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CHAPTER 1
THE ROOM WAS EXCEPTIONALLY dark, but not dark enough. I hadn’t bothered to turn on the office lights or open the blinds. Still, a thin beam of sunlight peeked through the tiny gap at the bottom corner of the blinds.
The past eight years, since I’d moved into the corner suite, the office had been perfect. Then one day, I’d discovered the annoying light invading my office.
I scowled at the pinpoint of light targeting my desk, much like a dot from a sniper’s gun. It landed in the middle of my nameplate.
BLAKE SAUNDERS, VICE PRESIDENT
FORTITUDE EQUITY GROUP

I smiled, thinking that I’d soon need to update my nameplate.
My happiness didn’t last long as the invading dot hammered at my brain. I’d complained to the maintenance manager several times. Not only had he been unable to fix it, in his exasperation, he’d told me he could just paint the whole goddamned window black if that would make me happy. Of course, it wouldn’t make me happy. Him doing his job would.
I did my best thinking in the dark. With nothing to distract me, I managed to laser focus my mind. My lip raised in a half-smile. Some might argue I was hyper-focused enough and needed no more advantage. My many rivals would agree, but they weren’t important now. What was important was my meeting with Terrence.
Giving up on the peace darkness brought me, I turned on my banker’s lamp with the green shade, and the damnable dot disappeared.
Good. Now maybe I could concentrate. I opened the center drawer of my desk and pulled out the well-worn Moleskine notebook. It was one of the smaller ones, about the size of a paperback book.
I ran my fingers over the cover and smiled. Memories of when Auntie Bess presented it to me flooded my mind. She’d told me the notebook was special, just like me, and it should hold all my goals and ambitions and most importantly, my dreams. The normally stoic Bess had tears in her eyes as I’d thumbed through the pages. The memory was bittersweet. I never suspected then that Bess wouldn’t be around to see my high school graduation. I suspected Bess knew, though. Thoughts of Auntie Bess always churned emotions I tried to avoid. Auntie Bess. Who was neither my aunt nor was her name Bess.
I pushed my thoughts aside as I opened the notebook I’d cherished for thirty years. The precise adolescent handwriting greeted me on the first page. Handwriting, which grew more meticulous over the years. While other executives’ handwriting became more illegible the higher they climbed the corporate ladder, mine did the opposite. I wanted to ensure everyone was clear on whose signature graced the deal.
There wasn’t time to stroll down memory lane since I needed to leave for my meeting with Terrence soon. I flipped to the third page, leaving behind all the goals I’d achieved and the one I’d crossed out.
My finger trailed farther down the list, and my lip curled in annoyance when I reached the unchecked item.
Marry the love of my life
If Marta hadn’t lost her mind and walked out on me, I could have achieved it. It didn’t matter now. In hindsight, it would’ve been cheating if I’d married Marta and checked the box. My true love wouldn’t have abandoned me, nor would I have felt so little when she did. I hadn’t shed a single tear, but I couldn’t remember the last time I had. Tears were for the weak.
Today was no time to dwell on the past. I picked up my pen and moved it toward the other unchecked item on the list. Should I check it before it became official in—I glanced at my watch—ten minutes?
Become CEO of a multimillion-dollar company
I smiled at more of my youthful naïvety. Fifteen years ago, when I’d started my career at Fortitude, it had been a multimillion-dollar company. Through hard work and sacrifice, Fortitude had crossed into the billions five years ago, and everyone knew I was a huge part of the company’s success.
With Terrence McClinton’s retirement imminent, it would be my chance to punch the company through the trillion-dollar ceiling. I dropped my pen on my desk without checking the box. After all, I was a rule follower. It could be several weeks before I signed a contract with Fortitude. There would be countless meetings and negotiations before solidifying the final details. Then god knows how long it would take the lawyers to bless it.
No. I’d use the pen I signed the contract with to make the checkmark. I closed the notebook and slid it back into the center drawer of my desk.
I stood. It was time to meet Terrence.
Before opening the door to my office, I buttoned my blazer. Armani. It was my favorite suit—black, of course. It made me feel powerful when I set out to break the glass ceiling. Faced with a roomful of men, in a man’s world, I needed every advantage I could get, and the suit helped me exude my trademark confidence. Though I was relatively small, standing only five-foot-four, I’ve been told I appear much taller.
The tailored fit highlighted my efforts at the gym. Since I loved the adrenaline rush and feeling of power from lifting weights, it had been easy maintaining my well-defined shoulders. But I couldn’t say the same for my slender waist. It had been a challenge, considering my love of M&M’s. After careful calculations, I allowed myself ten M&M’s on days I didn’t work out and fifteen on days that I did. It worked for me.
I didn’t believe in false modesty, so I’d admit I turned heads and puzzled men when they discovered I was a lesbian. I was unsure why since I considered myself a soft butch, but then again, most men didn’t realize that was a thing.
Even after the discovery, I’d had to tell some men to back off. I’d never had to tell them twice. At least Terrence had shown no sexual interest toward me. Even after the #MeToo movement, I continued to hear horror stories from female executives. But my relationship with Terrence had been a fatherly one, which was fitting since he was thirty years my senior. While none of his children was interested in the company, at least he’d have someone who was like a daughter to him taking the reins of his baby.
Nancy looked up from her desk when I emerged from my office, and an enormous smile lit her face. Nancy Stern had been my first and only personal assistant at Fortitude. There was no one more loyal or competent than Nancy.
“This is it,” Nancy said.
“This is it,” I parroted. I was almost as excited for Nancy’s promotion as my own—almost.
“May I?” Nancy pointed toward my hair.
“Certainly.”
Nancy stood and moved from behind her desk. She habitually fussed with my appearance since I often forgot to tend to it during my busy day. Nancy put her fingers in my side part and pushed a strand of hair to the other side. “It’s almost time for a cut,” Nancy said.
I swept my bangs farther off to the side. “Can you make me an appointment? Next week would be good.”
“Absolutely.” Nancy put one hand on each of my lapels and straightened them. “That’s better.”
“I’m surprised I’m able to dress myself since you’re always messing with me.”
Nancy laughed, and then her face grew serious. “You’re the best boss I’ve ever had. You deserve this.”
Never one comfortable with compliments, I waved my hand at Nancy. “You’re just saying that, so I’ll take you with me.”
Nancy winked. “My secret’s out. Go show him what Blake Saunders is made of.



CHAPTER 2
DURING MY WALK TO the opposite side of the building, where Terrence’s suite overlooked New York Harbor, I ran through my list of demands. No. I couldn’t call them that. Too aggressive. I needed to remember to refer to them as my asks, not demands.
Language was important, but when had everything become so watered down? With other members of the Fortitude team scurrying through the halls, I refrained from rolling my eyes at the thought. Regardless of what you called it, a pre-owned car was still a used car, unhoused people were still homeless, and an ask was still a demand. Over the years, I’d toned down my blunt delivery after Terrence had received several complaints. Funny, but they’d never reprimanded my male counterparts for the same confident delivery.
I smiled to myself. Although, none of my male counterparts were about to be offered the position of president and CEO of Fortitude, so it had been worth it. As the CEO, I wouldn’t have to play the game any longer.
“Good afternoon, Ms. Saunders. Mr. McClinton is expecting you.” Terrence’s assistant, Dora, greeted me when I entered his suite. I made a mental note to add securing a position for Dora to my list of asks.
“Thanks, Dora. Can I go on in?”
She held up her finger. “Let me check.” She picked up the phone, and after answering yes several times, she said, “They’re ready for you.”
They? I’d thought the first meeting would be just me and Terrence. Had a board member joined him?
“Is there something wrong?” Dora asked.
I needed to up my game. Showing my reactions on my face would lessen my position during negotiations, which meant a hard time securing my asks.
I shook my head. “No. Not at all.”
I gave Dora an easy smile as I breezed past her desk toward Terrence’s office. Despite everything, I was nervous. Luckily, my biggest tell was a hidden one. My torso sweated uncontrollably, which was why I wore an undershirt to soak up the evidence.
I took a deep breath before pushing open the door to Terrence’s office. He was standing behind his desk, peering out his sixty-eighth-story window. I scanned the familiar office and saw Martin Gillespie, one of the lead attorneys for Fortitude. He sat in one of the high-backed leather chairs positioned in front of Terrence’s desk.
Interesting. Apparently, Terrence wanted to jump into the negotiations. Good. Maybe we could finalize the deal by month’s end, which meant I could be seated by mid-June.
I gave Martin a cool nod. “I wasn’t expecting you to be here.”
Martin fumbled with his folder and didn’t look up. “Terrence invited me.”
As Terrence turned from the window, sunlight caught his profile, highlighting the deep wrinkles around his eyes. The once youthful man who often passed for twenty years younger was showing his age. It came on suddenly, or maybe I’d been too busy to notice it until recently. Stress could do that to someone. For the past month, he’d appeared more haggard than usual, which made me glad he was retiring from the high stress game of private equity.
“Blake, thank you for coming.” He pointed to the chair opposite Martin. He’d always dressed impeccably, but his suit appeared baggy on him. “Please, have a seat.”
Okay. He was going to play it formal, probably because of Martin. I could do that. “Thank you, Terrence. I appreciate you inviting me.”
I unbuttoned my blazer and sat on the edge of the large chair, which would swallow me if I sat back. The position made it difficult to cross my legs, so I put my right ankle over my left and turned slightly in the chair.
Terrence sat behind his desk and opened the folder sitting in front of him. He stared down at the papers for several beats before he spoke.
His melancholic gaze surprised me. Of course, why wouldn’t he be sad? He was soon to retire from the company he loved. One he’d built from the ground up. Letting go must be hard as he faced his own mortality. I’d been so wrapped up in my own ambitions, I’d not considered the impact on him. No wonder he’d aged a dozen years in the past two.
“Ah, Blake,” Terrence said when he looked up. Martin squirmed in the seat next to me, but I kept my gaze on Terrence. “You’ve been my most loyal and steadfast employee.”
“Thank you, sir.” My response was stilted, but this whole scenario was odd. I’d expected a celebratory vibe, not like I’d just set foot into a morgue.
He deserved to relax and enjoy his remaining years. “Is everything okay? Are you feeling all right?”
He raised his hand and shook his head. “Don’t you worry. I’m as healthy as a horse.”
One that’s being put out to pasture. Instead, I said, “I’m glad to hear that.” I considered pushing the agenda, but something told me I needed to follow his lead.
He met my gaze and held it. “I started this company forty years ago with all the cash Sylvia and I’d saved for a house. She almost left me. Then...”
I’d heard him tell this story so many times I could finish it for him, but I patiently listened as he told it again. As he neared the end, my ears perked up.
What had he just said? “Pardon?” I interjected.
“You heard me. My kids hate me because of Fortitude.”
I stared at him. He’d never said this before. Downplaying an old man’s ravings seemed like the best option. “Oh, come on, I doubt that.”
“It’s true. All these years, building this...” He waved his arms around the room. “This empire. Sylvia was the only one there with them. I missed everything. Every milestone in their lives. I didn’t even make it to Jenna’s college graduation.”
I remembered. We were in the middle of one of the biggest acquisitions in the firm’s history. “Surely, Jenna understood.”
He shook his head, looking even older than he had when I’d entered his office. “Hardly. They moved on with their lives without me.”
I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. Why was he telling me all this? Should I offer sympathy? No. That wasn’t my style, so I went for the practical. “But look at what you’ve accomplished.” I repeated his gesture from moments before and waved my hand around his office, ending by pointing toward the spectacular view out his window. “You built one of the most respected private equity firms in the country—in the world. Other CEOs admire and fear you. You’ve reached the top.”
He sighed and leaned back in his chair. In all the years I’d sat across from him, I never noticed how immense his desk was. Now the distance between us seemed insurmountable. I bristled at my thought. Insurmountable. What an odd word choice. I leaned forward, trying to bridge some of the distance.
“And yet, my family doesn’t respect, admire, or love me. Fear me, maybe, since I hold the purse strings. Which only makes them resent me more.” He met my gaze, and his eyes glistened.
What the hell? This was getting weird. While he’d been like a father to me, he wasn’t the type of father who shared his feelings. He was the stoic kind that taught me the way of the deal. How to survive in this cutthroat world. Still, he was an improvement over my cliché father who ran off with his pregnant secretary when I was five years old. He never looked back after he started his new family, leaving his old one behind.
Focus. Terrence was looking at me expectantly. I needed to utter something brilliant, but what? “They’ll come around, um...once you...um…” Shit. I didn’t want to be the first to broach his inevitable retirement. That was why I was here, so he’d finally speak the words to me.
His eyes lit up. “Leave here.”
The muscles in my shoulders relaxed. “Yes. Once you turn it over...” I paused. Should I be bold? It was my style, so I pushed on. “Once you leave it in capable hands.”
The strain on his face relaxed. “I’m so glad you understand.”
Why wouldn’t I? I’d waited for this moment since he’d turned seventy, two years ago.
He nodded toward Martin, who I’d almost forgotten was in the room. “Martin has put everything in writing. I think you’ll find it more than fair.” Terrence ran his fingers over the manila file folder in front of him.
Wow! I guess I wouldn’t get the opportunity to give him my list of asks, or was this just his way of testing me—playing hardball? “You’ve always been fair.” I thought it was the best approach. There would be room for negotiation later.
He put his hand against his chest. It was a gesture I’d never seen him do before. I struggled to decide if it was heartwarming or disconcerting. “I’m so glad you feel that way. I was afraid how you might react.”
Afraid? Was he trying to lowball me?
He slid the folder across the desk toward me. With the desk being so large, I had to stand and pull it forward. I left it sitting on the corner of his desk, waiting for him to give me a clue how I should proceed.
He stared at me for several beats before he said, “Go ahead. Open it.”
I flipped open the file and stared at the Post-it note, written in his handwriting. The number shocked me. Eight figures. High eight figures. It exceeded my wildest expectations. I squinted. Wait. Was it my sign-on bonus or my annual salary? Surely, Fortitude couldn’t afford to pay me this much annually, but damn, it was a generous bonus! I couldn’t recall a time when anyone received one so high, not even Terrence.
I gaped at him, searching for words. Although I should thank him, I needed to know what for.
“I hope you think it’s a fair severance.”
What? Severance? I couldn’t have heard him right. “Pardon me?”
He pointed toward the file. “Underneath, you’ll find the agreement Martin drew up.”
I shook my head, trying to make sense of his words. In the movies, the room spun when something earth-shattering happened, but this was real life. Still, I felt light-headed, and nothing made sense.
“Blake.” Terrence’s expression showed concern. “Are you okay?”
I wanted to scream, no! I wanted to ask him what the fuck was happening, but the blood pounding in my ears made it hard for me to focus. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”
Terrence looked at Martin. “I thought you said she knew.”
Martin gave Terrence a sheepish expression. “I figured she did.”
“Knew what?” I raised my voice.
“That Terrence has agreed to sell the company to MetaForce.”
MetaForce. They were our biggest rival, and their CEO detested me since I’d turned down his advances years ago.
Terrence was talking, but I’d missed what he was saying.
When I tuned in, I heard, “... you wouldn’t want to, anyway.”
“Want to what?”
Terrence narrowed his eyes. “You wouldn’t want to work for Gregory, even if he’d wanted you.”
So Terrence had thrown me under the bus, and Gregory didn’t want me. “You did this all behind my back?” I clenched my fists. My shock turned to anger.
Terrence bit his lip. “I understand you’re upset, but you had to see this coming.”
No! I fucking didn’t. “How could I? I thought I was your heir apparent. I mean since your kids wanted nothing to do with the business.”
His expression tightened at the mention of his children. “They’re the reason I’m doing it this way. Sylvia convinced me I’d never be able to let go as long as Fortitude existed.”
Martin cleared his throat. “Um, would you like to go over the details of the severance contract now, or would you prefer your lawyer review it?”
I stared at him in disbelief before I turned to Terrence. “How could you do this to me? You were like a father to me.”
His eyes filled with sadness. “But I must think of my own children.”
And there it was. I was nobody. Though I’d spent the last fifteen years working long hours beside him, I was nothing to him.
All the fight left me. I pulled the folder toward me. “Give me a pen.”
Terrence looked from me to Martin.
“Don’t look at him. Just give me a fucking pen.”
Terrence flinched but then pushed his pen toward me. “Don’t you want to read it?”
“What difference would it make? You’ve fucked me enough, so does it matter what I’m signing?”
Terrence sat up straighter. “I assure you I’m not, uh, screwing you. The agreement is very generous.”
“Whatever.” I flipped to the last page and scrawled my name on the signature line. My eyes were full of rage as I glared at Martin. “I doubt you’ll need to see my ID to notarize this.”
Martin shook his head. It was a small victory, but it was all I had left.
“If that’s all, gentlemen,” I said with all the scorn I could muster. “I’ll pick up a few things from my office, and you can have the rest of my belongings sent to me.”
I stood, hoping my legs would hold me long enough to walk from the room.
“But—” Terrence began.
I spun toward him and pointed. “No! There is no but. There’s nothing more for you to say to me.”
As I marched from the room, I heard him say, “One day you’ll thank me for this. Maybe you won’t turn out like I did.”
I didn’t justify his comment with a response.



CHAPTER 3
I PUSHED MY SHOULDERS back and held my head high as I walked from Terrence’s office. No way would I let anyone see the thoughts and emotions churning inside of me. They wouldn’t get the satisfaction of mocking me behind my back.
As I passed Dora’s desk, she smiled at me. Was it sympathetic? Did she know?
How many others were aware of my humiliation? My downfall? I wanted to ask her what she knew, but I kept walking. If I behaved badly, it would only give them justification for what they’d done to me.
I suspected the color had drained from my face. Shit. I didn’t need everyone I met in the hall to tell tales about how ghostly pale I was on my walk of shame. I made a conscious effort to smile and nod at those I met, willing the color to return to my cheeks.
A pimply faced intern, who couldn’t be over twenty, greeted me with a smile. Did he know?
Of course, he didn’t. Paranoia didn’t suit me. Sweat rolled down my stomach, so I subtly ran my hand over my blazer, hoping my undershirt would soak up the worst of it. I said a silent thank you to my past self for having the foresight to wear the protective layer. If I hadn’t, they could add repulsive sweat stains to the legend of my dismissal.
Nope. No way would I give any of them satisfaction, especially the boys’ club who’d hated me for years. They could laugh at my pain, but they wouldn’t see it. Whatever stories they told would be made up because I’d give them no ammunition.
Shit. The universe was testing me. Grant and Philip stood down the hall, jawing about something. Probably their latest conquest. Business or female? With them, it could be either. I scanned the area, looking for an escape, but I found none.
I could do this. They looked at me as I approached. I smiled and said the most provocative thing that came to mind. “It’s gonna be the Mets’ year. Thirty and ten, while the Yankees haven’t broken five hundred.”
Grant scowled. “Fucking Mets. They’ll crash and burn.”
I kept walking. Despite it being the second-longest walk of my life, I’d about made it to my office. Thoughts of my longest walk flashed in my mind, but I couldn’t go there. I steeled my jaw as I pushed open the door to my suite.
Nancy looked up from her desk and gave me a huge smile. It soon faded when she saw my expression. She opened her mouth to speak.
I held up my hand. “I need to speak to you in my office.”
She glanced around the empty room. “Uh, okay.”
Much to her credit, she didn’t bother to ask why we couldn’t talk here. Instead, she stood and followed me into my office.
My office. Which was no longer mine or at least wouldn’t be soon. My gaze swept the room. It was spare, decorated in my aesthetic—minimalist. Not exactly bare, but the decorator handled the décor since I didn’t have time. It would take little to erase all traces of me from my office. Except for my shelf full of awards. My proudest being from Forbes, recognizing me as a female executive to watch out for.
The thought was a gut punch. Fifteen years of my life—erased. Someone else would soon occupy this space, and no one would remember I existed.
Exhaustion overtook me, so I dropped into my desk chair. I pointed to the seat in front of my desk, knowing I couldn’t have this conversation with Nancy if she stood. I felt powerless enough without her looming over me.
“What’s the matter?” Nancy asked as she sat.
It wasn’t my style to sugarcoat things. “Fortitude is being sold, and I’m not part of the package.”
Her eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open.
Shit. Guilt washed over me. In my haste, I hadn’t asked what Terrence intended for Nancy. Wanting to correct the problem, I said, “I’ll make sure Terrence treats you fairly.”
I pushed my mouse a little harder than I intended to activate my computer. At least this gave me something to do other than stare at Nancy’s shocked expression. I’d keep it professional. Despite her years of loyal service, I wouldn’t let her see my pain and how deeply Terrence’s betrayal cut me. Nobody would.
“I don’t want to be here without you,” Nancy blurted out.
Her words warmed me, but I wouldn’t tell her. “Very well. I’ll ask for a generous severance package for you.”
“But...” She let out a loud sigh. “I don’t understand.”
I looked up at her and flipped my wrist, hoping it came off carefree. “It’s how the equity game is played. He’s selling to MetaForce.”
“But you were supposed to take over. Isn’t that why you were meeting?” Her big brown eyes filled with tears. “Did you know about this?”
The part of me wanting to save face considered telling her I suspected or wasn’t surprised. She’d believe anything I told her. Would she feel betrayed by me?
So I didn’t have to look at her, I opened my email and clicked the icon to compose a new message. “While I had greater expectations, I’ve been in this game long enough to understand nothing is certain.” Nailed it. It was a perfect face-saving answer.
“What is wrong with you?”
Her loud voice drew me away from my computer screen. I hadn’t expected the mixture of rage and pain on her face.
“Shouting will do no good in this situation.” My voice was smooth. I was proud of the ice water in my veins.
She stared at me for several seconds before she said, “How can you be so calm?”
Good thing she couldn’t see my drenched undershirt. I’d have to wring it out when I undressed, or perhaps I’d just throw it out. “I won’t let circumstances dictate my response. I’m in control. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to compose an email to Terrence, letting him know of your intentions as the sale proceeds.” I met her gaze. “When should I inform him your last day worked will be?”
Her expression hardened, which was unusual for her. “Are you serious? That’s all you have to say?”
I took my hand off the mouse and leaned back in my chair. She deserved better, but I didn’t know how to give her more. I wanted to get the hell out of here, and Nancy was impeding me. “I understand you’re upset, but—”
“Aren’t you?” she interrupted me, something else she never did.
“My feelings are immaterial.” I turned back to my computer screen. “I’ll email Terrence and then pack a few belongings to take with me. Once I’m gone, could you have someone box up the rest of my belongings and have them sent to me?”
She steeled her jaw. “I’ll do it.”
Damn her. Why couldn’t she make this easy? “There’s no need for you to do that.”
“I want to.”
Her steely gaze told me not to argue, so I nodded. “Very well. Thank you. Now if you don’t mind, I’d like to get this email sent.”
She stood and shuffled out of my office without another word. While she deserved better, I had nothing to give. I turned back to my email.
I kept it simple.
Terrence,
In my haste, I forgot to inquire about your intentions for my personal assistant, Nancy Stern.
After speaking with her, she is not prepared to stay once MetaForce acquires Fortitude. HR will have to work with her on her final date.
I request that she be well compensated for her loyal service. I ask that Fortitude provide her with a $5 million severance package.
If Fortitude is unwilling to honor that request, I ask that you deduct the $5 million from my package and funnel it to Ms. Stern. The only stipulation is she’s never informed of this arrangement. I will sign whatever documents Martin requires for this to happen.
Blake Saunders
I stared at the screen, liking my cool detachment. I was back in control after my momentary lapse in his office. These sons of bitches wouldn’t see me sweat. I chuckled as I adjusted my sweat-soaked bra. Nope. They’d never see it.
I returned to the email and added: I have removed some personal effects from my office. Nancy will pack the rest and have them shipped to me.
Before I hit send, I glanced around my office, realizing I’d better gather my things first. I snatched my leather Von Baer bag from under my desk and removed the files I’d been working on. As I plopped them on my desk, it gave me satisfaction when the folders splayed across the top.
I picked up the only picture on my desk and shoved it into my bag, unable to look at it right now. The remaining stuff Nancy could send or throw in the trash as far as I was concerned. If it wasn’t for Nancy having to pick it up, I would sweep everything onto the floor.
I snorted. Didn’t they usually have security or HR present when someone packed up their desk? Had Terrence wanted to save me from humiliation, or did he know I was incapable of doing the horrible things rushing through my mind?
In protest, I kicked over my garbage can. It wasn’t all that impressive since someone had emptied it last night.
Enough. I needed to finish and get the hell out of here, so I unplugged my lamp. The annoying dot of light from the imperfect blinds flooded my office. Good. Whoever occupied it next would have to deal with the annoyance. Carefully, I wrapped the cord around the stem of the lamp. Finally, I opened the side desk drawer and removed my Moleskine notebook.
With my picture and notebook secured in my bag, I stood and slung it over my shoulder before picking up my lamp.
I hit send on the email to Terrence and left the office.



CHAPTER 4
I RUBBED MY TEMPLE and leaned back in my home office desk chair. I’d been staring at my computer for way too long. It was late Friday afternoon, two days AF. The double meaning gave me some satisfaction. After firing or as fuck. I was still angry as fuck.
Since I’d returned home Wednesday morning, I’d spent nearly all my time here researching and weighing my options. My banker’s lamp blazed on the corner of my desk, but I’d been too busy to unpack the rest of my bag.
Right. Because retrieving the picture and notebook would take so long. I glanced at the floor where my bag lay. Nope. I wasn’t ready yet.
I’d been forced to contact Terrence to determine when he’d make the sale of Fortitude and my departure public. He’d said mid-June, though I figured speculation had already begun. The headhunters shouldn’t come knocking on my proverbial door until it was official.
Yeah, the vultures played by the rules. Still, most wouldn’t risk the legal repercussions or the risk to their reputations. At least, the semi-scrupulous ones wouldn’t. I’d already decided anyone who reached out beforehand would automatically go in my no pile.
Since I’d been with Fortitude for so long, I knew all the popular equity firms, but I’d known them as competitors, not potential employers. I’d created a spreadsheet to help me make an informed decision. While doing my research, I’d fallen down several rabbit holes as I dug for information. Some of it surprised me. While Fortitude wasn’t perfect, the business practices and treatment of employees at some of the other firms shocked me. It all resided in my spreadsheet now. With all the information I’d compiled, I could become a consultant and sell this shit.
At least I had the luxury of taking my time after Fortitude’s severance pay. Perhaps I should thank Terrence, but he didn’t deserve my appreciation, so he wouldn’t get it. To give myself sick satisfaction, I’d adopted the phrase you’re dead to me whenever I thought of Terrence. Father figure and mentor one day to this. How far he’d fallen.
I was jolted out of my reverie when I heard my name being called. Shit. Who was in my apartment? I glanced at the date on my computer. Friday. Marcia cleaned on Tuesdays.
“Hey, where are you?” I heard more clearly and recognized my sister, Emma’s, voice.
Fuck. It was the last Friday of the month—our standing sister time. How had I forgotten? The last person I wanted to deal with was Emma. I glanced around the office in a panic. Before I could stand to greet her, or more accurately head her off, she burst into the room.
I didn’t see her because an enormous balloon bouquet engulfed her. A balloon, at least three feet in diameter, anchored the bunch and had congratulations scrawled across it. The word was like a flashing neon sign announcing my humiliation.
Emma peeked around the balloon and gasped when she saw me.
“Uh, hi.” It was the best I could do.
Her eyes widened. She stared at me for several seconds before she glanced around the room. Shit. I didn’t know which looked worse—me or my office. Since I hadn’t looked at myself for a couple of days, I couldn’t be certain.
Recovering from her stupor, she asked, “What the hell is going on?”
I pointed at my computer. “I’m working on a project.”
“Dressed like that?” Her gaze traveled from my head to toe and back again.
“Uh.” I looked down at my black sports bra, bare stomach, and black underwear. “What? I match.”
She glanced at my desk lamp before she said, “It’s like a dungeon in here.” She untangled herself from the balloons and set them on my low bookcase. As she moved toward the window, she shook her head and muttered. “A Bikram dungeon.”
“I doubt if they do yoga in dungeons. Besides, I was cold.”
“No shit. Dressed like that, who wouldn’t be?” She pulled the cord on the blinds, letting the waning sunlight flood in.
“Jesus.” I dramatically put my arm over my eyes. “Are you trying to blind me?”
“Eek.” She let out an exaggerated sound of horror. Apparently, melodrama ran in the family. “What is all this shit?”
I assumed it was a rhetorical question since my pile of discarded clothes lay in a pile by my desk, surrounded by two days’ worth of Grubhub offerings. She picked up the Armani blazer I’d worn for my meeting with Terrence from the floor and shook it out.
“This is your favorite suit jacket. Why is it down there?”
“Salvation Army,” I mumbled. At least that was where I planned to send the unlucky garment once I found the energy.
“Maybe you should put it on.” She thrust the offensive clothing toward me and nodded toward the open blinds. “Everyone doesn’t need to see you in your bra and underwear.”
“We’re on the thirty-eighth floor. I doubt anyone can see.”
“Except the creeper with the binoculars in the building next door.”
I raised my arms and turned slowly in a circle. “Feast your eyes on this,” I said, raising my voice.
Emma snorted. “Yes, aren’t the dark circles under your eyes and greasy hair sexy? When did you last shower, or sleep for that matter?”
Maybe I hadn’t taken a shower since I returned home on Wednesday, but I had slept—some.
As I formulated my response, Emma picked up the tiny throw pillow sitting on my desk. “Don’t tell me you’ve been sleeping here.”
In protest, I pulled the blinds back down before I plopped into my desk chair. Emma was making me tired, and I doubted she’d let me get away with not answering her questions.
Emma’s expression softened, and she dropped the blazer back onto the pile of clothes. “Blake, what’s going on?”
How could I tell my sister that I’d failed? That this was another item I couldn’t check off my list. I glanced over at the balloons she’d set down.
“Do you have a pin?”
She crinkled her nose, the way she always did when I said something stupid. “There’s one right there on your desk.”
“Pin. P-I-N. Not pen.”
“Why do you need a pin?” She was now talking to me like I was a confused child.
Time to say something a child wouldn’t and wipe the look off her face. I swept my hand toward the balloons. “So I can pop those fucking things.”
A crease lined her forehead, and then understanding showed in her eyes. “Oh, Blake, you didn’t get the promotion?”
To show she was close, I tapped my nose.
“What the hell does that mean?” Exasperation returned to her tone.
“Charades. Remember?”
“God, we haven’t played charades for twenty years. I walk into this dark, hot dungeon and find you half naked, looking like you’ve been on a weeklong bender.” She glanced down at the empty sacks. “Or at least, a food binge, and now you’re responding in charade gestures. Would you just tell me what’s going on?”
“Fine.” I glared at her, deciding not to prolong the humiliation I’d feel at her disappointment in me. “Not only didn’t I get the promotion, I was let go.” It sounded too benign, so I added, “Cut loose. Terminated. Fired.”
Her face fell, and her eyes filled with sadness. Before I had time to react, she rushed to me and wrapped her arms around my shoulders. “Oh, Blake, I’m so sorry. I know how important it was to you.”
I wasn’t a hugger by nature, even if my sister and her family were. On major holidays and at the end of our monthly sister meetings, I humored her. This wasn’t one of those occasions, so I stiffened and pulled back. “Jesus. That’s creepy. I’m half naked here.”
She leaned back but continued to hold on to my shoulders. “Oh, for shit’s sake.” Leave it to Emma to be unable to say, for fuck’s sake. “I’m your sister, not some stranger trying to get into your panties.”
“Eww. Touching my bare shoulders and saying panties while doing it is even creepier.”
Emma rolled her eyes and stepped back. “This is what we’re going to do!”
Uh-oh. Even though she was normally passive to my assertive, when she broke into big sister mode, I stood little chance of swaying her.
She pointed at my computer screen. “You’re going to shut that down.” Her eyes narrowed as she moved closer to the screen. “What in God’s name is that?”
“A spreadsheet.” Smartass answer, but I needed a small win.
“I know that.” She shot me a side eye. “It looks more like the Griswold’s Christmas tree with all the colors.”
“Conditional formatting.”
“I don’t even know what that means.”
I changed one cell from no to yes and hit enter. “See, it turns it from red to green.” I tapped a few more keys, causing more cells to change colors, and rambled on about conditional formatting. I got a sense of satisfaction seeing Emma’s eyes cloud over.
She let me go on for a bit before she finally said, “Ya got that out of your system? Stalling won’t work.” She glanced at her watch. “You have me for the next five or six hours, so unless you plan on explaining how spreadsheets are coded, you’re gonna have to talk to me eventually.”
I crossed my arms over my chest, which felt weird while only wearing a sports bra.
Emma took it as her opening to continue. “Okay. First, you’re going to pick up this mess. Then you’ll take a shower while I make you a respectable meal.” She sneered at the fast-food wrappers.
I snorted. “Good luck with that. I think I have a half a jar of pickles, ketchup, and shredded cheese that looks more like blue cheese by now.” Even with Emma’s culinary skills, she couldn’t make a meal in my kitchen.
“Leave that to me. I know how to order delivery, too.” A glint sparkled in her eyes before she tapped me on the ass. “Get moving.”
“Gross. Would you stop touching me when I’m dressed like this?”
She laughed. “I call it an incentive for you to put on some clothes.” She walked toward the door.
“Hey,” I called.
She turned. The light hit her just right, reminding me how much we looked alike. Only eighteen months older, Emma could pass for my twin. Although I was more dedicated to the gym, she’d maintained her figure. She’d just not gone for the ripped look like I did. Our hair was the same color blond with a side part. Hers was longer and cascaded past her shoulders in curls, while I kept mine straight and shorter.
She smiled at me, and her brown eyes twinkled. I doubted I had the same mischievous smile or the twinkle, at least I didn’t anymore.
“Are you all right?” she asked.
I nodded. “I just wanted to say thanks.”
I kneeled and began picking up my clothes, signifying the end of the conversation. She stood, not moving for several beats, but finally turned and left.



CHAPTER 5
I SNUGGLED AGAINST THE oversized pillow on my sofa and rubbed the soft fabric. The bright white, overstuffed cushions made me feel as if I were resting on a cloud. I tempted fate with the glass of red wine in my hand, not caring if I spilled.
Funny, as much as I hated light in my office, I couldn’t get enough of it in my living room. Just like my work office—I swallowed hard—just like my former office, it was a corner room, so I could view the city from two directions. But, by far, my favorite was the one that faced Central Park. The lush greenery of spring made it easy to forget how the city looked at street level.
The floor-to-ceiling windows bathed the area with the fading light from the sun. I leaned back and craned my neck to see past the archway that led to the kitchen. The smells wafting in from there caused my mouth to water.
“Hey, how much longer?” I called to Emma. “I’m starving.”
“Stop trying to rush perfection,” she answered. “Get your butt up and set the table.”
I groaned. “But I’m comfortable.”
“Tough.”
I smiled for the first time in two days. The shower had refreshed me, but I didn’t plan on telling Emma how good it felt. Nor would I let her know how comforting it was having her prepare a home-cooked meal. Somehow, she’d managed to get a full complement of groceries delivered within the hour.
“Fine.” I extracted my legs from under me and stretched them out as far as I could before I stood. They were still stiff from camping at my desk for the past two days.
When I padded into the kitchen, garlic and onions were the first aroma I registered, followed by the acidic scent of tomatoes and sweetness of the basil. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. Spaghetti. It was my comfort food. The dish our mother always prepared for us when we’d had a bad day. Granted, Mom’s sauce came from a jar and the Parmesan cheese from a green container from Kraft. Still, the feeling was the same.
“Take the garlic bread out of the oven,” Emma said, pulling me from my memory.
“Oh, fancy.” Just to mess with her, I said, “I didn’t realize they still sold Texas Toast.”
She gave me a side eye but didn’t justify it with a response.
Before I opened the oven door, I grabbed a mitt. I plucked a large piece of garlic off the French bread and popped it into my mouth.
“Don’t pick all the garlic off,” Emma said from behind me.
I looked over my shoulder. She had her back to me. Figures. She knew me too well. “It was a small piece.”
“And that would be a lie. I never put small pieces of garlic on my bread.”
“Fine, it was smallish.”
“Whatever. If you want to eat anytime soon, pull the bread out and set the table.”

The meal had been delicious, and to Emma’s credit, she’d not quizzed me about Fortitude. We’d talked about everything but my career. I knew the restraint wouldn’t last, but at least my stomach was full before the inquisition began.
Emma stood and gathered the plates. “I’m going to get the dessert, and then you’re gonna talk.”
“Dessert?”
“Chocolate mousse.”
Another one of my favorites. “You had time to make mousse?”
“No, I bought it premade from the deli.”
I put my hand against my chest and pretended to swoon. “The horror. I’m not sure I can eat it.”
“Shut up.” She gave me her crooked smile. “You are such an ass sometimes.”
I grinned back at her. “Part of my charm.”
With Mom gone, Emma was the only person I felt completely at ease with. I needed her here more than I’d realized, even though telling my story would still be humiliating.
“Should we eat our dessert on the sofa?” I called to her.
“No. We’re not eating chocolate on your white couch,” she answered from the kitchen.
“I can buy a new one if we spill.” I wasn’t clear why I pushed the issue. Probably so I wouldn’t have to sit across from her while we talked.
“That’s not the point,” she said as she returned. She set a large dish of mousse in front of me and dropped a spoon next to it. “Is that enough?”
“Do you think I need to drown my sorrows?”
“After the way I found you—”
I held up my hand. “Don’t remind me.” I shoved an enormous spoonful of the mousse into my mouth.
Emma laughed and dipped her spoon into her dessert. Her serving matched the size of mine. She thrust it into her mouth, and her eyes danced. Through the mousse, she said, “Don’t think taking ginormous helpings is gonna get you out of talking.”
I took my time, rolling the creamy mixture in my mouth, letting it melt down my throat before I said, “Okay, ask away.”
“I don’t know what to ask. Here I showed up with the balloons thinking it was a done deal, so you’re gonna have to catch me up on what happened.”
“I’m not sure I even know.” My appetite was gone, so I set down my spoon as I launched into my story.
To Emma’s credit, she let me finish my monologue without interrupting. Despite our similar looks, our personalities were the opposite. I wouldn’t have waited for her to finish without interjecting.
To signify I was done speaking, I picked up my spoon and took a much smaller dollop of mousse this time.
Emma stared for several beats before she bit her lip and nodded.
“Do you plan on saying something?” I glowered at her.
“Give me a second.”
“You had the entire time I was talking to formulate a response, and ‘give me a second’ is the best you can do?”
Emma bit harder on her lip. “Unlike some people, I listen to what others are saying without planning my response while they’re talking.”
Damn it. It was a good answer, and I’d look like a jerk if I argued. “Fine, take your time. I’ll just sit here and eat my mousse.” I made a show of plunging my spoon into the dessert and taking another spoonful.
After I’d swallowed and Emma still hadn’t spoken, I said, “Since Wednesday, I’ve been researching my options. Putting together a plan.”
“How much did you say your severance package was?”
“I didn’t,” I said. Her question had caught me off guard. We never discussed money, but my success was no secret. She and her husband, Andrew, were comfortable, but neither came close to the financial success I had.
She stared at me until I said, “Eighty-four million.”
Her eyebrows shot up. “Eighty-four what?”
I know she heard me since she got the eighty-four right, but I repeated, “Eighty. Four. Million.”
“Jesus.” She shook her head. “And I find you half naked, unshowered, poring over a damned spreadsheet in desperation.”
I bristled at her characterization. Probably because it was accurate. “What’s your point?” I didn’t care if my tone was hostile.
“My point is, you never have to work again.”
“I’m in my prime. Forty-two. Why would I want to retire? I thought I’d be running one of the top private equity firms in the country, not collecting unemployment.”
She crinkled her nose. “Can you file for unemployment with eighty-four million in severance?”
I rolled my eyes. “I don’t know. It was a figure of speech. I’m not planning on rushing to the unemployment office.”
“But you’re already looking for a job.”
“Of course, I need to show those sons of a bitches they made a huge mistake. All of them. Fortitude. Terrence. MetaForce.”
“Or you could take time to re-evaluate your life.”
“What’s wrong with my life?” I snapped.
“Things haven’t been going your way lately.”
I stood from the table and snatched up my half-eaten bowl of mousse.
“Where are you going?”
“I’ve lost my appetite.” I dropped the bowl onto the table and pushed it toward her. “Do you want the rest?”
“Sit down and stop being melodramatic.” She shoved the bowl back to my side of the table.
“Melodramatic, really? I just got tossed out on my ear after fifteen years. Poof.” I raised my fist and threw my fingers open to signify how quickly everything disappeared.
“I get that you’re upset, but it’s just a job.”
Now she’d gone too far. “Just a job,” I said, raising my voice. “It’s not just a fucking job. It was my life.”
She sighed and shook her head. “And therein lies the problem.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Judging by the heat in my cheeks, I must have been ten shades of red.
Emma’s eyes softened.
It enraged me, so I pointed at her. “Don’t look at me like that. I don’t need your pity.” In typical Emma fashion, her eyes softened more; whereas, if I were in her shoes, I would have met anger with anger. “Easy for you to judge me since you have the perfect life.” I crinkled my nose as if I’d bit into a lemon.
“I know you’re hurting, so I won’t engage in your hostility.” Her voice was low and words measured. “You have the rare chance and means to do what few people get the opportunity to do. Step back and figure out what’s important.”
“I’ll tell you what’s important—my career. At least it was until it imploded.”
“Blake, you know I love you, but private equity isn’t exactly something to build your life around. It’s a means to an end, and you were just given that end.”
I stared at her in disbelief. While I knew she never understood my ambition, I hadn’t expected her response. “Thanks for letting me know the level of contempt you hold for my profession. Of course, my lowly career will never measure up to yours—shaping the minds of future generations.”
“Your anger is misguided.”
“Oh, I forgot.” I waved my hand toward her face. “You’ve been studying pacifism.”
“It’s Stoicism, but that’s not the point.”
“What is the point then?”
“You. You’ve been unhappy for a long time. The more you try to control things, the more your life spins out of control.”
“What the fuck? My life isn’t out of control.”
“Isn’t it?”
I glared at her. “I lost my job. And according to you, it’s no big deal because it was a pointless career, anyway. But once I put myself out there, I’ll be buried in options.”
She smiled. “Buried. Interesting choice of words, don’t you think?”
“What is your problem? Where is my supportive sister?” I decided not to add passive for fear it would only egg on her aggression.
“Maybe I’ve been doing you a disservice all these years—supporting you no matter what. Perhaps it’s time to try a different tactic.”
“And that would be what? Kick me when I’m down?” I knew it was unfair, but I’d had about enough of her challenging me.
“I prefer to think of it as holding up a much needed mirror.”
“And what am I supposed to see in this mirror of yours?”
“That you’re not happy.”
“Yeah. I’m unhappy that I lost my job.”
“And your girlfriend.”
Ouch. Did she need to bring Marta into it? “Her loss.”
“And Mom.”
Now she’d crossed the line. “This conversation keeps getting better and better. So Mom dying was my fault, too.”
“No. I didn’t say that. I said you weren’t happy.” She looked toward the ceiling and spoke as if reading from a book. “The more you seek to control external events, the less control you will have over your own life.”
“Thanks, Confucius. That makes me feel so much better.” I lifted my hand to the ceiling. “I see the light. You have saved me.”
“Epictetus.”
“What do epic titties have to do with anything? Although, I could go for a pair right about now.” I silently applauded my clever retort. I knew Epictetus was one of the Greek philosophers Emma taught in her advanced placement classes, but since she’d irritated me, I wanted to return the favor.
“Joke all you want. The truth is, you need a different path. You have the means, so don’t let the opportunity pass you by.”
I didn’t need her philosophical bullshit. What I needed was another job—and a girlfriend. There wasn’t anything I could do about our mother’s death, but the rest was a temporary setback. With due diligence and the advantage of the research I’d been doing, I’d be back on my feet by next month.
“It’s time to let go. Stop trying to control everything all the time. Let serendipity work its magic.”
I snorted. “There’s no such thing as serendipity. I make my own serendipity.”
“Spoken like a control freak.” Emma rose from the table and snatched up the empty mousse bowls. I hadn’t even noticed that she’d polished off both desserts. “It’s time for me to leave and let you think.”
I stared at her retreating back. Just like that, she’d ended the conversation, but I wasn’t having it, so I jumped to my feet and followed her into the kitchen.
“Okay, Epic Titties, what do you recommend I do?”
She kept her back to me as she rinsed the bowls in the sink. “Let go. Stop trying to control everything.”
“How do you propose I do that?” I wished she’d turn around, so I wasn’t talking to her back.
Her shoulders rose and fell several times before she turned. “Four weeks. Give me four weeks.”
“To do what?”
“To help you find a different path.”
I rolled my eyes. “You going to make me read poetry and philosophy?”
“Four weeks,” she repeated, ignoring my snark. “You make no decisions. I make them all.”
“What?” My face had to have shown my revulsion at her suggestion.
“You heard me. You control nothing. Let me be your serendipity.”
I smirked, thinking of the absurdity of her suggestion. “So I have to call you to ask what I should have for breakfast?”
Emma shook her head. “You won’t have to call me. I’ll be with you.”
I narrowed my eyes and stared at her. “Are you and Andrew having trouble? You’d live here?”
“No to both.”
“Oh, no.” I raised my hand and backed up. “I’m not going to move in with your family. I love them, but I’m not living with teenagers.”
Emma laughed. “Sometimes I don’t want to live with teenagers, but that’s not what I’m suggesting, either. You and I take a sister vacation.” Emma put her thumb against her own chest. “But I choose the destination. I choose everything.”
“Wait. Aren’t you going to Europe again this summer?” For several years, Andrew led the Summer Study Away program for his college. It had been such an overwhelming success the college ran a lottery for a spot in the program.
“I was, but this is more important.”
Even though I wanted to unleash a sarcastic comeback, the sincerity of her response held me back. “I don’t think Andrew would agree. Besides, you need to keep an eye on Curtis and Elena.”
“They hardly need a babysitter.”
True. Curtis was nineteen and Elena seventeen, so they didn’t need their mom to keep track of them. “Still. Andrew won’t go for it.”
“He loves you.” Emma moved toward me and put her hand on my arm. “We’ve been worried about you for some time.”
How pathetic was that? I lived in a penthouse apartment in New York City making more money in one year than they made in ten, and they pitied me.
Emma squeezed my arm. “Stop,” she said, as if reading my thoughts. “We want the world for you. For you to be happy and fulfilled. He wouldn’t think twice about giving his blessing.”
I shook my head. “The sentiment’s sweet, but I’ve got a handle on my life.” Was it true? My color-coded spreadsheet said I did, so why did I feel so lost?
“We leave for Europe in two weeks. In fairness to Andrew, he needs to know if I’ll be with him, so I need a decision by next Friday.”
I waved my hand at her. “Nothing to think about. You go with your family.”
“But you’re my family, too.”
“I’m fine. You worry too much. This is just a blip.”
“Just like Marta? Just like Mom? How about Auntie Bess?”
I glared at her.
“Face it, Blake. Everything is a blip to you. You just forge ahead with a one-track mind. Check off another box in your notebook. But life isn’t that simple.”



CHAPTER 6
EMMA HAD LEFT HOURS ago, but I still lay staring at my bedroom ceiling. Sleeping was something I excelled at. By the time I ended my day, I fell into bed exhausted and fell into a deep sleep. Twelve- to fourteen-hour workdays could do that to a person.
Tonight was different. I’d been lying here for at least two hours. It was the damned conversation with Emma.
How had I become someone my sister and brother-in-law pitied—worried about? For fuck’s sake, I had achievements as long as my arm. Achievements most people would kill for.
Emma’s fascination with ancient philosophers and New Age prattle made her loopy, seeing problems where none existed. The past year hadn’t been my best, but everyone went through rough cycles. It didn’t mean my life required a complete overhaul. I just needed to refocus my energies. Besides, it was all Marta’s fault. If she hadn’t distracted me, I would have realized Terrence was plotting behind my back. Another reason I should cross that item from my list. I didn’t need to find the love of my life.
I bit my lip. No. I didn’t have to cross it out. If Marta had been the love of my life, she wouldn’t have walked out on me. At least that was how I described it. Marta claimed we had other options. For me, the only choice was for Marta to turn down her job offer since it meant a move to San Francisco. After tearful pleading, on Marta’s part, I refused to entertain any compromise.
Everyone knew that long-distance relationships never worked.
Through her tears, Marta insisted QuantumWave Solutions was her dream job. Right. Marta had always been a drama queen. QuantumWave would crash and burn within a year. Another failed AI company swallowed up by a bigger entity, leaving Marta without a job or girlfriend.
I may have been sympathetic to her had she not had the gall to suggest I resign from Fortitude and find a private equity firm on the West Coast. That put a nail in the coffin of our nearly dead relationship and told me Marta didn’t know me at all and obviously didn’t respect me. Now here I was without Fortitude and Marta.
No, she’d betrayed me just like Terrence had. I couldn’t let either of them derail me. I’d written down my dreams when I was younger, and I’d accomplished most. This was just a minor setback.
Satisfied that I could keep my list intact, my focus returned to my conversation with Emma. Why would I want some frivolous vacation? I’d not taken one in years, unless I counted my business trips. I always flew in a day early.
I spent the entire time in my hotel room, so I could get a strategic advantage. By meeting time, from memory, I spouted information from the spreadsheets. It was a great party trick, and it impressed more than one client. So, which was better—seeing the Louvre or impressing potential clients?
Perhaps a little break wouldn’t hurt. I could persuade Emma to shorten it to a week or two. Make my suitors hungry and ready to do business.
I rolled onto my side and punched the pillow into shape. Something told me that Emma wouldn’t agree to my terms. She’d been uncharacteristically bossy—ballsy, even. A thought flitted through my mind. I could agree to four weeks but later claim an emergency arose, and I had to leave.
Fuck. I hit my pillow harder. Emma was one of the few people left in my corner. I had friends, but I couldn’t recall the last time I’d seen them or even talked to them, for that matter. Too busy. It wouldn’t be prudent to risk alienating Emma with a dick move like that.
That settled it. Let Emma go to Europe with her family. I was fine here. Better than fine. Soon I’d embark on a new venture, proving Terrence’s mistake. He should have turned the company over to me instead of selling it.
Peace washed over me. Emma had caught me at a weak moment of sleep deprivation. Then she’d plied me with a home-cooked meal. Her manipulation had almost worked, but I was thinking clearly now. Tomorrow I’d contact Nancy and hire her back, so she could go with me to my next job. She could tackle the mundane research that had trapped me at my computer the last two days. It would give me time to do a deeper dive into the top contenders.
With my insides settled, my eyelids fluttered. Better. I’d almost let Emma prey on my weak moment. I hated weaknesses, especially in myself. Good thing I got it under control before it devoured me.
Control. Emma said I was an out-of-control control freak or something along those lines. Ha. Just because she was in love with simplicity and her New Age lifestyle didn’t mean I had to go along with her whims or her serendipity. What a stupid concept.
“I’ll make my own damned serendipity,” I muttered before sleep overtook me.

The next morning, I rolled out of bed refreshed and ready to tackle the day. On a whim, I’d even run down to a local coffee shop and ordered the biggest drink on the menu. And Emma didn’t think I could be spontaneous. Ha. When I recognized my rebellion, I’d added a blueberry muffin to my order. I’d planned on eating it all until I’d glanced up at the calorie count on the board. Six hundred fricking calories. Add that to the five hundred eighty-calorie frozen coffee, and it was over half my calories for the day.
I’d planned on cutting it in half when I got home. Instead, I’d handed it off to a homeless man standing outside the coffee shop. He could use the calories more than me. At least I could enjoy the entire drink without guilt.
I set the drink on my desk and powered up my computer. So what if I didn’t want to waste my calories on a muffin? It made me prudent, not a control freak. My buoyant mood had taken a hit, but I wouldn’t let the muffin incident derail me. Today, I planned to narrow my targets to the top five, so I could do a deeper dive into the companies.
But first, I should contact Nancy before someone snatched her up. I clicked on my email and smiled.
“Take that, Emma,” I said aloud when I saw the email from Nancy. Was it serendipity or kismet? Whichever. Yet another sign from the universe I shouldn’t tromp off on some frivolous vacation.
The subject line was: Checking in.
Typical Nancy, wanting to make certain I was okay. One more reason I wanted to take her wherever I landed.
I opened the email.
Dear Blake,
I cannot thank you enough for all that you’ve done for me. Mr. McClinton told me you insisted on my generous severance package. WOW! I was speechless and still am.
I wanted to call you, but, well, I didn’t want to bother you. But I couldn’t leave without saying something.
What did she mean—leave? I laughed at my reaction. Maybe Emma was right. I was wound a bit tight after everything that happened. I could take a three-day weekend. Go to Provincetown or Biltmore. That should appease Emma.
I turned my focus back to Nancy’s email.
You’ve been an amazing boss over the years, and now you’ve allowed me to follow my heart. I don’t know if you remember how devastated I was when Misty moved to Chicago last year.
How could I forget? Poor Nancy was heartbroken when her daughter moved away. For two weeks after Misty left, Nancy sat at her desk and cried. I tried my best to offer her reassurance, but it wasn’t my strong suit, so I’d told her Fortitude had a new airfare perk. She never discovered there was no such thing, but she’d flown to visit her daughter three times on me.
Well, she’s having a baby. I’m gonna be a grandma! YAY!!! It’s like someone was smiling on me. Uh, sorry, that came out wrong. Of course, you being let go wasn’t a blessing or anything. But now I can move to Chicago to be with my family. I’ve missed her terribly, and I want to see my grandbaby grow up. With the money I got from Fortitude, I can. And it’s all because of you. Thank you! Thank you!! Thank you!!! I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.
Things are moving fast. I’m leaving next weekend, but I thought maybe…if you have time...we could get together for lunch or something—before I go.
Please let me know. I’ll work around your schedule. Breakfast. Lunch. Dinner. I’d just love to thank you properly and say goodbye.
All the best,
Nancy
I leaned back against my chair and closed my eyes. Fuck. Just like that, she was deserting me, too. Figures. Nobody was loyal anymore. I knew I wasn’t being fair, but her departure stung. I’d had everything figured out last night, but my plans included Nancy.
Now what?
For fuck’s sake, she was a personal assistant, not my wife. I didn’t need her to be successful. I could hire anyone. Someone with more computer skills. She’d always been lacking in that department. She could find her way around a spreadsheet, but so could a high school kid. It wasn’t rocket science.
My earlier thought of kismet flitted across my mind, but I pushed it aside. Emma’s woo-woo shit was playing with my head. Nancy leaving wasn’t an omen. It just was what it was.
I clicked on the reply icon and wrote:
Nancy,
I am so happy for you and happy that Terrence did the right thing. I and Fortitude valued you. You earned every penny.
Congratulations to you and Misty. I know she’ll be happy to have you near her.
Unfortunately, I am booked solid this week, so I cannot meet with you. But I send my highest regards. Should you need anything, references, or whatever else, don’t hesitate to reach out.
Please take care,
Blake
I hit send before I could think more about it. I’d covered all the high points, hadn’t I? Happy for her. Praising her service. Wishing her the best. Nothing more needed to be said.
So I lied about being busy. I couldn’t stand to see concern and pity in her eyes. I’d seen enough from Emma. Besides, I wanted her to remember me as a success, not a failure. No, I’d wait and reach out to her once I secured another job. When she could be proud of me again.
Not meeting up with her was for the best. I clicked out of my email and focused on my spreadsheet.



CHAPTER 7
YESTERDAY, IT’D BEEN A blow losing Nancy, but today, I was more determined than ever. The tiny setback wouldn’t defeat or define me. It was my catalyst. My catapult into something better.
I’d received messages from colleagues, hinting of the rampant speculation concerning me, but I had no intention of confirming anything. They weren’t my friends. They were my competition, so the less they knew, the better.
With renewed determination, I’d expanded my search. Who said I had to stay in New York? I could go to Boston, LA, or Chicago. If I landed in Chicago, maybe I could convince Nancy to rejoin me. I’d even found a couple of possibilities in San Francisco. To make the deal, Terrence must have been working with MetaForce for a while. If he’d only told me, I could have moved with Marta. Nah, in this case, he’d done me a favor.
She’d shown how little she regarded me. So good riddance.
I should order something to eat. Sleep and nutrition were important to keep my mind sharp. As I reached for the phone, it rang. It didn’t just ring, but the familiar ringtone filled the air. A ringtone I hadn’t heard in months.
Marta. What were the odds? Was this Emma’s serendipity? I’d looked at companies in San Francisco, and now Marta was calling. Hmm.
I finally answered. “Hello?” I said, pretending not to know who was calling.
“Blake.” Marta’s perky voice filled my ears. “It’s Marta. Long time no talk.” She let out a nervous giggle.
“Ten months” spilled out of my mouth before I thought through my response.
Marta chuckled. “You always were so precise. I just wanted to call and see how you’re doing, how you’re holding up.”
Holding up? That was a peculiar greeting from someone I’d not talked to in months. How should I respond?
“I mean...” Marta never liked silence, so she couldn’t help but fill the void. “I heard.”
And there it was. My humiliation had already spread across the country. No, that wasn’t possible. I needed to play this cool. “Heard what?”
“That Terrence is selling Fortitude and you’re out.” Leave it to Marta to get straight to the point. “Did I hear wrong?” she asked when I didn’t respond right away.
“No.”
“No, it’s not true, or no, I didn’t hear wrong.”
“Your source is correct.” My tone was formal, but until I knew her angle, I wouldn’t say much. “May I ask who your source is?”
“Umm, a friend...uh, one I met out here. She works for Titan.”
Shit. Titan was a company in San Francisco I’d earmarked. Coincidence? Emma would say no. Was this what was supposed to happen? As soon as I was unemployed, poof Marta called. Was she sniffing after me, wanting me back? This wasn’t anything I’d considered for my future, but I supposed I could do worse.
“She’s the CEO,” Marta added.
Hmm. Even better. “How ironic,” I said. “I’ve been creating a shortlist of companies I might pursue, and Titan was on it.”
“Oh, you’d move to San Francisco?” Her voice rose an octave.
Excitement? Were her wheels spinning like mine? “Yeah, a change of pace might be welcome.” I didn’t want to push it too fast. Let her broach the topic. Let her beg me for another chance.
“Wow. I never thought I’d hear that come out of your mouth. You rejected every one of my suggestions.” And there it was, the unfiltered Marta.
I pursed my lips when I realized her wheels didn’t seem to be turning in the same direction as mine. Was she dating someone else? No. She couldn’t be over me this soon. “Well—”
“I mean, you said you’d never, uh, leave New York. And…”
My exact words were the only way I’d leave New York City was in the back of a hearse. A little excessive, but I’d spewed it during the heat of one of our many arguments.
Ah, she must be shocked. I just needed to give her a couple of minutes to digest the information. If Emma was right, Marta calling to rekindle our relationship must qualify as a serendipitous event. Or maybe not since Marta knew I was without a job. Was this her manipulative calculation of how to draw me back in? I could do worse.
Channeling Emma, I said, “Sometimes things happen for a reason. Now I just need to determine why.” It gave her a perfect segue.
I waited for her to say, perhaps I’m the reason. In my mind, I tossed around my response. Should I keep it simple and just say, perhaps? Or should I say something romantic? Not that it was my style, but surely, I could pull some greeting card phrase out of my ass.
“…in October. I’d love for you to attend.”
Wait. What? “Attend what?”
“My wedding, doofus. Were you listening?”
“Uh, yeah, your wedding.” When the hell had she started dating?
“You probably think it’s kinda sudden since we’ve only been dating for nine months, but when you know, you know.”
What the hell? Nine fucking months. A month after our breakup, she began dating. How low was that?
“You’re welcome to bring a date.”
Now she was gloating. I’d dated no one since she’d left. Not that it had anything to do with her. I’d been too busy, but still.
“It’ll depend on where I’m working,” I said, regaining my footing.
“Patti could put in a good word for you with Titan.”
She was giving me whiplash. “Who’s Patti?”
“Uh, I just told you. My fiancée, Patti. She’s the CEO of Titan.”
Fucking shoot me now. I would never let Marta’s fiancée set me up in a job. That would complete my fall from grace. “Oh, did you say Titan? I thought you said Titus.” I let out my derisive snort. “I’d never work for Titan.”
“Oh, well, she seems to like it. Anyhow, I’d love for you to meet her. She loves spreadsheets as much as you do.” Marta let out her carefree laugh.
It crystallized. She’d gone out and found a replica of me.
“But that’s where the similarity ends,” Marta said. “She’s a stickler for a work-life balance, and she’s instilled it in the culture.”
“And that’s why I’d never work for them,” I snapped. “No way anyone gets ahead with that laissez-faire attitude.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that.” Marta’s pleasant tone turned harsh. “Titan was featured in Forbes as one of the top new companies with a female CEO.”
I knew it since I’d been researching the stupid company. “Hmm, that’s surprising,” I said, hoping it came out unimpressed.
“It didn’t surprise me.” Her defensiveness was evident. “Patti is brilliant.”
Ouch. Shove the knife in a little farther and twist it. We’d set a new record. Ten minutes into our conversation, and we were at each other’s throats.
Regardless, I needed to save this conversation for Marta’s sake. Besides, I didn’t need the CEO of Titan blackballing me.
“I bet she’s wonderful.” I nearly choked on my words. “And I was remiss in not congratulating you.” Barf.
“Aw, thanks.” Her tone was no longer defensive. “I know you have to be stressed beyond belief.”
“Ha. Me. Never. Ice water in my veins.” I sat up straighter as I spoke, as if it would make the words true.
Marta chuckled. “Sure you do. Well, I just called to check on you. I wanted to let you know I’m here if you need to talk.”
Typical Marta. After my jackass moves, she was right there offering her help.
“Thanks, but I’m good. Real good. In fact, I’m thinking of taking some time off—an extended vacation.”
“Really? That’s great. I’m happy for you.”
“Yeah, Emma’s been after me, but I’m still trying to figure it all out.”
“How fun.” I imagined her clapping her hands like she did when she was excited. “I miss Emma. But I love seeing her posts on Instagram. Her and the family. I hesitated commenting, unsure if it was okay.”
Marta still followed Emma? Instead, I said, “You should comment. Emma would love that.”
“Ya think?”
And just like that, Marta shifted the conversation away from my struggles to Emma.

I’d paced around my apartment for an hour after ending my call with Marta, but no epiphany came. In my dark mood, the view of Central Park didn’t inspire me. Today, it just looked like a sad spot of green surrounded by buildings.
Damn it. I needed to end this pity party. Big deal if my ex-girlfriend was getting married. It wasn’t like we were compatible, anyway.
It was all Terrence’s fault. This thing with Fortitude had me messed up, but I’d show them. I stomped into my office and grabbed the bag I’d abandoned. For a second, I considered drop kicking it across the room. Mature. Instead, I carried it to my desk and tossed it on top.
It hadn’t escaped me I’d not unpacked it. Since it contained only two items, it wouldn’t have taken me long. Still, it sat in the corner untouched. Before opening it, I took a deep breath. I could do this.
I pulled out the picture and set it to the left of my computer. It wasn’t centered, so I pushed it a few centimeters. Nope. With the tip of my finger, I nudged it. Perfect. The picture was from our trip to Disney World when I was eleven. It was taken before my world turned upside down. Emma and I wore Mickey Mouse ears and sported huge smiles. Mom and Auntie Bess had on Goofy ears, and their smiles were even bigger than ours.
I turned away from the picture and took out my cherished notebook. I hesitated to open it, not wanting to be taunted by the empty checkbox next to Become CEO of a multimillion-dollar company.
My heart raced. What if I’d checked the box, and then I hadn’t gotten the job? Seriously? Doubtful that the notebook police would arrest me for improper checking. No, maybe it would be the ambition militia, citing me for falsifying accomplishments.
Now on top of losing my job, I was losing my mind. I slammed the notebook on my desk and glared at it. After several seconds of it innocently staring back at me, I flipped it open. I grabbed a pen, clicked the ballpoint out, and held it over the offensive item. The pen dug into my fingertips as I gripped it tighter. I’d cross the son of a bitch out.
There was only one other item I’d ever scratched out. I flipped back a page and stared at the entry.
Get a pet—cat or dog.
Early in my career, I’d deemed it unattainable with my ambitions, so I’d crossed it out years ago. In weaker moments, I wished I’d used a pencil instead of a pen. But it was the practical choice. I lacked time for the complications of a pet. While I could hire someone to care for Rover or Tabby, what life would they have? No, it was for the best.
I flipped back to the page with Become a CEO,
and my pen hovered over the entry. My hand shook, and I dropped my pen. I needed to get a grip. One setback wouldn’t defeat me. After all, I had a full spreadsheet of potential leads. I closed the notebook and swept it into my desk drawer. Time to dig deeper into my shortlist of potential suitors.

After two fruitless hours, my eyes were blurry, and I was no closer to an answer than when I’d sat down. Fuck. What was wrong with me? Perhaps Emma had a point. Was I burned out? I couldn’t remember the last time I’d taken a vacation.
I suppose it wouldn’t hurt. It might even help. Make them hungry for me to join their firms. It’d give me more negotiating power if I appeared aloof and a touch uninterested. Leaning back in my chair, I imagined the places we could go.
An Olivia Cruise? I pursed my lips. Would they let Emma on board? I rolled my eyes. I doubted they demanded proof of lesbianism or bisexuality to board the ship. What would I show them for proof? I didn’t wear Doc Martens; I didn’t dress my pets up like children, and I hated Home Depot. My absurd thoughts lightened my mood—slightly.
Perhaps the South of France or even Hawaii. I nodded, starting to accept that it wasn’t a horrible idea. My dream job would still be waiting for me when I returned. I’d be refreshed and ready to hit the ground running. Fortitude and Marta wouldn’t get the best of me. I’d show them both.
I snatched my phone from my desk before I could change my mind.
“Hey,” Emma said on the first ring. “Ready to take an adventure with me?”
I scowled. How did she know I’d reach out? On principle, I wanted to concoct another reason for calling, but I’d just have to call her later.
“A vacation with my sister might be fun,” I answered.
She gasped. “Did you just mention fun and vacation in the same sentence?”
“Very funny. Don’t be a smartass, or I might change my mind.”
She laughed. “So you’re really ready to do it.”
“Yep. A week on a beach might do me good.” I figured dropping a hint about my preferred destination wasn’t a bad idea.
“Um, that’s not the deal. It’s four weeks, and I pick.”
“No way! Four weeks?”
“That’s how long Andrew and the kids will be gone. I’m not spending my summer alone.”
“But I can fly you out to meet them once we return.”
“Nope.”
I waited for her to say more. When she didn’t, I said, “Nope. That’s it?”
“Yup.”
I bit down on my lip. She was testing me, but I wouldn’t take her bait.
Following a long silence, she said, “Deal or not?”
While small, it was a tiny victory that she spoke first. “I suppose I can swing four weeks.”
“All right.” If I didn’t know her better, I’d swear the delight in her voice was mocking. “And you’re agreeing to the rest of the terms?”
“There’s more?”
“I make all the decisions. You make none.”
“Define all.”
“Google it.”
“Fine.” I pounded on my keys, hoping she’d hear. “Whole. Entire. Including everything or everyone, without exception.”
“That sums it up. Note, without exception.”
“So you’re gonna tell me when I can poop?”
“I’ll waive bodily functions.”
“I don’t know. It says without exception.”
“Well, if you insist.”
I chuckled. “Sheesh, when did you become such a tough negotiator?”
“You think you’re the only one that knows how to close a deal?”
“You mean I have room to negotiate?”
“Nope.”
“Back to the one-word answers?”
“Yep.”
“Fine. When do we leave, boss?”
“June 9,” she answered without hesitation.
“Whoa. That’s decisive.”
“I’ve had time to reflect since it took you so long to come to your senses.”
“Why June 9?”
“It’s the day after Andrew and the kids leave.”
“Do I get any input into our destination?”
“Nope.”
I groaned. “I could send you some suggestions.”
“Nope.”
“I need to know, so I can pack accordingly.”
“I’ve got it covered. You need new clothes anyway.”
“You’re choosing my clothes, too?”
“What part of all are you confused by?”
I sighed, knowing I wouldn’t win this argument. No way would I give up control to anyone except Emma, but I’d break her down. I’d be in charge of the vacation within a week. I smiled to myself and said, “You win.”
“Uh...”
My smile widened at leaving her speechless. “Any other rules I need to know about?”
“I think that covers it,” she said.
“Just use my credit card. Clothes. Reservations. Whatever.”
“No.”
“What? I’m paying for this.”
“Yeah, but I’m not stupid. You’ll be able to monitor all my purchases. You can wire me the money.”
“How much?”
“I dunno. Twenty thousand?”
“Are you kidding me? You’ll need more than that.”
“Well, how about twenty-five?”
I rolled my eyes. “I’ll send you the money.”
While she talked about how eager she was for the trip, I logged into my bank account. Two hundred fifty thousand should be a good start. I sent the money. Hopefully, once she got it, she’d think bigger, and we’d be sipping wine on the shores of the Mediterranean.



CHAPTER 8
MADISON FUCKING WISCONSIN. What in the hell was Emma thinking? Obviously, she wasn’t, or she hated me. It was the only explanation that made sense. I’d given her enough money for us to travel anywhere, and this was where we ended up. Unbelievable.
Emma smiled at me as we waited in line at the rental car counter at the Dane County Regional Airport. “Getting excited about our adventure?”
“Only if we’re driving to Chicago to hop a flight to Paris.”
Emma glowered.
I leaned in so nobody nearby could hear. “I gave you a quarter million, and this is what you came up with?”
“You’ve been all over the world. Visited the most exclusive resorts. Yet I bet you’ve never experienced a place like this.”
I snorted. “You’re right.”
“Then I consider it a victory. You’ll get to experience something new.”
How could I tell her I’d never paid attention to those exclusive resorts? I was absorbed with closing a deal, not vacationing. If I admitted it, she’d give me one of her pitying looks, and I was miserable enough, so I said, “Still. There are plenty of places I haven’t been. Somewhere on the ocean or sea would suffice.”
“How about a creek? Six Mile Creek.”
“A creek! Are you serious?”
“There’s a river and a bunch of lakes, too.”
“And that’s supposed to compare to an ocean?”
“Who’s in charge of this vacation?” Emma pointed her finger at me. “You better get over your attitude, or this will be a miserable four weeks.”
“You mean we’re staying here for all four weeks?” My voice rose high enough for several people around us to turn and stare. My face heated.
Emma put her hand on her hip. “Would you stop making a scene?” She peeked around me and said to the woman behind me, “Sorry. She’s just a little uptight.”
I didn’t turn to face the woman, but I waved my hand and muttered, “Yeah, sorry.”
Emma patted my shoulder. “See, you’re already getting into the spirit of Midwest Nice, and we’ve only been here for half an hour.”
“What the hell is Midwest Nice?”
Before she could answer, the employee at the rental car counter called us forward. The man greeted us with a huge smile and said, “How can I help you ladies today?”
Emma held up her phone. “I made reservations online.”
He scanned the code and typed away on his computer as he nodded. “Uh, let’s see. It doesn’t look like you picked a vehicle.” He slid a laminated sheet across the counter. “You have several choices.”
Living in New York City, I didn’t own a car since I had little occasion to drive. For a few years, I’d owned a Porsche, but I never took it out, so I’d sold it.
I glanced down at the page full of vehicles. There weren’t any Porsches, but I could picture myself behind the wheel of a less expensive sporty number. I put my finger on one. “I like these.”
“Great choice,” the man said as he typed.
“Not so fast,” Emma said.
He looked up from his keyboard.
“She’s not allowed to make any decisions,” Emma said to him.
Jesus. Was she planning on telling everyone?
He studied me as if he were trying to determine if I had a condition that prohibited me from making my own choices.
“She’s relinquished all control to me for the next four weeks.”
Wow. Will she tell him I got let go from my job, too?
He laughed and met my gaze. “Brave woman. I’d never let my brother decide for me.”
“How’d you know she’s my sister?” I asked.
“Seriously? Aren’t you twins?”
Emma wiggled her shoulders and bumped her hip into mine. “Hear that, little sister? He thinks I’m your age.” She fluffed her shoulder-length hair.
I rolled my eyes and shook my head when I met the man’s gaze. “She’s only a year and a half older.” I turned to Emma. “Not a monumental accomplishment, so you can stop gloating.”
She gave me a mischievous smile and then put her finger down on the laminated sheet. “We’ll take this one.”
My eyes widened. “That’s a truck.”
“A pickup, to be more specific.” Emma smiled at the cashier. “Do you have a Dodge Ram? I’ve always thought they were badass.”
He smiled. “Yes, ma’am. We’ve got a red or black one.”
“Black.” If I had to drive a pickup, at least black was inconspicuous.
“We’ll take the red one,” Emma said and shot me a smile.
The man chuckled. “One red Dodge Ram coming up.”

I wouldn’t give Emma the satisfaction of telling her that driving the truck wasn’t so bad. Sitting up high and owning the road was a rush, a definite departure from hugging the ground in my Porsche.
I drove west from the airport and in short order came upon Lake Mendota. I suggested we make a loop around the lake before going to the resort.
When Emma pulled it up on the GPS, she said, “It’ll take over three hours. We don’t want to waste that much time.” She waved her phone. “It looks like State Street is the heart of the city. Why don’t we drive through it?”
“How far is downtown?” I’d kinda hoped we’d be able to stick around Lake Mendota. Water was the one thing that calmed me. With our agreement, I knew I had no say.
“It looks like a couple of blocks.”
Great. I was captive in a podunk town for four weeks. “A metropolis.” My voice dripped with sarcasm.
“What are you prattling on about?” She pointed at the upcoming street. “Turn there. We’ll be downtown in a couple minutes.”
I glanced at her. “Downtown is that close to the lake?”
“Weren’t you listening? I said a couple of blocks.”
“I thought you meant it was only a couple blocks long.”
When we pulled to a stop at the stoplight, she thrust out her phone. “We’re here. And that’s Lake Mendota.”
I stared down at the map. Two large, bright blue splotches sandwiched a thin strip of land. Only eight to ten blocks lay between them. “Lake Mendota curves around downtown?”
“No.” She pointed to the smaller blue spot. “That’s Lake Monona.”
“Well, I’ll be damned.” I looked away from her phone when the light turned.
In a weird way, it reminded me of how buildings sandwiched Central Park on both sides. Only Madison was the meat in this lake sandwich.
“I’ll take that comment as your stamp of approval.”
I snorted. “I wouldn’t go that far.” Although, I had to admit having two lakes nearby gave the city a boost.
“Come on, lighten up,” she said. “Getting away from the hustle and bustle will do you good. Just imagine. No decisions for the next four weeks.”
I groaned and pretended to shudder. “Don’t remind me.”
“Oh, it won’t be that bad.” The joy on her face disappeared. “Will it?”
“I’ll survive.” Not a ringing endorsement, but Emma knew me well enough to know I was practically dripping with enthusiasm.
“Mark my words, by the end of this adventure, you’re going to be a changed person. And it won’t be so hard for you to say something nice.”
“Right. And I’ll be buying a pickup truck, singing country music, and sharing my feelings.”
“Smart.” Emma laughed. “You’ve already discovered my diabolical plan.”
As we drove through town, Emma said, “Let’s come back once we settle in at the resort. There are so many cute little shops.” She pointed across the street. “Like that one. Lift Our Voices Books. What do you think they sell?”
“Books,” I deadpanned.
“Very funny.”
“By the name, I bet it’s one of those feminist places.”
“Wow! I didn’t know you were anti-feminist.”
My face heated. I hadn’t realized my tone had come out so harsh. “I’m not. I just had a few run-ins while building my career. Remember Hilda?”
“You dated her, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, but not for long. She decided my ambition was fueling the patriarchy. She wanted me to resign from Fortitude.” I cringed when I said Fortitude. I wondered how long it would be before I no longer had that reaction.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to bring that up. We’re here to heal.”
“We’re?”
“Fine. You’re here to heal, and I’m here to help.”
It didn’t take us long to drive through Madison. Emma instructed me to go north out of town as she punched an address into the GPS.
“Plan on telling me the name of this resort on Three Mile Creek?”
“Six Mile Creek. Get it right.”
“I stand corrected.” I put my hand against my chest. “I’d hate to cheat the creek out of its other three miles.”
Emma’s eyes twinkled. I knew she was holding something back. “What aren’t you saying?”
She grinned. “It’s not six miles.”
“Five?”
“Higher.”
“Seven.”
She motioned up with her thumb.
“Just tell me how long it is.”
“I don’t know. It ranged from seven and a half and as long as twelve.”
“What the hell, so Six Mile Creek might be double the length? What kind of false advertisement is that?”
Emma pointed at me. “Don’t you dare say a word when we get to the resort. No snarky comments.”
“Tell me our destination, and I might be persuaded,” I said in my most charming voice.
“Don’t forget, I’m making all your choices, so I’m thinking you have little negotiating power.”
No way would I give Emma the satisfaction of a response, but I still stuck out my bottom lip.
“Fine, I’ll tell you. Only so you’ll regurgitate your obnoxious reactions before we get there.”
“Oh, this should be good.”
“Blissful Breeze Sanctuary.”
I practically spit out the drink of water I’d just taken. “You’re joking. It sounds like a place for homeless pets.”
“Unhoused.”
“It’s a place for unhoused pets?”
“No!”
I had been screwing with her, but my hope for this place plummeted with a name like Blissful Breeze Sanctuary. They needed to hire a better marketer.
“Go ahead,” Emma said. “Get it out of your system.”
I put my fingertips against my forehead as if I was thinking. “Let’s see if I have this straight.” I glanced over at her to ensure she was watching my theatrics before I shifted my gaze back to the road. “You’re scrolling the internet looking for an ideal place for our vacation, and the name Blissful Breeze Sanctuary
pops up. And you think, gosh, why don’t I check it out? What is wrong with you?”
“It wasn’t like that.”
“And how was it?”
“It was serendipity.”
I refused to be sucked into her talk of serendipity, so I said, “I’m surprised it’s still in business with a name like that.”
“Don’t judge a book by its cover.” Emma crossed her arms over her chest.
I drove, saying nothing as I filtered through my possible responses.
“Ya know,” Emma said, interrupting my thoughts. “You’re pretty judgy today. First, that cute bookstore and now this.”
The GPS interrupted, telling me to merge onto Route 113. I gunned the truck onto the ramp. Maybe my driving would distract Emma from chastising me.
It worked. She held up her hands, mimicking a roller-coaster ride, and let out a squeal. I couldn’t help but laugh at her antics. My chest warmed. I needed to enjoy my time with Emma. Monthly sister time wasn’t enough. We used to have so much fun together when we were kids.
In the spirit of trying harder, I raised one arm and called out, “Wee!”
At first, Emma shot me a wide-eyed look before she joined me with her own wee.
The farther we drove out of Madison, the more trees dotted the road until we traveled through a forest. It might not have been a forest, but still, more trees than I was used to seeing in the city.
“Are you taking me into the wilderness?” I asked. “Wait. We don’t have to stay in tents, do we?” I tried to keep the disgust out of my voice.
Emma chuckled. “You’re safe. No tents. We’re staying in one of the villas, but they have cabins, too.”
“What’s the difference?”
“The villas house twelve people.”
“All right! Now you’re talking. Room for us to spread out.”
“Um, no. Didn’t you hear me? It houses twelve.”
Realization dawned. “You mean we’re sharing with other people—strangers?” I turned up my nose when I said strangers.
“Strangers are just friends you haven’t met yet.” Emma’s voice dripped in syrup.
“Ugh, you did not just say that.”
She bit her lip before she burst out laughing. “Okay. That was even too cheesy for me. But yes, we have villa mates. And—”
“I’ll pay to have them moved to their own cabins, or I’ll rent us a cabin.”
“No, you won’t.” Emma smiled. “Remember, the choices are mine.”
“Why do we have to stay with a bunch of...strangers...who are friends we haven’t met?”
“It’s part of the program.”
“Program?”
“Yeah, it’s a retreat.”
“Then why the hell didn’t they call it Blissful Breeze Retreat?”
“They didn’t have a clever marketer, remember?”
I sneered at her. “So we aren’t going to just lie around the pool drinking margaritas?”
“I don’t think they even have a pool.”
“You know what I mean.” I shot her a side eye. “What are we going to be doing?”
“Uh, they’ll give us the agenda when we get there.”
I took my eye off the road so I could glare at her. “You’ve seen it, haven’t you?”
“Um, maybe.”
“And I’m going to hate it, aren’t I?”
“Not all of it.”
“And which parts won’t I hate?”
“I don’t know.” Emma sighed. “I really don’t. We used to have fun. We were always laughing about the stupidest things, but we don’t seem to do that much anymore.”
My shoulders slumped. She was right. Life had gotten in the way. I’d promised Emma and myself that I’d give this a chance, and already I was making things unpleasant.
“Hey,” I said.
She continued to stare out the side window.
“Em, I’m sorry. Give me a chance to get used to this. Please.”
At the word please, she turned to me. Her eyes were misty.
Shit. I’d almost made my sister cry. “I’ve always been sarcastic.”
She nodded. “Yeah, but now I don’t know if you’re kidding or not.”



CHAPTER 9
AFTER EMMA HAD SAID she didn’t know if I was being sarcastic or serious, our conversation lagged. We’d exchanged polite small talk about the scenery and beautiful day, but it felt forced. I had two choices. Either call this off and fly Emma to Europe to be with her family, or I could try harder.
I longed for the connection to Emma, the one we used to have, but it seemed impossible. Despite our monthly get-togethers, things had been strained between us. Not exactly strained, more like flat. Sparks of our youthful banter remained, but it happened less and less often. This could be our fresh start, if I let it.
With a renewed determination to repair the damage with Emma, I smiled and said, “Looks like we’re almost there.”
“Uh-huh.” She responded with little enthusiasm.
Shit. She wouldn’t make it easy. “Thanks for pushing me out of my comfort zone.” I wasn’t one hundred percent certain I meant it, but I knew it was what Emma wanted to hear.
As I slowed and turned down the lane for Blissful Breeze, she glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. I turned to her and smiled again.
Emma returned my smile with an even wider one and clapped her hands together. “This is going to be phenomenal.”
One thing I loved about Emma also maddened me. She never held on to her frustration with me and was always willing to forgive my moods. Thankfully, Andrew was one of the sweetest guys I knew because I suspected Emma would forgive a lot more than she should.
We drove down the narrow lane toward the resort. It was gravel, sorta. There were hints of gravel, especially along the sides of the road, but the path was mostly dirt. A little rain would turn it into a muddy mess. I held back mentioning it to Emma.
“Wow. I feel like we’re driving into the wilderness,” I said. The large trees and overgrown grass and weeds in the ditches hugged the road, making me claustrophobic. Something else I wouldn’t say to her.
“I know. Isn’t it glorious? I want to stand in the middle of the forest and twirl.” She spread out her arms for effect. “Experience all that Mother Nature has to offer.”
I laughed at her enthusiasm. “Don’t wander out there alone and get lost.” When I saw her face fall, I added, “Remember when you got lost in the Redwood Forest?”
Her smile returned. “Mom and Auntie Bess just about had a heart attack.”
“Yeah, and we found you happily trying to coax a squirrel to take a nut from you.”
“He was ready to until the three of you tromped up like a herd of wild buffalo.”
“He was still ten feet from you.”
“Eight, but we were making progress.” Emma flashed me a smile. She pointed at one of the low-hanging branches ahead. “Be careful. You might not clear that with this big-ass truck.”
“Yeah, and they frown on people returning them with big scratch marks across the roof. I’m surprised it’s quite so...um...so…”
“Overgrown?” Emma said.
I let out a sigh of relief, happy she’d opened the door for me to comment. “Yeah, I thought resorts kept their grounds pristine to enhance the guest experience.”
“Maybe this one is primitive.”
Great. Stay positive. “Did they mention it when you registered?”
“Well, no, but we are in Wisconsin.”
“Uh, yeah, I guess it makes sense.” I glanced at Emma when I responded and regretted it when the truck jolted through an enormous pothole. “I better keep an eye on the road.” Biting my tongue, I refrained from saying they should put down some gravel.
Emma craned her neck forward. “There’s a sign up there. Behind that tree.”
She’d not commented that the tree had fallen, so I didn’t mention it, either. I slowed as we approached. The tree lay inches from the road and looked to have been there for some time. The half-crushed sign peeked out between the bare branches.
“Looks like the arrow points right for the main office and left for the villas.” I looked out the front windshield. “I don’t see any turns, though.”
“There are numbers after the names. Point-four miles?”
I squinted and leaned forward as if that would help. “Or is it four miles?”
“Shit. I don’t think this place is that big.”
“Or maybe it’s Wisconsin math. Six Mile Creek is twelve, so point-four miles is probably point-eight.”
Emma laughed and slapped me on the arm. “Now that’s the smartass I know and love.”
I’d made Emma laugh. Warmth spread across my chest. I released the brake and continued down the lane. It wasn’t long before we arrived at a fork in the road. I turned to the right. This lane was less overgrown, but the vegetation could still use a trim.
The road spilled into a parking lot that could easily hold a hundred vehicles. There was only a smattering of cars in front of the large log building with a sign that read: Blissful Breeze Sanctuary Lodge.
“Looks like that’s where we check in.” Emma pointed to what appeared to be the entrance.
I decided not to comment on the almost empty lot, nor the potholes and broken-up asphalt. Instead, I started to turn into a parking space when Emma screamed.
I slammed on my brakes. My heart raced. A small dog sprinted across the lawn toward the truck. “Jesus, he’s not even close to us. You could have given me a heart attack.”
“Sorry.” Emma gave me a sheepish grin. “I wanted to ensure you saw him.”
Before I could respond, a red-faced woman ran around the side of the building.
Emma jumped out of the truck, moving toward the dog, who skidded to a stop in the middle of the yard. He peeked over his shoulder at the approaching woman and then at Emma. Then he dropped to the ground and rolled onto his back. His tongue lolled out of the side of his mouth.
What the hell? I had limited experience with dogs, but this seemed odd. I rolled down my window. “Is he okay?” I called out.
“The little shit is fine.” The woman approached her dog, who appeared to have passed out. “Millie! Stop being a drama queen.”
The dog opened one eye and then bounced to her feet. She bound over to the woman, wagging her stubby tail, or more like her butt, the entire time.
Once secured in the woman’s arms, I pulled the truck into the parking space and killed the engine.
Emma had already approached the woman and was scratching the dog’s ears when I walked up.
“Thanks,” the woman said. “She had an incident with a duck.”
Emma’s eyes widened. “Is the duck okay?”
The woman laughed. “The duck’s fine, but Millie’s pride is wounded. She got a sharp peck on the nose.” The woman ruffled the dog’s fur. “Not that she didn’t deserve it. I’ve told her a million times ducks don’t like to roughhouse.”
A flash of this dog, I think a pug, wrestling with a duck created an interesting visual.
The woman lifted the dog. “Well, I better get her home before she creates any more havoc.”
Emma pointed at the building. “Is that where we register?”
The woman nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Are you here for the next retreat?”
“We are,” Emma answered.
“Vera is inside. She’ll take care of you. And thanks again.” The woman turned and started toward a rusty blue minivan.
As we climbed the stairs, which were constructed from the same logs as the building, Emma elbowed me. “You could have at least spoken to her.”
“Huh?” I’d been so focused on checking out the peeling paint and rotting wood on the railings that I hadn’t heard what she’d said.
“The woman. You could have said something to her.” Emma leaned toward me. “She’s kinda cute.”
Cute? I glanced over my shoulder and watched as she shut the passenger door and walked around to the driver’s side. She wore a simple pair of blue jeans and a T-shirt that hugged her slight frame. Her long brown hair was windblown, giving her an outdoorsy look. The color on her cheeks and nose also spoke of time outside.
I waited for her to close the van door before I said, “Kinda old, don’t you think?”
“Old?” Emma crinkled her nose. “She might be three or four years older than you.”
“See? Old.”
“You’re impossible. Just because the women you date are barely out of high school doesn’t mean a woman your age can’t be attractive.”
I didn’t think her exaggeration deserved a response, so I didn’t give her one.
We’d reached the door to the lodge, but Emma made no move to open it since she was busy giving me a disapproving look.
“I didn’t think you brought me here for a hookup.” Not that I was opposed to a vacation rendezvous, but not with that woman. I glanced at the van that was bouncing down the path toward the exit. I supposed she was attractive enough, in a girl-next-door kind of way, but I couldn’t see her on my arm at a formal event.
Fuck. I wasn’t planning on finding anyone here to incorporate into my real life. All I wanted was relaxation and sister time. Then I’d be refreshed and ready to throw myself into furthering my career. Although, I’d be down for a little tension release since it’d been a while.
Emma still hadn’t spoken as she continued to study me. “What?” I asked, getting frustrated by her silence.
She opened her mouth to speak but then shook her head.
“What?”
“Nothing. Let’s just go inside.”
I grabbed her arm before she could open the door. “Just tell me.”
“This is our first day,” she said without elaborating.
Was I supposed to understand? By her expression, I was. I nodded, deciding to go along with her. “Yeah, you’re right.” I had no clue what she was right about, but it seemed to appease her.
She pushed the screen door to enter but stopped when her fingers poked through the mesh. Once she extracted her thumb and forefinger, she tried to smooth the mesh over the hole.
“Don’t worry about that,” the white-haired woman behind the counter said. “I’ve been having problems with that darned door.”
“Wow, this place is beautiful,” Emma said, staring up at the high ceiling.
I glanced at the scuffed hardwood floor that bordered on gray, which wasn’t as beautiful as the honey-colored ceiling. The yellow stained walls needed a coat of paint or three, but I wouldn’t ruin Emma’s joy.
Emma grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the front desk. “Hello!” Emma called as she dragged me along. When we reached the rough wood counter, she said, “I’m Emma, and this is my sister, Blake.”
The woman glanced at a spreadsheet on her desk. “Emma Fulton and Blake Saunders?”
“That’s us,” Emma responded.
“Perfect.” The woman gave us a warm smile. “And my name’s Vera Voss.”
“Oh.” Emma put her hands together against her chest. “You own Blissful Breeze.”
“That I do. Been here since the late eighties.”
I glanced at the furniture, which appeared to have been around for as long as Vera. It was another thing I needed to keep to myself.
“Let’s see which villa you’re assigned. Tranquility Terrace.” She pulled out a map and circled a building. “It’s here. Facing north, which means you’ll get the south sun all day. Not that you’ll be in your rooms much.”
She put her finger on the map, and her wrinkled hands gave away her age. Despite the white hair, I’d assumed she was younger.
She tapped on the center of the map. “As you can see, we have a square between the villas. That’s where we conduct a lot of our activities. Also where everyone from the four houses can get together and socialize. There’s a firepit, a grill, and cornhole.”
What the hell is cornhole?
Before I could ask, Emma said, “This is going to be so perfect. Are any of our housemates here yet?”
Vera took a brief glance at her spreadsheet and said, “Uh, it looks like one has already arrived.” Something told me Vera didn’t have to check the spreadsheet. “There are only six staying in your villa, so you should have plenty of room.”
Finally. I’d count it as a win.
“Oh,” Emma said. “I thought there were twelve.”
Vera glanced at her spreadsheet and fiddled with the corner. “Uh, not this time.” She looked up at me and smiled. “You’re a quiet one.”
I returned her smile. “No choice with Emma around.”
Emma rolled her eyes. “Ignore her.”
“Now, now, girls.” Vera shot us both a motherly look. “What are your goals?” Vera asked me.
“Well, I’d like to find a private equity company that values my skill set. And—” I broke into my elevator speech. The one I’d been rehearsing for when the headhunters came courting.
Emma elbowed me. “I think she meant your goals for the retreat.”
“Oh.” By the heat radiating up my neck, my face reddened. “I, well, I’m…”
Vera patted my hand. “It’s okay, dear. Everyone doesn’t know why they’re here when they first arrive. It comes to them as they go through the experience.”
“Like serendipity,” Emma added.
“Exactly!” Vera frowned. “I’d wanted to name one Serendipity, but all I came up with was Serendipity Shack, and that doesn’t sound appealing, does it?”
Emma was about to respond when the screen door rattled open.
“Back again?” Vera said, glancing over our shoulders.
The dog mom from earlier walked our way. I thought she’d left.
“I came back when I realized I didn’t get my itinerary,” the woman said.
Vera smiled, picked up a packet, and waved it. She turned to us and said, “Ladies, I’d like to introduce you to one of our instructors, Robyn Tremaine.”
“We met outside,” Emma said. Then she introduced herself and me to Robyn.
Once we finished the greetings, Robyn said, “They had to help me catch my naughty dog.”
Vera laughed. “Millie’s an angel.”
“Tell that to the ducks,” Robyn said.
“Millie is enamored with those birds,” Vera said to us. “She’s so adorable.”
“You need to stop enabling her.” Robyn looked at us and shook her head. “They’re losing their patience with her. One pecked her on the nose today. You should have seen the look of confusion on her little pug face.”
“At least they aren’t chickens,” Emma said.
Robyn tilted her head with a puzzled expression on her face.
“Sharper beaks,” Emma said.
“Ouch. You’re right.” Robyn smiled. “Or geese.”
“Ugh,” Vera said. “Those things are just mean.”
I couldn’t believe I was in the middle of a conversation about pugs and birds. There was nothing I could contribute, so I leaned against the counter and listened.
When the topic shifted to swans, I zoned out and studied the lodge. With repairs and modernization, the place could be special. I imagined how it looked in its heyday and what improvements could spruce it up.
My attention was drawn back to the conversation when I noticed flies buzzing around Robyn’s face. Each time she shooed them away, they returned.
“Do you have a flyswatter?” I asked.
Vera’s eyes widened, but Robyn spoke. “I don’t want to harm them. Where did they all come from, anyway?”
Emma raised her hand and drew her shoulders in. “It was my fault. I put my fingers through the screen.”
“Nonsense,” Vera said. “The hole was already there.”
Robyn nodded. “She’s right. With this many flies, they didn’t just get in. Vera, do you have any duct tape? I could patch the screen.”
Vera crinkled her nose. “That would look hideous. Make us look low class.”
“And all these flies don’t?” Robyn waved her hand as more flies dive bombed her.
Vera laughed. “I think they like the way you smell.”
“Ew, what are you trying to tell me? Aren’t they attracted to decaying things? And manure?”
“No...well, maybe, but I thought they liked sweet things, too.”
“Maybe it’s your hairspray,” Emma said.
“Nope, I don’t have any on.” Robyn ran her hand through her tousled hair. “This mop is all natural.”
“Really?” Emma smiled. “I love how carefree it looks.”
“Thanks,” Robyn said.
Emma was right about Robyn’s natural look. Robyn’s vibe said she didn’t strive for perfection, which was a foreign concept, considering the women I’d dated. Still the look suited her. Right. Because I knew her so well.
Robyn picked up the packet Vera had laid on the counter. “I better let you ladies finish checking in.” She smiled. “I’ll see you around.”
“You will,” Vera said. “Robyn is one of our most beloved facilitators.”
Robyn let out a half snort. “Don’t listen to her. She’s just sucking up, hoping I’ll teach more classes.”
“Well, now that you—” Vera said.
“Oh, no.” Robyn held up her hand and walked backward toward the door. “I’ve got to return to the store.” She nodded at us. “It was nice meeting you both.”
We responded in kind, and then she was gone.
“She’s a sweetheart.” Affection glimmered in Vera’s eyes. “She’s helped me out of several jams over the years. Always willing to pitch in whenever she can.”
“She sounds like a gem.” Emma shot me a glance when she said it.
“Look at me, going on and on.” Vera smiled. “I know you gals are itching to check out your accommodations, not listen to me.” Vera winked at us. “You’ll have plenty of time to listen to me ramble during our programs.”
Vera clapped her hands together. “I almost forgot.” She opened a drawer and pulled out two folders. “Your welcome packets. It’s got all the offerings for the next four weeks.”
I took the thick packet and shot a glance at Emma, who pretended to ignore me as she gushed at Vera, but I suspected Emma would confiscate it as soon as we left the lodge.



CHAPTER 10
WE WERE BACK IN the truck, heading in the direction we’d come. “Hey.” I pointed to a sign. “Cabins are that way. We could ask Vera if we could stay in a private one.”
Emma shot me a dirty look. “The point is to experience the retreat with others.”
I groaned. “Can’t we experience it from a distance? Besides, it sounds like there are plenty of opportunities for sharing.” My voice carried a tone of distaste. Emma might say it was with full-blown revulsion.
“Have you forgotten who’s in charge?” She smirked. “Take us to our villa.”
I thought I’d test the water. “Do I get to pick the activities I want to do?”
“Nope.” Emma gazed out the side window as we drove down the bumpy path toward the villas.
“Nope. That’s it?”
“Yep.” Emma pointed out the front window. “Look. I think it’s a woodpecker.”
I peered in the direction she pointed, but I saw nothing but overgrown trees.
“Stop!”
I slammed on the brakes, searching the road in front of me, expecting to see another dog rushing the truck. “What?”
“I wanted you to see the woodpecker.”
“Jesus, Em, you made me slam on the brakes for that.”
“Have you ever seen one?”
“I dunno. Probably at the zoo.”
She turned her back and leaned toward me. She pointed into the trees. “Follow my arm.”
I bent, and my gaze trailed along her arm until I noticed a flash of red. “Is that him? With the redhead?”
“I think so. Isn’t he cool?”
I smiled. Actually, it was kinda cool seeing its head bob as it pounded the tree with abandon. “Damn, that tree doesn’t stand a chance.”
We sat and watched it for a few minutes before it tired of the tree and flew away. I lifted my foot from the brake, and we rolled down the pockmarked road toward our villa.
Half a mile later, the villa complex came into view. As Vera promised, four identical buildings faced inward, enclosing the square. As we approached from the south, I pointed to the villa facing north. “I’m assuming that one is ours.”
“Tranquility Terrace. This is so fun. It’s like they’re nestled in the middle of a forest.”
She was right. They’d obviously cleared the area to put in the villas. Trees flanked the buildings, a little close for my liking. There were only a few yards clearance from the back of the villas to the forest. What if there was a storm?
“Why the worry lines?” Emma asked.
“Um, aren’t those trees a little close? What if they blow over?”
Emma chuckled. “Can’t you just enjoy the splendor? Stop being practical for a minute or two.”
“Fine. Don’t come crying to me when you wake up with a tree in your bed.”
Emma held up her hand as if taking an oath. “I promise I won’t cry to you.”
I rolled my eyes. “Where do we park?” With the villas arranged in a square, I’d assumed the parking was in the middle, but the road veered north.
“Um, follow the road.”
Leave it to Emma to state the obvious.
The road snaked through the forest, so we could no longer see the villas. I strained to peer through the dense foliage, but the vegetation blocked my view. Engulfed by trees, the villas seemed miles away, despite being nearby.
"I just figured they'd centralize the parking. In the middle."
“No. That would ruin the allure.” Emma pulled a pamphlet from her bag and shoved it toward me. “The square is for all the activities.”
I glanced down. There were several pictures, each depicting myriad activities. “Jesus. All that’s in the center of the villas?”
“Duh, that’s where our programs will be, except for the ones in the main lodge.”
“Outside?” My voice must have risen two octaves.
“Well, yeah. Where did you imagine we would do things?”
“In a swanky temperature-controlled spa.”
“I never said this was a spa. It’s a retreat.”
“What’s the difference?”
Emma grinned. “You’ll find out.”
I groaned as I drove north. A weathered sign directed us to turn left for parking. The short lane opened into a parking lot behind the villa across the square from ours. The parking lot, half the size of the lodge parking, wasn’t in any better repair. I was used to resorts with immaculate grounds, so this place was throwing me. Another thing not to say to Emma.
“Looks like we have to lug our luggage across the square,” I said. Few cars dotted the lot, so I pulled into a spot closest to a walkway. “We’re here.” I kept a neutral tone since I couldn’t muster putting excitement in my voice. I thought I was being gracious.
Emma supplied the enthusiasm as she clapped and bounced in her seat. “This is going to be so amazing.”
Yeah, amazing.
We grabbed our carry-ons, deciding we would come back for our luggage once we got a feel for the place. Emma motioned to a sign, showing Gratitude Grotto to the left and Lovingkindness Lodge to the right. “Which way?”
I shrugged and didn’t hide my grin. “I thought you were making all the decisions.”
She gave me a side eye and marched toward the path to the right.
“Lovingkindness Lodge it is,” I said as I followed her.
The walk through the trees took only a few minutes, not as long as I’d feared. We came out between Harmony House and Gratitude Grotto. Our villa sat on the opposite side of the square. Not that I could distinguish it from the others since all four villas were identical.
Upon reaching the end of the path, my eyes widened as the square came into view. It was as if we’d stepped into another world. Unlike the rest of Blissful Breeze, the grounds were immaculately tended, whereas the rest of the resort, to use Emma’s phrasing, was primitive.
A large fountain, at least twenty feet tall, stood in the center of the square. Even from this distance, about twenty-five yards away, I heard water splashing down the sides.
Emma elbowed me. “See, there’s your water.”
“Did we pass through a portal to another time or place?”
“What do you mean?”
“Remember when we were kids and we’d watch Sesame Street? They’d sing that song. One of these things is not like the other.”
Emma’s eyebrows knitted. “Yeah, so?”
“I feel like we’re in the adult version of it.”
“Now you’ve lost me.”
“You saw the roads, the main office, the parking lots.” I paused, studying the villas, which could use a coat of paint and some TLC. “And the villas.” I held my arm out toward the fountain and then swept it in a circle, taking it all in. “This place does not match the others.”
Emma didn’t react to my comment. Instead, she said, “Wow, look at those flowers.”
Each corner of the square featured a flower garden that surrounded the four paths leading to the fountain. Farthest away from where we stood, closest to our villa, was the cool color palette. In one corner, the flowers were mostly purple and silver, and the other corner sported blues and whites. Closest to us were the warm colors. Orange and yellow flowers grew along our path, while reds and pinks filled the path on the other side.
We continued walking toward the fountain, taking in the rest of the grounds. The areas in front of the villas, sandwiched between the flower gardens, each had a different theme. To our right, in front of Harmony House, appeared to be the game area, which included a full-size sand volleyball court. A well-manicured grassy area that could rival the lush grounds of Augusta National Golf Club expanded in front of Gratitude Grotto, while across the square by Lovingkindness Lodge, a patio with wrought iron lawn furniture, complete with oversized umbrellas, graced the bricked area. Across the way, in front of our villa, a firepit anchored the space.
As we took it in, an older black woman who sat on the porch of Tranquility Terrace waved. “Hello,” she called across the expanse. “Welcome.”
Emma moved her arm in a giant arc and shouted, “hi.” She grabbed my arm. “Come on, let’s meet our housemate.”
I took a deep breath. I could do this.
“Welcome to Tranquility Terrace,” the woman said as we approached. “Vera said there were sisters staying here, so I’m assuming that’s you.”
I put my hand on my chest in mock surprise, “What gave you that idea?”
“Except for the hair, you’re spitting images of each other. Twins?”
I groaned. “She’s eighteen months older.”
The woman shook her head. “Damn, I woulda pegged you for twins.”
“We get that a lot.” Emma walked up the stairs to the porch. “I’m Emma Fulton, and this is my sister, Blake Saunders.”
“Annie Coffman.” She held up her glass. “I’ve been sitting out here enjoying a drink, waiting for the rest of you all to arrive.”
“Long Island style?” I asked.
Annie held up her glass and wiggled her eyebrows. “I’m not saying.”
Emma’s eyes widened.
Annie chuckled. “Kidding. They discourage mind-altering substances here. They want us to get a natural high.”
Emma lifted her arms and raised her face to the sky before she twirled. “The healing power of nature, isn’t it fabulous?”
I stared at her, considering whether I should make a sarcastic comment.
Annie burst out laughing. She pointed at me. “Look at that face. Oh, lord, you are the yin to her yang, or is it the yang to her yin?”
“You be the judge, Annie.” Emma gave me a sickeningly sweet smile before she continued. “Yin is the dark side, while yang is the light.”
Annie cackled and slapped her hand on the table. “Oh, no, I’m not. I’ve already stepped in it enough. You all know who the yin and yang are.”
I waved my hand at her. “No harm. Emma knows how annoying her yang is.”
Emma stopped twirling and shot me a look before she said, “Please, ignore her. She doesn’t get out in civilized society much.” Emma leaned in and whispered, “She’s in private equity. A shark. Barracuda.”
“I also have ears.” I put on a scowl, even though I was used to Emma’s shtick.
Annie chuckled. “This is gonna be fun having the two of you as housemates. Why don’t ya all go set your stuff in a room? Then you can join me for an iced tea.”
“Sounds good,” I said.
“Don’t mind my stuff piled in the common area.”
“You didn’t choose a room yet?” I asked.
“Nope. I’ll choose from whatever’s left. Let the universe decide where I belong.”
“Serendipity,” Emma practically shouted.
“Exactly,” Annie said.
I groaned. “Damn it. I’m going to be so outnumbered.”
A puzzled expression crossed Annie’s face, so Emma launched into the story of how we ended up at Blissful Breeze and why I wasn’t allowed to make any of my own decisions.
After Emma finished, Annie shook her head with a huge smile on her face. “This just keeps getting better and better.”



CHAPTER 11
BY EVENING, OUR OTHER three housemates had arrived, while those from other villas continued straggling in. Vera had come by with a load of firewood and taken orders for pizza. Apparently, we were eating around the firepit tonight.
“Yippee,” I said to the mirror as I took in my sour expression.
I’d wanted to stay in my room and settle in, but Emma had vetoed it. Since I’d agreed to let her make all the decisions, here I stood in the room, not of my choosing, getting ready for a party I didn’t want to attend.
Why had I agreed to this? I remembered. My life was a shit show, and this was supposed to cure me or at least relax me.
When we entered the villa, I’d headed to the back, searching for a secluded room. Without a word, Emma tapped me on the shoulder and pointed toward the front of the villa. I looked like Linus dragging his blanket as I pulled my carry-on to the room right off the common area. At least, she’d taken the one next to me, but still, why did she want to torture me? I’d been a good sister.
I sighed, knowing she wasn’t punishing me. She’d tell me she was doing this for my own good. I finished drying my hair and stashed the blow dryer under the sink. The bathroom was tiny, with only a shower, toilet, and small vanity. While the size mortified me, Emma had been gleeful we had our own private baths.
Jesus. Do some retreats expect guests to share a bathroom? I turned from the mirror and walked, naked, into my bedroom, which was also tiny and rundown. Only two of the four drawers in my IKEA knockoff dresser opened without a struggle. One stuck and had to be finagled open, while the other lacked a support bar and dangled precariously when open. I’d put my undergarments in it just in case it tumbled to the floor.
I glared at the outfit I’d laid out on my bed. Emma hadn’t bought me a single business suit. Okay, maybe this wasn’t the place for business attire, but at least, she could have selected khakis or high-end workout gear like Lululemon or Athleta. I’d even settle for Nike or Adidas. Instead, Emma had proclaimed she’d found all the clothes at Kohl’s—on discount.
Ugh. I picked up the discount pair of jeans and slid them on. They fit like a glove. Of course they did since Emma was practically the same size as me, albeit less muscular. I’d selected a simple black V-neck shirt, but now I questioned my choice. Maybe I should throw on one of the many T-shirts she’d purchased since I only had a few of the nicer V-necks.
With a sigh, I refolded the shirt and pulled out a tee with a silly cartoon character on it. Some blue thing with a mouthful of teeth and big pink ears. It resembled a dog, kinda, more like an alien.
I reached for my phone. Emma allowed me to keep it, as long as I didn’t do business while we were here. I’d intentionally not asked her to define business, so I could feign ignorance if she caught me doing something she didn’t approve of.
Madison must have a store with more suitable clothing. I pressed my thumb against the phone but then slammed it on the dresser. Emma wouldn’t go for that. I could call the whole thing off, but not on the first day. I needed to play along for a while, or it would crush Emma.
When I emerged from my room, the others were gathered in the kitchen area.
“Glad you could join us,” Annie said when she saw me. “I thought we were gonna have to drag you out.”
Emma moved up beside me and put her arm over my shoulders. “The others are waiting. Come on.”
I considered digging in my heels and not letting her pull me to the large table that filled one side of the room. The spacious expanse served as both a dining room and kitchen. Its simple design featured white appliances, faux marble, and dark wood cabinets. The color scheme looked more suited to the nineties than today.
“Pizza won’t be delivered for an hour. Should we retire to the common area and get acquainted or stay here?” Emma asked.
I knew I had no say, so I kept quiet.
I couldn’t remember the women’s names, but I thought of them as the hippie, the sad sack, and the hot tight ass. Emma would kick me if she knew I’d already labeled them.
The hippie, dressed in a flowing skirt, tie-dyed T-shirt, and sporting a bandanna, jumped to her feet. “Let’s get more comfortable, so we can vibe. You know, in a casual setting.”
Like this room was so formal.
Emma smiled. “Katlynn’s cast our first vote for the living room.”
I made a mental note. Katlynn equals hippie. Got it.
“We should stay here,” hot tight ass said.
Emma smiled at Katlynn. “Dana just canceled your vote.”
Katlynn wiggled her hips. “I’ve not lost yet.”
A competitive spark glinted in Dana’s eyes as she broke into a monologue enumerating the reasons her choice was the most prudent. Now I remembered. Dana was a lawyer. Wound tight, but hot in a buttoned-down way. I could tap that. I gave her a smile, hoping to get on her good side.
Emma put her hand on the sad sack woman’s shoulder. “What about you, Helena?”
Helena had been sitting with her elbow on the table, resting her head on her hand. She’d pushed the hair back off her forehead as she leaned against her palm. She gazed up at Emma with vacant eyes. In a soft voice, she said, “I don’t care. Whatever everyone else wants.”
I studied her, wondering what her story was. If it weren’t for her stringy, limp hair and haunted eyes, she might be pretty.
“I guess that leaves it up to you and me,” Emma said to Annie.
“Common room,” Annie said without hesitation.
Emma smiled. “I second that vote.”
“Hey, don’t I get a vote?” I said, joining the conversation.
Emma gave me one of her angelic smiles and shook her head. “No, you don’t, honey,” then proceeded to inform the others why I couldn’t vote.
Thinking I could score a few points as we made our way to the common area, I whispered to Dana, “I would have voted with you.”
Dana turned and looked me up and down. “Does your sister control everything you do?” Then she licked her lips, making clear her meaning.
I swallowed hard. Shit just got real. Maybe this experience wouldn’t be so bad after all.

The yellow and orange flames licked at the wood. I stared at the blue flames at the base of the fire, mesmerized by the dance. A loud pop drowned out the crackling fire, and tiny sparks flew into the air. I breathed in the burning wood’s scent. A smell I hadn’t experienced since I was a kid.
“Earth to Blake,” Emma called from across the firepit.
I glanced up. The flickering glow cast a shadow on the faces sitting around the circle. Several women had already retired to their villas, while a handful remained, clinging to the warmth of the fire.
Dana had gone twenty minutes ago, shooting me a suggestive comment before she left. I would have followed had Emma not given me the look. Surely, I could convince Emma that Dana would be a pleasant distraction, but I’d have to get her alone first.
“What did you say?” I asked.
“Are you up for s’mores?”
“Geez, we haven’t had s’mores since Auntie…” I glanced at the fire, remembering how much fun we used to have. What the hell? The fire must be hypnotizing me since I wasn’t prone to sentimentality.
“You always did the marshmallows,” Emma said.
“That’s because you’re the devil and don’t have roasting skills.”
Emma shoved four marshmallows onto a long fork and moved as if she were about to shove them into the flames. “Light ’em up and put ’em out.”
“No.” I jumped from my seat. “You beast, give it to me.”
As I made my way around the fire, Emma smiled at Annie. “Works every time.”
I grabbed the fork from her hand and glowered. “Golden brown, not burned.”
Emma shrugged. “Tastes the same to me.”
“Bullshit.” I edged toward the fire and then circled it, looking for the perfect flame.
I was so focused on rotating my marshmallows I didn’t realize someone had sidled up beside me until I felt something brush my arm. Assuming it was Emma coming to taunt me, I turned ready with a sarcastic retort.
I stopped short when I stared into a pair of sparkling blue eyes. The redhead I’d been eyeing across the fire kneeled beside me. “I’m with you,” she said.
With me? Did I miss part of what she said? Did she want to be with me? Shit. I wouldn’t kick her out of my bed.
She must have seen my startled expression because she held up a fork loaded with marshmallows. “Marshmallows should be golden brown.”
“Uh, yeah,” I agreed, nodding like a bobblehead.
She smiled. “My name’s Noelle. Wilson. And you’re Blake.”
Okay. I needed to get it together. I gave her my best smile and said in a cool voice, “That I am. It’s nice to meet you, Noelle Wilson. Those of us who know how to roast marshmallows should stick together.”
She touched my arm. “That’s exactly what I was thinking.”
Crap. Marshmallows. I yanked my fork from the flames and rotated them slowly, inspecting my work. Luckily, my flirtation hadn’t caused damage.
“What are you doing over there?” Emma called. “You’ve got a bunch of hungry mouths to feed. Right, ladies?” Emma said to the others.
A chorus of agreement rang out.
Noelle smirked and said, “I suppose we better get back to business, huh?”
I nodded and returned her smirk. “There’s plenty of time for non-business activities later. Are you here for the entire four weeks?”
She shook her head. “No, just the two-week program. My parents signed me up as a birthday present. Said I needed to meet people.”
Shit. I studied her face in the flickering flames. I’d thought she was older.
She must have noticed my expression because she laughed. “Relax. I’m not jailbait. I just turned thirty-five.”
“Oh.” Well, that was almost eloquent. “That’s generous of your parents, with you being an adult and all.”
“Only child,” she said in explanation. “I mean, I’m the only one they have to spoil.”
“Ah.” Pillow princess? That was okay. I wasn’t looking for someone to marry. “You should have held out for the full four weeks.” I gave her an impish smile.
She raised her eyebrows. “I could add on additional weeks if I had a reason to stay.”
Mic drop. Had I met my match? Or two matches since I still had my eye on Dana.
A hand grabbed my fork. “They’re going to get cold,” Emma said, relieving me of my marshmallows and thrusting another batch in my hand. She glanced at Noelle. “It looks like yours are done, too.” Emma gestured toward the table where the other ingredients were laid out. “Come on. Let’s build some s’mores.”
Noelle gave me a final glance before she rose and followed my sister.
After we consumed too many s’mores, the party broke up. I’d tried to get all the chocolate and marshmallow off my hands, but in the dim light, I don’t think I’d been successful since every time I touched my face, the overpowering smell of sugar assaulted my senses.
“Come on, Blake,” Emma said. “We have a busy day tomorrow.”
I groaned. “I thought it was a free day before the programs start.”
“It was.”
I tilted my head. “Was?”
“Some of the girls want to go hiking, and I thought it would be fun.”
“And I have no vote.”
Emma patted me on the arm. “You’re catching on quick.”
We said our goodbyes to the few remaining around the fire. I thought I detected a look of disappointment from Noelle, but maybe it was wishful thinking.
Silence filled the villa when we entered. Everyone must have retired already. A warm glow came from a single table lamp in the common area. With a makeover, this space could be impressive. As it was, the worn furniture, scuffed hardwood floors, soot-stained fireplace, and out-of-date fixtures dampened the allure. Only the warm honey-colored wood walls seemed well-preserved.
“Too bad this place is so rundown,” I said.
“What about this?” Emma approached the south side of the room and spread her arms toward the twenty-foot ceilings. The entire wall was a bank of windows, except for the glass double doors that led to the porch. “The entire room is bathed in sunlight during the day.”
“Which makes it easier to see the blemishes.”
Emma’s face fell. “Why can’t you find the beauty in things?”
Ouch. Was I already exasperating Emma?
I plopped down on the well-worn sofa, expecting a cloud of dust, but none came. “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to ruin your time, Em.” I ran both hands over my face and through my hair. When had I lost my spark? I’d always been more driven than Emma, but when had I become this?
“We used to have fun together,” Emma said.
The used to wasn’t lost on me. “And I want to again.” I meant it, but I didn’t know how to make it happen anymore.
Emma sat beside me and patted my leg. “I’ve seen sparks of it. Stop being so serious. Let it come back.”
Her hand still rested on my leg, so I put my hand on top of hers. “I want to.” I’ve missed it. I should have said it aloud, but I already felt exposed. “Ya know, it’s only day one.”
Emma smiled. “You’re right. It took time for you to get this way, so it’s gonna take a while to uncoil you.” She chuckled. “And remove that stick from your ass.”
“Hey.” I glowered. “I’ll have you know it’s a branch. When I do something, I go big.”
“Ha. Amateur. I would’ve been impressed if you’d said a tree trunk.”
I laughed, and it felt good.
“Oh, and one more thing,” Emma said.
I studied her face and noted the gleam in her eye. I lifted my arms over my head and feigned a yawn. “Ah, it’s getting late. I suppose we should turn in.”
“Nice try.”
I shrugged.
“Noelle and Dana are off limits.” She wagged her finger at me. “It’s something else you’re not allowed to choose.”
“Seriously?” I groaned. “I have needs, you know?”
“You’ll survive.” She stood from the couch. “Now it’s time for bed.”
“But you don’t know them,” I whined.
“And neither do you.” Emma turned and left the room.



CHAPTER 12
BY THE TIME WE returned to Blissful Breeze after our hiking excursion, the villas had a different vibe. The rest of the participants had arrived, and a frenzy of activity replaced the calm energy from yesterday.
Near the fountain, an open-sided tent had been erected. A bank of tables filled with chafing dishes, indicating a buffet, lined the back of the tent. Four evenly spaced circular tables filled the center. Each table sported an arrangement of assorted flowers, matching the gardens in the four corners. A placard peeked out of the bouquet, displaying the name of each villa. At the front of the tent, nearest the fountain, a long narrow table sat beside a podium.
As we walked toward our villa, I leaned over toward Emma. “You didn’t tell me there was something going on tonight.”
She gave me a side eye. “It was in the packet.”
“I didn’t read it.” I glowered at her. “You told me I couldn’t choose any of my activities, so I figured why torment myself with everything I couldn’t do.”
She winked. “Wise.”
“What time does this thing start?”
“Six.”
“Six? Jesus, it’s a little after five.”
Emma laughed. “It’s not my fault you tripped over that log.”
As if falling wasn’t bad enough, I’d landed in a wet marshy bog. I glanced around at the others gathered in the square. Great. A smörgåsbord of women, and they were seeing me with swampy hair plastered to my head, and I smelled.
“Get me to a shower,” I whispered to Emma.
“Blake,” I heard my name called.
Noelle, the redhead from last night, caught my eye and waved. Shit. I gave her a big smile and waved back before I put my head down and double stepped. I grabbed Emma’s arm. “Get me out of here,” I said under my breath.
She laughed as I dragged her along. “She’s not for you, anyway.”
“One of these other women may be.”
“I already told you. This isn’t a dating retreat. You’re supposed to find yourself.”
“Right now, all I want to find is a shower.”

I glanced at myself in the mirror, satisfied with how well I’d cleaned up. If Emma had brought more stylish clothes, I could make an impression on Noelle or Dana. I’d settled on a pair of jeans and the black V-Neck shirt I’d considered wearing last night. The opening ceremonies seemed like the best time for the snug shirt that highlighted my muscles.
I had women to impress, even though Emma warned me off. By now, there’d be others to check out. Besides, I was confident I could find myself and score at the same time.
I stared into my eyes. Besides Emma, would anyone see the hurt and fear behind the bravado? Did I want them to? If my interest in Noelle and Dana were any indication, I’d say no. Neither seemed like deep emotional thinkers. Why had they come to the retreat? I’d show Emma. I’d get acquainted with them and find the answer. Then she couldn’t claim I didn’t know them.
When I emerged from my room, I found the rest of my housemates gathered around the table.
Dana greeted me with a sensual grin. Our outfits were almost identical, except her jeans were black. Still, she filled out her tight shirt as well as I did mine. “Glad you could join us.”
“If these yahoos hadn’t made me fall into a marsh, I’d have been ready sooner.”
“Who you calling a yahoo?” Annie said with a smile. She’d changed into a yellow sundress that complemented her dark skin. During our hike, I’d gotten the chance to chat with her one-on-one. Warmth spread across my chest as I recalled our conversation, realizing I’d made my first friend here.
“Yeah, I didn’t see anyone push you,” Katlynn added. After only two days, I’d adjusted to her bohemian style and no longer thought of her as the hippie. Some women couldn’t pull off the look. It just made them look ridiculous, but Katlynn executed it to perfection.
“I see I’m outnumbered.” I met Dana’s gaze.
“If I’d been there, I’d have stuck up for you,” Dana said.
Before our electricity could build, Emma stepped between us and put her arm over my shoulders. “You were a good sport.”
I wrapped my arm around her waist and pulled her against me. “Today was a good day.”
“I’m just sorry I missed it,” Helena said. She appeared rested, but her eyes were still dull—distant. I couldn’t say she’d done anything to lose the sad sack label I’d given her.
“Are you feeling better?” Emma asked.
Helena nodded. “I’m getting there. Travel sometimes takes it out of me, but I’m hoping by tomorrow I’ll be okay.”
I noted she said okay, not good. Something told me there was more to Helena’s story. Would we discover it by the end of our time together?
Annie clapped her hands. “It’s quarter to six. Should we join the party?”
We were the last to arrive. The other three villas’ tables were full and the conversations loud.
Seated between Emma and Annie, I had time to take everything in. The tables were set, and servers fluttered around the service area. The food hadn’t been delivered, but I suspected it wouldn’t be long. As inconspicuous as I could, I checked out the women from other villas. What happened at the retreat stayed at the retreat, right? My gaze was drawn to Noelle’s shiny red hair, but I moved on to avoid catching her eye. During my scan, I discovered a few more who held promise, but none was as striking as Noelle or built like Dana.
My attention shifted to the front of the room, where Vera huddled with several women. “Hey, is that the woman we met yesterday? Pug mom?” I asked Emma.
She craned her neck so she could see where I was looking. “Yeah. Robyn.”
The memory of her chasing the dog across the yard formed in my mind. I narrowed my eyes and looked at her. She’d been dressed casually when we’d seen her at check-in, but now she wore a pair of black slacks and a blue silk blouse.
Vera stepped to the podium. Without a microphone, it took her several minutes to quiet the women so she could speak. “Welcome,” she said once she had the crowd’s attention. “I’m so glad you could join us here at Blissful Breeze. I’m Vera Voss, but I likely met you all at registration. Before I ask the servers to bring out the food, I’d like to introduce you to your instructors for the next two weeks. I couldn’t do it without them.”
Vera pointed to the table to her right, where six women sat, including Robyn. One by one, she asked each to stand for their introduction.
I studied Robyn as she spoke. There was something calming about her—serene. Her voice was low and soothing. I wondered if she taught meditation classes. Hopefully not, or I might fall asleep to the sound of her voice. Even dressed up, her hair had the same carefree tousled look as when we’d met her.
Once the introductions were finished, Vera put her hands together over her chest. “You ladies are the core of our retreat and have access to every event.” She stretched out her hand toward the square. “All classes held in the square are exclusive to you, but remember, the classes scheduled in the main building aren’t. Guests staying at the lodge, as well as visitors with one-day passes, may join you.”
Great, more people. Something else Emma hadn’t told me.
My irritation rose. Then I realized it meant more women, so I relaxed against the back of my chair. I might enjoy this retreat after all.
The meal was excellent and the dinner conversation lively. Was it the prelude to what was to come or the calm before the storm? As my tablemates debated the classes they planned on attending, my stomach sank. Some classes sounded downright unappealing—vegetable art, dancing in the woods, silent conversations, compliment circles, role-playing, emotion charades. I didn’t know what the hell some were. Several times, I glanced at Emma, who just smiled and winked.
After the caterers cleared the dishes, the instructors visited the groups as the caterers served dessert.
When Robyn approached our table, Emma gave her a big smile. “How’s Millie?”
Millie? Who the hell was Millie? I glanced around the room, trying to remember which instructor might be Millie.
Robyn laughed. “Still trying to befriend those damned ducks.”
Ah. Millie was the pug.
When our tablemates gave Robyn a puzzled look, Emma shared the tale of our encounter with Millie and Robyn.
“You didn’t bring her tonight?” Annie asked.
“No. She needs to rest up for tomorrow.”
Everyone laughed. I must have missed something, but I’d ask Emma later, so I pretended to get the joke and laughed with the others.
“I’m looking forward to visiting your bookstore,” Katlynn said. “What’s it called?”
“Lift Our Voices,” Robyn responded.
“Oh, how perfect.” Katlynn clapped her hand against her chest.
The gesture and bookstore name caused me to groan inside. The hand against the chest move screamed giddy female, and the bookstore was the one we’d seen yesterday, ugh. Of course, a feminist bookstore would be right up her alley.
“Shouldn’t it be Raise Our Voices? I mean, that seems more powerful,” I said.
Robyn fixed me with her gaze, and her penetrating brown eyes bored into me. Her voice was low when she said, “Actually, I’ve found someone with real confidence doesn’t have to raise their voice.”
“Touché,” Dana said from across the table with a satisfied smirk.
I shrugged. “Might work in Wisconsin, but running in the big leagues, sometimes the only way to get their attention is to raise your voice.” I knew my tone was defensive, but I didn’t need Robyn embarrassing me in front of my new friends.
“I’m sorry that’s your experience,” Robyn responded, showing no sign of irritation.
Fuck that. “I’m not sorry! I enjoy busting their balls. It shows them that women are just as strong as men. Stronger.”
Robyn smirked. “I suppose if you have something to prove to them. I, on the other hand, would rather focus on lifting my sisters’ voices than busting the male genitalia.”
The table erupted in laughter as my face heated. Before I could conjure a snappy comeback, Robyn bid us good night and moved on to the next table.



CHAPTER 13
WITH A SIGH, I pulled on my yoga pants. Was I really doing this? How had Emma convinced me this was a good idea? Would four weeks in the middle of nowhere change my life? Emma’s voice rattled in my head. She’d assert the two weeks of intensive programs would be the game changer. Sure because yoga was an innovation nobody in New York City thought of before.
I slipped my T-shirt over my head and let it fall over my flat stomach. I’d been doing yoga for years, when I had the time, and I’d had no revolutionary epiphanies while doing it. A sharp rap on my door pulled me out of my thoughts.
“Hey, are you about ready?” Emma called.
“Yeah, just finishing up.” One last time, I glanced at myself in the mirror. It was one of the few times I wished I had longer hair, so I could just tie it back and be done. Instead, I ran my fingers through it, giving it a carefree vibe. I chuckled to myself. Blake Saunders and carefree were rarely used in the same sentence.
When I emerged, Emma impatiently tapped her foot. “The others have already left.”
I glanced at the clock. “It’s ten till eight. Don’t we just have to step outside and we’re there?”
“Says the woman who always arrives twenty minutes early.”
“That’s business, not this.” I frowned.
“Maybe you could show some respect, instead of treating it as a joke. Or is it just an inconvenience?”
I stepped back, taking a fresh look at Emma. “What’s gotten into you this morning?”
Emma shook her head. “Nothing.”
“Come on, Em, spit it out.”
“It’s just... I invested considerable thought putting this together, and I know how you are.”
Her words stung. I knew exactly what she meant, but I wasn’t ready to admit it. “And how am I?” I didn’t hide my defensiveness.
Emma studied me for several beats before she shook her head. “Nope. I won’t engage in this argument. You’ve agreed to four weeks with me calling the shots. Four weeks where you let go. You can honor your promise or not, but I’m done begging you to try.”
I guiltily fidgeted with my thumb. Did she know? This morning, I’d taken a quick peek at my email, but I hadn’t responded to any of the over two dozen messages I’d received from what looked to be corporate headhunters. No, she didn’t know. I was just being paranoid.
I gave her a broad smile, hoping to erase the deep fissures in her forehead. “How long have you known me?” I changed my huge smile to an impish one.
“What does that have to do with anything?” The crease remained, but she also had a hint of amusement in her eyes.
“Do you really want me to be well behaved and complacent? Where’s the fun in that?”
She laughed. “You’re impossible.”
“Always have been.” Relief washed over me as the tension ratcheted back a notch. I held out my arm. “Are you ready to escort me to our class?” I smirked. “Do you think Wisconsin yoga is any different from New York yoga?”
Emma laughed. I noted her laugh was a little heartier than my comment warranted. I doubted she’d tell me the source of her amusement, so I snatched my yoga mat from the table and let her lead me toward the door.
When we arrived at the well-manicured area in front of Gratitude Grotto, most of the twenty-six women occupying the four villas were there and had marked out their territory with their mats.
Annie waved from across the way, motioning to the two spots she’d saved for us.
As I walked past Noelle, she bent in front of me and stuck out her ass. She gave me a flirtatious smile and said, “Oh, I didn’t see you there.”
Before I could make an equally flirtatious comeback, Emma said, “We couldn’t miss you with all that greeting us.” Emma circled her hand in a wide arc toward Noelle’s backside.
Noelle’s eyes sparkled. “Honey, that greeting was only meant for one of you.”
Emma grabbed my hand and pulled me along. I looked over my shoulder and mouthed, sorry. She winked and bit her lower lip. I didn’t have time to respond as Emma dragged me away, almost causing me to trip over a half-unrolled yoga mat.
“Uh, sorry,” I said to the woman, who I almost stepped on. “Geez, Em, someone’s gonna get hurt if you aren’t careful.”
“The answer is no. It’s no now, and it will be for the next four weeks.” Emma narrowed her eyes. “You have awful taste in women.”
Just as she said it, we passed Dana, who was making a grand display of unfurling her mat. I wasn’t positive she’d heard Emma’s comment, but she raised her eyebrows in greeting as we approached.
I muttered good morning and moved to the spot Annie had staked out for us.
“The answer is an emphatic no to Dana, too,” Emma said under her breath.
“What?” Innocence seemed the best way to play this. “I was just greeting one of our villa mates. Do you want me to be unfriendly?”
“In her case, yes!”
We’d set up our space and had only been talking for a few minutes when Vera appeared. She glanced at the group and appeared to be counting. Her gaze darted to a pair of stragglers who’d just wandered out of Harmony House.
Vera waved her arm toward them. “Ladies, if you could join us—quickly. We can get started this morning. It’s 8:01, and we like to begin promptly here at Blissful Breeze.”
I glanced around. There was no sign of Robyn. If she was supposed to be leading the class, surely Vera wouldn’t be happy with her late arrival, but Vera seemed unruffled by it.
“Okay then,” Vera said. “Once again, I want to give you all a warm welcome. I hope in the next two weeks, your experience here exceeds your expectations, and you find whatever it is you’re searching for.”
Several women clapped, and a few cheered at the announcement.
“I love your enthusiasm,” Vera said. “Before we get started, I want to share the evolution of our opening yoga session. Several years ago, we tried something a little different. Laughter yoga.”
What the hell was laughter yoga? I shot a glance at Emma, trying to determine if she knew. She kept her eyes straight ahead, but something told me she felt my gaze on her.
Vera raised her arm. “But we’ve progressed from there.”
Thank god.
“Then we tried goat yoga.” Vera shook her head. “We didn’t think it through.” She pointed to the beautiful gardens flanking the square. “That’s the year our flower gardens weren’t so flowery.”
The group laughed, and chatter broke out between some.
“No need to worry, though. We’ve got something better.”
I leaned toward Emma. “Do you know what she’s talking about?”
“Me?” Emma shrugged and smirked before she looked away.
Vera pointed to a woman standing by what appeared to be a sound system. “Cue the music.”
My eyes widened. This wasn’t what I’d expected. No classical music or meditative sounds. Nope. The square filled with barking as Who Let the Dogs Out? blared from the speakers.
I was so focused on Vera, I hadn’t noticed the commotion coming from the other side of the square until several women shifted their gaze to the south. I couldn’t help but notice the smiles on their faces before I saw what had drawn their attention.
A herd, at least that was how I’d describe it, of dogs raced toward us. Not just dogs, but at least a dozen pugs.
Emma chuckled beside me and called out, “Millie!”
I wouldn’t have been able to pick Millie out of a lineup of this motley crew racing toward us. That was until one of the pug’s ears perked up and raced toward us. Her tongue wagged out of her mouth, and her stocky body rippled as she ran. I sensed the power behind her jiggling wrinkles as she sped past the other women to Emma.
Emma kneeled, and Millie launched herself at Emma, bowling her over. I couldn’t help but laugh as my sister giggled and rolled around on the ground with Millie.
Millie quickly tired of Emma and ran off to greet others.
Robyn, along with three other women, arrived at the chaotic scene where pugs ran unencumbered through the group.
The music cut off, and Vera said, “We hope that pug yoga becomes all the rage.” She gave Robyn a quick hug and then said, “Robyn will be your yoga instructor today, and she’ll be joined by her posse of pug wranglers.”
“Wrangling pugs is just about as easy as herding cats.” Robyn glanced at the volunteers. “I’d like to thank everyone from Pups are Us for bringing our special guests for a visit today.” She pointed toward Millie, who’d found another friendly face to lick. “And my little Tasmanian devil, Millie, will also be here for your entertainment.”
During the introduction, we discovered that Pups are Us was an animal shelter and doggie day care all in one. Some dogs, with their owners’ permission, were attendees at the day care, while others were awaiting adoption. While Millie was what I’d call a traditional colored pug, with a tan body and black snout and ears, there was a sweet little black puppy whose playful antics caught my eye. He raced between the mats like his ass was on fire, never stopping long enough for pets or ear scratches.
Robyn began the class with a sun salutation. The pugs chased one another as we stood and reached our hands back over our heads. It was when we brought our chests to our knees that some dogs went after the women’s long dangling hair.
As I stretched forward, I couldn’t see anything, but giggles nearby and the playful screams of no told me the pugs were in their glory. When I dropped to the ground and arched my back, a dog ran up my legs, across my butt, and settled on my lower back.
At first, the presence was light as I continued my stretch, until it wasn’t. Eventually, my arch collapsed as more weight piled onto my back. What the hell? I glanced over at Emma in the throes of laughter. Several other women were now staring in my direction.
Robyn walked toward me and said, “Pug pile.”
Several other dogs, hearing her voice, raced toward me. Soon, a sea of pugs crushed me to the ground. “Jesus, how many are there?” I asked Emma.
“Eight and counting,” Emma said through her laughter.
Now I was flat on my face, giving them more surface to run across. Something wet tickled the back of my neck. “Tell me someone didn’t just pee on me,” I called out, eliciting laughter.
Robyn had arrived by then. “Millie, stop.” She looked down at me with a sheepish smile. “I think she likes the taste of your body wash or lotion.”
The dog had expensive tastes since it was imported from France. The relentless licking continued, while the rest did aerobics on my back. At least it felt like it.
“Help,” I cried out, pretending to wave a white flag, but my laughter gave me away.
Another volunteer rushed toward me to help Robyn extract the dogs, but before she could intervene, the pile dispersed and raced across the lawn, chasing something none of us could see. Once free, I rolled over onto my back. Tears streaked down my cheeks as I laughed and tried to catch my breath.
Robyn reached out her hand. “We better get you on your feet before they circle back.” Her smile was broad, and her dark brown eyes twinkled, sparkling more as the morning sun hit them.
I grabbed her hand and let her pull me to my feet. “Oh, god, what was that all about?”
Robyn let go of my hand. “Animals have a sixth sense. I’ve seen it time after time. They seem to know who needs their services.”
Did I need the services of a marauding band of pugs? I arched my back and stretched. Damn, the tension in my shoulders was almost gone. I lifted and released my shoulders. “I think it’s working.”
“A pug is never wrong.” She smiled. “Just ask Millie.”
Millie was leading the charge toward another woman who was rolling on the ground with several pugs nosing at her shirt and pants. Their distinctive snorts echoed through her laughter.
Robyn continued our class as the dogs made their way through the group, not sparing anyone from their relentless pursuit, but I couldn’t help but notice they circled back to some more than once, myself included.
It was their reaction to Helena I found most interesting. While the dogs had been rambunctious with me, they’d approached her with care. Almost deference. Robyn had gone over several times during the class and gently helped Helena deepen into her stretches. It was the first time since we arrived that I’d seen a relaxed expression on Helena’s face.
Maybe pug yoga wasn’t so bad after all.

I flopped onto my bed and stretched out spread eagled. What a day. It started out with pug yoga, but it didn’t end there. Emma had chosen vegetable art for our next class, where we made sculptures out of vegetables. None of our villa mates were there, so we’d met more women from the other houses.
I’d proudly mentioned to Emma that I hadn’t hit on any of them. She’d rolled her eyes, knowing none of the women were my type since they were all over forty-five. Still, I’d take it as an accomplishment.
After lunch, we joined a drumming circle, which turned out to be more fun than I’d anticipated. Over twenty people participated in the class held at the lodge. Many came from outside our retreat group, which turned out for the best since the larger group created a powerful sound that couldn’t be achieved with a smaller number.
We’d ended the first day of programs with a nature walk disguised as a treasure hunt. They’d paired us, and we were given a list of items to find on the walk. It appealed to my competitive nature, so I wasn’t happy coming in second. Despite Emma pointing out the other group had the advantage of knowing about nature, while we relied on Google.
Unlike last night, when we’d eaten as a group, tonight’s meal was served in each villa with only our villa mates. After dinner, our housemates dispersed, going outside to chat around the firepit with other women.
I’d stayed in my room. By her expression, I knew Emma considered ordering me to join the festivities. Instead, she complimented me on how well I’d done the first day. She said she’d give me a bye tonight, but it wasn’t acceptable to retire to my room every evening.
I stretched out on my bed, enjoying how loose the muscles in my shoulder still felt. Even though I knew I shouldn’t, I reached for my cellphone. Was it a betrayal to Emma? No. She’d not explicitly given me orders not to check my email, or had she? I pushed those thoughts from my mind as I pressed my thumb against the screen.
Holy shit. I had another dozen emails. Since Fortitude had released the news of the buyout, my inbox had been flooded. Some were follow-ups to the ones I’d gotten earlier, but there were at least five new companies vying for my attention. Would they wait for me to answer in a month? Some maybe, but what if I missed a golden opportunity because of this experiment? I’d never forgive myself, so I opened the first email.
An hour later, I’d answered nine of the messages, expressing my interest. I glanced at the clock. It was only eight. I’d make it up to Emma and join the others. Besides, Dana or Noelle might be lurking somewhere around the fire.



CHAPTER 14
IT WAS THE START of the second day of scheduled activities at the retreat, and my villa mates were sitting around the kitchen table having breakfast. Emma had warned me to eat light, so I sadly passed on the pancakes. Instead, I ate half a grapefruit and oatmeal.
“We don’t get to do pug yoga today?” I hoped the disappointment didn’t show in my voice.
“Afraid not,” Emma answered.
“I had so much fun,” Helena said with a smile.
She was attractive when she smiled. It was her unpleasant expression that made me think otherwise. Last night around the fire, Helena had confided in us about her recent fibromyalgia diagnosis. That explained a lot since I knew pain changed people. Auntie Bess’s pain-filled face flashed across my mind, but I pushed it aside.
“How is your fibro doing?” Emma asked.
I stiffened. It was so casual, as if she were asking Helena what she ate for dinner. Helena didn’t seem bothered by the question, though, and launched into her answer. How did Emma grow so comfortable with someone so fast?
While Helena and Emma continued their conversation, Dana leaned over toward me. “Are you going to tai chi this morning? I’d love to see your moves.”
That might have been the worst pickup line I’d ever heard. No doubt Dana was hot, but her flirtation was lacking. Like me, she seemed driven, so it shouldn’t come as a surprise there was nothing subtle about her intentions. Efficient, I supposed, but Emma was still saying no. I smiled to myself. As if Emma could turn off my libido once it heated up. Besides, I was already checking my emails when I shouldn’t, so what would it hurt if I had a clandestine rendezvous when she wasn’t watching?
As we were cleaning up breakfast, Emma lost her grip on the coffeepot and spilled it down her front. Everyone rushed to help clean up, except Dana, who’d already left. We shooed them off, not wanting to make everyone late.
Besides, I had ulterior motives. Without the others around, I could make my appeal to Emma again. Perhaps I should assert myself and insist I make my own choices from now on. Hadn’t we been playing this stupid game long enough? I glanced at Emma while sopping up the last of the coffee from the floor. Would she really leave if I didn’t play by the rules?
Yes. I let out a loud sigh. Sweet little Emma had a stubborn streak a mile long.
Emma glanced over at me. “Stop huffing. You’ll have fun if you let yourself.”
“We’ll see.”
“You never would have chosen pug yoga, but you had fun.”
“Maybe.” I didn’t plan on admitting anything readily.
“I’d be happy to tell you more if I wasn’t protecting myself from an argument.”
“Oh, come on, I’m not that bad.”
“You always try to wear me down with your relentless reasoning, and I don’t have the strength for it here.”
Her words were like a bucket of cold water dumped over my head. Did I exhaust my sister?
She must have noticed my reaction because she put her hand on my arm. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings. It’s just sometimes you can be intense. Remember that time you wouldn’t leave me alone about eating with chopsticks at that Chinese restaurant, and I ended up walking away hungry?”
Most of her food had ended up on the floor or table until she’d given up and stopped eating.
“I’d hardly call that a pattern.”
“How about when you convinced me I had to buy that Subaru?”
“You hated it.”
“Or when you—”
I held up my hand. “Stop. I get it. For you, I’ll try.” And I meant it. Emma deserved better from me.
She grinned and patted me on the arm. “I know you will, but...no buts, you’ll do it.” She ended the sentence with a sharp nod, as if she were putting an exclamation point there. “Come on.” She grabbed my hand. “I’ll change out of these clothes, so we can get moving.”

After morning programs, Vera directed us to return to our villas for the last offering before lunch.
“Did you sign us up for this?” I asked Emma as we walked back from our last class.
Only Dana from our villa had been at the tai chi class, so she walked with us. She was on one side of me, while Emma flanked my opposite side. It had been difficult concentrating on the exercises since Dana took every opportunity to bend so I could see down her shirt. I liked what I saw.
“No. This is mandatory,” Emma said.
Dana snorted. “Fuck mandatory. If they expect me to do some touchy-feely bullshit, I’m out.”
“Amen.”
Emma shot me a dirty look but said nothing.
Dana put her hand on my hip. She’d only need to slide it a few inches to rest it on my butt. “You and I could do something else.” She licked her lips. “Take a walk in the woods, maybe?”
“Blake plans on participating in all the offerings. She intends to take full advantage of the experience.”
Dana laughed, and her hand snaked closer to my buttocks. “How long will you continue playing this game?”
I gave Emma a pleading look. Dana was hot, and her hand on my hip was a reminder it’d been too long since someone touched me this way.
Emma’s eyes filled with disappointment, and she said, “I suppose that’s up to Blake.”
I moved toward Dana, so her hand brushed my ass. “Emma’s right. I want to give the experience a try.” I pressed my body against Dana’s hand as I exaggerated the movement of my hips as I walked.
“All right, you win. I’ll play it your way.” Dana smirked and licked her lips. My body blocked Emma’s view, so she was none the wiser.
“Good!” Emma’s innocence radiated and almost made me feel guilty.
I had to devise a plan to get Dana alone. I wanted more of what she’d given me a glimpse of earlier. Almost on cue, she reached up and scratched her chest, pushing her V-neck shirt lower, giving me a better view of her cleavage.
Had it been on purpose or was it an innocent itch? I got my answer as soon as I looked into her smoldering eyes.
Damn. It was getting hot out here. I tugged at my collar to let Dana know I’d received her message. Would I have to sneak around Emma for a taste of Dana? No, I’d convince her to let me make my own choices in this department.
Time for scheming ran out since we’d arrived back at the villa. With Tranquility Terrace located near the firepit, our housemates were seated around the unlit fire.
“Hey-o,” Annie said, waving us to where they sat. “Our instructor should be here soon.”
“Does anyone know which instructor we have?” Emma asked.
“Not a clue,” Helena answered. She sat awkwardly in her chair, rubbing her leg. I’d noticed she did that a lot. Was it a nervous habit or did it help her pain?
“I hope it’s not the drill sergeant,” Katlynn said, adjusting her purple bandanna that matched her tie-dyed dress.
Nobody had to ask who she meant since there was only one instructor who treated the retreat like boot camp. I couldn’t even remember her name, and I wasn’t positive if the others did, either. We’d just taken to calling her the drill sergeant.
“That woman scares me,” Annie said.
“You?” Katlynn laughed. “I had her for yoga class this morning, and I thought she was going to rip my hamstrings. She kept telling me to deepen into the pose.” Katlynn threw her arm into the air, and the bangles on her wrist jangled as she did. “Fuck, if I went any deeper, I’d have shoved my head into the ground like an ostrich.”
I laughed at the visual.
“I don’t know. I kinda like the no-nonsense approach to this shit,” Dana said, flopping into an empty chair.
Before I could sit next to Dana, Emma slid into it, forcing me to take a seat across the firepit from both.
Annie shot a look at Emma and then glanced at me. “I’d prefer a gentler approach. Fingers crossed we get Robyn.”
“She was great yesterday,” Helena said. “I’ve never felt so supported doing yoga.”
Dana crossed her arms over her chest. “I’ll be happy just to get my certificate.”
“Certificate?” I asked.
“Yeah, that says I’ve completed the program.” Dana gave no further explanation.
She was a lawyer. Certainly, she wasn’t here for community service. Right. Because the courts ordered a women’s retreat as restitution.
I glanced at Dana. Who cared why she was here? I just wanted to get a handful of what she’d been offering me.
We didn’t have to wait long before Robyn strode toward us. She sported an easy smile and waved as she came nearer. The pair of shorts she wore showed off her toned legs. With the first few buttons of her blue jean shirt open, it revealed her tan chest, sprinkled with freckles.
I glanced at Dana, who also seemed to take in Robyn’s outfit.
“Hi, gang.” Robyn took the empty chair next to me. “We have an hour before lunch, so let’s get started. Who’s taken part in a sharing circle before?”
Everyone raised their hands except for me and Dana.
“Good. Good,” Robyn said. “Let me give you a few ground rules. I’ll ask a question, and everyone will have the opportunity to answer. I ask that you actively listen to the person speaking without interruption.”
“We listen and we don’t judge,” Dana said in a monotone voice, mimicking the social media trend.
“Exactly.” If Robyn noticed the sarcasm in Dana’s voice, she didn’t act like it. “That’s the perfect analogy. We want everyone to be comfortable sharing.”
“That’s kinda scary,” Helena said.
Robyn gave her an understanding smile. “It definitely is. That’s why we need to create an environment where everyone feels free to be themselves—authentic.” Robyn glanced around the circle. “It takes time, though, so only share what you’re comfortable with. Questions?”
“What are we supposed to share?” Katlynn asked.
“That’s next on my agenda. Every day—”
“You mean we have to do this again?” Dana said.
Robyn smiled. “Yes. You’ll find the more you do it, the more comfortable you’ll become.”
I doubted I’d ever be comfortable sharing my deepest thoughts with a bunch of strangers, or even with my sister for that matter, but I’d take Robyn’s word for it.
Robyn put her hand against her chest. “I’ll start with a serious question. Then end the session with something lighthearted to bring the emotions down. Is everyone ready to begin?”
We answered in the affirmative, except for Dana, who at least said nothing. Robyn glanced around the circle one last time. “I always begin and end my sessions with a moment of reflection. Everyone, close your eyes and breathe with me.”
I kept my eyes squeezed shut since I suspected Dana wouldn’t play by the rules. The uncomfortable sensation of someone watching me might have been paranoia, but I wouldn’t take any chances. I breathed in and out with Robyn, pushing aside my thoughts.
“Okay, you can open your eyes,” Robyn said. “I need a brave volunteer to go first.”
“Can you tell us the question first?” Katlynn asked.
“Today’s question is easy. I’d like you to share the reason you’re here at the retreat.” Robyn glanced around the circle. “Anyone want to volunteer?”
After a few beats of no one responding, Annie said, “I’m willing to be a guinea pig.”
“Thank you,” Robyn said. “It’s always hard to go first. It takes courage.”
Annie gave Robyn a huge smile before she began. “I lost my Danny—my husband—eighteen months ago. Heart attack. A widow maker. He never made it to the hospital.”
“I’m so sorry,” Robyn said. “How long were you married?”
“A month shy of twenty-five years.” She let out a half snort. “I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive him for not making it until we hit that magic number.” She looked around the circle. “Not really, but that’s what I tell everyone. We were supposed to go to Europe for our twenty-fifth, but I couldn’t bring myself to go without him.”
“You came here instead?” Dana asked.
I felt Robyn stiffen beside me and then lean forward as if she were about to speak, but Annie laughed before Robyn could respond.
“Don’t sound so shocked.” Her gaze locked on Dana. “I loved that man with all my heart and soul. I don’t know how to do life without him. I’ve been surrounded by men my whole life, except for my mama. Four brothers and three sons. Perhaps that’s the appeal of coming here. A little feminine energy to heal me.” Annie glanced at me and then at Emma. “My biggest regret is not having a daughter or a sister.”
Dana’s eyes softened as Annie spoke.
“Thank you for sharing,” Robyn said. “Grief work is complex and a deeply personal process. I believe you’ve met Gayle?”
Annie nodded.
“She has extensive experience with grief, so you might want to connect with her,” Robyn said. “Of course, I’m always available, too.”
“Thank you.” Tears welled in Annie’s eyes.
“And sometimes, it’s your fellow participants that bring the most comfort and healing,” Robyn said.
We all nodded and offered encouragement to Annie.
“Okay, next.” Annie waved her arm. “You’re gonna have me blubbering like a fool, and I ain’t ready for that on day two.”
Robyn smiled. “Who wants to take Annie off the hot seat?”
Emma and Katlynn’s hands shot up. Emma waved her hand to the floor, offering it to Kathlynn.
“I’m afraid I don’t have a very interesting story,” Katlynn began. “I attend three or four retreats a year, so I’ve been all over the world. Bali. Costa Rica. New Zealand. Peru. You name it. This year, I’m focusing on more unknown retreats.”
“The pressure’s on.” Robyn chuckled. “I hope you enjoy it here. Is there anything else you’d like to add?”
As soon as Katlynn shook her head, Helena said, “Can I go next?”
“Certainly,” Robyn said.
“After a three-year battle trying to figure out what was wrong with me, last year, I was diagnosed with fibromyalgia. While I thought I managed it well, apparently, my girlfriend didn’t. She left me when I discovered she’d been cheating on me for two years. The kicker is she blamed it on me, saying with my body breaking down, I couldn’t please her like I once did.”
Ouch. I hoped my reaction didn’t show on my face. While I focused on keeping a sympathetic expression instead of a look of horror, Robyn responded. Helena must have been satisfied with the answer because she gave Robyn a genuine smile and thanked her.
When Robyn asked for the next volunteer, Emma waved her hand.
“You’re up, Emma,” Robyn said.
Robyn impressed me by knowing all our names, even though she’d just met us yesterday.
“I’m just here to keep her in line,” Emma said, pointing at me with a flourish.
The group laughed.
“Girl, I think it’s gonna take all of us to keep her in line,” Annie said with a chuckle.
Robyn’s gaze shifted between me and Emma. “I must be the only one not in on the joke, so can someone explain?”
Emma gave Robyn an overview of how we ended up in the middle of nowhere, Wisconsin. While Emma talked, Robyn had a slight smile on her face, and I caught amusement behind her eyes.
Robyn turned to me. “I’ll get to you next, but I need a little more from Emma.”
Emma nodded enthusiastically.
“Putting aside sister-sitting, why else are you here?” Robyn asked.
“Can it still involve Blake?” Emma asked.
“It can involve whoever you want.”
Emma gave Robyn a half smile before she looked at me. “I want to reconnect with my sister. I’ve missed you.”
A lump caught in my throat. I knew I’d been standoffish while I focused on building my career, but Emma saying she missed me was hard to hear. Loyal Emma had stuck by my side even when I wasn’t worthy.
“I can see that stirred up emotions,” Robyn said to me. “Would you like to share what’s going on? What you’re feeling?”
I shook my head.
“Fair enough.” Robyn didn’t seem upset with my refusal. “How about you tell us why you’re here, other than Emma brought you?”
I bit my lower lip, trying to figure out how much I wanted to say. Despite the relaxing atmosphere Robyn had created, I wasn’t ready to get touchy-feely, so I said, “With the setback in my career that Em mentioned, she convinced me a little relaxation would do me good before I roll up my sleeves and field offers.”
When Robyn continued to stare, saying nothing, I added, “I mean. I’m gonna show them, the people who bought out my company, that they made a huge mistake not keeping me on. Success is the sweetest revenge. Which means sixty- to eighty-hour weeks once I sign on with someone new.”
Robyn nodded. Her eyes were hard to read. “Do you frequently work such long hours?”
“Oh, yeah, if you want to get ahead in private equities, you need to hustle, especially a woman. Show them you have what it takes.”
“Will you take time for other things?”
I looked at her blankly for several beats before I figured out what she was asking. “It’ll be dicey the first few years. Ya know, establishing myself and all. Eventually, I should be able to settle in at fifty or sixty hours.”
Robyn’s eyes filled with sadness, and she glanced at Emma, who had the same look.
Shit. Emma said she wanted to reconnect with me, and here I was talking about working nonstop.
“I mean... I...” Fuck. This wasn’t the time to stumble over my words. I needed to erase the pained expression on Emma’s face. “Of course, I’ll always find, uh, make time for Emma.”
“That’s my sister,” Emma said. “Generous.”
Uh-oh. I’d stepped in it worse, but I wasn’t sure how.
“Words matter,” Robyn said. “Might I suggest you say you’ll prioritize time with Emma?”
Thank god. She was throwing me a lifeline. “Yeah, yeah. Of course, I will always prioritize Emma.” I picked at my cuticle, not wanting to look at the faces staring at me. I glanced at Robyn, hoping she’d see my panic.
“We should let Blake off the hot seat.” Robyn gave me a sympathetic smile. “I know this might feel uncomfortable, especially being the first circle. It’ll get easier.”
The hell it will. I wasn’t interested in sharing my feelings with strangers if this was what it felt like.
“I hope,” Robyn continued, “through this process, you’ll come away with a new understanding of yourself and strategies to find balance in your life. At least, that’s my wish for you.”
I smiled and nodded when I really wanted to say, what the hell would you know about any of this? It was always the rah-rah New Agers who preached balance. Next thing, she’ll be wanting to use one of those sage sticks to chase out all my bad energy.
“Last but not least, Dana, would you tell us why you’re here?” Robyn asked.
Dana shrugged. “Not much to tell. I’m here at the request of the law firm I work for.”
“Interesting,” Robyn said. “Would you like to expand on that?”
“Not really,” Dana said. “It’s an all-female firm. I want to make partner, but they claim I need to get more in touch with my feminine side. Whatever that means. The partners suggested a retreat. Since Madison isn’t far from Chicago, here I am.”
Robyn smiled. “Thank you for sharing. After everyone shares, I like to do a debrief before we move on.”
I must have tuned out while lamenting how much I hated being here sharing because when Robyn clapped her hands together, I jumped.
“Okay, thank you, everyone,” Robyn said. She met my gaze and smiled.
Had she seen me jump, or was she feeling bad for putting me on display?
“Now it’s time for fun,” Robyn said. “Let’s hear what animal you’d like to be and why.” She turned to Helena. “How about we start with you?”
Great. At least this was an easy one. Of course, I’d want to be a lion. Regal and in charge.
“A monkey,” Helena said. “Their bodies are so flexible and nimble. Not like this old body of mine.”
Next up was Katlynn, who chose a parrot, followed by Emma, who picked a giraffe so she could be tall.
When it was Dana’s turn, she smirked. “Only one animal I’d be—a lion. Queen of the jungle.” She met my gaze, and her eyes flashed. “They take what they want.”
Damn. She’d taken my answer, but it shouldn’t have surprised me, nor should it have surprised me she was openly flirting with me.
I missed hearing Annie’s answer since my mind was on overload between Dana’s innuendo and my having to come up with an answer.
“That just leaves you,” Robyn said.
“What about you?” I asked.
“These questions are designed to get to know each other better, so I normally don’t answer.”
I raised my eyebrow. “You show me yours, then I’ll show you mine.”
Robyn shook her head at me, but to her credit, she didn’t roll her eyes. “Fine. I’d be Millie. That dog has it made.”
Everyone laughed.
“You’ve seen mine,” Robyn said. “Spill.”
I smirked as an idea came to me. I licked my lips as I made eye contact with Dana. “I’d be an anteater. Imagine what I could do with my tongue.”



CHAPTER 15
THE DAY HADN’T STARTED out well, so my mood was foul. As if the sharing circle yesterday wasn’t bad enough, today’s had been even worse. I suppose the question hadn’t been all that bad. It was my answer that was. If only Dana hadn’t skipped out, I wouldn’t have felt so alone. How did I know listing my career aspirations when asked how I wanted to be remembered was not the right thing to say? That’ll teach me to volunteer to go first. I’d spoken up to get it over with. Never again.
To everyone’s credit, they hadn’t shamed me, but the hurt in Emma’s eyes was worse than any shaming. Robyn, our leader once again, encouraged me to explore non-work-related things to be remembered for. She’d been gentle and kind, which pissed me off worse. I didn’t need to be coddled just because I wasn’t one big raw emotion like the others.
To worsen matters, Emma signed us up for kayaking on the creek. Why not the lake? I was determined to be a good sport for her. I was tired of causing the hurt in her eyes, so I could do this.
Since it was an off-site activity, we’d piled into my truck and Robyn’s van. There were ten of us, including everyone from our villa except for Dana and Helena. Among the other participants, I didn’t remember any of their names.
The drive to Waunakee Village Park was short, but I relished being behind the wheel again. We’d kept our windows down and enjoyed the breeze. I would have preferred to keep driving, but kayaking awaited.
“This is such a pretty area,” Annie said as we hurried behind the man leading us to our kayaks.
When he got to the water’s edge, he glanced at the kayaks and then frowned. “I thought there were eleven of you.”
“There was,” Emma said. “But Helena couldn’t make it.”
“Hey, yeah, what happened to her?” Katlynn asked.
I couldn’t help but smile at her outfit. She’d ditched the flowing skirt for a pair of shorts but still wore her signature bandanna. Her beaded top didn’t seem practical for kayaking nor did her enormous round sunglasses. When the sun hit them, they sparkled green and blue. She could have stepped out of the sixties.
“Helena had a flare-up of her fibromyalgia,” Emma said.
Katlynn’s response was cut off when the man began giving us instructions on our kayaks.
Once he finished, he said, “I’ll be waiting for you down around South Woodland Drive.”
Katlynn’s eyes widened. “You’re not coming with us?”
He shook his head. “No, ma’am.”
“But which way are we supposed to go?” she asked.
“Only one way to go,” he responded with a twinkle in his eye.
“But what if we get lost?” she persisted.
He chuckled. “If you get lost, then you’ve accomplished some feat.”
Before Katlynn could protest, Emma raised her hand and waved it.
The man motioned to Emma. “You got a question?”
“How long will it take us?”
He nodded. “My apologies. I forgot to tell you that part. It takes about three hours if everything is clear. My sources say it is, but that can change.”
“Back the train up.” Annie raised her voice. “What does that mean?”
“Sometimes you could run into a shallow spot or downed trees or debris blocking the flow.”
“What do we do then?” I asked, not liking what I’d heard.
“Ya clear the stuff out or you carry the kayaks around it.” His expression told me he questioned my IQ.
“We’re not experienced kayakers,” I muttered, but he didn’t seem to notice or care.
Robyn moved up beside me and said, “Don’t worry, I’ve got this.”
It took a while to get accustomed to our vessels, as we crashed into one another like bumper boats. Thankfully, nobody capsized. Our first half hour, we spoke little.
I enjoyed the ripples as my kayak sliced through the water. The gentle gurgle and whoosh of my paddle breaking the surface soothed me. It was a gorgeous summer day without a cloud in the sky. In the more heavily wooded areas, birds tweeting in the trees broke through the sounds of the creek.
To start, we’d gone single file down the narrow waterway, but once we’d gotten the hang of it, we’d doubled up. I’d ended up at the rear, paddling beside Robyn.
“I know you’re out of your element, but you seem to be a natural at kayaking,” Robyn said.
“I love the water, but I’ve never been in a kayak.” I shook my head. “It’s stupid, but when I was younger, I always said I would attend Yale and be on their rowing crew.”
“Why do you call it stupid?”
I shrugged as I continued to paddle. “I don’t know. It was just the dreams of a naïve kid.”
“So you didn’t go to Yale?”
“Hardly.” I snorted. “NYU.”
“NYU is still prestigious.”
“I suppose.”
“They didn’t have a rowing team?”
“They did.”
“So?” Robyn stretched out the word. When I didn’t respond, she said, “Did you join the team?”
“No,” I answered, hoping she’d get the hint I didn’t want to talk about it.
“Why not?”
Nope. She didn’t get the hint. When I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye, I decided she’d picked up my cue, but she wouldn’t let me get away with the answer. Of course, she’d push this sharing shit.
“I was there on an academic scholarship. I couldn’t risk blowing it by being distracted by extracurriculars.”
“Do you regret that?”
What the fuck? She wouldn’t let this go. Did I regret it? “Don’t we all have regrets?” I was proud of my evasive answer.
“I suppose we do.” Robyn’s voice held a note of sadness. “That’s why I do this—teach.”
I glanced over at her, trying to ascertain her meaning. “I’m afraid I’m not getting the connection.”
She smiled at me before she turned her attention back to her rowing. “Ten years ago, I committed to living my life in a way that I’d have little regrets, so it brings me joy to help others do the same.”
“So you have past regrets?” I asked.
“Don’t we all?” Robyn said, parroting my words back to me.
I chuckled. “I believe I’ve heard that line somewhere.”
“You noticed.” Robyn laughed. “To answer your question, yes, I’ve had more regrets than I would have liked, so I changed.”
We shifted into a single-file line to get through a narrow part of the creek. When we came back together, Robyn said, “The University of Wisconsin, here in Madison, has a rowing team.”
“Seriously?” It shouldn’t have surprised me with all the bodies of water nearby, but I’d assumed it was more of a coastal thing.
“Yep, and they have running water and electricity, too.”
Since Robyn was grinning when she said it, I responded, “Is that a recent development? Within the last decade or so?”
Robyn laughed. I liked her laugh. It was unrestrained and joyous. “I like it when you let your sense of humor shine,” she said.
“You mean when I remove the stick from my ass?”
Robyn laughed again. “You said it, not me.”
“Actually, Emma said it.” I smiled, thinking of all the times Emma had pushed me to lighten up and stop trying to control so much.
“I like your sister.” Robyn paddled closer to me as she avoided a large rock on her side of the creek.
“She’s the best.” I meant it. I couldn’t imagine what I’d do without her. “She’s got the patience of a saint. I know I disappoint her sometimes.” I let out a sharp exhale from my nose. “More like a lot, but she just keeps being Emma.”
“I see how much she adores you.”
“Sometimes I wonder why.”
“I’m betting she knows your heart. What’s underneath that thick exterior of yours.”
I turned and met her gaze. Our kayaks were only a few feet apart, much closer than I’d realized. Being so near, my thoughts jumbled. I wasn’t used to talking to someone like this. “So you’ve diagnosed that already?”
“The first day.” She winked at me before she looked ahead at the water. “I’ve been doing this for a while. I feel people’s energy.”
What the fuck did that mean? I couldn’t resist asking. “What kind of energy do I have?”
“Most attendees are eager to be here. About ten percent are skeptical, having been coaxed or coerced by someone else.”
I belonged in the latter category, but I didn’t know where she was going with this.
“Of those who don’t want to be here,” Robyn continued, “now and then, something magical happens. It’s like fate or serendipity.”
I groaned.
Robyn shot me a look. “Did I say something wrong?”
I shook my head. “Sorry. You just used an Emma word. She said I needed to be less controlling and let serendipity happen.” I chuckled. “I told her there was no such thing as serendipity.”
“You and I will have to agree to disagree,” Robyn said. “I’m a big believer in serendipity.”
“For me, it’s just like luck, which I also don’t believe in. Luck happens when preparation meets opportunity, so we make our own luck.”
“So can we make our own serendipity?”
“Hmm.” I let go of the paddle and put my hand against my chin. “Interesting question.” I was just playing with Robyn. Even so, the question gave me pause.
“Oh, no,” Robyn said. “Giving me your thinking pose won’t get you out of answering.”
“Damn it, you don’t miss much, do you?”
“I try not to.”
I returned my hand to the paddle and rowed for a few strokes before I said, “I doubt it since serendipity is just stuff that kinda falls out of the sky. Comes from nowhere.”
“What if I counter and say it’s just like your definition of luck?”
“How so?”
“Serendipity happens when you open yourself up to new experiences. When you allow yourself to let go.” Robyn held out her paddle and motioned to their surroundings. “Coming to a place like this.”
“Well, I’ll be damned. I’ll have to contemplate that.” I turned to her. “But I won’t admit any of this to Emma because she’d never let me live it down.”
Robyn pretended to zip her lip. “I’m not saying anything.”
“Hey, you never answered what kind of energy you think I have.” Jesus, what was my problem? The water and the sun must be making me loopy. I didn’t have conversations like this with people, and I certainly didn’t ask them what kind of energy I had.
“Your internal energy doesn’t match your external façade,” Robyn began. “Your energy is as pure as Emma’s, but you hide it.”
“So you’re saying I’m not as big of an asshole as I come off?” My tone came out with a strange mix of defensiveness and playfulness.
“I rest my case.” Robyn chuckled. “You just solidified my assessment.”
Despite myself, I laughed, and it felt good. It had been an eternity since someone saw me as anything but the hard-nosed businesswoman I’d become.
After that, we’d moved on to other topics, and I found myself enjoying the winding conversation that flowed like the creek we paddled down. We’d been talking for some time when Katlynn called from in front of us.
“What’s wrong?” Robyn asked.
“We’ve got a problem,” Katlynn said.
Since Robyn and I brought up the rear, I craned my neck to see around the others.
“Looks like there’s a tree limb across the creek,” Robyn said. “I better go investigate.”
Before I could say anything, she paddled off. As I approached the logjam, I realized the limb looked more like a trunk that spanned the entire width of the creek. It wasn’t in the water, but it still blocked our path.
When we’d all gathered near the blockage, Katlynn said, “Now what?”
“Under, over, or around?” I said.
“Or we could move it,” Emma said.
Annie laughed. “Honey, we might bust a gut if we try to move that.”
“I don’t want to get wet,” Katlynn whined.
“You’re right. The best solution is around,” Robyn said.
Emma and the others paddled the short distance to the shore, but I stayed in the middle of the creek. As I watched Emma move away, an earlier conversation with her rattled in my brain. She missed the playful me.
I smiled. “I’m going under.”
“Are you nuts?” Annie said. “You only have about a six-inch clearance.”
“I used to be pretty good at the limbo.” I approached the tree with a determined glare.
“No way. You won’t,” Katlynn called. She’d reached the shore and was tugging her kayak up the low bank.
Emma groaned. “Now you did it. I’ve never known Blake to turn down a challenge.”
Another woman clapped. “Do it. Do it!”
“People! Stop encouraging her, or we’ll have to fish her out of the creek,” Emma shouted, but the amusement in her voice told a different story.
Emma’s laughter warmed me. I glanced at Robyn, who was still sitting in her kayak, waiting for the others to finish getting out of the water. She said nothing, but the sparkle in her eyes told me she was watching my antics with interest.
The front of my kayak slid under the tree, so I wrapped one arm around it. With a dramatic flair, I hugged it and said, “I’m gonna make you mine.”
“Hold on, you fool,” Emma said. “Let us get on the other side in case you get stuck.”
Shit. I’d not considered I might get stuck, but I’d come too far to back down. “Hurry up then,” I yelled. “I’m on a mission here.” Little did Emma know the current was crushing me against the tree and my arms were already tiring.
By the time the others carried their kayaks around the tree, I’d formulated a plan.
“Okay, genius,” Emma said. “How you going to do it?”
“I’m not very tall.” I refused to use the word short.
Annie laughed. “You may be short, but, honey, you ain’t short enough to slide under that, no matter how far back you bend.”
I’d already determined that doing a traditional limbo, bending backward, wouldn’t work unless I wanted to rip my face off. That was if I didn’t get hung up on my boobs.
“I’m gonna hunker. There’s plenty of room in here. But I need a couple of you to steady me while I get into position.”
“This is not gonna end well,” someone muttered.
“Annie, would you care to help me?” Robyn said. “You and I are probably the strongest.”
“Hey, I might be small, but I’m mighty,” Emma protested.
“Um, could you guys stop arguing,” I said, “before I get crushed?”
Robyn and Annie rowed into place in front of my kayak. The pressure against my chest lessened.
“Can you push back a bit? Give me a little more room.” I held up my paddle. “Em, can you grab this?”
Emma rowed back to the tree, shaking her head. Her eyes twinkled. “Let the record show, I declare this a bad idea.”
“Hold my beer.” I laughed and extended my paddle. “Or in this case, hold my oar.”
Robyn smiled. “Don’t tell Vera I allowed this, or she might pull me from leading any more groups. Also, I want to second Emma’s assessment that this is a bad idea.”
“Yeah, yeah, so noted.” With room to maneuver, I pushed the kayak’s seat back, so I could no longer touch the foot pegs. Promising. It meant I should have plenty of room. I scooched down farther, pushing my legs toward the front of the kayak. I felt cocooned. Good thing I wasn’t claustrophobic.
Just as I thought it, Katlynn said, “Oh, god, I’m having a panic attack. It’s like being in an MRI.”
“Hush,” Annie said. “Not helping.”
I chuckled. She was right, it was like an MRI. When my feet hit the end of the kayak, I still wasn’t low enough. I bent my knees as much as I could before they knocked against the top of the kayak and slid my butt a little farther down.
“Shit.” I wedged myself farther into the kayak. I glanced at the tree. “Will I have enough clearance?”
“No!” Emma shouted. “You’re going to whack yourself in the face. Admit defeat.”
“Never! This calls for drastic measures.”
Emma groaned and pointed at Katlynn. “I’m holding you personally responsible for the stitches she’s going to end up with.”
Katlynn laughed, obviously hearing the levity in Emma’s voice.
“Okay, here goes.” I flipped onto my side, and the kayak rocked. I didn’t move for a few seconds, letting it steady. Then I pulled my knees into a fetal position and wiggled down until my head rested on the seat. “I did it,” I called from inside the kayak.
“Say that when you get to the other side,” Robyn said.
I wiggled a little more, getting as comfortable as possible, took a deep breath, and hollered, “I’m ready. Let’s do it.”
I couldn’t see anything, which was worse once the kayak surged forward. Shit. I hadn’t expected the rocking motion as I raced down the creek. At least, it felt like it was racing. I gave a victory scream, though it was tinged with a bit of terror.
“Blake!” I heard Emma’s voice, farther away than I’d expected. Or maybe I was just having a hard time hearing stuffed in the kayak. “We need to catch her.”
I felt like I was back in the pickup bouncing along the pothole-filled road. At least this was much smoother. Still, I pinballed against something as I bounced along. I felt a jolt, which I assumed meant I’d hit the bank before I bounced off in a different direction.
I tried to unbend my legs, but I was wedged in tighter than I realized. Fuck. I wiggled, trying to flip onto my back. As I did, the kayak rocked, causing my stomach to lurch. Perfect. I was going to make myself seasick and vomit all over myself.
Something about the visual tickled me, and I started laughing.
“I told you she’s lost her mind,” Katlynn called. Her voice sounded closer than Emma’s had earlier.
Full of determination, I flopped onto my back. In that position, it enabled me to push off with my legs, and my head emerged through the hole in the kayak. Just as I pushed harder to bring myself to a sitting position, I must have hit something because the kayak listed. Without thinking, I shifted my weight to correct the movement. Big mistake.
The kayak tipped, and I plunged into the water. By now, I was laughing hard but snapped my mouth closed before my face smacked through the surface of the creek. Once in the water, I pushed off the kayak and swam underwater to clear myself from it. I surfaced several yards away and burst into the sunlight.
It had taken longer than it should have to fish me out of the water since we were all laughing so hard. I wasn’t certain if I had tears streaking down my face from laughing or if it was the creek water pouring off my head. Emma had the biggest smile of all, even though she chastised me for my recklessness.
Finally, back on course, I was sad that Robyn no longer rowed beside me. Instead, Katlynn moved up next to me. I supposed I needed to get to know my villa mates, so I turned and said, “So tell me about yourself.”
Yep, the sun and water were doing something weird to me.



CHAPTER 16
YESTERDAY’S KAYAKING HAD BEEN such a rush that today had been a letdown. Since we’d stayed around the campfire way too late last night, I’d woken up groggy, which made our physical activity for the morning excruciating. It definitely wasn’t pug yoga. The drill sergeant instructor had run us through a series of old school calisthenics. I’d glared at Emma several times during the torture, but she’d just grinned as she did her jumping jacks.
If that wasn’t bad enough, we’d gotten the same instructor for our sharing circle. While Robyn created a relaxed vibe, the drill sergeant was all business. She had a goal to reach, and by god, she would achieve it. I chuckled to myself. Damned retreat. Wasn’t that how I preferred it? When did I get soft, wanting Robyn’s gentle leadership? Once I’d realized the error of my ways, I’d dived into the sharing circle, and Dana and I were the stars of the day. If there was such a thing as stars of a sharing circle.
We’d just finished lunch, and Emma had gone inside to use the restroom before we made our way to our next class. I was standing on the porch of our villa waiting for her.
Dana slid up beside me. “Everyone needs to go to bed early tonight, or we should slip them some roofies.”
I looked at her in horror.
“Joking. Joking. Jesus. Relax.” Dana held up her hands and took a step back. “I’ve been trying to get you alone, but all this togetherness is making it impossible.”
I considered mentioning she and Noelle had disappeared last night. What would be the point? Was I jealous? No, I’d like a taste of Dana, or Noelle for that matter. I wasn’t looking for anything permanent, but I’d settle for a hellcat between the sheets. Something told me either would deliver. Now, if only I could convince Emma that a healthy dose of sexual release would enhance my experience at the retreat.
I played it safe since Emma would be back soon. “Togetherness? I don’t see you around during the day.”
Dana leaned in and put her hand on my arm. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. I’ve figured out the easiest schedule or at least one that doesn’t require me to sing kumbaya. Say the word, and I’ll help you.”
I hadn’t seen the schedule, but I didn’t plan on telling Dana. She’d already made me feel stupid for letting Emma choose everything for me. I figured bravado was my best defense. “Ah, I can handle it since it makes Emma happy.”
“You’re a better sister than me. If I were you, I’d tell her to take a flying fuck.”
Hearing her talk about Emma that way raised my hackles. “I wouldn’t advise anyone to speak to my sister that way.”
“Mmm.” Dana smirked. “You’re sexy when you get all protective. I bet you’re a real tiger in bed.”
As I prepared to say, maybe you’ll find out, Emma popped her head out the door. Her joyful expression soured when she noticed who I was talking to.
Dana waggled her fingers in Emma’s direction. “I was just heading off to my next class.” Her eyes were full of lust when she met my gaze. “I’ll see you tonight.”
Before I could answer, she leaped from the porch and jogged off.
“That woman gives me the creeps,” Emma said.
“Why?”
“Bad energy.”
I groaned. “Have you been talking to Robyn?”
Emma narrowed her eyes.
“Robyn and I were talking about energy yesterday.”
“You? You were talking about energy?”
“Don’t act so surprised.” I drew in my eyebrows, going for my best frown. “You wanted me to experience all the retreat has to offer. Be open.” I spread out my arms and lifted my face toward the sky, exaggerating my exuberance.
Emma laughed. “You had me going, but then you oversold it.”
“Damn. I guess I need to work on it.” I put my arm over Emma’s shoulder. “Seriously, Em, I’ve had some good moments.”
“Not quite ready to admit it’s been an enjoyable experience?” Emma teased.
“After our barracks workout, I’m not there yet.”
“Yeah, she’s no Robyn. Still, we’ve got two more classes this afternoon.”
“You never told me what they are.”
Emma smirked. “And I don’t plan on it.”

I figured out why Emma kept our afternoon agenda secret since our first class after lunch was trust games. Early in my career, when corporate bonding was the rage, I’d experienced trust falls, which I hated, but this was different. We’d taken turns leading each other around the woods, blindfolded.
Now we were headed to the lodge for our last class of the day.
“We should have taken the truck,” I whined. “My legs are tired after all those jumping jacks.”
Emma bounced on her toes as she walked. “Come on. Walking in this fresh air is one step from heaven.”
I shot her a side eye. “Whatever you say.”
“Besides, I figured it’d be good for you to walk off a little energy.”
“Does that translate to wanting to wear me down so I don’t escape?”
Emma chuckled. “You know me so well.”
When we entered the lobby, Vera greeted us. “Hello, are you here for emotion charades?”
What? I glanced at Emma, who stared at Vera, ignoring me.
“Yep,” Emma said.
“It’s in the great room,” Vera said.
“I thought it was in the pine room,” Emma responded.
“It was, but a local women’s group called this morning to confirm the time.” Vera shook her head. “Apparently, there was a mix-up. The president thought the secretary made reservations and vice versa. I didn’t have the heart to turn them away.”
“How many people are here?” I tried to keep the horror from my voice. Emotion charades didn’t sound like something I wanted to do with an audience. Hell, it didn’t sound like something I wanted to do—period.
Vera consulted her paper. “Um, there’s nine from the retreat and another fifteen between the women’s group and those staying at the lodge. So I guess that makes twenty-four.”
As soon as we walked away from Vera, I glowered at Emma. “Twenty-four people playing feelings charades, really?”
“Emotion. Get it right.”
Emma had a huge smile on her face as we approached the great room. We’d not attended a class here, so I was surprised when we entered. It mirrored our villa’s common area but with ten times the space.
“Wow, this is gorgeous,” Emma said. “Look at those windows.”
“They’re just like ours at the villa,” I answered. Although, I couldn’t help noting that the wood around the windows appeared to be cracked in places. I hoped a stiff wind didn’t come up, or they might fall in on us.
“Except there are a million more windows.”
“Right, a million.” I wouldn’t admit to being impressed. The sun streamed in, casting a warm glow over the entire room.
“There’s Annie,” Emma said, waving. “Come on.”
I followed behind Emma, taking in the women wearing matching purple shirts. “Looks like the women’s group is here.”
“Your power of observation is uncanny,” Emma said over her shoulder.
“Smartass,” I muttered.
“I think we’re outnumbered,” Annie said as we walked up.
“We can take them.” I did a couple of jumping jacks. “This morning’s training prepared us for this.”
“Oh, look.” Emma waved her arm in a large arc. “Our secret weapon is here.”
“Right,” I said as Katlynn walked toward us. “She’s a natural for this.”
“No doubt,” Annie added. “I’ve never seen someone with so many facial expressions.”
Soon after Katlynn’s arrival, Vera rushed into the room with another facilitator.
Emma leaned toward me and said, “Bummer, I was hoping we’d get Robyn.”
We’d not run across her all day, so I whispered back, “Maybe she isn’t here today.” I had to admit, I’d gotten used to having her around.
It took Vera a few attempts to quiet the festive crowd. After the noise died down, she welcomed everyone and encouraged us to move closer. Once everyone gathered around her, she said, “Since we weren’t expecting so many participants, we’re going to improvise, but that’s what we do best here at Blissful Breeze.”
The purple shirt-clad women let out a whoop. Apparently, this wasn’t their first retreat event.
“Normally, we like six to eight in a group,” Vera continued, “but we’ll break you into two groups of twelve.”
Someone near the front groaned. “Come on, Vera, that’s too many.”
Vera nodded. “I know, but...”
I called out, “Let us compete with each other.”
“Who said that?” Vera stood on her tiptoes, looking toward the back row where we stood.
I waved my arm. “I did. Four on a team. We go head-to-head like regular charades.”
Vera frowned. “We encourage cooperation, not competition.”
“Friendly competition is fun,” someone in the front said.
After several more chimed in, Vera relented. Since we had our four teammates, we stood back, entertained by the chaos of choosing teams.
“This is worse than grade school.” Katlynn pointed toward three women who must have been in their sixties. “They’re gonna come to blows at any minute.”
“I’d put money on the blonde. She looks mean,” Annie said.
After the chaos settled, just our luck, Vera led the blonde and her team toward us. The blond woman stood with her arms crossed over her chest, while her teammates gave her a wide berth. Vera introduced us to our competitors. I’d never remember their names, except for the cranky one—Beverly.
In the middle of Vera introducing our team, Beverly pointed at me and Emma. “It’s not fair. Don’t they have twin telepathy or something?”
“Beverly!” Vera pointed at the scowling woman. “They are not twins, and you will play nice.”
Beverly turned up her nose but muttered, “Fine.”
We soon agreed on the rules. Every player received three envelopes containing an emotion, with each getting progressively harder. The team had ninety seconds to guess. If the team failed, the other team could steal the point.
So both teams could see the clue giver, we rearranged the loveseats into a loose V with a low table between them.
“There’re chairs over there,” Annie said, pointing. “We can use those, so everyone has somewhere to sit.”
“Charades need to be played on your feet,” I said. “I’ll stand behind the couch.”
“Me too,” Emma said.
“Well, we’re not going to stand,” Beverly said.
“Speak for yourself,” one of her teammates said. “Jan and I will stand.”
“Fine.” Beverly stomped to the loveseat and plopped onto the middle.
Something told me all her teammates would be standing.
The game started fast. We blew through the first few participants in record time. At this rate, the game wouldn’t last long. Next Emma got love and put her hand over her heart and simulated it beating. Got it in ten seconds. Then our competition guessed fear in the same amount of time. Annie’s word was surprise. Another quick point.
Then it was Beverly’s turn. She stood from the couch and walked to the center.
“Anger,” one of her teammates yelled.
“Rage,” another said.
Beverly glowered. “I haven’t started yet.”
I stifled a laugh. Annie wasn’t as restrained and chuckled loudly, which earned her a disapproving glare from Beverly.
Beverly gave another scowl when she opened her envelope. Then she set it on the table and started the timer.
She stood in front of us and smiled. It was a toothy, almost scary smile.
“Ecstasy,” her teammate called.
She glowered and gave her weird smile again.
“Enthusiasm,” another said.
The guesses kept coming. “Joy. Bliss.”
Beverly put her hand on her hip and stared at them before she smiled again.
“Glee. Rapture. Elation.”
I was beginning to like Beverly’s team.
Beverly’s face reddened as they continued throwing out their guesses.
“Delight.”
“Jubilation. Elation.”
“Merriment.”
The time was down to thirty seconds when Beverly said, “For god’s sakes, it’s not that damned hard.” She gave her awful smile again.
“Delirium. Euphoria.”
“They’re just screwing with her,” I whispered to Emma.
Emma nodded and bit down on her lip. Probably to keep from bursting out laughing.
With only ten seconds left, one woman called out, “Happiness.”
“Jesus. It’s about time.” Beverly snatched her envelope off the table and tromped to her seat.
Clapping came from the left. “Very good,” a voice said.
When I turned, Robyn was standing there with a huge smile. Beverly glared at her, but Robyn continued to smile. “I finally made it. Vera asked if I could monitor this group.” She glanced at our team and winked. “Make sure nobody cheats.”
“Well, that’s good,” Beverly said. “I still don’t think it’s fair with them having twins.”
Robyn corrected her, just like Vera had, but I doubted it mattered to Beverly. “So where are we at?” Robyn asked.
“Last person of the first round,” Annie answered. “Score is four to three. No steals.”
“Ah, yes, the first round is always the easiest,” Robyn said.
“Tell that to these idiots.” Beverly pointed at her teammates.
“Now, Beverly, Vera wouldn’t approve of that attitude,” Robyn replied.
Apparently, everyone knew Beverly.
“Whatever,” Beverly said.
“You play nice with these ladies, and I’ll save you a copy of the new Taylor Jenkins Reid novel that’s coming out next month.”
“Free?” Beverly asked.
Robyn let out an exaggerated sigh and dropped her shoulders. “Okay, you win.”
“Exasperation,” I called out.
Everyone laughed, except Beverly, who pointed at me. “Are you going to tell them to play nice, too?”
Robyn shot me a look, but I saw the amusement dancing in her eyes, so I muttered an apology, which seemed to appease Beverly.
“Who’s up?” Robyn asked.
I raised my hand and moved from behind the couch into the center. I tore open my envelope and read the word. This should be easy. I reached for the timer, but Robyn had it.
“I got it.” Robyn held out her hand. “I’d like the word, so I can listen for it.”
I handed her the envelope before taking a deep breath. Then I put my hands up under my chin and wiggled my fingers, while putting an exaggerated expression of excitement on my face.
“Excitement,” Annie called.
“Enthusiasm,” Katlynn said.
I bounced on my toes and glanced from side to side.
“Anticipation,” Emma said.
“Got it!” Robyn held up her finger and made an imaginary tick mark. “That’s a point. Score is tied.”
“Twins,” Beverly muttered, but stopped at that when Robyn looked her way.
Robyn was right, the second-round clues were harder, and both teams fumbled twice, which left us tied. Still, there’d not been a single emotion that nobody had gotten.
After round two ended, I said to Emma, “I thought this was going to be impossible. It’s surprising how easy it is to pick up someone’s emotions.”
Emma smiled. “Are you telling me you’re not as ignorant of feelings as you pretend to be?”
I crinkled my nose. “Hush. We need to pay attention.”
She bumped me with her hip before she focused on the player from the other team who’d just started.
It went down to the last seconds when Beverly called out, “Insecurity.”
“Wow. Great job,” Robyn said.
Beverly actually smiled and accepted high fives from her teammates.
Emma went next, and we nailed her word, reluctance, within a minute. The other team followed suit with a correct guess, to even the score.
Katlynn moved into the center and stared at her word for some time before she handed it to Robyn. Then her face contorted.
What the hell was that? “Constipation,” I shouted.
Robyn burst out laughing, as did the rest of our team.
Katlynn glared before giving us the same expression again. When we continued shouting out wrong answers, she dropped to her knees and looked up at Robyn with the same expression.
“Forgiveness,” Emma said.
“Guilt,” Annie yelled.
Still kneeling, Katlynn took Robyn’s hand and stroked it.
I studied Katlynn’s face as the others called out more wrong answers. “Yearning,” I finally said.
“Yes!” Robyn waved the clue over her head.
My teammates cheered, and the other team groaned.
Annie looked over her shoulder at me. “How the hell did you get that?”
I shrugged. “I’m not sure.”
“The score is tied again,” Robyn said. “This could come down to the wire.”
As the final round progressed, Robyn turned out to be prophetic. With three clues remaining, we were ahead by one point.
“Come on, team.” Annie walked toward the center, clutching her envelope. “We get this one, and we take a commanding lead.”
“It’s over if we get this one,” I said.
“How do you figure?” someone from the other team said. “You’d be two ahead with two points left.”
“Simple.” I smiled. “Even if you get your word, I’m the last to go.”
“Yeah, and we could steal it,” the woman answered.
I grinned. “I suppose if you have telepathy. I’ll just stand up there and do nothing. It’d make it pretty hard to guess.”
Annie laughed. “Spoken like an equities trader. Always looking for an angle.”
“Why do you think I’m so good at what I do? I—”
“No fair,” Beverly said, cutting me off. “Robyn, are you going to tolerate more cheating from them?”
Robyn looked at me and gave me an exaggerated glare.
“Irritation. Scolding. Disapproval,” I shot back at her.
Robyn tried to maintain her stern expression through her smirk. “Let’s just keep playing. We’ll deal with that scenario should it come up. Are you ready, Annie?”
Annie nodded, and then her face fell when she opened her envelope.
We began guessing in earnest. Sadness. Depression. Unhappiness. Upset. Grief.
When Robyn called time, we still hadn’t got it, so she turned it over to Beverly’s team, who huddled.
After a few minutes of hushed disagreement, they broke and their spokesperson said, “Regret.”
Robyn groaned. “So close, the word was remorse. That means there’s still only a one-point difference.”
Beverly strode to the center. Her posture remained ramrod straight as she read the word in her envelope. Then her face fell. She shoved the envelope at Robyn, whose expression also changed when she read the word.
“Um, why don’t we choose a different word?” Robyn said.
I studied Robyn’s expression, trying to figure out what the hell was going on.
“No! I can do this.” Beverly’s tone was harsh.
“Okay,” Robyn said. “I’ll start the timer when you’re ready.”
Before our eyes, Beverly’s sullen expression turned into a mask of pain.
“Grief,” one of Beverly’s teammates called out.
A stiff-backed Beverly walked back to the couch and sat down. The woman standing behind her patted her shoulder, but Beverly flinched and moved away from the touch.
“We’re tied,” Robyn interjected, pulling the attention away from Beverly. She met my gaze. “It’s all in your hands, Blake.”
I raised my arms over my head, stretching from side to side, pretending I was warming up for an athletic event. Then I danced to the center. Was the competition getting me stoked, or was I having fun?
I ripped open the envelope. Yes! I had this. I handed Robyn the envelope.
“The timer will start when you’re ready,” Robyn said.
I let my shoulders drop and matched my expression to the action.
My team shouted out answers. Tired. Sympathy. Empathy. Reluctance. Resignation.
Shit. They weren’t getting it, so I tried again. This time letting out an enormous sigh.
They continued spewing wrong answers.
Time running out, I switched tactics. I waved my arms as if erasing the slate, and my team grew still.
I circled my arms in front of me and then mimed placing it at thigh level. Then I walked in front of it and squatted as if I were sitting.
“What the hell is she doing?” Annie asked Emma.
I ignored them and pretended to reach beside me and yanked down on the imaginary toilet paper. I pulled down again and then wrapped the invisible paper around my hand.
“Jesus. Is she taking a pee?” Katlynn said.
I vigorously nodded.
They yelled out words for pee, but I waved them silent.
I put my hand over my stomach, closed my eyes, and pretended to pee in front of the entire group. I feigned the expression I’d have if I’d waited too long to urinate.
“Relief,” Emma shouted.
I jumped from my imaginary toilet and raised my arms over my head. The rest of my team cheered and rushed toward me.
“We have a winner,” Robyn said over the celebration.
“That’s bullshit.” I glanced over to see the sour-faced Beverly stand up from the couch. “They shouldn’t be allowed to win on such vulgarity.”
I’d had about enough of Beverly, so I put my hand between my legs. “I could have chosen a different kind of relief. Made it X-rated, but I thought PG-13 was better.”
Without a word, Beverly stomped off while her teammates came over to congratulate us.
After the purple team left, Robyn approached and put her arm over my shoulder. “I can’t believe you did that.”
I smiled. “We won, didn’t we?”
“Ya know,” Annie said. “When I met you, I thought you were pretty uptight, but I’m seeing another side of you.”
“That’s my sister.” Emma playfully slapped my arm. Then she gazed into my eyes. “I’ve missed this side of you.”
A lump rose in my throat. Robyn must have noticed my discomfort because she gave my shoulder a slight squeeze.
There were so many things I wanted to say to Emma, but the words wouldn’t come. I wanted to express how sorry I was, how much I’d missed her, and how thankful I was that we were spending this time together. Instead, I said, “Stop. You’re going to embarrass me.”
“I call bullshit,” Katlynn said. “We’ve been playing emotion charades, and that’s not the expression on your face.”
“Hey, why don’t we leave Blake alone?” Annie said. “After all, she won the game for us.”
I gave Annie a grateful look before I turned to Robyn, who still had her arm around me. “What’s the deal with Beverly?”
“Yeah,” Emma said. “She takes pissy to a whole new level.”
“Six years ago, her son died in a tragic car accident. He was drunk.”
“Oh, god.” Annie put her hand on her chest. “I can’t even imagine.”
“She used to be a lot of fun.” Robyn gave us a sad smile.
“Beverly, fun?” Katlynn said.
“Oh, she was still opinionated and aggressive, but she was never angry—before. She couldn’t pull herself out of her grief. Then two years ago, her husband couldn’t take it any longer, and he left her.”
“Oh, my god,” Emma said. “Now I feel guilty.”
“Can’t anybody help her?” I asked.
“People have tried.” Robyn put her hand on her chest. “I’ve tried. I’ve gotten through a bit but never far or for long.”
“I’m gonna go talk to her,” Annie said.
Robyn gave her a skeptical look. “Do you think that’s a good idea?”
“Yep. Why not?”
“Be careful,” Emma called after Annie as she walked off.



CHAPTER 17
I FELL BACK ONTO my bed and spread my arms and legs like a starfish. I should get ready for dinner, but I needed a moment to decompress.
Today had been long. Not long, but heavy. I still couldn’t believe it was already Friday. We’d been here for almost a week. I’d heard people bonded at a retreat, but I’d never believe it if I hadn’t been experiencing it for myself. This morning, the sharing circle had gotten intense when Helena broke down in tears, admitting how much she hated her own body. She’d sobbed in Katlynn’s arms until she cried herself out. By the time she’d gone limp, barely able to stand, we all hated her cheating girlfriend.
Thankfully, Robyn had been our facilitator, not the drill sergeant. She’d made sure Helena got back to her bedroom to rest. Katlynn refused to leave Helena’s side.
When the group resumed, emotions remained high. In my mind, I replayed the exchange I had with Annie during the group. After she shared how she felt when she lost her husband, she’d asked me if I’d ever lost anyone.
The question had taken me by surprise, so I blurted out, my mom. Before I could add Auntie Bess, Annie offered her condolences, and the conversation moved on. I suppose I could have mentioned my dad, too. Though I think he’s still alive. It was a different kind of loss, but a loss just the same.
Robyn had doubled back, asking me what I was about to say, but I feigned ignorance and told her I didn’t remember. Her expression told me she didn’t believe me, but she hadn’t pressed.
Later that day, the compliment circle had been worse. We sat in a chair facing the others, who were positioned in a semicircle around us. I’d countered with a joke, trying to worm my way out of it by claiming false advertisement. Shouldn’t it be called a compliment semicircle? I’d lost and been forced to sit there while people hurtled compliments at me. I cringed at the thought, but it gave me the energy I needed to get my ass up and take a shower.

When I emerged from the bedroom, I discovered Emma had already wandered outside. A large tent graced the lawn, so all the retreat-goers could share a meal together. I’d gotten used to our intimate villa meals, so I wasn’t looking forward to it.
Like we wouldn’t all sit at the same table, anyway. Except Dana, who’d likely be treating the retreat as a nightclub and cruising the ladies. With Emma keeping me in her sights, Dana had moved on to easier prey. That didn’t mean she didn’t entice me every chance she got.
Since Emma wasn’t waiting for me, I slipped back into my bedroom. I hadn’t checked my email for a few days, but I should.
Holy shit. My inbox was overflowing. Three hundred eighty emails. I smiled as I scrolled. I guess I was in demand, after all. With so many to read, I’d be late for dinner, so I closed the app. I’d take care of them tonight.
As I was stashing my phone in my drawer, I heard rustling behind me and my bedroom door closed.
“So I’ve finally got you alone,” Dana said.
I turned. Day-um! Her tight blue jean shorts and skimpy tank top left little to the imagination.
“You like what you see?” she asked.
I swallowed hard. How did I answer a question like that?
Dana laughed. “What’s up with you, Blake? The woman I met a week ago would have been all over this like white on rice.” She ran her hands down the side of her body.
“Uh...well, Emma, everyone is waiting for us.”
“You.” A sour expression crossed her face. “They’re waiting for you. I don’t think they know I exist.”
I refrained from saying it was no wonder since she disappeared so often. If not for Emma, would I have been the same? Probably.
“I know you exist,” I said, trying to earn a few points back.
“Do you now?” Dana moved toward me. “I was starting to wonder. It’s been almost a week, and I’ve still not gotten a taste of you.”
So many lines rushed through my mind, but they all seemed cheesy. Jesus, I’d used most in the past and never thought of them as cheesy, so I blurted one out. “Careful, I’ve got more desire packed in this body than you’re prepared for.”
Cringe. It even sounded creepy to my ears.
It must not have to Dana because she closed the gap between us and ran her finger across my lips.
That should have caused me to shudder. Instead, I stepped back and bumped into the bed. Losing my balance, I toppled onto it.
“Well, shit,” Dana said. “You move quick.” She started to lower her body on top of mine.
I rolled away just as she fell forward, so she landed with an oomph onto her face.
“What the hell are you doing?” She rolled over and glared at me.
I scrambled to my feet. This situation was deteriorating, and I needed a save. “Uh, sorry, but I know Emma will come looking for me soon. I don’t know about you, but I don’t care to have my sister walk in on me in the throes of passion.”
My words must have connected because Dana laughed, and the deep line in her forehead disappeared. “Ya got me there. Just thinking of my sister witnessing something like that dries out my pussy.”
I nodded like a bobblehead, hoping to save my reputation.
“What do you have planned after dinner?” she asked.
Back on firmer ground and with my bearings restored, I shrugged. “It depends on whether Em sticks to me like glue.”
“I know you love your sister, but she’s being a buzzkill.” Dana rubbed her hand between her own legs. “I’m getting clam jammed.”
She must have seen my eyes widen because she added, “Never heard that term?”
I shook my head.
“Then you’ve never been properly edged.” Before I realized what she was doing, she ran her hand between my legs. “When I get my tongue on this, I’ll have you screaming to come, but I’ll take my time since you’ve made me wait.”
Without another word, she turned and exited my room.
I stared after her. Was that supposed to make me hot? Would it have back in New York? Probably, but now I was far from turned on. God, was that how I’d behaved in the past?
“Blake?” I heard Emma calling.
“Yeah,” I responded.
“Are you coming?”
No. I smiled at my juvenile joke. “Be right there.”

I walked with Emma across the lawn toward the festivities.
“You’re quiet,” Emma said.
“It was an intense day.” It had been, so I wasn’t lying, but I had no intention of telling Emma about Dana.
When we arrived at the table, all our housemates were there except for Dana, who I spotted sitting across the lawn with Noelle. The tension in my shoulders relaxed. I wanted a quiet evening with the others, and Dana’s absence made it more likely I would.
“I think my card is nearly maxed out,” Helena said to the others as we sat down. “Maybe I can get a cash advance.”
“I don’t think it works that way,” Annie said.
“What did we miss?” Emma asked.
Annie motioned toward Helena. “Helena’s trying to figure out how to pay for the two-week extension.” Annie turned to me. “You’re in finance. If her card is maxed out, she can’t take a cash advance, can she?”
I hoped my face didn’t register the thoughts rushing through my mind. As calmly as I could muster, I said, “Simple answer—no. Longer answer is nobody should ever take a cash advance since the interest rates are exorbitant. And maxing out your cards is risky, too.”
Helena sighed. “I know. I was just hoping to stick around with everyone.”
“You know I have a trust,” Katlynn said. “I could float you the money, but I’ll have to talk to my financial adviser since my portfolio took an enormous hit last year. I can—”
“What?” I couldn’t help but interrupt her. “Your portfolio was down?”
Katlynn nodded. “It’s the second year in a row. I’ve lost a substantial amount.”
“Whoa.” I held up my hand. “Back up. What are you invested in?”
Katlynn shrugged. “I get a quarterly report. The last two years have been brutal.”
“Are you aware the S&P 500 was up over twenty percent the last two years?”
Katlynn stared at me with a blank expression.
“How well do you know this planner?”
“My dad used him for over twenty years. And after my dad died, I’ve been using him the last six.” Katlynn’s brow furrowed. “Well, not him. Nathan, that’s my broker’s name, took over the business from his dad two years ago.”
“So you don’t know what you’re invested in?”
Katlynn glanced down at her hands and picked at her fingernail. “Not really.”
“Unfortunately, that’s not all that uncommon.”
“Blake,” Emma said. “You’re making her uncomfortable.”
“Uh, sorry.”
“No!” Katlynn looked up and met my eyes. “I mean...uh...would you be willing to look at my statements?” She waved her hand. “Never mind. You’re here to relax not give financial advice.”
I glanced at Emma, who gave me a subtle nod. “I’d be happy to. Either your investor is terrible at his job, or you’re being scammed. Either way, you need to protect your money.”
“Yeah. At this rate, I won’t have anything left. Maybe after dinner, I can pull it up on my laptop.”
“Absolutely.” I turned to Helena. “If you want, I could talk with Vera. See if she’d agree to a payment plan, so you can stay on.” Or I’d cover the cost and pretend Vera did it, but I wouldn’t say that.
“You’d do that?” Helena’s face dropped. “Or maybe I should talk to her.”
“I don’t mind. Besides, I’ll try to negotiate a no- or low-interest rate. You staying on is nearly all profit since it’s not like she’ll rent your room if you go.”
Soon the rest of the table was asking me financial questions. I glanced at Emma several times fearing she’d be annoyed, but she had a smile on her face the entire time.



CHAPTER 18
I WOKE UP EARLY Saturday morning, having spent most of the night tossing and turning. There was no sense of lingering in bed. Since arriving, I’d slept soundly, except last night. Too much rattled around in my mind.
After dinner last night, Dana showed up at our table, making it clear what she wanted. I bet I turned ten shades of red, but the other women were gracious enough to pretend they didn’t notice. Well, except for Emma, who shot several disapproving glares at me. But I was in the middle of coaching my villa mates on finances, something I loved doing, so I hadn’t needed Emma’s influence to turn Dana away.
Shortly after, Dana and Noelle had slipped from the group again. Did it bother me? Weird, but something told me working with my friends on their finances would be more rewarding than what Dana offered.
Fuck. What was happening to me? After a week here, my brain had been sucked out and my libido ruined. I wouldn’t have chosen Blissful Breeze, yet I enjoyed the other women and might be having fun. But it was the programs that caused me to lose sleep. I didn’t want my feelings stirred up, but no doubt, they were.
With a sigh, I rolled out of bed. I might as well go talk to Vera about Helena wanting to extend her stay at the retreat. I’d already decided I’d pay, but Helena would be none the wiser. Vera could pretend Helena qualified for a special scholarship and wouldn’t have to pay the money back. A win-win.
I threw on a baseball cap and slid into the clothes I wore yesterday. I’d take a shower when I returned. While I had ample time, being up early, I’d still better get moving.
Everyone from all four villas was making the trek into Madison today. If I were honest, I was eager for the weekend and our plans in town today. During the day, we had free time to choose our own activities. Well, I wouldn’t since Emma called the shots, but she wasn’t saying what she had planned for us. Then we’d join the entire group for dinner before attending Wicked at Overture Center.
I’d been fortunate to see Idina Menzel and Kristin Chenoweth on Broadway, but I’d likely keep that to myself.
I opened my bedroom door quietly, not wanting to wake those still sleeping. When I entered the kitchen, Annie was already up, sipping on a cup of coffee.
“Early riser?” I asked.
Annie shook her head. “Not always. My thoughts were racing, so I thought coffee might do the trick.”
“Mine too.” I smiled.
“Thank you again,” Annie said. “For the advice on my Danny’s life insurance payout.”
“Is that what kept you up last night? I hope not.”
Annie nodded. “Yeah, you gave me a lot to think about. Makes my head spin.”
“That’s what most people say, but it’s not hard once you let go of your fears.”
Annie rubbed her forehead. A grimace twisted her face as her fingertips pressed against her skin. “I don’t want to end up like Katlynn. I’m afraid I’d never know if someone was screwing me.”
“Hey, how about you call me after the retreat is over? I’ll help you out.”
“Really?” Annie’s eyes widened. “No. I can’t take advantage of you that way.”
“I insist. It would be my pleasure.”
“Are you sure?” Annie studied me.
“Absolutely.” It surprised me how true it was. I wanted to help Annie and the others. “Anything for my villa mates.” I gave Annie a wide smile.
Annie put her hand against her chest, and tears welled in her eyes. “Thank you. You’re an angel.”
I hoped my mouth hadn’t fallen open. It had been a long time since anyone said something like that to me. My emotions were already churning, so I waved my hand at Annie. “It’s nothing. I could do this stuff in my sleep.”
“Well, regardless. I appreciate it.”
“No worries.” Heat rose up my neck. I’d done more blushing here than I’d done in years. I needed to get out of here. “I should get over to see Vera since I promised Helena I’d look into a payment plan.”
“That’s something else I wanted to thank you for. I adore her, so it’ll be nice she can stay on for the rest of the retreat.”
“Stop.” I grabbed a banana from the fruit bowl and a bottle of water from the refrigerator. I’d planned on eating before I left, but I’d just take it with me. “I best go, so I can get back and make myself presentable.” For emphasis, I tugged on the bill of my baseball cap.
“I’m so looking forward to tonight,” Annie said.
“Me too,” I replied as I stepped toward the door.
It was a beautiful summer day, so I walked through the woods instead of along the road. The birds chirping overwhelmed my senses as I tried to pick out the different calls. While birds were plentiful in Central Park, the roar of traffic and sounds of the city muted their calls. Here I heard no other sound than their incessant communication.
Even though I’d finished eating my banana, I slowed my pace further. When was the last time I’d walked anywhere slowly? In the city, I always had a pair of sensible walking shoes in my office whenever I needed to go anywhere. I prided myself on how fast I could move, despite my shorter stride. Many times, I walked with tall, long-legged men who couldn’t keep up with me. I had places to go and people to see, so it was senseless dawdling. Yet today it was as if I didn’t have a care in the world.
Maybe I didn’t. My bank balance indicated I’d never have to work again. I chuckled to myself, and the birds greeted my laughter with a frenzied response.
“Sorry,” I muttered under my breath.
No way could I imagine not working. More than ever, I had something to prove to Terrence and the idiots who bought Fortitude. Last night, I’d culled through my emails, likely another reason I didn’t sleep well, and picked five companies to respond to.
Guilt washed over me. I should tell Emma what I was doing, even though Emma hadn’t given implicit instructions that I couldn’t. I shoved the thought from my mind. All I wanted to do was enjoy the beautiful day.
Upon arrival at the main office, the closed sign was still on the door.
Damn. I hadn’t thought of that. It was a little before seven, so I climbed the stairs, looking for a sign with the hours of operation. Shit. The sign said eight a.m., which meant I’d have an hour to kill. We weren’t leaving until ten, so I’d still have plenty of time.
Just as I was turning away, I heard my name called from inside. I peered into the window and squinted. Vera hurried across the lobby toward me.
“Blake, what brings you out so early?” Vera said, opening the door.
“Sorry. You’re closed.” I held up my hand and backed up.
“Nonsense. Come on in.” Vera pushed open the door wider. When I stood rooted in place, Vera said, “Get in here.”
With that, I stepped inside. “I don’t want to bother you.”
“You’re no bother at all.” Vera looked over my shoulder. “No Emma today?”
“She’s still sleeping.” I smiled. “We were up late last night.”
“Campfires have that effect on people.” Vera patted my arm. “Especially city folks.”
I laughed. “Guilty as charged. There’s just something magical about sitting around the campfire, sharing with the others.”
“Well, I’ll be damned. I think you might have the bug.”
My eyes widened. “I know, right?”
Vera laughed. “Don’t act so surprised.”
“I didn’t mean any offense.”
“No offense taken. I’ve seen plenty of people show up here full of resistance, but they leave feeling completely different. If they let themselves.”
Was I letting myself? Partially. At least more so than Dana, so I’d count it as a win. “It’s out of my comfort zone is all.”
“I know you got laid off.” Vera studied me. “But there’s more to the story, isn’t there?”
I gazed into Vera’s sincere eyes. Something about her put me at ease. Something familiar. Did she remind me of my mom? Whatever it was, I didn’t want to brush her off or avoid her question.
“What gave me away?” I asked.
“I’ve been here a long time. I sense things.”
I found myself spilling the entire story of what Terrence had done and how betrayed I felt. Vera threw in a few questions as I talked, but mostly, she listened. The only other person I told the entire story to was Emma, but with her, I’d focused more on my anger than my hurt.
What was it about this place? When I finished, I said, “And that’s the whole ugly story.” I smiled, hoping to convey that it didn’t bother me.
“It’s okay to be hurt. It’s human.”
“Oh, you noticed I was deflecting?” What the hell, this emotional honesty shit was getting out of hand.
“Yep. I think it’s what you do best when emotions get too close.”
There was no sense in trying to deny it since I suspected Vera would see right through me. “So I’m not special?”
“Oh, no, dear, you’re special. Everyone is. But you’re not unique. You’d be surprised how many people hide behind their careers and success to avoid the other parts of their lives.”
“Is that what you think I’m doing?” I stopped myself from bristling. Still, I wasn’t someone who hid from anything. I was a warrior. Just ask the guys I’d put in their place in the boardroom.
“I think you’re more comfortable closing the deal, charging ahead, taking risks in business than you are being vulnerable with what’s in your heart.” Vera met my gaze. “That scares the hell out of you.”
I wanted to deny it, argue with her, but it would be pointless, so I said, “I almost forgot why I came.”
Vera grinned. “Message received. You’ve had enough for one day. Tell me what you need.”
I explained my conversation with Helena last night and told Vera my plan. At first, Vera argued and said she could front Helena the money, but when I pressed, she relented.
“Oh, hey, one more thing,” I said. “I see signs pointed off toward the cabins. Do you still rent those?”
Sadness filled Vera’s eyes. “I’m afraid the health department would shut me down if I tried.”
“Why? What’s wrong with them?”
Vera sighed. “They should just be torn down, but that isn’t cheap, either.”
Without thinking, I glanced around the lobby.
Vera laughed. “I know what you’re thinking. How could they be in any worse repair than this lobby?” She shook her head. “This is palatial compared to the cabins.”
“Can I see them?”
Vera studied me for a few beats. “Why would you want to do that?”
“I put together deals. Find investors. Maybe there’s something I could do for you.”
“I’ve been after Robyn to take over or buy me out.” Vera pointed at me. “But don’t you go telling anyone.”
“Of course not.”
“I don’t want to sell to just anyone. They’d change Blissful Breeze. Make it a fancy resort for people coming out of Milwaukee and Chicago.” Vera put her hand on her chest. “This place has my heart. I’ve seen so many women come here to heal. I get emails from people who met here, who’ve remained friends ten, twenty years later.”
“How long did you say you’ve been doing this?”
“Since 1988. I had a roaring business. More people wanting to come than I had spaces, but COVID hit me hard.” Vera threw her hands up. “Who am I kidding? It was already on the decline. There’s so much competition. Do you know they do online retreats now?” Vera’s expression conveyed her disgust. “How do you bond through a screen? You don’t.” Vera shook her head. “Look at me. Just ignore the ramblings of an old woman.”
“No. I find this all fascinating. This place...uh…” I didn’t know how to continue without being insulting.
“Spit it out.”
“The square…”
Vera laughed. “Doesn’t look like the rest of the place, does it?”
“Um, not exactly.”
“Very diplomatic of you. One of my patrons, who’d had a life-transforming experience here, wrote me into her will with the stipulation her money must be used on the square. I have more cash than I know what to do with for it.” Vera smiled. “That’s how I replaced all the flowers the goats ate, but I didn’t want to be wasteful and just let them eat them year after year.”
“Millie is happy you made that decision.”
“That dog! She’s a handful.” Vera’s affection was undeniable. “Do you really want to see the rest of the place?”
“I would.”
“All righty, let me grab the key to the golf cart, and I’ll give you the grand tour.”



CHAPTER 19
ONCE I RETURNED FROM my tour with Vera, I had to hustle to get ready to leave for Madison. I’d texted Emma, letting her know I’d be skidding in on two wheels and asked her to get my stuff ready, so I could jump into the shower.
Hell, I’d let her choose everything else, so I might as well let her pick my clothes for today. I was feeling adventurous and decided I’d wear whatever she chose.
I glanced at myself in the full-length mirror. Not bad. The all-black jumpsuit had perfect lines that hugged my body in all the right places. My legs appeared much longer with the flare of the pants, and the cut showed off the slight curve of my hips. But it was the top that accentuated my best features. The sleeveless design showed off my toned shoulders and arms, while the cut gave me a hint of cleavage. While I leaned toward the masculine, I didn’t mind showing off my assets sometimes.
I smirked at myself in the mirror. Dana’s eyes would pop out when she saw me. Why didn’t that give me as much pleasure as it should? I shrugged and turned away.
When I stepped into the common room where everyone was waiting, catcalls greeted me.
“Damn, girl. You clean up well,” Annie said.
I spun in a circle, showing off my outfit. As I turned, I met Emma’s gaze, and she winked at me.
“I don’t remember unpacking this outfit,” I said to Emma. “Is it yours?”
Emma shook her head. “Nope.” Her mischievous grin caused her eyes to twinkle.
“You’ve been holding out on me.” I pretended to glare at her.
“I wouldn’t go complaining,” Katlynn said. “You look amazing.”
I felt amazing, too. “What about the rest of you? I’d say we all clean up pretty well.”
“Hey, where’s Dana?” I asked, finally noticing she wasn’t there.
“She went with the girls from the Gratitude Grotto,” Helena said.
With Noelle’s group. I breathed a sigh of relief. I wanted to enjoy my friends, not spend the day being ogled.
We’d stopped at a restaurant off the highway and had a leisurely lunch before we drove into downtown Madison. As hard as I tried, nobody would tell me what our plans were. We had three hours to kill. I hoped they’d planned something more than wandering in and out of the downtown shops.
Emma had me park in a lot one block off State Street. As we pulled into our parking spot, I glanced over my shoulder at Helena. “I’m sorry. I forgot to ask. Are you up for walking?”
Helena gave me a smile, and her eyes looked clear, without the pain I usually saw in them. “I’m doing well today, but thanks for asking. Walking will do me good.”
I couldn’t help but notice Katlynn jumped out of the truck and helped Helena down. Ever since Helena had broken down in the sharing circle, Katlynn made it her mission to look out for Helena. It was an odd pairing, but who was I to judge?
As soon as we rounded the corner onto State Street, I had an idea where we were headed. The sign for Lift Our Voices Bookstore was just down the block. I thought of letting Emma surprise me, but since she’d tormented me by not telling me, I figured turnabout was fair play.
“Hey.” I pointed. “Isn’t that Robyn’s bookstore?”
Annie, who was walking just in front of Emma and me, groaned.
“What?” I said, going for clueless.
Emma shot me a dirty look. “Don’t give up your day job for acting. You’re not good at it.”
I laughed and put my arm around Emma while she laughed with me. Only a week ago, I’d scoffed at the feminist bookstore, but now I was eager to visit.
What was this place doing to me? I pulled Emma closer and said, “Thanks, sis.”
“For what?” Emma twisted in my grasp so she could see my face.
“For pushing me to do something I never would have done myself.”
“Does that mean you’ll listen to me from now on?”
I laughed. “Not a chance.”
When we entered the store, it was larger than I expected. From the outside, I hadn’t recognized the bookstore occupied two storefronts. I’d thought the second was a café. Actually, it was. While connected to the bookstore, the large room sported a coffee bar, but where I expected there to be tables, rows of chairs lined the space.
I turned to Emma and pointed. “Is that why we’re here?”
Emma smiled. “One reason. We’ve got almost an hour to browse the shelves. Remember how much you loved to go to Borders when we were kids?”
I remembered. Back then, I could spend hours and hours lost in the bookstore. Sadly, I couldn’t remember the last time I picked up a book that wasn’t work related.
“I’m so happy you guys made it,” Robyn said as she appeared from between the bookshelves. She opened her arms wide. “Welcome.”
As the group exchanged greetings, I couldn’t help but notice how the space suited Robyn. It might sound cliché, but she seemed in her element, as if the bookstore was a part of her.
“Please,” she said. “You ladies browse. Get a cup of coffee. You have plenty of time since the program doesn’t start for another forty-five minutes.”
Annie smiled. “I’m going to take a quick look around, but I can’t stay. Still, I must check out your bookstore.”
Robyn tilted her head. “Other plans?”
“I’m having coffee with Beverly.”
I had to stifle my laugh at Robyn’s wide-eyed expression. It was the same one we’d had when Annie told us last night. Once Robyn recovered, she said, “That’s wonderful.”
“She’s not as bad as she acts,” Annie said. “She’s just in pain.”
“I’m so glad she met you.” Robyn turned to me. “Another example of serendipity.”
I exaggerated an eye roll. “Yeah, whatever.”
Robyn grinned, obviously getting used to my sarcastic ways.
As the others drifted away, I asked Robyn, “What’s the program about?” I tried for casual and thought I pulled it off.
“Oh, no.” Robyn wagged her finger at me. “I have strict orders not to reveal anything.”
“Afraid I’ll bolt?” I grinned.
“There is that concern.”
“Ugh. Am I going to hate it?”
“I hope not. If you keep an open mind, you might even find it useful.”
“Okay, I give up.” I held up my hands as if surrendering. “Would you mind giving me a tour? I haven’t been in a bookstore since I was a kid. Well, the college bookstore, but that doesn’t count.”
Robyn slapped her hand against her chest. “I’m wounded. Not once in your entire adult life?”
I shrugged. “I might have gone in to order a coffee. Does that count?”
“Hardly.” Robyn put her hand on my back and guided me toward the front corner. “Let’s start over here in our new release section.”
“There are that many new feminist books?” My eyes widened as I took in the shelves.
Robyn chuckled. “I don’t just sell feminist books. I’ve got the latest Freida McFadden and Taylor Jenkins Reid.”
“Who?”
Robyn shook her head. “You don’t read, do you?”
I looked away from her, not wanting to see her judgment.
“Hey.” She touched my arm. “I’m not trying to make you feel bad. It’s just I’m a book nerd, so I couldn’t fathom not reading.”
“I used to love it.” My eyes locked on hers. “As a kid, I always had my nose in a book. I don’t know why I stopped.”
“Do you want to read again?”
I nodded. “But I’m lost. I have no clue where to start.” Then I grinned. “If I only knew someone who could help me pick out a couple.”
Robyn laughed. “You know this isn’t a high-end clothing store where you get your own personal shopper, don’t you?”
“Like I told you, it’s been a while since I’ve visited a bookstore, so how would I know?” I gave her my most innocent smile.
“Okay, fine. You win. It’s not like I have a bookstore to run or anything.”
As she guided me toward the shelves, I asked, “How do you get away to teach at the resort?”
“I have excellent help. My team can manage the customers when I’m gone, and I do the finances and ordering after hours. Besides, I come close to breaking even.”
I gave her a side eye.
“I mean, Vera pays me, and then I pay someone to be here since I’m not, so it’s a wash. But I love doing it—teaching, leading groups.”
“You’re good at it.”
Robyn paused in front of the history section. “Thank you. That means a lot, especially coming from you.”
Coming from me? I wasn’t sure what she meant by it but decided not to ask. “How long have you owned the store?”
“Almost eight years. Enough about me. We’ve got books to pick out.”
I thought I detected a shadow cross her eyes, but it was gone when I looked closer. It must have been the lighting.
When Emma found us in the stacks, it shocked me to discover I’d been with Robyn for over half an hour. Time had flown.
“I see you’ve found a few books.” Emma motioned toward the stack I carried.
“Uh, yeah.” I cupped my hand over my mouth and pretended to whisper. “The owner is worse than a used car salesman. I only intended to buy one.”
Robyn grinned and held out her hand. “I can put the rest back.”
In an exaggerated motion, I twisted and put my body between Robyn and my armload of books. “Keep your hands off my books.”
“All fun books?” Emma asked.
I sighed and let her examine the titles.
“I approve, so you better get them rung up. The program is going to start in ten minutes, and you’re going to buy me coffee,” Emma said.
“I am, huh?”
“Yep.” Emma winked at Robyn.
“I’ll leave you two to argue it out,” Robyn said.
“No, I didn’t mean to chase you away,” Emma said.
“Actually, the time got away from me. I should check in with Mary Lou, our speaker for today.” She gave me a huge smile. “It was fun showing you around.” She nodded toward the books in my arms. “When you finish those, come back, and I’ll hook you up with more.”
Before I could tell her how much I enjoyed her tour, she rushed off.
I’d sent Emma to get our coffee while I paid for my books. Eight in all. I’d been surprised that Robyn’s store had a lesbian romance section. The only time I’d read a lesbian romance had been in college when one of my girlfriends insisted on reading one aloud to me. This should be fun. I’d picked out two that Robyn recommended. Emma would be proud. I only bought two nonfiction books, the rest were for pleasure reading.
When I entered the café, I did a double take. Nearly all the chairs were full. After a quick count, I determined there must be at least fifty. This speaker must be good. Several other retreat participants were in attendance, but there was no sign of Dana. Not a surprise.
Emma waved at me from near the front of the room where she sat with the rest of our friends. I smiled at the thought. They were no longer just villa mates, but friends.
I slid into the chair next to Emma, and she handed me my coffee.
“Decaf,” she said.
I groaned. “I don’t even get a choice in coffee?”
“Nope.” She nudged me in the ribs. “I told you caffeine is the devil.”
“It helps me think.” I put a whine in my voice.
“Exercise, eating right, and eight hours of sleep does, too, yet I don’t hear you advocating for those.”
“I exercise,” I protested.
“One out of three ain’t good,” she said, bastardizing a line from one of the songs Mom played on repeat.
I took a sip of my coffee, deciding not to engage.
It wasn’t long before Robyn closed the double doors, separating us from the rest of the bookstore, and stepped to the podium. “Wow. We’ve got a full house,” she said. “Welcome and thank you for coming. I guarantee if you’ve never heard Mary Lou Chambers speak, you’re in for a treat.” Robyn let out a small chuckle. “Well, you’re also in for a treat if you have heard her speak.”
I glanced around the room at the eager faces as Robyn ran through Mary Lou’s impressive bio. For some reason, my mind flashed to my last board meeting at Fortitude. Wouldn’t they be shocked if they could see me now? I could give Terrence a thousand guesses—hell, a million—of where I was right now, and a bookstore in Madison, Wisconsin, getting ready to listen to a talk on an unknown topic wouldn’t make his list.
“Without further ado,” Robyn said, “please, put your hands together and welcome Mary Lou.”
The women let out an enthusiastic cheer. This crowd could get wild. I laughed to myself at the thought.
A tall, slender, frizzy-haired woman stood from the front row and walked to the podium. She wore a flowing dress, much like Katlynn’s. I couldn’t help thinking I was seeing what Katlynn might look like in twenty-five years.
Mary Lou gave the group a warm smile. “Thank you for the welcome. We’ll see if you feel the same once I’ve finished speaking.”
The group chuckled.
“Seriously, this topic can be challenging for some people.”
What topic? I wanted to yell.
“I’m gonna start you off with a little quiz. It’s simple.” She pointed a clicker at the café menu, and it magically transformed into a PowerPoint presentation.
Impressive. I’d noticed the rest of the store, despite its quaint feeling, had an abundance of hidden technological features. It was something I should remember to ask Robyn about, but now I’d better listen to Mary Lou.
The slide showed six words:
Your health
Your relationships
Your reputation
“I ask you, which of these things do you have control over?”
I frowned and shot Emma a look. Mary Lou had used the dreaded C-word. Control.
Emma’s smile broadened, and she whispered, “Keep an open mind.”
Several women shouted out answers, while I glowered. I damned well had control over all these things. Every fool knew that. Personal responsibility. I hoped this wouldn’t be another “nothing is your fault” presentation.
Once the answers dwindled, Mary Lou said, “Do you really? Let’s think a little further about this.”
Emma elbowed me. “Stop slouching. Just listen.”
I sat up straighter but refused to let go of my frown.
“Please, for me,” Emma said.
Damn it. She’d played the one card I couldn’t resist, so I sat up fully and focused my attention on Mary Lou.
“What do you do to control your health?” Mary Lou asked.
Mary Lou nodded as the answers poured from the group. Diet. Exercise. Sleep. Vitamins. Preventative care.
“If you do all those things, can you still get cancer? Have an aneurysm?”
“Well, yeah,” Katlynn called out, “but it’s less likely.”
I glanced at Helena, who was nodding. She was proof that sometimes bad things happened no matter what we did.
“Hold that thought,” Mary Lou said, pointing at Katlynn. “How about relationships?”
“It’s complicated,” someone called from the back of the room.
“True, true,” Mary Lou said with a chuckle. “So what can you do?”
Just like the first question, answers filled the air. Communication. Thoughtful gestures. Putting your relationship first...
“You guys are good,” Mary Lou said. “Full of answers. I love it. So how can you control your reputation?”
Honesty. Integrity. Genuineness. Loyalty...
“What if I told you that you’re incorrect?” Mary Lou said.
“No,” someone called out.
Mary Lou smiled. “I’m afraid it’s true.” She gestured toward Katlynn. “What’s your name?”
“Katlynn.”
“Katlynn said something earlier, when we were talking about health. She said, but it’s less likely. And that is the key. You don’t control those things, but you have influence. No matter how many healthy things you do, a disease could hit you. No matter what you do for your spouse, they could trade you in for a newer model. And how many times have you seen someone’s reputation tanked on false rumors that spread like wildfire?”
Mary Lou stepped from the podium. “That doesn’t mean you throw up your hands and say, what the hell, I have no control anyway, so I might as well drink a pint of whiskey, cheat on my spouse, and stop caring about my reputation. It’s all about learning to let go and stop trying to control everything because you’ll lose.”
Ugh. Learning to let go. Emma had set me up. I took a deep breath, willing myself not to shut out Mary Lou.
“I want to introduce you to a term I learned while studying Stoicism.”
The slide on the café board changed:
Dichotomy of Control
“What is the Dichotomy of Control? It’s the idea that we have little control over our external world and events. What we have control over is our judgments, desires, actions, and reactions.”
Mary Lou held up her finger. “Many people misinterpret what I’m saying, so let me clarify. You have little control over what happens, which sounds disempowering, but it isn’t. The Dichotomy of Control is one of the most empowering concepts I’ve ever embraced.”
“I see the skeptical look on some of your faces.” Mary Lou smiled. “Hear me out. There are two reasons it is empowering. First, remember, I said control, not influence. You should continue to make a choice that may influence a better outcome. In other words, don’t drink a pint of whiskey daily and expect your liver to come out unscathed.”
Mary Lou paused, letting us absorb her words before continuing. “But it’s not influence that is the key concept, at least for me it isn’t. What’s empowering is it allows me to stop focusing on the bullshit or noise coming at me every day. I can stop giving away my power and my energy to those things I can’t change.”
“Sounds a lot like the serenity prayer,” someone called out.
“Yes!” Mary Lou said. “There are many manifestations of this idea. Different terms used, but they’re all the same concept. Which is stop wasting your time and energy, both physical and emotional, trying to control things you can’t. And that, my friends, is what we’re going to explore today.”
“So you’re saying, we should Elsa that shit,” someone else called out.
As Mary Lou stared with a puzzled expression, two women behind me belted out the words to Frozen’s theme song.
Mary Lou laughed. “I’d never thought of it that way, but with a few tweaks, I could get behind that.”
“How about the Let Them theory?”
Helena asked.
“You guys are good,” Mary Lou said. “That’s another manifestation. You’ll find that nothing I say is new. For instance, Stoicism has been around since 300 BCE. Most of the self-help books you’ll pick up today aren’t original. My talk today won’t be unique. It’s just timeless truths packaged in different ways.”
Mary Lou paused and looked out at the audience, seemingly making eye contact with each person in the crowd. “All the wisdom in the world won’t do any good if you don’t apply it in your life. So my objective today is to help you discover ways to use these concepts in your own lives.”
Mary Lou spoke for the next hour and a half, sharing stories and encouraging the audience to discuss the ideas she laid out. I remained silent. She was right, nothing she said was earth shattering or new. Still by the end of her talk, my mind was full, and my chest ached.
I debated whether I wanted to hug Emma or curse her. During the presentation, I’d noticed Emma sneaking peeks at me, but I kept my eyes focused on Mary Lou. I wasn’t ready to talk about the thoughts swirling in my head, and I hoped Emma wouldn’t push.
Several of the women crowded around Mary Lou after she finished, but I told Emma I needed to use the restroom and hurried from the room.



CHAPTER 20
I WAS EMBARRASSED TO admit I stayed in the bathroom for some time. When I came out, I disappeared in the racks, browsing the books. Something told me Emma knew I needed space since she didn’t come looking for me. The bookstore aisles were uncrowded. I suspected most of the women remained gathered in the café discussing the presentation. Hopefully, they’d get it out of their systems, so we wouldn’t have to rehash it over dinner.
I glanced at my watch. We needed to leave for dinner soon. Following that thought, Emma appeared with Robyn in tow.
“I need your help,” Emma said without preamble.
I tilted my head. “For?” I was cautious, even though her demeanor said she wasn’t here to corner me.
“Relax.” Emma smiled. “I didn’t come to harass you. I’m here so you can help me harass Robyn.”
“Sign me up,” I said with a genuine smile. I knew Emma well enough to know she wasn’t one to end run me.
“No fair,” Robyn said, but her eyes danced.
I rubbed my hands together. “Give me my harassment instructions, and I’m all over it.”
“A participant from another villa can’t make it tonight. We have an extra ticket for Wicked, so—”
“So you’re trying to get Robyn to come with,” I said, finishing Emma’s sentence.
“Yep.”
“But she’s being obstinate.” I glanced at Robyn as I said it.
“Hey, now.” Robyn drew her eyebrows together.
“We’ve been in the café, trying to convince her.”
“Apparently, you’ve been unsuccessful.”
Emma nodded. “But I told them you’re a master at closing the deal, so here we are.”
“Under protest,” Robyn added.
I held my hands up in front of me, took a step back, and framed Robyn between my hands. “Okay, I’ve got this.”
Robyn grinned. “Do you?”
“All over it,” I responded. “Tell me why you object to going.”
Robyn’s grin faded. She turned to Emma. “Damn it, not a single one of you took this approach.”
Emma’s smile widened. “I told you. She knows how to close the deal.”
It didn’t take long for me to persuade Robyn. As she laid out her reasons for declining, I countered each with an alternate way of thinking.
“Damn it,” Robyn said to Emma. “I never should have let you bring me over to her.”
“I think you secretly wanted to go,” Emma answered.
Robyn crinkled her nose, but she didn’t disagree. “I need to change my clothes.”
“You look fine,” I said.
“Right.” A frown line creased her forehead. She motioned from my head to toe. “Says the woman in the knockout jumpsuit. I’m not wearing jeans when the two of you look like you do.”
“Can you make it home and back?” Emma asked. “Or will you meet us at the restaurant?”
Robyn pointed toward the ceiling. “I live in the apartment over the bookstore. But I could use a pug walker. Would you mind walking Millie?”
Emma’s eyes lit up. “I’m all over it.”
Fifteen minutes later, Robyn and Emma returned. Robyn wore a sleeveless dark denim dress that reached just above her knees with a pair of Roman sandals. I did a double take. Her toned shoulders and arms rivaled mine. I’d not noticed with the loose clothing she normally wore. She had a small charm on her necklace that fell above her cleavage, and a delicate bracelet encircled her wrist. The adornments elevated her girl-next-door vibe into something more sophisticated.
“You look nice,” I said.
She held out the sides of her dress and twisted from side to side.
“Jesus, Blake. Really? Nice? She looks amazing,” Emma said.
My face heated. She did. But I shouldn’t say it, should I? Well, Emma did, but it was different. “Yeah, yeah, you look great.”
I looked at Emma to see if she approved. By her expression, I couldn’t tell, so I turned back to Robyn.
“I have little occasion to wear a dress, so this is kinda fun.” Robyn’s cheeks held a hint of a blush.
“With the theaters here in the downtown, you don’t go often?” Emma asked.
“Not really. Between the bookstore and teaching, I have little time during the spring and summer. Then in the fall, when the college students return, things get pretty busy.”
I studied Robyn. Something in her words rang hollow. While I didn’t doubt she was busy, there were at least two theaters within walking distance, but I decided not to push the matter.
We arrived at The Chophouse a few minutes before our reservations, so we made our way to the bar area. Annie had already arrived and waved to us. The bar area was crowded with retreat-goers. I wondered if the other villa mates traveled in packs like we did.
“I just got here,” Annie said when we joined her at the bar. “Do you ladies want a drink?”
I’d not drunk any alcohol since coming here, not that I was a heavy drinker, but I declined, liking that I’d remained dry. Emma and Robyn said no, as well.
Robyn’s presence drew attention, and several women made their way over to us. Soon, the group engulfed her. She was a natural as she included everyone in the conversation.
I found myself annoyed by the others who’d horned in on her. After all, we invited her. I stepped back beside Helena, who stood apart from the rest of the group.
“How are you doing?” I asked.
She smiled at me. Her eyes were still clear with no sign of pain. “Remarkably well. The day has been amazing so far. And Mary Lou’s talk, so much food for thought.”
Mary Lou’s class was the last thing I wanted to revisit, so a change of subject was in order. “Will the long day affect you?”
Helena’s eyes softened. “That’s the thing with this stupid illness. It keeps me guessing. If I don’t get proper sleep or push myself too hard, it can flare up, but nothing we’re doing is strenuous. I’ve found emotional stress spirals me the most, so it’s simple. I eliminate all emotional stress.”
She laughed, so I joined her.
“That should be easy.” I gave her a wink. “I see Katlynn’s been keeping an eye out for you.”
“She’s been a godsend.” Helena grinned.
It still struck me how her smile changed her entire face. It was more pronounced since her sour expression remained etched on my mind. Once I learned her story, I felt guilty for giving her the nickname of sad sack.
“We’re quite the odd pair, aren’t we?” Helena said.
Earlier, I’d thought the same, but how should I respond?
Helena grabbed my arm and laughed. “It’s okay, you can admit it. Katlynn is the ultimate free spirit, while I can be a bit uptight.”
“Maybe you both need a balance.”
“That’s what we think, too.”
I bit back the question I wanted to ask since it was none of my business. I knew Helena was a lesbian or at least bisexual since she’d mentioned her ex-girlfriend cheating on her, but Katlynn hadn’t spoken of any romantic involvements. Perhaps I imagined lesbians around every corner, but their chemistry was off the charts.
“It’s nice that we’ve been able to connect with each other—make friends,” I said.
“Speaking of making friends,” Helena said. “You’re being watched.”
“Who?” I started to turn and look, but Helena put her hand on my shoulder to stop me.
“Don’t let her know you notice.”
“Who?”
“Come on. Dana looks like she wants to devour you every time you’re near.”
“Oh, her.”
Helena chuckled. “Don’t sound so enthusiastic.”
“Uh, she’s a nice woman and all, but, uh, I just mean she can be a little intense.”
“A little?”
“It’s nothing.” I shook my head. “Besides, she seems to have hooked up with Noelle.”
“Possibly, but women like her love the challenge. It’s all about the conquest.”
I swallowed hard. I was once like that, or was I still? Doubtful I’d changed in a week, but I couldn’t imagine acting that way here. But what would I do as soon as I returned to New York?
I didn’t have a chance to respond since the hostess entered the bar and called for our party. In a flash, Katlynn was beside Helena to escort her to the table. Lesbian or not, there was something there.
Emma came up beside me. “Let’s go find a seat.”
I glanced over my shoulder at Robyn, who was still surrounded by several retreat-goers, before I followed Emma.
After we sat, I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Mind if I sit next to you?” Robyn asked.
I smiled up at her. “Be my guest. I thought you’d be a while.”
“In my business, I’ve learned the fine art of making a polite exit.” She smoothed out her dress before she sat. “After all, you invited me, so I wanted to stick with you.”
“I’m glad.” And I meant it. I found it easy to talk to Robyn, so she saved me from having to make awkward small talk with someone else. Emma relished the opportunity and dived into a conversation with the woman beside her.
I picked up the menu. Before opening it, I glanced at Emma and cleared my throat to get her attention. “Should I bother looking at this?”
Emma smirked. “I’ll give you the night off. Order whatever you want.”
“Gee, thanks.”
Emma flashed me a smile and went back to her conversation with her seatmate.
I grinned at Robyn. “The pressure is on. I haven’t picked out my food for over a week. I’ve likely forgotten how to do it.”
“It’s just like riding a bicycle. You’ll do fine.”
I could tell by the twinkle in her eyes she was messing with me. “One of everything it is.” I plopped the menu on the table and sat back in my chair.
When the waiter came, I ordered cacio e pepe, my favorite Italian dish. “I’m surprised they have that here,” I said to Robyn.
“We’re not as backward as you think,” she responded.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be offensive.”
“No. I suppose I’m a little protective of our little corner of the world. Vera draws people from all over the country. I know some believe we’re a bunch of backward hicks.”
Had I been one of those people? If I were honest with myself, I had been. “Were you born in Wisconsin?”
“Nope. California.” She must have seen the surprise on my face because she said, “You weren’t expecting that, were you?”
Something about Robyn inspired me to be truthful. “No, I wasn’t. You seem to, uh, fit in here well.”
The waiter delivered our salads. I picked up my fork and stabbed a piece of lettuce, so I wouldn’t have to continue looking at her.
“What do you think it takes to fit in here?” Robyn’s smile showed her amusement without a trace of offense.
Still, I felt as if I’d been offensive. “I’m coming off like a real jerk, aren’t I?”
Robyn patted my leg. “No. I arrived with the same preconceived notion. But you’d be surprised. Madison is a rather progressive city with the college and all.”
“How long have you been here?”
“Just shy of eight years. Right after my fortieth birthday.”
That made her forty-eight. I’d figured she was a few years older than me, but this put her six years older.
“What brought you here?”
“That story’s too long to tell over a salad.” She speared a tomato and put it into her mouth.
“How about over an entire dinner?”
She shook her head. “I don’t want to monopolize the conversation. Besides, I talked to Vera this morning, and she told me about your talk.”
My face fell. I’d thought my confession to Vera had been private.
“What’s wrong?” Robyn asked.
“I just didn’t think Vera would go around blabbing about Terrence.”
Robyn’s eyes narrowed. “Who’s Terrence?”
From her response, I recognized my mistake. Vera hadn’t betrayed my confidence. “Uh, just my former employer.”
“Ah, like I’ve suspected, there’s more to that story.”
To my surprise, for the second time today, I found myself telling about Terrence’s betrayal. When I finished, the waiter had removed our salad plates. “Now you know of my humiliation, too.”
“No. There’s no cause for humiliation. You were done wrong, which isn’t so unusual, is it?”
I sighed. “I suppose not, but I thought I was bulletproof.”
“Don’t we all?” Robyn’s voice was full of sadness. “Did you enjoy Mary Lou’s talk?”
“Ugh, I walked into that, didn’t I? That’s such a loaded question.”
“It’s okay to tell me if you didn’t.”
“It’s not that simple.” I frowned. “Did I enjoy it? No. Would Emma tell you I needed to hear it? Yes.”
“I’m not interested in whether Emma thought you needed to hear it.” Her intense gaze bore into me. “I want to know what you think.”
I scowled. “Oh, man, you’re making it hard.”
“It’s my job.”
My scowl deepened. “I thought you were off duty tonight.”
“I am. It’s my job as your friend.”
I hoped Robyn didn’t notice my eyes widening. I supposed we were becoming friends. I didn’t make friends easily since I worried they had an ulterior motive, but here we were just people getting to know each other.
“Fair enough,” I finally responded. “Yeah, I needed to hear it, too. You know that’s why I’m here. I mean, it’s why Emma is calling all the shots. She believes I need to stop trying to control everything.”
“There you go telling me what Emma thinks.” Robyn put her hand on top of mine. “I want to know what you think.”
My chest tightened, and it felt warm in the restaurant. I wasn’t used to someone pressing me to talk about my feelings.
I shrugged. “Things haven’t worked out for me. I’m forty-two, with my career turned upside down and no relationship. It wasn’t where I thought I’d be at this age.”
“That could describe many of us.”
“That’s the funny thing.” I glanced at Emma. “She has it together, but I was always the one everyone thought would be the success. While Emma was timid and mild, I was a tiger. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not a pauper, but money has never been how I gauge my success.”
“How do you measure it?”
Robyn’s eyes held so much compassion; I had to look down at my silverware before I spoke. “I’m not sure anymore.” It wasn’t true, but I hoped Robyn would let me get away with it.
By her expression, she wasn’t going to. “It’s all right to tell me you don’t want to answer. I’d rather you do that than, um—”
“Lie?” The word fell out of my mouth before I could stop it. What was it about Robyn and this place that made me express thoughts I wouldn’t anywhere else?
Robyn pursed her lips and nodded. “While technically it’s a lie, I’m okay in calling it avoidance.”
“Thanks.” I looked into her eyes and smiled. “It’s just I thought I’d have a prestigious career and long-term relationship. But here I am.” I motioned toward the room. “Not knowing what the hell comes next.”
“At the intersection of confusion comes some of our greatest moments.”
“Did you just make that up?”
Robyn smirked. “I think I might have. I believe the saying is lies our greatest freedom or something like that.”
“Hey, Robyn,” Annie said from across the table. “We need you to settle an argument.”
Robyn gave my hand a squeeze before she let it go. She smiled at Annie. “I’ll do my best.”
“Did you ever read The Second Sex?” Annie asked.
“Simone de Beauvoir,” Robyn said.
“How about Sexual Politics?” Katlynn, who was sitting next to Annie, said.
“Kate Millett,” Robyn responded.
“We’ll take that as a yes,” Annie said. “So which do you think is better?”
“No, no, no.” Robyn waved her hand. “Best is such a subjective term. Both works are formative texts in the feminist movement, but they focus on such different aspects.”
Thus, our personal conversation ended, as Robyn shared her knowledge with those of us in earshot. I sat back and marveled at her understanding of the feminist movement.
Duh. She owned Lift Our Voices Bookstore. So what did I expect?

After dinner, several women from another villa complained we were being teacher’s pets and dominating Robyn’s time. I thought dominating was overdramatic, but Robyn acquiesced and reluctantly walked with them to the Overture Center.
I supposed it was my interpretation that she was reluctant, but since we’d been having such a stimulating conversation, I couldn’t imagine her being happy with the interruption. Once we’d switched to the topic of feminist theory, the discussion had heated up. It had been a long time since I’d enjoyed such a lively debate.
The waiter had told us it would be a ten-minute walk to the theater, but with our meandering pace, I figured it might take double the time.
“Penny for your thoughts,” Emma said as she walked beside me.
I glanced at the cars driving past. “Do you think we look like a vicious gang wandering the streets of Madison?” Twenty-six of us dawdling down the sidewalk had to be turning heads.
“Yep, I doubt they’ll let all our dresses fool them,” Emma said with a chuckle. “But I’m not buying it. I doubt that’s what you were thinking about.”
Damn. She missed nothing when it came to me. “It’s been an interesting day. Lots of things to think about.”
“And you’re mad because they snagged Robyn from us.” Emma pointed to the group at the front of the pack. Their animated gestures indicated they were having a spirited discussion, but Robyn’s demeanor held its normal calm.
“It’s just been a while since I’ve made a friend.”
Emma smirked. “Yeah, a friend. That’s nice.”
“Hey, hot stuff,” I heard Dana before I felt her hand on my ass.
I jumped and let out a slight squeal.
“Hey, watch yourself,” Emma said.
Emma’s fiery gaze prompted Dana to raise both hands. “Sorry. I was just teasing.”
“Well, keep your hands to yourself,” Emma said.
I didn’t need Emma to defend me, but I wouldn’t undermine her in front of the others, so I remained silent.
“Okay. Okay. Point taken.” Dana turned to me. “I’ve been trying to catch up with you, but it seems you’ve got your nose shoved up the teacher’s ass.” Dana wriggled her eyebrows. “Although she’s looking hot tonight, so I guess I can’t blame you for wanting a piece of that. Who knew?” Dana shrugged.
I bristled at her crudeness. Weeks before, I would’ve said the same; nevertheless, it irked me. “Cut the shit.”
“Wow. I guess it’s true that twins’ periods sync up.”
“We’re not twins,” Emma and I said at the same time.
“Well, that’s my cue.” Dana winked at me. “I’ll catch you later.”
As soon as she faded back into the crowd, Emma sighed. “You know, as long as you keep turning her down, she’s going to pursue you.”
I raised my eyebrows. “Does that mean you’re giving me the go-ahead?”
“Absolutely not!”
The women walking in front of us glanced over their shoulders. Emma gave them an innocent smile.
“I just mean, she seems to like the hunt,” Emma said.
“Yeah, I’m very familiar with women like her, Em. I’m not a shrinking violet that needs taken care of.”
“Well, she’s pissing me off.” Despite her ire, Emma still sported a smile.
I put my arm over her shoulders. “Let’s forget about her and enjoy tonight.”
“Holy shit,” Emma said as we neared the theater.
I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but this wasn’t it. Earlier, we’d walked past the Orpheum, which was the epitome of a theater from the 1920s or ’30s. I’d expected the Overture to be the same. I was wrong.
“It’s like the antithesis of the Orpheum,” I said as I gaped at the modern building featuring clean architectural lines, white panels with silver accents, and an abundance of glass panels that spanned several stories.
“I wonder what the inside looks like,” Emma said.
“It’s gorgeous,” Helena said from behind us.
I looked over my shoulder at Helena and Katlynn. “Definitely not what I was expecting.”
Katlynn spread her multicolored shawl out like wings and mimicked flying. “Imagine how it will look seeing Elphaba defying gravity.”
The meandering pace of those in front of us picked up. Apparently, everyone had the same reaction to the stunning building in front of us.
Once inside, we were greeted with more spectacular architecture in the lobby. Our villa mates gathered around as we gaped at the enormous space filled with people.
“Damn, we’re forty-five minutes early, and it looks like everyone is already here for the show,” Annie said.
“I don’t think they’re all here for Wicked,” I said. “Robyn told me they have, like, five or six entertainment spaces.”
As we were gawking like tourists, Robyn sidled up between me and Emma. “Were you hoping to be rid of me?”
“Absolutely not,” Emma said, linking her arm through Robyn’s. “But we are miffed at you.”
“Sorry, I thought it would be rude not to talk to the others.”
Emma laughed. “No, not about that. About this place. You didn’t tell us how amazing it is.”
Robyn grinned. “I didn’t think me describing it would do it justice.” Robyn looked at me and smirked. “Besides, I doubted Blake would believe me if I told her we had a place like this in Madison, so I let her see for herself.”
“Hey, now. Are you disparaging me?” I gave her a playful scowl.
Robyn waved her hand toward the massive ceiling. “Would you have believed me if I’d described it to you?”
“That’s beside the point.”
Everyone laughed.
“Are you with us for good now?” I asked.
“I’m yours for the rest of the evening.”
“Good. Because we never finished our conversation from dinner.”
“Which one?” Robyn chuckled. “We covered quite a bit of ground.”
“You’d mentioned Vera filled you in on the talk you had with her,” I answered.
“Oh, right, but you thought it was about, uh…” Robyn glanced around, noticing everyone from our villa was listening. “The other thing.”
I wanted to laugh at her poor attempt at changing gears but didn’t care to alert the others, in case they missed it. I felt Emma’s eyes on me. Of course, she’d caught it, but the rest didn’t seem to.
“Yeah, Vera took me on a tour of Blissful Breeze and filled me in on the challenges she’s facing.”
“It surprised me. She’s tight-lipped about Blissful Breeze, at least to strangers.” Robyn’s face dropped. “Um, I didn’t mean it that way.”
“It’s okay,” Emma said. “She’s as strange as they come.”
I snorted at Emma’s juvenile joke. “Really? That’s the best you’ve got?”
“I’m just parched, so I can’t think witty.”
“Is that my cue?” I reached into my pocket and pulled out my credit card.
Emma snatched it from my hand. “Come on, girls, drinks are on Blake. We’ll leave her and Robyn to talk business. What would you like to drink, Robyn?”
“It’s a festive night. I think I’d like a glass of chardonnay.”
“One chardonnay coming up.” Emma turned to walk away.
“Um, don’t I get anything with my credit card?”
Emma glanced over her shoulder. “Yeah.” She continued walking away.
“Don’t you want my order?” I called.
“Nope.”
I groaned as Emma strutted away. “She’s impossible,” I said to Robyn.
“I’d say you’re lucky to have her,” Robyn said.
“I am.” I raised my finger and pointed at Robyn. “But don’t you dare tell her I said that.”
Robyn laughed. Then she motioned to an empty bench. “Let’s sit, and you can tell me all about your talk with Vera.”



CHAPTER 21
I SPRAWLED SPREAD EAGLE on my bed. Though I needed to respond to my emails, they could wait. I wanted to lie here and stare at the ceiling. When was the last time I’d done something like this? I had an hour before dinner, and I wasn’t racing to do anything.
Finally, we’d had the day I’d expected from a retreat—a spa day. I’d just returned from my hour and a half massage, which turned my body to jelly. It was the type of relaxation I sought. It focused on our bodies, not forced us to get in touch with our feelings. This was a retreat activity I could get behind. Although, I had to admit, the touchy-feely stuff hadn’t been as bad as I thought it would be.
My body hadn’t been this relaxed in years. When I’d made the comment to Emma, she’d given me one of her typical Emma smiles. One that conveyed she had a different opinion and was ready to unleash it on me. Her words still rattled in my head. Don’t you think you should attribute some of it to what happened last night? You’ve had plenty of massages in the city.
My biweekly massage was the one indulgence I allowed myself, even though I hated to give up the time. So why didn’t I feel this relaxed after those sessions? Had Emma been right? I’d slept like a baby after we’d returned from Madison, but I attributed it to a long, exhausting day.
Had it been a long day? We hadn’t rolled out until almost noon and were home before midnight. Twelve hours. That was how long my days at work usually lasted, if not longer. And I couldn’t call what we did yesterday work.
Robyn’s smiling face filled my mind. It wasn’t the first time; in fact, she occupied many of my thoughts today. Yesterday had been one of the most enjoyable days I’d had in years.
I closed my eyes and let the memories wash over me. I was glad to be alone in my room since I sported a goofy grin. Then Robyn’s tear-stained face flashed into my thoughts. Since I wasn’t one to cry often, her reaction had surprised me when the actress playing Elphaba belted out Defying Gravity. When the curtain dropped at the end of the first act, the myriad emotions firing in Robyn’s eyes captivated me. Her expression, though marked by sadness and pain, revealed also a fierce hope, resilience, and a hint of anger.
When I’d mentioned it to Robyn at intermission, she’d laughed and said, “And you didn’t think you’d be any good at emotion charades. I’d say you nailed it.”
I’d felt an embarrassing level of pride at her compliment. Had Emma been right? Was I missing out on life because I was too driven? No. Emma just didn’t understand. How could she? Even though she was older, I’d been responsible for the family. Wasn’t that what Auntie Bess told me?
My jaw tightened. I focused on relaxing it. I wouldn’t ruin the effects of my massage. Lying here, my eyes had gotten heavy. I should move—get up. I avoided napping in the middle of the day. My emails wouldn’t answer themselves.
I grabbed the blanket from the end of the bed and pulled it over me. Closing my eyes, I let the visions from yesterday dance in my head.
I sighed as sleep pulled at me.



CHAPTER 22
IT WAS MONDAY MORNING, and the beginning of our second week at the retreat. I couldn’t believe how quickly the first week had flown by. I’d already finished breakfast and was sipping on my second cup of coffee.
Dana had been trying to convince me to join her for tai chi, but Emma’s arrival interrupted her midsentence.
“What’s everyone doing this morning?” Emma said, as if she had a sixth sense that she needed to keep an eye on me.
“Blake and I were just discussing going to tai chi,” Dana responded.
Emma raised her eyebrows. “You were, were you?” She patted my shoulder. “I’m afraid Blake is signed up for something else.”
“I enjoyed tai chi the other day.” Pleading my case wouldn’t help, but the way the others were acting this morning had me nervous. Call me paranoid, but I swore they kept exchanging looks while we prepared breakfast.
“No can do,” Emma said.
A flash of irritation flitted across Dana’s face. “I still can’t believe you’re letting your sister call all the shots.”
“I can’t, either.” I sighed.
“But a deal is a deal,” Emma added. “And Blake has integrity.”
I felt her double-edged meaning. It served as a dig at Dana and a warning to me.
“I’m so excited for today,” Katlynn said. I studied her outfit, wondering what her first class would be. Her long, flowing dress looked like something she’d wear to a party, not a workout.
Emma pointed. “I’m guessing we’re attending the same session.”
“Are you going to—” Katlynn said.
Before she could finish, Emma cut her off. “Don’t say it. I want it to be a surprise for Blake.”
Amusement danced in both of their eyes. Now I knew they were just toying with me. In protest, I should lock myself in the bedroom and refuse to come out.
Annie stood from the table and shook her hips as she carried her dishes to the sink. “Girl, I think I might be signed up for the same session as you.”
Emma clapped her hands. “Perfect.” She turned to Helena. “How about you?”
Helena glanced around the table and pursed her lips. “My lips are sealed.”
Dana abruptly stood from the table. “Oh, for god’s sakes, they’re doing that stupid dancing in the woods thing.”
Before Emma could respond, Dana crumpled her napkin and threw it in the garbage, then she stomped from the house.
“Dancing? What the hell did she mean by dancing in the woods?” My gaze shifted between my housemates. They just grinned and continued cleaning up our breakfast mess.

The pack of us, sans Dana, made our way to the woods behind our villa. When we entered the break in the trees, we found six others already there.
As we made small talk, Robyn burst into the clearing, sporting a backpack. She waved at us. “I apologize for running late.”
I glanced at my watch. “It’s five till. No Millie today?”
“No. It’s her fault I’m almost late.”
“What did the darling do?” Emma asked.
“You wouldn’t call her that if you lived with her.” Robyn laughed as she kneeled and unzipped her bag. “She decided her playbox full of toys wasn’t adequate or at least not as fun as the garbage in the bathroom. I woke up to it strewn all over my apartment.”
We laughed as we gathered around Robyn, who pulled headsets from her bag. As she handed them out, she explained the control buttons.
I moved up next to Emma. “What class were we signed up for?”
“Shh, it’s not important. Listen to Robyn.”
When I tuned back in, Robyn was saying, “I bet you wonder what silent dancing in the woods is all about.”
“Damn right,” one woman called as the rest of us nodded.
Robyn grinned. “That’s usually the reaction I get. There’re six different channels, so there’ll be two dancers on each. Since there’s eleven of you, one will have their own private channel. All of you will get the same songs, but in a different sequence. Make sense?”
We all nodded.
“Each song is a different genre of music. Rock. Country. Classical. In theory, you’ll figure out who else is on your channel.” Robyn laughed and shook her head. “But that’s not always how it works. Sometimes, by the end, you’ll have no clue.”
Katlynn spun, and her dress flared out. “No matter what I’m dancing to, it’ll look like I’m dancing to Swan Lake.”
“And Emma will be performing the two left foot blues,” I said.
Emma playfully slapped me on the arm and then thrust out her ass and shook it. “And Blake will give us the come sex me up shimmy.”
Robyn laughed. “Am I going to have to separate you two?”
“Do you have another headset in your bag?” Annie asked.
“Yeah, isn’t yours working?”
“Mine’s working just fine,” Annie replied. “If you’re making us dance around like fools, then you have to join us.”
Robyn raised her hands and stepped back. “No. That’s not how it works.”
“Come on.” Helena took a step toward Robyn. “If I’m going to be moving these stiff-ass limbs of mine, you can, too.”
Robyn helplessly looked around the group. When she met my gaze, I raised my eyebrows and said, “Do you really want one of us to have to dance solo? Are you chicken?”
A competitiveness flashed in her eyes. “Fine.” She dug in her pack and pulled out another set. “I didn’t want to put you to shame with my moves, but you asked for it.”
The group cheered, while Annie and I let out a catcall.
“But wait,” Katlynn said. “Songs are all a different length.”
“I forgot to mention you’ll get a three-minute portion of ten different songs.”
“Thirty minutes of dancing. You’re killing me,” someone called.
“It’s okay to take a breather,” Robyn responded. “Just have fun.”
Robyn started the music.
I groaned to myself as Rock Around the Clock blasted my ears. How the hell did anyone dance to fifties music? Didn’t they move their feet a lot when they danced? Instead of trying to emulate the moves of the past, I focused on the music and moved with it. I wouldn’t win any dance contests, but at least I was on the beat.
I’d been so self-conscious about my dancing that I hadn’t been paying attention to anyone else, but as the time on the first song wound down, I glanced around the clearing. I stifled a laugh at the chaos. Numerous times, I’d been at clubs where some had no business on the dance floor, but this was something else. It almost made me dizzy as I listened to my music and saw others moving to a different beat.
The music switched. The beat screamed country, a genre I never listened to. Could I dance to it without a pair of cowboy boots? I had to admit the melody was catchy, and I caught myself tapping my toe and moving my shoulders. I chuckled as the singer mentioned his pickup truck, followed by his tractor. Yep, this was typical country. But damn, the beat had me moving. I couldn’t help laughing when the singer got to the chorus and told the country girl to shake it.
Again, I was lost in the music but remembered to check out the others. Emma and I couldn’t have the same song since she was jogging through the clearing, her arms spread wide. What the hell is she dancing to? Her movements nearly threw me off my rhythm, so I had to look away. My gaze landed on Katlynn, who didn’t appear to be dancing to Swan Lake. She looked more like a headbanger than a ballerina, which didn’t match her flowing dress.
What Katlynn was dancing to became clear once my song switched. Shit. The driving sounds of guitars and drums assaulted my ears. As if that wasn’t bad enough, a singer, if one could call him that, screamed words I couldn’t understand. How could this even be called music?
As the cacophony continued, anger rose inside of me, something I’d never experienced when I listened to music. Not that I listened to heavy metal. I glanced down at my feet that weren’t moving. That was when I realized all I had been doing was violently moving my upper body.
I was thankful when the music flipped to another song. The tightness in my jaw lessened. I’d been clenching my teeth and didn’t realize it. The familiar tin whistle at the beginning of the theme from Titanic filled my ears. The tension I’d felt from the previous song melted as Celine Dion’s angelic voice replaced the grating heavy metal.
I moved around our makeshift dance floor with flowing motions, moving my arms as if I were standing on the bow of the Titanic. As I moved, I spotted the two dancers listening to the awful song I just finished since their faces held a mixture of revulsion and anger.
I needed to determine who was on the same channel as me. I ruled out the two with pained expressions and Emma, which meant I’d narrowed it to eight. My concentration shifted to the others as I watched them, while I continued to float around the clearing, feeling a sense of freedom that surprised me.
When the song switched, I smiled as Defying Gravity from Wicked began to play. With the first notes sung, I recognized Cynthia Erivo’s voice. I glanced over at Emma, assuming this was the song playing when she ran across the clearing earlier. I flashed back to Robyn’s tear-stained face at the play on Saturday and let the powerful music wash over me.
Five songs in, I could feel the mood shift from apprehension and self-consciousness to unbridled joy. Smiles shone on everyone’s faces, except the ones I suspected were listening to the headache-inducing song.
I danced toward Annie, who sported a pained expression and mouthed, hang in there, it’s almost over.
She put her hands against her chest and mouthed, thank god.
I laughed as I continued to move, defying gravity as I went.
What the hell? The next song wasn’t in English as the singer chanted, with drums playing behind him. Soon, more singers joined him in his chanting. I had no idea what he was saying, but I moved in rhythm with the chants. God, this was freeing. I closed my eyes and lifted my face to the sun as I danced to the unfamiliar words. It didn’t matter what the language was since I felt the emotions behind the word.
A Latin beat, which jolted me from my trance, replaced the chanting. Shit. I still hadn’t identified my channel partner. As Hips Don’t Lie heated up, I figured this was my best chance to figure it out. I loved this song. It had so much energy.
Emma danced up to me, laughing. “Go, Shakira,” she said. Obviously, she’d already had the song.
For her amusement, I moved my hips so dramatically I’d make a Flamenco dancer envious. I had no clue what she was listening to as she skipped off. What she lacked in rhythm, she made up for in enthusiasm.
I focused on the rest of the dancers. My gaze landed on Helena, who continued to dance along with everyone, despite her health issues. She didn’t move as much, but her serene expression made me smile. Because of her lesser movements, I couldn’t rule her out as my dance partner. On this round, I’d narrowed my choices to four: Helena, two women I didn’t know, and Robyn. If I’d counted right, I had three more songs to figure it out.
Disappointment flooded through me when the song switched. My hips were so loose that I didn’t want to stop. A vision of Jennifer Beals replaced my displeasure as What a Feeling (Flashdance) played.
The music started slowly, and I channeled my childhood dance class. I’d never been one for ballet moves, but I waved my arms as I spun. Then the music picked up. I strutted across the clearing, kicking out my leg as I did, dancing with pure joy, just as Jennifer Beals’s character had done in the movie. I stopped short of dropping to the ground and doing a breakdance move.
When I noticed several women staring, I realized I’d been lost in my own world. My face heated, and I stopped dancing, wanting to find somewhere to hide.
Robyn was dancing five yards in front of me and called out, “Don’t stop, Blake. Don’t lose the spirit of the music.”
Emma moved up beside me and poked me in the side. “You go, girl.”
I smiled at her, but I still felt self-conscious. The music switched, and in Emma fashion, she shook her hips like a demented penguin and broke my embarrassment.
“You’re supposed to be dancing, not having a seizure,” I called.
“Then dance,” she said.
I tuned back to the music playing for me. Damn. How could I not dance to this song? Miley Cyrus’s Flowers filled my ears, and I threw my arms over my head and bounced from side to side with reckless abandon, emulating her moves in her music video.
When I glanced around the circle of dancers, my eyes widened when they fell on Robyn, who was mirroring my dance moves. I met her gaze, knowing I’d found my dance partner. Robyn exaggerated her movements, and I followed suit, letting myself go.
“We’ve got one more song left,” Robyn called out. “If you’ve identified your dance partner, I want you to dance with them for the final song.”
Soon Miley Cyrus gave way to Melissa Etheridge. I swallowed hard as I’m the Only One played. Many times, during my college days, I danced in the clubs to this song. As Robyn moved toward me, I wondered if she’d done the same.
The slow guitar rift filled my ears, followed by Melissa’s sultry voice. I tried to block out the lyrics as I moved toward Robyn. Was there a challenge in her eyes? Not one to back down, I matched my body movements to hers as she closed the distance between us. Our eyes locked as we came together.
As she rolled her hips forward, I did the same, keeping my body in sync with her movements. Only inches from me, she ran her hands down the side of her body. I resisted putting my hands on top of hers. Instead, I put my hands on my stomach and then trailed them down my sides.
The playful smile on Robyn’s face intensified. I raised my eyebrows and smirked as I moved closer, so our bodies were mere centimeters apart. As I thrust my hips forward, she pulled hers back, only to thrust them out toward me. I moved with her and pulled back, so the tiny space between us remained. We continued to move our hips back and forth, never touching.
When Melissa sang about desire, Robyn kept her eyes focused on mine as she stepped back. Then she glanced at the ground. When she looked back at me, there was a twinkle in her eyes as she bent her knees and rolled her hips as she moved lower toward the ground.
Understanding what she was doing, I moved forward and put one foot on the ground between her legs and the other foot outside. I leaned back as I bent my knees and lowered myself toward the forest floor. We never broke eye contact as we moved closer to the ground.
We rocked together, never touching, as our hands brushed the leaves. In an unspoken agreement, we began our slow rise to a standing position, and we continued our seductive dance.
For a moment, I forgot where we were and that anyone other than Robyn existed. Then I realized the music had stopped. I didn’t know how long we’d kept dancing to our own beats, but by the looks on the faces of those surrounding us, I assumed it had been a bit.
My face heated, and I stumbled back. Robyn mirrored my movement, just as she had while we were dancing, complete with bright red cheeks.
After a beat, the rest burst into applause.
“Damn, I’m not even a lesbian, but I think I need a cold shower,” Annie called out.
The others laughed, and I shot Annie a look of gratitude for breaking the awkward tension. It afforded Robyn the time to recover as she hurried to her backpack, tearing her headset off as she did. She shoved it into the bag before she turned her attention back to us.
“Great session,” Robyn said. “Usually, we talk about the experience, but we’ve run out of time. I don’t want to keep you from getting to your next class.”
“We don’t mind,” someone called out.
“Sorry, ladies.” Robyn waved her hand. “I have to get to my staff meeting at the bookstore.” She held up her bag. “I’m going to need you to return your headsets.”
I never looked at Robyn as I dropped mine into the bag.
Emma stepped up next. “Come back tonight.”
I wanted to turn and look. Instead, I kept walking away.
“Um, I...uh,” Robyn stammered.
“Yeah, come back,” Helena said. “That evoked, stirred, so many feelings. I think we’d all like to process them.”
Yeah, a chorus of voices rang out. My voice wasn’t one of them. Did I want to discuss this class with anyone, especially Robyn?
“Uh, well, okay!” There was a definite finality in her tone.
I’d not looked back to see her expression, but I sensed eyes on me. Were they Robyn’s or Emma’s?
The group clapped, and a few cheered. I heard Robyn’s laughter through the chaos. Had she already recovered from the dance while my heartbeat was still in my throat?
I kept walking down the path, ready to be away from the forest, music, and Robyn. If this was what letting go of control meant, I’d pass. I heard footsteps coming up fast behind me, but I kept up my determined stride.
“Hey, wait up,” Emma called.
I slowed but kept moving.
When she stepped up beside me, she said, “Wow. That was intense.”
I grunted but said nothing else.
“Sheesh, slow down. My legs are already rubbery from dancing.”
I kept my stride steady, so she jogged along beside me.
“You can run, but you can’t hide,” she said with a giggle. When I didn’t respond, she said, “Come on, Blake, relax.”
“I’m relaxed,” I said through gritted teeth.
“Right, and that wasn’t a fifteen out of ten on the smoking hot scale.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” I knew, but I wanted to hear her say it.
“You and Robyn. Jesus, I thought you were gonna cause a forest fire.”
“Very funny.” I crinkled my nose and continued walking fast. “I was just participating in the stupid class you signed me up for. Being an obedient puppet.”
“Methinks your anger reveals much.”
“What the hell does that even mean?” I stopped and turned my hostile gaze on Emma.
Emma stared into my fire-filled eyes, but she didn’t look away. “Admit it, there were vibes bouncing off the two of you.”
“The only vibes happening were two competitive people putting on a show.”
Emma smirked. “Whatever helps you sleep at night.”
My nostrils flared. What the hell? Emma was just trying to bait me. “Not to worry, I sleep like a baby.”
Emma took both my hands in hers, and she gazed into my eyes for several seconds, to the point the intensity was making me uncomfortable.
She finally said, “I approve.”
“Approve of what?”
“Robyn.”
I just stared.
“Dana and Noelle are nos. Off limits. But I give the green light with Robyn.” She winked at me before she let go of my hands. Without waiting for my response, she turned and jogged back toward the clearing.
I stared as she went. I didn’t want any fucking green light with Robyn. Did I?



CHAPTER 23
THE REST OF THE day, I’d been out of sorts. I’d gone through the motions in the classes we’d attended. To her credit, Emma left me alone and didn’t push me about my mood. I was thankful she hadn’t since I was struggling to understand myself.
As I changed my clothes for dinner, I tried to calm my mind. I’d wasted the day being edgy, but I wanted to enjoy this evening. It was a stupid dance, nothing more. It was everyone else making a big deal about it, which was the problem. Still, why had I gotten so upset and stormed off? Maybe it was something about the music. Everything here was designed to invoke emotions, so wouldn’t the music be the same?
And who the hell needs to debrief after a dance, anyway? I didn’t. But maybe it would be all right seeing Robyn. We’d laugh about it, and everything would return to normal.
Feeling a little better, I straightened my tight V-neck shirt. The one I knew hugged me in all the right places. What the fuck? Why dress up for dinner when it would be around the campfire? It was a pick-me-up to make me feel better after my lousy day. I’d allow myself to believe it.
I glanced at my watch, realizing I’d stalled enough that dinner would be served in ten minutes. Perfect. I wouldn’t have to make small talk or be harassed by the others.
When I stepped into the kitchen, nobody was there. They’d probably already wandered outside for dinner, and Emma hadn’t waited for me. What the hell? Was I butt hurt about it? No, it was just uncharacteristic of her, but I should be thankful she was giving me space.
When I stepped outside, Emma was standing on the porch while the rest were already around the campfire.
“I was just about to come get you.” Emma gave me a big smile. “Vera delivered the food a few minutes early.”
I wasn’t hungry, but I smiled and told her I was.
Emma’s face fell. “Oh, and Robyn can’t make it tonight. She encountered a problem at the bookstore.”
I shrugged. “It doesn’t surprise me she bailed on us.”
Emma frowned. “She didn’t bail. Vera said Robyn promised we could debrief as part of our sharing circle in the morning.”
Naïve Emma believed Robyn, but I didn’t. “Sounds like something I’ll be skipping.” It was obvious Robyn didn’t want to see us—me.
Emma pursed her lips and stared at me for several beats. Then she smiled. “Let’s go eat. It’ll make you feel better.”
Yep. Emma was going to ignore my comment, which was for the best.
After dinner, my mood hadn’t improved. If anything, it worsened. At least, I’d been able to disengage as others joined us around the firepit. I found if I smiled and nodded, nobody realized I wasn’t participating.
As I tuned out of the goings-on around me, the sun sank below the horizon. It would be dark soon, making it even easier for me to hide. Emma had drifted off.
While I stared at the flames licking at the wood, I sensed eyes on me. When I glanced across the fire to my right, my gaze landed on Dana, who didn’t disguise she was staring.
Ugh. Dana was all I needed. Or maybe she was exactly what I needed. I’d clear Robyn from my brain and take care of the ache between my legs. The ache that started in the woods this morning. It seemed like a perfect solution.
I gave her a half smile, and she returned my smile. When I raised my eyebrows, she mimicked my gesture, so I ran my tongue around my lips, only to watch her do the same.
Nonchalantly, I walked over to the pile of wood and picked up two logs. When I returned to place them on the fire, I squeezed between Dana’s chair and the empty one sitting next to her. After I’d added them to the fire, I turned, and as I brushed past Dana, I said, “Meet me behind Lovingkindness Lodge in fifteen minutes.”
That path was the least traveled and most overgrown. It was perfect to escape everyone.
“I’ll be there,” I heard her say as I walked away.
I found Emma, and guilt rose in me, but I pushed it aside. Having my needs met shouldn’t be guilt producing. “Hey, Em. I’m gonna take a walk and then call it a night.”
She took a few steps back from the group she’d been talking with. “Do you want me to come with you?”
I’d anticipated her reaction, so I already had my response prepared. I shook my head. “No. I need some me time.”
Emma gave me a sympathetic nod, which made my deception feel even lousier. Still, it wasn’t like I was betraying her. Tomorrow, I’d be a model citizen and take part in all the classes extra hard. Well, except for the sharing circle. At the thought, my stomach dropped.
No. Robyn wouldn’t interfere with my pleasure.
“Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.” We both knew it was a lie. Although, I wished she could tell me why I felt like this.
Fuck it. In ten minutes, I’d forget all about this mood. Dana would ensure that.
Emma put her arm around my waist and gave me a side hug. “If you need me, I’ll be out here.”
“Thanks.” I smiled, hoping to ease the worry lines around her eyes. “A brisk walk and a good night’s sleep will do me wonders.”
I hurried off before she could quiz me any further or decide she needed to come along despite my objections. Once I’d cleared the fountain in the middle of the square, which blocked most of the firepit, I shortened my stride.
I didn’t want to appear overly eager to Dana. We’d had a week of foreplay, so this wouldn’t take long. My gaze shifted between Lovingkindness Lodge and Harmony House as I walked down the path between the two buildings.
Halfway down the path, a shed came into view. It sat about twenty yards off the path and had a dim light burning in front. A whistle sounded, so I strained my eyes and made out the shape of Dana. I’d expected she’d walk to the end of the path, but this would do.
I made my way through the trampled grass that served as a path. About ten feet from the shed, I stepped into a graveled area. Good. At least weeds wouldn’t surround us.
In the dim lighting, I could see Dana’s smirk as I approached. Her hungry gaze eliminated the need for conversation. Which was perfect because I wasn’t in the mood for talking. Excitement flashed in her eyes as I pushed her against the shed.
“By the look in your eyes, you wanna tear my clothes off,” Dana said.
I put my finger against her lips. There was nothing I wanted to say, so I pressed my body against hers. Then Robyn’s face flashed through my mind. I pressed harder into Dana, hoping to chase the images away. Instead, a series of images invaded my thoughts. Robyn dressed up for Wicked. Robyn in her casual outfit. Robyn in her kayak. Robyn facilitating a session. And her face while we danced in the woods.
I stepped back—or more like jumped.
Dana’s eyes widened, and she reached for me.
“I’m sorry,” I muttered as I took another step back. “I can’t do this.”
Dana’s expression turned from confusion to irritation to anger. “What the fuck, Blake?”
“I’m sorry,” I said again, moving farther away from her. “I have to go.”
Before she could respond, I hurried down the overgrown trail.
“Seriously?” she called after me. “You can’t toy with people and run away.”
I walked faster, putting as much distance between us as I could. Once I reached the tended main path, I jogged. It didn’t take long before I burst into the square.
No way could I return to the party, so I skirted around the square, taking the path toward the main building. Once I arrived at the lodge, I spent the next two hours circling the parking lot. Finally, I walked back to the villa, hoping everyone had gone to bed.
Finally, something was going my way. I walked through the house, straight to my room, and pushed inside. As soon as my door clicked shut, I locked it before I fell face first onto my bed. All I wanted was to sleep and to forget this day ever happened.



CHAPTER 24
THE NEXT MORNING, THROUGH my bedroom door, I heard the others making breakfast. I was in no mood to socialize, so I’d make my appearance at the last possible moment. Emma had already knocked twice, but I lied and told her I wasn’t ready.
Could I stay in bed all day? Pretend I was sick? Robyn blew us off last night, so why couldn’t I ditch the sharing circle today?
Not only would I have to deal with Robyn, but I’d also have to face Dana. Last night left me unsure which I wanted to avoid more. The memory of my encounter with Dana made me cringe. I didn’t know whether she’d be hurt or angry this morning. If I was betting, I’d say angry.
If only Emma had kept me on a shorter leash. No. This wasn’t Emma’s fault, I’d gotten myself into this mess. Last night, I falsely believed Dana would ease the feelings swirling inside me or, at the very least, take the edge off. I hadn’t meant to toy with her, as she’d accused me of. More like yelled at me as I ran away.
In hindsight, had I set out to use Dana to erase what happened in the woods with Robyn? Not intentionally, but I doubted Dana would see it that way.
All day, I’d struggled to understand what had happened between Robyn and me. It’d stirred unexpected things inside of me. As much as I’d protested, I’d been looking forward to the debriefing session. When Robyn canceled, I’d taken it personally. I still wasn’t certain it wasn’t.
Another knock interrupted my thoughts. Before I could make another excuse, Emma said through the door, “I’m coming in.”
I didn’t have time to protest before the door swung open. Emma slipped inside and shut the door behind her.
“You look ready to me.” Emma stared at me. Her eyes didn’t convey her normal positivity.
“Yeah, I am now.” I stood from my bed and pretended to tie my already tied sneakers.
“Did you have a good time last night?” The edge in Emma’s voice was unmistakable.
I shrugged. “It was okay.”
“You better not let Dana hear you say that.” Emma frowned at me. “Though I think you’re slipping. She’s even more unpleasant than normal this morning.”
“What’s her mood have to do with me?” I figured going on the offensive might put Emma back on her heels.
“Cut the shit, Blake.”
I stood up straighter. It wasn’t like Emma to be so aggressive. “Why are you pissed at me this morning?”
“You couldn’t wait to escape, and Dana is the first thing you do.”
“Not that it’s any of your business…” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Nothing happened.”
“Oh, so it was a coincidence that the two of you disappeared?” Emma’s expression was full of skepticism. “You never saw her, huh?”
“I didn’t say that. I said nothing happened.”
Emma tilted her head. “Just talk to me, Blake.”
“I met her behind the shed. It didn’t feel right, so I left.”
Before Emma spoke, she studied me for some time. “You’re telling the truth, aren’t you?”
“Yes.” I’d told her enough. She didn’t need the details of why.
“Perhaps that explains why she’s slamming things around this morning.”
“I have no idea what she’s doing or why.” Defensiveness rose in me again.
“Then where were you?”
“I took a long walk to clear my head.”
“Still thinking about that dance?” Emma smirked and wriggled her eyebrows.
I stomped over to the dresser and slammed the drawer that hung open. Damn it. Since I liked order, I always closed any drawer I opened. I must have been distracted. This idiotic retreat was causing me to be reckless. Like leaving a drawer open qualified as recklessness.
“I don’t know why you keep going on about that stupid program yesterday.” I refused to use the word dance. It was my small act of rebellion. “Why can’t you just drop it?”
Emma pursed her lips. “Robyn’s already here.”
My heart dropped to my stomach.
“That’s why I was coming to get you,” Emma said. “We’re ready as soon as you get out there.”
“Then why the hell are you standing here giving me the third degree?” I turned toward the door. “Let’s get this over with.”
I’d hoped we’d have our sharing circle outside around the firepit, but as soon as I stepped from my room, I heard voices in the common area. Great, a more intimate setting. Emma almost ran into the back of me since I stopped abruptly.
“What are you doing?” Emma asked.
“Nothing.” I put a bite into my tone. I know it wasn’t fair to take my frustration out on Emma, but the emotions brewing inside me had to come out somehow.
“Well then, they’re waiting.” Emma put her hand on my back and nudged me forward.
When I entered the room, the conversation stopped. Was everyone staring at me? Probably since that was what happened when someone new entered the room. I glanced at Annie, Helena, and Katlynn before I looked toward Dana and Robyn, who sat on adjacent chairs. Had Dana sat next to Robyn on purpose, or was it a coincidence?
Dana’s eyes blazed, and not in a positive way, while Robyn’s expression was guarded. This could be a very long hour.
“Welcome,” Robyn said. “I’m glad you could join us.” She smiled, but her eyes didn’t hold their normal warmth.
What the hell did that mean? Wow. I needed to dial it back, so I gave her a slight nod before I took an empty seat as far away from her as possible. Once I sat, I realized my mistake. I was across from her. Emma approached the remaining empty chair off to the right of Robyn. Had it been less obvious, I would have seized the chair from Emma. Instead, I sighed and crossed my arms over my chest. Bring it on.
Robyn’s gaze met mine as I stared with defiance. Sadness filled her eyes before she looked away, causing my chest to tighten.
Just get through this. I repeated it to myself several times, hoping it would calm me.
Robyn turned to Dana. “The others asked that we take time today to discuss yesterday’s program, but you weren’t there.”
“You mean the dancing?” I swear Dana looked right at me as she said it.
“Yes,” Robyn answered. “Since you weren’t there, if you’d rather not attend this session, you’re free to leave.”
Hallelujah. At least now I’d only have to contend with Robyn.
“I wouldn’t miss this for the world,” Dana said.
My stomach fell. I had no doubt Dana was here to punish me. I drew my arms tighter against my chest.
“First, I’d like to apologize.” Robyn made eye contact with me and held it. “Especially you, Blake. I behaved unprofessionally, and I’m sorry.”
Dana leaned forward in her chair and rubbed her hands together. “Oh, this could be good. What happened?”
“What happened in the woods stays in the woods.” Emma raised her voice as she spoke.
Helena flinched beside me, so it wasn’t just me who noticed.
“Aw, come on,” Dana said. “I thought we were supposed to be vulnerable and share.” Her tone dripped with sarcasm.
“While the goal is openness, we don’t force participants to talk,” Robyn said in a measured tone. “They’ll share when they’re ready. It’s part of the rules of the sharing circle.”
Dana let out a snort. No way Robyn could have missed it, but she ignored it.
“Again, I apologize, Blake.”
She’d just reduced everything that had happened as a mistake. Angry thoughts raced through my mind, wanting to escape my mouth. I felt everyone’s gaze on me, waiting for my response, but I didn’t plan on giving Robyn the satisfaction, especially since her apology negated everything I’d felt. Damn it. I wasn’t supposed to be feeling anything.
Embarrassment washed over me. I’d spent all day yesterday thinking about Robyn and replaying the dance over in my mind. And I’d reacted horribly to Dana because of it. And here, Robyn hadn’t given it a second thought, other than to determine it was a huge mistake—a professional error in judgment.
I’d thought she’d canceled yesterday because she was wrestling with her own feelings. What a joke. She’d not even thought enough about me to cancel.
I glanced at Emma, who was glaring at me. If she’d been sitting beside me, I knew she’d elbow me and tell me to respond. Robyn continued to look at me, which I expected everyone was doing, while Dana sat next to Robyn with a smirk on her face.
“Anything you want to say, Blake?” Emma finally said.
I shrugged but didn’t speak.
A flash of pain flashed in Robyn’s eyes before she said, “Very well. Shall we talk about how the experience yesterday made the group feel?”
Who was I kidding? It couldn’t have been pain. I sucked at emotion charades. It was relief. She’d made a mistake, and she was off the hook.
The others threw out answers, while all mine stayed in my mind. Confused. Exhilarated. Confused. Happy. Sad. Confused. Angry. Hurt. Confused. As my thoughts pinged, the room became warmer, and the walls closed in on me. I wanted to leave, but it would bring unwanted attention, so I sat and stared at a spot on the wall a few feet from Robyn. It would appear I was paying attention when I hadn’t heard a word anyone said.
The group had been having a lively discussion for the past half hour, but I’d proudly remained silent, not willing to give Robyn the satisfaction of my participation.
“What about that damned ear bleeding music?” Annie said. “Day-um, that shit was bad.”
“How about you, Blake?” Robyn said. “How did the heavy metal music make you feel?”
After half an hour of my silence, why did Robyn decide to ask me this question? I met her gaze and held it. “Angry.”
“Snap,” Dana said, snapping her fingers. “I don’t believe Blake has recovered from that feeling.” Dana laughed. “Hey, Robyn, maybe you should reconsider the music you choose.”
Robyn didn’t break eye contact with me. “Would you like to elaborate?”
“Nope.” I put an emphasis on the p, making a popping sound as I said it. My eyes blazed, daring Robyn to violate her own code. She advocated for giving us the space to share at the level we were comfortable with. Would she honor it?
She pursed her lips, and I could see her thoughts churning. Eventually, she broke eye contact with me and glanced at the ground.
Victory! I’d stared her down, so why did it leave me feeling so empty?
“Would anyone else like to weigh in?” Robyn asked.
Emma was the first to speak, bailing Robyn out. I wanted to be angry with Emma, but how could I? My hostility must have confused her as much as it confused me.
The last twenty minutes stretched forever. I remained stoic, with my arms crossed over my chest. Dana had a perpetual smirk and interjected snarky comments wherever she could. The hardest part was watching Robyn, who did everything not to look at me. As her gaze swept the circle, her eyes shifted, so she looked over my head, so our eyes never met.
I wondered if anyone else noticed. Emma surely did. The only positive of Dana sitting next to Robyn was at her angle, she wouldn’t see it.
When Robyn closed the meeting with a moment of quiet reflection, I closed my eyes and tried to still my thoughts. My overwhelming thought was get me the hell out of here. I didn’t care what class Emma chose for me, as long as it was far away from Robyn. I’d do vulnerability ballet or verbal vomit bingo with any other instructor.
As soon as Robyn told us to open our eyes, I leaped to my feet. I’d almost escaped when I heard, “Blake, may I have a moment?”
Fuck. I kept walking as if I didn’t hear her.
“Blake. Teacher’s pet,” Dana called loudly. “You’re being summoned.”
I stopped midstride. If I didn’t respond, it would be obvious. I turned and faked a puzzled expression. “Huh?”
Dana’s eyes were hard, whereas Robyn’s were soft—tender.
Fuck her. Anger would be easier to deal with. Hurt would be preferred to the gentleness I saw in her eyes.
“Uh, yeah, I just don’t want to be late to my next class.”
The others hurried past me. I assumed they wanted to scatter as quickly as possible to give us privacy. Dana, on the other hand, took her time gathering her belongings.
Emma walked over to Dana and stood beside her. “Which class are you going to?”
“Um, I don’t know,” Dana stammered, seemingly caught off guard.
“Let’s go find out.” Emma moved forward and motioned Dana along.
As Emma escorted Dana from the room, I wanted to laugh at Dana’s expression.
Emma called to me over her shoulder. “Take your time. We aren’t scheduled to be anywhere until ten thirty.”
When the others had gone, Robyn motioned to a chair. “Would you like to sit?”
“No, I’d preferred standing.”
“Okay.”
One point for me.
“I’m sensing something from you.”
The woman is a genius.
When I didn’t respond, Robyn said, “I’ve upset you, and I’d like to make it right.”
I continued to stare. Without her asking a direct question, it wasn’t rude not to speak.
“I want to apologize again for my unprofessional behavior,” Robyn said.
“I heard you the first three times,” I snapped. So much for remaining silent until she posed a question.
“You seem unwilling to accept my apology. May I ask why?”
I turned up my nose as if she’d said something offensive. “Why do you feel the need to apologize? You said it yourself. It wasn’t a big deal, so I don’t know why you’re making it one now.”
“Oh, god, how could I be so stupid?” Robyn smiled. “I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.” Robyn put her hand on my arm.
I flinched and stepped back. “What are you talking about? Why would my feelings be hurt? It was a stupid dance. We were screwing around, putting on a show. Nothing more.”
“Then why are you so angry?” Robyn asked.
“Why are you so quick to dismiss it?” I responded.
“Oh, Blake, I’m not trying to dismiss it. I’ve just never reacted this way with a student before. Never behaved that way. I was afraid I made you uncomfortable, so I thought it was my problem to deal with, not yours.”
Fuck. Now she decided to be truthful and vulnerable. I liked it better when she was apologizing. I needed to get this situation back under control. “That’s the thing about you touchy-feely sorts, you overthink everything. It was a fricking dance.”
“Do you believe that?” Robyn asked.
Damn her. How did I push someone like her away with all her calm? Give me the hothead Dana any day of the week. I did the only thing I could to save myself. I lied. “Yeah, I believe that. It was just a dance. But all this groupthink and woo-woo stuff is making everyone read a bunch of bullshit into everything. I was screwing around, mocking the whole fucking silent dancing bullshit. It meant nothing.”
My words cut through me, so I wondered what they did to Robyn. If they hurt her, she didn’t show it. Her eyes remained soft and open.
“Okay.” She gave me a slight smile. “I hope this doesn’t affect our friendship. I’ve enjoyed your company and getting to know you.”
I shrugged. “The retreat’s done in a few days.”
She nodded. “But you will stay on for the next two weeks, won’t you?”
Will I? Maybe I’d tell Emma that I’d done my time, and I wanted to return to the city. I could get on with my career. Instead, I said, “Yes.”
“Good.” She clasped her hands together and put them against her chest. “I hope we can continue to spend time together.”
“It’s not like we’ll ever see one another again.”
“That might be true. That doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy the time now.” Robyn gave me an even bigger smile. It was open and inviting.
It pissed me off. Had I imagined the pain in her eyes earlier? Was it a show of remorse for the others? Here she was deflecting my blows like I wasn’t even delivering them.
“Of course, if you’d rather not since I’m an instructor at the retreat, I understand and will respect your boundaries.”
Dismissed again. “How convenient.”
Her eyes narrowed. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”
“I bet you don’t. And Emma says I’m a control freak. What are you doing with your professionalism and boundaries? Putting it on me under the pretense of doing the right thing.”
Robyn pursed her lips. “I see.”
“Do you befriend all the attendees?”
It took several beats before Robyn replied. “No, I don’t. While I have developed friendships before, they haven’t been quite like what seems to be developing between us.” I noticed the movement of her throat, showing she swallowed hard. It was the only indication of her emotions. There was a crack in her calm demeanor, but only a small one.
It was enough for me to push. “Yet earlier you said it meant nothing.”
She looked at the ground. “I apologize if that’s what you thought I said.”
“Stop apologizing to me.” I raised my voice. “Talk like a human being. Get mad. Tell me off. Stop being so fucking controlled.”
As my words fell out of my mouth, I realized I was the one losing control. Something I hated to do. “You know what? This conversation is getting us nowhere. Let’s chalk it up for what it is. Our friendship distresses you.” I said the word friendship with more venom than I intended. “So I’ll make it easy. Since we will never see each other again, it’s not worth your stress. Not worth you kicking yourself for being unprofessional. So I’ll set the goddamned boundary. You’re the teacher, I’m the student. End of story.”
I turned and exited the room. Tears burned hot in the corner of my eyes, but I refused to let them escape. I stormed out of the villa, only to find Emma sitting on the porch, waiting for me. I brushed past her and continued down the closest path that would take me into the woods. Maybe surrounded by nature, I could get control of myself.
Blood pounded in my ears, and my pace quickened. Helena and Katlynn were standing near the firepit, but I didn’t look in their direction. I lifted my hand and waved but kept walking. It took everything in me not to sprint to the safety of the trees.



CHAPTER 25
I’D ONLY GOTTEN A little way down the path when I realized I’d forgotten my cellphone. Fuck it! I didn’t need it. Weren’t we supposed to be getting in touch with ourselves and cutting back on electronics?
I took another step down the path and stopped. If I didn’t have my phone, Emma couldn’t reach me, and she’d get worried. Especially after my performance. My villa mates would be gathered on the porch, so I’d slip in the back and retrieve my phone. I turned around and jogged along the path, wanting to get in and out without being noticed.
I leaped onto the porch, avoiding the two steps leading up. When I landed, I realized the back door was hanging open. Odd. I slowed and glanced into the room. It was empty. Why would someone have been so careless?
I slipped inside and heard voices coming from the kitchen. Shit. I thought everyone would be outside already. Emma would just have to deal with me not having my phone. As I turned, someone raised their voice. Not quite a shout but close. Dana?
I backed toward the door, not wanting to get caught. The next voice I heard brought me up cold. Robyn.
What in the hell would they have to talk about, and why was Dana shouting? Though I knew I shouldn’t, I edged forward so I could hear better. I’d just check to see that everything was okay, and then I’d leave.
“You were listening in on our conversation?” Robyn asked.
Great. I didn’t want Dana to have any more ammunition.
Dana chuckled. “If you wanted privacy, maybe you should’ve talked somewhere other than the common area.”
“You’re right. That was my error.” Robyn’s voice was level.
“Ole Blakie was right. You’re a cool one—cold even. Hidden behind that warm exterior is a frozen heart. Nobody will tell me what happened in the woods. Will you?”
“Nothing happened. You were here for the session. We were exploring, letting go of our inhibitions and allowing ourselves the freedom of dance.”
“Apparently, you let go all over poor Blake. Weren’t you taking advantage of an uneven power dynamic? Isn’t that the feminist terminology?”
I grimaced, knowing Dana’s words would be like a gut punch to Robyn. Maybe I should step into the kitchen and make my presence known.
“You don’t have any response to that?” Dana pressed. “Well, I feel so much better. It’s you, not me.” Dana laughed. “I thought I was losing my touch.”
“What are you talking about?” Robyn asked.
“I’ve been trying to get into your girl’s pants since we got here.”
I registered Dana’s use of the words your girl. What was Dana talking about? Robyn made it quite clear it was a big mistake.
“If it wasn’t for her damned sister, I would’ve scored the first day. But I had her on the ropes. And then last night. Wow!”
Enough. I needed to stop this. Robyn didn’t need to hear about last night, especially from Dana.
Before I could move, Dana’s next comment stopped me. “This is priceless. I wish I’d gotten a picture of your face. Maybe you don’t have ice water in your veins after all.”
What did she mean? I wished I could see the expression on Robyn’s face. Was she angry? Hurt? Uninterested?
“She was a tiger.” Dana continued, while Robyn said nothing. “She pushed me against the side of the shed. You should have seen the heat in her eyes. Like she was gonna tear my clothes off and do me right there in the woods.”
Shit. It was too late to step in. Besides, I didn’t want to come face to face with either. I stayed rooted in place, unable to go forward but unwilling to retreat.
“Then she jumped away like something bit her in the ass.” Dana chuckled, but there was no humor in the sound. “She looked at me. No, through me. She was obviously thinking about something else, or should I say, someone else. After today, I’m assuming that someone was you. Then she ran off. Leaving me horny as hell.”
After several beats of silence, Dana said, “You’re welcome.”
“I’m unclear what I should thank you for,” Robyn said.
It caught me off guard hearing Robyn’s voice since Dana had been delivering a monologue. I squeezed my fingernails into the palm of my hand, frustrated I couldn’t see Robyn’s face and her expressions. All I had to go by was the tone of her voice. It still held her normal calm, but there was something else. A warble of emotions? Or did I just want there to be?
“Because, believe it or not, I like you.” Dana’s tone didn’t hold the same bitterness of her earlier words. “You’re the only instructor who gives me space. Who doesn’t make me feel like a piece of shit for not being ready to share my innermost secrets.”
“I’m sorry that’s been your experience,” Robyn said.
“When I came to confront you, I wanted you to hurt like I did last night. But now, I don’t. You’re in enough pain, so I won’t inflict more.”
“Thank you.” I could barely hear Robyn’s voice since it came out so low.
“I see how much you’re hurting,” Dana said. “People don’t give me enough credit. But I’m a lawyer. I’m paid to read people.”
I yearned to see Robyn’s face, but it was too late to burst in. They’d know I’d been listening when I should have announced myself from the beginning. A wave of guilt washed over me.
“This is my favor to you. To both of you. Blake has it bad for you.” Dana chuckled. “That’s the only explanation for her not wanting a piece of this.”
I imagined Dana running her hand down her body like I’d seen her do many times over the course of the retreat.
“Plus, I kinda like that girl of yours,” Dana continued. “She might be uptight, but she’s not so bad. Do right by her.”
As I debated what I should do, a voice from outside startled me.
“Jesus, were ya all born in a barn?” Annie said. “Who left the damned door open?”
Shit. I hurried to the open door and slipped out, almost colliding with Annie.
I muttered an apology before bolting down the stairs.
Emma would have to deal with not being able to contact me. No way was I going into the villa to retrieve my phone now.



CHAPTER 26
BY THE TIME I slipped into the square, I was nearly running. I headed straight toward the path leading into the woods, getting as far away from everyone as I could. My feet pounded the path until I reached the clearing where we’d danced. I didn’t intend to go there, at least consciously, but it was where I ended up. Seeing the space, the memory of yesterday flooded over me. I was unclear whether it was the fast walk or my thoughts that had me breathless.
I kneeled, trying to pull oxygen into my lungs. Emotions flooded over me, and I blinked back tears. Life was so much simpler before I came here. I sat back on my heels. Sitting on the forest floor, I took deep breaths and listened to the sound of the birds in the trees. My insides began to calm with each exhalation.
“You can run, but you can’t hide.”
The familiar voice made me jump.
“Em, Jesus, did you follow me?”
“Nah, I just happened to be walking past.” Emma laughed. “Of course, I followed you. After I saw you running from the square, I knew you’d need to talk.”
“Because I’m so damned good at talking about my feelings.”
“You are now. That’s why I brought you here.” Emma laughed. “If I’m not mistaken, you were using the breathing method we learned in class.”
I rose to my feet. I considered telling her to go away. Instead, I said, “Take a walk with me?”
Emma laced her arm through mine.
“You don’t mind missing our next session?” I asked.
“Somehow, I think this will be more beneficial than self-confession bingo.”
“Seriously? That’s what you signed us up for?” I turned and stared at her.
“No, I’m kidding.” Emma laughed.
The laughter released the tension in my shoulders. We walked in silence for a while before Emma said, “Tell me what happened.”
“Which part?”
“Nice try. Start with last night. Tell me what happened between you and Dana.”
“Nothing happened,” I practically shouted.
“I figured that.” Emma bumped her hip into mine as we walked. “Either that or you were terrible in bed.”
“Hey, I’ve had no complaints. In fact—”
“No. I don’t need to hear it. Unless you want to hear about Andrew and—”
“Stop. You win.”
“I thought you’d see it my way.”
As we rounded the bend in the path, the distinct sound of water filled my ears. “Hey, do you hear that?”
Emma paused and cupped her hand over her ear. “Faint. It sounds like running water.” Emma pointed through a thick patch of brush. “Through there.”
“Should we explore?”
“Are you trying to stall?”
“A little,” I admitted, knowing Emma would know the truth anyway.
“We check it out, but then we talk.”
“Deal.”
We pushed through thick undergrowth and walked a short distance before discovering a small waterfall. It couldn’t be over eight feet tall.
“I can’t believe you heard it,” Emma said. “We’ve walked this path several times and never discovered it.”
“Normally, you’re flapping your jaws, so we wouldn’t hear anything,” I said as I approached the waterfall.
Emma scowled. “Or your senses are heightened with everything going on.”
I pointed to a large rock near the waterfall. “Can we sit here and talk?”
Emma’s eyes widened. “If you’re agreeing to talk, I’d do it standing on my head in the middle of the waterfall if that’s what it takes.”
I snapped my fingers. “Damn. I wish I knew that. Is it too late?”
“Yes. Now get your ass up there so you can help me.”
I shimmied onto the rock and reached my hand down to Emma. She grabbed it, and I pulled her up. Once she was on the rock, I sat, and the warmth from the rock warmed my backside.
Emma slid down beside me and scooted closer, so our shoulders touched. This was good. I wouldn’t have to look her in the eye. Instead, I could stare into the waterfall. Something that always brought me peace.
“So what’s going on with Robyn?” Emma asked.
“I have no idea.”
“Seriously? We came here for you to give me a shit answer like that?”
“Relax. I’m not trying to be elusive. I just have no fucking clue.”
“I do!”
“Care to enlighten me?”
“You two want each other. Bad. But you’re both control freaks, in your own ways.”
“She doesn’t want me.” I hadn’t had time to process my conversation with Robyn, let alone the one I’d overheard between her and Dana. I was struggling to merge the two competing messages.
“I’d like it noted you didn’t say you didn’t want her.” Emma put her hand on my leg.
“She’s so not my type.”
“Also not a denial.”
I was tired of skirting the issue. “Every woman I’ve ever dated started with a physical attraction and—”
“How’d that work out for you?”
I glanced at Emma. “As you know, not so good.”
“Then maybe you should try something different.”
“Right. We’re only here for a couple more weeks. What’s the point?”
“A lot can happen in two weeks. Let go for a change.”
“Let serendipity?”
“Exactly. What will it hurt?”
A lot. But it wasn’t something I was prepared to say to Emma.
“Jesus,” Emma said. “I know what you’re thinking.”
“No, you don’t.”
“Twin power.”
“We aren’t twins.” I scowled, even though she couldn’t see my face.
Emma shrugged. “You’re terrified.”
“I am not.” I put indignation into my tone, hoping Emma would back off.
“When Marta left, how many times did you cry?”
Emma’s question took me by surprise, so I answered without censoring myself. “Never. But I was too furious to cry.”
“Yet I’ve seen you tearing up twice over Robyn.”
“Bullshit! I wasn’t crying.”
“But you wanted to.” Emma squeezed my leg. “Come on, Blake. It’s okay to have emotions. They won’t kill you.”
Hmph. Little did she know, but I wouldn’t argue with her. “It’s just this whole experience. Everyone’s emotions are leaking all over. Too much estrogen in the air.”
“That’s a new one.” Emma laughed. “So you’re going to blame airborne estrogen for your leaking eyes.”
“Yes.” I crossed my arms in front of me. With the ridiculousness of my reaction, I couldn’t hold on to my anger. I let out a laugh.
“There’s my sister and her sense of humor.”
“What about yours?” I turned to Emma. “Where the hell did you come up with airborne estrogen?”
Emma grinned. “Maybe we can get a spray bottle of testosterone to counteract any of the negative effects you’re feeling from the high concentration of estrogen.”
We both burst out laughing and continued adding to the story, making it more preposterous as we continued.
After we laughed ourselves out, I said, “I think I hurt Robyn’s feelings.”
“Then apologize.”
I groaned. “That’s what got us into trouble in the first place. Her apologizing to me.” I ran my hand through my hair. “I think I might have blown it. Besides, how do I know she’s interested?”
“Oh, she’s interested.”
Hearing Emma say that after what I’d overheard caused my heart to leap, but at the same time, fear rushed through me. “You can’t know that.”
“I read romance novels all the time.”
“Straight ones.”
“So. Aren’t you always telling me love is love?”
“Fine. But what relevance is you reading smutty books?”
“Haven’t you ever heard of a slow burn?” Emma said, choosing to ignore my smut comment. She rubbed her chin. “I’m not sure you and Robyn qualify as a slow burn. Not after that dance. Friends to lovers?”
“We’ve only been friends for a minute.”
“Fine. We don’t need a trope. I know you, and I’ve never seen you react to someone like you do Robyn.”
“What?” I narrowed my eyes. “I’m forty-two fucking years old. I’ve had plenty of relationships. Robyn is nothing special. So what if I find her interesting?”
“Well, at least you admit that. With any of your other girlfriends, there’s this raw energy.”
“What the hell is raw energy?”
“Untamed. Edgy.” Emma shivered. “It’s uncomfortable. To be honest, unpleasant.”
“So my relationship with Marta was unpleasant to you?” Why was I just hearing this now?
“It was unpleasant for you, too.”
“Really? Do tell how you came to this conclusion.” I knew my tone was full of sarcasm, but I still wanted to hear Emma’s answer.
“You were never at peace with her.” Emma smiled. “This might come as a surprise, but you tended to be wound tight.”
I couldn’t help but smile, but I didn’t respond.
“When you were with Marta, she never balanced that. You became even more uptight—on edge.”
My stomach roiled at the thought of how true Emma’s words were.
“But with Robyn, when she’s around, you relax.” Emma touched my jaw and then ran her fingers across it. “The tension in your jaw isn’t as pronounced, and you don’t get frown lines on your forehead. She brings you peace.”
“Not anymore.” Tears welled in my eyes. “Damned airborne estrogen.” I swiped my eyes with the back of my hand.
Emma wiped a tear from my cheek. “And that’s why you need to do something about this. You’re changing, Blake. I see it. But you aren’t done yet.”
“And you think letting Robyn in will change that?”
Emma remained silent for some time as the water cascaded over the falls. “No, but it’s a start. A step in the right direction, but there’s more. And you know it.”
What did she mean by more? I considered asking her, but my emotions were stirred beyond where I wanted them to be, so I remained quiet.
“I know you’ll get there. I have faith in you.” Emma patted my knee. “But until you do, you’ll never be free. You owe it to yourself.”
I snuggled against my sister, enjoying the warmth from the rock and her body. I laid my head on her shoulder and watched the water cascade. Words were no longer necessary, so we sat enjoying the peace of the moment.



CHAPTER 27
MY HAIR WAS STILL wet from my shower when I fell into bed. I didn’t have the energy to blow it dry. It was only ten o’clock, but it felt like two a.m.
Today we’d had Villa Wars, at least that was what we dubbed them. It was a friendly, and sometimes not-so-friendly, competition among the four villas. Miraculously, we’d taken second.
Thinking back to the games, Annie, despite being one of the oldest participants, held her own and performed like someone a decade younger, while Dana, just like me, was a natural athlete. It was the other three who doomed our team to defeat. Normally, our loss would have irritated me, but here I was lying in bed grinning at the thought.
We’d at least been able to talk Katlynn into changing out of her flowing dress into something more appropriate for the games. Not that it helped since competition appeared to be a foreign concept to her. At least, she’d been able to support Helena, whose frustration might have boiled over without Katlynn’s steady hand. Helena was a former athlete, so she was unaccustomed to her body failing her. Several times, I witnessed the resolve burning in her eyes, only for her body to betray her. My heart went out to her when I saw the determination turn to defeat.
Despite her limitations, Helena had done well. It was Emma who’d ensured our team’s defeat. I laughed at the memory. Emma could have been a formidable athlete, like me, but she never prioritized winning. Twice today, she’d stopped in the middle of the race to help one of her opponents. Who does that? My sister. Even Dana had laughed about it when I’d expected her to rip into Emma.
Dana appeared to have forgiven me, and we’d had fun during the games. She didn’t know I’d overheard her conversation with Robyn, but I knew my less guarded reactions to her helped ease the tension between us. I wanted to thank her for what she’d said to Robyn, at least at the end of their talk, but I didn’t want to upset the fragile peace.
Then tonight, I’d become the most popular person at the retreat. Word had gotten out of how I’d helped my villa mates with their finances. As I suspected, Katlynn’s financial adviser had been engaged in questionable practices. I’d referred her to someone I trusted, who was already on top of getting her funds transferred. Before this was over, there’d likely be a lawsuit. Good. Unethical financial practitioners made the rest of us look bad.
I’d had a string of women approaching me with questions. I’d been wary at first since Emma insisted no work, but when I’d glanced over at her, she’d given me a big smile and a thumbs up. After that, I’d spent the next few hours fielding questions from the group. It was exhilarating yet still tiring.
Who was I kidding? It wasn’t the games or the consultations that had me exhausted. It was Robyn. A day and a half had passed since I’d stomped from the villa. When I’d returned from the woods after talking with Emma, I was rejuvenated and ready to tackle the world. I’d hoped to see Robyn that day but hadn’t. While disappointed, I assumed I’d see her today, but she’d not shown. Since no classes were scheduled, it shouldn’t have been a surprise, but I’d hoped she’d come to cheer us on.
I’d begun to get edgy. Was she avoiding me, or was I just being paranoid? I wanted to make it right, but I couldn’t until she showed up. Would she be here tomorrow? I’d already decided if she wasn’t, I’d drive into Madison. Show up at her bookstore if I had to.
I had no idea what I was doing. All I knew was I wanted to spend more time with her, even if she didn’t remotely resemble anyone I’d ever dated. Emma had pointed out she was as beautiful as any of my other girlfriends. She just wasn’t plastic and superficial. Ouch. I recognized the truth in Emma’s words.
Enough. I didn’t need to just lie here thinking about Robyn. My emails weren’t going to answer themselves. I grabbed my phone and plopped back onto my bed.
After opening a few, I found my mind wandering. I never had trouble concentrating on business, but I seemed to now. I narrowed my focus, deciding not to read them in order. Instead, I’d pick the most interesting—the ones with the most promise.
I read through the first one and realized once I’d finished, I’d not been paying attention. If asked, I couldn’t summarize the key points. My thoughts had drifted to Marta and then further back to other women I’d dated. All much different from Robyn.
Emma was right, Robyn was pretty. I smiled as I remembered how beautiful she looked in her dress the night of the play, but she was just as beautiful without makeup in her jeans and T-shirt. She wasn’t flashy eye candy like Marta and most of the others, but thinking of her now made my heart race.
Even though she was running a tiny bookstore in Madison, not a high-powered corporation like Marta, it didn’t seem to matter to me. At least, not right now. Maybe dating someone with less drive and ambition would be good for me, someone who exuded peace and tranquility. I’d never describe anyone I’d dated before as peaceful or tranquil. Intense and hard-nosed were better descriptors.
I scrolled through a few more emails, hoping to find one that’d hold my interest. I skimmed through one from a headhunter, discussing the educational opportunities the company they represented offered to their executive team.
Education. I leaned against the pillow behind me. Marta held a master’s degree from MIT, so there was no questioning her intellect, but Robyn had a different intelligence. She could read people—situations. In the past, I wouldn’t have considered it a talent, but I’d seen her work her magic in groups. She knew when to draw people out and when to back off. It was an art, but I suspected there was more science behind it than I understood. No, there was no doubting Robyn’s intelligence.
Why was I comparing her to my previous girlfriends? It wasn’t fair to her. Besides, we had three weeks, so we couldn’t have anything more than a fling. If she even wanted one, which I’d doubted since she’d been MIA.
I tossed my phone to the opposite side of the bed before I lay back and closed my eyes. My emails could wait. I wanted to be rested in the morning for when I saw Robyn. I reiterated to myself, when not if.
I closed my eyes, and Robyn’s smiling face filled my mind. With a contented sigh, I rolled onto my side.



CHAPTER 28
I STUDIED MYSELF IN the bathroom mirror. After lunch, I’d slipped into my bedroom to freshen up, wanting to look good for the afternoon sessions. Right. It was Robyn I wanted to impress. I just hoped I’d see her this afternoon.
She hadn’t been our facilitator at our morning sharing circle. I kept trying to convince myself it meant nothing since the instructors rotated. Still, this morning while getting ready, I’d prepared for what I’d say to her, so it was disappointing I didn’t get the chance.
With Robyn’s absence, the sharing circle hadn’t been the same. Or maybe it was just me. The questions had been uninspired, and my housemates ridiculed me for my answers. Okay, ridiculed might have been too harsh of a description. Still, Robyn would have explored the nuance of my answer and encouraged the others to listen.
Wow. I was wound tight. It wasn’t like anybody had attacked me, but they’d interrupted me when I’d answered the question of the morning. What fictional character would I want to be? Without hesitation, I’d responded Dagny Taggart from Atlas Shrugged. Katlynn hadn’t given me the opportunity to explain myself before she jumped on Ayn Rand’s political viewpoint. Then Annie and Helena had joined her. A political debate overshadowed the original question, and the facilitator failed to regain control.
Why did everyone have to make things political? My answer had nothing to do with politics. I’d read the book in college and thought it would be a rush to run Taggart Transcontinental. Dagny Taggart was a badass in a man’s world. Something I aspired to, but the facilitator never gave me the opportunity to explain myself. Oh, well. My friends didn’t seem to think any less of me. Still, Robyn would have handled it differently.
I dabbed moisturizer on my face before I turned from the mirror. After almost two weeks, Emma still wouldn’t tell me beforehand what class we were attending. Did she still think I’d try to get out of it or balk? Probably, and she’d be right. Most sessions she picked, I never would have chosen for myself. Had I known the content, I would have prepared, taking away the spontaneity of the experience.
“The serendipity,” I said aloud and then laughed.
Was Robyn my serendipity? If so, what did it even mean? My stomach dropped. I’d mapped out how things would happen with Robyn. I’d rehearsed the conversation we’d have. If Robyn was interested, would she have avoided me for the past two days?
The fear had been niggling in the back of my mind since yesterday, but I’d pushed it aside because it didn’t match my narrative. In my mind, when I saw Robyn, she’d take one look at me and rush toward me. We’d embrace, and she’d confess the last two days had been the longest of her life.
Jesus. This retreat was messing with my mind, or maybe it was that damned romance novel I’d picked up at her bookstore. The one I’d devoured in two days. Curious Wine. She’d told me it was a classic, but had there been an ulterior motive since it was set during a women’s weekend away?
I opened the drawer where I’d stashed the book, and my gaze landed on my notebook. The one I kept my list in. It had been sitting there since we’d arrived, but I’d not opened it. I pulled it from the drawer now.
I ran my fingers over the well-worn cover. This was my plan, my goals, my life laid out in these pages. Was it still? I was about to open it when a knock sounded on my bedroom door. I stashed it under my romance book.
“Coming,” I called.
Our friends were attending the same program, but none would give away the topic. Whatever the class, I expected extra attendees since it was being held at the lodge. The last class we’d done there was emotion charades, which was surprisingly fun, so hopefully, this wouldn’t suck.
On our walk to class, Emma was still ribbing me about my Dagny Taggart answer, so I turned the tables on her. “Someone who singlehandedly lost the Villa Wars for our team shouldn’t give me shit.”
“What?” Emma put her hand against her chest. “Didn’t I help us win the trophy for sportsmanship?”
“She’s got a point,” Helena said from behind us.
I looked over my shoulder and glowered. “I’d hardly call a participation trophy a win.”
Annie, walking on the other side of me, chuckled. “Honey, I’m the Gen-Xer here. Shouldn’t I be the one mocking participation trophies?”
I laughed. “I’m an older millennial.” I pointed to Emma. “And Miss Sportsmanship has one foot on each side since she was born in early eighty-one.”
“I’m a Millenialex,” Emma said.
“Isn’t that what makes you poop?” Katlynn asked.
I burst out laughing, happy to be distracted from thinking about Robyn.
“For fuck’s sake, that’s Miralax,” Emma said through her laughter.
“And for the record, it’s a Xennial,” I said.
The rest of our walk was full of the playful camaraderie I cherished from this motley group.
As we approached the lodge, Annie said, “I can’t believe how much you all have crawled inside my heart. Is that weird?”
“No,” Emma responded before I could. “All of you have touched me in so many ways.”
“But we’ve only known each other for a couple of weeks. How does that happen?” Annie asked.
“It’s this experience,” Katlynn said. “In our real lives, we don’t have the depths of conversations we do here. I’ve done many retreats, and one thing they don’t tell you is how colorless life seems when you return home.”
I didn’t understand what she meant by colorless, so I was glad when Helena asked Katlynn to clarify.
“Here, everything is vivid—colorful,” Katlynn said. “Everything we experience is filled with emotion, but the real world isn’t that intense.”
“But can’t it be?” Helena asked.
“I think it can,” Emma said.
“Me too,” Annie echoed.
“I hope it can be, too.” There was something in Katlynn’s tone that caused me to glance over my shoulder at her. She was looking at Helena with intensity burning in her eyes.
“I’m envious of Emma and Blake,” Annie said, not noticing the exchange between Katlynn and Helena.
“Why’s that?” I asked.
“You’re here together, so you can take it home with you,” Annie answered. “You’ve had a shared experience that’ll last a lifetime.”
I smiled at Emma, and she took my hand.
“Wouldn’t that be a great idea for a retreat?” I said. “Everyone would sign up with a loved one.”
“I think they do those,” Katlynn said.
“You’ve never been to one?” Helena asked.
“There hasn’t been anyone I’d want to do it with,” Katlynn answered.
Why did I hear the unspoken until now in Katlynn’s words? That damned romance novel must be messing with my head. “Have you ever stayed friends with anyone you met at any of your retreats?” As soon as I saw the expression on Katlynn’s face, I wished I could take it back. “That’s a stupid question. All retreats are different.” I hoped it was enough to deflect the question.
“No!” Katlynn said so loud that Emma flinched. “This retreat emphasizes honesty, so I need to be transparent. I’ve stayed social media friends with a few but nothing more.” She turned to Helena, whose expression was blank. “But this retreat is different.” She reached for Helena’s hand.
Helena stared at it for a beat, but then she took it.
“Helena, I’m not sure what’s happening between us, but the thought of never talking to you again terrifies me.”
“Me too.” Helena’s voice was just above a whisper.
I glanced between Emma and Annie, thinking we should walk faster and leave the pair to their privacy. Just as I was about to suggest it, a streak raced across the parking lot toward us.
“Millie!” Emma called. While I knew she was happy to see Millie, it gave us the opportunity to let Katlynn and Helena talk in private.
Emma ran toward Millie as Millie sprinted toward us on her stubby legs, her tongue flapping as she ran. When Emma got to within a few yards of Millie, she dropped to her knees. Millie barreled toward Emma, who opened her arms just as Millie launched herself at Emma.
The pug hit Emma squarely in the chest. Emma let out an oomph before she tipped over onto her back.
“Millie!” Robyn yelled from where she stood beside her van before she ran toward where Emma and Millie lay in the parking lot.
My breath caught, watching Robyn racing across the parking lot.
“Are you okay?” Robyn asked as she reached Emma.
Emma had her arms wrapped around Millie and was laughing so hard she couldn’t respond.
I jogged up and crouched beside Emma. When Millie saw me, she stood on Emma’s chest and put her front paws on my knees.
“Ugh, Millie, Jesus, you weigh a ton,” Emma said.
“Millie, get off her,” Robyn said, reaching for Millie’s collar.
When Millie saw Robyn’s hand, she launched off Emma’s chest. Caught off guard, I tumbled backward, and Millie landed on my stomach. My breath pushed out of me. Now I understood how Emma felt. I coughed, trying to get air back into my lungs.
Our friends arrived, but they were laughing too hard to help.
“Oh, god, I didn’t think it was possible,” Annie said. “But Millie took out both sisters in one swoop.”
Her comment sent the others into another round of laughter. All except for Robyn, who was still trying to grab Millie’s collar.
I held up my hand. “Stop.” I sputtered since I had little air in my lungs. “I’ve got her.”
I sat up and gripped Millie’s collar.
“I am so sorry,” Robyn said. “Millie, you are being a very naughty girl.”
Emma rolled onto her knees and then stood. “It’s my fault. I’m the one that called her over.”
“Yeah, poor Millie shouldn’t get into trouble for my sister’s bad behavior.” I looked up at Emma and gave her an innocent smile.
“I was about to help you up,” Emma said. “But now I’m having second thoughts.” She held her hand out to Robyn, who handed her Millie’s leash. “I think I’ll take Millie instead.”
Emma clipped Millie’s leash onto her collar and turned away. “Come on, darling. Blake’s on her own.”
I looked up into Robyn’s eyes, and my insides did a flip-flop. She reached her hand out to me. As soon as I took it, electricity shot through me. Had Robyn felt it, too? Gauging by the heat in her eyes, she had.
Back on my feet, I stood near Robyn, not wanting to move away, though I knew I should.
“Are you okay?” Robyn asked.
What a loaded question. “I don’t know how I should answer that.”
Surprise flashed in her eyes. It gave me a sense of satisfaction to see her reaction. I doubted she’d expected me to be so forthright.
“Uh, I mean, did Millie hurt you?”
“No. It wasn’t Millie that hurt me.” Damn. I was on fire with my double meanings.
“Are you here for the class?” Robyn asked.
“You mean there’s a class going on here?” I asked with a smile.
Robyn finally smiled. “Okay, I deserved that. Pretty stupid question.”
“Nah, I’m just messing with you.” I smiled. “I was hoping to see you today.”
Her eyes widened. “You were?”
“I seem to have surprised you.”
“Yeah, I guess you did. I wasn’t sure how things would be between us after, uh, after Tuesday.”
“I missed... I mean, you missed an epic battle.”
“Vera told me. Second place, huh?” Robyn scrunched up her face. “I’d have thought you’d do better.”
I stared at her and let my mouth fall open before I responded. “Hey, didn’t she tell you about Emma?”
Robyn laughed. “I knew it would get me back on firmer ground.” She winked at me. “You had me back on my heels there for a second.”
I moved closer to her, so we were only inches apart. “Do you think I might throw you off your game again?”
Her face reddened, and she glanced around. When she did, I realized the others were gone, and Robyn and I were alone. By her reaction, I suspected she’d not noticed they’d left, either.
“I guess they wanted to leave us alone,” I said.
“Apparently.”
I reached for her hand, but she backed up.
“Blake, we can’t do this here.” She glanced at her watch. “I have to facilitate the class in ten minutes.”
“Yeah.” I knew she was right, but disappointment coursed through me.
“We’ll talk later. Clear the air.”
I stiffened, not liking the words she’d chosen. Clear the air wasn’t a ringing endorsement of how she felt about me. My first reaction was to save face and pretend I didn’t care, either. Instead, I took a deep breath and said, “I don’t want to clear the air. I want to talk about how I feel about you.”
Robyn took in an audible breath. “Please, we can’t do this here or now.”
I smirked, even though I felt like vomiting. It was time I stopped playing it safe. “I know you’re scared, so am I, but it doesn’t change how I feel.”
“What’s gotten into you?” Robyn put her hand against her chest. “I’m supposed to be the emotionally mature one here.”
“I had an excellent teacher.” I winked at her and held out my arm. “Can I walk you to class?”
She glanced at the lodge and then back at my arm. Finally, she linked hers through mine. We walked to the building without speaking. My heart soared, having Robyn close to me.



CHAPTER 29
LEAVE IT TO EMMA to choose another intense class. This one was called silent conversation, and the room was full. There were at least a hundred people in attendance.
Vera did a plug for the retreat before she introduced Robyn. When Robyn took the stage, she welcomed all the outside participants and greeted those of us she knew.
“I’m thrilled that so many showed up today. Many of you know about this program, but bear with me while I explain it to those who don’t. I’ll try to be brief.”
I couldn’t help but admire how natural Robyn was on stage. She gracefully moved around and talked so effortlessly that I’d bet everyone thought she was talking to them. She explained that for the next hour and a half, she’d invite volunteers up to have a silent conversation with someone else in the audience.
“Words are forbidden,” Robyn said. “I know, some might think it’s ridiculous, but understand, sometimes words get in the way. We’re so busy formulating our responses we miss what the other person is trying to say. In a wordless conversation, we’re forced to focus. We’re more open to the other person’s message.”
Robyn moved to the edge of the stage and sat down. “With so many participants, everyone won’t get an opportunity today.”
Someone behind me called out, “Bummer.” The sarcasm was thick in her voice.
Robyn laughed. “I bet some of you just took an enormous sigh of relief. Of course, this is voluntary. We’re not here to make anyone uncomfortable. In case you don’t get the opportunity, observing is just as powerful. One might say even more so.”
“You know the warning label that says don’t try this at home?” Robyn paused and looked around the crowd. “Well, I’m telling you to try this at home. It can be an amazing tool to help you communicate with your loved ones.” She pointed toward the back of the room. “My contact information is on the table. Please, reach out to me and let me know how you incorporate it into your own communications.”
“Now,” Robyn said as she stood. “Vera and I will demonstrate how this is done before we call up our first participants.”
Vera walked to the center of the stage. It only took a few seconds to determine Robyn was asking for a raise. I could tell by Vera’s reaction, she was privy to what Robyn was doing.
After they’d finished and Vera had turned down Robyn’s request, Robyn smiled at the audience. “Of course, that wasn’t a real interaction, or Vera would have gladly given me a raise.”
Everyone laughed.
“The point is, were you surprised how easy you followed the conversation?” Robyn asked.
I nodded and glanced at Emma, who was nodding along with me.
“All right then, I need some volunteers.”
The number of hands that shot up shocked me.
The first half hour, I watched mesmerized. My gaze shifted between the participants and Robyn, who helped facilitate the discussions. I was impressed by her intense concentration and the skillful way she inserted herself just long enough for the pair to move forward.
I’d seen plenty of women command a boardroom, but this might have been the sexiest thing I’d ever witnessed. Fuck. I needed to get my libido in check, so I focused harder on the participants. My attention kept drifting back to Robyn, no matter how hard I tried not to.
I’d been so entranced by what was happening on the stage, I’d not realized that Robyn had chosen Katlynn and Helena to join her.
Katlynn bound up the stairs with a confident aura, while apprehension showed in Helena’s cautious ascent.
Robyn welcomed them with a hug before she turned the stage over to Katlynn.
I nudged Emma. “What’s she going to do?”
Emma shook her head and shrugged. “I don’t know, but poor Helena looks terrified.”
I nodded before focusing my full attention on our friends.
Katlynn placed both hands over her own chest and pushed against it. Then she did an exaggerated shrug before she lifted her hands to shoulder level and shrugged again.
Coupled with her expression, I interpreted she was trying to convey confusion. Helena must have picked up her meaning because she nodded.
Katlynn put her hands over her chest again, lifted them off, and then put them against her chest. She repeated the movement several times, signifying what I believed was a beating heart.
Helena smiled at her and placed her own hands over her own chest and mimicked the gesture.
A silent, prolonged gaze connected them, so no gestures were necessary. Even though I couldn’t see their eyes, I could feel their heat.
Abruptly, Helena took several steps back, shook her head, and made an exaggerated frown. She held her left arm out in front of her and then let it drop to her side. Then she grabbed her left arm with her right hand and lifted it to an extended position. Once she let go of her arm, it fell back against her side. She repeated the gesture several times.
By the pained expression on Katlynn’s face, she interpreted Helena’s meaning the same as I did. Helena’s actions represented her physical deterioration.
Katlynn steeled her jaw, stood up straight, and pounded her fist against her own chest. Several people in the audience gasped at the gesture, while Emma flinched beside me.
Helena, seeing the determined expression on Katlynn’s face, stood a little taller herself, and a hopeful expression replaced the apprehension that was there moments before.
Katlynn smiled and held out her hand palm up toward Helena. For several beats, Helena looked from Katlynn’s face to her outstretched hand before she took a tentative step forward.
Even though Katlynn leaned forward, she remained standing in place. Her expression conveyed her struggle not to rush toward Helena. Instead, she wiggled her fingers as if to encourage Helena to come to her. I viewed it as an invitation, but also an acknowledgment that the decision was in Helena’s hands.
Damn. When had I become skilled at reading people?
Helena’s second step was less tentative than her first, and by her third step, she showed no apprehension as she covered the distance between them.
The audience cheered when Helena grasped Katlynn’s hand.
Robyn appeared beside them and put a hand on their shoulders. Her eyes were misty. Watching the pair had been so compelling that I’d temporarily forgotten Robyn.
“Wow,” Emma said.
“Wow is right,” I responded.
Robyn spoke to them in a voice too low for us to hear. Helena and Katlynn sported enormous smiles and still held hands.
“Thank you for that lovely conversation,” Robyn said as Katlynn and Helena made their way from the stage. “That was beautiful. I hope everyone watching can see the magic happening without words.”
“I’m stunned,” someone called from the audience.
“I know, right?” Robyn smiled. “The first time I attended a silent session, I was skeptical, but I’ll ask you the same question the facilitator asked me. Have you ever seen an opera or gone to the ballet?”
Murmurs rose from the crowd.
“See.” Robyn pointed at the group. “It all clicked when she said that. I’ve gone to several operas, and I don’t speak a lick of Italian, yet I followed the story. That’s what we’re doing here, evoking emotions through means other than words.”
Katlynn and Helena had returned to their seats beside Emma and still held hands. I peeked around Emma and gave them a thumbs up.
Robyn called more participants on stage, including a trio, before announcing there was time for one more pair.
She placed her hand on her forehead, cupped her hand, and peered out at the group. “I’m looking for one more, so raise your hands high.”
I felt Emma shift beside me, but I was too busy staring at Robyn to give Emma much thought. As Robyn’s gaze swept the crowd, her eyes widened when they met mine.
She nodded at me and mouthed, are you sure?
Huh? Was she asking me whether I was sure about her? Certainly she wouldn’t do that in front of everyone.
“It looks like we have our last pair.” Robyn pointed toward me.
What?
When Emma let out a squeal, I realized she wasn’t pointing at me after all.
“Come on.” Emma jumped to her feet and grabbed the back of my shirt.
Did she expect me to get up in front of everyone? By the twinkle in her eye, I believed she did. I balked, but something stopped me.
Besides, how bad could it be, anyway? Typical Emma, she’d do some sappy thank you for the time we’d spent together.
I tried to block out the eyes on us as Emma led me up the stairs onto the stage. Despite my trepidation, after Robyn wrapped me in a hug, it all became worth it.
Once we broke our embrace, Robyn squeezed my arm and said, “You’ve got this. Just allow yourself to be vulnerable.”
I smiled at her. “In other words, surrender my control.”
“You said it, I didn’t.”
During my exchange with Robyn, I nearly forgot I was standing on a stage in front of at least a hundred people. I was used to speaking in front of crowds in my job, but I had no frame of reference for standing on stage not saying anything.
Next, Robyn embraced Emma, and I swear I heard Robyn tell Emma to be gentle with me, but I couldn’t be sure.
Robyn faced the crowd. “We have our final participants of the day. As you can probably tell, they’re sisters. Not twins.”
The women in the audience who knew us laughed, having heard us say it many times.
“I’m going to step aside and let them take it from here.” Robyn winked at us before she backpedaled to the wing of the stage.
Emma faced me and took my hands in hers. She gazed into my eyes for some time until it became uncomfortable. She released one of my hands, touched my head, and vigorously shook her head before she placed her hand over my heart and nodded with gusto.
I took it to mean I was supposed to listen with my heart, not my head, so I gave her a quick nod of agreement. She smiled before she turned and walked across the stage away from me.
What the hell was she doing?
She stopped, turned back to me, and then took a deep breath.
Was she going to do a Dirty Dancing move and run toward me, expecting me to catch her? I held back my smile, thinking of the disastrous consequences of such a move.
Focus. I needed to pay attention, so I locked my gaze on Emma.
In front of my eyes, she transformed. She stood up taller and thrust out her chest. She held her head high and leaned back. There was something familiar in her posture, but I couldn’t place it.
Next, she began walking toward me with a confident stride, almost a strut. My mind scrambled, and my heart rate increased. Surely, I was misinterpreting what she was doing.
I stared as she approached and stopped about five yards from me. She reached out her hand and twisted her wrist as if opening a door before she stepped inside. After she turned and shut the imaginary door, she cupped her hand next to her mouth, leaned her head back, and pretended to yell.
My blood ran cold. She couldn’t be doing this.
Then she reached toward her head and removed an invisible baseball cap.
She was doing it. My legs quivered and my breath caught.
Our eyes met, and I understood she knew I’d recognized her gestures.
Auntie Bess. It couldn’t have been clearer if she wore a neon sign, but why was she bringing her up here?
Emma moved toward me, this time walking with her familiar gait, telling me I was interacting with her, not Auntie Bess.
She narrowed her eyes, and a deep trench appeared on her forehead. Then she pointed at me and back at herself, though she stood up taller and thrust out her chest.
This was weird, but I knew she’d become Auntie Bess again.
Emma motioned her hand between the two of us, well, between me and Auntie Bess. Then she smiled, pointed at me, and danced around the stage. She put her head back and mimicked a laugh and threw her hands over her head, shaking her fingers, doing jazz hands.
I bet everyone in the audience could feel the euphoria. I couldn’t help but smile at her antics.
Then she stopped and walked back toward me with her own gait. Her eyes were full of sadness—angst. Emma pointed at me and then pointed to where she had been dancing. She smiled, but her eyes were sad. She kept pointing between me and where she’d been dancing.
I realized she wanted confirmation that I understood she’d been portraying the joy Auntie Bess brought to our lives, so I nodded.
She smiled at me and moved closer. The sadness in her eyes tore at my heart. But where was she going with this? Surely, she wouldn’t relive Auntie Bess’s death.
Then she put her hands over her face, and her shoulders shook. When she removed her hands from her face, she looked to the ceiling, and her mouth opened as if she were screaming.
What the fuck? She was going there. But why? I looked on helplessly at the anguish and pain on my sister’s face. Then she did something else I wasn’t prepared for.
She ran her hands down the side of her head. When she reached the bottom of her hair, she flipped her hands out as if showing an up flip at the ends.
No!
Then she put her hands on her stomach and pretended to tie something.
Mama. And that stupid apron she had until the day she died.
Emma met my gaze, and my eyes must have told her I understood because she dropped to her knees and repeated the gesture she’d done earlier as herself.
As Mama, she raised her fist toward the heavens and shook it. I’d never recognized how much Emma resembled our mom until this moment.
I struggled to catch my breath as I watched her anguish.
It felt as if Emma had stayed on the floor for minutes, but it was likely only seconds before she rose to her feet.
My mind flashed back to the day Auntie Bess died. My mom, who’d always been the strongest woman I knew, fell apart. While she continued living, she was never the same. Or maybe it was me who wasn’t the same. I could never unsee her abject grief. Had my childhood innocence died that day?
Back on her feet, Emma reached her hand down as if putting it on our mother’s shoulder. She pretended to cry, to grieve, but the tears welling in her eyes were real.
A knife twisted in my heart as I gaped at Emma.
She pointed at me and shook her head. Her jaw tightened and eyes hardened. She gestured toward me again. Then she widened her stance, put her chin up, and placed her hands on her hips as if she were a superhero. Then she pounded on her chest while maintaining her stoic expression.
Was that how she saw me? Cold and unfeeling? Didn’t she understand someone had to hold it together for her and Mama? She heard Auntie Bess tell me to take care of the family. Auntie Bess said I was the strong one, even though I was the youngest.
I couldn’t just stand and stare any longer. I had to make Emma understand.
With a determined set to my jaw, I stepped toward Emma and waved my arms, indicating I wanted her to stop.
She dropped her hands to her sides and looked into my eyes.
Several times, I jabbed my finger into my chest hard enough to leave a bruise, but I didn’t flinch. Then I spread my arms as if scooping Emma and Mama up in my embrace. I pretended to hold them, comfort them, as Emma watched.
Her eyes softened as understanding registered.
I mimicked putting a baseball cap on, as Emma had to represent Auntie Bess. Then I pointed at my chest and then put my hand out and lowered it, trying to get Emma to understand I was Auntie Bess talking to my younger self.
I could see the young confused me when I glanced down as Auntie Bess. I was thirteen, and I needed her. She was my hero, and then she was gone. Mama harped on her all the time to stop smoking. That it would kill her. And then it did. Then she was gone, and we were left to go on without her.
I pointed down at my younger self and pretended to lecture her. Telling her she needed to take Auntie Bess’s place, taking care of Mama and Emma.
And that’s what I fucking did. I took care of them.
When I looked at Emma, surprise etched her face. Had she not known?
She crossed her hands over her chest and squeezed them against her as if giving herself a big hug, but I suspected the hug was for me.
Then her expression changed. She clenched her fists in front of her and shook them as if pleading with me. She held her hands out toward me, palms up, and then moved them toward her and placed them over her heart as her eyes softened.
I stood, not moving, not reacting.
She repeated the gesture. I crossed my arms over my chest, protecting my heart.
Emma shook her head before she repeated the same gesture.
I averted my gaze, unable to take the pleading look in her eyes.
She stomped her foot to get my attention.
I looked back at her.
Anger flashed in her eyes, and she pointed at me, and then she threw her hand out as if she wanted me to leave.
Did she want me to go? To disappear?
She shook her head and pointed at her own face.
I stared as she put on the imaginary baseball cap and then thrust her hand again. Next, she pretended to tie the apron before she made the same gesture. Then she pointed at me and repeated the gesture.
My legs weakened under me. Was she accusing me of leaving like Auntie Bess and Mama did? What the hell was she talking about? I didn’t leave. Everything I did, I did for them.
Emma took a step toward me and held her hands together in front of her and then opened them. She closed them and opened them several times until she must have seen the realization on my face. She was miming a book, and then she pretended to write. Her eyes flashed with anger as she continued scrawling invisible text in the book. She gestured to me and then pulled the imaginary book to her chest, clutching it as if she wouldn’t let it go.
An expression of distaste settled on her face. She held out the notebook and sneered at it before she pretended to rip it up and toss it aside.
I gaped at her. Was that my notebook? I wasn’t sure if she noted my incredulity since her demeanor held so much rage. For good measure, she stomped in the direction she’d thrown the book and stomped her foot on it several times.
Anger bubbled inside me. I never knew how much resentment Emma held for me.
Then she did something I wasn’t expecting. She put her hands in front of her as if in prayer. Pain replaced the anger in her eyes.
I looked away. My mind raced as I tried to contain my anger. Emma was the only person I had left, and here she was telling me I fucked everything up. She thought I’d deserted her. How the hell did she think something like that? I did everything I could to help them recover while my heart was just as broken as theirs. How could she not see that?
Emma was waving her arm, trying to get my attention. I ignored her for several beats before I looked in her direction. She gestured toward me and then looked up and pretended to scream. She reached up as if pulling everything back. Then motioned as if she were shoving it inside of her.
So what? Yes, I’d shoved everything down. Someone had to be strong.
She pointed at me again and then wiggled her fingers in front of her eyes and trailed them down her cheeks.
I vehemently shook my head. No, I hadn’t cried when Auntie Bess died or when Mama died. Tears wouldn’t bring them back. Nothing would.
She put her hands together as if in prayer.
I continued to shake my head.
Emma placed her hands in front of her stomach with her fingers open. Then she threw her hands up as if everything was erupting from inside her.
I wanted her to stop, so I put my hands over my ears as I continued shaking my head. Auntie Bess and Mama were gone. Why did Emma have to bring them up now—here? I’d been doing well here, being open, but she couldn’t leave well enough alone.
Pressure built in my chest. It hurt. It was the worst pain I’d ever felt. Was I having a heart attack?
Emma walked toward me with a concerned look on her face.
I felt caged, desperate for freedom.
She stopped a few feet in front of me and held out her hand. I took a step back and almost tripped over my own feet.
Emma was at my side, putting a steadying hand on my arm.
I recoiled, and in a voice I didn’t recognize as my own, I screamed, “Leave me alone! I did the fucking best that I could. I did the fucking—” My sobs cut off the rest of my words.
I was unclear about what happened next.
There was a frenzy of activity.
I crumpled to the stage floor.
Someone yelled for the curtain to be closed.
I put my arms over my face, trying to block out the world.
Hands touched me.
Emma?
No. There were too many hands.
I peeked between my arms.
Robyn’s concerned face.
They helped me to my feet.
Annie. Katlynn. Helena. They surrounded me.
A pale Emma with tears streaming down her face.
Tears rolling down Robyn’s cheeks.
Sobs that sounded more animal than human escaped me.
My feet shuffled as they led me from the stage.
My knees buckled.
Robyn was there to hold me up. All of them were.



CHAPTER 30
MY RUBBERY LIMBS TREMBLED as Emma and Robyn led me from the stage. Blood pounded in my ears, and voices filled the air. Everyone spoke at once, or at least they seemed to. All my villa mates surrounded me like a security detail as they guided me to a small room backstage.
As soon as I sat on the battered leather couch, my body shook, and tears streamed down my face. My heart beat so fast I feared it was going to burst through my chest. I tried to calm my breathing, but my nose was plugged. It sent me into a panic. I gasped for air, trying to escape the claustrophobic feeling of not being able to breathe through my nose.
“It’s all right,” I heard someone say.
Emma? Robyn? I was having trouble discerning.
Someone sat next to me and put their arm around me. “It’s okay, Blake.”
But was it? Thirty years of grief, of bottling up my emotions, threatened to escape. If I could only push it down, but my chest was too full. Air couldn’t even get inside my chest, so there wasn’t room for anything more.
My thoughts were irrational, but how could I make them stop?
“I think she’s hyperventilating,” someone said. I believe it was Annie.
“I’ll go get some water,” someone else said. Katlynn?
Robyn’s face appeared as she kneeled in front of me. “Blake, it’s okay. You’re safe, but I think you’re hyperventilating. Why don’t you lean forward?”
I’d fallen back against the couch, and my butt slid into the well-worn indent. My feet weren’t touching the floor. I was trapped. Panic rose as I kicked out my feet, trying to lean forward like Robyn asked.
“Whoa, take it easy.” Annie put a firm hand on my shoulder. “Stop kicking or you’re gonna take Robyn out.”
Horrified, I looked at Robyn, who’d fallen off to the side. Had I kicked her? I reached out my hand, and she took it. With Annie’s help, they guided me to the edge of the couch. I put my head between my knees.
As I was leaning forward, I saw Helena with her arms wrapped around Emma. Was she okay?
“Emma!” I didn’t recognize my voice. It came out more of a scream.
“She’s here,” Robyn said.
Emma took a tentative step toward me with Helena by her side.
Katlynn returned with a bottle of water and thrust it toward me.
I flinched and jumped backward.
Annie snagged the bottle and gently, yet with a firm hand, pushed me back toward the front of the couch. “Blake, bend over and breathe. That’s your only job right now.”
“But Emma,” I said as Annie increased the pressure on my back.
“I’m right here.” Emma put her hand on my shoulder. “Do what Annie and Robyn are telling you. Breathe.”
I let myself fall forward. I breathed in and out. It felt like a million hands were on my back and shoulders, comforting me. Someone ran their hand through my hair, and I began to relax. The pain in my chest still made it difficult to breathe, but I was trying.
I didn’t know how long I sat with my head down, focusing on my breath. My hands hung below my knees, and water droplets pelted them. No, not water. I realized they were my tears.
Fuck. I was losing it in front of everyone. Embarrassment coursed through me. I needed to get out of here. I tried to stand, but my shaky legs made it difficult. It was the same feeling I had in my legs the day I took my longest walk. The walk to Auntie Bess’s casket.
“Hey, what’s going on?” Was it Robyn who said it? It must have been because she was in front of me again. She placed her hand against my neck, and her thumb brushed my cheek.
“I need to go,” I croaked.
“Where?” Her compassionate eyes met mine.
I shook my head, and my tears fell harder.
Annie kneeled beside me. “Do you want us to leave?”
“No!” I grabbed Annie’s arm.
“Okay, okay.” Annie patted my knee. “We’ll stay.”
“I don’t understand. First, she tries to escape, then freaks out when Annie offers to leave.” Emma’s voice held almost as much panic as I felt.
Robyn stood and put her arm around Emma’s shoulders. “When people are panicking, emotionally distraught, they don’t always think rationally. It’s normal.”
I felt anything but normal.
As I concentrated on my breathing, the others talked around me. I made out snippets of conversations, but I couldn’t focus long.
After I got my breathing under control and blew my nose more times than I could count, Robyn encouraged me to sit up. As I lifted my chest off my knees, my eyes widened when my gaze landed on Dana.
She gave me a sheepish smile and wiggled her fingers at me in a wave. Where had she come from? Upon realizing she and Robyn were in the same room, my panic rose. My gaze shifted between the two.
“Hey, I can leave.” Dana backed up. “I heard something happened, and I came to check on you.”
“It’s not you.” Robyn moved toward Dana and put her hand on Dana’s arm. “She’s struggling.”
Seeing them together, seemingly okay with each other, I shook my head. “Please, stay.”
Relief washed over Dana’s face.
My insides quivered as I sat upright. Robyn had returned to the couch with the bottle of water Katlynn had offered me earlier. “Why don’t you take a drink?”
I took the bottle from Robyn, and my hand shook as I brought it to my lips. I wondered if the others noticed.
Robyn sat on the couch beside me and put her hand on my leg. “Just take small sips.”
The cool water was refreshing, but I took Robyn’s advice, even though I wanted to chug it. After several swallows, I handed the bottle to Robyn and leaned back against the couch.
The others stood, towering over me, and my gaze ricocheted from one face to another.
Robyn must have seen the panic building in my eyes because she said, “Blake’s doing better. Why doesn’t everyone have a seat, so we can all relax a bit?”
Emma dropped onto the couch across the low table from me, and everyone else scrambled for a seat. I took Robyn’s hand, indicating I’d like her to sit next to me.
Something in her touch, having her so close, caused the waterworks to start again.
Damn it. Hadn’t I cried enough? I swiped at my tears, which only made them flow harder.
Annie slipped onto the sofa on the other side of me. “I know a few things about grief, Blake. Don’t hold it back. The more you let it out, the better.”
I gazed into her tear-filled eyes, and the dam burst.
The panic from earlier was gone. Now all I felt was intense pain. Robyn and Annie flanked me, offering comfort. As I sobbed, I picked up a smattering of the conversation as Emma explained to the others what had happened on stage.
Auntie Bess’s story was seared into my mind, so I didn’t need to hear all of Emma’s words. Auntie Bess wasn’t our aunt, nor was her name Bess. Our mom met Auntie Bess in their freshman year at college. They had a hard-ass philosophy instructor, and half the class was failing. Several students formed a study group. The first session when they’d gone around the circle introducing themselves, Mom thought she’d said Bess. It had taken two months before Mom discovered her name was Beth, but by then, the name had stuck, and they’d become best friends.
They remained best friends. Auntie Bess had been the maid of honor at my parents’ wedding and been at Mom’s bedside for Emma's and my birth. When our dad ran off with his secretary, Auntie Bess was there to help. She moved in with us a few months later, and since there wasn’t a spare room, she shared Mom’s bedroom. It wasn’t until I got older that I realized what it meant.
Then, when I was thirteen, Auntie Bess got lung cancer. She died less than a year after being diagnosed. Our mom and our family were never the same.
I was uncertain how long I lay with my head on Robyn’s shoulder and my eyes closed, while I listened to everyone talking. Eventually, my tears slowed, and my chest didn’t hurt as much. I felt wrung out, but I couldn’t lie here forever, so I sat up. Robyn smiled at me and patted my leg. I returned her smile before I glanced around the room.
Emma sat on the couch across from me. She was pale, and her eyes were haunted. I wondered if I looked as bad as she did.
“Come here,” I said to her.
Emma scanned the room, as if trying to determine who I was talking to, figuring it couldn’t be her.
“I’m talking to you, Em.” I held out my hand. “Come sit with me.”
Robyn leaped up from beside me and went to Emma. She held out her hand, and Emma took it. Robyn must have been as worried as me about whether Emma’s legs would hold her. Emma tottered to the couch and sat next to me, while Robyn took Emma’s seat. Emma cowered against the couch’s arm, staying as far from me as possible.
“Get over here.” I opened my arms.
Tentatively, Emma slid toward me. As soon as she was within reach, I grabbed her and pulled her against me.
“I love you, Emma. More than anything in the world. I’m sorry I made you feel so bad all this time.”
“No! I never intended for it to come out this way. I’m sorry.” Tears welled in Emma’s eyes. As bloodshot as they were, I doubted she had many more to shed.
“No apology needed.”
“I didn’t want this to happen.” She turned in my arms and met my gaze. “Is it selfish that I just wanted my sister back?”
I shook my head. “I want me back, too. If it takes what happened to get there, then it’s worth it.” I glanced at Robyn. “Thanks for giving us this opportunity.”
“I regret letting it go on.” Robyn’s guilt was palpable. “Several times I moved to stop it, but then I sensed a breakthrough, so I didn’t interfere. I should have.”
“We can agree to disagree,” I said to her. “I know myself, so does Em.” I squeezed Emma tighter. “I’m hardheaded. I don’t break easily, so she had to drive me to my knees, or I would’ve just deflected and moved on.”
“But did I break you too much?” Emma asked.
“I’m gonna have one hell of a vulnerability hangover.”
Everyone laughed.
“I cannot believe I lost my shit like that.” I rubbed my chest. “I’ve seen stuff like that in the movies, but I never thought it was real. Damn.”
The smiles that greeted me warmed my heart. Despite my embarrassment, I didn’t feel as awful as I thought I would. While the emotional release terrified me, it marked the beginning of my healing.
“Can I ask something?” Robyn’s expression was serious.
“Yeah.”
“Do you have insight into why you try to control everything?”
I smiled. “I’m taking it by your question you do.”
Robyn returned my smile. “Possibly, but I want to hear your thoughts.”
“When Auntie Bess was with us, they were the happiest years of our lives, weren’t they, Em?” I said.
“They were. Auntie Bess was so much fun. She made us all laugh, especially our mom.” Emma leaned against me. “Blake is a lot like her. Has the same playful sense of humor when she lets herself.” Emma’s face fell. “Everything changed, though.”
“It was a dark time when she died.” I sighed. “Mom was always at her to quit smoking, but she never did. For a long time, I blamed Auntie Bess. Maybe I still do. At the time, I believed she loved cigarettes more than she did us.”
“Most people don’t think it’ll happen to them,” Helena said. “It doesn’t mean she didn’t love you enough.”
“I know that up here.” I pointed to my head. “But my heart didn’t always listen.”
“It was harder since our mom never got over losing her,” Emma said.
A lump caught in my throat. “In a lot of ways, we lost our mom when we lost Auntie Bess.”
“It’s true. Mom was a shell of herself. Auntie Bess picked up the pieces when Dad left us, but nobody did when she went away.” Emma looked across the table at Robyn. “Blake adored, worshiped Auntie Bess. Even though I was the oldest, Auntie Bess gave Blake the role of protector.”
Could I say, in front of everyone, what I’d felt for so many years? If I wanted to be free, I had to. “And I failed.”
“What?” Emma said. “You didn’t fail.”
“Dad left us.”
“You were three.”
I nodded. “Then Auntie Bess died, and I couldn’t stop that, either.”
“No, Blake,” Emma said. “You can’t—”
“Okay, maybe I couldn’t stop those things, but then I let Mom slip away, and Auntie Bess told me to keep everyone together.” My breath caught in my throat.
“And we’ve come full circle to my question.” Robyn’s eyes glistened. “Is that why you try to control everything?”
I shrugged, feeling exposed and vulnerable.
“It’s okay if you don’t want to answer,” Robyn said.
My jaw clenched. “I figured if I did everything right, followed my plan, checked all the boxes, nothing bad would happen again. I could control the out-of-control, unpredictable world.”
“Did it work?” Robyn asked.
“Obviously not. But I believed it was. Nah, that’s not true. I knew it wasn’t, but instead of giving it up, I pushed harder.”
“Why do you think Emma didn’t have that problem?” Robyn asked.
I glanced at Emma. “Because she let go. She got softer, more flexible, while I got harder and more rigid. She bent in the wind while I fought against it. I believed it’s what strong people do, but Emma had more strength than me.”
“That’s not true,” Emma said. “You’ve always been my rock. Even when we were kids, so cut yourself some slack.”
“But it’s not working for me anymore.”
“That we can agree on.” Emma wrapped her arms around me and squeezed me so hard the air escaped my lungs.
As she was hugging me, Vera popped her head into the room. “I don’t want to break up the party, but I didn’t want you all to miss dinner, either.”
“Holy shit,” I said. “How long have we been in here?”
“It’s almost five o’clock,” Vera answered. “Millie had another argument with the ducks. She lost.”
Robyn groaned. “That dog.”
Once we stood, things got awkward. Did we simply leave after something like this?
Helena broke the ice when she walked toward me. “I know I could use a hug, what about you?”
I opened my arms, and she walked into them. We held each other tight, and then the rest moved in for a hug. Tears flowed again, but this time, I didn’t break.
While everyone filed out, I took Robyn’s elbow. “I’d like to talk to you. Finish our conversation.”
Robyn shook her head. “Not tonight.” She must have seen my face fall because she added, “I want to talk, too, but you’ve been through the wringer. You need time to recover.”
“But I feel lighter than I have in years.” I didn’t want to be argumentative, but I longed to fix things between us. Now more than ever.
“You just released grief that you’ve been holding inside for thirty years. Do you understand how big that is?”
I spread my arms out and lifted them over my head. “It’s freeing.”
Robyn smiled. “It is. But it’s also emotionally exhausting. Trust me, you’re going to crash hard tonight.”
“But why can’t we talk before I crash?”
“Because you’ve depleted your emotional capacity.”
“Are you saying our talk is going to be emotional?” I grinned at her.
She frowned, but her eyes still twinkled. “What do you think?”
Earlier, had she told me our conversation was going to be emotional, I would have panicked, but after what just happened, it didn’t scare me. I wanted to share my feelings with her.
“I’m good with an emotional conversation. I’m practically a pro after today.”
She laughed. “Cocky too.”
I smirked. “Tomorrow night, can I take you out? I mean, would you go on a date with me?”
Robyn smiled. “I’d like that.”
“Will you and Millie have dinner with us tonight?”
She hesitated.
“Please.” I held up my hand, which still trembled. “It would be nice to have you near.”
“All right.”



CHAPTER 31
THE VILLA WAS EERILY quiet without my villa mates bustling around the kitchen. It was the last day of intensive classes, and I was skipping them. I figured I’d had enough, and Emma agreed. If someone had told me I’d be sobbing like a baby, not just sobbing but doing it with an entire group surrounding and supporting me, I would have told them they’d lost their minds. How had I changed so much in such a short time? I’d always thought retreats were hokey and those who claimed to benefit unstable. My perspective changed. In less than two weeks, thirty years of grief bottled up inside me poured out. I had further to go, but after yesterday, I knew I’d continue that journey.
Last night, Robyn came to dinner and sat with me by the fire afterward. She held my hand the entire time, not caring if anyone else saw. She’d been right. By the time I fell into bed at ten, I was asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.
Tomorrow we’d say goodbye to half of the participants who weren’t staying on the additional two weeks. Dana was the only one in our villa leaving, and I’d miss her now that we’d made peace.
I had no idea what the next two weeks would bring, but it better include time with Robyn—lots of it. As I lounged around the villa alone today and took a long walk in the woods, Robyn filled my thoughts. I couldn’t recall when I’d been this excited about a date and found it hard to concentrate on anything else.
Even while answering my emails, Robyn wasn’t far from my thoughts. I’d narrowed my choices down to two companies. With Emma’s blessing, I’d dashed off an email to both, agreeing to an interview. Last night, I’d confessed to Emma that I had been communicating with potential employers. While I’d expected her to be angry, she’d just laughed, saying she’d expected it to be much worse.
I recalled last night, sitting around the fire with Robyn’s hand in mine. It had been perfect, except for how the evening ended. With so much intimacy between us, I longed to kiss her. Instead, she gave me a tight hug before she and Millie headed home. Would we kiss tonight? Would we do more? The thought sent a shiver through me.
In an hour, the others would return, so I’d better enjoy the solitude. I went to my dresser and pulled out my journal, the real one, not the imaginary one Emma had ripped up yesterday. Like I always did, I ran my hand over the smooth cover.
It had been my lifeline all these years. Now what?
I got up from the kitchen table and poured myself a glass of iced tea before I moved to the back patio. I set the journal on the small table positioned between the two chairs.
The sun was bright today, or maybe my outlook was different. Not wanting to put on sunglasses, I turned in my chair to avoid getting the full impact of the brightness. I stared at the journal, but I didn’t touch it.
Was it time I let it go? A knot formed in my stomach. It was all I had left of Auntie Bess. No, that wasn’t true. She’d always be a part of me. I carried her in my heart, always.
I tentatively put my fingertips on the book. Did I expect it to burn me? I chuckled to myself. In a way, it had consumed me most of my adult life.
Blaming the journal was easy, but I had painted myself into a corner. Emma was right. Somewhere along the way, I stopped having fun. I’d failed Auntie Bess, who’d been one of the most spontaneous fun people I’d ever known. When she died, our lives became less colorful. I should have taken on her role. Instead, I’d done the opposite.
“Fuck.” I slammed my fist on the journal.
“Whoa, Slugger,” a voice said from behind me.
I jumped. “Damn, Em, you scared the crap out of me.”
“Sorry.” She giggled, so I doubted the sincerity of the apology.
“What are you doing here?”
“I’m staying here. Did you forget?” Emma grinned as she slipped into the chair across from me. “It’s gorgeous back here.” She motioned toward the woods in front of us.
I’d been so focused on the journal I hadn’t noticed the beauty, so I took it in now. I needed to do more of this. Commune with nature. Live in the moment. I took a deep breath and let the fresh air fill my lungs. “The air is different here.”
“And—” Emma cupped her hand over her ears. “Do you hear that?”
I narrowed my eyes. All I heard were birds, so I shook my head.
“You don’t? There’s a million birds out there.”
I laughed. “Oh, that. Yeah, I thought I was listening for something else.”
“Birds. That’s it. No traffic. No people. Just birds.”
I smiled and closed my eyes, listening. With my eyes closed, the sounds seemed louder. “Nice, isn’t it?”
“What?” Emma put a mocking tone in her voice. “Did you say it was nice here?”
“Smartass.” I opened my eyes and gazed into Emma’s. “But yeah, it’s kinda nice.”
“Who’s the big sister?” Emma stuck out her chin and wiggled her shoulders.
I snorted. “Don’t push it.”
“Back to my question,” Emma said. “Why are you swearing and pounding on the table?”
“Oh, no, my question first. Why aren’t you in class?”
“I skipped it.”
I let my mouth drop open. “Emma Fulton ditched class?”
She drew her eyebrows together, which made her look more like a cartoon character than someone angry. “I have some bad girl in me.”
“Right!”
“Just ask Andrew.” She wriggled her eyebrows.
“Eww, would you stop it?”
Emma burst out laughing. “See, I told you. Bad girl.”
“Okay, you win. Just don’t say shit like that to me. But you still didn’t tell me why you skipped class.”
“I thought you might need my help dressing for your date.”
“I’ve been dressing myself for forty years. I think I’ve got this.”
“You know what I mean.” Emma frowned. “Have you picked out your outfit yet?”
My shoulders slumped. She knew me too well. While Robyn dominated my thoughts today, selecting an outfit proved agonizing.
Emma pointed at my face. “I knew it. You’re stumped.”
“Fine. I am.” I covered my face with my hand. “I don’t know what to wear.”
“Where are you going?”
“I don’t know.”
“What do you mean, you don’t know?”
I pretended to pound my head against the table. “Ugh. I suck at this. I asked her out on a date, and I have no idea where I’m taking her. How about a classy restaurant or something?”
“Shouldn’t you tell her, so she’ll know how to dress?”
I scrunched my eyes shut. “She texted earlier, asking.”
“What did you tell her?”
“That I’d get back to her.”
“Blake Saunders, when did you become so clueless?”
“I’m not on my home turf. If I were in New York, I’d have it all figured out. I date all the time.”
“Yet it’s been a long time since you’ve gone on a date with a girl you’re into.”
“Girl? Are we in high school?”
Emma glared at me. “You know what I mean. You’re just avoiding the truth.”
“And what would that truth be?” I shouldn’t ask, but I needed to hear what I already knew.
“That Robyn is different. That she makes you feel things you haven’t for a really long time. She scares you.”
I sat up straighter. “Jesus. I’ve got ice water in my veins. I’ve closed so many deals that nobody thought possible because I never blink, so I doubt I’m scared.”
Emma smirked and sat back in her chair. “You’re scared.” Her tone held a note of finality.
“Any suggestions where I should take her?”
Emma bit her bottom lip and said, “I have a novel idea.”
“What’s that?”
“Ask her?”
I narrowed my eyes, trying to understand Emma’s meaning. Surely, she wasn’t telling me to ask Robyn to marry me. That would be absurd. “Ask her what?”
“What she wants to do.” Emma studied me. “What did you think I meant?”
I waved my hand and hoped my face hadn’t reddened. “I asked her out, so I need to figure it out.”
Emma shook her head. “Remember why you’re here?”
Realization dawned on me. “Oh, you want to choose where we go?”
“No!” Emma practically shouted. “I want you to relinquish control and let Robyn have some say. Instead of me.”
“Oh.” I let out a deep breath. I supposed I could text her and see. “This new me is going to take time to get used to.”
“Don’t think of it that way. It’s not a new you. It’s you returning to the you that you always were.”
“I like that.”
Emma pointed at me. “But don’t think that you’ve made me forget my original question. Why are you pounding on the table and swearing?”
“That.” I turned up my nose as I glanced at my journal. “Trying to determine what I should do with it. Maybe it’s time to get rid of it.”
“Absolutely not!”
Her adamant tone caught me by surprise. “How do you really feel?”
“It’s a piece of Auntie Bess. The last piece of her. Why would you get rid of it?”
“Why would you pretend to rip it up?” I shot back.
“I was just trying to get your attention, but I’m so sorry.”
I waved off her apology. “You’d did nothing wrong. Maybe I need to do it to set myself free.”
“Do you want to be free of Auntie Bess?”
“No!” It was my turn to be adamant in my response. “Never.”
“Then instead of getting rid of it, you can turn it into something to move your life forward.”
I ran my hand over the smooth cover, and tears welled in my eyes. “It’s been with me a long time.”
Emma put her hand over mine. “And it should stay that way. You have control over it.”
I gave Emma a mischievous smile. “I thought I was supposed to give up control. Let serendipity take the wheel. Wasn’t there a country song about serendipity taking the wheel?” I knew it wasn’t the name, but I wanted to lighten the heaviness.
“Serendipity, take the wheel,” Emma sang off key, which I knew was purposeful since she could carry a tune.
“Catchy.” I nodded. “I see why it was such an enormous hit.”
Emma reached out and ruffled my hair. “Let’s go find you some date clothes.”
I pulled my phone from my pocket. “After I text Robyn to see where she’d like to go.”
“See, you are capable of learning.” Emma gave me a huge smile. Her affection for me was evident in her eyes.
“I love you, Em. Thanks for being you.”
Emma clutched her chest. “You’re killing me.” Then she smiled. “I love you, too, Blake.”



CHAPTER 32
“LOOK AT YOUR RIPPED shoulders.” Emma straightened the collar of my black cap sleeve shirt. “If you don’t get lucky tonight, Robyn’s blind.”
“That’s not what I’m trying to do.” I glared at Emma to emphasize my point.
“Oh, stop being indignant. I was teasing. You look incredible.”
“Thanks.” I twirled around and looked over my shoulder at the mirror. “Are you certain I should wear these jeans? White makes my ass look bigger.”
Emma slapped my butt. “Hard as a rock. I think Robyn will appreciate the curve.”
“You mean the bubble.”
“Seriously? I don’t think I’d call you a bubble butt.”
“Maybe not to my face,” I teased.
“You’re an idiot.” Emma stood facing me and put one hand on each of my shoulders. She looked into my eyes. “You deserve this, Blake. Go. Have fun. Let Robyn in. See where this might go.”
My chest tightened. “But this is our first date.”
“I didn’t say you had to marry her.” Emma hesitated and then said, “Yet.”
Ugh. She was killing me. My insides were already churning without Emma making it worse.
“I’m giving you shit,” Emma said. “Relax. Enjoy yourself.”
I nodded.
“Now give me a hug and get out of here.”
I wrapped my arms around Emma and squeezed. I held her for a long time, trying to convey how much I appreciated her.
When we broke our embrace, both of our eyes were misty.
“Fucking estrogen in the air,” I said. “Do you think Vera has it pumped into the villas?”
Emma shook her head. “Crop duster.”
We both burst out laughing.

I’d had to walk the gauntlet on my way to the truck. Aka, I had to go past our friends gathered on the front patio. I endured all their catcalls, doing my best to ignore them. As I stepped down the last step, I saw Dana coming toward the villa. I considered hurrying off, hoping she wouldn’t see me, but that wouldn’t be fair.
“Hey,” I said casually as I met her on the path.
“Hey yourself,” Dana said. She looked me up and down. “Turn around.”
Without thinking, I did. Then I felt self-conscious. I didn’t want to flirt with her or have her flirt with me any longer. Ugh. I couldn’t consider what that meant.
When I met Dana’s gaze, she said, “Robyn will like what she sees.” There was no leering or innuendo in her tone.
“Uh, thanks,” I stammered.
“Relax. I know when I’m outmatched.” Dana winked. “You’ve got it bad, my friend.” She clapped her hand on my shoulder. It was reminiscent of how a buddy would touch me, not someone trying to seduce me.
It made me smile. This time, I found my voice. “Thanks. Ya know, I like this version of you.”
“Ya mean the one not hiding behind the mask?”
“Yeah.” I grinned. “I think we might become friends.”
“Aw, shucks, did you just ask me to be your friend?”
I laughed. “When you put it that way, it sounds stupid.”
“Just giving you shit.” Dana smiled. “Um, do you think we can forget that me trying to get into your pants thing?”
“If we can forget that me
shoving you against the side of the shed thing.”
Dana laughed. “Deal.”
We bumped fists before I made my way toward the pickup.
Wow. This place was getting under my skin. Two weeks ago, if Emma told me I’d be happy not getting into Dana’s pants, I would have laughed at her. Instead, I headed toward my pickup truck to go on a date with the girl next door. Unbelievable.
The girl next door’s face flashed through my mind, and I realized there was nothing ordinary about her. Her penetrating brown eyes, so full of intelligence, were alluring, even with the crow’s feet beginning to form in the corners. But it was more than her looks. It was the way she carried herself. The way she moved. A mixture of confidence and strength, with a hint of feminine vulnerability. Even though I knew she could take care of herself, I sought to protect the soft side of her, while I wanted—no, I needed—her strength.
I arrived at the truck and climbed in. Just sitting behind the wheel, I felt badass. I wished I could get one when I returned to the city, but it wasn’t practical. The thought of returning to the city sobered me. No, tonight I wouldn’t think of it. Tonight, I wanted to immerse myself in Robyn.
My heart raced when I pulled up in front of Robyn’s bookstore. When Robyn stepped out, my breath caught. She wore a casual beige linen dress that came to mid-thigh. Her sleeves were short, like mine, but unlike my shirt, her neckline plunged. A tiny gemstone laid against her tanned chest and seemed to point to her cleavage. Her signature tousled hair was a little more tamed but barely.
I jumped from the truck and hurried toward her. “Wow, you look amazing.”
She smiled. “You’re looking pretty good yourself.”
I smiled back, self-conscious. I put my hand on her elbow and led her toward the truck. Upon arriving, I opened the door and held out my hand, so she could step up.
“Chivalry isn’t dead,” she said with a smile.
“Uh, does this bother you? I mean, if it does, I can back off.”
Robyn squeezed my hand. “I think it’s sweet.”

The restaurant she’d picked had been amazing. They served sushi to rival the best I’d had in the city. We’d talked and laughed, keeping our conversation light. I fought against getting too comfortable. We still needed to talk, but I would enjoy the moment while I could.
After our meal, we’d planned on taking a walk around Lake Mendota, and Robyn had asked if Millie could tag along. Robyn promised Millie wouldn’t get into any arguments with ducks, but I doubted she had that kind of power over her. Even so, I readily agreed.
By the time we hit the trails, it wasn’t quite eight, so we had an hour of light. I couldn’t help but sneak looks at Robyn as we walked. Her tan legs were a definite distraction.
Robyn laughed. “Don’t think I don’t notice you checking out my legs.”
My face heated, but not to be thrown entirely off balance, I responded, “Just like you’ve been checking out my ass.” I wiggled it for effect.
“I might have taken a little peek.” Robyn stopped and made no secret of checking out my backside. “Tell Emma I approve of the jeans.”
“Emma. How did you know?”
Robyn laughed. “I didn’t. At least, not for certain, but I sensed Emma’s influence.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “Now you have to explain.”
“You like to wear dark colors. Hides your curves, so I’m betting Emma had to convince you to wear them.”
I considered protesting or denying it, yet I wanted to be truthful. “I refuse to answer.”
“On what grounds?” Robyn’s tone was teasing.
“That I’ll incriminate myself.”
“That’s what I thought.” Robyn grinned and started walking again.
Millie was more than ready to get moving and pulled against Robyn.
I noticed the muscles in Robyn’s forearms straining. “Do you want me to take her for a while?”
“You want to walk Millie?”
“I’m thinking she’ll walk me, but it looks like you could use a break.”
“If you don’t mind.”
I steeled myself as Robyn passed me the lead. Millie must have sensed fresh blood because she pulled hard, almost forcing me to follow after her.
“Millie, be nice,” Robyn said in a stern voice.
Millie stopped pulling and looked over her shoulder at me. I swear she was laughing.
“Do you have any pets?”
“No. I mean, not anymore. When we were kids, we had pets, but not as an adult.”
“Why not?”
“Too busy.” I noticed Robyn give me a side eye, so I held up my hand. “That’s not meant as a negative. With my schedule, I didn’t think it would be fair to a pet. Even a cat. I’m gone long hours and away on business a lot.”
“That makes sense.” She smiled at Millie. “I couldn’t imagine life without one.”
My mind flashed to the item I’d crossed off my list so many years ago. I’d wanted a pet. “So you’ve always had them?”
A sad smile settled on Robyn’s face. “Yeah. Being an only child, they were kinda like my siblings.”
“Oh, I didn’t realize you didn’t have any brothers or sisters.” My response wasn’t astute, but how should I respond to her sadness? “I mean, it seems to bother you.”
“You’re getting kind of good at this emotion thing. Yeah, I guess it makes me sad. I watch you and Emma, and I’m envious.”
“I’m sorry.”
“No. I didn’t mean it that way. It’s just kinda nice you always have someone that has your back.”
I nodded. Millie stopped to sniff a leaf, so I slowed. “I’d never considered that. I guess I’ve taken it for granted. But you’re right, I’ve always known Em would be there.”
“Comforting, isn’t it?”
“Yeah. What about your parents?”
“They’ve both passed, so it’s just me now.” Robyn stared out at Lake Mendota.
I struggled to find words.
“I’ve got Vera.” Robyn put her hand on my arm. “Don’t look so worried about me. I’m just having a moment.” Robyn smiled and pointed toward the sun, which was sinking toward the horizon. “We should turn around, so we’re not out after dark.”
“Is it dangerous?”
Robyn laughed. “No, but Millie doesn’t see well. She’ll trip over things.”
I glanced at Millie, who was happily trotting in front of us. “Are you serious?”
“I am. She’s got night blindness.”
I looked at Robyn out of the corner of my eye.
“Honest. Google it. It’s a thing.”
“Okay, I believe you.”
“We need to talk when we get back to my apartment,” Robyn said.
“Um, we can go farther. I can carry Millie.”
“Nice try.” Robyn smiled. “Plus, I’m getting a little chilly.” Robyn held up her arm, which was covered in goose bumps.
I lifted my free arm. “May I?”
She moved closer to me, so I could put my arm over her shoulder. “Um, that’s nice,” she said as she nestled against me.

We made it back to Robyn’s apartment with no mishaps, aka Millie tripping over anything. After a rocky start, Millie had taken to my commands and behaved in exemplary fashion. It might have been silly, but pride welled in me when Robyn complimented how well she’d responded to me. Omen?
I shook those thoughts from my head. Our first date, and we were about to have the talk. Which meant it could be our last date.
When we returned, Robyn refused my help as she busied herself getting us drinks and a snack. Surprisingly, even after our meal, the walk made me hungry, so I was happy with the cheese and fruit tray she set on the coffee table.
After she hurried off to prepare the iced tea, I took in the apartment. It was quaint. Usually, the term meant small, which it was, but it had a homey quality. It couldn’t be over eight hundred square feet and would almost fit in the living room of my penthouse. Something I didn’t plan on mentioning to Robyn. While she knew I had a high-powered job in the city, I didn’t think she knew the extent of it, and I had no plans to reveal it. At least, not yet.
The design was like many apartments—four rooms. Living room, kitchen, bedroom, and bath. I’d only gotten a peek at the small bedroom when I’d gone to the bathroom. The living room, by far, was the largest room. It afforded space for a couch, recliner, and a luxury dog bed for Millie, who we’d worn out. She’d already flopped into her bed and was lightly snoring.
“Traitor,” I whispered to Millie. She would be no help diverting the conversation we would soon have.
“What?” Robyn said as she entered the room with our iced teas.
My face heated. “Uh, nothing. Just talking to myself.”
Robyn set the glasses on the table before she sat on the couch. I was disappointed that she sat several feet from me. I realized why she had when she turned to face me.
When she brought her leg up, she laughed. “Damn. This isn’t easy in a dress.” She put her feet back on the ground and stood. “No offense, but I’m gonna sit on the end of the couch so I can put my feet under me without flashing you.”
I raised my eyebrow.
“You stop that.” Robyn laughed. “We’re going to talk.”
“Fine. I suppose flashing me might impede that.” I moved to the opposite end of the couch and put my back against the arm, facing her.
Once Robyn was situated with her feet under her and her dress pulled down over her knees, she said, “So what are we doing here?”
I raised my eyebrows in mock surprise. “Shit, I thought you knew.”
Robyn laughed. “I like this side of you. Relaxed. Funny.”
I glanced down at the couch, no longer able to hold her gaze. “I do, too. It’s just been a while since I’ve seen it, so I’m a little out of practice.”
“We all struggle. Finding our place in this world is harder than we even realize. We think everyone else has it all figured out, so we struggle in silence. That’s why I love Blissful Breeze and my bookstore. They give people somewhere to open up and discover we’re all struggling in some way. We help people find their internal strength and external resources.”
I cocked my head. “External?”
“Stop thinking like an equity trader. External resources aren’t always about money. It can mean developing friendships—relationships.”
“You’re right. In my wildest dream, I never would’ve guessed I’d get so close to everyone at the villa so fast.” I scrunched up my face. “I broke down and sobbed like a baby in front of them. If I’d behaved that way in real life, I wouldn’t show my face for a month.”
“Isn’t that sad?”
“Yeah, I guess it is. But it’s weird, too. How does it happen? Why?”
“We create a safe environment.”
I groaned.
“No, not like that.” Robyn held up her hand. “I know the term has become polarizing. For me, it has a different meaning. It’s not meant to protect and shelter you. It’s to strengthen you.”
“Whoa, back up. I thought a safe space was supposed to keep everything harmful away.”
“It’s all in how you define harmful. I believe it’s harmful not to face the things that most scare us. While others believe anything that might bring up unpleasant memories or pain is harmful.” Robyn’s penetrating eyes bore into me. “We need a space where we can look our pain straight in the eye, stare it down, and—”
“Kick it in the ass.”
Robyn laughed. “Yeah, I suppose that works. Blissful Breeze is about surrounding yourself with people who will love you through it. Hold your hand and support you but not allow you to shy away from it.”
“I can get behind that kind of safe space.” I bit my lower lip. “I can’t say yesterday was easy. Hell, that’s an understatement. It was gut wrenching. And vulnerability hangovers are real.”
“After someone has a public release like you did, I always ask them a simple question to put it all into perspective.”
She’d piqued my curiosity. “Which is?”
“If one of your villa mates reacted the same way, what would you think?”
“Oh, god, I’d feel horrible for them. I’d want to help and make them feel better.”
Robyn pointed at me. “Yes! Why do you think they’d think any differently than you do? Why would you think they’re judging you, thinking lesser of you?”
I put on a frown. “Stop being so logical.”
Robyn smiled. “We could spend the evening discussing healing philosophies, but we should talk about the elephant in the room.”
“Hey, I’m all good talking about the philosophy of healing. Enlighten me.” I grinned.
“Nice try.” The twinkle in her eye faded, and a serious expression settled on her face.
“No more evading, huh?” When she gave me a slight smile but didn’t speak, I continued. “I like you. I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I really do like you.”
“You say it like you’re surprised.” Robyn pulled her dress down farther over her knees. I suspected she didn’t even recognize she’d done it. This retreat was getting to me. I doubted I would have noticed it a month ago.
I took a deep breath, hoping to find words that wouldn’t offend her. “It’s not the normal way I start a relationship.” When she gave me a puzzled look, I bumbled on. “I mean, it never starts this way. Everyone I’ve ever been with starts out with this hot and heavy physical attraction.”
“So what you’re saying is you don’t find me attractive.”
“No! That’s not what I meant.” I pushed on when I noticed the twinkle in her eyes. “You’re screwing with me, aren’t you?”
She shrugged. “Not exactly screwing with you. I want to understand. Although it was kinda fun to see your reaction.”
Robyn made me want to be honest. “When I met you, I wasn’t immediately attracted, which is how it works for me. This...” I waved my hands between us. “This is foreign to me. It snuck up on me. Then it hit me right between the eyes when we danced.” I touched my head. “It started here without me knowing it.” I moved my hand to my chest. “Then it moved to here.”
Robyn narrowed her eyes. “And that’s not typical for you?”
As much as I hated to admit it, I had to be honest. “No, it usually starts much lower for me.”
“Lower?” The puzzled look in her eyes turned to understanding. “Oh, you mean sexual?”
My cheeks heated, and I nodded. “What about you?”
She glanced at the ceiling with a faraway look in her eye. “Since I’ve been in Madison, I’ve only dated casually. But in the past, it’s always been an emotional connection first.”
I swallowed hard, hoping she didn’t notice. Was she hinting this could be more than casual? “So what is this?” Ugh. Where had my filter disappeared to?
“I’m not certain.”
“Would you let me get away with that?” I asked.
She grinned. “No.” I stared at her, waiting for her to continue. “Fine. I like you, too. It feels more than just casual, but it makes little sense. We haven’t known each other long. And I’m out of practice with this dating stuff.”
“I thought you said you’d dated.”
“Casually.”
“Which winds us back to where we started. Could this be more than casual?”
Robyn exhaled and stared at me. “It can’t.”
“Why?”
“First.” Robyn held up her finger. Something about the gesture was adorable, but I didn’t think she’d appreciate me saying it, so I kept it to myself. “This never should have happened. I’ve never crossed any lines the entire time I’ve been teaching at the resort.” She held up another finger. “Two. You’re here for two more weeks, and then you return to New York City. Why create such an entanglement?” She looked down at the couch and held up her third finger. “Plus, you’ve never experienced an attraction like this. What if it’s not real? Just a reaction to being at the resort.”
Her first two points hadn’t surprised me, but the third did. “What do we need to do to move you past feeling guilty about crossing the imaginary lines you’ve created?”
Robyn’s jaw tightened. “They’re not imaginary.”
“I wasn’t trying to be offensive. But you realize it’s not like I’m getting a grade for these classes, so we don’t have an uneven power dynamic.”
“But I’ve facilitated your group. I know it’s not like I’m your counselor, but still.”
“Are you okay with Katlynn and Helena’s relationship?”
Robyn smiled. “It warms my heart. It’s wonderful for both of them.”
“Then what’s the difference?”
Robyn scowled. “I’ll say it again. I’m your facilitator. How do you know the attraction is real, especially since this isn’t how you normally date?”
“Oh, I know it’s real.” I wouldn’t let her get away with trying to convince me the butterflies inside me weren’t genuine. “If I’d suddenly become attracted to you after my, um, should I say meltdown, then I’d understand your apprehension, but it started earlier than that.”
“When?” Robyn shot back.
“Another thing I’ve been trying to figure out.”
“It’s that hard?”
“It is because Emma had you picked out for me from the start.” Robyn’s eyes widened, but she said nothing. “That’s why I’ve wracked my brain to figure out when it happened.”
“And your conclusion?”
“Last weekend. When we went out with the group. I kept seeking you out. I didn’t care if I was with anyone else. It was you. You don’t understand how irritated I was when they horned in on you or how relieved I was when you returned to us. It felt like a date, albeit a weird one since we were with twenty other people.”
Robyn smiled. “Yeah, there was that.”
“Afterwards, I wanted more of your time.” I picked at my fingernail. “Honestly, I can trace it to our kayaking trip. After that, I was disappointed when you weren’t our instructor.”
“But what—”
“No, before you go on. When did you know?”
“I didn’t. I mean, until that dance in the forest, I’d convinced myself it was just a friendship.”
I tried to bite back my grin, but my eyes twinkled.
Robyn pointed at my face. “Just say it. I see it in your eyes.”
“I thought you were the enlightened one that had this shit figured out.”
Robyn threw her hands over her head. Her exaggerated mannerism made me smile. “I know. That’s why this is fucking me up so bad. I haven’t a clue what possessed me in the forest.”
“Do you regret it?”
Her gaze locked on mine. She didn’t speak for some time. Finally, she said, “No. I want to tell you I do, but it’d be a lie. That’s hard for me to accept. I did things I wasn’t supposed to do. Felt things I shouldn’t feel. And to top it all off, I don’t regret it.” Her eyes blazed. “What have you done to me, Blake Saunders?”
I smirked. “Shouldn’t the question be, what do I want to do to you?”
“Stop.” She held up her finger toward me, but her smile gave her away. “Even if I concede I didn’t violate any trust, you’re only here for two more weeks.”
“Aren’t you the one that taught me to let go of control?”
Robyn let out a low growl. “I hate it when my words come back to haunt me.”
I smiled. “Can’t we just enjoy the next two weeks together?”
“No strings?”
“No strings.”
“We’re doing this, aren’t we?” Robyn said.
“I hope so.”
She studied me for several beats before she said, “We take this slow.”
I nodded. “Can I kiss you?”
“Yes.” She pointed at me. “But that’s it.”
“I can work with that.” I slid down the couch until my legs touched hers before I reached out and touched her lips with my fingertips. Electricity ran through me. Fuck. If my body reacted this way to touching her, it meant a cold shower tonight.
Robyn’s eyes flashed with desire, but there was a hint of fear. I wanted to erase her apprehension, so I gently circled her lips with my finger again. On the second pass, she opened her mouth slightly, and her tongue danced over my fingertips.
I shuddered. Fuck. Her smoldering eyes drew me in. I couldn’t look into them much longer, or I’d be lost, so I moved closer. I ran my hand through her carefree hair as my lips met hers.
Oh. My. God. Her lips yielded, softening with my kiss. My heart beat harder. The kisses I’d been used to were hard—aggressive. Full of lust, but this was gentle. Soft. I gasped and pulled back.
Confusion danced in her eyes. “Are you okay?”
I nodded but didn’t speak for fear my voice would betray me.
“Talk to me,” she said.
When I spoke, I was breathless. “I’m not sure I can.”
“What’s going on?” Concern clouded her eyes.
My gaze shifted to her lips. “I want to kiss you again.”
“Okay.” She grinned. “I’m game.”
This time, I was prepared for the softness of her kiss, but it didn’t stop the emotions from flooding through me, nor did it stop the electricity from coursing through my body.



CHAPTER 33
SWEAT POURED OFF MY body and my lungs burned, but I didn’t stop. Since the cold shower hadn’t worked, I figured a hard run might do the trick. After running to the cabins, I circled back toward the lodge before entering the last leg of my journey to the villas. My feet pounded the path. If anything, I ran faster now than at the start of my run. I glanced down at my watch. Six miles. It was at the edge of my endurance, but today, I felt as if I could run ten.
I’d stayed at Robyn’s until after midnight. We’d sat on the couch, kissing like teenagers for nearly two hours. This morning, I swear, my lips were swollen, as were other parts of my body. The intensity of my desire was off the charts, but I didn’t push, though I believed she wanted me, too. Robyn made me want to do better—be better. She’d expressed her wishes, and I’d honor them.
As I made my way between the villas, I broke into a sprint and burst into the square, where several women were enjoying the grounds. A friendly game of volleyball was in full swing on the sand court. Other retreat-goers were scattered around the grounds in groups, and two women were drawing the fountain at their easels.
I glanced toward Tranquility Terrace. Annie was sitting on the porch. I scanned the area looking for Emma, but I didn’t see her. As I ran toward the villa, I waved at several women, but I didn’t stop to chat. I only slowed after I vaulted the two steps leading onto the patio.
“Holy hell. Your ass on fire?” Annie said.
I laughed, but it turned into a cough as I tried to catch my breath.
“Geez, you better have a seat,” Annie said.
I collapsed onto a chair.
“What are you running from?” Annie asked.
Was she joking, or did she sense something? Was I running from Robyn? No, I wanted to run toward her, if she’d let me. “Just getting in some exercise.”
“Right.” Annie winked. “How was your date last night?”
That answered my question. She sensed something. “Where’s Emma?” I said, hoping to get her off her line of questioning.
Annie laughed. “You got it bad, girl. But I won’t press. Emma went to the lodge with Helena and Katlynn. They’re helping Vera with the decorations for tonight.”
“I can’t believe it’s over.” I also couldn’t believe the sadness that washed over me.
“What you going on about? It’s far from over.”
She was right. Though the intense programs were finished, my villa mates had put together an agenda for the remaining two weeks. Something told me we’d keep busy. I hoped Robyn could join us. If not, something told me Emma would gladly excuse me.
“What have you guys come up with?” I asked.
“All the finest entertainment Wisconsin offers.”
I groaned.
“Now that Emma’s taken you off the leash, I can fill you in.”
I shook my head. “It’s been kinda fun being surprised. I think I’ll keep it that way.”
“From stalking us, trying to get us to vomit up the agenda, to this.”
“Ouch. You’re wounding me.” I put my hand against my side. “I’ve been reformed.”
“I think you should be the poster child for Blissful Breeze.” Annie pretended to frame my face with her hands. “Did we get a before picture of you when your tight ass arrived?”
My insides warmed at the good-natured ribbing. No way would I have predicted I’d feel this way. “That’s it. I can’t take the abuse any longer.” I stood.
“Don’t you mean you can’t stand the smell of your sweaty self?” Annie said.
“That too.”
“Is your hot little number coming to the party?” Annie asked.
“I assume you’re referring to Robyn.” Annie just grinned but didn’t answer. “If you are, the answer is yes.”

Since Emma returned from the lodge late and still needed to shower, I was on my own to pick an outfit. The flyer recommended comfortable and casual dress, so I’d chosen a ribbed T-shirt that clung to my body and a pair of cutoff shorts.
I might have had ulterior motives for my wardrobe selection, thinking Robyn might struggle to resist if I showed off as much of my body as I could. Manipulative yes, but we only had two weeks, and I didn’t want to spend it taking cold showers.
When I stepped out of my room, Dana whistled. “Jesus, Blake, do you think you could wear a little less?”
“Too much?” I asked. “Or would that be too little?”
“Who’s too little?” Emma said as she entered the kitchen. Her eyebrows shot up. “Ah, never mind.”
“Should I change?” I asked, feeling self-conscious. “I mean, I can.”
Emma stopped and sized me up before she turned to Dana. “What do you think?”
“Me?” Dana put her hand against her chest. “You want me to answer that?”
“Yes, now that you aren’t trying to get into her pants—shorts.”
I gaped at Emma, not believing she’d be so bold.
“Who says I’m not?” Dana shot back.
Emma smiled. “You aren’t. You’re not the badass you want us to think you are.”
“Oh, really?” Dana’s reaction showed amusement rather than ire.
“Yep. You wouldn’t do that to Blake or Robyn.”
“Fuck,” Dana said, surprising me. While I considered how to intervene, she continued, “If this place tears down my façade, what’ll I have left?”
Emma walked over and put her arm around Dana. “Oh, I think you have plenty left.”
Dana snorted and looked at me. “Figures, now I have her approval.”
We all laughed.
“I think the others are waiting outside,” Dana said. “Shall we go?”

The party had been bittersweet. We’d all been more emotional than I’d expected, and I’d succumbed to my tears when Vera gave the opening speech before dinner. I’d gotten good at this crying in public thing. When Vera spoke about lifelong friendships, I hoped it would be true. I’d become closer to the women from our villa than I’d ever thought possible. I knew if I needed to talk to someone, I could call any of them. Sad, but I didn’t feel that bond with my friends back home. I chuckled to myself. I could just imagine their reaction if I called them and told them I needed a shoulder to cry on. They’d have me committed. Merely contemplating the idea caused me to shudder. None would ever know about my breakdown, at least that was what I was calling it.
By nine o’clock, the party was winding down since we wanted the opportunity to return to our favorite spot—the firepit. I’d gotten little time with Robyn since everyone wanted a piece of her. At least, I’d been able to admire her from afar. The casual elegance of her white sundress with blue flower print was undeniable. The half sleeve wrap she wore over the top covered her shoulders, which I was dying to see. While I’d chosen to entice her by showing as much of me as I could, she did the opposite, covering up, making me want to see what was underneath.
Tonight, I wasn’t jealous of the others monopolizing her time since she’d promised to come back to the villa for after party s’mores. I hoped I’d get some time alone with her. All evening, my gaze had wandered to her lips. I wanted another taste of their softness.
“How you holding up?” I asked Helena, who sat across the table from me.
“Pretty good.” She smiled, but pain flickered in her eyes.
“Flare-up?” In this short time, I’d learned to read her. Another thing that astonished me.
She nodded. “A little, but I don’t want to ruin the party for Katlynn.”
“She’ll understand.”
“I know, but I’m trying to push through sometimes. I’ll be in pain whether I’m sitting here or lying in bed.”
“Just don’t push yourself too hard. Doesn’t that make it worse?”
“I’m still trying to figure that out.” Helena’s eyes clouded, but then a determined look descended. “In my previous life, my pain was discounted, so I always had to push for what I needed. Here, all of you—Katlynn—are the opposite. Everyone watches out for me, which gives me the energy to push through instead of expending precious energy fighting for what I need.” Her eyes narrowed. “Does that make sense?”
“Yeah. It does.” I’d never considered it that way. Coping with her illness must be hard enough without dealing with her girlfriend’s betrayal. Anger bubbled inside of me. “You deserved so much better.”
“Thank you.” Helena smiled. “Then I’d felt fortunate she stuck around when I was such a burden.”
I wanted to hug her or beat the shit out of her ex. “You put up with a lot.”
“More than I should have.” Helena waved her hand. “But no negative talk tonight. I’ve found if I dwell on it, my body absorbs it and then rebels.”
“Got it.” I pointed at the others gathered across the room. “It looks like they’re wrapping up.” I stood and walked around the table. I held my arm out. “May I be of assistance?”
Helena took my arm. “I’d appreciate that.”
I used more strength than I’d expected to help her to her feet. Not wanting to offend her, I wrestled with my response. No. Our friendship had blossomed through honesty, so I said, “I could borrow Vera’s golf cart and give you a lift back to the villa.”
She shook her head but stopped. “Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad idea. I’m afraid the walk will zap me, but I want to be part of the shenanigans around the fire. Laughter is the best thing for me.”
“Then you stay right here.” I helped her sit back in her chair. “Your chariot will be here soon.” I winked at her. “I’d love to be your chariot driver, but I doubt Katlynn would go for it.”
Helena smiled up at me. “I think you’re right.”

Selfishly, I was glad Katlynn insisted on driving Helena so I could walk with Robyn. I expected she’d be hesitant, but as soon as we began our trek back to the villas, she took my hand.
The party’s festive mood continued on our walk as more than a dozen women joined in the revelry. Someone from another villa started singing Girls Just Want to Have Fun, and soon the group was singing and dancing.
Robyn glanced at me and raised our linked hands over our heads as she broke into her best Cyndi Lauper impersonation. I laughed and joined her as we skipped through the group, weaving in and out of the others. Seeing Robyn so carefree filled my heart. Her concerns over our dating arrangement seemed to be forgotten, so I relaxed and enjoyed the moment.
As soon as they arrived at the end of Girls Just Want to Have Fun, someone called out, I Am Woman, and we were off on our next song. Our voices raised as one as we belted out the lyrics.
Once it ended, one of the younger attendees called out, “Sheesh, can we sing something newer?”
“You call it,” someone yelled out.
The young woman shook her hips and broke into Taylor Swift’s Shake It Off.
“Go, girl,” Annie called out and joined her.
I looked at Robyn and shrugged. “The only words I know are shake it off.”
Robyn laughed. “Just hum the rest.”
Which I did as we shook and sang our way toward the villa.
When we arrived at the path between the villas, we paired off to walk down the pathway. It gave me the opportunity to lean over toward Robyn. “I didn’t get the chance to tell you, but you look beautiful tonight.”
“Thank you.” Robyn’s voice was low, almost shy. I think she blushed, but in the moonlight, it was only a guess.
“I’m glad you’re here.”
“I am, too.” She squeezed my hand. “And for the record, I noticed your outfit.”
I laughed. “You did, huh? I thought maybe you’d missed it.”
“I call foul. It wasn’t fair I had to mingle while you strutted around looking like that.”
“Strutting? I wasn’t strutting.” I had been. Any time anyone at my table needed a drink, I volunteered to get it. I was certain they’d figured out my game, but they’d played along.
“Really? Then I’m thinking you’ve got a whale-sized bladder.”
“Do whales have bladders?” I asked.
“They must, but that’s not the point, so stop changing the subject.”
“Me?” I feigned innocence. “Fine, I might have been keeping the table in drinks.”
“I knew it.” Robyn laughed. “Do you know how distracting it was?”
“I’m just happy you noticed.”
“Oh, I noticed.”
I smirked. “Good.”

Only a handful of us remained around the fire. Those with early flights had said their goodbyes. I’d cried when Dana hugged me before she retired and been surprised to see tears streaming down her face. She’d brushed them away and made me promise not to tell anyone.
The fire flickered and flames lapped at the blackened wood, trying to find something to burn. Earlier, the blaze had kept me warm, but the dying embers no longer radiated the same heat.
Robyn leaned against me. “Getting cold?”
“A little,” I answered.
“I should head home. Millie will need to go out.”
“Can I walk you to your van?”
“I’d like that.” Robyn pointed toward the path. “I’m parked out back.”
I stood and then helped her to her feet.
“Are you leaving?” Helena asked.
“I am,” Robyn answered.
“I’m gonna walk her out,” I said.
After a round of hugs, Robyn and I walked the pathway, hand in hand.
“It’s such a beautiful night.” I gazed up through the trees at the stars.
“It is.” Robyn inhaled. “I love the smell of the woods.”
“Earthy. It’s taken me a bit to get used to, but now I’m hooked.” I almost said I’d miss it when I returned to New York, but I stopped myself. I preferred not to think about it. “But I’m still trying to get used to how loud it is.”
Robyn chuckled. “Says the woman living in the city that never sleeps.”
“Well, these damned crickets don’t seem to sleep, either.”
“Or the frogs.”
“Frogs? Are you screwing with me again?”
Robyn stopped. “Just stand here and listen.” She moved in front of me, so I wrapped my arms around her waist and held her against me. “It’s not just crickets.”
“How can you tell the difference?”
“Just listen. The crickets are higher pitched and more rhythmic.”
After listening for a short time, my ears adjusted to the variation in sound. “I think I hear it. Was that one?”
Robyn squeezed my arms against her. “Yep. Once you spend enough time out here, you can’t not hear it.”
“That’s so cool.” Just as I spoke, another sound grabbed my attention. “Holy shit, was that an owl?”
“It was.”
“Oh, my god. I can’t believe I just heard an owl.”
Robyn turned in my arms and put her palm against my cheek. “You are so adorable.” The warmth of her hand felt good against my cool cheek.
“May I kiss you? I mean, is it okay here?”
Robyn nodded.
Just like yesterday, her lips were soft and yielding. Our kiss lingered as we teased each other’s lips with our tongues. I didn’t know how long we’d been kissing before Robyn pulled away.
When I looked into her eyes, my breath caught. They were hungry—full of desire.
“Come home with me.” Robyn’s voice was husky.
“Yes.” My voice matched hers.
“You have to let Emma know, or she’ll be worried.”
“Okay.” I stepped toward her. I couldn’t wait until we got to her place before I touched her again. Our lips met with the same softness as before as I held back my urgency. When we broke the kiss, I kissed along her jawline, stopping at her ear to suckle her lobe before I moved to the throbbing vein in her neck.
She gasped and then moaned. “Oh, shit, Blake. You have to stop, or I won’t be able to think straight.”
“Is that a bad thing?” I teased.
“Our first time shouldn’t be against a tree in the middle of the woods.”
I kissed her neck again. “Yeah, we don’t need the frogs watching.” Even though I wanted to continue my exploration, I stepped back.
“Hurry and go tell Emma.”



CHAPTER 34
WE’D AGREED NOT TO touch each other until we’d taken Millie for her walk, which was pure torture. Made worse by Millie’s lackadaisical urge to check out every patch of grass before she chose the perfect location to squat. After tearing into the grass to cover her offering, she trotted farther away from Robyn’s apartment.
“You’re killing me, Millie,” I said to her.
Millie just sniffed the ground and kept moving forward, oblivious to my suffering.
I glanced back at the lighted window of Robyn’s apartment, imagining her changing into something more comfortable. We’d divided the labor, with me taking Millie out, while she tidied up the bedroom. Having seen her apartment, I doubted there was much to do, but her comfort was important, so I hadn’t argued.
After Millie had dragged me another two blocks, I decided it was time to put my foot down. “Okay, Millie, enough. Finish up your business so we can go back home.”
Millie snorted at the ground.
I stifled a laugh. “And don’t talk back.”
She looked up at me with her big brown eyes.
“Fine. I’ll give you a treat.”
Her ears perked up, and she pranced around the sidewalk. Taking advantage of her enthusiasm, I jogged back with Millie on my heels.
When we entered the apartment, Robyn called from the bedroom. “Where have you two been?”
“Where’s her treats?” I called back.
Robyn laughed. “Apparently, the little scammer took you for a walk, not the other way around. They’re in the little paw print cookie jar next to the microwave.”
I dug out a treat and gave it to Millie. She gulped it in one bite and then looked up at me expectantly.
“If I give you one more, do you promise to give me and your mom some privacy?”
Interpreting her innocent look as a yes, I tossed her another treat, which she ate as quickly as the first. I walked over to her bed and patted it. She stared at me, so I got down on the floor and put my head on her bed, hoping to entice her. Her tongue hung out of her mouth, giving the impression she was laughing at me.
I probably looked comical with my ass in the air and my head in her bed. Of course, that was when Robyn entered the room.
“What are you doing?” Robyn asked from behind me. “Nice view, by the way.”
I looked at her over my shoulder, ready to admit my embarrassment, but all thoughts left my head.
“Jesus.” I leaped to my feet. I stared at her, likely with my mouth open.
She wore black corset lingerie. The off-the-shoulder straps left Robyn’s collarbones exposed. Shit. I never realized collarbones could be so sensuous. The straps connected to a leather bodice in front that lifted Robyn’s ample breasts. Crisscrossed laces connected the two pieces of leather. A hint of cleavage peeked out between the laces. A delicate patterned lace extended from the leather around Robyn’s sides and down the curve of her hip. The sheer lace skirt was jagged and ended just below her black lace panties.
“Too much?” Robyn asked.
“Jesus,” I said again. Fuck. I needed to do better than that. “Wow. I’m...just wow.”
Robyn grinned. “Do you like it?”
I must have looked like an idiot as my head bobbed up and down. “You’re breathtaking,” I said, finally sounding coherent.
“I bought it ages ago but never wore it.”
“Why not?” I took a step toward Robyn, trying to keep my eyes on her face, even though her body was taunting me.
“I bought it for a special occasion.” Her neck and chest reddened.
I took her hand in mine, still gazing into her eyes. “So is this a special occasion?” I hoped she heard the hopeful note in my voice.
“You tell me,” she responded.
“You know it is for me.” I ran my hand over her forehead, sweeping her hair back from her face. “I want you in the worst—or is it the best?—way.” I grinned. “Either way, I have to ask, are you sure? You said we wouldn’t do this.”
“I know.” She averted her gaze and looked over my shoulder. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m not good at one-night stands.”
I stroked her cheek and drew her gaze back to me. The fear in her eyes was palpable, so I weighed my response. Did I try to talk her out of her fears or break the tension? I smirked. “Good thing this is a three-week-stand then.”
I knew I’d chosen right when Robyn laughed and the twinkle returned to her eyes. “How do you always know what to say?”
“I don’t, but for you, I want to get it right.”
She stepped toward me and looked into my eyes before our lips met. The kiss held the same sweetness that I’d come to expect. I wrapped my arms around her and drew her body against mine. Desire coursed through me as she pressed into me, but I refused to rush.
We stood in the living room and kissed for several minutes. We were both breathless when Robyn broke the kiss.
“Shall we?” Robyn asked and motioned toward the bedroom.
I glanced down at Millie, who lay sacked out on her bed with her legs splayed out behind her.
“She’ll be out for a while.” Robyn put her finger against her lips. “We’ll be quiet and shut the door.”
“If she wakes up, won’t she claw at it?”
Robyn smiled. “With all her bad habits, it’s the one thing she doesn’t do. She might whimper a bit, but I think we’ll be too distracted to notice.”
I took Robyn’s hand. “Lead the way.”
When we entered the bedroom, I smiled at the flickering candles and the soft music playing. Robyn knew how to set the mood, although I needed nothing other than her.
I glanced around the room, and my heart raced. We were alone. We were doing this.
“Hey, what’s that look for?” Robyn asked.
With any other woman, we’d already be undressed. But with Robyn, I didn’t want to race to the payoff. I wanted to enjoy the journey.
“You’re beautiful. Amazing. And I’ve never wanted to make…” Fuck. I’d almost said make love. This experience felt different, but we were far from love. “Uh...I’ve never wanted to take my time like I do with you. I want to explore every inch of your body.”
Robyn grinned. “I want the same, but you’re wearing too many clothes.”
I glanced down at my shirt in horror. Here she was in the sexiest lingerie I’d ever seen, and I was wearing shorts and a T-shirt. “Um, sorry. I mean, I wish I had on something better.”
Robyn’s eyes twinkled. “Trust me. I haven’t been able to keep my eyes off you all night.” She ran her hand down the lace on the side of her corset. “Why do you think I put this on?”
“Really?”
“Really!” She moved toward me. “But, perhaps, we can get you down to your bra and panties, so we’re in an equal state of undress.”
I reached for the button on my shorts but stopped. “Do you want me to do this, or would you like to?”
Robyn’s eyes blazed. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to.”
“Be my guest.” I pulled my hands away from my shorts and held my arms out from my body.
She closed the distance between us, but before she reached for my shorts, she brought her lips to mine. We kissed for several minutes before she took a half step back. She lifted the bottom of my shirt, and her fingers brushed across my bare stomach.
I shuddered, so she ran her fingers back over my stomach before sliding her thumbs under my waistband and unbuttoned my shorts. Slowly, she pulled the zipper down as she did. Her hand brushed against my mound.
I had to remind myself to continue to breathe. Her eyes gleamed as she pulled my shorts down my hips. As she kneeled in front of me so she could remove my shorts, her face was at waist level. She looked up at me with a mischievous glint in her eyes and let out a long exhale. I felt her hot breath through the fabric of my panties, and I squirmed at the sensation.
As she stood, she placed her hands on my hips and ran them inside my shirt. I lifted my arms over my head so she could pull it off. I stood in front of her in my bra and underwear. Glancing down, I breathed a sigh of relief when I noted I’d worn matching undergarments.
Robyn stepped back and let her eyes travel the length of my body. “Damn. I mean...wow.”
Happy that she was as tongue tied as I’d been, I smiled. “Now what?”
Robyn held up a finger. “Give me a second. I want to take it all in.”
I brought my hand to my chin and narrowed my eyes as I looked at her. “Yeah, I’m enjoying my view, too.”
After a few beats, she held out her hand. I took it without a word, and she led me to her bed. An ultra-soft burgundy blanket covered the bed.
“Under or on top?” Robyn asked.
It took me a second to understand she wasn’t asking me if I was a top or bottom. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to stay on top. I want to see all of you.”
She smirked. “Good answer.”
I motioned for her to go first. Never letting go of my hand, she sat and pulled her legs onto the bed. I couldn’t help myself, so I ran my other hand down her smooth thigh to her knee and then back up again. I stopped at the hem of her outfit, even though I wanted to move my hand higher.
“Get up here,” she said.
I rolled onto the bed and pulled her against me. Now with most of my clothing removed, our skin touched, sending pulses through my body. She was so soft and warm. And smelled so damned good. A heady mixture of campfire, outdoors, and a slight hint of sandalwood.
Our lips met. As we kissed, I ran my hand down her thigh and caressed her hip, while she ran her fingers along the soft side of my arm. Her feathery touch teased all my nerve endings.
I moved my lips along her jawline, as I’d done earlier in the woods, but this time, I took a detour, giving her collarbone attention before moving to her exposed neck. As I kissed her neck, she squirmed and moaned, pulling me tighter against her.
“Sensitive neck,” I said, letting my hot breath hit the spot I’d been kissing.
“Uh-huh.” Her desire-filled voice only made me hotter.
I spent several more minutes exploring her neck, noting where the sensitive areas were, so I could return to them.
When I pulled away and met Robyn’s gaze, her eyes were glassy. “I want to touch every part of you. It might take a while.”
Robyn let out a slight whimper. “Damn, Blake. I can’t remember wanting someone as much as I want you right now. But I want to relish this as long as I can, too.” She took a deep breath. “I’ve never had tantric sex before.”
“I’ve heard of it, but I couldn’t tell you what it is.”
Robyn ran her fingers across my stomach, just above my waistband. The sensation made it hard for me to concentrate on her words. “It’s slow and sensual. But I’m not feeling a textbook explanation right now, if that’s okay with you.”
I grinned. “Yeah, I think we can save that for later. I need to explore more.” I took her hand in mine and brought her fingers to my lips. She lay back as I kissed each finger before I moved to her palm. Her breath caught when I flicked my tongue around the center.
For what seemed like hours, we explored every inch of each other’s bodies, except for the parts covered by our clothes. All the nerve endings in my body tingled, especially between my legs.
“Are you as turned on as I am?” I asked.
“More.”
“I’m not sure that’s possible.” We were lying next to each other, so I ran my fingers through her hair. “Are you ready?”
“Uh-huh.”
“I want to taste you, but I want to stay up here next to you, too.”
“Stay.” Her voice was low and husky.
I let my hand trail down her stomach and pushed her panties down. She turned and helped me remove them. As I moved my hand lower, she closed her eyes.
“No,” I said. “I want to watch you.”
She opened her eyes. They were wide with surprise. I was uncertain which one of us was more surprised at my request.
“Okay,” she said. “It won’t take long.”
As soon as I felt her wetness, I could tell she was right.
I’d been stroking her for only a few minutes, and I felt her muscles tighten and her breath quicken.
“Touch me. Now!”
She didn’t need to be told twice. Her hand slipped inside my panties, and she found the spot that demanded her touch.
With our eyes locked, we stroked each other. The desire in her eyes was the same building in me.
Robyn gasped as her orgasm started. It was enough to send me into one of my own.



CHAPTER 35
“MY GOD, YOU’RE INSATIABLE,” I said as I struggled to awaken.
Last night, after our first orgasm, we’d collapsed into each other’s arms, spent. At least, we thought we were. Until three a.m., we’d talked, laughed, and pleasured each other. Eventually, we’d fallen asleep, our bodies intertwined.
Robyn continued her assault on my ear. Jesus. Last night, she’d been subtle, sexy, but not this morning. She lapped at my ear. Her breath was hot, and her dripping wet tongue assaulted the inside of my ear.
“Millie! Stop that,” Robyn yelled.
I jumped and rolled over. Millie’s face was inches from mine, and her breath hit me in the face.
“Ew, Millie, you have morning breath,” I said.
Robyn laughed while Millie tried to lick my face.
I pulled the covers over my head, laughing as I did.
“Come on,” Robyn said. I felt the weight lift from beside me. “You can come out now.”
I peeked from under the covers. Our eyes met. We stared at each other for several beats. Neither of us spoke. I tried to decipher what I saw behind her eyes. Affection. Fear. Desire. Happiness. I couldn’t tell.
I knew we needed to discuss last night’s intensity, but not today, so I put my hand against my chest and feigned an expression of horror. “Thank god that wasn’t you.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Huh?”
“I figured I’d been so turned on last night that I missed how wet and slimy your tongue was. I was searching for a nice way to tell you to stop slurping the inside of my ear.”
Robyn laughed and jumped onto the bed. “Come here, my lovely.” She jutted her tongue out as she moved toward my ear.
I slipped my head back under the covers. “No!” I curled into a ball.
She grabbed me from behind and pulled me against her. “Let me at it.” She made slurping sounds as she did.
Still laughing, I rolled over and clutched her to me. She melted into my arms. We remained entangled, clinging to each other without speaking.
Next morning awkwardness wasn’t unusual, but this was different. It wasn’t a slip into my clothes and slink away awkward, but an oh, my god, what are these feelings kind of awkward.
“Emma’s gonna be worried about you,” Robyn finally said.
“What time is it?”
“After ten.”
“Nah, she won’t start worrying until at least noon.”
“Got any ideas how we can fill the next couple of hours?” Robyn’s voice held a seductive note.
“I want to take you out for breakfast—brunch,” I said.
“Oh.” It was amazing that one syllable could convey so much disappointment.
“No.” I released my grip on her and pulled back, so I could see her eyes. “I want more of what we did last night, but I don’t want you to think that’s all this is. There are so many things I want to do with you. Experience with you.”
Her eyes softened. “So last night was okay for you?”
“Jesus, you have to ask?” The doubt in her eyes tore at my heart. “Last night was incredible. One of the best nights of my life.”
“Are you afraid by the light of day it won’t be as good?”
Her vulnerability made me want to envelop her in my arms. Instead, I cupped my palm against her cheek. “Absolutely not. It’ll be just as good. Better.” I smiled. “I just thought maybe we’d want to pace ourselves.”
“Pacing is for pansies,” Robyn said with a glint in her eyes.
“Is that a challenge?”
“Maybe.” She licked her lips.
“Damn it, woman. I’ll make you a deal.”
“I’m listening.”
“I go brush my teeth. Then return for a quickie to prove I find you irresistible before I take you for brunch.”
She smirked as she pulled off her shirt, exposing her perfect breasts.
I swallowed hard.
“Hurry.” She winked. “Don’t make me wait all day. I laid out an extra toothbrush by the sink.”
I jumped from the bed still naked from the night before.
Robyn whistled as I retreated, but I didn’t stop. Instead, I hurried to the bathroom.
I stared at my unruly hair in the mirror. One would think short hair wouldn’t be prone to bed head. My hair said otherwise. I splashed water on it and smoothed it down. Not good, but it’d have to do.
As I brushed my teeth, I stared into my eyes.
“You’ve got it bad,” I said through the toothpaste.
I knew it was true. While my body craved Robyn, I wanted to experience simple things with her, too. Things I’d never cared about with Marta. Go to the grocery store. Walk around town. Have brunch. But there were only two more weeks. No, one week and six days. Would we get the chance for those things?
I finished brushing my teeth. Robyn was waiting, so I’d think of these things later.

The smile hadn’t left my face the entire drive back to Blissful Breeze. I had the windows open on the truck and the radio tuned to an eighties rock station. I belted out the words, not caring if I knew them. The ones I didn’t, I made up. I couldn’t remember a time I’d ever felt this alive or free.
It had been past one when Robyn and I left the house, so we’d grabbed a quick sandwich at the deli down the street. She almost didn’t make it back for the program at her bookstore. As much as I wanted to stay and watch her at work, she’d shooed me out with the promise I could return tonight after the store closed.
Earlier, I called Emma, and she’d invited Robyn to join us on tomorrow’s adventure. I’d had to hand my phone over to Robyn, so Emma could share the details since I didn’t want to know what we’d be doing.
I drove leisurely down the road leading to the villas, wanting to savor the beautiful day and be alone for a little longer to bask in my thoughts of Robyn. Once I got back, I doubted there’d be much time for quiet reflection.
I’d just pulled into the parking spot and reached to turn off the pickup when a new song played. The unmistakable beginning of Eternal Flame by the Bangles filled the cab. As I listened to the lyrics, my chest tightened.
More serendipity? What were the odds this song would play after I’d been jamming to hair bands the entire drive?
“You’re being a dumbass,” I said to myself. Still, I sat and listened to the entire song. I wished I could rewind it and play it over and over.
No. I would only be in Madison for two more weeks—less. The last thing I needed to be thinking about was an eternal fucking flame.
The song had dampened my mood, but it didn’t extinguish it. As I walked down the path between the villas, I chuckled. Extinguish. Flame.
Good one.
When I entered the square, I was relieved no one sat on our porch. Hopefully, they were out somewhere, so I’d have the house to myself. It might give me time to take a nap. Guilt washed over me. Robyn was working while I curled up for a snooze.
I waved at a group of women sitting outside Harmony House. There were thirteen of us who’d stayed on, five from our villa.
When I pushed open the door, I heard laughter coming from the kitchen. So much for my quiet time. I braced myself for the ribbing I’d receive.
“Honeys, I’m home,” I called out.
“It’s about time you straggled in,” Emma said. “We’re working on dinner.”
“It’s only four o’clock,” I said as I entered.
All four of my housemates were there. Katlynn and Helena huddled together at the table, cutting up potatoes and other vegetables while Emma and Annie appeared to be making a pie.
“What’s gotten into you guys?” I asked. Since we’d been at the resort, we’d ordered out or cooked simple meals. “This looks like a production.”
“We’re making vegetable soup and apple pie,” Emma said.
I laughed. “That might be the most wholesome meal ever.”
Annie held up the apple she was about to peel. “What can we say? We’re changed women.” She smirked. “Speaking of changed women, do I sense something different about you?”
The others laughed, while heat crawled up my neck to my cheeks.
“You guys are mean. You’re embarrassing her,” Helena said.
I was only a few feet from Helena, so I put my hand on her shoulder. “Thanks. I knew someone would have my back.”
“Now dish,” Helena said. “Tell us all about it.”
I groaned and slapped my hand against my chest. “You’ve wounded me. I thought I had an ally.”
After I’d satisfied their curiosity with as little detail as possible, I slipped into my room to shower. I glanced at my bed, thinking a nap might do me good, but my gaze landed on my cellphone I’d left lying in the middle.
Edginess grew inside of me as I scowled it. I’d narrowed my interest to two firms, and we’d exchanged several emails. Both were eager to schedule a meeting to pitch me, but I’d yet to respond.
I turned away from the phone. They could wait. I wanted a shower.
I’d taken a long, hot shower, letting the water wash over me. The entire time, I thought of Robyn. Not just our time in bed, but the sweeter moments. The conversation we had while her head rested on my shoulder. All the silly things we laughed about while we talked. When she’d reached across the table and given me a bite of her sandwich. The way she looked at me when we parted this afternoon.
Refreshed from my shower and in clean clothes, I emerged from my bedroom. By then, the soup simmered in a large pot on the stove. The earthy smell of the vegetables combined with a mixture of herbs I couldn’t identify. Whatever they were made my mouth water. Annie and Emma were the only ones left in the kitchen.
“Hey, where’d everyone go?” I asked.
“The store,” Emma answered. “They wanted fresh bread to go with the soup, so they ran into town.”
I slipped into the chair, joining Emma and Annie at the kitchen table. “That soup smells amazing.”
“Wait until we put the apple pie in the oven,” Annie said.
I smiled at the thought. “Uh, Em, I need your opinion on something,” I said.
“Do you want me to leave?” Annie asked.
“No. I’d like your opinion, too.” Plus, she might be a buffer in case I upset Emma. While Emma had loosened up from her previous rigidity of making all my choices for me, what I was about to ask might reverse the trend.
Emma studied me. “Why do I think I won’t like what you’re gonna say?”
“Define not like,” I said, stalling.
Emma scrunched up her face. “Just spit it out.”
Here goes. “You know, I’ve got my job search narrowed down to two companies.”
Emma nodded.
“Will they wait around for two more weeks? I mean, what if they move on? You know, choose someone different?”
“Serendipity,” Emma responded without hesitation.
I groaned. “Not everything is about serendipity.”
“What are you asking, Blake? Do you want to go home early?” Emma asked.
“Whoa, I didn’t see that coming,” Annie said. “You’d leave Robyn?”
I shook my head with vigor. Just the thought of it stopped me in my tracks. “Absolutely not. I’d fly out for the day. Leave early in the morning and come back at night. I’d only be gone one day.”
“Make them come to you,” Annie said.
I was busy rolling the idea around my mind when Emma said, “Yeah, it would show who really wanted you.”
“Serendipity,” Annie said, slapping the table. “I love it.”
“Exactly. Who’d make concessions for her.”
The seed grew in my head. “You know that’s not a half bad idea.”
“Not half bad.” Annie snorted. “It’s a damned good idea, if I say so myself.”
“It is. You’re a genius.” I jumped up from the table and wrapped my arms around Annie from behind. I glanced at Emma. “Mind if I go send them a message now before dinner?”
“Get out of here.”



CHAPTER 36
I COULDN’T BELIEVE IT was already Friday. One week ago, Robyn and I had our first date. Since we’d spent every night together, the time had flown by, pushing us closer to the end of our retreat. Our departure flight was scheduled for next Sunday. My chest tightened at the thought of leaving Robyn.
I pushed the thoughts away. I needed laser focus today for my meetings. To my surprise, both firms agreed to meet me in Madison. So much for Emma’s serendipity. I’d still have to decide between the two.
I was up earlier than usual today, taking what had become my ritual morning run along the paths around Lake Mendota. Since I’d been in Madison, I’d rekindled my love of jogging. There was something about the fresh air, the quiet, and wide-open spaces that revitalized my love for something I’d let die in New York.
As I rounded the bend, I saw The Edgewater Hotel, where we’d be meeting. This morning, I’d interview with a team from Apex Horizon Equities and, later this afternoon, the group from Ironclad Capital Partners. At first, I’d thought I’d have to make a dash from one location to another to keep them separate, but Robyn convinced me to be transparent. The unorthodox arrangement made it much easier.
Butterflies fluttered in my stomach as I ran toward the hotel where my future would be decided. Since Monday, when they’d agreed to fly to Wisconsin, I’d weighed my options but was no closer to picking a frontrunner. Ironclad and Apex were similar, with stellar reputations, a long history of success, a strong financial position, and both headquartered in New York City. I doubted I could go wrong with either.
I’d convinced myself that I needed to channel Emma while I interviewed, meaning get out of my head and go with what my gut told me. Since I’d always been a spreadsheet type of person, this would stretch me.
I slowed to a walk when I arrived at the University of Wisconsin, wanting to cool down before I returned to Robyn’s apartment. She’d still been asleep when I’d slipped out. For some time, I’d lain in bed watching her sleeping before getting up. How could I leave her in a week?
“Get your head in the game,” I muttered to myself.
Why did my thoughts keep drifting back to Robyn when I should be focused on my future?
That was easy. The last three weeks had been amazing, and Robyn was at the center. This past week, she’d entrusted her staff with the bookstore, so she could go on the villa adventures with us. And every evening, we returned to her apartment for the night. Of course, we’d spent our fair share of time in bed, exploring each other’s bodies, but there was so much more. We’d talked and laughed, and one evening, we’d taken turns reading poetry. I didn’t read poetry. At least I hadn’t in ages, but it was a moving experience.
When I needed an outfit for my interviews, she and Emma had gone shopping with me. Watching the two of them interact, even when they were teasing me, warmed my heart. While Emma had been respectful of my previous girlfriends, she never had the rapport she had with Robyn.
Shit. I couldn’t call Robyn my girlfriend, not when our time together was dwindling. These thoughts weren’t helpful when I had an interview to prepare for.
As I neared Robyn’s apartment, I stopped and put my foot on a bench near the bookstore and stretched out my hamstrings. I glanced at my watch. It was only an hour and a half before my first meeting.
Waking Robyn up for some morning fun was tempting, but it would make me late. I leaned into my stretch before dropping my foot from the bench.
I shut the front door as quietly as I could and tiptoed down the hall toward the bathroom.
Robyn called, “Blake, what are you doing?”
I stopped and peeked my head into the bedroom. “I just finished my run, so I’m going to take a shower.”
Robyn grinned. “Are you sure about that?” Her tone was seductive.
“Back, you vixen.” I jokingly held up my fingers in the sign of a cross. “I cannot be trusted to overcome the spell you’ll put over me, so I’m not allowed to touch you until after the meetings.”
“Then what do you have planned?” She ran her tongue over her lips.
“You did that on purpose.” I pointed at her.
“What, my lips were dry.”
“That’s it. You stay right there and don’t you dare come into the bathroom.”
She laughed and gave me a mischievous grin, which I was growing to love. No! Like. Appreciate. Yeah, that was it. I appreciated her grin.
“Fine. I’ll be good. But it’ll be hard.”
“I have faith in you. You can do hard things.” I shot her a smirk before I hurried from the room.

Robyn adjusted the collar of my blazer before she declared me ready to tackle my meetings. True to her word, she’d kept her hands off me, but now she pulled me in for a hug. We stood holding each other for some time before I stepped back.
“Are you ready for this?” Robyn asked.
I smiled. “I am. I just want Emma’s serendipity to take hold, so the right answer will fall into my lap.”
“Trust your gut.”
It had been a long time since I trusted my gut. I functioned on spreadsheets and logic, not some woo-woo idea of fate guiding me.

The meetings went well. As I finished my meeting with Ironclad, they held a slight edge since I preferred their business model. Now they would return to their offices and work up an offer. Both promised they’d have a proposal by Monday. Even though money wasn’t the driving force behind my decision, I didn’t tell them. I wanted them to sharpen their pencils, and I’d told them as much.
As I shook hands with Ironclad’s CFO, she said, “It’s such a shame about Terrence.”
I studied her. Strange she’d bring up his name after the ugly way my relationship with him and Fortitude ended. “What’s a shame?”
Her face fell. “You didn’t hear?”
Did the son of a bitch try to blackball me with Ironclad?
I was about to ask when the CFO said, “Cancer is such a horrible disease.”
Cancer? “Um, yeah, it is.”
She put her hand on my arm. “Oh, god, I am so sorry. You didn’t know, did you?”
I shook my head, not trusting my voice.
“I’m sorry to be the bearer of bad news.” Her expression was sincere.
Wasn’t she aware of how things had ended with Terrence? Was I supposed to feel bad for him? Not that I’d wish cancer on anyone. Still, he wasn’t my concern any longer.
“I know things, uh, didn’t end on the best note,” she said. “But I figured someone would have contacted you. I mean, with your history.”
Not wanting to appear callous, I said, “I’ve been here for several weeks.”
She nodded, seemingly pleased with the answer. “Ah, that explains it. It’s just such a shame with him finally having time for himself—his family. It’s so tragic.”
Wait. Why was she acting so doom and gloom? Surely, Terrence would get top-notch treatment. “What kind of cancer did you say it was?” She hadn’t, but I didn’t want her to become uncomfortable for divulging too much.
“Pancreatic.”
My heart sank. I’d learned a lot about cancer when Auntie Bess was fighting her battle, so I knew pancreatic was one of the deadliest. “What stage?”
Her eyes grew sad. “Four. They’re giving him six to eight months.”
The room spun.
“Oh, no. Frank,” she called over her shoulder. “Grab Blake a bottle of water. Why don’t you sit down for a minute?”
I wanted to escape, but I doubted my legs would carry me, so I let her guide me to a seat.
Twenty minutes later, I left the conference room. I’d been embarrassed, but the group from Ironclad had been nothing but gracious and supportive.
Maybe I’d grown. If I’d had this reaction in front of someone before, I would have distanced myself from them. Likely, it would have lost them any chance of convincing me to sign with their firm. As if they were to blame. But with my newfound awareness, the Ironclad team gained in their pursuit of signing me.

When I returned to Lift Our Voices, I was still shaken. Robyn was working with a customer when I walked in. She’d raised her hand to wave at me, but her face fell as soon as she saw mine. She held up one finger and went back to talking to her customer, but she kept one eye on me while they talked.
I smiled and motioned toward the coffee bar. I could use a stiff drink. Double espresso. I smiled at my joke. Once I’d gotten my coffee, I went to the farthest table. It looked out on the sidewalk, so I focused on the foot traffic, trying to keep my mind off Terrence.
I was so absorbed counting the number of piercings on a pair of teenagers with blue hair that I didn’t realize Robyn had slipped into the adjacent seat until she said, “It didn’t go well, huh?”
“Shit.” I jumped and almost knocked over my coffee.
“Sorry.” Robyn put her hand on mine.
I shook my head and focused on her. “No, everything went great with the meetings. They’re supposed to send me their offers by Monday.”
Robyn narrowed her eyes. In this short time, I’d come to cherish her intense expression when she was thinking. “What’s going on then?”
Tears welled in my eyes.
“Are you having second thoughts about taking one of the jobs?”
For a moment, I thought I’d sensed hope in her question, but I must have imagined it in my emotionally heightened state. “No, that’s not it. It’s Terrence.”
“Terrence? Your old boss?” Anger flashed in her eyes. “Is he trying to sabotage your chances?”
I vehemently shook my head. “No, nothing like that. He has cancer. Stage IV pancreatic.”
“Oh.” Robyn squeezed my hand. “I’m so sorry. I know he meant a lot to you, despite everything that happened.”
I’d shared with Robyn how betrayed I’d felt by Terrence, but she’d picked up my affection for him, as well. “I said mean and ugly things, but I never wished for this to happen.”
“Of course you didn’t.” Robyn’s voice was gentle.
“Then why do I feel guilty?”
“Because you’re human.” Robyn smiled at me. “But I guarantee you that your anger did not cause him to get cancer.”
I scowled, realizing the truth in her words. Since I’d left the interview, a part of me worried that my anger was responsible. Not responsible, of course, I knew I wasn’t, but still I’d wished for him to feel as bad as I did. Not like this, though.
Robyn reached out and ran her fingers across the frown line on my forehead. “What do you need from me?”
What did I need? Nobody ever asked me that before, except for Emma, but that didn’t count. “I don’t know,” I answered honestly.
“Let me check if Michelle can close the store tonight, and I’ll take you out for dinner. There’s a fusion restaurant I’ve been wanting to check out in Janesville.” She grinned. “It’s about forty minutes away, so you can drive your truck.”
I grinned. “How have you figured out my weaknesses so soon? I love that truck.”
“I know. And I love watching you fly down the road with the wind rustling through your hair.”
“Aren’t you describing Millie?” I let my tongue loll out of my mouth and pretended the wind was blowing in my face.
She winked at me. “Well, it is a tossup which one of you is cuter.”
“Millie. Definitely Millie.”
Although my concern for Terrence hadn’t disappeared, I felt as if I could breathe again. Robyn had that effect on me.



CHAPTER 37
DESPITE MY BEST EFFORTS, Robyn refused to let me seduce her this morning, so we were in the pickup by nine thirty. I’d been disappointed, even after she explained she didn’t trust we’d ever crawl out of bed to meet the others if she let me touch her. She was right. As our time together dwindled, I became more desperate to spend every moment searing the memory of her body into my brain.
Since we’d lose tomorrow, I was even more frantic not to squander a minute with her. On Monday, when I’d received the offers from Apex and Ironclad, the decision proved easy. Who needs serendipity? I’d chosen Ironclad.
Then serendipity bit me in the ass. Ironclad’s next board meeting was scheduled for Friday, and they’d requested I attend. I wanted to refuse, but with meetings scheduled every other month, I felt obligated. Would I have chosen them if I’d known? Too late now.
Fuck. How had it gotten to be Thursday already? A month had flown by, and now we were in our last days. Today would be my last outing with the others since my flight to New York boarded early tomorrow morning. Thankfully, Ironclad held their board meetings at noon, so I could return to the resort by Friday evening. Then, only Saturday night’s closing party remained. Emma had even convinced me to perform at the hidden talent talent show.
I glanced over at Robyn in the passenger seat, and my breath caught. Only two more days with her. No. I couldn’t dwell on it now, or it would ruin our day.
“Are you going to tell me where we’re going?” I asked.
“Nope. Just get on 113 North, and I’ll tell you where to turn.”
I stuck out my bottom lip. “Fine.”
“Have I told you that you’re cute when you pout?” Robyn asked.
I shot her a look before I put my foot on the gas. I purposely hit it hard, so we surged forward.
“You’re gonna miss this truck, aren’t you?”
I took a deep breath, weighing my response. I glanced at her. “There’s a lot I’m going to miss.”
“Me too.” She reached over and took my hand. It was the only thing I didn’t like about the truck. The spacious cab required us to stretch to reach each other.
The temptation to tell her about my idea rose inside me. No. This wasn’t how I’d planned it. Tonight, at her apartment was when I needed to do it. Then maybe all this angst would lessen.
We drove in silence, holding hands, until she told me to turn on Westport Road. When we came to a small lighthouse, she instructed me to turn again. As we drove farther, I noticed the piers up ahead.
My eyes lit up. “Are you taking me out on the lake?”
Robyn put her hand against her chest. “I’m not doing anything. You have your sister to thank for today.”
I hit the gas, wanting to get there quicker.
“Whoa. Slow down. We need to find Pier 5.”
It wasn’t difficult, and soon we were hurrying toward the water. Emma saw us and waved her arm in a large arc.
I smiled as we approached. Katlynn wore her typical garb, a flowing tie-dyed coverup with a wide-brimmed hat. I had to do a double take when I realized Helena wore a similar outfit, except her tie-dye was in blue tones, while Katlynn’s was orange.
“Shit,” I said, looking down at my clothes. “I’m not dressed for this.”
“Did you think Emma would overlook that?” Robyn nudged me along.
Emma held up a bag. “You better go change,” she said as soon as we arrived.
“Yeah, we haven’t got all day,” Annie teased.
“Yes, ma’am.” I took the bag from Emma.
“Our boat is over there.” Emma pointed at a large pontoon on the dock.
My eyes widened. “That’s our boat?”
“Yep. A twenty-two-foot, one hundred fifteen-horsepower luxury pontoon,” Emma said with a satisfied smile. Then she laughed. “I have no clue what that means, but the guy told me to memorize it to impress you.”
“I was. But now, not so much.”
“Stop jabbering,” Annie said. “Our time started at ten.”
“It’s two minutes after,” I said.
“See, we’ve already lost time.” Katlynn dramatically put her hand against her forehead.
Helena nudged Katlynn. “Stop picking on poor Blake.”
“Why?” Emma said. “It’s so much fun.”
I turned to Robyn. “Are you going to protect me from this rabid group?”
Robyn kissed me on the cheek. “Afraid not.”
“Go get changed,” Emma said. “We’ll get the stuff loaded.”
“I’m going.” I’d taken a few steps when I turned. “Hey, what about you?” I said to Robyn.
“What about me?”
I wriggled my eyebrows. “Aren’t you going to change into your swimsuit?”
She smirked and unbuttoned the top button of her shirt. “I’m already wearing it.”
I craned my neck, pretending to look down her shirt. “You can keep unbuttoning it.”
“Hell to the no,” Annie said. “We aren’t going to watch you drooling all day.” She turned to Robyn. “I’m sorry, honey, but you’re gonna have to keep your clothes on.”
Everyone laughed. I waved them off as I hurried toward the building.

We couldn’t have asked for a better day. The weather was a perfect eighty-two degrees, with a cooling breeze coming off the water. Emma had packed enough food for the entire Green Bay Packers team, but we’d put a large dent in the offering. We’d cruised the lake, swam, and even tried tubing. It hadn’t gone well. I had what looked like a rug burn on my chest to prove it.
“It’s three. We have to return the boat by four,” Emma said. She raised her hand. “I vote we have one more sharing circle.”
I groaned, but the others enthusiastically clapped.
“Outnumbered again,” I said. “I can drive the boat while the rest of you do your thing.”
Robyn shook her head. “We’ll anchor in a secluded area so everyone can take part.”
Knowing there was no way to avoid it, I circled my finger in the air. “Woohoo.”
Emma sidled up to me and draped her arm over my shoulder. “You’re going to protest until the bitter end, aren’t you?” She didn’t wait for me to answer. “But you can’t fool any of us. We know how much it’s done for you.”
“Amen to that,” Annie added. “I think Vera needs to use you in her marketing material. No way would I have ever thought the uptight woman I met a month ago would become someone I adore.”
I winced. “Was I that bad?”
“No, you weren’t horrible,” Katlynn jumped into the conversation. “But damn, you were aloof.”
“That’s what happens when someone expends all their energy trying to control everything,” Helena said. “They don’t have energy to do much else.”
“That’s a great explanation. I’d not thought about it like that,” I said.
“I’m learning that for myself. The more I fought my body, the more I lost, so I understand more than you think.”
“Hey, no fair,” Robyn called from the driver’s seat. “You guys are starting without me.”
“She’s right,” Emma said. “Why don’t we gather our stuff together, clean up, and pick a few snacks for our circle?”
“Seriously? You want to eat more?” I teased.
“It’s our last day out together, so we need to celebrate.” Emma’s voice cracked. “Fuck. I will not do this.” She busied herself picking up the towels strewn all over the deck of the boat.
Lost in our own thoughts, we all joined her.
Robyn soon located a suitable place to drop anchor.
“Canopy up or down?” Robyn asked.
“I kinda like the sun,” Katlynn said. Then she looked at Helena. “Or would shade be better for you?”
Helena grabbed the brim of her hat. “I’ve got my hat and wrap, so I’m good.”
I slid onto the bench seat next to Emma. When Robyn arrived, she sat across from me. Was it on purpose? No, I couldn’t think that way.
Annie glanced at Robyn. “What’s the topic?”
Robyn placed her hand on her chest. “I’m not the leader. I’m just here with my friends.”
“Fair enough,” Katlynn said. “What should we discuss during our last session?”
After a spirited debate, we couldn’t agree on a single topic, so we settled on three rounds. The first centered on gratitude, leading to emotional declarations of our appreciation for one another. We were all in tears by the time we’d finished.
Then we’d moved on to the biggest life lesson we’d take away from our experience.
Annie raised her hand. “I’ll start. I’ve learned that being surrounded by a family full of men, I need to seek out my sisters. I need female energy in my life. You all have made me realize what I’ve been missing, so thank you. It’s helping me grieve the loss of my Danny.”
“Are you still in touch with Beverly?” Robyn asked.
Annie smiled. “We met for dinner last night to say goodbye. I’ve encouraged her to attend programs at your bookstore. She’s an exceptional woman once you get past the wall of her grief.”
Emma put her hand against her chest. “You have my utmost respect. You saw something none of us saw.”
“Aw, honey, I’m not all that special,” Annie said. “I just knew how to recognize grief. She’s helped me, too. I imagine we’ll keep in touch since we understand each other’s experience. And you all better keep in touch, too, or I will hunt you down.” Annie’s eyes filled with tears. “Who’s next?”
Emma jumped in, always one quick to the rescue. “The biggest thing I learned is I’m stronger than I think.”
I stared at her, surprised by her answer.
“I mean,” Emma continued. “Blake has always been stronger, but I took charge, and I did it. And I’m proud of myself.” She held her chin up and had a satisfied smile on her face.
“Wow,” I said. “Not to take away your thunder, but I’ve always known you were stronger than me.”
“What?” Emma looked at me as if I’d said the earth was flat.
I glanced around at the others and smiled. “It might surprise you, but I can be a bit of a bulldog.” They all laughed. “My strength comes out with force. It’s aggressive, but, Em, you’ve always had feminine strength. No bravado. No strongarming. No forcing. It’s a quiet strength that I’ve always admired. Of everyone in my life, I’ve always known it would be you that held me up when I couldn’t do it for myself.”
Tears streamed down Emma’s face. “I always believed you thought I was a ridiculous, spineless female who couldn’t match your strength.”
“Seriously?” Wanting to lighten the mood, I said, “You scare me. Always have.”
Emma laughed and wrapped her arms around me. She kissed me on the cheek and then playfully planted loud kisses all over my face and head. I knew she was trying to bring levity to the moment, so I played along.
“Eek.” I pretended to recoil and turned my head away. “Remind me never to compliment you again if this is the treatment I get.”
“You love it.” Emma kissed me on the forehead one last time before she released me.
“Bully.” I scrunched up my face. “I might as well go next since it ties to Emma’s. I’ve learned sometimes the strongest thing you can do is to be weak.”
“Whoa, that sounds like double speak,” Helena said.
I bit my lip, trying to come up with a better explanation.
“I think it might be in your choice of word—weak,” Robyn said.
The light bulb went on. “Oh, yeah. When I talk about Emma’s softness, I don’t see it as being weak, but I guess I’m not quite there with myself.”
“Maybe use vulnerable. Open. Soft,” Annie said.
I pretended to shudder. “You guys are killing me.” The others laughed. “You’re right, though. I’m learning that it takes real courage—strength—to be vulnerable and let people past the shield.” I squirmed, ready to move on.
Robyn winked at me. “We love that side of you and are glad you’re sharing it with us.”
My heart rate quickened. While I knew Robyn didn’t say she loved me, it was close. I was just glad my face was already red from the sun.
“I’ll piggyback on that,” Robyn said. “I’ve learned that just because I’m the facilitator doesn’t mean I have to be so detached. Perhaps I’ve hidden behind the label. I’m not a therapist, nor am I a teacher who’s responsible for grades. Those roles would put me in a position of unequal power. Facilitating doesn’t, so I can be more open.” Robyn laughed and looked at me. “Although I won’t go to this extreme again.”
“You better not,” I said without thinking. My face heated.
The others laughed, so I joined them, happy that Robyn didn’t seem to notice my reaction.
“I guess we’re the only two left,” Katlynn said, taking Helena’s hand. “I’m struggling to put into words what’s come from this experience. But I’d say the biggest is that people can like me,” she glanced at Helena, “love me for who I am.” She swept her hand in front of her body. “I figured out why I dress this way. Why I go for the Bohemian free-spirited vibe. I’m afraid.”
We all stared at Katlynn, and nobody spoke.
“Can you explain more?” Robyn asked. “We’d like to understand.”
“Growing up, I was expected to conform. I wasn’t strong enough to resist—at least not with my words. Dressed like this, I make a statement without having to speak. People make assumptions about who I am. In other words, I don’t have to defend my beliefs. People just assume them.” She glanced at Emma. “I want to be strong enough I can voice my opinions without this costume. Whether I’m wearing a business suit or a jogging outfit. I want to speak my truth, not just wear it.”
“That’s very astute,” Robyn said. The rest of us voiced our agreement. “What will you do with this knowledge?”
Katlynn smiled at Helena. “I’ve been encouraged to find my voice. I used to love to write until I enrolled in an MFA program. I quit after the instructor told me I had no talent.”
“That’s terrible,” Emma said.
“It was. But then again, I let him. Since I’ve been here, I’ve been writing about my experience.”
“It’s so good,” Helena said.
Katlynn blushed. “I have my reservations, but I’m considering what to do with it. Helena says I should publish it myself or at least start a blog. Once I leave here, I’m going to explore my options.”
We all clapped and offered encouragement.
“Thanks.” The glow in Katlynn’s cheeks made her look ten years younger. “Last but not least.” She gestured to Helena.
“This is easy,” Helena said. “I’ve learned to listen to and respect my body more. Instead of fighting against it and being angry, I’m listening to it. Funny, but now that I am, it’s cooperating with me. I’m not having near as many flare-ups.” Helena smiled at Katlynn. “It’s nice to have someone who will just sit with me when I’m in pain, not shame me into pushing through it or ignore it.”
Robyn put her hands against her chest. “Seeing your growth is why I do this.” Robyn glanced at her watch. “Unfortunately, we need to head back in fifteen minutes. Should we answer the last question?”
“Yes.” Emma rubbed her chin. “But can someone remind me what it is?”
“Share with the group something we don’t know about you. We can start,” Helena said, holding Katlynn’s hand up. “Do you want to tell them, or should I?”
Katlynn smiled. “Can I do the honors?”
“Absolutely.” Helena squeezed Katlynn’s hand.
“I’m moving to North Carolina to be with Helena.”
While I’d seen it coming, I was still thrilled.
“And thanks to Blake, miraculously, my financial adviser found a bookkeeping error, and all my funds are being returned to me.”
“You still need to report him,” I said.
“I already did.” Katlynn smiled at me. “Still, it’s nice not to have lost thirty percent of the value. You should become a financial adviser.”
“Uh, honey,” Helena said. “I think her career is more lucrative than helping people with their personal finances.”
“Uh, yeah, sorry,” Katlynn said.
The rest of the revelations were unremarkable since we’d all shared so much previously. That was until Robyn, who was the last up, spoke.
“There’s a piece of me I’ve never shared with any other group, but you’re different.” Robyn met my gaze. “The only person in Madison who knows my story is Vera, but I want to share it with you.”
My insides churned. By the way Robyn averted her gaze, I knew this wasn’t something she’d told me. I reminded myself I couldn’t be offended since the purpose of this was to share something nobody else knew.
“Ten years ago, I came from San Francisco—Silicon Valley. I was a co-founder of an internet startup company. We were flying high, making money hand over fist.” Robyn looked down at the boat deck. “My partner was also my lover. I’d been with her for eight years. We were living the life of luxury, taking trips all over the globe. You could call us jetsetters.”
I stared at Robyn, trying to reconcile my notion of her with her description of her past. I couldn’t morph the calm girl next door into what she was describing.
“Somewhere along the line, the company became everything, so we started working harder. Fifteen-hour days weren’t uncommon. Our days of traveling the world were over as we expanded. No, that’s not right. We still traveled, but it was always chasing another customer.”
Robyn sighed. “I should have seen what it was doing to me, but I didn’t. I just pushed harder.” She smiled at Emma. “I needed an Emma in my life, and maybe it wouldn’t have happened.”
Emma gave her a sweet smile.
“Then our company attracted the attention of the big dogs. The vultures started circling, so we worked harder. I still can’t remember those three months of my life. I was living on Monster drinks and takeout. Sleeping at the office for days.”
Robyn met my gaze. The intense pain in her eyes made me want to rush to her. “I woke up in the hospital. The psych ward, to be more specific. I crashed. Hard.”
I motioned toward the space next to her. She nodded, so I moved across the deck and sat beside her.
I held her hand as she continued. “My coworkers told me I lost it in a meeting. I still don’t remember it.” She squeezed my hand. “Apparently, my partner was pushing me to get our new product line out the door, but it wasn’t ready. I’d been working around the clock to figure out the glitch. Apparently, she told me I wasn’t trying hard enough.”
Robyn paused and held her face up to the sun. “If I hadn’t seen the video, I wouldn’t have believed it. We were on a video conference with our satellite group, so it was all on camera.” She swallowed hard. “I trashed the room. Literally.”
I let go of her hand, put my arm around her, and pulled her body against mine.
She remained stoic, as if she were telling the story about someone else. “I smashed laptops. Kicked over chairs. Ripped a television off the wall. Tore down curtains. And I don’t remember any of it. The doctors say I went into a temporary psychotic state brought on by lack of sleep, stress, and toxic levels of caffeine and sugar.”
“Oh, Robyn,” Emma said. “I’m so sorry that happened to you.”
“I’m not,” Robyn said. “It brought me here.” She smiled. “Granted, I would have preferred a less dramatic wake-up call, but it’s what I needed. That’s why I do this. I know what it’s like to hit bottom, so I can relate to the retreat-goers.”
“It all makes sense now,” Helena said, pointing at Robyn. “After my diagnosis, I spoke with many professionals, but I never felt comfortable. Opening up to you has been easy, sharing things I’d never done with anyone else. I just felt you got it. You heard me.”
“Thank you. That means a lot to me.” Robyn put her hand over her heart. “If my experience allows me to help people, then it was worth it.” Robyn smiled and nudged me. “So how’s that for serendipity?”
I smiled back at her, knowing she wanted to lighten the heaviness in the air. “You’re such a showoff. You had to one-up me.”
Robyn threw her arms around me and hugged me tight. “I thought there was no such thing as serendipity.”
The others laughed. I suspected they were relieved to have the heaviness lift.
“What happened to your company?” Annie asked.
Robyn pursed her lips and gave me a side eye. “Please don’t hate me.”
“Hate you?” I said, confused.
“I just wanted out,” Robyn said. “My partner was done with me. She visited me in the hospital once, right after it happened. I sold my share of the company to her for next to nothing. I had enough money to buy my store and live modestly. She eventually sold it to Google for an obscene amount.”
My back stiffened. “I have lawyers. High-powered ones. We can fight this.”
“No, Blake. I don’t want to fight it.”
“But she exploited the state you were in.” I scowled, thinking of someone doing this to Robyn.
“Maybe she did, maybe she didn’t. I made the choice. She didn’t force me, and I’m at peace. It was another lifetime. Nothing I ever want to revisit. I live in the present, not the past. I don’t know why I’m even telling all of you.” She looked into my eyes. “I guess I want you to really know me. All of me.”
“Thank you.” I kissed her, nearly forgetting the others were there.
She kissed me back but soon broke the kiss. “All right.” She slapped her thighs. “I didn’t mean to end this on a low note.”
“Group hug.” Emma leaped to her feet.
We all followed Emma’s lead and stood in the middle of the boat, hugging one another.

A somber mood washed over us once we returned to the pier. After unloading the boat, we stood staring at one another, unsure what to do next.
“Okay, we’re not doing this,” Annie said. “We’ve got two days left.”
“Blake only has one,” Katlynn pointed out.
I shot her a look, but I said nothing.
Emma put her hand on my back. “But she’ll be back to show you all her hidden talent.”
“Girl, you better come back.” Annie pointed at me. “You owe us one more day before New York swallows you back up.”
Although I knew Annie was teasing, her words cut into me, and by the expression on Robyn’s face, they had her, too.
Wanting to lighten the mood, I dropped to the ground and spun on my back in a pathetic attempt at a breakdance move. From where I lay, I said, “I got moves that’ll surprise you all.”
They all laughed.
Helena’s eyes misted. “But you promise you’re coming back, right?”
I stood and put my arm around Helena. “I promise.”



CHAPTER 38
ROBYN AND I AVOIDED any serious conversation at dinner or on our ride back to her apartment, knowing it would come later. Once we arrived at the apartment, Millie was the perfect distraction. I’d considered asking to take her for a long walk, but I wanted to touch Robyn, bring her to one more orgasm before I left.
After we returned from a short walk with Millie, Robyn took my hand and led me to her bedroom. It was just after eight, which meant two more hours. We’d agreed I’d leave at ten since my flight left so early in the morning. The hunger in her eyes matched the hunger I felt. Before I knew what was happening, we were tearing at each other’s clothes. There was none of the slow exploration that had become customary. I’d never felt such need. We fell onto the bed, and Robyn’s hands were all over my body, as mine were on hers.
It didn’t take us long to reach our first orgasm before we started up again. Forty-five minutes later, I fell against the pillow, satiated.
Robyn lay with her head on my chest as we caught our breath.
“Damn,” Robyn said. “What the hell was that?”
“You’re going to miss me,” I said and kissed the top of her head.
She squeezed me with her arm that laid across my stomach. “What about you? Are you going to miss me?”
Now was my time. The perfect opportunity to show Robyn what I’d found, so we could avoid a painful goodbye.
“Of course, I would miss you, but I have a better idea.”
She shifted and gazed up at me. Her neck muscles strained as she did. “I sense this will be a serious conversation, so let’s sit up.”
“Let me get my phone so I can show you what I’m talking about.”
Robyn grabbed our clothes off the floor. “We better get dressed. I can’t concentrate if I’m staring at your breasts.”
I laughed. “But I find yours inspirational.”
“I guess you’ll have to find inspiration somewhere else.” Robyn smirked and pulled her shirt over her head.
Once we were back on the bed, fully clothed, I tapped on my phone. “There’s something I’ve been exploring.”
“Okay?” Robyn drew out the word.
“What do you think?” I held out my phone to her. “Scroll left for the next picture.” My smile grew as I handed the phone to her.
“What am I looking at?” She turned to me with confusion. “Looks like empty storefronts to me.”
I nodded excitedly. “They are. What do you think?”
“Um, they’re nice.” The furrow on her brow deepened. “What are they for?”
“A bookstore.”
Her brows knitted, and she shook her head. “These are in New York City, right?”
“Yep.” I pointed to the first picture. “That’s in Midtown Manhattan, and the other one is in Brooklyn. Which do you like?”
She shoved the phone back at me. “Neither.”
“Oh, okay. I can ask my Realtor to look for something else.”
“I don’t want something else. Not in New York. Not anywhere.”
My stomach dropped. “You won’t even consider it?”
“No!” Robyn slid off the bed. “I knew I shouldn’t have started this.”
Her words cut me. “Don’t say that. It’s not like I bought anything, but I thought it would give you—us—options.”
She’d moved across the room to her dresser. The distance between us seemed greater than the distance from here to my penthouse in New York City.
“I don’t mean I regret our time together, but maybe I’ve given you a false impression.” The chill in her tone caused me to shiver.
Part of me wanted to take back my offer and pretend it never happened if it could get her to stop talking.
“I’ve really enjoyed the last few weeks,” Robyn said. “But we’ve always known it wouldn’t be anything more than what it is. Remember, no strings attached.”
How had I misjudged everything so badly? All the oxygen in the room disappeared. I wanted out of her bed, out of this room, but I sat staring at her.
“If you’d like, we can stay in touch. Call each other now and then. Text.”
Her voice was like a jackhammer in my skull. Text? What the hell did that mean? I could send her funny memes every once in a while. Anger rose inside of me. “Hey, better yet, what social media platform do you use? Maybe we can follow each other.”
She paused. Had she flinched, or did I imagine it? “I try to avoid social media as much as I can.”
I gave her a nonchalant shrug. “Oh, well, I guess that settles it then.” My body finally moved off the bed, even though I wasn’t sure how I was propelling it. I regretted having put on my clothes already because it would have given me something to do other than awkwardly stand and stare at her.
“Are you upset with me?” Robyn asked in her calm facilitator voice.
Hearing it, something inside of me cracked. “Why the fuck should I be upset with you?”
“There’s no need to swear.”
“Isn’t there? How about yell? Is there any fucking reason to yell?” I knew I was out of control, but I wanted her to react. Show some fucking emotions. Instead of her stoic calm.
“There is no reason to yell, either.” Her tone softened, growing quieter. “I’m not certain what you expected from me.”
“I expected you to give a damn. To care that I’m leaving.”
“I do.” Her expression remained blank and her tone low. “I just don’t believe overreacting is going to help the situation.”
“Over-fucking-reacting. Is that what I’m doing?” The vein in my neck pulsed. I’d come here after Terrence had thrown me to the curb. Here I thought I’d healed—changed—but I was back to where I started, being thrown out by someone else.
I expected her to take a step toward me. To calm me, but she stood next to the dresser with her arm draped on top of it, making no move toward me.
“What do you want me to say?” she asked.
Good question. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing. In fact, I wish you’d just stop talking. There’s nothing left to be said.”
“Okay. If that’s what you want.”
Her calm voice was grating on me. How could she be like this when I was falling apart? My humorless laugh held contempt, but I didn’t care. I stomped from the room in a blind rage. I needed to find my shoes.
Millie was snoring in her bed when I entered the living room. Seeing her tore at my heart. I took a deep breath, hoping I wouldn’t hyperventilate. The last thing I wanted was to pass out.
I didn’t know Robyn had followed me until she said, “Are you leaving now?”
I spun around. My anger boiled over. “You got what you wanted from me, so why would you care?”
“That’s not fair.”
For the first time, I glimpsed a crack in her armor, but it disappeared as soon as it came.
“Then what is fair, huh? Tell me, Robyn. Was I just a convenient fuck buddy? Have you been playing me all along?” I knew she hadn’t, but her lack of emotion was fueling my panic. I kneeled and ran my hand over Millie’s fur. “Hey, Millie, am I one of a long string of women your mama drags home?” It was a low blow, but I wanted a reaction, some emotion from Robyn.
“That was uncalled for.” Still no anger. Just her robotic delivery.
I stood. “My bad.” My voice dripped with sarcasm.
“What did you expect from me?” Robyn’s voice maintained its calm edge, while I wanted her to yell, so at least I’d know she cared. “Did you think I’d give up my entire life here and follow you to New York?”
“I thought you’d at least consider it.” My jaw hardened. “But you dismissed it out of hand. You dismissed me.” Tears welled in my eyes. “Fuck this. Where are my keys?” I glanced around the room. In my upset state, I couldn’t remember where I’d put them.
“So you’re leaving?”
“Why shouldn’t I?”
“It’s only nine thirty. We still have half an hour.”
Her words wiped away any resolve I had left. “What. Is. Wrong. With. You?”
“I think your keys are in the kitchen.” She pivoted and left the room.
I gaped at her.
She returned with my keys, but she didn’t give them to me. Instead, she set them on the end table.
“Now I understand the old expression that the opposite of love isn’t hate, it’s indifference.” Shit. I’d just implied I loved her. “Screw it.” I snatched my keys off the table.
“Is that what you think? That I’m indifferent?”
Tears streamed down my face, making me angrier. Once again, I was falling apart while Robyn was under control.
“Never mind. I need…” My words caught in my throat when I looked into her eyes. They no longer held indifference. All I saw was an intense pain. I took a step toward her. “Robyn—”
She backed away. “No, don’t.”
I stopped. “Talk to me. What’s going on?”
She shook her head and stepped back farther, putting as much distance between us as she could without leaving the room. “I think you should go.”
“I don’t.”
“What do you want from me?” Her voice held a note of anguish.
“I don’t know. But I don’t want this to end.”
“Don’t you understand? There’s no other choice.”
“But I gave you another option. If the bookstore isn’t enough, there are retreats in the city. You could run groups.”
“Did you hear anything I said on the boat?” Her voice trembled.
“You mean about your past?”
“I can never put myself in an environment like that again. I can’t risk it.”
My shoulders relaxed. This was an easy problem to solve. “You can do whatever you want. You don’t have to work. I just thought you’d want your own bookstore.”
“You’re not listening.” She resorted back to her calm delivery. The pain in her eyes was gone, replaced by a hollow stare. “I won’t get into another situation where I could lose control again. This is where I belong.”
I studied her for a moment. “Oh, my god, how did I miss it?”
“Miss what?”
“After the sharing circle, I overheard the exchange you had with Dana.”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“She accused you of having a frozen heart.”
“After all this time we’ve spent together, that’s what you think of me?” Robyn’s tone held a hint of anger, but she maintained her tranquil expression.
I shook my head. “No, I don’t. Just like you never believed my façade.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Color dotted Robyn’s cheeks, telling me she wasn’t as emotionless as she appeared.
“My relentless ambition and drive were how I kept myself from feeling. While you maintain control by hiding behind a mask of peace and serenity.”
“But you screwed that all up.” Her words didn’t feel accusatory, just resigned, and her dull eyes showed a spark of emotion.
“I did.” My anger subsided, and I took a step toward her.
“It was just supposed to be fun.” Robyn crossed her arms over her chest and hugged herself. “That’s what we agreed to. No strings, remember?”
Something inside of me shifted. I’d changed from the person I was when I’d come here. My previous self would have mounted my defenses, but I didn’t want to do that with Robyn. This was too important. I moved toward her. This time, she didn’t back away. I put my hand on her shoulder and looked into her eyes. She held my gaze. As much as I yearned to wrap her in a hug, I needed to see her expression when I spoke the words I was about to utter.
“I remember,” I said. “But then I went and fell in love with you.”
She stared at me, and tears streamed down her cheeks. I wondered if she even knew she was crying. She hugged herself tighter, but she didn’t break eye contact with me.
Even though I wanted to embrace her, I stood, not moving, waiting for her to respond. Despite my growing discomfort, I refused to allow myself to become guarded, so I took a deep breath and let my arms fall to my side with my palms up.
“I’m afraid for what happened in San Francisco to ever happen again.” Her voice was so soft I had to strain to hear her.
“So you came here to escape?” My tone was gentle, not accusatory.
“No, to heal.”
“Have you?”
“For the most part. I’ve never lost control like that again. Until…”
I waited for her to continue. I wouldn’t fill the void with unnecessary words.
She swallowed hard. “Until that day when we danced in the woods.”
I wanted to protest that the situations were nothing alike, but I remained quiet, giving Robyn the space to speak.
“I know it wasn’t the same, but I still felt out of control. And then we started this.” She waved her hand between us but then folded her arms around herself again. “I thought I could handle you leaving, but it hurts more than I could have imagined.”
“I know.” I nodded and gave her a sympathetic smile. “If I had to do it all over again, I still would. Would you?”
Pain flashed in her eyes. Then she looked away from me.
Fear gripped me. Was she about to tell me she wished this had never happened?
Without warning, she turned and threw herself into my arms and whispered in my ear, “I love you, too, Blake.”



CHAPTER 39
LAST NIGHT, AFTER OUR confession of love, I stayed with Robyn. Our lovemaking had been slow and sensual. It was full of more emotion than I’d ever felt. Afterward, Robyn shared more about her breakdown. I held her while we both cried. We didn’t talk about what happened next. We couldn’t. There would be time for that later.
I slipped out of her bed at four a.m. At the door of her bedroom, I stopped and studied her face. When she awoke, I feared pain and anguish would replace her peaceful expression. I turned away. I couldn’t think about that now.
The overnight bag I’d thrown together last night sat by the front door. I’d been able to scrounge up a few items but nothing appropriate for a board meeting. When I arrived in New York City, I’d have to stop by my penthouse to change into a business suit. It was a small price to pay for getting one more night with Robyn.
I grabbed my bag and took my keys from the table. Millie snored in her bed. As much as I wanted to pat her head and rub her ears, I didn’t dare. I needed to slip out before I roused anyone.
Tears streaked down my face as I silently closed the apartment door behind me. Fucking Madison. I needed to get back to New York, where the air wasn’t infused with estrogen.

I arrived at the airport and made it through security in record time. It was one advantage of a small airport. Now I stared out the plane window, blinking into the brightness of the rising sun. I was ready to be in the air, but first class meant sitting on the plane longer as everyone else boarded. Some of my fellow travelers had already ordered a drink. I considered doing the same if it would ease the pain crushing my chest.
Instead, I closed my eyes. Since I’d gotten little sleep last night, perhaps I could take a nap during the two-and-a-half-hour flight. With the thoughts pinging in my head, I doubted I could sleep.
I kept my eyes closed until after takeoff, but I’d been right. My mind had no intention of shutting down. I let out a heavy sigh, pulled my bag from under the seat, and took out the journal I’d stashed there. I’d picked it up in Robyn’s bookstore a few days ago. Still, I longed for Auntie Bess’s notebook, but it was in my luggage back at the villa.
I clicked my pen and stared at the blank sheet in front of me.
A flight attendant, seeing I was awake, asked if I wanted anything. I wanted to order a bloody Mary. Instead, I asked for water.
I agonized over the empty page until I finally put the tip of my pen on the paper. Once I started writing, I wrote nonstop, and I was shocked when the pilot announced our descent into LaGuardia. After complying with his instructions, I thumbed through the notebook. I’d filled eighteen pages; however, it wasn’t in my normally precise and orderly way. Notes were scrawled everywhere, including in the margins and backsides of the pages. Scribbles, arrows, and drawings filled the page.
The older woman next to me smiled and said, “I didn’t want to bother you while you were working. My husband used to slip into the zone, and I knew to leave him be.”
I glanced at her and smiled. “Yeah, I rarely do this.” I pointed at all the scribbles. “I guess that’s what happens when I don’t have my laptop.”
“He always preferred good old-fashioned paper. He said it made him think better.”
I held up the notebook and shook it. “He might just be right. I haven’t experienced a mind dump like this in forever.”
“Are you working on a project?”
I told her about my notes as we approached the city.
In business, I’d always found talking out my ideas helped bring clarity. Today was no exception. As I chatted with my seatmate, my disjointed ramblings coalesced into something coherent. Emma would deem this another moment of serendipity.
By the time we landed, I thanked the woman and hurried from the plane. I still had three hours before I needed to be at Ironclad’s offices. Ample time to follow through on my first agenda item.

Before climbing from the cab at 740 Park Place, I gave the driver a generous tip. I’d considered stopping by my penthouse to change into the business suit I planned on wearing for the board meeting later, but I decided against it. I glanced down at my blue jeans and V-neck T-shirt and grinned. They’d have to take me as I was.
I presented my ID to the doorman, who studied me for some time before waving me inside. I’d visited here often but never dressed this way. Once in the elevator, my palms began to sweat. Was this a bad idea?
Too late now since the elevator door slid open. A smiling Sylvia McClinton greeted me and threw her arms around me before I could react. Once I got my bearing, I returned her embrace.
“Blake, I’m so glad you called.” Sylvia released me but continued to hold my hands in hers. “I didn’t tell Terrence you were coming. In case….” Her voice trailed off.
“In case I changed my mind?”
She gave me a partial smile, and her pale blue eyes misted. Seeing her on the verge of tears brought a lump to my throat. Fuck.
Her expression changed from sadness to curiosity. Still holding my hands, she took a step back. “You look good. Fantastic.”
I glanced down at my outfit and crinkled my nose. “You think so?”
Sylvia chuckled. “I wasn’t talking about your interesting wardrobe choice. But there’s something else. Something intangible.”
Unsure how to reply, I responded. “You’re looking good, too.” I studied the poised woman who I’d come to love over the years. Her clothes were immaculate and her hair perfectly styled, but there was a tightness around her eyes and mouth.
She let go of one of my hands and swept her hand along the front of her body. “The exterior must be flawless.”
Previously, the comment would have made me uncomfortable. I squeezed her hand. “But how is the interior doing?”
Her eyes widened before she nodded and smiled. “Yes, you have changed, haven’t you? It’s not just the clothes.”
“No, it’s not,” I answered honestly. In all the years I’d known Sylvia, I never expected to be having this conversation with her. “But you never answered my question.”
She gave me a half smile. “It’s been hard. Really hard. I love that man. I’ve loved him since the first time he kissed me. I don’t know how to do life without him.” She looked toward the ceiling. “The kids resented he wasn’t around, and he missed milestones in their lives, but there’s something they never knew.” She met my gaze. “When he was away on business or working late, no matter what, he called me at ten o’clock, and we’d talk for as long as we could.”
“What the hell?” I shook my head. “I always wondered where he disappeared to.”
This time, Sylvia gave me a full smile. “Did you think he was having an affair?”
I fidgeted, but I wouldn’t miss the opportunity to have a genuine conversation with Sylvia. “At first, I’d wondered. Then I noticed how his eyes lit up whenever you walked into a room, so I never believed it.” I scowled. “Why didn’t he ever tell me?”
She smirked. “It was our secret. We never even told the kids.”
“But why?”
“You’ll think it silly.” The tightness around her mouth and eyes had disappeared, and she looked years younger.
“No, I won’t. Please, tell me.”
“My parents didn’t think he was good enough for me, so they tried to keep us apart. They were old school and were always in bed by nine o’clock. I waited until ten, after they were sound asleep, and then I’d call him.”
I gaped. “You mean you’ve been doing it for fifty years?”
“Fifty-four.” She squeezed my hand. “Enough about our silly love story. He’s going to be thrilled to see you.”
I took a deep breath, unsure if I was ready for this.
Sylvia looked deep into my eyes and said, “Honey, will you forgive him?”
I paused for several beats, thinking of everything I’d written in my notebook on the flight. Though I wanted to break eye contact with her, I held her gaze and said, “I already have.”
Her shoulders slumped, and tears welled in her eyes again. “Thank you. Thank you so much.” Without warning, she wrapped me in another hug. Her shoulders shook. The Blake from a month ago would have done anything to escape. Instead, I held her for some time, letting her have the release she needed.
My heart raced as Sylvia pushed open the door to Terrence’s study.
“Sweetheart, you have a visitor,” she said.
I didn’t know what to expect. When I walked into the room, Terrence sat in his favorite armchair reading a book. While he was paler than when I’d last seen him and had lost a little more weight, he didn’t look as bad as I’d feared.
He dropped his book to his lap, and his eyes widened. “Blake?”
I glanced at Sylvia in a panic. She hadn’t mentioned he’d lost his faculties.
Sylvia laughed and grabbed my hand. “He knows who you are.”
He tossed his book on the table and rose to his feet. “Of course, I know who you are. I just never thought… I mean, I didn’t think I’d ever see…” Tears rolled down his cheeks, and the rest of his words caught in his throat.
Not knowing how to respond, I held up my hands and shook them. In a moment like this, jazz hands might be inappropriate, but I wasn’t sure how to react. “Here I am.”
For the next two and a half hours, the three of us talked. Terrence and Sylvia shared stories I’d never heard, and I told them about Blissful Breeze and Robyn. The time sped by too fast, but I needed to leave for Ironclad or I’d be late. Already, I wouldn’t have time to stop by my apartment to change my clothes.
Terrence insisted on walking me to the door with Sylvia. His gait was slightly shaky, but I suspected it had as much to do with me as it did his cancer.
“Thank you for coming, Blake,” Sylvia said.
“You brightened an old man’s day,” Terrence said. When he met my gaze, I noticed apprehension in his eyes. It became clear when he said, “Will you come back and visit again?”
Vulnerability. How I would have hated it a month ago. I gave him a broad smile. “Of course, I will.”
“We’d love to meet this Robyn of yours, too,” Sylvia said.
At the mention of Robyn, tightness spread across my chest. “I’d like that, but I can’t make any promises.”
After a round of hugs, I stepped toward the elevator but stopped. “Terrence, in your wisdom, you just may have saved me.”
He gave me a fatherly smile. “My wisdom is questionable, but thank you for being so gracious.”
“I love you both,” I said, surprising myself.
Apparently, I wasn’t the only one surprised as Sylvia and Terrence stood staring with tears in their eyes for several beats before Sylvia said, “We love you, too, Blake.”
“You know I’ve always loved you like a daughter,” Terrence said, finding his voice.

After leaving Ironclad’s headquarters, I’d arrived at LaGuardia early, which gave me the extra time I needed. I slid into a corner seat at the Orpheus + Apollo Lounge with my gin and tonic. After the past twenty-four hours I’d had, I thought I deserved a small indulgence.
I started with a text to Emma.
Me: Hey, Em. I need a big favor. Actually… 2.
Emma answered within seconds: What’s up?
Me: I need to change our song for tomorrow night.
Emma: Okay. Why?
Me: I’ll explain later. Which is my other favor. Will you have dinner with me when I get back? Just the two of us?
Emma: Uh…yeah. Care to enlighten me?
Me: I don’t have time to talk now. I’ll send you a link for the new song.
She tried to ask me more questions, but I deflected and assured her we’d talk later.
Next, I scrolled through my phone and found the contact I was looking for.
My call was picked up on the first ring. “Hey, do you miss me already?” Dana said.
I laughed. “How far is it from Chicago to Madison?” I asked with no preamble.
“About two and a half hours.”
“Do you have plans this weekend?”
“That all depends on whether I have a better offer.” She chuckled. “What are you up to?”
I launched into the spiel I’d been rehearsing in my mind since I’d left Ironclad’s offices.
The last call proved to be the most difficult. I stalled and took care of my business at the ticket counter before returning to the lounge. Here, Robyn wouldn’t detect the airport noise in the background. I’d considered texting her, but that wouldn’t be right. It was only fair to cancel our plans through a phone call, not a text. I wouldn’t lie to her and say I was staying in New York tonight, but I hoped she’d erroneously jump to that conclusion when I told her something had come up.
“How did it go?” Robyn said as soon as she answered.
Just hearing her voice caused my heart to race.
“It went well. What are you up to?” Ugh. Were we stuck in awkward small talk?
“I’m in my office, working on bills.”
“Fun.” Yep. We were going to make it weird.
Through the silence, the twang of a country song played in the background. It wasn’t Robyn’s typical genre, so it would give me something else to talk about.
“What are you listening to?” I asked.
“Um, nothing…I mean, just a song.”
I laughed. “Well, yeah, I figured it was a song.”
Robyn’s laugh came out as a nervous chuckle. “It’s nothing.”
“Are you embarrassed I caught you listening to country music?” I teased.
“No.” This time, her laugh was genuine. “I listen to country sometimes.”
“Well, I don’t, so tell me what’s playing.” I was happy for this diversion—something to say before I told her I wouldn’t be seeing her tonight.
“It’s just Garth Brooks.”
“Hey, I’ve heard of him.” I put extra pep into my voice, hoping my antics would make her laugh.
It worked. “You’re such a goof. I’d hope you’ve heard of him.”
“So what song is it?”
“Do you even know any of his songs?”
“I know the one bar song.”
“You mean Friends in Low Places?”
“Yeah, that’s it.”
“Well, that’s not the one I’m listening to.”
“Then which one is it?” Why did it seem I was having to pull it out of her?
“You wouldn’t know it. It’s called The Dance.”
“Oh, so you’re thinking of me?” I chuckled.
“I thought you didn’t know the song.” Her tone sounded defensive.
“I don’t. But, you know, dance. Like our dance in the woods.”
She laughed. “I doubt you called to quiz me about my listening habits. When are you going to get back?” Her tone was hopeful.
My chest tightened, knowing I was going to dash that hope. “Uh, that’s why I called. I’d hoped to see you tonight, but I won’t be able to.”
“Oh.”
“I’m sorry. It’s not that I don’t want to.”
“I understand. Of course, your new company wants to celebrate with you.”
She was assuming what I’d hoped she would, but I refused to lie, so I said, “I’m really sorry. I wanted to see you tonight, but I promise I’ll be there tomorrow night.”
“Are you positive?” Her voice was tentative.
“I swear!”
“Okay. I’m looking forward to it.”
While her tone was more upbeat, I could sense the apprehension. I couldn’t stay on the phone much longer, or I’d never be able to pull off what I needed to.
“Me too,” I said. “But I really need to get going.”
“Yeah, and I should get back to these bills.”
“And The Dance,” I said, trying for goofy.
“Uh-huh.”
It hadn’t landed like I’d wanted it to, but I couldn’t prolong the conversation. “Okay, well, I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“Yeah, tomorrow.”
The conversation was ending like it had begun—awkward. I couldn’t let that happen.
“I love you, Robyn.”
After a few beats, Robyn said, “I love you, too.”
When we hung up, my chest ached. I hadn’t wanted to cause the sadness in her voice, but I had. Tomorrow, I’d make it up to her.
While I sat nursing my gin and tonic, I pulled up Garth Brooks on my phone and found the song Robyn was playing. I could pretend we were listening to it together.
I smiled as Garth sang the opening lines. No wonder Robyn hadn’t wanted me to know. She’d been thinking of me and our dance. Thinking of our future, when we’d reminisce about how our dance had started it all. How romantic. Maybe it could be our song. I chuckled to myself. Who had I become, choosing a country song for us?
My face fell. What had he just said? I swiped my phone, restarting the song. I hadn’t heard wrong. This wasn’t a happy song. The lyrics tore at my heart.
After I played it for the fifth time, I waved the bartender over for another gin and tonic.



CHAPTER 40
MY FEET POUNDED THE path as I ran past the dilapidated cabins of Blissful Breeze. Despite there being so much for me to do, I’d allowed myself the luxury of an early morning run. Dew still clung to the grass, and the birds had begun their morning routine in earnest.
I inhaled deeply, hoping the infusion of oxygen would further clear my mind. The past twenty-four hours had been a whirlwind, and I expected more of the same today.
In my heart, I knew I was making the right decision, but guilt nagged. The Garth Brooks song rattled in my mind, and the hurt in Robyn’s voice yesterday haunted me. I hoped she’d forgive me for it and what I was about to do.
Her tear-streaked face flashed in my mind, so I increased my pace, hoping to outrun it. I couldn’t. The vivid memory of our last night together was fresh in my mind. It occupied much of my thoughts when I was in New York City. I’d pushed it aside then, so I could do what I needed to do. I had to find the strength again.
Last night when I returned to Madison, it had taken everything I had not to head straight to her apartment. I wanted to share with her everything that happened in New York, but I knew I couldn’t. I didn’t dare. It would cause me too many conflicted emotions when I needed my head in the game today.
Luckily, the dinner I’d scheduled with Emma saved me from a long, painful evening. Our talk had gone exceptionally well. I knew it would since I have the best sister in the world. How often during this trip had I been reminded of that?
After dinner, Vera let us into the great room to rehearse for the talent show. Since high school, Emma and I had performed Candle in the Wind so many times together we could do it in our sleep. We didn’t realize how difficult it would be to do a different song until we began practicing.
Actually, it was me who found it difficult. Sit Emma behind a piano keyboard and she could play any song, but my vocals were another story. I used to love to sing, but I’d not done much of it the past fifteen years. Several cocktails might persuade me to sing karaoke, but seldom. Now I relegated my singing to the shower.
We’d practiced until after ten, which made it easier for me not to slip away to Robyn’s. Having my entire concentration on the music had been cathartic. Emma and I had laughed so hard we cried when I kept butchering the words. Leaving the lodge, I felt somewhat comfortable I could pull it off, while Emma had no doubts.
I glanced at my watch as I rounded the corner and the lodge came into view. Seven thirty. It would give me plenty of time to take a shower and eat breakfast before Dana arrived. I smiled at the thought since I looked forward to seeing her.
Halfway to the villas, my calves were cramping and my lungs burning, but I picked up my pace. The road had proved a questionable choice with the crumbling pavement and potholes. I stayed in the middle of the road since it seemed the least damaged. Glancing at my watch, I realized dodging the hazards was impeding my time. With the villas in view, I was ready for a sprint to the finish.
I took in a deep breath before taking off. Sprinting felt good, and I realized pushing this hard had worked. I’d been able to think of nothing else but running. It only took that split second of distraction for me to miss the crack in the pavement, which crumbled when my foot hit it.
Before I knew it, my body lurched forward, and I windmilled my arms to right myself. It didn’t work as I plummeted toward the road. With my speed, I didn’t get my hands down to cushion the fall before my knee hit. I twisted, hoping to avoid a face plant. Pain seared as my cheek scraped against the pavement. Partial success since I’d protected my nose.
When I skidded to a stop, I cursed my clumsiness. I rose to my feet and jogged back to the villa, not wanting to see the damage I’d done to myself.
Emma and Annie were sitting on our front porch. I’d hoped to get inside and clean up before anyone saw me. As I came closer, I saw their smiles turn to frowns.
“What in God’s name happened to you?” Annie asked.
Emma jumped to her feet, concern written on her face. “Blake, did someone attack you?”
“No, I’m fine.”
Emma stepped back and studied me. “But you’re bleeding. Everywhere.”
Really? I glanced down at my knee and swooned when I realized it resembled ground hamburger.
“Jesus, I think she’s gonna pass out.” Annie jumped to her feet and grabbed me by the arm.
“I’m okay.” I shook my head to clear it.
“We need to clean you up before Dana gets here, or she’s gonna take one look at you and turn around and leave,” Emma said.
“Dana?” Annie shot Emma a look. “Like in the Dana?”
“Yes, the Dana.” Emma put her arm around my waist. “Let’s get you inside.”
“Hold the train.” Annie called. “Why is Dana coming back? And more importantly, why does it seem you’re okay with it?”
Emma and I had agreed not to share anything with the others since I didn’t want Robyn to inadvertently hear something through the grapevine.
“Dana’s changed. You know that,” Emma said as she pushed open the door.
“What the hell is going on here?” Annie said, raising her voice. “Blake shows up covered in blood, and you’re all nonchalant about Dana returning. Have the sisters gone mad?”
“It’s a twin thing,” Emma said over her shoulder as we entered the house.
Annie laughed despite everything. “Girl, you better be glad I like you because I wouldn’t take these half-assed answers from just anyone.”

I’d decided to meet Dana at the lodge instead of the villa, which turned out to be a smart move after Annie’s reaction. We didn’t need an audience while we talked. When I arrived at the lodge fifteen minutes early, Dana was already there. She was leaning over the counter, talking to Vera.
She turned when I walked in, and her eyes widened. “Jesus, what happened to you?”
I smiled. “You should see the other guy.”
Once Emma cleaned me up, we’d taken stock of the damage. My left cheek sported an angry red road rash. I hoped it wouldn’t scab by tonight, but I feared it would. Healing would take some time. A deep purple bruise had already sprung up on my knee, but the worst was the pulpy mess in the center. Emma had dug pieces of ground asphalt from it. My arms were the least damaged, only suffering a few scrapes and cuts.
“Seriously.” Dana approached me and lightly touched my cheek. “What happened?”
“I tripped on my run this morning.” I glanced at Vera, not wanting her to know it was the disrepair of the property that led to my fall.
“See. That’s why I never do it. It’s dangerous,” Dana teased.
“Do you need ice or something, honey?” Vera asked.
I shook my head. “Emma did all the doctoring I need.” I clapped my hands together. “Besides, we’ve got things to do.”



CHAPTER 41
I PACED TO THE front door of the lodge for what must have been the fifth time. Robyn was late. A knot formed in the pit of my stomach. Had she decided not to come?
I’d texted her earlier but had resisted calling her. I didn’t want another awkward conversation like yesterday, nor did I want to hear the confusion and hurt in her voice. Doubt gripped me. Maybe I’d made the wrong decision.
The parking lot was fuller than I’d ever seen. Tonight’s party included not only retreat participants, but also anyone who had attended a workshop. But still no sign of Robyn’s familiar van.
It was already twenty minutes after the hour, and Vera planned on making her opening remarks soon. She’d claimed she was allowing time for the stragglers to arrive, but we both knew she was waiting on Robyn.
I sighed and turned away from the door. As I trudged back to the party, the upbeat music and buzz of voices did nothing to improve my mood. I considered slipping into the bathroom for a spell, but I couldn’t hide forever.
As soon as I entered, Dana waved me to the stage. She stood behind one of the large speakers with a scowl on her face. I climbed the stairs to the stage, remembering the last time I’d done the same.
It had been horrible yet cathartic. I climbed the steps, willing my knees not to buckle.
“What are you doing?” I asked Dana once I’d walked across the stage to her.
“The damned thing keeps cutting in and out.” She pounded the top of the speaker several times.
“That rarely works, you know?”
Dana held up one finger. “The key word there is rarely.”
I wiggled the wires in the back, pretending I knew what I was doing. Nothing happened.
Dana pointed at the wire coming from the bottom of the raised speaker. “Crawl under there and check for loose wires.”
“Are you kidding me?” I ran my hand down the front of me. “This suit isn’t made for crawling around on a dusty floor.” I’d pulled out all the stops tonight and brought a pinstriped charcoal gray suit back with me from New York. It was tailored to hug my body. I hoped Robyn liked it. If she showed up.
“Fine, I’ll do it, you prissy thing.” Dana shook her head and smiled. “Women in love are so annoying.”
“Whatever, just check the wires.”
While she climbed under the speaker, I examined the cables plugged into the back panel.
“I’m not seeing anything,” she said.
I noticed the yellow cable seemed higher than the rest, so I pushed it and felt it slide a few centimeters. The static disappeared.
“What the hell did you just do?” Dana said, getting to her feet and brushing off her pants.
“I’m a genius. What can I say?”
She stepped up beside me and studied the back. “Seriously, what did you do?”
I pointed at the cable. “Pushed it all the way in.”
Dana groaned. “Fuck me.” She craned her neck and slapped at the back of her pants. “Do I have anything on my ass?”
I stepped back and looked. “You shouldn’t crawl around the floor in black pants.”
“What the hell do I have on them?”
“Looks like cobwebs.”
“Well, get them off.” Dana continued to brush at them.
I slapped her hand away and grabbed the silky string hanging from her pants. “Got it.”
She bumped me with her hip and laughed. “I finally got you to touch my ass.”
I snorted and started to respond when I noticed Robyn standing in the doorway across the room. My stomach fluttered. When our eyes met, I forgot my injuries and jumped from the stage. My knee reminded me as soon as I landed. But no amount of pain would deter me from getting to her.
As I approached, I couldn’t read the myriad emotions lying behind her eyes. I was so fixated on her face; I didn’t notice her outfit until I was almost to her. My eyes widened when I took in her sleek black dress. When I reached her, my cheeks were on fire, which only made my road rash burn more.
“My god, you look amazing.” It wasn’t eloquent, but I couldn’t help myself.
She gave me a half smile but put her arm over her chest and grasped her opposite elbow. No doubt it was a protective stance. My chest tightened. As I feared, I’d caused her reaction. I wanted to take her in my arms and reassure her everything would be okay.
Fuck it. I opened my arms. “I missed you. Do I get a hug?”
I braced for her answer. Regardless, I wouldn’t let her reaction sway me.
She stared at me for a beat, and then her arm dropped to her side. “Okay.” Her voice held little conviction, but I’d take it.
As I stepped toward her, she put her hand on my chest and scowled. “What did you do to yourself?”
“Oh, this?” I touched my cheek, which had crusted over. “I had a disagreement with the pavement. I lost.”
The apprehension in Robyn’s eyes disappeared as her fingertips brushed my wound. If my tumble erased the doubt in Robyn’s eyes, I’d gladly take the fall a million times over.
Her soft touch tickled my cheek. “What happened?”
“I tripped over some loose pavement while I was out for my morning run.”
Her eyes narrowed. “When did you get in?”
Fuck. I wouldn’t lie to her. “Last night.”
“Oh.”
It was amazing how much a single word could convey. I needed to turn this around. “It’ll all make sense—soon.”
“What are you playing at?” Wariness replaced the compassion in Robyn’s eyes.
Her words twisted in my gut. “Please, Robyn. Do you trust me?”
She studied me for several seconds before her gaze dropped to the floor. “I do.” Her voice was low, so I could barely hear it over the din of the surrounding conversations.
“Did you just say you do?”
She looked up, and our eyes locked. “Yes.”
“Thank you.” I put my hand on my chest. “You don’t know how much I needed to hear that.” I took a deep breath. “I really, really love you, and seeing the pain in your eyes is killing me.”
She looked toward the stage.
I glanced over my shoulder, and my gaze landed on Dana, who was just coming down the stairs to the stage.
“Oh, god, Robyn.” I took her hand. “Do you think? No!”
“But—”
“I’m so sorry if I made you doubt how I feel about you for even a minute. There’s so—”
Vera tapped on the microphone and cut off my words when she said, “Welcome, everyone! We’re happy to have so many in attendance tonight. First….”

Once Vera interrupted our conversation with her welcome speech, there was no more opportunity for Robyn and me to talk. After the opening remarks, my villa mates swept us away to the buffet line. Robyn sat next to me at dinner, but with the lively discussion at our table and visitors dropping by, especially those seeking Robyn, privacy was impossible.
While Robyn was radiant and gracious with everyone who approached, tension bubbled just under the surface. It was the strain I’d caused. As she talked with others, I studied her and fell even more in love. I hoped I’d have the opportunity to see where it could lead.
“It’s unbelievable how many people are here,” Annie said. “I counted over a hundred and twenty.”
“Right?” Katlynn added.
“It’s a tribute to the wonderful instructors.” Helena looked at Robyn. “Especially our favorite one.”
Robyn’s cheeks reddened. “You’re too kind, but thank you.”
“Is such large attendance typical?” Emma asked.
Robyn shook her head. “No, but this session Vera increased the number of classes that welcomed outside participants.” Robyn rubbed her chin. “I have mixed feelings about it.”
“Why?” Helena asked.
“Growing participation is great, however, the full retreat attendees’ experience shouldn’t suffer. Do you ladies feel it inhibited you?”
“Not at all,” Annie said. “I felt there were enough offerings strictly for us with the full ticket.”
Robyn smiled. “Good to know.”
“I’m not sure we’d have signed up for the hidden talent talent show if we’d realized it would be a full house.” Katlynn scanned the crowd. “I think I have stage fright.”
“It’s all right, babe,” Helena said. “I’ll be right there with you.”
“Are you going to tell us what you’re doing?” Emma asked.
“Only if you and Blake tell us what your act is,” Katlynn shot back.
Robyn looked at me out of the corner of her eye. “I didn’t know you were going to perform.”
“Um, yeah…we’re the closing act.” I looked across the table at Emma.
“But it’s a surprise,” Emma added. “We’re gonna dazzle you all.”
“Why do you think I drove all the way here from Chicago?” Dana said, entering the conversation.
I felt Robyn tense beside me, so I decided to lighten the tone. I swept my hand out in an arc. “We have fans coming from far and wide to see the sister act.”
While I didn’t want to rush the last day with my friends, I struggled to stay focused and enjoy my time with them, so I was glad when Vera returned to the stage. She announced the show would start in fifteen minutes.
Everyone scattered to grab another beverage, hit the restroom, or prepare for their performance. Despite the break, there wasn’t ample time to start a deep discussion with Robyn. Instead, I excused myself and huddled with Emma about our performance. Since we were last, we’d watch the first eight performances before we made our way backstage between the eighth and ninth.
Shortly after I settled back in my seat, the lights dimmed. I glanced at Robyn and offered my hand to her. She looked at it for a beat before she took it. Her hands were surprisingly cold.
I leaned over to Robyn. “Are you okay?”
Robyn nodded.
“But your hands are so cold.”
She shrugged. “I’m fine. It happens sometimes, but the rest of me isn’t cold.”
Her tell? I didn’t explore further since Vera called the first act to the stage. I scooted my chair closer to Robyn and squeezed her hand.
While Robyn’s presence was comforting, I felt the apprehension radiating from her. The show at least gave us a diversion. The opening act was a standup routine, followed by Helena and Katlynn, badly singing I Got You Babe while decked out in Sonny and Cher costumes. Helena’s mustache flapped every time she opened her mouth as they played off the opening comedienne.
My shoulders relaxed once I allowed myself to enjoy the other performers. I was still holding Robyn’s now warm hand when Emma waved from across the table. The stagehands brandished brooms as they swept up confetti, which littered the stage from the previous act.
“We need to go now,” Emma said.
I glanced at Robyn and squeezed her hand before I stood.
She smiled back at me, and I tried to ignore the guardedness in her eyes.
Backstage, after her lighthearted jokes landed flat, Emma left me alone and watched from the wings. Butterflies danced in my stomach when I heard the applause from the crowd, knowing the act before us would soon exit the stage.
When Emma and I walked onstage, our table erupted with enthusiasm while the rest of the crowd clapped. Emma went to her seat at the piano while I joined Vera center stage.
Vera smiled and said, “Looks like you two have quite a fan club.”
I shook my head. “Nah, just really loud villa mates.”
More hoots came from the group.
“You two are our final act. No pressure,” Vera said.
“Gee, thanks.”
Vera patted my back before she moved offstage.
I glanced out at the crowd and paused an extra beat when I met Robyn’s eyes before my gaze swept across the room.
“Before we show off our hidden talent, I need to explain something.” I adjusted my suit coat, thankful for the undershirt absorbing my sweat.
“When Emma brought me here, I jokingly said I’d be driving a pickup truck, sharing my feelings, and singing country music. Prophetic? Maybe. Hell, since I’ve done two out of three, I decided to go for the trifecta.”
I waited for the crowd to stop laughing and cheering.
“You might be surprised that Emma and I used to perform together when we were younger.” I motioned toward Emma. “She’s a prodigy on the piano and can play just about anything, so she’s the real star of the show.”
“Don’t let her fool you,” Emma called. “Blake has a set of pipes on her.”
“Whatever,” I waved her comment off. “We’d planned on singing Candle in the Wind until yesterday. But I doubt if we can call Elton John country, so we’ve worked hard to get this song ready for you. Please understand, it’ll be a little raw.”
I glanced at Robyn when I delivered the line. Her expression had softened, which gave me the courage I needed.
“And, um, I’ve taken the liberty to change a word in the song. I think most of you will notice the change.” I pointed at our table. “Some of you will understand why I did it.”
I took a deep breath. “One last thing. Recently, someone introduced me to a song about dancing, and I listened to it several times, but I like this song a whole lot better.”
I looked at Robyn again. As soon as I met her gaze, I knew she understood my meaning.
“Okay, I’m gonna stop rambling now, but I need to say a big thank you to everyone who’s been on this journey with us this past month. You’ve changed my life.”
I nodded to Emma, who put her hands on the keyboard. She played the first notes of I Hope You Dance as I closed my eyes and let the music wash over me. I wasn’t certain if it was a relief the intro was nearly thirty seconds or anxiety producing.
Finally, my cue came, and I sang my first words. I hoped my voice didn’t come out as shaky as I felt inside. When I got to the part about giving faith a fighting chance, I replaced it with serendipity. My table erupted, breaking the tension inside me, so I could settle into my vocals.
When I got to the next verse about love, I sang to Robyn, who held my gaze. Her eyes glimmered with unshed tears, so I had to look away. I put my entire heart into the song, as I reached deep to hit the notes that were just inside my range.
As Emma played the bridge to the final chorus, something inside me swelled when I glanced at Robyn. Though I hadn’t planned it, I hurried down the stage steps, smart enough not to jump off the stage again.
When I approached Robyn, I held out my hand. She took it and rose to her feet. I sang I hope you dance only to her as I gazed deep in her eyes. As I finished the last line, I pulled her into my arms. Emma continued to play the outro. This time, I was happy it lasted almost a minute as I danced with Robyn.
It took me several beats to realize that Emma had stopped playing, and the crowd was on their feet cheering. I backed out of Robyn’s embrace but still held her hand. Before I went back to the stage, I leaned in and whispered in her ear, “Please, promise you’ll let me explain what you’re about to hear and why I didn’t tell you.”
She pulled back and looked into my eyes. Her puzzled expression made me doubt my choice, but it was too late now.
“Please, promise,” I said again with more desperation.
She nodded and said, “I promise.”
Relief flooded over me as I gave her a hug and then rushed up the steps. Emma and Vera were already at center stage when I returned. Vera egged the crowd on as Emma and I stood next to her, holding hands.
“Now that’s what we call a showstopper,” Vera said once the crowd quieted. “I didn’t know you two had it in you.”
“Twin power,” someone yelled from the crowd.
Vera laughed and then held up a finger. “I have an announcement that might top Blake and Emma’s number.” She pointed toward our table. “Dana, can I have you join us on stage?”
I shot a glance at Robyn. Her face was impassive as Dana trotted up the steps.
Once Dana joined us, we stepped back and let Vera continue. “Um, some of you might have noticed that Blissful Breeze…um…could use some TLC.” A ripple of laughter spread through the crowd. “It’s okay, you can laugh. I know there are parts that have seen their better days. Oh, hell, who am I kidding? There are parts that are plain old, dilapidated, and falling apart. That’s why I’m pleased to make this announcement.”
Vera turned around and motioned to me. “Blake, would you join me for this?”
Emma smiled and patted my back as I moved up beside Vera.
“Yesterday afternoon, I got a call from New York,” Vera said. “From my friend. Our friend Blake. Can you share what you said?”
Shit. Vera hadn’t told me she was going to do this. I stepped up to the mic and smiled. “Uh, yeah. I was in New York to sign a contract with an equity firm in New York City, but my mind, um…more importantly, my heart, wasn’t in it.” I avoided looking in Robyn’s direction. “I called Vera and asked if she’d be willing to sell Blissful Breeze to me.”
Murmurs filled the room. Still, I didn’t look at Robyn or anyone from our villa.
“I’ll be damned,” I heard Annie’s voice call out.
I couldn’t help but smile. “I’ll be damned is right. After Vera said yes, I went to my meeting with Ironclad, thanked them for their interest in me, and declined the position.” I motioned behind me. “And my friend Dana was gracious enough to drive here from Chicago. She’s a lawyer, and she’s worked up a contract for the sale. We’ve got a few things yet to hammer out, but I suspect we’ll be able to close the deal fast.”
“Amen,” Vera said. “And Blake has offered me a position here for life should I want it. And I do!”
The crowd let out a collective roar.
“We’ll be releasing more details soon,” Vera said. “But we wanted to share the news with you first.”
I finally glanced at Robyn, who had an unreadable expression on her face. I took a chance and gave her a half smile. She returned the gesture. Even though I’d hoped for a full smile, I’d take it.
“One other thing,” I said, raising my hand. “Em, I have something for you.” When she stepped up beside me, I reached into my pocket, pulled out a crumpled paper, and handed it to her.
She narrowed her eyes at me since I hadn’t told her about this before. “What is it?”
I turned to the crowd and rolled my eyes. “Maybe you should just open it.”
The crowd laughed as Emma opened the paper and stared down at it. Her expression held confusion.
I smiled. “The last Friday of the month has always been our sister night. It’ll be difficult with you in New York and me here, so before I left LaGuardia, I booked my flights for the entire year, so I won’t miss a single sister night.”
Emma threw her arms around me. “You’re such an idiot,” she said into my ear. “But I love you.”
“I can’t leave everything to serendipity, you know.”
She laughed and hugged me tighter.



CHAPTER 42
IT HAD TAKEN ALMOST an hour to wade through the well-wishers and the curiosity seekers, but Robyn, true to her word, had patiently waited. I’d spent another twenty minutes saying goodbye to my friends, promising to stay in touch. Finally, Robyn and I were able to slip out of the lodge.
I held Robyn’s hand as we walked across the parking lot. Neither of us spoke until we reached my truck.
“Uh, should we talk here, or would you rather go back to the villa?” I asked.
Robyn walked around the back and opened the tailgate. “How about here?”
I eyed her dress.
She laughed. “Do you have something I can sit on?”
“Uh, yeah.” I retrieved a sweatshirt from inside the truck and smoothed it out on the tailgate.
Robyn turned and placed her palms on the tailgate. With the truck sitting so high, it hit her in the middle of her back.
“Here, let me help.” I placed my hands on Robyn’s hips. “On the count of three. One, two, three.” Robyn jumped as I lifted her. I stood in front of her, staring.
Robyn patted the spot next to her. “Aren’t you going to join me?”
I shook my head. “I want to see your face—your eyes.”
“Oh, I thought you’d come up here.” Robyn scooted toward the end of the tailgate.
“No. Stay. Please.” I moved closer and put my hands on Robyn’s knees.
“Are you sure?” Robyn’s dress rode up her thighs, so she pulled it down. “I shouldn’t be sitting like this in my dress.”
I pointed up at the light. Two of the three bulbs were burned out. “It’s dark out here. I doubt anyone will see anything.” I motioned toward the lodge. “Besides, we’re far enough away.”
“Ah, yeah. Okay.” Robyn ran her hands along her dress, smoothing it again.
We were both stalling, but I didn’t know how to begin. “I know I already told you, but you look amazing tonight. Beautiful.”
Robyn smiled. “Thank you.” She grabbed my lapel. “You’re looking rather dashing yourself.”
“Thanks.”
“Are we going to sit here all night making small talk?” Robyn asked.
“I’m good with that.”
She tilted her head and scowled. “Wrong answer.”
“Fine.” I grinned. “Where do you want me to start?”
“I don’t know, Blake.” I tensed at the wariness in her tone. “You hurt me.”
Ouch. Her words tore at my heart. “I’m so sorry. That wasn’t my intention.”
“What was?” The playful light in her eyes dimmed. “I thought I meant something to you.”
“Oh, god, you do. You so much do.”
“Then why did you let me find out with everyone else?” Her voice was low, somehow making her pain more pronounced. “You consulted Dana before me.”
“Dana was in a professional capacity. As my lawyer. I had to do it this way.”
“Then help me understand. Because right now, I can’t figure it out. The story running through my head is, I don’t know what this is between us. I thought I knew, but now I don’t.”
“No. What you think is between us is still there.”
“You asked me to move to New York with you, but then you buy Blissful Breeze and don’t bother talking to me about it. Do you understand how hurtful that is?”
“Yes, I do. And it’s killing me it had to be this way.”
“Damn it, Blake. Explain it to me so I can understand.”
Her angry response caused me to stand up straighter. “Okay. Okay.” I pointed at the tailgate. “Can I change my mind?”
She patted the spot next to her but didn’t speak.
I jumped onto the tailgate beside her and slid over so our shoulders touched. “Can I put my arm around you?” She hesitated, so I said, “Never mind. I’m not being fair.”
“Please, I’d like that.”
The tightness in my chest lessened slightly as I threaded my arm around her waist. The faint scent of her shampoo filled my nose as I held her against me.
“When I flew to New York, I had the notebook from your shop with me. Most of the flight, I poured my heart and soul onto the pages. It was cathartic. By the time I landed, I was pretty sure I wanted to buy Blissful Breeze. I was going to call you and share the news.”
“Then why didn’t you?”
“I needed to do something else first. I went to visit Terrence and his wife, Sylvia.”
“Oh, Blake.” Robyn turned to me. Tenderness returned to her eyes. “Are you okay?”
“I am.” I gave her a slight smile. “I forgave him.”
She smiled and touched my cheek. “I’m glad.”
“We reminisced for two hours. I told them all about you and Blissful Breeze and my plans. I’d intended to call you before I went to my meeting with Ironclad.”
“What did they say that stopped you?”
“It wasn’t anything they said—exactly. I mean, they didn’t discourage me or anything. It hit me while they were telling me a story they’d shared many times, but this time, I’d picked up something different.”
I closed my eyes, remembering. “Forty years ago, Terrence asked Sylvia if he could use the money they’d been saving for a down payment on a house to start his business. She’d said yes.”
“Okay?” Robyn’s tone held a note of confusion.
“This time, as they finished the story, Sylvia got a far-off look in her eyes. She said, I wonder if things would have turned out differently if I’d said no. Her words reverberated inside my head.”
“I’m afraid I’m not understanding how this pertains to us.”
I turned my body so I could look into Robyn’s eyes. “Sylvia didn’t feel like she had any choice. Terrence had inadvertently backed her into a corner. I didn’t want to do it to you—or me, for that matter. I didn’t want to trap you.”
“How would you have trapped me?”
“I’m certain how I feel about you, but we’ve only known each other for a month. If I allowed you to participate in my decision, you’d feel obligated since I uprooted my whole life to be here. In twenty years, I didn’t want you to be like Sylvia, wondering if things would’ve turned out differently if you’d said no.”
Robyn pursed her lips, and a thoughtful expression settled on her face. “I think I understand, but still, you asked me to move to New York.”
“I was hurt when you turned me down, but you were right. You would have been miserable, and I should’ve known and never asked you. Just like Terrence shouldn’t have asked Sylvia to use their money. It changed the entire course of their family’s life, and Sylvia blamed herself.”
“Wow, you have learned this emotional stuff.”
“What can I say? I’m a fast learner.” I grinned. “On the plane, I was still hurt and angry that you didn’t want to join me in New York, but somewhere in my frantic scribbles, I realized you weren’t rejecting me. You never said you didn’t want to be with me. You said you wouldn’t return to a fast-paced environment that might destroy you.”
“When I woke up, and you were gone, it was the worst pain.” Robyn swallowed hard. “I spent the entire day agonizing over whether I should have said yes but knowing I couldn’t.”
I rubbed my chest. “Trust me, I felt the same pain. I want to give us a chance. A real chance.”
“I do, too.” Robyn’s body relaxed against mine. “There’s still something you’re not saying. Earlier, you’d said you didn’t want to do it to me or yourself.”
“On the plane, I convinced myself it would be serendipity if you said yes.” I chuckled. “After visiting Terrence and Sylvia, I realized I was using it as a crutch. Not being a control freak doesn’t mean not making choices.”
Robyn shook her head. “I’m still not following.”
“I couldn’t make my decision contingent on you. If I bought Blissful Breeze, it had to be because I wanted it, not because you’re here.”
My head fell back, and I looked up at the star-filled sky. I took a deep breath of the clean crisp air before I continued. “When I offered you the storefront in New York City, I was still trying to control things—you. I didn’t realize it at the time. But once I knew, I couldn’t do it again.”
“Hmm, I think I’m following your logic.” Robyn laid her head on my shoulder.
“I had to throw away my spreadsheets. I’m a dealmaker. It’s what I did for a living, but it’s not how I want to approach our relationship. It’s time I take a leap of faith without knowing the outcome or trying to orchestrate it. I couldn’t make my choice contingent on yours. Even though I hoped I could have it all.”
“What is the all that you want?”
I jumped off the tailgate and stood in front of Robyn. I moved toward her and gently pushed between her legs.
“Um, you know I’m wearing a short dress, don’t you?”
“Trust me, I won’t soon forget that.” I smiled and glanced over my shoulder at the lodge. “Besides, nobody’s out here, and I’m not planning on doing you in the middle of the parking lot.”
“Well, damn.”
My eyes widened.
Robyn laughed. “Kidding.” She spread her legs and drew me toward her.
Once I settled against her, I said, “The all I want is this place. I want to fix it up and give others the experience I’ve had.” I put my hand against her cheek. “And the other all I want is you. I want to see where our relationship can go. I’m serious when I say I’ve never felt anything like what I feel for you.”
“I haven’t, either,” Robyn said. “I liked your song. You have a beautiful voice.”
“I didn’t like yours.” I smiled. “Well, maybe I kinda did since it told me you were hurting as bad as I was.”
Robyn gently ran her hand over the scab on my cheek. “I’m still trying to figure out how I let you crawl into my heart.”
“I don’t want to figure it out. I just want to experience it. Feel all the emotions.”
“How did you get to be so open?”
I grinned. “I had an excellent teacher.”
She ran her finger over my lips, and I shuddered.
“I have a few more things I’d like to teach you.” Robyn’s voice had turned husky.
“You do, huh?”
“Uh-huh.”
“I thought you said we couldn’t do it in the parking lot.” I sucked her finger into my mouth.
“Stop that.” She pulled her finger back, but her smile gave her away. “Are you still flying back with Emma tomorrow?”
“Yeah, I need to take care of a few things before I come back. Plus, I owe it to Emma to return with her.”
“What time is your flight?”
“Eleven.”
“So if I invited you back to my place, would you come?”
“Multiple times, I’m sure.”
Her laughter filled the night air as I pulled her to me.
“I love how you can make me laugh,” Robyn said.
“Didn’t think I had it in me, did you?” I shook my head. “How did you see past the stick I had lodged up my ass?”
“It wasn’t lodged as tightly as you think.”
“Obviously.”
“When will you return?”
I glanced down, so I didn’t have to look into her eyes. “Would it be wrong to say as soon as possible? The thought of being away from you makes my heart hurt.”
She lifted my chin, and our eyes met. “Only if it’s wrong if I said please hurry back because I’ll miss you terribly.”
Joy coursed through my body. I was deeply and madly in love with the most unlikely woman. Maybe there was such a thing as serendipity after all.



EPILOGUE
EMMA - ONE YEAR LATER
I FOLLOWED VERA DOWN the hallway of the lodge at the Blissful Breeze Retreat. Blake had kept the name Blissful Breeze, but she’d dumped sanctuary for retreat. I never admitted it to her, but I agreed sanctuary made it sound like a place for homeless pets.
Vera paused outside the door and stood awkwardly to the side. “Blake wanted me to get you settled in.”
I glanced at the door, but Vera made no move to open it.
“Uh, I don’t have a key,” I said, patting my pocket for emphasis.
“Hold on.” Vera dug in her pocket. I expected her to take out a keycard, but she pulled out her phone instead. “Since Blake got tied up, she said I had to take a picture.”
“Of?”
Vera held up her phone and pointed at me. “Ta-da,” she said, stepping back.
I burst out laughing when I saw the gold plaque on the wall: Serendipity Suite.
When I turned to Vera, she still held the camera up. I pointed at the lens and moved my face closer. “I’m glad you came to your senses.”
Vera laughed and lowered her phone. “Are you ready to go in?”
This would be my first time seeing where Blake now called home. She’d had the top floor of the lodge turned into living quarters for her and Robyn. It’d been under construction when I’d visited at Christmas, six months ago, and Blake had refused to let me peek.
Vera opened the door, and I wheeled my bags inside.
Wow. I was pleasantly surprised. I’d figured Blake would replicate her penthouse in New York City, but I’d been wrong. Besides the large bank of windows on the south and east sides, there were no other similarities. This space was homey, just like the rest of Blissful Breeze. Done in honey-colored wood, it gave the appearance of a log cabin. Where Blake’s living room in New York was enormous, this space was modest. Not small by any stretch, but not sprawling like her former home.
“What do you think?” Vera asked.
I forced myself to stop gaping and turned to her. “It’s gorgeous, yet so simple. I see Robyn’s influence.”
“You should have seen the two of them.” Vera gave me a huge smile. “They were adorable picking everything out together. Many nights, they’d have samples covering the lobby tables.” Vera walked across the living area. “I love the kitchen.”
It was utilitarian but well-equipped with an abundance of storage space. “Robyn?”
Vera nodded. “Yep, Blake would have been fine relying on the lodge kitchen for their meals. She’d lobbied for only having a refrigerator and microwave.”
“That’d be Blake, but I see Robyn won.”
“Yeah, your sister is smitten, so Robyn gets her way most of the time.”
I grinned. “I’ve noticed the same. But I also know Robyn would never take advantage of it.”
“You’re right on that account. I’ve never seen Robyn so happy.” Vera motioned for me to follow. “Let me show you to your room. We’ll have plenty of time to catch up this weekend. I should get back to the front desk since more guests will be arriving.”
Vera showed me to the guest bedroom, which was homey like the rest of the suite.
I picked up my suitcase and plopped it onto the bed. “Where did you say Blake was?”
“At the cabins. The crew working on the renovations ran into a problem with the septic system. Blake wanted to check it out before giving them the green light to proceed.”
I chuckled. “She likes to be in the know.”
“But in a good way.” Vera put her hand against her chest. “She cares about this place, and it shows.”
“She still strives for excellence.”
“Always.” Vera smiled. “But she’s won over the workers who respect the hell out of her. She’s a straight shooter who treats them well but still holds them accountable. She wants this place to be top-notch, and it shows.”
“That’s my sister.” Blake had grown so much, but at the core, she aspired to excellence. But I’d come to realize it wasn’t a negative if she didn’t let it rule her life.
After Vera left, I wandered into the primary bedroom to check it out. Since the rest of the suite was modest, I’d half expected it to be ostentatious, but it wasn’t. While slightly larger than the guest bedroom, the only special feature was a walk-out patio. Once outside, I discovered it wrapped around the penthouse, allowing me to see the resort from three directions. Something told me Blake spent plenty of time out here surveying her kingdom.
I stood outside, taking in the view for some while before I re-entered the bedroom. With extra time, I might as well unpack my bags, so I returned to my room.
It wasn’t until I approached the dresser that I noticed the notebook lying open on it. I recognized it immediately. The one that Auntie Bess had given Blake. Had she forgotten to put it away? No. Blake wasn’t one to leave things lying around without a reason.
I glanced down at the open page.

Blake's New Improved Mission in Life
*Live every day to the fullest
*Spend time outside in nature
*Stay open and vulnerable—never be afraid of showing emotions
*Do a job that doesn’t feel like work
*When the workday is over, take time to relax
*Help other people as much as possible
*Remember the ones you love are more important than money
*Dance in the woods to the tune only you can hear
*Read more and learn more

I ran my fingers over the page and blinked back tears. Over the past year, Blake continued to work on herself and expand on the growth she’d begun at the retreat. This was her way of telling me how far she’d come.
I picked up the notebook, clutched it to my chest, and sat on the bed. My mind flashed back to the day I’d found Blake in her home office after she’d lost her job at Fortitude. She never knew how scared I was. I’d always excelled at being the ever-smiling cheerleader. In some ways, I’d hidden my emotions as much as Blake.
I’d felt Blake slipping away from me for years. I just hadn’t realized its origin went back to when Auntie Bess died. It was a shot in the dark, a hail Mary, when I suggested Blake turn over all her decisions to me for a month. In a million years, I never thought she’d agree to it. Andrew had laughed at me when I’d told him Blake called and said she was in. His words echoed in my mind. Now what are you going to do?
The first thing I did was panic. I still ask myself, if I’d known she’d say yes, would I have ever suggested it? Probably not, but I was glad I did. I spent two days surfing the internet for hours, trying to find the perfect place. Thailand. Switzerland. France. Blake had given me enough money that we could go anywhere. The possibilities were endless, and I explored every exotic locale I could find.
The more I looked, the more overwhelmed I became. Distraught, I’d approached Andrew for help and showed him all the websites I’d bookmarked. There must have been seventy-five. He suggested I leave it to fate. When I’d given him a blank look, he told me to go pour us a glass of wine, and he’d handle it. In his methodical way, he cut up paper into tiny pieces. While we sipped our wine and talked, he wrote the name of each resort on a scrap and threw them into a pile.
When I’d pulled Blissful Breeze, I stared at the paper for some time, trying to recall the name. After two days of research, I thought I’d memorized all of them. Andrew typed the name into the search bar and pulled up the website. His face was a mask of confusion. Interesting was all he said.
As soon as I’d seen the website, I knew there’d been a mistake, so I reached out to draw another paper. Andrew had put his hand on mine and shook his head. Fate? he’d said. To this day, we’re still not sure where he’d gotten the name Blissful Breeze because it wasn’t one of the websites I’d bookmarked. The only thing we could figure was our conversation distracted him, so he’d combined two resort names.
Regardless, I’d sold it to Blake as if it were my number one choice. One day I’d tell her, but not yet. I’d save it for when her belief in serendipity waned.
I glanced back at her notebook and the list. A small Post-it note was on the bottom with an arrow. Does it mean I should turn the page?
I did and was greeted by more of Blake’s precise handwriting.
Blake’s Tasks
*Talk Robyn into getting Millie a puppy
*Build ten more cabins
*Tell Emma she’s the best sister in the world
*Ask the woman of my dreams to marry me during reunion weekend
My heartbeat quickened, and a huge smile broke out on my face.
“Knock, knock,” I heard from the other room. “Are you here, Emma?”
Robyn. Shit, I couldn’t let her see this. I slammed the notebook shut, jumped from the bed, and shoved the book into a dresser drawer.
“Coming,” I called.
When I entered the living room, Robyn rushed toward me. Her sun-kissed cheeks held a hint of freckles, and her hair was in its normal mussed state.
“I’m so glad you’re here,” Robyn said as she squeezed me.
I returned her embrace and inhaled the smell of outdoors. Since we’d met her, she’d always had that clean, crisp scent.
“I’m so happy to be here. Anyone else arrived yet?” I asked as I released her.
“Not yet, but everyone but Dana should be here soon. She won’t be in until tonight. She’s arguing a big case in court. Hopefully, she doesn’t hit too much traffic.” Robyn waved her arm around the room. “So what do you think?”
I grinned. “I see quite a bit of your influence here.”
Robyn laughed, and her eyes danced. Her peaceful presence remained, but she also had a playful joy, which I suspected Blake had a hand in. “In fairness to Blake, the layout is her design, except for the kitchen.”
“I’m surprised she even wanted a kitchen.”
“Oh, trust me, we had that discussion.”
“The patio is gorgeous.” I walked toward the window.
“That was all Blake.” Robyn stepped up beside me. “We love it out there. I think we spend more time there than we do inside.”
“Are you going to move here soon?”
Robyn sighed. “Probably. Millie’s already made the move.”
I eyed Robyn, wanting to know more about the sigh, but I’d address the easy part first. “Millie! Where is she?”
Robyn rolled her eyes. “Your sister is spoiling her rotten. Although the ducks are thankful for Blake.”
I gave her a puzzled look.
“Once Millie started coming here often, and with all the construction traffic and increase in resort visitors, it wasn’t safe for her to be on the loose. Nor did the ducks approve, so Blake had a sanctuary built for her.”
I laughed. “So Blissful Breeze is an animal sanctuary, after all.”
“That’s exactly what Blake said.” Robyn bumped her hip against mine. “Must be a twin thing.”
“Must be. So tell me about this sanctuary.”
“It’s a big fenced-in area, a little smaller than a basketball court. Part was shaded by trees and the other half grass. There’re little ponds, sand pits, and other doggie play areas. Blake even converted a shed into a temperature-controlled doggie condo. It’s fancier than this place.”
“So I’m taking it Millie approves of your relationship.”
“Approves, ha! She’s practically dumped me.” Robyn shook her head and laughed. “Not really. I’m still holding on to my bitterness from the first time Millie refused to go with me when I returned to my apartment.”
“And things are still good with you and Blake?” I wasn’t sure why I asked. Probably to ensure Blake’s proposal would be accepted.
A lovesick expression crossed Robyn’s face, and I knew there was nothing to worry about.
Robyn put her hand on her chest. “I’ve never been so in love.” With her other hand, she clasped my arm. “Thank you for bringing her here. It changed my life.”
“And hers.” I put my hand over hers. “You are by far the best thing that has ever happened to her.”
“That means a lot coming from you, Emma,” Robyn said. “Can I let you in on something?”
“Sure.”
“Don’t tell Blake, but I think she’s going to ask me to marry her this weekend.”
Shit. I couldn’t give anything away. “What makes you think that?”
“Subtlety isn’t your sister’s strong suit. She’s been sneaking around here for the past few weeks. Several times, she’s gotten a phone call and practically jumped out of her skin. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she’s having an affair.”
I held up my hands. “Don’t look at me, she hasn’t said anything to me.” Slick. I hadn’t lied to Robyn.
“Oh, sorry.” She slapped her hand against her forehead. “I shouldn’t have said anything. I wasn’t digging for info.”
“No, I didn’t take it that way.” I narrowed my eyes and studied her. A nervous flutter settled in my chest. “What aren’t you saying? You’d say yes, wouldn’t you?” Damn. I shouldn’t be asking her, but something about her demeanor had me nervous.
“Oh, god, yes, of course, I would.” Robyn closed her eyes and scrunched up her face. “I shouldn’t have brought it up. Just forget I said anything. I’m just being silly.”
“Hey, you’re talking to me.” I sensed I was missing something but couldn’t figure out what. “Just tell me.”
“It’s stupid. I’ll be thrilled no matter how it happens.”
“But?”
Robyn let out a long sigh. “You know Blake, she likes to make grand gestures.”
I nodded and smiled. “The bigger the better.”
“Yeah.”
I snapped my fingers. “I get it. You think she’s going to do something in front of the entire group.”
“Or worse, wait until the dedication ceremony when half of Madison will be here.” She laughed and shook her head. “Okay, that’s an exaggeration. See, I told you, I’m being ridiculous. Can we change the subject, please?”
“Of course.” I put my arm around her. “This conversation never happened. How about you take me out to visit Millie?”

I tossed the ball for what must have been the twentieth time. Millie dashed after it but skidded to a stop, turned, and ran back toward me.
“Millie, the ball is that way.” I pointed toward where it bounced on the ground.
Millie darted past me, so I turned. Blake.
A huge smile spread across Blake’s face as she pushed open the gate. “Look here. My three favorite women together. She bent and scratched Millie’s ear before she jogged across the lawn.
I ran toward her and wrapped her in a bear hug when we met. She squeezed me so tight that air escaped my lungs.
“Don’t break her,” Robyn said from behind me.
“But I’ve missed my big sister.” Blake continued to hug me. Just like Robyn, the smell of outdoors clung to her. I took in a big whiff, having grown to love the smell. It had been two months since I’d last seen Blake. Last month, I’d had to cancel sister time because I’d come down with COVID. “I’m so happy you’re here.”
“Me too. Have you seen the others yet?”
Blake released me, and before she answered, she took Robyn’s hand and gave her a kiss. “I’ve missed you, too.”
“Goofball. You saw me five hours ago.” Robyn playfully slapped Blake’s arm.
“Then that was five hours too long.”
Robyn shook her head and looked at me. “Has she always had such corny lines?”
“Afraid so, but you chose her.”
Robyn wrapped her arm around Blake’s waist. “Oh, well, I guess I’ll keep her.”
Blake beamed. “To answer your question. I saw Annie, but I was in my truck, heading to the cabins, so I didn’t get a chance to talk to her. Earlier, I had lunch with Helena and Katlynn.”
“You didn’t tell me that,” Robyn said.
“That’s because I haven’t seen you for five long hours.” Blake smirked and winked at me.
“Remember the good old days when she had a stick lodged up her ass?” I said to Robyn.
Blake glowered, and Robyn and I laughed.
“Do you have hanging around the firepit on our agenda?” I asked.
“Of course. Wait until you see the improvements we’ve made to the villas,” Blake said.
“Will they be ready for guests soon?” I asked.
“The first group arrives in two weeks. All forty-eight rooms are booked.”
“Congratulations. I bet Vera is over the moon.”
Blake held up her hand. “Wait, that’s not all. The lodge is also fully booked for the rest of the summer. All that’s left is finishing the cabin remodeling. I’m thinking about adding a few more.”
“Don’t forget to tell her about the new program,” Robyn said.
I cocked my head and looked at Blake. “New program?”
Blake’s cheeks reddened. “It was her idea.” Blake tilted her head toward Robyn.
“So what is it?” I looked between the two.
When Blake remained silent, Robyn said, “She did so much to help her villa mates with their finances, I convinced her she should offer it to others. She’s already run a couple of trial classes at Lift Our Voices, and they’ve been an enormous hit.”
“So she convinced me it should be an offering at the retreat.” Blake sighed. “I’ll only have two students show up.”
Robyn shook her head as she pulled Blake against her. “For a badass equities trader, she sure worries a lot. I keep telling her whether she helps one person or one hundred, it’s all worth it.”
“Yeah. Yeah.” Blake stood up taller and jutted out her chest. “Enough of that. We need to go upstairs and freshen up for the party tonight.”
“I promise I’ll be out of your hair after today,” Robyn said. “So you can have sister time.”
“Nonsense. You need to stay, too.” I looked at Blake.
Blake glanced at Robyn and raised her eyebrows. “Please.”
Robyn looked between us and finally responded, “Okay. I don’t think I’ll win this argument.”
“Five-day slumber party,” I said. “Imagine all the sharing we can do.” I raised my hand toward Robyn, who took my cue and gave me a high five. “Perhaps we can do another silent conversation.”
Blake groaned, but I saw the twinkle in her eyes.

When we’d returned to the suite, Blake and Robyn went into the primary bedroom together to get ready for the party. I’d wanted to quiz her on her proposal, but I’d not gotten her alone.
I’d finished getting ready and had been standing at the window, enjoying the view, when they emerged. I couldn’t help but smile. Robyn wore a casual blue and white sundress that highlighted her femininity, while Blake wore a pair of white cargo shorts with a tight ribbed V-neck shirt that showed off her strength.
“Well, look at you,” I said. “You two look amazing together.”
Blake grinned and pulled Robyn in for a kiss. “That’s what happens when you find the love of your life. She makes me look better.”
Robyn pulled back and squeezed Blake’s butt cheek. “And all the running she’s been doing has firmed everything up.”
Blake opened her mouth and feigned shock. “Hey now, that’s my sister.”
“My bad.” Robyn held up her hands. “I won’t touch you again tonight.”
Blake pulled Robyn against her. “On second thought, grab away.”
My heart filled. They were too stinking cute together. Blake deserved all this happiness and more. I couldn’t believe the transformation. Despite everything going on at the resort, she didn’t have worry lines across her forehead, which I’d become accustomed to when she was at Fortitude.
“Oh, shoot, I need to go get my keys,” Blake said and hurried toward the bedroom.
“Can’t we just walk?” Robyn asked.
Blake called over her shoulder, “Nah, let’s take the truck. Emma doesn’t get the chance to ride in my truck very often.” She ducked into the bedroom before Robyn could protest.
“I can’t believe how obsessed she is with that truck,” I said. After she’d returned to Madison, she’d bought herself a pickup truck. A black one.
“You caused it.” Robyn laughed and leaned toward me. “Don’t tell her, but I think it’s sexy.”

The campfire crackled and danced. It was a beautiful, clear night. My stomach was as full as my heart. Robyn had grilled steaks and salmon with sides of sweet corn and potatoes.
I put my hands on my distended stomach. “Why didn’t someone tell me not to eat four ears of corn?”
“Um, I think I did,” Blake said.
“I don’t remember that.” I groaned.
“Honey, I’m gonna have to side with Blake on this one,” Annie said. “She told you Robyn would cook you more tomorrow.”
I pointed at Annie and glared. “You’re not supposed to take her side.”
Everyone laughed. How had these people gotten inside of my heart after only a month together?
Katlynn must have read my mind. “Can you believe it’s been a little over a year since we met? And here we all are.” She put her hand on Helena’s leg.
“Even me.” Dana waved and laughed.
“No, not even. Especially you,” Helena said. “It’s a tribute to the magic of this place. Do you know how much unlikely stuff happened here?” Helena’s eyes glistened as she glanced around the firepit at the group.
“Do we qualify as unlikely?” Katlynn asked, then leaned over and kissed Helena.
“Not just unlikely but miraculous.” Helena kissed Katlynn again. “I haven’t had a major flare-up of my fibromyalgia in six months. Just a couple of minor ones.”
We all clapped. As soon as we’d arrived at the villas, I’d noticed how youthful Helena looked without pain etched on her face.
“I meant to tell you, you look incredible,” I said.
“Thanks.” Helena smiled. “Being in love with someone who doesn’t stress you is the best medicine.”
Katlynn grinned. “Now if I could just stop stressing.”
I studied Katlynn, trying to figure out her meaning.
Helena smiled. “We’ve been waiting for this get-together to tell everyone. Katlynn’s agent pitched her book to Random House last week, and they loved it. Her agent thinks they’ll offer her a contract soon.”
A cheer went up around the fire, and we all offered our congratulations.
Our easy conversation continued as Annie filled us in on the man she’d met at church, and Dana talked about her latest case and the law professor from Northwestern University she’d started dating. Whenever Dana said her name, she couldn’t stop grinning.
Vera was in her glory since she didn’t have to do the bookkeeping anymore and could focus her full attention on developing the class schedules. She’d been hard at work, making improvements to the offerings and planned to introduce new instructors to the lineup.
But it was my sister who’d grown the most. I watched her as she chatted and laughed with the others. There was no longer a deep line in her forehead or tightness in her jaw.
We’d been sharing stories, and my stomach hurt from laughing so hard. When the fire sputtered, Blake piled more wood onto it. “It looks like it’s time for s’mores.” Blake glanced at the table. “Oh, I left the ingredients in the truck.” She held her hand down to Robyn. “Would you go with me?”
Robyn took her hand and started to stand.
“I’ll go,” I said.
Robyn dropped back into her chair.
“No!” Blake said.
I gaped. What was up with her? “Okay.”
“I mean, I don’t want to take you away from everyone. You’re a guest and should stay here.”
Something strange laid behind her eyes, so I said, “Yeah, I still have questions about this man who’s caught Annie’s eye.”
Blake’s shoulders relaxed, and she held her hand out to Robyn again.
Robyn raised her eyebrows at me as she stood. “We’ll return with the goods,” she called over her shoulder as she and Blake walked down the path hand in hand.

“Are those two making out in the woods or what?” Dana patted her stomach. “I need my s’mores.”
“I wondered the same thing,” Annie said. “They’re adorable. After a year, they still can’t take their eyes off one another.”
“Robyn is the best thing that’s ever happened to Blake.” I shot an uncomfortable glance at Dana, not wanting to rub it in.
Dana laughed. “It’s okay. I’ve accepted it was never meant to be. And thank the fucking universe, nothing ever happened between us.”
“Amen,” Annie and I responded at the same time.
“Rough crowd,” Helena said with a laugh.
Katlynn pointed toward the path. It had gotten dark, but the full moon illuminated the night sky. “I think I see them.”
“About time,” Dana called out.
“Shut up, or we’ll go back to the truck.” Blake’s voice filled the air.
When they arrived back at the fire, I noticed Robyn’s red-rimmed eyes. Shit. Had they gotten into an argument? I studied Blake, but if anything, she seemed buoyant.
Blake nudged Robyn and said, “Are you gonna tell them?”
Robyn smiled and held up her hand. The firelight danced off the ring on her finger. “Blake asked me to marry her, and I said yes.”
We all leaped to our feet. Hugs and congratulations abounded. Once the revelry died down, Dana clapped her hand on Blake’s shoulder. “I thought you’d do something splashier.”
Blake grinned. “I considered asking at the dedication ceremony.” She gazed at Robyn with so much love in her eyes, it nearly took my breath away. “But I know Robyn. She’s understated, so I did it the way I knew she’d want me to.”
“In the place I knew I’d fallen in love with her,” Robyn said.
“With all the crickets and frogs as my witness.” Blake kissed Robyn’s hand. “And this time, I knew which was which.”
Robyn threw her arms around Blake and hugged her again. “Thank you. You just made me the happiest woman in the world. And thank you for asking me the way you knew I wanted to be asked.”
My heart filled. My sister had gotten it right.
I shifted my gaze to Vera and sidled up next to her. “Maybe we should wait,” I said in a low voice. “I don’t want to steal their thunder.”
“Nonsense,” Vera whispered back. “This will make it even more perfect.”
Before I could protest, Vera waved her hand. “I have an announcement, too.”
Still on their feet, everyone turned toward Vera.
“I’ve been working on the class schedule for this summer, and I’d like to tell you about our new instructor.”
Robyn glanced at Vera with a puzzled expression on her face. No doubt confused why Vera would choose this moment for an announcement.
Blake gave Vera a supportive smile, but I noticed the irritation in her eyes.
“As you know, the drill sergeant, as all of you called her, wasn’t the right fit for the program, so I’ve replaced her.”
“That’s a step in the right direction,” Helena said.
“Amen to that,” Annie added.
Blake stared at Vera, her eyes narrowed. I heard my sister’s thoughts, why in the hell is Vera doing this now?
Vera pretended to be oblivious and continued. “I’ve interviewed several replacements but settled on an instructor who’s moving to Madison from New York.”
“Really?” Blake groaned. “Wouldn’t you rather have a local?”
Vera shook her head. “Not in this case.”
Robyn still hadn’t said anything, but I noticed a smile playing on her lips. I believe she’d begun to suspect.
“Go ahead,” Vera nodded at me.
I took a step toward Blake and Robyn. “I’ve missed you. A lot. And Andrew knows it. Remember when he flew to Madison last month?”
“Yeah.” Blake’s brow furrowed. I expected her to figure it out, but by her reaction, I didn’t think she had. “I’m still mad you didn’t come with him.”
“The kids and I were still fighting COVID.” I pointed at her. “But you hush and listen because I think you’ll forgive me.”
“Okay, I’m listening.”
“He interviewed for a position at the University of Wisconsin. They called him last week, and he starts this fall semester.” I smiled. “And I start my job this summer at a little retreat called Blissful Breeze.”
Blake’s mouth dropped open, and she stared. Robyn nudged her, but Blake didn’t move.
“Did you hear what Emma said?” Robyn asked Blake.
Blake nodded.
“Are you going to respond?” Robyn said.
“No fucking way.” Tears poured down Blake’s cheeks. “You’re moving to Madison?”
“Yes. I want to be near my sister and her soon-to-be wife.” I held my hand out and took Robyn’s hand.
“Holy shit.” Blake threw her arms around me. “This is by far the best day of my life.”
We hugged for a long time as the others gathered around us.
When Blake let me go, she still had tears welling in her eyes. She smiled and pointed at her face. “Fucking airborne estrogen. I thought I told Vera to have it removed from the grounds.”
I hugged Blake again and whispered in her ear. “See, there is such a thing as serendipity.”
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