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            CHECK-IN

          

        

      

    

    
      Oliver

      I’m approximately one wrong turn away from losing my mind.

      The GPS has led me through every possible scenic detour on the way to Bluewater Cove, and while I appreciate the effort, I don’t need to take in all the towering pine trees at every conceivable angle. My rental car wheezes as I finally spot a battered wooden sign for Whispering Pines Camping.

      Relief washes over me.

      Finally. Civilization — or at least the kind that comes with Wi-Fi and a bed that isn’t moving at 100 kilometers per hour.

      The gravel crunches under my tires as I pull into the lot. A cozy, single-story lodge sits ahead, its wraparound porch adorned with mismatched flowerpots and a wooden swing that creaks in the breeze. A hand-painted sign by the entrance declares:

      [image: wood] WELCOME TO WHISPERING PINES [image: wood]

      [image: sparkles] Where the Wi-Fi is questionable, but the stars never buffer! [image: sparkles]

      I stare at it.

      Fantastic. My agent will love this excuse when I inevitably miss her next call.

      A woman stands outside the registration office, half-buried in a flowerbed, elbow-deep in soil. She looks utterly unfazed by the mess, her flannel sleeves rolled up and brown hair piled into a messy bun. She waves when she sees me park, her smile warm — but with a definite “don’t try anything” energy.

      “You Oliver Blake?” she calls as I climb out, stretching my spine back into its intended shape.

      “That’s me,” I say, rolling out my shoulders. “Sorry I’m late. My GPS decided I needed a scenic tour of every tree in the province.”

      She snorts. “Ah. The ‘fun’ route.”

      “I don’t think ‘fun’ is the word I’d use.”

      She dusts off her hands and strides forward, offering a firm handshake. “Claire. I manage the place. Welcome to Whispering Pines.” She gestures toward the lodge. “Come on in. Let’s get you checked in.”

      Inside, the registration office feels like stepping into a Pinterest board for ‘cozy cabin aesthetic,’ complete with hardwood floors, large windows letting in golden afternoon light, and the comforting smell of coffee and pine.

      Claire moves behind a wooden counter cluttered with maps, hiking pamphlets, and a dish of mismatched keys. A vintage cash register sits to the side, with a framed photo of a grumpy-looking raccoon labeled “Kevin, Unofficial Mascot.”

      She hands me a clipboard. “Just need your signature on a couple of lines, and then you’re officially off the grid.”

      I pause. “Wait — off the grid?”

      Her lips twitch. “Relax, city boy. There’s Wi-Fi somewhere around here. It just has… moods.”

      “That sounds vaguely threatening.”

      “Only if you anger it.”

      I sigh, scrawling my name on the form while my phone buzzes. I ignore it, but Claire notices.

      “You can grab that if you need to.”

      “Nope.” I shove the phone deeper into my jacket. “It’s just my agent reminding me about my impending creative failure.”

      Claire nods like people do when they have no idea what to say next. “Well… I’d offer you a beer, but it’s only four in the afternoon, and I’m trying to seem responsible.”

      “Appreciate the restraint.”

      She slides a pine tree-shaped keychain across the counter. “Cabin Six. Down the path to the left, tucked behind some old oaks. It’s smaller than the others but nice and quiet.”

      I take the key and exhale. “Quiet sounds perfect.”

      Claire leans on the counter. “So, what brings you to our neck of the woods? Seeking inner peace? Avoiding an arrest warrant?”

      “Neither. Just trying to get some writing done.”

      Her brows lift. “Oh, you’re a writer? What kind?”

      I hesitate, waiting for the inevitable reaction. “Romance.”

      She doesn’t blink. “Like the steamy kind? Or the kind with illustrated covers and puns?”

      “Bit of both, depending on my editor’s mood.”

      Claire grins like she just discovered I’m sitting on a juicy secret. “You know, we have a book club in town that loves romance. You should pop in. You might become their new favorite author.”

      “Great. Just what my writer’s block needs — more pressure.”

      Claire shrugs, but it’s obvious she’s enjoying this way too much.

      She gestures toward a rack of local business flyers near the door. “If it’s inspiration you’re after, you should check out The Purring Page.”

      I quirk a brow. “What’s that? A bookshop?”

      She brightens. “Bookstore-slash-café, actually. The owner, Mia, has a cat that lives there full-time.”

      “A cat?”

      “Whiskers. Thinks he owns the place.”

      I hesitate. “And what’s the likelihood of this cat judging me?”

      Claire tilts her head, considering. “High. Very high.”

      “Sounds… charming.”

      She smirks. “Just don’t let him spook you. He’s harmless. Mostly.”
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      The cabin is supposed to fix everything.

      That’s what Amy claimed, anyway. “A fresh start. A chance to clear your head, focus, and get back to doing what you do best.”

      Translation: “Write the damn book, Oliver.”

      I scrub a hand down my face as I shove open the door to Cabin Six and drop my bag onto the floor. Dust motes swirl in the afternoon light, dancing over the rustic wooden walls, the stone fireplace, and the massive desk near the window — where I am allegedly supposed to write my next bestseller.

      But here’s the problem.

      For six months, I’ve been trying to force out words, and for six months, my brain has refused to cooperate.

      Six months since the separation. Since everything went to hell in a flaming, legally complex, emotionally scarring dumpster fire.

      Six months of staring at blank pages, watching deadlines fly by, and ignoring increasingly aggressive emails from Amy.

      I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. New place. New mindset. Maybe this is where the words finally come back.

      Or maybe it’s where I end up staring at my laptop for another six weeks, contemplating my life choices.

      My phone buzzes, and I glance at the screen. Amy.

      I grunt.

      Get a grip Blake! You’re a 44-year-old man. You shouldn’t be scared of your agent. The problem is, Amy is scary!

      I debate ignoring her, but I’ve done that twice this week, so I answer with a resigned sigh.

      “Oliver,” she says, voice clipped, with zero patience. “Tell me you’re writing.”

      I stretch my legs out, rolling my shoulders. "I’m thinking about writing."

      “You’re supposed to be two months into a draft, not ‘thinking’ about it. How’s the romance coming along?”

      Ah. And there it is.

      The problem.

      I don’t want to write another romance.

      I spent ten years building my career on love stories — grand gestures, second chances, slow burns, fireworks, and forever afters.

      And now?

      Now, I can’t even look at a love scene without feeling like I swallowed a rock.

      I grip the phone tighter. “Amy, I told you — I want to write a psychological thriller.”

      A long pause. A sigh that tells me she’s resisting the urge to throw something.

      “Oliver, you are a romance icon. Your books are comfort reads. You have legions of fans who trust you to deliver emotional, sweeping love stories.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “And maybe they’re ready for something new.”

      “You write happily-ever-afters. Not serial killers.”

      “Well, maybe I’m in a serial killer mood.”

      Amy groans. “Oliver, you’ve been in a post-separation existential crisis for six months. Your sales numbers aren’t. Your readers want more, and I’ve got the publisher breathing down my neck.”

      I close my eyes, trying to keep my frustration in check. “I need time.”

      “You’re out of time. Your deadline is two weeks away, and you’ve got nothing."

      “I’ve got ideas.”

      “You’ve got commitment issues.”

      I let my head fall back against the chair with a thud. “Amy.”

      “Look,” she continues, voice softening. “I know the breakup was brutal. And I know you’re burnt out. But you have a gift for writing romance, Oliver. You understand people. You make readers feel things. And if you just let yourself…”

      “Amy,” I interrupt, exhaling sharply, “how can you say I understand people when I didn’t even see what was under my nose?”

      A beat of silence.

      Her sigh is deeply exasperated. “Fine. Take time to settle in. But if you ghost me again, I will haunt your inbox like a vengeful spirit.”

      I hang up before she can threaten me with worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            MORNING ZEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia

      I’m balancing a neon-pink smoothie cup in one hand, tugging the hem of my tank top with the other, and trying not to drip mango-banana deliciousness all over my yoga mat. Not the easiest feat.

      Claire lounges on the park bench beside me, sipping her own smoothie with a satisfied grin. It’s only midmorning, but the sun’s already bright enough to make us squint if we look in the wrong direction. She casually nudges me with her shoulder.

      “So, any new updates from your mom?” she asks, angling sideways to face me.

      I adjust my grip on the cup before it slips. “A few pictures. She was grinning like she’d discovered her own personal paradise. Think she’s somewhere near the border between France and Spain right now.”

      “Still no detailed messages, though?” Claire arches an eyebrow, giving me that concerned-friend look.

      I let out a small laugh. “My mom’s not exactly an avid texter. I’ll get a couple of lines every few days. Something like ‘Sore feet but seeing amazing cathedrals. Miss you!’ or ‘Tried new cheese today, mind blown!’ and then poof, no word for another day or two.”

      Claire exhales, eyes sparkling with amusement. “At least she’s consistent in her unpredictability. She’s definitely living her best life, right?”

      “Oh, absolutely,” I say. The images on my phone still pop up in my memory: crumbling stone churches, rolling fields of green, cobblestone villages that look older than time. And there’s Mom — Terry, as she insists I call her half the time — beaming like the free spirit she is. “Honestly, it’s good to see her so happy. She’s talked about doing the Compostella Pilgrimage for years, but I never thought she’d actually buy a plane ticket and just… go.”

      Claire’s grin widens. “People rarely just pick up and fly to a foreign country for weeks on end — unless they’re your mom, apparently.”

      “Tell me about it,” I say, shaking my head fondly. “She gave me the store with that classic line of hers, ‘Oh, I need to find myself, Mia. I have to see the world!’ Next thing I know, I’m sorting romance displays and cleaning up cat hair while she’s snapping photos of medieval bridges. I guess that’s what happens when you have kids as a young adult: you need to find yourself before it’s too late!”

      Claire reaches out to give my arm a gentle squeeze. “55 seems like a good age to explore! And you love managing the store,” she says, not a question so much as an affectionate observation.

      Although I thought I’d have a family by this time, at 36 years old, the truth is, I do love the store. Running The Purring Page — my bookstore-slash-café — has been a dream. Not that I’d phrase it that way in front of certain people who might fret about me burning out. But it’s the heart of my world, and it’s where I feel most at home.

      “Yeah, I love it. Can you imagine? A business owner at 36! Living the dream.” I confirm, swirling my straw around to catch the last bits of smoothie.

      Claire slurps her own strawberry-pineapple concoction. “At least your mom’s big journey is going well. She must be, what, ten days in now?”

      I nod. “Yesterday was the tenth day. Judging from her short updates, it’s the best ten days of her life.” A tiny surge of envy flickers through me. I try to ignore it. I’m not the spontaneously-leave-everything-for-an-adventure kind of person. I’m more… methodical. Even if the method is stumbling around, praying the plumbing in my bookstore doesn’t explode again.

      Claire hums thoughtfully, and for a moment, I suspect she’s about to poke at that quiet envy I’m feeling. But instead, she redirects the conversation. “So, how about you? Anyone else in your life sending exotic texts about monumental journeys?”

      I try to deflect. “Shouldn’t I be the one asking you about your love life?”

      She holds up a hand. “Oh, no. I’m a proud single lady in a small town. Not exactly an ocean of fresh faces to choose from, you know? And I’m busy enough taking care of the campground.”

      “Fair enough.” I flick a piece of lint off my yoga pants, bracing myself for her inevitable return to my relationship status.

      As predicted, she steers the subject right back my way. “But you, Ms. Mia, owner of The Purring Page, lover of cappuccinos and happy endings — anyone interesting in your orbit?”

      I roll my eyes in a friendly sort of way. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?” She blinks innocently.

      “Talk about me like I’m a romance heroine just waiting to be swept off my feet.”

      “Well…” Claire bites back a grin. “Aren’t you?”

      Heat prickles at my cheeks. “After my last relationship ended, let’s just say I’ve decided to hold out for something that actually makes my heart flutter. Something… swoon-worthy.”

      Claire wiggles her eyebrows. “Swoon-worthy, huh?”

      “I’m serious.” I hold her gaze, feeling that familiar flush of both embarrassment and conviction. “You know how things were with Peter. It was comfortable but… safe. Too safe. Like reading a decent book you’re not dying to finish.”

      She sips her smoothie with exaggerated contemplation. “So, from now on, you want a page-turner romance that you can’t put down?”

      “Exactly. I read enough romances to know the difference. The spark, that unstoppable tension. The moment you know you’re in trouble because your stomach is basically orchestrating the entire percussion section of a love symphony.”

      Claire laughs, a light, breezy sound that carries over the quiet morning air. “You’ll find it. Just try not to set your standards so high you can’t see over them.”

      “I’m not setting them high,” I argue, though even I have to admit that maybe I have a soft spot for over-the-top book boyfriends. “I just… after seeing some of the romance that plays out in stories, it’s hard to settle for less. You know me — I’ve devoured every slow burn, enemies-to-lovers, second-chance trope out there. If I’m going to do this in real life, it has to feel at least a fraction as magical. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

      “Book boyfriends, huh? Maybe like the ones in Oliver Blake’s stories?”

      I let out a dramatic sigh, fluttering my eyelashes. “Some real men can love like that, presumably. We just haven’t met them yet. Or they’re hiding under the nearest wave, waiting for the perfect comedic moment to appear.”

      Claire reaches across me and taps the yoga mat at my feet. “Hey, never say never. Sometimes, real life can surprise you. Trust me, I’ve seen enough Hallmark small-town drama to know there are hidden gems in unexpected places.”

      I chuckle. “Maybe. But in the meantime, I’ve got enough book boyfriends to keep me company.”

      Claire snorts. “You realize you’re turning into that stereotype, right? The bookstore owner who’s content to cuddle up with her cat and read about love instead of living it?”

      I feign offense. “Excuse you, Whiskers isn’t exactly the cuddling type.”

      We both burst into laughter, and I realize how grateful I am for a friend who can call me out. It’s a gentle ribbing, but it stings just enough to make me see the truth behind her words. Could I be missing out by dismissing real-life possibilities just because my last relationship lacked the fireworks factor?

      Before I can dive deeper into that train of thought, Claire slides off the bench and tosses the empty smoothie cup into the nearby trash bin. “Anyway, Ms. Book-Boyfriend Aficionado, we have about ten minutes before yoga class starts. Ready to get our Zen on?”

      I glance at the time on my phone.
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            VISITOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Mia

      “Morning, Whiskers,” I say, scratching my Siamese cat behind the ears.

      He flicks his tail in response, perched on the window seat like a royal overseeing his kingdom. His blue eyes blink at me in mild judgment, as if to say You work too much, peasant.

      I sigh dramatically. “Yes, Your Majesty, it’s another day of servitude. Now, shall we grace the bookstore with our presence?”

      Whiskers yawns so wide I can see his tiny fangs, then stretches and leaps onto the bookshelf, knocking over a paperback in the process.

      I roll my eyes but smile as we head downstairs from our cozy apartment above The Purring Page. The comforting scent of old books and fresh coffee fills the air, wrapping around me like a warm hug. One deep breath and my shoulders loosen.

      I flick the open sign inward for now and step behind the counter, switching on the cappuccino machine. As the milk froths, I remember mom’s favorite words of wisdom: “Coffee is love, Mia. Pour it with purpose.”

      I grin. The woman had her priorities straight.

      As I take my first blissful sip, the bell above the door chimes.

      I glance up — and forget how to breathe.

      The man standing in the doorway looks like he just rolled out of bed but somehow makes it infuriatingly attractive. His rumpled gray T-shirt and worn jeans say casual, but his sharp jawline and tousled dark hair say ‘Leading man in a limited-series romance that will wreck your
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