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The single mom . . .


When Celia Fox’s ex-husband serves her with custody papers during the same weekend he’s getting remarried, she expects things to go downhill from there. So when her best friends show up to whisk her away for a girls’ getaway to San Francisco, it’s just what the doctor ordered. Add in the chance to see Landon Bryant again, and she can’t wait for the weekend to begin.


And the playboy millionaire . . .


Landon and Celia shared stolen moments of passion in Vegas, and Landon hasn’t been able to stop thinking about her since. He knows she’s under pressure to hold her family together, but he’s determined to prove he’s there for her – and that she deserves some fun of her own.


Are about to get wild.


As Celia rediscovers who she used to be and her relationship with Landon deepens, she begins to believe he’s someone she can rely on. But Celia has been keeping a secret from everyone – if the truth comes out, will they play it safe or take a leap of faith?


Look for the other Girls’ Weekend Away novels, including What Happens In Vegas!




I’ve been to San Francisco twice. The first time was with my mom back in 1998, and we had a 5.4 earthquake! I fell in love with the city, as did she. Two scenes in this book are based on our adventures. The cable car ride and Muir Woods. My mom was an adventurous lady and it’s clear she passed her wanderlust on to me. I lost my mom in 2012, miss her so hard. This book is dedicated to her.
Doris. XO
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Chapter 1


March 11, 2018 23:49


L: Hey, sexy.


C: Hey, hot stuff.


Sorry for not saying goodbye.
Had to rush to catch my flight.


L: No worries ;)


I’ll always have the family size stall in


Vibe to remember you by.


C: And the panties you refused
to give me back.


L: Darling, I framed those.


C: Hahaha


C: You’re joking, right?


April 2, 2018 18:17


L: In the meeting from hell. Save me.


C: Sorry, also in hell. I love my kid,
but her soccer games get loooooonnggggg.


L: Soccer, nice. I played lacrosse as a kid.


C: I bet you had all the cheerleaders
swooning for your sexy ass in high school.


L: I stopped playing much in middle school.


Dad felt I should focus on other things.


What position does your daughter play?


C: Jilly’s a striker. She gets her
athletic talent from my ex.


C: I prefer bedroom sports. [image: image]


L: You’re a MVP in my book.


April 5, 2018 22:04


C: I can’t believe you just sent my
daughter all this expensive sports stuff
without asking me first.


C: I really want to pack everything up
and send it back to you.


C: But Jilly is over the moon.


C: So I’ll swallow my pride for her sake.
But don’t do it again.


L: That’s not all you swallow.


L: Shit, no, sorry.


L: I’m drunk.


L: Celia?


April 11, 2018 9:46


C: You can’t just throw money at a
problem to make it go away.


L: You got the flowers?


C: Yes.


L: Did you also get the card that said I am an
utter git who should never drink and text
and that you are an amazing, sexy, caring and,
hopefully, a very, very, very forgiving woman?


C: Yes.


L: OK.


C: Anything to do with my kids goes
through me first, got it?


L: Yes, ma’am.


C: If we ever hook up again,
you have to call me that.


L: YES, MA’AM.


April 22, 2018 14:37


L: Been a while since I heard from you.


L. Everything OK?


C: Yup. ;)


C: Just been working on a project.


L: Oh, wanna share a bit of your first draft?


C: Nah, still a work in progress.


May 1, 2018 7:15


L: Quinn says hi.


L: He peeled himself away from


Bonni long enough to visit.


C: Shhhh.


C: Still night-time here.


L: Whoops, sorry. Forgot about the time difference.


L: Want me to have coffee delivered?


C: No.


C: Yes.


L: Yes, ma’am!


May 9, 2018 22:11


L: So did Colin get a part in the play?


C: I can’t believe you remembered he auditioned.
His father certainly didn’t.


C: And yes, he did. One of the older kids got Peter Pan,
but Colin’s playing Michael.


L: Awesome!


L: When is it? Maybe I can use the jet to come see it.


C: Really?


C: You’re gonna fly across the country to
see an elementary school play?


L: If you ever get around to telling me when it is.


C: May 12th & 13th.


L: Shit, I can’t. Dad found some Asian investors
he wants me to meet with.


C: No worries.


C: It was a nice thought, tho.


June 2, 2018 17:03


L: Just checking in.


L: Ready for summer vacation?


C: Yeah.


L: I bet the kids are looking forward to no more school.


C: Yeah.


L: Everything OK? You seem a little off.


C: No.


L: What’s going on?


L: Celia?


C: Can’t talk about it.


L: I’m here for you.


L: C?


L: Are you ghosting me?




Chapter 2


‘Whoever said being a single mom was easy can kiss my ass.’


Still in cotton sleeping pants and a tank top, with her hair piled up in a messy bun, Celia wasn’t sure she’d be able to get the house in order fast enough so she could escape into her writing, accompanied by a nice cup of Earl Grey and a shortbread cookie.


She hated a messy house. It drove her nuts, but lately she couldn’t stay on top of it. So now she found herself in the kids’ bathroom, picking up their jammies, scraping dried toothpaste out of the sink and cleaning a toilet used by a little boy who still hadn’t quite figured out how to aim.


God, she loved her kids. More than anything. But damn, they could create a disaster zone out of nothing.


‘I shouldn’t be so hard on them. They’re just kids, after all.’ She was talking to herself. Was that a sign of insanity? No, that was when you kept doing the same thing over and over, expecting a different result. Celia didn’t want to be one of those moms who insisted on having an immaculate home, one where you could barely tell children lived there. She didn’t. But she also didn’t think it was too much to ask that towels were hung back up on the bar rather dumped into a pile on the floor.


She swept up the musty-smelling towels and pajamas into a laundry basket and started to tackle the toilet. Wielding the toilet brush, she scrubbed viciously, taking out her anger at her ex-husband on the porcelain. Today – today of all days – he pulled this shit. The past few months had been excruciating. He’d been a complete asshole and her bank account was running low. And, now, being served with court papers before she’d even had her first cup of coffee was the icing on the cake.


The only thing she had to be grateful for was that the kids were at day camp and would be picked up by their dad later. She didn’t have to hide how incredibly pissed she was. Celia gritted her teeth at the frustration welling inside her and flushed the toilet with a slap of the handle. Today should’ve been a good day.


Celia pushed some hair out of her face with the back of her hand. Okay, yes, Jilly and Colin were spending the weekend with her ex because Dickhead was getting remarried. He hadn’t even waited until the ink was dry on their divorce decree before he was shacking up with the floozy he cheated on her with. But she wasn’t going to be bitter. She wasn’t going to be angry that he was showing his true colors. It wasn’t her nature to hold grudges or to wallow in self-pity. No matter how much she deserved to.


She sighed and stretched her back. Dropping the toilet brush into her cleaning pail, she began to spray the shower with bleach and thought about her original plans for a kid-free weekend. She’d been determined to get at least another five thousand words in on her new book, and then she was going to treat herself to the latest superhero movie. Watching buff men throw punches in tight clothing was a sure-fire mood-lifter.


Coughing a little from the bleach fumes, she pushed open the window, allowing the dry heat of the California air to come wafting into the room. Beginning to scrub the tiles of the shower, she snorted. Some of her author friends would post things like this on Facebook or Instagram. The glamorous life of a New York Times bestselling author.


Celia’s heart jumped, remembering the thrill that had raced through her last night when she found out that her first book was now a bestseller. After she and Frank separated, Celia had begun supporting herself by taking whatever freelance writing gigs she could get. It was mainly magazine articles, a few blog posts, and poetry for greeting-card companies. But after a wild night in Vegas she’d been inspired to write an erotica novel. Sales had been slow at first but, as word of mouth spread, it began climbing the charts.


And she couldn’t tell a soul because Dickhead would be a dick about it. Of that, she was sure. She wrote, and did all her social media, under a pseudonym, to keep her author life under wraps. Not even her best friends knew. Still, having a bestselling novel was worthy of celebration, so she had planned to splurge on Chinese for dinner. But those plans were before she’d been served with those court papers.


She couldn’t believe he was taking her back to court to reduce her child support and alimony, as well as to increase his visitation rights. It just boggled her mind.


Stepping out of the shower, Celia looked around the bathroom. Toilet, sink, shower, check. Floor . . . not so much. It had rained before Jilly’s last soccer game, and her darling eldest child must’ve worn her uniform into the bathroom before taking a shower. When she was still married, they’d had a housekeeper, and Celia missed her more than she ever missed Frank. Her fantasies these days consisted of being able to hire someone else to clean up after her children, but every penny she had went to bills, which now apparently included paying a lawyer. The latest money from her book sales wouldn’t come in for a while and in the meantime . . . well, in the meantime . . . she’d make do.


Feeling sad and depressed as her plans of a movie and Chinese food faded away, she made quick work of scrubbing the floor. Grabbing her cleaning pail and the laundry basket, she dropped them in the hallway outside the kids’ rooms and decided to shower the bleach smell away.


A few minutes later, wrapped in a towel, she left her clothes on the floor (she’d pick them up before the kids got home) and padded down to the kitchen. Her little townhouse was just enough for the three of them. Money was tight, but she could make ends meet. Things would be so much easier if the asshole would just pay up his fair share of child support, though. The man was a highly respected cardiac surgeon, but God forbid he give a crap that Jilly needed new cleats. He was such a cheapskate. If it hadn’t been for Landon . . .


She shook the thought away. Letting the days slip by and not replying to his texting had probably sealed the fate on them. It wasn’t like she’d intended it to happen. She liked him soooo much – still did – and memories of their fling warmed her on lonely nights, but she was just getting so damn depressed about things and trying to be happy was coming awful hard these days. Celia plugged in the kettle and stared out the window into her little backyard, elbow propped on her hip as she chewed her middle finger, imagining that she was flipping the bird at her ex.


The doorbell rang and she jumped. She clutched the top of the towel and spun around with her legs spread wide, and her other hand reached out as if to ward off the devil himself.


‘Who the hell is that?’


Gone were the days when, as a kid, everybody loved it when the doorbell rang. It meant visitors. Mom always had a cake ready, Dad had beer in the fridge and the coffee pot was ready to perk up some liquid goodness.


Not anymore. No one expected or wanted doorbells. They were the most dreaded sound going.


Celia tiptoed out of the kitchen and down the hall, out of sight of any windows. She knew where all the blind spots were in her house. She made a point of knowing them, in case of situations just like these. As a single mom with two kids under ten, you could never be too careful.


The doorbell ringing switched to pounding, like fists were thumping on her door. Her heart jumped into her throat. Could it be the police? Only police banged like that. What if something had happened to her kids?


More pounding.


More hesitation.


‘Celia, for crying out loud, open the fricking door!’ Celia relaxed. She knew that voice. Running to the door, she unlocked it and flung it wide.


Celia could barely believe her eyes. Her best friends, the sisters of her heart, were standing on her front porch. ‘Oh my God, guys! What the hell are you doing here?’


‘Girl, what’s with the towel? Always running around in a towel.’ Fredi elbowed her way past Ava and Bonni and took Celia into a big bear hug. Fredi was not the sentimental type so Celia hugged her back fiercely, appreciating the support.


‘I just got out of the shower. I was cleaning the little monsters’ bathroom and felt all gross myself,’ Celia replied.


‘Yeah, and that’s disgusting,’ Fredi said, making an eww face and stepping back.


Bonni nudged Ava inside and pushed the door closed, locking it behind them, ever the cop. Ava laughed, tugging on Celia’s wet hair. ‘You’re going to get me all damp, but I don’t care. I need a Celia hug.’


Celia found herself swept up into another hug, and then Bonni joined in. Celia just let herself hang in their arms as they squeezed the breath out of her. ‘Oh guys, you have no idea how good it is to see you.’ She was close to tears.


Fredi patted her on the shoulder before going to investigate the kitchen. ‘Mmm, I need coffee.’


Ava took Celia’s hand and they congregated in the kitchen. Celia found herself sitting in a chair at her battered kitchen table while her friends bustled around the room. Fredi found her Keurig and picked through her remaining pods to make coffee for her and Bonni. Ava went right to the cabinet holding the mugs, taking out four before grabbing two tea bags. Bonni poured hot water from the kettle into two of the mugs and then went to the fridge and pulled out the milk and the half and half.


Celia felt her chin tremble. ‘What are you guys doing here?’


Ava carried over the mugs of tea and placed them on the table for her and Celia. She pulled out a chair but, before sitting in it, she rested her palm on Celia’s face for the briefest moment and gave her a soft nod. She whispered, ‘It’ll all be okay, sweetie.’


‘We’re here to save you.’ Bonni sat down across from her, and Celia looked at her friends. To her horror, tears pricked at her eyes, and she swiped her hand over them.


Ave jumped up to grab a box of tissues. ‘Aw, honey, no tears. We knew you needed some cheering up.’


‘H–how did you know?’ Celia sniffed, taking a tissue to blow her nose.


Bonni spoke. ‘Landon told me you’d been sounding kinda down. I noticed it too. So we conspired. We knew you’d be kidless so we thought it was the perfect time to run away with you.’


‘C–conspired? What are you talking about?’ Celia added a little milk to her tea and stirred it with a slightly shaking hand. She was happy to hear that Landon had been talking to Bonni about her. It meant she was still on his mind, and a tiny little spark of happiness flared inside her. After their last long conversation they had texted back and forth on a somewhat casual basis. They had bantered, flirted, but she was too off her game to fully enjoy it. She’d been too damn low, worrying about the demands of her ex, and threats, that she rarely paid attention to her phone anymore. Plus, she was on a huge deadline that she wasn’t able to explain to anyone yet. Life was so complicated sometimes it was annoying.


‘We’re kidnapping you,’ Ava burst out, and Bonni gave her a narrow look. ‘What’s the big deal? We’re here. She’s coming. That’s that.’ Ava shrugged her shoulders.


‘You coulda eased into it a little more gently,’ Fredi said over the rim of her coffee mug, leaning against the counter. ‘Or you could check your phone more often, Cee.’


Bonni adjusted herself in her seat. ‘Cee, hey, look at me.’


After gazing at Ava and Fredi, still unable to comprehend what was happening, Celia turned her attention to Bonni, who reached out and put her hands over Celia’s.


‘We’re worried about you. You’ve lost your zazzle, your spark. You’ve been getting more and more worn down since Vegas. So we’re scooping you up and we’re heading off to San Francisco and then to Quinn’s family vineyard in Napa.’


Celia shook her head, the logistics overwhelming her. ‘Uhm, I can’t. Mom’s away and I promised to keep an eye on her house. And I should stay close in case the kids need me. Plus, I have no clean clothes.’ She looked at her friends. ‘It’s Thursday, laundry day.’


‘Laundry day is a thing?’ Fredi asked. ‘Who knew?’


‘Ya, it is, so I don’t have to do it on the weekend and can just spend time with my kids. I’m so happy to see you guys! But I can’t just take off.’


‘Wow, you are in a bad way,’ Fredi said, shaking her head.


‘What do you mean?’ Celia was beginning to feel more ruffled now, and ready to push back. She couldn’t just drop everything and go. She was a mom, she had responsibilities!


‘The Celia we know would already be upstairs, packing, and then be out the door before anyone else, make-up on, dressed to kill. Ready for an adventure.’ Fredi put her mug down and a hand on the table. She leaned into Celia, cupping her chin with her other hand. ‘You need rescuing, and we’re here to do it.’


‘The kids—’


‘Are with their dad until next week,’ Ava reminded her. ‘Remember, they’re in his wedding party, and we found out all the details. He’ll be keeping them for a bit before the honeymoon.’


‘You have? Oh, wow. Uhm, I – I don’t have enough cash—’


‘That is all taken care of, and there’s no room for argument,’ Bonni was quick to say, in her stern-cop voice.


Celia was quiet and considered what they were telling her. She had enough food in the fridge to make the kids’ lunches when they got back, and her next manuscript wasn’t due to the freelance editor she’d hired for another three weeks. Plus, her lawyer’s billable rates were crazy on the weekend, so it would be better to wait until Monday to discuss the new court papers. Sure, the house was a disaster area, but it wouldn’t crumble if she skipped vacuuming for one week. She looked at her friends’ beaming faces and felt Celia the Mom start to get pushed aside by Celia the Woman.


‘A long girls’ weekend? What exactly would be the plan?’ she asked tentatively.


Ava cheered because she’d known Celia long enough to understand when she was giving in. Fredi began to tidy up the kitchen in preparation for their departure while Bonni answered, ‘I have a car outside. We’re going to drive up the coast and do whatever we feel like along the way. We’ll crash tonight in San Francisco and then, tomorrow, head up to a vineyard that Quinn and Landon’s family owns. We’ve got it all organized, made the necessary calls. Frank is aware.’


‘You told him!’ Celia was stunned they’d called him.


‘I did,’ Bonni said. ‘You know I won’t take any bullshit from him, but I was polite, told him you would be with us for a few days, and he passed along a message for you to have a good time.’


‘I don’t believe it.’ Celia looked at her skeptically.


Bonni shrugged her shoulders. ‘Unlikely, true, but he did.’


A slow smile curved on Celia’s lips and a tiny little glimmer of excitement sparked inside her. ‘Okay, then. I’ll go pack whatever’s clean.’


Fredi rolled her eyes. ‘Oh, please. You’re talking to your former college roommates. You’d have to skip doing laundry for two months before you ran out of clean clothes.’


Celia stood, clutching her towel at her chest, and Fredi continued, ‘Yeah, and get dressed too. Towels are not socially acceptable attire for a road trip.’


Fredi’s snark rolled off Celia’s back because she was hit with a giant wave of excitement at the thought of leaving her troubles behind for a little while. ‘Oh my God. A road trip! I so need a road trip.’


Ava jumped up and threw her hands in the air. ‘Rooooadddddd tripppppp! Look out, San Francisco!’


Celia dashed up the stairs, narrowly avoiding a stray piece of Lego as she left her friends in the kitchen. This was going to be the best kidnapping ever!




Chapter 3


‘I don’t know how you managed to pull this off. Especially with my mom on her trip to Tuscany.’ Celia sat in the back seat of Bonni’s rented Mustang convertible and yelled loud enough for her friends to hear. ‘I think she’s hoping to find an old wreck of a chateau that she can renovate and then some hot young number will come along and sweep her off her feet.’


The girls all laughed and Bonni called back as she drove, ‘I know the movie you’re referring to. Maybe ladybugs will land on her.’


‘That doesn’t sound all bad, you know,’ Fredi, sitting next to Celia, said, her eyebrows raised. ‘I’d put up with doing a little home renovation if it means I wind up with a young Italian stud in my bed.’


Ava nodded in the passenger seat, her hair flying around her in the wind. ‘I can see the attraction.’


Bonni laughed. ‘Oh, please, Aves, you’d rather he sweep you off your feet than bang you against a wall.’


Waving her hand dismissively, Ava replied, ‘A good hero could do both.’


‘You guys are crazy. Didn’t you see that movie? There were snakes in the bedroom, bats in the belfry, no water. No guy is hot enough to put up with that crap.’ Celia shivered.


Ava shook her head. ‘You say that now but, if you meet the right guy, your tolerance for “crap” will go up.’


‘Aww, come on, Ava, not every woman finds a Mr Right. You’re such a dreamer,’ Fredi scoffed.


Celia met Bonni’s eyes in the rear-view mirror as Ava and Fredi re-started a very old argument.


‘I can’t believe a woman who designs wedding dresses for a living can be so cynical about love!’ Ava exclaimed.


‘When you have as many repeat customers as I have, you learn that “happily ever after” really just means “happy for right now”,’ Fredi shot back.


Celia shook her head. ‘How in the hell did this convo go south so quickly?’ She saw Ava open her mouth to reply and kept talking, ‘Anyway, you guys are awesome for kidnapping me. I swear single moms should have a special holiday in the year.’


Ava pouted a little before her usual sunshine nature took over again and she offered support. ‘A single mom needs more than one holiday in the year, honey.’


‘Aww, thanks, sweetie.’ Celia leaned back.


There was a beat of silence, and Celia’s gaze wandered to her friends. Each of them was so different, but they were so tightly knit as friends they almost felt each other’s emotions. In the driver’s seat, Bonni’s dark hair was pulled back in her usual ponytail, the wind whipping the strands around her. She shot a quick smirk to Ava, and Celia fancied she could see Bonni’s cop façade just melt away. Her heart swelled with love for them all.


‘I’m glad you didn’t fight us on the kidnap plan.’ Fredi repositioned their purses between them.


‘I’m glad too! And, I do admit no kids, no drama, just us, sounds wonderful,’ Celia replied.


Fredi snorted. ‘No drama? Since when is there no drama where we’re concerned?’


Bonni laughed and looked at them in the rear-view mirror. She pointed at Celia and scolded, ‘You’re the drama queen. It follows you wherever we go!’


‘Hey, how am I the drama queen?’ Celia exclaimed, then pursed her lips at Bonni.


Ava twisted in her seat to raise an eyebrow at Celia. ‘Remember when you were pregnant with Jilly and I flew out to meet you in Los Angeles, and we were having dinner when you saw that guy you were so sure was a celebrity?’


The problem with staying friends with the same women for over a decade is that they knew everything and they never let you forget it.


Celia airily said, ‘That was merely pregnancy hormones. I couldn’t be held responsible for my actions. Those cops even agreed with me.’


Fredi snickered and, smiling, Ava pushed her hair out of her face as the wind blew the auburn strands around. The sun caught the color of her hazel eyes and made the green flecks even more vivid.


Bonni lifted a shoulder and Celia could hear the grin in her voice. ‘See, somehow, it finds you.’


Celia was starting to feel more relaxed as the time went by. More like herself. Being with the sisters of her heart, her Sassy Squad, was the absolute right choice to make. She raised her face to the sky, so blue it almost hurt her eyes. The warmth of the sun beat down on her skin and she felt happy. A deep, heart-clenching happy. She only hoped she could hang on to the feeling.


The wind tugged at her long hair and she didn’t bother to tie it up. So what if it got all tangled up in a mess? She was a California Girl and used to the wind, sun and surf. Before they had the kids, she and Frank used to surf together early in the morning, before he had to head to his residency at the hospital. It had just been them and nature, two young kids wildly in love and in sync on the water. When had they lost that? Ruthlessly shoving the thought aside, she inhaled deeply, forcing her muscles to relax. She was determined to enjoy her kidnapping, dammit! ‘This is just wonderful.’ She flung her arms wide.


‘I can’t remember the last time I was in a convertible.’ Fredi reached up to grab her long curls. She braided and wound them up into a tight bun, securing it with a hairband. ‘My hair is going to be a rats’ nest tonight.’


‘This is the best,’ Celia said. ‘Another girls’ weekend away, and in San Francisco! There’s so much we have to do. Visit Haight Ashbury, go to Ghirardelli’s, and—’


‘Celia, stop! No planning. We’ve got some sorta definite plans, remember,’ Bonni interrupted.


‘Oh, yes! I simply can’t wait. Bring on the wine. Nothing sparkly either – ugh,’ Celia said.


‘We have to stop and grab a bottle of Jack. Just in case,’ Fredi informed them.


‘Oh, Fredi, you and your Jack,’ Celia teased. ‘We’re in wine country, baby!’


‘Damn right, me and my Jack. He’s the only dude that doesn’t talk back or make things suck. I’m quite happy with Jack being the sole man in my life.’


‘We’re going to drive along the coastline. I’m sure we’ll pass a liquor store along the way.’ Bonni turned her head so they could hear her.


‘It’s a beautiful day,’ Ava answered. ‘Maybe we can stop for a seafood lunch somewhere.’


‘That would be awesome,’ Celia said. With kids and not a lot of extra cash, the only place she ever ate out these days was McDonald’s. A fresh lobster roll would be divine.


‘I can’t wait to sink my bare feet into the sand and have waves splashing up against my legs.’ Ava raised her arms in the air. ‘This is just glorious. I think I could get used to living by the ocean.’


‘I’m thinking we stop in Monterey for lunch and then head back out on the road. Unless we see something that catches our eye along the way,’ Bonni said.


‘Sounds like you’ve got this all planned out,’ Fredi replied.


Celia slid her phone out of her bag to check the time. Her kids were still in school so she wouldn’t hear from them for a while. Almost against her will, her finger tapped open her text messages. Landon’s name was near the top, and she opened their thread, rereading his last text. He had started this whole weekend in motion. ‘Bonni, did you know the Bryants had a vineyard before now?’


‘I just found out recently. You know, the family has so many properties around the world and a vineyard in Napa Valley just happens to be one of their many holdings,’ Bonni yelled above the wind.


‘That’s just plain wow,’ Celia said. She knew Landon’s family was wealthy, but imagine owning a vineyard and having it be nearly an afterthought . . .


‘Can you believe it?’ Ava said, swiveling in her seat again. ‘We’re going to a vineyard! What better place for a busy single mom to take a break than a fancy vineyard?’


‘You’re right. I’m just a little depressed these days,’ Celia admitted. It was the closest she’d come to saying just how low she’d been feeling, and she wouldn’t say another word. Now was not the time to get into it or drag her friends down.


‘Aww, honey, I know it’s tough. I can’t believe he’s actually marrying her.’ Ava was always the one to try to empathize. ‘I mean, I don’t want to slut-shame—’


‘Oh, I’ll do it,’ Fredi said. ‘Once a cheater, always a cheater. Her inevitable heartbreak is what she deserves for sleeping with a married man.’


‘Fredi!’ Ava exclaimed, twisting to slap at Fredi’s knee.


‘Oh, I don’t really care about that. I mean, I care for the kids’ sake, but our relationship . . . It’s just that . . . well, oh, I don’t know.’ Celia drew in a sharp breath and threw her hands up into the wind as if to halt the thoughts. ‘Enough of all that. Let’s have some fun.’


Fredi looked at Celia and pursed her lips. ‘With Bonni in charge of the car, we’re just passengers along for the ride. A crazy ride, by the look of it. Is your seatbelt on tight?’


Celia giggled. ‘You know, right now, that’s absolutely perfect for me. I don’t really wanna have to be making any decisions at the moment. But hey, drive safe, Bon-Bon, you have precious cargo back here and my kids are expecting me home alive.’


‘I’m a cop. I know how to pursue a fleeing vehicle, how to shake a tail, and I can certainly get us to the vineyard in one piece,’ Bonni stated, and met Celia’s gaze in the rear-view mirror again. Celia batted her eyelashes at her and Bonni just shook her head, smiling.


Fredi nodded and leaned over. ‘I hear you, sister. I’m glad to be leaving behind those bridal bitches.’


‘You really need your own studio, you know.’ Celia nodded, her eyes wide and knowing. ‘You’re far too talented to be wasting away underneath the restricting pressure of that cow of an owner.’


‘Don’t insult cows,’ Fredi said, adjusting her sunglasses.


They all cracked up at Fredi’s snide remark. Celia’s heart swelled with love for her friends. ‘You guys are too much,’ she laughed. Still, even though she appreciated what they were trying to do, the problems she hoped she could leave behind continued to lurk in the back of her mind. It wasn’t easy to forget the alimony, the child-support legal suit her ex had dropped on her. How was she going to pay for costs and still be able to keep her head above water? But she refused to think about it now. ‘Thanks, girls. You’re the best kidnappers a woman could ask for!’


Celia sat back and shoved her worries away once more. Instead, she lapped up the fantastic feeling filling her from being with her friends and having a fun weekend ahead of her. Dare she hope there might be grape-stomping in her future?


Looking down at the phone she still held, she wondered if Landon might be in her future as well. She realized now that she wanted to see him again. It had been hard to balance everything – the writing, the kids, the fight with her ex – and maintain a bright and cheery text convo with Landon. The last thing she wanted was to be miserable to him and that was part of the reason she’d just sort of let it slide. But he’d been persistent, continuing with the easy-going messages that held a teasing tone and had in fact carried through her low moments. Now she wished she’d been more responsive to him.




Chapter 4


Celia watched the scenery pass and enjoyed the spectacular views around each bend in the road. Even though she lived in Southern California, she couldn’t get enough of the sea, the coastline scenery, the salty tang. It was nice to just sit and not have to think about anything. Let the drama of her ex and the looming custody fight just melt into the background. Time enough for dealing with it later.


‘Oh, look! Can we pull off here?’ Ava pointed her finger.


Celia craned her neck to see and drew in a gasp. ‘Oh, wow, stunning. Yes, can we stop?’ she echoed.


A row of cars had pulled off on the shoulder of the road and beyond was a wonderful view of the sea and a beach below.


‘Maybe there’s a parking spot.’ Bonni slowed the car down and turned off the highway into a widened area where cars had been parked wherever they could be. ‘It’s not looking too good.’


‘Oh, there’s a guy coming out. Just up ahead. The red car.’ Celia released her seatbelt, rose up and stood behind Ava’s seat, hanging on to the headrest.


‘I see it,’ Bonni said, and wheeled the Mustang into the tight spot. ‘I suggest you put your purses in the trunk. No point carrying them down to the beach, and it’s asking for trouble if you leave them in full view in the car.’


The women piled out of the car and Bonni popped the trunk. Celia dropped her purse beside the other bags, took off her shoes and placed them in as well. Going barefoot was her favorite thing to do.


‘Time for sand between your toes.’ Celia was the first down the path. She ran like a child and, if she’d had a sand pail and a shovel, she’d have been swinging it like she didn’t have a care in the world. Celia sprinted down the last bit of the path, carefully avoiding rocky outcrops. She couldn’t wait to get down and dip her toes in the water.


‘Careful, guys, the path is a bit rocky,’ she called over her shoulder, then finally she was on the sand. She waited at the bottom for the rest of them as they picked their way down the path.


‘Oh, wow, look at this beach!’ Ava exclaimed, running across the sand toward the surf.


‘I do love turquoise water. It’s so pretty, but usually a shit ton warmer than this,’ Fredi noted.


‘I bet the sunsets here would be fantastic,’ Bonni said. ‘We should keep an eye out when we’re on the drive back on Monday for somewhere to stop and catch a sunset over the ocean.’


‘That would be wonderful,’ Celia agreed. ‘If we’re lucky, there won’t be a cloud to be seen and we can have a beautiful sunset, watch the sun sink below the horizon, painting its wonderful colors of pink, purple and fiery orange across the sky.’


‘You really are getting romantic with your words,’ Ava said, and gave Celia a nudge on the shoulder. ‘How are you doing with your writing? Published anything recently? We want to hear all about it.’


Celia hesitated for a brief moment, still not willing to share her news, as it was too dicey as far as her ex-husband was concerned. Her friends had long supported her freelance writing career, always buying up every magazine her work was featured in, but even though she trusted her girls, she just couldn’t risk anyone knowing about her bestselling erotica novel. It had been less than twenty-four hours since the book had charted, and she was dying to share the news, but she couldn’t. Not yet anyway.


‘It’s so busy with the kids, but I write whenever I get the chance. I’ve started dictating too, so I can write in the car, doing laundry, cooking. And I take my iPad everywhere, you know that.’


‘That’s awesome. I’m really proud of you for reinventing yourself after the divorce,’ Ava praised. ‘But dictating? How does that work?’


It made Celia feel good to have her friend acknowledge her efforts. ‘I turn on the microphone on my phone and dictate into an email or other app program. It gets the words out and then I have to edit and clean them up later.’


‘Wow, that’s truly dedication.’


Fredi and Bonni were right behind them and had overheard their conversation.


‘So what’s next on the publication front? “The Latest in Ska Music?” “Hidden Gems: Antique Stores in Southern California?” Oh, I know, “How to Win in Vegas!” ’ Fredi said.


‘We all know Bonni was the big winner in Vegas – although you scored pretty good in that nightclub, Celia!’ Ava teased.


Fredi hooted approvingly and fist-bumped Ava. Bonni picked up a handful of sand and flung it at her friends, who darted backward, squealing.


Celia watched her friends play and felt so bad that she was unable to share her big secret with them. Telling her friends now about her career as a romance author might put them in a difficult position, as she wasn’t sure yet if she’d have to disclose the potential income from her book to the courts. Celia would do whatever her lawyer advised, of course, but until then she wasn’t going to risk putting her friends in a position where they would have to perjure themselves. As soon as this lawsuit was done, she’d be able to shout it from the rooftops.


‘Come on, guys. Keep walking. We need to get our ion cleanse from the sand,’ Ava said.


‘Ion cleanse?’ Bonni looked skeptical.


‘Of course. Walking barefoot in the sand is like an ion cleanse. Positive and negative energies between your feet and the sand draw all the toxins out,’ Ava explained earnestly.


Celia exchanged looks with Fredi and Bonni. Fredi said, ‘For someone who is so no-nonsense when it comes to money, you are such a sucker when it comes to everything else.’


‘I’ve never heard of such a thing,’ Bonni said. ‘Sounds like voodoo stuff to me.’


Ava crossed her arms and tapped her foot on the sand. ‘It’s not! I read an article about it. People feel better by the sea and after walking on the sand. Don’t you remember how good you feel walking on the sand with the water breaking around your feet? You naturally breathe deeper, relax and are at one with nature. Check it out. Come on and try it.’


Celia was willing to try anything right now, so she followed Ava down to the surf and waved for her friends to follow. Fredi had her head bent to her cell phone and Celia knew she was googling it. Bonni trailed behind them a little reluctantly.
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