fact that she desperately needed to get the fuck out of there.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      That night Theo went to bed clutching Mina and trying to muffle her tears in her pillow, so her dad wouldn’t hear her and ask what was wrong. She didn’t want to burden him with these unruly feelings, and she definitely didn’t want to make him worry that she might leave him, because she never would.

      But the extent of her own cluelessness was embarrassing. To have so little understanding of her own mind and attachments was…god, what was wrong with her? That level of detachment and disengagement from her own feelings was practically pathological. What the hell? And here she’d been so certain that she was the one to help other people with their relationships. Not to mention she’d totally overblown how much Austin felt for her. How could she possibly claim to be some sort of expert when clearly she was the most oblivious of them all?

      It shook the foundation of her very understanding of the world, to be shown up in such a way, and made it impossible to get out of bed the next morning. What else had she believed her whole life that would no longer be true? Would the ocean and sky have switched places? Would she not be able to stand on a surfboard to save her life instead of being one of the most competent people surfing the waves in Hanalei Bay? Would her father be frying up some bacon and eggs and pulling biscuits from the oven and heaping them with sausage gravy?

      No, she’d smell that. Her stomach rumbled at the thought, but instead of getting up and heading down to eat whatever her father had made for breakfast—tofu and kale scramble, maybe?—she heaped up her pillows at the head of her bed and yanked her quilt over them to make a blanket fort. She needed one, desperately.

      She also needed to, in the worst way, figure out what her own feelings were, since she’d clearly had no clue before. How long had she loved Kini? No, that wasn’t really the question, because she had loved her as far back as she could remember. In so many of the memories she possessed—good and bad—Kini had been there. In the hazy memories of when her mother had died, Kini had kept her occupied and safe while her father and Eliza mourned with more understanding than she possessed. All through school, no matter how painful it had been, she’d known she could go to Queen’s and have a treat while she toiled over math problems and essays, with Kini there to help if she had questions. Whenever she’d been upset and had needed someone to talk to, the back door of the bakery had always been open to her, to come and help Kini bake. And if the bakery was closed, she knew that she could climb the backstairs and be welcomed into the warm apartment above. Always and forever Kini had been there for her, and always and forever she had loved her.

      But this newfound interest wasn’t platonic. Yes, she’d always thought Kini was one of the best of all human beings, had enormous respect for her, and valued Kini’s regard. But somewhere along the line, her feelings had morphed from affection and appreciation to something with an entirely different flavor.

      Desire. Passion. A want to be more to Kini than another responsibility, to give her pleasure. To see, touch, and taste her skin; to hear Kini’s voice murmur in her ear not solely for comfort, but things that would make her squirm with the need to be touched in return. She didn’t want everything to change—she still very much wanted Kini’s help and patience and guidance because she was an excellent person and had wisdom basically leaking out of her pores—but Theo was selfish and wanted Kini’s experience in all other things, too.

      She wanted Kini’s strong hands on her—if she could knead dough like that, what could she do with flesh?—and she wanted the warmth and weight of Kini’s body. She wanted to belong to Kini in ways that she didn’t now, and she wanted to show Kini she wasn’t a kid anymore and had picked up her own set of tricks while exploring with all the transitory people they had on this island. She wanted to use all of that to make Kini gasp and shudder and cry out.

      The fantasies deluged her mind, and for the first time, she let herself indulge in them, shoving Mina under a pillow, because she didn’t need to see this. How Theo slipped a hand into the shorts she’d slept in and let everything she knew about Kini shape the way she touched herself.
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      When she finally dragged her ass out of bed and pulled on some clothes before opening the shop, she was incredibly glad that Laurel wouldn’t be at the store today. She didn’t think she could bear the sight of the girl who’d been her best friend for the past several months.

      No, instead, she sat at the counter and sulked, steeping in how much she hurt. Up until now, she hadn’t grasped how much of her happiness had depended on being first with Kini. It had been the default, how things had always been and—she had so wrongly assumed—how it would always be. Never had anyone come close. Not even Eliza, who had at least an equal claim on Kini’s affections, if not more so.

      Not to say that she’d always deserved it. Hardly. She’d been obnoxious, sassing her, willfully ignoring good advice, picking fights with her over stupid shit even when Theo was well-aware she was in the wrong. And yet Kini had been patient with her, watched over her, made it part of her myriad responsibilities to make sure Theo was safe and happy. Had done her very best to make Theo a good person, the best person she could be, and had concerned herself more with that than any other person. More than Charlotte, more than Theo’s father.

      The strange thing was that, even though she wanted to get into Kini’s pants, she thought she might be satisfied knowing that Kini wouldn’t be with anyone else. Not the occasional tourist or fling with one of the rich Californians who had a second house or a condo on the island, because that wouldn’t count, but an actual for-realsies relationship. And heaven help her if that relationship was with Laurel and it got serious. The idea of Kini marrying someone else made her brain melt out of her ears. It couldn’t happen. Couldn’t.

      Selfish and horrid, yes. But…if things stayed the way they were, that would be fine. Their families so close they’d be nearly one, Theo could still go to the bakery almost every day, Kini could come by the shop and the house to see her and her father, and all would be right with the world. Or so Theo could hope.
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      After a long day with little traffic and even fewer sales, Theo headed over to Charlotte’s because she needed to be with someone with whom she felt completely comfortable. That wasn’t Laurel anymore, and she wasn’t sure it would be Kini, even if she were here instead of in Honolulu.

      She found Charlotte just returning from Bea’s house, having taken a walk on the beach with Jessica. Now that the cat was out of the bag about Austin and Jessica, Charlotte had found Jessica less closed off, which made all the sense in the world. If a person had to keep that kind of secret, no wonder Jessica had seemed overly reserved. Theo could hardly imagine the strain of always wondering if you were about to say something that would ruin your life. She’d never had to worry about something like that, and her heart ached for Jessica. Not to mention that curiosity gnawed at her—what would Jessica be like without having to keep that secret? She wanted to know. Needed to know.

      There may have also been some guilt in that cocktail for not having listened to Kini’s wishes that she try to be friends with Jessica. As usual, she should’ve listened to Kini. She’d be far happier now than she was.
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      Happiness was hers, though, when Kini texted to say she’d be back on Wednesday. Happier still when she got another text the morning Kini got home.

      
        
        Back from Honolulu. Have time for a walk this afternoon?

        

      

      After double-checking with her father, who was happy to cover the shop while she was out, she tapped out a reply.

      
        
        Of course. Can’t wait to see you. xoxo

        

      

      She used to be able to sign notes or texts with hugs and kisses to Kini utterly unselfconsciously, but now the four small letters seemed weightier somehow. As if they were suddenly subject to more standard text etiquette. Would Kini read Theo’s true feelings into the sign-off? And which would be worse—if she did or didn’t? Dithering wasn’t a thing Theo did, so she pressed send before she could edit her reply and then did her very best not to panic.

      The day passed in fits and starts of fidgeting and boredom. The hands on the kitschy hula girl clock moved achingly slowly. Impatience wasn’t a stranger to Theo, but this kind of uncertain twitchiness was. Did she want to see Kini? Did she not want to? What would happen when she did? Would Kini confess her love for Laurel and they’d ride off into the sunset in Kini’s robin-egg blue Bel Air? If they did, they wouldn’t be riding very far, and, ugh, an avalanche of misery buried her. It would be intolerable to have to watch them.

      But when at last Kini showed up, Theo had to wonder how she could have ever thought not seeing her would be preferable to seeing her. Walking in through the doorway of the shop, Kini’s hips and thighs rolled in like the tide, her dark hair streaked with silver was down, and she was wearing a sleeveless shirt that showed off her rounded shoulders and her arms that were thick with muscle and the weight she carried.

      Theo had always thought Kini beautiful. But there was something about not having seen her for days and having come to the realization that she not only loved Kini, but was very much in love with her that made her especially gorgeous. Perhaps it was that Theo didn’t feel like she could take Kini’s presence in her life for granted anymore, but she felt almost assaulted by how dazzling she was. Like a goddess of wisdom and plenty who walked on the earth.

      There was no question. Seeing Kini was like being home, or having her home complete. Theo would suffer pretty much anything to keep Kini as part of her life.

      Kini looked tired, but that wasn’t surprising. As much as she loved Kai and Eliza and their keiki, Kini was used to a quiet house. Between the noise of the city and the commotion of the children, Theo knew she didn’t sleep well when she visited. She was about to offer that they skip their walk and sit in the living room instead when Kini stretched her arms over her head.

      “It’s a short flight, but I always come back from Honolulu feeling so cramped. Ready to walk? I feel like I need to be hemmed in only by the ocean and the sky.”

      Which was to say not at all, and who was Theo to say no? Maybe she could work out this twitchiness, or at least it would be less noticeable outside than it had been in the shop. Her dad had asked her half a dozen times if something was wrong.

      So out they went, heading straight to the edge of the water. Kini took off her sandals, and they walked close enough to the water that half the waves washed over their feet.

      They walked without speaking, but there was a tension in the air, unlike their usual companionable silences. Theo felt as though Kini kept trying to sneak peeks at her face, and Theo wasn’t having it. She didn’t want to give anything away by her expression, and knowing sooner or later Kini would ask and she wouldn’t want to answer, she reached for the first conversational straw she could find.

      “Did you hear about Austin and Jessica?”

      “I did.”

      “Oh.” Well, there went that big reveal. Though she probably shouldn’t be surprised. It’s not like Kini was out of touch when she was in Honolulu, but that did make her wonder who’d told her. Laurel, perhaps? “How’d you know?”

      “You know Jim can’t keep quiet about this kind of stuff. Even if it weren’t Austin, he would’ve been emailing me, I know it.”

      True enough.

      And then Kini was slinging her arm around Theo’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, Theo. But you won’t feel this way forever. More fish in the sea and all that…” For a moment, Theo thought that was all Kini was going to say, but it wasn’t. “No, you know what? I love Jim, but his son is kind of an asshole. He treated you badly, and I can’t imagine he’ll be able to make Jessica happy. She deserves better than that…that…shithead.”

      Kini rarely swore, and it always surprised Theo when she did. It was sweet that she used her infrequent potty mouth now. “You don’t have to be sorry on my account.”

      For a second, Theo regretted having volunteered that. Would Kini drop her arm now that she didn’t think Theo in need of comfort anymore? Sure, walking so close to someone like this was a little awkward, but Theo wouldn’t have traded it for anything, not even to fly down the beach. It gave her heart a kick to be pressed to Kini’s side like this, feel her warmth, smell her skin. Part of her wanted to lean her head over to rest on the front of Kini’s shoulder, but she settled for putting her hand on Kini’s back, between her shoulder blades.

      Her skin was soft, but underneath, her muscles were bunched with tension and her spine was unbearably straight. This walk wasn’t relaxing for her then, either. Theo could at least reassure Kini that she’d had no real feelings for Austin. “I wasn’t sad to hear that Austin and Jessica were engaged. Although everyone seems to think I should be.”

      “Come on, be fair now. It’s not like we’re pulling this out of thin air. You were always thrilled when he would come to visit, you’d hang out all the time, you danced with almost no one else at a party you had planned together. Don’t make it sound like this was a figment of everyone’s imagination. I was surprised by it, because I thought you didn’t…”

      A hint of a laugh shook Theo’s lungs. “You thought I didn’t like boys?”

      “Yes. I didn’t think you liked boys.” Theo could see the swallow in Kini’s throat, and the effort Kini was exerting to be neutral about this made her glow inside. “But it doesn’t matter what I think. You love who you love, and it doesn’t matter who. Everyone wants you to be happy. So if you’re bi or queer or whatever, it doesn’t matter to anyone. We love you.”

      “I appreciate that, I do, but really, I don’t feel that way about Austin. For like half a second I thought I might? And I blame that on some idea of my childhood sweetheart being a decent backup plan in case I didn’t want to actually end up a spinster. We’ve been friends, but that’s it.”

      The look Kini gave Theo made it clear that she didn’t believe it. But she spoke carefully nonetheless. “Okay. It was hard for me to tell exactly how into him you were, and I’m glad you weren’t more…entangled with him than that. I only knew for sure that you liked him and I was never sure why, but I was damn sure he didn’t deserve it. He doesn’t deserve Jessica either. Fucker.”

      Theo had to smother a snort in her hand. Kini was going all protective of people she cared about, and it delighted Theo to no end. She could take care of herself, she had absolutely no doubt, but she loved Kini for assuming that responsibility. Hell, for wanting that responsibility.

      “I did like him. It’s fun to flirt and to have someone pay attention to you.” Theo’s cheeks warmed. It wasn’t the most fun to admit that she was vain and craved attention and praise and flattery. But Kini knew that well enough about her by now; it wasn’t as though she was revealing a state secret. “I thought it was some harmless fun, which is fortunate because he was only trying to cover up his relationship with Jessica.”

      “He’s a lucky bastard that you feel that way.” Kini’s grumble was entertaining. “Lucky especially that everyone feels that way. That he can behave so recklessly, use everyone around him, and have them still happy to see him. Lucky isn’t a strong enough word for it.”

      “You sound jealous.” Which was preposterous. Sure there were some people who might be envious of Austin—he was good-looking, smart enough to be getting a PhD, and was now flush with cash from his trust—but why would Kini be one of them? She owned her own business, was a beautiful woman, had the respect of everyone around her, and if she wasn’t rolling in money, she was comfortable and secure at least.

      “I am, in a way. He seems to have a way of making people adore him.”

      If this was the part where Kini was going to confess that she had a crush on Laurel and was going to ask her out, Theo might die. If she were a good friend, she would ask. She would let Kini talk about how pretty and smart and accomplished and everything Laurel was, and she wouldn’t be able to argue a word of it. If she’d been a bad friend to Laurel—and she had been—then she should at least be able to be a good friend to Kini, but even when she’d resolved to say the words, she couldn’t quite. They got stuck in her throat, and she felt as though she were choking on them.

      This was awful, awful, and she was a failure. Not only was she losing the woman she loved with all her heart before she could even have her at all, but she was acting like a child on top of it. A spoiled, horrible child who couldn’t even be a good friend because she was so self-centered. There had to be a way to overcome, to fix this, because if nothing else, she couldn’t lose Kini’s respect, too. That would be too much.

      They both started speaking in the same moment, and after the awkward laughter and apologies that so often follow that kind of insignificant blunder, Theo spoke. “You should go first.”

      Kini’s arm slipped from her shoulder, and though Theo knew she’d done the right thing, she regretted it. Her heart hurt, and she’d have to pretend she didn’t feel like walking out into the ocean and not coming back. She could do that for this woman, who had been everything she needed for the past twenty-five years. She could.

      “I…I need to tell you something, Theo. You know I’m better with butter and sugar and flour than with words—”

      “You’re a genius with butter and sugar and flour.” Her sincere interjection made Kini’s mouth draw up in a pained smile, and Theo braced herself for the reveal.

      Kini took a deep, shuddering breath. Her hands knit together at her waist and she looked at the sand beneath her feet as they kept walking. Could they not have done this somewhere else? From here on out, Theo would think of this as the beach where her heart had been shattered by the only person she’d ever really loved.

      When Kini turned to her again, her expression was as serious as Theo had ever seen it. There was an intensity in her brown eyes that made Theo want to run, because that much feeling being directed at a person who wasn’t her hurt her down to the marrow of her bones. But the least she could do for Kini would be to keep her mouth shut and listen. That was the very least she could do. So as painful as it was, she did. Stopped and planted her feet, let the remnants of the rolling waves wash over her feet and start to cover them with sand so she wouldn’t run away. Kini stopped as well, and they stood there, the air around them perfect with sun and salt, but crackling with tension nevertheless.

      “I have always tried to tell you the truth. Sometimes that’s meant I’ve lectured you and scolded you. Told you that you weren’t good enough in an effort to make you better, because I knew you could be. You’ve put up with my haranguing like not many other people would have, and I hope you can put up with what I have to tell you now in the same way. And here I am, not able to tell you what I need to say. You’ve always been better at that, speaking your mind, and I… Let’s just say that if I loved you less, I might be able to talk about it more, but as things are—”

      Theo’s heart stuttered and then outright stopped. Loved?

      “Wait, you love me?” Theo bit her lip in an effort to let Kini answer her, but couldn’t stop the flood of words that demanded to be let out. “You love me, like, love me, love me?”

      “I do.” Kini confessed it as if it were the worst offense in the world. “But I don’t expect you to feel the same way. We’ve known each other in a certain context since you’ve been alive, and I would understand if it was hard for you to switch gears to thinking of me as someone you might possibly be romantically involved with. And if you never do, I swear I will still do my very best to be there for you, whenever you need me and whatever you need me for. Even if you never do return my feelings, I hope you’ll still come by the bakery and that you won’t feel awkward every time I show up at the shop or play cards with your father or—”

      “You know, for someone who claims to not be very good with words, you’re sure using a lot of them.”

      Kini sighed and buried her face in her hands. “Yes, I know. I’m nervous, okay? Terrified, actually, because if I’ve messed things up with you, I don’t know that I could ever forgive myself.”

      “You haven’t. At all. I…” Theo had to shake her head, because for all the words she always had at the ready, she had a hard time finding them when she needed them most. “It’s taken me an embarrassingly long time to realize it, but I feel the same way. I love you. Am in love with you. I want to be with you in all the ways we’ve always been and in different ways, too.”

      They beamed at each other, and Theo loved the way Kini’s face lit up, how her cheeks got rounder and pinker and how her whole body seemed suffused with joy. It was too much. Theo took a step forward, and Kini took one too, and they found themselves toe to toe, Theo having to lift her gaze because Kini was just that much taller than she was.

      And then there was a shy, slow moving of limbs toward each other, because though they’d hugged a million times, maybe more, this felt different. Because it was different. It wasn’t the full contact of an embrace with Theo’s head finding Kini’s shoulder to rest on or a quick greeting squeeze, but the middle third of their bodies pressed together—stomach to stomach, and, dear god, chest to chest—so they could kiss. Yes, kiss.

      Theo tilted her head as Kini’s fingers slipped into her hair and Theo slid her own hand up Kini’s neck to cup her jaw, and then they were actually doing it. Kissing. For all the times in the past week that Theo had gotten herself off while thinking of Kini, she’d never pictured it being like this. Kini’s lips soft but applying a firm pressure that made Theo want to yield, let her mouth open to let Kini inside, to offer all of herself up on a platter for Kini’s taking. It didn’t scare her. Kini would never hurt her, ever. So she gave herself over, let herself sigh as Kini’s tongue licked inside of her mouth, explored her, stroked her.

      The strong arms she’d always admired came around her now, and Kini held her tight, cradling her head as she swept her tongue through Theo’s mouth as though she wanted to taste every inch that she’d never been allowed before. Theo wanted to let her. Wanted to give her everything. Wanted to strip off right on the beach and see what else Kini could use those hands and that mouth for.

      Theo had some ideas.

      Ideas that would have to wait, though, because as much as it felt like they were the only two people on earth, they weren’t. It wouldn’t have been the first time Theo had been caught making out with someone on the beach, but this was different. This wasn’t a tourist who was leaving in a few days. This was Kini, and she meant to kiss Kini for the rest of her life. She also didn’t want her father or Laurel to hear about this from anyone else but her.

      So although it killed her to do so, felt like she was being deprived of oxygen, she pulled away from Kini, but not able to stop touching her entirely, they stood with their hands gripping each other’s elbows. “I want to kiss you for days to make up for lost time, but—”

      “No,” said Kini, a bit short of breath and her eyes bright. “No. I understand. I don’t want your dad to find out like this.”

      Did she even know that Laurel had a bit of a crush on her? Maybe not, and Theo wasn’t about to make Kini feel guilty about her behavior by telling her so. But Theo…Theo definitely would owe Laurel an apology. She would concern herself with that after they’d told her father.
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      Telling her father had gone far better than Theo had anticipated. Partially, Theo suspected, because if she were in love with Kini, the farthest she’d ever go was to live over the bakery with her lover. No, not lover. That wasn’t the right word. The declaration felt permanent in an unexpected way. Her father must have seen that too, when Kini announced to him that she was in love with his daughter and she was lucky enough that Theo felt the same way. Kini had threaded her fingers through Theo’s, which made effervescent happiness bubble over inside Theo, so delighted that she couldn’t help bouncing on her toes a bit.

      Dermot Sullivan might’ve been surprised, but it was soon overrun by happiness, and he hugged them both and had already started making plans for how they could expand Charlotte’s abandoned apartment so Theo and Kini could live there together.

      Theo had shot Kini an apologetic shrug behind her father’s back, but Kini had leaned over and kissed her forehead. “Sounds perfect to me. And I think I know someone who’d be happy to have the apartment over the bakery.”

      And Queen’s happened to be where Theo was headed now. After talking to her father, she’d texted Laurel to ask if they could meet up, and her friend was already at the bakery. Since she wasn’t coming to see Kini, who was still chatting with her father, Theo came in through the front door, the bells chiming as she stepped through the door. But not loudly enough to interrupt the conversation that was happening at the counter.

      Bobby Martin was standing at the register, tall and lanky as ever, his hair a riot of curls spilling out from under his backward baseball cap. His big hands were on the counter, and he was talking and laughing with none other than Laurel, who was resting her elbows on the glass and leaning forward, about as close as she could get to Bobby. Perhaps telling Laurel wouldn’t be so bad after all…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          One Year Later

        

      

    

    
      Theo hadn’t thought it humanly possible, but Kini had managed to make a cake that was even more delicious than the one she’d baked for Charlotte and Jim’s wedding.

      “I can’t wait until everyone gets a bite of this cake. You’re going to have more requests than you know what to do with. It’s incredible.”

      It probably made her a bad person, but from where they sat on the white folding chairs that had been set out to create a makeshift aisle running down the beach, Theo couldn’t help glancing back at the tower of deliciousness, impatiently waiting until she could actually have a slice of it. She’d been lucky enough to be the taste-tester before Kini had even offered it up to her clients, and Theo had given her hearty approval to the mango-flavored cake with the cream cheese, pineapple, and mac nut frosting, all covered in a marzipan drape and beautifully crafted sugar flowers. Turned out Bea had a real talent for making them and had been flooded with orders from hotels and bakeries as far as Oahu.

      Kini lifted their entwined hands from between the seats and kissed the inside of Theo’s wrist before leaning over to whisper in her ear. “Thank you, love. I appreciate that. But if you don’t stop talking about how good the cake is, your father might kill me.”

      Oh, true. A quick glance to her other side revealed her father’s wrinkled brow and downturned corners of his mouth. He loved Kini, which was saying something given that he also thought she was a peddler of death in the form of desserts.

      Fortunately for all involved, music started playing and the procession started. It was short because there weren’t any attendants. Only Austin walking to the front where the justice of the peace was, with Jim on one side and his horrible mother—who was annoyed about having to come to Kauai for this—on the other. Behind them were Mr. Winters and Charlotte. An odd couple, yeah, but Charlotte was so charming even Mr. Winters seemed to enjoy her company. Also, it was a goddamn wedding, so the parental figures were on their best behavior because they didn’t want to seem like complete and utter tools.

      Austin’s advisor had taken Jessica into her research group, so they could study at the same university and wouldn’t have to play the long-distance game anymore. Though that had gotten easier, of course, after Austin had come into his trust and his controlling-as-fuck mom couldn’t dictate his life quite so much.

      When Austin was up at the front, everyone turned in their seats to get a look at Jessica, who was wearing a white dress that made her look radiant and lovely. Off-the-shoulder and cut close to her body, it was hemmed up enough that she could walk barefoot on the sand. Hell, everyone was barefoot. Including Laurel and Bobby, who were sitting behind Theo, holding hands and looking cute like whoa. It made Theo’s heart happy.

      They were living together above the bakery, and Kini was grooming Bobby to take over eventually. Laurel had started taking classes again last semester, but at Hawaii Pacific University instead of her old school. Her parents hadn’t been wild about it, but they were happy enough Laurel was back in school to pay for it at any rate and to pay for her almost weekly plane tickets to Kauai to be with Bobby. They were frigging adorable, and Theo had to admit she’d made a mistake in discouraging their relationship from the start.

      On the other side of the aisle, Stella and Brock whispered to each other, no doubt saying their reception had been better than this one. Which, of course, Stella would say since there weren’t crystals dripping off everything.

      Theo thought it was lovely and found herself thinking what she might like for her own wedding… Not that it was close. And maybe they wouldn’t have one ever. After all, it would save her father from having to be upset about them serving cake. Maybe only cake.

      But not long after they’d started living together, she and Kini had started wearing rings. Silicone, so they wouldn’t have to take them off to do their jobs or so if they got lost in the ocean or cut by a knife, it wouldn’t be a big deal. But still, they had the emotional weight of metal bands, if not the physical weight, and had the bonus of keeping a lot of the unwanted attention away. No more banging tourists for either of them.

      Theo didn’t miss it either—the nearly anonymous encounters and the few days or weeks of whirlwind sex and fun times. What she had with Kini was quieter, yes, but also so good she couldn’t believe she’d gone without it for so long. Being with someone who had known you and was happy to learn you over again from the inside out had its perks. Kini was as dedicated to Theo’s pleasure as she was to everything else and had spent many, many hours tormenting her in the name of figuring out precisely what Theo enjoyed.

      And Theo paid her back in sunshine and light and dancing and good behavior…most of the time. She didn’t want Kini to be bored, after all.

      As the justice called for everyone’s attention, Theo rested her head on Kini’s shoulder, breathing in the sweet smell of her skin. And in response, Kini squeezed her hand and kissed the top of her head.

      Yes, sometime they’d have a wedding, but there was no hurry. There never was in paradise.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thank you for reading If I Loved You Less! I hope you enjoyed this sweet f/f Emma retelling. Turn the page to see the cover, blurb and an excerpt for In Her Court, my f/f contribution to the Camp Firefly Falls continuity (don’t worry, Willa and Van’s book can be read as a standalone!). And if you like your f/f whoa, baby hot, there’s also the cover, blurb, and an excerpt from Fire on the Ice, book four in the Snow and Ice Games series (never fear, you can read Blaze and Maisy’s story as a standalone!).
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      Newly minted professor Evangeline “Van” Thompson’s academic dreams have turned into nightmares. She can’t wait to escape the pressure cooker of the university to spend the summer at Camp Firefly Falls with her bestie, Nate.

      Unfortunately, Nate breaks his leg halfway through the season, and his little sister Willa fills in for him as resident tennis instructor. Van has fond memories of the blonde moppet, but when Willa shows up at camp, she’s not so little anymore. She’s grown into a bombshell and a menace on the tennis court—why do those skirts have to be so short, anyway?

      Willa Carter has had a crush on Van Thompson since the third grade but Van's always been more interested in hanging out with Willa's older brother. Not much seems to have changed—Van’s managing the camp’s web presence while Willa rocks her tennis whites.

      Camp will be closing in a few weeks, and Van’s barely spoken to Willa despite sharing a cabin. But when the two get thrown together to plan the last session of camp, s’mores might not be the only thing getting sticky and sweet before the season’s out…
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      Why did Van always have to be such a fucking buzzkill? She didn’t remember her being that way when they were kids. If anything, Van was the one who had never tired, who had urged Nate to make one more rocket, to watch one more movie, to play one more video game. She’d been like a geeked out Energizer Bunny on Red Bull. And now…

      Willa had never worried all that much if people liked her. Truthfully, because most people did. She was easy to get along with, smart but not what some people would feel was annoyingly so, pretty but not in a way that usually inspired jealousy, and she did her best to be nice to people. Above all, she had no reason to think people wouldn’t like her.

      But Van was shooting holes in that theory all over the damn place. She’d tried to be a considerate cabinmate and not drive Van too crazy, but for whatever reason, she hadn’t succeeded. At least not enough. Van ran hot and cold on her constantly, and she was starting to be tweaked by it. It wasn’t fair.

      They’d watched two of the movies and were about to start on the third. Van was off grabbing her idea of snack food—apparently kale chips didn’t count—and Willa decided she’d had enough.

      Van came back and tossed a bag of Bugles into Willa’s lap—which, to be fair, were secretly one of her favorite junk foods, but where did one find Bugles outside of a gas station or an airport?—and stood in front of Willa with a carton of Double Stuf Oreos in her hands.

      “Ready?”

      “No. I have a question.”

      Van nodded as she ripped open the side of the carton, even though it specifically said Open Here at a flap on the top. “You’ve come to the right place. I was MIT’s Star Wars trivia winner four years in a row. Shoot.”

      “Do you hate me?”

      Van froze with one of the cookies halfway to her mouth. “Hate you? Why would you think that?”

      “Sometimes you’re nice to me, but then you act all weird, like maybe being nice was too taxing and you’re done with it, have to rest up until the next time you can find the energy to talk and joke with me. Did Nate threaten you? Because I have to say, if you can’t stand me, I’d rather we be colleagues and get our shit done and not pretend we’re…” Friends, moron, say friends, because she’s not going to like you any better if she knows you’ve had a major crush on her for basically forever. “…friends or whatever.”

      A small crease formed between Van’s brows and her mouth crunched to the side. “I don’t hate you.”

      “Well then, why—”

      Van looked toward the ceiling where a model of the Millennium Falcon was dangling from a beam and blew an impatient breath through her nose. “I don’t hate you, okay? Can we leave it at that?”

      “No, we can’t. I won’t tell Nate if you don’t want to keep up this façade. He won’t know you still think of me as an annoying tagalong you put up with.”

      “That is not how I think of you at all. You’re not annoying, you’re not a tagalong, and I don’t put up with you. I—”

      She seemed to choke on whatever she was going to say next and set the Oreos on her desk in order to run both hands through her hair, making it stand on end instead of being floppy like Han’s.

      “What, Van? Tell me. Because I don’t get it. I’m sorry your summer with Nate got ruined, okay? But it wasn’t my fault.”

      “I know. You saved Nate’s ass, along with the Tullys’ which is awesome. Everyone who takes lessons with you raves about you, and you’re doing a great job planning for this eighties week. Really, I don’t hate you. Altogether, I think you’re…” Van’s lips flattened into a reluctant line. “I like you, okay? And not I-don’t-hate-you levels of like, but Nate-would-probably-kill-me levels of like.”

      What? Willa sat there, feeling concussed. As though she’d stood in front of a ball machine turned on high and hadn’t moved out of the way when the ball spit out and now her brain was knocking around in her skull. “You like me? As in, like me like me?”

      Some words, many of which Willa would’ve wagered were swear words, made their way out of Van’s mouth, under her breath. “Yes, okay? I like you like you. You’re beautiful and strong and smarter than I ever gave you credit for. You work hard, I’ve loved hanging out with you, and you look phenomenal in your tennis whites. What exactly is there not to like? Are you happy now?”

      Whoa. The buzzing in her ears, the full-body flush, the feeling like she was going to fall over even though she was sitting down. Those things weren’t normal. Maybe she was asleep? She’d fallen asleep during their movie marathon before and maybe that could explain it, but she pinched her wrist and didn’t wake up. So, okay, not a dream. Which meant there was only one thing to do.

      Willa climbed off her perch on the bed, setting the Bugles to the side, because what she was about to do would require empty hands unburdened by horn-shaped corn snacks. Emboldened by Van’s exasperated confession, she strode up to her for the third time that night, impinging on her personal space to the extent Van had to look up slightly into her face.

      “The feeling is mutual.” Then Willa kissed her, taking Van’s round face between her hands so Van couldn’t slip away.
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      Blaze Bellamy is the bad girl of the short track speed skating world. Looking like a roller derby bruiser when she’s not in her Team USA uniform, she’s an unlikely American heroine. She’s got a punk attitude to match her provocative dress and her dyed hair, and she’s determined to get onto the front pages of the papers regardless of how she has to do it.

      Maisy Harper is the workhorse of the Canadian women’s figure skating team. Serious, modest, and above all, polite, Maisy would prefer to win her victory on the ice rather than in the press, and is exasperated by Blaze’s antics. When she’s not lusting after her anyway. After they both failed to make the medal podium at the last Snow and Ice Games, they drowned themselves in gin—and each other.

      Despite their hookup being drunken, they both harbor fond memories of their night together and are keen for a repeat. But they’ve got different ways of going about getting what they want, and Blaze’s willingness to go to any lengths for the spotlight could ruin any chance she has with Maisy.
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      The bar in the athletes’ village is already hopping, which is funny, because no one’s competed yet. At a glance, it could be any bar in Denver. But if you look closer . . . All those things that look like gin and tonics? Tonic with limes. Everything that would be a rum and Coke in a regular bar? Just Coke. Mostly, people have water. And yet we’re all still hanging out in the bar. Athletes are weird.

      If this were another competition, I likely wouldn’t even be out at the bar. Probably tucked away in my room listening to my programs on repeat and checking my costumes for any loose sequins or rhinestones, fixing any rogue ones with my omnipresent sewing kit.

      It’s not another competition though; it’s the Snow and Ice Games which is the competition. It also happens to be the one where I’ll get the chance to see the woman who’s fueled my fantasies for the past four years or so. Of course, everyone else will get to see her too, and any hopes I have of getting her in my bed again may be for naught. I can’t be the only one who’d like to hook up with her.

      And it’s not as though that’s an idle fantasy. No, Blaze actually has quite the rep for being a bit of a libertine. Who can blame her or any of her partners? The woman’s got a body built for sex, she’s insatiable, and while I wouldn’t say she has no standards because that’s not true and also that’s sort of a stupid thing to say anyway, she seems to be able to find the attractiveness in anyone. Men, women, non-binary, they’re all potential partners. The entire world is Blaze Bellamy’s sexual oyster.

      I like that she owns her sexuality so very hard, although that’s not really my style. No, that much attention for something as personal, as private, as sex? Makes me queasy. It’s not how the Harpers roll, or so I’ve been told my entire life.

      Blend in, don’t make trouble, and for the love of Pete, keep your dirty laundry inside the house. Better yet, pretend you do not even have laundry. There is no dignity in laundry.

      I take another sip of my water, conscious of the fact that if they knew where I was, my parents would bristle. Because even going to a bar is asking for attention. I may as well be standing on the corner soliciting sex from passersby. Trying to push the ridiculous notion from my head, I swivel slightly on my bar stool to get a better look at the front door where she’s most likely to make her entrance. Blaze will never use a rear entrance if there’s one that will get her more attention.

      Even the thought makes me flush and smile in a nonvoluntary way. Rear entrance. Heh. Blaze actually has no problems with rear entrances . . .

      Which is when the door opens, and I see her. It’s hard not to, what with her announcing in her booming, throaty voice, “Let’s set this joint on fire!”

      Enough people recognize her that a chorus of hoots and hollers ring out, and then even people who don’t know Blaze get in on it, because that’s the kind of mood people are in. Everyone else is yelling? Cool. I’m going to yell too. Except I don’t. Prim, proper. I swear to god my indoctrination into the church of politeness has been so complete that I’d stand in the middle of a stampede and apologize to the people attempting to trample me.

      I perch on my stool, cross my legs, and lean back against the bar, waiting. Watching. Blaze is getting hugs, kisses, and gropes from all sorts of people—it doesn’t appear to matter to her who—and I follow her with my gaze.

      Her hair is longer than last time, although just as unnaturally and fiery red. And while basically everyone else is wearing pants because it’s cold outside—not like you can really host the SIGs in a tropical location—Blaze is not. Short skirt, like really effing short, with a short puffy jacket that emphasizes her narrow waist, her shapely butt, and jeez, those thick thighs that make my mouth water.

      Those thighs that four years ago were pressed to the sides of my head while she rode my face and I left bruises on her ass from gripping her so hard. Fuck.

      At least she’s had the good sense to wear leggings, although they’re so thin they can’t be doing much in the way of keeping her warm, and—fuck me, hopefully, god, hopefully—cowboy boots, because she can’t even help herself. Who am I to talk? Around her, I can’t help myself either.

      Her smile for everyone else is bright, and her eyes are sparkling with getting so much attention. A true extrovert, she’s fueled by it. Not like me. I tolerate it. It’s part of what I have to deal with if I want to be here, and I do. I’m too reserved to be a media darling by any stretch of the imagination—have, in fact, earned the title of Canada’s Ice Princess from more than one press outlet—but I have handled all the uncomfortable media attention with politeness. And I hope with grace, because my mother has drilled good manners into me and I don’t want to disappoint her. At least more than I already have because I’m an ice skater instead of a doctor or a world-class-research scientist. Something respectable and quiet.

      Blaze loves it though, basks in it, would roll around in it naked if she could. I am in favor of Blaze rolling around naked, but I’d strongly prefer if she did it in my bed. Will she be in my bed? I suppose I could’ve contacted her before now to find out if she’s been harboring the same fantasies I have, but if she hasn’t been—well, I could enjoy the fantasy that she’d say hell yeah for a little longer. Here, if she says no, it’ll be easy enough to find another partner should I want one. You put together thousands of attractive, hardworking people who need to blow off some steam, and you’re basically guaranteed an orgy.

      Of course it’s not quite as simple for me as it is for others, what with the whole lesbian thing, but it’s not that hard. There are rumors, and thankfully—in this, at any rate—most of them are true. Even if they’re not, any woman I approach is more likely to be flattered than disgusted. Insofar as people know I have a sex life at all—which I try to prevent at all costs—they know I like women.

      Another sip of water through my straw. More of my attention riveted to people paying court to Blaze.

      It’s funny because the woman isn’t likely to medal, but gets treated like royalty anyhow. Anything, anything to get attention, and all attention is equal—in that all attention is good. She’s good enough to be here, certainly, which puts her at the top of any pyramid, but she’s unlikely to make it into that uppermost echelon. Partly because she’s willing to sacrifice winning for showboating, which I’ve never understood. There is no prize worth winning that you can get for being splashed on newspaper front pages, being a centerfold, trending on social media.

      Glory in sport and for your country, I understand. It’s an “acceptable” form of attention. Plus Blaze and I both share an affinity for our sports, a love that most people can’t comprehend. I also, unfortunately, understand not being likely to be on the podium. I do well, consistently very well, haven’t had a finish outside of the top ten since before the last SIGs, and 90 percent of the time I’m in the top six. But the top three? I’ve hit it twice, and both times it was third place. Solid, but just short of excellent, that’s me.

      Though I don’t comprehend Blaze’s compulsive need for any and all sorts of attention, what I do understand is when she breaks an embrace with an Italian bobsledder, who’s taken her butt in a two-handed grasp. Don’t blame him at all, because it is a very, very fine ass. He releases her with a spank, and heaven above, my hand tingles with want.

      She turns to see what else she can see, or probably more accurately who, which is when our eyes meet. I don’t bother to wave or do anything else because I know I’ve got her attention. It’s in the way her teeth sink unapologetically into her bottom lip, her eyes get bright and round, and I can see her cleavage rise in her partially unzipped coat.

      Yes, Blaze, I’m here. And you know I’m here for you.
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        	If you’d like to know when my next book is available, you can sign up for my new release mailing list or follow me on social media (see the full list on my About the Author page).

        	Review help readers discover books. I appreciate all reviews and the time it takes to share your thoughts.

        	You’ve just read If I Loved You Less. Turn the page for a full listing of my books. Thank you again for reading, and I hope you’ll keep in touch!
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      This is the book that wouldn’t end, yes it went on and on, my friend…

      In actuality, I don’t think this book took any longer than the rest of them to write, but it was a much different process, and a much more difficult one. You can ask Jenny Holiday and Kara Bietz who I commiserated with, and my beloved agent Courtney Miller-Callihan who I outright whined to. And yet, here it is, and I’m really quite pleased with the result.

      Partially thanks to Amy Jo Cousins, Lia Riley, and J.A. Rock who served as my beta readers for this off-brand book, and as always to Christa Desir, the best editor a girl could ask for. Really, she renewed my enthusiasm for this project when it had all been drained out of me by the rocky and stilted process of it coming into the world. And also to my copy editor, the wonderful Rebecca Coffindaffer who must wonder aloud to herself all the time, did Tam really never learn how to use commas? PS: No, Queen’s does not serve pancreas.

      I have Christine Coffee to thank for the most beautiful and perfect cover—I can only hope this book is as lovely on the inside as it is on the outside. And another wonderful Christine, my proofreader. Plus, if you haven’t had the experience of this book in audio, I can’t recommend it highly enough. Jill Smith is a genius and I’m delighted that she’s brought Theo and Kini to life.

      Thank you to all of the readers and reviewers who have spent their time and resources on this book; I appreciate it more than I can ever say. This book holds a special, kind of ouchy, place in my heart and your enthusiasm and grabby hands have meant the world to me. I hope you’ve enjoyed Theo and Kini, and took me seriously when I said you should be prepared with snacks.
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