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Love. Sick. is dedicated to Ricky Stephen Harvey, a British author who motivated me to write another novel, even though I thought I was done at the age of seventy-one, with two chronic conditions—Multiple Sclerosis and a New Daily Persistent Headache, an intense twenty-four-seven headache that never goes away. It is also dedicated to folks the world over with chronic conditions. May you be as well as you can be.
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The Retreat

Rachel McAdam noticed two things as soon as the coach bus turned off the highway and onto the narrow Muskoka road.

First: the air changed. It sharpened, cooled, slipped in through the barely open window like a clean sheet being snapped over a bed. Pine and damp earth and lake water. The city fell away in a way that felt almost theatrical, as if someone had pulled a curtain.

Second: her right leg was not impressed.

It had been muttering at her since Toronto. Nothing dramatic, just a low, persistent ache. The kind that reminded her of itself every time she shifted her weight. She had chosen her shoes carefully this morning: soft leather flats, discreet support, nothing that would draw attention. The kind of shoes that said competent manager, not woman quietly negotiating with her nervous system.

The bus slowed, gravel crunching. Ahead of them, the resort emerged between trees: dark wood buildings, wide windows, a long dock reaching into the lake like an offered hand.

Around her, her fellow senior managers stirred. Laptops were zipped. Jackets smoothed. People practiced their professional smiles in the faint reflections of the glass.

Rachel straightened, lifted her chin, and rehearsed the subtle redistribution of weight she’d perfected over the past few years. Not a limp, exactly. More like a preference.

By the time the bus door opened, she was ready.

The retreat was for senior managers and assistant vice presidents working at Dominion Bank’s Toronto head office. Vice presidents and presidents were spared.

Making small talk, the executives spilled out into Muskoka light. Someone laughed too loudly. Someone else exclaimed about how “refreshing” it was to be out of the city. Rachel stepped down carefully, grateful for the solid arm of the driver, which she pretended not to need.

Rachel scanned the cluster of name tags and rolling suitcases, mentally bracing for the familiar choreography: polite nods, strategic conversations, the unspoken competition over who looked the least tired.

“Rachel McAdam?”

She turned.

The man who’d spoken stood a few feet away, hand half-raised as if he’d started to wave and then reconsidered. He was about five-ten, she guessed, a couple of inches taller than her. His amber complexion and wavy black hair, which refused to lie entirely flat, contrasted with her vanilla skin and dirty brown hair. His nose sloped gently, giving his face an open, almost curious quality. Unlike her shaded green eyes, his eyes were deep brown. Warm. Alert.

“Yes,” she said, surprised to hear how normal her voice sounded.

“Amil Patel. Human resources.” He smiled. “We’re apparently in the same cabin group. They handed me a clipboard and pointed.” He gestured toward a woman with a lanyard who was already herding executives like slightly confused sheep.

Rachel smiled back, genuinely this time. “Well, that sounds official. I’m consumer loans.”

“Ah. So you’re the one who decides whether people get to buy boats.”

“Or lose them,” she said. “Depending on the day.”

He laughed. Something in his expression eased, as if laughter were a small release valve he didn’t get to open often.

They joined the line for registration. The lake lay beyond the lodge, smooth and blue, reflecting a sky that looked more generous than Toronto’s. Rachel became aware, suddenly, of the faint drag in her right leg. She shifted again, careful, hoping it registered as nothing more than the stiffness of travel.

Amil, beside her, lifted a hand to his temple, rubbing briefly, then let it fall.

Headache, Rachel thought automatically, then dismissed it. Everyone had headaches. Everyone was tired. It had been a long bus ride.

“Have you been to one of these before?” he asked.

“Once. They make you build something out of rope and optimism, and then you’re supposed to reflect on leadership.”

He made a face. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”

They collected key cards and schedules. Their group was assigned a low building near the water, cedar-scented and mercifully close to the main lodge.

The walk there was short but uneventful. Gravel. Roots. Rachel focused on keeping her stride fluid. Don’t rush. Don’t drag. Don’t think about it.

Amil matched her pace without any comments, which she appreciated more than she could have explained.

Their cabin was divided into small private rooms off a shared sitting area. People claimed beds, joked about who snored, admired the view. Someone opened a window, and the sound of water drifted in.

Rachel chose a room near the end of the hall. She set her suitcase on the bed and took a moment, alone, to lean her hands against the dresser. Just a breath. Just a reset.

You’re fine, she told herself. You’re always fine.

When she returned to the common area, the group facilitator was already clapping lightly for attention.

“Welcome, everyone! We’re going to start with a simple exercise before lunch. Something to get you moving, thinking, and—” she smiled brightly “—collaborating.”

Rachel suppressed a sigh.

They were led down to a wide clearing near the lake, where a collection of ropes, wooden planks, and metal rings had been arranged with the deliberate vagueness of a team-building puzzle.

“The goal,” the facilitator announced, “is to get your entire group from one side of this space to the other using only these materials. No one can touch the ground between the markers.”

Murmurs. Strategic noises. Someone immediately began talking about leadership frameworks.

Rachel hovered at the edge, mentally calculating where she could be most useful without becoming noticeable.

Amil appeared beside her again, squinting slightly at the setup.

“So,” he said quietly, “what’s your professional opinion? Are we building a bridge, a catapult, or an existential crisis?”

She snorted before she could stop herself. “Definitely the third. But I suspect we’ll start with a bridge.”

They were assigned to work together along with two others who quickly drifted into a debate about optimal rope tension. Rachel and Amil found themselves at one end, holding a wooden plank between them.

“Consumer loans and human resources,” he said. “If this goes badly, we can blame policy.”

“Always,” she agreed.

They maneuvered the plank into place. Rachel stepped forward, then hesitated. The ache in her leg sharpened, brief but insistent. She adjusted her stance, distributing her weight carefully before shifting again.

Amil noticed—not the leg, but the pause. He steadied the plank without comment, giving her time.

“Thanks,” she said, more softly than she’d intended.

“No problem.” He smiled, but there was something else there, too. Perhaps a flicker of recognition.

They worked like that for the next half hour, passing, bracing, laughing when the rope twisted the wrong way. Their group did not win. Their group did not dramatically fail. They muddled across, shoes touching wood and then blessedly solid earth.

By the time the facilitator called a break, Rachel realized she was smiling.

They drifted toward the refreshment table, where coffee steamed in silver urns. Rachel poured herself a cup, then paused, considering her leg and the long afternoon ahead.

Amil reached for the sugar, then stopped, pressing his fingers briefly against his brow. He lowered his hand when he saw her watching.

“Long drive,” he said lightly.

“Yeah,” she replied, though she hadn’t found it particularly long. But she nodded anyway. “Same.”

They stood with their cups, looking out at the lake. A loon called somewhere, the sound oddly lonely and lovely all at once.

“Can I admit something?” Amil said.

“Please.”

“I was not looking forward to this, the whole corporate wilderness bonding thing.”

“And now?”

“And now,” he said, glancing at her, “it’s, shall I say, less terrible than expected.”

Rachel felt a small, unexpected warmth spread through her chest. Relief, she realized. Actual relief. At finding someone who wasn’t performing their executive role in the mirror of the lake.

“High praise,” she said.

He lifted his cup in a mock toast. “To lowered expectations.”

They drank. The breeze lifted a strand of his hair. Rachel shifted her weight again, careful, practiced, invisible.

For a moment, they simply stood there, two senior managers chatting amiably about not much of anything. 

The lake held their reflections without comment.
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Chapter Two
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Two Kinds of Pain

Rachel woke to light that didn’t behave.

It wasn’t exactly brightness. It was more like a smear. As if someone had taken the morning and dragged it sideways.

She lay still, eyes open, staring at the pale wooden ceiling of the cabin while her brain tried to negotiate with what her eyes were sending it. The edges of the room shimmered and blurred faintly. The straight line where wall met ceiling wavered like heat rising off pavement.

“Are we doing this today?” she asked the shimmer.

She did not move right away. She had learned that sudden motion, on mornings like this, could make everything worse. Instead, she blinked slowly. Once. Twice. She covered one eye, then the other.

The blur clung stubbornly to the right side of her vision.

Not terrible. Not a crisis. But enough.

Rachel exhaled and let her head sink back into the pillow. Somewhere down the hall, a door closed. Water started in a shower. The retreat was waking up without her.

“Okay,” she murmured quietly to the empty room. “Okay.”

She reached for the small pouch on the bedside table and took out her eye drops, hands steady from long practice. After placing a drop in each eye, she sat up slowly, waiting for the world to settle into something closer to itself.

By the time she stood, the blur had softened into a faint fog at the edges. Manageable. She dressed carefully, choosing her softest sweater, the one that didn’t irritate her skin when her skin decided to be unreasonable. She brushed her teeth while keeping one eye mostly closed, like someone performing a lazy wink at her own reflection.

Her right leg ached dully as she pulled on her flats. It had not improved overnight, but it had not escalated either. She accepted this with a kind of weary gratitude.

You can work with this, she told herself.

In the mirror, she looked fine. Brown hair slightly rumpled. Green eyes bright enough, if one didn’t look too closely. Thirty-two years old. Senior manager. Someone who belonged at a corporate retreat in Muskoka.

She practiced her smile. It held.

*        *        *
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Amil had been awake since five.

Not because he wanted to be. Because his head had decided it was morning long before the sky had agreed.

The pain sat behind his eyes like a low, steady drumbeat. Not loud enough to knock him down. Not quite enough to ignore. The familiar three-out-of-ten hum that had become the background noise of his life, unless he was tired or stressed. Then it hit a five, six, seven...

He lay on his back, staring at the shadowed ceiling, counting his breaths. He could already tell what kind of day it wanted to be. Not a good one. Not a terrible one. A persistent one.

He swung his legs over the side of the bed and waited for the brief dizziness to pass. It did so, reluctantly.

“Fine,” he said softly, to no one.
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