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      Two weeks from now I might be known as the premiere event planner for Blue Moon Bay’s rich and famous, but my current state of employment had me smelling like fish from head to toe. You’d think as the owner of Olivia’s Occasions I could make enough to live on in my small coastal town in California. Nope. I had to keep working part-time in the seafood section at The Market just to squeak by. Thus, my constant fish aroma.

      Soon my skin’s daily seafood stench would be a thing of the past. Well, I hoped.

      As I sat bar-side at Scotty’s Seafood Restaurant, waiting for my best friend Wendy to arrive, I sipped my martini. She’d just arrived home from a trip to Japan with her boyfriend, and I couldn’t wait to tell her about my impending non-fish-related business opportunity.

      Greta von Strand, millionaire and bestselling author of Men: Who Needs Them?—not to mention my idol—had just hired me to plan the event of a lifetime: a two-week luxury getaway for women to focus on their independence from men by strengthening their bond with themselves and each other. We named this event The Date Escape. I had to make everything perfect for this client, or my dream career would be dead in the water.

      If I did manage to pull off this lavish ocean retreat, Greta planned to market The Date Escape big time. Her goal would be to hold the retreats twice per month and eventually take the events worldwide. Guess which event planner she would hire to keep these retreats running? That would be me. I finally had the potential to make my wildest dreams come true.

      My chest tightened. Er, as long as I didn’t blow my chance.

      “Olivia Lane!” Piper Lewis’s pixie face appeared in front of mine, as she blew out the sharp, crisp scent of a breath mint. “I haven’t seen you in forever. It’s been hard to keep in touch since I gave notice at The Market. Oh . . .” She sniffed, wrinkling her nose. “You still work there, huh? I know you love the seafood discount, but haven’t you been there since your teens?”

      “Yes, Piper.” I forced a smile, even though Piper always managed to make me feel about two inches tall. But it wasn’t her fault she was petite and perfect with an effortlessly silky blond mane, whereas I was tall and lanky, and had to force my frizzy red hair into submission with a flat-iron every morning. Nor should she be blamed for having graduated from U.C. Santa Barbara, my first choice school, whereas I’d dropped out of college because I couldn’t settle on a major. What if I made the wrong choice? Any kind of change scared me silly. I sighed, tilting my head. “How are you doing?”

      “Can’t complain.” She slid onto the barstool next to me, holding a nearly empty glass of white wine in her French-manicured hand. “Just got a promotion at the bank and am here celebrating with several of my co-workers. I heard you’re, uh, trying to start your own business?” She bit her fingernail, tightening her face in a way that made it look like she found the idea painful. “That kind of came out of the blue, didn’t it? You never mentioned anything to me.”

      “Olivia’s Occasions is already up and running, actually.” I straightened in my seat, and took a large sip of my martini. Just because my business was new didn’t mean the idea had come out of nowhere. I’d always loved organizing events, ever since my third grade birthday party. All of my invitations had been homemade, and I had an itinerary for each of my eight-year-old guests. I’d just never had the guts to pursue my passion as an adult. Well, not for an income anyway. “You’ll recall that I organize Blue Moon Bay’s Pumpkin Festival every year, which is very successful,” I reminded her.

      “But that’s for charity,” she said, pooh-poohing that credential off my résumé in her perky voice. “They’ll take any volunteer willing to donate their time. It’s not like a professional event.”

      I sighed, squeezing the stem of my martini glass. “Last summer, I planned the ten-year anniversary bash at The Market all by myself and they paid me for my time. Everyone raved about the party and how smoothly everything ran from advertisements to the actual event,” I said, knowing they could thank my triple-checking policy for that. “If it weren’t for me, the party place would’ve brought blue linens instead of red linens, even after I double-checked with their customer service the day before. Hello, people? The evening was called ‘For the Love of a Lobster’ and lobsters are not blue, not even close.” I chuckled, waiting for her to join in. She didn’t. I cleared my throat. “I saw you there that night with a date. What did you think of the event?” I asked, figuring she’d have no choice but to admit I’d rocked it.

      “Hmm.” She drained the last of her wine, then pressed her palms against the bar top while glancing around. “I think I need another pinot gris.”

      I stabbed one of the olives in my martini glass with a toothpick, thinking I might need another drink as well. Why couldn’t Piper admit I’d done a good job? She had the perfect life. Would giving me a tiny bit of praise really be that hard? I bit into the olive, the tart flavor bursting in my mouth as I focused on the scenery outside the bay window. The deep blue water of the Pacific Ocean sparkled under the golden sunlight, and my tension started to dissipate.

      “Hey, you.” Piper’s perky voice rose several octaves as she spoke to someone behind the bar. “I’d adore another glass of your finest pinot gris. I just got promoted at work, so I’m celebrating. Yay! Well, I’m also reminiscing with my sweet friend here.” She wrapped an arm around me and pulled me against her, jerking my attention away from the ocean and giving me a mouthful of her blond mane. “We had the best time working together at The Market. Oh, I guess she actually still works there,” she said, giggling.

      “Hilarious,” I grumbled, untangling myself from her surprisingly strong grip. Then, I glanced over the bar to see who she’d been talking to. My pulse immediately quickened.

      Wow. Now he was gorgeous. Definitely not the bartender who had served me earlier.

      This man who’d stepped behind the bar moved purposefully, looking like a model from a surfing magazine with his sun-kissed skin, golden hair, and eyes the color of the bay. He wore a red short-sleeved Scotty’s t-shirt, which emphasized his impressive biceps and showed off his muscular chest, and I couldn’t help but imagine the washboard abs that were surely under there as well. Shiver.

      When had Scotty’s hired a new bartender? How in the world had I not noticed this handsome man earlier? And how much of our conversation had he overheard?

      Suddenly, his gaze latched onto mine. “Hey there.”

      My cheeks heated. “Hi.”

      He swooped a wet cloth over the wooden bar. “I’m Brody Mitchell.”

      “Olivia Lane.” The intensity of his gaze warmed my belly and I dropped my toothpick, hoping I didn’t have bits of olive stuck in my teeth.

      “Um, Brody?” Piper wiggled her fingers at him. “My pinot gris? Also, your phone number and the time you get off work.” She pushed a pen and a white paper napkin toward him, then licked her bottom lip. “I’m in a very celebratory mood tonight.”

      My eyes grew wide. Subtle. What man could resist that line from a beautiful woman?

      As if on cue, he set a glass of wine in front of her, leaned down, then the corner of his mouth hitched up in a very sexy way. “Sorry. I only have eyes for red-heads.”

      My tummy fluttered uncontrollably as I lifted my lashes to meet his gaze.

      He straightened, then winked at me. “Get you another drink, lovely lady?”

      “I’m fine right now,” I said, restraining myself from throwing my arms around this man. He’d just snubbed Piper Lewis for me. I wanted to kiss him.

      “Just let me know if you need anything at all.” He smiled, then walked away to serve an attractive couple who had sat down at the other end of the bar.

      “Well,” Piper said, as if that were a dirty word. She slipped her pen back in her purse, lifted her wine glass, and left the white napkin on the bar untouched. “I’d better get back to my co-workers. Good luck with your new business, Olivia. Hope it works out. Say hello to your mom and dad for me.”

      “Take care, Piper.” I speared the second olive in my glass with the end of the toothpick and sucked it into my mouth quickly, enjoying the sour hit. Then I checked my cell in case I’d missed a text from Wendy. Nothing. She wasn’t late, though. I’d just arrived early. My conversation with Piper had made me anxious, especially since she’d mentioned my parents.

      When I was young, everyone, including me, thought I had the perfect home life. My parents were supportive, adored my friends, and seemed devoted to each other. Then a few months ago my mom “reconnected” with her high school boyfriend online and left my dad, claiming she wanted to be in love again. Apparently “love” only existed with a guy named Junior, who talked incessantly about his high school glory days as the quarterback for the Blue Moon Bay Sharks.

      My poor dad had the rug pulled out from under him. I could so relate to his situation.

      Two months ago, I thought I’d met the man of my dreams. Well, I’d technically met Hunter Cartwright in elementary school before his family moved away, but back then he’d been a super shy kid who played with ants. Now, he’d turned into a major charmer, and a total hottie.

      Hunter had returned to Blue Moon Bay from a high-powered Wall Street job to start his own boat-building business. He spent a whirlwind month wooing me with sails in the bay, waxing on about our future together, and he eventually swept me off my feet.

      Next thing I knew, Hunter dumped me to get back together with his ex-girlfriend. Guess he got over her being a “selfish money-grubbing liar” (his words, not mine). I’d been left stunned, losing tears and sleep over him until I bought my copy of Men: Who Needs Them?

      After I finished that inspiring book, I emailed the author, Greta von Strand, thanking her for her wisdom and asking if she’d ever thought of holding a teaching retreat. I even not-so-subtly mentioned Blue Moon Bay would be the perfect locale for such a retreat and gave her a few ideas. She called me to brainstorm the ideas I had in mind. A week later, The Date Escape was born and I was hired as the event planner.

      My love life may have crashed and burned, but at least my career was on the rise. Woot!

      I drained the last of my glass, excited to catch up with Wendy and hear the details of her trip to Japan. I’d also ask if I could borrow her Mercedes for the next two weeks. Her wheels would give me the right image to impress Greta von Strand and that so would not happen if I showed up at the mansion in Chutney, my beloved faded blue sedan who kept breaking down on me.

      When you have your mechanic on speed dial it’s probably time to buy a new car. But it felt too hard to part with her when we’d had so many good memories together. . . .

      I’d had Chutney for eleven years, since high school, which was back when my four best friends and I were still tight. After graduation, Wendy went away to college and didn’t return until recently. Charlie married her high school sweetheart, who became a rock star and then cheated on her according to the play-by-play of her divorce in the tabloids. I hadn’t seen or heard from her in nine years. Megan and I were the only two of our posse who had stayed close. I missed our group and felt fortunate to have reconnected with Wendy after all these years.

      But it was Charlie who had dubbed my car “Chutney” after my high school boyfriend and I’d had a little too much fun in my back seat and ended up knocking over our untouched Indian take-out dinner. Good times. But then we broke up and my poor car was stuck with a large chutney stain. Charlie thought this was hilarious. She’d made me laugh by teasing me over and over. My mind shot to Greta’s guest list for the women’s retreat, which included Charlie Rockwell, ex-wife to rock star Rex Rockwell. Funny how things had come full circle.

      Fiddling with my glass stem, I brushed one of the long strands of my red hair behind my shoulder, and stole a quick peek at Brody again. Too bad I’d chosen to stay away from men right now, per Greta’s book. Was Charlie’s goal to take a break from dating, too? Had she known I was hosting The Date Escape when she’d signed up? I had no idea what I’d say to Charlie when I saw her. What should one say to an old friend who got rich and famous, then divorced her rock star husband in an epic public scandal?

      That was a toughy.

      I couldn’t blow this retreat, though. I’d never put my heart into my work like this before. If Greta didn’t hire me to take on these retreats, that would prove Piper was right to doubt me—that I should forget my dreams and settle with a nine to five desk job that at least paid well.

      “Your friend left,” came a husky voice filled with humor.

      I glanced up at Brody, the blue-eyed bartender—aka: my hero—and smiled. “I haven’t seen you in here before. When did you start working at Scotty’s?”

      He stared at me a moment, then the corner of his mouth slowly curved upward as if he had a secret he wasn’t going to share. “Now that’s a long and complicated story.”

      I opened my mouth to ask him—no beg him—to give me the low down behind that mysterious grin, then I remembered Greta’s life-changing book, Men: Who Needs Them?, and the fact that I should be focusing on myself right now, not flirting. So, I pushed my glass forward. “I’d love another drink. What do you recommend for a woman who’s off the market?”

      His stance shifted a little. “Engaged, huh? Well⁠—”

      “Not engaged.” I waved a hand, feeling thankful I’d never gotten remotely close to engaged to Hunter, the weasel who preferred his lying ex to me. Without a man distracting me, I could now pour all my mental energy into building my business and become super successful. Well, according to Greta’s book anyway. “I’m just career-oriented at the moment.”

      Brody made a face as he leaned against the bar. “Bad breakup, huh?”

      My stomach clenched, but I forced a shrug. “It happens.”

      “That’s rough.” He paused as he studied me. Then he gave me a side-glance and reached behind the bar. “I have just the thing you need. Scotty’s Blue Moon Breeze.”

      I was about to ask him what came in that special but he’d already turned away to fix my drink, allowing me the added bonus of observing his tight backside as he bent to retrieve something from under the bar. I needed to stop checking him out, but I couldn’t tear my gaze away. For a moment, I contemplated what it might be like to date Brody Mitchell.

      Then my thoughts drifted to Hunter. When we’d bumped into each other at the fundraiser I’d put together through Olivia’s Occasions, he’d seemed like the perfect guy. Soon after we started dating, he talked about our future together and I’d believed him. When Chutney broke down, I picked up extra hours at The Market to cover car repairs. While my attention diverted toward my financial problems and work, Hunter slipped out of my spell and returned to his ex-girlfriend.

      I felt like a fool, thinking we had something special. And the pain of being dumped had stung. Not something I cared to repeat. I needed to become like Greta, who was strong, successful, and would never let a man hurt her.

      “Here you go, lovely lady.” Brody set a tall glass, filled with a bright blue liquid over ice, in front of me. “I hope this soothes your soul. Bottoms up.”

      Before I could think of a witty response he stepped away, attending to another patron’s need for alcohol. I took a sip of my drink and gasped. Definitely strong, sweet, and tasted like something I couldn’t place . . . maybe a blue raspberry snow cone with a kick. Oh yeah, the Blue Moon Breeze was delish. I drank a little more.

      “Hey, girl. Sorry I’m late,” Wendy said, suddenly materializing out of thin air. She slipped onto the bar stool beside me and hung her purse on the hook beneath the bar top.

      “You’re only late by two minutes,” I said, glancing at my phone. Then my gaze unintentionally wandered back to Brody, who smiled at the couple he served. H-O-T. His head turned suddenly and our gazes locked. My cheeks heated and I whipped my head to Wendy, embarrassed that I’d been caught staring at him.

      Wendy smiled. “Checking out the new bartender, huh?”

      “No,” I lied, taking a gulp of my delicious drink.

      “Glad to see you’ve gotten over Hunter while I’ve been away.” She laughed, leaning over to give me a hug. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in forever.”

      “You were only in Japan for three weeks,” I said, but I’d missed her too. She’d moved back to Blue Moon Bay when she inherited her grandma’s quirky inn on the water and it felt good to be reconnected with her again. “I can’t wait to hear all about the trip⁠—”

      “Hang on.” She held her hand up. “I’ve been hearing about some interesting new developments with your business.”

      “Who told you?” I raised my brows, figuring it had to be Megan, since Wendy had lost touch with Charlie as well. “And what exactly did you hear?”

      “I see you’ve been joined by a new friend.” Brody’s smooth voice came out of nowhere, wrapping around my shoulders like a silk scarf.

      Ignoring the butterflies in my belly, I glanced up to find deep blue eyes peering back at me. “Yes, this is Wendy.” I gestured toward her, noticing that he gave her a polite smile but then promptly turned his gaze back to me. “Wendy, this is Brody Mitchell, who recently started working here for complicated reasons.”

      He chuckled, crinkles forming on either side of his eyes. “Truer words have never been spoken.”

      “Nice to meet you.” She glanced from Brody to me, then back to him again. “I have the feeling I’m missing part of an earlier conversation.”

      He opened his mouth to answer⁠—

      “It’s a long story,” I cut him off, pretending I wasn’t dying to know what his story was. “I think it’s best we just leave it at that.”

      Wendy gave me an odd look. “Okay . . .”

      “Olivia’s a smart woman,” he said, the corners of his mouth twitching before he turned to Wendy. “What can I get you to drink?”

      She raised her shoulder. “I’ll have whatever she’s having.”

      He nodded, giving me a quick smirk. “Blue Moon Breeze coming right up.”

      As soon as he turned away, she leaned toward me and whispered, “You’re flirting with the bartender, which I find odd since Megan says you’ve rented a mansion on the bluffs to bond with a group of man-hating women.”

      “Shh!” I flared my eyes because she needed to keep her voice down with Brody still in the vicinity. “No one hates men. It’s a professional women’s retreat.”

      “Are you doing this retreat because of what happened with Hunter? You can’t let one bad breakup take you out of the game.” She gave me a look then glanced at Brody who was working the shaker like nobody’s business. “Or  . . . did this guy ask you out?”

      My stomach fluttered at the thought. “No and no.”

      She nudged her shoulder against mine. “What’s going on then?”

      “Keep your voice down,” I said, glancing over at Brody again to make sure he hadn’t overheard us. As if on cue, he returned and set down Wendy’s blue drink. Giving me a quick smile, he moved down the bar to help another patron. Once he seemed out of earshot, I turned to Wendy. “I did rent a mansion on the bluffs, because I’m running an event there for Greta von Strand.”

      “The author?” Wendy’s jaw dropped open as she stared at me. “Greta von Strand has been on every major talk show since her book hit the bestseller lists. Even I have a digital copy of her book on my e-reader. Not that I’ve read it.”

      “I keep the hardback on my nightstand as a guide,” I said, leaving out the fact that I also had digital copies on my e-reader and phone. “Greta hired me to run a two-week retreat we’re calling The Date Escape, a luxury women’s retreat that’s basically Men: Who Needs Them? come to life. Eight women paid a premium to attend and I hired Janine to help me out.”

      Wendy choked on her sip and put a hand to her chest. “My former assistant, Janine? Who just became a Realtor? How can you afford that?”

      “Greta’s paying me well and Janine really needed the extra money since she’s still building up clients.” I took a sip of my drink and stole a quick glance at Brody who was pouring beer from the tap. The muscles in his arms were well defined. I imagined running my hands over them. Mind out of the gutter, Olivia! My single lady’s drink was so not working. “Anyway, the retreat’s all about bonding and sisterhood and having fun as a fabulous single woman. Janine and I are working the event, but we’re both looking forward to the retreat on a personal level, too.”

      She took a long swig from her glass. “That’s generous that you’ve offered Janine a job, but you know you need that money. What if Chutney breaks down again?”

      I’d be totally hosed. Sigh. “Women need to stick together. That’s even in Greta’s book.”

      “I can’t believe you corrupted my assistant,” she said under her breath.

      “Former assistant. And being strong, independent women doesn’t make us man-haters. Greta’s book teaches about empowerment. About . . . how you don’t need a man to be a complete person.”

      She gave a wry smile, then touched my hand. “Oh, is that why you can’t keep your eyes off the bartender? You think he’s hot. Admit it.”

      I swatted her hand. “Whether or not he’s hot is irrelevant. If this retreat goes well, my business will take off. Greta has so many connections that I’d be flush with clients forever. And then I could finally stop working at The Market,” I said, doing a little dance in my seat then holding my hand up for a high-five. “This is a big step for me. I’ve been scared to move forward with my life, afraid I’d fail, but now I have a real chance at success.”

      “In all seriousness, I’m proud of you.” She smacked my hand. “Now tell me more about this retreat. Do you chant around the fire and burn gifts your ex-boyfriends gave you?”

      “You’re hilarious,” I said, but couldn’t help laughing. “The retreat will mimic the sections of Greta’s book. One, focus on our independence from men. Two, focus on ourselves. And three, focus on friendships. In addition to Greta’s lectures, I’ve planned fun activities to go with our lessons. We’re going to a day spa, chartering a boat to go fishing, going horseback riding on a ranch, and learning to change a tire on a car. Should be incredible.”

      Wendy wrinkled her nose. “I’d be down for the day spa. But fishing and mechanic work? I’d rather hire out.”

      “I think all of the activities are great,” I said, defensively. The truth was that catching a fish or changing a tire didn’t thrill me. But how independent would I look to admit that? Not so much. “Greta wants all of her guests to learn to be self-sufficient. Just because it’s nice to have a man in your life, that doesn’t mean you have to rely on one.”

      “If you say so,” Wendy said drily. “Now should we get something to eat?”

      “Sure,” I said, watching her wave Brody over. I sighed because the second he came near I’d want to start talking to him. I lowered my head and stared at the floating ice cubes, reminding myself to concentrate on only my business right now.

      “Hey, what can I do for you ladies?”

      My head snapped up as he stopped in front of us.

      “Could we get some menus?” Wendy asked. Brody pulled two leather-bound menus from beneath the counter and set them on the bar. Then she tossed me a smirk. “I’ll be right back. Just need to run to the ladies’ room.”

      I flinched as she disappeared, then glanced up to see Brody’s ocean-blue eyes boring into mine. I gave him a wry grin and shrugged. “She has an ironic sense of timing.”

      “I think she’s perceptive,” he said.

      “How so?”

      He leaned down, resting his forearms against the bar so we were eye level. “Well, the way I see it, she’s giving us a little alone time together.” His gaze held an intensity that made my heart pound against my ribs. “You know, it’s really too bad you’re focusing on your career right now.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Oh really? Most people applaud my focus.”

      “Well, I mean, if you weren’t so focused on your career, I’d be asking you out,” he said, the corner of his mouth hitching up on one side.

      My stomach flooded with butterflies. I managed to return his smile. “Oh. Um . . . yeah, I . . . well, thank you. Truth is, if you asked me out . . . I’d be tempted to accept. But I need to concentrate on building my business right now.”

      “Nothing I can do to change your mind?”

      Keep staring at me with those amazing blue eyes of yours, I thought, then mentally kicked myself. But I was tempted to say yes. So very tempted. Hunter had done me wrong but that didn’t mean other men would, too. Unfortunately, I needed to learn from Greta how to be on my own two feet before I opened myself up for another possible heartbreak. So, I shook my head. “No, sorry.”

      “Maybe I’ll see you around the bar here from time to time?”

      “Probably not,” I said, reluctantly, still feeling tempted.

      “My loss then.” He gave me another smile, but this one had lost the light that had been in his eyes. I tried to ignore the pang in my belly, and was thankful when Wendy slid back into the seat beside me.

      She glanced from me to Brody’s retreating figure. “What’d I miss?” she asked.

      The question should’ve been what was I missing by refusing to date Brody? Ah, well. Just bad timing, I supposed. I gave my friend an overly bright smile. “Nothing. Now, let’s order some food. And you can tell me all about your trip to Japan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Wendy’s white Mercedes SUV that she’d been gracious enough to loan me drove like a dream. Such a contrast to my dear Chutney. The thought reminded me of Charlie, and a mix of nostalgia and nerves flooded me. I had to wonder what it would be like when I saw her again. Would she be sweet and recall all of our childhood memories, or would she be stuck up? I mean, she’d married the world’s sexiest rock star, and I’d just stayed around in Blue Moon Bay, working my tail off.

      As I pulled to a stop in front of the massive Spanish Colonial mansion that overlooked Blue Moon Bay, I killed the engine and the thoughts of Charlie. Time to focus on creating my career. I sent a plea to the universe to help me nail this retreat. If I could impress Greta, then I’d be more than just a woman who smelled like fish and got dumped by the perfect man. More than the butt of all of Piper Lewis’s jokes.

      With determination to make this event perfect, I grabbed my folder with the retreat’s itineraries and guest information. My stomach roiled, but I reminded myself I’d done a full rehearsal yesterday. I’d even practiced my greeting for when the eight women arrived. Deep breaths, Olivia.
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