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Sometimes the best things in life are just outside your comfort zone.

Presley Ayers is not the kind of woman you bring on a camping trip. As concierge at an exclusive hotel, her expertise lies more with recommending champagne and caviar than the best hiking boots. But when she surprises her boyfriend with a trip to a wilderness retreat and he dumps her instead, Presley decides to head solo to the Get Lost Lodge.

When Beckett Keller helps Presley off the rickety boat and onto Lodge territory, it’s clear to him she’s made a mistake. She doesn’t appear to like hiking, fishing, or nature in general, so why is she here? But with a crumbling lodge always forcing him to defer his plans, he certainly doesn’t have time for Ms Fish-Out-of-Water.

Even so, neither Beckett nor Presley can help that inexplicable draw they feel towards each other. He’s all rough stubble and plaid shirts, while she’s all high heels and designer brands. But you know what they say about opposites!




To all the women in my life who inspire me, lift me up, and make me a better human. More importantly, thank you for accepting me when I’m not at my best. I appreciate you.




And in the middle of my chaos, there you were.




One
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A DECEPTIVELY SUNNY SUNDAY

Relationships were a back-and-forth, a seesaw of give-and-take, a money-up-front, rewards-at-the-end sort of venture. Presley Ayers repeated this in her brain as her boss bemoaned her upcoming week off, going so far as to hint that maybe she didn’t want to move up from associate concierge at La Chambre Hotel. She did. She very much did. She wanted to move up and move on. One day. For now, she just wanted Ms. Twain, no relation to Mark, to stop making herself out to be a martyr for switching around some shifts.

I’ve been planning this for months and asked for the time off. Not my problem you forgot, lady.

“I’m assuming it won’t be a problem when I want you to work extra shifts to make up for this when you return,” Ms. Twain said, staring down her nose through her thin wire-framed glasses.

She had willingly jumped through every other hoop, but now Presley simply smiled. “You know I’m always willing to take extra shifts, Ms. Twain. I thought I’d given you enough notice when I booked my holiday in April. I apologize.” She crossed the index and middle fingers on her right hand in her pocket. She wasn’t sorry. She just didn’t want to be fired. Biting her lip kept her from saying any of the words floating around in her brain.

This woman was a primary source of Presley’s sleepless nights. Emmett, her boyfriend of almost eight months, had once mansplained that this was how the game was played. If she wanted to be a success, she needed to show it, not just say it. If she didn’t, someone else would want it more. She didn’t know how anyone could think she wasn’t ambitious, since she’d spent most of her waking hours, and many when she should have been sleeping, at this hotel for the past three years.

“Are you headed out of town? Are you completely unavailable?” Ms. Twain made a note on her calendar, then looked up at Presley from behind the desk where she sat.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m taking my boyfriend to a fishing lodge as a surprise birthday present.” Give and take. Things hadn’t been great lately with both of them working so much and their schedules not matching up. The little time they did spend together was generally with Emmett’s work friends. But this gift would show him she listened, paid attention to the little things. It would be the nudge he needed to take them more seriously. Maybe even consider moving in. That was the endgame. At thirty-one, she’d thought she’d have her professional and personal life cemented by now. Or at least one of them.

Ms. Twain wrinkled her nose, her thinning gray brows pushing together. “Do you fish?”

Not even in the supermarket. “No. But he does.” And it will show him I can get behind his hobbies and interests.

The woman regarded her for several moments, making the back of Presley’s neck sweat. “There’s a seminar in a couple of weeks, the beginning of July, for senior hotel staff. Typically, we recommend one to two assistant staff associates to take part.”

Presley sucked in a breath. She knew all about it, having been passed up for it twice in three years despite her stellar track record with guests and growing persona as one of Great Falls’ local influencers. “Oh?”

Ms. Twain sat up straighter in her high-back chair. For two generations, she and her family had owned the three-and-a-half-but-striving-for-four-star hotel.

“Is this something you’d be interested in?”

Refraining from nodding her head like a cartoon character, she went with, “Absolutely.”

Ms. Twain nodded. “Very well then. I’ll take that into consideration.”

Pulling her hands from the pockets of her pleated black dress pants, Presley curled her fingers into her palms, then loosened them. She didn’t like playing games, especially since she proved herself daily, but it didn’t stop her from smiling as wide as she could.

“I’d really appreciate that. I know I’d do an excellent job.”

As she left the office, her flats felt wobbly, her heart felt full, and her stomach twirled like a ballerina on a roll. Her phone rang as she exited the hotel and climbed into her new-to-her Honda Civic. Practical and pretty. That was her sweet spot. She’d just topped fifty thousand followers on TikTok and Instagram by playing to her strengths. Fancy was nice, but affordable was necessary.

She’d already packed. Emmett was meeting her at the coffee shop located just before the airport. They’d share pie, like they had on their first date, and then she’d show him the tickets and they’d park in long-term and board the plane. She was doing her best not to think about how small the plane would be. A new airline that catered to short flights had offered her two tickets in exchange for promo. At the time, she hadn’t had a destination in mind, but this worked perfectly. As long as the plane does, too. A short bus ride would take them to a ferry, which would bring them to their final destination, Get Lost Lodge. Set a goal, make a plan, achieve success.

Her phone buzzed through the Bluetooth as she drove in the direction of the airport. Don’t say you’re going to be late, Emmett. As a lead advertising exec, he often worked long hours, including weekends and nights.

She pressed ACCEPT on her steering wheel, hoping this time it worked. Her car often glitched in the electronics department.

“Hey,” Rylee’s voice said through the speakers, just a hint of static punctuating the word. Best friends for half a decade, they knew the best and worst about each other. They’d both come a long way since working at a little boutique hotel in Great Falls, Rylee as a line cook and Presley as a bellhop. There’d been an almost instant connection that couldn’t be contained to only working hours.

“Hey. I’m on my way. My stomach won’t settle down.”

“I know you have everything because you’re you, but are you sure you’re ready for this?”

“I am.” It hadn’t been easy to arrange this surprise getaway. Emmett was particular about his space and his things. He never slept at her house, and lately, she hadn’t been spending a lot of time at his. But bit by bit, she’d snuck out some boxers, T-shirts, sweaters, and other necessary items to pack his bag. One of his friends helped a bit when Presley confided her plans. The lodge provided fishing rods and whatever other accessories went along with fishing.

“You’re sure?” She heard the worry in her friend’s normally chill-as-cucumber-eye-patches voice.

Presley knew Rylee wasn’t asking about her covert packing skills but more the whole “great outdoors” piece. She was known online and in person as someone who could recommend a five-star restaurant off the top of her head. A woman with connections to cheap theater tickets and knowledge of the best times to visit the museums. She knew Great Falls city center because she’d grown up in it, but she’d never spent much time hugging trees or planning picnics.

As a kid, she’d begged to sleep outside once, so her parents had let her sleep on the balcony of their apartment. She’d woken up freezing, scared, and uncomfortable. But this wasn’t that. She would spend time on the beach, soaking up the June sun, letting the fresh air work wonders on her skin while showing her followers that vacations didn’t have to be pricey to be enjoyable. Not something Ms. Twain would approve of, but since the woman refused to listen to any of her ideas for the hotel’s social media, Presley did her own thing.

Infusing her voice with a confidence she didn’t fully feel, she said, “I’m excited. I’m being spontaneous and adventurous.”

Rylee laughed. “With only a couple of months’ planning to put it all together.”

True, but it was still one of the most impromptu things Presley had ever done. Emmett often complained when she wanted to make plans for a Friday night on Monday, telling her sometimes he just liked to see how things went.

“He’s going to be so surprised. When he was working to secure the Get Lost account, he kept saying he wanted to go there. There’s a little town on another island about a ten-minute ferry ride from the lodge that we can explore. There’s a craft beer tour and little shops. And at the lodge there’s hiking, fishing, canoeing. Plus, there’s the beach and swimming.”

She knew she was repeating herself, but it was almost like a checklist, a way to remind herself that she’d thought this through. When she’d asked Emmett about a trip to New York to see some plays, he’d said that was definitely not his thing. Well, this wasn’t hers and she was still doing it. Give and take.

Presley turned right at the light, the butterflies now doing jumping jacks in her stomach.

“It sounds awesome. Let’s just hope he appreciates it. I’ve never seen him do any of those things here, so don’t be afraid to do some of what you want on this trip, too.”

Presley knew her friend worried that she did a little too much of the giving in her relationships. Particularly this one. Presley loved her best friend, but Rylee was the queen of one week or less, no strings attached, and multiple dating apps. Her bestie was working her way up to head chef at a popular downtown restaurant and didn’t want to be tied down. If a person started to truly fall for Rylee, she ended things. Presley, on the other hand, had always been a full-meal-deal relationship person. She didn’t mind making allowances or being flexible with her life, because she wanted to share it with someone.

This would be worth it. Emmett would love it, they’d reconnect, and they’d maybe even talk about their next steps. Together.

After promising to text Rylee, Presley hung up just as she pulled into Slices Pie Shop. She parked, got out, smoothed out her button-down blouse, and picked a little piece of lint off of her pants. Slinging her purse over her shoulder, she headed for the entrance. Emmett’s car wasn’t in the lot yet, but he’d be here any minute. She was craving the strawberry rhubarb they’d had on their first date.

As she slipped into a booth and ordered a pop for each of them, along with a slice of pie, she thought about how they’d met. His company had held a weekend conference at La Chambre Hotel even though the firm was local. It wasn’t uncommon. Companies rented rooms, set up workshops, and let their staff bond for a couple of days over free food and drinks. Presley was almost in charge of the team-building activities. That is, she planned and executed them but received none of the credit.

Whatever. It had been a great success personally and professionally. He’d asked her out on the second evening, and after work they’d come to this diner, sat in this booth, and shared her favorite pie.

“Here’s your drinks. Pie will be out in a minute,” the waitress said.

Emmett came through the door as Presley was putting his present on the table. It didn’t look like much in its black trifold packet, but she had a lot riding on this. Those butterflies were backflipping like divers off the high diving board now.

His blond hair was perfectly styled; not one hair dared to move. His blue eyes sparkled, and every time he leaned in for a kiss, Presley breathed deep, wrapped herself up in his scent, not entirely sure what it was but enjoying it all the same.

He slid into the booth as the waitress came back with one piece of pie and two forks. He gave her one of his shining grins.

“Hey. Would it be too much trouble to get lemon meringue instead?” Emmett asked.

The waitress glanced at Presley, raised her brows a little. She felt silly for wanting the romance of sharing the same type of pie they once had, so she smiled at the woman. “Lemon is my second favorite.”

Once he opened his gift, the pie wouldn’t matter.

The waitress took the plate and went to get the other dessert.

“Sorry I’m a couple minutes late.” He took a long drink of his pop. He was fidgety. She could feel his knee bouncing from across the table. He seemed to be looking everywhere but into her eyes. We’ll reconnect on the trip.

“No worries.” Presley reached for his hands. “Happy birthday.”

He met her gaze, his smile a little tight around the edges, and pulled his hands back. “Thanks. Listen, about tonight.”

The waitress showed up with two plates of pie. “Here’s your lemon.” She set it in front of Emmett and looked at Presley as she slipped the original piece in front of her. “It’s already sliced, so it’s on the house.”

Simple, random acts of kindness could not be outdone. “Thank you so much.”

The waitress’s gaze softened. “It’s just pie, hon.”

Not to Presley. It was memories and the start of something special. The waitress wandered off to help two new customers.

Presley tapped her fingers on the packet. “I have your birthday present here.”

Emmett was a few bites into his pie. “Thanks,” he said around a mouthful. “Some of the guys want to go for drinks tonight.”

Her smile slipped. “But you said no, right?”

He shrugged. “Figured a couple drinks wouldn’t hurt. It is my birthday.”

The butterflies got tangled up in each other like they’d had a few drinks of their own. “Of course, but I told you I had something special planned and it starts tonight.”

He sighed. “You always do that, pin me down. I say yes because I feel like I have to and then you’re upset when I bail. And I’m not bailing. I know it messes with your precious scheduling, but I’m just saying we’ll meet up later tonight. Okay?”

She pushed down her irritation, reminded herself he didn’t actually know what she had planned. She picked up the packet, tapped it against the table. “Not really.”

Her pie was forgotten when she caught his look of irritation, which he made no effort to hide. “Pres.” That’s it. That’s all he said—the first syllable of her name—and then he just stared at her. A typical Emmett tactic.

It’s fine. Everything is fine. It’s okay. She pushed the packet toward him. “I think you’ll be happy to skip drinks for this.”

He grabbed the packet, opened it up. Presley held herself impossibly still, watching him as he looked over the information, his eyes widening. The airplane tickets, a little brochure for the resort, and a couple of fun doodles she’d done of them fishing and relaxing on the beach were inside.

Emmett looked up, locked his gaze on hers. “You bought me a vacation?”

Mostly. She nodded, her head feeling like one of those bobbleheads. “Yes. We need to be at the airport in an hour. Do you remember how much you talked about going to this place? It has everything you wanted. We’ll fish, hike, sunbathe, swim. Not a museum or play in sight.”

She expected him to laugh, as they spent a fair amount of time arguing over what to do with their weekend evenings and disagreeing on what counted as fun.

His brows scrunched. “This is that place we didn’t get the account for?”

Uh-oh. Hopefully that didn’t bring up bad vibes, but the owners had pulled the account for reasons that had nothing to do with Emmett or his team.

“Yes, but just because you aren’t doing their marketing and advertising doesn’t mean it won’t be fun, right? We’ll have a great time and you can finally check it out.”

“We?”

Okay, the butterflies were starting to resemble unstable pigeons in her stomach now. One tripped, the others all following suit like dominoes.

“Of course. I worked everything out. The guys know, so they probably didn’t even mean it about tonight, because Paul was the one who helped me get your time off, and I have the week as well. It’s ten days, actually, but your boss was great about it. Mine not so much, so I might be working some triples when we get back, but it’ll be worth it.”

Emmett’s gaze shuttered. He was good at his job because he had a great poker face. Even Presley couldn’t get a good read on him sometimes. “Pres. This is cool. I mean, it looks like a great time.”

There it was. The gratitude she’d hoped for. The “my girlfriend kicks ass and I should up my game, give her a drawer at my place, maybe even suggest we live together” energy she’d been after.

“Ten days . . . together . . . away . . . that’s . . .” Emmett’s voice trailed off.

“Amazing? Spectacular? A dream come true?” Her excitement amped up her pitch and she had to remind herself to take a breath.

“Too much.”

All of the energy coursing through her stopped like someone had pulled the plug or switched off the power. “Excuse me?” In her periphery, she saw the waitress almost approach then veer right and sidestep their table. Smart move, lady.

With another heavy sigh, Emmett let go of the packet and lifted one arm so he could rest it along the back of the booth. He’d done that eight months ago, too, on their date. But her shoulder had been just underneath and he’d scooted a little closer.

“I just don’t think we’re there. A couples’ vacation? I love this. It’s great. You’re a sweetheart for being so thoughtful. But this has guys’ trip written all over it. I think that much forced proximity might, you know, be a bad thing for us.”

She said nothing. He kept going. “At this stage. Maybe we could try a weekend away sometime. An overnight at a bed-and-breakfast. I don’t know. Ten days is a lot.”

“What?” The word came out as a raspy whisper.

He lowered his arm, folded his hands together, and leaned in. “Can you imagine us in each other’s space for ten days?”

Her nod was slow. She had spent time doing just that. “Yes. It was supposed to be a prelude. An idea of what it would be like if we moved in together.”

The horror on his face should have sent her running. But Presley liked to really nail a coffin closed. “Clearly, that idea doesn’t impress you.”

“Look, this is fun. What we have. It’s good. But it’s not till-death-do-us-part.”

A strange smile tipped her lips. “Oh, I don’t know. I kind of feel like killing you now just to see.”

He laughed too loud. “See? You’re fun. You’re funny. But you’ve got to admit, you’d drive me crazy if we were stuck together for ten days.”

“ ‘Stuck’?” The word trembled. For some reason, her brain flashed back to all of the spring and summer breaks when her parents would quietly argue in their bedroom about who would bring Presley to work with them. Each of them acted like they were happy to do so to her face, and she knew they loved her, but she’d always felt like . . . a burden.

“This is a great birthday present, Pres.”

Her spine stiffened as she pushed against the hard plastic back of the booth. Both of her brows lifted. “Seems like it.”

He covered one of her hands with his. It was clammy. “It is. But a real gift is all about the recipient, right?”

Tears blurred her vision just a little as the effort it had taken to coordinate and execute this surprise flipped through her head. “It was definitely all about you.”

“Then I should get to pick who I want to go with me.”

Her heart might have actually stopped in her chest. Pulling her hand back, she sat up straighter. “What? Are you nuts?”

Emmett looked around, then at Presley. “Keep your voice down. No, I’m not nuts. If I was, I’d go on a ten-day vacation with the woman I’m seeing.”

Presley’s temples throbbed and she swore she heard a sharp crack. Probably the last of her patience. “ ‘Seeing’? What the hell is that supposed to mean? This isn’t high school. We’ve been together for eight months. I thought we were moving forward.”

Again, he looked around like the few customers in the diner were watching the show. “We are. Just clearly not in the same direction. This is fun and all, but my idea of a vacation doesn’t involve being nagged for ten days to keep you busy and entertained.”

The sharp breath she sucked in made her cough. Those tears spilled over, but at least now she could blame them on choking. She took a sip of her pop, grabbed her purse, and stood up.

“You are a complete ass. I can’t believe I thought we had something special.”

He looked up, his expression guarded. “To be fair, you think everything is special. You see what you want to see and read too much into things, Pres.”

She kept the bad words flitting through her brain to herself, leaned over, grabbed the packet, and tucked it in her purse. “Well, this will be easy to read into: you now have tonight and the rest of your life free and clear to do whatever you want. We’re done.”

“Stop being dramatic. Where are you going?”

Her lips curved. “On the vacation of your dreams. Alone.”

She hurried toward the door, briefly locking eyes with the waitress, who had clearly heard everything. When Emmett tried to follow, the waitress stopped him.

“Excuse me, sir, if you leave without paying, I’ll be forced to call the police.”

She heard Emmett swear, but it gave her time to get to her car. Small kindnesses—even if they were just an extra few seconds of space to breathe and toss her idiot ex’s bags onto the cement of Slices’ parking lot. As a bonus, she got to see Emmett’s stunned expression as his bag burst open and the contents spilled out.
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