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CHAPTER ONE










AZALEA WALKED DOWN the aisle, her fingers lightly tracing the tulle draped between rows. She approached the altar and turned to look back at the empty sanctuary, her face inscrutable. After a few moments reflecting, she sat quietly in the front pew, her elbows resting on her knees, chin in her hands. Glancing around, she admired the huge floral arrangements in front of the pulpit, the sprays of white, purple, and blue flowers elegant and sophisticated. She gazed at the piano and the harp, and once again imagined tomorrow’s long walk down the center aisle, her off-white gown, delicately embroidered with lavender and blue flowers, trailing softly behind her.


The walk I’ll never take.





Azalea had asked Jeremy to meet her for coffee earlier that afternoon, hours before the rehearsal. She’d sat in her car for a long moment, doing the box breathing that calmed her. Breathe in for the count of four, hold for four, exhale for four, hold four more. After three rounds, she was ready. At least I hope so.


Jeremy had arrived at Starbucks before she did, already dressed for the evening festivities, looking handsome and confident. He stood and kissed her cheek as she approached. 


“Got your chai, babe,” he said, offering her favorite drink. Ever the gentleman, he pulled out her chair for her. Azalea thanked him and sat. He looked at her expectantly. “So…? I thought we weren’t seeing each other until the rehearsal.”


Azalea looked at the man she had loved for two years. “I cannot begin to tell you how sorry I am,” she began. She brought her clasped hands up to her mouth, then looked directly into his eyes. “I’m calling off the wedding.” She’d thought long over the exact words she’d use, knowing she would not say, I can’t marry you, since he’d just attempt to talk her out of it. “Can’t” wasn’t a Jeremy word.


Jeremy stared at her, his smile vanishing. “What are you talking about, Azi?” he asked tightly. 


“I am truly sorry, Jeremy, but I…I’m not marrying you.” She took a deep breath. “I can go to the church and tell everyone—you don’t have to be there if you’d rather not. I know it’ll be awkward.” She took a sip of her chai and noticed her hands were steady. One more confirmation she was doing the right thing.


“Oh, no.” He shook his finger at her like he scolding a child. “You’re not cutting me out like that. You can’t just do this, Azalea!” His voice notched up and he glanced around. Lowering his voice he said, “You don’t just walk out on a marriage like this. We love each other!”


“I’m not actually walking out on a marriage,” she pointed out. “I’m leaving before the marriage, saving us the heartache of another divorce.” Both Jeremy and Azalea had suffered through previous breakups—five years earlier for him, seven for her. He never spoke about his ex-wife, but Azalea still hurt from her ex-husband’s infidelity. “And I do love you, Jeremy. But we aren’t right for each other, as much as we might want to be.”


Jeremy leaned forward and reached for her hand. “I’m not David, Azi,” he said. “It makes sense you’re scared, but I’m not going to betray you.” 


Azalea was shaking her head even as he spoke. “I know that, Jeremy. I believe that.” She gently pulled her hand away. “But you need something more than I can give you.” She looked away, considering her next words. “I’ve lost myself in this relationship. I don’t even know who I am any—” 


“I know who you are,” he interrupted, back in control. “You’re my wife. We’ve planned this for months and now you’re just scared.” He paused and softened his expression, but Azalea saw the steel in his eyes. “You’ll feel different once the wedding is over and we can get on with our lives.”


She looked back at him and nearly broke. Is he right? Am I just afraid? She thought back over their years together. Jeremy was complex—a charming entrepreneur who’d been orphaned as a child and who’d turned his father’s Florida business into a multinational success. Fluent in Spanish and English, he’d expanded Fowler Enterprises into most of Latin America. Then he’d turned that charm and ambition toward Azalea and she fell in love—but his deep seated need to be in control had finally proven too much. Even the wedding had been a Jeremy Fowler production. He planned everything, telling her to Relax and enjoy the day, darling. She refused to let him select her dress, but everything else was his decision, albeit couched as a gift to her.


No. She’d made the right decision and she would stick with it.


She saw the moment he understood. 


“I’ll see you at the church. We keep this short and sweet and say it’s a joint decision.” His face was hard and his tone brooked no disagreement. “You don’t answer any personal questions, and you’re going to manage giving gifts back. Call the restaurant and let them know we won’t be needing our reservation.” 


She nodded. It had gone better than expected.


 


Three hours later, Azalea walked into the sanctuary. The pastor stood at the altar, thumbing through his Bible. He glanced up when he heard her footsteps and smiled. “Welcome to the lovely bride!” he called cheerfully.


Azalea slowly approached the front of the church. “Hi, Pastor.” Her face betrayed her mood and Steve frowned.


“Oh, dear,” he answered. “What’s wrong?” His eyes flicked up as Jeremy strode up the aisle. “Hi, Jeremy,” he said warmly.


Jeremy looked from Azalea to her pastor. “You couldn’t wait for me? I said we’d do this together.”


Azalea held his gaze. “I just got here, Jeremy. I haven’t said or done anything.” She turned to Pastor Steve. “Jeremy and I have decided to cancel the wedding.”


Azalea’s pastor looked long at both of them, his kind face showing concern and love. “I see,” he said thoughtfully. “Do you need more time? Is this something you can work through?” He reached out to place a hand on each of their shoulders. “You know I’m here for you both.”


Azalea shook her head as Jeremy brushed off the pastor’s hand. “It’s over, Steve,” Jeremy said abruptly. “We’re just here to let people know.”


Pastor Steve nodded slowly. “How would you like to handle this? I want to support you in any way—”


Jeremy broke in. “When everyone gets here, I’ll let them know we’ve changed our minds and there won’t be a rehearsal tonight or a wedding tomorrow.”


Azalea patted her pastor’s hand. “Thank you,” she said quietly. She continued speaking to him but looked at Jeremy. “We will let everyone know, and it would be great to have you stand with us. I’m sure there’ll be questions and it would be nice to have you help everyone process the news.”


Pastor Steve nodded, frowning slightly. “Of course, of course. As I said, I am here for—”


Jeremy turned away from them and walked toward his best man. Tim had just entered the church, followed by Sara and Lauren, Azalea’s bridesmaids and long-time friends. Her sons, Tomás and Landon, also in the wedding party, were close behind the women. Azalea glanced at Pastor Steve, then back at her children. 


“Hey, Mom!” called Landon. Her young men, tall and athletic, walked easily up the aisle. They’re old enough to get married themselves, she thought.


“Hi, Pastor,” said Tomás, offering his hand, which Pastor Steve took warmly. Landon looked over at Jeremy and Tim, huddled in the back of the church, obviously in serious conversation. Tim looked up with a frown, then returned his attention to Jeremy. 


“What’s up with them?” 


“Just hang on a minute, guys,” said Azalea, scanning the church for her matron of honor. Susana was never on time. I live on Latin Eastern Time, hermana, she always said. They’d been best friends for decades, and Susana had never let her down. Azalea knew she’d roll in at the last possible moment.


As expected, at 6:05 p.m., Susana rushed through the door, walking hurriedly up to Azalea, with a breezy wave at Sara and Lauren as she passed them in one of the pews. “Girl, the traffic was horrible tonight and—” She stopped suddenly, looking around. “What’s going on?”


“Just sit down, Suze,” suggested Azalea. She turned to her sons. “Guys, would you sit in the front pew?”


Tomás and Landon nodded and sat. Susana slid into the seat just behind them. 


Azalea looked around at the small gathering. Jeremy and Tim rose and moved toward the front of the church, Tim taking a pew away from her family and friends. Jeremy stood next to Pastor Steve, his gray eyes flicking to her, then looking away.


“Thanks for coming,” he began. “Unfortunately, this evening isn’t going to be what you expected.” He continued without looking at Azalea, without seeking her involvement. And that’s why we’re in this situation, she thought. “We’ve decided to call off the wedding. Sorry to have ruined your weekend, and I ask that you respect our privacy. Azalea will take care of getting your gifts back to you. Thank you for wanting to be a part of our event.” 


His coldness cut through her, and she looked out at the shocked faces. I need to say something, she thought. I know he’s hurt but it’s coming out so harsh.


“We’re very grateful for each of you,” she started. 


“There’s lots to do to communicate with all the guests tonight,” Jeremy interrupted, “so that’s about it.”


Azalea looked at her pastor, then at her former fiancé. Is this pain or anger? she wondered. She may have broken off their engagement, but she still cared about his feelings. Pastor Steve nodded at her, his encouragement nearly imperceptible.


“Each of you is very important to us,” she continued, as though Jeremy hadn’t just tried to cut her message short, “and we’re grateful you were willing to be a part of our wedding. I can only imagine how confused you are by this, and I join Jeremy in asking that you respect our decision and just continue to love us. I’m sure we’ll both be in touch in the coming days. For tonight, I think that’s probably enough.”


Pastor Steve smiled at her and then nodded at Jeremy. Without asking, he took each of their hands and bowed his head. “Father, be with these precious children. Be glorified in this decision and give them peace. Amen.”


Azalea murmured, “Amen.” She looked up to see Jeremy beckoning Tim and striding out of the church. She mouthed, One minute to the boys and went to hug her friends. 


“I know you guys have questions—I promise we can catch up next week,” she said, squeezing Sara and Lauren’s hands. She glanced at Susana, who had a slightly smug smile on her face. “Come over to the house on Wednesday night for a glass of wine—I’ll make dinner for us, okay?”


The women hugged, murmured love and concern, and gathered their belongings. Sara kissed Azalea’s cheek lightly; Lauren squeezed her arm. Susana hugged her again and whispered, “You did the right thing, ’mana.” The three women said their goodbyes to Pastor Steve, Tomás, and Landon, and left the sanctuary together.


Pastor Steve was talking to her sons but broke off as she returned. “Okay, guys. Looks like you can return the tuxes tonight instead of Sunday. And you get your Saturday back,” she said with a weak attempt at a grin. 


Tomás began to speak, but Landon grabbed his arm. “Leave her alone, bro,” he said. “Let’s go.” 


“I’ll walk you out,” the pastor told them. “Stay as long as you need to, Azalea. I’ll lock up later tonight.” Her sons hugged her without a word, then the three young men left. Azalea watched them go, relief washing over her. She clasped her hands and then bent her head, the strength leaving her as she sagged into a pew. 





“Hey, Mom,” came a quiet voice behind her. “It’s been a couple of hours. You okay?”


“Oh, Tomás…I’m fine, honey. Really.” She patted the pew. “Come sit with me.”


Her sons slid in on either side of her. Landon leaned against her, his tall frame bending so he could rest his head on her shoulder. She reached up with her right hand to tousle his curls. Even as a grown man, he was still her baby. Tomás took her left hand and kissed it lightly. “I know that wasn’t easy. I’m proud of you.”


Azalea closed her eyes. “Easier than going through with it,” she murmured.


She arched her back and sighed. The boys moved, giving her space. She looked back and forth at each of them, grateful for their presence, though she could barely smile. 


“Mom?” asked Landon, always ready to jump in and take care of her.


“I’m good, honey,” she said, patting his knee. “I’m ready to go home.” Azalea took one last look at the beautifully decorated church and sighed. “It really is lovely, isn’t it?” she asked. Tomás put his arm around her shoulders and squeezed. No one felt like talking anymore.


The three eased out of the pew and walked to the parking lot. Azalea hugged them once more and fished for her keys. “Do you need us to come over?” asked Landon.


“No, thanks,” she answered, then grimaced. “I’m just gonna knock out this super fun email and then pass out in the tub.” 


“Call if you need anything,” said Tomás. 


Azalea smiled wanly and climbed into her car, waving and blowing kisses to her sons.





An hour later, it was finished. Her short email to her guests stated the facts and asked for privacy. Within minutes, her inbox was flooded with mail, mail she had no intention of opening, at least for a day. She stretched and walked to the bathroom. She turned on the bath, dropping her favorite bath bomb into the water. The warm citrus fragrance immediately began to fill the room. She lit two candles, turned out the light and went to the kitchen to pour a glass of wine while the water ran. 


Walking back to the bathroom, she turned on the stereo to her favorite classical station. She stripped, turned off the faucet, and slid into the scented, almost too hot water and sighed. She sipped her wine, then slid farther into the tub, the water at her jawline. Slowly, she began to relax. 


Only then did she allow herself to cry.










CHAPTER TWO










WEDNESDAY CAME AND Azalea was determined to face the world. She’d cocooned at home all weekend, responding only to the Are you OK, Mom? texts from her sons. On Monday, she’d steeled herself to address the voluminous inbox. By and large, the notes were kind and concerned. She noted how many had added Jeremy’s email address to their replies. She didn’t know if he’d answered any of them; he hadn’t included her if he had. No matter. She wrote one or two sentence replies, thanking her guests for their love and concern. 


Susana, Sara, and Lauren had all texted but otherwise gave her the privacy and quiet she needed. They knew she’d tell all on Wednesday—but Azalea was certain they were dying for details while they waited.


Jeremy’s sister had written one note that she still bristled over. “Seriously? How bourgeois of you, Azalea. You couldn’t do this in a less public way? My God, I can only imagine how much money Jeremy spent on this thing.” Azalea hadn’t answered her. Sophia hadn’t bothered to come to Florida for the wedding—she was far too busy with her new husband in Milan. Azalea rolled her eyes, remembering the first time they’d met. She loved nice clothes, but Sophia was a walking magazine spread. Jeremy’s sister was dressed head to toe in St. John, with a gigantic diamond engagement ring and what was easily a $10,000 handbag. Sophia had looked at her as if she were a bug under glass. Interesting, but beneath her. Azalea hadn’t been the least upset when she learned her sister-in-law to be wouldn’t make the trip for the wedding.


Azalea’s parents were both gone. She was glad they weren’t around to see what had happened, although she’d have given just about anything to have her mom with her now. Jeremy’s father, Leonard Jeremy Fowler, was an entrepreneur—Jeremy never really explained what he had done for a living. He was known as Len to his friends and Mr. Fowler to everyone else, while Jeremy’s mother, the former Miss Florida Pearl Tennyson, was simply Mrs. Fowler or Miss Pearl. Jeremy had no photos of them in his home or wallet. It was as if they’d never existed. Azalea only knew they had died when he was young, leaving him a modest fortune and a distant aunt and uncle who had promptly sent him and Sophia off to boarding school. 


Azalea went to the beach, walking in the surf down to her favorite café. She sat on the sand to sip her coffee, watching the birds and the people—so many people now that it was summer. She preferred the off season when it wasn’t as crowded but she didn’t hold it against the tourists. The beach was her favorite place, too.


Jeremy had tried to get her to sell her little cottage. When she protested, he pointed out that he not only owned the big house in Orlando, he had a place in the Keys. They didn’t need “her little bungalow,” as he put it with a laugh. But it was hers—the first thing she bought that was all hers two years after her divorce. It was all she could afford at the time and she loved it. A stone’s throw from the beach, it was perfect for her, and she made it even cozier with the lanai she added on once her marketing consulting practice took off. She dug in her heels—so unlike her—and Jeremy had given in. “All right, all right,” he chuckled. “We’ll keep it. It’ll be nice for little weekend getaways.” He looked fondly at her, as if pampering a spoiled child. She wondered why she’d needed his permission to keep her house. 


Coffee finished, Azalea walked home, the warm sun making her feel lazy and lethargic. But she forced herself to open her laptop and check her email when she got in, hoping to kickstart her energy. She knew she’d have to spend time rebuilding client relationships if she wanted to keep her business afloat. Since their engagement, she’d only kept a few clients, again at Jeremy’s insistence that she didn’t need to work. She had told them all she’d be off for a couple of weeks for her honeymoon, however, so there wasn’t much to read. She washed her dishes from the previous night, swept the neverending sand from the kitchen floor, and tried to figure out what to do for the rest of the day until her friends came over.





At seven o’clock, Lauren and Sara knocked on the door. They were roommates, so they traveled together most places. Azalea hugged each of them as they came in. Lauren handed Azalea a box of expensive chocolates. “It just seemed like the right choice,” she said, shrugging. 


Lauren could always be counted on to bring decadent food. “Is it ever not the right choice?” 


The women followed her through the French doors and out to the lanai. The sun was still out—this time of year, it went down late. The evening air was warm and humid but the tiled floor was cool and kept the room from sweltering in the Florida summer heat. The coffee table was laid out with chips, salsa, and homemade guacamole, and her favorite pitcher was filled with sangria. 


Lauren started in on the appetizers right away and poured glasses of sangria for each of them. “Where’s Susana?” she asked. Sara laughed and Azalea rolled her eyes. 


Just then the front door opened and Susana strode in, calling out, “Knock, knock! The party can start now!” She walked quickly through the living room, tossing her purse on the sofa, and passed through the kitchen and out to the lanai in seconds. “Oh, girl—this looks so pretty!” she exclaimed, looking around. Susana kicked off her high heels and flopped onto one of the chairs. “What a day…is that your guacamole? I’m starving!” Susana reached for a plate and began piling chips onto it. “Sara—be a love and pour me a glass, will you? Muchisimas gracias!”


Azalea smiled fondly at her best friend. Susana was a whirlwind wherever she went and Azalea was out of breath just listening to her rapid-fire entrance. 


The four women made small talk, nibbling the appetizers and chocolates and finishing the entire pitcher of sangria in short order. Azalea looked at her friends and smiled. “Okay. I guess we’ve gotten the niceties out of the way. But before we have ‘the talk,’ let me serve dinner.” She nodded toward the small dining room.


The four went inside, carrying their dishes to the counter. They all got to work setting the table and Azalea dished up the gigantic salad she’d made. Sara groaned. “You always do this! You make a salad so you can pretend we’re eating healthy but then you give us enough to feed fifteen people.” 


Azalea laughed—her friend was right. “But you always eat it, don’t you?” 


Susana opened a bottle of champagne and winked at Azalea. “Bit of a celebration, huh?” She poured each of them a glass and raised hers in a toast. “To Azalea,” she said, her face serious. Then she grinned and shouted, “Now tell us everything!”


When they stopped laughing, Azalea began, her tone hesitant. “I just couldn’t do it. I had to finally admit I wasn’t happy. I wasn’t even sure what happy was. I wasn’t sure who I was.


“Jeremy has such a strong personality....” Her friends snickered. “And it’s not like the things he wanted were bad or wrong. It’s just they weren’t me. He decided for us about almost everything.” She looked at her friends, eyes pleading for understanding. “How do you complain when someone wants to give you the world?


“And then a couple of weeks ago I went shopping. I wanted to buy something special for our wedding night.” Azalea’s three friends alone knew she and Jeremy hadn’t yet slept together. They knew how important the wedding night was to her.


“I went to just about every store in the mall,” she continued. “I tried on elegant nightgowns and sexy teddies. I must have tried on a dozen different things but I couldn’t decide. And it wasn’t like I couldn’t decide what I wanted. I couldn’t decide what he’d want. And it got to the point where I made myself sick trying to figure it out.” She frowned. “What was supposed to be this fun, sexy outing turned out to be so stressful I didn’t buy anything. I was worried I wouldn’t get it right.” She shook her head, as if trying to dislodge the memory, then sighed. “I spent a lot of time trying to get it right—about everything.”


Susana’s face darkened as she reached for her best friend’s hand. “I’m sorry, hermana. That’s terrible and I hate that you went through that alone.” She paused, glancing around the table. “I think we all had some feelings about you and Jeremy. And you know me—I don’t usually hold back.” The other three women chuckled. Susana was opinionated and rarely hesitated to share how she felt. “But you haven’t been…I don’t know…accessible lately. You seemed like you just wanted to spend your time with him and not us.” 


“He wanted us to spend all our free time together,” she answered, frowning. “He said it was important for us that we not repeat mistakes from our previous marriages. I guess for him that meant being together all the time. Said we needed to concentrate on our relationship—that he was my best friend now and it was,” she dropped her voice to a manly tone, “‘unnecessary to spend so much time with my friends.’” She sipped her champagne, gazing out the window to the moonlit backyard. “I think I felt guilty about not sleeping with him so I just sort of gave in to everything else.”


“Can I ask you a personal question?” Sara spoke hesitantly.


Azalea knew what was coming. “You want to know why no sex.” 


“Well…yeah. It’s not like you were giving away your virginity.”


Azalea took a moment before answering. Thoughts swirled in her head but finally resolved enough to answer. 


“You know David cheated on me, right?” Her friends all nodded, well aware of her ex-husband’s numerous infidelities. “I believed him when he said he was sorry—when he swore it would never happen again. He’d cry and beg me to forgive him.” She scowled, then pressed on. “And then we’d make love and he’d swear his undying commitment to me and I’d fall for everything he said.”


“’Mana,” began Susana.


“No, Suze,” Azalea broke in firmly. “Don’t try to let me off the hook. I was an idiot and I stayed with a man who betrayed me over and over, because I couldn’t think straight and I wanted to believe him.” Her chin came up in defiance. “I didn’t trust myself to be that vulnerable with Jeremy when we were dating. And once we got engaged, I figured it wouldn’t be a big deal to just wait until the wedding.” She softened. “He may be a lot of things, but I did trust him to be faithful. 


“The truth is, I can’t seem to pick the right man. It’s pretty obvious love just isn’t for me. ”


Sara shook her head. “No,” she said slowly. “I don’t believe that. You’re so full of love, you’ll find the right one.” Her eyes shone. “Some day, someone will deserve you.” 





After dinner, they moved back into the lanai where Azalea served them coffee and pan dulce. She asked Susana, “How’s Kique? It’s so nice that he doesn’t fuss at you for hanging out all night with your girlfriends.” Enrique was Susana’s husband of over 20 years and all the friends loved him. 


“Oh, you know Kique,” shrugged Susana. “He’ll just laugh at me tomorrow morning when I’m all bleary-eyed and exhausted when the alarm goes off.” 


The women laughed but Azalea frowned. “If only Jeremy had been like that,” she mused. “I do believe he loved me. He just didn’t have any experience with putting someone else first. I was so—”


“Stop it,” commanded Susana. “We were all suckered by him.” Lauren and Sara nodded as they munched the pumpkin-filled empanadas. “’Mana, if he’d started out like that, you’d never have dated him. It was more like that frog in the hot water kinda thing. He just slowly broke you down. Give yourself a break—and give yourself some credit for snapping out of it and dumping that jackass before you married him!” Susana got worked up as she spoke, nearly knocking over her coffee mug.


“You know that whole frog in the water thing isn’t true, right, Suze?” asked Azalea with a smile. “Real frogs jump out when the water is uncomfortable. It’s just an old wives’ tale.”


Susana rolled her eyes. “Whatever.” She reached for a pink concha. “I’m going to regret this tomorrow.”


“I feel like I owe you an apology,” began Lauren, her eyes sorrowful. “The truth is, I never liked Jeremy. And when we met Sophia, it was obvious there was something really wrong with their family.” She looked up at Azalea, tears pooling in her eyes. “I should have said something, but you seemed to really love him. I’m so sorry.”


Azalea reached across the coffee table to take Lauren’s hand. “Please don’t cry, Lauren. And you don’t owe me an apology. I don’t know that I would have listened even if you’d told me.” She looked at her three best friends. “I owe you all an apology—for being stupid and headstrong and putting myself and all of you in such a crappy situation. I’m really sorry.”





It was midnight before they finally left Azalea’s house. 


They said their farewells, hugging Azalea and thanking her for the lovely evening. “I’m proud of you, Azalea,” said Sara, holding her friend’s hands. “What you did took courage.”


Lauren and Susana nodded, smiling. “Love you, hermana,” said Susana, kissing her cheek. Lauren just hugged her hard, and the three friends left.


Azalea stood at the door, waving as they drove away. She returned to the lanai, picked up the dishes and fought the urge to grab one more treat. She cleaned up quickly and readied for bed.


Tomorrow is a new day, she thought. Tomorrow, my life starts. She had no idea what that meant, but for tonight, the thought was enough.










CHAPTER THREE










AZALEA FINISHED WIPING down the fourth and last small table, looking around at the tiny, spotless café. She was tired but content. She had tried a new recipe today, treating her regulars to a bread pudding she found in an old cookbook. The thick slices were redolent with cinnamon and sticky with raisins and apples. Esteban agreed: the ingredients were perfect. It would be a recipe she’d return to again very soon.


Esteban shook the last bit of crumbs off the broom at the front door, looking back at her with a wink. “Was there any left?” he asked. 


“I saved just enough for us,” she responded, smiling. He locked the door, turned the Cerrado sign facing out the window, and joined her at one of the tables. “Cafecito?” she asked.


“Si, con leche, por favor.”


Azalea brought the steaming cups to the table where she set the plates of warm bread pudding. They sighed in unison, then laughed at their shared exhaustion. He reached for her hand and held it to his lips. “It was a good day, querida.”


She smiled and squeezed his hand. It had been a good day. 





Azalea woke with a start. Fully awake, she looked at her phone—only four in the morning. Even after the late night with her friends, she’d set her alarm for six forty-five hoping to get an early start on her day. But not this early. She rolled over, firmly grasping her pillow under her arm. Determined to go back to sleep, she tried breathing deeply, refusing to open her eyes. 


But that little café. 


It was adorable. Cozy and warm, clearly European. Nothing like the homey, beachy place she favored in her Florida village. She knew somehow that she lived there, above the café. All she had to do was walk upstairs to her flat—their flat?—each night, returning before daylight to bake the day’s delicacies. The dream lingered in her mind, with tendrils of longing and contentment woven lightly, teasingly together. 


She didn’t know who the man was, but he certainly wasn’t Jeremy. He called me ‘Querida’….





Azalea woke with the alarm, cross and unrested. All she wanted was to put the pillow over her head and sleep the day away. But no—there was too much to be done and not sleeping well and drinking too much the night before didn’t absolve her of any of her responsibilities. If she were going to make a go of restarting her business, she needed to get up and get after it. 


After one more minute of feeling sorry for herself, Azalea got out of bed. She made the bed neatly, making sure the shams were arranged just so, angling the throw blanket on the corner. Since her divorce, not a day went by that she didn’t make her bed. While they were married, David had arisen after her and never made the bed, comfortable climbing into the messy sheets each night. It was a metaphor for their life together, she supposed. Always unkempt, never taken care of. Jeremy, on the other hand, left his bed for the maid. Typical, she thought. Let someone else clean up the mess.


“Ay, gruñosa,” she mumbled. She didn’t know a lot of Spanish, but she knew the word for grouch. She was rapidly getting annoyed with her self-pity.


She dressed quickly, brushed her hair, and applied her makeup. She didn’t have any meetings today, but who knew? Maybe something would come up. She couldn’t let herself sink into melancholy. Today was supposed to be the first day of her new life.


Not a great start.





Azalea sat at her computer, just staring. She was restless but without direction. One minute she’d scour her email, then click over to an open browser to look something up, only to forget what she was seeking. She was a bundle of energy but had no idea where to direct it. 


What’s wrong with me? 





Over time, the days stabilized, with Azalea awaking at dawn to walk her beloved beach. It was time she could collect her thoughts, ruminating on regrets and finding the twinkling of hopes and new dreams. 


In the early mornings, she still found herself thinking of Jeremy—wondering what he was doing and how he’d adapted to life without her. It wouldn’t have surprised her if he’d been able to jump right back to focusing on his business and forgetting her. He wasn’t the type of man to let his emotions take over. He was always in control—especially of himself.


I wish it were that easy. 


Some mornings, she simply breathed and walked. On Sundays, she walked nearly eight miles to the jetty and back to her cottage. For Azalea, it was sacred: the beauty of the ocean, the powerful connection with nature as her bare feet gripped the sand. The sunlight sparkled across the waves and she was sure it was the same pelican every Sunday who greeted her at the rocky barricade and flew nearby.


One Sunday two months after their breakup, Azalea got a text on her walk home. It was Jeremy.


“I know you’re on your walk, so no need to respond right away,” the words appeared in their onscreen bubble. “Just wanted to say hello.”


Azalea’s stomach tightened. She hadn’t spoken to Jeremy since the night at the church. He’d written a terse email letting her know that he cancelled their honeymoon reservations and there was no need for her to concern herself with the money—he’d handle it. She was prepared to reimburse him for the lost deposits and the airfare to Nice where they planned to spend the first week at a beachside estate. She knew it would make a sizable dent in her savings account to make things financially right with him—they had a lavish trip planned and it had been an unwelcome, but necessary consideration in her decision to cancel the wedding. She was relieved not to spend the money, but felt a lingering remorse and, truthfully, a bit of offended pride at not paying her share. 


She resolved not to be petty. It was done and over, and she needed to move on. She put her phone in her pocket and didn’t respond.





Azalea woke slowly in the dark. She was on one side of the bed, and her pillow was wet.  Why am I crying?  she thought, feeling sad and listless.  She made the decision to sleep in the middle of the bed after her divorce, refusing to mimic any remnant of her married life. Yet now she was curled up on the left side with a wet pillow, tears still damp on face and hair. David had always slept on the right, and she wondered which side Jeremy would have chosen.


She reached for her phone and groaned. It was only 3:18 am. Azalea had a busy day ahead—she had a project due in two days for a client and wanted to complete it early enough for a thorough review. She briefly considered just getting up and working, but knew she’d regret it by lunchtime. She kicked off the comforter and stretched, closing her eyes, trying to fall back asleep. Curling around her pillow, her tears threatened once more. 





The next morning, Azalea faced the truth. She missed Jeremy. She missed being a couple, the knowledge that someone loved her enough to marry her. Her head told her she’d made the right decision in breaking off the wedding. Her heart wasn’t so sure. She’d been David’s wife, then Tomás and Landon’s mother, then Jeremy’s fiancée. Who am I now?


Azalea dove into her work. This is who I am. She was a businesswoman—an entrepreneur—and she was determined to make her consulting business a success. She finished the project for her client, answered emails, sent out a new proposal. The hours flew by, as she ferociously tamped down personal emotion for professional output.


This is who I am.








CHAPTER FOUR






AZALEA’S PHONE SCREEN lit up with a text from her client Denice. Was it really 6:00 already? Where had the day gone?


Hey, Azalea, big changes and a significant new project. I need your brain—can we talk tomorrow?


Sure, she texted back. I’m open all morning.


Denice was her favorite client, the vice president of marketing for Seaside Technologies. Azalea was curious about the project, but satisfied herself with the knowledge that she’d learn more in the morning. She closed her laptop and realized she hadn’t eaten all day. She made herself a cup of coffee and poured a bowl of granola, too tired to cook. 


She curled up on the couch in the lanai to read and enjoy a typical Florida rainstorm. She especially loved the nighttime storms—the crackle of the lightning and the explosions of thunder thrilled her and she often turned off the lights to experience them at their rawest. Tonight, after her tears and long day, there was nowhere she’d rather be, soaking up the sounds, smells, and comfort of her coastal home.


At last the storm moved on and Azalea stretched and went to bed. For the first time in weeks, she slept soundly. 


She woke early and refreshed, got in her sunrise beach walk, showered, and prepared to tackle her day. No more tears, she thought. It’s time to move on.


She sat at the kitchen table sipping her coffee and booted up her laptop. She glanced at her phone, remembering Jeremy’s text from the day before, and turned her phone face down on the table. Not now, she decided. She’d found a place of equanimity and wasn’t about to squander the fragile peace. I’ll think about Jeremy later. For right now, she needed to make a living.


An email popped up on her screen. Denice sent a meeting request for 10:00. Two hours to prepare…for what? She quickly accepted the meeting and began thinking through everything she’d done for Seaside Technologies. It had started small: Two years ago she helped their marketing team with a regional campaign which had been so successful they rolled it out globally. She had quickly become a trusted resource, a strategic partner who understood the company’s product mix and their value proposition. When they acquired Banner and Hill, a small software outfit in London, they brought Azalea on to help guide the rebranding efforts. Denice tried to hire her permanently but Azalea made it clear she wasn’t interested in joining the team. She welcomed the work and loved the people, but was determined to build her own consulting company. 


And then Jeremy had gently but persistently suggested that she give them up. He insisted he was simply looking out for her time and energy, that she didn’t need to work so many hours. In fact, he laughed, she didn’t need to work at all. 


Azalea had pushed back. “I’m not ready to retire, Jeremy. I need purpose.” 


“You have purpose,” he said, wrapping her in his arms and kissing her forehead. “You have me. You have us. Isn’t that enough?”


No, Azalea whispered in her mind. But she simply hugged him back and pared down her engagement with Seaside Tech. 


Yet now there was a “significant new project.” Azalea wracked her mind for what it could be and scoured her laptop for clues that could be hidden in the projects she’d already completed. Azalea went quickly through her files, reviewing the work she’d done over the past two years. The acquisition had been positive and the newly combined executive team hadn’t been stingy with bonuses for the employees. Yet there would always be grumblers, those who bemoaned the loss of their previous culture, manager, projects, parking spots…whatever. Azalea had put her natural storytelling gifts to work, crafting the messages the executive team delivered to the market and their employees. 


Seaside Technologies was ambitious. Headquartered in Orlando, they had offices across Latin America. Once, when she briefly considered accepting Denice’s job offer, Azalea thought about taking Spanish classes to improve her nominally conversational skills, making her more valuable to the company. But she worried that Jeremy would treat it as just a little hobby and she’d be mortified that his command of the language was so far beyond her own. Jeremy’s ability to speak Spanish had given him entrée into Mexico, Central America, and South America where he did a sizable amount of business, despite his pale skin and English heritage. 


And so she’d neglected her formal Spanish lessons, consoling herself with random Spanish chitchat with Susana.


Azalea glanced at the clock on her laptop. 9:55 am—time to shut down her exploration, pull out her notebook and sign on to the video call. She hadn’t found anything that gave her a clue as to the new project, but she was excited to speak with Denice and learn more.


The screen opened and Denice’s smiling face appeared. “Good morning!” she exclaimed. “How are you?”


“I’m well,” said Azalea. “Super intrigued to hear about this big project.” She shifted her laptop and pulled her notebook closer. Twirling her pencil in her fingers, she smiled. “So? What’s up?’


“Ah…no small talk today, huh?” grinned Denice. “Okay, here’s the deal. You know we’ve been working across LatAm and we have the old Banner and Hill office in London.” Azalea nodded. “Anyway, with Brexit and the expense of being in London, we’re looking at opening a new western European headquarters. We’ve decided on Spain.”


“Spain? Why?”


“The economics are great. They’re actively recruiting tech companies and with our current presence in Latin America, we felt it was a natural extension for us. We already have several executives who speak fluent Spanish, and Barcelona is rapidly becoming a tech hub in Europe.”


“Barcelona?” asked Azalea, a flutter of excitement starting in her stomach.


“Yep,” answered Denice. “We’ve been confidentially researching locations for months and it seems to be the best place for an office. Small at first, but it will definitely grow. Have you ever been there?”


Azalea couldn’t keep the smile from her face. “It’s one of my favorite places on the planet.”


“We need help,” said Denice, ticking off the items on her fingers. “Setting up the office. Hiring some staff, communicating to the new team, hiring a PR agency.” The Seaside Tech vice president continued her staccato enumeration. “Managing the grand opening…the whole shebang. How’s your Spanish?”


Azalea’s thoughts spun. Barcelona? Spanish? New office?


Denice finally slowed her recitation. “Interested? It’s a six-month gig, all expenses paid. We have executive apartments where you can stay.” Azalea nodded, her face thoughtful.


“So when can you leave?”


Denice laughed at Azalea’s stunned look. “I’m just kidding,” she said, grinning. “We’re finalizing the office lease and finishing up some legal stuff. We’re thinking it would be good to have you start after the first of the year. No one here wants to go to Spain during the holidays.”


Azalea looked out her window, thinking rapidly. “Can I think about it for a couple of days?” she asked. “It sounds exciting, but it’s a big commitment. I’d like to think it through.”


Denice made a face. “I was hoping you’d just jump at the idea,” she said laughing. “But yeah, take a few days—can you get back to me by Friday?”


“Of course.” Azalea’s mind was racing. Was this the new beginning she was hoping for? 


The women exchanged goodbyes and hung up. Azalea leaned back in her chair, pensive. She loved Barcelona and the thought of working there for six months intrigued her. She thought back to her first trip to Barcelona. There on business for a week, she extended her stay for a few days to lounge on the beach and stroll along Las Ramblas, stopping to sit at sidewalk cafés, drinking café con leche y azucar. She remembered giggling at the English and Irish tourists—they were the ones whose breasts turned hot shades of red on the topless beach as they soaked up every bit of sunshine on their continental vacations. Azalea hadn’t taken off her top—she was far too modest—but wondered what it would be like to have grown up in a culture that had fewer restrictions and hang ups about women’s bodies. 


She had strolled along the stalls of the open air market, admiring trinkets—meticulously crafted silver, leather, and wood items. And she had wandered the strange and sacred beauty of Gaudi’s cathedral, La Sagrada Familia, looking out over the captivating city as she reached the roof. 


On her second trip to Spain, Azalea had been in Madrid, again for work, again staying over for a long weekend to experience the city without the pressures of a business schedule. On her first night there, after a very late dinner of the best paella she’d ever tasted, she and her colleagues wandered cobblestone streets until they found a charming café. They ordered churros and European chocolate—a hot, rich, almost pudding-like drink that quickly became a habit. 


Her next trip was back to Barcelona, hitching a ride with Susana who was there for a conference. Thanks to her best friend’s generous expense account, Azalea got the benefit of staying at the swanky Hotel Arts, just yards from the beach. She wouldn’t have stayed somewhere so expensive on her own and was grateful for her friend’s invitation. They hung out every evening, eating tapas and drinking sangria, laughing over their good fortune. Susana attended her conference during the day and Azalea would jog or lie out at the beach, reading a book. It was a glorious four days in paradise.


She thought back to her last trip to Spain. She spent eight days in Lanzarote, geographically closer to Africa than mainland Spain, but Spanish territory nevertheless. It had been less than a week after her mom died—a birthday trip her mother made her promise to take no matter what happens. 


Azalea closed her laptop. She missed her mother every day. She sighed and sat with the memories. Her mother was so proud of her, always bragging to friends about her daughter’s great life, her beautiful boys
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