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      Before her 35th birthday, Phoebe Collins was determined to change her life.

      She had made that pact with herself while staring into a roaring fire in a beautiful room at a romantic B&B on February 14th. Alone.

      After her long distance boyfriend, Giovanni, disappeared into thin air. After paying for his plane ticket from Italy. After paying for a lot of things, actually. Phoebe had come to realize that the man she had met online, fell in love with, but never seen in person, was gone forever.

      Without saying a word. No goodbye. No ‘I just want to be friends’. Not even a thank you for her tireless emotional, and financial, support of his dreams of being an artist.

      Giovanni, if that was even his name, had never arrived on his flight from Italy on Valentine’s Day for the vacanza romantica she had planned for him. For them.

      The last text she received from him said he was boarding the plane. That, too, must have been a lie. He had never gotten on the plane, never planned on coming to see her, and perhaps never even existed. Not in the way she believed he did at least.

      The first few hours after he failed to show up at passenger pickup had been full of panic on her end. Then the panic melted slowly, painfully, into humiliation and, finally, shame. She had been duped. Her dreams of romance twisted by the words of a charlatan and turned into a joke. An expensive joke at that.

      “You will never be made a fool of again, Phoebe. You need to focus on yourself, follow your dreams, change your life,” she had said to the empty B&B room.

      Easier said than done.

      While she was still nursing her broken heart and recovering from all of the money transfers she had made to Giovanni over their months of online courtship, the company she worked for began to fall apart.

      A merger didn’t happen. A company move to a new location in another state became necessary. And Phoebe’s job disappeared. Just like Giovanni.

      That was when she had hatched the plan for a writing retreat at a beach house in Turtle Cove, a place she had never been, but had heard wonderful things about from her mother’s youngest sister, Aunt Scarlett.

      Inspired and ready to build a new future for herself, the Mighty Aphrodite Writing Society Beach Retreat had been formed. When Phoebe was at her lowest, she had turned her eyes to her future and said, ‘Yes’.

      With Giovanni in her rear view mirror, her job over, her apartment lease up, and her belongings stuffed into a storage unit, she left her old life behind and took off on a two day road trip to Turtle Cove. Destiny awaited and Phoebe was ready.

      Of course, if she had known there were no street lights at the beach house she would have planned her arrival during daylight hours. She didn’t like not knowing where she was going. It wasn’t her natural feel good place.

      “You wanted a change,” she chided herself as she leaned forward and squinted through the windshield at the dark road, trying to determine if she was even headed in the right direction.

      The steering wheel pressed uncomfortably into her belly, making it difficult to hold the position.

      She frowned.

      Yet another reason she should lose weight, so she could maneuver while driving through the pitch black night down an unfamiliar street in a neighborhood, city, and state she had never been to before–reason number gazillion.

      “You have arrived at your destination,” the annoying GPS announced…again.

      “Where?!” Phoebe threw her hands into the air. “There’s nothing here!”

      Again she squinted into the darkness. All she could see was directly in front of her car, the gravel road edged by thick vegetation illuminated by her headlights. She punched the button to end the computer directions.

      When she had planned this whole little adventure she had thought everything through completely.

      The cost of the rental and other expenses for a three month stay, the size of the beach house – they needed enough room for three unrelated adults to live comfortably together – the quality of the beach, nearby amenities, and supplies like food and toiletries. She had planned everything out to a ’t’ on her spreadsheet.

      No street lights. How could she have planned for that?

      “Ugh,” Phoebe got out of the car, leaving it running with the high beams on just in case. Were there panthers or some kind of horrific night snakes lurking in the vegetation? That was another detail she had missed. “Note to self,” she said to the dark night. “Double check for man-eating animals in the surrounding area next time you book a writing retreat.”

      The sound of her voice dissipated into the night and was quickly washed out by a low rhythmic rushing noise. It took a few moments for Phoebe to realize what she was hearing – the ocean.

      A vibration moved through her body. Adrenaline. She was here.

      Well, she was close anyway.

      Phoebe took a deep breath and fresh ocean air filled her lungs. It was delightful. Inspiring. So different from the stale scent of concrete and car exhaust she was used to smelling.

      “I can write here,” she said with renewed confidence. Glancing around at the dark she added, “If I can find the house.”

      Reinvigorated, Phoebe began a careful inspection of the edges of the gravel road, holding her cell phone out for light. Her GPS couldn’t be that far off, could it?

      Within a few minutes she found what appeared to be the entrance to a driveway. There was no number or mailbox or anything that might indicate she had found the right place, but it was all she had to go on.

      Back in her car she turned carefully onto the gravel driveway. “321 Barracuda Lane, I hope this is you.”

      The house at the end of the drive fit the image she had downloaded from the rental site. At least what she could see of it.

      Two stories. Blue with white trim. A wide railed porch on each level and a spiral staircase from the second porch that looked like it led to the rooftop. All of it fit Phoebe’s expectation.

      Plus it was completely dark. Not a light on in the entire place. Either nobody was inside or they had all gone to sleep and Phoebe was about to give them a rude awakening.

      With some relief she saw the numbers 321 attached just above the door. She knew for sure she had found their vacation rental when she spied a wooden plaque on the door that read ‘Sol Mate’. One of the reasons she had chosen this rental was because of the pun.

      The key was exactly where the owner, William Dvorak, had told her she would find it. Under a pelican statue, the middle of three, that sat next to a palm tree in the front yard.

      Curious, she went inside to inspect the place she would be staying for the entire summer. Where the Mighty Aphrodites would be staying for three full months to focus on writing their books and, with any luck, be published–or at least ready to publish–by fall. Right before she turned 35-years old.

      The interior of Sol Mate was perfect, absolutely perfect. Phoebe had steered away from the ultra modern chic rentals not only for monetary reasons, but because she was going for a particular style on this retreat.

      Original with updates. Worn, but not worn out. Classic beach vibe with something…intelligent about it. A place where words would flow.

      “Beautiful,” she said under her breath as she looked out the French doors that opened onto the wide back deck looking out at the beach.

      Phoebe unlocked the French doors. She pulled on both of them at the same time so they would open dramatically. The sound and smell of the ocean wrapped around her as she stepped out onto the deck.

      Every difficult moment since February seemed worth it.

      Losing Giovanni. Losing her job. The anxiety of trying to decide what she should do next. Admitting that she couldn’t face getting another secretarial job and wanted to use her severance pay for something more. Admitting that she wanted to be something more.

      Chills shimmied down her neck and spine. Not because she was cold, but because she knew this summer was going to be the biggest, best summer of her life. It was the beginning of her career as a romance author. Regency romance to be exact.

      Phoebe’s heart swelled at the idea. Obsessed with Jane Austen, Charlotte Bronte, and their peers since she was a child, pining for the politeness and decorum of times long ago, seeking–yet never finding–the kind of old fashioned relationship she dreamed of, she had decided that channeling all of her love of the written word into becoming a Regency romance author made perfect sense.

      Her writing had always been a hobby until last year when she started the online writing group. She had grown in confidence after getting positive feedback and finally opened up to the idea that she could write for a living.

      The upheaval in her life since February had pushed her toward that goal like never before. After her job concluded, Phoebe spent the following weeks diving into research so she could get every detail correct in her first novel, Lady Everton and the Duke.

      A meticulous outline of each chapter including specific notes about what the characters were wearing, eating, and doing, was saved in a spreadsheet on her laptop. All she had left to do was write the words.

      “And that’s why we’re here,” she said to the night air.

      Well, not exactly we. Not yet.

      She had purposefully arranged to arrive the night before the other two Mighty Aphrodite writers so she could have some alone time and, if truth be told, inspect the bedrooms to see which of them she preferred.

      The largest bedroom at the front of the house had a spa style ensuite and a small private balcony, but it did not have an ocean view, so that was out.

      Of the two with ocean views, Phoebe preferred the one on the North side. The furniture in that room was dark stained wood instead of the whitewashed look of the other bedrooms. Plus it had a four poster bed. She liked visualizing herself retiring to a four poster bed every night.

      Worn out by her long drive to get to Turtle Cove, Phoebe was suddenly exhausted. She was barely able to get all of her belongings out of the car and into her chosen bedroom before collapsing into the four poster bed and falling asleep.

      When she awoke in the morning she was full of the kind of vibrant energy that only comes when starting a new adventure.

      She hopped out of bed and put on a navy blue cotton sundress she had purchased as part of her new author wardrobe. Nothing was going to stop her from diving into the writing retreat, especially not her work clothes. She had tossed nearly all of them out when she packed up her apartment and put everything into storage, hoping to never return to those clothes or that life again.

      “New clothes, new life,” Aunt Scarlett had advised her during one long phone conversation. Phoebe believed there was something to that philosophy.

      She made a pot of coffee in the spacious kitchen, humming as she pulled a large mug the color of sea coral out of the cupboard and searched for sugar and cream. As the smell of coffee filled the room she remembered the sign.

      Retrieving a thumbtack and a small poster board sign that she had decorated with drawings of fish and seashells and mermaids from her laptop bag, Phoebe opened the front door and attached the sign just underneath the Sol Mate plaque that was already there.

      The Mighty Aphrodite Writing Society Summer Retreat!

      The sign looked good. She liked it.

      Pleased with her little effort at making a warm welcome to Violet and Nicole, she went back to the kitchen. She was ready to begin her first day as a full time writer. Phoebe poured a cup of coffee, grabbed her laptop and went to the back deck to write.

      By the time she found the outlet, rearranged a deck chair and low table so she could keep her laptop plugged in, and gotten her spreadsheet and writing software open, her coffee was cold. Carefully climbing out of the deck chair in her flowing sundress, she took the coffee to the kitchen for a quick microwaving.

      “There, that’s better,” she said as she settled back into place with her steaming coffee. She took a sip, scalding her tongue.

      Fifteen minutes later her coffee was cold again and she had only managed to write the first sentence of her novel.

      Lady Elizabeth Everton’s life, like the untended walls of her estate, was crumbling before her eyes.

      Though Phoebe’s fingers hovered over the keyboard, they were hesitant to type. Every thought, phrase, or word that popped into her mind didn’t seem right. All she could think about was the fact that her coffee needed warming up.

      “Just a small case of writer’s block,” Phoebe said. Only the low rumble of the waves answered.

      Perhaps if she moved around. Often if she acted out a scene it helped the words start flowing.

      Extricating herself once more from the deck chair, Phoebe adjusted her sundress that had gone into a twist and went to the edge of the deck to gather her thoughts.

      The view off the deck wasn’t just the ocean. The ocean was there, for sure, but it was a little further out with plenty of sandy beach between.

      A wood plank walkway started at Sol Mate’s deck, went through two low rises of sand and reeds that lifted up on either side of it, then ended at the more pristine sand of the actual beach. The low rises of sand added to the privacy of the deck as it blocked the view of almost everyone on the beach to see straight into the house.

      With that visual barrier and the early morning hour, Phoebe felt completely unseen.

      She leaned against the railing, letting her hands slide seductively along the smooth surface, sinking into the mind of Lady Everton, a young widow who was about to meet the powerful dashing Duke, the man who would be her one and only true love.

      Phoebe sighed dramatically, imagining the tall, dark, and handsome Duke stepping up onto the deck of the beach house.

      “And who are you?” she asked in Lady Everton’s haughty tone.

      “I’m the man who is going to make your dreams come true, Lady Everton.” The Duke’s deep, sultry voice was clear as could be in Phoebe’s mind.

      She gasped. The Duke’s familiarity with her before being properly introduced was scandalous. “Please, sir,” she said angrily to the imaginary Duke. “I demand that you leave these premises at once. This behavior is insulting, outrageous, and offensive!”

      “I’ll leave when I decide to leave, Lady Everton,” the Duke’s one good eye raked over her bodice.

      “I never!” Phoebe cried out. “Don’t you dare lay a hand on me, sir. I am a lady!”

      “Hello?” a man’s voice–a real man’s voice–came to Phoebe from the direction of the beach.

      She whirled around, her imaginary scene with the lascivious Duke forgotten.

      A tall, blonde man wearing the red swimming trunks of a lifeguard stood at the end of the wooden walkway where it met the beach.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      Blood rushed to Phoebe’s cheeks and she dropped her hands, which had been dramatically gesturing at the imaginary Duke.

      “Yes, yes I’m fine.”

      He scanned what he could see of the deck, looking suspicious. “I thought I heard an argument.”

      “Oh, no, no!” She laughed and waved her hand around behind her. “That was the television.”

      The lifeguard was muscular in the way swimmers get, long and lean. He was tan and his blonde hair looked like it might be brown normally, but was bleached from long days in the sun.

      “You sure you’re okay?” he asked.

      “Oh, yes, thank you. Thank you for checking,” Phoebe tried to sound normal, as if she wasn’t an adult who had been caught playing pretend like a five-year-old.

      The lifeguard walked backward, still looking at her curiously. He was seriously attractive. Another reason she continued to blush madly.

      “Well, let me know if you need any help. I’m out here at the station.” He pointed to his left at a lifeguard station she couldn’t see, the view of it being blocked by the sand mound.

      “Thank you, I will.” She waved at him. “But I won’t because I’m fine,” she added awkwardly.

      When the lifeguard turned and left, Phoebe grabbed her cold cup of coffee and took it inside to heat it up again.

      “Note to self,” she muttered. “You’re not actually alone on this beach…and sound travels.”
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      Violet could not figure out how to operate the music stations on her rental SUV.

      She had never been technically savvy. Nor car savvy. Her world was one of words and books, beautifully written stories and poems that tugged at the heart and fed the soul. Good books and serene gardens. That’s where she found solace and joy. Not hurdling down the highway in a monstrosity while trying to figure out all of the buttons and gizmos on the dashboard.

      The controls were futuristic even if the gas guzzling engine of the oversized vehicle was set firmly in the past. She had requested a compact fuel efficient model from the rental place, but there was not one available at the airport lot.

      She had explained in vain to the clerk at the counter that she had no need for a four wheel drive vehicle that could comfortably seat eight adults, but arguing was not one of her strengths and she had driven away in the SUV in the end.

      Not only was she stuck driving the hideous thing through unfamiliar traffic on her way to Turtle Cove, but the music had been left on a country station.

      A baritone voice with a southern accent crooned - I kissed her under the walnut tree, but when I kissed her she didn’t kiss me.

      Country music was not her favorite. At one time she had sung along  with all of country music greats, when she and Toby had been together. He had loved country music and could easily have been classified as a redneck. Her first real relationship, which had formed when she was in college and turned her life upside down.

      She had been so young, so naive. Toby had been charming in his own way. Different from her quiet and subdued family. A wild country boy who pulled over to help her change her tire and swept her off of her feet with his undivided attention. Unfortunately, that attention had grown into controlling, and then violent, behavior. It had taken her years to get away from him and move on with her education and life. Needless to say, country music left a bad taste in her mouth ever since.

      Violet’s frustration with the music controls mounted.

      “Go around,” she muttered under her breath as another car raced up to her rear bumper and didn’t back off.

      She was driving the speed limit and remained in the slow lane. She knew that every other driver felt the need to go twenty miles an hour over the speed limit, but there was no reason for the excessive tailing and nasty looks she had endured all morning.

      A frustrated grumble of borderline curse words escaped her lips, “Frickity fracking chicken looper.”

      The whole trip had been a series of confrontations and misunderstandings so far. Why shouldn’t she expect problems on the highway?

      First her flight had been delayed. Then canceled. The airline offered another flight to replace it, but had given her and the other passengers a mere fifteen minutes to get to the gate on the other side of the airport to make that flight.

      Then there was the overly friendly businessman seated next to her with his alcohol breath and roaming hands. And then the airline had lost her luggage due to the flight change.

      Violet had only the items in her purse and laptop bag–and a promise from the airline to send her bags as soon as they were located–to start her beach vacation.

      Thank goodness she always packed emergency clothing into her purse when she checked luggage, just in case. One swimsuit, an oversized T-shirt to sleep in, a change of underwear, and a floppy folding hat she had picked up just for this trip, was all she had until her luggage arrived.

      Exit 129 was next and Violet dutifully used her blinker to indicate she was leaving the highway. Hopefully all of the speed demons would be pleased to have her out of the way.

      The car that had been tailing her sped past as she veered onto the exit. The driver was a woman and there were two kids in the back seat. The woman flipped her off.

      “Wow,” Violet muttered. Shocked, but not shocked, she focused on maneuvering the giant SUV around the tight loop of the exit ramp.

      People could be really awful. A woman with kids acting like that! No wonder the students in Violet’s classroom were so unruly. Most likely they learned their behavior from their parents.

      A pang of anxiety shot through her stomach and her hands shook as she turned the wheel of the SUV.

      “Everything is okay. You’re okay. You’re in control,” she spoke the affirmative words out loud, but they were drowned out by another country singer.

      Your cheatin’ heart don’t get me down. My love for you don’t make me frown.

      Violet scowled at the radio controls as she turned onto the county road that would take her to Turtle Cove. She located the volume button and turned it to zero. It would be better to drive in silence.

      Finally off the main highway and headed to her summer vacation, she took a few deep calming breaths.

      This would be the first true summer vacation she had taken since she started teaching junior high English years ago. In previous summers she had been forced to work part-time jobs to supplement her low teacher salary, but this year was going to be different.

      Violet had scrimped and saved enough to splurge a little bit and she was finally going to take the whole summer break off. When Phoebe had suggested to the Mighty Aphrodite Writing Society group that they spend the summer on a beach and write their masterpieces, Violet had jumped at the chance.

      A road sign appeared just ahead...Turtle Cove - 47 miles.

      Her anxiety morphed into low level excitement.

      “This is going to be great,” she told herself. “Just put everything behind you and focus on the present.”

      Violet pressed the down button on her window and let the fresh air rush into the interior of the vehicle. Wet and salty. Invigorating.

      Her fine blonde hair tossed around in the wind as she released all thoughts of the dramas in her classroom, her worries about money, and her anxieties about dealing with people in general.

      “For the rest of the summer I’m a writer,”she said into the rushing wind.

      Her love of literature had been the main reason she chose English as her major in college. Though between her struggles with being in an abusive relationship and the harsh reality of dealing with critiques of her writing, the major hadn’t been for her.

      Dreams of becoming the next Virginia Woolf or Margaret Atwood had quickly fallen apart in the critical world of English Lit. Between professor’s sometimes scathing comments and the other students turning their noses up at her work, Violet had decided being a great writer might be too much for her gentle personality. She switched her focus to teaching the greats to young, bright eyed students as an English teacher.

      Little had she known that the youth of today were not all bookworms wanting to know everything there was to know about great writing, like she had when she was young.

      It turned out most of them cared very little for writing and even less for reading. Most of them wanted to play video games or stare at their phones all day.

      To add to the problem, her natural aversion to conflict made it hard for her to inspire the middle schoolers and even harder for her to deal with their parents. The whole experience had taught Violet another disappointing thing about herself, she probably wasn’t cut out to be a teacher.

      That realization along with her acknowledgement that she wasn’t good enough to be a great writer of literature had left her in a terrible funk.

      Until she found the Mighty Aphrodite Writing Society.

      As a virtual writing group they had fluctuated in size, varying between three to eight members. The core three were always the same. Herself, Phoebe, and Nicole. They were the three Mighty Aphrodites who had stuck with the group through thick and thin. They had bonded.

      Phoebe and Nicole had encouraged Violet to write despite her insecurities and guided her into the possibility of writing genre fiction, romance specifically, instead of a great literary work.

      They had filled her small one bedroom condo with laughter and good conversation when they video chatted. They had been her friends. And now they were all getting together for a writing retreat.

      Violet smiled. She had a lot to look forward to this summer.

      In less than an hour she would arrive for a summer of writing, sunshine, and friendship. What could be better than that?
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      “Calm down, Nicole,” Ryan, said as she put the key in the ignition.

      “Oh, trust me, Ryan, I am calm. Deadly calm!” Nicole glared at him as she slammed her foot on the clutch and put the BMW convertible into neutral. She turned the key and the engine roared.

      “Where are you going?” he asked.

      “I’m going to my writing retreat,” she informed her husband, glancing in the rearview mirror at the closed garage door.

      An overwhelming urge to slam the car into reverse and crash through the garage door came over her. Nicole suppressed it and reached up, squeezing the button on the garage door remote that was clipped to the sun visor.

      “In my BMW?” he asked, incredulous.

      As the garage door ground its way open she leveled her gaze at him. “I thought you bought this car for us.” Nicole put extra annunciation on the word ‘us’.

      Ryan, receding hairline, purple plaid golf shorts, her husband of 20 years, father of her two young sons, admitted adulterer, rolled his eyes and let out an exasperated sigh.

      “We should work out who is getting what before you run off for weeks on end,” he said.

      “Should we?” Nicole’s hazel eyes, normally one of her best features, narrowed as she gave him a scathing look. “Okay, how’s this? I’ll take the BMW. You can have the other cars.” She waved her hand at the other two cars parked in their three car garage. One was an older two door sedan and the other a mini-van they had purchased brand new last year. “There. All worked out.”

      She ground the gears as she put the BMW into reverse. Ryan winced at the sound.

      “Nicole, be reasonable,” he called out to her as she backed out of the garage.

      She slammed on the brakes. All of the BMW was in the driveway except for the hood.

      Nicole calmly pushed the button Ryan had specially programmed to open and close the convertible’s roof. She waited for the car trunk to automatically open, the roof to fold up and store itself neatly into the trunk, and the trunk to close, all the while shooting daggers at her cheating husband with her eyes.

      Free from the encumbrances of a car roof, Nicole felt like the whole world was opening up. The world she had left behind to get married, support her husband through law school, have children, and keep a perfect upper middle class suburban home. The world of the artist that had always existed just outside of her reach.

      She pulled her prescription sunglasses out of her metallic Balenciaga bag and methodically switched them with the frames she was already wearing. When she was done she spoke clearly so Ryan wouldn’t misunderstand.

      “My mother will bring the boys back tomorrow night. Carol is going to watch them during the week. If something happens and she can’t then my sister can watch them while you’re at work. You have their numbers.”

      Ryan walked to the front of the car with a disapproving frown. “I have important meetings next week. I can’t be worrying about the boys.”

      The stunning shock of learning that her husband was in love with another woman just that morning suddenly went away. Or maybe the reality finally hit her full in the face. She couldn’t be sure. Whichever it was, she was unable to keep her cool any longer.

      Rage boiled up from deep inside of her belly and made her voice shake as she responded, first spitting the words at him then screaming them to the rooftops of their HOA controlled community.

      “Maybe you should have thought of that before you slept with Melinda...or Melissa...or whatever her name is. Maybe you should have thought about your sons before you did that, Ryan! Maybe you should have thought about our WEDDING VOWS, Ryan! Before you had an AFFAIR and RUINED EVERYTHING!!”

      Halfway to the main stoplight that led out of their neighborhood, Nicole still wasn’t sure if she had run over Ryan’s foot when she backed wildly out of the driveway. If she had, she wasn’t sorry.

      The thought of him hopping up and down on one foot in their driveway as she cruised away made her laugh. A loud guffaw of a laugh that quickly turned into a choked sob.

      Mrs. Chesterfield was at her mailbox at the end of her drive and gave Nicole a wave and a queer look as she drove past.

      “Hello!” Nicole tried to smile and wave like a normal person, a person whose life hadn’t just shattered into a thousand pieces, but she could tell by Mrs. Chesterfield’s reaction that her smile leaned more toward the grotesque than the friendly.

      Maybe having the top down while she left her husband wasn’t the best idea.

      “Screw ‘em,” she said and punched on the gas. The sooner she got out of Lilywood Estates and on the open highway, the sooner she would be at the Mighty Aphrodite writing retreat.

      She needed the retreat.

      She had needed the retreat before Ryan’s confession, needed to have something in her life that was her own, something that wasn’t connected to being a stay-at-home wife and mother. Now that she knew about his affair, she needed it even more.

      Half of her suspected that he had chosen to tell her right before she left because he thought she would stay home to try and save their marriage. If she stayed home all summer he wouldn’t need to take care of Jeremiah and Nathan.

      Her initial reaction to his confession had been annoyance. “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “Why now?” Ryan had not expected this reaction. He had expected hurt and crying, maybe despair, but definitely not annoyance.

      “Yes, Ryan, why now? I am about to leave for several weeks. I have my bags packed already for God’s sake.” Tremors of emotion had already started rippling through her body, but her terseness had remained strong.

      “I–uh...I thought you would want to know.”

      Nicole’s heart iced over. She knew him like the back of her own hand. Ryan never did anything that wasn’t motivated by his own selfish reasons. The only reason he wanted her to know was so she would handle the situation for him.

      She had looked at him, her lips pinched together, and said, “That depends.”

      “Depends on what?”

      “Are you telling me you’re in love with another woman because you’re leaving me or because you want to save our marriage?”

      The skin on his face turned a milky white, making the tired crows feet at the corners of his eyes stand out even more. His lawyer training was not kicking in. He’d never been a good trial lawyer anyway, more of the behind the scenes, paper pushing, cut a deal early kind of lawyer.

      Nicole had felt the power of the moment shifting in her favor, so she continued, “Which is it? Are we getting a divorce or are we saving our marriage?”

      Ryan swallowed. She could almost see his mind twitching behind his eyes, trying to remember what he had promised Megan or Michelle or whatever her name was.

      “Divorced,” he had said quietly.

      Nicole punched the gas pedal of the convertible and maneuvered into the fast lane on the highway. The BMW responded quickly...60...68...74...83 miles per hour. Pieces of her long dark braid, which she had plaited last minute in the downstairs powder room once she decided to take the BMW, broke free and whipped around her face.

      “If he wants a divorce I will give him a divorce,” she said out loud, her words lost in the roaring wind.

      Adrenaline, both from driving fast and free down the highway, and from her emotional morning, pumped through her veins. She was invincible, unafraid, barreling into her new life as a single woman with abandon.

      No longer would she be an average, every day, suburban mom. She was going to write her first book and become an author. A famous author. She had already chosen her pen name, Bronwyn Beck.

      “Nicole Speer is dead,” she shouted into the screaming wind.

      Long live Bronwyn Beck.
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      Phoebe had only ever seen Violet during their virtual writing group meetings, so it wasn’t that she didn’t know what to expect. But Violet online compared to Violet in person was a surprise.

      Pale silky blonde hair in a weak perm, medium height, Violet was thin to the point of being flat, and not just in her bust. When Phoebe looked at her from the side she was so narrow she appeared to be a living, breathing board. Phoebe wondered how all of her organs fit inside of her body.

      Even more than her frail appearance, Phoebe found Violet’s whole demeanor to be meek. Her voice was weak without the magnification of the computer microphone and she kept averting her eyes shyly when Phoebe looked in her direction.

      In short, Phoebe hadn’t expected Violet to be quite as nerdy as she turned out to be in real life.

      “I chose this room, if that’s all right,” Phoebe said as she showed Violet around the beach house. Though they were splitting the cost of the vacation rental, Phoebe couldn’t help but feel a sense of proprietorship. She had been the main organizer and arrived first, after all.

      “That’s fine,” Violet said. “This one is beautiful,” she peeked her head into the second ocean view room. “Do you think Nicole will like having the larger room if I take this one?”

      “She’ll have to, since she’s the last one here. Didn’t we agree, first come first serve?”

      Violet relaxed a little bit as she answered happily, “Then I’ll take this room.”

      “Great! Do you need help with your luggage?”

      Violet made an exasperated sound. “The airline lost it. They’ll deliver it when they find it.”

      “That’s too bad. Are you hungry? I have some makings for sandwiches.”

      “I’m starving.”

      Soon they were sitting on the back deck looking at the view and munching on turkey and avocado sandwiches.

      “Phoebe, this is great,” Violet gushed. She wore a crooked wide brimmed hat and sunglasses that hid most of her face, but her voice was unmistakably excited. “I am so glad you came up with this idea. I’ve never done anything so…so…”

      “Decadent?”

      Violet chuckled. “Yes! It feels decadent, doesn’t it? A whole summer to ourselves on the beach with nothing to do but write…I already feel like an author.”

      “You are an author,” Phoebe reminded her. “And soon you’ll be a published author.” She grinned.

      “Have you gotten any writing done yet?” Violet took a sip of iced tea.

      Phoebe had not. Not directly.

      She had walked through the first scene a little in her mind, looked up some details of the kind of jewelry Lady Everton would be wearing during her time period and added those details to her spreadsheet, but she hadn’t exactly written any words on the page just yet.

      “A little,” she fibbed.

      “How exciting!”

      “Yes,” Phoebe agreed before taking a huge bite of her sandwich.

      “I came up with a few good ideas on the drive here,” Violet said.

      “Oh?” Phoebe tried to sound supportive as she chewed, but she was afraid Violet’s ideas would have more to do with the animals in her novel than the two love interests.

      Violet put a lot of unimportant, random information about her main character’s animals into her work. It was something they had critiqued her on quite a bit in the Mighty Aphrodite Writing Society online meetings.

      “I think I’m going to add a chapter where the guy’s dog gets hurt and he has to take it to the vet.”

      Phoebe nodded and swallowed. “Do they meet up there? At the vet’s office?”

      “Who?”

      “The guy and the girl. The two main love interests?”

      “No, this chapter would be about him taking his dog to the vet. You know, show a sweet side of him to the reader.”

      Phoebe tried not to sigh. “Isn’t it a romance?”

      Violet hesitated, then answered, “Yes…I just thought–”

      “No, no, I think it’s a good idea to show that he loves his dog. I just wonder if you might want to throw the girl in there with him somehow. You know, build up tension.”

      Violet stayed quiet. Phoebe hoped she hadn’t hurt her feelings first thing on their retreat.

      “I see your point,” Violet said, though she did sound wounded.

      “Well, I’m sure you’ll figure it all out. We’ll have all kinds of time to work on every single chapter in our books, won’t we?”

      Violet perked up. “That’s right, that’s what we’re here for.”

      Phoebe felt the need to change the subject. “I wonder when Nicole will get here. I found a really great steak place I think we should go for dinner tonight. To celebrate, you know?”

      “A night out to celebrate sounds good,” Violet agreed.

      As if on cue, the sound of music blaring from a car pulling up came to them from the front of the beach house. All the Single Ladies by Beyonce was the tune.

      Phoebe and Violet looked at each other and said at the same time, “Nicole.”
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      When the other Mighty Aphrodites met her at the door, Nicole was taken aback by their in person appearances. Not that she had expected super models, but real life Phoebe and Violet looked very different than computer screen Phoebe and Violet. Plus they were complete opposites of each other.

      Violet was blonde, pale, and slender...quite slender...skinny, actually. While Phoebe was brunette, pale, and round...tubby, actually. Correction, they did have paleness in common.

      Compared to them Nicole felt like she was the super model arriving at the party. Not that she minded that feeling, but being the oldest one of the group and the only one with children, it was a surprise.

      “Hello!” Phoebe greeted her with a hug. Violet followed suit.

      “Hello ladies!” Nicole was overjoyed to see them. Her summer of transformation was officially underway. She paused at the front door to admire the homemade sign. “The Mighty Aphrodite Writing Society Summer Retreat.” She smiled widely at the other two women. “That feels good to say, doesn’t it?”

      “It does,” Violet agreed. “Do you want some help getting your luggage to your room?”

      “We’ve chosen rooms already?” Nicole asked.

      Phoebe and Violet looked at each other, but it was Violet who spoke. “Well, yes...let’s get your stuff upstairs and you can see.”

      Nicole wasn’t pleased with the bedroom set up. Or, rather, Bronwyn Beck wasn’t pleased. Her old self, the suburban housewife who had a cheating husband, would have been satisfied with not having an ocean view on her summer vacation. But Bronwyn Beck, world famous author, did not settle for sub-par accommodations.

      “I would have thought you might like the larger room with the balcony,” she said to Violet. “So you could look out over the lawn and see into the trees. There’s bound to be more wildlife on that side of the house. All you can see from this smaller room is sand and tourists.”

      Violet pressed her lips together. She glanced at Phoebe, who was pretending to read the Emergency Exit map that was hanging in the hall.

      “I hadn’t thought of that...” Violet answered meekly.

      Nicole’s alter ego, Bronwyn, pounced on the indecision in her voice. “I wouldn’t mind sacrificing the balcony for you, Violet. If you would rather have the larger room.”

      Violet glanced sadly at the ocean view room then smiled politely. “That’s nice of you to offer, Nicole–“

      “It’s Bronwyn,” Nicole, now Bronwyn, interrupted.

      Phoebe and Violet gave her an odd look.

      “I decided not to go by Nicole this summer. I want to embrace my pen name. Embody it,” Bronwyn explained.

      “Oh,” Violet raised her eyebrows in surprise, though it was difficult to tell how high because they were so fair.

      “And what was your pen name again?” Phoebe asked.

      “Bronwyn Beck.”

      “Bronwyn,” Phoebe repeated. She smiled supportively. “That might be a really good idea. That’s what this whole trip is about, embodying our inner writers.”

      “Exactly,” Bronwyn replied as she ignored Violet’s hurt expression and pulled her rolling suitcases into the ocean view room. She turned and gave the other Aphrodite’s her best future famous author smile. “Who wants to go for a dip in the ocean with me?”

      Ocean water filled her up in a mysterious almost mythological way. Bronwyn liked to imagine she was secretly a mermaid awaiting love’s first kiss to bring her out of the sea and onto dry land.

      Maybe that would be the topic of her novel, a love story between a man and a mermaid. Maybe the man would cheat on the mermaid, invoking her wrath.

      She dove under a wave and let the pressure of the ancient ocean water cover her entire body. Holding her breath for as long as possible, she stayed underwater, willing thoughts of Ryan and his mistress to leave her mind. They had no business here on her retreat. She had a book to write. Her book, not a rehash of her marriage.

      When Bronwyn came up for air, Phoebe and Violet were scanning the water anxiously. Their concern for her was sweet and amusing. Bronwyn giggled.

      “I’m over here!” She waved at them and swam to where they were standing waist deep in the water.

      “We were about to call the lifeguard,” Violet said, only half joking.

      “Oh, I’m fine. I’m a strong swimmer. Always have been,” Bronwyn bragged. She looked up and down the beach. “I didn’t know they had lifeguards on these smaller beaches.”

      “They do, I saw one earlier today,” Phoebe volunteered. She had her hand up to shield her eyes from the sun as she sought out the rickety looking lifeguard station and pointed to it. A tall delicious blonde in red swim trunks was manning the station.

      “I can see why you took notice,” Bronwyn teased. Bronwyn had a raunchier sense of humor than Nicole ever had, she had decided. And as a super wealthy and successful author, she wasn’t afraid to use it.

      There was an awkward pause as Bronwyn did underwater ab exercises. Violet and Phoebe watched. Silenced, no doubt, by her athleticism.

      “Well, this is fun, but I need to get out of the sun,” Violet inspected her pale arms. “I don’t want to get burned on the first day.”

      “You put a whole bottle of sunscreen on before you came out here,” Bronwyn pointed out.

      “And I’ll still get pink,” Violet answered with a self-conscious laugh. “Besides, I need to shower before we go out.”

      “Me too,” Phoebe added.

      “Where are we going for dinner again?” Bronwyn asked.

      “I found a great steak restaurant in town. It looks like a good place to have a Mighty Aphrodite writing retreat kick-off celebration,” Phoebe said with some measure of excitement.

      Bronwyn thought it was a little cliche that the plumpest of them had been hunting down good restaurants in the area.

      She frowned. “Steak? Do they have seafood? If we’re going to kick off a beach retreat we must have seafood. I must insist on it.”

      “Yes, of course there’s seafood,” Phoebe answered, irritation in her voice.

      In Bronwyn’s opinion, Phoebe was being overly sensitive. No need for her to get snappy. Bronwyn was only offering her opinion, an opinion that would soon be highly sought after by her adoring fans and the public at large.

      Phoebe and Violet were lucky to have her here with them to ensure they had an excellent experience on their summer writing retreat.

      Was it too much to ask that they show a little appreciation?
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      Phoebe was already on her second glass of wine, but trying to pace herself.

      She had imagined the first day of the writing retreat for months. The Mighty Aphrodites would finally get together at their beautiful beach house and creativity would flow. Their first day would be fun, a celebration, joyful even.

      Alas, that had not been the case.

      Aphrodite tensions were high. Not in a face-to-face arguing way, more of a heavy, difficult to ignore, undercurrent of strained emotions way. Things had only been slightly awkward when Violet arrived, but after Nicole–or Bronwyn, as she wanted to be called–showed up, everything had gotten pretty weird.

      First there was Nicole changing her name. Not that Phoebe was opposed to the idea, it might be helpful to take on a pen name personality to get the creative juices flowing, but somehow the name switch felt off, almost aggressive.

      Then there was her hijacking of Violet’s chosen bedroom.

      They had agreed during one of their online meetings that it would be first come, first serve, to avoid any hard feelings. But Bronwyn had walked in and literally swiped Violet’s room right out from under her in broad daylight.

      Her actions had been so assertive, so rude, that Phoebe hadn’t known what to do and grown unnaturally quiet, unable to remind Bronwyn of the rules. Confrontation wasn’t her strong point and she had left Violet to unsuccessfully fend off the room coup all on her own. Guilt for that abandonment weighed heavy on her mood.

      Phoebe had expected mutual politeness and respect from all writing group participants at their retreat. She had not been prepared to police anyone on common courtesy.

      “And then there was James,” Bronwyn was in the middle of giving her and Violet a rundown of every sexual conquest she had experienced in college.

      Normally the Mighty Aphrodites were pretty open with each other, but most of their online interactions had been about what they were writing, rarely straying into intimate personal details. For instance, Phoebe had never shared much about Giovanni with Violet or Bronwyn, wanting to wait until she had met him in person and solidified their relationship before she bragged about her super hot Italian boyfriend with anyone.

      However, tonight Bronwyn was being especially open after finishing an extra large strawberry Pina Colada and starting a second. “But he was a real disappointment, if you know what I mean.” Bronwyn laughed...loud.

      Violet looked at Phoebe with wide eyes as Bronwyn collapsed onto her bread plate, laughing.

      Phoebe was at a loss for words. She glanced around the restaurant, hoping to spy the waiter bringing their main course. They needed to get some food in their stomachs before Bronwyn started swinging from the chandeliers.

      Her eyes fell on a couple seated a few tables away. They were striking, both attractive, slender, and well dressed for a night on the town.

      What caught her attention was what seemed to be a heated conversation between them. A scene in the making. A big scene. Big enough to distract her from Bronwyn’s drunken antics, which was saying something.

      Phoebe had a good view of the girl’s face. She was beautiful. High cheekbones, almond shaped eyes done up with fashionable makeup, long straight brown hair, lips that were so well shaped and full that Phoebe took special note of them. She would have to remember those lips and put them on Lady Everton.

      She watched discreetly, trying to interpret what the girl was saying to her date, ready to turn away quickly if she looked in her direction.

      The girl leaned forward, her eyes flashing with anger, and said something that looked like, “You never listen to me...something, something.”

      The guy’s voice was deep and tinged with pleading, but he was facing away from her and Phoebe couldn’t make out the words. All she could see of him were his wide shoulders and blonde hair.

      The girl laughed, but there was no humor in her expression. She pushed her plate of surf and turf away scornfully, then looked up and turned the same scorn on her date. “This? This is nothing. I want...something, something.”

      “Ugh,” Phoebe couldn’t make out the argument and she was dying to know. People watching helped immensely in her writing and this interaction looked like something she might want to include in a book someday.

      “...but Barry was horrible, too!” Bronwyn was still carrying on about her pre-marriage sex life. Violet looked miserable.

      “I’ll be right back. Gonna run to the powder room,” Phoebe announced to her friends, ignoring Violet’s look of despair.

      She stood and pretended to look around for the restrooms, but she had already located them in the far corner of the room. She could easily walk past the arguing couple and, if she moved slowly enough, catch more of their conversation.

      “Layla, I do care about you,” the guy said as he leaned toward his date and stretched his hand across the table.

      Phoebe slowed her walk to a snail’s pace as she approached, thrilled that she could make out what he was saying without even seeing his face. She kept her eyes on the floor in front of her, but could still see the girl, Layla, in her peripheral vision.

      Layla pulled her hands off the table and shoved them in her lap. A mean little pout came across her beautiful lips and she whined, “Then why don’t you do something really romantic for me? Dinner? Really? And jewelry?” She lifted one hand where a beautiful bracelet sparkled on her wrist. “It’s so predictable. You’re so predictable, Tanner,” Layla added with disgust.

      The woman’s critique of her date was harsh. Absorbed with hearing the whole conversation, Phoebe continued slowly moving toward the restroom. She was taken by surprise when Layla suddenly shoved her chair back dramatically and stood.

      The chair almost hit Phoebe’s hip, she was that close to their table. She side stepped and looked up, unable to keep her eyes averted from the drama happening right next to her.

      Tanner stood up from his chair and said, “Don’t leave. I’ll try harder. I promise.”

      “I need something more, Tanner. I want an amazing life and I don’t think you’re capable of giving it to me.” Layla grabbed her small clutch purse off the table and turned, shooting an annoyed glare at Phoebe who was directly in her way.

      “Excuse me,” Phoebe said, trying to act like she hadn’t seen the whole thing.

      Layla responded with a derivative snort and pushed past her, knocking her a little off center as she did.

      Tanner was quick on his feet. He grabbed Phoebe’s elbow as his date, the demanding Layla, stormed out the front door of the restaurant.

      “Sorry about that,” he said.

      Phoebe looked up, embarrassed she had involved herself in their lover’s quarrel, embarrassed for Tanner being abandoned at his table, embarrassed that her round body had been too big for the gorgeous svelte Layla to get past without bumping into her.

      “Are you all right?” Tanner asked.

      Phoebe blinked up at him. There was something familiar about his voice and his face. Recognition made her face and ears hot. He was the lifeguard from her beach.

      He looked down into her eyes, concerned that she had been knocked off kilter by the enraged Layla. Phoebe found it difficult to speak.

      He was quite handsome up close. Strong jaw with the tiniest cleft in his chin, a well shaped nose, a good natured and good looking face all around. He had warm brown eyes, which she wouldn’t have expected to go along with his blonde hair.

      “I’m sorry for all of that,” he said, glancing around at the disrupted patrons nearby.

      “Oh, no, no, don’t worry about it. I’m fine,” she finally found her voice, wanting to ease his public humiliation.

      He smiled, and it was a genuinely warm and comforting smile. Remarkable given that he was the one who had just gotten dumped. “Good. At least one of us is okay.”

      Phoebe laughed, charmed at his self-deprecating comment. She wanted to tell him she was sorry his evening had been ruined, tell him something encouraging.

      She opened her mouth to do just that, but was interrupted by Bronwyn shouting her name.

      “Phoebe! Phoebe! Put the cute man down and come back here right now, the shrimp cocktails have arrived!”

      Phoebe’s face grew even hotter and she knew she must be beet red. “Excuse me,” she said hurriedly, returning to her table without looking back.

      “These are delicious,” Bronwyn exclaimed sloppily, her mouth half full of shrimp.

      Violet looked as mortified as Phoebe felt.

      It was a full five minutes before Phoebe remembered she hadn’t even gotten to use the powder room. When she glanced back in its direction, Tanner was gone.
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