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For facing our fears


Recap and Introduction to

Sunset Serenade

Welcome back to Orcas Island! Last year, Claire Cooke bought The Grand Madrona Hotel and fell in love with both the island and the hotel manager, Chip Douglas.

Claire’s luck didn’t stop there. Her daughters followed her to the island, one by one. First was Lucy with her fiery personality, going after any wrong-doers and finally meeting her match in Rob. Lillian was next, thrilled to reconnect with her high school sweetheart, Dustin.

Lillian’s twin Rose is the last to succumb to the island’s charm. She’s running away from San Francisco after getting fired from a – let’s face it – terrible job. She’s hoping to find her confidence again, but she might get more than she bargained for after a case of mistaken identity gets her a job offer she can’t refuse – as a matchmaker!

The only match she’s not able to predict is her own as she finds herself falling in love with her boss…
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Chapter One

In the middle of a newsroom, under lights more intense than the midday sun, it dawned on Rose that her self-doubt was an infection she’d ignored for far too long, and suddenly, she was going septic.

She watched as someone clipped a microphone onto the lapel of her suit jacket – so small and light, like a butterfly resting its wings.

Importantly, however, it was not a butterfly, and its wings would soon broadcast her voice to the good people of the Seattle metro area – all 3.5 million of them.

She gaped down at it, and a man wearing a headset stopped what he was doing to point at her. “No mouth breathing. Your mic is live.”

Her head shot up and she clamped her jaw shut. “Sorry!”

He yelled out, “In five, four, three…”

His voice trailed off, finishing counting with his fingers struck into the air.

Rose smiled blankly ahead, a deer in the headlights – or in this case, a deer about to be interviewed on the news about a book titled Find Your Perfect Match: Data and insights from decades of relationship research. 

Not only had she not written the book, she had never read the book, or even heard of it.

How had she ended up here?

The day had started off so well. Rose got up at five, determined to get to her job interview early, to get ready without waking her sisters.

Yet, when she got out of the shower, Lucy was in the kitchen frying bacon and eggs, a pot of fresh coffee at her side.

“You’re really not going to take the ferry? It usually comes.” Lucy paused. “Eventually.”

“I can’t risk it,” Rose said.

As pleasant as ferry rides were, the chance of getting delayed was way too high. Rose despised being late. It made her sweaty and nervous and entirely not interview-ready.

There was no room for her to fail. Rose needed a job, a real job, not like the one Lucy had gotten her at the farm.

She was broke. As fun as living with her sisters and riding on the ferry was, she needed to get back to reality, and that meant moving back to the mainland where the jobs were. It was not the time to be whimsical and wish ferries ran on time or that she could live on Orcas Island forever.

She kept telling herself this, trying to make herself believe it.

“Your interview isn’t until one,” Lucy argued, popping the lid onto a travel mug and handing it to Rose. “I’m sure a ferry will show up before then.”

Lillian shuffled into the kitchen and took a seat at the table, pulling her robe tightly across her chest. “Rose is turning into an old lady with her need to be early. I’m surprised she didn’t book a hotel room so she could wake up in Seattle.”

Rose had thought of doing that, but she couldn’t afford a hotel room and was too proud to ask for money. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she scoffed. “I just need to make a good first impression.”

“Why are you so anxious?” Lucy set down a basket overflowing with warm slices of buttered brioche. “They’d be lucky to have you work for them.”

“Yeah, right.” Rose stared at the bread. She didn’t want to have any. She didn’t need to have any. She was cutting back on carbs. Ever since moving to the island, she’d felt the urge to reinvent herself, to live as she’d always wanted to live – and she’d feel ready to do that once she lost the extra pounds that had snuck on over the last few years.

What was one day, though?

She reached forward and grabbed a slice, bringing it close to her nose to breathe in the smell.

“Seriously.” Lillian put a hand on Rose’s shoulder. “You need to believe in yourself.”

Easier said than done. Especially with the recent firing she’d endured from her last job. “I’ll get right on that.”

“I know you don’t have much faith in yourself,” Lucy said, loading Rose’s plate with eggs and bacon. “You’ll have to borrow mine. You’re awesome! You’re a super hard worker – you work too hard, actually – and people love you. What more could they want?”

Lillian nodded. “I agree with Lucy. You’re a catch, and if they can’t see that, you don’t want to work for them anyway.”

Rose couldn’t stomach any more of their peppiness. She shoved a few forkfuls of egg into her mouth and stood. “I’ll make sure to tell them that at the end of the interview.”

“Lucy would,” Lillian said with a laugh. “She’d give them a stern lecture on why they would be fools not to hire her.”

Lucy nodded. “Confidence is the way, young grasshopper.”

“I’m not sure that would work for me,” Rose said.

“Right, that kind of attitude doesn’t work for people-pleasers,” Lucy added, then paused. “Sorry, but it’s true.”

Rose wished she was more like her sister: Bold. Poised. Fulfilled.

She didn’t even need to be all of those things. She’d settle for a chance at being happy.

It didn’t matter how hard she wished, though. “Ha, yeah. I know.”

She pulled on her suit jacket and buttoned the center button, then quickly unbuttoned it when it restricted her breathing.

She didn’t remember it being so tight. Had it shrunk? There was that picture from last weekend where she looked… bigger. Maybe those extra few pounds had really been an extra ten pounds. Or an extra twenty…

Ugh. Rose had a complicated relationship with food, she knew that. She was trying to get better.

Still, she hated pictures. They could ruin her day, or an entire weekend. She could be feeling really good about herself, and then a picture would appear and she started to question everything. 

There wasn’t time to get worked up about any of it now. She let out a sigh. “I’d better go. Thanks for breakfast.”

“Good luck!” Lillian called out.

She slipped out of their apartment and into the cool morning air. It was crisp, and she felt a pang of sadness as she reached her dew-kissed car.

A job on the mainland meant leaving this beautiful island behind, with its twisted, red-barked trees, its miles of rocky beaches, and its far-reaching view of the sea from the mountaintop that was only a short drive from her apartment. It meant moving away from her mom and her sisters. It meant starting over.

Maybe that was what she needed? A new beginning. To go out on her own, find her own strength. To get away from Lucy’s lavish breakfasts, at the very least, for the sake of her increasingly tight professional wardrobe.

Eighties music blasted through the radio as Rose drove on, under the branches of the looming trees in Moran State Park, through the sleepy town of Eastsound, and on to the little airport where the small prop plane awaited its passengers.

Rose was one of four flying out that morning, and the pilot was inside the airport. It was a casual scene, with him leaning against the counter and eating a donut, laughing about a recent incident where the sheriff’s deputies were dispatched to catch a loose pair of baby goats.

“The goats led them to a stolen golf cart,” the pilot said. “I think they should be made into honorary deputies.”

Rose smiled to herself. The small-town squabbles were her favorite. She’d spent the last eight years in San Francisco, and while she thought she’d miss the bustle of the city, it had yet to hit her.

At least, if she worked in Seattle, she could still visit on the weekends. That’s what she told herself as they boarded the plane, the sun cracking the horizon. She repeated it as they took off, the islands scattered beneath them, dotted with green trees and kissed by the golden morning light.

They landed in Seattle early, leaving Rose five hours to kill before her interview. She wandered to Pike Place Market, determined to resist buying any snacks and wishing she’d brought her camera so she could take pictures.

There were rows upon rows of flowers in every color, yellow and red and blue and white. Some of the stalls were open, some not, and the tourists hadn’t yet filled the space with their excitement.

Rose managed to make it an hour and a half before wandering into a French bakery and buying a bag of chouquettes, the delicate little puffs of dough so delightfully covered in sugar. She decided to bring half home to share, and half could be her treat for interview day.

By eleven, she was anxious to get to the building where the interview would take place. Sure, she’d be two hours early, but she could check in, get past security, and read a book somewhere.

It took thirty minutes to get there, and stepping into the lobby of the high rise gave her a jolt of excitement. People walked quickly, talking to one another, on their phones, or with their arms stacked with coffee or boxes.

Rose walked up to the security desk and waited in line for thirteen minutes – again grateful she’d come early – before getting to the front and presenting her ID to the security guard.

The man’s eyes popped a little when he saw her name. “I got a call they were waiting for you,” he said, standing from his seat. “Come with me. I’ll take you up.”

How had she kept them waiting? She was still an hour early.

Rose felt so embarrassed that she didn’t question it. She rushed up to the twelfth floor, though she was pretty certain she was supposed to be on the third. When a woman asked her if she was here for the interview, she said yes and didn’t question why she was hurried into a makeup chair, her face dabbed with this and that.

Rose wasn’t one to question things. She assumed other people knew better than she did, that she must have missed something, and surely there was a reason they were sitting her in front of a camera.

It had to be part of the interview. A test. There had to be a reason, and it only evaded her because she had missed a detail, some crucial email, perhaps.

Clearly, there was no self-doubt too far-fetched for Rose to believe.

The screen in front of her lit up with a dazzlingly beautiful news anchor. “We are so happy to have you on the show today, Rose. I’m sorry, Dr. Woodson. Do you mind if I call you Rose?”

Her heart dropped into her stomach. Something had gone wrong. Very wrong. She was not supposed to be here. She didn’t know what this was, but it was not an interview for an administrative assistant job. She was not a doctor, her last name was Woodley, and her suit jacket might actually be trying to strangle her to death.

Yet it was happening, and it couldn’t have happened to a more perfect victim. She was panicking, and when Rose panicked, her mind went blank. It was like the white light people talk about when they have a near-death experience: bright, blinding, and all-encompassing.

Rose blinked rapidly and forced a smile. “Of course! Call me Rose. Just Rose. Thank you for having me.”




Chapter Two

“You all right?”

Craig’s eyes shot up from his half-eaten sub. “Me? Yeah. I’m good, thanks.”

“If they messed it up…” The waitress motioned to his plate. “We’ll make you another one. You don’t have to torture yourself.”

Craig laughed. He’d forgotten he was in public. He knew better than to hunch his shoulders down like this, sighing and grimacing. “The sandwich isn’t torture. It’s great.” He nodded his head down to his phone. “Work is...the problem.”

She eyed him for a moment, then smiled. “All right. Good. More coffee?”

“Please.”

She topped off his mug and disappeared.

Work. Work was always the problem.

Craig took a swig, savoring the slightly caramel tones. He loved this diner. It was right next to the office, and their coffee was always fresh and cheap.

The food was always good, too. Consistent. Whenever it started to feel like the pressure was building up at work, like he was going to combust with one more request, Craig escaped and sat at this counter. Coffee. A sandwich. A slice of pie, sometimes, if he had the stomach for it.

Today he didn’t. He’d spent the morning in meetings, acting like everything was fine.

It wasn’t. How many years now had it been? How many years had he felt like a college kid pretending to be a COO? Through the rounds of funding, the years of expansion. Their dating app had gone from a few users to a few hundred to a few million. 

It didn’t matter how he felt. He was COO. People counted on him. His company provided their livelihoods. These people actually knew what they were doing – analysts, coders, accountants. They didn’t deserve to lose everything because he couldn’t keep faking competence.

Craig sighed. Something had to change. He didn’t know what, or how, but he had to figure it out.

It was precisely at that moment that he sat back and something—rather, someone—on the TV caught his eye.

Was it her bright smile? Her calm, intelligent demeanor? Or the description under her name: Relationship Expert.

Why hadn’t he thought of finding a relationship expert?

“Hey,” Craig called out, “can you turn that up?”

The waitress nodded and increased the volume.

It was a local news program – not something Craig normally watched. He didn’t have time to watch TV anymore.

The newscaster sat at a desk, her hands clasped in an eager sort of way. “What got you interested in the science of relationships?”

“Well…” The woman paused, nodding slowly, her shining dark hair reflecting light. “I’ve always been a romantic. A believer in true love, if you will.”

“That doesn’t sound very scientific,” the interviewer said with a laugh.

The woman smiled and paused again. “No. Like my twin sister always says, your choice of a romantic partner is the most important decision you’ll ever make. It needs to be based in reason.”

A researcher who took romantic whimsy and paired it with theory?

Craig leaned in, narrowing his eyes.

“Your twin?” The interviewer touched a hand to her chest. “Now there’s an important relationship.”

Craig looked at the name at the bottom of the screen – Dr. Rose Woodson, PhD, MFCC, author of Find Your Perfect Match. 

“Absolutely. She knows me better than I know myself, sometimes.”

This was it. The answer he’d been looking for, the person he didn’t know he needed.

Craig snapped a picture of his screen and sent it to his assistant Lydia.

“Who’s this?” she texted back a moment later.

It was too much to type, so he called her. “Hey, it’s me.”

“I know. What’s up boss?”

“There’s a psychologist on KPXI 11 right now. Rose something…Rose Woodman? Can you grab her and tell her I need to talk to her?”

Their office was in the same building as KPXI, so it wouldn’t be too hard to catch her. Or, at least, he hoped it wouldn’t be.

“Sure, leaving now. What do you want me to say to her?”

Craig threw a fifty onto the counter and stood, grabbing his coat. “Tell her she’s got a job at SerenadeMe and I won’t take no for an answer.”




Chapter Three

After four minutes of rambling, the questions stopped, the microphone disappeared, and Rose was escorted back to the elevator.

“Thanks for your time today.” The woman flashed a smile as she pushed the “L” button.

Without a word, Rose got on, then stood staring, like cattle going to slaughter.

Of course, the slaughter had already happened.

The doors started closing on her face as she called out, “You too!”

The doors shut, and embarrassment washed over her. “You too?” she muttered to herself, shaking her head.

What had she even said during that interview? It was like she’d entered a fugue state and her subconscious had taken over. She had the vague memory of being fueled by Lillian and Lucy’s delusional praise but couldn’t remember a single full sentence that had come out of her mouth.

She could’ve told them anything. She may have rattled off her social security number, or where her ex-boyfriend had taken her on their last date, or a confession about a cupcake she’d stolen when she was seven.

The elevator dinged, the doors opening to the lobby.

Rose ran her hands over her suit jacket and took a breath. Whatever she’d said, it didn’t matter. It wasn’t her job interview – that she was sure of – so it wasn’t her problem. It was their problem once they figured out they’d gotten the wrong person. 

Yeah. She had other things to worry about.

The doors opened and she walked out, catching sight of herself in the shining doors of the elevator across the hall. They were like a mirror, reflecting back her businesswoman look and the fake glasses she’d worn to look smart.

It had worked, apparently. Too well. They thought she had written a book. On love!

Rose let out a laugh, covering her mouth. It was too absurd to make up. Lillian and Lucy wouldn’t even believe her when she told them later.

She kept walking, weaving through the building’s lower lobby, a six-foot tall digital clock towering over her and counting away the time – 12:53.

Her stomach sank. She was about to be late for her other interview, the one she’d meant to do, the one she was qualified for – or at least, she hoped she was qualified for – and it was entirely her fault for not speaking up and simply saying, “Oh no, I was not supposed to be interviewed on the news about writing a book, but thank you.”

At least it was over. She still had a chance to make it on time, and her hair looked really good.

She darted back into the waiting elevator and pressed the button for the third floor.

Nothing.

She pressed it again, and a screen flashed “scan badge.”

“Shoot.” She stepped out, looking for the friendly security guard who had rushed her upstairs before. She spotted him at his desk, with a line of people waiting in front of him.

She had no choice but to go and get to the back of the line.

Rose arrived for her interview sweaty and short of breath, six minutes after it was supposed to begin.

Her potential boss, an unsmiling man in his fifties, led her into a conference room and sat down with a huff. “This is not a good start for someone who boasted about their organization skills in their cover letter.”

“I know, and I am so sorry. You wouldn’t believe what happened.”

He held up a hand. “I don’t care. Let’s get this over with.”
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Seventeen minutes later, she was back in the lobby, looking down at her feet and trudging through the crowd. She had a sinking feeling in her gut, telling her everything that had happened was her fault. The last thing she wanted to do was deal with that feeling.

She needed a distraction. Rose pulled out her phone and saw a text from Lillian. 

How’d it go??

Not the kind of distraction she was looking for. She put her phone away, her eye catching a Starbucks across the lobby.

Perfect.

The line was long, but that was okay with Rose. It would give her time to carefully consider what she was going to order. A pumpkin spice latte was always nice, but there was a new apple cider tea concoction she’d wanted to try, and who knew when she’d be near a Starbucks again. There were none on Orcas Island, and it didn’t seem like she’d be starting a new job any time soon.

A soft voice chimed behind her. “Dr. Woodson?”

Rose paused her careful drink consideration and stood still, listening.

Was the real Dr. Woodson nearby? Was she about to get yelled at for stealing her identity?

“Rose?”

She peered over her shoulder and spotted a woman looking at her. She was young and slight, wearing a black dress with a shining gold belt, and she smiled brightly when Rose looked at her.

Rose forced a smile back. “Hi.”

The young woman took a step toward her. “I’m so glad I found you. My name is Lydia, and my boss wanted me to catch you before you left. He wants to talk to you.”

The line was moving. Rose was third, and she still hadn’t made up her mind on what she wanted to order. “Sorry. I’m in a hurry.”

“He wanted me to tell you he has a job for you.”

Rose stopped. “A job?”

“Yes! He’s on his way. Should be here any minute.” She frowned and added, “Please don’t leave.”

“You’re his… assistant?”

She nodded, the desperation plain on her face.

Rose knew the feeling, and the job, well. Her last position as an administrative assistant had gone from wonderful to torturous. She wasn’t sure when the change had happened, but looking back made it obvious that things had been bad for a while.

“Okay. I won’t leave.” Rose sighed. “I’m going to get a pumpkin spice latte. Do you want one?”

Lydia shook her head. “No, but thank you.”

Rose never used to accept treats at work, either. It felt like the right thing to do – to deny that she would like a donut, or a coffee, or enough time between meetings to run to the bathroom.

What had she been trying to prove? Her dedication? Her worth? That she was a machine who would do anything for the company, no matter how tired she was, and despite the fact she’d worked seven weekends in a row without a single day off?

A fat lot of good that did. They’d fired her anyway. After eight years of toil and devotion, one random Tuesday morning she looked up from her desk to see security standing over her, telling her to pack her things.

She got to the front of the line and placed her order, then stepped aside, the memories churning within her. It had been months since she’d gotten fired, yet the nausea hit as if she was staring into that little box of her belongings again, blinking back tears as she walked past her coworkers, unable to make eye contact with anyone.

“Two pumpkin spice lattes for Rose!” the barista called out.

“Thank you,” she said with a smile, accepting them before walking back to Lydia. “I got you one anyway, and I’m sorry if you wanted something else, but you really should’ve told me.”

Lydia laughed, accepting the green-and-white cup. “Wow, thank you. I love pumpkin spice lattes.”

“I know, right? Everyone makes fun of it but they’re so good. What’re you supposed to do? Not enjoy them?”

“Right. They taste better than being smug feels.” She smiled, taking a sip before sticking her hand into the air and waving. “Oh, he’s here!”

Rose turned and spotted a suit-clad man walking toward them. He had short black hair and a neatly trimmed beard, and his dark grey suit jacket hung open in a casual sort of way. His expression was hard, his mouth set in a line, and his eyes focused on Rose.

He didn’t look like the type who took no for an answer.

“Do you like working for him?” Rose said under her breath.

“Yes, I do.”

She leaned closer, dropping her voice to a whisper. “I mean really. Is your life falling apart because of your job being too demanding and him asking too much?”

Her eyes widened. “Not at all. I love this job, and the company. It’s awesome!”

An unconvincing answer. Rose might’ve said the same thing a few years ago, before she had been hit by a tidal wave of humiliation from an unceremonious sacking.

He reached them and extended a handshake. “Hi. I’m Craig Mitchell.”

Rose accepted it with a nod. “Nice to meet you.”

“I just saw your interview on KPXI and I was blown away.”

“Ha.” Rose clenched her coffee with both hands. “Thanks.”

“I’m not going to waste your time. I’d like to offer you a job at my company.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Uh, that’s nice, but – “

He put his hands up. “Before you say no, give me a chance to tell you more about what you’d be doing.”

She stared at him, his hazel eyes wide and full of hope. As badly as she needed a job, she couldn’t keep pretending to be Rose Woodson, PhD, when she was just Rose Woodley with a bachelors in biology and a too-tight jacket.

Rose shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I really need to be going.”

“You don’t have to answer yet. Let me walk with you. I’m going to make you an offer you can’t refuse.”

He smiled, the edges reaching his eyes and wrinkling at the corners.

Did he know how bad she was at saying no? Because it seemed like he knew exactly how hard this was for her.

Rose shook her head and opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

He spoke again. “What do you have to lose?”

Craig and Lydia stared at her, the heat of their attention burning her skin. She knew what they wanted her to say. She knew what the easy answer was, what would get them to stop looking at her, and she knew what she was supposed to
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