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				What people are saying about 

				i heart bloomberg

				“Melody offers chick lit readers a bouquet of colorful characters. Kendall and her Bloomberg roommates are guaranteed to brighten up your reading hours. Lovely!”

				Robin Jones Gunn, best-selling author of the 
Sisterchicks® novels and Peculiar Treasures

				“I heart Bloomberg! The title fits this lovely, warm story of Megan, Lelani, Anna, and Kendall. Melody Carlson is a master storyteller who deftly captures the heart and yearnings of young women. Readers will connect with the ladies of Bloomberg Place as they strive to find their place in this big world.”

				Rachel Hauck, author of Sweet Caroline

				“I heart bloomberg is a delightful story about four roommates renovating their home and their hearts. As the Bloomberg Girls weather the challenges of friendship together, they discover the joys of forgiveness and restoration.”

				Melanie Dobson, author of Together for Good and Going for Broke

				“I heart bloomberg reminds me of Friends, the TV show, minus the coarseness—a YaYa Sisterhood for my younger Christian generation. The wildly disparate characters compliment each other perfectly. I can’t wait to see what else happens to them!”

				Camy Tang, author of Sushi for One?
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				To Myke Wabs,

				a woman who knows all about friendship and houses,

				love, mc

			

		

	
		
			
				One

			

			
				Megan Abernathy

			

			
				“Three female housemates wanted to share luxurious four-bedroom residence in upscale urban neighborhood. Classic historical house within walking distance of downtown, campus, and shopping. No smokers, no drugs, no pets. $550 a month includes all utilities. One-year lease, no exceptions. First and last, plus cleaning deposit required. Send résumé to Ms. Weis, PO Box 4721, Herrington Heights.” 

				Megan Abernathy folded the newspaper in half and circled the ad with her neon green highlighter pen. Then she read the words again, more carefully this time. This place sounded pretty swanky. And it should be, at $550 a month for just a room! She glanced around her crowded and messy bedroom—one of two in a crummy little apartment she shared with three other young women. 

				To be fair, it was her roommate’s half of the bedroom that looked the worst. Megan’s side was relatively neat. Well, other than the plastic storage crates stacked against the wall. But that’s what came from remaining in a less than satisfactory housing situation for so long. It had seemed like a smart move a couple years back—a real leap from dormitory living, but still on campus. Now it felt like a jail cell.

				Megan kicked a stray flip-flop back to Bethany’s side of the room. She had meant to find another place to live after graduation, along with a job. But then Dad got sick in early May. And the summer slipped sideways with his nonstop medical treatments, hospitalizations, and finally, after the doctors admitted they’d exhausted all options, his funeral in late August. Consequently she had no time to think about housing or job possibilities or much of anything to do with her future. And maybe it didn’t matter anyway. Maybe she just didn’t even care anymore. 

				“Don’t become a martyr,” her mother had warned when she dropped Megan back at the rundown apartment a couple of weeks ago. “Your portion of Dad’s life insurance can easily help you afford a bigger and better place, sweetheart. You did so well in school, and we never really celebrated your graduation. I’m sure that Dad would’ve wanted you to—”

				“I’ll be fine,” Megan had reassured her. “I just need to find a job.” Her plan had been to get her feet under her before moving to a better place. Of course, she couldn’t mention her regrets over not putting in applications for teaching positions last spring. That would only make her mom feel worse. Now it was the end of September, way too late to snag a teaching job. Instead, she told her mom not to worry. “I just want to take a year to figure things out,” she said.

				“A year can be a lifetime.” Mom sighed, then gave her a kiss on the cheek.

				“How about you, Mom?” Megan suddenly remembered that her mother was going home to an empty house now, a totally different lifestyle. “Will you be okay?”

				“With God’s help, I will.” Then Mom frowned up at the dismal apartment complex behind Megan. “Just promise me that you’ll at least consider another place to live. I worry about your safety in this neighborhood.”

				Now, just two weeks later, Megan wondered if her mom was right about this neighborhood after all. The headlines in this morning’s paper reported that another college coed seemed to be missing. Since the sophomore had only been gone two days, a missing-person report hadn’t been filed, but the girl’s roommate felt certain that foul play was involved, and no family members had seen her either. This was the second female student to go missing in six months. And the truth was, it creeped Megan out. Not having classes to distract her only made matters worse and gave her more time to fixate on things. 

				More than that, she regretted not giving up her space in this apartment last June, back when she’d begun to suspect that her roommate was turning into a wild child.

				Bethany had seemed okay when she moved in a year ago. She was a junior and fairly serious about school, but by springtime things started to deteriorate. Last summer, while Megan was gone, Bethany turned their room into a pigsty and, according to the other roommates, became even more indiscriminate about her male friends and partying habits. At this rate, Megan would be surprised if Bethany would even manage to graduate this year. Megan warned Bethany that her late-night partying could get her into serious trouble, not unlike the poor girl who had been missing since Friday.

				Megan used her foot to nudge several stray clothes and mismatched shoes onto the skanky-looking pile of dirty laundry that seemed to be smoldering at the foot of Bethany’s unmade bed. Then she liberally sprayed this festering mound with Febreze—her new best friend—and hoped that dirty laundry wasn’t combustible. Satisfied that she was keeping the stench at bay, she returned to perusing the classifieds. 

				She had to get out of here. Whether to escape her raunchy roommate or the fear of some campus criminal, today, she decided, was D-day. D for determination. After slogging around in a slightly depressed slump for the past few weeks, she’d forced herself out of bed first thing this morning and went out to pick up the newspaper. Now Megan was determined to 1) get a job, any job, and 2) move out. And not necessarily in that order. After carefully searching the help-wanted section she had wandered on to the housing ads, which, typical of autumn and the beginning of school, were less than promising. But that one with the “luxurious four bedrooms” caught her eye, and it sounded surprisingly tempting just now. But to send a résumé? Just to rent a room? It seemed a little over the top. 

				Then again, the house did sound nice. Maybe it would be worth sending her résumé. How much trouble would it be? Just turn on her computer and pull up the doc and print it out. She needed to do this anyway if she was going to apply for those two jobs that she’d highlighted this morning. Easy breezy. 

				Of course, Megan never liked doing things the easy way. So, after she pulled up her résumé, which she’d edited just two weeks ago, she felt compelled to go over it again thoroughly, tweaking here and there to make sure it appeared impressive enough for this “upscale” and “classic” house that she suddenly felt desperate to inhabit. She imagined herself going to work from a beautiful home where she had a large closet with an organized and well-maintained wardrobe, not to mention a bedroom all to herself, perhaps a master suite? Maybe she would splurge on a bedroom set, even if it was simply from Ikea. And she’d get some cool bedding and bath linens and perhaps an area rug too. It was sounding better by the minute.

				After about an hour, she was satisfied, or nearly. She printed out her perfected résumé on pale pink stationery, something she would never do for a job interview because it would look too girly; but she hoped this might get the homeowner’s attention. Megan wanted to show this woman that she wasn’t just the run-of-the-mill, unemployed college grad. She carefully folded the two pages and placed them in a matching pale pink envelope and, using her best penmanship, addressed it. 

				Then, not wanting to waste time—it was Saturday and noon was the last mail pickup on this part of campus—Megan hurried out to the mailbox in front of the apartments and slipped it in, pausing to silently ask God to give it his blessing. 

				“Hey, Megan!” The nasal sound of that voice was familiar—and it seemed there would be no escaping it. Megan turned to see Gwen Phillips, a girl she’d known since middle school, quickly approaching.

				“Hi, Gwen,” said Megan, forcing a smile.

				“I haven’t seen you around since graduation,” said Gwen as she joined her. “I thought maybe you’d gone home to recover.” She laughed. “Or have you moved off campus?”

				“No,” admitted Megan. She nodded to the dull tan building behind her. “I still live here.”

				Gwen made a face. “How can you stand that place?”

				Megan shrugged. “Actually, I’m thinking about moving out.”

				“I’m thinking about moving too,” said Gwen eagerly. “Especially after hearing about Rebecca Grant being missing now. Her roommate is certain that Rebecca was abducted.”

				“Do you know her?”

				“Not really, but my roommate had a class with her, and she talked to Rebecca’s roommate, so it feels like I do.”

				“It’s too bad.”

				“And it’s probably going to turn out just like Amanda LeCroix. Can you believe it was last March that she went missing and they still haven’t found her body yet?”

				“Her body?” Megan frowned.

				“Well, she’s obviously been murdered. And who knows what else? Anyway, I don’t blame you for wanting to move off campus. I’ve still got two terms left, but I hate living in a dorm, and it feels totally unsafe. There’s absolutely no security whatsoever.”

				Megan just nodded, trying to think of a way to disengage from Gwen. In fact, all her instincts told her to end this conversation ASAP. But today’s morning devotion had included that bothersome little scripture about loving one’s enemies. And while Gwen wasn’t exactly an enemy per se—she was actually a fellow Christian—Megan did not consider her a friend. In fact, Megan usually went out of her way to avoid this obnoxious girl. She knew it was wrong, maybe even sinful, not to mention totally judgmental on her part, but Megan seriously disliked Gwen Phillips. 

				It might’ve started with that time in seventh grade when Gwen publicly disinvited Holly Benson from a sleepover because Gwen declared her “unsaved.” Gwen was one of those Christians who thought if the Bible was a “sword,” then she should use it to cut other people into little pieces—people who weren’t “saved” anyway. Megan didn’t have much patience for that sort of thing.

				“Anyway, I’ve been considering moving off campus myself,” said Gwen  eagerly. “I mean I still want to be close by, but I’ve been doing some research and I’ve found that it’s kind of slim pickings around here, not to mention spendy. But, hey, Megan, maybe you and I should consider getting something together. Maybe we could find a small house or a condo or—”

				“I … uh … I’ve already got something in mind,” said Megan quickly.

				“What?” Gwen stepped closer and Megan stepped back. 

				“Well, it was an ad I saw, and I’ve already applied for it, actually.” Okay, that wasn’t completely true. But at least her résumé was officially in the mail now.

				“Which ad?” Gwen queried doggedly. “Where was the place?”

				“Oh, I don’t know … I mean it didn’t have an address. Just a house, you know.”

				“Was it that four-bedroom, the one that sounded pretty shee-shee and uptown and all that?”

				Megan shrugged as if she were unsure, although she was in fact not.

				“Well, if that’s the one, you might as well forget it. It sounds like everyone is trying to get into it. You won’t have the slightest chance.”

				Megan smiled as if it made no difference. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

				“So you want to look into something with me then?”

				Megan glanced at her watch. “Uh, actually, I need to get going. I’m supposed to meet someone right now, Gwen.”

				“Well, call me,” urged Gwen. “You know my cell number, don’t you?”

				Megan nodded. “Oh, sure. I’ve got it.”

				“See ya then.”

				“Later,” said Megan in a forced cheerful voice. “Take care, Gwen!” Then she turned and ran up the steps to the apartment, feeling a mixture of guilt and relief. She hated lying to anyone. But more than that, she couldn’t bear to spend another minute with Gwen Phillips!

				Still, she felt like she’d wasted her whole morning as she went back into her smelly apartment, kicking a wadded sweatshirt as she walked through the door. Gwen was probably right—Megan probably didn’t have the slightest chance of getting into that luxurious house. 

				She flopped onto her bed and let out a big sigh. She knew that she should get out of this stuffy room, get some fresh air and some fall sunshine—maybe even put on her running shoes and take a jog. But ever since Dad had died … well, she just wasn’t functioning quite like she used to. It was hard to believe that friends had once called her a perennial optimist. Some had even made fun of her—calling her Pollyanna because she could find the bright side of anything. Until this past summer anyway. That’s when skepticism had crept in … when she’d started to change.

				Megan’s degree was in art education, but she’d almost majored in psychology and consequently knew enough about depression to know that perhaps she was dealing with it now. But Megan also knew that, unlike many unfortunate depression sufferers, she had God. Couldn’t God stave off depression for her? For the past few weeks, she’d been reading her Bible daily, which was much better than ever before. Shouldn’t that make a difference? But even as she told herself these things, she felt that familiar lump in her throat as tears of frustration gathered inside of her. 

				“Christians aren’t immune to sadness,” her good friend Jarred had told her recently. “Trying to pretend that you’re not grieving won’t make the sadness stop, Megan.”

				“But it’s been weeks,” she said. “And I know that Dad’s with God. He was a Christian, you know.”

				“I know.” Jarred had put his hand on her shoulder, probably practicing his counseling skills. “But you gotta admit that you still miss him, right?”

				She nodded, knowing full well where this was going. Jarred was leading a grief therapy group as part of his master’s thesis. More and more, he seemed determined to include her as one of his practice cases.

				“Come to my group,” he urged. “You’d be a real asset, Megan. There are only a couple of other Christians. We need you there.”

				“I’ll think about it,” she’d told him. But that was about all she’d done. She looked at the blue flyer he’d given her. It was still lying on the coffee table where she’d tossed it a couple weeks ago. Now it was partially buried beneath her other roommates’ piles of junk mail and a couple of old pizza boxes. According to the flyer, the group met on Saturdays at five. She knew she should go, but she also knew that she wouldn’t. And she knew that she should probably go outside and take a walk or a run or get a cup of coffee. But she also knew that she wouldn’t. Instead, she went back to her smelly room and pulled down the shades and crawled into her bed. Maybe she would burrow in and stay there until Christmas.

			

		

	
		
			
				Two

			

			
				Lelani Porter

			

			
				“Another girl has gone missing!” exclaimed Lelani’s aunt as she pointed to the front page of the newspaper. “That’s horrifying! Oh, what is this town coming to anyway?”

				“It’s too bad,” admitted Lelani. “But hopefully she’ll turn up.” 

				“That hasn’t been the case with the last girl who went missing.” Then Aunt Caroline told Lelani about another college girl who everyone suspected had been murdered.

				“Oh,” Lelani shook her head. “That’s so sad.” Then she held up the classifieds section, hoping to distract her aunt. “Listen to this,” she said quickly. “Three female housemates wanted to share luxurious four-bedroom residence in upscale urban neighborhood. Classic historic house within walking distance of downtown, campus, and shopping. No smokers, no drugs, no pets. $550 a month includes all utilities. One-year lease, no exceptions. First and last, plus cleaning deposit required. Send résumé to Ms. Weis, PO Box 4721, Herrington Heights.” 

				“You’re not considering moving out, are you?”

				“Well, maybe.”

				“Does it give the address of the house?” her aunt asked as she filled Lelani’s cup with some aromatic Kona coffee, freshly brewed from what Lelani had brought with her from Hawaii almost a month ago. “It’s not on campus, is it?”

				“There’s no address. Just the PO box.” Lelani frowned as she reread the ad. “But they want a résumé. Just to rent a room? What’s up with that?”

				“I don’t know, Lelani. And for that price—was it really $550?—it must be quite a place. I’ll bet you could get a one-bedroom apartment for that price.” 

				“Maybe in a nasty part of town.”

				“Well, for less than $550 a month, I’d make Daniel move in with his little sisters and you could stay in his room and pay me rent.”

				Lelani forced a smile for her aunt’s sake, although she was thinking, Thanks, but no thanks. “That’s sweet of you, Aunt Caroline, but you guys are already pretty crowded as it is in here.” She didn’t mention the fact that she hadn’t come to the mainland to play nanny to her three young cousins, which had been the way things were going. Lelani suspected her relatives figured it was a fair exchange for nearly a month’s worth of free, albeit hectic, housing.

				“Well, I’m sorry I don’t have more than a worn-out old couch to offer you.”

				“Hey, I really appreciate your hospitality.” Lelani took a sip of coffee. “It’s not like I gave you much advance notice.”

				“But would you really want to commit to a one-year lease, Lelani? That’s a long time.”

				“It might be nice to stay put for a year.”

				“But what if you change your mind? I mean what if you decide to go back to school? I still can’t believe you quit with only two years left to complete your degree.” She shook her head with a frown of deep disapproval, a perfect imitation of Lelani’s dad back in Maui. Despite the fact that he never went to college, he was not the least bit pleased when his only daughter dropped out of med school.

				“Join the club.” Lelani sighed and took a slow sip of coffee. Would they ever stop pestering her about this? Whose life was it anyway?

				“So, you really don’t think you’ll change your mind? Finish up your education? Or how about nursing? That’s kind of like being a doctor.”

				“I don’t think so.” Lelani pressed her lips tightly together. Why had she assumed that by simply leaving Hawaii, she could leave these questions behind? All she wanted right now was a fresh start, a clean slate. Maybe it was a mistake to have stayed with her relatives this long. Didn’t they say that familiarity bred contempt? She was starting to hate it here.

				“But I remember when you were a little girl, Lelani,” her aunt persisted. “You used to carry around your little doctor’s bag and wanted to help make people well. What happened to that dream?”

				“Dreams change.” Lelani looked out to her aunt’s tiny backyard, littered with plastic toys and other kid paraphernalia. Right now it looked like Daniel and four-year-old Sophie were about to get into a sandbox scuffle over the ownership of a certain pink shovel. Lelani was trying to think of a way to change the subject. “Hey, didn’t Dad tell me that you once wanted to be a ballerina?”

				Aunt Caroline threw back her head and laughed. “That was a long time and a lot of pounds ago.”

				“Right. But you’re happy now?” asked Lelani, thinking this was as good a way as any to distract her frazzled aunt.

				“Oh, well, you know. It’s not easy raising three children under the age of six. And Ronnie is so busy with work. And, good grief, you’ve heard me ranting enough already to know that I have my complaints.”

				Lelani nodded, then took another sip of coffee.

				“So, do you like your new job then?”

				Lelani nodded. “I do.”

				“Selling cosmetics?” The way her aunt phrased question, she might have said “Selling cocaine?” Then she frowned again, almost as if she were about to go into the “Why did you give up med school?” routine again.

				“I actually do like it,” declared Lelani. “And, in a way, it’s not unlike medicine. I am helping women … on the outside. I’m even considering cosmetology school.”

				“Really? How long does that take?”

				“I’m not sure, but not long I think. And the woman who trained me at Nordstrom assured me that some of my med courses would come in handy.”

				“I would hope so.” Her aunt rolled her eyes. They heard a pounding on the sliding glass door, and both looked up to see Sophie’s red, tear-streaked, and dirty face. She used both hands to push open the door, wailing that Daniel had thrown sand in her eyes.

				Aunt Caroline stooped down, using a paper towel to wipe Sophie’s face, causing the child to cry even louder.

				“Anyway …” Lelani paused, waiting for Sophie to calm down. 

				Daniel appeared, loudly proclaiming his innocence. “Sophie threw sand at me first!” 

				“I think I’ll go get that résumé ready.” Lelani made a quick exit from the kitchen, leaving her aunt to settle this dispute. 

				It wasn’t that Lelani didn’t love her little cousins, she just wasn’t ready to play nanny or mommy or whatever—not to anyone. All she wanted was a small place of peace. But finding a quiet corner in her aunt’s cracker-box house was going to be a challenge on a Saturday. Not only was Daniel home from school, but Uncle Ronnie was currently parked on the couch that doubled as Lelani’s bed at night, and he was deeply entrenched in a football game. But at least he was holding baby Gracie, who appeared to be sleeping through all the noise. Her aunt should be thankful for that.

				Lelani gathered up her oversized bag, a real Versace from the days when her future had seemed brighter, and she shoved in her laptop and headed out to face the rest of the world. She was fairly sure she could find a relatively quiet, and at least kid-free, space at the downtown Starbucks next to Nordstrom, where she had been working the past two weeks. As usual, this entailed using the transit system. Although Lelani had gotten somewhat used to the cast of characters she saw on the bus during the week, the weekend seemed to bring out the least savory sorts. After being hit on several times by males between the ages of, say, fifteen to eighty, Lelani had soon learned to keep her eyes downcast and avoid inviting any unwanted advances. 

				Sometimes she paid a price for being beautiful. Not that she thought of herself in those terms, but everyone else seemed to make a big deal of her looks. Being half Hawaiian—with long and thick black hair, naturally tan skin, large brown eyes, and a decent figure—wasn’t terribly unique in the islands. But she seemed to stick out like a sore thumb over here in the suburbs of Portland, Oregon. 

				To be fair, her looks had posed a problem in med school occasionally. Sometimes her professors and peers didn’t take her seriously. In her first year at Hawaii State, she’d actually had a well-meaning teacher take her aside and suggest that she should give up medicine for modeling, because the pay was similar but modeling didn’t require such an expensive education. 

				Not that she’d quit med school because of those minor irritations. No, her story was a bit more complicated than that. And it was a story she wanted to leave behind … back in western Maui. 

				To distract herself, she pulled out a notepad and listed things she would need to purchase once she started living on her own. Her mother had given her some start-up money, but it wouldn’t last long if she got a room at that fancy-schmancy house. Even so, if it was close to downtown, she could walk to work. And there must be other ways she could economize. Perhaps she could take on another job on the weekends. Because being busy sounded like a relief just now. 

				Finally, she was at Starbucks and seated in a semi-quiet corner in the back with a grande cup of the day’s house blend. Nothing added, nothing subtracted. Just plain old ordinary coffee. Although she preferred Kona coffee, she still couldn’t figure out why everyone on the mainland had this curious compulsion to make coffee so convoluted. But at least her java bought her a bit of privacy, as well as a table without peanut butter and jelly smears. 

				After a bit of cautious people-watching, she turned on her computer and pulled up the file labeled résumés, then scanned the various versions she had customized for different job applications. She finally chose the one that seemed to best suggest “mature, responsible, dependable grown-up ready to sign a one-year lease in an upscale house.” 

				Okay, it wasn’t how she felt just now, but at least she was moving in the right direction. Anyway, she hoped she was. Sometimes, especially this past year, she had felt more and more like an unmanned outrigger out on the sea, ruthlessly propelled by the waves and the wind with no compass, no oars, no idea which way to go. She just wanted a place to land, just one year to settle in and figure things out. It didn’t seem like too much to ask.

			

		

	
		
			
				Three

			

			
				Anna Mendez

			

			
				“What exactly do you think the word yuppie means anyway?” Anna calmly folded a dishtowel, determined to keep her temper in check. Her mother had started tossing that word around at the same time that Anna mentioned she wanted to move out. Her mother seemed to think that calling a person a yuppie was an insult, although Anna felt relatively sure it was simply slang for a career person. “I mean, if you’re going to call me names you should at least know their meanings, don’t you think?”

				Her mother laughed, but Anna heard the sarcasm in it. “People used the word a lot in the eighties, although you were too little to understand.”

				Now this seemed ironic, since her mom had barely been speaking English in the eighties herself. Anna folded a washcloth and told herself to be patient. Laundry was not a task she enjoyed, and she’d only volunteered in the hopes of getting on Mom’s good side today—a goal sliding further out of reach. It never failed: whenever Anna mentioned getting a place of her own, Mom went ballistic. “Well, I think yuppie is a bit archaic,” said Anna. “That means old-fashioned and outdated.”

				“That’s only because you were a bambina then.” Mom smiled and ruffled Anna’s short, wavy hair as if she were still five years old. 

				Anna tried to ignore this aggravation as she folded a fluffy white bath towel into neat thirds, exactly how she’d been taught when she was a preschooler and she “helped” Mom to clean other people’s homes, back before the restaurant took off and money started rolling in. 

				“You still haven’t told me what you think a yuppie is, Mom.”

				“Oh, I’m not sure exactly … but I think it is a person who tries to get ahead in the world … to get more money … to dress better, you know what I mean?”

				“So, what’s wrong with that? You and Dad do that all the time.” Anna shook out a pillowcase with a loud snap. “If I’m a yuppie, then you are too.”

				“No, no.” Her mom’s beaded earrings jingled as she shook her head. “We do not go for those designer clothes, mi hija, or fancy cars or other luxury things like you do. No, Anna, your father and I are very frugal.”

				Anna had to bite her tongue now. Hadn’t her parents just put in an expensive in-ground swimming pool and spa? Most of the year, thanks to Oregon’s rainy weather, the pool was not even usable. But Anna knew their motivation. They wanted to entice their two adult children to continue living at home—one big happy family. Well, not so big, but all under one roof. This seemed especially strange to Anna in an era when other parents complained about their twenty-something kids who refused to leave home. That failure-to-launch thing. You’d think Anna’s parents would be pleased at her independence.

				“Yuppie is slang for young, upwardly mobile career people,” called her brother from the kitchen. Her guess was he’d been in there simultaneously eavesdropping on their conversation while doing a crossword puzzle.

				Anna stuck her head out of the laundry room to discover she was right. Gil, the brainchild of the family, was sitting at the breakfast bar with pencil in hand as he worked on today’s crossword challenge. 

				“Thanks, bro,” she called. “It’s nice to have an interpreter in this family.”

				“No problemo, sis.” He grinned at her. “Glad to be of help with all of your vocabulary needs.”

				She laughed. Thanks to Gil, her parents’ vocabulary and English skills had greatly improved over the years. But Anna still remembered being embarrassed by them when she started kindergarten shortly after moving to Portland nearly twenty years ago. Although her parents were both legal residents and had been born in this country, some still assumed, based on skin color, that they were illegals or aliens or even “wetbacks,” or whatever the current putdown phrase for Spanish-speaking Mexican Americans was at the time. Even after her parents started their first restaurant with her aunt and uncle, and even after it became one of the most popular Mexican restaurants in the area, people made assumptions. It helped enormously when her parents, urged by Anna and Gil, put more energy into learning proper English. 

				“Thanks for your help, mi hija,” said Mom after they folded the last of the laundry.

				“I don’t know why you don’t hire someone to do the laundry for you,” complained Anna as they went back to the kitchen.

				“See?” her mom said victoriously. “That’s because you are a yuppie and I am not.”

				Anna rolled her eyes. “Whatever.”

				“I think yuppie is Mom’s new word for the day,” whispered Gil after their mother headed up the stairs with her basket of folded linens.

				“I guess.” Anna poured herself a glass of tea and gazed through the French doors toward the recently installed pool. She had used it maybe a dozen times all summer. And now with autumn here, the pool was covered and the cover was littered with leaves.

				“So are you really moving out?” asked Gil as he flipped through the newspaper. He must’ve finished his crossword already. Anna could never figure out how he did them, or how he did them so quickly. Despite the fact that she had an English degree and worked for a small publishing house, she’d never been able to complete one crossword puzzle in her life. And Gil’s forte was numbers. Go figure.

				“Not if Mom has her way,” said Anna sadly. “She thinks I should live here until my wedding day.” She attempted a feeble laugh. “Like that’s going to be anytime soon.”

				“It’s just the way she was raised, Anna.”

				“I know.” She groaned. “Believe me, I know.”

				“And she’s worried about your safety if you live alone.”

				“That’s because she watches too much news. She’s always reporting on that latest mugging, rape, abduction, murder—it doesn’t matter if it occurred in Schenectady, New York; she’s certain it’s going to happen here and to me. The poor woman is obsessed with crime. Someone should put a block on all the news networks or maybe use a special parental warning. It could say something like, ‘Caution: watching this news program could be dangerous to the mental health of obsessive-compulsive Latina mothers of daughters who are about to—’”

				“That’s why I’ve been hanging onto today’s newspaper,” he said as he held up the front page. “Have you heard about this yet?”

				Anna stared at the headlines and the photo of the missing girl. “Oh, no.” She slowly shook her head as she read the sad news. “Another abduction?”

				“Possibly.”

				“Well, that’s the conclusion that our mother will make.”

				“And it’s not exactly in Schenectady either.”

				Anna sank down onto the barstool across from him. “After that college girl went missing last spring, it took me weeks to convince Mom that I was safe on the streets.”

				“Believe me, I know.” He nodded. “It was the hot topic every single day at the restaurant.”

				“Now Mom will put up an even bigger fight if I try to move out.”

				He folded the newspaper over, hiding the horrible headline. “But we can’t keep the news from her forever.”

				Anna sighed. “This is such a setback. I feel like I’ll never be able to get out on my own. I mean Mom will barely settle down about one—”

				“Hey, how about this?” Gil interrupted her.

				“What?” She looked to see what he was talking about.

				He still had the newspaper, pointing to what appeared to be an ad in the classifieds. “Mom might go for the idea of you living with other women, Anna. That could be the first step in your flight to freedom.”

				“Not once she hears the latest missing-girl news.”

				“But maybe that girl will turn up. Maybe she’s perfectly fine. Anyway, listen to this ad.” He cleared his throat and read. “Three female housemates wanted to share luxurious four-bedroom residence in upscale urban neighborhood. Classic historical house within walking distance of downtown, campus, and shopping.” Then he hurriedly read the last bit, sounding like one of those disclaimers after a pharmaceutical commercial. “No smokers, no drugs, no pets. $550 a month includes all utilities. One-year lease, no exceptions. First and last, plus cleaning deposit required. Send résumé to Ms. Weis, PO Box 4721, Herrington Heights.” 

				“That actually sounds kind of nice.”

				“It should be really nice for that price. The owner will rake in $1,650 a month by renting the rooms.”

				“Leave it to you to do the math.” But she snatched the paper from him and read it again for herself. “They want a résumé? Isn’t that a little weird?”

				“You can’t blame the owner if it’s as plush as it sounds. They just probably want to ensure that no slackers apply.”

				“I wonder how much I’d need to get in there,” she mused aloud.

				“Probably around $1,700,” estimated Gil. “If the cleaning deposit is about $500, which seems about right for a nice place.”

				“I can do that.” Despite her shopping habits, which had increased with her job location downtown, Anna’s savings had been steadily accumulating this year. Thanks to living at home.

				“So why don’t you?”

				She peered at her brother. “You seem awfully eager to get rid of me, bro. What—do you have plans for my room? Maybe an ancillary office or workout room? A place to store your comic-book collection?”

				He shook his head. “No. I just want you to break the ice for me. Every time I mention that I’d like to get an apartment downtown, the parents keep telling me to save my money.”

				Anna read the ad one more time, then firmly nodded. “It sounds absolutely perfect, Gil. I am going to do whatever it takes to get into this house.”

				“And I’ll back you on it,” he promised. “Plus, I’ll hide this newspaper.”

				“Like Mom won’t hear it on the news anyway.”

				“We’ll try to hold her off for as long as possible. And then we’ll play it down.”

				“Thanks. I know I’ve already rocked the family boat by refusing to work at the restaurant. But I don’t want Mom to disown me if I move out.”

				“Just make sure you come around for holidays, weddings, and funerals, and it’ll probably be okay.”

				Though he was partially joking, Anna knew he’d hit the nail on the head. Those events, in their family anyway, were not to be missed. Not unless you were hospitalized or doing time. Otherwise, you were expected to show up. And if you didn’t show, you could count on the fact that your loving aunts, uncles, and cousins would make inaccurate speculations about your weight or employment status or natural hair color, or else they might start some juicy new rumors about your love life or, in Anna’s case, lack of. 

				As Anna put her résumé into an envelope, she imagined what this lovely home might look like. Being that it was historic, it could be Victorian. There was an old three-story stone Victorian mansion close to town that she would love to get into. It had been completely restored, and the rose garden in the front yard looked like a fairy tale. Not only would it be gorgeous for big parties, it was the perfect spot for an old-fashioned wedding. Not that wedding bells were in her future. No. Anna had managed to bungle that one royally. Yet, here she was more than a year later and still not quite over it, still trying to move on, hoping to forget. Maybe a new residence would help. Now, if only Gil could help to buffer the news of that missing girl.

			

		

	
		
			
				Four

			

			
				Kendall Weis

			

			
				“Good grief,” said Kendall. As she held up two handfuls of résumés, others spilled down onto the coffee table. “It’s like half of the women in town want to live in my house.”

				“Yeah, right.” Marcus snickered as he sprawled out on her new ecru chenille sectional and reached for the remote. She wanted to tell him to keep his feet off the furniture, but they’d only been dating for a couple of weeks and, so far, she sort of liked him. Or mostly. On the plus side, he had a decent job and although his parents were divorced and each remarried, they seemed to have plenty of money. On the minus side, he didn’t seem to worship her as much as she’d like. But she might be able to get him to change all that … if she played her cards right. If not, she could toss him back. Because Kendall knew, almost better than anyone, that there were lots of fish in the sea.

				“How will I ever make up my mind?” she said as she skimmed yet another résumé and sighed.

				“Just let them see the place,” said Marcus as he flipped through the channels. “It’s nothing like that ad you created. Have you ever considered writing fiction for a living?”

				“No, but thanks for the vote of confidence.” She scowled at him. “What was wrong with my ad? The house is historic, it’s in an upscale neighborhood, close to downtown—”

				“Luxurious?” He actually laughed now.

				“It will be,” she protested. “I just need a little money to fix it up some.”

				“Why don’t you forget that whole roommate thing, Kendall?” He sat up and gave her an appealing smile, reminding her of why she’d found herself attracted to him in the first place. Blond, tan, white teeth, well built … what’s not to like? “Just let me move in. The house is paid for. If you like I’ll pay rent.”

				“Thanks, but no thanks.” She picked up a pale pink résumé and carefully read it, placing it in the to-be-considered pile.

				“Why not?” He came over now and started to massage her shoulders. “I’m an easy keeper and I come with some fringe benefits.”

				She shrugged him off and stood up. “Look, Marcus, we’ve been through this already. I’ve only known you a few weeks and I have no intention of living with you. End of conversation.”

				“I could help you fix things up around here,” he suggested. “My old man taught me a thing or two. I can be pretty handy.”

				She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right. Your dad is a CEO. What does he know about tools?”

				“He has a workshop,” argued Marcus. “He used to make birdhouses.”

				She chuckled. “Fine, then why don’t you make me a birdhouse and we’ll see how it goes from there.” She waved a résumé at him. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got work to do. I want to get my interviews set up for Saturday and—”

				“No way,” he burst out laughing now. “You’re going to make these chicks do interviews? Are you totally nuts?”

				“No, I just happen to be particular. I’m not signing one-year leases with girls I don’t like. We have to be compatible.”

				“I think if they’re willing to shell out the bucks, you should get along just fine.” He nodded to a slick white garment bag still hanging on the hall tree by the front door where she’d left it. “Looks like you’ve been to Camille’s recently.”

				“They just got in some Dolce & Gabbana and I got a sneak preview yesterday.”

				“Looks like you got more than that.”

				She gave him a look that was meant to shut him up and, fortunately, it worked. Or maybe it was ESPN. Still, it was none of his business how she spent her money. And if he wanted to make it an issue, she would quickly show him the door. He wasn’t that cute!

				She finally worked the pile of applicants down to ten and promptly began calling. Her plan was to meet with them at Starbucks on Saturday. Inspired by a “Who’s Your Real Friend?” quiz in Cosmo, she had her interview questions all worked out.

				“An interview?” said the first call recipient, a bank teller named Lucy. “Just to rent a room?”

				Kendall put a black checkmark on Lucy’s résumé. “Well, if you’re not interested, I have plenty of other applicants to—”

				“No, no.” Lucy sighed loudly and Kendall put a second checkmark on her résumé because she disliked loud sighs. “That’s okay. I’ll come,” the woman said.

				“Okay then,” said Kendall, knowing full well that Lucy was probably a loser and a total waste of time, “I’ll schedule you for nine on Saturday.” Maybe Lucy would be like a test run—Kendall could warm up her interviewing skills on her.

				“Nine in the morning?”

				“Yes. I have a number of interviews,” said Kendall with a chilly tone. “I’d like to finish them before noon.”

				“So where is your house?” asked Lucy eagerly. 

				“My house?” 

				“Yeah, for the interview.”

				“Oh, I’m not conducting interviews at my house.”

				“Why not?”

				“Well, it seems a little risky, don’t you think? What if someone is posing as an applicant, but is actually a deranged stalker? I wouldn’t want that person to know where I live.”

				“Oh, yeah, I guess that makes sense. So where is the interview?”

				“Starbucks downtown, by Macy’s.”

				“Okay … but how will I know you?”

				Kendall smiled to herself. This was easy. “I’ll be the tall blonde wearing Dolce & Gabbana.”

				“Dolce and what?” asked Lucy. Kendall put a third black checkmark on her résumé and considered canceling the interview right now. Then she reminded herself that it would be good practice.

				“Never mind. Just look for an attractive tall blonde in the back.”

				“Oh. Okay.”

				Fortunately most of the other phone calls went more smoothly. And for those who weren’t answering, she left brief but explicit messages. Before long, she had her list and everything was all settled.

				“So, you’re really going through with this?” asked Marcus as he turned the sound up on the football game. She’d told him to mute it while she made her calls.

				“Of course. Why not?”

				“And this is your alternative to getting a real job?”

				“No.” She frowned at him. Why hadn’t she noticed he was so nosy? “I’ll get a real job … eventually … when I find something I like.”

				“Well, maybe you could be a professional shopper,” he teased, “you’re good at that.”

				She smiled now. “Thank you. But I think I’d rather do something in personnel. I happen to be a highly intuitive person when it comes to reading people.”

				Marcus looked skeptical. “Like your friend Shara?”

				“What’s wrong with Shara?”

				“Nothing,” he said quickly. “That is, if you don’t mind hanging with kleptomaniacs. They tend to make me nervous. I guess it’s that old guilt-by-association thing.”

				“She only did that once,” protested Kendall.

				“That you know of.”

				She considered this. He was probably right. “Even so, Shara was fun. You have to admit that. And she’s the one who introduced us.” Kendall leaned down and ran her fingers through his hair. “You can’t fault her for that.”

				“No, I can’t.” Then Marcus reached up and grabbed her, pulling her down onto the new sectional and into a wrestling match, which Kendall wasn’t enjoying too much. Besides, he was messing up her hair. Sometimes she wasn’t too sure about this relationship. And yet it was better than being without a guy.

				She extracted herself from him and then frowned. “Besides, Marcus,” she said as she smoothed down her mussed hair, “I’d think you’d be glad to know I’m getting roommates.”

				“Why’s that?” He picked up the remote again.

				“Haven’t you heard about that other missing girl?”

				He nodded. “Yeah … so?”

				“Don’t you worry that something like that could happen to me? I mean, here I am living all by myself in this big old house. What if I became the next victim, Marcus? What if someone kidnapped me?”

				“I don’t think getting roommates automatically protects you from being abducted, Kendall. You still need to be more careful. And I’ve warned you about shopping at night by yourself.”

				She smiled now. “So you do worry about me then!”

			

		

	
		
			
				Five

			

			
				Megan

			

			
				Megan frowned at her image in the bathroom mirror. Talk about a bad hair day. Maybe it had been a mistake to try to straighten out her red curls today. Sure, it had worked on Wednesday when she’d interviewed for a job. But today was rainy and already the damp air was wreaking havoc on her hair. In a last-ditch effort she dampened it down and, this time using hair gel, she squeezed and twisted until it finally took on a shape of its own. Not her best look perhaps, but better than that previous limp mess. She retouched her makeup now, cleaning the drip lines her wet hair had made on her blush and adding another layer of ash-brown mascara to her pale lashes.

				She had a strong suspicion that this Kendall Weis person was highly into appearances. Hopefully, Megan’s new Marc Jacobs jacket and Joie jeans would make the grade. She normally didn’t go for expensive designer wear, but when Kendall had mentioned Dolce & Gabbana, Megan knew she had to toe the line. And today she was toeing the line in Stuart Weitzman boots. A splurge, perhaps, but Megan had convinced herself the purchase was more than that. It was an investment in her future. Besides, the boots hadn’t seemed to hurt her interviews this week. Already she had an appointment for a second interview with the interior designer. She felt hopeful.

				Megan checked her watch. The downtown bus should be here in about ten minutes, but with this rain, she’d better take an umbrella. That’s when she noticed Bethany’s umbrella still open by the door. It was a handsome Burberry in the traditional Brit plaid and would look great with her brown jacket. Also, considering that Bethany had made such a commotion when she came home totally wasted at three in the morning, Megan decided to borrow it. With Bethany’s hangover she probably would never get up in time to notice it anyway. Besides, Bethany had borrowed Megan’s things, without asking, numerous times. 

				As Megan rode the bus downtown, she felt more nervous about this appointment than she had for her job interviews earlier in the week. Why was that? Maybe because she felt so desperate to get out of that apartment. Or maybe she was turning a page, moving on in her life. Whatever it was, she knew she needed to place the outcome in God’s hands. Despite her funk or depression or grief or whatever it was, she knew that without God, she would make a mess of things. And so, riding on the muggy bus, she silently asked God to either open or close the door to this new housing opportunity. And she promised to accept whichever way it went. Even though she felt like she really wanted it. 

				The bus stop was about a block from Starbucks, and the heavy rain had diminished to a steady drizzle by the time she was in front of the coffee shop. According to her watch, she was five minutes early. Perfect. She paused underneath the awning to catch her breath and steady herself. She intended to do this right. That would require confidence and friendliness. She could do that.

				“Megan!” exclaimed a voice from behind her.

				She turned around to see Gwen Phillips just emerging from Starbucks. “Oh, hi,” she said casually.

				“What are you doing here?”

				Megan shrugged. “Getting coffee?”

				Gwen shook a finger at her. “I know exactly what you’re doing! You’ve got an interview with Kendall, don’t you?”

				Megan didn’t know what to say.

				Gwen got closer, lowering her voice as if someone was interested in this conversation. “I just had mine.”

				Megan blinked. “You’re interviewing for a room?”

				Gwen nodded with a big grin. “And I feel really good about it. I’m pretty sure that I’m in. Now if you get in too, we’ll be roommates. Can you believe it? That will be so cool, Megan.”

				“Yeah.” Megan swallowed hard. 

				Gwen slapped her on the back. “Go in there and get ’em, girl.”

				Okay, now Megan was tempted to run in the opposite direction, but decided, no, she would not let Gwen get the best of her. “Thanks,” she told Gwen. “I think it’s time for me to—”

				“Kendall is that gorgeous blonde woman in the blue—”

				“I know who she is,” said Megan, although she’d never seen her before.

				“Good luck!”

				“Thanks, Gwen.” Then Megan pushed open the glass door, took a deep breath, and decided to simply get through this thing as quickly and as painlessly as possible. Kendall was easy to spot. And Gwen was right about one thing. This girl was gorgeous. In fact, she had the kind of looks that Megan usually shied away from. So coifed and groomed and impeccably dressed that she resembled a full-grown Barbie doll. And in Megan’s experience, girls like this were usually shallow and mean. At least in high school. To be honest, she hadn’t had much experience with them since those days. So maybe she was being judgmental. 

				“Hello,” said Megan as she approached the table. “Are you Kendall?”

				“I am.” Kendall smiled warmly and extended her hand, giving Megan a firm handshake. “You must be Megan Abernathy. Won’t you sit down? Do you want a coffee?”

				“I’ll get one on my way out,” said Megan as she settled herself in a chair.

				Kendall’s brows arched with interest. “Now, I couldn’t help but notice you were talking to another applicant on your way in here. Do you happen to know her?”

				“Gwen Phillips?” asked Megan with uncertainty, although she knew full well who Kendall meant.

				“Yes. Is she a friend of yours?”

				Megan couldn’t help but frown. “I do know her, but I wouldn’t exactly call her a friend.”

				“Oh?”

				“I know it probably sounds terrible, but I don’t really get along with her that well. In fact, if you’ve decided to rent to her, which is totally your choice, I think I might as well save you the time of interviewing me. I don’t have any desire to live in the same house as Gwen.” Megan reached for her purse, preparing to leave.

				“No, don’t go,” said Kendall. “I have no intention of renting to that obnoxious girl. I was just checking to see if you were friends.”

				“Oh.” Megan felt a mixture of relief and guilt. “I hope I didn’t say anything to make you decide against Gwen. I’m sure some people totally love her. I think it might be kind of a chemistry thing—like oil and water—we just don’t mix.”

				Kendall laughed. “Well, we must have a similar chemistry, because I don’t care to mix with Gwen either. She seriously got on my nerves.”

				Megan considered this. She doubted that she and Kendall had the same chemistry, but knowing that Gwen was out of the picture relieved her.

				Kendall glanced down at the pale pink résumé, which Megan was already starting to regret. The pink stationery had been a gift from an aunt and probably not that reflective of Megan’s personality. Oh, well. “So you majored in art ed?”

				“That’s right.”

				“But you’re currently unemployed?”

				“My father passed away this summer. That was a distraction to looking for a teaching job.”

				“I’m sorry.”

				Megan nodded. “Anyway, I’ve been interviewing and I feel positive about working for a design firm.”

				“Really?” Kendall’s brows arched again. “May I ask which one?”

				“Sawyer & Craig. I have my second interview on Tuesday.”

				“Sawyer & Craig?” Kendall nodded. “Impressive.”

				“It’s only an assistant position, but I think it would be interesting. And I’d probably learn a lot.”

				Kendall frowned slightly now. “But what if you don’t get the position? How will you pay your rent?”

				“My father had a good insurance policy. I have a fair amount in savings.”

				“Oh, well, that’s good.”

				“But I do plan to work. I want to work.”

				Then Kendall asked some slightly weird questions about friends and relationships and what-ifs. Megan did her best to answer honestly, but she felt that some of them were a bit too personal and even invasive.

				“Just so you’ll know,” said Megan finally, “I’m a Christian. So if that’s a problem or anything, I’ll—”

				“Not at all. I like that you don’t party or invite boyfriends for overnighters. As far as your religion, well, you could be Islam, Buddhist, Hindu, whatever … as long as you mind your manners and don’t try to convert me, I don’t really care.”

				Suddenly Megan wondered if this was such a good idea. Perhaps she should’ve looked into sharing housing with Christian girls. She knew of several, including Gwen, who might be possibilities. But then Megan remembered the scripture about not putting your light under a bushel basket. She also remembered her prayer on the bus. God could open or close this door. She would leave it to him to decide.

				“Well, that pretty much takes care of it.”

				“So,” said Megan, slowly standing and wondering how she’d rated on Kendall’s scale of interviewees. “Will you let me know?”

				“Of course. I plan to make my decisions by the end of the day. I’ll call you tomorrow and tell you—one way or another—which way it went.” She extended her hand again. “Nice to meet you, Megan.”

				Megan shook her hand and tried to read what was behind those bright blue eyes, but this girl had such a smooth veneer that Megan couldn’t see past it. As Megan was leaving, she realized she had all kinds of questions for Kendall. But she’d never had the opportunity to ask them. Talk about a one-sided interview. Well, maybe it made no difference. Megan suspected she wasn’t the sort of roommate someone like Kendall Weis was looking for. Whether it was her looks or prestige or personality, Megan felt pretty sure she would not measure up. And perhaps it was for the best.

			

		

	
		
			
				Six

			

			
				Lelani

			

			
				“You’re Hawaiian?” asked Kendall shortly after Lelani had joined her at the table in the back of Starbucks.

				Lelani nodded. “My mother is Hawaiian. My dad is from the mainland. Iowa, in fact.”

				“What took him from Iowa to Hawaii?”

				“He went to Maui for a vacation straight out of high school and never went home again. He loved surfing and the people and he met my mom and they got married, and now west Maui is his home.” Lelani cleared her throat and sat up straighter. She knew that wasn’t an answer that would impress someone like Kendall. “Actually, he started a small business there when I was a baby,” she continued. “A snorkeling shop. Now he has a chain of about thirty shops, located in Maui and Lanai and Molokai.” Okay, now she sounded like a commercial. 

				“So what brings you to Oregon?” asked Kendall.

				“I have relatives here. And I wanted a change. I love Maui, but I wanted to experience the mainland for a while. I guess I just needed a break.”

				“You were a premed student?”

				“I was … but I decided to go in a different direction.”

				“Working at Nordstrom?” Kendall frowned. “Don’t get me wrong. I am a faithful Nordie customer. But going from premed to—what?—sales? It seems a little strange.”

				“I’m considering going to cosmetology school,” explained Lelani. She forced what she hoped looked like a sincere smile. “I like helping people, and it’s fun making women look more beautiful. I’m even considering becoming an esthetician.”

				Kendall nodded. “Yes, I hear there’s good money in that, and your premed training would probably be helpful.”

				“My thinking exactly.”

				“Which line do you sell?”

				“Do you know about La Prairie from Switzerland?” A month ago, Lelani didn’t know a thing about this incredibly expensive line of beauty products herself.

				“Oh, I adore La Prairie!” Kendall’s eyes grew wider. “Their moisturizer is to die for.”

				“Some women swear by the skin caviar product.”

				“I’ve heard it’s amazing. And perhaps you might share some of the latest beauty secrets with your roommates?” Kendall had an almost childlike hopefulness now.

				“Certainly. It would be my pleasure.” Lelani felt more optimistic now. It was obvious that someone like Kendall could appreciate a job others might put down. “I could probably even bring home some of the sample products, you know, so you could try them out and see how you like them.”

				“That would be fantastic.”

				“Have you smelled their Silver Rain perfume?”

				“I’m not sure.”

				Lelani held her wrist up for Kendall to take a whiff.

				“Ooh, that is scrumptious.”

				“I can get you a sample.”

				Kendall looked like she was about to jump up and cheer. But her expression turned somber. “But what if you decide it’s a mistake coming to the mainland?” she queried. “What if you get homesick? Or you decide you want to return to medical school? Would you try to break your lease?”

				“No.” Lelani firmly shook her head. “I am committed to spending a full year here. I wouldn’t break my lease.” But even as she said this a small wave of homesickness washed over her. “Although I might go home for a visit. Just a week or two. Perhaps in the spring. But then I’d come back.”

				Kendall brightened. “Any chance you’d want a friend to tag along?”

				Lelani smiled. “Of course. That would be wonderful. My parents have a large home right on the beach. You would be welcome.”

				“One more question,” said Kendall in a voice that sounded serious enough to make Lelani feel nervous.

				“Yes?”

				“Do you get an employee discount at Nordstrom?”

				“Of course.”

				“And would you share that benefit with, say, a very good and very discreet friend?”

				Lelani smiled with confidence. “I don’t see why not.”

				Kendall reached across the table and shook her hand now. “I think I can say for sure that you are getting a room in my house.”

				“Speaking of your house, when do I get to see it?”

				“Tomorrow. I will invite all the tenants over to fill out the paperwork and sign the lease.” Now Kendall frowned and Lelani felt nervous again. “I’ll call you about the time,” said Kendall quickly, glancing at her watch.

				“Time for another interview?” ventured Lelani.

				Kendall nodded. “Yes. I need to keep this moving.”

				So Lelani thanked her and, as she was leaving, she believed she spotted the next interviewee. A petite Hispanic girl with short wavy hair that framed her face like a pixie—a very pretty little pixie. “Are you next?” asked Lelani as she paused to get in line for a coffee.

				“Is that Kendall Weis?” the girl asked, nervously fidgeting with the strap of what looked like a real Prada bag, not one of the knockoffs that so many girls were sporting these days.

				Lelani nodded. “Don’t worry, she puts on her pants every morning the same way as you do.” Okay, it was corny but something she’d heard her dad say hundreds of times.

				The girl laughed. “With long legs like that, I seriously doubt it.”

				For some reason Lelani felt a connection to this girl, maybe because she resembled her old school chum Oliana. “You’ll be fine,” she assured her. “Just relax. And if it helps, tell her that you’re my friend.”

				“Does that mean you’re in?” the girl asked.

				“I think so.”

				“Wow, thanks. My name is Anna. Anna Mendez.”

				“Good luck, Anna. And in case you need it, my name is Lelani Porter, I moved here from Maui about a month ago, and I work at Nordstrom.”

				Anna’s brow creased as if she was mentally taking this all down. “Hey, I thought you looked familiar. I’ll bet I’ve seen you at Nordstrom.”

				Lelani grinned. “Of course, we’re old friends, remember?”

			

		

	
		
			
				Seven

			

			
				Anna

			

			
				“Your parents own the La Casa Del Sol?” asked Kendall with what seemed genuine interest. “I’ve eaten there a lot.”

				“Yes. They’ve owned it for about fifteen years. “Also, they own Casa Del Rey in downtown Portland—they started it up about five years ago.”

				“So …” Kendall seemed to study her closely. “Are you a good cook?”

				Anna laughed. “Well, I suppose so. Not as good as my mom, but I pretty much had to learn how to do everything.”

				“What’s your specialty?”

				Anna shrugged. Cooking really wasn’t her favorite thing, but if it would help get her foot in the door … “My dad thinks I make the best tamales.”

				“I love tamales. Do you use cornhusks and everything?”

				Anna laughed. “Yes. Cornhusks and everything.”

				“But you’re working at Erlinger Books?”

				“As a children’s book editor,” proclaimed Anna proudly. “My degree is in English.”

				“Interesting.”

				Now there was a long pause and Kendall was just looking at Anna’s résumé, which Anna feared was fairly mediocre. She was even more afraid that this less-than-impressive interview was about to end. 

				Inspiration struck Anna. Okay, maybe it was a stupid idea, but Anna decided to go for it. “Excuse me for asking, Kendall, but are you a model or an actress or something?”

				Kendall looked up from the résumé with curiosity. “No … why do you ask?”

				Now Anna just shook her head as if in amazement. “Well, you’re just so beautiful, I thought maybe …”

				Kendall smiled now. “Well, thank you.” She glanced over Anna’s shoulder as if looking for someone. Probably the next interviewee, so she could send Anna packing. “Speaking of beautiful, did I notice you talking with Lelani?”

				Anna nodded. “Yes. And you’re right; she’s beautiful too.” She held up her hands as if to make a hopeless gesture. “I suppose it would be crazy for someone like me to want to share a house with two beauties like you and Lelani. I wouldn’t dare bring a guy over—”

				“So you’re friends with Lelani?”

				Normally Anna despised lying. But then again, hadn’t Lelani just befriended her? “I haven’t known her for long,” admitted Anna.

				“Well, she hasn’t been here for long,” added Kendall.

				“That’s true. Can you believe she’d leave Maui to live here?”

				“No. In fact, it worried me a little. But she assures me she wants to commit to a one-year lease.” Kendall peered at Anna. “How about you?”

				“I don’t have a problem with that. I’ve been wanting to move out for a couple of years now, but my mom is kind of overprotective. Especially with this recent thing about another missing girl.”

				Kendall nodded. “Yes, that’s not looking very good for her.”

				“It’s so sad.” Anna felt genuinely sorry for the girl, but she also felt sorry for herself and the way her mom had been hanging that whole thing over her head all week, warning Anna again and again to be careful and not to go out alone and just being generally paranoid.

				“It’s one of the reasons I’ve decided to take in roommates,” said Kendall. “Safety in numbers, you know?”

				“Absolutely.” Anna nodded eagerly. “In fact, I think it’s probably the only way I can move out with her blessing—or at least without some sort of ugly and unresolvable dispute.”

				“And there’s a certain security about sharing housing with respectable women. That’s why I’m conducting such thorough interviews.”

				“Yes.” Anna nodded. “I’m sure my mother would be very impressed.”

				Kendall smiled. “Well, it is partially because of my grandmother. She gave me the house, but with stipulations as to how I could use it.”

				“Such as?”

				“No live-in boyfriends. No crazy parties. And only housemates that my grandmother would approve.”

				“So is she going to interview us too?”

				Kendall laughed. “No way. I think she trusts me on this. Although I wouldn’t be surprised if she popped in from time to time just to check in on us.”

				“I think my mom would like your grandma.”

				“And probably vice versa.”

				“So when do you think you’ll make up your mind on this?” Anna twisted the strap of her purse more tightly now, controlling the urge to bite her lip—a bad habit that she’d given up years ago. Maybe she should just cut her losses and make a quick getaway.

				“Is that Prada?” asked Kendall.

				“What?”

				“Your bag.”

				“Oh, yeah.”

				“Nice.”

				“Thanks. It was a graduation present from my mom.”

				“She has good taste.”

				“I think my aunt helped her pick it out. She’s the one with the taste in the family. Although I’d like to think I could learn.” She grimaced.

				“It’s not that hard.”

				“Maybe for you, but I’m not like you, Kendall. The truth is, I’m kind of fashion challenged.” She brightened now. “But maybe if you rent me a room some of your style will rub off on me.”

				“So, Anna.” Kendall peered curiously at her now, making Anna feel like a bug under a microscope, like maybe she should just crawl away. “What would you bring to the table?”

				“What?” Anna felt defensive. “Okay, don’t take this wrong, Kendall, but as a renter of a room in your house, I would bring my rent money to the table.”

				Kendall nodded. “I’m sorry, that came out wrong. But there are a lot of applicants. Tell me why I should pick you to rent to.”

				“Well, I’m tidy. I’m responsible. I’m a pretty good cook, although I don’t plan to be in charge of cooking. I’m usually pretty cheerful. And I play guitar.”

				“You play guitar?”

				“Yes, and I sing too.” Anna didn’t admit that sometimes she sang opera in the shower—a habit that her college roommates hadn’t always appreciated.

				“Cool.” Kendall wrote something on the bottom of Anna’s résumé, then smiled and extended her hand. “Thanks for playing along. I know it probably seems silly, but I really want girls who will be compatible.”

				“No, no, that’s okay. I understand,” Anna assured her. Maybe this had gone better than she’d assumed. 

				“So, I’ll call you, okay?”

				“Cool.”

				Anna thanked Kendall for considering her, then put her purse strap over her shoulder and, holding her head high, walked away. But as she reached the door she noticed a beautiful blonde who appeared to be waiting for the next appointment. Anna actually blinked to see this girl. She could have been Kendall’s sister. Well, that settled it. Anna didn’t have a ghost of a chance now. Maybe her mother was right. Maybe she should just keep living at home. 

				Anna felt like giving up as she slowly walked to her car. The sky was dark and gray, probably about ready to let loose again, but she didn’t care. She was only going home. Home to where her mother would probably remind her of what unsafe times they lived in. Really, why had she even wasted her time trying to fit into a world that obviously did not belong to her? Why force her way onto people who obviously didn’t want her? Her mother was probably right about her being a yuppie too—in that Anna always did seem to be striving for more, asking for too much, trying too hard to be fulfilled, appreciated, accepted, and liked. 

				And yet part of her felt indignant too. When had she developed this give-up mentality? This twisted attitude that only the beautiful can land on top? If applying to rent a stupid bedroom in some supposedly glamorous house was nothing more than a beauty pageant, well then, why should she care? 

				But she knew why she cared so much. And she knew exactly where these warped ideas had been conceived. As usual, she would blame it on Jake. If he hadn’t made those promises to her. If he hadn’t told her she was his one and only, the love of his life, the most beautiful woman on the planet. If he hadn’t sworn his loyalty, his devotion, his never-ending love—well, then her heart never would’ve been broken. 

				In his defense, and he certainly needed it, maybe he would’ve still felt that way if Kayla hadn’t come along. Beautiful Kayla, not so unlike Kendall or Lelani or even that nameless girl who was waiting for her interview, waltzed in and stole Jake’s heart. Anna never had a chance. Jake had made his apologies, taken the blame, but then he’d moved on. And when he did, he left Anna behind. And that’s where she’d been stuck for more than a year.

				She reached the parking lot just as the rain came splattering down. She ducked inside her compact car and inserted the key into the ignition. But instead of turning on the engine and simply driving home and acting like everything was just fine—the way she had done so many times before—Anna leaned her head against the steering wheel and just cried. As rain pounded on the roof of the car, careening down the windshield like it had passed through an open floodgate, Anna cried.

				Then finally, when she was finished and had blown her nose and wiped off her wet face, she took in a long, jagged breath and decided it was time to quit blaming everything on Jake. Even if she didn’t get to share a house with a bunch of Barbies—and would she even really want that anyway?—she would find something suitable. Some place where she fit in and could feel good about herself. Because Anna was ready to set old things aside today. She was ready to move on to something new.

			

		

	
		
			
				Eight

			

			
				Kendall

			

			
				“I need help and I need it now,” pleaded Kendall. She’d just called three of the girls she met today, informing them that they’d been chosen for the privilege of living in her “luxurious” home, and then she realized that it really wasn’t looking all that great.

				“What on earth is wrong?” asked her older sister, Kate.

				“I’ve got renters coming tomorrow.”

				“You’re renting Nana’s house?”

				“Housemates,” she said quickly. “I’m getting housemates to share expenses.”

				“What expenses?”

				“What difference does it make?” Kendall regretting calling her sister, but she didn’t know anyone else who knew about things like furniture and decor. Kate, twelve years older, had a gorgeous home—and Kendall needed her expertise now.

				“Does Nana know about this?”

				“Of course. And in case you’ve forgotten, Nana gave the house to me.” With conditions, but Kendall didn’t need to say what her sister already knew.

				“And that was probably a mistake.” 

				“Thanks.”

				“So what kind of people are you renting to anyway?” asked Kate.

				“Very nice, professional young women. I had them send me their résumés and do interviews and everything.”

				There was a brief silence. “Well, that sounds more intelligent than usual.”

				“And considering the criminal element in this town, and the way young women seem to be going missing every few months, I’d think you’d be happy for me to have housemates, Kate.”

				“I suppose it could be sensible.” But Kate still sounded somewhat skeptical. Sometimes Kendall wondered if and when anyone in her family, besides Nana, would ever take her seriously.

				“So will you help me then?”

				“What do you want me to do, Kendall?”

				“I need you to go shopping with me.”

				Kate laughed. “The shopping queen is asking moi for help?”

				“I’m not shopping for clothes or shoes or bags,” snapped Kendall. “I need to get things for the house. You know, cool things to make it look really nice. I don’t know much about that.”

				“Oh, well, that sounds like fun. When did you want to do this?”

				“Right now!”

				“Right now, as in today?” Kate made that sucking noise between her teeth, never a good sign. And Kendall could imagine her sister’s brow furrowing—an expression that Kendall had warned her would bring on premature wrinkling. 

				“I had today in mind,” admitted Kendall.

				“That’s impossible.”

				“Okay, how about tonight?”

				“I can’t.”

				“Tomorrow morning?”

				“No. Tom and I are about to head out. He got us reservations at the coast. I’m sure it wouldn’t occur to you, but tomorrow’s our anniversary.”

				“Happy anniversary.” Kendall’s voice fell flat now.

				“Thanks a lot.”

				“So what should I do then?”

				“I don’t know, Kendall. What exactly is it that you want to accomplish?”

				“I just want to make the place look good.”

				Kate laughed. “In one day? You must be crazy.”

				“Yeah.” Kendall looked around the dingy living room and knew Kate was probably right. “I got a new sectional,” she said meekly.

				“What color?”

				“Kind of white-ish. I think it was called ecru.”

				“Well, that’s a start.”

				“But it looks pretty boring. And now that beige carpet in here looks shabby.”

				“That carpet is shabby.”

				“I got a new coffee table too.”

				“What style?”

				“I don’t know. It’s square and made of wood.”

				Kate laughed again. “You’re hopeless, Kendall.”

				“Thanks.”

				“Okay, let me think. For starters, get some colorful pillows and a throw to put on the sectional. And a couple of interesting lamps to warm the place up. And if you buy any furniture, you might want to consider something in mission or craftsman style, and if you need it by tomorrow—which is absolutely nuts—you’ll have to go with places like World Market, Pier 1, or the home-improvement stores. And for the kitchen things, I saw that Macy’s has a big sale on—”

				“Wait, wait,” yelled Kendall as she dug through her Michael Kors bag for paper and pen. “I need to write this down.” 

				For the next thirty minutes, Kendall attempted to get her sister’s recommendations on paper, but by the time she was finished, she had a mess of almost unreadable notes, plus a throbbing headache. What had made her think she could pull this off?

				“And don’t forget about curb appeal,” said Kate as they were about to hang up.

				“Curb appeal?”

				“Yes. Clean up the porch. Get a couple of outdoor chairs, if you can find them, and put out a pot of plants.”

				“A pot of plants?”

				“Yes, like ornamental cabbages. That should probably last until Thanksgiving.”

				Kendall wrote this down and wondered how in the world she could possibly accomplish all this in the next twenty-four hours. 

				“Good luck,” said Kate in a tone that suggested Kendall would need it. 

				“Have fun at the coast,” said Kendall, although she secretly wished that her brother-in-law Eric would suddenly get some big legal case that would force him to cancel this untimely celebration. 

				As soon as she hung up, Kendall called Marcus.

				“What’s up?” he asked sleepily.

				“Did I wake you?”

				“Just having a little afternoon nap.”

				“I need help.”

				“With what?”

				“Shopping.”

				He laughed. “Since when do you need help shopping?”

				“Since I started buying big things. I need someone with a pickup.”

				“So, you want me for my truck?”

				“Something like that. If you help me, I’ll buy you dinner.”

				“Okay, you talked me into it. What’ll I do?”

				Kendall suggested they meet at World Market. “I’m heading there now. My sister gave me a list of stuff to buy and I might as well get started.” 

				Kendall knew that this shopping spree was going to involve using plastic, and she only had one card with a significant amount of credit left on it. Still, she told herself, this was an investment. By the time she collected rent and deposits from the three renters, she would have more than enough to cover today’s expenses and more. 

				It was her first time in World Market, but as soon as she started looking around, she knew that Kate was absolutely right. This place had everything—furnishings, dishes, rugs, mirrors, pillows, the works. And the prices weren’t bad either. Kate had warned her that these weren’t “investment” pieces, but under the circumstances, they would have to suffice. By the time Marcus arrived, she had already made several selections, and a salesgirl had told her about a credit plan that would give her a ten percent discount on everything. Kendall was getting into this!

				“Is that all you’ve got?” asked Marcus when he found her back in the kitchen section putting a set of wine glasses into the cart.

				“This is like my fourth cart,” she explained. “The others are parked up in front for when I check out.”

				He rolled his eyes.

				“Also, there are some bigger furniture items. In fact, maybe I should pay for those items so you can get them loaded in the pickup and take them to my place.”

				It was eight o’clock by the time Kendall had completed her shopping, including several trips to deliver the household items to her house, and she was exhausted.

				“What about that dinner you promised?” asked Marcus as she piled the last of the Macy’s bags in the living room, which already looked like a hurricane had hit. 

				Kendall was tempted to beg out, but she knew that might put this relationship in peril, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to lose this guy yet. Especially after all the help he’d been this afternoon. Plus, she knew that some of the furniture items she’d purchased today had “some assembly required.” 

				“Name the place,” she told Marcus. “Then you call ahead while I clean up a bit.” Who knew that putting together a house could feel like running a marathon? And, here, Kendall had thought she was a pro at shopping. 

				Kendall’s bedroom was on the second floor. She had used the room since she was a little girl and visited her grandmother here. Unfortunately, not much had changed in this room since then either. But at least it was private and right next to the upstairs bathroom. She noticed her clutter of beauty products lining the shelves and vanity and realized she would soon be sharing that bathroom with someone else. She changed her outfit, going to the other bedroom, which she was currently using as a closet annex, and it hit her that she’d need to find another place for her clothes as well. Maybe she hadn’t planned this as carefully as she’d thought.

				“I’ll think about that tomorrow,” she told herself as she freshened her blush and lip gloss, gave herself a generous squirt of Gucci Envy, then hurried down to join Marcus.

				After a leisurely dinner, and after Kendall had paid the bill, she gave Marcus an enticing look and invited him to come home with her.

				His brows lifted hopefully. “Sure, that sounds great, babe.”

				“So, are you pretty handy then?” She leaned over the table with a coy smile.

				“Oh, yeah,” he said with a firm nod.

				“Good,” she said sitting up straighter. “I need help putting that furniture together.”

				Marcus groaned and leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know, Kendall. It’s getting kind of late.”

				She scowled at him now. “Fine. I’ll do it myself.”

				He glanced at his watch. “Well, I guess I could give you an hour or two.” He shook his finger at her. “But then you’ll owe me.”

				She smiled again. “That’s okay. I’ll think of some way to repay you.”

				As it turned out, Marcus helped her put things together until well past midnight. Even by then, they were only partially done. 

				“Unless you’re letting me spend the night, I’d better go,” he said sleepily.

				“No, you’re not spending the night.” She looked at the clock she’d just hung in the kitchen. It was nearly one. “And I’m so tired that I’ll probably start making more dumb mistakes like when I put the table legs on backward.”

				“That was from not reading the directions,” he pointed out as he slipped on his jacket.

				“Yes, I did learn something, didn’t I?”

				He leaned over and kissed her. “That they put those instructions in the box for a reason.”

				“And in twelve different languages too.” She smiled up at him. “Thanks for helping.”

				“Don’t forget, you owe me now.”

				She nodded seriously. “As soon as you need help putting furniture together, I want to be the first one you call.”

				He frowned and she knew that was clearly not what he had in mind. Of course, she didn’t really care either. She’d learned enough times—the hard way—that guys pursued her more intensely when she wasn’t giving it away. And this time she planned to stick to her guns. “Thanks again,” she said as she walked him to the front door.

				She closed and locked the door, then turned around to see the huge mess of cardboard and plastic and Styrofoam that littered the living room, along with bags of kitchen items that still needed to be stowed away. “Tomorrow,” she muttered as she turned off the lights and trudged up the stairs to collapse in her bed.

				But tomorrow morning came and, as usual, Kendall had difficulty getting up. It was nearly noon by the time she crawled out of bed, and even then it took her a moment, when she saw the mess downstairs, to remember exactly what was going on here. 

				“Renters,” she said aloud as she shuffled into the kitchen to search for her coffeemaker. The countertops were lined with boxes and dishes and things—the sorts of things she had no idea where to place. Why hadn’t she asked Kate about that?

				But she cleared a spot by the sink and as her coffee dripped, she attempted to put some of the things away. For the next several hours, Kendall plodded along, but it seemed that every time she solved one problem, she created another. For instance, she got the dishes put away, but then there was no place for the glasses. But perhaps that was because she’d gotten too many dishes. So she put some of them into the pantry, which made less room for food, and so it went. How were people supposed to know how to do such things? Had there been some college course she’d missed before she’d dropped out midway through her third year? Eventually she simply stuffed things wherever they would fit. Out of sight, out of mind.

				After all, today was all about first impressions. Functionality was secondary. So, pretending that she was “dressing” the house for a big date, she simply put out the things she thought made it look good and decided not to worry about the cupboards or closets. And she stowed everything else in the garage. 

				She was in a race against the clock, and Kendall was afraid the clock might win. She’d invited all her renters to see the place and meet each other at five o’clock. By now she was fully aware that her house description in her ad might’ve been misleading, but her hope was to charm everyone into seeing past the minor flaws of the house and to recognize its potential. She’d even ordered a special dinner from a new French restaurant that was supposed to be delivered at six. Her plan was to significantly wow these women, have the table beautifully set, with candles even, and then serve this fantastic meal. Before they left for the evening, she expected them to have signed the one-year lease and handed over their checks. 

				Piece of cake. Or so she hoped.
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