
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Three Blissful Days

			Kendall Jackson has supported her family her whole life, but when her girlfriend unceremoniously dumps her and her biggest client leaves her in the lurch, she’s floundering to find a new income stream and nurse her broken heart. Then her ex bids on the same outdoor renovation project that Kendall desperately needs, and she just loses her mind. That’s the only explanation she has for attempting to make her ex regret her decision by announcing she’s dating beautiful park ranger Ivy Patterson.

			Ivy is a romantic. She wants a real relationship, not a fake one. But her mother won’t stop matchmaking and constant blind dates are more tiring than fun. When Kendall begs her to play along, Ivy doesn’t see the harm, especially if it keeps her mom satisfied. But there’s nothing fake about how attracted she is to Kendall. What happens when their feelings become all too real?
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            Chapter One





			Kendall had just left the office and was mid-song, improvising a solo vocal to the pop song playing in her car when her phone rang through the speakers. She could see on the screen it was Cassie and hit the answer button on her steering wheel. “Hi, Cass,” she said, trying to keep her voice steady. Due to their recent breakup, their conversations over the past few weeks had been strained at best. 

			“Hey, Kendall.” Cassie hesitated. “I know this is short notice, but considering how things have been between us, I’m moving out of the office.”

			“What? When?”

			“I’m doing it now.”

			Cassie must have been waiting until she was gone. “But you said we were gonna discuss that further. You know this isn’t the best for our customers.” Or for Kendall. She would never be able to afford the rent on her own.

			“I know that’s what I said, but considering our history, I decided it would be better for me to cut ties with you altogether. Even if the business suffers. The customers will understand.” 

			“What the hell, Cass. It’s not like I have an alternative place to work.” Cassie knew Kendall didn’t have another office and couldn’t afford one right now. Unexpectedly having to plan for shelling out the first and last month’s rent to acquire a new apartment had left her with barely enough money for gas. 

			“You don’t have to be out right away. The lease is paid until the end of the month.” 

			The back of her neck burned. “It’s October seventeenth, which only gives me two weeks.” Kendall could hear Cassie moving things around. She made a U-turn and headed back to the office. She’d already broken her heart, but she wasn’t going to let her take all her drafting equipment too. When Kendall arrived at the office, Cassie’s white BMW X3 was backed into the space right in front with the back hatch open. No way was she was letting Cassie take all their files. Kendall had put just as much work into cultivating their customer base as Cassie had—probably more. 

			Kendall pulled her Ford Bronco into the space next to Cassie’s SUV and threw it into Park. The car lurched as she got out and slammed the door behind her. 

			“I’m taking only the files for the customers I brought in,” Cassie said, anticipating her thoughts. 

			“I can’t believe you’re doing this on top of breaking up with me.” Kendall couldn’t stop the shake in her voice.

			“Listen, Kendall. This isn’t the first time we’ve discussed this issue over the past couple of months. I cannot continue to support your family.” Cassie’s deep blue eyes burned into Kendall’s. “Don’t look at me like that.”

			“You’re not supporting them. I am.” And that support had lessened during this past year. 

			“Is there a difference?” Cassie yanked open the filing cabinet, fingered through the files, and pulled out a stack. “You support them. I support you. It still comes out of my wallet.”

			“I have never asked you for any financial support.” She’d done without things she wanted and needed many times instead of asking Cassie for help.

			Cassie narrowed her eyes. “You might not have asked, but you always took.”

			“That’s absolutely untrue.” She had no idea what Cassie was talking about. She’d been very careful not to touch any of their commingled funds for anything other than business.

			Cassie whirled around. “What about all the times I filled your tank with gas, or when I bought your lunch each day? Even paid for all their groceries. Do I need to write it all down—show you the figures?”

			“What?” Kendall was stunned at Cassie’s accusations. 

			Cassie held up a hand. “Don’t even try to talk your way out of it. I know you bought groceries for your family when you shopped for us. I saw the receipts, remember? I paid for all of them.”

			Kendall hadn’t realized Cassie was so angry about the food. “Those are things partners do for each other and their families.”

			“Not this partner. Not anymore. You’re going to have to find someone else to support you and your family.” Cassie pulled another file-cabinet drawer open. “I’m not even going to discuss whether filet mignon and shrimp are staples again. When you live off someone else’s income, you need to be more agreeable about the food items you request.” She took a few more files and slammed the drawer closed. “You’d think your family was rich, given the way they eat.” Cassie picked up the last file sitting on Kendall’s desk and opened it. “Which client is this?” 

			“That one’s mine.” Kendall snatched it from her hands, hoping she hadn’t seen any of the documents inside.

			Cassie studied her for a moment, then flattened her lips. “Whatever.” She put the top on the box of files. “You need to be out of here by the end of the month. The lease is only paid until then.” She glanced around the office. “Do me a favor and don’t destroy it. I’d like to get my security deposit back.” 

			“What about the furniture?” Kendall glanced at the large design printer she’d meticulously picked out. It had taken her weeks to find one at a reasonable cost and would be expensive to replace.

			Cassie shook her head. “Don’t even think about it. I’m taking that printer. The rest you can keep if you have a place for it. Sell it, for all I care. I don’t want it.” She walked out the door.

			Kendall followed. “Please don’t go.” Even after all the shitty things Cassie had said to her, Kendall still loved her and was still attracted to her. Whether she was still in love with her or afraid of being alone wasn’t clear. Many aspects of their relationship had become blurred over the past year.

			“We’re done, Kendall. Completely done.” Cassie loaded the box into the back of her SUV. “I’m having the printer moved tomorrow,” she said before she slid into the driver’s seat and peeled out of the parking lot. 

			Kendall flopped into the chair behind the desk and scanned the office. She would take a few things, but she would, indeed, sell the majority of the office furniture. Anything she couldn’t sell would either go to her parents’ house or remain in the office. She wouldn’t have room for it in her new one-bedroom apartment she planned to rent when she had the money.

			She crossed the room and ran her hand across the smooth top of the tilted drafting table before she relaxed into her chair. This was the first table she’d purchased, and it was still her favorite. Her mom had helped her set it up in the corner of her room next to the window and dedicated it to nothing but drafting. Keeping her little brother away from it had been a challenge, but after a number of candy bribes, he’d finally stopped messing with her space.

			She’d practiced her drafting even before she had the right tools. Luckily, the fundamentals of creating crisp lines and designs had come naturally to her. It had been a struggle to get to where she was today. Having chosen a different, more stable career path in college would have been much easier, but when she was able to move forward with the proper drafting equipment, it was pure bliss. And when she decided to pursue landscape design as a career, it became a daily passion. To improve her plant knowledge, she’d gone on to earn a master’s degree in botany with a focus on landscape ecology—the perfect combination for this career path. Her mind worked in a weird sort of animated world, where every unperfected landscape was mentally enhanced automatically. She imagined shrubs growing in dead space and grass where there was only dirt. Trees sprouted from the weeds, with beautiful fall foliage coloring the area. Even Cassie had found it uncanny. She’d told Kendall so on more than one occasion. 

			She opened the file she’d swiped from Cassie’s hand. She’d tried to prevent her from reading anything inside and had hopefully been successful. It was the recent bid they’d made on the state lodge landscape-redesign contract. Kendall had found the Request for Proposal and written the original proposal. It was the last project she’d worked on during their partnership. She wasn’t going to just let Cassie steal it from her. She couldn’t. It was all she had left now.

			She opened her laptop and tried to connect to the internet. No signal. “Fuck.” Cassie must have cancelled the service. She opened her cell phone and clicked on the setting enabling the hotspot, but the phone network didn’t show up in her laptop Wi-Fi settings. No connection here at all. Could this day get any worse?

			She leaned forward and dropped her head to the table, letting her tears flow. It had been a miserable few months for Kendall since she and Cassie had broken off their romantic relationship, and having their work partnership collapse was the icing on the cake. Everything she’d known to be true for most of the past four years was gone. Would her life ever be normal again?

			






    
            Chapter Two





			The air was brisk as Ivy stepped outside, just the way she liked it. Fall was her favorite time of year. The glorious scent of wood smoke floating from chimneys enhanced the season in a way Ivy couldn’t explain. Her mood instantly improved, and when the frequent fog lifted from the valley, the Ozark mountains put on a magnificent display of color. She zipped her coat up closer to her chin as she stepped off the porch of her one-bedroom cabin, walked to her state-issued truck, and climbed inside. After firing the engine, she took the short drive to the lodge, where she was stationed. Being a park ranger was her dream job.

			It was mid-October, which meant that soon the Arkansas mountains would be blanketed with gorgeous hues of gold, red, and orange, and the park visitors would change from summer hikers, campers, and mountain bikers to fall leaf peepers. With mid-range temperatures amplified by gorgeous sunrises and sunsets, Diamond Mountain showcased autumn’s finest colors while allowing visitors to explore the landscape and sometimes see wildlife.

			She stopped at the campsite area on the lower part of the lodge grounds to make sure no campers were having issues. Currently only a few pads were rented out for the week—groups consisting of hikers and parents who homeschooled their kids. Autumn leaves formed a common part of their curriculum, and Ivy liked to help out with their learning whenever she could.

			The smell of fresh coffee wafted into her nose when she approached the first campsite that included a large four-person tent. She spotted a Coleman Camping Coffeemaker sitting atop a traditional two-burner camp stove set up just outside the front door. One of the best camping inventions ever. It worked just like the ones plugged in at home, though only the steel base sat directly on the camping stove. Ten cups of coffee had never been so easy to brew in the wild. 

			Not wanting to startle anyone this early in the morning, Ivy stood outside the perimeter of the campsite clearing her throat. “Good morning,” she said.

			After a few minutes, a man poked his head out of the tent before emerging to greet her. “Good morning, Ranger Patterson.” He pulled a sweatshirt over his head and rubbed his shoulders. “A bit colder than I expected this morning.”

			“It’s the dampness. Once the fog burns off, the sun will warm you right up.”

			“If not, we’ll come up to the lodge for a while. Any events planned there today?”

			“Other than the Pioneer Cemetery tour this morning,” she pointed down the hill, “I’m not sure yet. I haven’t seen the rest of the schedule.”

			The man glanced around the area. “Don’t think the kids will be up soon enough for that.” He picked up an empty cup. “Coffee?”

			Ivy shook her head. “No. Thank you.” Ivy raised her hand and stretched her palm in a short wave. “I’ll be at the lodge after the tour. Maybe I’ll see you around.” She turned and walked to her truck, then climbed into the cab and drove the short distance up the hill to the lodge. After parking, she grabbed her backpack and made her usual check of the surrounding area for trash or anything unusual before walking into the lobby restaurant for breakfast. She shucked her coat and hung it on the back of her chair before she sat at her regular table by the window, took out her EMT exam prep book that she’d been studying for the EMT certification exam, and set it on the table. During this past year she’d participated in a few emergencies involving lost and injured hikers, including one rescue that had left a hiker critically injured. She’d felt helpless in that experience, which had prompted her to get EMT training. She wanted to be equipped to help with injuries in the future. After glancing around the room, she picked up the menu, flipped up the attached buffet page, and glanced over the main food items listed. Even though she received a discount on all food, she never ordered the buffet. She liked her eggs cooked to order—over easy and hot. 

			June came from the kitchen with coffee in hand and set Ivy’s third cup of the morning in front of her. She’d already had the first two at home, a sorely needed warm-up on a chilly fall morning. “The usual this morning?” June touched her shoulder.

			Ivy nodded. She always ordered the same thing, but June always asked. She leaned forward to disengage June’s lingering hand and glanced out the window around the wooden pillar supporting the porch. “Looks like the frost will be earlier than expected this year.”

			“Maybe if the colors don’t fire, the crowd will be less this year,” June said, touching her shoulder again, undeterred by Ivy’s movement as usual.

			“Don’t count on it. The people come anyway, and I don’t blame them.” Whether everything was still green or a frozen brown, nature still had its hidden areas of beauty. You just had to look a little harder to find them.

			“I’ll have your breakfast right out.” June spun and headed to the kitchen.

			Pushing her EMT manual aside, Ivy read through the local paper she’d snagged from the rack by the entrance as she waited for her food, only glancing up occasionally to observe the guests as the restaurant filled. Then she returned to concentrating on the story she was reading about the upcoming fall festival in the town nearby.

			June appeared. “Hot off the griddle,” she said as she waited for Ivy to move the newspaper. 

			Ivy folded the paper neatly and set it to the side of her place. “Great. Thanks.” 

			June slid Ivy’s breakfast in front of her and refilled her coffee. “I added an extra slice of bacon for you. My treat.” 

			“That wasn’t necessary, but thanks.”

			June grinned. “Enjoy.”

			Ivy glanced at her watch. It was later than she’d thought. She plowed through her breakfast and waved June over to get her check.

			“You all fueled up to go talk to the plants?” June slid the check onto the table.

			Ivy nodded. June liked to kid her about her passion for nature.

			“Maybe I’ll see you for lunch?” June asked, a familiar lilt in her voice. It beckoned Ivy to show an interest in her.

			“Probably not. I’m scheduled to give a cemetery tour about that time.” She lied. The tour would be over by then. Ivy knew June was sweet on her, but she was barely twenty-two, much too young to get involved with. Not that Ivy had age limits, but everyone at the lodge heard about June’s love life, and Ivy didn’t want to become one of those stories. 

			Ivy turned over the check to find the appropriate total and June’s phone number written below it, as usual. She calculated the tip in her head, taking ten percent and doubling it before adding it to her check. She hadn’t been a whiz at elementary math in high school, but college math had somehow come together in her head and stuck. She stood and went to the front desk to check the sign-up sheet. Several families were listed for the tour today, and she looked forward to sharing her favorite season with them.

			






    
            Chapter Three





			Kendall arrived at her parents’ house in south Oklahoma City, her temporary housing. She swore to herself that she would stay here only until she could save enough to rent an apartment. Otherwise, she’d be expected to substantially contribute to the household expenses, and she didn’t want to be put in that position again. Her mother had finally finished enough courses to obtain a stable teaching position in the local school district, which included benefits. She’d been a constant substitute teacher while she was taking classes, which gave her the opportunity to get to know the school staff. Her father had been able to snag a job as the daytime custodian. Knowing people at the school had definitely improved their situation. They both seemed to like the work and managed to fund the household now with little help from Kendall, but they still had some debts to manage. She remembered what Cassie had said earlier. Maybe she had helped them more than she thought.

			As expected, no one was home since it was the middle of the day, so Kendall sat down at the kitchen table and logged into her laptop to find the digital file for the state landscape project bid. She’d be damned if she’d let Cassie steal this project—take credit for a bid she’d created. She found the folder and pulled up the PDF document she’d created from the email she’d received with the subject of Invitation to Bid State of Arkansas Lodge Landscape Project. It was the original notification of a state landscaping project that was open for proposals. She remembered that when she received it, she’d been just about to send the email to the trash, thinking it was spam, when she read the subject line, though she rarely received anything except junk mail. Her usual routine of delete, delete, delete had almost lost her the opportunity altogether.

			 

			CITY OF DIAMOND MOUNTAIN

			 

			LANDSCAPE DESIGN SERVICES FOR THE STATE LODGE ON DIAMOND MOUNTAIN

			 

			The City of Diamond Mountain requests proposals for an Architectural Design or Landscape Design Firm to provide a plan for refreshing and improving the landscaping of the state lodge located at the top of Diamond Mountain. The lodge has historically served as the area’s most frequented area for lodging, camping, events, and dining.

			 

			The scope of services for the project includes:

			 

			1. A plan for creating more resilient and sustainable landscaping surrounding the lodge.

			2. In developing the plan, the selected consultant will be expected to meet with key stakeholders to solicit their input before creating the final plan.

			 

			Final proposals must be received by 11:30 PM, September 26, 2025, in the Diamond Mountain Administrative offices by USPS mail or email.

			 

			Proposal documents are available at the Diamond Mountain State Lodge Website, and all proposals must be provided in the same format as described. The proposers must be registered as landscape architects or landscape designers with the State of Arkansas. Proposals are limited to six pages, excluding resumes and notices of transmittal. Consultant selection will be based upon weighted criteria as cited in this Request for Proposal.

			 

			The State of Arkansas reserves the right to reject any and all proposals, to waive formalities, or to accept any proposal that appears to serve the best interest of the Diamond Mountain State Lodge.

			 

			She searched her email to locate the most recent email regarding the proposal. “You have been invited to tour the park the weekend of October 31, 2025. Please respond with your availability by 11:30 PM, October 24, 2025.” A rush of heat coursed through Kendall when she read the date out loud. “Today.” 

			Next weekend. She quickly checked her calendar to make sure she didn’t have any appointments that needed to be cancelled before she found the original submission form, copied it, and modified the contact information to her and her alone. She’d kept all the proposal information with all the templates she’d pulled information from as well as the company name of Ken Cass Landscaping, which she’d created to prevent being locked out of bids due to gender. Even though such discrimination was unethical, not to mention illegal, it still happened. That company name needed to change, so she added “Also Known as Horizon Design” next to the company name. She also checked her bank account balance online. She’d have to go to Kinkos and print some of her plans before she left.

			Cassie hated paperwork, so it had become Kendall’s responsibility to complete the bids, and it had been a constant process. Proposal requirements were usually strict, and the bid had to be competitive to receive a response. Sometimes they made money, and other times they barely broke even. Government projects could go either way.

			After she’d responded to the email with her availability, she picked up her phone, scrolled through her favorites, and hit the button for her best friend, Noah.

			“Hey, buddy. Whatcha doing?”

			“Just sitting on the porch having a beer. To what do I owe the pleasure of this phone call?”

			“Well, I’m going to be in the area soon and thought maybe you might have some time to spend with an old friend.”

			“I’ll absolutely make time.” His voice rose. “When are you gonna be here?”

			“I don’t have the exact dates of the reservation yet, but I should be at the lodge next weekend around Saturday, November first.”

			“Why are you staying at the lodge? There’s always a place for you here.”

			“Thought it might be too short notice for Taylor.” Considering she didn’t get along very well with Noah’s girlfriend. “Plus, it’s business. Landscape bid. Did you know they’re redoing the whole place?”

			“I’d heard. The place really needs some love. So, you and Cassie are going to make the place look beautiful, huh?”

			“Just me. Cassie and I are no longer tied together in any way.”

			“Oh. That sucks. I’m sorry to hear that.”

			“Yeah. Me too, but it is what it is.”

			This could turn into a sticky situation if Cassie remembered anything about it. Kendall had mentioned it to her when she’d discovered the Request for Proposal, but Cassie hadn’t given her any indication that she wanted to help with it. Cassie always seemed to have other priorities.

			






    
            Chapter Four





			The fog was still somewhat dense on the mountain that morning, as usual during this time of year. Ivy wasn’t a fan of the fog because it masked the beauty of the mountain and inevitably caused several accidents on the winding road leading to the park. She stopped along the edge of the scenic outlet and got out of her truck, waiting for the tourists to arrive. A few cars pulled up, and several people got out of each one. A larger crowd than she expected.

			“Welcome to the Woods Cemetery.” She headed to the gravel-and-railroad-tie staircase embedded in the pathway that led down to the burial ground. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll fill you in on some of the history surrounding the area.” She turned momentarily. “Watch your step. The rocky path can be slippery in some spots.”

			Ivy led almost a dozen people down the staircase and along the natural rocky pathway to the area marked with only one visible headstone. Then she turned and waited for everyone to gather around her before she began her session. “A total of fifteen families are buried in the Woods Cemetery, which has a total of twenty-three graves, and although some have headstones, most have rock markers. So be careful where you step.” She laughed to herself as the guests stopped immediately and checked the ground below them. That statement always made them think. “The name didn’t come from any one family, but from where the cemetery is placed in the woods cloaked by all these tall trees.” She wandered farther down the path. “You’re probably thinking that it doesn’t look well cared for, but the National Park Service didn’t acquire the land until 1923. Originally two acres, the cemetery was created in the 1800s. Today, this is all that remains of the Diamond Mountain community. It was established at the time of the Civil War by families looking to escape the ravages of war.” She walked toward the edge of the trees and held out her hand. “The residents of the community had a bird’s-eye view of the valley below and, to a certain extent, could see when intruders were heading their way.”

			“Is it okay to look around? I mean off the pathway?” a woman asked. 

			“Sure. Go ahead. Again, be careful of the rocks.” Ivy moved toward the only headstone in the cemetery. “I’ll be right here if anyone has any questions.” Noticing some trash that had gathered near a tree, she took an empty plastic bag from her coat pocket, scooped it up, and deposited it inside the bag. She didn’t know why people couldn’t pick up after themselves. 

			A man approached her. “Forgive me, but I’m fascinated by old cemeteries in general. Do any records exist that show who the people are that are buried here and when they died?”

			“There isn’t much documentation on them, but some historians believe a teenage girl from a local family was the first person buried here.” That remark got everyone’s attention, and several of them came closer to Ivy again. Some of the kids continued to investigate the area. 

			The man took a pad and pen from his pocket and jotted down a few notes. “Tell me more.”

			“It’s kind of a tragic story. According to legend, during one extremely cold winter, the girl’s entire family, except for her, became ill. The daughter who wasn’t affected by the sickness went out into the cold to fetch either firewood or water. While she was foraging, she encountered a pack of wolves and took refuge in a hollowed-out tree to escape them. Sadly, she didn’t make it through the night and was found frozen to death the next day.”

			“That’s so sad.” A young girl, who Ivy suspected was the man’s daughter, spoke up. “She was probably just like me.”

			“And also brave.” Ivy was all about empowering young girls. “Just think about all the everyday tools you have that she didn’t.”

			The girl smiled widely. 

			“Some say she still roams the area.” 

			“What about the wolves?” a woman asked urgently as she surveyed the area. “Are they still around?”

			“No need to worry about them here.” Ivy shook her head. “The red wolves were killed out in the 1920s.”

			“What about bears?” the woman’s husband asked.

			“Bears were killed out on the mountain before then.” Ivy picked up an empty pint liquor bottle. “People leave many things here. One day, up at the camping area by the lodge, a camper told a couple of women that one of the cemetery residents had told him he could really use a cigarette. So, he left him a pack.”

			“Was it a ghost?” a young boy asked.

			“Could be. You never know.” Ivy gave the little boy a wink.

			“Why do they call it Diamond Mountain?”

			“The mountain got its name due to the various gems and minerals discovered in the soil. Pioneers also found the soil to be rich and fertile for growing lush vegetable crops. Wild berries were also abundant.” 

			“Even around all these rocks?” the man taking notes asked.

			Ivy nodded. “People planted around the rocks because the ground was so loose it didn’t require much tilling.”

			A woman raised her hand. “Were there any Native American settlers on the mountain?”

			“No. The Native American settlers stayed by the river. Water was essential for their survival, providing drinking water and irrigation to sustain their crops. The river also gave them easy access to fish for food. Water allowed them to thrive in their environment, while the settlers relied on rain and wells for drinking and irrigation.” Ivy waited for a few more minutes until everyone finished wandering about. “Any more questions?” She headed up the pathway to the stairs.

			The man shook his head and followed her. “I’m going to do some research and might have some later. Will you be at the lodge?”

			“Yes,” Ivy answered over her shoulder. “I’m there most days. If you can’t find me, check with the desk, and they’ll locate me.” She stopped at the top of the stairs. “Feel free to stay as long as you like.” She pointed to the information sign. “This will give you a little more background on the cemetery. Again, I’ll be at the lodge if you want more details.” She got into her truck, fired the engine, and headed back to the lodge.

			Ivy parked the truck and scanned the grounds as she walked into the lodge to see if anything had been added to today’s schedule. 

			“Hey, you want a ticket to the movies next Friday, on Halloween night? They’ll be playing Night of the Living Dead,” Susan said as Ivy entered the lobby area. Susan was a longtime friend who managed the lodge’s front desk area.

			“Oh, yeah? Why do you have an extra?” Ivy loved classic horror films but was skeptical of Susan’s sudden invitation.

			Susan nodded. “I knew it would be sold out and thought you’d probably like to go.”

			“Who else did you buy a ticket for?”

			“Just me and Charlie.”

			Ivy furrowed her brow. “I’m not sure I believe that.” She brushed by her as she rounded the counter. 

			“Can’t get anything past you, can I?” Susan grinned. “June’s going to be there.”

			“No. Absolutely not. I can’t believe you bought her a ticket too.”

			“I didn’t buy her ticket. She bought yours and asked me to invite you.”

			“Susan—” Ivy dropped the schedule. “You know my thoughts on her.”

			“Come on. It’s just one night. Live a little. So what if she’s young. Have some fun for once.” Susan blocked her exit. “No one’s asking you to marry her.”

			Ivy moved from side to side, attempting to get past Susan. 

			“I won’t leave you alone with her. I promise.” Susan grinned as she pleaded.

			Ivy stopped moving and pinched the bridge of her nose before she let out a long sigh. “Fine. But if you leave my side for one minute, I’m out of there.” She held up a finger. “I swear I will leave immediately.”

			“Yea.” Susan clasped her hands together and bounced up and down. “We’re going to have so much fun.”

			“Well, at least one of us will.” Ivy moved past Susan and out the door.

			






    
            Chapter Five





			Ivy parked in the small lot of the local movie theater and strolled to the entrance where Susan and June were waiting. The theater had been there longer than she could remember. When she used to sit inside and watch a movie with her parents, the seats and the screen had seemed huge. The seats, lined up on a slanted floor, seemed a bit smaller now, but the screen was still larger than any nearby theater’s. Everyone had a perfect view of the movie. They hadn’t updated it with fancy recliner seats, and Ivy loved it just the way it was. The place was an architectural masterpiece. 

			“Charlie’s parking the car,” Susan said before Ivy could ask. 

			June stood next to Susan, looking as determined as if she were at the starting line of a track meet waiting for the gun to go off. Ivy had debated all week on whether to come, but this movie was a cult classic, and she watched it every year. Seeing it on the big screen was always a treat. She was glad Susan hadn’t asked her to pick up June. She would’ve had to politely decline, which Susan probably knew. 

			As Ivy approached, June must’ve heard the starter gun go off in her head, because she rushed toward her and snaked her arm around Ivy’s. Now this really felt like a date. 

			“I’m so glad you came. I was afraid you wouldn’t.” She gazed up at Ivy. “You haven’t been to breakfast all week. I thought maybe you were sick.”

			Ivy had been steering clear of June purposely to avoid any misunderstandings surrounding the event. Which hadn’t seemed to make a difference. “Night of the Living Dead is one of my favorite movies to watch around Halloween.”

			“Really? Mine is Hocus Pocus.” June clenched Ivy’s arm tighter. 

			“That’s a good one too.” Ivy shifted uncomfortably.

			“They don’t ever play it here. Maybe you can come over to my place, and we can watch it together.” June’s voice rose excitedly.

			Ivy shook her head. “I’m afraid I watched it last week with Susan.” She glanced at Susan. “Right?”

			“Yeah. We did. It was last minute.” Susan touched June’s shoulder. “I think you were working that night.”

			June frowned as she gazed at Ivy. “Maybe we can find something else to watch. It doesn’t have to be a Halloween movie.”

			Charlie joined them just then, which interrupted their conversation. Ivy would keep her negative answer to that question until it was asked again. No need to spoil the evening so early.

			They went inside, giving the attendant their tickets as they entered. 

			“I need to go to the restroom.” June smiled at her. “Don’t go inside the theater without me.”

			“Uh, sure.” Ivy raised her eyebrows at Susan as June walked away. “Thanks for this.” Her tone was appropriately sarcastic. “Did you even tell her it’s in black-and-white?” 

			“I told her it’s a classic. That’s implied.” Susan got in line at the concession stand. 

			Ivy followed her. “We’ll see if she picks up on that point. To twenty-somethings, classics were created in the eighties.”

			“They play it at this theater around Halloween every year. She’s bound to have seen it, don’t you think?”

			Ivy shook her head. “I doubt it.” She ordered a small popcorn and a soda. 

			“I’ll have some Milk Duds,” June said, appearing from out of nowhere and cozying up next to her. She clearly thought this was a date.

			“And some Milk Duds.” Ivy pinched her lips together and looked at Susan. 

			Once finished at the concession stand, they found seats in the middle of the theater. Thankfully, they’d arrived early enough to have their pick. Ivy hadn’t expected the theater to be full, but it was Friday night, and there was probably a football game at the high school. That was the only other entertainment this time of year in a small town.

			“You like scary movies?” June asked.

			“Not in general, but this is one of my favorite movies of all time. It’s the GOAT of low-budget horrors.” Ivy looked across June to Susan. “Here’s a little tidbit of trivia that you might not know. When the zombies are eating the bodies in the burned-out truck, they were actually eating roast ham covered in chocolate sauce.”

			“Seriously?” June scrunched her nose. “Yuck.” 

			Ivy nodded. “The filmmakers joked that the combination was so nauseating the zombie actors ended up looking pale and sick even without makeup.”

			Susan laughed. “I guess they could’ve saved themselves the makeup part of the budget.”

			After a few previews, the intro began to roll.

			“Why isn’t this in color?” June asked as she glanced behind her at the projector booth. “Are they doing that for effect?” 

			“This is the 1968 original. They didn’t always use color back then, especially for horror movies.”

			“Oh. Seems kind of goofy.”

			“It was actually pretty scary for the time.” Ivy leaned forward and stared over June at Susan. “I watched it with my mom on TV when I was a kid, and I couldn’t sleep alone for weeks.”

			Susan laughed. “I’ve heard this story before, and your mom sure regretted that.”

			The lights dimmed and the film began. The first scene contained a radio-broadcast interruption hinting that a major disaster was in progress. That scene always gave Ivy tingles, knowing chaos would soon ensue as Barbara and Johnny encountered the first zombie on the road. After they boarded themselves up in a nearby farmhouse, the theater was almost completely silent in anticipation to what came next. Out of the corner of her eye, Ivy saw Susan’s hand creep slowly above June’s thigh, then quickly take hold of her leg and dig her fingernails into it. 

			June let out a blood-curdling scream and shot out of her seat.

			“Damn it, Susan. You couldn’t just leave things alone.” Ivy narrowed her eyes. 

			“I was just having a little fun,” Susan said with a grin.

			June dug her nails into Ivy’s shoulder. “I can’t watch this. It’s too scary,” she pleaded as she stared at Ivy. “You have to take me home. When Ivy didn’t move, she said, “Now.”

			Susan grabbed June’s hand to get her attention. “Charlie will take you home.”

			“No. Ivy—I want Ivy to take me. Charlie should stay with you to watch the rest of this…whatever this is.”

			“Sit down. We can’t see,” the people sitting behind them said.

			“Just shut it back there,” June said. 

			“You set this up?” 

			Susan shook her head. “I’m sorry. I had no idea she was going to flip out and want to leave.”

			“You owe me now,” Ivy whispered into Susan’s ear as June tugged at her arm. 

			“Or maybe you’ll owe me.” Susan winked. 

			She glanced over to see that June was still standing and staring at the screen, completely stunned.

			The evening had stopped being delightfully scary about halfway through and had become unexpectedly terrifying in more ways than one. Now Ivy had been put in the position of taking June home, which she hadn’t planned to do—ever. It was probably better that June hadn’t seen the unhappy ending, or she’d be asking Ivy to spend the night, which she might ask anyway.

			“You want to grab something to eat?” Ivy had eaten all of her popcorn during the previews, but she could still squeeze in a piece of pie at Sid’s Diner or even an onion burger, which was the usual after-movie plan with Susan and Charlie.

			“Sure. But not at the lodge, if that’s okay.” June’s tone had become much more pleasant than it had been inside the theater. 

			“We usually hit Sid’s after the show.” Ivy motioned June in front of her as she opened the door. She groaned to herself. Now who was making this seem like a date?

			They opted to walk the short distance to Sid’s, which wasn’t too far down the street. Ivy kept her hands in her jacket pockets to avoid any awkward handholding attempts by June. She opened the door for June, probably a mistake, but forgive her for having manners. The sign at the front said, Seat Yourself. Ivy went to the first available booth and chose the side facing the door. She wanted to make sure she could see Susan and Charlie when they arrived. To be clear she wasn’t inviting June to sit with her, Ivy slid into the booth, stopping in the middle of the seat. That, of course, was a futile attempt, as June proceeded to plant herself in the sliver of space Ivy had left. In hopes of placing some space between them, Ivy slid as close to the wall as possible, another futile attempt as June slid closer to her.

			Ivy fiddled with her fork as she tried to find some neutral topics to discuss. “So…do you like movies?”

			“Yeah. I guess.” June was making the conversation more difficult than it needed to be.

			“What kinds do you like?” Ivy asked, trying to keep the conversation going.

			“Oh, you know, just regular movies…with acting and stuff. How about you?” June wasn’t making this easy.

			Ivy continued to probe. “Do you have a favorite genre?” 

			“Well, my favorite movies are rom coms. I just love romance films. They make me cry every time, but in a good way. The emotional connection of two people falling in love always gets me. What about you? Do you like romance movies?”

			“Oh, wow. Uh…romance isn’t really my thing. I’m more into action films and sci-fi, you know, with cool special effects and fight sequences. I like things that keep my adrenaline pumping.”

			“That makes sense. Why else would you take me on a first date to a scary movie?”

			First date? Who said anything about a date? Ivy needed to nip this in the bud right now. “I think maybe you might—”

			“I don’t think I’ll ever really like scary movies. Don’t even try to convince me to go to another one.” June snaked her arm under Ivy’s. “Maybe you can come over to my place sometime, and we can watch a romance movie together.” She gazed at her for much too long. “I’m sure I can change your mind about them. I like streaming them at home cozied up on the couch.”

			“I’ll stick to watching movies in the theater. Action movies are better on the big screen.” This conversation wasn’t nearly as neutral as Ivy had planned. She plucked the menus from the holder behind the salt and pepper shakers and handed one to June. 

			The waitress came to the table. “You all here for dinner or a late snack?”

			“Pie.” June spoke up. “We’re here for pie.” 

			“Alrighty. We’ve got apple, peach, and cherry. What’s your pleasure?”

			“I’ll have a slice of cherry and a cup of coffee,” Ivy said.

			“Peach for me.” June scooted closer to Ivy.

			“Coffee for you as well?” the waitress asked.

			“Just water.” June slipped her hand onto Ivy’s thigh.

			Ivy jumped and immediately removed June’s hand. “I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, June. I’m just not interested in any type of relationship right now.”

			“Who said anything about a relationship?” June whispered in her ear. “A little special attention is all I need.”

			The waitress delivered their orders and went behind the counter before the diner door opened and a teenage couple walked through it. They slid into the booth in front of them and immediately began making out.

			“To be that young again,” June said, smiling widely. 

			That young again? Ivy didn’t think June was that much older than the couple. She cleared her throat loudly. Ivy was okay with public displays of affection. In fact, she enjoyed seeing people holding hands, hugging, and kissing lightly. Love made people happy. But watching someone shoving his tongue down his girlfriend’s throat was a different story altogether. The hormones were getting out of control. She tapped her fork to her plate, and the guy turned his head to look at her. “Take that somewhere else. I’m trying to eat my pie.” 

			The girl’s face immediately turned beet red, and she scooted away from her date. At least one of them had some sense. 

			






    
            Chapter Six





			Kendall stretched her neck when she stopped at the first light after exiting the interstate. She hadn’t slept well, and her shoulders were reminding her of all the tossing and turning she’d done last night. She’d been up and down answering the door for trick-or-treaters until after nine, and then she’d stayed up past midnight reviewing the proposal, wanting to make sure it was perfect and included all the appropriate information. She’d been thrilled to receive an invitation to present in person and thought herself lucky to make the cut, considering she’d almost missed the original submission deadline. It wasn’t unusual for a requestor to receive up to fifty bids. 

			She grabbed the ibuprofen from her console, shook a couple from the bottle, popped them into her mouth, and washed them down with water from her reusable insulated bottle. She remembered as a child from her family’s previous camping trips and from her visits as an adult to see Noah what seemed to be the never-ending journey yet was less than a 250-mile drive. But it had been a while, so she’d also read more about it to refresh herself before she left. Visiting state parks were the only affordable vacations her family had taken during her childhood. The drive featured twenty-two scenic vistas and pullout areas. She most likely wouldn’t be able to hit most of them and would have to view them briefly from afar as she drove by. 

			Before heading up the mountain, she stopped at the busy Native American convenience store, refilled her gas tank, and picked up an ample supply of snacks. She imagined this was the last stop for provisions and had no idea what kind of food would be available at the lodge, since she hadn’t been able to find a menu listing anywhere on the internet for the lodge restaurant. The reviews were middle-of-the-road, which meant the food could be good or bad, considering most people reviewed the service rather than good food. Most comments focused on the daily buffets, scheduled for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. Kendall was a pro at working buffets, had been since she was a child. She’d brought several small plastic containers with her to allow her to sneak food back to her room. As a child, she’d been an expert at filling her plate multiple times and pretending to eat while her parents filled the containers with the excess food to provide meals for the rest of the week at home. It had taken her a while to perfect the process. As she’d grown older, she hadn’t had to do it as often, but it was still a useful skill when she was running low on money. The cost of one buffet dinner could provide her with protein for a week. 

			The drive was like being on a roller coaster whipping through the national forest. Only a handful of other cars were on the road, which enabled Kendall to take her time. The tiny hairs on her arm danced as the crisp autumn air flowed through the open car windows, carrying the rich scents of decaying leaves and morning dew. Hickory, ash, black walnut, red maples, and a variety of oaks lined the winding road, their branches adorned with a vibrant tapestry of crimson, amber, and golden hues. Fiery red bushes of poison sumac dotted the landscape as well. 

			Kendall breathed deeply, savoring each inhalation as if it could be bottled and kept forever. When she reached the top of the first hill, she drank in the breathtaking panorama unfolding around every zig-zagged bend—every inch of the area surrounding the road blanketed in the warm tones of fall. During these peaceful moments, on the road behind the wheel, she let the stresses of life back home melt away, leaving only the pristine natural beauty and an appreciation for nature’s yearly renaissance. A changing of the guard, if you will, from vibrant greens to muted browns. Autumn, Kendall’s favorite time of year, was fleeting, but that made each kaleidoscopic scene all the more precious. The drive was especially picturesque today with the surrounding mountains clad in the yellows, oranges, and reds of autumn foliage. The lodge director had picked the perfect time of year to schedule presentations. She was looking forward to three blissful days immersed in nature at the lodge.
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        * * *

      

			As she approached the park, Kendall assessed the camping area that preceded the entrance. Not much in the way of landscaping, just flat sections of dirt bordered by large square timbers sectioning them into what looked like a variety of camp sites from eight-by-eight to fifteen-by-fifteen. Good choices for any campground that provided pad rentals for individual backpackers as well as full families. Except for the smaller sites, each area included a pole barbecue grill and what looked like a water supply. A nice picnic table and some trees would be a great addition, especially in the summer. Memories of fun, family, outdoor adventures filled her mind. This had been one of her favorite vacation spots as a child even though some nights could be frigid. Staying in the lodge as an adult would be a whole different experience.

			As Kendall approached the lodge, she drove around the building and pulled into a parking space across from the check-in loop. There, she noticed a tall, beautiful park ranger standing by the entryway. She had deep red hair that flowed onto her shoulders and moved like kelp in the sea with each breeze. Her green uniform fit her nicely, her bomber jacket hanging loosely from her shoulders, allowing the collar of the khaki shirt to peek out from underneath. The cargo pants she wore hung straight on her legs but clung just enough to show each and every curve from her waist to her calves. 

			The woman seemed to be watching her as she exited her car. Kendall’s heart raced as the ranger paced directly toward her in beautiful confidence. If she was part of the welcome committee, Kendall’s luck had changed for the better. As the woman approached, Kendall was captivated by gorgeous green eyes shot with sun-flecked gold, but the woman wasn’t smiling. “Excuse me. Did I just see you throw that candy wrapper on the ground?”

			“Um, maybe.” Kendall scanned the console of her SUV and then the passenger seat. “I was just eating an energy bar before I got here, and I can’t seem to find the wrapper.” She glanced around the area where she was standing. Didn’t see anything. 

			“It’s under your car.” The woman’s voice was firm, demanding even. “I’m afraid leaving trash on the ground is considered littering in the park. You’ll have to pick that up and dispose of it properly.”

			“Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize. I guess I wasn’t thinking.” She’d pick it up as soon as she could find it.

			“No problem. I’ll wait while you retrieve it.” The woman relaxed and tucked her thumbs into the waistband of her pants. 

			“Uh… Okay.” Kendall dropped to her knees, spotted it under her car, and stretched to reach it. “Got it.” She held it up as she stood, started to put it in her pocket, but instead walked to the trash can near the lodge and dropped it into the can in an overly animated fashion. She probably shouldn’t have done that, but she didn’t like being treated like a child. Even if the ranger was hot.

			“Thank you,” the woman said through gritted teeth. “Trash cans are located around the lodge and at the exits. Please use them to throw away any garbage while you’re here. We try to keep the park looking nice for all visitors.” She seemed to have her speech memorized. Probably gave it often. Kendall would give her the benefit of the doubt…this time. 

			“I apologize. You’re right. I should’ve noticed. I’ll be more careful from now on.” Kendall realized the woman was just doing her job and probably hadn’t singled her out.

			The woman nodded. “We appreciate visitors doing their part to keep the park clean. Did you have any other questions I can answer during your visit today?”

			“No. I think that covers it.” She hadn’t asked any questions to begin with. “Thanks for letting me know without making a big deal about it.” Just a medium-sized deal. “I’ll remember next time. Enjoy the rest of your day.”

			The woman stared at her, perhaps realizing she was being sarcastic. “You too. Take care.” Then she turned and walked down the driveway area toward the campgrounds.

			Well, that wasn’t blissful at all. This weekend certainly wasn’t starting out the way she’d expected. She reached inside her SUV, grabbed her bag, and headed to the lodge entrance. Hopefully she wouldn’t have any issues checking in. 

			Kendall was delightfully surprised at the charming modern yet rustic decor in the lobby area, including wood beams, a stone fireplace, and plenty of windows for natural sunlight. She spotted the check-in desk, and thankfully, there wasn’t a line. She’d already had enough stress for the day. 

			“Good afternoon.” The woman behind the counter looked up from her computer screen. “Checking in?”

			“Yes. I have a room reserved under Kendall Jackson.” She hoped her room was ready.

			“Oh. I see a note here that says you’re here for the renovation presentations.” The woman smiled widely.

			Kendall nodded. “Thought I’d get here a little early to scope out the place.” She placed her ID and credit card on the counter.

			“Good idea.” The woman took the items, set them next to the keyboard, and clicked a few keys. “I saw you talking to Ivy, our park ranger. She’ll be your guide.” She reached behind her, took a manilla envelope from the desk, and slid it across the counter. “This has the schedule as well as some information on the park.”

			Just what I need—a hot, uptight ranger with a rule fetish. Kendall rubbed the kink in the back of her neck and took a deep breath. “Are any other rangers available for that?” She leaned in, reading the name tag pinned to the woman’s chest, and whispered, “We didn’t exactly hit it off, Susan.” She glanced over her shoulder to make sure Ivy hadn’t come inside. “She accused me of littering when something fell from my car as I got out.” She shook her head. She’d had a long drive and wasn’t in the mood to be insulted by the litter patrol. 



OEBPS/Images/titlepage.png
THREE BLISSFUL
DAys

by
Dena Blake






OEBPS/Images/ThreeBlissfulDays.jpg
ENA BLAKE -

. ;
. < ’ ’
4 o B 4

.

BUISSFULDIYS

1’
g » e f
a X
i~ A





