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About the Book
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Sometimes the best things in life are just outside your comfort zone.

Presley Ayers is not the kind of woman you bring on a camping trip. As concierge at an exclusive hotel, her expertise lies more with recommending champagne and caviar than the best hiking boots. But when she surprises her boyfriend with a trip to a wilderness retreat and he dumps her instead, Presley decides to head solo to the Get Lost Lodge.

When Beckett Keller helps Presley off the rickety boat and onto Lodge territory, it’s clear to him she’s made a mistake. She doesn’t appear to like hiking, fishing, or nature in general, so why is she here? But with a crumbling lodge always forcing him to defer his plans, he certainly doesn’t have time for Ms Fish-Out-of-Water.

Even so, neither Beckett nor Presley can help that inexplicable draw they feel towards each other. He’s all rough stubble and plaid shirts, while she’s all high heels and designer brands. But you know what they say about opposites!




To all the women in my life who inspire me, lift me up, and make me a better human. More importantly, thank you for accepting me when I’m not at my best. I appreciate you.




And in the middle of my chaos, there you were.




One

[image: image]
A DECEPTIVELY SUNNY SUNDAY

Relationships were a back-and-forth, a seesaw of give-and-take, a money-up-front, rewards-at-the-end sort of venture. Presley Ayers repeated this in her brain as her boss bemoaned her upcoming week off, going so far as to hint that maybe she didn’t want to move up from associate concierge at La Chambre Hotel. She did. She very much did. She wanted to move up and move on. One day. For now, she just wanted Ms. Twain, no relation to Mark, to stop making herself out to be a martyr for switching around some shifts.

I’ve been planning this for months and asked for the time off. Not my problem you forgot, lady.

“I’m assuming it won’t be a problem when I want you to work extra shifts to make up for this when you return,” Ms. Twain said, staring down her nose through her thin wire-framed glasses.

She had willingly jumped through every other hoop, but now Presley simply smiled. “You know I’m always willing to take extra shifts, Ms. Twain. I thought I’d given you enough notice when I booked my holiday in April. I apologize.” She crossed the index and middle fingers on her right hand in her pocket. She wasn’t sorry. She just didn’t want to be fired. Biting her lip kept her from saying any of the words floating around in her brain.

This woman was a primary source of Presley’s sleepless nights. Emmett, her boyfriend of almost eight months, had once mansplained that this was how the game was played. If she wanted to be a success, she needed to show it, not just say it. If she didn’t, someone else would want it more. She didn’t know how anyone could think she wasn’t ambitious, since she’d spent most of her waking hours, and many when she should have been sleeping, at this hotel for the past three years.

“Are you headed out of town? Are you completely unavailable?” Ms. Twain made a note on her calendar, then looked up at Presley from behind the desk where she sat.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m taking my boyfriend to a fishing lodge as a surprise birthday present.” Give and take. Things hadn’t been great lately with both of them working so much and their schedules not matching up. The little time they did spend together was generally with Emmett’s work friends. But this gift would show him she listened, paid attention to the little things. It would be the nudge he needed to take them more seriously. Maybe even consider moving in. That was the endgame. At thirty-one, she’d thought she’d have her professional and personal life cemented by now. Or at least one of them.

Ms. Twain wrinkled her nose, her thinning gray brows pushing together. “Do you fish?”

Not even in the supermarket. “No. But he does.” And it will show him I can get behind his hobbies and interests.

The woman regarded her for several moments, making the back of Presley’s neck sweat. “There’s a seminar in a couple of weeks, the beginning of July, for senior hotel staff. Typically, we recommend one to two assistant staff associates to take part.”

Presley sucked in a breath. She knew all about it, having been passed up for it twice in three years despite her stellar track record with guests and growing persona as one of Great Falls’ local influencers. “Oh?”

Ms. Twain sat up straighter in her high-back chair. For two generations, she and her family had owned the three-and-a-half-but-striving-for-four-star hotel.

“Is this something you’d be interested in?”

Refraining from nodding her head like a cartoon character, she went with, “Absolutely.”

Ms. Twain nodded. “Very well then. I’ll take that into consideration.”

Pulling her hands from the pockets of her pleated black dress pants, Presley curled her fingers into her palms, then loosened them. She didn’t like playing games, especially since she proved herself daily, but it didn’t stop her from smiling as wide as she could.

“I’d really appreciate that. I know I’d do an excellent job.”

As she left the office, her flats felt wobbly, her heart felt full, and her stomach twirled like a ballerina on a roll. Her phone rang as she exited the hotel and climbed into her new-to-her Honda Civic. Practical and pretty. That was her sweet spot. She’d just topped fifty thousand followers on TikTok and Instagram by playing to her strengths. Fancy was nice, but affordable was necessary.

She’d already packed. Emmett was meeting her at the coffee shop located just before the airport. They’d share pie, like they had on their first date, and then she’d show him the tickets and they’d park in long-term and board the plane. She was doing her best not to think about how small the plane would be. A new airline that catered to short flights had offered her two tickets in exchange for promo. At the time, she hadn’t had a destination in mind, but this worked perfectly. As long as the plane does, too. A short bus ride would take them to a ferry, which would bring them to their final destination, Get Lost Lodge. Set a goal, make a plan, achieve success.

Her phone buzzed through the Bluetooth as she drove in the direction of the airport. Don’t say you’re going to be late, Emmett. As a lead advertising exec, he often worked long hours, including weekends and nights.

She pressed ACCEPT on her steering wheel, hoping this time it worked. Her car often glitched in the electronics department.

“Hey,” Rylee’s voice said through the speakers, just a hint of static punctuating the word. Best friends for half a decade, they knew the best and worst about each other. They’d both come a long way since working at a little boutique hotel in Great Falls, Rylee as a line cook and Presley as a bellhop. There’d been an almost instant connection that couldn’t be contained to only working hours.

“Hey. I’m on my way. My stomach won’t settle down.”

“I know you have everything because you’re you, but are you sure you’re ready for this?”

“I am.” It hadn’t been easy to arrange this surprise getaway. Emmett was particular about his space and his things. He never slept at her house, and lately, she hadn’t been spending a lot of time at his. But bit by bit, she’d snuck out some boxers, T-shirts, sweaters, and other necessary items to pack his bag. One of his friends helped a bit when Presley confided her plans. The lodge provided fishing rods and whatever other accessories went along with fishing.

“You’re sure?” She heard the worry in her friend’s normally chill-as-cucumber-eye-patches voice.

Presley knew Rylee wasn’t asking about her covert packing skills but more the whole “great outdoors” piece. She was known online and in person as someone who could recommend a five-star restaurant off the top of her head. A woman with connections to cheap theater tickets and knowledge of the best times to visit the museums. She knew Great Falls city center because she’d grown up in it, but she’d never spent much time hugging trees or planning picnics.

As a kid, she’d begged to sleep outside once, so her parents had let her sleep on the balcony of their apartment. She’d woken up freezing, scared, and uncomfortable. But this wasn’t that. She would spend time on the beach, soaking up the June sun, letting the fresh air work wonders on her skin while showing her followers that vacations didn’t have to be pricey to be enjoyable. Not something Ms. Twain would approve of, but since the woman refused to listen to any of her ideas for the hotel’s social media, Presley did her own thing.

Infusing her voice with a confidence she didn’t fully feel, she said, “I’m excited. I’m being spontaneous and adventurous.”

Rylee laughed. “With only a couple of months’ planning to put it all together.”

True, but it was still one of the most impromptu things Presley had ever done. Emmett often complained when she wanted to make plans for a Friday night on Monday, telling her sometimes he just liked to see how things went.

“He’s going to be so surprised. When he was working to secure the Get Lost account, he kept saying he wanted to go there. There’s a little town on another island about a ten-minute ferry ride from the lodge that we can explore. There’s a craft beer tour and little shops. And at the lodge there’s hiking, fishing, canoeing. Plus, there’s the beach and swimming.”

She knew she was repeating herself, but it was almost like a checklist, a way to remind herself that she’d thought this through. When she’d asked Emmett about a trip to New York to see some plays, he’d said that was definitely not his thing. Well, this wasn’t hers and she was still doing it. Give and take.

Presley turned right at the light, the butterflies now doing jumping jacks in her stomach.

“It sounds awesome. Let’s just hope he appreciates it. I’ve never seen him do any of those things here, so don’t be afraid to do some of what you want on this trip, too.”

Presley knew her friend worried that she did a little too much of the giving in her relationships. Particularly this one. Presley loved her best friend, but Rylee was the queen of one week or less, no strings attached, and multiple dating apps. Her bestie was working her way up to head chef at a popular downtown restaurant and didn’t want to be tied down. If a person started to truly fall for Rylee, she ended things. Presley, on the other hand, had always been a full-meal-deal relationship person. She didn’t mind making allowances or being flexible with her life, because she wanted to share it with someone.

This would be worth it. Emmett would love it, they’d reconnect, and they’d maybe even talk about their next steps. Together.

After promising to text Rylee, Presley hung up just as she pulled into Slices Pie Shop. She parked, got out, smoothed out her button-down blouse, and picked a little piece of lint off of her pants. Slinging her purse over her shoulder, she headed for the entrance. Emmett’s car wasn’t in the lot yet, but he’d be here any minute. She was craving the strawberry rhubarb they’d had on their first date.

As she slipped into a booth and ordered a pop for each of them, along with a slice of pie, she thought about how they’d met. His company had held a weekend conference at La Chambre Hotel even though the firm was local. It wasn’t uncommon. Companies rented rooms, set up workshops, and let their staff bond for a couple of days over free food and drinks. Presley was almost in charge of the team-building activities. That is, she planned and executed them but received none of the credit.

Whatever. It had been a great success personally and professionally. He’d asked her out on the second evening, and after work they’d come to this diner, sat in this booth, and shared her favorite pie.

“Here’s your drinks. Pie will be out in a minute,” the waitress said.

Emmett came through the door as Presley was putting his present on the table. It didn’t look like much in its black trifold packet, but she had a lot riding on this. Those butterflies were backflipping like divers off the high diving board now.

His blond hair was perfectly styled; not one hair dared to move. His blue eyes sparkled, and every time he leaned in for a kiss, Presley breathed deep, wrapped herself up in his scent, not entirely sure what it was but enjoying it all the same.

He slid into the booth as the waitress came back with one piece of pie and two forks. He gave her one of his shining grins.

“Hey. Would it be too much trouble to get lemon meringue instead?” Emmett asked.

The waitress glanced at Presley, raised her brows a little. She felt silly for wanting the romance of sharing the same type of pie they once had, so she smiled at the woman. “Lemon is my second favorite.”

Once he opened his gift, the pie wouldn’t matter.

The waitress took the plate and went to get the other dessert.

“Sorry I’m a couple minutes late.” He took a long drink of his pop. He was fidgety. She could feel his knee bouncing from across the table. He seemed to be looking everywhere but into her eyes. We’ll reconnect on the trip.

“No worries.” Presley reached for his hands. “Happy birthday.”

He met her gaze, his smile a little tight around the edges, and pulled his hands back. “Thanks. Listen, about tonight.”

The waitress showed up with two plates of pie. “Here’s your lemon.” She set it in front of Emmett and looked at Presley as she slipped the original piece in front of her. “It’s already sliced, so it’s on the house.”

Simple, random acts of kindness could not be outdone. “Thank you so much.”

The waitress’s gaze softened. “It’s just pie, hon.”

Not to Presley. It was memories and the start of something special. The waitress wandered off to help two new customers.

Presley tapped her fingers on the packet. “I have your birthday present here.”

Emmett was a few bites into his pie. “Thanks,” he said around a mouthful. “Some of the guys want to go for drinks tonight.”

Her smile slipped. “But you said no, right?”

He shrugged. “Figured a couple drinks wouldn’t hurt. It is my birthday.”

The butterflies got tangled up in each other like they’d had a few drinks of their own. “Of course, but I told you I had something special planned and it starts tonight.”

He sighed. “You always do that, pin me down. I say yes because I feel like I have to and then you’re upset when I bail. And I’m not bailing. I know it messes with your precious scheduling, but I’m just saying we’ll meet up later tonight. Okay?”

She pushed down her irritation, reminded herself he didn’t actually know what she had planned. She picked up the packet, tapped it against the table. “Not really.”

Her pie was forgotten when she caught his look of irritation, which he made no effort to hide. “Pres.” That’s it. That’s all he said—the first syllable of her name—and then he just stared at her. A typical Emmett tactic.

It’s fine. Everything is fine. It’s okay. She pushed the packet toward him. “I think you’ll be happy to skip drinks for this.”

He grabbed the packet, opened it up. Presley held herself impossibly still, watching him as he looked over the information, his eyes widening. The airplane tickets, a little brochure for the resort, and a couple of fun doodles she’d done of them fishing and relaxing on the beach were inside.

Emmett looked up, locked his gaze on hers. “You bought me a vacation?”

Mostly. She nodded, her head feeling like one of those bobbleheads. “Yes. We need to be at the airport in an hour. Do you remember how much you talked about going to this place? It has everything you wanted. We’ll fish, hike, sunbathe, swim. Not a museum or play in sight.”

She expected him to laugh, as they spent a fair amount of time arguing over what to do with their weekend evenings and disagreeing on what counted as fun.

His brows scrunched. “This is that place we didn’t get the account for?”

Uh-oh. Hopefully that didn’t bring up bad vibes, but the owners had pulled the account for reasons that had nothing to do with Emmett or his team.

“Yes, but just because you aren’t doing their marketing and advertising doesn’t mean it won’t be fun, right? We’ll have a great time and you can finally check it out.”

“We?”

Okay, the butterflies were starting to resemble unstable pigeons in her stomach now. One tripped, the others all following suit like dominoes.

“Of course. I worked everything out. The guys know, so they probably didn’t even mean it about tonight, because Paul was the one who helped me get your time off, and I have the week as well. It’s ten days, actually, but your boss was great about it. Mine not so much, so I might be working some triples when we get back, but it’ll be worth it.”

Emmett’s gaze shuttered. He was good at his job because he had a great poker face. Even Presley couldn’t get a good read on him sometimes. “Pres. This is cool. I mean, it looks like a great time.”

There it was. The gratitude she’d hoped for. The “my girlfriend kicks ass and I should up my game, give her a drawer at my place, maybe even suggest we live together” energy she’d been after.

“Ten days . . . together . . . away . . . that’s . . .” Emmett’s voice trailed off.

“Amazing? Spectacular? A dream come true?” Her excitement amped up her pitch and she had to remind herself to take a breath.

“Too much.”

All of the energy coursing through her stopped like someone had pulled the plug or switched off the power. “Excuse me?” In her periphery, she saw the waitress almost approach then veer right and sidestep their table. Smart move, lady.

With another heavy sigh, Emmett let go of the packet and lifted one arm so he could rest it along the back of the booth. He’d done that eight months ago, too, on their date. But her shoulder had been just underneath and he’d scooted a little closer.

“I just don’t think we’re there. A couples’ vacation? I love this. It’s great. You’re a sweetheart for being so thoughtful. But this has guys’ trip written all over it. I think that much forced proximity might, you know, be a bad thing for us.”

She said nothing. He kept going. “At this stage. Maybe we could try a weekend away sometime. An overnight at a bed-and-breakfast. I don’t know. Ten days is a lot.”

“What?” The word came out as a raspy whisper.

He lowered his arm, folded his hands together, and leaned in. “Can you imagine us in each other’s space for ten days?”

Her nod was slow. She had spent time doing just that. “Yes. It was supposed to be a prelude. An idea of what it would be like if we moved in together.”

The horror on his face should have sent her running. But Presley liked to really nail a coffin closed. “Clearly, that idea doesn’t impress you.”

“Look, this is fun. What we have. It’s good. But it’s not till-death-do-us-part.”

A strange smile tipped her lips. “Oh, I don’t know. I kind of feel like killing you now just to see.”

He laughed too loud. “See? You’re fun. You’re funny. But you’ve got to admit, you’d drive me crazy if we were stuck together for ten days.”

“ ‘Stuck’?” The word trembled. For some reason, her brain flashed back to all of the spring and summer breaks when her parents would quietly argue in their bedroom about who would bring Presley to work with them. Each of them acted like they were happy to do so to her face, and she knew they loved her, but she’d always felt like . . . a burden.

“This is a great birthday present, Pres.”

Her spine stiffened as she pushed against the hard plastic back of the booth. Both of her brows lifted. “Seems like it.”

He covered one of her hands with his. It was clammy. “It is. But a real gift is all about the recipient, right?”

Tears blurred her vision just a little as the effort it had taken to coordinate and execute this surprise flipped through her head. “It was definitely all about you.”

“Then I should get to pick who I want to go with me.”

Her heart might have actually stopped in her chest. Pulling her hand back, she sat up straighter. “What? Are you nuts?”

Emmett looked around, then at Presley. “Keep your voice down. No, I’m not nuts. If I was, I’d go on a ten-day vacation with the woman I’m seeing.”

Presley’s temples throbbed and she swore she heard a sharp crack. Probably the last of her patience. “ ‘Seeing’? What the hell is that supposed to mean? This isn’t high school. We’ve been together for eight months. I thought we were moving forward.”

Again, he looked around like the few customers in the diner were watching the show. “We are. Just clearly not in the same direction. This is fun and all, but my idea of a vacation doesn’t involve being nagged for ten days to keep you busy and entertained.”

The sharp breath she sucked in made her cough. Those tears spilled over, but at least now she could blame them on choking. She took a sip of her pop, grabbed her purse, and stood up.

“You are a complete ass. I can’t believe I thought we had something special.”

He looked up, his expression guarded. “To be fair, you think everything is special. You see what you want to see and read too much into things, Pres.”

She kept the bad words flitting through her brain to herself, leaned over, grabbed the packet, and tucked it in her purse. “Well, this will be easy to read into: you now have tonight and the rest of your life free and clear to do whatever you want. We’re done.”

“Stop being dramatic. Where are you going?”

Her lips curved. “On the vacation of your dreams. Alone.”

She hurried toward the door, briefly locking eyes with the waitress, who had clearly heard everything. When Emmett tried to follow, the waitress stopped him.

“Excuse me, sir, if you leave without paying, I’ll be forced to call the police.”

She heard Emmett swear, but it gave her time to get to her car. Small kindnesses—even if they were just an extra few seconds of space to breathe and toss her idiot ex’s bags onto the cement of Slices’ parking lot. As a bonus, she got to see Emmett’s stunned expression as his bag burst open and the contents spilled out.




Two
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Presley’s stomach roiled like angry waves as she stared at the boat meant to take them to the lodge. She didn’t really remember the bus ride from the airport. She’d watched through the window as buildings, cars, and people whipped past without actually seeing anything. She’d gone through the motions like she was on a human assembly line and somehow ended up here. The details of it were foggy at best, but she would sure as heck remember this part. After experiencing the bus with wings that the airline called a plane, she hadn’t thought it could get worse.

It was one of many things she’d been wrong about today. You see what you want to see. Well, she did not want to see this. Or get on it. The boat seemed too small to be called a cruiser. She couldn’t keep hesitating on the pier like she was about to walk the plank. A tall, dark-haired guy with mirrored sunglasses stood behind her like a reminder that she could only go forward.

When she was little, she’d asked her parents if she could sleep over at a friend’s house. They’d said yes, but when she’d woken in the middle of the night, wanting nothing more than to go home, they’d told her she had made her choice and they’d pick her up in the morning. Follow-through was an Ayers family must. She’d made her choice. The person behind her was ready to go. She just needed to do it first.

“Let me help you,” the boat captain offered, extending his hand.

Did people have to go to school to operate boats? They must. Of course they do. It’s a vehicle. You need a license to drive a vehicle.

“I promise you, it’s safe,” the guy behind her said in a low, steady voice. He must have leaned closer, because the chill running through her body lessened for a fraction of a second—whether from the warmth of his tone or from his body heat, she didn’t know. The pleasant scent of his cologne, or maybe just his soap, worked like smelling salts bringing her back to life.

It got her on board. Even though the deck felt more like an extension of the wobbly dock than a boat, she made it to the closest seat. There was a small hard-shell canopy at the front of the boat, but Presley’s chill returned, and she didn’t want to move, even if it meant her fair skin would burn. Leaning her back against the padded leather seat cushion, she hugged her large travel bag to her chest.

The ferry terminal was smaller than she had expected, with only a few boats docked. One boat had cars being loaded onto its lower bay while passengers walked up a ramp to a higher level. In the distance, an impressive bridge stretched across the sky. Because she was unable to see the beginning or end from where she sat, it gave the illusion of being suspended, even with its concrete pillars and cable lines.

She closed her eyes as the captain started the engine. The gentle rocking didn’t feel soothing, but the crisp air, even with the breeze, did. You can do this. Breathe. You’re fine. She’d never considered herself boat averse, but the day was catching up with her. Or, because she was a city girl, her body was accustomed to less choppy forms of travel than those she’d experienced today. Despite that, she was glad she hadn’t planned a road trip to the northern tip of Michigan, where she was now. Free airline tickets for the win. At least she wasn’t out the cost of the second flight. And once she’d boarded, she couldn’t change her mind like she would have in a car.

When she opened her eyes, her gaze caught on the man across the boat, the one whose voice had steadied her nerves a minute earlier. He had one ankle crossed over the other while he leaned back against the side of the boat like waves didn’t dare affect his stomach.

He wore a lightweight dark gray bomber jacket with dark jeans. Between that and the shades, he made her think of a movie star playing a pilot. A blue duffel bag rested near his sturdy black boots. Cataloguing little details about him allowed her stomach to settle. Her breathing evened out, her pulse settling somewhere near normal. His hair was the color of medium-roast coffee. Not that she drank medium-roast coffee. She preferred tea, wished she had some. His eyes were probably the color of tea. Unlike the other four passengers, a husband and wife and two guys talking about how epic this trip would be, he didn’t have much in the way of luggage. Maybe he was only staying a couple of days. His slightly too long hair was being teased by the wind.

Thinking back to the brochure tucked inside her purse, she remembered the passenger boat was a twenty-foot cruiser. The lodge apparently had two additional boats, but this might be the only one she boarded. The engine hummed as they pulled away from the dock, heading in the direction of what appeared to be nothing but water.

“I’m Grayson. Glad you’re sharing your vacation with us. Let me tell you about the area. It’s believed that hundreds of shipwrecks lie beneath these waters,” the captain, who’d greeted them at the bus, boomed over his microphone as they set off.

Great. Awesome. Please don’t let us be one of them. The woman standing with her husband on whatever the left side of the boat was called pointed to the water, then said something in her husband’s ear. He touched her lower back. Casual affection was Presley’s favorite. She loved the idea that one person reached out for another without thought just because the urge to be closer was always there. Hovering.

“It’s one of the largest freshwater lakes in North America,” the captain continued.

Presley worked to drown out the guy’s voice by finding a focal point, something that would distract her from absolutely everything. The knees of the guy with the duffel bag seemed like a safe bet. When her gaze moved up, she saw he was watching her as well. Maybe he was using her as a way to not throw up, too.

One of the men asked if they could grab a rod and throw out a line right this minute. Mr. Steady On His Feet lifted his glasses onto his head and rolled his eyes, and it almost made her smile. Of course, any movement at all felt like a threat, so she was careful.

The boat swayed, the water choppy from the wind, as the captain continued to share facts and history about the lake. Despite the strong breeze, the sun shone overhead, trying to warm her. The problem was, she was cold from the inside out.

Presley clutched her bag tighter and tried to breathe through her nose. The hotel had hosted a mindfulness seminar a few months back and she’d picked up numerous supposedly calming tricks. Notice five things you can smell, see, hear, feel. Breathe in for four, hold it, and out for five. It seemed to work for her erratic heart rate but not her nausea.

“The lodge is about forty-five minutes from Mackinaw City, where we picked you all up, but we only come to this terminal once every two weeks or so. When we need supplies or guests want to explore off the island, we take a smaller cruiser to Smile, which is one of the smaller islands to your east. It’s home to about five thousand people, but it’s growing into a little tourist community of its own, with charming shops, delicious food, and interesting folks. It’s only an eight-minute boat ride from Get Lost,” he said, pointing. “It’s got a fun history. My family and I grew up there, and even though it’s not far from the big city, I can tell you firsthand that it seems like a world of its own. Fun fact: the town was meant to be named after its founder, Ernest Simel, but the sign makers misspelled his name. His wife loved it so they let it stand.”

She didn’t like that they were leaving big-city hotels and shopping malls behind them, but if she got desperate and needed a respite from the great outdoors, she could handle a ten-minute torture trip. So much for ever going on a cruise though. Her stomach tilted, and she swore she could feel every wave as if it washed over her.

“Water is a bit choppy today,” the captain said.

Presley wished she had gum. Is that just for planes? The knees she was keeping her gaze on uncrossed and bent before coming her way. Presley looked up as he crossed the deck, a piece of brown paper in his hand. When he stopped right in front of her, she had to remove one hand from her bag to protect her eyes from the sun. He’d lowered the shades, so she couldn’t answer the tea-colored question yet. She felt his perusal, down past her white knuckles clutching her bag and back up.

He held out a brown paper bag. Presley scrunched her brows, waiting for an explanation. His stubbled jaw was tight and she couldn’t read his expression.

“In case you need to throw up,” he said.

In all fairness, his voice lacked any judgment, but it didn’t make her feel better. Was she that obvious? She worked to loosen her fingers, her shoulders.

“I’m fine,” she said, hating that even when she was trying to be strong, she clearly showed weakness. Even to strangers. She couldn’t read her boyfriend of eight months, and this stranger had sized her up in a glance. But she didn’t need to be rude, so she tacked on, “But thank you anyway.”

He stood there and Presley did her best to ignore him. Not ignore-ignore, because she was human, and with the windblown hair, strong jaw, and straight nose, he was really good-looking. He was also, probably, trying to be nice. She appreciated that. But there was no way she’d admit to the possibility of needing that bag. He handed it to her, waited for her to accept it before returning to his previous spot against the railing. She also appreciated the way he resumed his stoic position so she could use his knees again for the rest of the journey. She tucked the hopefully unnecessary item into the pocket of her own bag.

Presley tuned back in to the captain’s voice around the time he said they were coming up on the lodge. Emmett had been so excited about possibly getting this account. She’d read reviews and looked at photos online when he’d talked about visiting there months ago, but then the clients backed out, decided they didn’t need a new marketing team. When Presley was thinking about what to do for his birthday, the lodge bounced back into her mind. The name sounded charming and cute.

“Hopefully you’ve received our emails and notifications that our lodge is under construction. The ownership has recently changed hands, and while we still have amenities to offer, there are some restrictions to guest services and excursions.”

As the boat slowed near a long dock with one other boat moored, she saw a wooden sign that read: GET LOST. God. If only.

Email. Her email. She’d used her personal email to book everything because she had a habit of leaving her work email open on her laptop for ease of use. Ms. Twain liked to send frequent updates and suggestions. She had not, in fact, checked her personal one recently. Doesn’t matter. As long as they have clean beds, hot water, and leave me alone, I’ll be fine.

“The email said you’re working on the cabins,” the woman called out, keeping a hand on her extremely large hat so it didn’t blow away.

“That’s right. They need some repairs and updating,” the captain said, looking over his shoulder with a nod. “We’ll be in close quarters because of that, but the lodge has plenty of space and everyone has rooms there. You guys are in for a great trip. If you love fishing, outdoors, hiking, and campfires, you are in the right place.”

Presley groaned and let her head drop down to her bag even as she considered picking up the paper one, pride be damned. She was so in the wrong place.




Three
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Presley hadn’t spent a lot of time outdoors in places other than the city, but she couldn’t deny the beauty of what lay before her as she stepped—nearly stumbled—off the dock. Or maybe she just liked solid ground more than she realized. It was like a painting worthy of a high-end art gallery, with trees of every variety, ones she couldn’t put a name to even for money, creating walkways and paths in all directions. Two guys in ball caps and plaid jackets fished from the edge of the sand. She didn’t know much about the whole process, but she wondered if they could catch anything in the shallows. If so, she definitely wasn’t swimming. Sand in her toes was one thing. Fish kisses were an absolute no. In the distance past the guys were a couple of cabins with decks that looked out onto the water.

She followed the others as the captain led them along the aging cobbled walkway, being careful of the missing and cracked stones. Past a few trees taller than La Chambre Hotel, the grounds opened up to reveal a massive log lodge that no picture in a brochure could accurately depict. Some Paul Bunyan had chopped down actual trees, plunked them together, and built a monstrous structure. A real-life Lincoln Log house.

“This is the lodge. To the left are more cabins. They’re nestled into the trees, but all of them have a spot where you can see the water, whether it’s from the front or back porches or a side window. We hope when you visit us again, they’ll be open for business,” Captain Grayson said.

The lodge looked like it had been carved into the base of the mountains, even though they had to be far away. She felt like she’d been dropped into another world.

I’m in Jumanji. I might not make it out. She giggled, earning a look from the big-hatted woman who held her husband’s hand.

“You all right, dear?”

She’d planned a trip, ignored her nagging instincts, and was now here alone. “All right” wasn’t the best description, but she nodded, not trusting her voice. Too bad she’d trusted her stupid heart. Something between pain and irritation bounced around in her chest like a rubber ball. Those hard ones that kids whipped at brick walls.

The captain talked about trails, hiking, and not venturing out alone as they continued toward the main house. She looked up for a split second, just to see the way the clouds played with the peaks of the mountains, where the sun was dipping low, and caught her foot on one of the broken cobblestone pieces.

She was on her way down when strong hands gripped her hips from behind. Heat and delicious pressure shot through her clothing, along her skin, chasing away a chill that had been with her all day.

“Careful,” Brown Paper Bag Guy’s gruff voice murmured.

Swallowing the sudden moisture in her mouth, Presley looked over her shoulder. “Thanks.”

His eyes were not tea colored. They were a brown so dark they almost looked black. A ring of hazel around the edges made them seem even darker.

The captain’s voice pulled her back. He stood on the steps of the lodge looking at them all. He was a handsome man. Dark hair, strong jaw, dressed in a blue button-down and khaki pants, he definitely looked the part of an outdoor guide. While the guy behind her looked like a poster model for being sexy in the great outdoors, the captain was more polished.

“My sister will get you all settled in your rooms. Her adorable helper is my niece. Our chef should have snacks set up in the dining room. We’ll let you settle into your rooms, but if anyone would like a tour of the lodge and grounds, I’ll be leading that at eight P.M. Until then, thank you for joining us here at Get Lost Lodge.”

As they shuffled in, Presley couldn’t help but wonder if Emmett would have loved this place as much as she’d thought. Sure, he’d have dropped his bag and hit the beach, maybe even with a fishing rod. Rylee’s words echoed in her head: I’ve never seen him do any of those things. He’d canceled several weekend plans for fishing time with the guys over the course of their relationship. You see what you want to see. Even if he didn’t love fishing with the guys as much as she’d believed, he would have enjoyed this. The image of his face when he’d realized he wouldn’t be going on the trip at all curled her lips upward. That in itself was worth the boat ride.

Presley smiled at the little girl who stood behind a woman’s hip. Her red hair fell forward even with the little butterfly barrette she wore. Her mom—who had to be the captain’s sister—had her own auburn hair tucked into two braids. Makeup free, wearing camo shorts and a shirt that read WELCOME TO THE JUNGLE, she looked like she could model outdoor wear with Mr. Hot Hands who’d kept her from falling.

“Welcome,” she said. “I’m Jillian, but you can call me that, Jilly, or Jill. This is my daughter, Olivia. Welcome to the lodge.”

The little girl tugged on her mom’s shorts until Jilly bent at the waist, listened, then stood again. Her lips quirked. “My apologies. This summer, Olivia would like to be called Ollie. Please let us know if we can get you anything.”

Half the little girl’s face beamed. The rest stayed hidden behind her mom. Presley met Jillian’s gaze and found it, like her tone, friendly. If things had gone as planned, maybe she would have befriended this woman while Emmett kept himself busy with all of his favorite things. Instead, Presley decided she was going to consider this a self-care trip and do only the things she felt like. She’d share on her socials, promo the airline that gave her the tickets, and talk about the benefit of low-key lounging. Maybe even take a hike. Hell, she might even try fishing. After she slept for twelve hours straight.

She waited patiently for Jilly to assign those in front of her to their rooms, smiling at the way Ollie assisted, all while trying to ignore how aware she was of the man standing behind her.

“Presley Ayers,” Jilly said, looking at a clipboard as the husband and wife and the two guys headed up the stairs to the right for their rooms. She glanced behind Presley, then met her gaze. “It says you’re a party of two.”

With a tight smile, Presley shook her head. “Change of plans. Party of one.” She didn’t want anyone’s pity, so she forced her smile to widen. “Now I get the bed to myself.”

“Oh,” Jillian said too brightly, like she understood what Presley was really saying. “Okay. No worries. I’ll just make note of that.” She jotted something down on the clipboard.

Presley tried to see what she wrote, hoping it wasn’t something like: Watch this one, she’s out of her element.

“You’re down here on the main level. Room one,” Jillian said. Ollie handed Presley a key.

“Thank you,” Presley said, her throat thick with tears she refused to shed.

She moved as quickly as possible, grateful for the open layout of the lodge. Room one was along the left side, under the stairs that led to the second floor. Once she was inside her room, her chill took on new meaning. The space was downright cold. She could hear the AC fan and feel the temperature settling on her skin like a layer of ice.

Tossing her bag and purse on the bed, she went to the thermostat, rubbing her arms briskly. It read forty-four; winter temps indoors at the end of June. Presley shivered, punched the UP button. The digits moved, but as soon as she took her finger away, it returned to the same number. She tried pressing the OFF button, but nothing happened. Okay. Give it a minute to warm up.

She went to her bag and pulled out an oversized hoodie. She’d forgotten that she had wrapped lingerie inside of it. Black and purple lace undergarments tumbled onto the bed. They definitely wouldn’t be getting used. Pulling the sweatshirt over her head, she grabbed the folded blanket at the foot of the bed and wrapped it around herself.

Seating herself in the middle of the mattress, she crossed her legs, tugged the blanket tight to her body, and pulled her phone out of her purse. It was still in airplane mode. Once she changed that, going from no Wi-Fi to guest Wi-Fi, emails and notifications poured in.

The first text made her laugh out loud.

Ms. Twain

Can you work this Saturday? We’re short-staffed.

Tossing the phone, she fell back into the pillows, stared at the white popcorn ceiling. Ten days to herself at a lodge where the highlighted feature was getting lost in nature. Nature. The place with the bugs and bears and itchy plants.

Looking from side to side, she took in the room. Simple. Clean. Closet beside the door, dresser with an old television on it. Please, Camping Gods, have Netflix. The door to the bathroom was slightly ajar but she didn’t have the energy to go check out the tub.

Starting to shiver, she pulled the comforter around her, snuggling into the surprisingly comfortable bed. Curling onto her side, burrowed like a hibernating bear, she waited for the tears to come. They’d likely freeze when they did and she’d be surrounded by icicles. Little Emmett-I’m-an-idiot icicles.

Ten days. She’d become one with nature, make a plan for moving forward, spend time doing what she wanted, maybe find a new hobby.

Everything would be okay. Presley hadn’t been much older than Ollie when she realized people didn’t make good choices just because you hoped they would. Or because you’d have chosen differently in their shoes. She’d grown up forcing herself to put a happy spin on things that disappointed her. Maybe Emmett was right about that part. In Pride and Prejudice, Lizzy Bennet said to her naive sister: All the world are good and agreeable in your eyes. Maybe it was time to take the rose-colored glasses off.

This trip was a chance to figure out what she really wanted, because she’d been plodding along to some imaginary finish line, obviously not paying attention to the signs. She’d thought she and Emmett were happy, that she was on the fast track to promotion—told herself at every turn that things would work out. When they didn’t, she told herself they would next time. She thought of Ms. Twain asking if she wanted more responsibility even as she watched Presley take on more and more at the hotel. It’d be easy to blame others for not listening to her, but it could be she needed to start listening to what they were telling her.

She shut her eyes and let the images of how she had thought this week would go sift through her mind like a slideshow. Then she imagined a garbage can and envisioned herself dumping all of those images into it. She was a blank slate, an empty photo album. How she filled it was up to her. Whatever she chose, she’d be wiser. Stronger. A better version of herself. One who wouldn’t have been caught off guard by Emmett’s behavior because she would have seen it coming. Look out, world, there’s a new version of Presley Ayers coming your way. Get ready. This Presley camps.
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