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Chapter 1
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April could do this with her eyes closed. In fact, she was. After six years of doing tech support for Atlantis, talking another customer off the ledge by explaining the correct way to run their software program to avoid those pesky error messages and freeze-ups still brought her tremendous satisfaction. 

Which didn’t minimize the delight she still took in her vacations, one of which would be arriving in a scant four weeks. AKA, twenty-eight days. Renting a cottage on the Massachusetts’ shore with her parents, sister, and sister’s fiancé had been a family tradition for years, ever since April could remember, really, although June’s fiancé, Cody, had been a recent addition. April had not as yet met anyone worth inviting along to the family funfest, but someday she would. It had been close with Philip, but not quite close enough. Which was just as well. Philip had ended up at the altar with someone else less than a year after he and April had bid each other farewell.

Glancing around at what she could see of the rest of the office over her cubicle walls to determine the privacy factor, she opened a browser to take another look at the house the Taylor family would soon be treating as their own, and she clicked through the photos of the gray-shingled two-story Cape Cod style cottage. 

It wasn’t huge but it wasn’t tiny, either. Four bedrooms and two baths meant there would be plenty of closeness, and the expansive deck, complete with a variety of lawn chairs and loungers and overlooking the gorgeous beach meant there would also be plenty of relaxation as they all watched the waves rolling up on the sand. And alternately, rolling back down. Not to mention the swimming they’d be doing. Walking out the back door to the water only a hundred feet away was like a dream. 

April’s mother always chose the houses, and every year there was a different one. April sometimes wished they could return to former favorites but whenever she brought it up to the fam she was outvoted with the reason they might miss out on an even better place if they started repeating. Still, she’d always liked the houses they stayed in, and this one, with its proximity to the ocean, might turn out to be her favorite one yet. 

Gwen appeared in front of her desk, a familiar look on her face. “Whatcha doing, friend?”

April gestured to her to move closer so Gwen could see her monitor. “Our summer place. Well, a week of summer, anyway.”

“Nice. Another fantastic place. Your mom really knows how to choose winners, doesn’t she?”

“That she does.”

“I’d kind of like for Ethan and me to go somewhere exotic for a week to escape all the pre-wedding stress for a while, but that’s not going to happen.” She shrugged. “Anyway, we’ll have our fantastic honeymoon that includes lots of palm trees and pretty drinks with umbrellas.”

“It sounds lovely.”

“It should be. Speaking of exotic, what’s your friend, Elyse, up to lately? Starting another business? Maybe owning her own Ferrari dealership for something new and different?”

April grinned. “I’ll tell her you suggested that. I haven’t talked to her for a while, but she could be doing anything.” April thought about Elyse’s money-making ideas and slowly shook her head. From vlogging to web designing to freelance photography to paid surveys, the stories of Elyse’s attempts to get rich quick always entertained April, and the fact Elyse had been somewhat successful at most of her attempts continued to amaze her.

“Let me know if she comes up with something really good. As fun as it is here, I’m always open to new ideas,” Gwen said, walking around April’s desk and out of her cube. “See you at lunch?”

“Yes, you will.” April’s desk phone rang, and she picked up the handset, ready to come to the rescue of another customer. “Atlantis. April speaking.”
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As Bret steered into the Jensen Electronics parking lot, eying the building he spent far too much time in, he wondered how soon he’d be able to upgrade from being a freelance writer to a staff writer. Magazine, daily, weekly, he didn’t care where, but he knew he’d enjoy the pressure of coming up with the next story, and the next, and the next. All he needed to do was transition from a salesman who wrote to a writer who sold. Consistently. He’d sold one measly non-fiction article and he needed something big, something that would get some attention, then he could leave his sales’ job at Jensen’s behind, although he was willing to work the writing in around his job if that’s what it took to get him started. So he’d have less sleep a few nights a week. Or maybe every night. Sleep deprivation had worked for him in college, for the most part, and it could work for him again. Especially if he had two sources of income, one of them a job he’d feel proud to be doing.

Climbing out of the Bronco, he thought it might be time to think about taking some time off. A real vacation. Go somewhere he could think, maybe do a lot of writing. A change of scene, sniffing out a story, might be just what he needed. Pulling open the glass door to the lobby, he saw Marc heading up the staircase and followed him. “What are you doing for vacation this summer? Going anywhere?”

Marc turned toward him once he reached the landing. “Thinking about a week at the coast. Ever hear of Smartly Single?”

Bret grinned. “Singles’ group? Is that what it’s come to?”

“It’s not what you’re thinking.”

“How do you know what I’m thinking?”

“It’s all over your face.”

“Then what is it?”

“The motto is something like ‘life’s too short for monogamy’. It’s about not limiting yourself for the rest of your life. Anti-marriage, I guess you could say.”

“How does this tie into your vacation?”

“They have destination events, and this one’s at the beach and I figured, what the hell? It’s supposed to be old fashioned fun.”

Old fashioned fun? What the hell was that supposed to mean? Bret shook his head, wondering why Marc would think it sounded like a good time. A crowd of singles, none of them wanting marriage... Sounded like any night at any bar in the world. Be cheaper to stay local to attain the same outcome. “Let me know how that works out.”

“They’ll be doing things like museums, historic sights, maybe an amusement park. And there’s a steam train and some other stuff. Sounded better than heading for an island to drink myself into a stupor.” 

As Bret entered his office, he thought about Marc’s plans. Did it all sound better than his own idea about spending a week alone, writing something that might be the ticket to opening doors for him? Nah.
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“Guess what?”

Sitting on the top step of her back porch and eying her toenails, which needed some serious attention before she left for vacation, April grinned. Only Elyse answered her phone as if they were already in the middle of their conversation. “I give up.”

“I’ve organized a week at Shelby-by-the-sea right on the beach for a group of singles. Guess what I call it?”

“The beach? The week? The business venture? I can’t begin to guess.” She could, but it was more fun to give Elyse center stage.

“Smartly Single is my group, and this is my premier event. I’m billing it as ‘Old fashioned family fun without the family’. Eight people have signed up, and once the word spreads about how much fun my events are, I’ll have all the clients I can handle.”

“Eight people?” April didn’t want to be a Negative Nellie, but that didn’t sound like a rousing success.

“Four women and four men. The house only has ten bedrooms, so availability is limited. The exclusivity and added pressure of missing out if they didn’t hop on it was part of the reason it sold out so fast, I think.”

“You rented a house? With ten bedrooms?”

“It’s Sierra’s. Sierra Chase.”

“Sierra Chase? The actor?”

“Yes. Didn’t I tell you she’s a friend of mine?”

“Uh, no, you didn’t. Since when?”

“Since college. She’s letting me use her place for the week. The only thing is, she doesn’t want anyone to know it’s hers. She only bought it recently and hasn’t spent much time in it yet.”

“Mum’s the word. If I tell my family, I’ll tell them to keep it to themselves. Not that I know the address anyway. But back up a second. I’m still wrapping my head around your celebrity lifestyle. You’re friends with Sierra Chase?”

“Yes, April. I don’t get to see her much since she’s always off filming something, which she is again, but we see each other a couple times a year.”

“Where is she now? Not at her new mansion on the beach in Shelby, apparently.”

“She’s in Alaska making a Christmas movie.”

“Of course she is. What else would she be doing in July?” April laughed and shook her head. “Well, congrats, Elyse. I hope it’s a huge success. Smartly Single?” 

“Yes. It’s for people who aren’t looking for commitments. Nothing permanent. And you’re probably thinking singles’ groups have been done to death, but I’m going to limit my events to smaller groups of people. A more personal touch.”

“Good for you. It sounds intriguing.”

“It does, doesn’t it? It’s something I might have tried if I wasn’t already running it.” Elyse laughed. “What have you been up to?”

“Oh, you know. Waiting for vacation with the Taylor fam.”

“You’re not going to Shelby-by-the-sea, are you?” 

“That would be crazy-amazing if we were. I could do a little snooping to see how you were doing, and act all envious because I wasn’t able to go because I was too slow to leap on it. We’ll all be down at Hamden.”

“Oh, right on the ocean, too?”

“Inches away. Well, maybe feet away, but the house is really close to the water.”

“And when are you going?”

“The week of the tenth.”

“Same time my week happens. Let’s hope for fabulous weather.”

“Right. If it rains, we can tolerate only so many board games.” 

After disconnecting, April wondered how she wanted to spend the rest of the weekend. Giving her feet another look, she decided she should start with a home pedicure. Sierra Chase, friends with Elyse... Who would have guessed?
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“I booked the singles’ week,” Marc said.

Bret tapped the speaker button and lay the phone on his counter before he gave the pasta another stir. “Is it refundable in case you come to your senses?”

“If you aren’t coming to your senses about trying to become a best-selling author, why do you think I’ll be coming to my senses about spending a week at the beach?”

“You have a point. Good luck with that.”

“If you want to go, better get on board. It starts the tenth. Aren’t you taking that week off already?”

“Affirmative.”

“You’re missing out, bud. Think about it. I’ll send you the link. At least look at the place.”

“Not necessary.” After Marc disconnected, Bret heard his phone vibrate with a text and he shook his head. Marc never had excelled in the listening department. Tapping the screen, he figured he may as well check it out. Ten minutes later, his mental wheels were spinning. The singles would make for interesting copy. They’d either hook up, then break up, maybe watch others hook up with their brand-new exes, or stay together for the week, and it could be a fascinating study of human nature, adults at play. Grinning, he shot off an email to the contact. 
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Elyse read the email, her emotions battling. If she let this man in, she’d need another woman for balance. April had made it clear she wasn’t interested, but who else could she get at this late date? Shaking her head as if in apology, she responded to the man, offering to add him to her mailing list for future activities, but she couldn’t accommodate him for the Shelby-on-the-sea trip.

Before she went out to meet her friends, she checked her email to see if Bret Elkins had taken the news well. Frowning, she reread his response. Had he come at her like a battering ram it would have been easier to hold the line, but his tone was understanding with a sprinkle of charm. Picking up her phone, she tapped the screen.

“Hi, Elyse.”

“Listen, April, sometimes your friends really need your help. And plans can be changed, right?”

April exhaled and looked out the window at the darkness. She was in her nightie, collapsed on the couch, and she hoped what Elyse needed didn’t involve real clothes and getting in the car for some kind of social occasion. It wasn’t late, time-wise, but she wasn’t feeling sociable and outgoing tonight. “What kind of help?”

“Are you already in your jammies?”

“Of course. What do you need?”

“You funny girl. This is about the Shelby week. A man emailed me tonight practically begging to be included and I really want to help him out.”

“Do you have enough room for one more person?”

“I could. If I use Sierra’s guest house.”

“There’s a guest house, too?” She couldn’t even imagine what the property looked like. “Would she be okay with that?”

“I’ll text her to be sure, but I know she won’t mind. I can stay there myself. But the problem isn’t accommodations, April.”

“What’s the problem then?”

“I need another woman to even the numbers.”

“Even the numbers? Why do the numbers need to be even if this isn’t a pair-up kind of thing?”

“I just think we need the same number of boys and girls. You need to trust me on this.”

“So what are you saying?” And why was she even asking? She knew exactly what Elyse was saying, and asking without asking.

“I’m begging you to come to my premier event, make my numbers even, have a wonderful time with interesting people, and help make it a huge success for me. Please, please, please?”

April wished Elyse had asked her to go pick up her favorite Ben & Jerry’s flavor instead. Right now. Even if she was in her nightie. “Fine. I’ll tell my family they’ll have to suffer through vacation without me this time.”

“You are the best, best, best friend ever.”

“You mean after Sierra Chase.”

“Well, yes.”

When Elyse laughed, April laughed. 

After the call, April thought about her already planned vacation wardrobe and decided it needed sprucing up if she was going to be able to compete with the other women coming to Elyse’s premier event. It occurred to her she hadn’t asked Elyse what the fee for the week was, but she could text her tomorrow. And maybe she’d be able to sneak away from all the frolicking fun at Elyse’s shindig to go see her own family, since the two towns were only a couple of hours apart. There was no reason why she couldn’t have the best of both worlds.
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April looked across the table at Gwen as they ate lunch in the Atlantis cafeteria. “Tomorrow’s the big day.”

“I’m not going to lie,” Gwen said. “I’m a little envious about your singles’ event. Not the pairing-up part, just the location.”

“Maybe if it turns out to be a nightmare, I’ll call you to take my place.” But even if it was as uncomfortable as she anticipated, April couldn’t let Elyse down. When she’d told her family she was cancelling her week with them, with the full backstory, they’d been more excited to hear she’d be staying in Sierra Chase’s mansion than they were disappointed not to have her company. Star struck, every one of them. April could admit to herself the idea of staying in a celebrity’s vacation “cottage” was just a little bit exciting, and she was looking forward to seeing the place.

“You’ll love it,” Gwen said.

“The part that grates a little is her credo about life being too short for monogamy because...” She glanced around before continuing. “I happen to be a big fan of monogamy, and commitment, and marriage. Which Elyse’s events are absolutely not about. I’m torn between being true to my beliefs and supporting Elyse’s fledgling business.”

“Do you think it will come up in conversation? Do you think the guests, or whatever she’s calling them, are going to quiz you on it?”

“Members. She thought about calling them clients, but decided that sounded too commercial.” She shrugged. “I don’t know what they’ll be talking about. I’ll just have to stay too busy to blab on and on about nothing.”

“As in, be your usual self.” Gwen smiled. “I’ll miss you next week, and I want to hear every detail about what goes on. Maybe with some photos.”

“And I can’t mention that it’s Sierra Chase’s house, said Elyse. She said there aren’t any personal items there to give away whose house it is because she hasn’t owned it for very long, and we need to keep that from everyone else. She has staff, but they’re used to keeping secrets. Or I imagine they are.”
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Bret was walking through the lobby of Jensen’s on Friday afternoon, headed for the front door and a week off, when he heard his name. Turning, he saw Marc behind him. 

“Ready for the big day?” Marc asked.

“What’s to get ready for? It’s vacation.”

“You bringing your laptop? Going to interrogate all the guests, then hole up in your room to write your article?”

Eying his friend, he said, “You remember that’s not for public consumption, don’t you?”

“Course.”

“Don’t mention it again.”

“You got it, boss. Are you bringing it?”

Bret had considered it, but decided he could downsize to his phone this week. See what working on the fly was like. Or there was always good old paper and pencil. “Won’t need it.” Once they’d reached his Bronco, he said, “See you.”

“The way I see it, you owe me a beer for steering you toward this thing.”

“Is that right?” He opened the driver’s door. “Don’t hold your breath.” Bret heard Marc laugh as he walked away. Maybe he would buy Marc a beer or two, if things went the way he hoped.
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April’s phone rang after she was in bed Friday night and only moments from sleep. It was Elyse’s ringtone, and she reached for the phone, tugging it from the charging cord. “Hi, Elyse.”

“Sorry if I woke you, but I’ve got a bad case of stage fright and I want you to calm me down. Isn’t that what you do at work? You calm anxious people?”

Elyse made it sound as if April were a therapist. Closing her eyes, she tried to come up with something to say about a subject she knew next to nothing about. “Okay...everyone coming to your event is there because they want to be there. You’ve lined up lots of activities for people who want more to do than sit on a beach. You have staff that will clean up after them, feed them, and act as concierge.” She wasn’t positive about the concierge part, but maybe Elyse was familiar with the area and had taken on the role herself.

“You’re right. But they’re paying for this, and they’ll expect it to be worth what I’ve charged them.”

“Do you think it’s worth what you charged?” Since Elyse had refused April’s payment, had even refused to tell her what the members had been charged, she had no way to gauge how reasonable it was.

“Considering food, lodging, and the location? I do think it’s reasonable. Yes.”

“There you have it. Now get a good night’s sleep and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“It’s just so quiet here. I don’t know if I can get to sleep.”

“Where are you?”

“In the guest house.”

“You’re already there?”

“I needed to get acclimated.”

“Is the staff there?”

“Terry and Rafe are here. She’s doing the cooking and he’s the caretaker. They stay at the little cottage when Sierra needs them. Or when her friends use the property. But they’re on the other side of the seven acres and I can’t even see a light on.”

“Seven acres? And there’s another house? How many more are there?”

“The main house, the guest house, and the cottage. That’s all.”

“That’s enough. Even for a celebrity.”

“Anyway, I feel like I’m all alone because I can’t even see their lights.”

“Maybe they’re in bed already. They have a houseful to take care of in the morning.”

“You mean together? I never thought they were together.”

“Elyse, I didn’t mean I thought they were together. I’ve never even seen these people. They aren’t married?”

“They didn’t seem to be a couple the last time I stayed there, but who knows? They’re older, and about the same age. And they’re staying in the same house...Maybe they are.”

“Look at you, imagining a romance when your motto is ‘down with monogamy’.”

“That isn’t my motto, and you know it. I just think life is too short to limit myself.”

“Luckily, plenty of other people seem to agree with you. Do you feel calm now? Because I’m a little tired and I have to spend the next week pretending I’m happily not looking for the man of my dreams, even though my biological clock is ticking loudly enough to keep me awake.”

“Stop it. You’re not even 35 yet.”

“I’m still older than you are.”

“By a whole year. Go ahead, get your beauty sleep. Even if you don’t need it. You’re going to sweep the guys off their feet and make them reconsider singlehood.”

“Right. I’ll see you bright and early.”

“Night, night.”

Sweep the guys off their feet? April rolled onto her side and closed her eyes. It should all be one heck of a good time.
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Never before had April enjoyed the exciting experience of pressing a keypad, speaking into an intercom, and being buzzed through an impressively tall set of iron gates, and she wished she could have filmed it to show her family, who needed a mere house key to enter their current vacation abode. Best Saturday ever. Laughing at herself as the gates slowly closed behind her Maxima, she glanced around at the mansion and the two smaller houses. Or cottage and guest house, as she should think of them. There were an SUV and a small car parked by the cottage, probably belonging to Terry and Rafe. Who were perhaps in a relationship, or married, or neither. Maybe she’d discover this week, or maybe she’d never know. It was all part of the mystery of Smartly-Single-land.

There was also a carriage house, but since Elyse hadn’t mentioned that, April guessed the building was off limits. Maybe Sierra Chase kept her Lamborghinis and Ferraris or whatever fancy-schmancy cars she drove when she was in town hidden away in there. It was large enough to house a collection of cars. 

Off to the right was the ocean, beautiful enough, but the mansion was what captured her interest at the moment. Gray, weathered shingles covered the three stories, and the impressive number of windows all sported white shutters. It was gorgeous and gigantic and she felt deep sympathy for the woman having to keep it clean. Linda, Elyse had said. April hoped the guests, or members, however they thought of themselves, left Linda generous tips.

She saw Elyse’s Mini Cooper parked alone by what looked like the back door, although it was more impressive than most front doors she’d ever seen, and she pulled the Maxima in beside it. Before she could climb out, Elyse was out of the house and coming toward her, waving, all signs of last night’s stage fright vanished.

“Hi, Elyse. Nice place you have.”

“Come here, you.” Elyse pulled her into a hug. “Thanks a billion for coming. I mean it.”

“Thanks for having me.” She glanced at the house. Or mansion. She couldn’t decide. “This place is incredible.”

“It is. You’re staying in the guest house over there with me. I can have Rafe bring your car over and take in your luggage if you want, and you can stay here and keep me company.”

“Thanks for offering, but I can do that myself, then walk back to join you. When do you expect everyone else to start arriving?”

“Eleven, but you know how that goes.”

“Then I’ll get out of the way and be back soon.”

“None of this ‘out of the way’ talk. You are my guest. My most honored guest.”

April grinned. “No matter what you say, I know I’m still just me. You can get back inside and do what you have to do. See you in about five minutes.”

“Don’t rush. You can make it ten.”

Laughing, April climbed back in the car and reversed onto the driveway, slowly making her way to the guest house. Parking near the front door, she eyed her home away from home. It was bigger than her own house and looked like the baby sister of the mansion, two-storied, with an identical color scheme. Gorgeous and charming, it increased her anticipation for the week, which had been hovering at a low level because this whole experience was miles out of her comfort zone. But, really, what could go wrong? She was here to give the impression she was having a wonderful time. And that was exactly what she was going to do.
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Bret eyed the property as he came up the long, winding driveway, calculating its worth. He could do some serious writing if he lived here. Shaking his head, he knew he was kidding himself. If he lived here, the pressure to earn enough for the upkeep would paralyze the minuscule part of his brain that was still convinced he could be a writer, the part that had wanted to prove old Biel wrong since his sophomore year. Maybe he’d get a great story out of Smartly Single this week. He had the time and the opportunity. All he needed was the talent. 

He parked alongside the six cars in the crushed oyster shell lot, wondering what kinds of characters he’d meet this week. They could be any age, from 21 on up. Could be a good time. Climbing out of the Bronco, he knew it could also be a waste of time, and money. Either way, he should get some kind of a story out of it.

After refusing Rafe’s offer to carry his bag upstairs, Bret took his room key and the staircase to the third floor, opting out of the elevator ride. He’d never stayed in a home with an elevator, but taking the stairs was the only way to get a good look at his surroundings, get the feel of the place. He’d heard conversations and laughter as soon as he came in the front door, but other than Elyse, his hostess, and Rafe, position as yet undetermined, he hadn’t spoken to or seen anyone.

Looking around as he took his time locating his room, he was impressed as hell with the furnishings, some of them looking like antiques to his admittedly ignorant eyes, but most of them looking like solid modern pieces. He could have had a field day running through the halls as a kid, except he had the feeling this place was younger than he was.

His room had a king-sized sleigh bed, enough floor space for about three more beds, a walk-in closet and ensuite bath. If he decided his fellow guests were intolerable, he could spend a good deal of the week either in here or on the beach, soaking up some sun and fresh air. No matter what, he should be able to have a decent time.
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April had just taken a sip of lemonade when another guest stepped out onto the deck to join the rest of the party. One more man, making the current tally five men and four women. This latest addition was tall, several inches over six feet, and was dressed in khaki shorts and a blue oxford shirt with rolled up sleeves, less casually than the other guys. Instead of the sandals or flip flops the others wore, he was in boat shoes. 

She couldn’t stop herself from comparing the men, as shallow as she knew she was being. And as attractive as the others were, this one would always be the one to capture the most attention. Maybe it was his blue eyes. Or the way he wore his light brown hair, shorter on the sides, longer on top. His jawline was well defined, his mouth in a slight smile, and the overall result was kind of breathtaking. It was almost a crying shame this man was here, firmly in the anti-monogamy camp. She’d be wise to avoid him as much as she could this week, or she might find herself crushing on him like a teenager.

She turned away and faced the ocean, taking another sip and smiling at Marc, who’d just joined her at the railing and introduced himself. She knew instantly there was no danger of crushing on Marc. And, yes, she was being shallow again.

“I could do with something a little harder than lemonade,” Marc said, taking a drink and frowning into his glass.

“Maybe that happens after the sun is over the yardarm.”

“Sweetheart, it already is over the yardarm.” He finished what was in his glass, then checked his watch.

She’d let the sweetheart pass this time. “Doesn’t that mean five o’clock?”

“Try eleven.”

“I’d rather not. Not on an empty stomach, either.” When he laughed, she wondered what he thought was funny, but she smiled. She wasn’t going to put a damper on any of Elyse’s guests unless it became necessary. Deciding it was time for a change of scene, she turned and saw Mister Gorgeous right in front of her, his eyes on her empty glass. And he was even better up close. Absolutely fantastic. Even his eyelashes were enviable.

“Can I get you a refill?” Bret had watched Marc in action with the brunette, seen her expression after he’d spoken, and wondered if Marc had realized he’d already managed to step in it. 

“April, do you want more lemonade? I’ll get that,” Elyse said, joining them and reaching for her glass.

April couldn’t interpret the message in Elyse’s eyes and looked from her friend to the gorgeous one in front of her, unsure what to say. If she’d been with her family she’d have fetched her own lemonade, or brought the pitcher around to refill everyone’s. All this being waited on stuff was going
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