
Chapter One

			Joni James stared at her boss, her perfectly plucked eyebrows drawn together in a sharp V. “Excuse me? What?”

			Mr. Turnbull sat down and gave a fake smile. “What part didn’t you understand?”

			“Well, I actually stopped listening when I heard ‘wilderness.’”

			“It’s an assignment, Joni. Like many before.” He pointed at her and waved his hand in a circle. “What? I don’t understand this look you have on your face.”

			She stood up quickly, pacing. A retreat? In the woods? For a freakin’ month? Was he out of his mind?

			“Look, not to be disrespectful, but…no. Absolutely not going. As you know, I was born and raised in Manhattan. I don’t do woods. I certainly don’t do wilderness. I prefer concrete under my feet.” She pointed to herself. “I know I’m gay, but I’m not that kind of gay. I wear suits, I wear makeup. I wear lipstick.” She smiled and shook her head. “I don’t do the woods,” she said again louder than before. “I’m sure you can find someone who loves the outdoors who would jump at this assignment.”

			“Of course I could. It’s because you hate the woods that I want you to do it. You’re perfect for this.”

			She looked past him to the view of downtown Denver. She brought her eyes higher, seeing the mountains in the distance. Mountains she had never ventured into. Mountains she had no desire to venture into. Why had she ever left Manhattan? Why had she moved out here? 

			Don’t you remember? Her name was Elana, and you thought you were in love. Why in the hell hadn’t she moved back east already?

			She blew out her breath, then sat down again. “Okay. Explain it once more.”

			“It’s a retreat for women. It’s in Tin Cup, which is south in the Gunnison National Forest.”

			Forest. For god’s sake, a fucking forest. She closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead but said nothing.

			“I would like you to write an in-depth article on the place.”

			She raised an eyebrow. “Why me?”

			“Because you’ll hate it. And because my wife went there in September and came back a completely different person. I don’t even know her anymore.”  

			“Charlotte? The woman who does champagne brunch every single day went to the woods?” The woman was dripping in diamonds and furs. Why in the world would she go to a place like that?

			“Yes. She used to do champagne brunch every day. She no longer drinks alcohol. She’s cut her hair short and has taken up yoga. She’s eating tofu now, if you can believe that.”

			She frowned, then her eyes widened as she had a brilliant idea. “But that’s great! There you go! You already have your insight. You don’t need me. You can write the article yourself based on your wife’s experience,” she said enthusiastically. 

			He stared at her for a long, quiet moment before he spoke. “She’s filed for divorce.”

			“What? Charlotte?” She finally understood. “Oh my god. You want me to do a hit piece. And because I don’t like the woods…”

			“You’re perfect for it. Yes, a hit piece. I want to ruin this place.”

			“Why do you think this place—”

			“The Lyon’s Den.” He smirked. “What a silly name.”

			“Right. Why do you think this place—Lyon’s Den—is the reason she wants a divorce?”

			“Because it’s a man-bashing place, I’m sure. Charlotte is like a stranger now.” His eyes narrowed. “She lost nearly twenty pounds while she was there. She changed the way she dresses, the way she eats. She’s got these new friends that she met there. She donated money to the Colorado Wilderness Conservancy of all places. And she’s joined a hiking club! But she, like you, hates the woods! Or she used to. She’s been brainwashed, I’m certain of it.”

			She was at a loss for words. Surely he didn’t seriously expect her to spend a month out there just to write a hit piece. She could do that from her desk in her comfortable office chair.

			“You’re booked for the month of July. You might want to research it before you go. I’ll email you all the correspondence I have from them.” He tapped some papers on his desk. “I’ll forward the info they sent me, but there’s a waiver for you to sign. And from what I’ve learned, the owner doesn’t give interviews. They know you’re a journalist and know who you work for, but I don’t think they’re interested in publicity, so I don’t know how much cooperation you’ll get.”

			She again rubbed her forehead. She wondered how long it would take to find a new job if she simply quit and walked out. Or she could simply refuse the assignment. Would he fire her? If so, it could be her excuse to move back east. She sighed. I wonder how much wine I have at home. 

			




Chapter Ten

			Joni plopped down on her bed, completely exhausted from the morning activities. Then her eyes popped open. My phone. She sat up, frantically looking around for it. Apparently the Lyon woman hadn’t bothered to bring it up here yet.

			“Figures.”

			With a sigh, she ripped off the sweatpants and put on one of the pairs of hiking shorts she’d bought. Her feet were absolutely killing her, and she rubbed her toes before putting her socks and hiking boots on again. It was a miracle she didn’t have blisters. She heard the others in the hallway heading back downstairs, and she got up, wondering if this was what prison was like.

			She was the last one down, and she found her teammates—Sarah Beth, Erin, and Christine—gathered around…around her. God, why did she have to be their team leader?

			“There you are,” Sarah Beth called, motioning her over.

			“Glad you could join us,” Kenni said quietly before walking to the edge of the deck and addressing the whole group. “Okay, ladies. The goal is for each team member to gather the items on her particular list. If you finish your list and another on your team has not, then you may help them. After all team members have completed their lists, hurry back here as fast as you can.” She pointed at the large bell with its long hanging rope. “The first team to ring the bell wins.”  

			“Here are your bags,” Sky said, passing out mesh bags to each of them. “I would suggest you all head in opposite directions so that you don’t get in each other’s way.” She gave them a big smile. “Team leaders ready?”

			Kenni nodded. “Let’s go!”

			Joni stood there as her team darted off without her. Oh, fuck. She scampered after them, ignoring the Lyon woman, who followed her. When they got into the woods, the others were already picking stuff up. She glanced at her list. An Engleman spruce cone. Was that the one with the damn mouse tail? 

			A rock smaller than a quarter but bigger than a penny. Easy. She kicked at a few, then selected one and shoved it into her bag. 

			A piece of fungus? What the hell? Fungus?

			A twig from a ponderosa pine. Oh, for the love. What the hell was a ponderosa pine?

			“Need some help?”

			She jerked around. “I can manage, thank you very much,” she said, heading off to find Sarah Beth.

			“I’m here to help you, you know.”

			She turned to the woman. “If I had my phone, I could look up what the hell a goddamn ponderosa pine was.” She glanced at her list again. “And a piece of quartz.”

			“I see your mind must have wandered during your hike. Jenn pointed out all those things to you.”

			“I found one!” Christine yelled. “Yay!”

			Joni rolled her eyes. “This is fucking stupid.”

			“What’s stupid about it?”

			Joni narrowed her eyes and glared at the woman. “What’s stupid is that I didn’t willingly sign up for all this shit! I hate the outdoors! I—”

			“What?” She spread her hands. “How can you possibly hate this?”

			“Where’s my phone?” she demanded.

			“It’s in my office.”

			“You said you’d put it in my room.”

			A quick smile, one she wanted to slap off her face. “And I will. After dinner.”

			Joni narrowed her eyes. “I don’t like you very much.”

			Another smile. “Yes, that’s obvious.” She motioned into the trees. “Better hurry.”

			“Come on, Joni! I already have four items,” Sarah Beth called to her.

			She stomped into the woods, following the others. Yes, her mind had wandered during the stupid hike. She’d been daydreaming of Starbucks and of sitting in her plush office chair in air-conditioned comfort. 

			She looked at her list again. Douglas fir cone. Her eyes widened. Yes! The damn mice! She looked around frantically, not seeing any cones with the stupid little mice hiding inside. Shit! She kicked absently at the cones she did see.

			“What’s wrong?”

			She jerked her head up. “Are you following me or what?”

			“I am your team leader. You appear to be the only one who needs help.”

			She sighed, then held the list up and pointed. “I know this one. Douglas fir. It has the damn little mice hiding in it. But none of these cones have it.”

			“Good. You paid attention to that story. So, if there aren’t any mice cones here, what does that tell you?”

			Joni stared at her. “Is this a test?”

			The woman smiled. “Different trees drop different cones. If there are no cones here with the mice tails, then this probably isn’t a Douglas fir tree. In fact, it’s definitely not. It’s an Engleman spruce.”

			“Look, she didn’t tell us what a Douglas fir tree looked like. She just told us what the damn cones looked like.” She waved a hand at the forest. “They all look alike! They’re pine trees!”

			The smile Kenni gave her was a bit smug. “They don’t all look alike and they’re not all pine trees. Spruce and fir too. But it reminds me of a John Muir quote. ‘Between every two pines, there is a doorway to a new world.’” Kenni spread her hands out. “So very true, don’t you think?”

			Joni scowled. What the hell is she talking about?

			“But back to this,” Kenni said, pointing to her list. “I’ll guess that when you were looking at the mice tail cones hanging on the tree, you weren’t looking at the tree.”

			Joni took a step closer to the woman. “Why do you irritate me so?”

			“Do I irritate you?”

			“If I thought I was able to, I’d knock you to the ground and beat the shit out of you!”

			Kendall Lyon laughed so heartily that she bent over at the waist. If only Joni knew a few karate moves, she was certain she could have taken her down already. Instead, she marched farther into the damn woods, looking for stupid mice hiding in fucking pinecones.

			Needless to say, because of her, they were the last team to make it back to the deck, the bell having long ago rung to announce a winner. Even Sarah Beth had found all her items well before Joni had managed even three. Now her team members were looking at her accusingly. The other four teams had been back long enough for everyone to have downed a bottle of water already.

			“Look, I didn’t know what the hell quartz was. I thought it was pink. She said it was pink!”

			“The granite is pink,” Christine corrected, holding up the piece she’d found.

			“Remember the pile of quartz rocks that Jenn pointed out to us on the hike? Those were like this big,” Erin added, cupping her hands as if holding a melon. “Beautiful white color.”

			Joni closed her eyes, hoping to be teleported to Paris or perhaps London.

			Sarah Beth patted her shoulder. “We’ll do better next time.”

			Kenni Lyon sauntered over to them. “Last place, huh.” She looked at them all, but her glance lingered on her. Joni threw up her arms.

			“Okay, okay. Yes, it was my fault we lost. I’m sorry.”

			“I hope you all had fun,” Sky said to the group. “Congrats to Team Four!” She clapped enthusiastically. “When you run the obstacle course this afternoon, another team—or maybe Team Four again—will have an opportunity to put a win on the board.” She opened the double doors that led back inside. “Now after all that…it’s lunch time!”

			“Oh, thank god. I’m starving,” Joni muttered as she hurried away from her team…and their disparaging eyes. 

			




Chapter Eleven

			Joni found herself near the front of the buffet line and she was nearly salivating. Who knew yoga, a hike, and a stupid scavenger hunt would be so strenuous. Her normal lunch of a tiny salad wouldn’t even make a dent in her appetite today, although it looked like that was to be their meal. The giant bowl of salad—different lettuces, numerous greens, and purple cabbage—did look appetizing. She took the tongs and added a generous portion to her plate, then proceeded to top it with cucumbers, sprouts, chunky boiled eggs, pickled onions, and black olives. She paused, then added a scoop of shredded carrots. She topped all of that with a rich and creamy blue cheese dressing.

			“You’re Joni, right?”

			She looked up, seeing the older woman behind the counter. Her gray hair was cut short, and she wore black-rimmed glasses. The honorary mother. How does she know my name?

			“Yes, I’m Joni.”

			“I’m Wanda. Which do you prefer? We have chicken and salmon today. Or you can have some of both.”

			She looked over the two trays which appeared to be steaming hot. “Chicken, please.” She held her salad out, and Wanda added a huge serving of chicken slices to her already full plate. “Thank you.”

			“Enjoy.”

			Her plate was piled to the brim and nearly falling off the sides, but she knew she’d probably eat every bite of it. She found the table marked for Team Five and sat down. She noticed that there were five chairs, not four. She sighed. That meant the Lyon woman would be eating with them.

			She didn’t know why the woman got on her nerves so. All her silly rules, maybe. Or the fact that she’d confiscated not only her wine but her phone too. Of course, she realized that she hadn’t really missed the phone today. She hadn’t had time to miss it. On a normal day, she would have used it a hundred times by now.

			She looked around, wondering if she should be polite and wait for the others or simply dig in. The rumbling of her stomach made the decision for her. She actually moaned at the first mouthful. Who knew a positively loaded salad could make her moan with pleasure. Her normal lettuce and tomato salad paled in comparison to this monster she was about to devour.

			Christine was the first to join her. Her long flowing blond hair was in disarray, and her face glistened with smeared makeup. Joni was now thankful that she’d been too late that morning to put on her usual makeup. She guessed tomorrow they would all skip it.

			“Are you as hungry as I am?” Christine asked.

			“Starving,” she said as she shoved another forkful into her mouth.

			Sarah Beth started eating before she even sat down. “Remind me not to skimp on breakfast tomorrow.”

			“I was thinking the same thing,” Joni admitted as she stabbed a piece of chicken. She glanced around, seeing Kendall Lyon at the back of the buffet line. Their eyes met for a second before Joni looked away. 

			Erin sat down, and if possible, her plate seemed to be even more loaded than her own had been. “I’ve never been a breakfast eater. That will change tomorrow,” she said before taking a bite. “I’m starving.”

			Erin was the oldest of their team, but Joni hadn’t asked her age. Her hair was dyed a dark, nearly black color. She thought it made Erin look older, not younger. She was in her early sixties perhaps. Christine was the gregarious one; Joni figured she could find out about the others through her without having to come right out and ask ages and what the hell they were all doing here. Erin surprised her by asking the question she had not.

			“How old are you, Joni?”

			She finished chewing the bite she’d taken before speaking. “Thirty-one.”

			“Oh my. Kinda young to already be disillusioned with your life and wanting a change.”

			She raised an eyebrow. “Disillusioned? Is that why you’re here?”

			“Isn’t that why everyone is here?”

			Was it? She looked at the other two women at her table. Yes, she knew that was why Sarah Beth was there, but she didn’t know Christine’s story yet.

			“I’m kinda at a crossroads in my life, both professionally and personally,” she lied. “This place was recommended to me.”

			“Are you married?” Christine asked, glancing at her ringless fingers.

			“No.”

			Erin nodded as she took a bite of the salmon. “My therapist suggested I come here. I found out my husband has a mistress, and I alternate between wanting to kill him or the young redhead I caught him with.” She smiled. “Preferably him. The girl was all of twenty-one.”

			“How old is your husband?” Sarah Beth asked.

			“Sixty-six.”

			This was met with eye rolls from the other two women. 

			“Now what draws a twenty-one-year-old woman to a man his age?” Christine asked in a sarcastic tone.

			Joni watched in fascination as the three of them looked at each other, then burst out laughing.

			“Money!” they said in unison and continued laughing.

			She felt completely out of place as the three women continued smiling at their shared joke—one she was not included in. She was actually thankful when Kenni joined their group.

			“How is lunch?” she asked as she sat down.

			“Delicious,” Sarah Beth said, getting nods from the others.

			Kenni turned to her. “And yours?”

			“Quite good. Of course, when you are starving to death, anything would be good.”

			“I do recall telling everyone to eat a hearty breakfast. Most everyone ignores me on the first day. Not the second, though.” 

			Joni noticed that Kenni’s salad was miniscule, and she had both chicken and salmon on top of it.  

			As if noticing the scrutiny, Kendall said, “I don’t really like salads, but Wanda always insists I take some. I won’t eat it.”

			“Is salad the normal lunch fare?” Joni asked.

			“Only on light workout days like today.”

			She stared at her in disbelief. “That was considered light?”

			That smug smile again. “Very. Activities increase daily.”

			“You have quite a difference in ages here. Can everyone handle it?”

			It was Erin who laughed. “Are you talking about me, Joni? I may be over sixty, but I’m a monster on a treadmill. I run three miles every morning and then walk two each afternoon.” She smiled. “Well, on those days I don’t have lunch dates, that is. After a couple of martinis, I’m in no condition for an afternoon walk.”

			“We have a gym at the country club,” Sarah Beth said.

			“Ours too,” Christine added. “I don’t use it as much as I should.”

			Sarah Beth laughed. “I said we have one. I didn’t say I used it!”

			They all turned to look at Joni, including Kenni. She forced a tiny smile. “I don’t actually do any type of exercise. Not really.” Yeah, like none. “But I’m young, so hopefully I can keep up with you all.”

			“My hope is that when you leave here, you’ll be so invigorated by all the activity that you’ll keep it up.” Kenni looked at the others. “Everyone. That’s why you came here, wasn’t it? To make some positive changes in your life?”

			“I’m having a midlife crisis,” Sarah Beth offered easily. “Or so my husband tells me.”

			“My therapist suggested this,” Erin repeated. Then to Kenni, “My husband is having an affair, and I didn’t handle it well.”

			“I wish my husband would have one,” Christine said, and the others laughed. “We rarely talk. We rarely share meals anymore. We go through the motions of being married.”

			“Why are you still married then?” Joni asked, then held up her hand. “Sorry. Absolutely none of my business.”

			“It’s become routine,” Christine said. “We have three kids—they’re grown now. Grandbabies will be coming soon. We have a huge house in an exclusive neighborhood.”

			“There are perks, even in a bad marriage,” Erin said with a smile.

			“Exactly,” Christine said.

			“I hope that after this month is up, you’ll learn to put your own happiness ahead of any so-called perks you think you might need,” Kenni said. “I know it’s an often-used phrase, but life is short. Don’t waste it by only halfway living.”

			The words were spoken seriously without even a hint of a smile on Kenni’s face or in her eyes. It made Joni wonder if she spoke from experience. She watched her then, and yes, there was a glimmer of sadness in her dark eyes. Had Kendall Lyon lost someone?

			“Making a change is hard, especially at my age,” Erin said. “Sixty-two,” she clarified.

			Kenni nodded. “Mel Robbins said it’s not because things are difficult that we don’t dare…it’s because we don’t dare that things are difficult.” She stabbed a piece of salmon, then paused before eating it. “Another often-used phrase is ‘life’s a journey.’ There will always be bumps in the road, regardless of the path you take, Erin. There’s a quote by Zig Ziglar—‘the more difficult the road, the more beautiful the destination.’ Of course, that’s up to each of you to determine if that’s really true or not.”

			Joni glanced at the others, wondering if they were absorbing Kenni’s words. She wanted to dismiss them, thinking it was a little too deep for her. But the others were slowly nodding, apparently taking it all in. She looked at Kendall, who had resumed eating. Their eyes met and she noted that Kenni’s still had a touch of sadness in hers. It made her beyond curious. And curiosity was a journalist’s best friend. 

			




Chapter Twelve

			Kenni absently listened to the chatter of the women as they hiked along the well-worn path to the easiest of the four obstacle courses. The acreage that the lodge sat on had been transformed over the years, the trails strategically planned to link up with all the courses. Most of the hiking they did was in the nearby national forest, though. Jenn had mapped out a trail that linked with an established forest trail. From there, they could take shorter loops or hike for hours before making their way back to the property. There were stream crossings and rock outcroppings to maneuver past, making for adventurous hiking.

			“I won’t be able to lift my arms tomorrow,” she heard someone say.

			“I know. Makes me realize how totally out of shape I am.”

			She smiled at the exchange, knowing that Karla had barely gotten them started in the gym. Twenty women at once was too many, but she’d given them a quick rundown on all the machines. Tomorrow they would break them up into two groups. While one did the gym, the other would hike. Then they would switch out, culminating with ice baths, jacuzzi, and saunas. All of that before lunch.

			She would go easy on them this afternoon too. All the obstacle courses were challenging, but the one they would tackle today was an easy, beginner course. Jenn was along and would help her go over the strategy that the ladies should use while navigating the run. They would go through the course twice, with the second run a timed challenge. Then they would break up into two groups. Jenn would take one and she’d take the other. They would hike into the forest on a loop trail, meeting up at the overlook, a large outcropping of boulders with a lovely view of Mirror Lake far down below them. 

			When she came to the clearing, she moved to the side, letting the group file in ahead of her. Most were staring with open mouths at the assortment of ropes and swinging logs, the different sizes of stumps, the tires, and the net climbing wall. It was Joni James who spoke first.

			“Good god. What the hell is all this shit?”

			Kenni smiled at Joni’s choice of words. “It is a very basic, very easy obstacle course. There are four on the property, and each week you will progress to the next level, hopefully. Not all groups make it to number four, however.”

			“They are a lot of fun,” Jenn added. “You’ll love it!”

			Kenni walked over to one of the stumps and hopped on top. “Jenn will run you through the course first. Pay attention to her.” She looked pointedly at Joni, who gave her an eye roll. “You’ll get a chance to run through it one time to practice. Then you’ll get into your teams, and we’ll do a timed run. Fastest team to finish wins.” She hopped off the stump and went to stand with the group. “Jenn…take it away.”

			“I’ll go slow so you can see how it’s done. On your first run-through, go slow too, to get the feel of it. But on your timed run, you’ll want to hurry as fast as you can.”

			Kenni scanned the group, seeing all eyes on Jenn. She went first to the eight tires that were staggered in two rows, much like football players used. 

			“We call this the tire hop,” Jenn said as she ran through it slowly, putting a foot in the center of each tire. “Now, grab the rope here to help balance as you move across the stumps.” At the last stump, she stopped. “Here’s the first big challenge. Hold your arms out to the side as you walk down the log. If you do this fast, you can make it in like three steps.”

			“You mean fall off in three steps,” Sarah Beth said, and the others laughed.

			“You’ll be fine,” Jenn said. “Now you’ll do the swinging rope ladder.” She climbed up easily. “Run across the bridge to the other side, then grab the rope and swing down to the next balance log. This log moves, as it’s tethered by rope, but it’s pretty steady. Go across like before, but use the guide rope to help balance if you need to.” Jenn did just that, landing on the ground with grace.

			“Now you’ll have these three walls to scale, each one a little higher, but you should be able to climb over them.” Again, Jenn moved over each wall with ease. “Now here’s your final run—four more stumps, then climb the mesh wall…like this.”

			Jenn made it to the top of the mesh wall—only six feet high—then tumbled to the ground on the other side, raising her hands triumphantly. The group clapped, although the applause was a little subdued. Most had a look of fright on their faces.

			“Okay, let’s go,” Kenni encouraged. “Take it as slow as you need to on this practice run. Get your bearings.”

			No one moved.

			“Joni? Why don’t you go first?”

			“Oh, hell no.”

			Kenni smiled. “I think you’re the youngest of the group. Show them how it’s done.”

			Joni James scowled and shot daggers at her—daggers she was getting used to. She smiled broader. “Do Team Five proud!”

			Joni mouthed an “I hate you” before stepping forward, causing Kenni to laugh. The other members of Team Five clapped enthusiastically.

			“Go, Joni! Go, Joni!” Christine yelled.

			Kenni stepped back, her eyes lingering on Joni James’s legs as she stood next to the tire hop obstacle. 

			* * *

			Joni moved as gracefully as she could through the tires, pleased with herself that she hadn’t tripped. Then she took ahold of the rope, wondering how in the world she was going to be able to jump two feet up onto the stupid stump. She grabbed the rope tightly and instead of jumping, she climbed up, one foot at a time. There! She’d made it. Only four more to go. She stood frozen to the spot, however, unable to jump to the next stump. The Lyon woman walked over to her.

			“Problem?”

			The words that wanted to come out—You’re my fucking problem—didn’t seem appropriate with all the others gathered around them. So she spoke the truth. “I’m afraid I’ll fall.”

			“It’s eighteen inches high. I don’t think it’ll hurt if you do. Besides, they’re practically walking distance apart. Just step onto the next stump.”

			“I’ll remind you again. I don’t do shit like this,” she gritted out as quietly as she could.

			Kenni smiled at her. “You signed up for it.”

			She scowled so hard she was certain her eyebrows were meeting. “Why are you so obnoxious?”

			“Oh, for god’s sake! They’re not that far apart.” 

			Kenni hopped up on the second stump, then took her hand. “Like this. Big step. You don’t even need the rope. Take a step.”

			She nearly screamed as Kenni practically pulled her across the stumps. As she teetered on the last one, Kenni was already across the balance log and about to climb the stupid swinging rope ladder.

			“Come on. Follow me.”

			Joni glanced behind her as Jenn was lining up the others. A woman she’d not met before was already running—running—through the tires. Oh, for the love! The woman would be on the stumps in a matter of seconds. So, she took the guide rope and stepped onto the balance log.

			“Come on. Just walk across,” Kenni said.

			“If you’re still up there on that fucking bridge when I get there, I’m going to push you off!” she threatened.

			Kendall laughed. “Do you always cuss like a sailor?”

			She watched in awe as Kenni nearly flew up the rope ladder and onto the bridge above them. “Four older brothers. Fuck was one of the first words I learned to say. My mother grounded Kyle for teaching it to me.” She smiled, remembering when Kyle had told her that story, but she had no time to reminisce now. She was holding up the line as the woman behind her was right on her heels. Show off, she thought as she rolled her eyes.

			She made it across the balance log rather easily and then clung to the swinging rope ladder. How the hell was she supposed to climb it when it wouldn’t stay still? She looked up, finding Kenni watching her.

			“Come on.”

			“It’s moving.”

			“Yeah. That’s the point.”

			She closed her eyes, picturing herself wrapping the rope around Kendall Lyon’s neck and pushing her off the bridge. Oh, but that was awful, she silently scolded herself. She didn’t want to kill the woman. Not literally. So, she took a deep breath and proceeded to climb the ladder that swung with her weight. Again, it looked far harder than it actually was. Of course, climbing off the stupid thing proved more difficult. 

			Kenni took her hand and pulled her onto the bridge, then smiled charmingly at her. “Please don’t push me off.”

			Joni met her gaze, surprised that she was returning the smile. “Sorry I said that. And sorry that I pictured wrapping the rope around your neck before I pushed you.”

			Kenni laughed. “Okay, so I probably shouldn’t turn my back on you. Come on.”

			She hurried across the bridge which, thankfully, had guardrails to hold on to. Kenni waited at the end, then took the rope and swung down to the next log beam. The one that moved. The rope swung back to her, and she grabbed it.

			“I have no upper body strength,” she warned.

			“It’s not that far.”

			I’m going to fall, she thought as she held on tightly to the rope and left the safety of the bridge. Her hands slipped and she screamed, but Kenni was there, grabbing her waist and guiding her onto the log. 

			“Easy now. Just walk across.”

			She did, albeit much slower than she had at the first log. She hopped down on the ground with a grin. “Thank you.”

			“Sure.”

			The three walls were next, and Kenni scampered over them easily. She, on the other hand, struggled with the first one, even though it was the smallest of the three. The woman behind her was breathing down her neck, reaching the wall at the same time. Joni only barely resisted the urge to push her off. Oh my, but when had she become so violent? First she wanted to hang Kendall from the bridge and now this lovely fifty-something woman was about to get walloped for no good reason.

			“Come on, pick it up,” Kenni called. She’d already made it over all three walls.

			The other woman passed her, and Joni scowled at her. Bitch! Then she remembered how Jenn had scaled the walls, taking a running start and nearly hopping over, as did this woman who was at least twenty years older than she was. Goodness, but didn’t she feel like a slug.

			She was totally exhausted and out of breath after managing the third wall. The woman who had passed her was already across the last four stumps and she heard running behind her, signaling that another woman was about to pass her up too. 

			“Hurry!” Kenni said, waving her on.

			“Hurry my ass,” she murmured as she took the rope to help her across the stumps.

			Then she stood staring at the mesh wall. It was daunting. It was at least twenty feet tall. It was—

			“Climb it like you did the rope ladder. It’s easy.”

			“How tall is it?”

			“It’s only six feet.”

			“Six? Are you sure? It looks higher than that.”

			Kenni looked behind her. “You’re about to get passed up again. By Erin.”

			“Oh god. She’s in her sixties! How is she beating me?”

			“Come on, Joni,” Erin said as she grabbed ahold of the mesh. “It looks easy enough.”

			She blew out her breath and grabbed the freaking mesh. As she climbed, her feet kept slipping through the openings and she had a vision of herself at the top, dangling upside down by her ankles and flailing about. 

			“You’re doing great!”

			That from Kenni, which made her scowl. She only barely kept in the torrent of curse words that wanted to spill out.

			Another woman came up beside her. The woman had the nerve to smile at her. Smile!

			“Hi! I’m Amy. Team Four.”

			“How nice,” she managed as her foot plunged yet again through the mesh. She watched as the woman carefully maneuvered the wall. 

			Shit! I can do this, she thought. She needed to balance on the front of her foot, not the middle like she’d been doing. She finally pulled herself up to the top. No, it wasn’t easy, and she was damn near exhausted. Then she panicked. Now what?

			“Drop down,” Kendall said.

			“It’s like twenty feet to the ground!”

			“It’s six feet and there’s a cushion of straw.”

			“Yeah, well, it’s too fucking far.”

			Amy was still sitting at the top. “I think we just kinda fall down. That’s what Jenn did.”

			“Jenn is twenty years old!”

			Kenni laughed. “She’s thirty-three.”

			Amy ignored both of them and actually jumped. She fell when she landed, and Kendall was there to pick her up.

			“Great job, Amy!”

			“That was fun!”

			Kenni looked up at her. “Coming?”

			“Do I have to?”

			“Yes.”

			She wiped her forehead. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but Team Five is going to lose again.”

			“I don’t know. Erin did pretty well. And I see Sarah Beth running across the bridge.”

			She looked up and sure enough, Sarah Beth looked almost lithe as she took the rope and swung down to the moving log beam. That was enough to spur her on. She swung her legs over the top and, with her eyes closed, fell the twenty feet to the ground below. She barely registered falling as Kendall had her picked up and back on her feet again within a second of hitting the straw padding.

			“Way to go!”

			She stumbled out of the way, going to stand near Erin as they watched the others. Most everyone was better than she was, though she was childishly pleased to see a couple of them stumble. Maybe she wasn’t the worst one there after all. 

			




Chapter Thirteen

			Joni sat down on the ground and leaned against a tree, watching as Kenni separated everyone into their teams in preparation for the second run. She was an attractive woman, she conceded. And she appeared to love her job, as she’d been actively engaged with nearly everyone. Of course, she was probably very uptight, considering all the rules she had. Stupid, silly rules, in her opinion. That was enough to overlook her attractiveness. 

			“To make this easier, we’ll start with Team One,” Kendall said. “Jenn will time each team. Once the first member gets through the tires and lands on the stumps, the second member can go and so on. When the last member crosses over the mesh wall, the timer stops.” She looked around. “Any questions?”  

			“It’s good being Team Five,” Sarah Beth said. “That way we’ll know what time we’ll have to beat.”

			“Yeah, right,” she said dryly. “I’ll apologize now for us losing.”

			“I think you should go third,” Christine suggested. “Erin first, then Sarah Beth. Then you. Then me.”

			“Why?”

			“Well, you can’t go first. Everyone will end up passing you up. And you can’t go last. There’ll be no one to push you.”

			She was the youngest of the group, by far. Should she be insulted by their plan? Probably so.

			“Okay, let’s get started!” Jenn yelled cheerfully. “Team One! Let’s roll!”

			Joni wanted to just check out because she was so not interested in this. She ignored them all by staring off into the trees. She pictured herself sitting at her favorite table—corner, by the window—sipping on a frozen margarita and chatting with Kimberly and Gloria and whoever else joined them for the twice-a-week happy hour. Sometimes four of them, sometimes six. Sometimes they would stay for dinner and sometimes they’d only share appetizers. Tuesdays and Thursdays were their normal days. Friday was saved for date night. That made her roll her eyes. More often than not, she either spent Friday night alone or she hit up one of her single friends for a movie or dinner.

			Clapping and cheers brought her attention back to the here and now. Team One seemed to be running the course without difficulty, and two of them had already made it over the damn mesh wall.

			“I don’t think we’re going to win,” Christine said rather dryly.

			Joni noticed that all three of her teammates were looking at her. “Look, I already apologized for us losing. I know I’m the worst.”

			Sarah Beth looked down at her, then patted her head. “You’ll do fine, hon.”

			“That was great, ladies!” Kenni high-fived all four women on Team One. “You set a good pace.” 

			“What was our time?”

			Jenn held up her stopwatch. “Two minutes and forty-nine seconds. Which is great for a first time. And not to discount what you did, but by the time your month is up, you’ll be doing this little course in about a minute and fifteen seconds.”

			“A minute?” someone said in awe.

			Joni’s eyes widened. “Little course? You mean they get worse?”

			“This is the shortest and the easiest of the bunch,” Kenni explained. “The hardest one will take you about thirteen minutes once you get the hang of it.”

			Joni, still sitting, met Kenni’s gaze across the forest floor. She didn’t know whether to laugh hysterically or cry. She wanted to jump up and yell at the others. “Wake up, people! They’re trying to kill us!” But no, she swallowed those words, even if she thought them to be true.

			“Okay! Team Two. Let’s go!”

			By the time Team Four ran, Joni made herself get to her feet, knowing they were next. Team Two didn’t come close to beating One’s time. In fact, Joni thought that just maybe they could actually beat Team Two and not come in last. Team Three didn’t beat them either. All the others were encouraging Team Four on, and she found herself tensing up as one of the women slipped off the moving log and landed on her ass. One of her teammates circled back to help her up and she got right back on the log. Joni clapped along with the others, then stopped as soon as she realized what she was doing. She reminded herself that she hated this kind of team stuff.

			Even with the woman falling, Team Four beat the time by three seconds, which Jenn announced enthusiastically, and everyone appropriately cheered, even Team One. Sarah Beth took her arm, urging her along to the starting line. It was their turn.

			“Team Five? Ready?”

			“Let her rip,” Erin said as she rubbed her hands together. 

			Sarah Beth was behind her, and Joni took the third spot, as instructed. She nearly started hyperventilating when Kenni yelled, “Go!”

			Erin nimbly made it through the tires and onto the stumps. Sarah Beth took off as soon as Erin touched the first stump.

			Oh god, oh god, oh god, she chanted silently to herself, watching as Sarah Beth cleared the last tire.

			“Go!” Christine said with a firm push.

			Blood was pounding in her ears, and she heard nothing of the others as they cheered them on. She was going too slow, she knew, but her concentration was solely on the tires so she wouldn’t trip on the damn things and do a faceplant. She was already out of breath when she reached the stumps. She paused to grab the rope, then glanced behind her. Christine was already halfway through the tires.

			“Come on, Joni!”

			Instead of jumping on each log with both feet, she did what most of the others had done. One foot on each log, using the rope to balance herself. I made it! The balance log was next, and she felt Christine right on her heels. She glanced ahead, seeing Sarah Beth already across the bridge and onto the second moving log. Erin was already at the mesh wall.

			“Let’s go!” Christine yelled.

			She held her hands out to her sides, balancing as she hurried across the log. The swinging rope ladder was next, and she grabbed it without thought, climbing up rather easily to the bridge. She had no time to savor her victory because Christine was pushing her.

			“How did you do the ladder so fast?” she asked, gasping for breath.

			“Let’s go!”

			She held the rope, closing her eyes for a second before swinging down to the moving log. She nearly lost her balance as the stupid thing lurched forward and she grabbed the rope to steady herself.

			“Go!”

			God, she was beginning to hate Christine. But she jumped off the log and ran to the three walls. She was rather pleased with herself as she scaled each one without mishap. Four more stumps awaited her, and she hopped up, stepping across each one before running to the mesh wall.

			Christine reached it at the same time. “Come on. You’re doing great! I think we’re going to win!”

			Remembering to use the front of her feet to climb, she made it to the top only a few seconds after Christine did. Of course, the twenty-foot drop made her pause.

			“Jump!” Sarah Beth yelled.

			Oh shit.

			“Come on!”

			She fell over the side and onto the straw below. Unlike the first time, Kenni wasn’t there to help her
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