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      For Sarah

      Live your life to the fullest!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OLIVE AND LEO’S PLAYLIST

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Somebody To Love,” by Queen

        “Kiss,” by Prince

        “I Gotta Feeling,” by Black Eyed Peas

        “Unstoppable,” by Sia

        “Titanium,” by Sia

        “Roar,” by Katy Perry

        “her,” by JVKE

        “You Sexy Thing,” by Hot Chocolate

        “Yeah!,” by Usher

        “Pump Up the Jam,” by Technotronic’s

        “Crazy Love,” by Brian Kennedy

        “Home,” by Michael Bublé

        “I Was Born To Love You,” by Queen

        “Umbrella,” by Rihanna

        “S&M,” by Rihanna

        “A Symptom Of Being Human,” by Shinedown

        “At Your Worst,” by Calum Scott

        “Someone Like You,” by Dina Carroll

        “Turning Page,” by Sleeping At Last

        “Only Human,” by Jonas Brothers

        “Angel,” by Sarah McLachlan

        “My World,” by Calum Scott

        “Butterflies,” by MAX

        “Feel Again,” by OneRepublic

        “Wings,” by Jonas Brothers

        “Let’s Get Loud,” by Jennifer Lopez

        “I’m Gonna Be (500 Miles),” by The Proclaimers

        “Be My Lover,” by La Bouche

        “Gonna Make You Sweat,” by C & C Music Factory

        “I Grieve,” by Peter Gabriel

        “Señorita,” by Camila Cabello & Shawn Mendes

        “Footloose,” by Kenny Loggins

        “Low,” by Flo Rida, T-Pain

        “Don’t Stop Me Now,” by Queen
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      I stare out my misty car window, tapping my fingers on the steering wheel along to Queen’s “Somebody to Love.” The powerful words from Freddie Mercury make me wonder what I’d do if I actually found someone to love or if he found me. Some people probably think I’m not loveable, and right now, maybe I’m not. But I wasn’t always like this. And I think unlovable is too harsh a description. Withdrawn, antisocial, unapproachable…those are probably better words to use.

      I scan the lines of cars waiting for the ferry to Orcas Island—most likely people going to party for New Year’s Eve. How many of them woke up a couple days ago and decided they needed to vanish for a week? How many decided they needed to celebrate their thirtieth birthday and New Year’s Eve alone?

      I’d guess the chance of that is about one percent. Me. I’m that one percent.

      Am I out of my damn mind? No. But I will be if I don’t do this.

      Can I really do it, or should I go home? Before I second-guess myself out of this, I grab my phone and call my brother. He picks up after one ring, and I don’t even let him say hello.

      “You know Mom’s going to say I’m selfish.”

      “Selfish, smelfish,” Andy responds. “That’s exactly what you need to be. Your life as a hermit is officially over. O. V. E. R. When you come home, I expect to see a happier, stronger, better you. I don’t want to recognize you once that shell’s off your back.”

      “The old me won’t miraculously reappear, y’know.”

      “I don’t expect you to be who you were in Los Angeles. You’ve experienced a lot since then. Try to let the good things burn through the clouds.”

      His constant enthusiasm and positive energy usually pump me up pretty quickly. But the only thing that can help me right now is the extra hot, triple espresso, one pump mocha resting in the middle console of my car. I really should cut down on the caffeine. New Year’s resolution? No way!

      “You won’t even see me—you’ll be back at your swanky new apartment in San Francisco, Mr. Amazon-Super-Bowl-Ad. How would you know?” Andy works for a well-known advertising agency and relocated to San Francisco around a year ago. He pitched an idea for Amazon’s Super Bowl ad this year, and he’s counting down the days till it airs on game day.

      “What, you haven’t heard of a video call? It’s the only way I ever see you since you won’t come visit. But you’re coming to San Fran after this trip. ASAP.”

      “Annnnndy, I⁠—”

      He cuts me off. “Nope. Nuh-uh. No excuses.”

      I huff. “Pressure much? You make it sound like one week away will create a fucking miracle.”

      “Hey, I have faith. Now drive your ass onto that ferry and don’t look back. I’ll message you once Mom finds out you’re gone. It’ll probably be soon. And good luck with that. But I’ll be here when she calls. I’ll distract her when things get heated.”

      I bite my lower lip to prevent myself from shedding tears. Andy is my only sibling, my best friend, my biggest cheerleader, and right now, a lifesaver. He also loves shaking things up. He, along with my uncle Bruce, urged me to take off this week and suggested that we not tell Mom where I’m going either. But that’s a whole other can of worms.

      I’m going to Orcas Island. My parents always refused to vacation there or any of the San Juan Islands—they said they were just big tourist traps, not nice or nearly warm enough—but I found this beautiful hotel online, and that’s where I’m going.

      “Ugh, Andy. Remind me again why I’m going to this hotel alone? If I’m not supposed to be a hermit, shouldn’t I have gone to a singles resort?” Absolutely not. “Why didn’t you come with me?”

      “Hell no,” he snarks. “You need to get out of your usual surroundings and away from family. Hopefully, you’ll meet some new people and find a new perspective on things. Maybe even a love interest.” He clicks his tongue.

      “Socializing hasn’t been my thing for years. How do I jump back into the shark tank?”

      “That’s not for me to say. It’s for you to figure out. You can do this! Take some chances, Olive. Something tells me this trip is going to change your life. If it doesn’t, you didn’t try hard enough.” He releases a rough sigh. “We’ve already been over this last night and this morning before you left. It’s a done deal.”

      “I know. I know. You’re right,” I grumble, straightening my spine.

      “You’re just figuring that out now? I’m always right…until I’m not.”

      “You make no sense.” I grin. “But Andy, I can’t tell you enough how much I appreciate you and Uncle Bruce doing this for me. And with me running, you’re both in the hot seat with Mom.”

      “Don’tcha worry, Olive. We’ll handle her with our charm. We probably could’ve executed this plan a little better, but desperate times call for desperate measures.”

      “Then charm the hell out of her. That’s why you’re the perfect ad exec. It doesn’t hurt to live in another state either. Mom’s not knocking on your door every damn day.”

      “True. Speaking of the door, I was so fucking proud of you this morning. Once you were out of your apartment, you drove away without hesitation. Everybody deserves a fresh start at least once in their life. I want my fun, courageous sister back. She’s right at the surface. I can almost see her.”

      “So you say.” Cars ease forward. “Okay, listen. I need to go.”

      “Fine,” he says, “but don’t forget to text like you promised. Me and Mom, every day.”

      “Yeah. She’s going to flip out.”

      “She’ll live. And so will you.”

      “I know. Okay. Talk to you soon.” I disconnect the call.

      I don’t like who I am now, but do I want to go back to the old me? She wasn’t perfect. Do I really expect perfection? I’m not sure what I want or need other than to be happy again. What will life be like when I return in a week? More of a disaster? Better than I expect?

      The line moves forward again, still at a snail’s pace. I squeeze the steering wheel with sweaty hands—whether out of anticipation or dread, I can’t tell. My jumpy stomach doesn’t explain it either. I guess that could be the mocha not settling right, though.

      I take a deep breath and say out loud, “It is time to be selfish, Olive!”
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      I walk through the automatic sliding glass doors of the Madrona Inn, stop short, and gasp. I thought the exterior was spectacular with its stunning brick-red siding and white shutters. White twinkle lights illuminated the trees and bushes around the entrance, and large wreaths accented the expansive picture windows, creating a warm welcome for guests. But this…this is spectacular. The spacious foyer is beautifully decorated for the holiday season, like something you’d see in a quaint country home magazine.

      A wide, twelve- or thirteen-foot-tall balsam fir Christmas tree stands in the middle of the room, commanding attention with its abundance of white lights reflecting off delicate silver and crystal ornaments. Bushy red poinsettias fill the open space at the bottom of the tree. Evergreen garlands wrap around the wooden banisters of the staircase behind it and over the archways, adorned with silver balls, red ribbons, holly, and mistletoe. I’ll need to enjoy the festive decorations while I’m here before they’re taken down.

      The smell of pine permeates the air. I take a deep breath and let it all sink in. It reminds me of my dad and his obsession with real Christmas trees. One glimpse of this place, and I’m sure he would’ve liked it here. I’ve been questioning my parents’ refusal to visit these islands since I left the ferry. The quaint villages I drove through on the way here, the natural beauty of the surroundings—this place is incredible, and it’s not summer or even sunny out. I don’t get it.

      My phone buzzes in my coat pocket, and I clench my jaw. Mom won’t give up. Not that I expected anything different. I yank off my leather gloves and pull out the phone. The screen is blank. Strange.

      The buzzing starts again, and I realize the noise is coming from the automatic sliding glass doors opening and closing behind me, almost clipping my big ass. I take a quick step forward and scan the area to see if anyone is around. The group of people at the far left in the reception area doesn’t seem to have noticed. I straighten my coat and lift my chin high. Nope. My cheeks aren’t sizzling from embarrassment. Not at all.

      Great start.

      I twitch when my phone actually vibrates in my hand. It’s been off since I drove onto the ferry. The last thing I wanted to do was talk to Mom in the middle of a crowded deck. I turned the phone back on when I got here—only to find it flooded with missed calls and text messages. Some were from Andy warning me that Mom’s going bat-shit crazy because I haven’t answered her calls and angry messages. Shit.

      Well, I’m here now, and there’s nothing she can do about it. I guess I’ll have to face her at some point. Check-in isn’t for another hour, but sooner would be better for this. I can’t wait until I’m in my room.

      I stuff my gloves and my phone into my coat pockets and glance around for somewhere private. There’s a lounge to the right. I go over and peek inside. I’m relieved to find it empty. Our conversation doesn’t need an audience.

      This room is as festive as the foyer with another gorgeous Christmas tree in front of a picture window. A plush, navy blue couch and matching armchairs, each adorned with cream-colored throw pillows, are arranged on an elegant blue and white oriental rug. The sitting area welcomes me to enjoy the warmth coming from the large, red-brick fireplace. Above the mantle, a mirror amplifies the size of the room. To the left, an expansive wooden bookcase, packed with colorful books, accents the wall.

      Next to the doorway is a table with an assortment of teas and coffees for the guests to enjoy. Caffeine. My mouth waters, but I hold myself back. I might need something stronger than that after I talk to Mom. Is it too early for happy hour?

      I park my large suitcase next to the couch and drape my forest green knit hat and black coat over the armrest. I drop my handbag on the couch and hold my hands out to the fire, absorbing the welcomed heat. I rise on my toes and catch my reflection in the mirror. Shit! My hair has formed an unruly halo around my head. Static crackles as I run my hand through it. Hoping to tame this disaster, I do it again, but the only thing that will help is water. With a closer look, I roll my eyes at the clear indentations on my forehead from my hat. Hey—it’s wintertime. What do people expect? Who cares anyway? It’s not like I’m trying to impress anybody here.

      Once I’m warm enough, I sit on the cozy couch and let my body sink into the inviting cushions. I lift my phone out of the coat pocket and a call from Mom comes through. I take a deep breath and try to find my zone…wherever that is.

      Swipe. “Hey, Mom,” I say as naturally as I can, like nothing’s out of the ordinary. But everything is different. So, so different.

      “Don’t ‘hey Mom’ me, Olivia.” She only calls me Olivia when she’s fuming. It’s the same with Andy. “Where the hell are you? Our tracking system says you’re offline, and Andrew won’t tell me where you are. What is going on? I’ve been trying to get a hold of you for hours. For all I know, you’re lying in a ditch somewhere.” As dramatic as ever.

      “I’m not home, and I’m obviously not dead.” Good thing I turned my tracking off when I left the house. Knowing her, she’d have followed me here.

      “Don’t be smart with me. I’m sitting in your apartment with Andrew, and the only thing he’ll tell me is that you left and you’re fine.”

      “He’s right.”

      Most of my life she’s been a typical helicopter mom, even from a distance when I was in LA, but it’s gotten excessive since my dad died. She doesn’t know what to do with herself anymore and has latched onto me. I swear there’s a steady thrumming sound whenever she’s around.

      But I am thirty as of today, not twelve. Weird, right? I do understand her need for control, but I’ve finally realized it’s not healthy. Not only because of her smothering behavior, but because I let her do it. I was never like this. Never.

      And she’s still rambling. “Now that I know you aren’t dead, where are you and what are you doing? When will you be back? I had to cancel the spa appointments I made for us as a surprise for your birthday.”

      Andy really hasn’t told her anything! My stomach churns with guilt. What was I thinking, just getting up and leaving?

      There wasn’t anything specific that pushed me over the edge. It was more an accumulation of things. But last night, the will to leave was so strong, I had to go. It was like two hands were on my back this morning, pushing me out the door. I was lucky to get a room at this hotel a couple of days ago.

      “I’m at a hotel.”

      “W–wait, what? Where? And for how long?” she stammers.

      “I’m not saying.”

      “Olivia…I don’t understand. Did something happen? Is this code for being kidnapped? Should I call 911?”

      I chuckle to myself at how insane this is.

      “Nope. Not kidnapped, Mom. But I need some space, and I don’t have that when I’m at home.” A moment of silence follows.

      I may live alone, but Mom shows up whenever she feels like it. Which happens a lot. She begs me to move back home all the time, but that’s one thing I refuse to do. I drew the line with giving her a key too.

      “We could’ve gone somewhere together,” she finally whines. “A change of surroundings would’ve been good for the both of us.”

      “I want to be alone, Mom,” I emphasize. “And your other child’s visiting, don’t forget. Tomorrow’s his birthday. Focus on him for once.” He’s a year older than me, but we were born in the same year. Him in January and me in December.

      “Yeah, Mom. What am I, chopped liver? I offered to go to the spa with you,” Andy chimes in, laying it on thick.

      “Oh please, Andrew. Like you want a mani-pedi.”

      “I’d do it. My dogs have been barking something fierce lately.”

      I crack a smile. Andy’s such a wiseass. It’s the way he deals with Mom’s overbearing personality. He acts like a goofball when he’s home, but he’s one of the most intelligent guys I know.

      “Don’t you want to hang out with your awesome, successful son?” Andy adds. I can picture his pouty face and puppy dog eyes as he tries to distract her.

      “Don’t pretend you’re innocent here. You know something about your sister’s whereabouts and you aren’t telling me,” Mom retorts. Hints of anger are hard to ignore.

      I tune out their bickering for a moment. I should hang up since she knows I’m not dead.

      Too late.

      “Now, Olive.” Oh—it’s Olive again. “You’re being ridiculous. Tell me where you are, and I’ll be there as soon as I can. It’ll be fun.” Her voice turns hopeful, as if I’m going to give in.

      My guilt switches to full-blown anger. I hadn’t realized how overbearing my mom has become until Uncle Bruce and Andy confronted me about it. They suggested an intervention. Hence my escape.

      “Would you listen to me, Mom? I know it sounds harsh, but I don’t want you here. I don’t want anybody here. I need to deal with some stuff, and I can only do that when I’m far away from everyone and everything.”

      “Think about what things, honey? We’ve always been open with each other.”

      I don’t need to see her face on the screen to know that her eyes are blinking faster than normal. A clear giveaway that she’s out of her element and control. She only hears what she wants to hear.

      “Not always. I haven’t been happy for a long time.” Something she should’ve noticed, but as far as I can tell, hasn’t.

      “It’s been rough since your dad died. It takes time.”

      “There’s more to it, and you know that. Things changed for me long before Dad passed away.”

      “But did you really have to leave me on your birthday and New Year’s Eve? It’s selfish when we’re supposed to go to your uncle’s to celebrate.”

      There’s the word. Selfish. It took longer than I thought.

      “What am I supposed to do now,” she wails. Seriously?

      My heart rate spikes to a record high. “I’m being selfish? Me? Not everything is about you, Mom. Yeah, I could’ve told you sooner, but you would’ve done everything possible to convince me it was a bad idea. Like everything else I’ve tried to do to get me out of this funk. This is a birthday present to myself. Do something with Andy—he’s right there with you!”

      I’m no longer cold from the brisk, damp weather outside. I tug off the forest green scarf that’s smothering me like a boa constrictor and toss it over my lap.

      “Since when do you talk to me this way? Where did this come from? Did I do something wrong?”

      Andy clears his throat in the background like he wants to say something, but I answer first. “No, Mom. Well, not directly,” I mumble.

      “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      Before this gets really heated, I continue. “Listen, I’m done here. You heard what I had to say. I don’t want to talk anymore. Give me the space I want and need. It’ll be the best birthday present for me. I can’t think with you hovering over me all the time. I’m not a child.”

      “Well, you’re certainly acting like one,” she fires back. “Running away like a little girl.”

      I grab the pillow next to me and squeeze it like a stress ball. “No. If anyone’s being a child, it’s you. You can’t handle me doing something without your knowledge. And what I’m doing is taking control of my life again. I’m thirty and not proud of who I’ve become or how I’m living. A milestone birthday and the start of a new year is perfect for making changes. It’s time for me to live again.”

      “You go, girl,” Andy cheers. Mom mutters something to him I can’t distinguish. I hear a scuffle, then Andy whines, “Ouch. Olive, Mom hit me!” He lays it on thick. I love him to death.

      “Stop playing games, Andrew,” Mom warns.

      Boisterous laughter in the lobby catches my attention. I turn my head to see what’s going on and cover my mouth. How loud was I? I hope they didn’t hear me. A woman and man are standing by the Christmas tree watching something on a phone. They guffaw again and slap their hands over their mouths. When’s the last time I laughed like that?

      Even from a distance, I’m drawn to the guy’s beautiful hair. It’s thick with loose, shoulder-length, ruffled curls. I try to avert my gaze, but I can’t. Long hair on men is a weakness of mine. If only I could see his face. Quick glimpses of his profile are all I get from this angle. The man peeks around the Christmas tree, searching for someone or something near the front desk. He shakes his head and pulls on the woman’s sleeve, then they sneak away, giggling.

      Once they’re out of sight, I drop my head back again. Sadness washes over my tired body, loneliness trailing behind.

      “Olivia, are you listening to me?” And Olivia it is again.

      “Not really.”

      “Well, I won’t repeat myself other than your uncle is going to be very disappointed in you.” He won’t care because he’s part of the reason I left. There’s going to be a handful of people there, mostly Uncle Bruce’s friends and employees. Andy’s only going to this party to ease the blow after my escape. I won’t be missing anything.

      “Uncle Bruce already knows.”

      She gasps. “Bruce knows? Wow…that hurts, Olivia. That really hurts.” Her voice cracks.

      “Don’t cry, Mom. I’m not trying to upset you.” A sniffle travels through the line. I clear my throat. Stay strong. Guilt loves to torture me. “It’s time for you to live again too. I’m not the only one who needs a change. You need to find yourself, and it won’t work if we’re constantly together. It’s time to stand on your own two feet. That hasn’t happened since you married Dad over thirty-five years ago.”

      Someone enters the room. I glance over and catch my breath. It’s the guy who was by the Christmas tree. His large friendly eyes are a unique shade of honey that complement his gorgeous wild hair. Hints of copper in the golden-brown mane shimmer under the overhead lighting like a regal lion’s mane. I could admire him all day⁠—

      Well…as long as I don’t look below his nose. What’s with the horrendous mustache? I know they’re trying to make a comeback, but this doesn’t suit him at all. Granted, it’s not dominant on his face because of the color, but still.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” he says with a velvety tone, then points to the fireplace. “This needs some attention.” Ooh, his voice is sexy as sin, creating even more of a delicious distraction. I nod and watch him place a couple of logs on the fire. My attention’s fully on him, not my mom blubbering on the phone. He grabs a poker and shifts the wood. Dislodged ashes fly up the chimney, and embers fall onto the marble hearth.

      I prop my elbow on the armrest, cradle my head in my hand, and enjoy the delightfully unexpected view. “Hey, Mom, I need to go. I’m sorry again for escaping last minute on my birthday and New Year’s, but I need to get checked in here.”

      She huffs. “All right. None of this sits well with me. I’m not even sure I’ll go to the party tonight now. I don’t like that you’re alone and won’t tell me where you are. Can you at least tell me when you’ll be back?”

      “In a week.”

      “A week?” she shouts. I pull the phone away from my ear. You’d think I said a month. “Seven days? What about your job?”

      Lion Guy peeks over his shoulder at me, a subtle crease between his eyebrows. I guess he heard her too. Our eyes connect, and I think he’s concerned. I look away quickly, embarrassed.

      I give her a couple seconds to vent, then interrupt. “My job is not your concern, and yes—a week. Accept it. Can you please do that for me?”

      I finished my last project a couple of days before Christmas. The next one starts in February. Free time is all I have, and I’m going to use it for more than sitting in sweatpants twenty-four hours a day, streaming romance movies, and fantasizing about some dream guy arriving at my apartment as if I’d ordered him from DoorDash.

      “Fine. Fine. I’ll try to respect your wishes,” she says through gritted teeth. “Please promise you’ll call me later. And remember—don’t talk to strangers.”

      I can’t listen to this shit anymore! I clench my jaw and take a calming breath. It’s funny how she doesn’t talk to Andy like this.

      “No strangers. Got it.”

      I’m well aware of the irony as I continue to watch the gorgeous stranger in front of me brush the fallen ashes into a pan. This may be the most interesting thing I’ve ever seen. It’s not just his hair that allures me. It’s his exposed toned forearms and the way his back muscles contract in his slim white button-down shirt when he sweeps up the mess. He turns his head, and the sharp curve of his jawline begs me to trace it with my finger. Is it me, or has it gotten hotter in here? I’m pretty sure it’s not because of the crackling fire.

      He’s the first man to grab my attention in a long time. I’m talking years. Pheromones are practically pouring out of my skin, trying to latch on to him. They drop to the floor in defeat when he stands and leaves the room without another glance, taking the warmth with him.

      Don’t think I didn’t ogle his delectable ass on the way out.

      Mom’s still talking about strangers, and I’m ready to pull my hair out. I cut her off again. “Okay. Got it, Mom. Say hi to everyone and have fun at Uncle Bruce’s. Love you.”

      Before she or Andy can say anything else, I disconnect the call. I should turn it off for the entire stay or maybe throw it into the now blazing fire.

      I rest my head back on the soft cushion and breathe deeply. Andy wanted me to text him after I talked to Mom, but there’s no way in hell I’m doing that now. I’m drained of energy, and my caffeine boost has fizzled out. I glance at the coffee service in the corner but decide against it. Distant laughter catches my attention again, and I already know it’s him.

      He’s probably the stranger I’m not supposed to talk to. But do I care? Nope! Do I have the nerve to talk to him? Not sure.

      The old me wouldn’t have hesitated.
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      I gather my belongings and head to the lobby, hoping to check in early. The older woman behind the front desk flashes me an inviting smile as I approach. “Welcome to the Madrona Inn. How can I help you?”

      “I’d like to check in, please,” I say, stacking my stuff on the suitcase.

      “Great. What’s your last name?” she asks, still smiling.

      “Han—”

      “Donna, I thought you were on your break. I’ll take care of this guest for you.” My heart skips a beat when Lion Guy approaches with a friendly demeanor. His voice is playful, not stern. He’s even more striking close up.

      “I’m fine, Leo.” She waves him off. “I can check her in first.”

      Seriously? His name is Leo? Leo with the lion’s mane. I smother a laugh but not fast enough. They both turn to me with round, curious eyes. “Sorry. Ignore me.” Then I chuckle again. “Your name’s really Leo?” Olive! What has gotten into you?

      He grins. “Pfft. Like I haven’t heard that before. Yep, Leo it is.” He points to his fluffy hair. “When I was born, I had an enormous head of hair like this. My mom said I looked like a lion and named me Leonardo. And when my eye color kicked in…” He shrugs.

      My face sizzles like bacon. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s—that’s the first thing I thought of when I saw your hair. I hadn’t seen your eyes yet, but when I did, wow, they’re hard to ignore.”

      What’s with the verbal vomit? Is there a rewind button I can press? Can he tell I haven’t been social in a long time?

      “You know what, Leo?” The Donna lady—or was it Dora?—pats his arm. “I think I will take my break. My back is acting up.”

      His lips split into a knowing grin. “That’s what you said before that large group arrived. I’m on to you.” He jerks his thumb behind him. “Now get going.”

      The woman giggles at the same time I do. “I’m going, but you be nice to this young lady.” She points a finger at him.

      Leo stretches out his arms. “When am I ever not nice?” he protests, pretending to be offended. “My middle name is nice.”

      Donna swats his arm lightly, then turns to me. “Sorry for the interruption.” Wait. Wasn’t I the one who interrupted? “Leo will take good care of you. Enjoy your time here. Happy New Year.”

      “Thank you and same to you,” I reply, grinning. Their relaxed interaction has eased my embarrassment and seems to have slightly softened my usually guarded attitude.

      My phone buzzes. Stiffly, I place it upside down on the counter, ignoring the call. It could be anybody at this point, but this is more important. Friends have been texting, wishing me a happy birthday, all day. Friends I’ve pushed away but who apparently still care about me.

      “Again, sorry about that. She doesn’t know when to take a break,” Leo says, pushing a loose curl of hair behind his ear. There’s a black hair band around his left veined wrist. Is it to put his hair back? I think I’d combust right now if he did. On top of that, he’s wearing a thick black ring on his middle finger. Oh boy, don’t get me started on his large, powerful hands. If I ever get married, I’d ask my husband to wear a black wedding band. I find them so attractive. How much hotter could he get? I glance at his mustache again. Funny, now it doesn’t seem all that bad. Still not a fan, though.

      I rest my elbows on the counter. His golden eyes suddenly capture mine, and I melt against the desk. I think he’s saying something because his lips are moving. I don’t respond because I’m still caught in his hypnotic stare. What does he see when he looks at me? Is my attraction to him obvious? Can he tell I’m struggling and ran out on my stagnant life today? How much did he hear from my conversation with Mom?

      The ding of the elevator wakes me up, and I blink several times. “I’m sorry. Did you say something?” My languid voice is almost unrecognizable. A group of people file out of the elevator and head to the hotel entrance.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t know. We seemed to have both spaced out. I think I’m the one who needs a break. It’s been a long day.” He lets out a light laugh and focuses on the monitor. “Hmm. Right! I need your name to get things moving here.” The humor’s back in his voice.

      “Olivia Hansen.” I glance at the gold badge on his shirt. Mr. Forrest, Manager. Leo Forrest. Manager? He seems young for that role—probably in his early thirties. Then again, I don’t know much about hotel management.

      “Give me a sec to look you up.”

      I pull a blue folder out of the side pocket of my suitcase as he types away on the computer.

      “Ahh, here you are, Ms. Hansen.”

      “Call me Olive, if you’d like.” The words tumble out, surprising me. Why would I say that? The banter between us is easy. Calling him Mr. Forrest doesn’t match the vibe between us.

      He leans closer and lowers his voice. “It just so happens that I love olives.”

      My mouth goes dry, and I can hardly swallow. A pleasurable sensation pulses through me, catching me by surprise. I don’t want it to stop. How can one man induce such a response? If I passed him while walking down the street, I’d probably stumble into a streetlamp and fall flat on my ass.

      “Oh, do you? Lucky for me.” I nod slightly while trying to smirk with confidence. It works in movies, but I’m not Scarlett Johansson.

      “Okay, Olive. As long as you call me Leo.”

      “I’d like that.”

      “Great. Now that we’ve settled that, it looks like you’ve reserved a suite with a waterfront view for one week, correct?”

      Oh no, don’t do this to me.

      “Suite? Um, no. I reserved a double room. Here’s the confirmation.” I retrieve a copy of the reservation from the folder. The information is on my phone, but I always carry a paper copy with me. I don’t trust technology, and right now, I want to avoid my phone like the plague.

      He scans it quickly, then his forehead wrinkles. “We seem to have a problem. There are no double rooms available. I apologize for the inconvenience. This happened the other day too. Our website has been acting up and caused some issues with the reservation system. With the holidays here, there’s been a delay to get it fixed.” Now he speaks like a professional. “Never mind.”

      It’s probably a widget or plug-in issue, but I won’t tell him that. I’m not here to work.

      “Does that mean I don’t have a room?” My voice rises an octave, and disappointment spikes my body temperature. I’ve come this far, and I refuse to go back home. Other hotels are probably full too.

      “Because it’s a problem on our end, we’ll give you the suite for the price of a double room. How does that sound?”

      A suite! Am I dreaming?

      My eyebrows shoot up, and an odd sense of excitement takes over. “Are you serious?”

      “Sure am,” he says with a lopsided grin. “It’s no problem. Oh, I didn’t ask you if you’re part of the Moore party?”

      “No…it’s only little ole me,” I mumble, focusing on the wall behind him. This is the first time I’ve traveled alone. Who checks into a hotel on New Year’s Eve and their thirtieth birthday by themselves? I guess people like me. Desperate and lost.

      “Well, more space for you, right? You’re going to love the suite. With its beautiful view and recent renovations, you won’t want to leave.”

      The real question is, do you come with the room?

      “Well, thank you. Happy New Year to me!” And birthday.

      “Not a bad way to end the year or start a new one. Depending how you look at it,” he says, focusing on the monitor again. “You did arrive a little early, so the suite isn’t quite ready yet. It shouldn’t be more than thirty minutes, though.”

      “No problem. I can wait in the other room by the fire again. It’s warm and cozy in there.”

      He rests his bare forearms on the counter and tilts his head, a sparkle in his eye. How can someone be so utterly sexy? He doesn’t even try! “Are you hungry?” he asks.

      Huh? That’s out of left field. “Um. Yes. Starving actually. Is there somewhere I can grab something to eat or a coffee?” I recall reading a review mentioning a café here. I really should’ve researched this place a little more.

      “You bet. We have a great Parisian café here. You can wait there if you’d like.” His eyes gleam. “Want to check it out?” He radiates happiness and confidence. If his aura were visible, I’m sure it’d shimmer like golden sunrays. It makes him even more appealing. Is it a facade because he has to greet customers at the front desk? Or is he that good of a salesman? Or maybe he feels bad about the reservation error or that I’m here alone? Probably all the above.

      Or maybe he’s a truly genuine, cheerful person, and you don’t need to analyze everything. Say yes!

      I shrug my shoulders. “Oh. Sure. Okay.”

      “Great. Donna should be back in a few minutes. Let’s finish getting you set up, and I’ll take you there myself.”

      Yes, please. “Oh, you don’t have to do that. Point me in the right direction and⁠—”

      “It’d be my pleasure. I need my afternoon cappuccino and lemon tart, anyway.” Is he going to eat with me? In your dreams, Olive. “They’re like the ones I’ve eaten in Paris. I highly recommend them. Ever been to Paris?”

      “Yes, but it was a long time ago.” It feels like another lifetime. The old me backpacked through France, Germany, and Italy before I started nursing school. “I didn’t try the tarts. However, I ate a lifetime’s worth of chocolate éclairs.”

      He snickers. “Well, you’re in for a treat. And if you aren’t a tart fan, there’s a variety of éclairs and other pastries to choose from. And you definitely don’t want to miss the croissants—especially the chocolate ones! There’s something for everyone.”

      “Sounds delicious. I might have to try a few.” Didn’t I make a resolution to lose weight? Who cares? I still have today to eat what I want.

      “That’s the way to live,” he encourages. “Now, let’s finish this.”

      That’s exactly what I came here to do.

      To live.
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      What kind of bullshit was that? I’ll take you there myself… Hundreds of beautiful women have stayed here before. When have I ever been this distracted by one? Grr. I need more sleep.

      When we shared a look a moment ago, her large, cautious eyes expressed a history of sadness that made my heart clench. Something I can understand myself. She captivates me, and it throws me off kilter. How can a complete stranger—one I met a few minutes ago—do that to me?

      We might have officially met right now, but I noticed her the moment she came into the hotel. She didn’t see me because I was standing behind the Christmas tree fixing a couple of ornaments that were about to fall off a droopy, dry branch. I peeked around the tree when I heard the door open and froze. Her smile was breathtaking. Then I almost gave myself away by laughing when the automatic doors kept opening and closing behind her. I hunkered down behind the tree with my hand over my mouth and waited until she disappeared into the Blue Room instead of going to the front desk.

      I got a glimpse of her eyes in the Blue Room, but nothing prepared me for their uniqueness. During my travels all over the world, I have never met another person with the lightest shade of brown like hers. It’s the softest tone of a frothy cappuccino or light brown sugar.

      It’s not only her expressive eyes and their long, thick eyelashes that grab my attention. Her flawless ivory skin is free of makeup, and her soft, full cheeks seem to have a natural rosy hue. Her tempting, glossy lips create a hint of sensuality that distracts me even more.

      Get your head out of your ass, Leo. You’re working, remember?

      “Are you familiar with Orcas Island?” I ask, trying to sound unaffected by her. She probably sees right through me.

      She brushes her hands through her thick, shiny brunette hair, causing the ends to crackle and rise from static. “No. It’s my first time. This trip was last minute and I didn’t have the chance to look up what there is to do here. And if there’s nothing to do, I’m fine with that too. I needed to get away.” Her voice softens with a hint of vulnerability as she studies the counter.

      Better than her staring at my hideous lip rug. Stupid bet. The countdown has begun until I can shave it off.

      I wonder what happened to make her run away. I wanted to mention her birthday, which is none of my business, then I saw her face. Distant and troubled. The conversation she had with her mom in the Blue Room sounded intense. I wasn’t eavesdropping, but Olive’s firm tone and the sound of her mother yelling on the other end of the line caught my attention. It’s different from the way she speaks to me; now she sounds weary and lost. Maybe even off guard.

      I’m no stranger to escaping real life. I have my own reasons for never staying in one place for a long time, and they run deep. In fact, my next job assignment starts in two weeks. It’s convenient that I’m filling in as manager today, because here we are, me and this intriguing woman.

      “Most of the people who work here are locals. If you have questions, please ask. The hotel will be pretty quiet after today so I’ll—we’ll be begging to help you.” I notice a slight curve of her lips. Is that a grin? I’ll take it.

      “Leo, I’m back. Let me finish that up for you,” Donna says cheerfully behind me. Damn, that was a quick break.

      I almost snap at her to say that Olive is my guest to take care of. This is fucking crazy. I don’t obsess over people who stay here, but Olive? The draw to her is unexpected and happily accepted. Now that I know she’s here alone, I want to make her stay here as pleasant as possible.

      As the manager of the hotel, of course. Why does that feel like a lie?

      Because it is, you ass.

      “It’s okay, Donna. I’m almost finished. Her room isn’t ready yet. I’m going to show her the café.”

      “Would you like me to take her?”

      I open my mouth to answer as a couple arrives. Olive moves to the side to make space, and I’m relieved by their perfect timing.

      “Or maybe not,” Donna adds, directing her focus to them.

      “I’ll take care of Ms. Hansen. Call me if you need anything.” She nods and greets the couple.

      Before I forget, I shove Olive’s paperwork into an envelope. “Here’s a copy of your invoice,” I say, handing it to her.

      “Thanks.” She takes it, then slides it into the side pocket of her suitcase.

      I round the counter. “Ready for the best tart of your life?” My enthusiasm might be over the top, but that’s me.

      A shy grin appears. “Sure. Lead the way.” She reaches to gather her things.

      “You can leave your luggage and coat here if you’d like. It’ll be safe behind the counter. May I take them?”

      She nods, and I secure them in the back. Then I motion for her to go down the long hallway to the right.

      As we move along, I point out where breakfast is served, the bar area, mention room service, and tell her about the spa on the other side of the inn. She nods along but doesn’t say much. Is she even listening?

      To fill the silence that suffocates me, I say, “The café is a fairly recent addition to the inn. Tourists and locals from all over the island visit year-round. There’s a separate entrance for those who are only visiting the café, but we have a direct entrance from the hotel.” I motion for her to take a left. “This hallway connects the café to the inn so our guests don’t have to worry about the weather. It’s especially nice during the winter months.”

      “I’ll be honest,” she finally responds. “Your hotel was the first one that popped up when I searched for somewhere to stay. I liked the home page and the photos, read some reviews, then made the reservation. So far it’s above and beyond my expectations.”

      “I’m glad it grabbed your attention.” I’ll have to thank the web designer again when she comes back from vacation.

      I greet an elderly couple as they pass by. They stay at the hotel every year to celebrate their anniversary. They got married here fifty years ago on December 31.

      “This hotel started out more than a hundred years ago as a small, simple inn on a sizable piece of land. Over time, the hotel expanded and added more amenities. It’s much more than an inn now, but my mother’s family, the Gable family, insisted on keeping the word in the name. Despite its size, we’re committed to maintaining the same cozy, welcoming atmosphere it’s had from the beginning. If you’re interested, you’ll find a little booklet about the inn’s transformation over the years in your suite.”

      Great. I sound like a tour guide, narrating the hotel’s history into a microphone for a group of tourists. Really sexy, Leo.

      The café comes into view, but Olive doesn’t notice because she’s busy looking out the windows. It’s an ugly, gray day, but the grounds are beautiful even during the winter months.

      She finally looks my way. “I’ll have a lot of time on my hands during my stay. I look forward to exploring the area.”

      “Well, if you want to have a coffee with me while you wait for your room, I can give you some tips.” Her eyes widen. Shit. I’m totally screwing this up. I raise my hands. “No pressure, of course.”

      What am I doing? She’s a guest at the hotel, and my behavior is bordering on unprofessional. I might be over-the-top friendly—my sister calls me a golden retriever—but it’s not my norm to ask guests to have a coffee with me upon arrival. She probably thinks I’m hitting on her.

      Well, I am, aren’t I—in a way?

      Yes, you are.
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      Leo wants to have coffee with me. Me! But he’s the manager! Do managers have coffee with their guests to be hospitable? Is that ethical? Do I care? No.

      “Sure. I’d love to,” I say, ignoring my conflicted thoughts. I shove my hands in my pockets. “If it doesn’t take away from your job, of course.”

      A handsome, bald man in a black and red checkered flannel, dirty jeans, and work boots walks toward us with a coffee in hand. And is that—I squint—a kitten cradled in his other arm? When he passes us, he scowls at Leo and, wait, did he grunt too? Leo snickers.

      “Friend of yours?” I whisper once the guy disappears around a corner.

      “That was my brother, Sully. My sister and I played a joke on him a couple of hours ago, and he’s still pissed at us.”

      “When I was sitting by the fireplace, I saw you with a woman in the lobby by the Christmas tree. Was that your sister?”

      “Was she short with shoulder-length brown hair?” I nod. “Yes, that was Tonya. Unfortunately, Sully’s one big grump and we try to lighten him up. Sometimes we go too far. I’m sure I’d be like him too if I were in his situation.” He waves it off. “Enough of that. Let’s eat.”

      It sounds like his entire family works here. At least his sister and brother do. I’m intrigued and want to ask him a ton of questions, but I’ll start with the important one.

      “Okay, but first—was he holding a gray kitten with blue eyes, or am I delusional from lack of sugar?”

      “Nope, not delusional. He found her a couple weeks ago. That kitten hasn’t left his side ever since. Don’t they say pets pick their owners?”

      “Couldn’t tell ya. I never had one.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Sully’s sweet and gentle with her, and he only grunts at us.”

      That’s a lot to take in. It’s a reminder that everyone’s dealing with their own struggles, some more visible than others. Do I look miserable? Andy usually tells me when I do, which is pretty often. But since I arrived here, I haven’t felt that way. This is exactly what I needed—to get out of my head and to forget, even if it’s only for a little while, what I left behind.

      The tempting fragrances of roasted coffee beans and baked goods reach out and surround us like a blanket. My stomach wakes up and grumbles. I don’t know the last time I’ve been this hungry.

      I raise my chin and take a deep breath. “Something smells delicious.”

      “Yep, and it’s right ahead through those doors.” Leo presses lightly on my lower back with his hand, urging me to go first, sending delectable tingles up my spine. Then his hand is gone. I glance at him and, with a flicker of surprise, see that he’s rubbing his neck and grinning. Did he feel it too, or is his neck stiff?

      We enter the café, and my mouth drops open. “This place is amazing. It’s like we walked off a street in Paris into a fancy conservatory full of people.”

      The glass walls and roof offer a view outside. An elegant gold chandelier with dangling crystals illuminates the room. To the left is a long white counter with gold accents and large, pastel-pink floral arrangements. Behind it are floor-to-ceiling glass display cabinets and a refrigerator filled with colorful delights. White tables with lit candles and pink-fabric wingback chairs fill the rest of the open space. French music plays softly in the background. Lively chatter from guests and the grinding of coffee beans adds to the charm. You’d never know that Christmas was a week ago.

      “Hi, Mr. Leo,” a young boy says, running up to us with a big toothless grin. He raises his hand, and Leo high-fives him.

      Leo kneels down to be eye level with him. “Hey, Mr. Cody. Aren’t you a happy camper this afternoon?” He waves to a couple at a table nearby. I’m assuming the boy’s parents.

      “Guess what I saw yesterday?” Cody bounces on the tips of his toes, his eyes lit up with glee.

      Leo tilts his head. “Hmm. A dinosaur?” Cody shakes his head and giggles. “Oh, I know. A clown?” The boy’s nose crinkles with disgust. Leo lifts his hands up in front of him. “Okay, someone doesn’t like clowns.” Who does? “I give up. Let me hear it.”

      The boy’s eyes grow wide. “I saw a big fat whale,” he says, loud enough that other customers look in our direction.

      “No way! That’s fantastic.” Leo messes with Cody’s hair. “You’re lucky to have seen one this time of year.”

      “And look, I got this.” He dashes over to where the man and woman are getting up from their table. With an amused face, the woman hands Cody a large stuffed-animal whale. He runs back and shakes it in the air at Leo, handing it to him. “Mommy bought me this after we saw it.”

      Leo turns the whale side to side, pretending he’s never seen anything like it. “This is awesome.” He hands it back to the boy. “Take good care of it.”

      Leo urges me to come closer, then introduces me to Cody and his parents. Cody pulls on Leo’s shirt for him to bend over again.

      “She’s pretty,” he mutters to Leo behind his hand, loud enough that I can hear him.

      “She is, isn’t she?” Leo mutters back.

      I don’t know where to look or what to do. I’m completely out of my element, it’s bizarre. Don’t get me wrong, I’m flattered. Is this how Dorothy felt when she walked out of her house in Munchkinland? Leo peeks at me, grins, and high-fives Cody again. His parents say their goodbyes and urge Cody out of the café.

      I haven’t been around this many people in months, and I’m in major overload. My hands are cold and clammy, and a slight headache throbs behind my eyes. I’m tempted to leave, but I can’t quite yet. I’m enjoying watching Leo interact with the guests. His warm, cheerful expressions give him a friendly, approachable look that would give anybody a sense of comfort. I thought I’d be alone in my room by this time, not out socializing. I take a deep breath to calm my jittery nerves.

      Leo notices and quickly says, “I’m sorry, Olive. It’s good for me to interact with the guests and make them feel at home. They’re a nice family.”

      “No need to apologize. You’re working. I’m the one who should—I’m keeping you from your job.”

      “No, you aren’t. My work’s here in this café right now. That’s my excuse, and I’m sticking to it.” He combs his fingers through his wavy hair and turns toward the counter. I wonder if it feels as soft as it looks. “Now, didn’t we come here to get something to eat?”

      I give a subtle nod with my hands clasped in front of me.

      “Then let’s do it,” he says. “This afternoon calls for an extra shot of espresso in my cappuccino.”

      A glass case at the end of the counter catches my eye. It’s filled with artistically decorated cakes, tarts, éclairs, and a large assortment of macarons. Yum. I forgot about those. Why can’t my stomach be big enough to sample everything?

      Leo greets someone behind the counter. Does he like to socialize this much? Doesn’t his mouth get dry? Apparently, the girl’s name is Laureen, and her flirty giggles irk me somehow. Jealous, Olive? I ignore myself. Refusing to check what she looks like, I continue drooling over the confections on display.

      Seconds later, Leo comes back to me. He’s close enough that his body heat seeps into mine, warming me up. It’s been a while since I’ve been this close to a man. A light cloud of his enticing cologne catches my attention. It exudes a unique softness and warmth with a dab of spice. His shoulder grazes mine, inducing an unexpected, heavenly spark. We split apart, chuckling.

      “Sorry. I’ve been full of static today. My hair alone could provide enough electricity to run this place.”

      “Don’t I know it?” he comments, pointing at his own wild hair. “So, what do you think? Find something you want to try?”

      “Everything looks tempting,” I say, then turn around to admire the room. “I love it here.”

      Leo’s face beams once again, and he nods. “Thanks. It took a lot of convincing and planning. I’ve spent more time than I can count in cafés like this during my travels, and I thought it’d be a great addition for the hotel.” Hmm. During his travels. Business or pleasure? “My brother took the lead, and the rest followed.”

      “The one who grunted in the hallway?”

      “You heard that, huh?”

      “I wasn’t sure. But your reaction gave it away.”

      “Yep, it’s him. An old friend of his owns a construction company, and he agreed to build it since everything was shut down during the beginning of the pandemic. You know what it was like then.”

      “Oh, I remember.” Too well. It shattered my life. It’s what made me abandon Los Angeles and move back home. I shiver and lock the memories of death back into their little box to make them disappear.

      “This is the perfect place to relax and enjoy the view. All the natural light through the glass roof and the windows…” Leo peers outside for a moment. “You can’t really appreciate it now, but wait till tomorrow. I think the weather’s supposed to be better. You’ll see. There’s an outdoor terrace too, for the warmer months.”

      “Hey, Leo! Are you here for your daily sugar intake? It’s late for you.” Someone with a smooth French accent approaches us from behind. It fits perfectly with the atmosphere. Leo and I turn to face a stylishly dressed, handsome silver fox whose black button-down shirt is dusted with flour. He does a double take when he sees Leo, then guffaws, holding his stomach. “What the hell is on your lip?”

      Leo side-eyes me as he smooths the mustache, then looks at the goofy man.

      “Well, I didn’t miss that snarky attitude of yours while you were away in France, Louis. Your accent got worse, I can hardly understand you.” With a wide grin, he gives the man a bear hug. “Good to see you, old man. Welcome back. Happy New Year.”

      The man squeezes him and lifts him off the ground. Their greeting is almost like a father and son. It’s sweet to witness. It makes me miss my dad more because he gave me the biggest and tightest hugs—sometimes I could hardly breathe. But those good times are out of reach and long gone.

      “Please tell me that caterpillar is fake. It’s so not you!” he laughs again, and I join in.

      Leo strokes it and huffs. “Come on, it’s not that bad.” He turns to me and his gaze lingers, searching my face. “Is it?”

      I raise my hands in mock surrender and utter, “I plead the fifth.”

      Leo braces his hands on his hips. “Seriously?”

      Damn. Now I feel bad. “Sorry. I’m not a fan of facial hair.”

      “Listen to her. She knows what she’s talking about,” the silver fox says, then winks at me.

      I’m getting a kick out of this show. I left my boring life behind to get out of my funk, and now I’m talking about mustaches, of all things. My face hurts from smiling so much.

      Leo crosses his arms over his chest. “Well, I’m not a fan either. I actually hate it. I cringe every time I look in a mirror. I lost a bet to Tonya and Sully. A stupid challenge I found on TikTok. I’m not getting into it right now. It’s too embarrassing because I really thought I’d win. But—when the clock strikes twelve tonight, it’s coming off. A little scruff is okay, but full beards or mustaches...no thanks.”

      Phew. Only temporary. I can’t wait to see his face without it. Then again, Leo with a five o’clock shadow emphasizing his perfect jawline would probably make me combust. Stop fantasizing! I scratch my neck and discreetly clear my throat. Unfortunately it grabs the older man’s attention anyway.
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