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EPILOGUE  TEN Years Later


Whitney


One spark. One touch.


Chapter 1 - Whitney


The water bottle hit the bookshelf with a hollow thud, sending a framed photo clattering to the floor. My chest heaved as I stared at the mess, the lid rolling to a stop like a silent accusation. My voice cracked as I yelled into the empty office, “I’m so fucking tired of this! Just so fucking tired!”

My knees buckled, and I landed in the chair like the last piece of me had given up. I dropped my head into my hands as frustration burned hot behind my eyes. The room was silent except for the faint hum of the air conditioning. It was a sound that usually faded into the background, but now felt deafening.

“Whoa there. What has Ms. Whitney Thompson, Esq., so upset that she’s resorting to throwing things?” 

I jerked my head up to see Jessica standing in the doorway. Her gaze flicked to the fallen photo, then back to me, brow furrowing as she took in my red eyes and the water dripping from the shelf.

“What are you still doing here?” I croaked, swiping my cheeks. “I thought I was the only one crazy enough to be at the office after 10:00p.m. on a Tuesday.” 

Jessica stepped inside, closing the door behind her. “Mr. Stellar needed some last minute evidence for his trial tomorrow, so I stayed late to finish up.” She nodded toward the bookshelf. “But enough about me. What’s with the water bottle attack? Spider emergency?” 

I scoffed, running a hand through my hair. “No. That was me channeling my anger. And now I have a mess to clean up.” 

Jessica studied me for a long moment before sitting in the chair across from my desk. “Want to talk about it?” 

I blew out a breath and pushed to my feet, pacing to the window. I gazed out the glowing windows into the sea of red taillights and scattered streetlights. Once, this view had fueled me. Now, it just made me want to scream.

I stuffed my hands into the pockets of my trousers and turned back to Jessica. “I got an email about ten minutes ago from Gage,” I said, my voice clipped. “The Partner position I was promised. Gage gave it to his nephew Kyle.”

Jessica winced. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” 

“I wish.” I let out a humorless laugh. “The other Partners think ‘new blood’ will attract ‘new business.’ Plus, you know, good old nepotism never hurt anyone.”

Jessica shook her head. “Whitney, I’m so sorry. I know how hard you’ve worked for this.” 

“Years, Jess. Years building my reputation, earning top rankings, sacrificing nights and weekends, and attending every damn event under the sun. And for what? So, some mediocre legacy hire can waltz in and take my spot?” I threw up my hands.

“It’s not fair,” Jessica said, her voice soft but firm.

I let out a bitter laugh and slumped into the chair beside her. “Fairness has nothing to do with it. I’ve earned it.” 

“Maybe it’s time you finally took a vacation. Go sit on a sandy beach and drink a Mai Tai with a beautiful woman.” 

“Who has time for a vacation? Or a beautiful woman, for that matter? I’ve been promised twice and passed over twice.” 

Jessica leaned forward, resting her hand on my knee. “Look, I won’t sit here and pretend I understand everything you have to deal with. I’m lucky my job keeps me out of office politics. But I’ve seen enough to know that this place is a good old boys’ club. And you, my friend, are swimming upstream.” 

Her words hit uncomfortably close to home, but I stayed silent. She squeezed my knee. “Can I ask you something?” 

“I guess.” 

“Are you happy? And I don’t mean right this second. I mean, in general. Are you happy?” 

I stared at her, the question bouncing around in my head. It should’ve been easy to answer, but for the life of me, I couldn’t. “If you had asked me that same question this morning, I would’ve said yes. Now? I don’t know. Maybe I’m just hormonal.” 

Jessica sat back and smiled gently. “It’s not hormones. You’re burned out. But the question is: What are you going to do about it?” 

“Throw more things?” 

“Whitney, come on. Be serious.” 

“I am,” I said with a dry laugh. “Have you ever seen a toddler throw a huge tantrum and be laughing two minutes later?” 

Jessica rolled her eyes, shaking her head. “Nice try, but acting like a toddler isn’t the solution.” 

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “Then what is? Because right now, I’ve got nothing.” 

Jessica paused, then smiled. “Have I ever told you about my cousin Eden?” 

“That’s a random question. But no, you haven’t.” 

“Eden is great. When I was younger, we would visit my mom’s sister, Aunt Rachel. Eden and her brother Jackson are a few years older, but we always had so much fun together.” Jessica smiled at some long-ago memory. “Anyway, she owns this incredible wellness retreat. There’s yoga, meditation, and hiking. She has these small cottages on the property that you can rent and stay in for as long as you like. She even has a therapist on staff if you need to talk through something. It’s a great place for people who need to hit reset.” 

I snorted. “Good for her, but it sounds like my version of hell. What does all of that have to do with me?” 

Jessica paused for a moment. “Okay. I’m going to suggest something, and before you roll your eyes and blow me off, I want you to hear me out. I think you should go to the retreat. You haven’t taken any time off since I’ve known you, so you must have tons of personal time built up.” 

“You’ve lost your mind. I have clients that require my attention.” The idea of leaving everything behind for even a week made my skin itch. “I don’t have time for something like that.” 

Jessica sighed. “Whit, you just got screwed over for Partner…again. Take some time off and get out of the city. Rest and regroup.” She held up a hand to stop my protest. “Take your laptop with you. Handle what you can remotely and pass the rest to a junior associate on your team.”

I stayed silent.

She reached for my hand. “Listen, I love you like a sister. And because I love you, I’ll be super honest with you.” 

“Okay. I’m listening.” I braced for the truth bomb.

“I’ve watched you these past several months, and I’ve seen a woman who seems angry, sad, or both, more often than not.” Your temper seems to be bubbling right below the surface. I couldn’t tell you the last time I saw a genuine smile on your face.” Jessica held up her hand again. “Don’t worry. No one else can see it. I can because we’re best friends and I know you. Whether you want to admit it or not,” she waved her hand, motioning around the room, “this isn’t making you happy. Maybe it used to, but it doesn’t anymore, at least not lately.” 

I stared at her, dumbfounded. “I’ve wanted to be an attorney since middle school. Being an attorney makes me happy.” 

“But does it?” 

I let out a slow breath as I turned her words over in my mind.

“Just think about it,” Jessica said, standing up. “I don’t have Eden’s phone number, but I’ll call Mom when I get home and ask her for it.” She smiled down at me. “I need to go. Andrew texted earlier that one of the boys got in trouble at school today, and the other just got home from practice and isn’t feeling well. So, I have to be a super mom and fix all the problems. Chin up, bestie,” she said, squeezing my shoulder as she passed on her way to the door.

A couple of hours later, as I lay in bed staring at the ceiling, I couldn’t shut my mind off. The anger began to bubble as I replayed the email in my head.

“Fuck them!” I hissed as I flung a pillow across the room.

I flopped back. That pillow was the second thing I had thrown in the past few hours. It was clear that my emotions had started to control me, rather than the other way around.

I frustratedly kicked the covers off and reached for my phone. “Wonderful. It’s 3:45 a.m., and I have to be at court at 9:00 a.m.” I blew out a loud breath. “I might as well get a few miles in because god knows I’m not going to get any more sleep.”  

•••••••

My Teams meeting was set to start soon. I stared at the blinking cursor like it owed me money. I had reviewed case files until 2 a.m., until they began to blur together in my head. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I exhaled slowly. I was on my fourth cup of coffee with nothing to show for it but a dull headache.

The ping of the meeting notification startled me. Reaching for the mouse, I clicked the link and forced a professional smile that felt more like a grimace than the faces of Joan, her ex-husband, Mr. Caldwell, and his attorney filled the screen. Joan’s brows were knitted together like she was bracing herself for battle. Meanwhile, opposing counsel had a smug, refreshed, and rested look of someone who hadn’t spent the night poring over case files. Must be nice to get eight solid hours of sleep.

“Good morning, everyone,” I began, my voice calm and practiced. Years of doing this had taught me how to fake control, even when my chest felt tight and my thoughts scrambled. “Before we dive in, I want to confirm that we’re here to discuss the revised custody agreement and financial support amendments.” 

Mr. Caldwell leaned forward with a scowl. “Let’s get one thing straight first. I’m not paying another dime for piano and riding lessons. My daughter doesn’t even like horses.” 

Joan’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Let’s focus on the schedule,” I said evenly, holding up a hand.

Across the screen, Caldwell’s attorney raised an eyebrow, his smirk deepening. “If your client’s demands continue to be excessive, we won’t—” 

“Excuse me? My demands?” Joan interjected, her voice rising.

And there it was. The shouting match I had wanted to avoid. Their voices rose, blending into an almost cartoonish cacophony of blame and defensiveness. My temples throbbed as I watched their faces contort in anger, words flying across the virtual table. I glanced down at my notepad filled with a jumble of half-written phrases and tried to tune them out long enough to form a clear thought.

“Enough.” The word came out sharper and louder than I had intended. “We’re not going to accomplish anything by arguing,” I continued, softening my tone but keeping it firm. “Let’s use this time to revisit the proposed schedule without personal attacks. Agreed?” 

Joan leaned back in her chair, muttering a quiet, “Fine.” Caldwell’s attorney nodded, though his tight-lipped smile suggested he wasn’t thrilled.

The discussion resumed with a forced civility that felt as fragile as a glass about to shatter. I nodded at all the right moments, jotted down more notes I would probably never read again, and rattled off suggestions as if on autopilot.

My mind drifted to the mountain of emails waiting in my inbox, the hearing I had to prepare for, and the three files on my desk marked “Urgent” in bold, red letters. A sudden gnawing emptiness in my stomach reminded me I had skipped breakfast.

“Ms. Thompson, your thoughts?” 

I blinked, scrambling to pull myself back into the conversation. “Apologies,” I said, my voice steady despite the chaos in my head. “Could you repeat that? I want to ensure my answer is thorough.” 

Mr. Caldwell’s jaw tightened. “Do you think the schedule is fair?” 

“Fairness isn’t about what feels good to either party,” I replied, keeping my tone clipped but professional. “It’s about what’s best for the child. And right now, I think we need more concrete terms before we can determine that.” 

I felt like a machine, rattling off advice and solutions, disconnected from the people I was supposed to help. Helping families navigate through chaos used to be a fulfilling experience. Now, it just felt like the chaos was swallowing me whole.

When the meeting finally ended, I slumped back in the chair. The screen blinked back to the Teams home screen with its stark, impersonal design. As convenient as virtual meetings were, they felt hollow and impersonal. Faces frozen in little boxes, with voices lost in digital static.

I rubbed my temples, pushing away the tension that had slowly built up over the last hour. Somewhere beneath the fatigue, a nagging thought crept in, loud and uninvited. What am I doing?

I shoved it aside, unwilling to entertain it. I didn’t have the luxury of self-reflection at the moment. Not when my calendar was flashing reminders as a new notification popped up for my next meeting. I had thirty minutes to gather the files, organize my thoughts, and get myself ready to perform, to be sharp, and to be on.

It wasn’t even lunch, and I could already feel the weight of the day bearing down on me. I drummed my fingers lightly on the edge of the desk, an unconscious attempt to soothe my gnawing restlessness. Somewhere deep in my mind, a quiet voice was whispering, this is ridiculous. I can’t keep this up. Something has to change.

The words were so soft and persistent that I almost believed them. Almost. But there was no room to acknowledge the voice, exhaustion, or emptiness that had been creeping up on me for months. I had to keep moving, pressing forward.

I grabbed my mug, pushed myself to my feet, and headed to the kitchen. Another coffee wasn’t the answer, but I needed the comfort of the routine. Anything to keep from thinking too much about what I was doing or why, despite everything, it felt like it wasn’t enough. Or to be more accurate, that I wasn’t enough. I poured the coffee, added a packet of sweetener and flavored creamer, and stood there, staring into the cup. It’ll be fine. I got this.

I was in the middle of dictating a memo when a knock at my office door startled me mid-sentence. “Come in,” I called, setting the recorder down.

Jessica strolled in, wearing a Cheshire cat grin that history had taught me spelled trouble. “I have a surprise for you.” 

I leaned back in my chair, eyeing her warily. “Please tell me you have a bottle of my favorite wine and a corkscrew in your bag.” 

“Sorry, no wine,” she said, dropping into the chair across from me. “I have something better.” 

“Unlikely,” I muttered.

She remained silent as she rummaged through her bag, pulled out two pieces of paper, and tossed them over to me.

I skimmed the papers, my brow furrowing. “Eden’s Garden? What is this, some bougie landscaping company?” 

Jessica chuckled. “No, it’s not a landscaper. It’s Eden’s retreat. I mentioned it to you last week. Anyway, I called her earlier today to ask a few questions, like whether there is WiFi and access to a gym. She said yes to the WiFi and no to the gym. But there are several great hiking and running trails on the property.” 

I stared at her, still not connecting the dots. “Okay, and how does this affect me?” I asked, tossing the papers over to her.

“Well…” She hesitated, then pushed the papers back toward me. “I booked you one of the cottages on the property and put a deposit down for the summer. You got lucky that someone called and canceled a couple of days ago. Your check-in time is this Saturday at 2:00 p.m. And, before you say anything, you’re welcome.” 

I blinked, her words sinking in slowly. “I’m sorry, you did what?” 

“I booked you—” 

“I heard you the first time.” I got up, walked to the door, and pushed it shut.

“Jessica, please tell me you can get your deposit back because there is no way I’m spending three months at some wellness retreat. I can’t take three months off. A week, maybe two. Besides, when I’m ready, I’ll book a trip. It’ll be at a five-star, all-inclusive beach resort, not some tiny shack in the woods where I’m expected to join drum circles and chant under the moon.” 

Jessica arched an eyebrow, unfazed. “Shack? Wow. Who knew you were such a snob?” 

“I’m not a snob!” I snapped, crossing my arms. “I just don’t want to be eaten alive by mosquitoes while pretending to find my inner peace or whatever people do at these places.” 

Her smirk deepened. “This ‘shack’ has WiFi, air conditioning, and a fully stocked kitchen. Also, there are zero drum circles unless you start one.” 

I dropped into my chair, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Jess, I appreciate that you’re trying to help, but this isn’t realistic. I can’t just drop everything and leave. My caseload—” 

“Stop right there.” She said, silencing me. “The Morris divorce case wrapped up last week. Nice job, by the way.” 

“Thanks,” I said, allowing a brief smile. “It felt really good to be able to help Debbie and her kids escape that abusive alcoholic douchebag.” 

Jessica leaned forward. “That was your biggest case, Whitney, and it’s done. Everything else can be managed remotely using Teams, emails, and phone calls. Your staff is more than capable. You, on the other hand, need some time off. If you don’t take a real break, you’re going to hit a wall, and when you do, it won’t be pretty.” 

I wordlessly stared at my friend. I knew she was right. With the sleepless nights, gnawing pressure in my chest, and the constant fatigue, I couldn’t deny I had been teetering on the edge for a while. But I had shoved it aside, telling myself to push through.

Jessica must have seen the crack in my armor because her voice softened. “Look, your fortieth birthday is coming up next month. Consider it an early birthday present. If you hate it, fine, come back home early, no harm done. If you love it, stay longer.” She shrugged, flashing a smile. “Hey, and a bonus for me is that it saves me from stressing over what to get you this year.” 

I blew out a breath and reached for the papers. “Eden’s Garden sounds like a vacation Bible school. Should I expect a Tree of Knowledge with complimentary apples?” 

Jessica chuckled. “Stop. I think it’s a cute name. Her name is Eden, after all.” She stood and slung her bag over her shoulder. “It’s after 6 p.m., so I’m going home. Andrew is making stir-fry for dinner, and I don’t want to be late.” 

“Thanks, I guess.” I waved the papers at her as she reached the door. “A week or two away might not kill me.” 

Jessica paused at the door, a broad smile on her face. “Who knows? You might surprise yourself and love it so much that you’ll finally use up all that personal time you’ve been hoarding. Stranger things have happened.” 

•••••••

I glanced at the clock, sighed in frustration, and jabbed the power button on the remote, silencing the TV. How Jessica had managed to convince me to take two weeks off was beyond me. Sure, I need a break. But the woods were not my idea of a vacation. White sandy beaches. Cabana boys who deliver lovely cocktails whenever I ask. A hammock under the shade of palm trees. Now, that is a proper vacation. This felt more like some elaborate punishment disguised as self-care.

I huffed out a loud breath and dragged myself off the sofa. “Guess I had better pack a couple of bags,” I muttered. “What the hell does one pack for a place like this? I mean, besides bug spray,” I added, making myself laugh. 

I pulled out my phone and sat on the edge of the bed. With just a couple of clicks, I was on the retreat’s website, scanning the page and skipping over words like “mindfulness” and “reconnecting with nature.” I found the recommended packing list for reconnecting with nature: gym clothes, a water bottle, a yoga mat, hiking boots or other comfortable shoes, and any other items that support self-care.

“Am I hiking the Appalachian Trail?” I muttered. “Running shoes will have to do.” 

I stood, opened the top dresser drawer, and looked through my options. “Okay, Whitney,” I said aloud. “Let’s be strategic. Two weeks. Business-casual for calls, comfy for lounging, and what do people even wear to reconnect with nature?” 

I stuffed running shorts, tank tops, my favorite cardigan, a pair of cutoff shorts, leggings, underwear, socks, running shoes, and a few other essentials into the suitcase.

As I slipped two button-up shirts and a blazer into the garment bag, I hesitated, glancing at the high heels and tailored suits. “No,” I said firmly. “I’m going to be in the woods, not a courtroom.”

After double-checking the contents of my suitcase, I nodded, satisfied I had everything I needed. If I had inadvertently forgotten something, I could find a store and buy it. I spent a few minutes tossing all my toiletries in a bag, then slipped on my Birkenstocks, and carried my bags to the living room.

I had done my best to clear my schedule. Answered all emails marked “urgent,” pushed out the deadlines that could wait, and left detailed instructions for the team. Still, there were always loose ends that might need my attention. I tossed a pad of paper and pens into my work bag, then shut down my laptop with a click and slid it into the side pouch. The motion was automatic, like muscle memory from years of prioritizing work over everything else.

“I cannot believe I agreed to this,” I muttered to myself, glancing around. I was so used to being tethered to my office or working from my perfectly organized dining room table. The idea of setting up in an unknown space, with who-knows-what kind of furniture and lighting, seemed beyond ridiculous.

“This is temporary. Two weeks, tops. I can handle anything for two weeks.” I said as I locked the door behind me.

I glanced at my phone, the GPS taunting me with its bright, cheery estimate. Two hours and forty-three minutes, it had promised. Yet here I was, forty-seven minutes in, and I hadn’t even made it four miles from home.

“Why did I let Jessica talk me into this?” I grumbled out loud, shifting in my seat for the tenth time. The line of cars ahead stretched like a punishment, their brake lights mocking me.

A horn blared somewhere to my left, followed by the muffled yell of someone who was clearly frustrated. Not that I could blame them. We were all trapped in this hot metal purgatory together, crawling along like ants stuck in syrup.

I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel and glanced at the travel mug in my cup holder. I didn’t dare pick it up. With my luck, the moment I took a sip, traffic would start moving and some car would swerve into my lane, leaving me wearing my coffee for the rest of the day.

Trying to fight off the sticky humidity that had seeped into the car, I turned the knob on the air. “I should just turn around,” I grumbled out loud.

As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t exactly bail. Jessica would never let me live it down. “You’ll love it, Whit,” she had said, her voice full of that annoying optimism she reserved for things she wasn’t doing herself. “It’ll be good for you. A little R&R.” 

Sure. Because sitting on the interstate for an hour was exactly what I needed to recharge my batteries.

Another horn blared, this one closer. I clenched my jaw, resisting the urge to push my horn in solidarity. Instead, I gripped the wheel, inching forward all of six inches. At this rate, I would be lucky to make it to the retreat before they locked the doors for the night.

I reached over, tapped the phone, scrolled to my favorites, and pressed the call button. I was about to hang up after the third ring when the other end picked up.

“Hey, honey. How are you?” Mom’s happy voice came through the car speakers.

“Hey, Mom. I’m fine. What are you up to? Pickleball, or is it bingo day at the rec center?” 

“Pickleball was yesterday. Today, I’m sitting outside enjoying this beautiful weather. Enough about me. We haven’t talked in a couple of weeks, so catch me up. Have you heard any more about being made Partner?” 

I scoffed, gripping the wheel tighter. “I didn’t get it.” 

“Oh, honey, I’m so sorry to hear that. I know you must be disappointed. Did they give you a reason?” Her sympathy was genuine, but the question still stung.

“Yeah,” I muttered, the bitterness creeping into my voice. “Gage gave it to his nephew. His less experienced nephew.” 

Mom made a disgusted sound that made me smile despite myself. “Good to know nepotism is alive and well in corporate America.” 

“Isn’t it, though?” I let out a humorless laugh, shaking my head.

“You sound like you’re in the car. Where are you headed?” 

Adjusting in my seat, I glanced at the sea of brake lights ahead of me and sighed. “At the moment? Nowhere. Traffic is at a standstill. But my actual destination? You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” 

“It sounds like there’s a story,” she said, her interest piqued.

Blowing out a breath, I shifted the seatbelt across my shoulder. “Jessica gave me an early birthday present. And before you start with the ‘oh, how sweet’ or ‘how thoughtful,’ let me lay out all the facts.” 

“Oh, I dare not interrupt, Counselor,” she said, her voice tinged with playful sarcasm.

I rolled my eyes. “Jess thinks I need a vacation, and since I wasn’t taking one on my own, she booked one for me at her cousin’s place. Her cousin owns a place called Eden’s Garden. It’s a wellness retreat about three hours away.”

“That is a thoughtful gift, Whitney. Why do you sound upset?” 

“Because it’s in the woods. In the middle of nowhere. Work is extremely busy right now, and I don’t have time for this.” 

“Honey, I agree with Jessica. You do need a break. I’m not sure about the ‘middle of nowhere’ part, though. You might be a little too high maintenance for that,” she teased, laughing softly.

“Mom!” 

“You know it’s true. But it doesn’t make me love you any less.” 

“Okay, fine. I admit I might be a little high-maintenance,” I conceded with a small laugh. “But still, two weeks?”

“Well, try to keep an open mind.” 

I snorted. “Yeah, yeah. Anyway, I just wanted to let you know I’ll be out of town. When I get back, we’ll have dinner or something.” 

“Sounds good. We can try that new Italian place near my house.” 

Finally, the traffic started to move, and I ran my hand down my face in relief. “Okay, Mom. Traffic is finally moving. I better go.” 

“All right, honey. Drive safely. I love you.” 

“I love you, too. Talk soon.” 

I shifted the car into drive and inched along for several more minutes until, finally, things opened up. I pressed the gas pedal, turned off the air conditioner, and rolled down the windows. “Okay! Let’s go do some woo-woo shit!” 

The long, winding road was picturesque, but after hours in the car, I couldn’t have cared less. Sunlight filtered through the trees, casting shifting patterns on the pavement, and wildflowers lined the edges like something out of a damn travel blog. I should have appreciated the scenery, but all I could think about was how badly I needed to use the bathroom.

I finally spotted a large wooden sign that read Eden’s Garden - No Time Wasted and turned. Gravel crunched under my tires as I made my way along the tree-lined drive to a weathered gray barn standing proudly against the backdrop of tall pines. I yanked my car into the first gravel spot, practically throwing it into park, scrambled out, and made a beeline for what looked like the entrance.

A small bell jingled on the top of the door to announce my arrival. The air was cool and smelled faintly of lavender and wood polish, a calming combination that immediately annoyed me.

A bubbly brunette with a perky ponytail looked up from behind the counter. “Hi! Welcome to Eden’s Garden,” she chirped, her smile so bright it could power the overhead lights.

“Hi. Not to be rude, but could you point me toward the restroom?” I managed through gritted teeth.

“Oh! Sure, down the hall, second door on the right.” 

“Thanks.” 

The restroom was mercifully empty, and I was finally able to breathe again without the agony of a too-full bladder. I washed my hands and glanced at my reflection in the mirror. My hair looked like birds had attacked and made a nest. Driving the last two hours with the windows down probably hadn’t been the most brilliant idea. I ran my fingers through the tangles, applied a swipe of lip gloss, and tried to smooth out some of the wrinkles in my khakis.

“Okay, let’s do this,” I grumbled to my reflection before pasting on a fake smile and leaving the room.

“My apologies. It was a long drive,” I said to the ponytail girl. “I should be registered for a cottage. What do you need to see?”

She smiled brightly. “No problem! My name’s Morgan. I’ll need the name the reservation is under and your ID.” 

I dug through my bag and pulled out my wallet. “My name is Whitney Thompson, but the reservation is under my best friend’s name, Jessica Fraser.” 

A smooth, sultry, and somehow commanding voice spoke from behind me. “Oh! You’re Whitney. We’ve been waiting for you.” 

I turned and was immediately captivated. A woman with bright blue eyes, sun-kissed skin, and dark blonde hair pulled into a loose ponytail stood before me. Jesus Christ, she’s stunning.

I squared my shoulders, shoving away the entirely inappropriate thought that had just crossed my mind. “And you must be Eden Hollaway,” I said, keeping my tone even.

Her eyes locked onto mine, crinkling slightly at the corners as she smiled. “That’s me.”

Jessica had failed to mention that her cousin, Eden, was stunningly beautiful. Despite the damp tank top and loose hair sticking to glistening skin, she radiated a kind of effortless beauty and confidence.

When I realized I was staring, I regrouped and gestured toward the sign outside. “So, No Time Wasted. Is that a motto, or should I be concerned that this place operates like a boot camp?” 

Eden tilted her head slightly as if assessing me. “Depends. Do you need a boot camp?” 

“No,” I said firmly. “Just the opposite.” 

Her smile didn’t waver, but something flickered in her expression. Interest, maybe? Whatever it was, it disappeared too quickly for me to analyze.

“Well,” she said, “we don’t have a rigid schedule here. You can participate as much or as little as you want.” 

“I appreciate the clarification,” I replied, trying to gather myself.

“Let me know if you have any questions or need anything.” 

I smirked. “I do have one question. Could you direct me to the Tree of Knowledge so I can get my complimentary apple?” 

Eden’s smile faltered for a fraction of a second before she nodded slowly, her smile returning. “If I had a nickel for every time I’ve heard that joke…” she said, her tone polite but dry.

I meant it as a joke, but it didn’t land as one. I felt the heat of embarrassment creeping up my neck as I cleared my throat. “Bad joke. But seriously, I’m only planning to be here for a short time, and so long as the WiFi works properly, I shouldn’t have any questions,” I said, turning to hand Morgan my ID.

“The WiFi is good, but I hope you’ll find you don’t need it,” Eden said from behind me. “Morgan, I’ll be in my office for a bit. Then I’m heading up to the farmhouse for the night.”

“Sounds good, boss. I’m teaching the 9 a.m. yoga class, so I’ll see you in the morning.” 

Eden stepped past me and nodded. “See you around, Whitney.” 

As she disappeared down the hall, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding and turned back to Morgan. “So, what else do you need?” 

Morgan smiled, her expression irritatingly bright. “I need your signature on a couple of things, and then I’ll grab your key and show you to your cottage.” 

I wheeled my suitcase to the bedroom, its tiny wheels grating against the wood floors. The bed had a pale green quilt with a couple of navy throw pillows and looked comfortable enough. I left the suitcase by the bed and carried my toiletry bag to the tiny bathroom around the corner. I had seen larger closets in mid-tier hotels than this bathroom, but at least it was clean.

I stepped around the corner and took in the open-concept living space. Rustic charm, or some variation of it, appeared to be the theme. Exposed wood beams, cozy furnishings, and an abundance of sage green all seemed to coordinate with the idea of finding peace in nature.

I scanned the room for a place to set up my work area because finding peace wouldn’t pay the bills, and two weeks was too long to be completely unplugged. My gaze landed on a round table that looked like it had probably been handcrafted by someone named Hank, who only worked with sustainable wood and good vibes.

The living room wasn’t spacious, but it had that curated, cozy vibe. A sage-colored sofa dominated the space, with a chunky knit throw draped over the back like it was trying too hard to say, ‘Go on, sit down and pretend life isn’t a disaster for five minutes.’

Next to it, a table held a small tray with a retreat brochure, an activities calendar, and a full-color map showing the buildings, nature trails, and gathering spots on the property. I snapped a photo of the map with my phone. At least now I won’t get lost.

Curiosity prompted me to pick up the colorful calendar. The schedule included group meditation, yoga classes, painting workshops, journaling workshops, nature walks, and fireside chats. It read like an article on 10 Ways to Find Your Inner Zen. 

If I were going to be stuck here for two weeks, I figured I might as well try at least one of the activities. I scanned the calendar and settled on Garden Lunch and a journaling workshop on Wednesday. Those should be simple enough since I already know how to eat and write.

The dull throb emanating from my temples was growing increasingly difficult to ignore. It was courtesy of the traffic jam, overly aggressive drivers, and the grand finale of the older man driving a huge tractor. It had felt like he had been determined to personally escort me down the last three miles of the two-lane road. I had never wanted to honk the horn so badly, but the cheerful wave he gave me at his turn-off made me feel bad for even thinking it.

I dug through my bag, found the ibuprofen bottle, shook two pills into my palm, and downed them with a gulp of water from one of the little bottles in the fridge.

I debated unpacking but decided to flop onto the sofa instead. The scent of lavender and something woody floated through the air, probably meant to relax me, although ‘relaxed’ was not the word I would use to describe my current state. I closed my eyes, determined to rest for a few minutes to let the meds kick in.

A loud, sharp sound startled me, jolting me like I’d just dropped into a free fall. I sat up, blinking into the dark, trying to figure out where the hell I was, and then it hit me.

“Oh my god,” I muttered, rubbing a hand over my face. “I just snorted myself awake.”

I checked my phone and saw that it was 8:45 p.m. I had slept for over three hours. I never napped, much less crashed like a worn-out baby. I stood, stretching to wake up my muscles, and approached the window. Outside the cottage, the grounds were softly lit with golden lights adorning the paths. As much as I disliked admitting it, the scene was inviting.

Stepping out into the cool night air, I was greeted by the gentle scent of blooming flowers. Landscaping lights on the ground softly illuminated the gravel path leading from the cottage. Wooden posts, crafted to resemble lanterns, proudly displayed handmade signs pointing to the Main Building, Meditation Grove, Fire Pit, Reflection Pond, and Garden Path. They all invited me to explore further.

As I strolled, I encountered a few friendly faces amidst a cluster of cottages tucked among the trees. A woman with a yoga mat casually slung over her shoulder flashed me a warm smile as she walked by. Seeing everyone moving as if time were a gentle suggestion rather than a strict schedule was fascinating and stood in stark contrast to the hurried rhythm that dominated my life.

The sound of gravel crunching under my sandals was strangely satisfying as I turned down a side path named Reflection Pond Lane. The trail opened onto a small pool surrounded by smooth stones and low, flowering shrubs. The rippling water shimmered under the glow of a single lantern.

I settled onto a charming wrought-iron bench and gently ran my fingers along the curve of the armrest. A sigh escaped my lips as I gazed at the shimmering water and wondered for the hundredth time what the hell I was doing here.


CHAPTER 2 - WHITNEY


The Garden Lunch was probably a simple way to ease strangers into camaraderie, but I felt like an unwitting participant in a social experiment and didn’t appreciate it. The cardboard box in front of me held a sandwich, a bag of plain chips, and a canned drink. I picked up the sandwich and gazed at it. It smelled faintly of mustard and disappointment. Was this what retreat life amounted to? Cardboard lunches and meaningless conversations with strangers?

I slowly drummed my fingers against the side of the box, wondering how long I needed to stay before I could leave without drawing attention. I was on the verge of calling it when two women across from me started discussing breathwork and earthing. Earthing? There’s no way that’s an actual thing.

A shadow moved across me. “Whitney?” 

Surprised to hear my name, I looked up and saw Eden standing at my elbow. She gestured toward the box. “How’s lunch?” 

I glanced at the sandwich again. “It’s… good.” The pause stretched thick and awkward, and I scrambled for something less dismissive. “Very... ah, simple.” 

Her laugh was soft and genuine, the kind that settled under your skin. “That’s kind of the point. No frills. No stress. Just the basics. There’s something to be said for simplicity, don’t you think?” 

Maybe it was a question about lunch, or perhaps it was about life. Either way, I didn’t have the desire to have a deep discussion on the benefits of simplicity.

I exhaled slowly, the motion feeling more like surrender than breathing. “Sure. I guess.” 

Eden leaned down, her voice low, into my ear. “Don’t worry. This will be old hat for you before long, and you’ll be leading the discussions on the benefits of earthing.” 

I shot her a glance. My lips twitched. “Doubtful, but I’ll keep it in mind,” I replied dryly.

She straightened, looking oddly satisfied. “You should join one of my yoga classes,” she said with a smirk. “No talking required,” she said with a chuckle as she walked away.

Eden puzzled me. The way she looked at me, as if she could see more than I wanted to reveal, made me feel slightly uncomfortable and more than a little curious.

I arrived at the journaling workshop just in time to catch Eden wrapping up her introduction and inviting everyone to pick out a notebook and pen. I wasn’t thrilled with the prospect of enduring the next ninety minutes, which was most likely going to be a complete waste of time.

Eden’s gaze caught mine as I lingered behind the others. There was a hint of curiosity in her expression that made me feel as if I were being studied. I ignored it and stepped to the table, plucking a bright yellow spiral notebook from the stack.

“Hi.” Her voice, low and amused, sent a flicker down my spine. “How’s the WiFi? Is it up to your impossibly high standards?”

I forced a smirk, masking the sudden heat crawling up my neck. “It’s fine. I’m surviving the wilderness,” I replied, as I opened the notebook and thumbed through the blank pages. “And now I’m here to see what all the hype is about when it comes to spilling your guts on paper.”

Eden tilted her head, considering me. “I’m happy to see you’re giving it a try. Many people swear by it as a way to process things.”

I held back a sigh and offered a faint smile. “I’m sure some do. However, I doubt I’ll be one of them.”  

She hummed thoughtfully. “A little closed off, I see.”

I met her gaze, keeping my voice light but edged enough to make my point. “Self-aware would be a better description. I’ll use it in a sentence: I’m self-aware enough to know that journaling my feelings isn’t for me.”

A lesser person might have balked at my response, but Eden just smiled. “I see. My mistake.”

Before I could throw another quip her way, she turned to the class. “Hello, everyone. Welcome to the journaling workshop. Normally, I lead this session, but I have a scheduling conflict today. So, Fran will be stepping in for me.”

Quick footsteps behind me made me turn. A dark-haired woman in professional attire breezed into the room, all efficiency and apology. “So sorry! I had an appointment that ran a little late.”

Eden stepped back, motioning to the group. “They’re all set.”

Fran beamed at her, then turned to the room. “Perfect.”

“For those who don’t know, Fran is our resident therapist,” Eden said, addressing the group. “She’s a great person to lead this class,” she gave Fran’s arm a brief squeeze before stepping back.

I rolled my eyes more than once as Fran talked about the benefits of journaling. She explained that it was a way to process thoughts, feelings, and experiences. It was a conversation with yourself, a space for honesty and self-reflection.

A little over an hour later, I was back at the cottage, powering up the laptop and opening my email. My stomach clenched as I watched a flood of unopened messages fill the screen, cascading like a waterfall with no end or mercy.

I skimmed down the page. Client updates. Meeting agendas. A plague of “just circling back” emails. How did a few days offline lead to a full-blown digital apocalypse?

My phone vibrated with a sharp hum against the wooden table. I glanced at the screen and smiled as I hit the speaker button. “Hey, Jess. How are things in the real world?” 

She chuckled. “The same as when you left. I’m sad that I can’t sit in your office, complaining about how obnoxious Kyle was this morning when he took the last donut. He had the nerve to look at me with a sneer and said maybe I would get lucky next time.” 

“He’s a Partner and no doubt feels entitled to the last donut.” 

“Speaking of work,” she said, “why is your Teams light green? Please tell me you aren’t working.” 

“Not working, per se,” I said, wincing as I logged out of my email. “Just checking my inbox.”  

“That’s still working. The whole point of being there is to unplug. You’re supposed to be relaxing and figuring things out, remember?”  

“I’m relaxing as much as one can at a wellness retreat,” I muttered, rubbing my temple. “Still not seeing how hanging out in the woods is going to help me figure anything out. Unless, of course, the goal is to be bored into enlightenment.” 

Jessica paused, her tone changing. “Ever consider that getting out of your comfort zone, where you’re glued to your laptop, or constantly in meetings, might be exactly what you need?” 

I sighed, leaning back in my chair. “Okay, then tell me how a journaling workshop is supposed to help me figure things out?” 

“Journaling?” she echoed, amused.

I reached for the notebook, flipping it to a blank page. “Yep, journaling. I just got back from a workshop. Apparently, journaling is the magic key to self-discovery. Just like a diary, except no sparkly lock to protect my secrets.”

Jessica laughed. “I had the cutest diary when I was thirteen. Dark blue velvet cover, adorned with little sparkly stars, and an ornate gold lock. I wrote about crushes, fights with friends, and how my parents didn’t understand me.” 

“I never had a diary,” I said, keeping my voice light but feeling the sharp edge of the memory. “I asked for one once, but my dad said it was frivolous. Said I had more important things to focus on, like studying, training, and winning.” 

“Oh, Whitney. That’s harsh.” She said in a soft voice.

“Yeah, well, it’s just one of the many inspirational tales from my childhood.” I stood and walked to the window. Outside, the late afternoon light spilled across the grass in golden ribbons.

“Anyway, this woman named Fran led the class.” 

Jessica perked up. “Oh, I love Fran. She and Jackson have been together forever, and their daughter, Hannah, is absolutely gorgeous.”

“Yeah, Fran seems nice,” I replied, watching two women I recognized from the journaling class walk by. “What is the point in all of this, Jess?” 

“That’s a good question. Why don’t you start there?” she asked, letting the question hang. 

I frowned. “What do you mean?” 

“Write that down at the top of the page. ‘What’s the point of all this?’ Just start with that question and see where it takes you.”

I walked back to the table, staring at the notebook. The blank page stared back, smug. “Yeah. Maybe.”  I mumbled.

Jessica chuckled lightly. “I’ll let you go. I need to work, and you probably have some deep journaling to avoid.” 

“Exactly!” I laughed. 

“Do me a favor and say hi to Eden the next time you see her.” 

I felt a tiny flutter in my stomach at the mention of Eden’s name, but I shook my head and ignored it. “Bye.” 

I set the phone down, my gaze drifting back to the notebook. Still blank. Still smug. I hesitated for a moment before grabbing the pen and writing in big block letters - What is the point of all this?

I stared at the question, half waiting for the answer to pop into my head. When it didn’t, I tossed the pen down and walked away.

Baby steps.


CHAPTER 3 - WHITNEY


The sky had deepened to a rich shade of blue as the last streaks of orange melted into the horizon. I trudged up the hill toward the fire pit with each step weighed down by second thoughts. Why had I agreed to attend this Fireside Chat? Sitting with strangers, forced into chumminess, felt like volunteering for dental surgery. But it was either this or facing that same blank journal page that had been taunting me for days.

As I crested the hill, the sight that greeted me stopped me cold. The area was stunning, with vibrant flower beds and native grass that swayed in the breeze. A large natural stone patio encircled a large fire pit crafted from smooth river rocks and weathered stones. Adirondack chairs, painted in soft earth tones, circled the fire pit, and a wooden swing hung between two timber posts nearby. The swing swayed slightly in the evening breeze, inviting but distant. The area was rustic yet elegant. Certainly not the rusted metal pit and mismatched camp chairs I had imagined.

I veered toward the swing, skirting past a cluster of women I recognized from Monday’s lunch, and offered a nod on my way past. The swing was close enough to listen but far enough away to make a quick exit if the ‘chat’ turned into a feelings free-for-all.

I put the swing in motion and watched a man wearing a bright green John Deere hat meticulously arrange logs into a teepee. He was crouched down, tilting his head like an artist evaluating a final brushstroke. He clicked a lighter, shielding the tiny flame with his hand as he guided it toward the kindling. There was a slow, crackling sound as the dry twigs caught, and a flame flickered upward before retreating. He leaned in and gently blew toward the logs, coaxing the orange flames to grow.

Fran sat across from me, wine glass in hand, her gaze fixed on the guy in the green hat. Her expression was soft and knowing. I figured he was Fran’s husband and Eden’s older brother, Jackson.

I studied him, looking for hints of Eden. At first, nothing was obvious. Then he smiled. It felt familiar, but not exactly the same. Eden’s smile lingered longer. Hers reached deeper.

As if my thoughts had conjured her, Eden appeared beside him and playfully shoved his hat down over his eyes. He batted her hand away, making her laugh. He stood, easily towering over her. Not that it was hard to do. At 5’8”, I had a few inches on her as well.

My gaze lingered on Eden longer than it should have, but I didn’t care. There was something about her that seemed to pull me in. Something that made me stop and take notice.

Eden turned, greeting Tiffany and Allen with an easy smile. “Hey, guys. I’m glad you decided to join us. Sit wherever you like.”

Tiffany and Allen settled into chairs close to Fran. They were the adorably cute couple who tried to recruit me for the painting class yesterday. I had politely declined their invitation, explaining that creativity wasn’t my strong suit. Allen laughed and held up his masterpiece. It was supposed to be sunrise over pine trees. I didn’t have the heart to tell him it looked more like an ambitious wildfire.

A slight breeze shifted, pushing the smoke in my direction. The warmth didn’t quite reach me, but the scent did. The smoke curled through the air, carrying the rich, earthy aroma of burning wood. I breathed it in, letting it mix with the humid night air and the faint traces of wildflowers and grass.

I closed my eyes for a moment, listening to the fire crackle, the low murmur of voices, the crickets off in the distance. I was here, but not really. Present but removed.

I opened my eyes in time to see two familiar faces from the journaling workshop walk up. I smirked, remembering how they had been so eager to dive into their feelings that they had asked to stay after the workshop to discuss journaling prompts.

Fran raised her hand and waved them over. “Emma, you and Sarah come sit over here.”

The woman I assumed was Emma smiled and nodded as she dragged a chair close to Fran. “I wish we didn’t have to leave tomorrow. I’m not ready to go home yet.”

An older woman I hadn’t seen before chuckled as she settled into a chair with a few other ladies. “Emma, I felt exactly the same. So, I called my husband last night and told him that before I leave, I’m reserving my spot for next year.”

Eden’s face brightened, her expression open and warm. “I’m glad you like it that much, Carol. I guess that means we’re doing something right.”

Allen leaned forward, his lopsided grin open and easy. “We’ve only been here a few days, but your retreat is my favorite.”

Tiffany let out a soft laugh as she patted Allen’s leg. “Costa Rica still wins for me. But Eden’s Garden is absolutely in my top two.”

Eden chuckled, shaking her head. “I’ll take it. And if you all have any ideas on how to make the experience even better, I’m always open to suggestions.”

She hadn’t said it in that overly eager way some people do when seeking compliments. Instead, she spoke with gentle confidence that comes from truly knowing you’ve created something special.

I watched as the warm firelight played across her face, softening the sharp angles of her features and making her even more captivating. When she looked my way, our gazes locked in a moment of accidental connection, and I felt my heart flutter slightly. When she returned her focus to the group around her, I felt an odd tinge of loss and disappointment. 

Conversations ebbed and flowed around me, rising and falling like waves against the shore. Some were light and teasing, punctuated by easy laughter. Others dipped into something deeper, voices softening, edges blurring. Stories unfolded effortlessly, weaving together like threads in a well-worn tapestry. Part of me found it comforting and proof that a connection could be that simple. A bigger part of me felt like an outsider. It was like watching warmth through a window, close enough to see but never quite feel.

I let the gentle sway of the swing set my rhythm. My eyes drifted without direction, from the firelight dancing against weathered stone to the shifting silhouettes of the trees. Time moved without urgency, and I floated with it, unmoored. My thoughts meandered, slipping from one thing to the next without settling.

The quiet stillness was strange. I was accustomed to focusing on something, whether it was a task or a goal. But here, surrounded by voices I wasn’t part of, I just drifted. And I discovered I was okay with simply drifting.

It didn’t feel like long had passed before the small crowd thinned, voices fading into the night until only Eden, Fran, Emma, Sarah, and I remained around the fire.

Emma leaned forward. “Fran, I want to thank you for listening and for helping me this week.” 

Fran gave Emma a warm smile. “You don’t need to thank me. I’m just glad you felt heard.” 

“After our session yesterday,” Emma’s voice wavered. “I thought long and hard about my life and how my marriage went from a fairytale to… something darker.” 

My gaze drifted to Eden. Her hair was down tonight, shadowing her face, and somehow, that felt intimate. My eyes followed the line of her jaw to the delicate hollow of her throat. The thought of pressing my lips there slid through my mind before I could stop it. I shook my head, trying to clear it. I looked down. It was safer to focus on my feet than wonder what her skin might taste like.

“I made a decision last night.” Emma’s troubled voice drew me back. “Well, actually, it was this morning around 4 a.m.” She exhaled slowly. “I’m done making excuses for him and thinking everything is my fault and that I did something wrong. No man should ever hit a woman.” 

I snapped my head up and locked my eyes on Emma. Her last few words had brought me fully present.

She pushed her hair back from her eyes before continuing, “I have no idea when or how, but I’m getting out. Sarah said I could stay with her, but I’m uncomfortable with that idea. I worry he would go after her if he found out I was there.” 

I pushed up from the swing and padded toward the fire. I held my hands out, palms facing the flames. “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to eavesdrop. I just got a little chilly all of a sudden.” 

Emma looked up, offering a small smile. “It’s okay. Get warm.” 

Fran swirled her wine and gave Emma a look like she had already read the ending of her story. “Leaving’s hard,” she said. “Staying is harder. You don’t have to do either alone. I know you have people who love you and would be willing to help. Don’t be ashamed to ask them for help.”

Emma nodded, swiping a tear from her cheek with the back of her hand. “I won’t,” she said, but her voice wavered. She took a shaky breath, her fingers curling into her lap. “I have a little money, and my mom offered to help, but it won’t be enough. Divorce attorneys aren’t cheap, and I can’t hire someone local because he might find out. I want to be fully out before the legal part starts.”

She let out a bitter scoff, shaking her head. “So, I’ll be the good little wife until I figure it out.” Her laugh was hollow, edged with something sharp. “Not like I have much of a choice.”

The fire popped sharply, interrupting the quiet resolve of the moment. I looked toward Eden, our gazes locking once more. Our eyes held across the firelight, neither of us speaking, nor looking away. For a split second, the air between us felt changed.

The moment stretched until I looked away. And just like that, the moment was over, leaving an emptiness in my chest I didn’t understand or know how to name.

I took a small step back, feeling as though I were stepping away from a precipice. Something had just passed between us, but I had no idea what it was. All I was sure of was that its weight had landed squarely on my chest, and I wasn’t likely to forget it soon.

•••••••

I slipped on my sunglasses and sank onto the top step of the cottage’s porch. The morning air was already thick, heavy with a humidity that clung to my skin. Something told me that today’s run would be less about being healthy and clearing my head and more about surviving a slow and sticky death.

I brought the steaming mug to my lips, took a sip of coffee, and grimaced at the bitterness. Going cold turkey and giving up coffee completely might be better than drinking it black. People who drink their coffee black on purpose are either saints or psychopaths.

My phone vibrated beside me, and I smiled when I saw the screen light up with a familiar face. “Hey, Mom. You’re up and about early.” 

“Good morning, honey. I was sitting here drinking my morning tea, thinking about you, and decided to give you a ring. How are you? Are you enjoying the place Jessica sent you to?” 

I took another sip, wincing. “I’m bored out of my mind,” I answered as I watched puffy clouds drift across the blue sky.

“I would think a place like that would have a lot of things to do.” 

I shook my head, “It’s not that there’s nothing to do. It’s that I have no interest in anything they offer.” 

“Give me an example of what you’re talking about.” 

I pursed my lips, thinking of the schedule on the tray inside. “They have workshops and classes. Things like meditation, journaling, and yoga.” 

“None of those sounds like something you would do. So, what have you been doing?” 

“Morning runs, reading, and... working a little.” 

There was a pause. “So, you’ve made up your mind not to try anything?” She asked with a slightly disappointed tone. 

I smirked, thinking about the empty notebook on the table. “You can drop the mom tone. I have tried a couple of things. Went to a Dear Diary class on Monday, and last night, I sat around a campfire.” 

“A campfire?” 

“On the monthly calendar, it’s called Fireside Chat. And it was exactly that. People sitting around a fire and talking.” 

“Okay. Is Dear Diary about keeping a diary?” 

“That’s not the name of the workshop. It’s just what I call it. But, yeah, basically.” I replied with a chuckle.

“I take it that isn’t something you want to do either?” 

“Pouring my heart out on the pages of a cheap spiral notebook? No. I don’t see the point.” 

“Well, honey, I’m sure there is a point, or they wouldn’t offer it as a class. Maybe you should give it a try.” 

I shrugged, even though she couldn’t see it. “I’m not dismissing it completely. I know some people find value in it, like this woman from my class. She was at the Fireside Chat last night. She’s in her mid-to-late twenties, I would guess. She was talking with another woman about her marriage. I don’t know all the details, but it didn’t sound good. Her husband did a complete 180 after they got married. The sweet guy she fell for turned controlling and abusive. She wants to leave, but she doesn’t have the means.”

“Oh, that’s terrible. Is there anything you can do to help?” 

The question lodged in my chest, making me wish there were. “I’m not the right attorney for her. Emma, that’s her name, isn’t in a financial position to start divorce proceedings.” 

“Why don’t you think you’re the right attorney?” 

I huffed out a humorless laugh. “You know my hourly rate. I would have to do it pro bono. Can you imagine what Dad would say if I took on a client pro bono?” 

Mom huffed out a loud breath. “Your father isn’t the best example to follow when it comes to doing what’s right. Speaking of, have you heard from him lately?” 

My stomach tightened. “Oh, I have. He called to share his thoughts after he heard I didn’t make Partner. Said I didn’t work hard enough, needed to focus more on connections, and I should stop showing emotions and be more like a man. And if I wasn’t coming out on top, it was wasted effort because I was screwing up somewhere. You know, the same type of pep talks I’ve been getting since I was ten and made the track team for the first time.” 

Mom was silent for a few seconds, then she said, “Your father could always be a real ass at times.” 

I stared into my coffee. “True. But is Dad wrong? There’s a reason Gage and the others didn’t think I was good enough. Maybe they’re right.” 

“Whitney Thompson! You stop that right now. What your father thinks isn’t what matters. The outrageous expectations he has put on you since you were a child are just that…Outrageous!” 

“Outrageous or not, some things have a way of sticking. Anyway, let’s talk about something else. Anything new with you?” 

Mom hesitated, her breath catching before she giggled like a schoolgirl. “George asked me to go to dinner with him.” 

I grinned. “Did you say yes?” 

“I did. I haven’t been on a date in years. I’m not sure what to wear or how to behave.” 

“He asked you to dinner because he likes you. Relax and be yourself. You’ll have a great time.” 

It was strange hearing my mom be unsure of herself. She had always been the confident one, the calm in the storm. We talked for a while longer about what she might wear and how her nerves were just excitement in disguise. I made her promise to call and tell me all about her dinner date with this new man.

After we hung up, I took a sip of lukewarm coffee and winced. I tossed the rest into the dirt by the steps without thinking. Watching the stain soak into the earth felt like a metaphor, bitterness soaking in unnoticed and unwanted.

I scoffed. “I can sit here comparing my life to nasty tasting coffee, or I can get off my butt and do something. Time for a run!” I pushed to my feet and headed inside to change clothes.

Ten minutes later, I was bounding off the steps, running up the hill toward the fire pit. Running the same route every day for the past week had turned repetitive, and if I didn’t change things up, I might as well be back on my treadmill at home, staring at a wall.

I left my AirPods behind so my thoughts could wander without the distraction of background noise. The silence felt foreign at first, but soon, the rhythm of my breath and crunch of gravel became its own soundtrack.

The sound of laughter coming from the yoga pavilion drew my attention. Eden was leading an early morning class. She had pulled her hair up like she had the first time I saw her. Even from this distance, I could see the curves of her body. God help me.

Maybe I should sign up for yoga. Because if watching Eden move around in tight yoga pants was part of the package, I would happily bend myself into a pretzel. I shook my head, chuckling. The fact that I was getting flustered by a woman in yoga pants was proof that it had been too long since I had been with another woman.

I turned onto a dirt path that snaked through the trees, my mind drifting back to the call with Mom. She was right about Dad, and I was like him in many ways. Focused, determined, and obsessed with winning. I had learned to be those things because if I wasn’t first across the finish line or at the top of my class, he had no problem letting me know how disappointed he was.

There was a time when my work meant something, when it wasn’t just about billable hours and bottom lines. If I wanted things to change, that meant stepping out of my comfort zone, even if it was awkward and messy.

That’s when Emma’s voice echoed in my head. I knew I could help her. I had the skills and the experience. Hell, I had the time if I stopped pretending otherwise. So, what was holding me back? It certainly wasn’t about the money. I had enough money in the bank to retire tomorrow if I wanted to.

I could hear Dad’s unwelcome voice creeping in. Reminding me that helping for free was a waste, emotions had no place in the courtroom, and I wasn’t hired to care. I tightened my jaw. Caring isn’t the problem. It’s the whole point.

I came to a sudden stop, pivoted, and jogged back toward the cottage to get a business card. She needs to know I’m a professional, not some barefooted, tree-worshipping woo-woo chick that goes to retreats like this on purpose. Ok, that was mean. I haven’t seen anyone hugging trees. I mean, they probably do, but I just haven’t seen them.

When I reached the parking lot about fifteen minutes later, I found Emma standing by her car with the trunk open. “Emma!” I called out, slowing from a run to a walk.

She turned and looked at me with a polite but confused smile. “Hi. I’m sorry, but I don’t know your name.” 

I walked toward her, still catching my breath. “It’s Whitney Thompson. Sorry for how I look and for ambushing you like this. Do you have a moment? I want to discuss something with you.” 

Her brow furrowed. “Uh, sure. I’m waiting for Sarah. So, I guess I have a minute. What’s this about?” 

“Again, I apologize for my appearance. Wearing sweaty running clothes is not how I typically meet prospective clients.” 

“Clients?” Her head tilted as her confusion deepened.

“I overheard you talking about your marriage last night.” 

Her smile disappeared. “I’m a little embarrassed you heard that. Listen, I’m not proud of the mess I’ve gotten myself into and—”

I held my hand up, stopping her. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” 

Emma defensively crossed her arms. “What do you mean?” 

“I practice Family Law and think I can help you,” I explained as I put my hands on my hips. Standing like this always boosted my confidence and made me feel a little like Superwoman.

“That’s... kind, but I probably couldn’t afford you.” 

“Normally, I would say you’re probably right,” I said, giving her a small, rueful smile. “But I would like to represent you pro bono.” 

Emma’s expression brightened. “Wait! Are you serious?” 

“I am. I’ve been an attorney for almost twenty years, and I’m good at it. While I’ve never done pro bono work before, something about this feels right. What are your thoughts? Would you be willing to work with a stranger whom you just met in a parking lot?” 

Emma stared at me for a beat, then threw herself into my arms. “Yes. Oh my god, yes! I would love that,” she exclaimed.

The hug caught me off guard, and it took a moment before I awkwardly returned it. By the time she pulled back, swiping at her tears, I felt the sting of my own welling up. My emotional reaction was almost as surprising as Emma’s hug had been.

“You’re answering my biggest prayer,” she said tearfully.

I reached out and squeezed her arm. “Here’s my business card. Sorry if it’s a little damp from where I was holding it,” I chuckled. “You should take some time and research me, just to be sure. Once you do, and if you’re comfortable with me representing you, we’ll schedule a more in-depth talk. I’m not sure where you live, so if we can’t meet in person, we can do a Zoom meeting or talk over the phone, whatever works best for you.” 

“Am I interrupting?” Sarah asked, tossing her bag in the trunk.

I turned. “No interruption.” I held out my hand. “Hello, I’m Whitney Thompson.” 

She gave Emma an odd look as she shook my hand. “Sarah. Nice to meet you, Whitney. What am I missing here?” 

Emma pulled Sarah to her side, “Whitney is going to help me get a divorce from Toby. For free!” 

Sarah’s eyes widened as she looked back at me. “Seriously?” 

I nodded. “Yes, seriously. There are still a few details to discuss, but I believe I can help your friend.” 

Sarah looked at me and nodded. Then, she hugged Emma tightly to her side. “See? I told you to trust that things would work out. When you least expect it, the universe will put someone on your path that changes everything.” 

I clasped my hands together. “Okay, I’ll let you ladies get on your way. Emma, I look forward to hearing from you.”

I watched as they drove out of the parking lot, their taillights winking in the morning sun. Sarah’s words about the universe putting people on your path lingered. I wasn’t a believer in fate or cosmic interventions, but today, it was hard to argue. Dad would say helping her was a weakness, but I think it’s the first thing I’ve done in years that feels strong.

A bead of sweat rolled down my cheek, and as I wiped it away, I realized just how bad I must look. Instead of grabbing a towel from the cottage and composing myself like a normal person, I had only grabbed two business cards and sprinted straight to the parking lot.

I pulled at my sweat soaked tank top, lifted my arm slightly, and cautiously sniffed. “Jesus. I need a shower.”

I turned to head back to the cottage, and that’s when I caught sight of Eden watching me through the window. She smiled, waved her hand under her nose, and then pointed at me.

Slightly embarrassed that she had caught me sniffing my sweaty armpit, I nodded, shrugged with a sheepish grin, and jogged away.

•••••••

I took a sip of coffee, then set the mug on the table. The sun hadn’t fully risen yet, and the air outside had a soft, gray stillness. With nothing better to do, I checked my email to see if there was any update about a court date for the Bryant divorce.

I rolled my eyes, recalling how last month’s mediation was a complete disaster. Marcie wanted it finished, and if I were in her position, I would feel the same. Watching your husband of thirty years parade around with a woman more than half his age, who also happened to be pregnant with his child, had to be a tough pill to swallow. For Marcie’s sake, the sooner we appeared before a judge, the better.

I scrolled, but nothing stood out. When I reached the bottom of the inbox, I saw an email from Kyle. The subject line glared at me in all caps: “WE HAVE A PROBLEM.” 

“Great.” I clicked it open, already bracing myself.

Whitney,

There was a leak in my office, which forced me to move. Since you aren’t here working, I have decided to move into your office. When you finally return, I’ll speak to one of the secretaries about finding you a new place to live. Maintenance packed your personal items in boxes and stacked them in the supply closet.

I appreciate your understanding and working with me on logistics.

Kyle

I stared at the screen, blinking as if trying to reset my brain. Surely, to God, I had misread that. I reread it.

Nope. I hadn’t misread it.

“What the actual fuck?” The words tore from me, echoing through the empty room.

Kyle has taken my office. My office. The one I had busted my ass for. The office with the view. The office that made working exceptionally long hours almost bearable. And my things? Tossed into boxes like junk and left in a closet, like I didn’t matter.

My pulse hammered in my ears. I shoved up from the table, the force causing my coffee to slosh over the rim and puddle onto the wood. My whole body was shaking. I began pacing the small living room, too angry to form coherent thoughts.

I couldn’t stay here. I stormed into the bedroom, ripped open a drawer, and yanked on the first clothes I touched. Sandals on. No makeup. No plan. Just the fire of my rage pushing me.

I slammed out the door into the morning air and started walking because if I stood still any longer, I was going to implode. I put one foot in front of the other until the anger settled into something I could control. I moved with no destination in mind, but the cool morning air did nothing to calm the fire burning in me.

The scent of damp earth rose with the sun as birds chirped from the trees, oblivious to the storm raging inside me. The grind of the gravel beneath my feet was an irritating reminder that I was in the middle of nowhere while my life back home unraveled without me.

Why hadn’t Jessica warned me this was happening? She was supposed to be my friend. She knew how much that office meant to me. It was tangible proof that the sleepless nights, long hours, and sacrifices hadn’t been for nothing. I felt like my entire career had been abandoned in a goddamn supply closet.

I passed the pond, its surface glassy and still, reflecting the brightening colors of the morning sky. The water was peaceful, completely unbothered by office politics. I hated it for that.

I kicked a small rock off the path and watched it bounce down the embankment and disappear into the brush. Just like that, it was gone from sight. Kind of like my sense of control over my life. I stepped off the path, my heart thumping loudly as I pressed my forehead to the rough bark of a tall pine. It felt like I was losing pieces of myself, and I was powerless to stop it from happening.

The thought made me feel small. Smaller than I wanted to admit. I pushed off the tree and continued walking, my feet heavy as I climbed the gentle slope toward the fire pit.

The swing beckoned me like an old friend. I dropped onto it, the chains creaking under my weight. I hunched forward, put my elbows on my knees, and hung my head. The emotional dam broke, and hot tears slid down my cheeks. It had been ages since I had cried like this. Since I had let myself feel anything that wasn’t controlled.

A soft voice broke through the fog of my thoughts. “Hey, I don’t want to intrude, but are you okay? Is there anything I can do?”

Without looking up, I recognized Fran’s voice and knew I had to reply. I pressed the hem of my t-shirt to my face to blot away the evidence of my temporary collapse. When I looked up, Fran stood a few feet away, hands loose at her sides, eyes gentle and watchful.

I feigned a smile. “No, I’m fine. Thanks.” 

The words were a lie, but I didn’t know what else to say. I wasn’t about to spill my guts, least of all to someone who probably spent her life analyzing people. I didn’t need or want to be analyzed.

She nodded, her gaze lingering. “I remember you from my journaling class.” She hesitated like she was trying to choose her words carefully. “Sometimes writing helps when life gets confusing or overwhelming. Even if it’s messy, just getting it out can help.” 

I managed a small, humorless laugh. “Yeah, I’m sure it does.” 

“It was just a thought. If you need to talk, I would be happy to listen.”  She offered an understanding smile, then turned and left.

I watched her go, feeling a strange mix of gratitude and discomfort. Maybe Fran was right. Maybe writing it all down would help. Or… Perhaps it would just be another way to admit I was losing control. I ran my hands through my hair and laughed.

As I made my way down the hill, my breath was still a little shaky from the emotional tsunami that had just wrecked me. I had gone to pieces like some tragic heroine in a period drama. My mind wasn’t clear, but at least now I don’t feel like a human pressure cooker about to explode.

The crunch of gravel behind me grew louder, cutting through the quiet morning. I glanced back as Eden’s golf cart rolled closer, and I stepped off the path to let her pass. But instead of breezing by, she slowed to a stop.

Pushing her aviators up into her hair, she smiled. “Good morning. Decided to mix it up with a walk instead of your usual morning run?”

I blinked, caught somewhere between curiosity and mild suspicion. “You know my schedule?”

Her lips twitched into half a smile. “I notice things.”

An unexpected flicker of warmth ran through me, knowing I was one of the things she noticed. “I guess you could say I needed a change of pace today.”

Eden studied me, her blue eyes were a little too perceptive for comfort. “Is everything okay?”

“Absolutely. Couldn’t be better.” I forced a too-wide and too-practiced smile.

She hesitated, like she was weighing whether to call me on my bullshit. After a second, she nodded. “Okay. If you’re sure.”

“I am,” I said, doubling down on the forced smile as if sheer insistence could make it believable.

Eden slid her sunglasses back on with a slow, measured movement. “Well, I’ll be on my way then.” She released the brake, sending the cart humming forward.

“Hey!” The word left my mouth before I could stop it.

She hit the brake, and the cart skidded slightly. She turned to look back with curiosity.

I hesitated, but it was too late to back out now. “I appreciate you asking. That’s it. That’s all I wanted to say.”

She just looked at me for half a second, like she hadn’t expected that. Then, her smile softened, warm and knowing. “You’re welcome. Maybe next time we run into each other, I’ll get to see your real smile. I bet it’s beautiful and lights up your whole face.”

I stood rooted in the spot and watched Eden’s golf cart disappear down the path, the hum of the engine fading into the morning stillness. The air felt different, charged with something I couldn’t put my finger on. My pulse had kicked up, not in panic, but in that unsettling, off-kilter way that happened when the ground shifted just enough to make you question if you had imagined it.

I replayed the exchange, sifting through it for the part that had thrown me. Was it the fact that she noticed things about me? The way she looked at me, like she saw something I hadn’t meant to reveal. Or was it that damn smile at the end? The same sexy smile that had made my stomach flip more than once.

Whatever it was, I wasn’t about to waste time trying to figure it out. I barely had the capacity for my real-life problems, let alone the captivating owner of a woo-woo retreat. That was a complication I absolutely didn’t need.


CHAPTER 4 - WHITNEY


My phone vibrated in my pocket. I plucked it out to see Jessica’s face lit up on the screen. I had been expecting her call since I received my official eviction notice from Kyle two days ago.

I swiped to answer and put the call on speaker. “Well, hello there. What’s new with you?” 

“So much. But first, you need to know that I had no idea what happened until this morning. I went into the office to grab some files and ran into Kyle.” 

I exhaled sharply. “And?” 

Jessica hesitated. “And he was in your office. Feet up on the desk, scrolling through his phone like he owned the place.” 

A slow wave of irritation crawled up my spine at the thought of that smug jerk with his feet propped on my desk. “Seems fitting since I was recently made homeless by that greasy-haired bastard.” 

“Now that you mention it, his hair really is disturbingly greasy. How did I never notice that?” Jessica chuckled. “Anyway, I was out most of last week. Both boys got a stomach virus, and because they love me so much, they shared it with me. I’ll spare you the details. Suffice it to say it was a dark time.” 

I winced. “Yikes. The stomach flu, otherwise known as Mother Nature’s most aggressive weight loss plan.” 

“Right?” She groaned. “Andrew conveniently dodged the whole thing by being out of town. I hate him a little for it.” 

I huffed out a small laugh. “As you should.” 

Jessica exhaled loudly into the phone. “So, I know you well enough to guess that you have most likely made a game plan.” 

I grabbed the notebook I had been scribbling in and leaned against the sofa cushions. “I have, to an extent. I made two lists, things I want to do and things I need to do.” 

“Okay. Want to talk through them?” 

“Why not? I’ll start with the want list. Please keep in mind, these are in no particular order.” I cleared my throat. “Slice all four tires on Kyle’s shiny red Porsche. Start a rumor that he’s having a torrid affair with his first cousin. Get him blackballed from the country club. Report his presupposed and diverse porn addiction to HR and IT. Hire a terrifyingly large man to knock his blindingly white teeth down his throat. Stop on my way home every night to steal his office supplies and rearrange the files on his desk. Periodically remove the screws from his desk chair so he busts his ass when he sits down.” 

Jessica was silent for a long beat. “Huh. Well. Not the list I was expecting to hear, but I respect the creativity you’ve shown.” 

I smirked. “I would never actually do any of those things except maybe the office supplies and rearranging his desk, just because it would be fun to fuck with his head.” 

Jessica snorted. “Fair. There’s nothing wrong with a little revenge fantasy if it helps you process the anger. Now, tell me what’s on the need list. I assume hiring a hitman didn’t make the cut?” 

“Nope. No hitman.” I glanced down at my notes. “First, I need to find out if this is simply Kyle wanting my office or if someone is maneuvering to push me out of the firm. Number two is that I need to put out feelers to see if moving to another firm is a viable option. There are miscellaneous items, such as checking in with my team, taking their temperatures, and reviewing client and billing notes. But probably the easiest and most pressing thing I need to do is to use my PTO. If this is indeed a force-out situation, I refuse to throw away twelve weeks of built-up time.” 

“That’s smart. When are you planning to take it?” 

I hesitated. “Funny you should ask. I have an email drafted, but I haven’t sent it yet. I don’t want to let something as stupid as losing an office push me into making a reckless decision.” 

Jessica was quiet for a second. “How are you doing with the whole how-did-I-get-here thing? Have you figured anything out since you’ve been there?” 

I exhaled, rubbing my forehead. “I haven’t thought about it.” 

“Whitney.” 

I winced at how she said my name. “I know you hoped I would have some big revelation while communing with the woods, but that’s not how it’s been. Sorry.” 

She sighed. “Just keep an open mind, alright?” 

I sighed and tapped my pen against my notebook. “Fine. I’ll keep an open mind. Maybe the trees will whisper career advice in the wind, or a particularly wise squirrel will show me the path forward.” 

Jessica chuckled. “That’s the spirit. So, about your PTO, you have twelve weeks. What’s stopping you from taking it?” 

I chewed on the inside of my cheek, debating how honest I wanted to be. “I guess I’m worried about what happens when I get back. If I take the time off now, does it make me look like I don’t care and I’m not a team player? I’ve busted my ass for years for this firm. What if Kyle taking over my office and relegating me to the supply closet is the start of my being phased out?” 

She made a thoughtful noise. “Or what if it’s just what it looks like? A power move by a jackass with too much hair gel? But I get it. You’re used to being in control, and now you’re not. You’re scared.” 

I let out a short laugh. “Great, so now I’m insecure and controlling. Add that to my list of qualities.” 

Jessica didn’t take the bait. “I’m serious. You’ve spent years clawing your way up this impossible ladder, and now, you feel like someone has ripped it right out from under you. So, naturally, you’re focused on scrambling back up without missing a step. But here’s a crazy thought, maybe the smarter move isn’t figuring out how to climb again. Maybe the smarter move would be to take a second to ask yourself if you even want to climb, or if you’re just afraid to stop because you have no idea what comes next.”

Her words hung in the air, heavy and uncomfortable. I didn’t like this conversation anymore.

I flipped my notebook closed and stood, stretching my legs. “Look at you… Someone’s gotten themselves a new subscription to Psychology Today.” 

Jessica groaned. “Oh my god. I hate you sometimes.” 

“You don’t. You love me.” I smirked as I stepped out onto the small porch. My gaze drifted toward the main path, where Eden was walking with a small group.

She looked relaxed, unhurried, and entirely at home in her own skin. There was an ease about her that I envied. One of the women in the group said something that caused Eden to burst out laughing. It was the kind of laugh that made you want to be the reason for it. I wonder what it would be like to be her reason.

Jessica’s voice cut in, “Okay… what was that?” 

I froze. There is no way I had just said out loud what I had been thinking. I cleared my throat. “I don’t understand the question. What was what?” 

“You just got weirdly quiet. Did the trees finally start whispering career advice?” 

I scowled. “Goodbye, Jessica.” 

She laughed. “Uh-huh. Call me if you need me.” 

I slipped the phone into my pocket and went back inside. As soon as I stepped through the door, my eyes landed on the open laptop sitting on the table. The email I had typed earlier was on the screen, waiting patiently to be sent. I walked over and read it for what had to be the twenty-seventh time.

Mr. Gage,

I am writing to inform you of my intention to take an extended leave of absence. I will be using my remaining twelve weeks of accrued time. I feel confident that everything will be covered during my absence. I will be available via phone if my assistance is required.

If you require more information, I would be happy to discuss this further.

Sincerely,

Whitney Thompson

It was straightforward, professional, and impersonal. I hit send, then shut the laptop with a definitive click.

As much as I hated to admit it, the decision to stay at the retreat a little longer wasn’t driven by some grand realization or a genuine desire to be here. I was staying because it was the simplest thing to do, and at the moment, simple was all I had the capacity for.

I reached for the ceramic mug with the giant Eden’s Garden logo on the side, took a sip, and grimaced. “Still bitter as hell. The first order of business is to get coffee creamer and sweetener.”

I pulled open the door to the main building, and a wave of cool air smacked me in the face. No one was at the front desk, so I stood there waiting, my lips pursed in frustration. I could be on a beach, sipping a cocktail with one of those ridiculous little umbrellas. But no, I’m living it up in Granola-Ville. Actually, that has a ring to it. Catchier than Eden’s Garden. It would look super cute on a t-shirt. Maybe I-

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize anyone was here,” a voice chirped, halting my thoughts on renaming the retreat.

I turned to find the same young woman from check-in smiling at me. “Your name is Ms. Thompson, right?” 

“Yes. Whitney Thompson,” I said, shifting my weight, already over the small talk.

“I thought so! I try to remember everyone’s name, but sometimes I forget one.” She gave me an enthusiastic nod as if we were in this together. “What can I help you with?” 

“I’m extending my stay through next week and need to revise my grocery order and schedule a pickup with the laundry service.”

Morgan blinked. “Laundry service?” 

“Yes. You know, a service where dirty clothes are picked up, a magical cleaning process is performed, then the clothes are returned, smelling like a spring meadow or whatever.” 

Morgan’s brow furrowed as if I had just spoken a foreign language. “Uh… we don’t have anything like that.” 

I stared at her. “Seriously?” 

“I’m sorry. No.” 

I inhaled sharply through my nose, letting the information settle, trying very hard not to let my frustration tip over into bitchiness. “That’s unfortunate. Because, Morgan, as charming as my cottage may be, there’s no washer and dryer, and washing my clothes in the creek is not an option.” 

Morgan bit her lip, looking slightly perplexed. “No one has stayed longer than a week, so it’s never come up.” 

I exhaled, rubbing the back of my neck. “As much as I hate to ask… Is there a laundromat somewhere close by?” 

“Oh, yes! There’s one in town. Buds and Suds.” 

“Buds and Suds? Let me guess, you can enjoy peanuts and beer while you wait for your clothes to dry?” I deadpanned.

Morgan giggled. “The owner also owns the flower shop next door. No alcohol, just fresh-cut daisies.” 

“Ah, yes. Because nothing is quite as enjoyable as folding your underwear while inhaling the scent of peonies.” I closed my eyes and sighed. “Directions?” 

“Whitney! Hold up.” A voice called from down the hall.

I turned to see Eden striding toward me, looking earthy, sexy, and just a little dangerous. Her blonde hair was pulled into a low ponytail, a few stray wisps framing her face in a way that was almost too perfect to be accidental. The navy shirt, embossed with the retreat’s logo, hugged curves I should not be noticing. And then there were her toned, sun kissed, and entirely too distracting legs. I wonder what it would feel like to run my hand down the length of her thigh.

Our eyes met, and I knew I had been caught, and there was no point in pretending otherwise. Instead of scrambling for an excuse, I shrugged, letting a slow, appreciative smile spread across my face.

I shifted my weight and cleared my throat. “Did you need something?” I asked with curiosity.

She stood a few feet away, her expression slightly amused. “I don’t need anything, but I think you might. I heard you asking for a laundry service. Morgan is right. The length of your stay is very unusual, so it isn’t something we’ve encountered before.” 

“So, I’ve been told.” 

Eden smirked. “Can I safely assume you’re not a serial killer?” 

I gave her a slow nod. “As of now, I’m not, but who knows where life will take me.” 

Her lips twitched as she fought not to smile. “That’s fair. Anyway, you’re welcome to use my washer and dryer. My house is at the top of the hill. It’s not as convenient as having a set in your cottage, but it’s better than sitting at Buds and Suds.” 

“While I appreciate the offer… as strange as it is… I’m going to pass,” I replied.

“Your choice,” Eden said, completely unfazed. “The offer stands if you change your mind.” 

“It’s fine. I’m leaving in a few days, anyway.” 

“Really?” Eden nodded slowly as something unreadable flashed across her face. “That’s too bad. Jessica will be disappointed that her gift wasn’t a hit.” She turned to leave, then paused. “From hearing Jess describe you, I assumed quitting wasn’t part of your DNA.”  She shrugged like she hadn’t just tossed a grenade at my feet and continued down the hall.

“Hold on,” I called after her, my irritation flaring. “Just because I’m leaving doesn’t make me a quitter.” 

Eden half-turned, one eyebrow raised, lips curling at the edges. “If you say so.” Then, with an infuriatingly pleasant smile, she added, “Have a great afternoon, Whitney.” 

She disappeared through a doorway, leaving me standing there. How could a woman I had barely spoken to get under my skin so quickly? And what gave her the right to suggest I was a quitter? I’m going to use the next few weeks to figure out what I need to do next. How is that quitting?

I let out a breath, somewhere between a sigh and a scoff, and wandered over to the window. Outside, a handful of guests meandered across the retreat grounds aimlessly, chatting and laughing like they had all the time in the world. One guy sat cross-legged under a tree, with his eyes closed. It must be nice to be able to turn your brain off like that.

“This is stupid,” I muttered.

Pivoting, I strode back to the reception counter. “I would like to speak with your boss. Is it okay if I go back?” 

Morgan looked up, blinking. “Uh, sure. First door on the left.” 

I made my way down the hall, stopping outside the closed door. I knocked twice and, without waiting for an answer, turned the knob and stepped inside.

Eden glanced up, and a bright smile lit her face. “Hi. Can I help you with something?”

I stared, suddenly hyperaware of how attractive she was. I swallowed, refocusing on the reason I was standing in her doorway. “I’m almost certain you just manipulated me.” 

Her smile faltered, and she turned to face me. “I did what?” 

“You used Jessica to manipulate me.” I clicked my tongue, swaying slightly where I stood. “I admit that it was well played.” 

A beat of silence stretched between us before her lips quirked up again. “And?” 

I sighed, rubbing my temple. “If the offer is still available, I would appreciate using your laundry room. I know I won’t be able to get the stink out of my running clothes if I wash them by hand.” 

Eden’s smile warmed even further. “Okay, sure. I have a few things to finish here first. Why don’t you come up to the house around five?” 

“Lugging a suitcase on gravel paths isn’t my idea of fun,” I said flatly. “Tell me how to get to your house, and I’ll drive up.” 

She shook her head with a soft laugh. “That wouldn’t be my idea of fun either. You can use the golf cart. I’ll walk home. I could use the exercise anyway. When you’re ready, Morgan can show you where it’s parked.” 

With my suitcase wedged on the floor of the cart, I pressed the gas pedal and shot forward. I followed Morgan’s directions, the tires making scrunching sounds as I turned off the main path. As I started to climb the steep trail, sunlight began to flicker through the canopy of trees, casting restless shadows across everything it touched.

If someone had told me a few days ago that I would be driving a golf cart through the woods so I could do a couple of loads of laundry, I would have called them crazy. But here I am, bumping along uneven ground to do just that. I’ve completely lost control of my life.

The path curved sharply, spilling out onto a cobblestone driveway. I glanced to my left and saw the farmhouse standing at the top of the hill, like something from a carefully curated lifestyle blog.

As I drove up the hill, I took in the picture before me. The white siding gleamed crisp against the black shutters. A massive oak tree sat in the middle of the front yard, its sprawling branches casting vast pools of shade over the neatly trimmed grass. Hanging ferns spaced several feet apart swayed gently in the breeze as if the house were exhaling in measured breaths. From the landscaping to the freshly painted fence, and yes, even the damn rocking chairs, everything was perfect. Every detail screamed lifestyle with a mission statement.

I pulled the cart to a stop, climbed out, and yanked my suitcase free. My running sneakers squeaked against the floorboards as I stepped onto the porch. The porch’s black painted flooring created a striking contrast with the porch railing. Still not thrilled to be in this position, I took a breath and pressed the doorbell.

I stepped back and looked around. A small wrought-iron table with cushioned chairs sat at the far end of the porch. The space looked perfect for lingering over morning coffee. The whole place exuded a sense of slow, intentional living. A direct contradiction to how I lived. And it annoyed the hell out of me.

The paneled glass door swung open before me. “Hey, Whitney. Come on in.” Eden said, her voice warm and smooth.

“Thank you.” I hesitated for a second before stepping over the threshold. The air inside was cooler and laced with the fresh scent of citrus. I glanced around the room. It was cozy, uncluttered, and frustratingly inviting.

“The laundry room is this way,” Eden said, leading me through the living room past a sunlit sitting area.

The room was decently sized, with a bright red washer and dryer sitting against the far wall. A wooden shelf lined with neatly stacked black baskets and folded linens floated above the machines. It was homey and functional.

“Help yourself,” she said, leaning against the doorway. “Join me on the front porch after you get everything squared away.” 

I met her gaze and nodded. “I know having a stranger in your house like this has to be incredibly weird,” I muttered, turning to pick up my travel suitcase.

“Unusual would be a better description.” Eden tilted her head, an unreadable expression on her face. “But I learned long ago that sometimes you have to sit back and go with what the universe brings your way.” 

She lingered, like she might say more, then gave me a small smile and disappeared down the hall. I exhaled a stuttered breath. Something about her effortless hospitality and the invitation to join her unnerved me and made me feel off balance. God, Whitney, suck it up and stop overanalyzing.

On my way out to the porch, a table in the living room with a collection of framed photos caught my attention. They weren’t carefully staged, but rather just a mix of memories. A 5x7 picture of Jackson and Fran at an outdoor concert, a larger black-and-white photo of an older couple who resembled Eden enough that I assumed they were her parents, and a few smaller ones took up most of the space. My eyes landed on a silver frame off to the side, and I reached to pick it up.

The photo showed Eden and a stunning, dark-haired woman, their arms wrapped tightly around each other. Their smiles and the way they held each other revealed a deep love. An unexpected pang hit me low in my stomach as I looked at the happy couple. I wasn’t sure what unsettled me more, the intimacy and love displayed in the photo, or how my throat tightened when I looked at it.

I set the frame back in its place and continued outside. Eden was sitting in a rocking chair, one tanned leg tucked beneath her, the other pushing the chair in slow, rhythmic motions. She turned, smiled, and I felt my stomach do a little flip. That damn smile.

I dropped into the chair beside her and gave a tentative push with my foot. The chair let out a lazy creak as it began to rock. “This chair is surprisingly comfortable.”

“They are.” Eden’s lips curved. “It’s one of the reasons I’ll never part with them. The other reason is that my grandfather built them by hand.” She explained, pride warm in her voice.

I appreciated that she connected to history through something as simple as a chair. I was about to tell her, but I held back, worried it might sound patronizing.

I cleared my throat. “Thanks again for this. I could’ve gone into town, but I’m grateful I didn’t have to.” 

Eden chuckled. “As far as laundromats go, Buds and Suds is a perfectly nice place. But something tells me you wouldn’t have enjoyed the experience.” 

I scoffed, turned, and pretended to glare at her. “Are you trying to say I’m high maintenance?” 

Eden shrugged, her lips twitching like she was trying not to grin. “Not at all. It was just an observation.” 

She wasn’t wrong. The thought of staking out a cracked plastic chair as fluorescent lights buzzed overhead and dealing with a vending machine that would inevitably refuse to take my dollar was enough to make me break out in hives.

Eden rested her hand on the arm of my chair. My gaze flicked to her long, sun-bronzed fingers and the silver band on her thumb. The ring was simple and understated yet possessed quiet elegance.

“Tell me about yourself,” she said. “All I know is what Jessica has told me, which isn’t much.” 

I forced my gaze upward, careful to keep my expression neutral. “What do you want to know?” 

Eden tilted her head, studying me. “How about what made her think you needed to get away so badly she had to trick you into it?” 

I exhaled through my nose. I hated small talk, especially when it was designed to pry into my personal life. “I’m an only child. Graduated at the top of my class. I’m one of the top-rated family law attorneys in the state. I recently made significant adjustments to my schedule so I could stay here. And I turn forty in two weeks.” 

Her brows lifted slightly. “Turning forty. Forty was an interesting year for me,” she said, a hint of something like sorrow threading through her tone.

The revelation that she was older took me by surprise. I turned to her, narrowing my eyes. “I know it’s rude to ask, but I’m going to anyway. How old are you?” 

“I’ll be forty-six this November.” 

My mouth started working before my brain could catch up. “Forty-six? You’re stunning. Your skin is… flawless.” 

The words hung between us like an exposed wire. Eden’s lips parted slightly, surprise flickering across her face before a slow smile curved her lips. My entire body went hot as I watched her mouth.

“I mean, I wouldn’t have guessed you were older than me,” I blurted. Not smooth, Whitney. Not smooth at all.

Eden laughed, a quiet sound laced with a hint of self-consciousness. “Good genes, clean living, and a blessed life.” 

She shifted uncomfortably, and for a brief moment, something dark and sad passed through her eyes. But as fast as it had appeared, it was gone again as she shuttered it away, her expression smoothing into something unreadable. A strange ache bloomed inside me. I wanted to ask… to pry the way she had, but I didn’t.

She brought a water bottle to her mouth, took a long drink, then turned back to me. “Okay, so you have no siblings and a milestone birthday coming up. What else?” 

I shrugged. “As I said, I graduated at the top of my class and practice family law.” 

“No, I heard all of that. I meant something about you. Tell me about Whitney, the person. Not Ms. Whitney Thompson, Esquire. Why did my cousin send you to the woods?” 

When I realized I would have to answer the question, I decided to be honest without giving details. “Jessica thinks I’m unhappy and facing burnout.” 

“And are you?” 

I shook my head slowly. “She’s being dramatic. Jessica showed up in my office one evening right after I had received some rather unpleasant news.” 

Eden shifted, angling her body towards me. “Unpleasant how?” 

I hesitated a fraction too long before forcing a casual shrug. “It was just something I wasn’t expecting.” 

Her gaze sharpened on me, looking for cracks in my brief explanation. I felt as though she was seeing straight through me, and I had to resist the urge to fidget under the scrutiny.

“Really? I’ve never known Jessica to be dramatic unless you count her fear of snakes. Or reptiles in general,” she added, chuckling.

“Yeah, she’s not exactly a pillar of bravery. Andrew and the boys were out of town one weekend, and she made me come over at midnight to get a lizard out of her bathroom.”

Eden chuckled, her eyes lingering on me as if solving a puzzle. The quiet stretched between us. Most people rushed to fill silences and smooth the edges of awkward pauses. But Eden just sat there, watching and waiting, holding space in a way that made me itch.

Finally, she asked, “Why haven’t you participated in any of the classes or workshops? You’ve been here for two weeks. Why not at least try?” 

I pushed out a breath, rubbing the back of my neck. “I prefer morning runs and resting. However, for the record, I attended a group lunch, a fireside chat, and a journaling class. So, in essence, I have participated.” 

“If you consider showing up, not talking to anyone, and leaving as soon as possible, participating, then yes, I guess you did.” 

“Tomato, tomahto,” I muttered, standing abruptly. “I need to check on my clothes.” 

Eden didn’t stop me, but I could feel her gaze following me as I walked away, its weight lingering even after I was inside.

I entered the laundry room just as the washer finished its final spin. The drum slowed, gave one last shudder, and beeped, as if it had done something impressive. I pulled open the lid, transferred the damp clothes to the dryer, and reached for the baskets on the shelf, searching for a box of dryer sheets.

The first basket was filled with mismatched socks. The second held an assortment of stain removers and a half-empty box of baking soda. And the third had a collection of toy balls.

I picked one up, turning it over in my palm. A black cartoon sheep with slightly unhinged eyes stared back at me. “Okay. That’s not weird at all.”

Shaking my head, I tossed the ball back in the basket, shut the dryer door, set the timer for thirty minutes, and hit start. The machine hummed to life, filling the small space with warmth and the promise of dry clothes.

Eden was gone when I stepped back onto the porch. I hadn’t been inside for more than five minutes. Maybe she’s gotten her fill of my sparkling personality and decided to make a break for it.

I knew I wasn’t exactly radiating charm at the moment, but after the last few days, the current me was the best I could do. I sank into the rocking chair with a sigh and pulled out my phone, my fingers moving on autopilot. One glance at my inbox and my stomach twisted. I suddenly remembered I was on leave and immediately closed the app. Checking email had become such a reflex that I didn’t even think about it. 

“Fuck me,” I muttered under my breath.

I exhaled slowly, puffing out my cheeks before letting the air go. The uncertainty of everything gnawed at me, a constant, restless energy that I couldn’t shake. Twelve weeks. That’s how long I had to figure out what the hell came next.

The storm door creaked open, and Eden stepped onto the porch, a bottle of wine in one hand, two glasses in the other.

“Join me for a drink?” she asked, her voice smooth and expectant, like she already knew the answer.

I eyed the wine. “A glass of that sounds infinitely better than trying to wrangle the drunk monkeys currently throwing a kegger in my brain.”

Eden chuckled as she poured. “Ah, yes. I know those guys. They party hard and always leave a mess for you to clean up.”

She handed me a glass, her fingers brushing mine. It was just a brief touch, barely there, but it was enough to send a surprising jolt of warmth up my arm.

“Cheers,” she said, tapping her glass lightly against mine.

I took a sip, focusing on the sweetness of the wine instead of the lingering heat where her fingers had brushed mine. The wine was light and fruity, nowhere near the bold reds I usually went for. Not bad. Just... different.

Maybe that’s how I needed to look at the next three months. Not bad, just different. Nothing like what I was used to, but maybe, if I let it, it could work in my favor.

A firm but gentle hand closed around my forearm, pulling me back to reality. “I have a proposition for you,” Eden said, her lips curling at the edges, eyes locked onto mine.

Something about how she said it sent a rush of heat through me. The way she held my gaze, steady and unflinching, and the warmth of her fingers wrapped around my arm instantly sent my thoughts in a wildly inappropriate direction.

I raised a brow, running my teeth over my bottom lip. “I admit I find you very attractive, but it takes more than a glass of wine to get me into bed.” 

Eden blinked, then let out a sharp laugh. “Although flattered, that wasn’t where I was going.” 

“I was joking.” I groaned.

“Sure, you were,” she smirked, releasing my arm. “Here’s the deal. I would like you to give the retreat a try. If, when you leave, you still have the opinion that what we offer is nothing but a waste of time, I’ll give you a full refund.” 

I narrowed my eyes. “How do you stay in business offering deals like that?” 

“You’re the first person I’ve ever made this offer to. Most people come here because they want to.” Her gaze flicked over me, sharp and assessing. “But you? Everything about you screams closed off. Maybe I’m wrong, but I think if you let your guard down, even a little, some amazing things might start to happen.” 

The words landed like a punch to the stomach. I exhaled sharply and looked away. She was right. I was closed off. I had built a fortress so impenetrable that not only did it keep people out, but I had managed to trap myself inside. My fingers tightened around the stem of my wine glass. I wonder if this is what people call an aha moment.

I turned back to Eden. “What do I have to do?” 

“Simple,” she said, leaning in slightly. “Be open minded and participate. Most importantly, show up for yourself.” She shrugged, tilting her glass toward me. “Who knows, maybe you’ll love it so much you won’t want to leave.” 

I drained the last of my wine and held out my glass. “I need more wine if we’re going to seal this half-baked deal of yours with a toast.” 


CHAPTER 5 - WHITNEY


The cottage was quiet, except for the birds chirping outside. I stared at the blank journal page, “What am I supposed to write?”

I deeply regretted letting my competitive streak get the best of me. If I had ignored Eden’s challenge, I wouldn’t be sitting here about to waste my morning writing about my feelings.

“I guess I can start with something small,” I said as I begrudgingly picked up the pen.

I’m turning forty in two weeks.

I stared at the words. That sentence alone made me feel like I should have more answers than questions.

Shouldn’t I feel accomplished? Settled? Content? Instead, I feel like I’m standing at a four-way stop with no street signs, GPS, or reliable gut feelings to guide me. To make things worse, the road behind me that I had spent years paving with hard work and good decisions looks more like a mess of detours and dead ends than a well-thought-out road of achievements on the way to my ultimate goals.

I thought I knew what I wanted. I thought I knew who I was. Work hard, push forward, and achieve the next goal. That’s what I did. And I’ve been damn good at it. I made the right choices, checked the right boxes, and played the game exactly how I was supposed to.

And yet, here I am sitting in the woods at a wellness retreat, journaling like some self-reflective hippie because a woman I barely know threw down a challenge, and I was too stubborn to back down.

I huffed out a laugh that was more air than sound as my gaze drifted over the words I had written. The lump in my throat came out of nowhere, thick and solid, making it hard to swallow. Heat stung the back of my eyes. I blinked fast and sat up straighter as if better posture could ward off whatever that was.

“I’m so damn angry about everything right now.” The words had just come tumbling out. 

It was one of the most factual statements that I had made in a long time. I sat with that truth for a few minutes before finally nodding and reaching for the pen. “I might as well lean into it and see where it takes me.”

I have been angry for months, stuffing it down, telling myself to keep moving. Work harder. Be better. Push through. But then… Then they passed me over for Partner. Again!!!

Gage said it was mine. That I had done everything right. That Partnership was my next step. Yet, when the moment came, that schmuck Kyle got the nod from the powers on high because I wasn’t good enough.

No, that’s not right. I know I’m good enough. I know I earned it. But in the end, none of that mattered. And that, more than anything, has cracked something deep inside me.

My breath hitched, and a tear slid down my cheek. I dropped the pen and rubbed my hands over my face. I took a deep breath to settle myself, then picked up the pen and kept writing.

I’ve spent my entire life trying to be good enough. Trying to prove myself. First to Dad, then to everyone else. Winning was what mattered. If I wasn’t winning, I was failing. That’s what he taught me. Second place meant nothing. A near miss was just as bad as dead last. How many times growing up did I hear him sing-song the little gem - “No one remembers the runner-up, kiddo.”

I remember being ten years old, standing at the finish line after coming in third. Bent over with my hands on my knees. My lungs burning with each ragged breath, sweat rolling down my face. When suddenly, a heavy hand clamped down on my shoulder. Dad’s voice sounding from above me. “You were too slow out of the blocks. If you had just worked harder, you would have won.”

His words hurt, but of course, I believed him because he was my dad and knew what it took to win. So, I worked harder and pushed myself more. Every muscle ache, every late-night study session, and all the sacrifices I made in my social life were what I had to do to be worthy of the win.

The pen trembled slightly in my grip, hovering over the page now cluttered with my messy scrawl. The words sat there, staring back at me, blunt and uncomfortably honest. My fingers twitched, tempted to slam the journal shut as if that would undo what I had just written.

Frustration bubbled up in me, not just at the years that had slipped through my fingers but at myself. I was frustrated at how I had let other voices and expectations twist into my inner critic.

Now, I’m sitting in a tiny cottage, where the air is too still and thoughts are too loud. I closed my eyes as hard questions began flooding my mind. Who the hell am I beyond a resume and some neatly checked boxes? Do I like my life? And the biggest question of all… Do I even want to practice law, or have I wasted all this time following a script written for me, rather than one I wrote myself?

A flicker of panic tightened my chest. I sniffed and let out a humorless laugh. “Jesus. No wonder Jessica thinks I’m losing it.”

My body buzzed with restless energy, and my thoughts were too loud to be ignored. I pushed back from the table, the chair scraping loudly against the wooden floor. “Time to go for a run.”

The second my feet hit the path, a familiar pulse took over. My muscles were tight as they protested the sudden movement, but I pushed through. I lengthened my stride, coaxing my body into the rhythm I had known since I was a kid.

The heat was suffocating. Sweat almost immediately began sliding down my temples and gathering at the base of my neck. A smarter person would have waited for the sun to set, but I wasn’t interested in being smart.

The gravel crunched beneath me, a steady, grounding rhythm. Inhale. Step. Step. Exhale. Step. Step. The movement took over, and the weight in my chest lifted just enough to make me believe I could shake this feeling loose. My legs burned. My lungs strained for air. But stopping wasn’t an option.

Veering off the gravel path, I took a side trail that cut through a corridor of tall pine trees. The scent was sharp and clean, slicing through the thick, sticky air. Sunlight filtered through, shifting across the terrain. Not used to trail running, the usual rhythm of my stride faltered, forcing me to be present in a way I wasn’t accustomed to. There was no autopilot. There was no zoning out. It was just me, the ground beneath me, and the demand to stay upright.

The quiet beauty unfolded in glimpses of wildflowers and narrow dirt paths twisting toward secluded spots. I kept my gaze locked ahead, muscles working, heartbeat steadying. The slap of my feet against the earth and the brutal effort of running in this damn heat were finally enough, and my thoughts began to settle.

My pulse pounded in my ears, out of sync with the steady burn in my legs. I couldn’t remember the last time I ran this far or this hard. Back on the main path, I slowed to a stop, bending at the waist, hands on my knees, lungs dragging in gulps of thick, humid air.

Sweat dripped steadily from my forehead, darkening the dirt below in blotchy circles. I swiped at my brow, but the relief only lasted half a second before fresh beads took their place.

I straightened and put my hands on my hips, pacing a few uneven steps in one direction before doubling back. My limbs twitched with leftover adrenaline, but thankfully, my mind was quieter now. I dropped to the grass, letting the sting of the blades remind me that I was here. Alive. Not just a head full of unraveling thoughts.

Tugging my soaked tank over my head, I balled it up and tossed it behind me as a makeshift pillow. My sports bra was clinging to me and chaffing in all the wrong places, but I ignored it and lay back anyway, arms out, as my breathing slowed.

Above me, the sky stretched out in a wash of bright blue and lazy clouds. The big ones loomed like bored giants, while the thinner ones trailed behind like they were late for the party.

“What the fuck am I even doing?” I asked the sky. The words came out flat, too exhausted to carry much heat.

I had been sprinting toward some big, shiny goal for almost two decades. Always moving forward, always chasing. But now that goal felt like something I had convinced myself I wanted without ever stopping to ask why.

Do I love practicing law? Yeah, I do. There were cases that lit me up, moments when I knew I was doing something that mattered. But other cases left me feeling like a husk, where winning felt like a technicality, not a victory.

In most of the divorce cases I handled, it didn’t matter whether I represented the husband or the wife. The roles shifted, but the story was always the same. Two people dragging each other through the mud, trading love for blame until all that was left was resentment.

I used to tell myself I was lucky, that staying single meant staying sane. I could pour myself into my work, avoid the emotional mess, and keep my walls high. But lying here, a different thought surfaced. What if I’m not better off alone?

I exhaled a slow and shaky breath. The kind of breath that’s less about oxygen and more about trying not to feel something you’re not ready to name.

“Hey there. Are you okay?” The voice was warm, rich, and familiar.

I knew before I even lifted my head that it was Eden. I pushed up onto my elbows and squinted in her direction. She was perched in a golf cart a few feet away, her brows pulled just enough to register concern without panic. A few strands of hair had slipped from the low bun at the nape of her neck. She looked unfairly composed, like the heat didn’t affect her. Meanwhile, I was one sweaty sigh away from becoming a cautionary tale.

“I’m fine,” I croaked, surprised by how wrecked I sounded. “Just finished a run. Needed a minute to, you know… contemplate all my life choices.”

Eden arched a brow. “You were lying so still, I wasn’t sure if you had passed out from the heat. It’s always hot in June, but this heat is next level.”

I gave a dry laugh and wiped my hand across my forehead. “Yeah, not my smartest decision. Guess I thought I could sweat out an existential crisis.”

She nodded and grabbed a water bottle from the cart’s cup holder. The way her fingers wrapped around it and the smooth flick of her wrist as she cracked the cap shouldn’t have been sexy. But here we are, where opening a water bottle is seductive.

Eden climbed out of the cart with the kind of grace that should be illegal in ninety-degree heat. “Mind if I sit?” she asked, already halfway to sitting.

“Free country,” I muttered, then winced. “Sorry. Let me try again. Sure. Please, have a seat.”

She lowered beside me with a quiet sigh, stretched her legs out, and braced her arms behind her. We sat in companionable silence for a few minutes, watching the sky pulsing above us in slow motion.

“I used to do this all the time as a kid,” she said, tilting her head further. “Lie in the grass. Pretend the clouds were animals or boats. Sometimes giant scoops of mashed potatoes.”

I turned to glance at her. “Mashed potatoes?”

“Clouds are soft. Mashed potatoes are soft. The logic holds.”

“Huh. You’re not wrong. I forgot how good this is,” I said, mostly to myself. “Just breathing and existing.”

“You look like you need it.”

I exhaled slowly. “I need something.”

Eden didn’t press. She just handed me the water bottle, and our fingers unintentionally brushed against each other. The contact sent a jolt through me that I pretended not to feel as I took a long sip.

“Thanks,” I murmured, handing it back.

She nodded, taking a sip herself. “Can I ask why you’re running now instead of your usual time?”

I smirked. “That’s the second time you’ve commented on my routine. Stalker much?”

A flicker of amusement crossed her face. She bumped her shoulder lightly against mine. “No, wise ass. I live here. I’ve seen you running every morning. Except that one day, when you, what was it you said, you were ‘mixing it up’?”

I glanced sideways at her. “I apologize for calling you a stalker. I can see now that observant would be a better word.”

“Apology accepted,” she said, lifting the bottle again.

My gaze lingered on the curve of her throat and the slow slide of her swallow. I turned my face back to the sky, willing my body to ignore how close she was and its reaction to that closeness. The quiet between us thickened, not uncomfortable but charged. My fingers tightened around the grass.

“I’m sort of winging things and praying no one notices,” I admitted. It slipped out like a confession, soft and raw.

I hadn’t planned to say the words out loud. I definitely didn’t plan to say something so real. But there was something about her presence. It didn’t demand anything. It made the silence feel safe, rather than suffocating.

Eden didn’t flinch or rush in with easy fixes or half-baked wisdom. She just looked at me, calm and steady. “That’s okay,” she said. “Not knowing is where it starts.”

•••••••

Something woke me, but I wasn’t sure what. Maybe it was my body clock, or perhaps it was the damn birds throwing a sunrise rave outside my window. Their whistles and piercing tweets filled the air like an overenthusiastic alarm clock.

I groaned and rolled onto my side, burying my face in the pillow. “Why are you like this?” I grumbled at the birds.

I had never understood why birds insisted on being so obnoxiously loud first thing in the morning. By ten, they would go silent, like they had said everything worth saying. I was sure there was some logical explanation, but in that moment, I just wished I had a giant cat to unleash on the noisy little bastards.

I snaked my hand out from under the covers, reaching for my phone, and saw that it was barely past six. “Wonderful. Fuck you very much, little birdies.”

I tossed the phone aside and squeezed my eyes shut, but it was useless. My body was awake now. My eyes burned, a reminder of my late-night breakdown. I hadn’t cried like that in years or ever. And now, here I am, the product of that emotional purge, feeling like absolute garbage.

“Aaaaaaah!” I groaned, slapping the mattress in frustration. “Might as well get the day started. No doubt it’s going to be another fun-filled cry fest.”

The woman staring back at me in the bathroom mirror had puffy, bloodshot eyes and limp hair. I turned on the shower faucet. With some luck, a hot shower might wash away the confusion I seemed to have found myself in.

Thirty minutes later, holding a strong cup of coffee, I grabbed my journal and pen and moved to the sofa. I had developed a love-hate relationship with journaling. To be fair, it’s mostly hate. But I kept writing because, as much as I loathed to admit it, things were surfacing that I hadn’t expected.

I was on my second notebook, having filled the first. This one was a cheap spiral pad in a hideous shade of red, and I snarled at it on principle. Still, I opened it and flipped through last night’s pages.

Three quick knocks at the door broke my concentration. I pushed off the sofa, stepped to the door, and pulled it open to find Eden holding up a piece of paper like she was about to serve me with a subpoena.

“I have a delivery for Ms. Whitney Thompson,” she announced. “According to this, she has booked the cottage for the next… Wow, eleven weeks.” Her eyes flicked up to mine, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “Is that correct? Are you staying?”

I crossed my arms, leaning lazily against the doorframe. “I am.”

“Huh.” She nodded slowly. “Not sure what made you change your mind about the retreat, but I’m happy you did.” Her voice was casual, with a hint of satisfaction. She cleared her throat and glanced toward the golf cart. “We should probably get these bags inside before the pint of Ben & Jerry’s I saw melts.”

“That would be a tragedy. Cherry Garcia is my one guilty pleasure. Honestly, there are others, but it ranks at the top,” I said with a wink.

Eden let out a short laugh, then grabbed a few bags while I collected the rest. We carried them inside and set them on the small kitchen counter. I quickly dug through the bags, retrieved the ice cream, and placed it on the top shelf of the freezer. Priorities.

“Thanks for dropping everything off,” I said, turning back to her.

“No problem.” She leaned against the counter, studying me like she was still trying to figure something out. “Morgan mentioned she gave you directions to Buds and Suds.”

“She did. Even drew a detailed map with all three traffic lights. I figured if I’m going to be here for a while, I should get acquainted with the area.”

“You’re welcome to do your laundry at my house.”

I raised an eyebrow. “That’s generous, but I would hate to be an imposition. Pretty sure water, electricity, and detergent aren’t in the retreat package.”

She smirked. “Your choice. But I doubt trips to the laundromat are high on your list of desired activities. How about a trade? You help me with the Sunrise Coffee and Painting workshops, and in return, you can use my washer and dryer.”

I tilted my head, considering the offer. “You do realize the last deal I made with you didn’t work out in my favor?”

“That remains to be seen.” She pushed off the counter and headed for the door. “Sunday evenings are usually quiet if you decide to take me up on it.”

There was a pause. One of those moments that felt heavier than it should have. She hesitated briefly before stepping outside and climbing into the golf cart. She waved and then drove away.

I closed the door and leaned against it. Eleven weeks. I had actually committed to spending the next eleven weeks here. I rolled my eyes. “I’ve officially lost my mind.”

After putting the rest of the groceries away, I reached for my phone, checking the time out of habit. I had no meetings, deadlines, or obligations pressing down on me. The realization hit me that, for the first time in my adult life, I wasn’t bound by work.

Work had become all I had because I had made it that way. It was my armor, my excuse, my reason to keep going. When people asked about my life, I could rattle off the hours billed and cases closed. My career filled the space that other things, such as family, friends, and love, should have occupied.

I blew a frustrated breath as I pushed my hands through my hair and expelled a humorless laugh. “Might as well write about what a pathetic day this has been thus far. I think I’ll start the entry out with Dear Diary, you suck. Sincerely, Whitney.”

I rapped my knuckles against the glass door and took a small step back, rolling my shoulders. A second later, the door flung open to reveal Eden and her bright, easy smile.

“Hey. Come on in.” She stepped back, tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

I rolled my bag behind me, the wheels clicking softly over the hardwood. The cool air inside was a welcome relief, but the shift from the oppressive heat outside to the comfort of her home only made me more aware of the light sheen of sweat clinging to my skin.

“Thank you again. I’ll be out of your hair as soon as possible,” I said, feeling like I was intruding in her personal space.

Eden tilted her head, her expression unreadable before it softened into something almost playful. “Have you had dinner yet?”

I smirked. “If you consider an apple, a cheese stick, and a couple of saltines dinner, then yes.”

She let out a soft laugh. “Ah, the dinner of single women everywhere.” She crossed her arms. “Do you like Caesar salad?”

“I do,” I answered without hesitation, surprised by how quickly I wanted to say yes.

Her smile widened. “Perfect. I made a huge salad for dinner, and there’s plenty if you would like to join me.”

The offer caught me off guard. I had planned to keep to myself and sit on the porch while my laundry finished. But I found myself nodding. “Wow. Clean clothes and dinner. I’ve hit the jackpot.”

She laughed, the low and smooth sound curling around me. “You know where everything is. Go take care of your things, then come find me in the kitchen.”

After starting the wash, I walked down the hall and stepped around the corner into the kitchen, pausing to take it all in. The space was unexpectedly beautiful. It was spacious and airy. Natural light streamed through a large window above the farmhouse sink and the row of windows along the far wall. The pale wood cabinets and creamy granite countertops gave it a warm, lived-in feel.

I typically lean toward modern spaces with clean lines, neutral tones, and a minimalist approach. But there was something about how Eden’s kitchen blended sleek functionality with rustic warmth that was inviting and comfortable. It felt like the kind of place where you could pour a glass of wine and lose track of time while chatting over dinner.

Eden glanced over her shoulder and smirked. “Feel free to admit I was right at any point in the evening.”

I blinked, confused. “You’ve lost me.”

She turned fully, holding up her hands in mock surrender. “It doesn’t have to be right this minute. Any time before you leave will be fine.”

Her tone was teasing, but how she held my gaze made my stomach tighten in the best possible way. She held out salad tongs and two wooden bowls, and my fingers brushed hers briefly as I took them from her grasp. It was a quick, fleeting touch, but my pulse jumped anyway.

“Sit wherever you like,” she said, waving her hand. “I usually eat at the island, so I don’t have a favorite chair.”

I swallowed against the dryness in my throat as I walked to the table. “What am I supposed to be admitting you were right about?”

“That a stay at Eden’s Garden isn’t a waste of time.”

I scoffed. “Oh. The jury is still out on that particular argument. I’m sure you know that the lack of a television, no air-conditioned gym with a state-of-the-art treadmill, no nice restaurants, or a proper coffee shop does nothing to help your case.”

Eden smirked as she grabbed two wine glasses from the cabinet. “I would counterargue that the fact that none of those things are present is one of the reasons people love it so much.”

I filled my bowl with salad and laughed. “You would be wrong, but we can agree to disagree.”

“Seriously, though, did you have a breakthrough? I was surprised when Morgan said you extended your stay until after Labor Day.”

I hesitated, the weight of her gaze making me feel exposed in a way I wasn’t used to. “I’m not sure we know one another well enough for me to start baring my soul.”

Eden nodded slowly, her lips curving into a tiny smile. “Fair enough.” She lifted the fork to her mouth, pausing before taking a bite. “Then let’s get to know one another. How did you and my cousin become friends?”

“I met Jessica when she helped me with a cheating husband case. It turned out the husband was hiding more than just an affair. He was hiding a whole other family. Jessica’s digging for the truth helped my client come out on top of a very messy divorce.”

Eden tilted her head slightly, her fingers tracing the rim of her glass. “Have you always wanted to be a lawyer? I remember watching television shows about lawyers when I was younger. They made it look so cool. Up there fighting for the little man.”

I let out a short laugh, my lips quirking at the memory of watching those same shows. “My dad was, or rather is, a criminal defense attorney. From my earliest memories, there was never any question that I was to follow in his footsteps. But I pushed back a tiny bit. My mom is a nurse at a pediatric doctor’s office. Watching how she cared for the most vulnerable influenced my choice of family law over criminal law.”

Eden smiled and gave me a look that seemed to indicate she was actually listening to and seeing me, which was unsettling in both the best and worst ways. We ate silently for a few minutes, loading our forks and devouring the best homemade Caesar salad I had ever had.

I set my fork down and cleared my throat as I reached for my wine glass. “Okay, your turn. I’m guessing a retreat wasn’t your original career path.”

“You would be correct. I was in finance before I started Eden’s Garden,” she replied, stabbing a small piece of chicken and some lettuce with her fork.

“Finance is vague. Could be a bank teller, an accountant, a hedge fund manager, or some CEO with a God complex,” I said, jabbing at the last bite of my salad.

“I was a Risk Manager at an investment firm.”

I set my fork down and wiped my mouth with the napkin. I stood and looked down at her. “Impressive. And the complete opposite of a retreat owner. Back in a minute. I’m going to move my clothes over to the dryer.”

She pushed back from the table and took our bowls to the sink. “I had forgotten all about your laundry. I’ll grab the bottle of wine and our glasses and meet you in the living room.”

I watched her as she moved, catching the soft sway of her hair. Something about the casual intimacy of the moment made my pulse flicker. Shaking off the thought, I went to take care of my laundry.

The laundry room was filled with the scent of lavender and vanilla. I moved my clothes into the dryer, set the timer, and took a steadying breath before joining Eden.

The large living room windows let in the last hush of daylight as the sun dipped below the horizon. Eden had settled at one end of the plush sofa, leaning back against the overstuffed cushions with one leg tucked beneath her. She was the picture of effortless, unbothered sexiness.

She pointed at my glass on the table. “I refilled it for you.”

I picked it up and sank into the cushions at the other end of the sofa. I relaxed and let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “My last load is in the dryer,” I said, taking a sip, then setting the glass down. “You didn’t answer my question from before. How did you go from the world of finance to starting a wellness retreat? Those two careers could not be more opposite.”

Eden puffed out her cheeks and blew out a slow breath. “Which answer do you want, the long or the short one? Both start and end in the same places.”

I studied her, taking in the flicker of something unreadable in her expression. “This is about us getting to know one another, right? I’ll go with the long one.”

She took a slow sip of wine, her fingers tightening around the glass. “I landed a job right out of college. The company had a tuition program for continuing education. I earned my MBA, climbed the corporate ladder, and saved the company a ridiculous amount of money in the process. In return, they paid me very, very well. I had an outrageous compensation package, invitations to all the right parties, and was on a first-name basis with some very powerful people.” She exhaled softly, shaking her head. “It was a great job, but also all-consuming, stressful, and totally exhausting.”

I saw something flicker behind her eyes, regret, or maybe pain. It was there and gone in a blink, like a crack in glass catching the light just right. My chest tightened like my body understood the weight of what she wasn’t saying. She looked away for just a second too long, and I felt a shift, not just in her, but in me.

Her vulnerability wasn’t loud or messy. It was quiet and deliberate. She was showing me a part of herself she didn’t hand out easily. And that did something to me.

I shifted slightly, suddenly aware of the space between us, how it both existed and didn’t. The heat from her body reached mine, subtle but undeniable, and I reminded myself to breathe.

“Eden,” I said, her name soft on my tongue.

She looked back at me then, and whatever had flickered before was still there, just better hidden now. But I had seen it and felt it, and God help me, now I wanted to know everything.

“I was out with friends from work one evening, and that is when I met Denise,” she continued, her voice softening. “I fell for her so fast and so hard. She kept me from losing myself in it all. We dated for a while, then got engaged. She was my everything.”

“She sounds like a wonderful woman.”

Eden stood, moving to the side table with the collection of photos. She picked up a frame, her fingertips tracing the image as if she could touch the past. When she turned back to me, her eyes were a little shinier, and her smile was lined with sadness.

She handed me the picture frame. I recognized it instantly. It was the same photo I had looked at the last time I was here.

“That was taken in Ireland,” she said. “Six months before she was killed in a car accident.”

The air between us tightened. I looked up sharply, meeting her eyes. “Eden…”

“It’s been years.” She waved a hand, a little too quickly, as if she could brush away the weight of the sadness. “But losing Denise changed everything.”

Eden picked up her wine glass and drained its contents. She sat back down and reached for the bottle of wine.

“More wine?” Her voice was steady, but there was a slight tremor in her fingers.

“Yes, please,” I said, giving her a moment to gather herself.

As she refilled our glasses, I studied the photo. Denise was beautiful, her smile easy, her arm wrapped around Eden like she belonged there. Now that I knew who she was, it was easy to see how in love they had been at that moment.

“Was it losing your fiancée that made you walk away from everything?” I asked.

“No.” She let out a quiet, humorless laugh. “Not right away. I spiraled at first. I buried myself in work, pretending I was fine. Kept going until one day…I just couldn’t anymore.” Her gaze drifted around the room, as if seeing the past layered over the present. “I was close to losing everything, me included. So, I left. Quit my job, packed up, and came home.”

She gestured around the room. “Jackson and I grew up here. When our parents decided they were too old to run the farm, they sold most of the land and divided the remaining acreage between us. Jackson and Fran had a house a few miles away, and I was more or less homeless, so I took the section of land that had the house.”

I swirled my wine, letting her words settle. “And you decided to turn your part into the retreat?”

She nodded, a proud little smile playing on her lips. “I did. When I was at my lowest, I visited a retreat in Arizona. I had been grasping for anything that might help me make sense of things, and that experience changed me. So, when I suddenly had all this land, I knew exactly what I wanted to do with it. There isn’t a doubt in my mind that I’m doing what I was always meant to do. My soul’s purpose.”

A lump formed in my throat. “Wow,” I murmured. “What a heartbreakingly beautiful story.”

We looked at each other, and something thick and unspoken was woven between us, settling in the quiet space we had created. The loud buzz of the dryer shattered the moment. Damn it. Stupid laundry.

Eden chuckled, the spell effectively broken. “That’s your cue.”

I walked to the laundry room, irritation prickling just beneath my skin. I wasn’t ready for the night to be over. Talking to Eden had been the most enjoyable conversation I had in… hell, I didn’t even know how long. She was fascinating, layered, and sexy as hell. And I wanted more.

I zipped my bag shut and dropped it to the floor, jerking the handle up with a sigh. I pulled it behind me as I headed for the door. “Thanks for the laundry help, the food, and the conversation.”

Eden followed me onto the porch. “You’re quite welcome.” Her lips curved, teasing. “I’ll see you in the morning when I make my rounds. You know, when I’m stalking you.”

I huffed out a laugh to cover my reaction because, damn it, I liked the idea of her paying attention to me. “You won’t see me tomorrow because I’m heading home before sunrise. I need more clothes since I’ve extended my stay. Plus, I want to try to catch up with Jess.”

Eden leaned against the doorframe, watching me. “Hug her for me. Safe travels.”

I bounced the bag down the steps, then turned back. “By the way, you were right.”

She arched a brow. “About?”

“I don’t think this place is a waste of time. It’s just…” I exhaled, searching for the words. “Taking me a minute to figure out where and how it fits for me.”

Eden’s smile grew. “I knew it! No time wasted. Thank you for admitting I was right. Get used to it because that won’t be the last time you have to say it.”

I rolled my eyes and grinned. “We’ll see.”


CHAPTER 6 - WHITNEY


I tapped lightly on Eden’s office door. My heart was thudding like it was trying to climb out of my chest and make a break for it. Totally normal. Nothing to see here.

I was just saying thank you. And yet, my palms were clammy like I was about to argue before the Supreme Court, not drop off laundry soap to a woman who could make my stomach flip with a smile.

Eden looked up from behind her desk, phone to her ear. The second she saw me, her face lit up, not dramatically, but enough to send a jolt straight through me.

“Hey, Mom. I need to go. Someone just walked into my office. I’ll call you later so you can finish telling me about the swingers next door. Love you,” she said, her voice as casual as if she were discussing the weather. She hung up, then gave me her full attention.

“Hi. I haven’t seen you in a few days. I was beginning to think you weren’t coming back.”

“Hi,” I said, returning her smile, but managing to overshoot casual and landing somewhere around awkwardly chipper.

When I stepped inside, the office smelled faintly of sandalwood and citrus. My thumb smoothed over the side of the gift bag, trying to quiet the little shake that had snuck in.

“I stayed in town for a couple of nights. Had dinner with Jess one night and my mom the next. I brought you something,” I said, holding the bag out.

Her brows rose. “Okay… Not sure what the occasion is, but I’ll never say no to a pretty gift bag.” Our fingers lightly brushed as she took the bag, and heat flared low in my stomach.

I sank into the chair, trying to convey calmness despite my racing pulse. “My mother says presentation matters.”

“It’s heavy,” she said, curiosity blooming across her face. “Did you get me a brick?”

Eden peeled the tissue paper away, as if she were unwrapping something delicate. She finally lifted the oversized detergent bottle from the bag and burst out laughing. “This has to be the most random thing anyone has ever given me.”

“There’s something else in the bag,” I added quickly, unsure if my idea was charming or borderline bizarre.

She reached into the bag and pulled out a pack of Juicy Fruit gum. She looked over, silently questioning why a small pack of gum.

“The detergent is repayment,” I explained, rubbing my palms on my shorts. “The gum is a childhood thing. My grandfather always had a pack on him. Every time I saw him, he would hand me a stick.” I shrugged my shoulder. “I stopped for gas on the way back, impulsively bought a pack for myself, and grabbed one for you, too.”

For a beat, she didn’t say anything. She just looked at me, as if trying to figure something out, then she smiled.

“Thank you,” she said softly. “Your timing is perfect. I’m almost out of detergent, and Juicy Fruit is underrated. Excellent choice.”

I stood, shoving my hands in my pockets. “Anyway, I’ll let you get back to work. It’s too hot to run, so I’m going to write in my journal instead. Lucky me.”

Eden smiled. “I have a yoga class to teach in thirty minutes, but I’m done for the day after. Want to skip your journaling deep dive and go for a hike instead?”

“I don’t think my Brooks, or these old Birkenstocks, are trail-approved,” I said, glancing down at my feet.

Her eyes followed. “Nice nail color,” she said lightly. “We definitely don’t wear the same size, but you might be close to Fran’s. I’m sure she would lend you a pair.”

I blinked. She wanted us to spend the afternoon together. That information took a second to download.

“Unless you don’t think you have it in you to hike a few miles,” she added, eyes gleaming with challenge.

“Oh, I see what you’re doing,” I said.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she replied innocently.

“Fine,” I said, trying not to smile like a total idiot. “If you can find boots in a size nine, I’ll go hiking.”

“I’m sure I can come up with something.”

“Okay. Guess I’ll talk to you later, then.”

“That you will.”

I pulled the door shut behind me, my heart doing little backflips. For the first time in a long while, I felt excited about something that had nothing to do with proving myself.

It was just about me… and Eden.

I swung the door open and barely had time to react before a pair of hiking boots was thrust in my direction.

“I guess these are for me?” I asked, taking the well worn pair from Eden’s outstretched hands.

“Yes. They’re Hannah’s boots. Hannah is my niece, Jackson and Fran’s daughter.”

I gave them a quick once-over. “I thought I was getting Fran’s boots. Are you sure Hannah won’t mind if I use hers?”

“She won’t. Fran’s were too small, and Hannah’s just happened to be the perfect size. Like a hiking boot version of Goldilocks.” She said with a smirk.

I chuckled as I sat on the sofa to put them on. “I better not regret letting you talk me into this.”

Eden clapped her hands. “You won’t. Now, hurry up so we can get going. Oh, don’t forget your water bottle.”

As we crossed the grass, heading toward the gravel path, Eden waved at a few guests, calling out hellos to them. When we stepped onto the path, I glanced over and smiled. There was something about having Eden walking beside me that felt really nice.

She caught me looking and gave me a suspicious smirk. “What?”

I grinned. “I don’t know what’s wrong with a regular walk.”

“Hiking is about the experience rather than just the movement.”

I arched a brow. “They appear the same to me, but okay.”

“They aren’t. Hiking requires more effort due to the uneven terrain and elevation changes. Plus, you get this sense of oneness when you’re out in nature. Humans weren’t meant to be surrounded by glass and concrete 24/7.”

I snorted. “I’ve always lived in or near the city. Glass and concrete are my normal.”

She nodded, steering us onto a shaded trail where the sunlight barely peeked through. “I get that. But I want you to be open to nature’s healing energy. You won’t find that running on a treadmill.”

“I run in the park sometimes. There are trees in the park.”

Eden laughed. “Not the same thing.”

I barked out a laugh. “Wait. I’ve been tricked into doing one of your little workshops, haven’t I?”

She feigned innocence. “Full transparency?”

I gave her a look. “Always.”

“I thought hiking would be a fun way to get to know you better.” She paused, stepping over a fallen log. “And I’ve considered adding a new workshop to the calendar and thought we could do a test run.”

“Okay. What’s the workshop about?”

“Forest Bathing.”

I stopped mid-step and turned to her with a slow, devilish grin. “Sounds naughty. Clothing optional, I assume?”

Eden burst out laughing. “It’s not like that, but now I know you have a dirty mind.”

I grinned wider. “Only when given the right material under the right circumstances.”

She shook her head, still smiling. “Forest bathing is legit. It started in Japan in the ‘80s. It’s about slowing down, being present, and connecting with yourself and your surroundings.” She gave me a thoughtful look, shrugging her shoulders. “Staying open to whatever crosses your path.”

My pulse quickened, a low thrum curling beneath my skin, as her gaze locked on mine. There was a steady and unblinking heat in her eyes, and it felt like she was talking about more than just some new technique she wanted to try.

Sweat started to gather at the base of my neck and rolled down my back. The shade and teasing breeze weren’t helping because the heat was relentless. If hiking in extreme heat was your thing, then this would feel like hitting the jackpot. I, on the other hand, was ready to cash out. If I hadn’t been with Eden, I would already be headed back to the cottage.

“So, tell me something about yourself that isn’t work-related,” Eden said, breaking the silence.

I laughed, embarrassed. “That might be difficult.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Come on, I’m sure there’s something. What do you do outside of work?”

I watched a bead of sweat slowly roll down her neck and disappear into the V of her shirt. Slightly envious of the tiny droplet, I forced myself to look away.

“My life outside of work is mostly... work. Events, fundraisers, and networking. Not much else.”

“No personal life?” Eden asked, looking confused.

I hesitated. “Jessica and my mom. That’s about it. Jess and I occasionally grab a drink or go shopping on special occasions. I get together with my mom for dinner a few times a month. But beyond that? No.”

“So, no secret hobbies? No guilty pleasures?”

I gave her a sideways glance. “What exactly are you fishing for?”

“I don’t know. Maybe you play the violin or bake world-class oatmeal raisin cookies. Maybe you’ve always wanted to do standup comedy. Or go skydiving.”

I snorted. “No violin. No standup. Hell no to skydiving. However, I once took a cooking class to impress a date. Complete disaster. Both the date and the class.”

She snickered. “So, there is something you don’t excel at.”

I put a hand to my heart. “Ouch,” I replied, slightly winded.

When I agreed to this hike, it sounded like a good idea. Eden, smiling at me like I was a mystery she wanted to solve, had made it easy to say yes to something I would usually avoid like the plague. I was in decent shape, but the climb was no joke, and after nearly forty-five minutes of walking, with rivers of sweat rolling down my body, I started questioning my judgment.

I glanced at Eden to see if she was fairing the same and found that she looked annoyingly unbothered. There was a sheen of sweat on her collarbone, but she moved like the trail had been paved just for her. I wasn’t sure if I was impressed or jealous.

She glanced over and smiled. “You okay?”

“Define okay,” I said, wiping my forehead. “If I die, just roll me off the trail. Tell Jessica my death was her fault.”

She laughed, low and warm. “I promise to carry your body out of the woods with reverence and dignity,” she said, brushing a branch aside and letting it swing back.

I caught it before it smacked me. “Is that supposed to make me feel special?” I asked sarcastically.

Eden turned, her eyes catching mine. “It’s supposed to make you feel seen.”

That stopped me, not physically but somewhere deeper. A flicker moved through me, like someone had cracked open a window I hadn’t even realized was closed.

“Careful,” I said lightly. “Talk like that, and I’ll start to think you like me.”

She turned her head, but not before I saw the small smile tug at her lips. We walked in silence, our steps falling into a natural rhythm. The occasional brush of her arm against mine didn’t feel accidental. The quiet wasn’t awkward, instead, it was easy and comfortable.

We reached a flatter stretch, and Eden slowed. “We’re about halfway. The creek is just down to the left.” She looked over. “What day is your birthday again? I know it’s soon.”

I blinked, surprised she remembered. “Friday. That was part of why I went home. So, I could have an early birthday dinner with my mom and Jess.”

“There’s a Fireside Chat on the calendar for Friday. I’ll get everyone to sing Happy Birthday.”

I groaned. “Please don’t. I always got so embarrassed when I was a kid, and my parents would have the wait staff sing Happy Birthday to me. Even now, I get secondhand embarrassment just watching it happen to strangers.”

“Fair enough. How about I cook you a birthday dinner on Saturday? Forty is a big one. It should be acknowledged.”

I hesitated. I wasn’t accustomed to people doing thoughtful things without an ulterior motive. “That sounds nice. Thank you.”

We kept walking, Eden a few steps ahead of me. I was supposed to be focused on my surroundings, not the graceful way her hips moved or the way her hair curled damply around her neck. But I couldn’t stop admiring almost everything about one of the most intriguing women I had ever been around.

The creek’s soft murmur grew steadily louder until the trail curved, and there it was, cutting through the landscape. Water moved lazily, catching the sunlight in flashes as it danced over smooth, time-worn rocks. The air felt cooler here, and the hush of it all pressed into my chest in a way I couldn’t name.

Eden walked to the edge, stopped, and took a deep breath, stretching her arms overhead. She wiped her face with her shirt, revealing a sliver of toned stomach.

I stepped beside her, resting my hands on my hips. “It’s really pretty here. Feels… calm.” I said, turning to look at Eden.

There was a flicker in her expression, but before I could read it, she bumped me with her shoulder. “Come on. We’ve got more to go, but I promise it’s worth it.”

By the time we reached the ridge, my legs were on fire, my tank was soaked and sticking to me, and I had swallowed at least three bugs. Eden was just ahead of me, reaching back to offer her hand over a rocky patch. I hesitated because I knew touching her might feel like stepping onto a live wire. When she cleared her throat, I took her outstretched hand, allowing her to lead me over the rocks.

“Thanks,” I said, my voice a little rough.

She met my eyes. “Anytime,” she replied as she released my hand.

The view hit me square in the chest when we reached the top of the ridge. The hills unrolled in every direction, green and endless. A creek glinted in the distance, catching sunlight like a secret. Below us, the retreat sat nestled into the earth. From up here, the reality of my life felt distant and manageable. If only I could bottle this feeling. Every drop of sweat and inconvenient, tangled feeling I had tried to ignore on the way up now felt totally worth it.

I let out a slow breath. “It’s beautiful.”

Eden didn’t answer. She stepped ahead, hands on her hips, staring out like everything her eyes landed on was all hers, and, in some ways, I guess it was.

Sunlight hit her hair just right, making the golden strands glow. I watched her breathe slowly, tracking the rise and fall of her chest, and immediately felt like a creeper for noticing. I knew I should look away, but I didn’t. I couldn’t.

She turned toward me, eyes soft. “It’s different every time. The light, the air. Something always shifts.”

“Yeah,” I said, because talking felt safer than thinking. “Right now, I’m shifting into a puddle of sweat.”

She laughed, a low, rich sound that slid right under my skin. The breeze picked up, lifting a strand of her hair, and without thinking, I reached out and tucked it behind her ear. My fingers brushed her cheek, and I felt raw hunger rush in. She inhaled softly, and just like that, I was on fire.

I stepped back, pulse hammering. “Sorry,” I muttered. “Bug.” I threw in a vague swat for good measure.

Her smile curled knowingly. “Right.”

She eased down onto the wide, flat rock and gestured for me to join her. “We can rest here for a bit before heading back.”

I sat down beside her, close but not touching, which felt impossible now that I knew what it was like to touch her. The silence stretched, charged, and buzzed, like we were waiting for a storm that might not come, but could arrive at any moment. I was painfully aware of every inch of her, the bend of her knee, the line of her jaw, and how she kept sneaking side long glances in my direction.

After a few minutes, she finally said, “You surprise me.”

She said it as if she was still figuring me out and wasn’t sure if she wanted to or not.

I nodded, mostly to myself. “I’ve been surprising myself lately. But there’s something that’s disarming about this place… and you.” I stopped.

Eden turned to me fully, one brow raised. “Me?”

Goddamn it.

“I meant,” I waved my hand vaguely. “For being the owner of a retreat like this one, you’re not what I expected.”

“Oh?” she said, amused now. “What did you expect?”

“Someone more whimsical. With incense. Maybe a tambourine.”

She snorted. “I left my tambourine in my other life.” She tilted her head, studying me. “Over the last week or so, you’ve let your guard down.”

“I think I forgot I have one,” I eventually said.

Her eyes flickered across my face before dropping to my mouth and lingering. Suddenly, the air thickened between us into something sweet, slow, and dangerous. I held my breath, not moving, afraid to break the spell.

Eden held my gaze for several seconds before speaking in a quiet voice. “Whitney…”

It was just my name, but it sounded more like a question or a dare. My pulse kicked up, and my skin prickled. I leaned slightly in her direction, and the space between us thinned. Still not touching, but so close I can feel the heat coming off her. We hovered like that, suspended and teetering on the edge of what I didn’t know.

Eden pulled back, just enough to breathe. “We should head back before it gets dark,” she said, her voice sounding a little unsteady.

But she didn’t move right away, and neither did I.

•••••••

“Dinner was fantastic. Best birthday dinner ever. Thank you.” I stood, smiling as I gathered my dishes and carried them to the sink.

“You’re welcome,” Eden said, tilting her head. “But what exactly do you think you’re doing?”

I set the plate down and turned toward her, amused. “I was planning to help clean the kitchen before I head out.”

“Absolutely not.” She shook her head like I was about to mop the floor with my bare hands. “Your actual birthday might have been yesterday, but while you’re in my house, it’s still today. And there is no universe where I let you clean on your birthday.”

I shrugged, palms up in surrender. “Alright. You’re the boss.” I grabbed my phone off the counter. “Guess I’ll head back to the woods. Maybe spend some quality time with Chucky doing a little smack-talk and crying.” I gave a little wave and turned to the door. “I’ll see you at yoga in the morning. Thanks again for dinner.”

Eden stood abruptly. “Wait. There are so many things to unpack in all of that,” she said, placing her plate beside mine. “But let’s start with the most urgent item. Why are you leaving?”

“It’s Saturday night,” I said, like that explained everything. “I don’t want to derail your weekend plans.”

“My plans,” she said, slowly, “were to spend the evening with you. Celebrating your birthday. So, sit down, you’re not going anywhere unless we go together.”

The butterflies in my stomach reacted like they had just been handed party hats and a bottle of champagne. I smirked. “Okay. If you insist.”

“Oh, I do.” Placing her hands on her hips.

I sat back down, suppressing the ridiculous smile I felt tugging at my lips.

“Now,” she said, resuming her seat across from me, “explain Chucky, smack-talking and crying.”

I laughed, the sound coming out lighter than I expected. “Okay. When I was a kid, the movie Child’s Play came out. If you don’t know, it was a movie about a creepy red-haired murder doll. I never saw the actual movie, but the trailer scared the crap out of me.” I shifted, crossing one leg over the other. “So, when Fran gave me a journal with a bright red cover, naturally, I named it Chucky because it’s terrifying and a little stabby. Most of my entries have started out trash-talking, but by the end, I’m seeing things more clearly. I like to wrap up the whole experience by crying.”

Eden stared at me for a second, then nodded slowly. “So, your journal is named after a murderous doll. Therapeutic and terrifying. Love that for you. Let’s put a pin in it for now, but know I have follow-up questions.”

I pursed my lips to contain my smile. “I would think it odd if you didn’t have more questions.”

“You said you would see me in the morning at yoga.”

“That’s the plan.” I leaned back, letting a little pride sneak into my voice. “I’m answering your challenge. I’ve never taken a class, but I ran track for years, so I’m no stranger to stretching. It can’t be that different from yoga.”

“They’re distant cousins. Same family, different decorations at Christmas,” Eden said, amused by her comparison. “But I’m sure you’ll do great. Just don’t challenge the instructor.”

I shook my head, smiling. “I would never dream of it.”

She grinned and finished her wine. “Alright. The night is young, and it’s your call. We could watch a movie, hang out on the porch enjoying good conversation and a bottle of wine, or drive into town. However, I will warn you that although the downtown area is quite charming, there isn’t much to do. Another option would be building a fire, but there is the risk of other guests joining us.”

I looked out the window, pondering my choices. The sky was flirting with shades of orange. It was going to be a beautiful sunset.

“How about a walk?” I suggested. “The sun is setting. It should be cooler out, and honestly, I’m getting used to the woods and fresh air, and I sort of like it now. Who knew?”

Eden’s gaze lingered on mine for a moment. “That sounds perfect,” she said softly.

She stepped over to a drawer and pulled out a small flashlight. “We may not need it yet,” she said, “but there’s not a lot of artificial light here. One minute it’s golden hour, the next you’re guessing which way is home.”

We stepped out into the soft hush of early evening. Crickets were warming up their instruments, chirping a lazy rhythm beneath the last streaks of gold spilling over the fields. We fell into step without speaking, our footsteps crunching lightly along the dirt path that led away from the farmhouse, toward the trees. The air smelled like sun-warmed earth and honeysuckle, and for the first time in a long time, I wasn’t thinking about anything except the moment I was in.

“So,” I said, bumping her shoulder just enough to make her glance over, “be honest. Do you always cook gourmet dinners and offer sunset strolls to your guests, or am I just exceptionally lucky?”

She gave me a crooked smile and a wink that made my heart skip a beat. “You’re the birthday girl,” she said, “and maybe a little exceptional, too.”

There it was again. The fluttery, traitorous feeling in my stomach. I ignored it with the composure of a woman trained to disregard everything inconvenient, especially her feelings.

“Flattery,” I said. “Bold move. That’ll earn you five stars on the spiritual retreat Yelp.”

Eden’s smirk softened. “I don’t say things I don’t mean.”

That pulled me up short, in a quiet kind of way. I didn’t have a good comeback, so I let it drift into the warm hush between us. Every so often, our arms brushed. The space between us was shrinking, as if it had somewhere better to be.

I wasn’t sure what it was about her. She was calm in a way that didn’t feel performative, like she had burned down a whole version of herself and rebuilt from the ashes. That calm felt earned. And the way she wore it was sexy as hell.

She touched my elbow gently and steered me toward a small footbridge over the creek. “We can cross here. Jackson built it for when I walk to his house.”

“Must be nice,” I said, stepping onto the wooden planks, “having your brother and Fran so close.”

“Yeah, it is.” She hesitated for a second. “Not to change the subject, but… can I ask you something personal?”

I stepped off the bridge and onto the earth again. “Sure,” I said, curious. “I guess.”

Eden slowed a little, her gaze fixed on the path ahead like she wasn’t sure she wanted to make eye contact for what came next.

“Why are you single?” she asked. “I mean… is it a personal choice? Did someone break your heart, and you swore off love? Or are you just waiting to find the right one to bring home to your mother?” She let out a nervous laugh and winced a little. “You are single, right?”

God, she was adorable when she was flustered.

“Yes, I’m single,” I said, grinning. “Much to my mother’s eternal disappointment. She would love nothing more than for me to settle down with a good woman and start hosting family holidays.”

I bent down and picked a wildflower from the grass, fingers absently stripping a few leaves from the stem.

“But the short version,” I added, standing again. “I’ve been focused on the prize for as long as I can remember. The job. The ladder. The next thing. Love was always in the ‘someday’ file. Neatly tucked away behind ambition and chaos.”

Her expression shifted, softened, and deepened. “I didn’t mean to pry,” she said quickly. “I was just curious how someone like you could spend so much time away without checking in with someone.”

I held out the wildflower, a quiet offering. “I don’t mind the question. But what do you mean, someone like me?”

Eden took the flower slowly, as if she wasn’t sure whether to smile or apologize. Her mouth opened, closed, and opened again.

“I, um…” She blinked hard. “Oh! Look how cute.”

She pointed over my shoulder like a magician distracting someone from a bad card trick. I turned, and damn it, the distraction worked. A rust colored fox was padding through the grass, with four little pups tumbling behind her like wind-up toys.

“That is cute,” I said, half-laughing. “Can’t say I’ve ever seen a fox in the wild before.”

“That’s Ginger,” Eden said, still watching them. “She lives nearby. I see her every year, right around this time.”

“You named the fox Ginger?”

“I did. It’s no weirder than you naming your journal Chucky,” she said, bumping me with her shoulder.

“Touche.”

We reached a rise in the path where the trees pulled back like theater curtains, revealing a wild, open field sloping gently toward the horizon. Tall grass waved in the breeze in slow motion, catching the last of the light in shimmering ribbons. The sky was on fire with burnt oranges, bruised purples, and dusky pinks bleeding together like someone had poured watercolors across the heavens.

My breath caught, and I stopped walking. Damn. I had forgotten what it felt like to stand still, to watch the world do something utterly spectacular without needing to comment on it, document it, or check the time to see how long I had before my next obligation.

I used to love sunsets. Used to chase them in college. I would sit on rooftops or sprawl on the hood of my car and watch. It felt like the sky was trying to tell me something important in a language made of color. But now… Now, I couldn’t remember the last time I had even stopped to look up, much less take the time to appreciate it.

Eden quietly moved beside me. A flicker off in the distance lit up, casting a ghostly shimmer in a heavy bank of dark clouds. It wasn’t threatening, but it had just enough drama to feel like Mother Nature was showing off just because she could.

Eden raised her hand, pointing at the clouds. “Heat lightning,” she said, like it was a passing note in a song only she knew how to hum. “It looks dramatic, but it’s so far away it’s harmless.”

I glanced at her, eyebrows raised. “You sure?”

“Sure enough,” she replied, her voice light but not careless. Then she tilted her head, eyes glinting as she added, “Besides, worst case, I’m wrong, and we get a little wet.”

My mouth went dry, and not because I was thirsty. The way she said, “get a little wet,” made my pulse flutter like a dropped match in dry grass. I looked into her eyes and felt the heat curl low in my stomach. I told myself it was just a comment, just a casual turn of phrase. But her expression was playful, with a hint of wickedness and unmistakable curiosity.

A breeze tossed her hair as lightning flashed closer. The sky shifted from sultry to stormy, and I felt it in my chest like bass vibrating through a floor. I opened my mouth to suggest we head back just as a fat drop of rain smacked my arm. Then another, trailing down my elbow. And then the sky turned into a full drama queen. In seconds, the clouds split open, and the rain poured down like it had been waiting for its cue.

I gasped, laughing. “Run?”

“Run,” she said, grinning.

We took off down the path, Eden’s laugh ringing beside me. Rain soaked through our clothes in seconds, plastering fabric to skin. The trail had turned slick, and we skidded slightly, but neither of us slowed down. We were grinning like fools, lungs burning, shoes squelching, and I couldn’t remember the last time I felt so alive.

By the time the farmhouse came into view through the curtain of rain, I was drenched and breathless, but I didn’t care. The rain had softened into a mist as we climbed the steps. Eden looked like a vision, and the sight of her stirred a want deep inside me. I had been trying to ignore the feeling all night, but at that moment, I knew I was failing miserably.

She flung open the door, then she paused, glancing back over her shoulder with a smile. “I’ll be right back,” she said.

I stood there, my heart thudding. I pulled at the hem of my shirt, trying to peel it away from my skin, and shook my hair with both hands. The rain had cooled everything, but the heat still thrummed through me. I was flushed from being so close to her, from the laughter and the way she had looked at me in the field. A look that made me think maybe she was feeling the same thing I was.

She returned a couple of minutes later holding a green and blue striped towel, the edges fraying slightly. She held it out, and I took it, pressing it to my face, then ran it roughly through my hair, but it didn’t help much. I looked over at her, rain-slick and radiant, and something inside me flipped.

Instead of handing the towel back, I took a step forward. “Let me,” I said, my voice low and raw in a way that surprised even me.

She blinked but didn’t pull away. I stepped closer, feeling the heat from her skin. I brought the towel to her face and gently touched it to her cheek, then to her temple. Then, slowly, almost reverently, I skimmed it along her neck to her collarbone and felt her breath catch beneath my fingers.

I should’ve stopped. I should’ve passed her the towel and stepped back. But I didn’t. I couldn’t. She looked at me, wide-eyed and trembling slightly. The moment stretched like a held breath. I knew we were standing on the edge of something irreversible.

I leaned in and our lips met in the softest, most careful way. Her mouth was warm, rain-sweet, and unsure. I felt a moment of hesitation in her kiss. But then… God… then she kissed me back, and everything changed.

The moment her hands gripped my waist, I dropped the towel and cupped her jaw. She gasped softly against my mouth, and it struck me like lightning. When her lips parted, I drank her in as I slowly walked her backward until her back hit the porch railing. The kiss deepened, becoming hungry and searching. Her hands pulled me closer, our bodies crashing together like waves. We were frantically clinging to one another like two people who had just realized the dam had finally broken. 

I kissed her harder, mouth slanting over hers, tasting every part of the moment, and still, it wasn’t enough. She matched me beat for beat. Then, suddenly, she moved her hand to my heart and pulled back, breaking the kiss. Her breath was ragged. Her eyes fluttered open, dazed and storm-lit.

“Whitney…” she whispered.

My name on her lips sounded like a confession and a prayer all at once. She looked away and then back at me as if the intensity had overwhelmed her. There was no regret in her eyes. Just something raw and vulnerable.

I could feel the shift in the air. I didn’t speak. I stayed close, holding her loosely, giving her space to breathe and letting the moment settle around us like mist after a thunderstorm.

We had crossed a line. No going back now.

Eden
One glance. One Unraveling.


CHAPTER 7 - EDEN


Morning light brushed across the grass as I crossed the lawn toward the yoga space. A dozen mats were unrolled, guests dotting the area like calm lilies. Some stretched, while others sipped from water bottles with practiced serenity, a quality I usually found comforting. But today, I would’ve bartered my soul for a cancellation, a thunderstorm, or a minor natural disaster, anything to send me back to bed and safely away from this.

Instead, I kept walking, my mat under one arm like a peace offering to the gods of emotional volatility. I pasted on my calmest smile while inside, my equilibrium was dangling by a thread. A very thin, frayed, and potentially flammable thread.

I found my usual spot, spread my mat, and slipped off my sandals. The grass was cool under my feet, and I inhaled deeply and whispered a silent prayer to leave this class more grounded than I began it. I was aiming for yogic goddess, but at the moment, I felt more like an over-caffeinated squirrel in leggings.

Fran sat near the back, spine long and steady, her entire existence a walking TED Talk on inner alignment. She offered a small smile of hello. I smiled back as if a swarm of emotional bees wasn’t devouring everything in my world.

Whitney came strolling across the lawn, with her hair pulled into a low ponytail and her eyes hidden behind dark sunglasses. She unrolled her mat and casually sat down as if she hadn’t kissed me breathless less than twelve hours ago. Of course, she’s wearing sunglasses. God forbid I be able to see her eyes, so I know what she’s thinking.

“Good morning,” I said, as my eyes skimmed over the group. “Let’s begin by lying on your mats, palms up, eyes closed.”

Whitney stretched out, lean and loose, arms resting at her sides. Her face tilted toward the sun, her lips parted as if she had just exhaled a secret. Meanwhile, I was in full internal DEFCON mode.

“As we begin,” I said, easing into my teacher voice and praying I sounded calm enough to convince at least some of the people, “let’s take a moment to set an intention. Breathe in what you need. Breathe out what you’re ready to let go of. Inhale peace…” I paused, just long enough to let it land. “Exhale tension. Or, you know, panic. It's your call.”

A few scattered chuckles drifted from the group, and I heard Fran snort. Whitney didn’t laugh, but the corners of her mouth twitched. That expressive and delicious mouth. Damn it.

I turned away and cleared my throat. “Take a deep breath in. Settle into the mat and ground beneath you. Find the quiet within.”

As I led them through a short meditation and into practice, my mind kept wandering back to the beautiful redhead in the back row. The look in her eyes and the heat of her mouth hadn’t felt rushed or unsure, but more like inevitability. I hadn’t felt that in years, not since Denise. I felt the panic creep in, quieter this time. More ache than alarm. It was just a tiny background ache that I didn’t push away, but I didn’t let it lead the way either.

“Let’s come into tabletop,” I said.

We flowed into cat-cow, then downward dog. My breath began to sync with the movement. For a brief, flickering second, I almost felt like myself again.

I stood and walked through the rows. “For those of you who haven’t taken my class before, I offer hands-on assistance. If you would rather I didn’t touch you, raise your hand or wave me off like I’m an overly enthusiastic mosquito.”

Some light laughter. A woman in the front row raised her hand as I passed by. I kept moving, adjusting a shoulder, and correcting foot placement. Fran got a nudge on her hip alignment, mostly because I was trying to focus on literally anyone else but Whitney.

I glanced in Whitney’s direction. Considering she claimed she had never done yoga, her movements were grounded and strong. Her body knew how to stretch and balance. She moved with the same ease she used to deflecting emotion, and that bothered me more than it should have. That was something I would process through when I had more time and energy.

Then came one of my favorites, the warrior two pose. It was all strength and open lines. I looked over at Whitney. Her arms extended, her chest lifted, her back leg was steady, but her hips were slightly closed off.

I walked over and stepped in behind her. She hadn’t noticed me until I was right beside her. Then her body tensed slightly. That flicker of awareness between us lit a spark of want low in my belly.

“Is it okay if I adjust you?” I whispered.

Her head turned, and her dark eyes locked onto mine. “Yeah,” she said softly.

I crouched slightly and placed my hands on her hips. Her shirt had ridden up just enough that my fingers met warm skin. “Open your stance just a little more,” I said, my voice low. “Bend the front knee a bit deeper.”

“That’s better,” I said, and it came out too soft. I heard her exhale slowly as my hands slid from her body.

“Thanks,” she replied, her gaze still fixed on me.

We moved through more poses, triangles, trees, and low lunges. I tried to stay focused and not notice when she glanced my way. But every time our eyes met, it was like a wire pulling tight between us. The entire class had been a test of self-control. By the time we hit savasana, I was emotionally, mentally, and physically fried.

“Let the ground carry you,” I said, lowering my voice. “Let go of what came before this moment and melt into the mat. Trust that the earth can hold you. Be here now.”

Whitney lay still, her body loose, chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm. My eyes lingered on the curve of her jaw and the slight furrow in her brow. I should’ve looked away, but I didn’t. Because for the first time in years, I wanted something. I wanted her.

I was feeling an unexpected, and impossible spark wrapped in a sarcastic, emotionally avoidant woman who ran as if she were trying to outpace her own shadow. I needed to remind myself that she was a guest, nothing more than a visitor passing through my life.

“Great class, everyone. Thank you for allowing me to be part of your practice. I hope that you all have a wonderful day.” I brought my hands together over my heart. “The divine light in me sees and honors the divine light in you. Namaste.”

A soft chorus of “namaste” echoed back. I watched everyone slowly roll up their mats, chatting quietly, and sipping water. I waved to a few guests as they left, then turned and bent down to roll up my mat. I loved the post-class hum of peace and movement.

I wasn’t as grounded as I wanted, but I wasn’t spinning, either. Which, frankly, counted as progress. My brain immediately tried to fill the space with the to-do list of maintenance on the trail markers, ordering more lavender oil, and end-of-the-month accounting, but nothing seemed to stick.

“Hi.”

It was just one soft word, but it slipped through me like fingers brushing skin, and my breath caught. My hands paused mid-roll, fingers curling tightly into the mat. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, letting it steady me. I stood, slow and deliberate, as if I wasn’t off kilter just from hearing her speak.

I turned and gave her a small smile. “Good morning. Did you enjoy your first yoga class?”

Whitney slid on her sunglasses. “I didn’t think I would,” she said, “but I did. You’re a good teacher.”

I stepped back, slipped on my sandals, and grabbed my water bottle. “Okay, well… I guess I’ll talk to you later.”

“Wait. Are we not still on for later?”

I blinked at her. “On for later?”

“It’s Sunday,” she said, like it was obvious. “Which means it’s laundry day. But it’s fine if you forgot and need to bail. I can step outside my comfort zone and face Buds and Suds. Character building, right?”

“Oh! No, I wasn’t trying to bail. I just…” I shook my head. “It slipped my mind. Tonight’s fine. If you want to come over around six, that works.”

“Sounds great.” Her smile widened, and for a second, she didn’t move, only stared at me from behind darkened lenses.

Then she turned and casually strolled away. I watched her go, and that small, unwelcome thrill curled into something dangerously close to hope. Six o’clock suddenly felt like a promise. I wasn’t sure what unsettled me more, that I was counting the hours or what would happen when they ran out.

I pulled the door open to see Whitney standing on the porch, smiling like everything was normal.

“Hey. Come on in,” I said, stepping back to let her through the door. “You know where everything is, so make yourself at home.”

“Hi,” Whitney replied, breezing past me with an effortless confidence. “Just one load today. My favorite running shorts, and I say a big thank you.”

I followed her as far as the hallway and veered right when she disappeared into the laundry room. I paused in the doorway of the kitchen and blinked at the chaos. Three hours ago, this room had been a spotless, curated, Instagram worthy room. Now, to look at it, you would think a F5 tornado had dropped in and spun for a while.

A dozen mismatched mugs, every plate and glass I owned, and at least three cutting boards were spread across the counters like casualties. It had all started with a junk drawer and a missing key. It began as just a simple search, nothing serious. But one drawer led to another, then to the cabinets, and suddenly, I was elbow-deep in dish soap, questioning my life choices and alphabetizing my spice rack like it could save me from myself.

I grabbed the dishcloth from the sink, hopped onto the counter, and went back to wiping down the cabinet doors. I knew what this unhinged cleaning campaign was really about, but that didn’t mean I wanted to face it.

“Okay! Laundry is in.” Whitney’s voice called out before she stepped into the kitchen. “Tell me what I need to know about Sunrise Coffee—”

She froze mid-sentence. I turned to find her standing just inside the doorway, lips twitching. “Wow,” she said. “What’s going on in here? Are you looking for a hidden treasure?”

I wanted to say, “If by treasure you mean my emotional stability, then yes,” but that felt a little too honest. I forced a laugh and slid down from where I was perched on the counter.

“Spring cleaning,” I replied with a shrug.

Whitney arched an eyebrow. “In July?”

“Seasonal designations are just suggestions,” I said, grabbing a towel and folding it just so my hands had something to do. “Besides, it’s not just about a cabinet cleanse, it’s also a psychological cleanse. Very holistic.”

She snorted softly and shook her head. “I didn’t realize stress-scrubbing counted as wellness.”

“Only if you light a candle and set a grounded intention first,” I replied with a sideways smile.

Whitney grinned, wandering farther into the room, her gaze sweeping over the battlefield of dishware. “What was the intention here? Stopping a full existential spiral?”

“That’s funny. But no. It was locating a lost key,” I said, deadpan. “I ended up cleaning my entire kitchen, hoping to find the key to the garden shed, with the possibility of achieving nirvana along the way.”

“And were you able to? Find the key or achieve nirvana,” she asked, looking back at me.

My eyes dropped to the stack of soup bowls. “That’s still open for discussion.”

A silence settled between us, the kind that wasn’t heavy but was full of unspoken words. Whitney didn’t say anything as she stood there, looking around the kitchen. She emanated a calm energy that felt like it belonged in this space, as though she were meant to be here to help me find what I was looking for.

I turned back to the sink, pretending my heart wasn’t hammering like I had just sprinted uphill. “You said you wanted to know about Sunrise Coffee and Painting?”

“Yeah,” Whitney said, still not moving. “Unless you would rather keep searching for enlightenment behind the toaster.”

I smirked. “Tempting. But I guess we can talk about logistics.” I wiped my hands on the towel, then immediately refolded it, trying my best to appear less unhinged. “It’s pretty straightforward. I set up around 6:15 a.m. with easels, a long table, painting supplies, and a coffee station. You would just be helping with clean-up and hauling things back to the main building when it’s over.”

She gave a dramatic shiver. “So manual labor. Got it,” Whitney said, laughing. “Do I get paid in caffeine?”

“You get paid in spiritual enrichment and clean clothes. Maybe a muffin, if you’re extra helpful.” I replied dryly.

“Oh, damn. You really know how to spoil a girl.” She said it nonchalantly, yet her gaze lingered with a subtle heat.

I cleared my throat and turned toward the cabinets, irrationally concerned that one was still slightly ajar. “Anyway. There are usually about eight to ten people. Coffee is a local roast, and people love the lavender muffins, so if you see anyone trying to smuggle extras, just let it happen.”

“Noted,” she said, still watching me. “And you teach the class?”

“I’m more of a guide,” I corrected. “New day. New light. New perspective. It’s the whole theme,” I explained, glancing back at her.

Whitney nodded slowly. “That’s kind of beautiful.”

I blinked, not knowing how to respond to her observation.

She let the silence stretch out, let it breathe between us like it belonged there, before asking, “Do you paint during the class?”

“No,” I replied, with a quick smile. “I adjust easels and answer questions, things like that. During the quiet moments, I enjoy sipping coffee and soaking in the lovely early morning vibe.” I reached for a stack of plates. “Mostly, I focus on ensuring everyone feels grounded and comfortable, so they can truly embrace what they’re feeling in the moment and can put it on the canvas.”

There was a beat of quiet, then her voice again, soft but certain. “You’re good at that. Making people feel comfortable. Creating space so that what needs to come to the surface can.”

Her words hit me low and deep, like a key turning in a lock I hadn’t touched in years. I turned to look at her, heart thudding a little too loudly in my ears. She met my gaze easily, almost lazily, like she hadn’t just said something that was deeply vulnerable in the middle of my kitchen. Like it wasn’t a big deal.

Whitney cleared her throat. “Tell me what you’ve been up to since yoga this morning?” she asked, casually.

“Nothing exciting. Catching up on some accounting. And, you know,” I waved toward the chaos. “This.”

“Ah, got it.” She smirked and nodded at a stack of plates I was putting away. “I called my mom. She sent me a text saying she wanted to tell me about a date she had gone on last night. Her love life is pretty exciting for a woman in her mid-sixties.”

I arched an eyebrow, curious but not sure how deep to dig. “Good for her.”

Whitney picked up a crystal bowl from the counter, running her thumb along the rim. “This looks old.”

I took it gently from her and nodded. “Yeah. It was my grandmother’s. She said it made the mashed potatoes feel special.”

“She sounds interesting.” Whitney’s tone was softer now. “Speaking of family, how do your parents like village life? I’ve heard those places can get wild.”

I smiled. “They like it. My mom calls to share gossip from time to time. They’ve got a wine tasting club and play a lot of bingo.”

“Bingo and booze? Living the dream,” Whitney said, walking the length of the island. Her eyes flicked over the room again, like she was cataloging details. “Oh! I forgot to ask, Hannah didn’t mind me borrowing her hiking boots, did she? I might go again. I can buy my own, but hers were weirdly comfortable.”

“I haven’t talked to her,” I said, reaching for the coffee mugs. “But I will. I doubt she would mind.”

“Thanks.” Whitney picked up a dishrag and folded it in the way that absentminded people do when their thoughts are elsewhere. “I saw Fran in class this morning. She’s basically a yoga ninja. She and Jackson appear to be a total power couple. They seem… solid.”

“That they are.” I nodded. “They’ve worked hard at it.”

Something shifted. Whitney’s questions didn’t feel just casual anymore, but more like they were probes, each one inching closer to something unnamed.

I watched her wander over to the table and take a seat. She stretched her neck and looked around, restless and thinking. It was apparent she wasn’t saying what she was really thinking.

I leaned back against the counter, arms crossed. “Why do I feel like I just got deposed by someone who’s been doing this a while and is really good at it?”

Whitney gave me a sheepish grin. “Truth?

I nodded.

“Because you did, but in a gentle and respectful way.” She put her hand to her heart, “and thank you for the compliment. I learned long ago that sometimes an indirect approach is necessary to find the answers you seek.”

She stood, walked over, and leaned against the island, bracing herself with her palms. Her gaze met mine, and this time, there was no deflection. “Can we talk about the thing we’re both pretending not to think about?”

That landed like a dropped plate. “We can, if you want.”

She nodded. “Is it okay with you if I go first?”

I gestured for her to continue, unsure what she was about to say, but bracing for it anyway.

“I owe you an apology. Kissing you wasn’t planned, and I’m sorry if it made you uncomfortable.”

I shook my head. “You don’t owe me an apology.”

Whitney tilted her head, unconvinced. “If this kitchen is any indication of where your thoughts are, I do. My mom is a stress-cleaner. I recognize the symptoms.”

I started to protest, but she cut in gently, “Based on your brief answers just now, everything else in your life seems to be running like a well-oiled machine. So, either you are looking for a hidden treasure, or this is about me kissing you.”

“It really did start with a lost key,” I said quietly. “I swear.”

“Still.” She looked around, then back at me. “I misread the situation last night. That’s on me. It won’t happen again. It’s probably better that way.” She gave a shrug that tried to look casual but felt like a retreat. Then she stepped forward and held out her hand. “Friends?”

I stared at her outstretched hand, thrown by how much that word “friends” made my heart twist in two completely different directions. I looked back up at her face. “Friends” should’ve felt safe. Instead, it felt more like a parachute offered after the jump had been made.

I reached out, putting my hand in hers. Her grip was warm and steady, but I still felt the static buzz under my skin, the kind that didn’t belong in a purely platonic handshake.

“Friends,” I repeated, trying it on. It tasted like a compromise.

Whitney didn’t pull her hand back right away. Her thumb brushed against the side of my hand, and neither of us moved for a second. Then she let go, took a step back, and looked down at the floor, as if it might hold a better version of this conversation.

“I mean it,” she said. “You, the retreat, matter to me. I don’t want to be the reason anything is weird or feels off.”

I nodded, slower this time. “I get that. But just so we’re clear... that kiss wasn’t one-sided.”

Her eyes flicked up to mine, blinking with confusion and hope.

“I didn’t stop you,” I said. “I could have, but I didn’t. Stopping you never crossed my mind.”

The corner of her mouth twitched, just barely. “That’s good to know. You want help putting the rest of this away?”

I glanced at the remaining chaos of random mugs, cookware, a colander, and a mysterious lid with no matching container. “Sure. Why not? Friends help friends, right?”

Whitney cast a hard-to-read glance at me, grabbed a stack of plates, then stepped beside me, close enough to feel the warmth of her skin.

Neither of us said it, but we knew this wasn’t over.


Chapter 8 EDEN


Streaks of pink and orange stretched across the sky, spilling light over the treetops and casting long shadows across all it touched. I cradled my mug in both hands, letting the warmth seep into my fingers as I smiled at the eight people gathered before me. Half still looked groggy, while the other half looked alert and eager. Either way, I was just happy they had shown up. Sometimes, showing up was the hardest part.

“Good morning, everyone,” I called, my voice just above the hush of the breeze. “Looks like we’re all here, so we’ll get started. Welcome to Sunrise Coffee and Painting. This class is still somewhat new, and I would love your feedback. Ideas on how to make it better or if you think it’s a total flop, I promise my feelings can take it.”

A few chuckles floated up, warm and light. I took a sip of coffee. “The guidelines are simple: work in silence, don’t comment on your neighbor’s work, paint intuitively, and most importantly... have fun. You can pull inspiration from the sunrise, the trees, the mountains, or go rogue and paint whatever floats across your mind. No skill, training, or technique required.”

“Thank the Lord, no skill is required,” Clara’s voice rang out from the far side of the group.

I grinned. “I feel your pain, Ms. Clara. Vincent van Gogh, I am not, but there’s something freeing about flinging paint without worrying if it’s good.”

Clara leaned toward her daughter. “Five bucks says mine turns out better than yours,” she stage-whispered.

Suzanne laughed. “That’s not the point of the exercise, Mother. But sure, I don’t mind taking your money.”

The group chuckled again, and that small swell of laughter settled over me like sunlight. These tiny moments of joy were wonderful. Healing didn’t always come through deep talks and heavy realizations. Sometimes, it looked like this, early morning light, and a shared joke.

“How are we supposed to know what to paint?” Noah asked, furrowing his brow.

“Great question. One I haven’t heard yet.” I took another sip and thought for a second. “You could paint what you’re feeling. If you’re full of light and hope, maybe paint the sunrise. If there’s something heavy on your mind, paint the mountains with storm clouds. If you’re lost, go abstract. Choose colors that match your emotions. Doesn’t have to be pretty, just honest.” I said, then added, with a smirk, “Or you can paint a tree because you like trees. No existential crisis required.”

I set my mug down. “Okay, before we begin painting, I would like to do a brief meditation. Clearing the clutter out of our minds before we put brush to canvas.”

As the group shifted to claim their spots, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. Whitney. Even from a distance, I knew. Her hair caught the sunlight like a flame. The sight of her triggered something deep and reflexive.

I inhaled and looked away. “Alright, everyone. Close your eyes. Deep breath in, count of four…”

A little over two hours later, the group was chatting softly as they gathered their things. “Great class, everyone. I hope you enjoyed it! Since we used watercolors, they should dry fairly quickly, but just as a friendly reminder, be careful with your work of art for a little while to make sure it dries properly.” 

Paint supplies littered the table like the aftermath of a creative storm. Chatter gave way to soft goodbyes as the guests carefully carried their artwork and made their way back to their cottages.

“I’m ready for you to put me to work.”

I turned to see Whitney walking toward me with an easy, confident stride. Sweat glistened on her collarbone and arms. Her tank top clung to her in places where it had no business clinging, and her skin had flushed just enough to make her look like she belonged in the sunrise itself. It was wildly unfair how good she looked.

I hesitated, realizing that being only her friend would be complicated. “I don’t want you to get paint on you.”

Whitney shrugged. “We struck a deal. I help with this, and in return, my clothes smell like summer mist over a daffodil field. Besides, I desperately need a shower, and the paint will wash off.”

I swallowed hard, my gaze flicking down her flat stomach, the curve of her hips, and her long legs. I forced myself to meet her eyes, and heat rose up my neck when I realized she caught me looking. And worse, she held my gaze, refusing to look away.

I turned back to the table. “Okay. Sure. If you could rinse the brushes in that bucket, that would be a huge help.”

She moved past me, and I felt it again, that low tug in my chest I hadn’t felt in years, not since Denise. Maybe it was the quiet. The closeness. Or perhaps it was her. The way she walked was like she knew where she was going, even when she didn’t. I didn’t want to name it, but I felt the spark, and it was real.

We fell into silence. Usually, silence was comforting to me, but this one buzzed. I told myself it didn’t matter. But that was a lie. I wanted her and not just physically. It was in quiet moments, like this one, that she really got under my skin.

Either way, it didn’t matter, because we had agreed on friendship less than twenty-four hours ago. Clear lines and clean boundaries. But, God, I want to take a broom and sweep those damn lines away.

I needed to fill the silence, anything to stop thinking. “There’s a Sunrise Coffee and Painting class on Friday. You should join us.”

Whitney dropped a handful of wet brushes into the tray. “I’m not much of an artist. If I painted something, it would be a lot of dark colors with no apparent rhyme or reason.”

I glanced over. “Really? Not even a tree or a cloud?”

She shot me a crooked grin. “It would be an abstract masterpiece. You could see a pretty sunrise, a tree, or a massive thunderstorm. That’s the beauty of abstract, you see what you want to see.”

That wasn’t just a quip. It was a breadcrumb. And she had no idea how much of herself she had just revealed. I wanted to ask what she saw when she looked at the chaos. But I didn’t. I just watched her, hoping she didn’t notice I was staring, like she held the answer to something I hadn’t dared ask yet.

Whitney shoved the last easel onto the cart and dusted her hands. “I’m going to give the morning meditation class a try. Any advice?”

“Don’t overthink it. If your mind wanders, that’s okay. Just come back to your breath. Mary Anne’s a great teacher. She’ll guide you through it.” I checked the time on my phone. “Class starts in forty minutes. You’ve got time to shower if you hurry.”

She hesitated. “You sure you don’t need help finishing up?”

I shook my head. “It’s fine. I’ve got it.”

“Okay. I hope I see you later.” She gave a small wave and was already jogging away.

•••••••

The phone at the reception desk started ringing. I managed to get to it by the third ring, brushing a stray wisp of hair out of my face as I answered. “Good morning. Eden’s Garden. How may I help you?”

“Hi, this is Spirit Guru in the House. Can I speak to the owner, Eden Holloway?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose and stifled a laugh. “This is Eden. How can I help you?”

“Well, hey there! I’m a spiritual influencer with over seventy-five thousand followers. I host a podcast and run a YouTube channel dedicated to healing, good vibes, and transformational energy. Your retreat would be a perfect fit for my audience. Come on the show, and we’ll promote your space to thousands of potential guests!” His voice was syrupy and way too polished.

“It sounds interesting, and I appreciate the invitation to talk to your audience,” I said, keeping my tone polite. “But I’m going to have to say no.”

“Come on, my sister of light. I have thousands of followers. Talking on my show would def boost your business.”

“As enticing as the offer to be on your podcast sounds, my answer is still no. Good luck with your work as a spiritual influencer. Have a good rest of your day. Bye.”

I hung up and turned to find Jackson leaning against the counter, arms crossed, one brow raised, trying and failing to stifle his laughter.

“What?” I asked.

“Just wondering when my little sister became a hot commodity on the woo-woo circuit,” he said, grinning.

I rolled my eyes. “You’re so annoying.”

I headed back to the office, flopping into my desk chair with more drama than usual. “Did you fix the plumbing in Cottage Six?”

“Yep. It was a leaky handle,” he said, propping himself in the doorway like he had all the time in the world. “The crew should be done mulching and trimming by late afternoon. What they don’t finish today, they will finish up tomorrow or Friday.”

“Perfect. Hopefully, the breeze will keep the stench at bay.”

Jackson chuckled, then nodded like he just remembered something. “Fran’s staying for the Fireside Chat, right?”

“She is.” I pushed my chair back just enough to rest my heels on the edge of the desk. “Are you coming?”

“That’s a big no. While you all share feelings and drink wine, I’ll be watching the game in my recliner with a beer.”

I smirked. “Living the dream.”

“Damn right. Catch you later, sis,” he said halfway down the hall.

“Later,” I echoed, spinning back toward my monitor.

The spreadsheet stared back at me, full of rows of numbers that usually made sense. But today, they were nothing but gibberish. I blinked hard and tried again. I hadn’t been able to concentrate since Saturday night. Since the kiss.

I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Her lips on mine, the press of her body, the way she didn’t flinch when I broke the kiss. She just waited. Kissing her had released something, and now, I couldn’t figure out how to put it back.

With a groan, I pushed away from the desk and rubbed a hand over my face. The office walls suddenly felt too close, like the air was pressing in. I needed something to shove Whitney out of my head for more than ten seconds.

I walked out to the front, where Morgan sat behind the reception desk, her fingers tapping the keyboard with breezy focus. “Good morning, Morgan.”

She looked up and smiled. “Morning, Eden. How’s life?”

I ignored the question and leaned over the reservation book. “It looks like we have a couple and another mother-daughter duo checking in,” I said.

Morgan perked up. “Yeah, I’m looking forward to meeting the mom. When the daughter called to book, she had me rolling with stories about their trips. Her mom sounds like a real firecracker.”

I smiled, but my mind was already drifting, still caught in the pull of Saturday night. The way her hands had found my skin, the way her mouth had stolen the breath from my lungs. I was here, going through the motions, but part of me was still tangled in the heat and the surprising hunger.

“I bet you’ve met some interesting people since you opened this place,” Morgan said, her tone light and curious. “You ever get someone who just, I don’t know, throws your energy off, but in a good way?”

I stilled. There were so many raw, beautiful, and sometimes crazy guests and stories. But no one stood out in the same way that Whitney did. She made the air feel electric and dangerous, and like she was a revelation I wasn’t ready for.

Morgan kept looking at me, waiting for me to answer. I cleared my throat uncomfortably, forcing a shrug. I grabbed the walkie-talkie off its charging dock. “I’m going to take a spin around the grounds. Shout if anything comes up.”

“Okay. See you later,” she said, already back to typing.

The sun had climbed higher, its warmth beginning to press against the day like a slow, steady hand. I slid into the golf cart, the cool vinyl seat pressing against the backs of my thighs, making me flinch slightly. The cart hummed softly to life, and I eased onto the path, steering toward the far end of the property where my land ran up against Jackson’s.

We had put off replacing the old, sagging fence for years because there were always too many other things demanding our attention. But when Jackson’s prized heifer broke through and wandered into the gathering square like she was there to attend a yoga class, and then promptly left a steaming “gift” behind, we both knew the time for procrastination was over.

I pulled the cart to a stop and climbed out, the gravel crunching beneath my shoes. The newly installed fence stretched clean and straight before me, the dark, weather-resistant wood still sharp with the scent of fresh stain. I wandered over and leaned my forearms against the top rail, feeling the sun warm my back as I exhaled slowly.

The stillness out here felt like a balm for my soul. I rolled my shoulders back, trying to shake off the tightness coiled at the base of my neck. No one was asking questions, no spreadsheets were waiting, and there was no chance of running into the woman who had been haunting my thoughts for days.

I drew in a deep breath through my nose, counting silently. Four in. Hold for four. Then, exhale slowly for four. Again. And again.

Box breathing had been a lifeline during those first brutal hours in the hospital after Denise’s accident. One of the trauma nurses sat with me, coaching me through each inhale like it could anchor me to the earth. And it had kept me from splintering into pieces that might never come back together.

Over the years, when the world felt too close, when grief snuck up out of nowhere, or when feelings, particularly ones I wasn’t ready to name, threatened to rise, I would find a quiet place and breathe.

I stayed there for several minutes, eyes closed, forehead tipped into the breeze like it might carry something away for me. Eventually, the tightness in my chest began to loosen gradually. I didn’t feel better, but I wasn’t unraveling anymore. That had to count for something.

I turned, and a flicker of motion caught in the corner of my eye. A flash of red threaded through the trees like a ribbon in the wind. My breath hitched as my gaze landed on her. Her focus was locked straight ahead, her expression unreadable but fierce.

I watched as she passed and then disappeared, swallowed up by the trees once more.

•••••••

I bent over, placing two larger logs at the bottom of the fire pit before stacking two more in the opposite direction. A few pieces of kindling on top, and it was ready to light. I might never have been a Boy Scout, but I could still build a damn good fire.

“Fran, will you pass me the lighter? It’s in my chair.”

“Here you go,” she said, handing me the bright blue lighter. “Since it’s Friday and I have nothing to do tomorrow, I’m having wine. Want to join me?” She pulled a bottle from her bag, grinning.

I straightened, brushing my hands off on my shorts. “I would love to. I assume you have glasses in there, too?”

“Of course.” She handed me a plastic wine glass and then poured one for herself.

I settled into the chair and took a sip. “Is my brother in his recliner, watching baseball? He told me that was his plan.”

“He’s at the Franklin house. The plumber and electrician are arguing over where the pipes and wiring should be installed. Jackson said it has to be settled tonight so his drywall guys can start first thing Monday.” She took a sip and sighed. “Mmmm, that’s good. Anyway, he’s picking me up on his way home.”

I swirled the golden liquid around in the glass as I watched the fire come to life. “Hannah texted me today. She seems to be loving her internship. And that guy she’s dating… dang, he’s a cutie.”

Fran’s face softened into a mother’s glow. “Yeah, my daughter is definitely living her best life.”

“Good for her. You’re only young once. Enjoy it while you can, before being an adult takes over.”

“No truer words.” She turned toward me. “Hey, how’s the painting workshop going? Gotten any feedback?”

I grinned. “Yeah, it seems to be a hit. Painting and the fireside chats were good additions.”

I leaned back in my chair, letting the warmth of the growing fire seep into my skin. The flames twisted and curled, their red and orange hues hypnotic. A log popped, sending sparks into the air, and smoke floated upward in lazy spirals, carrying the scent of pine.

Even in this calm environment, I couldn’t shake what I was feeling. I wanted to. God, I wanted to. But the truth clung to me like woodsmoke. Every time I saw her, that strange pull came back. This morning, it sucker punched me. I had seen her standing by the creek, sweat-slicked and wild-eyed, like she belonged to the earth. Completely unaware of the fact that my desire to feel her body against mine had flared back to life with reckless clarity.

I hadn’t expected it. That flicker of wanting. The awareness of another body, another soul. It had been years since I let myself go there. After Denise died, that whole part of me went into lockdown. I didn’t even mourn the absence. I just stopped. And now? Now, apparently, my body has decided to file a complaint. I huffed out a quiet laugh and shook my head.

Fran nudged my arm. “I asked if you wanted a refill,” she said, nodding toward my empty glass.

I blinked, pulled from my thoughts, and handed it over. “Yes, please. Morgan is teaching morning yoga, so I don’t have to be back down the hill until after eleven.”

Fran studied me as she poured. “Want to talk about whatever had you staring into the fire like it held the secrets of the universe?”

My cheeks warmed. “Oh, just watching the flames dance.”

Fran smirked, raising an eyebrow. “So, you often smile sheepishly when watching a fire?”

Damn it. I hadn’t realized my face was giving me away.

She reached over and squeezed my arm. “You don’t have to tell me. But know I’m here if you change your mind.”

I sighed and rolled the stem of the glass between my fingers. “I don’t know what to say, exactly.”

I glanced around. Laughter carried from a few yards away, easy and unbothered. The circle slowly grew as more guests joined, settling into chairs. Everyone appeared to be happily engaged, so I decided to take advantage of the opportunity to talk to Fran.

“Something happened,” I said softly.

Fran’s expression shifted into something quieter. “Okay. Is this something bad or good?”

“It’s both. Do you remember Whitney? Jessica’s friend?”

Fran nodded. “I know who you’re referring to.”

I inhaled deeply. “This is going to sound so juvenile, so don’t judge.” I groaned, covering my face. “I’ve been checking her out. Full-body scan, checking her out. Fran, the last woman I looked at that way was Denise.”

Fran gently pulled my hand down. “First of all, there’s nothing wrong with looking. You’re human. And Whitney is…let’s be honest, a beautiful woman. Second, are you feeling guilty for noticing someone who isn’t Denise?”

“No,” I said honestly. “I don’t feel guilty. I just… I thought that part of me died with her.” The confession landed heavy in my chest, right beneath the ribs.

I swirled the wine, watching as it caught the light. “Whitney has been coming over to do laundry. The first time she came over was a few weeks ago. We were talking on the porch, and she said she was leaving soon. I don’t know why, but I offered her a deal to stay.”

Fran smiled knowingly. “I know about the deal.”

My eyebrows shot up. “How?”

“Whitney told me.”

“When have you spoken to Whitney?”

Fran took a deliberate sip of wine. “She’s taken my journaling workshop. Tracked me down with questions. We’ve chatted a couple of times, but the conversations stayed mostly surface level.”

I stared. “Seriously?”

Fran nodded. “It appears to me like she’s doing the work.”

“Good for her,” I said, meaning it.

“She seems like a good person,” Fran said. “A little stuck, but I bet you already knew that.”

“Yeah, I know. We’ve been spending time together. Last Friday was her fortieth birthday. I didn’t want it to go unacknowledged, so I cooked dinner for her.” I turned to look at Fran. “There’s been this... thing between us. It’s in the way she looks at me. The way I can’t stop looking back.”

I glanced over at the fire. “After dinner, we walked down to the field to watch the sunset and got caught in a pop-up rainstorm.” I smiled, my voice going soft. “We kissed.”

“That’s big, Eden,” she said, staring at me for several seconds. “You didn’t think to lead with that?”

“Sorry,” I replied sheepishly.

“Forgiven. Anyway, how was it?”

“It was amazing.” I paused. “It was great until I got in my head.”

Fran tilted her head. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, it hit me all at once that I was kissing someone new. How long it had been, and how different it felt. I pulled away, and Whitney left soon after. The next day, she was at the house. I had torn my kitchen apart in a cleaning frenzy.”

Fran laughed gently. “Classic stress-cleaning.”

“Yep. Whitney realized why the kitchen was a disaster. She apologized for kissing me and said it would never happen again. Then she stuck out her hand and asked to be friends.”

“Okay. That’s a lot. I have a couple of questions for you.”

“Not sure I’ll have the answers, but go ahead.”

Fran set her wine down on the ground by her chair. “How are you now? Are you still in your head about it?”

“Yes, but no. What I mean is, I’m feeling things I haven’t felt in years, but I’m mostly okay with the being friends thing.” I paused. “Starting something with Whitney doesn’t make sense.”

Fran shrugged. “Why does it have to make sense? What if you took the pressure off? Remove the expectations and labels. A dalliance doesn’t have to be a bad thing. Could you do that?”

I considered the question for several seconds before finally answering, “I don’t know. But I wonder if what I’m feeling is more about me than it is about her. Maybe she’s just a lovely messenger sent to wake me up and make me take notice.”

Fran nodded. “Yeah, maybe.”

“The only problem with that theory is, what if I don’t want her just to be a messenger?”

A warm voice came from behind me. “Eden, I enjoyed the fire so much on Wednesday night that I decided to join you again.”

I turned and smiled at Clara. “Glad you came. Is Suzanne planning to join us as well?”

Clara chose a chair nearby, one with a particularly fluffy pillow. “She is. She was talking to her husband and said she would be up in a bit.”

The gathering grew as more guests arrived. Nate and Gina were the last to settle in. Whitney was noticeably absent. I told myself I wasn’t disappointed. That was a lie.

As darkness fully took hold, the conversation flowed easily. Some guests shared aha moments, and others spoke about what was waiting for them at home. The steady chorus of summer night sounds, the crackling of the fire, and the distant rustling of leaves added a natural rhythm to the evening.

I watched the flames dance, letting my thoughts stretch out alongside them. There was something special about fire, how it could draw people in and quiet the noise. The warmth soothed the edge of my thoughts like yoga sometimes did. A spark of an idea surfaced for a workshop on meditation through fire gazing. I imagined laying out blankets, teaching people how to breathe in rhythm with the flames, letting their thoughts settle the way mine were trying to.

Clara stood, reaching for my hand. “Eden, my dear, these old bones tell me it’s time for sleep. I want you to know that your little retreat is lovely. And I’m not just saying that because you helped me win five dollars.” She chuckled, eyes twinkling.

I laughed, squeezing her hand gently. “You’re a mess, Ms. Clara.”

“Yes, well, life is more fun when it’s a little messy. Don’t you agree?” she smiled, her eyes gleaming with years of wisdom.

Suzanne walked over, looping an arm around her mother’s shoulders. “I agree with Mom. The only thing Eden’s Garden is missing is a facial and a massage bundle.”

“Yes!” Fran agreed loudly. “Please, please add a massage therapist to the staff.”

“Maybe down the road I’ll think about it.” I smiled. “I’m glad you ladies enjoyed yourselves. I hope you have safe travels if I don’t see you before you leave tomorrow.”

“Good night, everyone,” Clara called as she and Suzanne made their way down the path.

I turned back to say something to Fran when my gaze caught on the swing. Whitney was there. Our eyes met, and for a moment, everything else faded. She held my gaze longer than necessary, then looked away, her expression unreadable.

I watched her discreetly. Her hair was damp, the soft waves curling around her shoulders. The t-shirt and cut-offs were different from the put-together look she usually carried. Even drenched in sweat from a run, she had an effortless polish about her. But tonight, she looked relaxed and unguarded. And absolutely, undeniably sexy.

I took in every detail of the woman across from me and how the firelight danced across her face. She looked like she had been carved out of the night itself and dropped into the firelight just to mess with my equilibrium.

Fran cleared her throat. “You’re staring,” she whispered.

“I know,” I whispered back.


CHAPTER 9 – Eden


Deciding to break from the routine and walk the property instead of driving had been a good idea. I needed to walk through nature, not fly past it like a distracted tourist. I let my feet find a slow and steady rhythm as the world stretched awake around me.

As I watched the early sun just starting to stretch over the hills, I gave up trying to corral my thoughts. Maybe a little wide-open space would help me work through whatever this is. Considering it had been ten days since Whitney had stuck out her hand and said friends, I would’ve thought I would have a better handle on things.

I fully admit that I’m attracted to Whitney. No point pretending otherwise. What I can’t figure out is why she is here. Not just here, as in at the retreat, but here in my life. Dropped like a stone into a still pond, stirring up old forgotten parts of myself.

Was she a reminder from the universe that there is more to life than safe routines and solo nights? A push saying it was time for me to get back out there. I puffed out my cheeks and blew out a loud breath, watching a few birds startle from a nearby tree, as if they even thought I was being dramatic.

As I crested the hill by the fire pit, I spotted the woman at the forefront of my thoughts. Whitney was sitting in the wooden swing, hunched over a notebook, her hand moving fast across the page. Her red hair was a mess from the breeze, and her oversized t-shirt slipped off one shoulder, exposing a sun-warmed strip of skin.

My pulse kicked up several notches. I tucked my hands into the pockets of my shorts and made my way over to her. “Good morning,” I said softly, not wanting to startle her.

Whitney glanced up and smiled. “Hey there. Doing your morning rounds on foot today instead of the golf cart?”

“Yeah. Thought I would actually experience the place I live instead of buzzing past it.” I nodded toward the notebook on her lap. “Having fun hanging out with Chucky?”

Whitney snorted. “Oh yeah. Chucky and me…we’re real tight.” She leaned in closer, lowering her voice to a mock whisper. “Planning to break up with him soon, though. He’s exhausting. Always wants to know what I’m feeling.”

I laughed, stepping closer. “That’s funny,” I said.

She gave me a solemn nod. “Thank you. I’ve been told I have a rare and underappreciated sense of humor.”

Her phone buzzed, and she glanced at the screen and grimaced slightly. “Hold up, don’t go anywhere. This will be quick.” She slid over on the swing and patted the empty spot beside her, the swing rocking gently under her.

When I sat down, it dipped under my weight, tilting us slightly together. My thigh pressed along the length of hers, but neither of us moved.

“Hey, Jess,” Whitney said into the phone. “Eden’s here. Want to say hi?”

There was a muffled voice. Whitney smiled, shaking her head. “No, I’m not going to be able to make it,” she said. “Yeah, I know. Sorry. I mainly don’t want to deal with the holiday traffic.”

A pause, then a sharp little grin pulled at her mouth. “I guess it’s a good thing I won’t be there. The temptation to accidentally push nepo-baby into the pool might be too much to bear.”

She shot me a wicked little grin, and I had to look away for a second, down at the notebook still open on her lap.

“Okay, call me this weekend. Love you, bye.”

She ended the call and turned toward me, our knees still pressed together like neither of us noticed. “Jess says hi,” she said. “And she’s sorry she didn’t have time to talk.”

“It’s fine.” I tapped my fingers against my knee, trying to keep it casual. “What are you missing by being here instead of there?”

Whitney blew out a breath. “Jess and Andrew are hosting a Fourth of July party.”

“You don’t like parties?”

She exhaled slowly, like the idea itself was exhausting. “Honestly? I don’t even remember the last real party I went to. These days, every party I go to has a work angle. Name tags and networking disguised as fun and cocktails.” She waved her hand dismissively.

“Who’s the poor soul you want to push into the pool?”

“Ah.” Her mouth twisted. “That’s Kyle.”

“And I’m guessing you’re not a fan of Kyle.”

“I am not. For a few reasons.” Whitney said darkly.

“Well,” I said, bumping her knee lightly with mine, “now I don’t like Kyle either.”

Whitney chuckled, her body relaxing a little against the swing.

“You could... You could watch fireworks with me,” I said, my voice sticking a little halfway through.

Whitney blinked at me like she wasn’t sure she had heard right. Then something eased in her shoulders, and she smiled. “I don’t want to intrude on family time,” she said.

“You wouldn’t be. It’s just me. Bring your wine if you want. Or” I said, nudging her again, “we can drink mine.”

For half a second, she just looked at me. The air between us stretched thin. Then she bumped her shoulder lightly into mine, grinning. “What time?”

“Eight-thirty,” I said.

“I’ll be there,” she said.

As I stood to leave, the swing rocked gently behind me. “Okay. I’ll see you later.”

“Cheers,” I said as we lightly clinked glasses. I watched Whitney over the rim of my wineglass as I took the first sip.

“Explain to me how you can see a fireworks show from your front porch?” she asked, grinning like it sounded impossible.

I chuckled softly. “Jackson lets the town use part of his property for the event. They’ve been doing it for about five years now.”

“Seriously?” Whitney lifted a brow, intrigued.

I nodded. “If you could see over the hill, you would be shocked at how many cars are packed down there.”

“Not that it isn’t a nice thing to do,” she said, “but why does he let them? Don’t all the cars and people tear up the ground and leave a mess?”

“Not really, everyone is pretty respectful. Years ago, the mayor needed a new location for the show and asked Jackson if they could use his property. He agreed, but only if he could charge for parking. He gives me the proceeds to donate wherever I want.”

Whitney blinked. “Wow. That’s actually really nice.”

“Yeah. It works out. He gets a tax write-off, keeps the town happy, and I get to funnel a fat check to the animal shelter.”

“Plus, you get a private fireworks show.”

I smiled. “Yeah, I guess I do. And because you stayed here instead of going to Jessica’s, you do, too.”

Whitney’s smile widened, slow, unguarded, and real. It wasn’t the kind she used to charm or deflect. It was something softer, more honest, and it hit me in a place I wasn’t ready for. My belly tightened, heat blooming low, and suddenly I couldn’t remember what we had been talking about.

“Enjoying a private fireworks show with a beautiful woman,” she said, her voice dipping, “is the perfect way to spend an evening.”

The compliment hit me squarely in the chest. I swallowed, just barely managing to match her gaze. “I couldn’t agree more,” I said, my voice low and a little rough.

The air between us shifted, charged and crackled, pulling tight. Whitney leaned in, just a fraction, like gravity had gotten tired of waiting for us to catch up. My breath caught in anticipation, and I thought that if she moved one more inch, I would meet her halfway.

A loud boom split the air, and color exploded in the sky, scattering light across Whitney’s face. She leaned back, taking a slow sip of her wine as her eyes stayed on me over the rim of her glass.

We silently watched the colors bursting across the sky, each boom vibrating faintly through the porch beneath us. I nodded very subtly, giving myself a silent atta-girl. Inviting Whitney over had been a spur-of-the-moment decision, and maybe one of my better impulsive calls. There was no reason we couldn’t be friends. I had been overthinking the kiss. Simple as that.

Whitney turned toward me, her face lit by a flash of green and gold. She smiled, a warm and slightly mischievous smile. “Thanks for inviting me. This is way better than hanging out with Chucky.”

“You’re welcome,” I replied, feeling an easy thrum of happiness that she was here and wanted to stay. “How’s it going, by the way? The whole journaling thing?”

She made a playful expression. “Oh, I still hate it. But now I can see the value.”

“That’s progress,” I said, nudging her lightly with my hand.

“I’ve gotten stuck a couple of times,” she admitted, voice softer now. “But Fran’s been giving me some things to try. She tells me I need to ‘dig deeper.’”

I huffed out a quiet laugh. “That is one of my sister-in-law’s favorite things to say.” A burst of red lit up the sky, reflecting in Whitney’s hair. I found myself watching her more than the fireworks show overhead.

“I used to have trouble with the whole digging thing,” I said. “I always wondered what I was digging for, and if I didn’t know what, how could I know how to dig. So being told to ‘dig deeper’ always felt like being handed a shovel and pointed at a brick wall.”

Whitney smiled faintly, her focus undistracted as she listened.

“I prefer to think of it like peeling an onion,” I continued. “The first couple of layers come off easily, so you keep going. Then the next thing you know, you’re sitting in a puddle of tears, and the damn onion is only half peeled. Then you have to decide, do you keep going, knowing it’s harder than you thought, and there might be more tears? Or do you stop?”

“That’s exactly where I am right now,” Whitney said, her voice low. “Trying to decide if I’m at a good stopping point.”

Without thinking, I reached over and squeezed her arm. “That’s a decision only you can make,” I said, holding her gaze for a beat longer than strictly necessary. “But if you keep peeling, eventually, there’s no more onion. No more tears. Then you can finally step back and see everything with clear eyes.”

The fireworks continued to sizzle and burst overhead, spilling gold, blue, and crimson across the velvet night. Whitney turned toward me, her face illuminated in a wash of light so beautiful it made my heart hurt.

I smiled automatically, even as something else, something heavier, pressed against my ribs. We fell into a silence that didn’t feel empty at all. It buzzed. It pulled. It tilted me toward her like a force of gravity I hadn’t agreed to but couldn’t escape.

She leaned in, lazy and loose from wine, and whatever was building between us. Her hand lightly brushed my arm, and the touch sent a flash of heat sparking up my spine. I didn’t think, just turned, angling in her direction. Her smile softened as she leaned toward me, her gaze dropping briefly to my mouth before flicking back to my eyes.

The world narrowed to a single point of her, me, this, and my breath caught in my throat. The next firework burst into green, then white, lighting up her face. I could kiss her. Right now, right here.

The thought hit me, visceral and wild. I leaned in slightly, my thigh brushing hers. Her breath hitched, and I felt it like a live wire between us. One more inch and I could taste her. But then the part of me that flinched at wanting someone new, yanked the reins.

I pulled back, just enough to pretend the sky was worth watching. Hot and sour fear flooded through me, fast and dizzying. It wasn’t fear of Whitney or what she wanted. I was afraid of what I wanted and how badly I wanted it.

I was feeling too much, all at once. My body screamed to close the gap, and my heart begged me to pause and take a breath. I forced a crooked smile and turned my face back to the sky. Another explosion of light painted the darkness.

Next to me, Whitney stayed still. She wasn’t pushing or pulling away. She just... stayed. That small mercy and quiet understanding made my throat ache. I took a shaky breath, pretending to watch the colorful display in the sky.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her smile softly to herself. “You make it hard to remember why I keep so many walls up,” she confessed, her voice barely above a whisper.

•••••••

I heard the bell above the front door jingle, followed by Fran’s happy voice. “Hey, Morgan. Is Eden in her office?”

“Hey, Fran. She should be, unless she snuck out the back in the last few minutes. She told me earlier she needed to finish the calendar for next month.”

“Thanks. Oh, before I forget, I love the memes you’ve been posting on social. They’re really uplifting and feel so true to the spirit of the retreat.”

“Aw, thank you. I’m hoping they help us connect with more people. Maybe bring in more business.”

“They are great no matter what. Seriously, great work. Okay, I’m going to bother Eden now. Have a good one.”

The click-clack of Fran’s heels on the polished cement floor announced her arrival seconds before she strolled into the office.

“Hey. Would you like to take a break and eat with me? I brought us Greek salads from Erma’s.” She asked as she plopped the takeout bag on my desk.

I closed the journal I had been writing in and slid it to the side. “Absolutely. Can’t go wrong with Erma’s.”

As I cleared off a corner of my desk, the scent of crisp cucumbers, tangy feta, and sharp red onion filled the room, making my stomach grumble in approval. Fran gave me a knowing look, and I grinned as I grabbed my fork.

“Perfect timing,” I admitted, spearing a bite loaded with lettuce, cheese, and a fat black olive. “Mmmm. So good.”

Fran took a bite of her salad, nodding in agreement. “I had to run into town earlier, so I grabbed lunch for us while I was there. I know how much you love Erma’s. Plus, I didn’t want the dish Morgan told me she planned to make today.”

I smirked. “Did she say the words ‘nutrient-dense’ when she was telling you about it?”

Fran held up three fingers. “Three times. In one sentence.” She took a sip of water. “I figured I would save us both.”

I snorted. “You really are the best sister-in-law.”

“Right back at you,” Fran said before tilting her head. “Missed you at the fireworks last night.”

I shrugged, nonchalant. “Yeah, I decided to stay home and watch the show from my porch.”

Fran paused mid-chew. “By yourself?”

I sipped my water. “Not exactly. Whitney came by. We watched it together. Had some wine.”

Fran’s brows arched. “Ohhh.” That was all she said, but the syllable stretched like a yoga instructor in a sun salutation.

“I realized I had been overthinking that whole kissing thing and that there was no reason Whitney and I couldn’t hang out as friends while she’s here.”

Fran gave me a look that said Mmmm in all caps. “You’re saying that like you’re trying to convince both of us.”

“Seriously,” I went on. “We’re both adults. We can hang out as friends. No drama.”

She nodded slowly, chewing like she didn’t believe a word I had said, but was giving me room to finish digging my own grave. “Okay, so what does it feel like, being around her now?”

I set my fork down. “Fine. Maybe a little residual awkwardness, but mostly fine.”

Fran blinked. “Just fine?”

I sighed. “Alright. It’s… a little strange. I mean, I’m hyper-aware of her sometimes, but that’s probably just leftover stuff from the kiss. If that hadn’t happened, there wouldn’t be anything weird.”

She said nothing.

I filled the silence. “It’s just a classic crush. One of those flash-and-burn things. It’ll pass.”

Fran leaned back, watching me for a long moment. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s not about whether it passes. Maybe it’s about what it stirred up.”

I met her eyes, heart thudding a little harder than I liked.

She softened. “Eden, I’ve seen how hard you worked to rebuild after Denise. How careful you’ve been with your peace. But crush or not, the fact that you let Whitney in, even a little, is a big deal.”

I swallowed hard. “Maybe. But I’ve got a good life now. I don’t want to risk it on something that won’t last. I’ve already been there, done that, got the t-shirt.”

Fran reached across the desk and rested her hand lightly on mine. “Some people come into our lives just long enough to teach us something we couldn’t have seen on our own. And then,” she added gently, “there are the ones who stay and change everything.”

Fran stood and gathered her trash, pausing to smooth a wrinkle in her blouse. “Let me know if you want to come over for dinner this weekend. Jackson is picking up the new grill today, and I know he will want to take it for a test drive.”

“Will do. Thanks for lunch. It was a nice surprise.”

“You’re welcome. See you later.” She said with a smile, then click-clacked her way out the door.

The moment she was gone, I leaned back in my chair and stared at the ceiling. It’s just a crush. It’ll pass. Eventually. Probably.

The bell above the door jingled, and I looked up to see a tiny, silver-haired woman wearing a bright purple tracksuit, clutching a canvas tote bag covered in cartoon cats. She adjusted her glasses as she looked around the room with wide, curious eyes.

“Well, this is fancier than I expected,” she announced in a voice that blended awe and volume. “Do I need to take off my shoes?”

“Not unless you want to,” I said, stepping forward with a smile. “Welcome to Eden’s Garden. Are you checking in?”

“Yes, but I have a question first. Do you lend out yoga mats to older women who are trying yoga for the first time? I want to try it before I kick the bucket.”

I bit back a laugh. “We do.”

She pulled a crumpled piece of paper from her tote bag and smoothed it onto the counter. “I got this flyer from my granddaughter. She said I needed to do something adventurous. I told her I would rather try skydiving, but she said this is less risky. So, I called and booked something named the Two-Day Experience. My name is Ruby Henderson.”

“Your granddaughter is right, yoga is safer,” I said, taking her paper. “Though we do encourage adventurous spirits.”

“Oh, good,” Ruby said, leaning in conspiratorially. “Because I brought my wine. Just in case your tea didn’t cut it.”

“Ruby, you’re going to fit right in.” Morgan, having just returned from her lunch break, said as she walked up.

“Oh, honey, I always do.” Ruby winked. “Now, where’s my room? I’ve got to unpack and stretch before yoga. I don’t want to embarrass myself on day one.”

“You’re in Cottage Three,” I said, handing her a map. “It’s right near the garden. Morgan can take you there on the golf cart.”

Ruby examined the map and nodded. “Oh, a ride on a golf cart. Do I give the driver a tip?”

“No need,” Morgan said, still smiling.

Ruby tucked the map into her tote and looked at Morgan. “You’re sure? Because I’ve got a Werther’s Original in my bag with your name on it.”

Morgan laughed. “I’ll take you up on that after the ride.”

“Deal.” Ruby nodded and followed Morgan out the door, her sneakers squeaking slightly against the tile floor.

I shook my head as the door closed behind them. “I hope I’m half that entertaining when I’m her age.”

“Don’t worry. If you’re anything like you are now, you will be.”

I jumped, my hand flying to my chest. “Jesus, Whitney! You can’t just sneak up on people like that.”

She grinned, unapologetic. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to startle you.” She tilted her head toward the hallway. “The back door was propped open, so I just came in.”

I had forgotten all about the bird. “Yeah, we had a bird fly in yesterday. Morgan thought that if we left the door open, the little guy would decide to make a break for it.” I tucked a piece of hair behind my ear, hoping it made me look more composed than I felt.

When Whitney casually leaned against the counter, the air subtly shifted.

“What’s up?” I asked, aiming for breezy but landing a lot closer to breathlessness.

“Jessica texted me yesterday. She said she mailed me a package. I just finished a run and thought I would see if it was here.”

I shook my head. “Sorry. Lester doesn’t bring the mail until later in the day. Four or five, sometimes even six.”

Whitney shrugged, not moving. “Jess wouldn’t tell me what it is, so it probably isn’t urgent.” She pushed off the counter like she was about to leave, but instead of turning, she hesitated and looked back.

“I enjoyed watching the fireworks with you. You know what’s weird? I haven’t felt that calm in a long time. It wasn’t the wine. It was being there. With you.”

I didn’t know what to say. Her gaze lingered. She ran her tongue slowly across her bottom lip, and I had to force myself not to follow the movement. She wasn’t flirting. She was watching me like she was still deciding what I meant to her. It was as if she were testing the air between us, waiting to see if I would lean in or step back.

“Okay.” She nodded once. “I hope to see you later. Bye, Eden.”

“Bye, Whitney.”

The door closed gently behind her, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. My shoulders dropped an inch or maybe two as I stared at the space she had left behind. We had exchanged maybe forty words, but her voice was still in the room with me. The sound of it. The warmth behind it. The way she had looked at me like I was a secret she hadn’t decided whether to tell.

A crush. That’s the story I’m sticking to…for now.


CHAPTER 10 - Eden


The doorbell echoed in the house, cutting through the quiet like a slap. I dropped my pen and shoved back from the table. “Please be UPS with my new desk chair. My back can’t take too many more days of that sad excuse for a chair I have now.”

I unlocked the door and swung it open to find nothing. Just the empty porch with no delivery box in sight. I frowned and nudged the storm door open with my elbow, stepping barefoot onto the wooden planks.

A sudden, gleeful shout interrupted the quiet buzz of late day. “Trick or treat!”

I spun, seeing a grotesque doll face looming inches from mine, and screamed, “Aaaaaaah!”

I stumbled back so fast I crashed into the porch post, heart slamming against my ribs like it was trying to claw its way free. One hand flew out for balance, while my other reached up like it could physically ward off impending death.

The doll ripped its face off, and underneath was Whitney. She blinked at me, face flushed, hair damp around the edges. “Oh my god. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to... Are you okay?”

I clutched my chest like a woman twice my age and hissed through my teeth. “What the actual hell, Whitney? That’s twice in two days!” I jabbed a finger at her, the adrenaline still thrumming under my skin. “What are you trying to do, murder me via a massive adrenaline overdose?”

She winced and looked down, gripping the Chucky mask by its wild, red hair like a kid who knew she was busted, a mix of guilt and mischief, yet still disarmingly cute.

“The mask and an actual Chucky doll were in the box Jessica sent. I laughed when I saw it and thought you might find it as funny as I did. You know, since he’s my journal nemesis and all.”

“Yeah, well, breaking news: I hate being scared. When we were kids, Jackson would jump out of closets, from behind furniture, a dark corner, wherever he could hide and scream in my face for fun. Scaring me was his love language. I now have a lifelong aversion and a finely tuned fight-or-flight response. Congratulations, you just woke it up.”

Whitney’s eyes flicked up, contrite. I could feel her slipping into damage-control mode. She took a tentative step forward, still cautious, like she thought I might bolt or deck her. “I swear I wasn’t trying to freak you out. It was just… God, it was such a stupid impulse. Please don’t hate me.”

I looked at her, really looked. The Chucky mask dangling from one hand, the other hovering slightly, like she wanted to reach out but was afraid of my reaction. Her cheeks were flushed from the heat and the guilt, and her expression was tight with worry. I had started to recognize the little furrow between her brows as one of the few tells she had when her sarcasm shield dropped.

I exhaled, slow and deep. “You’re lucky you’re cute,” I said finally. “And I don’t hate you. I quite like you, actually.”

Her mouth twitched like she wasn’t sure if she was allowed to smile. “So that’s a yes on forgiveness?”

I gave her a light shove to the chest. “Yes. But if you do it again, I will fill every pair of socks, shoes, pocket, and bag you own with glitter. You’ll be finding it for the next decade.”

Whitney let out a soft laugh, the tension melting from her shoulders. “That’s...deeply unhinged. And honestly, the most terrifying threat I’ve ever received.”

“Good,” I said. “Be afraid.” I leaned against the porch railing, eyeing her. “Please tell me you didn’t actually walk all the way up here wearing that monstrosity.”

“What? God no. I put it on right before I rang the bell. You can barely breathe in it. I don’t know how kids survive Halloween in these plastic nightmares.”

She dropped the mask to the side and bent to pick up a small box. “This is why I came. It was in Jessica’s package and had your name on it.”

I eyed the box. “Mystery mail. If it’s a rubber snake, I’m shipping her a giant-sized spider in retaliation. You hungry?” I asked, already reaching for the door. “I’ve got a tomato practically begging to be turned into a sandwich.”

“I don’t want to impose.”

“Don’t make me eat alone,” I said, voice low. “I’m asking because I want you here.”

She hesitated, and in the pause, I heard my heartbeat. “If you’re sure…”

“I wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t sure.” The words came out softer than I meant for them to, and maybe too honest, too exposed. But they were true, and I didn’t feel any urge to take them back. Some things didn’t need to be defended.

Her gaze met mine, and neither of us moved. Then I reached out and took her hand, warm and steady in mine. “Leave the Halloween mask outside. I don’t trust you with it.”

When we walked into the kitchen, I saw that my paperwork was spread across the table. “We can sit at the island, or I can move all of that out of the way.”

Whitney looked at the mess of papers and raised an eyebrow. “What are you working on?”

“A business plan,” I said dryly. “Or at least, the makings of one. I’m considering expanding Eden’s Garden and renting the barn out for weddings and other events during the off-season. I close the retreat from November through February because no one wants to do yoga in the snow. It’s an idea that I’ve been toying around with for the last six or seven months.”

She stepped closer, scanning the papers. “That’s kind of genius. And very on brand for this place. Come celebrate your happiest of times in a calm and welcoming environment.”

I couldn’t help the smile. “Something like that. Some logistics need to be sorted out, such as winterizing the barn and offering overnight options. But if it works, it could grow the business.”

Whitney picked up one of the architectural renderings. “You already built something people love. This would give them one more reason to come here. It’s an amazing idea.” She glanced at me, her eyes soft and clear. “You’re amazing.”

The look on her face when she said I was amazing left me slightly breathless. Not because it was surprising, but because she genuinely seemed to believe it. I didn’t know what to do with that, not really.

“Thanks,” I murmured, voice not quite steady.

She pointed at the unopened box still in my hands. “Well? Let’s see what’s inside.”

I grabbed a knife, cut the tape, and opened the flaps. Inside was a framed 5x7 photo. I lifted it out slowly, and there we were. The cousins. I was fourteen with braces and a haircut that looked like I lost a bet. Jackson was seventeen with his ridiculous mohawk and arms draped around me and Jessica like the cocky teenager he was. Jessica was around nine years old and grinning from ear to ear. Poor thing had no idea her front teeth resembled a rabbit, and she would be in braces the following summer.

I let out a surprised giggle. “Oh my god.”

Whitney leaned over to look. “Wow. You’ve come a long way from the bangs of doom.”

“I thought I was so cool,” I said, smiling despite myself.

“You were cool,” she said, too quickly. “Okay, maybe the haircut was a war crime, but look how happy you are.”

She shrugged apologetically when I looked over at her. I stared at the photo, at that younger version of me who didn’t yet know what heartbreak would feel like, or how long it would take to rebuild a life devastated by loss.

Whitney was quiet for a moment, then she nudged her shoulder against mine. “Sometimes a little nostalgia is good. It shows you how far you’ve come. And how much farther you can go.”

She had no idea what was going on in my head, but somehow she had still managed to say the perfect thing. I swallowed around the lump in my throat. “You’re a lot wiser than you pretend to be.”

She smirked. “I think the trees are bringing it out in me.”

I looked at the photo again, that awkward trio of braces, mohawk, and untamable bangs staring back at me like a time capsule of every bad choice adolescence could offer.

I set it down gently, smirking. “BLT?”

Whitney smiled. “Sure. How can I help you?”

“You can go out to the garden and pick a tomato. I’ll get the bacon started.”

“I’ve never picked food from an actual garden before,” she said, heading for the back door. “It feels very Little House on the Prairie, but with sandwiches.

I listened to the screen door creak open and then slap shut behind her. My fingers moved on autopilot as I laid strips of bacon into the pan, the sizzle rising like applause. I had told myself I would spend the evening deep-diving into business plans and researching permit logistics. Instead, I was frying bacon for Whitney, who was in my garden, picking tomatoes like she lived here.

It hit me how easily she fit into this space and how much I liked having her in it. I didn’t want to want her like this, wanting her steadiness, her spark, the way she slid into my life like she had always belonged there.

This wasn’t a crush. It was curiosity and comfort and that aching edge of possibility. It wasn’t just that she made me laugh, or that she somehow looked devastatingly good doing the most ordinary things, like pushing her hair out of her eyes, or running around the retreat grounds like she was born to move. It was something else. Something quieter. Being near her felt grounding, like my lungs worked better in her orbit. Wanting her was a given. But this? This was more. So much more.

The door creaked again. She stepped back inside, tomato in hand, cheeks a little pink from the heat. She held the tomato out like a trophy. “Not sure if this one’s good, but I gave it my best shot.”

I took the bright red tomato from her. Our fingers brushed with just a whisper of contact. “This one is perfect,” I said.

Her smile flickered at the edges, like maybe she felt the same spark I just had.

“Would you grab us a couple of water bottles from the refrigerator?” I asked as I reached into the drawer for a knife.

Whitney straightened the papers that had been scattered across the table while I prepared the sandwiches. The kitchen smelled like bacon, tomatoes, and warm bread as we ate in silence, except for Whitney’s occasional happy hum. She clearly took her sandwiches very seriously.

I watched her as she studied one of the renderings, casually nodding to herself. “Have you checked into the various licenses you’ll need?”

I swallowed before answering. “I have some already, but I know there’s more. I’ll probably hire an attorney to help translate the bureaucratic spaghetti and ensure I don’t get sued into oblivion.”

She wiped her hands and sat up straighter. “My expertise is in family law, but I might be able to help. Save you some money.”

I tilted my head. “You’re supposed to be on vacation. Also, I doubt your corporate caseload would allow for barn expansion consulting, for which you can’t charge billable hours. I’ll find another option, but thanks for the offer.”

Her posture straightened, spine snapping into the composed, lawyerly, slightly distant Whitney I had first met. “There would be some considerations. But yes, it would behoove you to have legal support for something like this.”

I blinked. “Whoa. Hold up. Where did my favorite Whitney go? Behoove? Really?”

She exhaled, her body softening again as she dropped the formal shield. “I’m sorry. That was… automatic.”

I leaned in, elbows on the table. “Why?”

Whitney scoffed and tossed her napkin aside. “Had you asked me why two months ago, I would have shrugged and changed the subject. But now, thanks to journaling with my homicidal sidekick, I now understand it’s a knee-jerk reaction to feeling rejected.”

My brows pulled together. “I wasn’t rejecting you.”

“I know.” She gave a rueful smile. “But the whole find another option thing felt like it. And now that I know that’s a thing for me, I’m trying to name it when it shows up.”

I was quiet for a beat before saying exactly what I thought. “I’m proud of you.”

She looked at me like I had spoken in another foreign language. “You’re what now?”

“I’m proud of you. For doing the work. For getting honest with yourself. Most people avoid that for decades, or forever. But you’re diving in, and that’s brave.”

Whitney studied me with an almost bashful look before a smug smile took over. “When do I get my gold star?”

I chuckled. “And there’s my Whitney.”

Her eyes caught mine as something flared between us. She leaned back. “Your Whitney, huh?”

I froze. It slipped out without me even thinking about it. My heart thudded, traitorously loud in my chest. I could’ve laughed it off or made a joke, but I realized at that moment that I didn’t want to.

I held her gaze. “Yes.”

Her lips parted. She didn’t look away, and neither did I. The silence between us stretched. Then, like a coward, I stood. “Anyway. I need to go down to the barn and grab a few things from my office.”

Whitney stood, too. Her voice was gentler when she asked, “Want to walk me back first?”

I hesitated, then nodded. “Yeah,” I said, brushing imaginary crumbs from my shirt. “Walking in the moonlight’s a nice way to end the day.”

We stepped outside together, into the warm night. And for the first time in a long time, I wasn’t sure if I was standing at the edge of something, or already halfway in.

•••••••

Golden hour was performing its final act of the day, throwing soft, cinematic light across the clearing. I pointed toward a patch of grass to the left of the swing. “We can set the table up over there. Far enough from the flames to save the chocolate, close enough so people don’t feel weird walking over to it.”

Whitney bent, picked up the folding table like it weighed nothing, and carried it to the spot. Her top clung damply to her back, a darker shade from sweat, the fabric outlining the subtle shift of the muscle in her shoulders as she moved.

“What made you decide to have s’mores tonight?” she asked, snapping the table legs into place.

I blinked, forcing my brain back online. “Jessica’s photo. The one she sent a couple of days ago. That summer, we basically lived outside. There were a million cookouts and campfires. The second I saw it, I craved a perfectly toasted marshmallow. Figured the retreat guests might enjoy one too.”

Whitney grinned, that familiar tilt of her mouth hitting me low. “That’s sweet. We should FaceTime Jess. She would love knowing she inspired tonight’s sugar high.”

I set the cooler down on the table. “Yeah, let’s do it. You call her, and I’ll get the fire going.”

Whitney pulled out her phone while I grabbed a few logs and started stacking them. The call hadn’t even rung twice before Jessica’s voice rang out.

“Hey, bestie! How much do you love the care package I sent?”

Whitney walked over, phone in hand, standing close enough that I could smell her clean soap, summer skin, and something else. I wasn’t sure if it was perfume or just uniquely her. Either way, it was dangerously distracting.

“I don’t classify a box containing a scary doll and a Halloween mask as a care package,” Whitney deadpanned.

Jessica gasped theatrically. “What? That was a perfect care package. The doll can sit beside you while you journal your trauma and plan how you’re going to change your life for the better. And the mask… Come on, who doesn’t love a freaky Halloween mask?”

I straightened and leaned in, shoulder to shoulder beside Whitney, smiling at the camera. “Me. I’m the one who doesn’t love a freaky Halloween mask.”

Jessica laughed. “Hey, Eden! You look amazing. How are you?”

I smiled. “Good. Busy. That cursed photo you sent of the three of us reminded me of s’mores, so we’re making them tonight. Whitney’s helping me set up for the Fireside Chat.”

“Oh my god, I loved the campfire nights. Hot dogs on sticks, marshmallow fingers, all of it. You two look good together, by the way,” Jessica announced with a wink.

I caught a glimpse of us in the corner of the screen, Whitney’s shoulder brushing mine, my face tilted toward hers. We did look good together. Jessica said it like it was nothing, but the words hit low in my stomach, like recognition and regret tangled into one.

Whitney cleared her throat. “Okay, we’ll let you go. Just wanted you to know your photo inspired tonight’s dessert plans.”

“I love that. And I love you both.” Jessica blew us a kiss. “Whit, call me soon, okay? Bye, girls! Don’t burn the marshmallows.”

“Bye!” we echoed.

Whitney lowered the phone and turned to me, her voice gentler now. “It’s wild how I wanted to strangle her for sending me here. But now I’m really happy she did.”

I met her eyes, the late day sun warming them to a lighter shade of brown. The unguarded look on her face was the kind of look that wasn’t entirely safe, not with everything I was trying not to feel.

The fire crackled behind me, breaking the moment. I turned, crossed to my usual chair, and sank into it. Whitney followed and dropped into the chair beside mine, close enough that our arms almost touched.

“Thanks again for helping,” I said, twisting open a water bottle. Jackson surprising Fran with a date night was sweet, but it meant I lost my cohost for the Fireside Chat.

Whitney’s eyes sparkled. “So, what you’re saying is I’ve been promoted from ‘guest who stayed too long’ to ‘Eden’s Sidekick?’”

I laughed and nudged her arm. “Stop. You haven’t stayed too long. How long you’re here will be just the right amount of time.” My voice softened on the last part before I could stop it. “And yeah, you can have the title of sidekick if you want it.”

“Hell yes, I want it.” She lifted her water bottle in a mock toast. It doesn’t make up for the fact that I still haven’t received my gold star, but it’s a close second.

I rolled my eyes, doing my best not to smile. “You’re too much.”

She smirked. “Wrong. I’m exactly the right amount.”

Her confident smile and the way she sat, legs slightly apart, entirely at ease and radiating a magnetic tension aimed directly at me, were almost overwhelming. I was captivated by her, and I knew that it would be a problem if I didn’t do something about it.

Her knee brushed mine, sending a tiny spark through me. I tried to breathe through it, but the buildup of wanting her was getting harder to ignore. Harder not to think about how her lips felt against mine, or notice how her voice had started to soften when she talked to me. Harder not to admit that I craved her with a heat that was burning straight through what was left of my self-control.

She nudged her knee against mine again, deliberately this time. “I like this,” she said, her voice low. Her eyes were on the fire, but her body angled toward me.

I wanted to tell her I felt the same. I wanted to kiss her slowly and deeply, with no end in sight. I wanted to slide my hand over her knee, trace the edge of her shorts, and keep going until she forgot that we ever said the word friends. But I didn’t, because I knew one more look, or touch, and I would strike a match I couldn’t unlight.

I wanted the fire, just not the kind that leaves scars. God help me.


CHAPTER 11 - Eden


I found her before I even realized I had been looking. Whitney sat on one of the benches near the garden, legs stretched out, face tilted to the sky like she was trying to soak in the moonlight. Her hair was down, loose and wild, catching the light like something out of a dream I hadn’t meant to have. She looked like someone who had always belonged here. Like someone I had already started to miss.

Pain twisted in my chest, sharp, uncomfortable, and overly familiar. I should’ve turned and walked away. I had spent the last two weeks reciting the rules I had written in panic. This is temporary. She is temporary. She’ll go back to her life, and you’ll go back to yours, like none of this ever got close enough to matter. The problem was that Whitney had stopped feeling like a guest a long time ago.

Before I could stop myself, I crossed the path. My sandals barely made a sound in the dirt, but she must’ve heard me, or maybe felt me, because she turned, her eyes catching mine. Something flickered across her face. I didn’t know what it was. Hope, maybe.

“Couldn’t sleep?” I asked quietly.

Whitney smiled with a slightly lopsided grin. “Didn’t want to.”

She looked back up at the stars, and I hesitated for a moment before sitting beside her. I left space between us, but I could still feel her heat radiating. She didn’t speak as her fingers traced slow, lazy shapes on her knee, as if her body was trying to keep busy while her mind wandered elsewhere. I was grateful for the silence. I needed the pause, or I might say a thousand reckless things.

She sighed and tilted her head toward me. “I was thinking about something today.”

That got my attention, and I braced myself. “Yeah?”

She hesitated just long enough for me to know I wasn’t going to like it. “I think I’m ready to go back to my real life.”

The words hit hard, without warning or mercy. I gripped the edge of the bench, fingers curling against the cold metal, anchoring myself in something real.

“Oh.” It came out breezy and fake, like when your heart is trying not to scream.

Whitney ran a hand through her hair. “I mean, I love it here. I do. But I can’t stay forever, right?” She gave a half laugh, but it was brittle around the edges.

I nodded, staring straight ahead. This was always the plan. She was supposed to leave. So why did it feel like I couldn’t take a full breath? The silence dragged, thick and aching, until Whitney nudged me. Her shoulder brushed mine, skin to bare skin, and it felt like being struck by lightning.

“You okay?” she asked, voice low and careful.

I should’ve said yes, kept things polite, and walked away like I wasn’t unraveling. But I couldn’t fake it anymore. I turned to her and let her see everything I was feeling in that moment. The fear, the want, the way I was already wrecked.

“No,” I whispered. “I’m not okay.”

Her expression softened. “Eden?”

“I don’t want you to go,” I whispered.

Her breath caught. Her lips parted, like maybe she wasn’t sure she had heard me right. “You don’t?”

I shook my head, my pulse thudding in my ears. “No.”

The air between us shifted, like when the match lights the fuse. I reached out, my fingers found the line of her jaw, and then her cheek. Her skin was warm and smooth.

She didn’t move. “Eden…” Her voice sounded fragile.

I slid my hand down the column of her throat, pausing above the wild flutter of her pulse. She fisted her hands in my tank, pulling me in like she was done waiting. Her mouth met mine, and nothing about it was soft.

There was so much heat, mouths and hands, and everything we hadn’t said crashing between us. Her grip on my shirt tightened like she was afraid I might back away again. Our knees bumped, and my elbow knocked into the armrest. The bench was not designed for this level of desperation.

Her teeth scraped my lower lip, and I let out a sound that wasn’t subtle. She pulled back a breath, smiling like she knew exactly what she was doing to me. “You okay there?”

“No talking,” I whispered, diving back in.

Her laugh ghosted against my lips before she kissed me again, deeper and slower this time. The kiss felt like we were finally admitting how much we wanted the other. I could taste the faint salt from the heat of the day on her skin, and I wanted more.

Her legs shifted, thighs brushing mine, and it sent a jolt of desire through me and straight to my core. My hands moved without permission, skimming under the hem of her shirt, palms finding the bare skin of her waist.

She inhaled sharply. “Jesus, Eden.”

“Yeah, that’s about where I’m at, too,” I murmured against her neck, kissing the hollow of her throat.

“Oh my god,” she breathed, clutching at me. “You’re going to kill me.”

White hot need curled tight in my stomach, my pulse was in my ears, and my self-control was nowhere in sight. We kissed until I forgot how long we had been there, and I couldn’t tell where I ended, and she began. Her knee slid between mine, and I gasped into her mouth, completely, and embarrassingly gone.

She froze for half a second. “Too much?”

“No,” I said, breathless.

Her smile was wicked. “That’s what I was hoping you would say.”

I laughed, but it cracked halfway through because this wasn’t a game. Not to me. I pulled back just enough to look at her. Her lips were swollen. Her hair was a mess. She was so beautiful it hurt.

“Come home with me,” I said, barely able to breathe.

Whitney didn’t say anything. She just looked at me, eyes burning into mine, and nodded once. There was no room for words, only the electric silence stretched taut between our bodies.

We stood at the same time, fast and clumsy in our urgency. My hand found hers without thinking, and she gripped it like she didn’t trust herself to let go. We didn’t speak as we walked to the barn, climbed into the golf cart, and drove to the farmhouse.

The porch steps creaked beneath our weight as we climbed. I turned the doorknob, and the front door groaned open as if it knew exactly what was about to happen. The air inside was cooler, but it didn’t matter because I was on fire. I led her up the stairs without turning on any lights. Soft moonlight filtered through the windows, casting shadows across the floor as we made our way to my bedroom. I paused just inside the doorway, my heart pounding so loudly I thought it might shake the walls.

Whitney turned to face me, her hands gripping the hem of her tank top. I caught her wrists gently. “Let me,” I said, my voice low and rough, with everything I had been holding back finally clawing its way out.

She let go of the fabric, watching me intently. I stepped closer, raising my hands, and slowly skimmed my fingers over the edge of her shirt. My knuckles grazed her ribs, and I felt her shiver as I inched the thin material slowly up and peeled it over her head. I dropped the shirt on the floor, letting my gaze take her in.

Whitney didn’t show any shyness as she stood before me in her bra and low-slung cotton shorts. She was daring me to look and keep going. I was shaking inside as I reached behind her and unclasped the bra, sliding it down her arms.

Her skin was warm and flushed, her breathing shallow as I stepped into her and kissed her slowly. Whitney made a sound that was half sigh, half moan, and it undid the last of my reserve. She tugged at my shirt until I pulled back just long enough to strip it off. My hands were everywhere, mapping the lines of her back, the curve of her waist, the heat of her bare skin against mine.

She slid her hands over my stomach and up my sides. “God,” she murmured. “I’ve wanted to touch you since I first saw you.”

“Then touch me,” I whispered.

She wasted no time as her mouth, open and hot, moved to my neck. I felt her teeth graze just below my ear, making my knees almost give out. I backed her toward the bed, kissing her like I would never get another chance.

We tumbled onto the mattress in a tangle of limbs, laughter catching between kisses. Whitney pushed onto her knees, shucking off her shorts in a rushed motion. Then her hands were on me, thumbs hooking into the waistband of my shorts and underwear, dragging them down slowly, her gaze never leaving mine. When she settled against me, her body fit like it had always belonged there. Her hand slid down, cupping me, and I gasped into her mouth.

“Too much?” she raised her head, asking again, teasing now.

I shook my head, grinning. “Still not enough.”

She dipped her mouth to my neck, nibbling across my collarbone as she trailed hot kisses to my breast. Her tongue swirled around my nipple before she sucked it into her mouth as her fingertips teasingly skated across my inner thigh. I arched into her, my body begging to be touched.

Hot need pulsed through me as I pushed my hands into her hair, curling my fingers around the strands, and holding her tightly against me. The way she was licking and sucking at my breast was driving me mad with desire.

“God, Whitney,” I gasped, breath catching hard in my throat.

She hummed as she slid her hand higher between my thighs, finally pressing where I needed her most. I moaned, sharp and guttural, and my hips lifted instinctively against her palm.

“I haven’t even touched you properly yet, but you’re already so wet,” she murmured, her voice thick with desire.

“Then do it,” I said, half-laughing, half-pleading. “Please, Whitney, touch me in all the ways you want to.”

She didn’t make me ask again. My back arched off the bed as her fingers slid through me, teasing my clit with maddening patience.

“You feel incredible,” she whispered, kissing her way down my stomach. “I’ve thought about this so many times since that night in the rain.”

I let out a desperate sound, half-laughter, half-don’t-you-dare-stop. “You’re talking way too much.”

She grinned against my belly. “You want me to shut up?”

“I want you to fuck me,” I said, blunt and breathless and absolutely past the point of playing it cool and acting like I didn’t want this or her.

Her gaze snapped to mine, and something wild passed between us. Something electric, frightening, and full of promise. Then her fingers sank inside me, and I let out a ragged cry, clenching around the delicious pressure of her touch. She moved slowly at first, as if savoring it and learning me in real time. I could feel her soaking it in, every breath, every gasp, every way I fell apart under her.

“Jesus, Eden.” Her mouth brushed my nipple, then my throat. “You’re… God, you’re ruining me,” she murmured against my neck.

I wrapped my legs around her waist and pulled her tighter against me, grounding us both in the slick, hot rhythm building between my thighs. I couldn’t stop touching her back, her arms, the flex of her stomach against mine. I wanted to memorize her with my hands.

She kept going, her fingers curling just right, and when her thumb found my clit my whole body tightened. Every muscle caught in that blinding, exquisite moment, and then it hit, wave after wave. I clung to her, crying out her name, loud and shamelessly. She slowed but didn’t stop until I was trembling beneath her, my body going completely limp. I could barely breathe as I felt her lips on my cheek, soft and reverent.

“My god,” I whispered when I could finally speak again.

She laughed, breath warm against my jaw. “Still not enough?”

I turned to look at her. “No,” I said. “But it’s a damn good start.”

I rolled us gently, shifting so I was on top, my thigh slipping between hers. Whitney looked up at me, surprised, like she hadn’t expected me to take the lead. I smiled down at her, deciding that I was done holding back.

I dipped my head, kissing her slowly at first, just a steady exploration of her mouth. I slid my hand up the curve of her ribcage, palm splaying across her chest, thumb grazing the rise of her breast. She gasped, arched into my hand, moaning.

I looked into her eyes, dark with need. “You okay?” I murmured.

She nodded, breathless. “Yeah. I just…” Her voice broke a little. “I wasn’t expecting it to feel like this.”

“Baby, I’m just getting started.” I kissed her again, deeper this time, and felt her whole body shiver under me.

I moved lower, tasting the salt of her skin. Her hands found my hair, urgent, like she needed something to hold onto. I ran my mouth along the waistband of her underwear, then looked up at her as I slipped them off. She was already slick, already pulsing, and damn, every inch of her was beautiful.

I slowed down, taking my time. I pressed soft kisses to the tops of her thighs, then eased her legs apart. My tongue traced a slow, teasing line along the sensitive skin inside, building anticipation. Then, with purpose, I dragged my tongue along her center. She moaned, loud and unfiltered, as her hips lifted off the bed.

“Oh my god, Eden.”

I didn’t stop. I devoured her with focus and control. Her breathing grew ragged, her hands tightening in my hair, and when I slid two fingers deep inside, she gasped, her whole body trembling.

“That’s it,” I whispered. “Let go. I’ve got you.”

Her legs wrapped around my shoulders, back arching, body writhing beneath my mouth. Her moans deepened, raw and broken, just before her body went rigid and every muscle pulled tight as the moment took her, sharp and overwhelming.

I held her through it all, easing her gently back down until she melted into the bed, spent, shaken, and beautiful. She pulled me into her arms without a word, her chest still rising and falling like she hadn’t caught up to herself yet. I tucked my face into the curve of her neck and just breathed her in.

She let out a broken laugh. “I… I didn’t know…” She shook her head, tears audible in her voice. “Jesus.”

I propped myself on one elbow and brushed her hair back from her face. My fingers trailed along her cheek and jaw, down her neck, pausing at her frantic pulse. I couldn’t help the smile that pulled at my lips, knowing that wild and uneven heartbeat was because of me.

I felt her gaze on me and looked up. “Are you okay?”

She nodded, eyes glassy with more unshed tears. “That was... I don’t even have the words.”

I cradled her face and kissed the corner of her mouth. “That’s alright. I wasn’t asking for any.”

She leaned into my palm and closed her eyes, and two silent tears slipped out, trailing down her temples.

“Hey,” I whispered.

She shook her head and wiped at her face with the heel of her hand. “Who knew crying after sex was so hot and sexy?” she said with a crooked, self-deprecating smile.

I gently tilted her chin toward me. “Don’t do that. Don’t put up a wall. Talk to me. Did I... did I do something wrong?”

Her eyes went wide. “No! God, no. Please don’t think that.”

I let out a slow breath. “Do you want to talk about it? We don’t have to. We can lie here, or if you need to go, I’ll understand.”

Whitney gave me a tired but sincere smile. “I would like to stay, but I don’t want to talk right now. If that’s okay with you.”

I nodded. “It’s very okay.”

I sat up briefly, grabbed the quilt from the foot of the bed, and pulled it over us. Then I settled back beside her, resting my head on the pillow beside hers. As we lay there quietly, our fingers found each other, brushing, tracing, and lacing together. Whitney brought my hand to her lips and pressed a kiss to my knuckles. She rested our joined hands on her chest, took a deep breath, and slowly let it go.

Something had cracked open in her. But she trusted me enough to stay, so I would wait until she was ready to talk. I let my eyes drift close, the hum of awareness still tingling through my limbs.

I woke to the soft drag of her mouth on my breast, slow and unhurried. I let out a sleepy moan, my eyes barely blinking open.

“Mmmm,” I sighed. “That feels really good.”

“I’m glad you like it,” she whispered.

I smiled against her hair, still half-asleep, and pulled her closer. Then her mouth closed around my nipple, tongue circling, lips tugging gently, then harder with delicious intent. The sensation arrowed through me, and I moaned louder, shifting beneath the blanket to press my body into hers.

I wasn’t even fully awake, but already I was melting. She took her time, lazy and thorough, kissing, licking, lavishing attention on my breasts like it was the only thing that mattered in the world.

“Jesus, Whitney,” I whispered, breath hitching as her hand slid up my thigh.

She hummed in response, the low vibration sending a ripple across my skin, like a shiver that started deep and spread everywhere at once.

“I didn’t want to leave without saying goodbye,” she murmured. “And this seemed like the best way to say it.”

My chest tightened, not from arousal, but something else. Something quieter. It slipped through the heat like a whisper I hadn’t expected, tender and unguarded. I didn’t have a name for it, only the weight of knowing this was more than want.

“What time is it?” I murmured, tugging her up to me. “And why are you leaving?”

She kissed my jaw and mouth, then nipped my bottom lip before pulling back just enough to meet my eyes. “The clock says 1:11am. Make a wish.” She smiled faintly. “I thought maybe I should go. Don’t want to overstay my welcome.”

“Whitney, you’re not overstaying.”

She leaned in, her lips brushing my ear, voice low and wicked. “Can we not talk right now?” she whispered. “I have plans for your body, which don’t involve conversation.”

Whitney and Eden
Two hearts. One truth.


Chapter 12 – Whitney


Okay. I cried. Not like sobbed-into-a-pillow-while-listening-to-Brandi-Carlile cried. But actual, legitimate, post orgasm tears. Except it wasn’t just the orgasm. I mean, sure, that part was… Jesus. It was incredible. I’ll never be able to look at Eden’s mouth the same way again.

But it was more than the physical act. It was the way she looked at me and how she touched me. The way she pulled me closer, like she meant it. Like she wanted me there. And for a minute, it felt like I was exactly where I belonged. No distractions. Just her and me and this impossible, terrifying, gorgeous thing that was happening.

So, I cried. They were quiet tears, nothing dramatic, but still. I cried. Eden was surprisingly calm about having a crying woman in her bed. She didn’t demand I talk about it or ask a thousand questions. She only told me not to put up a wall, and then she gave me room to breathe. That gave me the space to do and be whatever I needed at the moment.

I woke up warm and sore in all the best ways, still wrapped around her beautiful body. She makes this tiny sound in her sleep, somewhere between a sigh and a hum that I could feel in my chest. I didn’t know it was possible to want someone this much.

I didn’t want to leave, but I thought there was a strong possibility she would need some alone time. Or maybe it was that I needed some time alone. Either way, here I sit, eleven hours later, wondering what Eden is thinking. Wondering if she regrets what we did. Wondering if I should start packing to leave tomorrow afternoon. Wondering if I’ve completely lost my mind when I say that was the best sex of my life.

I looked up from the messy scrawl. “Okay, hold on. What am I doing? Why the hell am I writing about Eden when I could go talk to her?”

I tossed the pen down, pushed up from the table, and headed for the door. I froze when I caught my reflection in the decorative mirror by the door. Sweaty ponytail, red cheeks, and a ratty tank top stared back at me. “Wow, Whitney. Not your best look.”

I lifted an arm and sniffed. “I would be hard-pressed to smell worse.” I nodded. “Shower first. Then talk to Eden.”

Thirty minutes later, I was practically skipping to the front counter. Morgan looked up and grinned. “Hello. Is Eden available?”

“You’re in luck,” she said with a big smile. “She just got in.”

“Perfect. Thanks.”

I walked down the hall and knocked on the doorframe. She looked up from her monitor. Her hair was still damp and curling around her shoulders, and my brain short-circuited for a second.

“Hi,” I said, trying for confidence but landing somewhere closer to unsure and bashful.

She turned to face me fully. “Hi, back.”

“Mind if I shut the door?”

She tilted her head, curious. “Not at all. Everything okay?”

I closed the door and leaned against it, palms pressed flat against the smooth wood. “Should we talk about last night?”

Eden nodded. “We can. If you would like.”

“I want you to know that I think you’re amazing.”

She stood abruptly. “Stop right there.” Her voice was low and firm. “If but is the next word out of your mouth, you can save it. I don’t want to hear it.”

I crossed the room slowly until we were only inches apart and reached for her hands. “I was going to say ‘but’… but not for the reason you may think.”

I squeezed her fingers. “I think you’re amazing. But… I’ll understand if you regret what happened and don’t want to go there again. I won’t be thrilled about it, but I’ll respect it.”

She stared at me. Then she slid a hand free, her fingertips slowly tracing my lips, down my neck, and across my chest in a slow glide that completely stole my breath.

“Are you still planning to leave?” She asked, meeting my eyes.

“No,” I said quietly without hesitation.

Eden didn’t speak as she stepped forward and walked me backward until I was pressed against the door. Then she clicked the lock with a soft sound and let her fingers skate across my lips again.

“I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you,” she whispered.

A low moan slipped out as her hand slipped beneath my shirt, cool palms on heated skin.

“Glad I’m not alone in that,” I murmured.

She smiled, stretched up, and kissed me teasingly. “Would you be offended,” she murmured against my mouth, “if I suggested we have sex right here, right now?”

My breath hitched. I shook my head slowly. “Not even a little.”

“Mmmm. Good.”

Then her hands were in my hair, tugging my mouth to meet hers, hot and hungry. I barely had time to catch a breath before her hands were under my shirt, slipping beneath my bra. Jesus Christ, she was everywhere. I gasped into her mouth as her thumbs brushed over my nipples, already stiff like they had been waiting all morning.

“Fuck,” I muttered, head falling back against the door. “Is this how we’re going to be doing post orgasm debriefs? Because I got to say, I’m a huge fan.”

She didn’t answer. Her fingers slid into my shorts and panties like they were on a mission. “God, Whitney. You’re already wet,” she said, low and full of dark satisfaction.

She dropped to her knees in front of me, tugging the fabric down and out of her way with single-minded focus. Her tongue flicked over me, and I was pinned to the door by nothing but want. Tank top shoved up, bra halfway to nowhere, shorts and underwear in a heap, and Eden between my thighs like it was her goddamn mission.

“Oh my God,” I choked out, hand slamming against the door. “Eden. Jesus. I can’t.”

“Yes, you can,” she murmured against me.

Her fingers replaced her tongue, slow at first, then fast and deep, and I was gone. Her other hand gripped my thigh to hold me open and steady, but I was shaking so hard I thought I might collapse anyway. Her mouth was back, and I was unraveling, coming apart so fast I couldn’t tell if I was moaning or straight-up begging.

“I want you to come for me. Right here, against this door,” she whispered before sucking my clit between her lips.

Her words pushed me over the edge, and I had to bite my lip to stay quiet. My body bucked once, then again, and she held me through it with one arm wrapped tight around my hips and the other working me until I shattered completely apart.

I was barely catching my breath, my legs were jelly, my heart was jackhammering, and I was grinning like I had just discovered God was a lesbian when a knock sounded at the door.

“Hey, Eden?” Morgan’s voice filtered in, overly cheerful. “Do you know where the big amethyst went? One of the guests was admiring it earlier this morning, and now it’s gone.”

Eden rested her forehead against my bare stomach and snorted.

“Seriously,” I whispered, palms still braced against the door. “Tell me we’re not about to do a lost-and-found for a purple rock.”

“Don’t worry,” Eden whispered, lifting her head to look up at me with a ridiculous, self-satisfied smile. “That’s a later problem.”

Her face was flushed, and her hair was a mess. She turned her head to kiss the inside of my thigh before standing. I knew in that moment that I would sell my soul to get ruined by this woman for the rest of my life.

“Answer her,” I muttered, tugging my shorts up with all the grace of a newly born giraffe. “Before she comes in here and finds out which of my chakras you were realigning.”

Eden turned and called, perfectly composed, “Whitney and I are almost finished going over her bill. I’ll help you look for it in a bit.”

“Okay, thanks,” Morgan replied, sounding chipper and entirely unaware that I had just decided she was the world’s most inconvenient human being.

I leaned my forehead against Eden’s shoulder and wheezed out a half-laugh. “I came here to talk, not to get pinned to the door and have my mind blown.”

“Are you complaining?” she asked against my collarbone, smug and warm and smelling like sex.

“Absolutely not.” I kissed her temple. “Is it okay if I come over later? For, you know, laundry?”

Eden leaned back, giving me a smile that made my knees threaten to go again. “It is. I’ve started looking forward to spending Sunday evenings with you.”

I smiled shyly. “Six-thirty?”

She gently straightened my shirt, then ran her hand down my stomach. “I’ll see you then.”

Eden was on the porch when I pulled up, and the sight of her set off a thousand butterflies. She was barefoot, her legs crossed, holding a wine glass with a nonchalant look on her face. She looked the picture of chill, and casual elegance. I smiled to myself when I remembered that she was the same woman who, six hours earlier, pinned me to a door, then proceeded to wreck my soul. I’m doomed.

I grabbed my bag and made my way up the walk. “Hello, again,” I said as I stepped onto the porch.

“Hey, you.” Her smile crinkled the corners of her eyes. “Go take care of your things, then join me for a glass of wine.”

I did as I was told, which, apparently, was a thing I did now when she was involved. I threw my running clothes into the washer, tossed in my muddy shoes, turned a knob, pushed the start button, and made a beeline back to Eden. When I stepped back outside, she was waiting, arm extended with a glass of wine.

I took the glass and dropped into the chair beside her. “How was the rest of your day?”

She turned with a devastatingly smug smile, like she knew things about my body I didn’t even know.

“Not nearly as good as when you and I were going over your bill,” she said, with a wink. “You will be happy to know that Morgan and I found the missing amethyst. Someone had taken it outside.”

I stared at her. “Seriously? Why?”

“A guest who checked in yesterday thought taking it to the pond would be okay. He wanted to use it for meditation. The reason he gave us was that the flow of energy was stronger near the pond.”

Eden reached over and held out her hand, palm up. I looked at it for half a second before sliding mine into hers, our fingers lacing together. They fit together perfectly, warm and familiar in a way that made my chest feel full. We sat in silence for a few minutes as her thumb brushed lightly along the side of my hand.

She squeezed my hand and cleared her throat. “Would you go on a date with me?” She asked in a soft voice, sounding slightly nervous.

I turned to look at her, surprised, and smiled broadly. “I would love to go on a date with you,” I answered, without hesitation.

Her shoulders dropped like she had been holding her breath for days. “Is it crazy that I have been a ball of nerves the last couple of hours thinking about asking you out?”

“Considering last night and earlier today, maybe a little,” I replied with a slight chuckle. “But I think it’s sweet. I don’t remember the last time a beautiful woman asked me out.”

Eden ducked her head, clearly flustered, but she didn’t look away. “Well… I didn’t want to assume.”

I took a sip of my wine, letting the citrusy finish linger on my tongue before I turned to face her fully. “You mean, you thought it was unclear whether I would say yes to going on a date with you?”

She smiled, but there was a flicker of something more vulnerable behind it. “Wanting someone and wanting something with them aren’t always the same.” Her fingers squeezed mine again. “I wanted it to be clear that this isn’t casual for me.”

That, right there, went straight to the part of me that didn’t know how to trust being chosen. But it also struck a chord with the part of me that desperately wanted to try.

I nodded, letting the moment settle in my chest. “It’s not casual for me either.”

We sat there for a second longer, fingers still laced, the silence now thick with something almost tangible.

She took a slow sip, her tongue teasing the rim of her glass. “Good to know. So,” she said, tipping her head with a sly smile, “when I take you out to dinner, are you going to let me pick you up like a proper date?”

I gave her a mock-serious look. “Only if you bring flowers. And you better have an absolutely ridiculous story ready for the server about how we met.”

“Oh, I’m intrigued. What kind of ridiculous are we talking?”

“I’m thinking mysterious stranger saves me from a burning building. Flames, smoke, heat…the whole thing.”

She grinned. “And after I haul you to safety, you thank me with your body?”

I raised my glass in a toast. “Now you’re getting it.”

She clinked her glass gently against mine. We drank at the same time, and for a moment, the world seemed to hush around us. The soft creak of the rocking chairs kept time with the slow rise and fall of our breaths, while the rhythmic hum of cicadas swelled in the distance, like nature’s own summer lullaby.

I glanced sideways at her, and she was already looking at me, her eyes bright, mouth curved in that easy, amused way that made it feel like she knew things I didn’t yet. Something in that quiet stretch of time felt suspended, like neither of us wanted to be the first to speak and break whatever was blooming between the stillness.

“Damn,” I muttered, sitting up straight. “I need to move my clothes over. I’ll be right back.”

I stood, stretched, and gave her one last look before heading inside. The laundry room was cooler and quieter in that sealed-off way, with a faint scent of detergent and the warmth of cotton. As I shifted clothes around, she stayed front and center in my mind. Bare shoulders, the curve of her mouth curved when she smiled, how the sun caught in her hair.

My hands were moving on autopilot, but my body was humming with something else entirely. There was a slow, insistent ache, a craving that felt as basic and consuming as hunger. I wanted to see her naked again. Touch her. Lose myself in her all over again.

“You’ve been gone a while. Everything okay?” Eden’s voice snapped me back to the present.

“Yeah,” I said, turning. “My shoes threw the washer off balance. I thought I would fold clothes while I waited for the cycle to finish.”

She was leaning in the doorway, arms crossed, the hem of her dress fluttering slightly in the hallway breeze. There was nothing overt in the way she stood with quiet confidence, but my body responded immediately. Heat pooled low in my belly, and I couldn’t stop the thrum of want that followed. Just the sight of her bare legs, and the soft dip where her collarbone met her shoulder, set something off in me I couldn’t reason with.

I swallowed hard, trying to keep my expression neutral, but my mind had already gone rogue. I wanted her. Right there. Pressed up against the washing machine. Her dress hitched, my hands on her thighs, mouth on her neck. I dropped the shirt I was holding and crossed the room. I didn’t stop to think or ask permission. I reached for her, wrapped her in my arms, and kissed her like she was the answer to every question I hadn’t known I needed to ask.

I slanted my mouth over hers, hungry and wild, and felt like my body was nearly exploding in a handful of seconds, and she kissed me back with the same ferocity. She slid a hand under my shirt, and my mind instantly lit up with a vivid flash of me, flattened against her office door.

I pulled the thin cotton dress over her head and let it fall somewhere behind me, forgotten. I dipped my head to the swell of her breasts, breathing her in before tracing the edge of her bra with the tip of my tongue. She let out the faintest sound, and my hands moved instinctively, working the clasp until the fabric gave way.

The moment it hit the floor, I closed my lips around her nipple, slow and deliberate, drawing her into my mouth as her fingers tangled in my hair.

She tilted her head back with a low groan. “In the laundry room?”

“Yes,” I replied, pushing her lacy underwear down her hips.

I stood and took in the sight before me. Eden, gloriously naked, flushed and breathing hard, and mine to worship. I spun her gently, lifted her onto the washer, and stepped between her legs as her hands dove into my hair, pulling me in for a kiss that wasn’t soft or tentative. It was demanding, consuming, with no hesitation in the way her mouth moved against mine. It was just raw want, unleashed all at once

She pulled back, and her eyes locked on mine like she dared me to make good on what I had started. She pulled my shirt over my head, then wrapped her legs around my hips, and pulled my body against hers. She ground against my stomach, slick and ready, and I nearly lost it right there. I slid my hand between her legs, fingers slipping easily against her heat. My breath caught when I felt how wet she was for me.

“Jesus, Eden,” I breathed, the words barely more than a rasp.

“Don’t stop.” She whispered against my lips.

I slid one finger inside her, then another. Her hips jerked as she dropped her back, and let out a low, wrecked sound that hit my center with as much force as if she had touched me. I curled my fingers and felt her body clamp down around them. She was getting closer to exploding with each second that passed. I applied pressure with my thumb, making slow circles with it. She dug her fingers into my shoulders, pulling me harder as she hooked one leg tighter around my back, and her hips began to roll with a deliberate rhythm.

“Fuck,” she whispered with a broken voice. “Right there.”

I kept going relentlessly, sliding in and out while my fingers worked her clit with steady, deliberate pressure. Then she threw her head back, thighs locking tight around my wrist as the wave hit, crying out a raw, guttural sound as her whole body shuddered.

She slumped forward, forehead against my shoulder, arms limp around my neck as she tried to catch her breath. I gently eased my fingers out and cradled her against me as she came down.

“I can’t move. Pretty sure you broke me,” she murmured, her voice muffled.

I kissed her temple, grinning smugly. “That’s fine. I can move you to the dryer for round two.”

Eden chuckled a soft, breathless sound. The rise and fall of her breath finally slowed. Her legs were still wrapped around my waist, and the feel of her damp skin against mine was affecting my sanity.

“That was unexpected,” she murmured.

“Which part?” I asked, doing my best impression of someone who wasn’t still vibrating from the sound of her moaning my name.

“All of it,” she said with a soft laugh. “Can we move to the sofa?”

“Absolutely. Let me help you down,” I said as I grabbed her by the waist, setting her on the floor.

She took a moment to steady herself before bending to retrieve her clothes. I slipped my shirt back on and followed her to the living room, where she grabbed a throw from the back of the chair before lying on the sofa.  I waited for her to get settled, then stretched out behind her, pulling her over on top of me.

I turned my head, brushing my nose along her temple. “So… about that date you asked me on.”

She shifted. “You’re not backing out, are you?”

“No,” I said, then added, “though you did kind of skip ahead with the whole getting into my pants thing.”

“I didn’t notice you objecting,” she said with a smirk.

God, she was dangerous. I reached up and traced my fingers down her neck, “What are we thinking? For the date, I mean.”

“Well,” she said, “we’re in a town with three restaurants, one dive bar, and a bowling alley.”

“All interesting options.”

“True.” She said with a chuckle. “I was thinking of a picnic or stargazing with a bottle of wine. Or we could hike to the ridge and bring dinner with us.”

I nodded. “Those all sound kind of perfect.”

They did sound perfect, and that scared the hell out of me, because I didn’t do perfect. I did fine. Fine was safe. Fine had boundaries. Fine knew how to leave without making a mess. But Eden made me want more than fine. More than acceptable. She made me want messy, and real, and that terrified me.

“What day works for you?” she asked.

I hesitated. “Not tomorrow. I’ve got something in the morning and I’m unsure how long I will be.”

Eden’s brow furrowed slightly. “You didn’t forget about Sunrise Coffee and Painting, did you?”

I froze. “I did,” I admitted guiltily.

“You’re bailing on me?”

“Not bailing. I… have a thing.”

Eden’s brow lifted. “Is this a work thing?”

I didn’t want to lie, but I also couldn’t explain Emma’s situation without breaking attorney-client privilege. “It is. It’s complicated.”

She watched me, as if trying to decide how far to push. “Okay.”

“I’ve taken a client outside the firm, which allows me to do things differently than I would normally,” I admitted.

“Seriously?” she asked with curiosity.

“Yeah. My client is in a tough spot, so I’m taking the case pro bono.” I glanced at Eden, “I just felt like I needed to help.”

“That’s not something most lawyers would do.”

“Well, most lawyers are soulless ghouls,” I said, smirking. “We’re required to donate blood every fiscal quarter.”

Her laugh softened whatever tension had crept in, but I could still feel the weight of her attention. She wasn’t just curious about the work. She was trying to figure out what I was leaving out.

“Okay,” Eden said finally. “I get it. Your work is important to you. We’ll figure out a good time for both of us. I can handle the painting workshop on my own. No problem.”

“I’ll make it up to you,” I said, brushing my thumb over her hand. “I’ll be your sidekick for the next two Fireside Chats.”

She smiled but didn’t say anything, and a long, comfortable silence fell between us. I rested my head back against the couch cushion and exhaled.

I didn’t come here for this. Not for her. Not for any of it. But I wanted more. The thought of leaving and returning to my life in the city made my heart hurt. I was screwed, in the best, worst, and most completely unexpected way.


Chapter 13 – Eden


The gravel crunched beneath my boots as I walked the trail down to the retreat. The morning air was still holding onto a whisper of night, but that wouldn’t last for much longer. By ten, the mid-July heat would settle over everything it touched.

I didn’t use to look forward to my walk into work. It wasn’t something I loved or dreaded, it was just part of my day. That changed when I started timing it to line up with Whitney’s run. Not that I was planning my morning around a technically temporary woman. I was just getting an early start. Or so I kept telling myself.

Like clockwork, she appeared at the curve in the path just below the barn, all long legs and rhythmic breath and sweaty perfection. Today, she was in a black sports bra and grey shorts, and damn if she didn’t look amazing as she made her way over to where I was.

“Good morning,” she said as she slowed, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. “I know you’ve said you aren’t stalking me, but… “

I shook my head, keeping my eyes fixed on hers and not on the bead of sweat trailing down her collarbone. “I still hold to not being a stalker. But I admit I like seeing you in the mornings, so I adjusted the time I walk down just a little.”

Whitney smirked. “So no to stalking, but yes to adjusting your schedule to match mine...”

I rolled my eyes, sticking my tongue out at her. “Don’t start with me before I’ve had caffeine. But yes, you got me. I like watching you run, and I’m not ashamed to admit it.”

She smiled, nodding her head. “Noted.” She walked a few steps closer. “I missed seeing you yesterday.” The way she said it was light and casual, but not at all meaningless.

“I missed seeing you, too. I assume your meeting kept you tied up all day. I hope it went well.”

“It did. It started as a Teams call but turned into a long drive for an in-person meeting. It ended with a trip to the courthouse to file paperwork.” Whitney started bouncing on her heels. “It was kind of a weird day, honestly.”

Something shifted behind her eyes, something small but unmistakable, like a flicker of doubt or a memory brushing too close to the surface. I saw it, felt the weight of it, but I didn’t push. Whatever it was, it wasn’t mine to drag into the light. So, I just nodded, offering quiet instead of questions.

“Oh! And I’ve decided to give meditation another shot,” she added, grinning. “Maybe I just needed to sit there with my eyes closed, feeling like an idiot, long enough for it to finally make sense.”

She glanced at her watch. “I hate to cut this short, but I need to go so I can get in another couple of miles. I need to shower before showing up to class, pretending I’m a functioning adult, and know how to meditate.”

I smiled, a little envious. “A meditation class sounds like a good way to spend the morning.”

Her grin spread wider as she stepped within inches of me. She leaned forward, her mouth hovering inches from mine. “I would much rather spend the morning in bed with you. I can change my plans if that’s an option.”

A shot of desire ran through me at the thought. “Don’t tease.”

Whitney closed the gap and ravaged my mouth in the best possible way. Just as my world tilted off its axis, she pulled back.

“Call in sick, follow me back to my cottage, and I’ll show you how much of a tease I am not. I can’t think of a better way to spend the morning.”

I didn’t have time to respond to her insanely tempting invitation before her mouth was on mine again, nibbling at my bottom lip. I reached for her, ready to pull her those last few inches into me, but she gently pushed my hands away, lowering her mouth to my neck instead, sucking softly at the spot just over my pulse.

She ran her tongue up my neck to my ear and whispered. “I want you to spend your day thinking about all the places on your body I want to put my mouth.” She kissed the sensitive skin just below my ear. “Oh, and just so there is no confusion, this is me being a tease.”

She stepped back, licked her lips, and smiled a devilishly sexy smile before jogging backwards for a few steps, then turning and continuing down the path.

“I’m looking forward to our date later tonight,” she called over her shoulder.

I stood there watching her go, my whole body on fire, wishing I could call in sick. The problem was, I was the person to call in sick to. I made a mental note to move promoting Morgan to manager to the top of my to-do list.

I stood in front of my closet. My go-to jeans felt too casual. The blue wrap dress seemed too much. I settled on the pale green sundress with tiny yellow flowers, but immediately questioned my choice. It’s just a picnic.

When the doorbell echoed through the house, a nervously giddy flutter shot through my chest, making my heart stutter with excitement. I practically skipped down the stairs. Pausing at the door, I took a steadying breath before turning the knob. I swung it open, and there was Whitney on the porch, looking like she had just stepped off the set of a fashion shoot.

Her hair was a fiery cascade around her shoulders, and the hunter green linen top she wore had just enough buttons undone to short-circuit every coherent thought I had. The matching shorts hit mid-thigh, showing off her long legs and making her look tall, polished, and just slightly out of place. It was like she had wandered out of the city and accidentally landed on my porch. And yet, somehow, she still fit in, like she belonged here all along.

My pulse kicked up, and I gripped the doorknob a little tighter. “You look…” I paused searching for the right word.

Whitney arched a brow. “Sweaty? Underprepared for produce shopping?”

“Stunning,” I said, my voice filled with wonder.

That earned me a brief flicker of surprise. “Thank you.” She reached to remove her sunglasses. “You look beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

She stepped back, holding out her arm. “I’ve been looking forward to our date all day. Shall we?”

The moment we stepped into the market, the scents of rosemary and oranges filled the air. After the heat coming off the parking lot pavement, the cool air rushing like a sigh of relief. I grabbed a basket and headed toward the produce section with Whitney strolling beside me. This all felt so… normal. Which, if I’m being honest, unnerved me just a little.

I stopped at the olive bar and watched Whitney wander to the fresh fruit. On the drive over, she had pulled her hair into a messy bun, with wispy strands curling around her face that looked like they had been drawn there on purpose. She looked like she belonged at a social gathering at an exclusive country club, not in the produce section of a small-town market. Which was precisely the truth, but it was a truth I was choosing to ignore for as long as possible.

I turned my attention back to the massive olive bar, a kaleidoscope of organized chaos all neatly labeled, perfectly arranged, and somehow still overwhelming. I debated silently whether three kinds of olives were overkill or just the right amount of indulgence. Then I felt her lean close, the faint warmth of her breath brushing against my neck, shifting the air around me, and making my heart trip over itself.

She squinted at the large selection, then cut her eyes to me. “Are you debating olives?”

I bumped her lightly with my hip. “Some of us take picnic curation seriously.”

“And some of us think you look exceptionally hot when you’re being indecisive.”

Her voice was low and teasing, but the way her eyes lingered on my mouth was anything but teasing. If we hadn’t been standing in the middle of the deli section, I would have immediately pulled her into my arms.

We continued to move slowly through the store, choosing fig jam, nut-thin crackers, meats, and cheese. Whitney picked out a bottle of wine with a disturbingly expensive price tag that she swore was worth every penny.

We were almost out the door when I heard my name being called. I turned to find Martha Chambley, whom I hadn’t seen since the community fundraiser last Fall, walking in our direction. I braced for the gossipy questions and vast amounts of oversharing that came along with Martha.

“Well, hello there, Eden. Don’t you look lovely. I haven’t seen you dressed up in forever.” She turned toward Whitney, giving her a quick once-over. “Are you and your girlfriend planning something special tonight?” she asked, beaming at us like she had already written our names inside a heart on her mental bulletin board.

I opened my mouth to correct her assumption that Whitney was my girlfriend, but Whitney stopped me by lacing her fingers through mine. “We are, in fact, on our way there now. Sunset picnic.”

Martha gave a delighted sigh and launched into a story about her nephew’s engagement and how he proposed at sunset. I was only half-listening because all I could concentrate on was the slow, rising hum in my chest and how natural it sounded when Whitney had said it. We.

When we pulled into the driveway, the sky had already started shifting to bright oranges and pinks. I quickly tossed everything into the basket I had waiting on the kitchen island while Whitney grabbed a blanket from the hall closet.

The wind had picked up, pushing out the lingering heat. We held hands, talking about nothing and everything as we walked past the row of wild pear trees and up a small knoll on the western side of the property.

“That spot looks good. Would you spread the blanket for us?” I asked, pointing to an area a few yards away.

“As you wish,” Whitney answered with a cheeky grin as she flung the blanket out.

We kicked off our sandals and settled onto the blanket. I opened the wine, poured it into two glasses, and handed one to Whitney. We clinked them together in a quiet toast, no words needed.

She tipped her head back and closed her eyes, letting the last rays of sun warm her face. “You ever think about how weird it is that sometimes you don’t realize you need something until it’s right in front of you?”

My throat went dry. Her timing couldn’t have been more perfect. “All the time,” I said, and meant it more than she knew.

She turned to look at me, steady and searching. Then she leaned in and kissed me. It started soft, tentative, like a question. But it deepened quickly, her mouth warm and sure against mine. I tasted the sweetness of the wine on her lips, but it was her, this moment, that made something inside me quietly and undeniably unravel.

We shifted, bodies pressing together. I slid my hand under the hem of her shirt to feel soft skin. It was getting harder to pretend that my pulse didn’t kick every time she touched me.

She pulled back, just enough to press our foreheads together. “There’s only one thing I want more than taking you right here and now,” she said, breath hitching slightly.

I nodded, heart pounding. “What is that?”

A few seconds passed before she whispered, “I want to take my time, touching you, kissing you, mapping your body, and learning all the secrets it has to tell me.”

I stared into her eyes, darkened by passion and a hint of vulnerability, and knew without a doubt I was falling in love. “Will you stay the night?” I asked, quieter now. “I want to wake up with you beside me.”

She traced the line of my jaw with her fingertips, then pulled my mouth to meet hers. She kissed me slowly as if it were a teaser of the night to come.

She slowly ran her thumb over my lips. “I would love to wake up next to you,” she said softly. “Let’s enjoy all the goodies we brought with us and watch the sunset. Then I would very much like to take you to bed.”

We packed up in the last part of the light, neither of us saying much, but everything between us changed to the point of erupting. We didn’t turn on any lights when we got back to the house. The full moon had risen, casting long shadows through the open windows. I set the basket down on the counter and turned to find Whitney leaning against the doorframe, watching me. There was something quiet in her expression, not guarded, not flirtatious. Just present.

I walked over and touched her wrist. Questioning. She answered by slipping her hand into mine and leading us up the stairs. In my room, we moved slowly. I let myself take her in, the way her shirt slid off her shoulders, how the moonlight painted silver lines across her back. She undressed me with the same reverence, kissing a trail down my breasts, making me gasp when she paused at my ribs.

We moved to the bed and our lips met again, this time slower, mouths lingering, learning. Her hands moved with a confidence that felt earned, not rushed. She kissed the inside of my knee, the hollow of my hip, and I arched into her without shame, giving her everything I had to offer.

When I returned the touch, she made a sound that undid me entirely. My name left her mouth like a promise, and I memorized how she looked, how she breathed, how she whispered the words yes and more and please in a voice that only I got to hear.

There was a point when we just held each other, mouths brushing hot skin between kisses. A thought hit me with sharp clarity. I wanted this more than I had ever wanted anything, and that scared the hell out of me because I had been here before, close to something beautiful, only to have it taken away. And yet the pain of that loss wasn’t stopping me. I still wanted her. Wanted this.

Later, as the air cooled the sweat from our bodies, Whitney rested her head on my shoulder. She let out a long breath, her fingers tracing lazy shapes across my stomach.

“You know what scares me most?” she whispered.

I swallowed. “What?”

“Spending my whole life never knowing what it’s like to feel something real and not be alone in it.”

I pulled her in a little tighter, letting the weight of her words settle between us. There was something so raw in the way she said it. She had peeled back a part of herself just to hand it to me. I didn’t take that lightly. I pressed a kiss to the top of her head, hoping she could feel what I didn’t quite know how to say yet. You’re not alone.

She huffed out a small laugh and added, “And, maybe also running out of peanut butter. But mostly the real-feeling thing.”

I turned, kissing the top of her head again. “Don’t deflect,” I murmured into her hair.

“I wasn’t. That was a strategic emotional exit strategy. Very advanced and has taken years to perfect.”

“Be brave,” I whispered.

She went quiet, resting her hand over my heart. Even as my breathing slowed and sleep began to pull me under, I felt the weight of it, the shift, the closeness, and quiet surrender. Something was happening between us, something real, and I knew I wouldn’t be the same after this.

When I woke to the sunlight creeping across the sheets, she was still there. Her arm draped across my stomach, her mouth parted in sleep, peaceful in a way that made my chest ache.

It felt right waking up beside her. Disarmingly right and terrifying in a way I couldn’t quite name. I wasn’t afraid of what I felt. I was afraid of how much I didn’t want to lose it. That hope, felt fragile and dangerous, like it might vanish if I looked too directly at it.

But I pushed those thoughts away. They could wait for a distant morning where reality didn’t feel quite so soft and golden. Right now, I didn’t want to think. I just wanted to feel. I stayed still, caught in the quiet awe of lying beside a woman who made me feel more than I had allowed myself to in a long, long time. More than I had thought I was still capable of.

Whitney shifted, resting her hand on my stomach, grounding me in the moment. I closed my eyes, letting the rhythm of her breathing guide mine, as sleep pulled me back under.


Chapter 14 – Whitney


I woke up before Eden. No alarm, no random noise, just my brain already halfway into a low-level freakout and apparently deciding it didn’t want to go it alone. So up I came, blinking into the morning light with my subconscious waving a tiny red flag as if to say Hey, heads up, we’re spiraling!

We had tangled together at some point during sleep, her leg over mine, her hand curled possessively at my waist like she was claiming her territory. I should’ve been panicking and scanning for the exits. Exits fast, clean, and ideally before breakfast was how I typically handled an awkward morning-after situation. Had I been with any other woman, I would already have been out the door, but instead, I lay there motionless, blinking at the ceiling.

The first thing I noticed was how good her hair smelled. It was warm and earthy, like cedar and citrus. The second thing was how badly I wanted to stay exactly where I was. Running my fingers lightly over Eden’s hand, I vividly recalled every detail of last night. The soft and incredibly sexy ways she had touched me, how her lips felt as they trailed hot kisses down my body. Remembering how she sounded when she completely unraveled in my arms sent a new jolt of desire coursing through me.

Eden shifted, making a soft, sleepy sound, making me smile and my heart beat faster. Lying here like this, with her pressed against me, felt impossibly right. I closed my eyes, letting myself sink into the feeling. This is what my life has been missing all along. Maybe she is what has been missing.

I opened my eyes and looked around the room. I needed to move, clear my head, and stop thinking. I blew out a quiet breath, then slowly slid out from under her, snatched my clothes off the floor, and tiptoed into the bathroom. I ran a brush through my hair and found a drawer with a spare toothbrush. I washed off what was left of my makeup and attempted to smooth out the wrinkles in my shirt, but to no avail, and decided to give up and find coffee instead.

As I stood in the kitchen, guzzling a glass of water, I caught my reflection in the window above the sink. Tragic morning hair, swollen lips, combined with my stupid grin, screamed opening montage of a lesbian romantic comedy. All I was missing was a feisty, know-it-all sidekick to show up and point out what an idiot I was for even getting out of bed, and leaving without saying thank you for the incredible orgasms the night before.

The FaceTime ring sounded from behind me. I turned, glancing at the screen, and saw it was Jessica. “I guess I’m not missing a sidekick, after all,” I mumbled.

I debated letting it go to voicemail, but I knew Jessica would assume I was finishing a run, wait five minutes, and try again. I ran my hand through my hair to fluff it and swiped to answer.

“Good morning. How’s life in the city?”

Jessica was staring at her desk. “Whitney, you won’t believe what just landed in my lap. Wait, expense report math. Okay, done. Anyway, first thing this morning,” She continued, reaching for the phone and looking into the camera. She paused, her eyes narrowing. “Wait. Where are you?”

“In the kitchen. Can’t you tell by the sink?”

Her eyes narrowed further. “I see the sink, but that’s not the kitchen in your cottage.” She tilted her head slightly, “Also, you have the look of someone who just got laid.”

“That’s bold slander,” I replied with a scoff.

“It’s a visual fact,” she snapped. “You’re wearing a wrinkled linen shirt at 8 a.m., and your hair looks like you lost a fight with a pillow. But for some reason, you’re glowing like you just got physically and emotionally exfoliated. Thus, you got laid.”

I rolled my eyes as I turned to look out the window. “Emotionally exfoliated? That sounds dreadful. What even is it?”

“It’s what happens when someone breaks down your crusty emotional barriers and makes you feel something real.”

I winced, noting how close that was to the truth. “Jesus, you should consider a career change, writing for Hallmark instead of working as an investigator.”

Jessica chuckled. “That’s an interesting suggestion. I’ll take it under advisement. So… who is she?”

Before I had the chance to dodge the question, Eden floated in from the hallway and walked right into the camera view. She spotted the phone in my hand, realized I was on a FaceTime call, and froze.

Jessica must have seen Eden over my shoulder. “Ohhhh.” She cleared her throat, all faux innocence. “Whitney, sweetheart? I’m going to let you go. Let’s talk later. Love you. Bye.” She waited half a second before adding, “Bye, Eden,” and then ended the call.

I laid the phone on the counter and turned to Eden. “I’m sorry, I hope Jessica’s call didn’t wake you. I was trying to be quiet.”

Eden leaned a hip against the island, studying me. “So, you weren’t trying to sneak out?”

“What? No. You were sleeping so peacefully, I was trying to be polite and not wake you.”

She came over and brushed her hand down my arm, her touch warm and unhurried. “Well, I’m awake now. So, would you like breakfast? I’ve got bacon, eggs, and fruit. Or I can make coffee if you’re not a breakfast person.”

I wrapped my arms around her, anchoring myself in the calm that radiated off her like a sun-warmed stone. “Can I have a rain check on breakfast? I’m going to head back to the cottage.”

Eden tipped her head back, searching my face with a quiet attentiveness that was becoming familiar. “Is everything okay?”

I gave her a quick kiss, as a pacifier more than a reassurance. “Everything is perfect. Well, not everything. Have you seen how I’m dressed? While linen is typically a sophisticated and classy look, the massive wrinkles at this time of day scream walk of shame.”

She chuckled, but the concern in her eyes didn’t budge. “Don’t you think it’s a little early in the day to pull deflection from your trusted tool bag? We don’t have to talk about anything right now, but I need to know if you’re okay.”

Her honesty made my skin prickle. Not in a bad way. In a you-are-seeing-too-much-of-me kind of way. I held her gaze and gently tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “I had a fantastic night with you. And I loved waking up beside you… probably more than I should have. Does that answer your question?”

She gave me a half-smile and shrugged one shoulder. “Mostly.”

“Good. Walk me to the door?”

Without a word, she laced her fingers through mine and led me through the house. “I’ve got a few classes today,” she said, pausing by the door. “But I hope to see you later. Maybe we could go for a short hike?”

I tugged her closer, leaning in. “Could we do something more mundane? Like watching a movie where we don’t move, and the only worry is if the popcorn burns?”

She laughed. “Mundane sounds nice.”

“I’m glad you agree. Kiss for the road?” I asked, raising my eyebrows like I wasn’t already leaning in.

She kissed me slowly, making my heart trip over itself. Ten minutes later, I stepped out of her house, buzzing like I had three espresso shots. The air was already warm, promising a sweaty afternoon. The trail down to the retreat was quiet and blessedly empty, and I welcomed the solitude like a cold drink of water.

“Okay. Wow,” I muttered, kicking a loose pebble with the toe of my sandal. “I don’t even know where to start.”

The trees offered no answers, but I kept talking anyway. “Let’s go with the facts. Fact number one: I haven’t enjoyed being with someone as much as I do Eden in… well, maybe never. Fact two: She challenges me, not to fix me, but because she sees something in me I haven’t yet. Three: the sex is… next level. Four: I feel safe with her, which is crazy because I barely know the woman.”

I stopped walking and stared up at the trees. “And now I’m monologuing to trees like I’m in a Disney movie. All I need to complete the woodland theme is a friendly squirrel or a cute raccoon to jump out, introduce themselves, and offer to be my magical assistant for the remainder of my stay.”

A laugh escaped, and it felt good. A little unhinged, maybe, but honest. “This place is messing with my grip on reality. Instead of going home at the end of my forced stay, I’m on week eight. I now have a journal named after a slasher doll. A journal that has weirdly helped me see things in my life more clearly. I’m having the best sex of my life with a woman I genuinely like and could imagine building a life with. I’m still a little angry about being passed over at work, but I mostly don’t give a damn about it anymore. And now! Now! I am talking to the forest like we’re best friends.”

I dropped my head, closing my eyes briefly, before opening them and continuing down the hill to where it intersected with the trail that circled the retreat. Instead of walking straight through the center of the retreat, I veered off and made a long loop around, letting my thoughts continue to stretch their legs.

Two questions kept circling: What now? And what if Eden sees this as more of a summer thing? Just a sweet little detour before we return to our regular lives. Her life filled with purpose, while mine is still under construction.

Eden wanting something real with someone who lived hours away and had shown up here mid-identity crisis was a dangerous mix of wishful thinking and straight-up delusion.

I exhaled hard. “Okay, it’s time to get out of my head, regroup, shower, and put on clean clothes.”

I turned off the path, aiming toward the barn to cut across the main lawn. I didn’t care if someone saw me. These people didn’t know me. For all they knew, I had spent the night communing with tree spirits instead of doing scandalous things with their yoga queen.

I rounded the corner of the barn and collided, shoulder-first, into another human. “Holy crap! I’m so sorry,” I blurted, instinctively reaching out.

Fran braced a hand against the barn wall to steady herself, then offered me a polite smile. “No harm done. I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.”

Her gaze traveled from my face to my very rumpled linen outfit and back again. “Good morning, Whitney. How are you?”

I cleared my throat. “Good morning. I’m good.” I started walking, then paused. “Sorry again. Have a good day.”

She lifted a brow. “Hold up. It’s too nice a morning to rush inside. I’ll walk with you.”

I nodded, sighing internally. So much for slipping away unnoticed.

“Have you made any progress with journaling?” she asked, casually but unmistakably tuned in to whatever my answer would be.

“I have, actually,” I said, with what I hoped passed as composure in an awkward moment. “Some entries have been very honest, and some have been aggressively sarcastic. But yes, things have surfaced, like you said they would.”

She smiled. “Good, I’m glad you’re making progress. You know, sarcasm is just honesty wearing armor.”

I gave her a look. “That’s annoyingly insightful.”

“Anything in particular you’re working through?”

I wanted to say yes, but I hesitated. Although discussing the Eden situation would be helpful, I didn’t want to put Fran in an uncomfortable position. Therapist or not, she was still Eden’s sister-in-law. But the pragmatic side of me hated to pass up the opportunity to get someone else’s opinion, especially since that someone was a trained therapist. So, decided to go with the cult classic of a hypothetical question.

I slowed my pace and glanced over. “There is one thing I wouldn’t mind having your perspective on.”

She nodded, “Okay.”

“It’s hypothetical.”

“Of course. Hypothetical can sometimes be very interesting,” she said, all calm and professional curiosity. “Go ahead. Lay it on me.”

I slowed. “Say someone is developing feelings for someone who is slightly out of reach. Nothing scandalous. Just bad timing. Different zip codes. Perhaps a few boundaries that were meant to remain firm but didn’t. What advice would you give them?”

Fran stopped walking and turned to look at me, her expression warm but thoughtful. “Well, if I were in a session with them, I would start by encouraging them to be honest with themselves about what they want. Then I would tell them to talk to the person they are developing feelings for. Communication doesn’t guarantee the outcome, but it clears the fog, making the rest a little easier.”

I nodded. “Hypothetically, of course.”

She gave me a knowing smile. “Naturally.”

“Good advice. This is where we part ways as I head to the cottage, you head off to rescue someone from the ledge of overthinking. Have a great day, Fran.”

“You, too, Whitney.”

I walked to the cottage, pushing the door shut behind me, kicked off my sandals, and headed straight to the shower. I stepped under the spray of warm water and focused on the basics: lather, rinse, repeat. I was just here for shampoo and denial. I refused to traipse through a field of feelings and deep thoughts.

I combed out my wet hair, pulled on my cutoffs and a T-shirt, and grabbed my faithful sidekick, Chucky the Journal, on the way to the sofa. I flopped down with the grace of a drunk polar bear, then stared at a blank page for five solid minutes. Nothing came. Turns out, what I needed wasn’t writing. I needed to talk to someone. Someone who wouldn’t suggest I “sit with it” or recommend a journal entry. I needed someone who knew me, the overachieving perfectionist with a rejection complex and questionable self-worth. Chucky might not be able to help me untangle whatever this thing with Eden was turning into, but to be fair, the cheap spiral-bound therapist had earned its stripes in the self-worth department.

I tossed the journal onto the coffee table, the pages flopping closed like they were relieved to be done with me. I grabbed my phone, scrolled to Mom’s contact, and pressed the call button.

“Good morning, honey,” she said, her voice full of warmth. “How are things on your end?”

“Hi, Mom.” I hesitated. “Everything’s fine here. Do you have a few minutes? I need to talk.”

“For you? Always.”

“I need a gut check,” I said, sitting up straighter and dragging a throw pillow into my lap. “And you’re the only person I trust to give it to me without going full ‘maybe it’s just a phase.’”

“Oh boy,” she said. “Are we talking career, or personal life?”

“Door number two. Specifically, me potentially falling for someone I wasn’t supposed to fall for, in a place I wasn’t supposed to stay, during a break I’m supposed to be using to figure out life.”

“Well, I’ve got tea in hand and nowhere to be.”

“Her name is Eden.” I couldn’t help but smile when Eden’s face flashed in my mind. “She’s incredible, Mom. She’s beautiful, smart, and funny in this quiet, sneak-up-on-you way. She calls me out without making me feel like crap. And with her, I’m not pretending. I’m just me. Unfiltered me. And she likes me anyway.”

“Wow.”

“I know,” I whispered. “But she lives here in this magic forest of yoga, hiking, emotional fluency, and intentional living. And…” I exhaled. “I live in a world of gold-plated corporate ladders, surrounded by billable hours and bullet points.” I pushed myself to my feet and walked over to the window. “I’ve built my whole life checking boxes instead of chasing joy, and I’m only just realizing it.”

“Jesus, Whitney.”

“Right?” I ran a hand down my face. “The thing is, this might just be a moment. A weird, hot, gorgeous, temporary summer thing. I don’t know if she wants something real and long-lasting. And even if she did, how would that even work?”

“Or,” she said gently, “you’re trying to talk yourself out of believing it’s real, so it won’t hurt as much if it ends.”

I went quiet for a few seconds before responding. “I hate it when you do that,” I muttered. “Be right, but like all sweet and lovingly as you’re doing it.”

She chuckled. “It’s a mom gift. Keep going.”

“I think I want to find out what this is,” I said. “Even if it scares the hell out of me.”

“There it is,” she said. “That’s your truth.”

I swallowed. “I just don’t want to screw it up because I’m a broken, career-driven, perpetually single forty-year-old woman.”

Mom sighed through the phone. “Sweetheart. You’re not broken. You’ve just never let yourself get this far with someone. Vulnerability is a new muscle, so it will shake slightly when first used. Don’t overthink things and try to control them. Relax, be vulnerable, and see where it leads.”

My throat tightened. “You should put that on a T-shirt.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” she said. “The front could read ‘vulnerability is not a flaw’. The back would say, ‘call your mother.”

I laughed. “I would like mine in green, a medium if you have it.”

Eden handed me a large tumbler of water and sank onto the sofa beside me, her warm body pressing into mine.

“Thank you,” I said. “So, what’s on the docket? Romantic comedy? Low-stakes drama? Nothing to do with death or bleeding from the eyes, I hope.”

She gave me a neutral look. “I was thinking we could hop in the time machine. Maybe watch the movie where Chucky gets his start.”

I blinked. “You’re not serious. Please tell me you’re joking. I’m not watching Child’s Play.”

“Facing your fears is important. You control it, or it controls you.” She stated in a matter of fact tone of voice.

I opened my mouth to reply, then closed it again. She couldn’t be serious. I know I named my journal Chucky, but that was meant to be more of an ironic thing. And, yes, Jess had sent that weird doll to be my muse, which I found darkly humorous. But watching the movie was a whole different beast, and one I had no desire to tame.

When Eden cracked a smile, I exhaled. “Oh, I see. You think you’re funny.”

“Oh, I am,” she said, bumping my shoulder with hers. “Okay, for real this time. We have three options. One I haven’t watched yet, Happiness for Beginners. A favorite of mine, Eat, Pray, Love, or another favorite, but for very different reasons, Imagine Me & You.”

I tilted my head. “Let’s go with Happiness for Beginners. Never heard of it, but the title feels like a nudge from the universe, as the enlightened would say.” I winked. “Tuning into those cosmic nudges is a new skill I’m trying to develop.”

“Sold.” She queued it up, hit play, and set the remote on the table.

The lights were already dimmed, the popcorn bowl between us half-eaten, and the throw blanket casually draped across both of our laps. Eden curled into my side like it was the most natural thing in the world, and my arm slid around her shoulders just as easily. It felt comfortable and not just in a we-had-sex-and-now-we’re-chill kind of way. It was more than that. It felt real.

I wasn’t overthinking. I wasn’t performing or trying to measure up. I was just here, and somehow that was enough. It was all new and a little terrifying.

Eden’s hand found mine, fingers slipping between my own. Her thumb grazed the inside of my wrist, and I felt the slow flutter of my pulse against her skin.

“Are we okay?” she asked, her voice so low that I had to glance over to make sure she had actually asked the question.

“I want to say yes,” I said, brows drawn together, “but I’m not entirely sure why you’re asking.”

She tilted her head up to look at me. “I’m asking because of how you left this morning. Your energy was off. I want to make sure you’re okay. Or rather, that we’re okay.”

“My energy was off?” I echoed, smirking. “Did I miss the Woo-Woo Energy Vibes 101 class?”

Eden sat up and hit pause on the movie, and my stomach immediately tightened. Honestly, that single click of the remote made me more nervous than the horror movie suggestion ever could. I could handle jump scares, creepy music, and things lurking in the dark. That was scripted and predictable.

But her turning to face me, the room suddenly too quiet, and too still, felt like the start of a conversation that might require honesty and vulnerability. And that was way scarier.

She turned toward me. “I’m serious. We’ve spent enough time together for me to feel when something is off with you. I might not know what it is, but I can still feel it.”

I leaned back a little, buying myself space I wasn’t sure I needed. “Wow. Okay. That’s both impressive and slightly unsettling.”

She reached for my hand again. “Baby, don’t freak out.”

Baby. That one word landed in my chest with a surprising amount of force. “I’m not freaking out.” I gave half a smile. “Did you just call me baby?”

Eden’s eyes widened slightly. “I’m sorry. It just slipped out.”

“Don’t apologize,” I replied, grinning. “I liked it. I like hearing you say my name right before you come apart, but calling me baby is a close second.” I said, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear.

Her cheeks flushed because she hadn’t meant to say it out loud, but couldn’t take it back now. “I meant it, though. About this morning. You seemed... I don’t know, more guarded than you have been lately.”

She looked at me, eyes searching, like she was trying to read between lines I hadn’t even realized I had drawn again. I dropped my gaze for a second, suddenly aware of how much I didn’t want to be seen, but more importantly, how much I did.

“It’s not you,” I said. “I was just letting things sink in.”

We sat in silence for a moment, her thumb still moving slowly over the back of my hand. Her gaze dropped to my legs. “You know,” she said, “those cutoffs should come with a warning label.”

“Oh yeah?” I smirked. “What would it say?”

“May cause spontaneous urges. Proceed with caution,” she said, eyes sparkling mischievously.

I chuckled. “I knew I wore them tonight for a reason.”

Eden shifted closer again, her thigh pressing against mine, and tucked herself under my arm. “The first time I saw you in them, I spent a ridiculous amount of time trying not to stare at your legs,” she added as she played with the frayed edges.

Eden made no move to start the movie again, and I didn’t ask her to. Something far more compelling was unfolding in real life. It was soft, slow, and dangerous in a way no screen could match.

She exhaled softly. “You know, I really like this.”

“The movie? The popcorn? My questionable taste in shorts?”

“All of it,” she said, smiling into my shoulder. “You. Being here with me.”

I didn’t answer right away, just let my fingers trace slow, aimless patterns along the side of her arm. “It’s weird,” I finally said. “How right this feels.”

Her head lifted, just enough to meet my eyes. “Weird doesn’t have to mean bad.”

“No,” I said quietly. “But it’s… unfamiliar.”

Eden’s hands found the hem of my shirt, not tugging, just resting there. “Can I ask you something?”

I nodded.

“What are you afraid will happen if you let yourself want this?”

I opened my mouth to answer, then shut it again. Damn. She didn’t pull punches. She never really had, and I wasn’t sure if that terrified me or turned me on. There was no sidestepping and pretending I hadn’t heard her or playing it off with a joke. She asked questions that probed the sensitive areas I usually kept shielded.

And now she was looking at me, waiting, not pushing, not rushing, but giving me just enough space to tell the truth, if I was brave enough to say it out loud.

“I think…” I started, then stopped. “I think I’m afraid I’ll mess it up. That I’ll need too much or feel too much or fall too fast, and then it’ll all crash and burn. And I won’t know how to stop it.”

Eden’s gaze didn’t waver. “What if it doesn’t crash? What if it doesn’t burn?”

“Then maybe I’ll still be terrified,” I whispered.

She leaned in, brushing her lips over my cheek. Not quite a kiss. Just a warm promise. “Then I’ll be terrified with you.”

We stayed like that until the stillness became its own kind of invitation. Eden shifted slowly, her hand sliding up my thigh. She pressed a soft and lingering kiss to my shoulder, and then another, higher, near my collarbone. I turned slightly and brought my hand to her jaw, brushing my thumb across her cheek. Her skin was hot and flushed.

“I’m still figuring out some parts of me, but I want this. I want you. That much I have absolutely no doubt about.”

Eden’s blue eyes darkened, and I pressed closer, my hand sliding from her jaw to the back of her neck as I took possession of her mouth. She sighed, her grip tightening gently on my leg. There was nothing rushed about what was happening. Just want, and the low hum of something we hadn’t dared to name yet.

When we finally broke apart, I didn’t open my eyes right away. I stayed there, breathing her in, my forehead pressed against hers.

“Still okay?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

I nodded. “Better than okay.”

Eden pulled back just enough to see my face. Her expression was soft, but something like hesitation flickered behind her eyes.

“Are you scared of this thing between us, too?” I asked.

Her breath hitched. “Yeah.”

I slid my hand to her chest, feeling the steady rhythm under my palm. “Tell me.”

She looked down, “I haven’t let myself get close to anyone since Denise.” Her eyes found mine again. “You, me, this… feels like more than a passing thing. And it’s a little scary. But this pull I feel to you and for you feels unstoppable.”

She leaned in again, her mouth finding mine, this time with more urgency, more intent. I slid my hands into her hair, threading my fingers through the soft strands as we shifted onto our sides, facing each other. Her knee slipped between mine and pressed higher, sending a jolt through me. I gasped as our bodies began to move in sync. The heat rose fast, but I didn’t shy away from it. I welcomed it, wanted it, let it pull me under.

It wasn’t just about the way she touched me. It was how she held me, like I mattered. As if I were someone worth being seen, known, and wanted. And that… that was entirely new.

“Have I mentioned how much I like your shorts?” she murmured against my lips.

I grinned. “Yeah, you’ve mentioned.”

Her hand skimmed slowly beneath the waistband, fingers teasing at the edge with the quiet confidence of someone who had been there before and wanted to be again.

She pulled back just enough to whisper, “Let’s go upstairs.”

I didn’t hesitate as I stood, pulling her with me. Our hands stayed locked as we moved quickly through the living room and up the stairs. The physical part wasn’t new territory for us, but tonight felt different. Less like a summer fling, more like a decision.

The bedroom was dark as we stood facing each other, toes brushing. She stepped between my legs and kissed me, slowly, full of intention. Not the kind of kiss that heats up and burns out, but the kind that simmers and builds, that says I know exactly where this is going, and I’m here for it.

I slid my hands beneath her shirt, and she lifted her arms without hesitation. I tugged the fabric over her head and let it fall to the floor at our feet. We took our time undressing each other, trading pieces of clothing for hungry, lingering kisses that made it harder to focus on anything else. Each pause stretched the moment, making it sweeter, slower, more electric. By the time we were bare, it felt less like undressing and more like unraveling.

I leaned my forehead against hers. “I want to be here,” I said, linking my fingers with hers. “With you. No hiding. Just… me. I can only hope that I’m enough.”

Her expression shifted, and then she kissed me lightly before pushing me gently back toward the bed. We tumbled down together, laughter bubbling up between kisses, hands exploring the curve of a hip, the line of a thigh, the familiar places that already felt like home.

I took my time tasting the sounds she made and the way her body responded to mine. I pulled her closer, letting my fingers trace down her spine as her breath caught against my skin.

When she finally came apart in my arms, I held her, brushing damp strands of hair from her cheek. Afterward, we stayed tangled up in each other, skin on skin, limbs a warm mess under the sheet she had dragged over us. Neither of us spoke right away because the moment didn’t need words. We stayed in the cocoon, just enjoying the moment.

Eventually, Eden whispered, “You scare me.”

I shifted, tucking my chin against her shoulder. “Yeah. You scare me, too.”

We lay there a little longer, hearts beating in sync. And somewhere between the silence and the softness, I realized something that didn’t terrify me at all. I no longer wanted to leave.


Chapter 15 – Eden


“Okay, so what’s the worst thing you’ve ever done and gotten away with?” Whitney asked, throwing her leg over mine and laying her head on my chest.

I idly combed my fingers through her hair. The strands were warm from lying in bed all morning, soft and slightly tangled, carrying the faint scent of her shampoo and sleep. I didn’t want to stop touching her. Mostly, I didn’t want to let go of this quiet, borrowed moment.

“What are we talking about here?” I asked. “Because worst is subjective. I may think it’s perfectly acceptable to taste-test grapes at the grocery store, while you, on the other hand, might consider the harmless act a felony.”

Whitney scoffed, lips quirking against my skin. “Technically, it’s petty theft, which is a misdemeanor. So… wait.” She lifted her head, narrowing her eyes. “You do that, don’t you?”

“Obviously. But in my defense, who doesn’t eat a couple of grapes from the sad little plastic bag while pushing the cart around the store?”

She shook her head, mock scandalized. “So if you’re arrested one day, your defense is ‘everyone else is doing it’? Wow. That’s a bold legal strategy you have.”

I laughed and tugged gently on her hair. “Stop. You’re ruining the ambiance. We’re naked and tangled up together. This is supposed to be a fun and sexy way to learn more about each other, not an interrogation where I need to call my lawyer.”

“You’re the one who brought up produce theft.”

“My worst crime,” I said dramatically, “was being the lookout for my senior class prank. Three football guys yanked the toilets out of a second-floor restroom, hauled them to the roof, and set them close to the edge facing the parking lot. Principal Poe was less than delighted to be greeted by rooftop plumbing on his morning walk into work. Someone said they heard him yell, “What the actual fuck?”  right before he cursed his career choices.”

Whitney gasped, her eyes wide. “Wow, you’re a menace. Grape theft and bathroom heists. Who are you, Eden Holloway?”

I ran a fingertip along the curve of her bottom lip. “Someone you should be very afraid of.”

“No better time to learn someone’s darkest secrets,” she murmured, leaning in, “than when you’re both naked and more than a little dehydrated.”

Her mouth met mine with a softness that quickly burned hotter. She kissed me like she had been waiting hours to do it, even though it had only been minutes. When we finally broke apart, we were both breathing hard, and I was more than ready to finish what she had just started.

“I told you,” She whispered against my neck, “spending the day in bed was the right call.” She curled into me again, tracing lazy circles on my stomach.

“Your turn,” I said. “Confess something terrible.”

She grinned. “Alright. In middle school, my best friend Amanda had a boyfriend named Billy, who fancied himself a lady’s man and decided he needed two girlfriends. Amanda was furious.”

“And Billy grew up to be…?”

“Probably a used car salesman. But at the time, he was just a 7th grader who kissed a cheerleader named Stacy behind the gym.”

“How did Amanda avenge her honor, and what part did you play?” she asked with a giggle.

“With creativity and I supplied the tools,” she said, clearly proud. “We waited for Billy to park his bike outside the gym. While he was at basketball practice, we rolled it to the baseball field, removed the pedals and wheels with tools I had snuck out of my dad’s toolbox. Then we carried the frame right back to where we found it. We took the wheels and pedals with us and tossed them into the woods behind the school.”

I let out a delighted laugh. “That’s some middle school mafia energy. Did you get caught?”

“Nope. No cameras back then. Amanda dumped him in front of everyone at lunch the next day.”

“Good for Amanda,” I said, lacing our fingers together. “Tell me something else I don’t know.”

“I’ve got four decades of secrets. You’ll have to narrow it down.”

I hesitated, then went for it. “Okay. I do have a question. And you don’t have to answer if you don’t want to. But I would really like to know.”

Whitney tilted her head up, giving me her full attention.

“What happened?” I asked quietly. “What made Jessica think you needed to get away? What pushed you to the point that she thought a spiritual retreat sounded like a reasonable solution for whatever was going on in your life?”

She stared at me for a few seconds. Then she kissed the swell of my breast, rolled onto her back, and let out a long breath.

“I was expecting a question like ‘tell me about your first kiss with a girl’ or ‘what’s your favorite vacation spot,’ but okay.”

She turned her face toward the ceiling. “You asked, so I’ll tell you. It’s a long story, but I’ll try to make it as brief as possible.”

Whitney shifted on the bed, her voice low but steady, like she had rehearsed this a hundred times but never said it out loud.

“I’ve been with the same law firm since I graduated. I started at the bottom and did what everyone does to increase their billable hours. I gave them everything. Nights. Weekends. Vacations. Birthdays. All of it.”

She exhaled slowly. “I climbed the ladder. Two years ago, I got the corner office. And for two years, they kept telling me I was next. Partner. Dangled it like a carrot, and I continued chasing it because that’s what I was taught success looked like. That was the goal.”

Her eyes flicked toward me. “They passed me over last year. Said the firm was ‘realigning.’ I told myself that it was fine, and it was a matter of timing. So, I worked harder. Brought in more clients. Smiled at all the right people at all the right events. Did everything that was expected of me.”

She gave a humorless laugh. “I was the perfect employee. The perfect family law attorney. Perfect on paper.”

She paused, her gaze drifting for a moment, like she was sifting through the right words. She fidgeted a little, and I could almost see the weight of what she was about to say settling on her before she finally continued.

“About two weeks before I came here, I was working late, like always. My boss had told me that this was the quarter. No question.” Her voice flattened. “I got an email explaining that a decision had been made to go in a different direction. No meeting. No phone call. I was being passed over again. They wanted fresh blood. The person who was deemed fresh blood?” She gave me a brittle smile. “His name is Kyle. Also, known as my boss’s nephew.”

I reached for her hand, and she laced her fingers through mine without a second’s hesitation. I could feel the tension thrumming beneath her skin, like whatever she was about to say cost her something just to carry. I didn’t rush her. I just held on, hoping she would feel that I was here, that she didn’t have to do this part alone.

“I lost it. Stood up, yelled, and threw a water bottle across my office. Jessica happened to be walking by. She heard the crash and came in and asked what happened.”

Whitney blinked, eyes glinting. “She told me she had noticed I wasn’t happy and hadn’t been for a while. She said no one else could see it, but she could, because she’s my best friend.”

I shifted closer without meaning to, the weight of her words settling between us.

“Jess told me to take a vacation. Figure out what I wanted, because clearly, it wasn’t that office anymore. I initially brushed it off, but her words stuck with me. Haunted me a little.”

Her voice softened. “A few days later, she pops into my office. Says she’s got something for me. Guilt trips me into checking out some cottage in the woods. In my head, it was going to be this bug-infested shack with no Wi-Fi and bears.”

Whitney turned to face me, her eyes searching mine. “I met you about five minutes after I arrived. I planned to stay for a week. Two, max. But then you had the nerve to toss out that challenge.”

I smiled, remembering that evening on the porch. I had pushed her, gently, but deliberately. I wasn’t sure she would go for it. But she had. And everything started to shift after that.

“I was so ready to prove you wrong.” She tucked the blanket tighter. “But I agreed to try, so I went to a journaling class, half out of spite. Ended up with a cheap spiral notebook that felt like a complete waste of time. But somehow, I don’t know how, I started writing real things. Things I hadn’t even admitted to myself. And that is how I ended up with a second notebook named Chucky.”

She stared at the ceiling for a moment. “It must seem like this story is never going to end, but I promise I’m almost done. Anyway, one morning, I was checking my email, looking for information on a trial date. Instead, I got an email from Kyle. That smug little bastard had packed up my office. My office.” She said, patting her chest. “He had maintenance shove my things in a supply closet and moved himself in like it was nothing.”

Her voice broke. “I earned that space. Every late night. Every win. Every piece of myself I gave up. He just fucking took it.” She swallowed hard. “That’s the morning you saw me and asked if I was all right. When you asked, it didn’t feel like small talk. It felt real.”

Whitney turned her face toward me again. “Not many people ask about me. You don’t know how much that meant to me.” Her voice cracked. “I went back, emailed my boss that I was using the rest of my personal time. I had used two already, and now, well... I’ve been here almost nine.”

She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “So that’s how I ended up here. Not because I’m brave. Not because I had a plan. But because I broke. And because Jessica shoved me toward the one place I didn’t want to go.”

I did the math in my head. Three weeks. That’s how long she had left. My stomach dropped. I knew I was falling in love with the woman lying in my bed. Hell, if I’m being honest, I already am.

Nine weeks. That’s all it took. I don’t know how it happened so fast, how she got under my skin, into my thoughts, into everything. But she did. And now, the clock was ticking.

I reached out and tucked her hair behind her ear. “I’m really sorry that happened to you,” I said softly. “I’m sure it was devastating. But I’m really glad you ended up here. With me. Whatever it was that brought you.”

“Me too.” Her voice was quiet, thoughtful. “It’s been… an interesting experience. Time here. Time with you. Time with myself. And, unfortunately, time with Chucky.” She grimaced. “I hate that little bastard.”

“But the thing is,” she went on, “Jessica was right. I was miserable, and that office never actually made me happy. Not really. So when Kyle took it from me… what was I actually losing? Nothing, except a version of myself I was already done with. It just took me a minute to realize it.”

She paused, her brow furrowing. “I’ve been thinking about what I left behind, what I ignored. All the things I never thought possible because I was so focused on being the best. Focused on winning. That came from my dad. If I came in second in a race, he would say, ‘You didn’t win, so you lost.’” She let out a dry laugh. “Ten-plus years of that, and yeah, it got in my head. If I wasn’t winning, I was nothing. I’ve worked too damn hard in my life to be nothing.”

She ran a hand over her face, then sat up. “So now I’m trying to figure out what I am. And where I belong.”

I let that settle between us, then asked gently, “Have you figured it out yet?”

“Not completely,” she said, blowing out a breath. “But I’m working on it.”

The sheet slipped down as she sat up, revealing her toned back and the faint tan lines from her sports bra. I traced a fingertip along one of them, unable to stop myself. I didn’t know how it was possible to want her more now than I did even a few minutes ago, but I did. The woman sitting in my bed wasn’t the same guarded stranger I had met at the start of summer. She was unfolding. Becoming someone freer, fuller, more her. And it was intoxicating to witness.

“I need sustenance,” she said suddenly as she looked back at me. “Let’s throw on some clothes…or not.” She winked. “Quick lunch, then back in bed. We’ve only got a few hours before you head down to the retreat for tonight’s Fireside Chat.”

I grinned. “Clothes are probably a good idea. We wouldn’t want to get distracted.”

“Oh, I don’t know. Distractions can be nice. Especially when they look like you.”

“Aren’t you the sweet talker?” I said, laughing as I got out of bed. “Speaking of the Fireside Chat, will you come with me tonight?”

She tilted her head. “Is Jackson taking Fran on another date?”

“No, Fran will be there. I’m not asking for help. I want you to come with me. I want to enjoy the evening with you by my side.” I stepped in close and wrapped my arms around her waist. “I guess what I’m saying is, I would like to go public with us if that’s okay with you. If it’s not, I understand.”

She looked down at me, her whole face lighting up. “I would very much like to go public with you.” Her grin widened. “Does going public mean we can make out by the fire?”

I laughed and stretched up to kiss her. “We can discuss that after everyone’s gone to bed.”

“Mmmm. Sex in public. I like it,” she whispered, giving my butt a playful squeeze before sauntering out of the room.

The early August evening was warm, the scent of pine drifting in on the breeze. I felt a hand brush across my back and looked up to see Whitney standing there.

“Hey,” I said, smiling up at her. “I was starting to think you ditched me for Chucky.”

She smirked as she slid into the chair I had pulled up earlier. “Why would I hang out with him when I’ve got you? You’re way cuter, and I don’t have to worry about you stabbing me in my sleep.”

I snorted. “Debatable.”

Fran leaned over. “I feel like I missed something.”

“Chucky is what Whitney named her journal,” I explained.

Fran’s brow lifted, and she looked over at Whitney. “You named your journal?”

“I did,” she said with a shrug. “It’s named after a doll with red hair from a horror movie. The cover is red, and it scares the hell out of me. Calling it Chucky just made sense.”

Fran laughed. “Well, whatever works. I always say, if it works, stick with it.”

“The goal is to eventually be able to pick it up without flinching.” Whitney said with a chuckle.

I squeezed her hand. “I think you’re making good progress. You’ve come a long way since day one.”

Fran gave me a look, her grin sly. “I hesitate to ask, but… I’m picking up some very subtle couple vibes here. Am I wrong, or being too nosy? If it’s nosy, you can tell me to mind my own business.”

I chuckled. “Not wrong. Whitney and I have been… spending time together.”

“Well, good for you,” she said, raising her cup in mock salute. “You two look good together.”

Before I could respond, Trent and Lake strolled up, barefoot and smiling. “Evening, ladies,” Trent said, collapsing into one of the chairs with a dramatic sigh. “This whole setup is amazing. Adirondack chairs, a beautiful fire pit, and vibes for days. I’m officially obsessed with Eden’s Garden.”

Lake settled into the chair beside Trent. “I agree. But you’re missing one small thing,” he said, glancing around. “A little background music. Something mellow, like indie-folk-retreat-rock.”

“That’s a real genre?” Fran asked, smiling.

“No, but it should be,” Lake said with a grin.

I turned to Fran. “That’s not a bad idea. Would you grab your speaker from the office?”

“Sure thing.” She stood, brushing off her jeans. “Back in a sec.”

As she walked toward the barn, I took in the scene. The fire was starting to grow, flames dancing around the logs. More guests were trickling in, some with drinks, others with knitted throws draped over their shoulders. Amie and Courtney were the last to join us, each carrying a mason jar of tea.

I greeted them with a smile as they dragged chairs over to sit across from us. “Hi, ladies. Glad you could join us.”

“Hey, Eden,” Courtney said, relaxing into her chair. “This place just keeps surprising us. Everything is so intentional.”

“That’s the goal,” I said. “We want people to feel like they can exhale here. Find space to ground and get balanced.”

Amie tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Honestly, it’s the first place I’ve felt settled in months. Especially with everything going on with the adoption stuff.”

“Oh?” I asked gently.

She nodded. “We’ve been trying to start the process, but it’s… intimidating. There’s so much red tape.”

Whitney shifted beside me. “I work in family law,” she said. “I’ve helped a few clients navigate the adoption process.”

Amie’s eyes lit up. “Really?”

Courtney asked. “Do you have your firm?”

“No. I work for a large firm that covers most types of law.” Whitney said. “I’ve been there for longer than I like to admit.”

They started peppering her with questions about legal hurdles, home visits, and waitlists. She answered all of their questions, her voice steady and sure. Watching her speak, I was struck by how comfortable she looked in the moment, not just as a lawyer but as a woman offering support, making complicated things manageable. It was beautiful to witness.

Whitney was clearly made for this kind of work, but maybe not in the way she had been doing it. Maybe what she needed wasn’t to be a Partner at a big firm or to gain more prestige. Maybe she needed more of this. More meaning. More heart.

Fran returned just then and set the speaker down on a flat stone near the edge of the patio. A few moments later, a mellow acoustic guitar and soft vocals filled the air. I watched the flames continue to grow, reflecting in everyone’s eyes. Everything felt connected and alive at that moment.

Whitney reached for my hand again, brought it to her mouth, and placed a small kiss on the back, as she continued talking to Amie and Courtney. She had reached for me without thinking, almost as if she had been doing that same thing for years, and it was second nature.

I had to take a deep breath to calm my racing heart. The need and intense desire I felt for her were sometimes overwhelming. I’m not sure how it happened, but I had gone from being able to stay away from her to needing all of her, all of the time. 

The quiet hum of Fran’s speaker played on as the last pair of guests wandered back to their cottages. Whitney and I sat in companionable silence, letting the evening settle around us. The air had cooled just enough to make the warmth of the fire feel cozy instead of stifling, and the cicadas had quieted into a rhythmic backdrop that felt almost meditative.

A familiar melody drifted through the speaker. My lips curled into a smile. “Oh, I love this song,” I said, more to myself than to her.

She turned her head and looked at me. “Yeah?” she asked. Then she stood and held out her hand. “Dance with me.”

I blinked, caught off guard, not because I didn’t want to dance, but because I hadn’t danced with anyone since the night Denise and I had gotten engaged.

My hesitation must have flickered across my face because Whitney softened her voice. “You don’t have to.”

“No,” I said quickly, shaking my head. “It’s not that. I just realized I haven’t danced with anyone since... well, in a while. That’s all.” I offered her a small smile.

She didn’t let go of my gaze. “Then I would be honored to be the first in a while.”

I took her hand, let her pull me up. We stepped behind the firelight, just out of view. It was just us now, wrapped in the music and the quiet August night. Whitney placed her hand on my waist, and I rested mine on her shoulder and leaned in. Our bodies aligned naturally, like they had been waiting patiently for an excuse to come back together.

The song lyrics weaved between us as we swayed slowly. I closed my eyes for a second, sinking into how simple and beautiful it was to be held like this. Just the sound of a favorite song, and the woman who somehow felt like my present and my future at the same time.

When the song faded, neither of us moved to let go as if stopping meant breaking whatever spell had settled over us.

“I don’t know what it is about you and this place,” Whitney murmured, “but it makes me never want to leave.”

I smiled against her shoulder. “Don’t try to rationalize it. Listen to your heart. It will tell you everything you need to know.”

•••••••

The early sun had warmed my skin during class. “Thank you for showing up for this morning’s class and for showing up for yourselves. Set an intention that the feeling of calm carries you through the rest of the weekend.” I turned to face the group, palms pressed together. “Bring your hands to your heart center. The divine light in me sees and honors the divine light in you. Namaste.”

A soft chorus of namaste rippled across the lawn. I bent down to roll up my mat, brushing away bits of grass clinging to the underside. After stuffing it into my bag, I stood and adjusted the strap across my shoulder. When I turned, Fran was already heading my way, her loose braid swinging and a grin on her face like someone had just whispered a secret in her ear.

“That was a great class. There’s a very real possibility I’ll be sore later,” she said, patting her stomach. “Which is rude, honestly.”

I let out a soft laugh. “You and me both. That sequence is sneakier than it looks. Lulls you in with breath work, then ambushes your abs and hips.”

She snorted. “Classic Eden trap. Lure us in with that soothing voice and then make our hips cry.”

“That’s the plan. Enlightenment via sore muscles.”

Someone across the lawn called Fran’s name, and she turned to wave. I started to head toward the path, but she reached out and touched my arm, stopping me. “Got time for coffee, or is Whitney waiting on you?”

I smiled at the mention of Whitney. “She’s out on the trails. And I always have time for coffee with my favorite sister-in-law.”

Fran smirked. “I’m your only sister-in-law.”

“Which really takes the pressure off.”

We grabbed our mugs and strolled over to the fire pit area. There were no flames this morning, but the space held that quiet intimacy I loved. I dropped my yoga bag beside my usual chair, snagged a small throw pillow for my back, and sank with a contented sigh.

“It’s such a pretty morning,” I said, tilting my face to the sun. “That shade of cobalt blue you almost forget exists until it’s right there above you.”

Fran tilted her head back, squinting. “Mm. Give it a few hours. The humidity is going to roll in and ruin everything.”

“Wow. Your optimism is dazzling.”

“I try.” She replied with a chuckle.

We both sipped in silence for a few minutes. The air still had that early morning softness with the sounds of birds calling, and leaves rustling in the gentle breeze.

“So…” Fran began, casual, but I knew that tone. “How are you?”

I turned my face toward the sky again, letting the question linger. “I’m great,” I said finally. “Like… scary great.”

Her eyes crinkled as she smiled. “Want to unpack that? The scary part or the great?”

“Yes,” I said, then chuckled. “But also no.”

She held up a hand. “No pressure. I promise I’m not trying to therapy you. Based on our last conversation, I know you were feeling a lot of things about Whitney.”

“Oh, I’m still feeling a lot of things,” I said. “Just not the ones I expected. It’s good. She’s good. We’re… good.”

Fran didn’t push. That was one of the things I loved most about her. She offered space, an invitation, not an interrogation.

“I just didn’t expect it to feel this right,” I said. “I thought it would be messier, or that I would freeze up. But I’m not frozen. I don’t know how that happened so fast.”

“It wasn’t fast,” she said. “You’ve been thawing for a long time.”

I caught movement down the trail out of the corner of my eye. I recognized the red ponytail bouncing with each stride, her form relaxed and confident. As she approached, she glanced over, spotting us, and gave a small wave. I couldn’t help the smile that took over my face as I lifted my hand and waved back.

Fran, of course, noticed. “You light up when you see her,” she said softly.

“She makes it easy,” I said, my eyes following Whitney’s silhouette as it slipped around a bend in the trees. “She’s… like light. The kind that finds you, even when you’re not looking.”

Fran gave me a look. “Does the poetic streak always come out when you’re in love?”

I blinked. “I didn’t say I was in love.”

“You didn’t have to.”

I let the words sit there, my heart tripping slightly. I was a little surprised by how unscary it felt to hear someone else say it.

“I watched you two the other night. I think she sees you,” Fran said gently. “Not just the version you present as the owner of a spiritual retreat but the whole you.”

“I hope so.”

“Just remember to keep seeing yourself. It’s easy to disappear when something feels that good.”

I nodded, quieter now. “I will. I’m not lost. Just playing a little catch-up to myself.”

Fran leaned back in her chair, sipping from her mug as she let the silence stretch. She turned to me, “Jackson is grilling tonight. It’s almost like he’s dating his new grill, he spends so much time with it. I think he would love it if you and Whitney came for dinner.”

I laughed. “If he loved anything, it wouldn’t be us coming to dinner. It would be that he gets to show off his new grill.”

“True. The man is shameless. I know he’s making those sweet potato wedges you love. So really, it’s a win for everyone,” she said with a chuckle.

My stomach perked up like it had ears. “Tempting.”

“Come,” Fran said, nudging me with her elbow. “We’ll eat outside. Just the two of you and us. Very laid back, promise.”

“Okay,” I said, smiling into my coffee. “I’ll check with Whitney, but I feel safe saying we’ll be there.”

“Good. I’ll tell Jackson to prepare enough for four.”

By the time Whitney and I climbed the steps to Fran and Jackson’s back deck, the sun was casting everything in warm light as it made its slow descent behind the trees. The worst of the humidity had burned off, leaving the air thick but breathable. Breathable is the month of August’s version of mercy.

The scent of charcoal and spices greeted me before I reached the top step. Jackson stood by the gleaming new grill like a man showing off a prized convertible. He had a spatula in hand, and the kind of grin that meant he had already declared this dinner a success.

“Hey, Ed,” he called out, raising the spatula in greeting. “Did you bring an appetite and someone easier on the eyes than you?”

“I brought both,” I said, stepping aside so he could see Whitney.

“Good to see you again, Jackson,” she said with an easy smile.

“Glad you could join us,” he replied, nodding with approval. “Make yourselves at home. Fran should be out in a minute.”

Almost on cue, Fran slid open the glass door, balancing a tray with four sweating glasses. “I brought tea, but if anyone wants something stronger, there’s wine inside,” she said, setting the tray down on the glass table.

“I’ll start with tea,” I said, and Whitney echoed me.

“You’ve got a beautiful view,” Whitney said, motioning toward the rolling pasture beyond the fence.

A handful of cows dotted the far edge of the field, their hulking shapes silhouetted against the burnished orange sky. The whole scene looked like something out of a postcard. It was quiet, simple, and impossibly peaceful.

Jackson glanced behind him at the cattle, then looked back with a serious nod. “I try not to make eye contact with the cows when grilling. It feels rude.”

Whitney laughed. “Wow. You’re right. Looking does feel rude.” 

We filled our plates with steak, crispy wedge potatoes, and corn on the cob. The meal felt both simple and indulgent, and I couldn’t stop smiling as we settled around the table. Fran was laughing at something Jackson said, her glass halfway to her lips, and Whitney sat beside me, close enough that our knees brushed under the table.

There was something about the mix of it all that made the evening feel like more than just dinner. It felt like a glimpse of what life could be if I let it. Whitney turned, smiling back at me like she was feeling it too.

Jackson pointed it at Whitney with his buttered corn cob. “So, what do you do when you’re not charming my sister?”

Whitney smiled as she wiped her hands. “I’m an attorney. Family law. I mostly handle divorces, child custody, and adoptions.”

Jackson winced, good naturedly. “Oof. Bet you’ve seen some real horror stories.”

“I’ve had a few interesting clients over the years, but most are just people trying to find a better path forward,” Whitney said, keeping her tone light. “Actually, I’m working with a woman I met here a few weeks ago. Her husband wasn’t quite the man he sold himself as. I’m hopeful I can help her navigate the twists and turns so it doesn’t turn into a nasty divorce.

Fran’s brow furrowed. “Are you talking about Emma? I know she had decided to ask Toby for a divorce, but I didn’t think she was financially able to move forward with the legal part.”

Whitney nodded. “You’re right, she couldn’t. I took Emma on as a pro bono client, so the financial impediments aren’t a factor.”

Jackson gave a slow, appreciative nod. “That’s decent of you.”

“I’m glad I can help her,” Whitney said with a nonchalant shrug. “A couple I met Friday night, Amie and Courtney, are my newest clients. I answered a lot of their questions on same sex adoption. They sought me out yesterday, asking if I would represent them.” Whitney looked at me, self-consciously, “I swear I’m pestering your guests to drum up business.”

“For someone that’s not trying to get new clients, they seem to be falling in your lap,” Jackson teased.

Fran jumped in. “Have you ever thought about starting a firm?”

Whitney took a drink, the ice clinking against the glass as she set it back on the table. “I have over the years, but not seriously. The goal has always been to get a Partnership at my current firm. I’ve worked my way up with that in mind, and the structure of a big firm has its perks. There are several things to consider before making the leap from corporate to private. But… the freedom that comes with a move like that would be nice.”

Fran shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe it’s something you should consider more seriously.”

Jackson cleared his throat and sat back, stretching. “So, when do you head back to the city?”

Whitney exhaled softly. “Technically, I’ll have used all of my leave in just over three weeks.”

The evening wore on as the four of us talked and laughed. I enjoyed watching Whitney and Jackson getting to know one another. I had been with Denise for several years, but we had lived in another state, so there had never been the opportunity for Denise and Jackson to sit and talk like we were now. When it was finally time to leave, I felt a contented happiness I hadn’t felt in years.

Fran handed me a container with the leftover potato wedges. “Sure, you don’t want a ride over?”

“No, we’ll be fine. We’ll take the shortcut trail,” I said. “It’s barely a mile from porch to porch.”

“Watch out for snakes,” Jackson called after us. “They’re hard to see in the dark.”

Whitney turned to me with wide eyes, then looked over at Fran. “Do you have a flashlight you would let me borrow. I don’t feel like the light from my phone is bright enough.”

Fran pulled a drawer open and pulled out a large blue Maglite flashlight. “Here, take this. If nothing else, you can use it to beat the snake to death.”

“That thought gives me no comfort.” Whitney deadpanned as she took the flashlight, turning it on to test it.  

“Come on. I’ll keep you safe.” I said, laughing as I grabbed her hand, tugging her toward the sliding glass door. “Bye, guys. Thanks for dinner. Love you both.”  I called over my shoulder.

As we made our way along the trail, I glanced up at the sky, it looked like velvet scattered with tiny diamonds. Crickets chirped lazily in the brush, and the summer air hung thick with the scent of warm grass and honeysuckle. Whitney’s hand brushed against mine once, then again, before her fingers found mine, giving a gentle squeeze that made my chest ache in the best kind of way.

“You okay?” she asked, her voice low, threading into the quiet.

I nodded, feeling the answer in my chest before I could form it with words. “Yeah. I really am.”

There was no promise. No big talk of what came next. Just her hand in mine, the slow rhythm of our steps, and the knowing that, for now, we were exactly where we were supposed to be.

“I want us to take a trip together,” I said as we crested the small hill, the farmhouse coming into view, glowing softly in the dark. “Nothing crazy, just an overnight, someplace close.”

Whitney turned to look at me, a smile pulling at the corners of her mouth. “So, ‘someplace close’ rules out any beaches.”

“Well, we are a landlocked state,” I said, bumping her shoulder lightly. “So yeah, no beaches. But I think you would like the place I’m thinking of. What do you say? Would you like to take a short trip with me?”

She stopped walking and tugged my hand, gently reeling me into her body, and I went without hesitation. My free hand found the curve of her waist.

“I would love to take a trip with you,” she said. Then, in a quieter voice, “Vacationing together feels big. Or am I wrong?”

There it was. That flicker of vulnerability. The part of her that hesitated, just for a second, like she was checking the ground before taking the next step. I smiled up at her and brushed a strand of hair from her cheek, letting my fingers linger. My thumb traced the soft curve of her jaw.

“It is big,” I said. “And I want big…with you.”

Her gaze searched mine for a heartbeat longer, and then she bent and brought her lips to mine. Her mouth was warm and familiar, but still new. She kissed me slowly, but with an undercurrent of heat that made my breath hitch. It wasn’t hesitant, but it wasn’t rushed either. It was deliberate. It was claiming.

Her fingers tangled in my hair when the kiss turned hungry. I slid my hands up her sides, pulling her closer. There was a part of me, buried deep, that continued to whisper warnings about what it would mean to lose this. But I wasn’t going to let the fear steer me tonight.

I broke the contact just enough to whisper against her lips, “We should take this inside. Unless you’re in the mood to roll around out here and get grass stains on your back.”

She grinned, her breath unsteady. “Tempting.”

“Very,” I murmured, tugging her hand as I backed toward the path. “But I think I would rather peel you out of those shorts somewhere with fewer mosquitoes.”

“Agreed.” She said with a throaty laugh as she let me lead her the rest of the way home.


Chapter 16 – Whitney


A knock at the door made me jump. I dropped my pen and pushed back from the table, eyeing the door. “Don’t go anywhere, Chucky,” I said to my slightly terrifying muse.

When I opened the door, Eden was standing there, a grocery bag in each hand. “Am I about to have my sexy delivery woman fantasy come true?” I asked.

“I don’t know. What does it entail?” She asked as she moved past me, heading straight for the small kitchen.

I closed the door, then leaned against it. “Well, I was joking about the fantasy part, but now that you’re here…”

She set the bags on the counter and turned slowly, her gaze locking onto mine. She studied me for a few long seconds, then lifted her hands to the top button of her shirt. One by one, she slowly undid them without looking away.

I forgot how to breathe as each button slipped free, revealing more of her skin in slow, torturous increments. She let the shirt fall from her shoulders, her black bra following it. Then she pushed her worn jeans over her hips and stepped out of them. Once the last piece of clothing hit the floor, she crossed the room and took my hand, guiding me to stand in front of the sofa.

I followed, helpless and already aching. She reached for the hem of my shirt and pulled it over my head in one smooth motion. Her palms slid over my breasts, thumbs brushing my hardened nipples. I arched into her hands, starving for more.

Eden licked her lips as her hand slid down my stomach. She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of my shorts and eased them down my thighs. Everywhere she touched ignited something deeper, stoking the flames until I felt like nothing but fire, burning with want, and consumed by need.

I lifted my hand to her mouth, brushing my thumb across her bottom lip. Her tongue flicked out, swiping it before catching it between her teeth and tugging at it just enough that I gasped.

She stepped forward, eased me down onto the sofa, and knelt between my legs. A low moan escaped me when her soft lips pressed a kiss to the inside of my thigh. Instinctively, I spread wider, lifting my hips in silent desperation as her tongue traced a slow path across my skin, inching closer until she reached my center. She blew a breath of cool air over the sensitive flesh, then sucked my clit into her mouth.

I gripped the cushion behind my head and pushed my other hand into her hair, tangling my fingers in the golden locks. I was already close, so it didn’t take long before the rhythm of her talented mouth broke me apart. I threw my head back, hips bucking off the cushion as I cried out her name. Eden slid her hands up my thighs, holding me in place as she kept going, drawing out the pleasure until I was shaking and my vision blurred.

She shifted, trailing kisses across my stomach, licking between my breasts, then up my neck, until her lips finally found mine. I kissed her with greedy hunger, pulled her down, and twisted our bodies until I was on top.

I slid my hand between her legs and groaned at how wet she was. Eden gasped into my mouth as I pushed two fingers deep inside her. Her hips rocked against my hand, chasing the rhythm, demanding more, as her short nails dug into my shoulders. I didn’t hold back. She didn’t want me to. She moaned, then came with a raw cry, muscles seizing around me.

I dropped my head onto her shoulder, pressing a kiss to her heated skin before sliding off and curling into her side. My heart was racing from the wild pace at which we had just come together.

Eventually, Eden turned her head and kissed my temple. “So,” she asked with a soft giggle, “how’s your morning been?”

I smiled. “One of my best in memory.”

She chuckled. “Good. I have plans to make it even better.”

I lifted my head, still half-dazed. “More of what we just did?”

“That too.” She replied with a wink. “But what I wanted to tell you is that I booked a cute little place in Hot Springs. We can leave after I talk to Morgan and get her up to speed to handle things while we’re gone.”

I blinked. “Really?”

She smiled. “Yes. I’ve been thinking about it since last night. I hope it’s okay that I booked it before talking to you.”

My heart swelled with a kind of happiness I had never felt before. It felt fragile and vulnerable and tangled in fear that maybe what I felt was too much, too soon. I am so in love with this woman.

I nuzzled her shoulder. “I love that you booked it, and I can’t wait to go.”

“Good.” She replied as she kissed the top of my head.

I didn’t know what the next three weeks would bring or what would come after, but I knew this moment was ours, uncomplicated, unhurried, and, most of all, real.

•••••••

The scent of pine hung in the air as I sank deeper into the mineral-rich water, letting the heat wrap around me like a second skin. I stretched my arms along the edge of the wooden tub, feeling my muscles loosening inch by inch as steam curled up around my shoulders. I closed my eyes and let myself be still. There were no expectations. Just the slow pulse of water, wood, and silence.

“This water feels amazing,” I murmured.

Eden’s fingers brushed against mine as she laced our fingers together. “It does. As the water moves through the bedrock, it picks up various minerals, such as calcium, magnesium, potassium, and even lithium. That’s part of what makes the water so therapeutic.”

I cracked one eye open. “Wait, are you telling me I’m steeping in a giant mug of emotional support tea?”

Her laugh was warm and low. “Exactly. Spa-grade nature. No co-pay required.”

“I’m starting to appreciate Mother Nature a lot more lately. Who knew she made her own woodland hot tubs?”

Eden scooped water onto her chest, droplets tracking slowly down her collarbone and between her breasts. “It’s the perfect way to end a long hike,” she added.

I grinned. “Okay, I have to admit, when you handed me Hannah’s hiking boots this morning and said we were going to Lovers Leap, it sounded like a trap.”

“You didn’t seem that concerned when I told you the view would be worth it and offered to carry a small bottle of wine in my backpack,” she said with a smirk.

“Your legs in hiking shorts and a glass of wine are my fatal weakness, and you know it,” I said with a wink. “The only drawback was that the hike took longer than I thought it would.”

She arched a brow. “Not my fault, you kept stopping.”

“In my defense, I was appreciating the scenery. The Blue Ridge Mountains are lovely, but you surrounded by them? Completely unfair to think I wouldn’t want to take my time admiring the view.”

“Sweet talker.” She said with a laugh and leaned back, looking out toward the creek. “That view at the top is something, though. I’ve hiked that trail a few times and never get tired of seeing how the river cuts through the gorge.”

“The climb wasn’t nearly as bad as I expected. I mean, yeah, I almost busted my ass on that rocky section near the overlook, but you caught me.”

“You weren’t going to fall.” Eden turned to me, her expression unreadable before turning into a beautiful smile. “I had you.”

The way she said it made my heart flutter. I trailed my fingers through the water. “Being out there today, reaching the top, breathing it all in, and now sitting here beside you… I guess what I’m trying to say,” I added, “is thank you for bringing me here.”

Eden met my eyes, “You’re welcome. I’ve watched you let go of a lot over the last few weeks. You seem lighter lately. Happier.”

I looked down at our hands beneath the water, thumbs brushing. “The day I checked in, I was ready to strangle Jessica. But now…” I paused, trying to find the right words. “Now I want to thank her. If she hadn’t pushed, I wouldn’t have taken the time to look at my life.”

I let out a soft laugh. “And as much as I hate that cursed Chucky notebook, writing it all down has helped me untangle things I didn’t even know were knotted up.”

Eden smiled. “I love that the retreat has given you something real. And as annoying as it may be, I guess Jessica knows you better than you thought.”

“Or maybe it was a lucky guess. Jury is still out.”

“Speaking of Jessica,” Eden said, “you never did tell me what she said after she saw you at my house that morning.”

I shrugged. “We haven’t talked since the FaceTime in your kitchen. She’s texted a couple of times saying she needs to talk to me about something work-related, but we keep missing each other.”

Eden gave a low hum. “Hopefully, you two connect soon.”

“Yeah. But honestly? The firm and anything work-related are the furthest thing from my mind.”

A warm breeze rustled through the trees, stirring the steam around us. For a few moments, the only sounds were the water lapping gently against the wood and the cicadas humming in the late summer heat. As I swirled my hands below the surface, I watched the water ripple outward, and it hit me all at once how peaceful I felt. How different this was from the version of me who showed up weeks ago, armor up, and wound tight.

I turned to face Eden and reached up to brush a damp lock of hair from her shoulder. “I would be remiss if I didn’t tell you that meeting you has been the best part of my time away.”

She smiled but didn’t say anything right away, and for a heartbeat, I felt my chest tighten thinking that maybe I had misread what had been happening between us over the last few weeks.

Before the silence created more doubt in my mind, I sent a playful splash her way. “I mean, if it weren’t for you, I would be spending Sundays at Buds and Suds, dodging feral toddlers trying to steal my snacks and fighting strangers for the dryers.”

She laughed, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “So, you’re just using me for my washer and dryer. Hurtful.”

“You know I’m joking.” I slid closer. “But seriously, the last few weeks have changed me in a good way. Meeting you included.”

Eden nodded slowly. “Funny how the people you never see coming end up changing everything in the best way.”

I reached for her hand. “It’s safe to say I never expected you.” I brought her hand to my lips, pressing a kiss to the back of it. “But I’m really glad you showed up when you did.”

Eden cupped my jaw and gently turned my face, sending a pulse of heat to my core. “I’m really glad you showed up, too.”

She leaned in and found my lips. I shifted closer, my leg brushing hers beneath the water as her body pressed into mine. Her fingers tangled in my hair, her mouth moving against mine with growing urgency. I slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her warm, slick body tight against me, and could feel her heart beating against my chest. I didn’t want to stop. I wanted her, here and now, and to lose myself in the heat we were creating.

Eden pulled back to rest her forehead against mine. Her breath hitched, and her fingers slid from my neck to my shoulder. “As much as I want you,” she murmured, her voice husky and low, “I’m not a sex-in-public kind of woman.”

I smiled, breathlessly. “Neither am I, technically, but I’m feeling very flexible at the moment.”

She laughed softly then kissed the corner of my mouth. “Would it be okay with you if we left before the hour is up?”

I nodded. “More than okay.”

“Good,” she whispered. “Let’s go to our cabin.”

I finished drying off and pulled on a soft T-shirt. While I was in the shower, Eden had lit a few candles, their warm, flickering glow making everything feel softer and dreamlike. The weathered wood, the slanted ceiling, and the twilight bleeding through the windows made it feel like we had slipped into another time, tucked away in this little cabin, far from the rest of the world.

Three months ago, I would’ve shaken my head and said no, thank you, to a place like this. But now I could appreciate the simplicity of it. I was learning more every day that my happiness and feelings of success didn’t come from the corner office or gaining approval from the people around me. It was about me, how I felt, and what made me happy. I scoffed. Oh, my god, I’ve become a barefoot, granola-eater.

I heard movement from behind me and glanced over my shoulder to see Eden step out of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel. She was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. For a few heartbeats, we just stared at each other, neither of us moving. The air between us stretched, humming with more than heat. It was weighted and intimate with a type of silence that only happens when two people already know what the other one is thinking.

Eden crossed the room slowly, the wood creaking under her bare feet. She stopped in front of me, and my skin tingled from her nearness. Her hands skimmed my hips, then slid slowly under my shirt, fingertips brushing across my ribs, making me shiver. She leaned in and kissed, her lips coaxing mine open.

She leaned back, and her fingers brushed the hem of my shirt. “May I?” she asked softly.

I nodded and lifted my arms. She peeled the shirt over my head, then leaned down to kiss my shoulder, my collarbone, and the hollow of my throat in unhurried worship. Eden tilted her head back and looked at me like I was something rare.

I loosened her towel and watched it fall to the floor at our feet, then looked back at her. She was stunning in every way that mattered and the kind of beautiful you couldn’t prepare for. Suddenly, I was overwhelmed with gratitude. The fact that this woman had walked into my life at all felt nothing short of impossible.

I reached out, tracing her curves with my fingertips. “I love how your skin feels,” I whispered.

Stepping closer, I bent down, placing kisses on her neck and the crests of her breasts. She sighed, pushing her hands into my hair, and pulled my mouth back to hers. We found the bed, legs tangled, and our mouths and hands desperately seeking each other. Each touch was deliberate, each kiss promising something greater.

She cupped my breast, gently kneading it as her thumb teased over my sensitive nipple. A loud moan escaped me as I pressed into her hand, aching for more. Eden dropped her head, kissing her way down my throat and across my chest, lingering at my breast.

I tipped her head back. “This feels like a dream,” I said quietly. “Like I found the one place I didn’t know I was searching for.”

Eden looked up and smiled, eyes shining in the candlelight. “You found me,” she whispered. “And I found you.”

I rolled onto my back, pulling her above me, and her hair fell like a curtain around us. She nudged her knee between my thighs, and our hips met in a slow, pulsing rhythm. She was leading me in a dance that was meant only for us. I clung to her back, losing myself in the delicious drag of her body against mine.

My breath hitched when her hand slipped lower, sliding through my wet center. She took her time, circling, dipping, coaxing. Her fingers knew exactly how to draw me apart and hold me together all at once. Even as I started to tremble, she held my gaze.

I arched into her. “Oh, my god…. Eden,” I exclaimed, slamming my eyes shut as everything inside me tightened and then burst into a world of color.

When the haze began to clear, I opened my eyes to find Eden’s blue gaze waiting for me. I was overwhelmed with emotion and had so many things I desperately ached to tell her. I reached up, brushing her cheek with my fingers, tracing the shape of her mouth.

I dropped my hands to her hips and shifted us until she was beneath me. I didn’t just want to match what she had given me. I wanted to give her more. I needed her to feel everything I hadn’t said, to understand it through my touch. So I took my time, letting each movement speak for me as I memorized every sound she made, the way her body responded, the way her chest rose and fell like waves, each one carrying her higher.

I mapped a trail down her body with slow, deliberate kisses. I lingered at her breasts, circling each taut nipple with my tongue before moving down her belly, toward the soft, sensitive skin between her thighs. With a breathy moan, her legs fell open for me.

I settled between them, brushing my lips over the inside of her knee, then up along her inner thighs, drawing more moans from her with every touch. I teased her clit, then slid my tongue through her heat. She whimpered, hips twitching, and the sound went straight to my core.

Eden fisted the sheets tightly, as she dissolved into moans that started low, then quickly became more ragged and wilder. I wrapped my hands around her thighs as her hips lifted, her breath coming in fast, desperate gulps. I worshiped her until she had no choice but to fall completely apart.

I held her, pressing slow kisses to the inside of each thigh as she came down from the high I had just watched crest through her. When she reached for me, I crawled up the length of her body and into her arms, resting my forehead against hers. She brushed her lips across mine and exhaled a breath that sounded like everything inside her had finally said yes.

I shifted to my side, curled around her, and placed my hand over her heart. I had never known a calm like this, never felt so settled in someone’s arms. The room was quiet, but my thoughts weren’t, as an ache began to bloom. A sense that what we had just shared was too good, too perfect, and maybe too fleeting.

The old fear showed up, saying that I would lose it because I hadn’t earned something so amazing. But instead of letting it take the wheel, I closed my eyes and anchored myself to the present. To the rise and fall of her chest and how her hand brushed gently along my spine. Even if the future was a question mark, I knew I was worthy of this moment and the way she made me feel, loved, seen, and whole. I wasn’t about to let fear rewrite that truth. Instead, I settled into the unbelievable fact that she had chosen me.

Eden brushed a damp curl from my temple. “I need to tell you something,” she said in a low and shaky voice. “I’m in love with you. I thought I had closed that part of myself off for good. Then you showed up, and little by little, you opened it back up.” She paused, taking a breath, “Whitney, I am so completely, hopelessly in love with you.”

For a second, I couldn’t speak. I just stared at her, stunned. My chest felt tight, like my heart didn’t know whether to race or stop altogether. No one had ever said those words to me, not like this, not with their whole heart.

It struck somewhere deep and unfamiliar, past every defense I had spent years perfecting. A minute ago, fear had been clawing at the edges, whispering that this couldn’t last. But now? Looking into her beautiful blue eyes, feeling the warmth of her skin against mine, I let myself finally believe it was real.

I touched her face, feeling the shape of her cheekbone beneath my thumb. “I think I’ve been on a journey of falling in love with you from the first time I saw you,” I said, my voice breaking slightly. “I believed love like this only existed for other people. But you… You changed everything.” 

I swallowed hard as emotion surged through me and tears began to sting the backs of my eyes. “I’m in love with you, too. Completely and totally. And I don’t ever want to go back to not knowing what it feels like to look into your eyes and say I love you.”

Eden pulled me down and kissed me slowly, sealing our love with a kiss. When she leaned her head back, her smile was the softest I had ever seen. “I want more time with you. I want it all with you.”

“You’ve got all of me,” I said.

We didn’t speak for a long while after that. We just lay there, tangled in sweat and silence, hearts cracked wide open and spilling into each other. The air between us was charged and full of everything we had just said.

Her breath was slow and steady against my neck, as her fingers drew lazy patterns across my skin. There was no urgency now, no more fear pressing in at the edges. Just this. Just her, me, the kind of stillness that only comes when you’ve finally found the place you are meant to be.


Chapter 17 – Eden


I bent over and pressed a kiss to Whitney’s cheek as she sat on the edge of the bed, tying her shoe.

She looked up with a big smile. “What was that for?”

“Because I love you,” I said, as I crossed to the bathroom. “And because I felt like it.”

“Aww. I love you, too,” she called after me. “What’s on your agenda today?”

“Catching up with Morgan to see how things went while we were gone. I’m also meeting with Jeff, my contractor, about the renovation. Hey, don’t forget, we have a Fireside Chat tonight.” I pulled my hair back into a low ponytail and secured it with a tie. “What about you?”

Whitney appeared in the doorway, leaning one shoulder against the frame. “Long run, some quality time with my new best friend, Chucky. And I might call my mom later to get the latest on her dating life and talk about... life choices.”

I capped my mascara and dropped it in the drawer. “Life choices? That sounds...” I turned to face her. “Actually, I don’t know how that sounds. Everything okay?”

Whitney crossed the room and stepped between my legs, trapping me against the vanity. “I’m in love with an amazing woman. And somehow, she loves me back. Everything is kind of perfect.” Then she paused, a frown marring her forehead. “Although there is one thing that has been bothering me.”

“Tell me. I’m sure we can figure out whatever it is together,” I said with concern.

“I have the worst split ends, and I am in dire need of a trim and blow-out.”

I threw my head back laughing. “Stop! I’m being serious.”

“So am I.” She grabbed her ponytail, pulling the end close. “Have you seen these split ends? And before you say there’s a place in town, you should know that I will not be entrusting Kristy from Kutz and Kurlz with my hair.”

“You’re too much.” I fisted the hem of her tank and pulled her close until her lips were just a breath away. “Kiss me,” I whispered.

She slid her arms around my waist and, before I knew it, she had me sitting on the counter. “You sure you can’t be late?” she murmured, voice thick with want.

I groaned. “I wish.”

Whitney dipped her head, following the deep V of my neckline with her tongue. “Only your shorts have to go,” she added helpfully, grinning against my skin.

“Baby...”

“Death by orgasm feels like a noble end.”

“You’re evil,” I laughed, pulling her face back up to mine. I gave her a quick kiss, then shoved at her chest. “Get away from me. I have a contractor meeting in fifteen minutes.”

She stepped back with a dramatic sigh, hands raised in surrender. “Fine. Can we pick this back up later?”

“Definitely. Walk me out?”

The morning light caught in the trees, making the dew sparkle as we made our way down the trail. Whitney was practically out of sight before I had even made it a few yards. I was so happy I was practically skipping as I emerged from the woods onto the gravel trail. I was grinning so big that I probably looked like a lunatic.

I made my way across the open space to the barn, rounded the corner, and slipped in the back door, careful not to disrupt Fran’s journaling workshop. I snagged my water bottle off the desk and headed into the kitchen.

“Oh, hey, Morgan! You’re just the woman I was hoping to see.”

Morgan tossed a tea bag in the trash and turned with a bright smile. “Good morning, Boss. How was your trip? You and Whitney have fun?”

“I had…” I beamed, unable to rein it in. “The best time. Thanks for asking. Got a minute to catch me up on how things went while I was out?”

“Sure. It won’t take long because everything ran smoothly. A couple of guests even promised to leave us glowing reviews online. The painting class was fun. You were right, people really do reveal themselves through what they choose to paint.”

I dropped a few cucumber slices into my water and replaced the lid. “Anything go sideways?”

“Not really. Other than a guest dropping her wedding ring down the drain.”

“Oh no. Did you call Jackson to help fish it out?”

“Nah. I figured it was in the P-trap, so I handled it myself.” Morgan said as if it was no big deal.

I blinked. “Wait. Can you do plumbing?”

She nodded. “My dad taught me basic stuff. Said it would be useful one day,” she replied with a shrug. “Guess dads know stuff.”

The bell over the front door chimed. “That’s probably Jeff.” I straightened. “Fingers crossed, he says, he can start next week. I stopped and turned back to her. “Morgan, seriously, I’m impressed. Let’s talk some more this afternoon.”

“Sounds good. Good luck with your meeting.”

I stepped out to the front and found Jeff bent over the candle display, mid-sniff. “I would be happy to sell you a couple of those if you’re that curious,” I teased.

He startled and gave a sheepish laugh. “I know it’s not very manly to sniff candles. I blame my wife. She loves them, and I like to surprise her. And if I’m honest, some of them smell pretty good.”

“Jeff, you sniff away. No judgment here. How’s Candy doing? Did she get her cast off?”

“Earlier this week, thankfully. That thing was starting to smell worse than my work boots.”

I laughed. “Well, tell her I said hi and hope to see her in yoga again soon.”

Jeff stepped over to the counter, laid down a binder, and pulled out some paperwork. “Made the changes to the original quote like we talked about. The new cost estimate is on page two. Page three is the schedule.”

I flipped to the schedule and glanced back at him. “Start next Tuesday, with everything done by the third week of October. Am I reading this right?”

He smiled proudly. “That’s the plan. As long as the weather cooperates with the patio build-out, we should be good. Permits, inspections, all that stuff won’t be a problem. You could be open for events by mid-November.”

I flipped to the second page. The final quote hit me like a slap of cold air. Not unreasonable, but still.

“Mind giving me a few minutes?” I asked, trying to sound breezy. “I need to double-check something.”

“Sure. Is it okay if I hang out on the porch?”

“Go for it. Rockers are all yours.”

I ducked into my office and closed the door behind me. “I don’t know the first damn thing about running an event venue,” I said to the room. “Building this retreat was one thing… but this?”

I crossed to the window and stared out toward the woods on the other side of the parking lot. I closed my eyes and breathed in deep, four counts in, held, four counts out. Again. And again. Finally, the nervous chatter in my mind stilled. In the silence that followed, I felt a sense of clarity. That deep, settled knowing that didn’t shout, but hummed throughout your body. I knew in that instant that this was the right direction.

I opened my eyes and caught my reflection. Puckering up, I blew myself an air kiss. “Okay,” I whispered. “Let’s go be brave.”

•••••••

The fire was crackling steadily, with the occasional pop sending sparks skyward like fireflies with places to be. I leaned back in the Adirondack chair, my legs stretched out, fingers wrapped around a warm mug of tea, and closed my eyes. I sank into the quiet joy that had been steadily building over the past few weeks.

Fran cleared her throat, drawing my attention. I opened my eyes and saw a roasted marshmallow being held out before me. I took it and grinned. “You’re spoiling me.”

“We have to keep that post-hot-springs glow going.”

I laughed, popped the golden yumminess in my mouth, then licked the stickiness from my fingers. “You want the full recap or just the highlights reel?”

Fran angled toward me. “The whole thing. Don’t leave out any steamy details. And by steamy details, I mean all the wonderfully emotional stuff.”

I leaned my head against the back of the chair and let the words pour out. I told her about the hike up Lovers Leap. The way Whitney looked at me as we soaked in the mineral water and said meeting me was the best part of being at the retreat. How we had talked and touched and laughed like we had already lived a dozen lifetimes together. I told her about the small cabin and how it had been perfect for us. When I got to the part where we confessed our love for one another, I felt my heart begin to beat faster.

I left out the part about how our bodies seemed to align perfectly, as if we had been made for one another. No one needed to hear those sorts of details, least of all my sister-in-law.

“Oh, Fran…” I exhaled a calm breath. “I don’t think I stopped smiling the whole time we were gone,” I said.

“You’re still smiling,” Fran noted with a wink.

I shrugged, helpless. “I know. I just… feel good. Grounded and lit up. Like I’m finally doing what I’m supposed to be doing with who I’m meant to be with.”

Fran reached over, bumping my arm. “Well, it shows. I’m really happy for you, Eden. I know you were scared, but you faced your fear, and that’s something to celebrate.”

“Thanks,” I replied, beaming.

We fell into a comfortable quiet for a few minutes, listening to the flames and the low murmur of retreat guests chatting around the fire. One of the new guests I hadn’t met personally yet was strumming a guitar, with slow, aimless chords that somehow made everything feel more intimate. I made a mental note to find him tomorrow and thank him for sharing his gift with the group.

I checked my watch again, then scanned the gravel path that wound up from the cottages. Still no sign of Whitney.

Fran saw me looking around and reached over, squeezing my arm. “Don’t worry. She probably lost track of time.”

“Maybe.” I set my empty mug on the ground, stood, and brushed my hands off on my shorts. “Mind watching things for a few? I want to check on her and see what’s holding her up.”

“Go. I’ve got it.” She said, nodding and waving me away.

I headed down the path toward her cabin, thankful that the air felt cooler now that it was dusk. I enjoyed the summer months, but when the temperatures turned oppressive, I began to long for the cooler temperatures of fall. 

I hadn’t realized how much I had missed Whitney today until I reached the cottage porch. Feeling an excited flutter of giddiness kick up in my stomach, I knocked gently and smiled. 

There was a muffled voice and footsteps behind the door just before it opened. Whitney stood barefoot in her cut-off shorts and a jade green tank, her hair still wet from an earlier shower, and the phone pressed to her ear.

A smile bloomed across her face. “Hey,” she mouthed.

Then, into the phone, “Yeah, Mom… I need to go. My girlfriend just showed up.”

She turned toward me, hesitant now, like the word had just caught up to her. She pulled the phone away from her ear. “It’s okay if I call you my girlfriend, right?” Her voice was edged with that flicker of uncertainty.

I didn’t hesitate. “You can absolutely call me your girlfriend.”

Her smile spread like sunlight. “Good. Because I already did.”

She blew me a kiss and turned her attention back to the phone. “Yes, Mom. Eden is here.” There was a short pause. “No, you can’t speak to her. There will be plenty of time for that, but not tonight.”

I laughed softly as I sank into the sofa, my eyes following her as she paced near the window. The fading light highlighted the curve of her shoulder and the effortless strength in her movements, making my chest tighten. If she looked this stunning in a pair of cut-off shorts, barefoot and distracted, I could only imagine how incredible she must be when entirely focused, standing tall in a courtroom, arguing a case. Power suits had never been a thing for me, but clearly, I’d just been overlooking the right woman.

I glanced around the room, taking it in with fresh eyes. The room felt comfortable and lived-in, but I could see where a few adjustments might make it even more inviting. Maybe I could bring in some eucalyptus bundles for their scent and a couple of low-maintenance plants to add color and texture. One or two minor tweaks would give the space a more positive vibration. I should have Morgan do a vibe check on each cottage. That would be an excellent way for her to start making the new role of manager her own.

Whitney’s voice pulled me back, “Yes, exactly. That’s what I mean,” she said, nodding slowly. “There are several factors to consider, like how best to make the transition, logistics, and the advantages of going in that direction. In short, look at things from all angles, then make an informed decision.”

I fiddled with my thumb ring, resisting the urge to read between every line. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, but I couldn’t help it. Whitney sounded so composed and detached, as if she were weighing her life options in a vacuum where I didn’t exist.

I did a quick mental count of how many days there were left. Twelve days. The number hit me like a punch in the gut. That’s all we had before her extended leave ended, and here she was, already talking about the after. She’s planning her exit. I could feel fear creeping in, bringing its narratives along. Don’t spiral, Eden.

I closed my eyes and took a slow breath, then another, letting the noise settle, working to find my balance again. I had done the work and knew better. This wasn’t that old story. Whitney had told me she loved me, that she was here.

One more inhale, followed by a slow exhale. When I opened my eyes, Whitney was watching me from the other side of the room. I smiled and tapped my wrist, teasingly. She nodded and blew another kiss in my direction.

“Okay, Mom, I really do need to go,” she said. “Let’s talk more about this later. I’ll call you Sunday morning after my run.” There was a short pause, then she laughed softly. “She’s never met you, but I’ll tell her you said hello.”

I smiled, waving from the sofa. “Eden says hello back. Okay, I love you. Talk soon.”

She ended the call, set the phone on the table, and walked over, her eyes locked on mine. She straddled me, one knee at a time, until she hovered just above me. I reached up, cradling her face in both hands, and pulled her down. When her mouth met mine, it was pure electricity. I tilted my head and deepened the kiss.

Whitney moaned softly, a sound that vibrated through me, and I arched into her, dizzy with want. I slid my hands into her damp hair, anchoring us both in this sudden storm of desire as her tongue battled mine. She pulled back, breaking the kiss, resting against mine, both of us panting. Her eyes were dark and wild, her mouth swollen.

“Jesus, Eden,” she whispered, voice thick. “You have this crazy ability to make me forget what I was going to say. Or do. Or be.”

I smiled, feeling the tremble in her thighs where they bracketed my hips. “Good. Maybe you think too much.”

She gave a breathy laugh that hitched in the middle. “That’s not necessarily wrong.”

I slid my palms down her back and stopped at the waistband of her shorts. Making just enough contact to keep us hovering in that charged space between intention and action. We stayed like that for a few more seconds.

“I’m sorry I was late meeting you,” she said finally, brushing her nose along mine.

“I’m glad you were,” I murmured, curling a hand around the nape of her neck. “I would’ve missed being able to do this.”

Whitney kissed me again, softer this time, but just as intensely. After several minutes, she broke the kiss, then eased off my lap. She curled beside me, draped her leg over my lap, and rested her head against my shoulder.

I didn’t want to leave this spot, but responsibility had a schedule, and tonight, it included a campfire. I kissed the top of her head and gave her a gentle squeeze. “We should go.”

Whitney groaned softly, nuzzling into my neck like I was the world’s coziest pillow. “Can’t we just stay right here? Tell them I’ve taken you hostage. For… reasons.”

I laughed, threading my fingers through her hair. “Tempting, but Morgan is attending her first Fireside Chat as Manager-in-Training.”

Whitney leaned back just enough to look at me. “You really did it, huh? Gave her the keys to the kingdom.”

“She’s ready,” I said, smiling at the memory of Morgan’s reaction, how her eyes had widened, how her jaw dropped, and how her hands flew to her heart. “She’s more than ready. And I want her to feel supported. Which means we have to go.”

“That’s incredibly hot of you,” Whitney said, kissing my jaw. “Empowered women empowering women. I’m into it.”

I rolled my eyes, grinning as I stood and offered her a hand. “Come on, you flirt. You can whisper compliments to me from your chair by the fire.”

She took my hand and rose, brushing her palms over her shorts. “Fair warning… I’m probably going to stare at you all night.”

I bumped her hip with mine. “Good. Because I will be staring at you, too.”

We walked toward the fire pit, our fingers brushing then linking together. When we reached the top of the hill and stepped into the ring of firelight, I spotted Fran gesturing animatedly to someone across from her. There, just to the side, was Morgan sitting with a glow on her face that wasn’t just the firelight. She caught sight of me and waved.

I waved back, nudged Whitney’s arm, and nodded toward the chairs. “You grab our chairs. I want to check in with Morgan.”

Whitney gave me a mock salute. “Don’t be long. I want to be able to stare at my girlfriend from up close.”

I smirked, then headed toward Morgan, feeling the balance I had been searching for start to settle in. The balance between who I was to this place and who I was becoming with Whitney felt amazing.

•••••••

The mist hadn’t completely burned off yet, but it was already shaping up to be one of those gold-washed mornings that make you think the universe might have a soft spot for you. I kicked off my sandals and then spread the quilt on the grass.

Whitney stood a few feet away, holding the picnic basket. Her hair was mussed from sleep, her T-shirt soft and rumpled, and she looked at me like she still couldn’t believe we were doing this.

“You weren’t kidding about wanting to do a picnic for breakfast,” she said, yawning.

“You could’ve stayed in bed,” I teased, taking the basket.

“Umm, no. Your bed without you in it is pointless.”

I bit back a grin as I took the basket from her. “Flattery this early? Are you trying to get out of helping?”

“Absolutely. But also, it wasn’t flattery. It’s a fact.”

Once we settled onto the quilt, Whitney reached into the basket and pulled out the paring knife, slicing apples with a quiet, steady focus, as if her thoughts had gone somewhere deep, but she was still right here with me. Watching her like that, surrounded by all the early morning hush, it hit me again just how much I loved her.

I spread thick cream cheese on two bagels and placed them on paper plates. Smiling like a fool in love, I unscrewed the lid of the mason jar of orange wedges. We had a thermos of hot tea for me and coffee for her. It wasn’t a feast, but it was perfect.

We ate slowly, savoring both the food and the quiet. Sunlight filtered through the trees in lazy streaks. Birds flitted low through the branches, darting from limb to limb as if they were part of some secret choreography only the forest understood. There was no rush. No noise. Just the simplicity of being here, in this moment, with her.

She nudged me gently with her shoulder. “I forgot to tell you. Jess and I had to schedule a meeting to have a FaceTime catch-up.”

“A meeting?” I turned toward her, already laughing. “Like with a calendar invite?”

“The whole corporate cosplay. She sent an Outlook invitation after our last attempt at a conversation lasted less than a minute before she had to jump on a call. The invite made me laugh, so I sent back a meeting agenda.”

“God, I love you,” I said, shaking my head.

“I know. I’m a delight.”

“What’s on the agenda?” I asked, popping a bite of cream cheese covered bagel into my mouth.

“The first bullet is introductions, with a note to ‘include an interesting personal detail.’ Second is ‘how did you meet your love partner?’ I put an asterisk next to that one to indicate that I go first. Third is ‘name a decision that changed your life and why.’ The further down the list, the more ridiculous they get. Number ten is ‘pet rock or pet turtle, and why.’”

“Easy,” I said. “Turtle. Slow and steady wins.”

“Yes!” She pointed a triumphant finger at me. “Jessica’s going to pick the pet rock, because they make good paper weights.”

We were still laughing when I noticed her eyes had started drifting toward the tree behind me. She squinted, then tilted her head. “Wait,” she said, rising to her feet with curiosity. “There’s something on this.”

I brushed crumbs from my lap, then followed her.

She reached out and ran her fingers gently over the bark. “Are these initials?”

“Mm-hmm.” I traced one with my fingertip. “These are my parents, C and R. My dad carved that after they got back from their honeymoon. Dad is still so proud of the way he shaped the heart.”

Whitney smiled, brushing her hand over another set. “J and E?”

“My grandparents. Grandma Joyce insisted that her initial be first. Said, ‘We may be in love, but I’m not coming second on a tree that’ll outlast us.’”

She laughed softly and kept looking. “Is that Fran and Jackson?”

“Yep. Jackson carved theirs the summer they finished building their house. He said if they could survive picking fixtures and paint colors, it was real and deserved to be carved for posterity.”

Whitney’s fingers lingered on the bark, her expression shifting into something quieter and reverent. I watched her take it all in, her heart working through something I couldn’t quite see, and maybe I didn’t need to. I stayed quiet, giving her the space to feel whatever she was feeling.

“These are so sweet,” she said finally, her voice soft. “There’s so much love here.”

I stepped back to the quilt and reached into the basket again, pulling out the paring knife she had used for the apples. My pulse quickened as I walked toward her. I paused for a moment, scanning the bark, then found a spot just above a small knot. It was smooth, gently curved, and perfect.

I placed my fingers on the spot and looked over my shoulder at Whitney. She looked at me, then back at the tree, eyes lingering on the place I was pointing. Then her expression cracked wide open. No walls, no deflection, just the shine of someone who knows what it means to be chosen.

I was restocking the herbal tea display when Morgan came in, her hands full and her cheeks flushed from the late morning sun.

“Hey,” she said, setting down a clipboard and a tall stack of brochures. “Do you have a second?”

“Always.” I brushed my hands off on my shorts and walked over to give her my full attention.

She tucked a loose curl behind her ear. “So, first off, thank you again for letting me take point on guest intake this week. I feel like I know what I’m doing and will rock it.”

I smiled. “That’s because you do know what you’re doing. You’ve earned this, Morgan. Truly.”

Her smile widened before she glanced down at the papers she had just picked off the desktop printer. “Okay, speaking of doing things. Whitney stopped by late yesterday afternoon after you had already headed up the hill. She asked if I could print something for her, but the printer was out of ink.”

“Right.” I nodded, vaguely recalling that Morgan had told me we needed more printer ink.

“I picked up a fresh cartridge this morning and ran the print job.” She handed me a small stack of papers with a sticky note that had Whitney’s name printed neatly on it. “Would you mind running them over to her? I need to check on a few things in cottage five, and three new guests should be arriving in about thirty minutes. Whitney said they were important, so I hate to make her wait longer.”

“Of course,” I replied, taking the printouts.

I didn’t mean to look at them. I really didn’t. But as I held the papers, the subject line of an email jumped out like it had been hiding around a dark corner, waiting to knock the wind out of me. “Formal Offer – Denver Litigation Group.”

I blinked as my heart sped up and started beating loudly in my ears. I shuffled through the papers until I saw a second email with the subject line, “Partnership Information Attached.”

A tight, invisible thread pulled taut across my chest. Whitney hadn’t said a word. Not about interviewing and certainly not about receiving two offers.

“Morgan,” I said, attempting to keep my voice level. “Did she say why she needed these?”

Morgan shook her head as she headed towards the side door. “Just that she had something she needed to print, and it would be easier if she used our printer instead of trying to find one in town. I told her to email them, and I would take care of it this morning.”

“Thanks,” I said, somehow managing a half smile.

As soon as Morgan stepped outside, I closed my eyes and drew in a shaky breath. I stayed frozen behind the counter as the room tilted slightly, the floor beneath me suddenly uncertain. Two cities I didn’t live in. Two lives she hadn’t mentioned. A sharp pulse pounded at the base of my throat, and my thoughts scattered, racing faster than I could catch them.

Her fingers tracing the initials I had carved into the tree. Whitney kissing me like I was the only thing that mattered, whispering that she loved me. Those moments that once felt sacred suddenly rang empty. Now, all of it felt hollow and meaningless.

Whitney had dedicated her entire adult life to reaching this career milestone. It’s what she wanted more than anything, so much so that she focused solely on achieving it at the expense of everything else. Having it within her grasp and then losing it suddenly was why she came to the retreat in the first place. How can I compete with any of this?

I huffed out an angry breath. The answer was that I couldn’t compete. Whitney would say yes to one of the choices being presented, and I would be right back where I started. Loving someone that I would never be able to share my life with.

I heard Fran’s footsteps coming down the hallway. Her heels tapped a steady rhythm across the concrete. She appeared around the corner, keys in hand, her sunglasses pushed up into her hair. “Hey, I just finished a session, and I’m heading into town to grab some lunch. Want anything?”

“No, thank you,” I answered flatly. Not even trying to fake it.

She stopped in her tracks and turned to look at me. Her brows pulled together. “Eden,” she said gently.

I didn’t reply. I just kept my eyes on the stack of papers I was holding in my shaking hands.

Fran stepped over and took my elbow. “Come with me,” she said, steering me toward my office.

She waited until I sat down, then she crouched in front of me, eyes level with mine. “What happened?”

I held out the papers. She took them, skimmed through each page, then looked back at me, her expression shifting from curious to sharp understanding. “She didn’t tell you.”

“No,” I said, my voice breaking.

The room fell quiet, except for the sound of my breathing, which was too shallow and uneven to hide. Fran pulled a chair over and sat in front of me without saying a word, and without fixing or prying.

I felt a single tear slip down my cheek as I stared over her shoulder at the wall. I was willing myself to keep it together, to stay calm, and not spiral out of control. But the freefall was already happening in a slow-motion way where you’re watching yourself from the outside, helpless to stop what’s coming.

I’m going to have to find a way to let her go without losing myself in the process. Because if I don’t, I’m not sure what will be left of me.


Chapter 18 – Whitney


I vaguely heard Fran’s voice guiding us back into our bodies, reminding us to wiggle our fingers and toes. Savasana had quickly become my favorite part of yoga. Lying still, limbs heavy, face slack, brain quiet for a few precious minutes, was amazing.

Begrudgingly, I started to move, stretching my arms overhead, and slowly sat up. Around me, people stirred, mats rustling, as they gathered their things. Fran caught my eye and waved before she headed across the grass.

I rolled up my mat and headed inside to see Eden. I patted down the hallway barefoot, muscles pleasantly loose, the soles of my feet making soft sounds against the concrete floor.

Just the sight of her office door made me feel giddy. I hadn’t seen her since this morning, when we had woken up wrapped in the sheets and each other. That was only a few hours ago, but it had felt like days, not in an obsessively clingy way but in a holy-shit-I’m-in-love-with-you kind of way.

I knocked and pushed the door open. “There’s my girlfriend,” I said, smiling as I stepped inside. “I’ve missed you today.”

She looked up from her desk and smiled back, but it didn’t have the usual heat behind it. It was soft and distant, sort of like hello with a period instead of an exclamation point.

I crossed the room and leaned down to kiss her. Her lips met mine briefly before pulling away. “I thought you were coming to the cottage for lunch,” I said, gently. “What happened?”

“I got tied up reviewing things for the expansion.”

“Oh, well, that sounds like fun,” I said, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “Want to drive into town for dinner? Morgan told me about the pizza at Donatello’s, and now I can’t stop thinking about pizza.”

Eden hesitated for a flicker. “Whatever you want is fine.”

“Hey,” I said, tilting my head. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Just a slight headache. Nothing serious.” She offered a tight-lipped smile. “I’m sorry if I seem a little off.”

“You don’t have to apologize,” I said gently. “We’ll get you a side of ibuprofen with the pizza. Garlic knots, too. If tasty carbs can’t fix it, nothing can.”

Eden gave a tiny laugh that didn’t reach her eyes. “Before I forget,” she said, standing and walking to the front counter. “Morgan left this for you.” She said as she handed me a white envelope.

“Great, thanks.” I held it up in a little salute. “I asked her to print hard copies of a couple of legal documents.” I kissed Eden’s temple and started for the door. “Meet you at the farmhouse in an hour?”

She nodded. “Yeah. Sounds good.”

The envelope crinkled in my hand as I crossed the grass back to the cottage. I already knew what I was going to do. But still, I wanted to see the offers one last time to remind myself I wasn’t walking away from something. I was walking toward something.

Standing in the small kitchen, I peeled off my damp tank top, opened the envelope, and pulled out the papers. With arms crossed over my bare stomach and a prickle of sweat still cooling at the back of my neck, I skimmed the offer from my firm and the one from the firm in Colorado. 

Each had a mid-six-figure salary and lavish benefits. If I stayed where I was, I would be able to make Partner immediately. If I left, Denver would roll out the red carpet with a signing bonus, relocation assistance, and a senior title, along with a clear path to Partner in three years.

Four months ago, I would have thrown a party. Sent Jessica a picture of the contracts with seventeen champagne emojis and a text that said, You’re looking at the next goddamn Partner. But now the thought of putting on heels and walking back into an office building made my skin crawl. Without realizing it, I had started choosing this life before Eden had asked me to go home with her that night.

I slid the papers back into the envelope, feeling the weight of everything inside. Money, prestige, security. Everything I thought I wanted. Everything I had worked for.

“You’re not my story,” I whispered. “Not anymore.”

Eden had been quiet on the drive into town. Not cold, but more dulled, like someone had turned the brightness down on her. As we sat waiting for our food, I kept sneaking glances at her, trying to figure out if it was just a headache or if there was more going on.

A teenager with a peach-fuzz mustache slid the pizza onto our table. “Pepperoni, mushroom, green pepper. Enjoy.” He said, then disappeared before we could thank him.

“This smells amazing,” Eden said, pulling a slice onto her plate. “Where was the best pizza you’ve ever had?”

I didn’t even have to stop and think. “In Denver. It was a hole in the wall with a walk-up window, run by two stoners and a Great Dane named Jett.”

She laughed, shaking her head like she wasn’t sure whether to believe me or brace for the punchline. It was the first laugh I had gotten out of her all night.

“I’m serious. It was called High Pie. Red flag, I know, but I was starving. One guy had a beard that looked like it could easily host a family of birds. The other was sitting outside in a lawn chair, playing a ukulele with a massive Great Dane wearing goggles sitting beside him. I figured worst case, I would die with a story.”

Eden chewed, smiling. “What was the result?”

“I got a wood-fired miracle on a paper plate. The crust was chewy heaven, and the sauce made me reconsider my life choices.”

She arched a brow. “That good, huh?”

I leaned in, lowering my voice as if I were sharing a secret. “I went back the next day and told them it was the best thing I had ever put in my mouth. The bearded guy nodded and said, ‘Yeah. She’s a spiritual experience, bro.”

Eden reached across the table and stole a mushroom from my slice. “Did you write a Yelp review?”

“No. It was a sacred experience. The world isn’t entitled to everything.” I answered, then took a bite of pizza.

She laughed again, and I felt something in me finally start to relax. Watching her laugh was like sunlight breaking through clouds. While we ate, we talked about random things like how Morgan was doing, and the hummingbird that had buzzed around the porch earlier that morning. It was easy and comfortable.

After dinner, we strolled through town. The sky had turned a dusky lavender, and most of the shops were closed for the day, their windows glowing faintly from inside.

We passed two empty storefronts with a “Space Available” sign in the window. “You know,” I said casually, “a spot like that might be perfect for a small office.”

Eden hummed in response. I wanted to tell her about some of the choices I was making because they would eventually impact her, but it didn’t feel like the right moment to bring them up. Plus, I still had a dozen loose ends to tie up, and quitting my current job was just one of them, so I decided to wait. There would be plenty of time to discuss everything later.

Eden reached for my hand as we passed the used bookstore. “Let’s stay at the cottage tonight,” she said after a pause.

I looked at her in surprise. “You sure? I thought you liked waking up with your many tea options close by.”

“I do,” she said. “But you haven’t slept in the cottage since we got together. You have only a few days left of your stay. I wouldn’t want you leaving here thinking you didn’t get your money’s worth.”

I laughed and pulled her against my side. “Oh, I’ve gotten my money’s worth a thousand times over. But sure, we can stay in the cottage tonight.”

That night, we moved through our routine like a couple that had been doing it for years. When we slipped into bed, Eden curled against me silently, head on my chest, her arm slung around my waist like she never wanted to let go.

I kissed her forehead and gently combed her hair back. “You’ve been quiet most of the night,” I said softly. “Want to tell me what’s going on in that beautiful brain of yours?”

She paused long enough for me to notice. “Nothing important.”

“You sure?” I asked, trying to keep my voice light. “Because something feels... not fine.”

She shook her head against my chest. “Just thinking about the future. There will be a lot of moving parts and some of them I’m not looking forward to.”

“Didn’t your contractor say it would only take a couple of months?” I asked.

“He did. But a couple of months can have lasting effects. I’m just running through scenarios in my head, trying to figure out how best to get through it.” She patted my side and let out a stuttered breath. “It will be fine. I’ve gotten through worse, and I’ll make it through this, too.”

I got the strong feeling that we weren’t discussing a construction project. Her tone and word choice seemed very fatalistic for something she should be excited about. She had been working on her plan to grow her business for months, and now that she was finally taking the leap, I would have expected more excitement.

I looked up at the ceiling, realizing I was starting to overthink. We hadn’t been together long, and this was the first time I was seeing Eden in what was likely a very stressful situation. I’m sure the cost of expanding her business was high, not to mention the inconvenience of not being able to use the space for classes. Plus, it’s not like construction is quiet. It would no doubt disrupt the serenity of the retreat.

The more I thought about it, the more I understood why she seemed worried and out of sorts. I knew Eden could handle things. But I wanted her to know she didn’t have to do it alone anymore. Before long, I would be feeling the pressure of launching the business, too. We were both stepping into something new, something big. And if we were serious about building a life together, we had to start acting like it by supporting each other, leaning in, and figuring it out as a team.

The fear that something was wrong slowly faded. I smiled, thinking about the life we were building, one piece at a time. I pressed another kiss to the top of her head and let sleep take me.

•••••••

I woke to the sound of birds screaming like feathered demons.  “So much for nature’s tranquility,” I grumbled.

Sleeping at the farmhouse had been blissfully quiet by comparison. Here, with the birds practically on top of the cottage, it was like being trapped in a Hitchcock remake. I hadn’t missed the crack of dawn concerts in the least.

With a groan, I cracked one eye open, catching the dim stretch of shadows across the floor. I reached for Eden instinctively, but instead of warm skin, my fingers brushed across cool sheets.

I looked over, seeing a folded note lying on Eden’s pillow. I grabbed the note and squinted at it in the low light.

Morgan had an early doctor’s appointment, so I’m covering the painting class. Have a good run. I love you. —E

There was nothing technically wrong with the note. Except everything was wrong with it. There had been no sleepy smile or kiss goodbye. It felt like distance, dressed up as routine.

I sat up slowly, the quiet pressing in on me. There hadn’t been a single morning since we had been together that we had parted without kissing goodbye and planning when to see each other later in the day.

Admittedly, we were still a new couple, and I might not know everything about her yet, but I wasn’t completely oblivious. Reading people was a survival skill. Hell, it was part of my job. Something had shifted, and I didn’t know when, or why, but I could feel it now like a splinter under the skin that I couldn’t dig out.

I breathed out, long and steady, as I stared at the wall. Everything wasn’t fine, and I wasn’t going to pretend it was. The temptation to spiral was right there, curled in the corner of my mind like an old friend with a bottle of wine and terrible advice. But, thankfully, I had outgrown that version of myself.

I shoved the covers back and dug around for my running clothes. “No spiraling, Whitney,” I muttered as I laced up my shoes. “I’m not going to host a mental health TED Talk for one.”

I threw my hair into a ponytail and rolled my shoulders out. “I’m going for a run. Then I’ll drink some coffee, sit with Chucky, and write until my brain stops acting like a conspiracy theorist. Plus, I need to revise my to-do list. Two birds, one cathartic meltdown happily averted.”

The air was brisk, and my legs found their rhythm easily enough, but my brain was less cooperative. I clocked every shift in the light, every leaf crunch, every godforsaken bird call. I ran hard and let the wind slap me into the present.

I circled back to the cottage, and with sweat clinging to my neck, I did my typical cool-down walk, thankful that the run had helped calm my mind. I felt my phone buzz and looked down to see a text from Jessica saying she had a free hour to talk.

“Perfect timing.” I swiped to call her.

“He got fired!” She exclaimed into the phone.

“Morning to you, too,” I said, already grinning. “Who got fired?”

“Oh, girl! Kyle! Kyle got fired.”

I stopped pacing. “Wait. Fired-fired? Not quietly asked to resign while HR emails a press release, fired?”

“FIRED,” she said, with glee. “The rumors I told you about the other day were only half true. Our boy was banging not one, but two clients. At the same time!”

I let out a low whistle. “Bold. And stupid. But mostly stupid.”

“That’s not even the best part,” Jessica said. “One of them is suing him for malpractice. He was overbilling half his caseload. Accounting is still unraveling it.”

I barked out a laugh. “So, he violated the ethical, financial, and pants-on clauses of his contract. Go big or go home, I guess.”

Jessica snorted. “Honestly, I hope he lands at a firm that appreciates his talents, like Hell, LLC.

“Or Ambulance Chasers R Us.”

As we laughed, I felt something in my chest unclench. I didn’t realize how much I needed a good laugh.

Jessica sobered first. “So, what’s going on with you? Talk to me. Did Gage send you the offer like I heard was happening?”

I nodded instinctively, even though she couldn’t see me. “Yeah. I have two offers. One from our firm and one from the Denver firm I interviewed with.”

She perked up. “Really? I guess the Teams interview went better than you thought. Damn. Okay, what’s on the table?”

“They’re both kind of perfect,” I admitted. “Everything I thought I wanted. Title, money, big reputation.”

Jessica went quiet. I could almost hear her brain whirring through the implications.

I exhaled slowly, nerves dancing in my chest. “And I’m not taking either of them.”

There was a moment of silence, and then she let out a tiny what the fuck gasp. “Holy shit, Whitney. Are you being serious right now?”

“Dead serious. I’ve been thinking about it nonstop. Yes, it’s terrifying, but I’ve never been this sure of anything in my life.”

I kicked off my shoes and sank onto the cottage steps, letting the morning sun soak into my skin.

“Okay,” she said, shifting gears. “Walk me through it.”

So, I did. I told her how I had finally stopped white-knuckling my time here and started living it. It hadn’t been some magical transformation or overnight clarity. It had happened slowly, like fog lifting in pieces. I told her about Emma’s case and how something in me clicked when I took it on. I felt like my life compass snapped to true north. And then Amie and Courtney had blindsided me with their hope and bone-deep desire to start a family. Helping them felt like something solid and real. Like maybe my work didn’t have to be soul-sucking or performative, but could mean something.

“I don’t want to claw my way up some ladder just to realize it’s leaning against the wrong building,” I said. “I want to build a ladder that leads somewhere I actually want to go.”

Jessica made a sound that was part laugh and part exhale. “Jesus, Whit. That’s a lot. But it’s also incredible.”

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “It is.”

Jessica was quiet for a second. “I’m so proud of you for listening to yourself and not running away from the uncomfortable stuff. You’ve been doing the work, and it shows.”

I swallowed against the sudden lump in my throat. “It’s scary.”

“You’re allowed to be scared,” she said. “But you’ve already done the hardest part. You figured out what makes you happy.”

“Eden makes me happy, too,” I admitted. “She’s at the heart of the life I want to build. And Jess, that’s the scariest part. I’ve never been this vulnerable with anyone. It scares the hell out of me. I really hope it’s worth it.”

“Whoa. Hold on. Why jump to regret? You’re supposed to be in the can’t keep our hands off one another, sunshine-and-rainbows phase. Has something happened?”

“No, not really,” I said, forcing a laugh that barely landed. “Just trying not to bury the fear like I always do. It’s new for me.”

“Makes sense. Changing seventy-five percent of your life will mess with your head,” she said. “But balance that emotion with some logic. You’ve got this.”

She paused. “Hey, I need to run, but text me when you’re heading back. I’m dying to see you. I’ve missed my bestie.”

I smiled, “One more week before I have to be back. I’ll send a text when I leave.”

“Perfect. Chat soon. Love you, and I’m so happy for you.”

“Love you too,” I said, then ended the call.

“Hi, Whitney. Are you headed to Mary Anne’s meditation class?” Morgan asked. Her voice cut into my thoughts.

I blinked and refocused and saw Morgan as she approached. “Hey, Morgan. I’m on my way there now. Settling into boss life?”

She smiled brightly. “I am. Eden has been amazing. She’s generous with her trust, but still hands-on when I need her help. I feel lucky.”

“Well, I’ve heard you’ve more than earned it.”

“Thanks.” She unscrewed her water bottle and took a sip. “Just finished next month’s schedule. First time flying solo on that, but Eden didn’t have any notes, so I’ll take it as a win.”

“That’s huge. Congrats.”

She tilted her head, her ponytail bouncing. “How about you? If I remember right, you’re down to your last few days before you head back to your real life.”

“Seven days,” I said. “But I’m not going back to my old life. Not all of it, at least.”

Her brows lifted. “Oh?”

“I’m making some changes. New priorities. New direction.”

Morgan’s grin widened. “Look at you. Another one of Eden’s Garden converts.”

I laughed. “I guess so.”

“That’s wonderful.” She gave my arm a warm squeeze. “And hey, I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t ask for a glowing review. Feel free to mention your life-changing epiphany in the comments.”

“Oh, five stars. Life-altering clarity. Would recommend to all.”

She laughed. “I’ll take it. Enjoy your meditation class.”

“Thanks. See you later.” I said with a wave and continued down the familiar path to the pond.

I settled near a fan of ferns at the water’s edge, where it was shaded and cool. The air smelled of sun-warmed pine and damp earth, the kind of scent every candle company in existence wanted to find a way to bottle.

Mary Anne greeted us with her usual high energy. “Let’s find a comfortable seat,” she said, gesturing to the mats on the grass. “We’ll start with breathwork, then ease into meditation.”

I lowered myself onto the mat, cross-legged, with my hands on my knees. No anxiety. No scanning for the exit. No urge to mentally rewrite my to-do list. Just here. Just me.

“Close your eyes if that feels okay for you,” Mary Anne said. “Let your thoughts pass like clouds. You don’t need to chase them. Just notice them as they float by.”

My body remembered what to do before my brain caught up. Inhale. Hold. Slow exhale. I matched my breath to the breeze gliding across the pond, letting it carry me. I wasn’t here to fix anything. I wasn’t trying to impress anyone.

After the run, the conversation with Jessica, the pages of messy handwriting in my journal, something had shifted. Not all at once. But enough that I felt calmer.

Mary Anne’s voice floated over us. “Notice what’s happening in your body. Notice what’s happening in your mind. Welcome it all.”

And, weirdly, that is precisely what I did. The quiet no longer felt like a void. It felt earned. I had made the decision. I had stepped off the expected path, and I wasn’t unraveling. I wasn’t even flinching.

A dragonfly hovered near my knee, then darted away. A ripple moved across the surface of the pond, and I watched until it faded back into stillness. When Mary Anne invited us a second time to close our eyes, I did. Not because I had to. Because I wanted to.

That slight ache under my ribs? The part of me that felt something was off with Eden was still there. It hadn’t magically vanished with a bit of breath work. But it wasn’t steering anymore. I could sit with it. Let it be. Let it soften in the light. Clarity didn’t always arrive with fanfare. Sometimes it came quietly, like sunlight shifting over the water.

By the time Mary Anne brought us back, the shadows had stretched across the grass, and the pond glittered like scattered coins. I rolled my shoulders and opened my eyes.

“Thanks for the class, Mary Anne,” I said as I grabbed my water bottle and stood.

She pressed her palms together in a gentle namaste. “You’re welcome, Whitney. Looks like you’re becoming a master at this.”

“I wouldn’t say I’ve mastered anything,” I said, grinning. “But I am slowly getting the hang of it.”

She laughed. “It’s a practice for sure. See you next time.”

“Bye,” I called back as I turned toward the path to the barn.

I checked the clock behind the counter as I walked in. It was already five o’clock. The day had flown by, and it had been a good one. I had made a decision. A big one. Saying it out loud to Jessica had made it real. The cat was out of the bag, claws and all. And the person I wanted most to share it all with was Eden.

Her office door was open when I walked up. She stood with her arms crossed, staring out the window like she saw something I didn’t, or maybe didn’t want me to.

I knocked gently on the doorframe. “Hey, you.”

Startled, she turned, but she didn’t smile. “Where did you come from? You scared me.”

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to sneak up on you,” I said, stepping inside and easing into the chair across from her desk. “You look like you are done for the day. Can I tempt you with a glass of wine and a front-row seat to the sunset?”

Eden stepped around her desk and reached for a pen, scribbled something on a notepad. “I wish I could. I need to stay late and finish the calendar for next month.”

I tilted my head. “What calendar?”

“The retreat schedule. Classes, events, and bookings. All that.”

I froze. Morgan said the calendar was done, approved, and off her plate. So why was Eden looking me in the eye and pretending otherwise? What in the hell is going on?

She sat down, leaned back in her chair, and offered me a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. It didn’t even try. I had seen her genuine smile. I had memorized it. The one she was tossing my way was nothing but a cheap knockoff.

“Just because I’m staying late doesn’t mean you can’t enjoy the sunset with a glass of wine. Go to the farmhouse and grab a bottle. You’ve only got a few more nights left where a five o’clock glass of wine is an option. Pretty soon, your real life kicks back in, and this will all feel like a dream.”

I had just been dismissed so casually that it almost didn’t register. Almost. “Okay,” I said, standing slowly, unsure of how to react. “Maybe we could meet up when you’re done?”

She shook her head. “I’ll probably be a while. I don’t want you to wait for me. Enjoy your evening. You’ve earned it.”

I turned to leave, then paused in the doorway. “Hey,” I said, and waited for her to look up.

When her eyes finally met mine, I smiled. “I love you.”

A second passed before she spoke. “Yeah. Love you too.”

I walked out, my chest aching. That wasn’t distance. It wasn’t a distraction. It was a wall and not one built to keep something safe. It was built to shut me out. I had been dismissed enough in my life to know the shape of it. Eden had just handed me a polite, practiced version of “don’t get too comfortable.” And I had no idea why.

I didn’t get a bottle of wine because I didn’t feel like playing pretend. Instead, I walked back to the cottage with a purposeful calm that was really holding back a dam. My hands were steady, but my heart wasn’t.

I kept replaying the moment. Eden’s voice, that paper-thin smile, the dodge about the calendar. The way she said “yeah, love you too,” as if she were answering a question she hadn’t heard.

As soon as I shut the cottage door behind me, I braced my hands on the kitchen counter. My chest felt tight, like I had swallowed something sharp, and it got stuck somewhere under my ribs.

“What the hell just happened?” I asked aloud in the room.

I went over every beat of our interaction, but nothing added up. Only yesterday, we had been tangled up in bed, kissing, laughing, and making plans for later in the day. Then this. It was as if someone had flipped a switch and turned off the warmth.

I sank onto the sofa and pulled my knees up, trying to breathe through the ache. My thoughts spun in a thousand directions, hunting for clues, patterns, something that might explain the whiplash. That’s when it hit me. The envelope with the job offers.

I sat up straighter, pulse kicking a little harder. When I got to Eden had handed me the envelope from Morgan. But what if Eden hadn’t just handed it off? What if she saw what was inside? Two offers from firms that, on paper, would impress anyone. The kind of career moves you are supposed to want. The type of moves Eden might assume I would just at.

I rubbed my hands over my face, fighting the urge to scream into a pillow. I hadn’t told her yet. I had been saving the moment. But now it felt like the moment had been stolen, and I didn’t know how to get it back. Maybe she didn’t believe I would really stay. Maybe she was pushing me away before I had the chance to leave.

I stood and paced, then sat again, then stood back up. I felt like a trapped animal. Eventually, I forced myself into the shower. I let the water hit my back and tried to quiet the anxiety clawing at my insides. I told myself to give it a couple of hours. Eden was probably still at the office. Maybe she needed space. Perhaps it was just a bad day, and I was overreacting. I didn’t believe it. Not really. But I needed the possibility.

After the shower, I sat intently watching for her from the cottage window like a kid trying to catch Santa in the act. Close to nine, I finally saw the golf cart leave, heading toward the farmhouse.

I stood there for another full minute. Then I took a breath. One of those deep, rally-the-troops kind of breaths.

“Okay,” I said aloud. “You’re not overreacting. Something is wrong. And you love her too much to let this go unexplained.”

I slipped into my shoes and headed out the door toward Eden’s house. The gravel crunched beneath my sandals as I walked, each step heavy with nerves. I felt like I was walking into the middle of something I didn’t understand but couldn’t ignore.

The porch light was on when I stepped up to the door. I hesitated, then rang the bell before I could talk myself out of it. I heard slow footsteps, then the door opened.

Eden stood there, blinking, as if I were the last person she expected. “Whitney?”

I offered a soft smile. “Hey. I saw you leave the office and thought maybe you might want that glass of wine.”

A pause, then a polite nod. “Sure.” No warmth. No joy.

She stepped back to let me in, then turned without a word. I followed her through the living room and into the kitchen, where everything looked the same, but felt vacuum-sealed, as if the air had been pressed flat.

Eden moved to the cabinet for glasses, then the fridge for the local rosé she liked. Every motion smooth and practiced. She could’ve been hosting a stranger. The cork popped. It was the loudest sound in the room.

I stepped up behind her, careful, because I wasn’t sure how close I was allowed to get. “Hey,” I said gently. “Can I have a hug?”

She stilled. Then she turned and said, quietly, “Yeah.”

She set the bottle down and opened her arms. I stepped into them, wrapped mine around her waist, and rested my cheek on her shoulder. For a second, her chin dipped against my hair. But then she went still, and the warmth drained. Her arms circled me, but they weren’t holding me. Her body pressed close, but the connection wasn’t there. She held me like someone delivering condolences.

I tightened my grip, willing something to flicker. “I’ve missed you,” I whispered into the hollow space between us.

She didn’t say it back. I didn’t move. Neither did she. I felt her chest rise and fall, measured and controlled. Still, I lingered another second before stepping back. She let go like it meant nothing.

My throat burned as I turned to the counter, pretending I cared which glass I used. I gripped the counter with sweaty palms. You’ve been here before. Dismissed. Told it was nothing when it was everything.

And just like that, my defense mechanism snapped into place. I straightened my spine and breathed slowly. I cleared my throat, letting the silence sit.

I finally turned to her, voice low and deliberate. “Eden.”

She looked up, startled, like she had forgotten I was still there. But I pushed forward. “What in the hell is going on?”

Nothing. No response at all.

So, I decided to be more direct. “I’m at a complete loss as to why you’ve made what I would consider a complete one-eighty. Two days ago, we were tangled up in bed talking about the future. Now you’re looking at me like I’m a house guest who stayed too long.”

Still nothing.

“If this is about something I did, I would like to know what it is so I can stop trying to read tea leaves while you politely ice me out.”

My heart was pounding, but I didn’t let it show. “And before you tell me you’re just tired or busy, I would like to remind you I know what a brush-off looks like. I’ve given them. I’ve gotten them. This? It’s a brush-off.”

I stood ramrod straight, shoulders back, and folded my arms tightly across my chest. “I don’t know what’s happening. But I know when I’m being pushed out. I deserve an explanation for why.”

Eden shrugged as we were discussing the weather. “I’ve been thinking. About us. About everything. I’ve realized that maybe we’ve both been caught up in a kind of... summer fantasy.”

I blinked. “What?”

Her fingers tightened slightly around her elbow. She didn’t turn. Didn’t look at me. “It’s easy to get swept up in things at the retreat. The quiet. The space. You start to believe it’s real and could last.”

She paused just long enough that it felt like something unsaid was hanging in the air. Then she shook her head, like she was arguing with herself, and added, “But real life doesn’t look like this.”

My stomach dropped.

“We’ve had a beautiful summer,” she said, blinking, then looking away. “But that doesn’t make it real.”

Something inside me snapped. “You’re seriously telling me none of this was real?”

No answer.

My voice sharpened. “Everything we shared, everything we said to each other. That was a fantasy to you?”

She turned her head, just slightly, but wouldn’t meet my eyes.

I scoffed. “Wow. Okay.”

I paced the length of the room twice and then turned to stare at the back of her head. “From where I’m standing, none of this felt like fantasy. Not one damn second.” I exhaled, steadying myself. “I’ve never been more certain. I meant every word. Every choice. Every time I reached for your hand or told you I loved you, I meant it. I am completely in love with you.”

She just stood there. Still. Silent. Like I hadn’t said anything at all.

My voice shook from fury held tight on a leash. “So, if this is you preemptively leaving before you think I will or some twisted way of cushioning a blow I never meant to deliver… You’re the one making things up. Not me.”

The silence between us stretched wide and hollow, like a canyon I didn’t know how to cross.

Then she turned and met my eyes, and I felt the weight of everything she wasn’t saying settle between us like a verdict. “Not everything is fairy dust and unicorns,” she said, her voice void of emotion. “You and I both know you’ll want more than this. The cases. The title. That life is in your blood.”

Her voice faltered, just barely. “A life with me won’t be what you want or need.”

She poured the wine as if it were a period at the end of a sentence. The tremor in her hand betrayed her. It was small, but it was enough that I saw it.

“Dammit, Eden! Stop trying to sabotage this. I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”

She drained her wine in one gulp, then set the glass down and reached for the bottle. “You have a fantasy of who you think I am. I assure you, I am not that fantasy.” She poured another glass. “Love isn’t a Hallmark card, Whitney. And this place isn’t a set for a romantic movie.”

“You think I don’t know that?” I threw my hands up. A laugh, sharp and bitter, escaped. “I gave you my heart, Eden. I opened myself up. I trusted you. And now you’re telling me that I meant nothing to you?” I gripped the edge of the island. “You know what I think? I think you’re scared. I think you are willingly throwing love away because of fear.”

Her eyes flashed. “Believe what you want.”

I turned, paced, and came back. “The day I got here, I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t believe in any of this and thought it was a waste of time. But now, I see the value, because while I’ve been here, I’ve done the work. I’ve changed and can finally see my worth.”

“Good for you. I’m glad you got something out of it.”

“Thank you,” I said sarcastically. “It’s knowing my worth that I can tell you that letting me go will be the biggest mistake you’ve ever made. I was more than a summer fuck. Whether you’ll say it out loud or not, you know I’m right.”

I let the words hang there, as if I had just delivered a closing statement. Then I turned and walked toward the door. Behind me, I heard the faintest sound. Not a word, just breath, sharp and broken. Then nothing as I step through the door.


Chapter 19 – Eden


I couldn’t bear to turn around. I just stood there, gripping the edge of the sink, listening as her footsteps moved toward the door, each one tearing a little more out of me. Then came the click of the door, the final sound of her leaving. It was so quiet and devastating that it stole the breath from my lungs.

I dropped to the floor in one graceless collapse, knees buckling like someone had cut the strings. The tile was shockingly cold beneath me, but I barely felt it over the ache splitting my chest wide open. I started sobbing, my whole body shaking. I curled in on myself, pressing a hand to my chest, trying to hold the broken pieces in, but it was too late. They had already come loose.

Everything flowed through my mind at once. Her laugh. The way her fingers would find mine. The sound she made the first time she kissed me during the storm. Her voice when she would say my name when we made love. Waking up wrapped in her arms, her breath warm on my neck, her hand splayed across my waist like a promise.

I had just told her that we weren’t real and nothing more than a summer fantasy. It was a complete lie, but I made her believe it because I needed her to. It all crashed over me at once, too much, too fast. I buried my face in my hands, shame mixing with heartbreak until I didn’t know which one was cutting deeper. A choked sound caught in my throat. That sound of grief, raw, unfiltered, and so goddamn deserved. 

I curled onto my side and let it all come. The tears, regret, the unbearable weight of losing the only person who had ever made me feel seen, not in spite of who I was, but because of it.

The tears had finally slowed, but my breath kept stuttering in sharp, helpless hiccups I couldn’t stop. I stayed there, curled on the floor like wreckage. My head throbbed, my throat raw from crying. But none of it compared to the hollow settling heavy in my chest like grief had moved in and started rearranging the furniture.

Eventually, I pulled myself upright. I stared at the wine on the counter, then, without thinking, I grabbed the neck of the bottle and walked out into the night air. I dropped into the rocking chair. I turned the bottle up and took a long swallow.  I looked over at the empty chair where she should’ve been. I tipped the wine back again, letting it burn a little, but it didn’t help. Nothing did.

We were building a life together, and I had destroyed it. I told her it wasn’t real, that it wasn’t the life she wanted. But the truth was uglier. I didn’t trust that she truly loved me, that she wouldn’t leave. So I lit the match myself, just to avoid the pain of watching it all burn down later.

I took another drink, trying to swallow the ache, but it caught in my throat. Tears welled again, but I blinked them back. I was too empty to cry. So I just sat there broken and still.

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered into the darkness.

•••••••

The doorbell was relentless. I groaned, cracked one swollen eye open, and immediately regretted it. The light sliced through my skull like punishment. My mouth tasted like sleep, wine, and regret. God, how much did I drink last night?

I sat up. The room tilted, and I waited a few seconds for it to steady before hauling myself toward the door. My body ached in that specific, unmistakable way that comes from crying too hard, drinking too much, and pretending you’re fine when you’re nowhere close.

The bell rang again as I dragged myself to the door. “I’m coming,” I rasped, yanking it open.

Fran stood on the porch, arms crossed tightly over her chest like she was holding in judgment or concern, maybe both. Her mouth was pressed into a line, eyes scanning me in that way that made it clear she already knew too much.

“Hi,” I croaked.

She stepped inside without a word, making a beeline for the kitchen. I followed, more out of habit than intention.

Once we were in the kitchen, she turned to face me. “You look like hell.”

I gave a half-shrug. “Thanks.”

“Go shower,” she said, pointing toward the hallway. “We’ll talk when you look slightly more human.”

I opened my mouth to respond, thought better of it, and just nodded, then headed for the stairs.

The shower hurt. That’s how raw everything was. The water scalded, pressure scrubbing my skin down to the bone. But I stayed under long enough to feel marginally less dead.

I stepped out of the shower and wiped the steam from the mirror. Staring back at me was a stranger. Red-rimmed eyes. Skin drained of color. Cheeks hollowed out, like everything else inside me. Funny how one night could steal so much from a person.

When I walked back into the kitchen, Fran was sitting at the table. A cup of tea sat in front of the empty chair across from her. She didn’t say a word as I sat down and reached for the mug. Then she slid a folded piece of notebook paper across the table. My name was scrawled on it in handwriting I would recognize anywhere.

My stomach dropped hard, and I froze, fingers trembling as they hovered over the paper. My breath hitched, and for a long, painful moment, I just sat there, trapped between wanting to know what it said and fearing it. Finally, I forced myself to pick it up.

“She gave this to you?” I asked in a whisper.

Fran nodded. “She handed it to me right before she hugged me and got in her car. She asked me not to read it and to give it to you at the first chance I got.”

I felt hot tears slipping down my cheeks as I held the letter like fragile glass. “This is the last thing she’ll ever say to me.”

Fran’s voice was gentle. “You don’t know that.”

“I do.”

“Do you want me to go?” Fran asked, voice low and careful.

I shook my head. “No. Just… give me a second.”

The paper was creased and worn at the fold. I unfolded the letter with trembling fingers. The first line blurred as soon as I tried to read it. I blinked hard, but the words wouldn’t hold still. My name was the only thing I could make out.

I pressed it to my chest. “Was she crying when she gave it to you?” I asked, voice threadbare.

Fran held my gaze for a long second before finally answering. “Yeah. She was.”

I swallowed hard, folded it back along its creases, and laid it on the table. I sat there staring at it the way you stare at a mountain you’re not ready to climb.

“She wanted me to tell you she meant every word,” Fran said. “I’m guessing whatever is in that letter wasn’t written lightly.”

“I know.” My voice cracked. “That’s the problem.”

Fran pushed the mug of tea a little closer. “Drink that. Then I’ll make you eat something. After, you can decide if you want to talk, scream, throw something, or crawl back into bed. I don’t have to be anywhere for a while, so I can stay if you want me to.”

The sun was high by the time we moved to the porch. I gripped the mug in both hands, trying not to unravel again. Fran sat silently beside me in a rocking chair, like she knew the words were coming and didn’t want to spook them.

I took a shaky breath. “You already know, I saw the job offers, and she hadn’t told me about them.”

Fran turned slightly, but she didn’t interrupt.

“One from a firm in Denver and the other from her current firm.” My voice thinned. “They were very impressive offers. I shouldn’t have read them,” I added. “But I did. And once I saw them, I couldn’t stop imagining it.”

I stared out at the horizon. “Imagining her choosing one. Or worse, staying, then waking up one day and resenting me for making this life look like it would be enough.”

The chair creaked softly as Fran leaned forward. “She wouldn’t have,” she said softly.

I shook my head vehemently. “You don’t know that. None of us do. Not her. Not me. Not you.”

Fran’s lips pressed into a line. “What I do know is that she wanted to stay.”

“She thought she did,” I replied sadly.

“You didn’t trust her to choose.”

“I couldn’t. So, I did the only thing I could,” I said quietly. “I gave her a reason to go.”

“Because you were scared.”

I flinched. “That’s not fair.”

“It’s true.”

We sat in the hush that followed, the cicadas fading into the distance. The wind drifted through the trees, brushing against the house and teasing the edges of the afternoon, lifting strands of my hair. Neither of us spoke because there was nothing to say. So we just sat there, suspended in that fragile moment where grief hadn’t finished settling, and comfort hadn’t dared to begin.

“I didn’t want to hurt her,” I said finally.

“You didn’t want to be the reason she stayed,” Fran replied.

I stared down at the mug again. “There were always going to be tears,” I whispered. “At least this way, maybe there’ll be fewer.”

Fran was quiet for a long time. “She didn’t leave because of a job, Eden. She left because you rejected her and broke her heart.”

I closed my eyes, tears escaping, running down my cheeks. “I know. But it was the only thing I could do that made sense.”

She softened again. “This wasn’t about logic. Or job offers. Or planning ahead. This was about fear. The kind that lives in your bones and whispers falsely that you’re safer alone.”

I kept my eyes fixed on the wood planks beneath our feet, my jaw clenched. “Fran, you’re wrong.”

“You were terrified,” she continued. “So, you pushed her away. But Whitney isn’t Denise.”

I jerked at the name. “Don’t bring Densie into this.”

“She’s already here,” Fran said. “You’re still carrying her ghost.”

“That’s not fair.”

“You were scared, Eden. Scared of losing another woman you love. Scared of what it would do to you if she decided to leave one day. So, you made sure she wouldn’t get the chance.”

I swallowed hard, her words hitting the exact spot I had been trying not to feel.

“Do you think I don’t remember what you were like after Denise died?” Fran asked in a gentle voice. “You were hollow. You stopped laughing. You stopped dancing. You stopped living.” She squeezed my arm. “I get it. I do. Losing Denise ripped the ground out from under you, and it took you years to stop falling.”

My fingers clenched around the mug, like I could hold myself together if I just held it tight enough.

“It’s not fair to measure Whitney against the ghost of someone you lost.”

I shot her a look, my eyes blazing. “I wasn’t doing that!”

“You were,” Fran said. “Even if you didn’t mean to.”

I turned away again, cheeks flushed with heat. “You don’t understand what it’s like to wake up one day and realize the person you were planning to spend your whole damn life with is completely gone from the earth.”

Fran leaned back in her chair. “You’re right, I don’t. But I do know what it looks like when someone is guarding themselves against the potential of feeling more loss, that they miss out on the life right in front of them,” she said, her voice calm but unflinching.

I bit the inside of my cheek, eyes burning again. “So what? I should’ve just begged her to stay? Asked her to give up everything for a maybe?”

“I’m saying you should’ve trusted her enough to choose for herself. Not pushed her out the door before she could even open her mouth.”

I sat back, drawing my knees up and hugging the mug to my chest. “I didn’t want her to wake up a year from now resenting me for keeping her here.”

Fran arched a brow but kept her mouth shut, letting the silence say what she wouldn’t.

“She would’ve stayed,” I went on. “She would’ve let the job offers pass her by and smiled through it. Then one day it would’ve hit her that she gave up a career for a fling with a woman who grows lavender and does forest bathing.”

“Eden,” Fran said with an exasperated tone.

“I’m not saying she would hate me,” I added quickly. “But it would slowly eat at her and eventually, she would start to wonder.”

“Well,” she said, lifting her hands in surrender. “I stand corrected. Clearly, I had it all wrong.”

I glanced at her, but she didn’t meet my gaze. She stood, brushed nonexistent lint from her pants. “I’ve got a two o’clock, so I should head back down to the office.”

I rose, setting my mug on the railing, and stepped in for a much needed hug. Fran pulled me in without hesitation.

“Thank you,” I whispered. “I love you.”

She held on a little longer before pulling back. “I love you, too.”

Then she turned and walked down the steps. I stayed where I was, watching as she turned her car around and headed down the long cobblestone driveway. The breeze caught the hem of my shirt as I stood there barefoot and broken.

My body felt like a bad song on repeat. My head was throbbing, my mouth was dry, and my limbs weren’t quite connected to me. Everything was sore in that specific way that only comes from crying too hard and drinking too much.

I needed an ibuprofen, something with electrolytes, and a nap. Not that my life would magically get better by taking a nap, but there was no way it would make it worse.

“Let’s start with hydration and go from there,” I muttered, stepping back into the house.

The air inside felt heavy, as if the walls knew Whitney was gone and were holding their breath out of respect. I picked up the glass from the table, filled it at the sink, and took two ibuprofens. I downed the water, refilled the glass, and then leaned against the counter, sipping more slowly the second time.

The corkscrew sat on the island, silently judging me. I grabbed it and threw it into the junk drawer. “Hangovers at forty-six feel like punishment for sins I didn’t even commit.”

That’s when I saw Whitney’s letter on the table, haunting me. I stared at it for a minute before walking over and picking it up. The paper had jagged edges from being torn from her journal. There was a small ink smudge, as if she had been crying when she wrote it. The thought of Whitney crying alone in the dark while I sat here playing emotional executioner nearly overwhelmed me.

I walked back to the window, taking a few deep breaths to regain control over my emotions, and then unfolded the paper. I stared at the words. I knew her handwriting like I knew the curve of her spine under my hands.

Eden,

I wasn’t planning on writing this. But then again, I wasn’t planning on having to say goodbye either. But here I am, sitting at the table in the dark with my bags packed and my heart in pieces.

I don’t know what happened. A few days ago, we were tangled up together and dreaming out loud, but tonight, standing in your kitchen, you told me it was nothing more than a summer fantasy.

I folded the letter shut before I even finished the second paragraph. “Nope,” I whispered, my throat tight. “Can’t.”

I turned around, opened the junk drawer, and dropped the letter inside and out of sight. I leaned on the counter, trying to catch my breath. I saw my reflection in the dark microwave door. A part of me wanted to scream. Another part just wanted to go back to bed and pretend the last forty-eight hours hadn’t happened. The worst part was that I knew the pain I was feeling was my fault. I’m the one who ended it. I’m the one who burned it all to the ground.

•••••••

I had been awake since four and cried before sunrise, cried again after, then cried a third time when I saw her hair tie on the bathroom sink. By eight, I was sitting on the back steps, wrapped in an old quilt, sipping tea.

And now, I’m standing in front of the Saturday 10:00 a.m. yoga class, wishing I were anywhere else. But here I am, hoping I leave more balanced than when I got here. Every breath since yesterday has felt like breathing through a cracked rib. I wasn’t steady, but I could still guide them. I could walk them through the inhale and exhale, through movement and stillness.

I chose Restorative Yin because it was all I could offer. A quiet, supported practice. Stillness with structure. A way to practice staying still when all I wanted to do was run. Honestly, it was the only thing I could see myself doing without falling apart.

A few mats were already unrolled in a loose half-circle. Guests and a few of the locals who had become regulars for the Saturday class trickled in. I walked through the damp grass barefoot, greeting them with a small smile or a nod.

“Find a spot that feels good,” I told them. “We’re going to stay close to the ground today.”

We began in supported child’s pose. I moved slowly, guiding them with my words and breath. I kept my voice even, like I wasn’t unraveling one thread at a time.

“Let your hips sink back. Let your forehead rest on the mat or a block. Make any adjustments your body needs. Let the weight of your arms fall forward. Breathe into it and let the earth hold you. Let gravity do the work. Your only job is to breathe.”

We held the poses longer than usual. Five, six, seven minutes. Long enough for the nervous system to settle, for the silence to take root. In sphinx pose, I sank onto my mat with my spine low, belly soft, forearms pressing gently into the earth. The shape opened my heart, stretched my throat, and left me achingly exposed. Like grief had settled into my body, and I was offering it up, breath by breath, without a single word.

The sun shone through the trees in changing patterns. I closed my eyes and listened to the birds singing in a midmorning chorus filling the space between my breaths. It should have felt peaceful, but I didn’t.

Whitney would’ve loved this class. She had said she wasn’t a “yoga person,” but after her first class, she showed up for more sessions than she missed. Tears welled up again, and I let them fall quietly and freely, while no one was looking. At one point, I sat cross-legged on my mat and looked at the empty patch of grass where she used to sit. The space felt haunted like a ghost you don’t want to banish.

“Stillness is a powerful teacher,” I said softly as I guided them into a reclined butterfly pose. “We learn things in silence that we can’t hear in motion. Stillness lets the dust settle. Sometimes it’s the only way to see what’s left.” I said quietly, unsure if I was talking to them or myself.

When we reached savasana, I lay down, palms up, breath calm and even. The sky above me was impossibly vast. I blinked up at it, my eyes stinging, heart sore. My heart was still broken, and my head was still heavy, but for a moment, I felt held by the stillness.

When the class ended, people moved slowly, packing up and stretching loose limbs. A few stopped to thank me for the great class. I smiled and nodded, but I couldn’t meet their eyes.

Eventually, they were all gone, and I sat there in the grass for a long time, legs pulled into my chest, my chin resting on my knees. Silence settled around me like a second skin. I missed Whitney so much it hurt to breathe. I turned my face to the sun, blew out a shaky breath, and scrubbed both hands over my face.

“Alright, Eden,” I muttered. “Let’s pretend you’re a functional human being, at least until you’re back home and can cry in peace.”

It wasn’t exactly a motivational speech, but it was the best I had in me. I peeled myself off the mat, rolled it up, and got to my feet. I walked straight to my office, hoping I could bury myself in paperwork deep enough to dull the ache.

I had barely sat down when there was a soft knock. I looked up to see Morgan leaning against the doorframe’s edge. “Hey. Are you feeling any better?”

I forced a nod and pulled a manila folder in front of me, as if it were a shield. “I’m getting there,” I said. “Slowly.”

Morgan didn’t move. Her eyes searched mine like she wasn’t buying it, but she wasn’t pushing either.

I exhaled, flicked my pen between my fingers. “Actually… I’m not. I think I’m going to go back to the house. Do you mind covering the rest of the weekend in exchange for having next weekend off?”

She blinked. “You sure?”

“Yeah. You’ve been working nonstop. Take next weekend and enjoy the last holiday of the summer.”

She studied me for another second, then nodded. “I feel like I’m getting the better end of the deal, but okay if that’s what you want.”

I tried to smile but failed miserably. “I’m going to take some work with me. Text if you need me.”

After she left, I leaned back in my chair and stared up at the ceiling. Fran had said I needed to start living. So, fine. I would take the rest of the weekend to wallow in the sadness, and then I would get back to normal. Or something close to normal. I would figure out how to turn this heartbreak into something useful. Something I could shape or, at the very least, make it productive.

I didn’t know if my plan would work, and I honestly didn’t care. Because the truth was, the pain I was in felt like death by a thousand paper cuts. Not one big, clean wound but a thousand tiny ones, each slicing me open in some invisible way.

Throwing myself into work wasn’t a solution, but it was all I had for now. I had a to-do list the size of an encyclopedia, and that was just for the barn expansion. Work was all I had, so it would be what I focused on until I felt like I could take a breath without crying.

Once I got back home, I set up my laptop in the kitchen. I was halfway through a spreadsheet on venue capacity when I heard the screen door creak open, followed by the unmistakable cadence of Fran’s boots on the floorboards.

I didn’t even look up. “If you brought me soup or anything else just as sad, I swear I’ll start crying again.”

“No soup,” she said, walking into the kitchen. “Just me. Thought I would check on you.”

I looked at her. She had that same soft concern she always wore when I was barely holding it together. “I’m trying,” I said, my voice hoarse from crying.

Fran nodded. “I can see that.” She crossed her arms and leaned against the edge of the table. “Trying is good. Trying is something.”

“I got through the restorative yoga class this morning. Didn’t cry in front of any guests. That counts for something, right?”

“It counts for a lot,” she said gently. “You’re grieving, Eden. Heartbreak isn’t linear. One minute you’ll feel like you’ve got it under control, and the next you’ll be crying over a coffee mug. That’s just how it goes.”

That was almost precisely what had happened earlier when I saw Whitney’s coffee mug on the top shelf. It had a tiny chip, and she insisted on using it because the chip made it more unique.

Fran sat down across from me. “You’re not supposed to get over it in a day. Or in one restorative yoga class.”

I laughed, just barely. “Good. Because I’m still a mess.”

She reached over and squeezed my hand. “Messy is okay. Just keep putting one foot in front of the other. Don’t shut down. You’ve been through worse and made it out the other side.”

I nodded, blinking hard to keep it together. I didn’t trust my voice to come out steady, so I stayed quiet.

Fran smiled gently. “Hannah’s coming home next Sunday for Labor Day. Jackson is planning to grill. You should come by.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Is this a social invitation or an intervention disguised as brisket?”

“A little of both,” she said without missing a beat. “Hannah’s been asking about her Auntie. I know you two text all the time, but I’m sure she would love to see you.”

Hannah was one of the few people who could pull me out of myself without even trying. “I’ll think about it,” I said.

Fran gave me a look like she knew I would show up. “Good. Bring that watermelon feta salad.”

“You just want me for my cheese knife skills.”

“That and your dry wit,” she said, standing. “Alright. I’ll let you get back to whatever you’re pretending is work.”

She pushed to her feet, then paused. “Seriously, Eden. You’re allowed to fall apart. Just don’t stay shattered.” She squeezed my shoulder. “Call me if you need me.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.”

“I know you will.”

As I listened to Fran’s footsteps move through the house, I couldn’t help but remember how Whitney’s footsteps had sounded. And just like that, I felt the ache return with vengeance.

•••••••

I couldn’t read because my brain kept sliding off the page into spiraling thoughts that were best left untouched. So, I decided to watch television. Mindless. Plotless. Possibly offensive reality TV. That was the plan, and it was a good and safe plan.

The problem with the plan was that the remote was missing. I stood in the living room, blinking at the spot on the side table where it should be, as if maybe it would materialize out of guilt.

“I just want the damn remote,” I grumbled.

I checked behind the throw pillows, then dropped to my knees and scanned under the sofa. All I could see were three rogue bobby pins, something that might have been a grape in a former life, and a fortune cookie slip that said, You are exactly where you are meant to be.

I barked out a sharp laugh. “Aren’t you a smug little bastard?” I accused the paper fortune.

That slip of paper was all it took to snap the last fraying thread of my sanity. I lay down on the floor and cried until the tears dried and the ache in my chest settled back into its cave.

I took another settling breath, pushed to my feet, and stomped upstairs. I threw on an old shirt with a retreat logo that had mostly flaked off, along with a pair of shorts I had worn to paint the shed three summers ago. I looked unhinged and didn’t care in the least.

Thirty minutes later, I had pulled the sofa out from the wall and was vacuuming underneath it, as if my grief might be hiding behind a dust bunny. After I vacuumed the floor and under every cushion, I convinced myself that the sofa should be placed on the other wall, and that the armchair should be by the window, because of feng shui, fresh starts, and all that stuff.

As I pushed the chair into its new spot, I noticed how cluttered the built-in bookshelf had become, and that’s when I started organizing candles by scent profile.

“Who even needs this many candles?” I asked the air, knocking over a half-burned pillar labeled Saffron & Serenity. “You’ve never brought me serenity. But you smell good, so you get to stay.”

I moved to the coffee table next, dusted and rearranged it, then moved on to the blanket basket sitting by the sofa. I found one of my gratitude journals at the bottom of the basket and flipped it open like a masochist.

Page one: So grateful for my morning routine with Denise. Our tea, our morning talks, her smile. I flipped to page 79: Grateful, I can still feel her nearby in the quiet moments.

I felt a stab of pain, remembering how I had lost her so abruptly. I flipped to the page I had written several weeks ago: I think I’m ready to love again. Her name is Whitney.

My breath caught. I slammed the journal shut, threw it across the room, and slumped against the wall. I sat staring at nothing for I don’t know how long, when I spotted the television remote behind a plant. It was behind the plant Whitney liked and would touch its leaves whenever she walked by it.

I stood up. “Fuck it. I’m cleaning the hall closet.”

The closet was like an archaeological dig into the past. I found one rollerblade, a salt lamp with suspicious wiring, along with a box of extra cords and other things I had long forgotten I owned. I sorted through everything, set aside a few items for trash, and a couple for donation, then moved on to the next thing.

I was down to my last task of dusting the table with all of my photos. It was my lineup of ghosts, touchstones, and memories. I picked up the framed photo of me and Denise. The picture was taken not long before my world toppled around me.

I held the frame, staring at her face until my vision blurred and the lines of her smile dissolved into haze. Then I turned and carried it with me out to the porch. The wood creaked beneath me as I sat on the top step. I set the frame next to me, just like I used to when I would talk to her in the early days after she passed. Back then, the silence was louder, and every breeze felt like a message I was too stubborn to receive.

“I’m in love with her,” I whispered. “I told her that, and I meant it. I think she believed me. God, I hope she did.”

I picked at a loose thread on my shorts. “I messed up, D,” I said, my voice cracking. “No. That’s not true. I blew it up. I blew it up on purpose. Because I was scared and it was easier to hurt both of us now than wait around to be left again.”

A hummingbird zipped past. One bright blur of motion that was there one second, then gone.

“I didn’t think she would stay.” My voice came out low, almost ashamed. I took a slow breath, trying to hold myself together. “Not long enough for it to matter. So, I made it not matter. I told her it wasn’t real. That it was just a fantasy. I pretended I didn’t care… because that was easier than waiting for her to walk away.”

I shifted, the backs of my thighs peeling away from the sun-warmed wood with a soft, tacky pull. The porch boards radiated heat, grounding me in the present even as my mind drifted.

“Whitney told me she loved me, and we carved our initials into the tree. Then I saw those damn job offers and panicked. I didn’t even give her a chance to explain.” I looked back at the photo. “And now I miss her in places I didn’t even know she had gotten into.”

I looked down at my knees, my voice barely above a whisper. “I swear I’m not comparing you two,” I said quickly, almost defensively. “I would never compare anyone to you. You were… you’ll always be you.” I paused, swallowing hard. “But this was different. She was different. I let her in in a way I didn’t even know I still could. And I think that’s why it hurts like this, because I wasn’t braced for it.”

I sat there for a long moment and felt a tear roll down my cheek, but I didn’t bother to wipe it. I reached over and picked up the photo, brushing my thumb along the frame. “I wish you could tell me what to do.”

Thunder rumbled in the distance as the wind stirred. I let my head fall back against the porch post, eyes closed, the photo of Denise in my hand like an anchor from another life.

“I used to think grief was the end of the story,” I said. “But now I think it’s background noise. Always there, but quieter some days.”

The thunder rolled again, a little closer this time. “I don’t know what I’m doing,” I admitted. “I thought I had found my footing, and then she showed up, and everything felt new and alive.”

I huffed out a bitter laugh. “And then I blew it all to hell.”

I looked out across the yard, my eyes tracing the familiar lines of the fence, the grass swaying just slightly in the breeze. The sky was heavy with clouds now, thick and low like the weight in my chest. I exhaled slowly, then I set the photo aside with careful hands.

Leaning forward, I rested my forearms on my knees and bowed my head. The silence wrapped around me, full of memories, of words I had said and ones I hadn’t. My shoulders sagged under the ache of it all.

“I can’t undo the damage,” I said quietly, the words scraping their way out. “So, I guess I’ll do the only thing I know how to do, I’ll work.” I paused, eyes still fixed on the ground. “Not because it fixes anything. It doesn’t. But it gives my hands something to do while my heart figures out how to beat without her in it.”

I looked at the photo again, Denise’s smile frozen in time. “You would probably tell me I’m avoiding the hard part, that I should sit still and feel it. But that isn’t going to work for me.”

I tucked the frame under my arm and stood. “The expansion is happening. I’ll bury myself in blueprints and timelines and a million tiny decisions that I can pretend give me control over something.”

The wind picked up again, scattering a few dry leaves across the porch. I closed my eyes. “Okay,” I whispered. “That’s enough feelings for now.”

I stepped inside, set the photo gently back in its place, and looked around the pristine living room. If only cleaning up my life were as easy as cleaning the living room.


Chapter 20 – Whitney


The early morning light streamed through the walls of glass. It wasn’t harsh, it was more like a slow sweep that traced the clean edges of my mahogany desk, lighting up the dust motes dancing in the air as it went. It was the kind of light that said, Here’s a new day. Here’s a fresh start. And I hated everything about it.

The Partnership agreement was tucked away in the bottom drawer of my desk, where it had been since I was given it to sign three weeks ago. I told myself I wanted to take my time reviewing it before signing it. But the truth was, my hand froze every time I reached for the pen to make it official.

I blew out a frustrated breath, leaned back in the chair, and spun around, staring at the blank walls and the unpacked boxes stacked in the corner. By every metric that mattered, I had made it. So why did it feel like I was sitting in a cage that happened to have exceptional lighting and a panoramic view?

I spun back to face the windows, watching the city wake up beneath me. Cars inched along, people filed into coffee shops, and joggers dodged puddles from last night’s rain. It was all proof that people were out there living their lives, while my life, or to be more accurate, the life I wanted, had come to a screeching halt.

The view alone should’ve made me feel powerful and triumphant because I had finally achieved what I had worked so hard for over the years. Instead, all I felt was hollow. Hollow, and so very alone.

“Knock, knock.” Jessica’s voice cut through the silence like it was trying to save me.

“Why are you here this early?” I asked, eyes still fixed ahead.

“Because I knew if I waited until eight, you’d already be three cups deep into that sad excuse for office coffee.”

I turned to see Jessica holding out a to-go cup.

“So, I made a noble sacrifice,” she said. “Gave up two hours of sleep, hit that place on the corner, you know, the one where you think the barista’s cute.”

She sank into the chair across from me, kicked off one heel, and tucked her leg under the other like she planned to stay awhile.

“Thanks,” I murmured, cradling the cup. “What’s up? Because I know this isn’t just a random act of kindness.”

“Andrew and the boys are heading out this afternoon for a weekend soccer tournament,” she said, grinning. “Which means I have the whole house to myself. I was thinking, you should come over, we’ll drink wine, eat too much cheese, and finally catch up.”

I exhaled slowly. “Tempting. But I think I’m just going to go for a long run and crash early.”

“Oh, come on, Whitney,” she said with an eye roll. “I know you’re hurting. But hiding and pretending you’re fine isn’t going to help. You need to—”

“Jess, don’t,” I snapped, sharper than I meant to. I closed my eyes. “You don’t understand.”

“You’re right. I don’t understand,” she said, nodding her head. “Because you won’t tell me. You got back, dropped off the grid, and I’ve barely seen you outside of this office. The one exception being the night I bribed you with Cherry Garcia and even then, you sat there like someone had unplugged you.”

I set the coffee on the corner of my desk and leaned back, letting my head hit the top of the chair. The room blurred as tears filled my eyes. “I know. I’m sorry. I’ve… I’ve never felt like this. I don’t know how to explain it.”

“Try.”

“It’s like…” I paused, swallowed hard. “It’s like I’m walking around with a hole in my chest. I feel like something is missing, and no matter what I do, nothing will fill it. I thought I was stronger than this.” I swiped at the tears, frustrated that they wouldn’t stop.

Jessica stood and quietly closed the office door. She walked over and leaned against the desk in front of me.

“Whit, this isn’t about strength,” she said softly. “You fell in love. Now you’re grieving something you thought would last forever. That’s not weakness. That’s being human.”

I blinked fast as more tears broke loose. “I don’t know how to stop missing her.”

“I know you don’t.” She bent down a little, so we were at eye level. “But you don’t have to go through it alone. I’m here and I will listen as long as you need me to.”

I wiped at my face. “I love you for trying.”

“Then let me actually try. After work, go home, pack a bag, and be at my place by seven. I’ll have wine and ice cream. You pick the order. You’re going to talk, I’m going to listen, and maybe you’ll feel 1% better by morning.”

“Jess…”

“I’m not asking. You need this. Deal?”

I stood slowly and nodded. “You’re relentless.”

“Yep. It’s in my LinkedIn bio.”

She was almost to the door when I called after her, “If the ice cream isn’t Cherry Garcia, I’m walking out.”

She glanced back with a wink. “Please. Who do you think you’re dealing with?”

The air was thick with late September stickiness. It was humid enough to cling to your skin like a guilt trip, but not quite enough to justify a shower. By the time I stepped outside, the patio lights were already on, casting an amber glow and soft shadows across the chipped wooden table. The scene had been set to sit down and spill either wine or secrets, take your pick.

Jessica was waiting for me, legs folded beneath her, a half-empty bottle and two full glasses at the center of the table. She knew it was time to start unpacking. And that wine, while not a solution, would undoubtedly make it more tolerable.

I folded myself into the chair, tucked my legs beneath me, and took a sip, letting the notes of citrus play across my tongue. I looked at my best friend and read her the words pasted across the front of her shirt, Emotionally Exhausted but Trying. I smiled, thinking how perfectly it summed me up.

She was watching me, as if she were waiting for the top to blow off a pressure cooker. “So,” she said eventually, one brow arched. “Ready to tell me why you’ve been walking around like an emotionally concussed ghost?”

I let out a dramatic sigh and curled deeper into the cushioned patio chair. “All right, then. Guess we’re diving right in.” I paused, swallowing hard. “I’ll start with the most important part, Eden said it was all just a fantasy.”

Jessica blinked several times. “She what?”

“She told me,” I said, my voice catching, “that what we had wasn’t real. That we were just a summer fantasy. Apparently, I imagined the whole thing, the love, the mornings, the life we were starting to build. None of it was real.”

I felt the hot sting hit hard behind my eyes as the memory of how fast it all fell apart came rushing back. “She said it just like that. In her kitchen. And I stood there as she erased it all in real time.”

Jessica’s mouth fell open. “You’re joking.”

“I wish I were,” I muttered. “God, I felt like the dumbest person alive. I had built this whole world in my head, and she had just been… playing along. Out of boredom, I guess. How do you hear that from someone you love and not completely fall apart?”

Jessica leaned forward. “Okay. First of all, that’s a brutal thing to say to someone. Second, do you think it was a fantasy?”

I vehemently shook my head, “No. God, no. It was the most real thing I’ve ever felt, which is why it hurt so much.” I took a sip of wine. “Turns out, it was all in my head.”

“You didn’t imagine it,” Jessica said softly. “Eden loved you. Correction, loves you.”

“I thought so too.” I exhaled as the words caught in my throat. “But when she looked me in the eye and said all that, it made me question everything. My judgment. My instincts. My entire plan for what comes next. I questioned it all.”

Jessica gave me a sad smile. “You didn’t lose your instincts. You just got your heart broken.”

I leaned back and looked up, watching the sky dim into that hazy in-between, too dark for the day, too early for stars. It stretched overhead like a question with no clear answer, and for a moment, I just let myself sit in it.

“I wanted to stay,” I whispered. “God, I wanted to stay. I wanted to start building something that mattered. A life with real purpose and meaning and real love.”

I paused, the words hanging there like they weren’t sure they belonged to me anymore. “But after that conversation… I don’t know. I don’t trust myself to make the right decision about my career, or anything else, for that matter.”

Jessica nodded with no hesitation. “You do know. You’ve already seen what a life built on meaning can look like. Being at the retreat and being with Eden cracked you open in the best possible way. You can’t unsee it now. You can’t go back to pretending that little button to the nineteenth floor still equals success.”

“I hate the elevator,” I muttered. “Every time the doors open on the nineteenth floor, I feel like I’m stepping into someone else’s life.”

“Then stop stepping into it,” she said simply.

“That easy, huh?”

Jessica shrugged. “Let yourself stop trying to prove something to people who aren’t even paying attention. That’s not ambition. That’s a trauma loop.”

I snorted and took another sip. “You’ve been listening to podcasts again.”

“Obviously. But also, I’m right. You don’t want the life you have. So, build the one you do.”

I looked at her, my voice quiet. “Easy for you to say. You have Andrew and the boys and a house with string lights on the patio. You got it right.”

She tilted her head. “I chose right. I walked away from shit that didn’t fit.” She held my gaze. “You think people haven’t called me crazy for almost every decision I’ve ever made? Hell, my mom nearly staged an intervention when I dumped Chad after graduation and became a PI.”

That pulled a quiet laugh out of me.

Jessica was on a roll now, and she wasn’t backing off. “Whitney, you’ve always known what matters. You just forgot for a while.”

I stared into my wine glass. “I still love her.”

“I know you do.”

“And I don’t think I’m ever going to stop.”

Jessica nodded, her expression softening. “You don’t have to. Love doesn’t just disappear, not overnight, not in a few weeks. And it sure as hell doesn’t need a neat little bow at the end.” “But ask yourself one thing, if Eden’s never a part of your life again, do you still want to spend your days in that office?”

“No,” I said without hesitation.

She gave me a slow, knowing smile. “Then that’s your answer.”

“I’m scared that if I quit the firm, then I’ll have lost everything.”

Jessica reached over and squeezed my hand. “Or it’s the first step toward finding something better. But you’ve got to let go of the wrong thing to make room for the right one.”

I tipped the glass back, finishing what was left, then let it dangle loosely in my hand as her words settled over me. Could it really be that simple? Let go of the old dream because it was like a pair of jeans from ten years ago, two sizes too small and never going to stretch enough to make sense again.

Jessica reached for the bottle. “Okay. New rule. You’re not allowed to cry anymore tonight unless you also agree to ugly laugh at least once. That’s the emotional exchange rate I’m enforcing.”

I cracked a weak smile and held out my glass for a refill. “That’s not how feelings work, Jess.”

“Sure it is,” she said, with a confident smile. “Crying is a cleanse. Laughing is hydration. I don’t make the rules.”

I swirled the wine, watching it coat the sides of the glass. “It’s weird,” I said. “Talking about it is making me feel better, but also sad and anxious about what comes next.”

“Yeah,” Jessica said. “That’s what actually processing your shit feels like. I’m proud of you, champ.”

I rolled my eyes. “Shut up.”

She winked. “Okay, real talk. If you did quit and opened a practice, what would it look like?”

I let my head fall back, staring up at the dark sky. “Definitely not a glass tower. That much I know.” I took a slow sip of wine. “I keep picturing an old brick building with wood floors and maybe a bay window that lets sunlight pour in. The kind of place that, even though it’s a law office, people feel like it’s safe to exhale.”

Jessica didn’t interrupt. She simply lifted her glass and took a sip of wine. Her eyes were locked on me, without judgment or impatience, but with steady, quiet support. She was giving me the space I needed to unravel my tangled thoughts about the vision I held for the future.

“I want to work with people who are scared and help them feel less alone. Divorce, custody, adoption… It’s all so heavy. The least I can do is create a space that doesn’t make it worse.”

Jessica smirked. “Will it smell like incense and herbal tea?”

I chuckled. “And lavender. Eden always burned lavender candles, and now my dumb heart associates that smell with safety.”

“If you ever need a freelance investigator who likes to wear comfy jeans and drink overpriced lattes while digging into people’s dirt? I’m your girl.”

I smiled. “You just want gossip and a good story.”

“Damn right I do,” she admitted. Then, grinning, she added, “But I’m going to have to insist on naming rights for your firm.”

I shot her a look. “Oh god. This is going to be terrible, isn’t it?”

She held up her hand. “Hear me out, this one is good. Whitney Thompson: Attorney-at-Awesome.”

I groaned. “That is… so not good.”

“Okay, here’s another one, Whitney Thompson, Esquire - Because Sometimes Karma Needs a Lawyer.”

I burst out laughing. A real, full-body, shoulder-shaking laugh. I covered my mouth, caught off guard by the sound. It had been so long since I had even chuckled, much less laughed out loud.

“There she is!” Jessica yelled triumphantly. “I told you we would get there!” She grinned widely. “Listen, I’m just saying that your brand needs to be along the lines of, I’m smart, I’m kind, and I will legally destroy your ex with compassion and a perfectly tailored closing argument.”

I was laughing so hard I started wheezing. “Oh my God, stop. I can’t breathe.”

My ribs ached from laughing, and I wiped at my cheeks, surprised to find them damp but not from sadness this time. Laughing had shaken something loose, letting the weight slip off my shoulders for a little while. I hadn’t felt this light in weeks.

“Thank you,” I said softly, turning toward her. “I didn’t realize how much I needed this.”

She leaned back, glass resting on her stomach. “You never do. That’s why you have me as your bestie.”

I let the moment settle around us, breathing in the quiet comfort of being known without having to explain a thing. Then I sat up, brushing the hair from my face, and tilted my head toward her.

“Hey. Speaking of karma, did you hear about Kyle?”

Jessica’s eyebrows shot up. “Wait! How do you know something I don’t?”

“Well, technically I’m a Partner now,” I said with a dry laugh. “I hear things. Turns out karma finally got tired of his smug face. His wife is leaving him and taking everything that’s not bolted down to the floor.”

Jessica clapped a hand over her mouth, eyes wide.

“Oh, it gets better,” I said, savoring every word. “Gage asked if I would represent Kyle in the divorce.”

Her jaw dropped. “No way.”

“I politely declined. Cited a conflict of interest. But honestly? Even if hell froze over and the devil himself begged me to represent Kyle while he skated by doing triple axels, I would still say no.”

Jessica raised her glass. “To karma. And to the fact that you’re this close to living a life you want.”

I clinked my glass against hers. “To my next chapter.” I took a sip of wine. “Hey, do you want to come to brunch with me and Mom tomorrow? She’s bringing her new boyfriend. It’s my first time meeting him.”

“Hell yes, I want to go to brunch. I haven’t seen your mom in forever, and I would love to see her all rosy-cheeked and in love.”

I gave her a serious look. “Hey, just don’t say anything about Eden. I don’t want Mom worrying about me.”

Jessica held up her hand as if she were taking an oath. “Not a word, I promise. Besides, if we started talking about Eden, you would probably start crying, and nobody wants to watch a grown woman cry into her huevos rancheros.”

I snorted. “My God, how did I end up with you as a best friend?”

“All I can think is that you were blessed at birth.”

•••••••

“Well, now. How did I get so lucky? Lunch with not one but two of my favorite people!” Mom called out as she approached the table.

“Hey, Mom,” I said, standing to hug her.

She pulled me in tightly and kissed my cheek. “I’ve missed you, my girl.”

“I missed you, too.”

She turned to Jessica. “Jessica! I haven’t seen you in forever. Come here, hug me.”

Jessica jumped up and wrapped her arms around Mom’s neck. “Thanks for letting me crash. When Whitney said it was a lunch to meet your new guy, I couldn’t resist.”

“And where is the magical man who’s stolen my mother’s heart?” I asked, sliding back into my seat.

“He had to stop by his daughter’s place to help her with something,” Mom replied as she sat down. “He’ll be here in about twenty minutes.” She turned to me. “So, how’s work? Are you settled back in?”

I took a long sip of water, bracing myself. “Actually… I’m turning in my resignation on Monday.”

Mom’s eyebrows shot up. “You’re what? But you just made Partner. You’ve got the corner office. Why would you walk away from all that?”

“Because I haven’t been happy for a long time, and I’m ready to make some changes.”

Mom’s voice softened. “What kind of changes?”

“I’m still working out the details, but I have a rough plan. I want to open a practice. Working with the clients I met at the retreat made me realize I want to help people, not just rack up billable hours. I want a life that makes sense outside the office. And that’s not something I’ll find if I stay where I am.”

Mom stared at me for a long moment, then reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Good for you. I think you’ve been playing dress-up in someone else’s life for way too long.”

Jessica nudged me with her elbow. “Can confirm. You were cosplaying corporate robot real hard.”

Mom laughed. “You even had the glazed eyes down perfectly.”

“I did not,” I said, scandalized.

Mom chuckled, then gave me a look that made my throat tighten. “Sweetheart, that job hasn’t made you happy for a long time. You tried to make it fit, but it was never really you, and I think part of you knew that all along,” she said. “You’ve got the brains and the heart to build something better and something that feels right for your life. I’m proud of you for finally seeing it and choosing it.”

I blinked, caught off guard by how deeply seen I felt in that moment. It wasn’t just what she said but how she said it, like she hadn’t missed a single thing I had been carrying. Like she had known all along, but had waited until I was ready to hear it.

My shoulders dropped, and something inside me unclenched. “Thanks, Mom.”


Chapter 21 – Eden


Whitney had been gone for almost six weeks, and I still had days when they felt like they were made of jagged glass. I told myself I would be fine if I just kept moving and threw all my energy into the work. Into the details. Into anything that kept me from thinking about that last night, standing in my kitchen, and hearing the click of the door as she left.

I had been pouring everything I had into getting the event space ready. Not just because it would be the first big test after the renovation, and not because it made good business sense, but because it gave me something to control. Something that didn’t hurt.

From my office window, I watched Jeff’s crew moving around the parking lot, installing the last two floodlight poles. The sky was beginning to lean gold, shadows stretching long over the gravel.

“Smile, Eden. Everything is coming together,” Fran said from behind me.

“I was smiling. You just couldn’t see it,” I said as I unbuttoned a sleeve and started to roll it up.

“Oh, were you? Sorry. It’s just that lately you’ve been running on zero sleep and a double shot of repressed emotion, so maybe I missed it.”

Instead of responding, I grabbed my clipboard and headed for the door, with Eden following close behind.

“Eden, be honest with me,” she added. “Are you okay?”

“I just want the damn lighting done. Jeff promised mid-month, but based on yesterday’s punch list, that’s unlikely. The Halloween party is our soft launch for the seasonal pivot from retreat to event space. Morgan has a marketing blitz planned that will make it impossible to walk back if it tanks. It’s not just a party, it’s a very public declaration that Eden’s Garden is evolving.”

“All of that’s true,” Fran said. “Still not what I asked.”

“I don’t know what to tell you.” I tugged at my sleeve, already regretting rolling it up. “I’m tired. I’m wired. I keep having dreams where I’m decorating the barn, and some, not all, just some, of the Halloween props are little Chucky dolls.”

Fran blinked. “Wow.”

“Yup.”

“Well, I’m not a dream expert, but I feel like there’s no need for unpacking because that one comes pre-interpreted.”

“I know,” I said with a grimace. “It’s fine. Everything’s going to be great.”

Fran gave me a look like I had just tried to cover a bullet wound with a Hello Kitty Band-Aid, but she let it go. “I’m going to check on Jackson. He said he would be finished installing the accessible ramp at Cottage Three an hour ago.”

“Tell my brother I said hi.”

“Maybe you should tell him yourself. Come to dinner tonight. Jackson’s going to grill chicken. I’m making baked potatoes and steamed asparagus.”

That man would be grilling if it were snowing sideways,” I said, chuckling. “I’ll come over after I wrap a few things here.”

We turned toward the barn, and that’s when I heard a sound like a shotgun blast. I hit the ground, diving behind a wheelbarrow full of dirt. Two guys from Jeff’s crew also took cover. One guy dropped down behind a sawhorse. The other guy dove behind a cement mixer like he had trained his whole life for that very moment.

The silence that followed was almost louder than the bang itself. I popped my head up, looking around. “What the hell was that?”

Jeff’s foreman, Tommy, stood up slowly, eyes wide. “Pretty sure that floodlight just committed suicide.”

“Seriously?” I asked, pretending I hadn’t done a full tactical roll behind a wheelbarrow.

Tommy scratched the back of his neck. “Well, to be fair, the wiring on that one’s been touchy. She’s either blazing like a second sun or blinking like Morse code. I think she just gave up.”

“Add it to the punch list,” I muttered, brushing dust off my jeans. “But put it at the top of the list. I don’t need someone suing me for emotional damage because I have a temperamental flood light.”

The other guy, barely twenty, wearing a backward cap, walked over and looked up at the offending light. “I thought I was getting shot at. I heard the whistling of a bullet.”

Tommy gave him a sidelong look. “Sure you did.”

Fran laughed outright. “Well, I didn’t expect a test run for the haunted house to happen in the parking lot, but I’ll give it a solid B.” She waved her hand between me and the wheelbarrow. “But that dive? It deserves an A+.”

I gave her a flat look. “You can kiss my A+.”

“I love you, too,” she fired back, grinning, as she headed toward Cottage Three.

The evening light was brushing the trees with that late-September copper glow by the time I made it over to Fran and Jackson’s place. Jackson stood at the grill, tongs in hand, wearing an apron that read License to Grill. He was trying so hard to be funny, bless him.

Fran was pouring iced tea into mason jars and setting them on the table already laid with mismatched plates and cloth napkins, which was charmingly imperfect, exactly how she intended.

I plopped down and exhaled from the day and reached for my glass. “So, I’m here. What do you want to tell me?”

“Eat first,” Fran said firmly. “Talk after.”

Jackson held out the plate of grilled chicken. “Skin on or off?”

“Surprise me,” I said. “Just make sure it’s thoroughly cooked.”

He handed me a large plate full of chicken, then settled into the chair across from me. For a few minutes, we ate in near silence except for the scrape of forks against plates and the low sizzle of the cooling grill. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was until the first bite.

Jackson took a long sip of beer, eyes on me like he was reading a blueprint. “You know,” he said, “for someone who’s usually five steps ahead of everyone and everything, it seems like you’ve been stuck in place for weeks.”

“Is that so?” I asked casually, hoping his observation would remain only an observation, and not become an intervention.

Fran smirked into her iced tea, staying deliberately silent.

Jackson took another drink. “Anyway, the fix is easy.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Oh really?”

“Yep. Just call her.” He shrugged. “Look, I get it. Sometimes you need to bury yourself in work to gain some distance. But what’s it been, six, seven weeks? That’s not distance, Eden. That’s hiding.”

I stabbed a piece of asparagus that did not deserve my wrath. “It’s complicated.”

“Complicated doesn’t mean impossible,” Fran said gently.

Jackson leaned back with a satisfied sigh. “I’m just saying, if this were one of those cheesy Christmas movies Fran makes me watch, the lead would’ve called the girl back by now. Probably made the call while walking in the snow. With a dog.”

Fran raised her glass. “And they would be wearing a beautiful hand-knit scarf.”

“And the scarf would’ve been made by a mysteriously hot grandmother who tosses out wisdom via one-liners,” Jackson added.

I cracked a smile despite myself. “Well, it’s October. No snow. No scarf. No dog. No mysteriously hot grandmother… Unless you two have something family-related to tell me,” I said with a shrug.

It would be so easy to say he was right. To admit I missed Whitney so much that some mornings it was hard to breathe. But saying it meant feeling it, and I wasn’t sure I could feel it without unraveling completely.

Jackson polished off his beer and set the bottle down. “You don’t have to give us a play-by-play of what happened,” he said. “But it’s eating you alive. Pretending it’s not won’t make it stop. You’re not broken and lying in pieces across the ground, Eden. You’re just stuck. And stuck is fixable.”

I pushed my plate a few inches. “It’s not that simple, Jackson.”

He shrugged. “Didn’t say it was. But if you want to try something simple, pick up the phone and say hi when she answers.”

•••••••

I posed for one last selfie. Thanked the high school cheer squad for manning the cottages and handing out candy like true Halloween goddesses. Then I headed back to the barn.

A cool breeze rustled the fringe on my patchwork vest as I stepped through the wide double doors and took in the scene. Orange string lights crisscrossed the rafters. Up-lights with amber bulbs and battery-operated flickering candles cast a warm, spooky glow over the whole space. A fog machine puffed eerie mist at the entrance to the haunted house, and a Halloween soundtrack played softly in the background. Hay bales served as makeshift seating, while tables draped in black lace tablecloths and topped with plastic cauldrons overflowing with candy were scattered throughout the space. Everything looked perfect.

I glanced over at the new patio area. It was buzzing with parents sipping cider and swapping gossip while keeping half an eye on their costumed kids, who were laughing as they darted between cottages.

I pulled my phone from the back pocket of my thrifted bell-bottoms and typed out a quick message to Morgan.

The barn looks like a Pinterest board possessed by a ghost, and I mean that in the best possible way. Great job.

“Peace, love, and sugar-fueled chaos,” Fran said, appearing at my side, sipping from a tumbler bedazzled with the words Potion Master. Her hair was curled in soft 1930s waves, her lips painted a deep, rich red, and her pinstripe dress was dotted with fake bullet holes. Fran looked criminally good as Bonnie to Jackson’s Clyde.

She nudged me with her shoulder. “Smile, Eden. It’s a hit.”

“I know,” I said, scanning the crowd of familiar faces.

The same kids I remembered from their baby showers were now tearing through pillowcases and plastic jack-o’-lanterns stuffed with mini Snickers, Skittles, and the universally despised boxes of raisins.

I smoothed the fringe of my vest. “Let’s hope it stays that way.”

Fran bumped my shoulder. “Hey. You okay?”

“Peachy.” Surprisingly, it even sounded like I meant it.

Truthfully, I felt like a house with every light on but no one home. With no big project to focus on, there was suddenly too much time to think about Whitney. I kept picturing how she would tease me for the bell-bottoms and the peace sign painted on my cheek.

“She would’ve laughed seeing a tiny Chucky in line for the haunted house,” Fran said, motioning to where Payton was standing.

“Yeah, dressing up as Chucky is an odd choice for a child’s Halloween costume,” I replied.

“I agree, but Tina told me Payton wanted to be a scary clown for Halloween so she could scare her older brother. The Chucky costume, minus the fake knife, of course, was the only option they could find. Anyway, I think Whitney would’ve gotten a kick out of it,” she added with a knowing smile. “Okay, I’m off to mingle.”

I watched Fran melt into the crowd, then I took a slow lap around the barn, greeting people, handing out glow sticks, and answering a few questions about future bookings. Halfway through pretending to admire someone’s homemade scarecrow costume, I felt a tap at my hip.

I turned to find Payton, her red wig askew. She held up her palm. “Can I have a water bottle, please?”

“Of course you can.” I stepped over to the snack table, crouched down, and grabbed one from the cooler hidden beneath.

She looked at me closely. “You’re crying,” she said.

I blinked, feeling a tear slip down my cheek. “Yeah. I guess I am.”

“I’m sorry I scared you,” she said solemnly. “I didn’t mean to. I only want to scare my brother cause he’s mean sometimes.”

I smiled, wiping my face. “I get it. Older brothers can be tough. But you didn’t scare me, sweetie. Your costume just reminds me of someone I miss a whole lot.”

“Oh.” She tilted her head. “Was the person you miss a scary clown with red hair?”

I shook my head. “No. She’s not scary.”

She narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. “So, she’s got red hair, but isn’t scary.”

“She didn’t scare me. I scared myself.”

Payton puckered her lips thoughtfully, like she understood exactly what I meant. Then smiled and scampered off.

I stood there, alone, until the music died and everyone had gone home. Weeks of telling myself I was fine and just busy, staying focused on the retreat, crumbled in that quiet. Jackson was right. I had been hiding.

By the time I had finished cleaning, it was well past midnight. I thought I would crash the second my head hit the pillow. But instead, I lay awake for hours, staring at the ceiling and thinking about Whitney.

Sometime around dawn, I decided to clear my head, and hiking was one of the best ways to do it. So I rolled out of bed, got dressed, grabbed my water bottle and a granola bar I didn’t really want, and headed for the trail. No music. No distractions. Just me, the trees, and the faint hope that nature might shake loose something I hadn’t been able to.

Colorful fall leaves crunched beneath my boots with each step, brittle and loud in the quiet morning. The air was edged with an early fall chill that curled around your ankles and settled into your sleeves. The forest floor was still slick from the dew, the scent of wet earth and decaying leaves rising with each footfall. The silence felt clean, weightless, and thankfully, undemanding.

The trail curled steadily uphill, winding past moss-covered boulders and tree roots. The higher I climbed, the slower my breath became, and the noise in my head finally began to fade. By the time I crested the ridge and started down the back side of the trail, my legs ached, and my throat was tight with unshed tears.

When I emerged from the woods, I headed for the tree. The one where W + E was surrounded by a heart. I stood there for a long time, staring at the carving. Then I reached out, my fingers brushing the grooves, as if touching the ghost of history.

“What am I doing?” I asked aloud. My voice cracked, dry as the fallen leaves around me. “Seriously, what the hell am I doing?”

I looked up at the sky beyond the branches. “Why does it have to be like this? Why did it take losing her to see the shape of my fear? And why couldn’t I have said the things that mattered instead of blowing it all apart?”

The wind stirred through the trees, soft and steady, as if they were listening. I lowered to the ground, leaned back against the trunk, and closed my eyes.

“She might not forgive me,” I said quietly, “but I don’t want this to end without… without her knowing the truth. Without me knowing, I at least tried to explain.”

I pulled my phone from my pocket and checked the time. It was mid-morning, so I knew Jessica would be at work. I stared at her name, took a deep breath, and pressed call.

She answered on the third ring. “Hi,” she said, cautiously.

“Hey. Jess.” My voice came out small. “I, uh… I’m sorry to bother you at work.”

“You’re not bothering me,” she replied. “Just surprising me.”

“I wanted to talk to you about Whitney,” I explained as I ran my hand nervously through the grass.

“Eden,” Jessica said gently, “I love you. I do. But you sent my best friend back to me broken.”

I closed my eyes. “I know. I hate that I did. And I’m sorry for what I said, for how I acted, for not trusting her enough to have the conversation when it actually mattered.”

Jessica let out a slow breath. “I appreciate you saying that. I really do. But maybe you should be telling her this. Not me.”

“I want to,” I said quietly. “But not over the phone. This needs to be face-to-face.”

There was a pause, and the silence stretched thin. The wind rustled through the branches above me. Leaves shifted against one another, dry and papery, the sound soft but insistent, like the world itself was waiting to see what Jessica would say.

“What do you need?” she finally asked.

“Her address and what time she should be home from work.”

She laughed. “That woman lives in her office now. But to be safe, I would shoot for around seven.”

“So, she’ll be home by then?”

“Yeah,” she said softly. “She’ll be there. I’ll text you the address.” She hesitated. “Just be honest with her. And, Eden, try not to break anything else if you can help it.”

“Thank you for helping me.” I paused for a second, “Jess… Please don’t tell her I called.”

“Okay. Good luck. I’m rooting for you.”

After we hung up, I stayed there a little longer, grounding myself in the quiet. The weight in my chest had eased just enough to let me breathe without feeling like something was pressing down on me. I closed my eyes and let the silence wrap around me, not as emptiness, but as space. Space to feel. Space to start letting go. Space to hope.


CHAPTER 22 – Whitney


“Yes, Mom, I’m getting enough sleep. And yes, I’m eating,” I said, chuckling into the phone.

“Don’t blow me off, Whitney. I’m your mother. I’m allowed to worry. Quitting your job and starting your own firm is a lot of change all at once.” Her voice carried that familiar mix of concern and exasperated love.

“Honestly, it hasn’t been that stressful,” I said, leaning back against the kitchen counter. “Sure, I’ve been busy figuring out next steps, but I feel… good. Like, really good. For the first time in a long time, I don’t feel like I’m chasing someone else’s dream.”

“That’s great to hear, honey.” There was a pause. “Have you found office space yet?”

“Not yet. I know exactly what I’m looking for, and I’ve been scouring listings online, but nothing’s quite clicked yet. I want it to have good energy and feel right, not just be functional.”

“That makes sense,” she said. “You’ll find it. I’m sure it’s only a matter of time.”

“Yeah, I’m sure you’re right. I’m going to call a realtor friend of mine next week, ask her to start looking around. In the meantime, I’ll keep working from my table.”

I tossed the pen onto the counter and stretched before walking over to the window. “Oh! I forgot to tell you. Dad called.”

Mom made a sound halfway between a groan and a sigh. “And?”

“He heard I had resigned from Gage and Associates and wanted to know if I had completely lost my mind.”

She barked out a laugh. “What a shock. It’s always been about money and appearances for your father. He would never have had the guts to do what you’re doing.”

“Thanks, Mom. That means a lot.”

“What did you say to him?”

I smiled, remembering his stunned silence. “That I’m a grown woman who doesn’t need, or want, his approval. That he could take his opinion and shove it.” I paused, then added with a grin, “But I said it in a very calm, professional, vaguely condescending tone.”

My mom snorted. “That’s my girl.”

I laughed. “Truthfully, it might’ve been one of our most productive conversations.”

“Ooooh,” she said, half shocked, half delighted. “I don’t think I’ve ever been prouder of you. Aside from… well, how things turned out with Eden, I think the retreat was really good for you.”

I stared at my reflection in the window, lips pressed into a faint line. “Yeah. It was.”

I turned back toward the table I had converted into a makeshift desk. “Plus, I got Chucky the muse out of the deal. I mean, if that’s not winning, I don’t know what is,” I added, letting the humor take the edge off.

Mom let out a full, delighted laugh. “Jessica really does have a twisted sense of humor. That thing is terrifying.”

“It’s the beady little eyes,” I said. “Forget the knife. It’s the eyes that haunt you.”

I sat down again and picked up my notepad. “I should go. I have a meeting the day after tomorrow with a boutique marketing agency, and I’m pulling together some ideas. Plus, I ordered Chinese right before you called, which should be here any minute.”

“Okay, sweetheart. Let’s talk later this week about what we want to do for Thanksgiving. It’s coming up fast.”

“Sounds good. Love you.”

“Love you too. Bye.”

I ended the call and tossed my phone onto a stack of papers just as the door buzzer sounded. “Perfect timing.”

I crossed the room to the panel and pressed the button. “Yes?”

There was a crackle of static, then a muffled, “Delivery for Whitney Thompson.”

“Come on up. And fair warning, if you forgot the crab rangoon again, you’re making another trip.”

My stomach growled in agreement as I turned back to the table and cleared a space of papers, sticky notes, and a half-drained cup of tea. I shuffled it all to one side, trying not to overthink the mountain of things still left to do. Starting a firm was taking longer than I had imagined, but I was chipping away. What I really needed now was an office, because this table and I were about two days away from a full-blown domestic dispute.

Just as I pushed the last stack aside, a soft knock came at the door, making me frown. Delivery drivers usually pounded on the door as if trying to break in. This knock was gentle. Tentative even.

“Rookie,” I said, smiling to myself as I headed to the door.

I pulled the door open to find Eden standing in the hallway. I gripped the doorframe as I felt the breath go out of me. She stood there in jeans, a weathered army jacket, with a messenger bag slung over one shoulder. The look on her face was like hope and fear had joined forces.

“Hi,” she said finally, voice frayed and barely above a whisper.

My stomach dropped, twisted, then righted itself at the sound of her voice. I stepped aside. “Come in.”

She crossed the threshold slowly, cautiously, like she wasn’t sure if she was actually welcome or not. Then, almost like it had just occurred to her, she held out the white paper bag she was holding.

“I was in the lobby when the delivery guy called you. I gave him a tip and offered to save him an elevator trip.”

I took the bag, feeling a jolt as our fingers. “Thanks.”

I closed the door and turned back just in time to watch as she scanned the apartment. Half-unpacked boxes stacked along the wall, the small whiteboard littered with sticky notes, and business books towered like Jenga blocks on the table.

“Are you hungry?” I asked, motioning toward the table. “There’s enough Chinese food in here to feed a small army.”

She shook her head. “No. I… I didn’t come to eat.”

“Then why are you here, Eden?”

She flinched the tiniest amount, but I caught it. “To say the things I should’ve said weeks ago.”

I nodded toward the sofa. “Talk.”

She set her messenger bag on the floor, then sat gingerly on the edge of the cushion like she wasn’t sure if she was allowed to get comfortable. I stood a moment longer before sitting in the chair across from her. I didn’t know exactly what she had come here to say, but I knew I wasn’t going to make it easy.

Eden looked down at her hands, fingers twisting in her lap. “I was scared,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I saw the job offers and panicked. I thought I was going to lose you before I ever really had you.”

She swallowed, blinking hard. “So instead of asking what you wanted… I told myself a story about how it was already over.” Her eyes lifted to mine, glassy and wide with the weight of everything she hadn’t said. “And then I made it true.”

Her words cracked open a deep, quiet fault line I hadn’t realized was still tender. But I didn’t let it show. I couldn’t.

She blew out loudly. “I thought if I pulled away first, it would hurt less,” she said, wiping at her cheek. “But all it did was hollow me out.”

I nodded once. “You didn’t trust me enough to talk to me.”

She winced but didn’t look away. “I didn’t trust myself to survive losing you if I did talk to you.”

I stood, crossed to the window. Outside, traffic crawled past, tail lights glowing red in the dusk. Some guy in a beanie was walking a Pomeranian like he had somewhere urgent to be. They were oblivious to what was happening twelve floors above them.

I turned back to her. “You really hurt me, Eden.” I waited until she met my eyes. “Saying what we had wasn’t real…” My voice cracked, and I swallowed. “That gutted me like nothing ever has.”

Her eyes filled again. “It was heartless,” she whispered, voice shaking as she wiped at her face with the sleeve of her jacket. “And I regret it more than anything I’ve ever said. I thought I was protecting you from pain, but all I did was deliver it. I want to be the one who holds you when you’re hurting…not the reason you need to be held.”

I frustratedly crossed my arms as I stared back at her. “Why didn’t you just talk to me?”

Eden stood abruptly and started to pace, nervous energy spilling out with every step. She stopped and turned to face me. “Do you want the truth, or a rehearsed apology that makes it easier for you to kick me out and never speak to me again?”

I blinked. “Why the hell are you even here if you don’t want to have an honest conversation?”

Her mouth opened, like she had a retort locked and loaded, but then she stopped herself. “You’re right,” she said softly. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” She took a deep breath. “The simple answer is I didn’t want you to end up hating me.” She hesitated, gaze dropping to the floor. “The more complicated one is, everything happened so fast. You came to Eden’s Garden because you were disillusioned and unhappy. And then, suddenly, you’re being handed two job offers that represent everything you had spent years working for.”

Eden looked back at me, her eyes full of pain. “I was scared that if you stayed because of me, one day you would wake up and resent the hell out of me for it.”

“So, rather than talk to me, you blew everything up. Pretty ironic for someone who teaches people how to process their feelings,” I snapped sarcastically.

She let out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Fair. I deserved that.” She took a few steps toward me but stopped short, leaving just enough space for all the things still unsaid. “I’m not saying it made sense. Hell, it barely makes sense to me now. But at the time, it felt like survival.”

I nodded, my voice barely above a whisper. “So, I was right.”

She tilted her head, her brows knitting together as a flicker of confusion clouded her expression.

“That night in your kitchen, I said you were scared. I was right.”

She nodded slowly. “Yes.”

“But you’re not scared anymore?” I asked, unsure.

“Oh, I still am,” she admitted. “But I know I’m going to love you for the rest of my life, and I would rather do that with you next to me than wonder what could have been.”

I watched as she looked down, her lashes casting soft shadows across her cheeks. She drew a slow, deliberate breath, her fingers curling slightly at her sides. For a moment, I thought she might retreat, let the fear pull her under again. But then she exhaled a long and steady breath, then lifted her head. When her eyes met mine, they were clear, filled with quiet resolve.

Her gaze held mine, steady and unguarded. “When I close my eyes, I see life with you. The messy mornings. Slow Sundays. The fights. The dumb inside jokes. The love.” She stepped forward, reaching for my hands. “I want all of it. With you.” Her grip on my fingers tightened. “I am in love with you, Whitney. Please give us another chance. Give me another chance.”

I looked down at our joined hands, then lifted my eyes to meet hers. “You broke my heart,” I said softly, letting the truth settle between us. “But you didn’t break me.”

Eden’s breath caught, her eyes widening as the words landed with quiet force. Her gaze searched mine, and I saw the ache, the regret, the dawning understanding of what she had really done.

I shook my head slowly. “The old me would have folded. Smoothed it over and pretended what happened was okay so that I wouldn’t lose you. But I’m not that version of me anymore.”

I let that truth hang between us, heavy and unflinching. I didn’t rush to break the silence or soften its weight for her. Instead, I let her sit in that space before continuing.

“I’ve spent the last few months getting to know a version of myself who doesn’t apologize to keep the peace, who doesn’t live for anyone’s approval but her own. And I admit, I’m still figuring it out,” I said, closing the distance between us. “But because I’m finally choosing myself and what I want, that means I’m also choosing you. I want the real thing. Messy, flawed, and still growing. Is that something you want too?”

Eden let out a sound caught between a sob and a laugh. “Yes. Oh my god, yes.”

I studied her for a moment longer. Then I leaned in and pressed my forehead gently to hers. “Don’t you dare run again,” I whispered. “No disappearing into silence. No pushing me away because you’re scared. I’m here. You have to meet me here.”

“I’m right here with you. Now and always,” she whispered back.

I pressed my lips to hers, our mouths meeting with the urgency of trying to make up for lost time. Her hands rose to cradle my face, as if afraid I would vanish if she let go. I broke the kiss, slid the jacket from her shoulders, letting it fall to the floor without a second thought, and pulled her with me toward the bedroom.

I flicked off the light with a backward sweep of my hand as we tumbled into the room. Her mouth was everywhere, my neck, my jaw, her breath hot and uneven. I yanked her shirt over her head, fumbling when it caught her shoulder, then tossed it to the floor.

Eden’s hands gripped my waist, pulling me tight against her body, and took my mouth. The kiss wasn’t tentative or soft. It was the kind of kiss that slammed the door on the past and begged the future to come get us.

She tugged off my hoodie and bra in one swift motion, then slowed, her hands moving over me with reverence. Her fingers traced along my ribs and over my breasts, like she was relearning the shape of me, taking time to memorize what she had nearly lost.

“I love your body,” she whispered, pressing her lips against my collarbone, her voice thick, shaky with want.

I gripped the back of her neck and pulled her mouth back to mine, kissing her with everything I hadn’t been able to say over the past eight weeks. As I devoured her, my hands roamed the familiar terrain of her hips, gliding over the curve of her waist.

Eden slipped from my grip and dropped onto the bed, propping herself up on her elbows with a wicked smile. “Take those off.”

I slipped out of my yoga pants, climbed over her, and reclaimed her mouth until we were both breathless. When I pulled back for air, she unclasped her bra and tossed it over my shoulder. I groaned with satisfaction, then lowered my head and closed my mouth over her breast, sucking slowly and deliberately. She arched beneath me, her body responding in a way that made mine ache in return.

Her fingers threaded into my hair, gently pulling until my eyes met hers. “I love you,” she whispered, her voice low and rough, her gaze heavy with desire.

“I love you, too. God, how I love you,” I whispered back before dropping my head to kiss a trail down her body.

Urgency crackled through me like static before a storm as her thighs quivered beneath my hands, just as I settled between them. I dipped my head and flicked my tongue across her clit, pulling a ragged moan from deep in her throat. Her hips bucked sharply like her body had been waiting, already soaked and trembling with need. I held her steady as I gave her body everything it was begging for.

Eden dug her heels into the mattress, one hand twisting the sheets while the other tangled in my hair, gripping tight as I pushed her higher until she shattered against my mouth, her whole body trembling with release.

I turned my head and pressed a soft kiss to the inside of her thigh, where the muscles still twitched. Then I raised my eyes and looked up at her. She was lying there, her hair wild, chest heaving, and utterly wrecked in the best way.

Smoldering blue eyes opened and locked on me. “You,” she demanded, reaching for me. “I need you.”

I dragged myself up her body until we were eye to eye. “I missed you so very much,” she whispered, breathlessly, before pulling me in for a kiss that was wild and messy.

She flipped us with a sudden burst of strength, making me gasp as she straddled my hips. Leaning in, she dragged her lips across my jaw, down my throat, and lower. Her fingers traced teasing circles along the inside of my thigh before slipping between my legs and pushing inside me.

“Yes,” I gasped, hips rising instinctively, the pleasure so sharp and perfect it blurred everything else.

She moved devastatingly slowly at first. Her thumb pressed lightly to my clit, circling just enough to make my spine bow and a broken sound escape my lips.

Eden leaned in, her mouth brushing my ear. “You feel so fucking good,” she whispered, before nipping my earlobe and sucking it between her lips.

I threw my head back, arching off the bed as she curled her fingers, and pleasure consumed me. Everything inside me splintered, shattering in a rush of heat and light, leaving me breathless and shaking. She collapsed on top of me, our hearts hammering in sync. We were no longer two fractured people orbiting each other. We were whole.

She pressed a soft kiss to my cheek before flopping onto her back beside me. “I want to talk about everything,” she murmured, voice warm and a little dazed, “but I’m going to need a minute to remember how words work.”

I chuckled, draping my arm over my eyes. “I’m ninety percent Jello right now. There’s no way I could form a coherent thought even if I tried.”

She giggled beside me. “Thank God. That buys me time.”

I melted into the sheets, boneless and spent. I thought about how the day had started quietly and a little lonely. Nothing about it had hinted it would end with Eden in my bed.

I turned onto my side, propping my head in my hand as I reached over and traced a slow line across her skin with the tip of my finger. She smiled, lazy and content, then rolled her head to face me, eyes warm and still a little dazed.

“So,” I murmured, eyes locked on hers. “Your stalking skills have really improved.”

“What are you talking about?”

I let my fingers drift down her arm. “I’m just saying that was a suspiciously elite move. Intercepting my delivery like a stealthy ninja and showing up at my door unannounced.”

She laughed full of joy, and my heart melted at the sound. God, I have missed that laugh.

“I’m not a stalker,” she said, still grinning. “But I did call Jessica this morning. I needed your address.”

That caught me off guard. “Wait, Jessica knew you were coming here to see me?”

“She did. Please don’t be mad. I asked her not to say anything.”

I arched a brow, letting my eyes drag slowly down her body before meeting her gaze again. “It’s hard to be mad when you’re naked and clearly full of regret. Very strategic of you.”

Eden sat up and turned to me, her eyes shining with unshed tears, her expression raw. “I’m so sorry, Whitney. For all of it. For reducing what we had to a summer fling, for pretending it didn’t matter. That was a lie. A lie I told myself as much as I told you. And I know I hurt you. I just hope someday you can forgive me.”

I searched her face, taking in the quiver in her voice, the vulnerability she wasn’t trying to mask anymore. Then, slowly, I shook my head and reached out, letting my thumb graze her cheek softly and without judgment.

“It wasn’t the interpretation of us I would’ve gone with,” I said, a sad smile tugging at my mouth. “But I get it. You were scared and trying to outrun something that was never chasing you.”

A single tear slipped free, carving a quiet path down her cheek, and still she held my gaze. She wasn’t trying to hide it or pull herself together. She wanted me to see it all she was feeling. The regret. The ache. But most importantly, the love.

I exhaled softly. “I forgive you, Eden. Not because it didn’t hurt, because God, it did. I forgive you because I love you.” I leaned in and kissed her softly. It was a kiss meant for rebuilding, for saying everything words couldn’t. When I pulled back, I touched her nose with mine.

“I’m not naive,” I whispered. “I know we’re not always going to live in some bubble of eternal bliss. We’ll disagree. We’ll fight. There’ll be days when we get on each other’s nerves or want to scream at each other from opposite ends of the room. But at the end of every one of those days, I want to come home to you. I want to fall asleep next to you.” I paused, searching her eyes, letting the moment stretch. “I want all of it. The messy and the magic. I want a life with you in it. A whole beautiful, complicated life.”

She smiled through wet lashes. “I love you.”

“I love you more.”

I pulled her down beside me and curled into her side, breathing in the warmth of her skin and the steady rhythm of her heartbeat beneath my ear. We lay there like that for a while. Just two imperfect people wrapped in something that felt bigger than either of us could have hoped or wished for.

Her arm curled tighter around me as she pressed a kiss to my temple. “I wanted to believe you would leave,” she whispered, her voice trembling like the truth had splintered inside her. “Because if you did, I could say I saw it coming. I could brace for it. But the truth is… I didn’t believe someone could stay. Not really. Not after what I lost before.”

I didn’t press her. Some wounds were still too raw, and some silences said everything. I kissed her shoulder instead, held her a little closer, and let the quiet carry what words couldn’t.

“From summer,” she murmured, “to forever.”

I smiled against her skin. “From summer to forever, huh?”

She chuckled softly, her fingers drawing lazy circles on my back like a vow. “Yeah. Even if it still feels a little unreal.”

“It doesn’t feel unreal to me,” I said, my voice steady. “It feels inevitable like every step, every choice, every heartbreak was always leading me right here. To you.”


EPILOGUE 
TEN Years Later


The house was quiet, except for the sound of the birds outside and the steady, soft rhythm of Eden’s breathing beside me.

I shifted onto my side, eyes tracing the familiar lines of the woman who still held my heart even after all these years. The morning light spilled across her skin, warm and golden, catching in the curve of her cheek, the edge of her collarbone. And just like that, I felt butterflies again. A quiet, certain flutter that came from loving someone so deeply, it never really settles.

I brushed a few strands of hair from her face and leaned in close, whispering, “Happy anniversary, beautiful.”

Eden stirred, a sleepy smile tugging at her lips as she opened her eyes. “Happy anniversary to you, too, my love. And… Happy birthday.” Her voice was low and teasing.

I laughed under my breath. “Still not over the fact you managed to marry me on my birthday. Two birds, one big romantic genius.”

She grinned, unapologetic. “I like efficiency.”

I kissed her temple, lingering there for a moment, breathing her in. “Ten years.”

Her fingers found mine, curling between them. “I was just thinking it feels like yesterday. But also like we’ve lived a thousand lives together.”

We lay there for a while, quiet and content, the years settling around us like dust in sunlight. Soft and honest, full of all the things we had made it through. The mistakes. The growing pains. The joy. The stubborn, defiant kind of love we kept choosing, day after day.

Eventually, Eden stretched, wearing that familiar grin that always meant trouble. “Ready for the anniversary tradition?”

I narrowed one eye. “Oh no. Not the scavenger hunt. Can’t we stay in bed? I promise to make it worth your while.”

She sat up, hair wild and gorgeous. “Hey, it’s tradition. I hid the clues yesterday. You’ll thank me when you find your gift. Plus, you know we’ll end up back in bed before the day is out anyway.”

I groaned dramatically, already sitting up. “I’m going to be sad if this ends with me crawling around in the dirt.”

“A little dirt,” she said sweetly, pressing a kiss to my nose. “But it’s worth it.”

We got dressed in T-shirts and shorts, sipped coffee and tea from mismatched mugs, and then the hunt began. Clue by clue, she sent me through the house, through our memories. Each note was tucked away in a place that meant something. A dog-eared book, the drawer where she kept our old concert tickets, the empty wine bottle from that one night in Spain. Then I found a hand-sketched tree.

I turned to her. “Does this mean what I think it means?”

She smiled and nodded. “Go to our tree.”

Outside, the summer heat met us like an old friend. We walked the worn path barefoot, with our fingers laced. The tree stood solid and steady, its trunk carved with the initials that started this whole wild, beautiful thing. Ours were there. Alongside her parents’, grandparents’, and Fran and Jackson’s. A little constellation of love.

At the base, tucked against the roots, was a small package wrapped in soft, cream paper, tied with a blue and gold ribbon. I picked it up and turned to find Eden watching me.

“Open it,” she said softly.

I untied the ribbon and peeled back the paper to reveal a black velvet box. Inside was a delicate gold necklace, with a circular pendant adorned with diamonds. It was elegantly simple, and I fell instantly in love with it.

“I love it. It’s beautiful.” I said, tracing the small circle with the tip of my finger.

Eden stepped closer. “The circle is us. No beginning. No end.”

I looked at her then. Ten years married, and somehow, I could still be floored by the way she loved me.

“Will you put it on me?”

She smiled, taking the necklace and stepping behind me. Her fingers brushed my neck as she clasped it in place, and I felt it settle just above my heart.

Eden stepped back around and took the pendant between her fingers. “Looks perfect,” she murmured.

“I pulled her into a tight hug and kissed her, not to commemorate the moment, but because even now, after all these years, loving her still felt like breathing.”

“I love you,” I whispered.

“I love you more,” she whispered back.

As the sun climbed higher, we stood there, two imperfect souls, bound by an inevitable love.

THE END

Thank You

Thank you for reading Inevitable. Writing Eden and Whitney’s story has been one of the greatest joys of my creative life so far, and I’m so glad you chose to spend time with them. I hope their journey made you laugh, cry, swoon, or maybe all three. However it found you, I’m deeply grateful you came along for the ride.

If you enjoyed the book, I would be so grateful if you considered leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads. Even a quick rating goes a long way and would mean the world to me.

Till next time,

Jen Carter
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Our Story – Book 1

She wasn’t looking for it, but it found her anyway.

Jamie Murphy has long felt the need for change in her life. Despite having a good job, a loving family, and great friends, she feels like something is missing. Jamie’s friendship with Charlotte Moss leads to unexpected feelings that turn her life upside down, helping her realize what true happiness can and should look like.

FINALLY

Our Story – Book 2

A second chance at love.

Years have passed since Jamie Murphy and Charlotte Moss’s passionate and chaotic relationship ended. Jamie has moved on with her life, believing her love story is in the past. When fate steps in and their paths cross again, Jamie wonders if she can move past the hurt and broken promises from years ago and find the courage to let down her guard for a second chance at love. 

DESTINED

Do you believe in destiny?

Reggie Watson’s life feels stuck. When a family friend asks for help, it’s the perfect chance to shake things up. Alex Mathieson is content with her quiet life. But when her high school crush, Reggie, suddenly reappears, she can’t help but wonder why fate has brought them back together.

KISSING YOU

Silence is no longer an option.

Tracy White has been secretly in love with her best friend, Gemma Woody, for years. Gemma is flirtatious, magnetic, and completely oblivious, or so Tracy believes. But when a winter getaway leads to a shared bed, simmering tension, and one unforgettable kiss, everything shifts. Suddenly, the feelings they’ve both been avoiding are impossible to ignore. They were so busy protecting the friendship, they nearly missed the love buried inside it.
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