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CHAPTER ONE

Caroline’s handshake was disarmingly firm, but cool and confident at the same time. Her eyes were a striking blue — a colder, steelier shade than Jess’s.

I tried not to stare, but she had the kind of magnetism that could draw it out of anyone. Tranquil Bay’s new owner looked about forty, tough as nails, and hot as hell.

“Thank you for seeing me,” I managed, setting my laptop on the table and hoping it looked less battered than it was. “Hector told me a little about what you’re looking for, but I’d love to hear more.”

She paused and smiled, with a twist that said she’d already decided I was worth her time after all.

“Hector speaks highly of you. Please, sit. Would you like coffee? Tea? Something cold?”

I said coffee, and she crossed the room and poured it from a carafe that looked like it belonged in a private jet. She gestured to a seat, and I sat.

We were in the Coral Suite, a meeting room within the resort’s business center, which was really just a glass box with the AC cranked so high I could feel the cold through my shirt. Beyond the glass, the Caribbean heat was a visible shimmer over a flat, blue ocean. The room itself was minimalist—blond wood, clean lines, and a single black screen on the wall, waiting for input.

Caroline had brought nothing but a thin black leather notebook and her phone. As she strode back toward me and placed down the mug of coffee and a glass of water for herself, she struck me as the kind of person who dressed for success without looking like she had to think about it. Her skirt was navy and immaculate, her white blouse pressed to sharp geometry. Her gold hoop earrings reflected the LED panel above her, and the tiny diamond in her nostril gave a sharp flash whenever she turned her head. Her hair was up, in a way that looked severe but still worked.

And the way that blouse and skirt shifted as she walked…

She acted all business, but this woman had the curves and muscle tone of the perfect cougar.

She sat across from me, setting the notebook down like a dealer placing down a straight flush, and checked the time on her phone.

“We have about forty-five minutes before my first call of the day,” she said, “so let’s get right to it. You’re the first potential hire I’ve met who actually lives here. That’s a point in your favor.”

I tried to sound casual. “I like it here.”

She sat back, crossing one leg over the other. I kept my eyes on her face like my life depended on it.

“Good. I tried working with a marketing agency back in the States, but they wanted to sell a dream that just doesn’t exist here—their idea of a Caribbean resort, rather than the reality of Tranquil Bay.”

“Well, I’ve been here for a few months now, and I’d like to think I have a good feel for the place,” I said. I tried not to telegraph my desperation to land this gig, but my voice sounded a little too eager even to me.

I did like the resort, a lot. The problem was that me staying there was now entirely contingent on getting hired to work there.

Caroline opened her notebook, then removed and unfolded a piece of paper she had left tucked inside. She flicked her eyes down at what I now recognized as my resume, which she’d printed and annotated in neat blue ink.

“You have a good background, but perhaps not as many years in marketing as I expected. That worries me a little.”

I wanted to object, but she kept going.

“Still, you seem to have a lot of relevant experience in a short time. So: what do you see as the single biggest problem with our online presence?”

She didn’t mess around. I clicked my laptop open, my mouth already dry, and gestured at the homepage I’d pulled up in advance.

“With all due respect, the website is behind the times—and it isn’t working hard enough for you. It doesn’t show off the property all that well, it doesn’t tell your story, and it’s impossible to use on mobile. When I first tried to sign up for the residence waiting list, I almost gave up. To be honest, I only kept going because of the prices.”

Caroline barely blinked. “And you think you can fix all of that?”

I nodded. “Yes. I’d start by mapping out what you want people to know, then what you want them to feel. Then I’d rip out the old site, start clean, and get it rebuilt with a nav that doesn’t make you want to throw your phone in the pool.”

She let out a laugh—the type that sounded like she’d been caught off guard and let it out in spite of herself. She cleared her throat and waited for me to continue.

“But that’s just the website. I think this resort has a deeper problem with its brand.”

She leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Go on.”

I knew I was taking a risk here. But I also knew that—if I did get hired—I couldn’t realistically succeed and effect the type of change this resort needed without bringing up the underlying issue first.

“It feels like the brand is just trying to sell ‘Caribbean luxury’ to whoever can afford it. But what I’ve realized from living here is that you have a large group of customers who come back every year because it feels like a home away from home. And now, some move here and literally make it a home. There are the remote workers like me, obviously, but there are many in the first group who retire and join the second group.

“Even if they’re here on vacation,” I continued, “none of these people really care about being ‘pampered’, they just want to feel like they belong. That’s what really sets the resort apart, but none of your marketing says it. So you already have a loyal customer base—but it could be a lot bigger, and it could help fill the rest of the residences.”

Caroline’s mouth quirked at the edge. For the first time she looked genuinely pleased.

“That’s exactly right. The previous agency didn’t get that.” She took a sip from her glass of water, then glanced at my laptop and fixed me with a look that was searching, but not unkind. “Show me what you came here to show me.”

I brought my slides up on the screen and started with the problems. The booking system on the website, I explained, wasn’t just old; it was actively costing her money. Every social media account was a ghost town. And no matter where you looked, the whole image of the resort felt like it was from another decade.

I showed her the data: the drop in estimated web traffic and a bigger drop in searches for Tranquil Bay, while in both areas the figures for competitors around the island were climbing. In particular, search was dominated by the Sapphire, the new high-end resort a couple of miles down the beach.

Caroline just watched, her expression unreadable. She tapped a nail against the table, once, marking time. I had no idea if any of this was landing—I could feel my back start to prickle with sweat.

I clicked to the solution and tried to ignore my own creeping doubts.

“I see three steps,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “First, we position Tranquil Bay as the place for both the new wave of remote workers and traditional repeat visitors to the Caribbean. We lean into the resort’s USP, rather than trying to win over the affluent, younger crowd that goes to the Sapphire, or other islands entirely.

“Then, we give more people more ways to find us, and incentivize them to keep moving toward the booking system. We tell our story and we keep telling it. That means a real social presence, partnerships with businesses around the island, and a media blitz.

“Third, we rebuild the digital front door. A total overhaul for the website and the booking system, so when people find you they actually want to keep going until they’ve converted.”

The presentation covered every aspect of the project I was proposing. All I knew was that Tranquil Bay was struggling with bookings and needed “help with the website”, but I had zoomed all the way out and taken a holistic approach.

I had leaned on every aspect of my marketing background before I became an SEO specialist, laying out a plan that would bring in every third party necessary to take Tranquil Bay from a well-thought rebrand to a widely-executed media plan. I would work directly on the areas I knew best—SEO, content, PPC, briefing the website developers—while acting as project lead for the rest.

I had projections and budget ranges for all of it, laid out in clean charts. I started to run through them one by one, fielding a couple of questions from Caroline, but soon decided to push on and wrap it up quickly; she had become quieter as I went on, and I was getting the sense that she wanted to get back to the main conversation.

When I finished, I went silent and let the last slide linger, recapping the three key steps.

Caroline reached for her glass of water and took a measured sip. She put it back precisely in the circle of condensation.

“Explain the difference,” she said, “between traditional SEO and what you’re calling GEO.”

“Traditional SEO is about gaming Google’s surface,” I said. “It’s tactical, and keyword-driven. But everything is changing now that everyone is using AI. It’s context and intent now. So GEO is optimization for AI—structure your content so that large language models and voice assistants can find you and push what you’re saying.”

She nodded, but her eyes didn’t leave mine. “Why should I believe you can do all of this? I know you have plenty of digital experience. But I also know you haven’t overseen a project of this scale before.”

Right there was the biggest obstacle to pulling this off and convincing Caroline to take a chance on me. But I was prepared. I felt a weird calm descend, the kind that used to hit me before any big client call where I knew I’d done my work.

“Because I know exactly what you’re up against,” I said. “I’ve worked on projects where redoing the website was enough, and I’ve worked on projects where it wasn’t—and it showed. I wouldn’t have taken the risk on proposing all of this if I didn’t believe it was the only play. And my experience shows I can outsource and manage the areas I don’t know, not just the ones I do,” I said, pointing to the right section of my resume. “But the main thing is—I know how to make Tranquil Bay the only answer for the audience you need, not just one of the pack.”

She wrote down a note in her book. “You’ve certainly put a lot of thought into this.” She looked up and raised an eyebrow. “And identified plenty of faults.”

I waited, fighting the urge to gulp.

“But you’re right,” she continued. “This resort has an image problem that transcends the website. The question is whether you’re the right person to fix it.”

Better, but I still found myself bracing for the ‘thanks but no thanks’.

Caroline closed the notebook. “Let’s talk about your timeline. Nine months?”

I clicked my laptop shut. “For full implementation, yes. I’ve tried to keep that tight but realistic based on past experience.”

Her smile was the exact shape of a scalpel blade. “I’m afraid I’d need it sooner than that.”

“How soon?”

“Six months.”

Ah.

It felt like I’d run out of road. My paranoid agency brain could already see where this was going: to a full-service agency that would promise the world, undercharge, then underwhelm.

But she looked at me in thought for a moment, then gave a small, considering nod. “Assume you get all the resources you need to make that happen. Are you willing to work with our existing agencies, or start fresh?”

I didn’t know if this question was just a formality or if the door was still open, but I decided to stick to my guns.

“I’d need to see the budget and decide on a case-by-case basis.”

“Understandable,” she said. “And as for compensation?”

I’d done my homework on this, too. She’d be paying me as a consultant, not an employee. And giving too low a figure would signal not just desperation, but inexperience.

I gave her the figure.

She sat back, like she’d been waiting for that. “It’s a little high. But here’s a suggestion: I’ll offer you ten thousand less, but I’ll scrap your rent for the duration.”

Holy shit.

I blinked and stared back, trying to process it. This was really happening—she was giving me what could be the best project I’d have ever worked on, plus free accommodation, and ultimately a lifeline to stay here.

I nodded, struggling to find any words.

She reached across the table and I shook her hand. Again, her grip was precise, neither strong or weak. “Welcome to Tranquil Bay,” she said. “Again.”

“Thank you. I really, really appreciate this,” I finally managed.

“I look forward to working with you.” She checked her phone. “My apologies—my meeting is about to start.”

I took the hint. I packed my laptop, slid my chair under the table, and nodded a goodbye.

“I’ll send you the budget later today,” she concluded. “Let’s talk tomorrow—Wednesday will be your official start date.”

“Looking forward to it.”

I saw myself out into the hallway and closed the door behind me. The air was suddenly, weirdly warmer.

It didn’t sink in—I felt no sense of triumph. Instead I felt like I’d just finished a long swim, and was about to find out whether I’d reached the shore or been pulled into a new current.

But no matter what happened next, I’d extended my stay in Tranquil Bay.

I had two very good reasons to be happy about that. And they were both waiting for me.


CHAPTER TWO

I knocked at their door just after nine. A few seconds later, Jess opened it, her hair damp and slicked back in a ponytail.

She wore a linen shift dress that hung perfectly off her shoulders, loosely enveloped her curves, and stopped somewhere high on her thigh. Her feet were bare. When she saw me, she broke into a full, beaming smile, and I felt all the tension of the morning meeting and the hours of preparation melt away.

“You look like you just got off the witness stand,” she said, giving me a hug, before stepping aside and waving me in.

I tried for a smile. “I got the job.”

She froze, then launched herself at me and hugged me with her whole body. She pulled me in so my chin landed on her shoulder, then held me for a long moment before eventually letting go. When she pulled back, her eyes were watery and bright.

“Of course you did,” she said. “They told you right away?!”

I shrugged. “I was as surprised as you are.”

“And uh… what is this job, exactly?”

“It’s a six-month contract. Full relaunch—not just the website, but a total rebrand, the whole thing. And here’s the best part: I’ll be making more money and paying no rent.”

Jess gave a quick, happy exhale. “Oh my god, Miles, that’s incredible.” She searched my face for a moment. “Are you happy?”

“I’m something,” I said. “Relieved, mostly.”

Satisfied with that answer, she led me to the kitchen and pushed a sweating glass of water toward me. Her phone sat face down on the counter next to it, a silent pledge of her attention.

“Sorry, I’m not all that presentable. I just showered,” she said, patting the marks left on my shirt from her damp hair, then running her hands over her arms. “And sorry about that.”

“You look perfect,” I said.

She blushed, and the way she ducked her head made me want to hug her all over again.

We sat at the kitchen island. I drank the water like I’d just crossed a desert, and she watched me with that steady, soaking-everything-in look that Jess always had. She rested her chin in her hand. “So, what’s your first move?”

“Caroline’s going to send me her budget later today, but she says I’ll have everything I need. I’ll need to review it against my plan and start reaching out to her vendors, sourcing my own, figuring out what I—”

She smiled. “Sorry. I was just excited for you—I wasn’t trying to stress you out.”

I smiled. “It’s okay, you didn’t.”

“I’m proud of you,” she said, and nudged her foot against mine under the counter.

I heard the bathroom door open down the hallway. Natalie’s voice drifted across the villa.

“So is he still going to be wallowing in his plunge pool all day, or does he have new corporate overlords?”

She came out wearing nothing but a towel wrapped high around her chest, her long legs on display as she strode toward us. Her auburn hair was wet enough to sheet water onto her collarbones.

Jess called out, “He got the job.”

Natalie stopped, posed with both arms in the air like a gymnast who’d just stuck the landing at the Olympics, and then ran over.

“Seriously? That’s the most impressive comeback I’ve ever seen,” she said, and kissed me on the cheek. “Tell us everything. Is Caroline as intense as her LinkedIn photo makes her look? Or does she turn into a kitten behind closed doors?”

I snorted. “She’s… exactly what you’d expect.”

“So she’s terrifying,” said Natalie, settling onto a barstool and pulling her towel tighter. “How did it go when you named your price?”

“Uh, surprisingly well,” I said. “She waived my rent for the whole contract.”

Her eyes went wide. “Are you serious? That’s amazing. She must really want you.”

“I guess she does,” I said, then realized how that sounded, but it was too late. Natalie cackled, and Jess covered her mouth to stifle a laugh.

“Hey,” said Natalie, “I wouldn’t even be mad. If my boss looked like that, I’d want to catch her eye.” She reached across the counter to retrieve her phone and started scrolling. “Speaking of which… you realize you have to up your wardrobe game now, right? I mean, you can’t keep showing up in those ratty gray T-shirts if you’re going to have actual, like, client meetings.”

Jess said, “He can wear whatever he wants,” but Natalie was already pulling up tab after tab showing overpriced shirts and slacks.

I just let her. I sipped my drink and relaxed, while Jess pressed her bare knee against mine, a steady, grounding touch. It wasn’t long until the tiredness hit me all at once, heavy and sudden, like my body had been waiting for permission to let go.

Natalie flicked her eyes at me over the top of her phone. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Just fried.”

“You want to take a nap here while we work?” she said, in a way that made it sound like the most logical next step. Jess looked at me, like she was hoping I’d say yes.

“Tempting,” I said. “But I have to prep for tomorrow. I’m gonna grab a coffee and get started.”

She shrugged. “Your loss.”

Jess said, “He can come over after. Or maybe we’ll surprise him at his place.”

“If that Caroline chick lets us,” Natalie added with a wink.

Jess walked me to the door, the morning light now filling the villa. She kissed me on the cheek, and then on the lips, a slow press that felt like a guarantee. “You’re going to crush this,” she said, her voice low.

Natalie smiled, sitting on the couch with her laptop and still wrapped in a towel. “Don’t mess it up. After all, I’m still expecting that second date.”

“Noted.”

I waved them goodbye and then walked back to my place, watching the beach gradually fill with the waking vacationers and retirees while a lone expedition boat set off for the day. There was a warm breeze off the ocean. The air felt clean and alive, with that weird briny sweetness that I would miss instantly if I left.

I made myself a coffee, then sat on the deck and stared out at nothing—the white sand, the deep blue water beyond the bay, the gray clouds on the horizon that had become more and more frequent with the onset of hurricane season. The resort was quiet, except for the distant shouts of some kids in the main pool and the drone of a passing speedboat. Meanwhile my thoughts were already racing: the budget I was waiting to receive, the start of my biggest project yet, my next meeting with Caroline.

I’d come to Tranquil Bay for a new start. It had been slow going at first, but life out here was now beyond anything I could have ever imagined.

I got the feeling it was about to be turned on its head all over again.


CHAPTER THREE

The sound of the surf came before I opened my eyes. I’d left the balcony doors ajar the night before, and the air in the villa had that sticky-warm taste you only get in the tropics—something between salt and fresh-cut grass, with the faintest edge of ozone. I rolled onto my side and blinked at my phone. It was just after six.

I’d woken up way before my alarm, and for good reason. It wasn’t just that I had a lot to do; I had a bigger problem now. The budget Caroline had sent over the previous afternoon hadn’t exactly aligned with her hint about getting “all the resources you need”.

It was considerably lower than I’d hoped.

That in itself wasn’t a massive surprise—clients almost always overestimated how far their dollars would go. But this was different. Gone were all the protections of working at an agency, the senior management to smooth out “misunderstandings” and the systems in place to cover a snowballing project, even if they didn’t always cover the shortfall.

I was on my own. I answered only to Caroline now.

Somehow, I had to make this work.

I swung my legs out and shuffled to the balcony. The ocean was maybe fifty meters away from my villa, the early sun laying down a gold road right across the surface. The sand looked cool and undisturbed, the way it does before anyone’s had a chance to fuck it up for the day.

I pulled on running shorts and a tank top and laced my shoes on the porch. My watch said it was already eighty-two degrees. I stretched my arms, touched my toes, and set off at a jog.

The first thing I’d learned about running in this place was to get it over with before the sun decided to mean business. But even that early, the air would quickly wrap around you like a heavy wet towel. I ran the path that skirted the property’s edge, then cut down to the waterline where the sand was packed tight and cool. My strides fell into sync with the hush of the breakers. Every ten seconds or so, a seagull’s cry cut through the rhythm.

The resort looked different from the water’s edge. The villas hid behind rows of banana leaf and palm, white walls peeking out in the gaps. I could see the empty main pool, the curve of the restaurant’s decking, and the outlines of a few old-timers from the residential side already setting up camp for their morning rituals: newspaper, sunhat, coffee.

I ran past all of it, straight down to the rocks where the bay bent out of sight, and then I doubled back. By the time I got to the villa, my tank was sticking to my chest and my heart was pounding against my ribs. I slowed to a walk, cooled off, and took a minute just to stand on the porch, letting my pulse come down.

Inside, I peeled off my gear and hit the shower. The cool water was welcome respite from the outside air, and along with the salt and sand it washed away the last bit of sleep.

By seven-thirty I was at my desk, towel around my waist, laptop open on the left and a legal pad already covered in bullet points on the right. The follow-up meeting I’d scheduled with Caroline wasn’t until one, but I needed to know my argument inside out if this was going to achieve anything.

I wasn’t nervous exactly—not yet, anyway—but I felt the charge of it humming in the background.

When I finished compiling and reviewing my notes, I looked at the stack of folded shirts on the chair by the window. I picked a blue linen one that Jess had once said made me look like a person who “knew about real estate but wasn’t a complete asshole.” I figured that was an acceptable look to aim for. I set it aside, then spent a minute searching for the least-wrinkled pair of shorts that could pass for business casual on this island.

I checked my phone. There was nothing from Jess yet, but I knew a text would come later—a meme, or an idea for a date night in, one of the small, steady signals that were building into something permanent.

She’d left a toothbrush in my cup last week. I liked that.

I glanced toward her villa, then thought of Natalie. There was no predicting her; she showed her intentions when she felt like it, but she always showed them eventually. Every conversation felt like a dare, a test to see if I’d flinch. It was a different kind of chemistry, one I didn’t try to understand.

I stacked my notes, closed my laptop, and got dressed. The shirt was a little tight in the shoulders, but not in a bad way. I ran a hand through my hair, put on my watch, and checked the mirror.

Not bad. I looked like someone you could trust with a consulting gig, or at least with the Wi-Fi password.

I glanced at the clock. I still had time for an early lunch, so I pocketed my phone, tucked the notes under my arm, and headed for the beach bar.

As I crossed the resort I mentally ran through my argument one last time, and then I let the walk clear my head. The sun was nearing the top of its arc, and the day was getting loud with the beach now bustling and the bay teeming with various vessels. The turquoise shallows looked as inviting as ever, and I felt a little ridiculous passing by while dressed for a lunch meeting.

I walked down the path, gravel shifting under my feet, and let my mind go quiet for a moment.

***

Hector’s bar was hardly a bar. It was a shack with an assortment of tables and stools, the kind of driftwood and palm-thatch structure that could probably vanish in a hurricane and be rebuilt from the same materials the next day. It sat at the boundary between the resort and the beach, a little out of sight of the main pool, and the clientele was an assortment of guests, residents, and a handful of locals who had permission to run a tab.

Hector wasn’t behind the counter when I got there, instead walking two glasses of orange juice over to a couple seated nearby, and humming some song I couldn’t place. He wore a shirt with a previous version of the resort’s logo on it—until that moment, I didn’t know there was a logo older than the current one.

He saw me coming as he placed the juice on the couple’s table. “You’ve cleaned up your act,” he called, his voice as round as his belly.

“Thanks… I think. Got to look the part.”

“That sounds promising.” He grinned and slid a menu across the bar, even though he knew I’d order the same thing as always. “The usual? Club with fries?”

“Yeah, thanks.” I took a stool at the end, where I could see the water and the slow-motion parade of retirees ambling up and down the sand. I set my notebook on the counter and saw him glance over at it.

He started slicing lemon wedges and nodded toward it. “So? What’s the verdict?”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Caroline gave me a six-month contract. She wants more than just the website—basically, I’m going to replace everything.”

He let out a whoop and suddenly raised his knife in celebration, making me flinch back in my seat. “See, everything always works out. And hey, maybe we’ll all benefit if you can pull it off. You want a drink?” He was already reaching for the rum punch.

“I’m good,” I said. “Maybe a water.”

He gave me a look of disappointment, then poured a tumbler of ice water and set it in front of me. “Don’t let me find out you’re cutting back, man. You’re keeping me in business here.”

“Sorry—I’m meeting with the boss after this.” I took a sip, the ice already melting. The glass left a perfect ring on the weathered wood.

“Ahh… understood.” He went back to filling a container with the slices of lemon. “So, you’re working for the lady herself?”

“Yep.”

He whistled, low and impressed. “You ever notice she’s always got the same expression, no matter what you tell her? Like she’s always trying to decide if today’s the day to fire you, even if you’re just telling her the blender’s busted.”

I grinned. “Not that specific, but… sure. She’s intense.”

“She’s a pro,” said Hector, “but I don’t think she’s as scary as she looks. Her game face is all for show. Don’t tell her I said that.”

One of the kitchen staff ran over with a tray, and Hector pushed it toward me—a stack of club sandwich, fries crisscrossed on the side, pickle speared on top. I took a bite. The salt and mayo and bacon replenished whatever the run had burned off that morning, and I nearly finished the first half before remembering to come up for air.

Hector poured himself some juice, leaned on the bar, and watched the surf.

“You know,” he said, “when I started here, they told me I was the wrong kind of bartender. Too chatty, not ‘elevated’ enough for the old clientele. But the same people kept coming back here every year, and most of them keep coming to this bar every day of their trip. You know what I mean?”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s kind of what I said to Caroline.”

He nodded, pleased with himself. “So, what’s the plan? You’re gonna blow it up and make us all ‘viral’, or whatever you call it?”

I shook my head. “No, the opposite—I’m leaning into it. We need more people like that, and more people like me. The richer guests and the influencer crowd will just go to the Sapphire to be seen, so there’s no point in trying to target them.”

Hector grinned. “As long as the drinks stay cold and they fix the internet out here, I’m happy. I was trying to watch the cricket on my phone yesterday—it was like watching one of those old stop-motion movies.”

“During your shift?”

“It’s dead here in the afternoons. And now… that’s your job to fix.”

We talked like that for a while, him eventually going off on a tangent and telling stories about the local cricket team, me only half-listening as I worked through the food and my nerves. At some point, he wiped down the bar and lowered his voice.

“So, what do you think of her so far? Caroline.”

“It’s been one day. But she’s smart. Really smart,” I said, picking my words carefully. “She knows what she wants.”

He smirked. “She definitely does. Let’s just say the maintenance guys are terrified of her.”

“No comment,” I laughed. “But she isn’t wrong to push for a little more around here. I think she’s betting this resort is one rebrand away from being one of the go-to places on the island again.”

He nodded. “She’s probably right. I mean, look at it.”

He waved at the water, the vast beach, the sky that shade of blue you only ever see in travel brochures. Then he tapped the tatty menus on his counter and the weather-worn sign above.

“Give this place a fresh lick of paint and it could be better than the Sapphire. The only thing that gets in the way is people not believing it could be for them, you know?”

I checked the time and stepped down from my bar stool. “Like you said, that’s my job now. Speaking of which—I’d better make a move.”

He clapped his hands together, then wiped them on his shirt. “Good. You’ll crush it. And if you want any staff input, you come to me, yeah? I know things that Caroline would kill to find out.”

“Yeah,” I laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

He filled up his glass with more juice and toasted the empty air. “To new beginnings, man. You’ve got this.”

I gathered my notebook and headed up the path toward the main building as the voices of the beach faded behind me. The sun was at full strength now, the slabs of the path glaring white hot.

Ahead, the windows of the conference room glinted. The real work started now.


CHAPTER FOUR

The Coral Suite felt somehow colder than last time. Even the glass walls looked frosted, the blue of the bay on the other side forced to fight through a layer of condensation.

Caroline was already there, sitting at the table with her phone screen lighting up her face, thumbs flicking through messages at a speed I could only describe as weaponized.

She looked up when I entered, and in that millisecond her whole attention snapped to me. “You’re early.”

I sat across from her, careful not to let the chair squeak. “Hope you don’t mind. I thought it was better we go through this ASAP.”

She set her phone down—face down, perfectly aligned with the leather notebook beside it—and gave me the once-over. “Okay, then. What exactly would you like to discuss?”

I nodded, slid my notes in front of me, but didn’t open them just yet. “I wanted to talk about the budget.”

If she was surprised, it didn’t show. She folded her hands, fingers interlacing, and waited.

I took a breath.

“It’s tight. Really tight. For everything we talked about—the rebrand, the web build, content, paid campaigns—it’s about seventy percent of what I’d expect to get the job done right. I can stretch in some parts, but… I’d need to know what’s non-negotiable.”

Caroline tapped her left forefinger on the table, once, twice, a little drumbeat as though to signal she’d heard me. “I appreciate the honesty,” she said, and then, “But this really is the budget. I knew the maximum available before we met yesterday, and nothing has changed. This is it.”

I nodded, but I didn’t look away. “Okay. I can do it, but it means I’ll need to cut the spend in some areas, and… potentially we’d need to revisit that timeframe. The compromises might not be ideal.”

She raised an eyebrow, but I could tell she’d been expecting this. Then she leaned forward and opened up her notebook. I was simultaneously intimidated by her unmoving expression and slightly—very inconveniently—turned on by the sight of her ample chest now hovering over the table, the blouse becoming taut.

“Six months. That’s all we have. If Tranquil Bay doesn’t see an improvement in business at the end of those six months, it’s not just a missed opportunity. The reality is that this whole place could go under.”

I watched her, seeing for the first time a flicker of something—maybe not fear, but the hard edge of necessity. Those steel-blue eyes were unblinking.

Now I was more than just a little daunted. This was a big fucking deal.

I kept a neutral expression and nodded. “Understood. You’ll have a revised plan by tomorrow.”

She sat back. “Good. And I’ll have the contracts drawn up—my admin will ping you for a signature.”

I thanked her and stood to go, but she said, “Miles?”

I looked over.

“You’re here because I think you are capable, and because I think you give a damn,” she said, “so don’t bullshit me. If it’s not going to work, say so. There’s too much riding on this.”

“Understood. I’ve never lied to a client.”

She smiled then, for real, a small upturn at the edges—like that response had somehow endeared me to her.

“Then let’s hope you don’t start now.”

I was struggling to figure out what to make of this woman.

Outside, the air hit me like a sauna after the refrigeration of the suite. The bay shimmered invitingly, and the sight of a small crowd of sunbathers and the scattered guests drifting lazily in the shallows made me wonder if I’d ever get to enjoy any of it again.

As I reached my villa I saw Jess on her deck, her hair in a bun, sunglasses on, laptop in front of her. She waved and silently asked how the meeting had gone—thumbs up or down?—and I gave her the former, even if I didn’t quite believe it.

For a second, I just wanted to ditch everything and go sit with her, to pretend this job was just a thing I was doing for money, not the thing about to swallow all my energy and time. Instead, I gestured to tell her I’d text her soon, then went inside, opened my own laptop, and started rewriting the whole plan from the ground up.

I spent the rest of the afternoon in a war with Excel and my own better judgment. If I was going to make this work, something had to give. But no matter which way I looked at it, that ‘something’ would always be quality.

Near five, Caroline’s admin sent over the contract. I read every line, and there were no surprises. Six months, strict milestones, all of the agreed compensation—and no promises for what came after.

I signed and sent it back.

***

I started my first full day as Tranquil Bay’s marketing messiah exactly how you’d expect: hunched over the villa’s glass-topped desk, screen glow fighting with actual sunlight, the usual caffeine deficit in my system.

A legal pad sat to my left, dedicated to accommodating the right third parties within the new budget; every margin was inked with side quests and unresolvable questions, and the desk space behind it was covered with ripped out and screwed up pages. The laptop sat beside a second monitor, balanced on top of two hardcover books. On the wall, a wireframe I had started to draft late the previous night as a distraction after trying and failing to fall asleep was now covered in red pen.

I’d been at it since before seven. By nine, I was still staring at the notepad and trying to answer the question blaring through my brain:

How do you rebrand a whole resort with no actual resources?

The short answer: you don’t. You could launch a fancy-ass landing page with sweeping drone footage, spam every social feed with sponsored posts, and crank out daily stories and reels until your eyeballs bled, but none of it worked if the image was still all wrong.

Tranquil Bay, with its aging villas, its lumpy pool furniture, and its army of retirees who thought “craft cocktail” meant rum and Diet Coke, needed more than a coat of digital paint.

That was its main problem. And Caroline’s budget wasn’t enough for the solution I was proposing.

On paper, it looked pretty generous, a high six-figure total. But spread across a brand overhaul, site rebuild, content, PR, and social, it was barely enough to keep the lights on. It was a budget for an update, not a revolution.

And Tranquil Bay needed a revolution.

I toggled between her spreadsheet and the shell of a project tracker I’d put together, looking for anywhere to cheat the math. It was the same as trying to cut weight right before a wrestling meet: there was always a pound or two you could shave if you were desperate, but it was never enough.

These cuts would need to be radical. Instead of a design agency, I needed a designer. A PR agency was out of the question, but a consultant could be affordable.

Which might have sounded like a quick fix, but if any of them didn’t work out there’d be no time to make up for it.

I needed people who were available, who were affordable, and who I could trust enough not to screw up the only thing that was keeping me on this island.

Suddenly, I realized there was only one way I could pull this off.


CHAPTER FIVE

The biggest cost, the most necessary one, was the rebrand itself. I could manage the site build and the SEO, maybe even the social calendar, if I gave up on sleeping for the next six months. But the rebrand needed an actual, experienced designer. Someone who could convincingly make the place look like it wasn’t waiting to get put out of its misery and bought by a competitor.

I circled the brand phase on my notepad and wrote one word:

Jess.

She’d told me once that every client presentation made her want to crawl out of her own skin. The slides, the feedback, the constant parade of brand managers who wanted “pop” but not “edge.” She was over agency work. She’d been over it for a year, but her remote job was what was keeping her here in paradise.

Jess’s portfolio was absurd. She could design anything: print, web, even product packaging. But what she really wanted was to make something that she could be proud of—something that didn’t disappear into a corporate Dropbox after six months.

I stared at her name on the pad and knew, the way you knew things you’d been avoiding knowing for a while.

Then there was the media outreach, and the partnerships angle. Caroline had been especially keen on the latter—“island activation” she called it, code for bringing local businesses on side and out of the clutches of Tranquil Bay’s competitors. That meant negotiation, sales, and the kind of energy that could make a business transaction feel like fun.

There was only one person on the island, maybe in my entire contact list, who could do that. Natalie.

She was technically an account manager, but in practice she was a sentient dopamine burst, the kind of person who could get invited to a wedding while waiting in line for coffee. Plus, she had experience with running partnerships for a string of start-ups back home. She knew everyone, remembered every name, and could drink a bartender under the table while making them think it was their idea.

I set the pen down and leaned back. The answer was obvious, but it wasn’t simple.

Caroline would probably hate the nepotism, but she’d hate a failed relaunch more. If I could sell her on Jess and Natalie’s talent—and keep it professional, or at least keep my personal life from spilling into work—I might actually survive this gig.

There was one other tiny problem, though.

The girls had come out here on a six-month lease, and they were already a few weeks in. There were no guarantees they’d stay beyond the end of it, though I was becoming more and more optimistic, given their start to life out here.

What seemed less likely was that they would take this dream scenario of a remote gig in paradise — and, I guess, me — and agree to dilute it by moonlighting. For their landlord, no less.

I picked up my phone, then scrolled past the group chats with friends back home that I’d been guiltily avoiding—how was I supposed to tell anyone that I’d lost my job and was now staying here on the back of “a project for the hotel”, let alone try to explain my love life?—and my one-way conversation with the spam bot that texted me daily about “Investment Opportunities In [MY AREA].”

I reached Jess’s thread and stared at the last text, from the night before: a goodnight message with a joke about wanting to leave a permanent imprint on my mattress before Natalie could, followed by a heart emoji.

I thumbed out a message:

Free for lunch? I have a crazy idea I need to run by you.

I hit send, then tried to just enjoy the silence for a minute. The air outside was getting thick, and I could hear the distant whine of a landscaping crew trimming the palms by the pool. I stared at my notes, whole sections of the project each boiling down to one word—Jess, Natalie, me—and felt, for the first time since landing this job, like it might be doable.

I hadn’t felt that kind of buzz in any kind of work context in a long time. Then again, this wasn’t really just about work. I didn’t trust it, but I leaned into it anyway.

My phone buzzed.

Sure :) Crazy ideas are all I know nowadays…

Feeling a little more confident, I was tempted to send the same message to Natalie. But something told me to hold off. These would be sensitive conversations, and they couldn’t really happen at the same time.

I checked my watch. If I hustled, I could squeeze in a swim before my introductory call with the resort’s website development agency.

I closed the laptop, grabbed my towel, and left the desk a mess.

***

I met Jess for lunch in the resort’s main garden, under an umbrella the size of a small yacht. She was already there, picking at a bread roll, her sunglasses perched on her head. She was barefoot and dressed in loose linen; like anything else she wore that was relaxed-fit or baggy, it actually emphasized the extremities of her hourglass figure.

When she saw me, her face did that thing where it opened and softened. I felt my mood lifting right away.

I kissed her and sat, opening up a container of sliced veg and dip. She looked me over, smirking.

“You’ve caught some sun.”

“I swam laps after I texted,” I said. “Had to burn off some nervous energy.”

She slid the sunglasses down and inspected my face for evidence, her smirk softening into something more affectionate. “You do seem kind of nervous.” She passed me the Tupperware of cheese and bread rolls she’d brought with her and waited until I took some. “So what’s this big idea you wanted to talk about?”

“Cutting to the chase… I like it. Do you want the long version, or the short?”

“Short,” she said, “then long, then short again, in case I forget.”

I smiled. “The short version is: I need you for the Tranquil Bay project.”

She blinked, bemused. “Uh… and the long?”

I walked her through the plan I’d put together for the relaunch, and I told her about the vibe Caroline and I had agreed on—aspirational while feeling like home, high-end but with actual warmth, nothing that looked like a spa catalogue. Then I told her the problem: there wasn’t a lot to spend, and I could rebuild the site and the content all day, but without the right look it was dead on arrival.

Jess listened, chin in her hand, fingers tapping slow on the rim of her glass. She had this way sometimes of absorbing everything and giving away nothing; it threw me the first couple of times I’d seen it, but right now I found it reassuring. It meant she was actually listening.

When I finished, she looked up at me and let her hands fall to the table. “You want me to quit my job? Is this even legit?”

“No, and yes,” I said. “I wouldn’t want you to quit and leave yourself at risk. But yeah, I can get you a contract of your own. Then you could stay at your agency and moonlight, as long as there’s no conflict of interest. But I’m really hoping one way or another you could do the brand work. I can’t afford a whole team, and to be honest you’re the only one I would trust not to fuck it up.”

She rolled her glass of water between her palms. “You know I still have a bunch of ongoing projects, right? Two of them are on L.A. time. With this, I’d be working a lot more evenings.”

I nodded. “I know. I also know you hate those clients. You called one of them a ‘sentient car alarm’ last week.”

She grinned, in spite of herself. “I did say that.”

“I’m not pushing,” I said, even though I probably was. “But this is the first project I’ve ever had that feels like ‘mine’. That’s why I’m hoping you can join me. But only if you want to.”

She considered that for a minute, breathing through her nose, looking past me to the garden’s edge where a lizard was doing push-ups on a sun-warmed rock.

“Would I be working for you?” she said.

I shrugged. “I’ve seen your work. I’d let you run the show with this.”

She tapped the table in thought. “The other thing is, would it… mess up us?”

The question caught me off guard. I hadn’t really stopped to give that enough thought yet. “Do you think it would?”

She looked at me for a long time, and I got the sense that she was picturing a worst-case scenario—our relationship thriving with a second girlfriend in the mix, but struggling to survive working together. “I don’t know,” she said. “I’ve never worked with someone I was… with. I don’t know how to keep it all separate.”

“Me either,” I said. “But I think it’s worth the risk. If I’m going to stay here…” I trailed off, not needing to say any more than that.

She smiled again, but this time it was tight, a little anxious. “There’s something else you’re not telling me.”

She was right. I took a sip of water, then leveled with her.

“There are media campaigns to run, plus a lot of social media work, and a big activation piece. Caroline wants someone to manage local partnerships. I can’t do any of it. I don’t have the bandwidth or… well… the personality.”

She guessed it immediately. “You want Natalie.”

I nodded. “Yeah. She’s the best for that kind of stuff.”

Jess let out a quiet laugh. “You want you, your girlfriend and… your other girlfriend… to work together? For the hotel where we all live?”

I shrugged.

She shook her head, amused. “You realize this is the setup to every HR disaster case study ever written?”

I grinned. “Well, yeah, I know it’s weird. But the budget is impossible. You two are right here, and you’re both really good at what you do. I think it could be great.”

Jess fiddled with the straw in her glass, then looked at me with a seriousness that made my chest constrict. “I can see Natalie making it work,” she said, meaning it. “But it just feels like there’s so much at stake for you. I just don’t want to let you down.”

I blinked, surprised. “Jess, you’re an amazing designer. You know that.”

She looked out across the garden, biting her lip in thought.

“The other thing,” I started, still finding the words, “is I guess this would bring you close to the end of your lease. You and Natalie would need to be done with your side of things well before the launch, so that part isn’t complicated, but… it would change this whole ‘island life’ thing for you.”

“I know.” She took a deep breath. “But… it’s just one more project. I’ve been busier than I am now. And I’d rather be that busy here, helping you.”

I smiled and waited.

She nodded. “Let’s do it,” she said, almost a whisper.

I reached across the table and closed my hand around hers. “Thank you. This means a lot to me,” I said, and felt more than a little self-conscious sounding that earnest, but I didn’t let go.

She squeezed once, then pulled away to pick at the sliced veg with a hint of a grimace. “The extra pay will probably come in handy… I’m not letting you make picnic food again.”


CHAPTER SIX

By the time I found Natalie, the sun was gone and the Lookout—Tranquil Bay’s main bar—was coming to life. The place was louder than it had any right to be for a Tuesday, the sound of ice in glasses and voices tumbling over each other, plus the unmistakable tremor of karaoke in the background.

She was at the end of the bar with her legs crossed, one bare knee scuffed like a summer camp counselor, the other foot tucked into the bar rail. She wore a white tee and denim shorts, and her hair was up, red even in bad light. As I approached I saw she was nursing a cocktail with three plastic swords poking out of the top.

She didn’t see me right away. She was watching the karaoke stage—technically a raised platform by the billiards table, draped with some kind of glittery streamer—and a couple I recognized from the residential villas further down the beach was tag-teaming “Endless Love.” The woman’s voice was the stronger of the two, but only because she could hit the key sometimes, and the man was a full baritone below wherever the song was supposed to be.

I slid onto the stool next to Natalie’s, catching the bartender’s eye and yelling over the cacophony to ask for a beer.

“Did you lose a bet?” I asked. “I thought you were way too cool for this place, but maybe I had it wrong.” I peered around at the half-assed decorations—tinsel curtains, a disco ball with pieces missing, and a box of props and wigs for the ‘performers’ to use, like the feather boa that the guy on stage was currently wearing.

She grinned without looking at me. “You wouldn’t believe how much you can learn about your neighbors from a karaoke night.”

I raised my glass. “To accidentally moving into a retirement home.”

She laughed and finally turned, her eyes flicking over my face. “And how is your grand plan going to change all that?”

“Good, actually,” I said. “I recruited the designer of my dreams this morning. Now I’m after a media and partnerships lead.”

She tilted her head jokingly. “Tell me about the position. I want to see if it meets my rigorous standards.”

“Actually, I wanted to talk to you about it for real.”

Her face fell, but she waited.

I rolled with it. “I need you because I need someone who can be the face of Tranquil Bay across the island. You’d charm the locals, make deals, build relationships, wrangle events. Must have a proven ability to drink gin like tap water, make friends with anyone, and maintain plausible deniability in all social settings.”

She sipped her drink. “What about pay?”

I grinned. “Part-time contract, six months… but high five figures.”

She looked away and watched as the guy on stage forgot the words and tried to fill the gap with air guitar.

“Not gonna lie, that’s tempting,” she said. “Especially because I can tell you’re desperate. Think of the favors you’ll owe me.”

The song ended and the crowd applauded, mostly out of relief. The couple high-fived, and the woman—clearly tipsy—did a curtsey before tripping off the stage.

I turned on my stool to face Natalie. “I’m serious. I can’t do this without you. Jess will cover the brand work, and I can handle digital, but for this stuff my only other option is outsourcing it to some agency, having to cut somewhere else to cover their fee, and hoping they don’t screw it up. You’re the only one I know who could do this, not charge a fortune, and actually help make the resort cool again. Even if only ironically.”

She pretended to consider it, tapping one of the cocktail swords against her teeth. “What if it implodes? You realize this could be the most spectacular professional train wreck since the Fyre Festival.”

I laughed. “I figured I’d drag you down with me.”

She looked at the karaoke for a moment, then side-eyed me. “And Jess is really in? Jess?”

“Yep.”

“And this is for six months, like you? Because—”

“I know—your lease. But those last few weeks up to launch shouldn’t need either of you. So actually, it would be four or five.”

I watched her and hoped for any sign that she was already planning to stay longer, but I couldn’t read her thoughts. I figured it probably wasn’t a good time to test the waters on that.

She nodded, apparently satisfied by my answer. “That makes sense.”

“So… what do you think?”

She leaned in and dropped her voice. “When do we start?”

“A few days from now,” I said, a big smile immediately giving me away. “I’m going to see if I can introduce you both to Caroline at my next check-in with her.”

She clinked her glass against mine. “You’re on.”

A new act started on stage—a guy in a Hawaiian shirt, solo, murdering “Dancing Queen.” Natalie turned back to the show, but this time she leaned her head on my shoulder. It was soft, but deliberate.

“You know,” she said, not taking her eyes off the stage, “I would have said yes without the whole song and dance.”

“I figured you’d want to see me beg.”

“Correct.”

Her hand found my thigh under the table, not in a sneaky way, just resting there, warm. We watched the stage for a while, Natalie leaning further into my side, the kind of contact that said she wasn’t in a hurry to go anywhere.

Soon after that, the bar started to empty as the old-timers left to hit their ten o’clock bedtimes, but Natalie ordered another round and talked me into a game of pool. She let me break, then knocked in ball after ball like she’d been practicing for months.

Afterward, we wandered out onto the patio, where the air was heavy with jasmine and ocean. She pulled me down onto one of the pool loungers, her legs draped over mine in the dark. For a long time, neither of us said anything. The quiet was a relief.

When it was late enough that I felt half asleep, she looked at me and said, “This is still going to be fun, right? Remember… you owe me another date.”

“I’m working on it.”

She nodded, satisfied, and kissed me. “Good.”

Then we just sat there, listening to the surf and someone murdering "Total Eclipse of the Heart", until we stopped noticing either.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Walking into a conference room in a resort hotel at 7:25 a.m. is its own specific kind of experience. I was the first to arrive, which wasn’t really a personality trait—just the side effect of being unable to sleep and also not wanting to look like I was late to my own execution.

Every surface in the Coral Suite was sanitized and set, the glass on one side looking out over the main pool and, past that, a band of crushed-shell beach and the wide blue of the Atlantic. The glass caught the early light and bounced it everywhere, making the whole place feel too bright.

I set up at the middle seat, opened my laptop, and waited for the universe to send me a sign. It didn’t, but I did catch my reflection in the glass wall: one level above haggard, which would have to do.

Jess arrived two minutes later, exactly as I expected her to. She wore a soft-blue knit dress that followed her curves, with pumps instead of heels, as though intentionally ceding the higher ground to our new overlord. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail that made her look just a little more clinical than usual, and she carried a notebook instead of a laptop. She knocked twice on the frame as she came in.

“Morning,” she said, with a gentle upturn at the end, as if checking whether I was really awake and ready for this.

“Hey,” I said, “you look nice.”

“Does this place have an HR department?” She grinned and slid into the seat on my right, setting her notebook down. “Did you sleep?”

“Not really,” I said, “but I’m getting used to faking it.”

She smiled and looked around at the empty room. “You might need to teach me. This is early.”

“You’re from Minneapolis… aren’t you used to waking up in the dark for half the year back home?”

“Fair point.”

She opened her notebook, uncapped the pen, and started drawing a tiny grid on the page. She’d once confessed it calmed her down to have something repetitive for her hands to do. She glanced at my screen, then at my face.

“For all your worrying about this, you don’t seem so nervous.”

“Faking that too,” I repeated.

Her grin spread, and I remembered the first time I ever saw her smile like that, on the second day we met. It still did the same thing to my chest.

“You’re going to be good at this,” she said. “This is exciting, remember?”

I was about to say something back when I caught the flicker of movement through the glass wall. It was Natalie, arriving exactly on time, her hair up in a high, glossy ponytail and wearing a sleeveless green top that set her skin aglow, with a skirt that was more conservative than usual without being strait-laced. She carried her phone in one hand and a stainless thermos in the other. She paused just outside the room, made direct eye contact, and smirked at the both of us before gliding in.

She dropped her bag on the seat directly across from Jess and collapsed into the chair, stretching her arms behind her head with a dramatic sigh. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this. I mean, look out that window.”

Jess shrugged. “Maybe we’ll save enough to join the retirees out there a few months from now.”

Natalie grinned, but then she turned serious, fixing me with that look she had: I’m about to test you.

“So, boss man. Are we going to officially declare this ménage à trois to our new employer, or is this the part where you pretend you barely know us?”

“The second one,” I said. “Maybe I’ll mix up your names.”

“Fine with me. She looks like a stone-cold cougar. Maybe I want me a piece of that.”

“Jesus, Nat,” Jess sighed.

She snorted, but she shook her head. “We can pretend all we like, but if she’s as sharp as they say, she already knows. Especially seeing as her staff have seen you two lovebirds playing footsie in the restaurant.”

Jess rolled her eyes. “And you hitting on him at the gym.”

“Touché.”

We lapsed into a quiet, three-way scroll through our respective notes, or in my case, a frantic mental review of every possible flaw in my plan. Outside, the sun hit the pool deck, as though to remind us all what we were missing. The faint tick-tick of Jess’s pen was the only sound for a full minute.

A few moments later, the air changed. You can always tell when someone important is about to enter a room—the slight tension, the shift in posture, the sudden urge to check your phone one last time.

Then we heard Caroline approaching, her heels making a brisk, unhurried staccato down the tile. When she emerged she wore a silk blouse with a sharp collar and matching wide-legged trousers, both of which hinted at a killer figure whenever they tensed and shifted. Her hair was up, immaculate, and the gold hoops and nose diamond caught the overhead light every time she moved her head.

I was already struggling to ignore a physical attraction to Caroline in this already sensitive professional context. And as the girls greeted her I could sense the instant admiration from both of them.

She crossed the room without preamble, gave a small, approving nod as if we were already supposed to be there, and took the seat at the head of the table. She set down that black leather notebook and her phone, then folded her hands and looked at the girls one by one.

“It’s nice to meet you both.”

I made the intro: “Caroline, this is Jess—our new creative lead. And Natalie, heading up partnerships and media.”

Jess gave a crisp, “Nice to meet you,” her voice exactly at conference room level. Natalie grinned, maybe a split second too long, and said, “Really looking forward to working with you.”

Caroline nodded a greeting to each of them. “I’ve seen your resumes, and I was impressed.” She flicked her eyes to me. “I must confess, I wasn’t expecting such a lean team,” she continued, her tone perfectly neutral, “but I like the efficiency.”

“I think we can do more with less,” I said, trying to keep my own face as expressionless as possible. “And a small team means faster decisions.”

She raised one eyebrow and nodded. “Fair enough.” She glanced at her notebook, flipped it open, and uncapped a pen. “So—walk me through the plan.”

***

I’d run through the plan enough times in the last twenty-four hours that I could say it even if I hadn’t slept, which, to be fair, I almost hadn’t.

I ran through it, my laptop plugged into the screen on the wall and my project tracker on display, with Jess and Natalie chipping in where needed and each of us fielding any questions that landed in our respective areas of expertise. It wasn’t perfect—there were a couple of questions that caught us off-guard, including one where none of us knew who was best-placed to answer until Natalie jumped in—but by the end of the meeting it felt like each of us had convinced ourselves that this was all achievable.

Even Caroline.

As she closed her notebook and sat back, she smiled—tiny, but there. She looked at me, as if to ask, “You’re sure about these two?” and I gave the smallest possible nod.

She tapped the table. “This room is yours for the duration of the project. Please keep me in the loop on anything that might impact timings so we can course-correct as quickly as possible. And I’ll need weekly updates.”

“Done,” I said.

She rose, phone in hand, notebook under her arm. “Please set the first formal check-in a week from now. I expect to see that everything is on track.” She glanced out the window at the bay, then back at us. “I want people to talk about Tranquil Bay again. Make it happen.”

She walked out, heels clicking a straight line to her next appointment. The door closed, and the room deflated a little.

Natalie waited exactly two seconds, then exhaled. “Is it weird that I’m kind of turned on right now?”

Jess laughed, high and sudden, then covered her mouth. “You’re going to get us all fired.”

I shrugged, trying to play it off, but there was a spark in my chest that I hadn’t expected. The good kind, like before a race.

“She’s not what I expected,” Jess added, a note of respect in her voice.

Natalie stared at the empty doorway where Caroline had just left. “She could strangle us with her bare hands and I’d still ask what I could do for her.”

I grinned, then started packing up my laptop, while the others stood in sync and gathered their things.

“I feel like I need to decompress a bit before I can start my actual job,” Jess said. “That was intense—it’s not even eight-thirty in the morning.”

I looked at the clock and figured we all had time for a breather.

“You two still want me to introduce you to Hector?”

***

I led the way out toward the main path that cut through the palms and hibiscus hedges. The air was already soupy, the kind that glued your shirt to your back by the time you hit the first patch of sun.

Natalie kept pace next to me, her stride long, Jess just behind, flipping the pages of her notebook as she walked, probably rewriting the entire morning in her head. Nobody spoke much as we crossed the deserted pool deck—it was too early for the retirees, too late for the cleaning crew—and down the stairs toward the edge of the sand.

Hector’s bar had only just opened. He was there, as always, behind the plank, a fresh shirt on and a blender running at full volume. When he saw us, he switched off the blender and gave a slow, theatrical bow.

“Miles. And guests! It’s a pleasure to finally meet you both,” he said, eyes darting between Jess and Natalie, politely appraising them. “Is it a special occasion? Or did you finally get tired of eating at home with this guy?”

Natalie beamed. “We heard you were the man to know if you want the good stuff before nine.”

“Careful what you wish for, your day would be over before it started,” said Hector. “Sit, sit.”

We took the end of the bar. Jess set her notebook down and folded her hands over it, visibly trying to shake off work mode and the meeting with Caroline. She seemed calm but her foot bobbed, a little metronome under the bar. Natalie looked like she’d never been tense in her life—she leaned back, one elbow hooked over the splintered edge of the back of the stool.

Hector poured something nuclear orange from the blender into a glass and set it in front of me.

I raised an eyebrow.

“It’s just fruit, Miles. And for the ladies?” They nodded as he pointed to the concoction, but he paused and reconsidered. “No—for you two, I’m pulling out all the stops.”

I sipped my basic smoothie and watched him gather various ingredients. “None taken…”

“Any preferences?” he asked the girls, ignoring me.

“Surprise us.”

Hector delighted in that. We watched him as he quickly got to work and made them something with pineapple, ginger, and various other fruits, seeds and herbs, finishing by stabbing a wedge of lime onto the rim. When he handed it over to Jess, he pointed to it and said, “You look too stressed. Here’s a reminder of where you are right now.”

Jess smiled sheepishly as she took a sip. “He’s read you like a book,” Natalie teased.

He poured out the same for Natalie and then the three of us sat there, the sun slowly filling in the gaps along the bar. The drinks were cold, the breeze was lazy, and for a few seconds the only sounds were the ice against the glass and the surf breaking against the sand.

Hector, being Hector, started in on small talk, but with the skill of someone who could size up a table before he even reached for his notebook. I sat back and watched them chat together. There was something about seeing the two of them—Jess, cautious but curious, Natalie, all surface and speed—being quickly sized up by a man who’d seen enough expats and vacationers to write a Bible of human nature.

And I had to hand it to him for handling this particular situation so well. He didn’t even blink when Natalie leaned her head onto my shoulder, or when Jess’s hand found mine under the bar.

It felt, in the smallest but most significant way, like a step closer to normal.


CHAPTER EIGHT

My mother had been treating my unemployment as if it was a temporary illness, like I might at any moment recover and come home.

I’d already been working for Tranquil Bay for a few weeks by the time I finally called her to give her a proper update. I could hear the hope in her voice before I even said hello. It was barely seven in the morning back home, but she picked up on the first ring, launched into a speech about my whole island escape being “fun but unrealistic”, and dropped in the phrase “next steps”—the first warning shot in her campaign for repatriation.

I cut her off there and told her about the six-month contract with the resort. I described the project as if it was something I’d invented instead of lucked into, and left out any mention of the difficult budget and timeline, or Jess and Natalie’s involvement (she knew nothing of Jess and Natalie anyway).

I could hear her flipping a switch: relief, then skepticism, then, finally, approval, seasoned with a little bit of passive-aggressive praise. Six more months in the Caribbean, she said, what an adventure, you’re so brave. My dad was in the background the whole time, muttering about the price of groceries and the collapse of some condo board, but he took the phone at the end to say I sounded like I was really “finding myself.”

This was a good thing, apparently, although it carried a note of disappointment, as if the vacancy in my childhood bedroom would persist a while longer.

I hung up and felt the usual cocktail of guilt and freedom, a fizz of detachment that made me want to swim up and down the bay for an hour and then eat my bodyweight at the breakfast buffet.

Instead, I made coffee, kicked back in the hammock—which I had finally put up on the deck—and watched the sun rip open the sky.

It was a Saturday morning. This should have set the pace for the whole weekend.

But there was work to do.

***

I headed over to the parking lot a few minutes before eight, the sky already mean with sun and a sheet of humidity pressed to every surface. My car sat at the far end, as if even it knew to keep a low profile among the sleek black SUVs and rental golf carts that dominated the Tranquil Bay lot.

It was from 2006, had a rusted rocker panel on one side, and was sun-bleached to the color of an unripe mango. The driver’s window only went down halfway and the dash buzzed like a hornet’s nest as soon as I went above forty.

Natalie was standing beside it, texting, a cooler bag slung over one shoulder. She wore a white linen shirt knotted above her waist, denim shorts, and cheap aviators. Her hair was up in a messy knot that somehow made her look both hungover and like she’d spent hours crafting it in the mirror.

She saw me and grinned, toeing the rear tire with one sandaled foot.

“This looks like an abandoned getaway car. After it ran into trouble.”

I hit the unlock button and tossed my backpack in the back. “I like to think of it as the car version of a rescue dog.”

She circled to the passenger side. “It definitely looks like it’s seen some things.” She reached for the handle, pawed around the door for a moment, and stopped. “Jess wasn’t kidding… there’s really no handle here.”

“Hey, some new cars don’t have any,” I said, sliding into the driver’s seat so I could reach across and open her door from the inside. “It was ahead of its time.”

She laughed and threw the cooler bag in, then slid into the seat and leaned back, arms behind her head. The motion hitched her shirt a little higher and showed a strip of tanned stomach, which she had to know. Her eyes behind the sunglasses were unreadable, but the smile was easy.

I started the engine. As the dash quivered and the AC blasted us with warm air, I took Natalie’s phone and connected it to the Bluetooth FM transmitter; a moment later, the ancient built-in radio found it with a hiss and a pop. Natalie immediately lined up a playlist—reggaeton, loud enough to drown out the mechanical hum.

I turned to her. “How are you feeling about this?”

She smiled, already scrolling through her notes. “Finally, some networking that doesn’t involve name tags and corporate buzzwords. I can’t wait.”

***

Our first stop was Sal’s Café, a popular beachside place that had apparently been serving the same breakfast menu since 1987, the laminated cards sun-bleached to near illegibility. The parking lot was loose gravel and already half full at eight-thirty. Natalie hopped out before I’d shut off the engine, slinging the cooler bag and smoothing her shirt with the back of her hand. I followed her inside, running through the list of talking points we’d brainstormed the day before.

Sal’s was all whitewash and mismatched chairs, a bright blur of vacationers and locals. There was a chalkboard menu with half the items crossed out, and a fridge full of locally made kombucha. At a back table, a middle-aged woman in a faded baseball cap was counting cash and entering numbers into a battered iPad. She had short hair and arms mottled from years of Caribbean sun. Natalie beelined for her.

“Hi, are you Rosa?”

The woman sized Natalie up, then nodded. “You the lady who texted?”

“That’s me. Natalie from Tranquil Bay. This is my partner, Miles.”

Rosa gestured to the open bench in front of her. “Sit, sit. I don’t normally talk business before ten,” she said, giving Natalie a wry smile, “but you look like you’ve already had your coffee.”

Natalie grinned and sat, and I joined her as Rosa waved to a young guy behind the counter. He scrambled to bring us some water as Natalie broke the ice with some questions about the cafe, and Rosa asked about our situation living and working out here with the kind of bemused curiosity we got almost everywhere else on this island.

Eventually there was a pause, the small talk all used up, and Natalie saw her moment.

“So, we’re here because we want to send our guests your way. From what I gather, you’re the best breakfast on the island, but you aren’t getting as many tourists as you probably deserve. Only the vacationers who put in the time and do their research ever make their way over here. But our guests are looking for authentic, local spots.”

Rosa looked skeptical, shifting in her seat. This wasn’t someone who wanted buttering up.

“Tell me your idea.”

Not at all thrown, Natalie talked her through the proposal: Tranquil Bay would source coffee, hardough, Johnny Cakes and other products directly from Rosa, while the cafe would offer a small discount to our guests and promote spa treatments and evening dining packages to its other visitors.

For the resort, the bigger picture for this cross-link—supported by social media and website content—was to position the brand as sustainable and community-focused while appealing to the digital nomad crowd. This place was spacious, yet comfortable and unpretentious, perfect for a few hours of unhurried work. But the business implications for a small outfit like Sal’s were obvious.

When Natalie was finished, Rosa eyed her, and then me, like she was trying to spot the catch. “And then, what, you’d buy me out?”

“No! This is all marketing—we’re helping the hotel with a relaunch.”

She smiled, just a little, almost wearily. For a moment our whole line of work suddenly felt slightly ridiculous.

“Good. Two different companies have tried to buy out this place and the businesses around us in the last year. They don’t even want the cafe—they just wanted to rip all of this down and use the land for a resort.”

Natalie looked around. “Please don’t ever let them do that. The island will be soulless if there aren’t places like this.”

Rosa grinned and pointed across the table. “I like you more for that. Okay… tell me how the social media thing would work.”

I watched them, not needing to say anything. Natalie had a tempo to her sales—always two steps ahead, never overselling, and if she lost a round, she just reset and tried another angle. It was pretty damn impressive.

Within ten minutes they were laughing like old friends, and Rosa was telling the story of a hungover tourist on a cruise trying to pay her with casino coins from the ship. She soon agreed to the pilot, and Natalie set a follow-up for the next week.

“You can send your intern to get the content,” Rosa said, and winked at me.

We left with two fresh cinnamon rolls and a promise that “your resort has a new friend.”

As soon as we were out of earshot, Natalie waved back at her through the cafe window and slid into the passenger seat.

“That’s one. Two to go.”

I broke apart one of the cinnamon rolls and handed her half. She took it, licked sugar from her thumb, and cranked the music through the car’s shitty old speakers.

There was a little bounce in her seat as we reversed out of the lot, and I caught her smiling.

***

The Mirador was a different animal. It sat at the top of a bluff overlooking the sea, a place where people went to get engaged or spend more time taking photos of their meal than eating it. The whole front was glass, the interior a mix of sharp black fixtures and white tablecloths.

The maître d’ recognized me from my past visit with Jess, and led us straight to the back where the owner waited by the bar. He was youngish, polished, and wore a shirt so white it looked photoshopped. He introduced himself as “just Marco” and then asked the barman to whip up the cocktail of the day for each of us.

Natalie shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, Marco. You’re younger than I thought you’d be.”

He smiled, a little. “Thank you—although maybe that just means I sound old on the phone. So, what can I do for you?”

She delivered the pitch, but with a new approach. With Rosa it was all casual and verbal, but she knew enough about Marco to know he was an experienced marketer and would want more than just ideas.

She showed him a handful of mock-up posts, each one placing Mirador as the “essential dining experience for visitors to the island.” She showed him a proposed package combining a spa visit to Tranquil Bay with a shuttle to and from lunch at the restaurant, which was when I could see in his face that she’d won him over.

Eventually Marco leaned back, weighing us both. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s try it. If you can drive your hotel guests here for dinner packages too, I’ll throw in a welcome drink for each of them.”

Natalie was on a roll, and I wasn’t about to get in the way of it.

***

The last stop of the day was a distillery set back from the main road, a decommissioned fuel depot with a hand-painted sign that read “Bannister & Co. Rum” in letters that leaned slightly to the right, as if whoever painted them had just been sampling the product. Just inside the entrance, a card table held a guest book and a jar of pens, and above us a ceiling fan bolted to a post pushed the warm air around without doing much about it. The air was humid and smelled like molasses and paint.

Dennis and Violet, the owners, were behind the bar. He wore flip-flops and a shirt with rum stains down the front; she had a waterfall of dreadlocks and hands that looked like they could crack coconuts.

Natalie handled the introductions. Straight away it was clear that these two would take less work than our previous hosts that day—they didn’t share any of Rosa’s initial suspicion, and their venue was far more dependent on hotel referrals than the Mirador.

As Natalie and Violet made small talk, Dennis poured out four shots of their signature “black label.” Natalie picked one up and knocked it back without hesitation.

“Smooth,” she said, even though her eyes watered. I tried mine and fought not to cough; it was good, but it packed more of a punch than I’d expected.

Dennis grinned. “It’ll clean you out.”

After some more chitchat, she made her pitch, this time with more personality. At first she was hoping that the distillery could provide a bottle for the welcome pack we were putting together for hotel guests, but Violet said they didn’t have enough inventory to handle the whole resort. Natalie nodded, like she’d expected it. Her back-up plan: weekly excursions for guests via shuttle bus, as well as exclusive use of their rum at the Lookout.

They liked that. Natalie was three for three.

Dennis pulled us into the barrel room and let us try samples straight from the cask, each one stronger and more flavorful than the last. Natalie happily took a few swigs of each, smiling and making notes on her phone, while I sipped each once and made sure one of us was still standing.

At the end, they shook on a six-month trial. Violet hugged Natalie and said she was welcome to stop by any time.

On the way out, Natalie leaned against the car and exhaled, letting the sun hit her face. “This job’s fun,” she said, her voice a little hoarse.

“I just can’t believe your alcohol tolerance. I’d be crawling back to the car.”

She snorted a laugh as I stood next to her. The wind was up, carrying the smell of ocean and rum and sunscreen.

She looked at me sideways. “You really think this is all actually going to pay off?”

“I do. The newer resorts are all taking the same luxury angle. This way, the whole island can be our angle.”

She considered that and nodded. “Makes sense. Well, this was a pretty good start.”

“‘Pretty good’? I was hoping we’d get one of them. You nailed it today.”

She smiled, and it was a real one this time, big and broad—not wrapped in irony or a joke.

“Thanks for saying that.” She leaned over and kissed me, then tapped her foot against the car. “Now open this stupid door.”


CHAPTER NINE

We drove back slowly, taking the long route along the coast. At one point, she rolled the window all the way down and rested her bare feet on the dash, which made the glove compartment rattle until I punched it quiet. I watched her in the periphery, the strong lines of her arms and legs, the profile sharp against the sea, and felt like the luckiest guy on the island just looking at her.

We pulled off at a turnout, a rocky ledge maybe fifty feet above the water, ringed by wild grass and a few stunted palms. There was no one around. Natalie got out, walked to the edge, and looked down at the breakers foaming white on the rocks below.

I stood beside her. We didn’t speak for a minute, just watched the water and let the sound drown out everything else.

She bumped her shoulder into mine. “Not bad for a Saturday.”

“Not bad,” I agreed.

She reached for my hand and laced her fingers through mine. Her touch was simple and direct, her palm warm.

“I wasn’t sure about this whole working together thing. But I like spending this time with you,” she said, soft.

I squeezed her hand. “Me too.”

We stood in silence for a minute, savoring the view. In the distance, I could see the Mirador perched above the bluff, gleaming in the sun.

Natalie broke the quiet. “You ever think about what you’d do if this wasn’t it?”

I looked at her, not sure where the question was coming from. “All the time.”

“Like what?”

I shrugged. “For a while when I was a kid, I wanted to be a park ranger. Something outdoors—no desk work. Funny how that turned out.”

She smiled. “I can see it. ‘Ranger Miles’. Although you kind of struck a good balance, don’t you think?”

“I did. For now, anyway.” Not wanting to leave that thought lingering for too long, I quickly pivoted. “What about you?”

“Weirdly enough… politics,” she said. “Not running for office. The backroom kind, making all the deals. I think I’d like the game.”

“Really? Yeah… that would suit you.”

She considered this, then said, “Do you think this is enough? The resort gig, I mean. Like, let’s say it works out. Then what?”

I felt a tightness in my chest. The question was too close to the bone. I thought about the last few weeks: the constant hustle, the feeling that if I slowed down I’d fall through the cracks.

But I also thought about the weird satisfaction of actually building something here, across the island rather than on a screen—even if it was just a web of breakfast joints and rum shacks.

“I don’t know,” I said. “If it crashes and burns, at least I tried. If it works out… then I guess I have a stronger case for the next job. Either way, I’m here a little longer.”

She nodded, and there was something in her eyes—almost relief, but not quite. “Cool,” she said, then went back to staring out over the water as if she hadn’t just asked the world’s most loaded question.

Eventually, Natalie leaned back and stretched, then looked at me with that flat, direct stare she used when she was about to say something important. “You know,” she said, “I’m really glad you’re still here.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I just nodded. She seemed satisfied.

We stayed there a little while longer, and then with the sun beginning to dip we drove back toward the resort, tired and sticky and still smelling like rum.

Natalie put her bare feet on the dash, again, and let the wind from the open window whip her hair into a tangle. The car rattled over a speed bump and the glove compartment popped open, sending an ancient insurance card and a few pens onto the floor.

She scooped them up, stuffed them back, and said, “This car is literally falling apart.”

“I think it’s growing on you,” I said.

She scoffed, turned her face toward the wind, and didn’t say anything else.

Back at the resort, we parked in the shade. As she got out Natalie pulled out her phone and checked her messages, then turned to me abruptly.

“Jess texted. She’s ready to show you the brand concepts.”

I felt my pulse spike. “You want to join us?”

She shook her head. “Nah, this is your show now. Besides, I have to do the follow-ups from today.”

She paused, glanced around, and then gave me a quick kiss.

“This doesn’t count as a date, by the way.”

“I know that!”

She gave me a playful push and led the way out of the parking lot. “Let’s go. She’s waiting.”

As I caught up with her and we headed in the direction of her villa, I could tell from the set of her shoulders that she was happy with how things had gone.

So was I.

***

As we stepped inside and Natalie peeled off toward her bedroom, the first thing I noticed was that Jess had overtaken the whole living space with her project. There were color printouts taped to the wall above the desk, two monitors flickering with competing visions of the future, and a chaos of sticky notes littered across every flat surface.

Jess was at the desk, perched on the edge of her chair, flipping through a pantone swatch book. She was in her typical “locked in” outfit of gym shorts and a vintage band T-shirt that looked at least one size too big, its sleeves rolled up. She wore her hair down today, but pushed behind her ears with a bright pink headband.

She glanced up. “I thought you two would be late after that rum place.”

“One of us had to drive,” I said, shutting the door behind me. “As for the other one… she could have drank that place dry and still stayed upright.”

She laughed, setting down the swatch book and pointing at the wall. “You want the walkthrough, or do you want to poke at it yourself first?”

“Walk me through,” I said, and pulled up Natalie’s usual chair, after clearing away a stack of pages covered in sketches.

She stood up and tapped the first of three mood boards. “This is the safe bet,” she said. “Sand and ocean tones. Warm, but the look and feel is done to death.”

After running through it in more detail, she turned to the next, which was all cool blues and sharp grays. “This is the modern option. Caroline will probably like it, but it feels cold —and not all that different to the competition.”

She presented the mock-ups for that one, and then paused at the last option, a wash of lush greens, cream, and delicate gold. The logo was a stylized palm in negative space, the resort name in a serif that looked expensive but not showy. “And this,” she said, her voice softer, “is what I think it should be. But I’m not the target audience.”

I looked at the third, then at her. “Well, you kind of are. Why don’t you think she’d like the third?”

She shrugged, not quite meeting my eye. “It just feels like it isn’t modern enough, but not timeless either. It’s… riskier. I don’t know if anyone will get it—the older crowd, the Caribbean regulars, the remote workers, any of them.”

I said, “It’s the only one that feels like this place. It’s less about the vacation and more about the island itself. The other two could be any hotel—if I’m honest, this is the only one that has a spine.”

She blinked, as if she hadn’t expected me to pick it so fast. “You’re sure?”

I nodded. “Yeah. This is really smart, Jess. It’s got a bit of an edge, but it’s not trying too hard. It feels natural.”

Jess smiled, a small thing, but her shoulders loosened. “Okay. That’s what I was going for, but I didn’t know if it really worked.”

“It definitely works.”

She grinned, the tension of her day giving way to fresh excitement. I could sense that her talent and intuition had been suppressed by years of pointless tinkering from project managers and safety-first watering-down by nervous clients. This project could easily end up going the same way once we showed her work to Caroline, but it felt good to see the fire in her eyes now.

We sat for a while, going over mock-ups for various assets in that chosen style—the website, the new logo on hotel towels, even a sample set of business cards for the management. Jess explained the thinking behind each one in fast, clipped sentences, her hands never quite still. I barely had any changes, but where I did have one or two comments she thought about them for a moment, tried out a couple of adjustments on the screen, and improved it in a matter of seconds.

She was proud of the work, but I could see the nervous energy buzzing just under the surface, and I found myself smiling.

At one point, she caught me staring at her instead of the screen.

“Are you zoning out?” she said.

“I was thinking how good you are at this,” I said. “You did all of this in just a couple weeks?”

She looked at her hands and held them up—they were shaking slightly. “I didn’t sleep very much.”

“Worth it,” I said, adding: “but please get some sleep tonight.”

She laughed and nodded, clicking through the last couple of designs on her screen. “Anyway, that’s pretty much it. Anything else?”

“Nope,” I said. “You crushed it.”

She leaned back and let out a slow breath. “It means a lot to hear you say that.”

With the designs wrapped up and ready to show Caroline, we called it a day and moved outside, where we sat on her deck in a kind of lazy, happy silence. At some point, she fetched some wine and we each had a glass, feeling the buzz of a hectic day begin to fade, letting the tiredness creep in.

The night was warm, a gentle refreshing breeze coming off the water. We watched the stars flickering into view overhead, the cloudless sky settling into the kind of deep purple-black you only see far away from the cities.

It felt good, just sitting there.

When I couldn’t stave off sleep anymore, I went back inside and stuck my head in to say goodnight to Natalie, only to find her lying diagonally across her bed, fast asleep with her clothes on and her laptop in front of her. I pulled it away, folded her blanket over her, and turned off her side light.

I stepped back outside and Jess was standing on the grass, silently gesturing for me to walk with her down to the gate. I joined her, and we paused in front of it, neither of us quite ready to end the evening.

I’d been wanting to say something for a while. This wasn’t the most obvious time to do it, but I couldn’t fight it back.

She looked up at me and frowned. “What is it?”

“I love you.”

She froze for half a second, then smiled, big and wide, and said, “I love you, too,” like there was nothing else she would have said back to me.

She reached out, caught the front of my shirt, and pulled me in for a kiss. It was slow, soft, and the kind that made it clear there would be more, later, when we weren’t this tired.

We stood like that for a while, just breathing together. When we finally separated, her eyes were bright, and she squeezed my hand before letting go.

“Go home,” she said. “Or we’ll never get any sleep.”

I grinned. “That only tempts me more.”

“I’m drained. But I promise… next time will be worth the wait.”

I raised an eyebrow, but she just leaned forward and pressed one more slow, delicate kiss to my lips to tease me.

Then she shoved me, just a little, and shut the gate behind me. I gave her one last wave and walked back to my villa under a sky so clear I could make out the smudge of the Milky Way.

If that was what a working weekend looked like, I could get used to it.


CHAPTER TEN

The sun wasn’t quite up, but the air already had that thick, wet weight that usually didn’t let up until noon.

Another week had passed—a week of frantic email exchanges and calls with the external agencies, and long hours deep in website outlines and content guidelines, along with the constant hustle from Natalie to set up our local partnerships and bustle from Jess as she tweaked her already brilliant designs in pursuit of perfection.

And, of course, the weekly check-in with Caroline. I had shared Jess’ nerves when the big moment arrived, but to our pleasant surprise Caroline had bought whole-heartedly into our preferred route. She had a few comments, and there was a little back-and-forth in the days that followed, but it was the best outcome possible.

Tranquil Bay’s rebrand was going to be exactly what Jess had wanted. We were going the bold route.

And now—with Jess and Natalie starting another day with their usual remote work back in the comfort of their villa—I was heading out on a different kind of outing.

I was at the main building by 7:30, because the calendar invite had said 7:45, and I had learned that Caroline was not a fan of lateness from the people who worked for her. The resort’s lobby was empty except for a cleaning crew and the hiss of their mops on the stone tile. The only light came from behind the front desk, where a bored-looking junior concierge flicked through her phone and pretended not to notice me.

Caroline stepped into the lobby at exactly 7:43. She wore a dark blouse that fit so well it probably cost more than my last two rent payments combined, with a cream business-appropriate skirt that hugged her curves and made me strain to keep my eyes away. She strode in with that commanding gait of hers, the kind of posture that made every other person in the room stand up just a little straighter. Her hair was down today, somehow both loose and precise.

She was so damn hot.

This was going to be a difficult day.

“Morning,” she said, matter-of-factly, but with a smile that felt slightly less ‘business-like’ than usual. “We have a lot to cover. Walk with me.”

She didn’t wait for me to agree. She just walked, and I followed.

We stepped out into the early morning, a low haze hanging just above the ground, the path down to the main pool still slick from last night’s rain. The air smelled like hibiscus and chlorine, but mostly like humidity. Caroline walked fast, not the power-walk of someone burning calories, but the brisk, ground-eating stride of someone who had already run the day in her head and was now acting it out in real time.

“Right now, an old photo of the pool is one of the main visuals on the current website,” she said, “but we need to be careful how we shoot it this time—there’s a problem that will be dealt with further down the line.” She stopped at the edge of the deck and gestured at the pool itself. “Notice anything?”

She was testing me, but I wasn’t entirely sure why. The whole reason for this planned walkthrough of the resort was to prepare for an upcoming photo shoot of the facilities—not to talk about improvements to the resort itself.

But Caroline didn’t do anything by accident. And as she watched me and waited for an answer, I figured I should just go along with it.

I looked. The water was clear, its surface perfectly still, but the pool’s lining on the opposite side showed a patchwork of very slightly different blues. I’d noticed it before, assuming at first that it was intentional, but I didn’t spend much time at the main pool and I’d never thought much of it. Now, it was all I could see.

“Some tiles have been replaced. A lot of them.”

“The last owners had this repaired by three different contractors down the years, each time with cheap replacements. It’s a small thing, but it says a lot. I’m planning to retile the whole thing, but not until next off-season.”

I thought for a moment. It ruled out the most obvious shot of the pool, and other angles would show the rickety lifeguard stand and the lifebuoy in the background—or the outdoor bathrooms.

“In the meantime, I’ll ask the photographer to shoot from over here,” I said, moving along the edge of the water and gesturing at a different angle. “If we do it here, we can probably get some of the gardens in the shot too.”

She moved right beside me and considered it. It was jarring at first, having her stand so close to me. But she seemed totally comfortable with it, and I couldn’t pretend that I didn’t like it.

A second later, I found myself fighting the temptation to imagine her standing there in a bikini.

Shit… I’m attracted to my boss.

She nodded approvingly, just for a moment, then moved on.

***

We spent the next hour going through the main building, from the Lookout bar down to the spa, the small room that constituted a library, and the business wing. We passed the gift shop—empty except for some overpriced sunscreen and a few resort-branded T-shirts—and then moved to the guest rooms.

She led me up a half-flight of stairs, down a silent corridor, and into two unoccupied rooms. Both were pristine, but the décor was straight out of early-2000s boutique: heavy dark wood, thick drapes, prints of palm trees in muted watercolor. Caroline opened a wardrobe door, inspected the inside, and closed it again without comment.

“These are the standard rooms, right?” I said.

She nodded. “All of the upgrades in recent years were made to the suites and the villas. So bringing the largest set of rooms in the resort into the 2020s will be my headache.”

The more I looked, the more I realized the whole property really was trapped between two decades, unable to let go of the old but not sure how to move forward. There was a lot more to do here than just a new look and feel and a better online presence.

That hardly seemed like it should have anything to do with me. We were supposed to be here to prepare for the photography. But the way Caroline was talking about everything, it sounded like she needed more help at Tranquil Bay than she was letting on.

Maybe I had a bigger role to play here than just a six-month brand relaunch.

“I mean, just look at this.”

I turned away from the outdated bedspread and realized she was now in the ensuite bathroom. Not wanting to crowd her, I leaned into the doorway and found her standing inside the shower cubicle.

I could see what she was getting at—the bathroom dated the place even more, with gaudy, elaborate tiles and oversized hardware.

But that wasn’t all I could see.

With Caroline standing in the shower with her back to me, her tight cream skirt framing her hips and thighs perfectly, my mind didn’t need to work particularly hard to imagine her naked and using it.

This was starting to become a problem. Why couldn’t this have been the remote job, reducing our contact to a laptop screen?!

“I know you’re not here to talk about interior design,” she said, crossing the bathroom. “But I want this place to feel like a home, not just a vacation—and definitely not a vacation to 2002. In an ideal world I’d address all of this now, and the website would follow. But…”

“But you don’t have that time. I get it.”

She nodded, giving the room one last look and then checking her watch.

“It’s nearly eleven. Are you hungry?”

“Always,” I said, not sure entirely why.

She glanced up, apparently caught off-guard by my answer, and then allowed herself a slight smile. “We’ll do a working brunch. I want to go over next steps for the website design.”

She didn’t wait for a reply. She just led me toward the elevator, and I followed, still thinking about her expression a moment earlier, the way she had almost let her guard down.

***

The restaurant was only half-awake when we walked in. There were two occupied tables: one with two of the residents in polos, another with a woman in a bucket hat and a Sudoku book, making a point of ignoring the other guests. The space was bright, with glass on two sides opening up views of the gardens and the beach. The ceiling fans ran slow and silent, and the big stone floor looked like it had been polished for the express purpose of making footsteps echo.

Caroline took a corner table, facing the entrance. I sat opposite, the sun streaking her blouse with a slant of white-gold light that caught all the contours of her upper body and now made me realize just how large her chest was.

She set her notebook on the table and flipped it open to a blank page, and I did the same, glad to have somewhere else to look.

The waiter came over, nerves showing in the way he double-checked the glassware. Caroline ordered a sparkling water and the grilled fish. I asked for the same, mostly to avoid overcomplicating things. She didn’t open the menu once.

As soon as he left, she dove in. She questioned me at length on the process that would play out now that she had approved the design concepts, wanting to know every milestone that would lead up to her seeing the first iteration of the website. Her tone shifted a couple of times, almost—almost—bordering on excited, and I got the sense that she felt somewhat reassured now that things were starting to move.

If I was honest with myself, it also felt good to talk her through it. My ego had taken a hit with the recent lay-off, and Caroline was one of the most intimidating clients I’d ever worked with. But now, I could explain something to her that sat squarely in my realm of expertise, and I could see a measure of respect as she listened and chimed in with questions here and there.

We were just wrapping up the website conversation when the fish arrived. It was plated with microgreens and a lemon wedge, no starch in sight. We ate in silence for a minute, and I noticed the way she cut her fillet in neat sections before eating any of it.

After a few minutes, Caroline leaned back, set her fork down, and looked at me. Not a professional, ‘I’m in charge’ look, but something else.

“Do you want to know why I bought this place?” she said.

I did, but I would never have had the guts to ask. I waited.

“I wanted to develop something that lasts, that I could hold onto. I didn’t want to go in with another exit plan or just do a quick flip.” From the words alone it might have seemed like she was reading a mission statement, but there was no mistaking the sincerity behind it.

This resort meant something to her. I wasn’t entirely sure what that was.

I didn’t answer right away. I took a sip of water, then set the glass down and asked, “What does ‘something that lasts’ mean to you?”

She looked out the window, then back at me. “I spent a lot of my career making money for other people. Motivated by that, I’ve spent the last decade making money for myself. I could keep doing it and die with a larger number on a spreadsheet, or… I could actually put my name on something. This is the only thing I’ve ever bought with the intention of keeping.”

The scale of it was hard to compute. Months ago, my biggest stress was a rent payment. This woman didn’t just pay the bills, she owned the building—and she had a vision for its future.

The force of that ambition made my own situation feel both small and, for the first time, part of something much bigger.

“Weirdly, I think I get that,” I said. I couldn’t completely relate to her situation, but the sentiment behind it resonated for me. I’d come here to escape the usual expectations, the perceived need to work by other people’s rules. For a moment that looked like it had all blown up in my face, but now I felt like what I was doing actually mattered to me.

For a second, the only sound was the hum of the fan and the soft clink of glassware behind us. Caroline didn’t look away. There was something about the way she held my gaze—direct, unblinking, like she was daring me to see her as more than just the owner of this place.

We finished the meal, the tension diffusing a little and the conversation turning to gossip about the competitor resorts, with Caroline sharing a few things she’d heard about their ownerships and a couple of construction projects that certain hotels were trying to get approval for. I let her talk and went along with it, but the whole time I was in my head, processing everything about that morning, right up to what she’d just told me.

It was the most intense business meeting I’d ever been a part of, and I realized I didn’t want it to end.

She thanked our waiter as he cleared away the plates, no need for a check, and then we walked out into the blinding daylight to cover the rest of the resort.

Something had changed that morning, but I wasn’t sure what it meant yet. I just knew I’d remember the look she’d given me, and the way it felt to have someone trust me with their legacy.

It was a start.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

By the time we hit the beach, the day was almost spent. The sun hovered just above the water, turning the sand a soft, deliberate gold and lighting up the surf like a runway. I’d always thought the beach was the best thing about the property, a better stretch than most other resorts’—wide, deep, curved just enough to make every photo look unplanned and perfect. From the main boardwalk, it was an understated, unfiltered paradise.

Caroline walked beside me, her shadow stretching out in front of her, still looking impossibly well put-together in that boardroom attire. She didn’t slow until she reached the edge of the sand, where the first row of loungers stood empty, their mismatched covers throwing off the symmetry. Some were bleached to the color of bone; others still clung to a hint of their original blue or tan, like they couldn’t quite let go of the past.

She surveyed the rows, then nodded toward the waterline. “This is our single greatest underused asset,” she said, and I didn’t argue. She pointed at the rows of chairs. “I’ve never seen these full. Any guesses why?”

I nodded to the loungers further down the sand, in front of neighboring hotels toward the edge of the bay. The view there wasn’t as good, but the chairs were better, and the swimming area was bigger. “A lot of our guests wander over and use theirs.”

“Exactly. Ordering new chairs was actually one of the first things I did—I didn’t tell you this yet, but they’ll all be in place in time for the shoot.”

“That’s great news.”

“But in the long-run, I don’t want any of the guests going over there again. It isn’t just about the loungers—they end up going into the resorts themselves for lunch, maybe drinks too, and that’s why no one stops them from using their chairs. We need a reason for them to stay put.”

I pointed to Blue Horizon, the little water sport place that separated us from that line of nearby hotels. “I’ll speak to Natalie about seeing whether we can figure out something with them. That would be a start.”

“It would. We might not get exclusivity, but at least it might keep them close.”

Those last few words made something click in my mind. I turned and looked back at the resort; Hector’s place was behind us, but it wasn’t all that close. Going for a drink meant leaving the beach, climbing up the ramp, and hoping for a table on his cramped deck.

“Have you ever thought of running a bar service straight to the sand?” I said suddenly.

She smiled, thin and quick. “I like it. These guests are supposed to come down here and feel like time stops, not like they’re in a waiting room for a better resort. I think that would make a big difference.”

I smiled back, feeling a rush of pride at making a suggestion that had landed so well—and then feeling my gut sink as I wondered what I’d just signed Hector up for.

We kicked off our shoes and walked down to the water. The tide was coming in, and the wet sand was cool underfoot. Caroline stopped where the foam just licked at the shore, her arms folded, looking out at the horizon.

“Do you swim?” she asked, not looking at me.

“Yeah—although I used to do it more.”

She glanced over, eyebrow raised.

“Triathlons,” I said. “I did a couple before the pandemic. I swim out here maybe every other day, but now I just try to enjoy it instead of making a thing of it.”

She nodded, then looked back at the ocean. “I actually can’t swim.”

“Seriously?”

“I know—figure that out,” she said, gesturing at our surroundings. “My parents were slaves to their work; I guess it’s a big part of why I am the way I am now. I was with my grandparents a lot of the time growing up. Somehow, things like piano lessons and swimming lessons just kept on moving back until… it was too late, I suppose. Swimming became this big scary thing that the younger me didn’t want to do anymore. Even now, I keep telling myself ‘one day’, but…” She laughed quietly to herself and shrugged.

“Well, if you ever need a teacher.”

She abruptly let out a proper laugh then, like the first time we’d met. She shifted on her feet and for a moment her whole body seemed to relax—it felt like a different person was standing next to me.

And then the moment passed. She took a deep breath and returned to her usual perfect posture. “Duly noted,” she said, with a more controlled smile. “Maybe one day I’ll take you up on that.”

We stood there a little while longer, saying nothing, while the waves worked their way up the sand and fizzed out by our feet. I tried to shake off the tension once more, instead picturing what the place would look like with the changes we’d talked about.

After a few minutes, she nodded in the direction of the property, then turned and started walking back. I fell in beside her, my feet sinking into the sand. When we reached the boardwalk the temperature instantly felt a few degrees cooler. Caroline slowed down for the first time all day.

“Thank you for today,” she said, stiffening as she came to a stop and nodding politely. “This was productive.”

“It was. I’ll keep you posted on the photography schedule.”

“Have a good evening, Miles.”

“You too.”

She nodded once more, and kept walking.

***

Hector’s bar was quiet at dusk. The last of the sun was gone, the wind had dropped, and the only sound was the soft, endless susurrus of the surf. A few regulars sat clustered at the furthest table, their voices low, near-empty beers in front of each of them like place markers. Hector himself was behind the counter, methodically wiping down each surface with a towel that looked almost as old as the resort.

I slid onto my usual stool. The wood was still warm from the day, the air a little sweet with leftover coconut sunblock and citrus from the garnish tray.

“Evening, my friend,” Hector said, glancing up. “You look like you did three laps of the island and back.”

“Something like that,” I said.

He nodded and kept wiping. “Rough day at the office?”

“‘Productive’,” I said. “Just… a lot to process.”

He set the towel aside, poured out the beer I wanted without needing to be asked, and started slicing limes with a big, practiced hand. “Tell me.”

I told him about the day poring over the resort: the pool, the gardens, the spa, the bar. Hector didn’t interrupt, but every now and then he let out a knowing chuckle, like he’d been waiting for years for someone to notice all of this.

When I got to the part about the guest suites and their time-capsule décor, he grinned. “They’ve had the same wall art all over the main building since before I started. I think one of those terrible palm tree prints is actually hung upside down.”

“I’m not sure anyone’s ever noticed,” I said.

He finished the limes, then started refilling the napkin holder, his hands never quite still.

“What about the beach?” he asked—a question that felt more pointed than normal for Hector. It was like he had a sixth sense.

I hesitated. “Caroline is replacing all the loungers, and I’m going to see if we can make some kind of arrangement with Blue Horizon. But we were also thinking of, maybe, uh… a drinks service right down to the sand from your bar.”

He froze, just for a second, then looked at me with a slow, approving smile. “It’s about time,” he said. “You know how long I’ve wanted someone to bring drinks out there? We could do a lot more business, especially at sunset.”

“Would you do it?” I asked. “Do you think the bar could even handle it?”

“I’d do it in a heartbeat,” he said. “But I’d need a helper. Maybe two.”

“I’ll mention it to the powers that be,” I said, raising my glass.

He clinked his water against it and took a sip. Looking pleased with that prospect, he leaned on the bar with both forearms. “Well, it sounds like you and the boss lady had a full day.”

I gave a small shrug. “She knows what she wants. I think she’s got a plan for every tile and towel on this property.”

Hector grinned. “She’s the real deal.”

“She is. A lot’s going to change in this place.”

He watched me for a beat. Then he picked up a glass and started polishing it, but his attention was on me. “So what’s in it for you? This is just for a few months, right?”

“Yeah… I don’t know. Jobs like this tend to lead to nothing further, whether you bomb or knock it out of the park. But I need something for now, it all goes on my resume, and… well, this place is home now. It matters to me.”

He looked pleased, as if I’d passed a test I hadn’t known I was taking.

“So,” he said, “you sticking around for one more, or are you headed home to the… missuses?”

I laughed. “Yeah, we’ve all been so tied up with working all hours that most of our ‘free time’ is spent sleeping. If we didn’t live next door to each other…” I didn’t want to finish that sentence.

Hector looked at me for a moment. He was thinking something, but I couldn’t quite read it.

“Those girls are wonderful,” Hector said. “They’re good, smart people. Just remember what you’ve got.”

I took my last swig of beer and slapped the bar to tap out.

“Thanks, Hector,” I said. “I will. And I appreciate it, as always.”

“Any time,” said Hector, giving me a pat on the shoulder, then moving over to the group in the corner to drum up another round.

I headed down the walk toward my villa, watching the waves shatter and reassemble in the half-darkness. My thoughts turned to the beach, then to Caroline, then to those moments of tension peppered throughout the day.

I thought of Hector’s parting words and shut out the rest.

Nothing could ever beat having Jess and Natalie in my life.

It was about time I showed them that.


CHAPTER TWELVE

A few days later, I’d hit the point in the grind where my body was just a host for the work.

My eyes, gritty from screen burn, had been scanning PDFs and emails on autopilot for hours, the information now sliding past without sticking. The desk was a graveyard of good intentions: post-it notes, hotel notepads, and days-old design printouts with my last round of feedback for Jess.

It was past midnight, and I still hadn’t eaten. Outside, heavy rain fizzed down against the roof and the palms; it was becoming a familiar sound.

I sipped the dregs of my umpteenth mug of coffee and fired off an email to the UX designer we had brought in to bridge the gap between Jess and the dev team. He was making good progress on the prototypes—we were actually running a little ahead of schedule on the site.

But that kind of win didn’t mean much with the hours we were pulling.

Jess had stopped pretending she slept, and her room had turned into something out of A Beautiful Mind. Natalie’s emails to prospective partners came in at random intervals, like the work was something she was doing in the backseat of a moving car.

I couldn’t blame them for it. They were both still working their remote jobs, which meant they’d do a whole day for their agency, sandwiched between a few hours of work for Tranquil Bay in their “off hours”.

It was exhausting. And it was starting to become a problem.

Earlier that evening, Natalie and I were supposed to have a call with a local conservation group—the idea was to team up and run ‘voluntourism’ activities for the resort’s guests while boosting their support. I was on the line, on time, with the two owners already there. Natalie was already a few minutes late when she texted to say she was stuck in a meeting that was running long, leaving me to scramble my way through her pitch.

By the time she joined, I’d already covered it all with a fraction of her aplomb. She took the reins and tried to reset the mood with a joke about being “fashionably late,” but it didn’t quite land. She managed to just about save the whole thing with a quick recap and some convincing answers to their questions, but I could sense the owners’ irritation.

When the call ended, a beat of silence had hung in the air between us, even though we weren’t in the same room.

She pinged me after:

i’m so sorry. my boss absolutely screwed me over, he dropped in a client meeting at the last minute over a block in my calendar

I took a moment to put the whole thing into perspective, then quickly fired back a reply:

Yeah, that was really shitty. But it’s not your fault. Anyway, I think they’re on board.

thanks, miles. i’m turning in. you should get some rest too x

I said I would. But the next thing I knew, it was one a.m., and my body had started the slow process of shutting down in protest. My hands shook slightly when I tried to type. My stomach was howling for attention.

I got up, made a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, and slumped back into my chair. I bumped the desk by accident, and had to catch a stack of research materials for potential partners that I’d left at the far end before they spilled onto the floor: one-sheets, brochures, and flyers from every tourist outfit within fifty miles.

Sticking out of the mess was a glossy leaflet that I’d picked up a while back, but had been putting off for the last few weeks. The logo said ‘Azure Charters’, with a little sailboat silhouette against a fake watercolor sunset.

Luxury Catamaran Experience, the heading claimed. Private Sunset Sail with Cocktails.

I’d actually had this one since before the Tranquil Bay project had even started. I had grabbed it in the hotel lobby, thinking it could be good for a second date with Natalie. But between losing my job, getting another one, and going all-in on the resort work—dragging her and Jess into it with me—it had ended up on the backburner.

With the clock ticking and none of the available evenings working for us, I had instead taken her for a nice dinner at one of the premium restaurants on the other side of the island, putting this idea to the back of my mind.

But we were due a third date.

Natalie had made it very clear what that meant to her, back when she was cheering on me and Jess at the start of our relationship. Maybe I could still make this happen.

I flicked the flyer with my thumbnail, debating if I should bother showing it to her first. Instead, I loaded up the website—I was familiar with it after a half-dozen failed attempts to book—and tried the reservations page again. The island was quieter in general right now, so perhaps I could find something a couple of weeks out that would work for us.

There was a slot available for tomorrow. Someone must have canceled.

I checked my calendar. There were no partnerships calls, so it was a rare evening where Natalie could be flexible. Then I loaded the weather forecast. I had quickly learned never to trust it once hurricane season started, but right now it looked clear.

I decided to book it then and there, if anything just so I could get away from the desk and the numbers and the sound of my own voice in agency calls. Natalie and I wouldn’t even have the opportunity to lapse into work mode and think of it as a “partner research” thing—this was the type of business that needed to keep loose links to all the resorts, so they would never agree to anything with one hotel that would risk pissing off the others. For once, we could switch off.

I entered my name and details and hit Submit before I could talk myself out of it. The confirmation page said it was scheduled for 4:30 the next afternoon, and that they’d send a driver.

I sat back and let the glow of the laptop light the dark for a while. The ocean was audible through the open window, a low hush on the other side of the blackout curtain. The whole thing was impulsive, but at the same time it felt like a breath of fresh air.

Natalie and I needed this.

***

Azure Charters operated out of a sliver of marina carved between two high-end seafood joints, the kind of place where the dock hands wore matching polos and the gas pumps had digital screens. When we pulled into the lot, the boat was bobbing in its slip—a catamaran, smaller than it looked on the promo shot, but with enough teak and stainless trim to look sharp even while sitting idle.

Natalie wore a sundress—short, soft, probably linen—and sunglasses that could have doubled as a welder’s mask. She let out a slow breath, her shoulders dropping an inch. “So you did have something good planned.”

“You sound surprised.”

She gave me a wry look. “After the last few weeks, I’m surprised either of us are still standing, much less on a pier. I’d have taken a drive-thru at this point.”

“That’s our fourth date sorted.”

She knocked me on the chest and headed for the boat.

The catamaran was compact but immaculate, the floors a surgical white. A pair of local crew—one with salt-and-pepper stubble, the other barely old enough to vote—greeted us with practiced warmth, helped us on board, and then immediately handed over tumblers of something sweet and deadly.

The younger crew grinned. “House punch,” he said. “It’s mostly juice.”

I sniffed mine. It was not mostly juice.

We stepped onto the aft deck and Natalie dropped her bag onto a bench. The deck was shaded by a canvas awning, but the bow was open to the breeze and glare. The captain untied the lines and the motors kicked up, barely audible over the stereo piping out soft reggae. In minutes, we cleared the marina and the whole island lay behind us—green hills, low buildings, the distant spike of some radio tower.

Natalie sipped her punch and leaned on the stern rail, her dress pressed flat by the wind. She set her sunglasses on top of her head, blinking into the dipping sun.

“I have to admit,” she said. “That’s three impressive dates you’ve set up. I almost feel bad for Jess.”

“Why? We’re on a tiny island—you know I’m going to have to recycle these ideas.”

“If that means you’re planning to take me to the Lookout—”

“You mean I shouldn’t have signed us up for the next karaoke night?”

She laughed, real and unguarded, and I felt something in me start to loosen after weeks of being wound tight.

We watched the water for a while, the bay shifting from the tourist-trap turquoise to a deeper, cleaner blue. The boat threw off a wake that stretched out behind us like a zipper, and the land began to curl away in both directions.

“You okay after yesterday?” I asked. “That call sounded… intense.”

She rolled her eyes. “That client is always intense. My boss thinks I can drop everything to keep them happy, then gets mad when I say I can’t.”

“Why do you stay there? It doesn’t seem to make either of you all that happy. Is it just about money?” I asked.

“It’s always about money,” she said, looking out at the water. “But it’s also about not looking replaceable. You know how that goes.”

I nodded. I knew exactly what she meant. For years, being essential was the only thing that gave me any real security. Then, suddenly, I wasn’t.

She turned to me, shading her eyes. “I think really, it’s the fact they’ve let us come here. Without that I’d have moved on by now.” She paused. “Anyway, what about you? Are you still happy here, or is the honeymoon over now that Tranquil Bay is taking over your life?”

I considered it. “Both. Sometimes I wish I could go back and do it differently—this isn’t really how I’d pictured it. But sometimes I wake up and still can’t believe I get to live here. Especially when I look next door.”

“Bleccchhh,” she said, wrinkling her nose, but smiling all the same. She finished her punch, set the empty cup behind her, and fixed me with a look. “But if you could be anywhere else, would you?”

“No chance.”

She seemed relieved, as if that wasn’t obvious. “Me either,” she said.

That surprised me a little—it was unusually sincere for Natalie. But that just made it all the more reassuring.

There was a long pause, but it wasn’t awkward. We just listened to the engines, the soft snap of the rigging, and the slow, relentless churn of the sea under the hull. The younger crew brought out a plate of pineapple and cheese, set it on the bench, and then retreated to the helm, leaving us alone.

Natalie went for the pineapple, biting into it and letting juice run down her wrist. She licked it off, caught me watching, and grinned.

We were brought another round of rum punch. She nursed hers this time, savoring it. The conversation became easier, lighter, a little more playful as the boat settled into its route. She teased me about my hermit-like life before she and Jess appeared, and I challenged her to imagine life without me next door.

“Fair point. But I’d probably have just made a move on Jess by now.”

“Now there’s a thought.”

She rolled her eyes. “Typical guy.”

“Hey, you’re the one who keeps making all those jokes about Caroline.”

“Who said they were jokes?”

We leaned on the rail and just enjoyed the view for a while— and I realized that this was one of those rare times since moving to Tranquil Bay when life actually felt like a vacation. At some point, the horizon had shifted, and the boat was now surrounded by open water. The sun dropped closer to the rim of the sea, painting everything in gold.

Natalie went quiet, watching the coastline shrink.

After a while, she said, “You ever think about what it would be like to just stay out here for good?”

I looked at her profile—the hard jaw, the fine spray of freckles, the way her hair blew across her face. “Yeah,” I said. “Sometimes I do.”

I left it there. My future here was way less certain than hers.

But she seemed satisfied with that, and for a while we just stood there, the sea spray flecking our skin, both of us unwinding by slow degrees.

As the sun edged toward the horizon, the crew throttled back the engines and let the catamaran glide. The sound dropped away, and suddenly it was just us and the hush of the waves. The thin band behind us, all that remained of the island, glowed green and gold. The sky went from hot blue to a soft, impossible gradient.

Natalie wandered forward onto the open bow. I followed, the non-skid deck warm underfoot.

She took the rail and looked back at me over her shoulder. “Just look at that.”

I joined her. The sun was a few minutes from the water line, a slow, theatrical descent. Natalie pulled off her sunglasses and set them on the deck.

We didn’t talk. The quiet settled around us, comfortable and clean, a welcome break from the noise of the last few weeks.

She nudged me with her hip, and I put my hand on the small of her back. Her skin was still hot from the sun. She leaned against my shoulder and sighed, a soft, contented sound.

When the sun hit the water’s edge, the sky went pink, then violet, then that deepening blue you only see out in the open. Natalie watched it with the focus of someone trying to memorize every detail.

I turned to her and kissed her.

She tasted like pineapple and rum, and her lips were warm and soft, not rushed or hungry. She kissed me back, gentle and slow. It was nothing like the quick, almost competitive hookups we’d had before. There was a new intensity to this one.

When we broke apart, she didn’t look away. She slipped her hand into mine, fingers interlaced, and looked up at me. For the first time it wasn’t fleeting, and she wasn’t thinking of her next one-liner—she just stared at me, soaking it all in, letting her eyes do all the talking.

Eventually we turned back to the view and I held her, until the sky went dark and the engine came back to life.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The shuttle dropped us off at the resort just after eight. The path from the driveway to the villas was mostly empty, the only sound the crunch of gravel and the hiss of cicadas in the palms. Natalie walked beside me, close but not touching. My hand hovered between us until she reached out and took it.

I glanced at her, waiting for a wisecrack or a “don’t read into it” look, but her face was relaxed, hair wild from the wind, the dress taut around her legs. We walked past the main building, past the dark outline of the pool, and then slowed as we neared the residential villas.

I started to veer toward her place out of habit, momentarily forgetting her ‘rule’ and expecting to drop her off in front of her door. But she tugged my hand, gentle yet insistent, and redirected us to mine. I shot her a look. She glanced back, her smile crooked, then stopped at my doorstep and turned to face me.

She reached up and kissed me—slow, but with intent. I felt her hand on my jaw, her thumb tracing along my cheekbone. When she pulled away, she stayed close enough that I could see the tiny flecks of gold in her eyes.

Her voice was a low tease. “Are you going to invite me in, or do I need to tell Jess you were suddenly too much of a gentleman?”

I smiled and unlocked the door. The entryway was dim. Natalie stepped inside, kicked off her sandals, and stood on the tile, waiting.

Neither of us bothered with small talk. I closed the door, turned, and found her already in front of me. She moved into my space, arms sliding around my neck; her lips found mine again, parted and eager, and her tongue flicked out.

She pushed me back against the door, hands under my shirt. I shivered, not from the AC, but from the way her nails traced the skin at my ribs. I leaned down and ran my fingers along her bare shoulder, the strap of her dress slipping loose, as she picked open the buttons of my shirt one by one. She broke the kiss just long enough to yank the shirt apart, and then she stepped back, grabbed the hem of her dress, and pulled it off in a single motion. She let it fall, puddling around her ankles, and waited in front of me.

She wasn’t wearing a bra. Her skin glowed in the warm lamp light, the tan lines stark on her chest. Her breasts were modest but perfectly shaped, as though ignoring gravity entirely, her pink nipples small but hard. She watched my face, amused, like she wanted to make sure she got a reaction out of me before whatever happened next.

I just exhaled slowly, taking in the sight of her body at last, trying to remember how to speak.

She stepped in and pressed her hips to mine, and then she guided my hands to her bare skin. Her body was soft and slim, all gentle curves, and she felt as warm as the air outside. She tugged me from the door, her mouth finding my neck, my ear, the corner of my jaw. We moved past the entry table, knocking a stack of mail to the floor. I didn’t care.

She kept her eyes on mine and led me to the bedroom. She didn’t rush, but there was a focus to her movements—like she’d already mapped out the entire night and was just letting me find out about it in real time.

In the bedroom, she sat on the edge of the bed and pulled me between her knees, then bit my lower lip just hard enough to hurt a little. I gripped her thighs and kissed her back, slower now, trying to make it last. My hands wandered up her calves, the inside of her knees, up her thighs, until she pulled me down and kissed me again, rougher this time.

As we collapsed onto the bed, me on top of her, she guided my hands over her chest, her stomach, her hips. She was vocal, but not loud—just these soft, involuntary noises that made my skin buzz. She arched her back and pressed into my touch, her hands never still, always exploring.

Eventually they landed on my shorts. Without missing a beat she popped the button out and slid the zip, before tugging them and my boxers down halfway, leaving me to twist and kick them off completely. And for a moment, I struggled to process what was happening.

I was naked, with Natalie, in my bed. A lot had happened between me and her since Jess and I had started what was now a serious relationship, but nothing like this. It almost felt like what had been happening between the two of us wasn’t entirely real, nothing confirmed—like at any stage, reality might hit and this could all be ripped away from me.

But here we were.

This was happening. Jess wanted it to happen.

Natalie wrapped her legs around my waist and held me there, one arm tight around my shoulders, sliding her fingers against her glistening folds and staring up at me pointedly as I positioned myself. We both watched and took in the sight of me pushing into her, slow. She was so tight that the feeling around my cock was almost overwhelming; and she squirmed closer and let out a sound that was equal parts relief and want.

We moved together, the pace shifting until we found our rhythm. Sometimes she would lead it—hips grinding up, fingers digging into my back—and sometimes I did, holding her still and pumping into her until she gasped. She looked at me the whole time, eyes open, meeting mine even as her breath started coming in short, uneven pulls that she couldn't quite control.

I felt her getting close, her hands clutching at my arms. Her lips formed my name, more breath than sound. And then it hit.

She pulled me tight against her and shuddered, her face buried in my neck. The waves felt endless, the muffled cries of bliss and the fingernails pinching into my arm telling me all I needed to know. And when they began to die down she kissed me hungrily, almost gratefully, like she was turned on all over again.

Finally it had passed and she relaxed into the pillow, her hair wild. She traced my jawline with her fingers, the look in her eyes more gentle now—but her thighs clenching around me.

“I’m on the pill, like Jess,” she said, her voice a little weak at the complexity behind that one short sentence.

It was all I needed to hear.

I gripped her hips, pulled back, and thrusted hard into her. She cried out, gripping me tightly, tossing back her head and closing her eyes as she savored every moment.

She was an incredible sight. I had mentally undressed her many times throughout those first couple of months in Tranquil Bay—including in the moments when I thought I shouldn’t have—but nothing in my wildest imagination could live up to what I was seeing now… or feeling.

The sensation around my cock intensified. I could feel my self-control slipping away.

“Yes,” she gasped, sensing it. She squeezed me closer, her legs locking around me. “Come for me.”

That was enough to break me.

I came with a groan, muffled into her shoulder. She held onto me and rolled with my thrusts as I pulsed inside her, hot blast after hot blast, filling up her tight pussy. Throughout it all I held that incredible body, even better now than it had looked in those tiny, tempting gym outfits, and felt like I could never be this lucky again.

We stayed like that, tangled and sweating, until the urgency ebbed and the only thing left was the sound of our breathing. I slumped off her and laid beside her, staring at the ceiling; she flopped onto her back, arms draped behind her head, her cheeks and her chest flushed as she tried to pull herself back together.

Neither of us spoke for a long time. I tried to think of something to say, but nothing felt good enough for the moment.

Eventually, she rolled onto her side and propped her head on her hand. “I suppose I’d do that again,” she said, voice teasing, but her eyes were soft.

“I hope so, because I’m going to want more of that.”

She smiled. “Good.”

She leaned over and kissed me, once, then settled into the crook of my shoulder. I let my arm drift around her, my hand tracing the curve of her hip. We lay there for some time, still and contented, until I realized she was already half asleep, her breathing slow and even.

I pulled the blanket up to cover us, pausing one last time to admire the sight of her in the lamp-lit gloom—her delicate features, her leg hooked across mine, her small yet shapely chest. Just like Jess did every time she was in my bed, she looked perfect.

Usually when I tried to turn in for the night, my mind would wrestle with the weeks of work ahead, the looming deadlines. But right now it felt like none of that mattered.

I closed my eyes and let the night settle around us, her body warm against mine.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

As for my next date with Jess… we mini-golfed.

The Tranquil Bay “Adventure Course” was less adventure and more an exercise in physics and the maddeningly impossible, a loop of chipped putting turf, faded fiberglass animals, and plastic water hazards painted to look like coral reefs. The resort kept it open late, with tiki torches lighting the edges and an endless playlist of bossa nova covers wafting from the speakers overhead.

Jess had suggested it, half as a joke and half as an actual date idea, and I said yes before realizing that I hadn’t played mini golf since a mandatory team-building exercise at my first job. If I’d remembered that, I might have tried to practice beforehand.

I sucked at it.

But Jess was worse.

I had therefore insisted on playing left-handed “to make it fair,” but by the halfway point I was in danger of a humiliating defeat. On the ninth hole—a par three with a fake sand trap and a small plastic pirate ship—she moved three strokes ahead, and I was determined to catch up.

I still wanted that win. We had a wager going, and the prize on offer was worth way more than the courtesy of throwing the game.

We paused at that point, sitting on a low wall beneath a lantern that flickered and made her hair look half gold, half shadow. Jess picked at the edge of her scorecard and, for a minute, we just watched the moon rise over the treetops.

“You know, I used to hate doing things like this,” she said suddenly. “I remember my parents would take us mini-golfing, or bowling, or even just play board games at home, and there were always arguments. But they weren’t small—everyone around me would lose their shit. I used to look forward to screwing up just so I could bail and leave my brothers to fight it out.”

She turned over the putter in her hands, examining the tape on the grip.

“I do miss home sometimes. I just don’t miss it as much as I thought I would. I like it here better… way more than I even thought I would.”

“I’m glad you do,” I said.

She glanced at me, a quick up-flick of her eyes. “Is it weird that I don’t even miss my friends back there that much?”

I shrugged. “I don’t think so. You get to choose who you miss, right?”

Jess smiled. “That’s a good way to think about it.”

We finished the tenth hole, then the next two. My game improved, marginally. Hers did not. I took the lead for the first time at the thirteenth hole—a bright pink volcano with a mechanical smoke machine that had clearly been out of fluid for months. I pumped my fist and let out an involuntary shout of celebration, the sound echoing over the empty course.

She just shook her head and smiled to herself, and victory didn’t really feel worth it anymore.

The fourteenth was a disaster for both of us. We played it a second time, because Jess claimed the little windmill was “clearly tilting” and “probably not up to code.”

“You’re a terrible sport,” I said, and she grinned up at me as she lined up a shot.

“Wait until you see me lose at bowling.”

As we played on, she started to get quiet. It was clear something was on her mind—in fact, she hadn’t really been herself ever since that talk of home.

I stopped. “You okay?”

“Can I tell you something?”

She tucked her hair behind her ear, nervous now in a way I’d never seen.

“My ex is back home, too. He was needy, but in this, like, low-key, weaponized way. Every time I did something for myself, he’d find a way to make it about him, or about what I ‘owed’ him.”

“That sounds… insane.”

“Then wait ‘til you hear this,” she laughed, but there was no humor in it. “I once went out on a girls’ night and he got so jealous, he called the bar and pretended to be my dad, just to find out if I was really there.”

“No way. Are you serious?!”

She nodded. “He did. And the worst part is, it worked. I left early, went home, and found him parked outside my building, waiting.”

“That’s a step above insane.”

“Yeah,” she said, “it was almost impressive, the amount of energy it must have taken him to be that obsessed.”

“Terrifying too, I bet.”

“You could say that… He moved back to my hometown last year. Suddenly he was, like, everywhere. People I know would hang out with him, or talk about him to me. I’d sometimes see him in the grocery store or a coffee shop and get out before he could talk to me. Just when it felt like I was in a good place, he dragged me right out of it, and we hadn’t even interacted.”

“That sounds horrible.”

“It was.” She looked at her feet. “So I left. And I told everyone it was for the job, or for the adventure, or because I wanted a fresh start. All of that was true. But I also didn’t want to be haunted by some shitty ex who reminded me of a way less happy version of myself.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I just reached for her hand. She took it, and for a moment we stood together, listening to the crickets in the darkness beyond.

She squeezed my hand. “I’m really glad I’m here now. And I’m glad you are, too.”

“Me too.”

She seemed more relaxed after talking it out, and we played the last four holes at a crawl. On sixteen, the hole tucked behind a fake waterfall, Jess stopped to tie her shoe and watched me line up my shot. She paused and cocked her head.

“Wait… you’re not trying to win anymore,” she said, not quite a question.

I did my best to look surprised. “You don’t know that.” I turned and missed the putt by a full foot, on purpose.

She squinted, then laughed, a short exhale. “You were actually trying to save face earlier, and now you’re throwing the game.”

“Why would I? I need to hear that story.”

“I said I might tell it.”

“You told me I’d get the Christmas party story,” I said, trying to act like I still wanted it, and not sounding all that convincing. “Ever since Natalie mentioned it, I’ve made it my life’s mission to know what happened. If I don’t get it out of you tonight…”

“Then you won’t get it at all,” Jess interjected, though she was smiling. “All I’ll say is this: Natalie won’t dare to tell you any of it now.”

“Interesting.”

“Anyway, I’m going to beat you whether you want me to or not. It’s on now.”

It was true—if she got a hole-in-one on seventeen and I whiffed, she’d be back in the lead.

She didn’t. I did.

But she put on a good show about it, narrating the finale to that hole with the gravitas of a sports announcer. “And the crowd goes wild,” she said, waving her arms at the empty course.

“Have you ever watched a golf crowd?”

“Yes. But if they played it on courses like this, maybe they would go wild.”

“Fair point.”

At the last hole, a ridiculous lighthouse with a spinning top, Jess tapped her ball gently up the ramp and sank it on the first try. I missed, again on purpose, because the look on her face when she beat me was worth losing to see.

She smiled to herself in relief for a moment, and then she shot me a weary look. “You didn’t have to let me win, you know.”

I shrugged. “Sure I did.”

She looked at me for a long beat, then smiled. “Thank you.”

We returned the putters to the empty shack at the course’s entrance and walked out, hand in hand. The ocean was close enough to hear, the air sweet with that scent you only get at night in the tropics.

Jess stopped at the edge of the path and looked up at the sky, then at me. She smiled and kissed me. “I’m surprised how much you suck at mini golf, even when you’re not trying to lose.”

“Thanks.”

“Take me home and make up for it in bed.”

***

When we got to my front door, Jess paused at the threshold, grinning. For a second I wondered if she was about to tell me something, but she just leaned in and kissed me again, this time with a hungry flick of tongue that made every thought I’d had about setting the mood in there dissolve into just getting her to my room.

Somewhere between my first month on the island and that night, Jess had started to move a little differently in bed. She’d always been the kind of girl who blushed when she came, who whispered “fuck” when she got close as though she was more worried about someone hearing her curse, but lately she’d started to get more… reckless. Maybe it was the weather, or the job, or the unmooring that happens when you get far enough from home that you can let go of the baggage.

She’d once said, on a night much like this, “I want to do everything with you.” I still didn’t know what that meant, but more and more I was starting to think she had been serious when she said it.

Reading my mind, she crashed into the villa with me, practically wrestling me as we kissed and stumbled toward the bedroom door. She pulled me to the bed, shedding her sneakers and dress in quick succession, leaving both in a heap on the tile—then sitting back to let the moment land.

She was wearing nothing underneath. She watched me appraisingly as my face fell.

That was new. She always wore a bra and underwear. But now she was bare, her skin lit with blue from the window and the soft spill of the hallway lamp. She had spent our entire evening around the resort with nothing underneath that dress.

A few weeks prior, that would have been unthinkable for Jess. Now, she looked at me with such perfect confidence that I could have forgotten my own name.

I stripped in a heartbeat and moved to clamber on top of her, but she had other ideas. She grabbed hold of me and rolled us over, nearly knocking my head against the headboard, and straddled me with a kind of giddy athleticism. She had never gone on top before she met me—she said she always assumed it would make her feel watched, surveyed, too self-conscious about her curves—but a few weeks in, she was now doing it all the time.

I had definitely been watching and surveying, but she actually seemed to enjoy it.

She carried more muscle and softness than Instagram would have you believe a woman could. In the dark she was a fucking goddess, her hips and thighs and breasts too big for anything but worship, her hair half undone and wild.

She sank down the length of my shaft, wet and tight and smothering my cock in a way I never wanted to end. My mind had been in a thousand places at once since the Tranquil Bay project started, but just as it had with Natalie it was suddenly present, nothing to distract me from the sight in front of me and the sensation I was experiencing.

I wondered if maybe the key to stress management in a small team is to just fuck each other.

She started to rock against me, slow at first, then faster, her hands braced against my chest. Her eyes were open, locked on mine, and the way she moved was a new level of confidence, like she’d done this a thousand times in secret and was finally showing off for an audience.

And she was loud—louder than I’d ever heard her.

It wasn’t long until she came, and she came hard, her whole body tensing and shuddering against me. I held her through it, arms around her back, and felt her moan into my shoulder. The waves came over and over, her pussy spasming around my shaft, pushing me closer and closer to the edge. Then she kissed me deeply, her body still quivering in the aftermath, and melted against me while I fucked her from below.

She had looked perfect, and now she felt it. With her lying against me, those huge breasts squashed against my chest and her wide hips in my hands, I cursed out loud and came powerfully into her.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

It hit just before three. One minute I was clicking away at my laptop and testing out prototypes from the UX designer; the next, the sky had gone the flat, yellowish gray of old dishwater and the palm trees outside my window were bowing at right angles. The wind came in hard and sudden, not the gentle, damp trade wind we got most afternoons, but a freight train that whipped the sand sideways and rattled the windows in their frames.

The power died at 3:04pm. The AC cut out with a small, dying sigh. Every light in the villa followed, including the one on my laptop charger.

I waited, counted to ten, then opened my front door to the sound of rain slamming the porch in sheets so thick I couldn’t see past the first row of hedges. It was as if someone had set up a car wash on the stoop and left it running.

My phone buzzed once—a text from Natalie.

you lose power too?

I still had phone signal. If the tower was unaffected, maybe some of the nearby power supply would be too.

Yep. I’m gonna go check the main building. Wish me luck…

I grabbed my keys and sprinted out the door. The two minutes it took to get from my villa to the main building were a fight against the air itself: the wind shoved me sideways, threatening to push me off the path; a palm frond the size of a surfboard cartwheeled past my head and split against a wall. I made it into the lobby, soaked and gasping.

Inside, the lobby was dim, running on battery-powered emergency lights. The junior concierge was standing by the doors and gave a little “I don’t get paid enough for this” shrug. At the far end, the doors to the business wing were propped open, but the space was as dark as the rest of the building.

I made my way back through the lobby. A few of the old-timer residents were already turning the situation into an impromptu social hour, their voices echoing off the glass as they gathered to excitedly trade stories of the power cut stopping their kettle short, or giving them a welcome break from their TV. I paused by the main doors and sent Natalie a text:

Looks like the whole resort is out. You’re both at home?

She responded immediately: i’m at the restaurant to rustle up some food… jess has candles. also, wine.

Another text from Jess, seconds later: While you’re over there, maybe grab some board games?

I snatched some from the guest library, grabbed a plastic bag from the gift shop to cover them (I had spoken to the attendant enough times by now to be on friendly terms), and jogged back.

By now the rain was somehow worse. Jess was already waiting—she held the door open for me, and I made it inside just as a new gust overpowered her and slammed it shut behind me.

***

Jess had turned their villa into some kind of bunker. A dozen tea lights flickered on the kitchen counter, casting light against the white tile and making the stainless appliances look sinister. On the coffee table in front of the TV, she’d stacked up containers of cold cuts and fruit, and with a drenched Natalie following me in shortly afterwards, a couple of takeout boxes of jerk chicken were added to the mix.

With the AC out, the windows were already half fogged up from the heat inside, and it had only been half an hour.

Natalie now sat cross-legged on the floor, her hair drying and her shorts sticking to her legs, and was dealing out cards with her phone torch propped against an empty wine bottle. Jess was on the sofa, knees tucked under her, a glass in one hand and a fork in the other. Her face was bare—no makeup, hair tied in a high ponytail that had started to wilt in the humidity. She looked at me and grinned, the top of her cheekbones catching the candlelight.

I had taken a spot on the floor, sitting with my back to the couch. I had toweled off and changed into an outfit that I’d left in Jess’s room weeks before, and already I was warm, almost sticky, though there was no use complaining. I accepted a glass of wine from Natalie and a plate of chicken from Jess, who eyed the portions like she was rationing for winter.

Natalie dealt three hands of some card game I didn’t recognize and launched into an explanation before either of us could object. “It’s called Bastard Rummy. You win by being mean.”

Jess gave me a look over the rim of her glass. “She cheats,” she whispered.

“I heard that,” said Natalie, eyes on the cards.

We started the game, while outside the storm hit a new pitch. The rain on the roof was deafening, and every few minutes a gust of wind would shake the windows hard enough to make the candles flicker on the counter.

We were in it for the long haul.

It was getting warmer and warmer in the villa, but the forced break from work brought us all a fresh energy that made it impossible to be tired. We played cards, drank wine, and made steady progress through the jerk chicken and a bowl of what Natalie called “hurricane guac” (really, just smashed avocados with salt and a squeeze of lime). Jess carefully kept track of the points on a notepad, while Natalie dished out ruthless trash talk. She’d bait you into a mistake, then call it out in a voice that was half-accusation, half-delighted cackle. If you tried to bluff, she’d stare you down until you gave up.

“It’s like I never left home,” Jess sighed at one point, smirking in my direction.

“What does that mean?” Natalie asked, looking at her, then me, and back again.

“Nothing.”

She turned on me. “Tell me.”

“I plead the fifth.”

“There should be no secrets in a relationship.”

“Our relationship has been going for longer,” Jess said, patting me on the shoulder in a way that felt less like affection and more like a threat.

And then Natalie threw a card at my head.

We turned to the board games after even Jess lost track of the cards. By now, the world outside had gone completely dark, except for the glow of the main building’s emergency lights emanating out through the rain. We looked through the set I’d taken from the main building: Monopoly, which was missing a third of the money; Scrabble, which had a worryingly sticky board; and the oldest version of Risk I’d ever seen. We landed on the latter, and Natalie dumped everything out on the table.

“Risk is a known friendship-ender,” Jess said, topping off her glass.

“Bold of you to assume we have one,” Natalie shot back, already setting up the board.

Regardless, she and Jess formed an immediate, unspoken alliance, crushing my forces in minutes. When I asked if this was some kind of omen for our relationships, Natalie just smiled sweetly and said, “Not if you play by the rules.”

Between games, we snacked, refilled glasses, and told stories. Somewhere in the middle of a round of Scrabble, the storm let off a deep, low rumble, followed by a crack so loud I nearly dropped the tiles in my hand. Jess jumped, wine sloshing, and clamped her hand down on my arm, gripping hard enough to leave a mark.

Natalie didn’t miss a beat. “Are you scared, or are you just trying to use him as a lightning rod?”

Jess blushed but didn’t let go. “He does have more surface area.”

Natalie grinned, then softened a little. “We’ll be fine. Worst case, the roof flies off and we finally get the open-plan living we’ve always wanted.”

Jess forced a laugh, then as soon as Natalie had turned away she gave me a look as if to say “please don’t let go.” I squeezed her hand in return and went back to hoping I could play “quixotic”, only for Natalie to cut me off with “quim” and trigger the mother of all Scrabble debates.

Eventually Natalie stretched her legs and yawned.

“I’m beat. Might as well take the opportunity to catch up on some sleep.” She put in a cursory effort to help me tidy away the games, then got up, but lingered for a second by the couch.

It turned out she’d read my mind.

“Don’t worry,” she said, reaching down and squeezing my shoulder. “You can stay in Jess’s room. It makes more sense at this point.”

She turned to Jess and they shared a quick hug, parting with a subtle, knowing look. One disadvantage to this whole arrangement was that it felt like the two of them knew more about what was going on than I did. But I doubted any other guy would show me too much sympathy for that.

“Night, nerds,” said Natalie, and then she padded down the hall to her room.

The villa was suddenly silent except for the hissing storm and the faint sizzle of a candle guttering out on the counter. The air was like a sauna; the windows had fogged over completely.

Jess slid down off the couch and onto the floor beside me. Her knees bumped mine as she leaned in, the curve of her body outlined by the thin T-shirt and skirt that passed for her storm uniform. She set her chin on my shoulder and looked at Natalie’s bedroom door, then at me.

I looked at her. In the candlelight, her face was shadowed but soft, eyes shiny with wine and something else.

She took a deep breath. “Do you want to—” she started, but then the wind slammed into the villa again, and the walls vibrated with it. She laughed, high and nervous, and leaned into my side. “God, I’m like the person who dies first in a disaster movie.”

I laughed and shook my head. “No, you’re the nerdy scientist who survives but gets none of the credit.”

She furrowed her brow. “Thanks?”

“Played by an unrealistically hot actress to bump up the cinema turn-out.”

“Good save.”

She laughed, but a moment later her face had tensed up, clearly hesitant to say what she was thinking.

“It’s okay,” I said, pointing at the front door. “I can just—”

“Do you want to come to my room?”

We hadn’t done this with Natalie just down the hall. My villa was neutral ground, but this felt different, more complicated. Still, the look on her face told me this was a boundary we needed to cross. Her voice was small, but sure.

I nodded.

She stood, pulling me up with her, and we stepped down the hall toward her room—passing the silence of Natalie’s.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

In theory, Jess’s room was the master, but if there was any sense of luxury it wasn’t the size—it was the window above the bed. In daylight, it let the whole sky in. Right now, with the louvres half-open, the only light was a trembling stripe of moon behind the clouds and the flicker of a single candle on the nightstand. The air was thick, heavy with wet heat and a trace of Jess’s citrus shampoo.

We lay on the top of the covers, side by side, because anything else would have been way too uncomfortable. My skin stuck to the sheets, every point of contact a small furnace.

Jess propped herself on one elbow and traced my bicep with her finger, then ran her palm down my chest and let it rest just above my navel.

“I could get used to this.”

I looked at her face, half shadow, half gold. “The power outage, or the company?”

She grinned, a little lopsided. “Mostly you.” She kissed my shoulder, slow, and then lay her head against it.

The rain hammered the glass above us, a constant wall of sound sealing us off from the world. We lay there for a while without speaking, her head resting on my shoulder. I could feel the slow, steady rhythm of her breathing, a quiet counterpoint to the storm outside.

She was the one to break the silence.

“I know you slept with Natalie.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I didn’t.

She kept going. “It’s okay. I knew you would, sooner or later. And I did say you never had to tell me anything like that about you and her.”

I exhaled. “Are you mad? Or hurt?”

She shook her head against my chest, hair tickling my ribs. “No. I wanted you to. I want you to remember that.”

“I still keep worrying that it could mess everything up,” I admitted. I wanted both of them—of course I did. I just didn’t want to lose anything with one by having the other.

Jess lifted her head and looked at me, her expression soft but serious. “I’m not going to change my mind, Miles. I like that everyone is getting what they want.”

“You do?”

She nodded. “I like you. I like us. And I like what’s happening with you two.” She traced a pattern on my stomach, watching her own hand. “I just… I want to know you’re still comfortable with all of this.”

“Are you kidding me?” I pulled her up to face me. “I’m more than comfortable with it—I can’t imagine anything better. I just keep waiting for the moment when you do.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

“Then we’re good. I promise.”

She made a small, relieved sound and pressed her mouth to mine. The kiss was gentle, but it sparked all the same.

She stayed there, breathing me in, then said, “I’m going to do something, but you have to wait here.”

I nodded, unsure where this was going.

She climbed off the bed, crossed the dark to the chair by the door, and picked up her satin robe. She shrugged it on, tied the sash, and left for the bathroom. The soft click of the door was almost lost in the noise of the rain.

I lay on my back, staring at the candle, watching it gutter every time the wind found a seam in the window. My mind drifted. I thought about the three of us earlier—and the way Natalie had looked back at us from the hallway, her expression unguarded and almost wistful.

The bathroom door opened a couple of minutes later. Jess walked back in, stopped at the foot of the bed, and looked at me. She didn’t move for a second, then undid the sash of the robe and let it slide to the floor.

She stood there, lit by the candle, and let me look.

The corset was black, a true black, satin and lace. It cinched her waist so narrow it looked unreal, and pushed up her chest until it looked like she’d added a cup size. The cups were edged in sheer mesh, not quite see-through, but more suggestion than coverage. She wore black lace underwear, low on the hips and matched to the corset. Below that, sheer black stockings clipped to the garters, the seam running perfectly straight up the backs of her legs.

She stepped forward and I saw the shoes—black stilettos, sharp enough to mean business, and probably the only pair she owned.

Jess let me take her in. She looked at my face, not my body, as she rounded the corner of the bed, every step making her hips sway. In that outfit, her curves seemed exaggerated to an impossible extent, but there was nothing cartoonish about her—she filled it completely, and her posture said she was doing it for herself as much as for me.

She stood at the edge of the bed, just far enough away that I had to reach for her.

I sat up. My voice was raw. “Is this new?”

She smiled, a little shy but also pleased with herself. “I bought it last week.”

Then she climbed onto the bed, planted her knees on either side of me, and settled herself in my lap with her hands on my shoulders.

I traced the edge of the corset, the boning rigid under the satin. She let her head fall back, hair tumbling behind her, exposing the line of her neck and the tops of her breasts, framed perfectly by the lace. As I pressed a kiss to her collarbone and slid a hand over her cleavage, she reached down and undid my shorts, then pushed herself up and dragged them off with a single motion.

Her hands were steady and efficient, but when she looked back at me, her eyes were dark and a little wild.

She pressed herself against me now, skin-to-skin everywhere but where the lingerie held her in place. I ran my hands over the curve of her waist, down to the slick texture of the stockings. She shivered when my fingers brushed the suspenders, then bit her lip and guided my hands to her thighs, planting them just above each garter.

She arched her back and rubbed against me through the lace, slow at first, just enough friction to get her breathing hard. I sank my fingers into her thighs and gripped her tight; she exhaled, one long, low sound that vibrated through both of us.

There was no slow build. She dug her fingers into my hair, pulled my mouth to hers, and kissed me roughly. The stiletto heels stayed on—it was as though she used them for leverage, pushing herself back and forth on my lap. She was wet, the lace soaking through almost immediately, and she didn’t try to hide how much she wanted it.

A couple moments later she pushed back and stood, and I hooked my thumbs in the lace of her underwear and peeled them down her thighs. They caught on the suspenders, and she laughed, kicking them free without breaking rhythm. The corset stayed on.

She fell back onto the bed and clung to me, quietly pleading for me to fuck her as I turned her onto her back. When I slid inside her, she gasped and wrapped her legs around my waist, already starting to move against me.

It was nothing like the first few times together—no caution, no delicate touches. Jess was loud, almost feral, every sound unrestrained. She moved against me like she was trying to win something, hips rolling, every muscle flexed and working. I matched her, holding tight to her waist, the bedsprings adding a percussive soundtrack under the steady bassline of the rain.

She clawed at my chest and looked up at me, eyes wide and pupils blown. “Don’t stop,” she gasped.

I pounded into her so hard the headboard knocked against the wall. She rode it out, teeth clenched, hands white-knuckled on my shoulders.

She came first, body clenching around me, jaw gone slack, a sound starting in her throat that never made it out. She shook all over and buried her face in my neck.

I was right behind her. The orgasm was like a breaker—violent and then gone, leaving a long, fizzing aftermath.

We collapsed together, both of us still shuddering. The candle had almost burned down, the light low and shaky.

Jess let herself rest on my chest, her hair sticking to my skin, body heavy and warm. I ran my fingers down her back, over the ridges of the corset, and she made a satisfied, feline sound.

“That was…” I started, but trailed off.

She finished for me. “Yeah. I know.”

After a while, she kicked off the heels and snuggled back in beside me. The stockings and corset stayed on. She set her head on my shoulder and exhaled, slow.

Then she turned her face toward mine, eyes soft. “You know I meant what I said, right?”

“Which part?”

“All of it,” she said. “About Natalie, about us.”

“Good. So did I.”

She paused. “And I meant it when I said I want to do everything with you. Not just the normal stuff… all of it.”

I kissed the top of her head. “I’d like that too.”

She squeezed my bicep. “Good.”

The rain kept going. The candle finally petered out, leaving us in warm darkness, the sound of the storm a wall between us and the rest of the island.

I let my eyes close—Jess pressed against me, corseted and content—and tried to figure out what else she had in mind.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Caroline’s personal office looked like it belonged in a showroom for expensive but discreetly under-branded workspace solutions. The furniture was all pale, unmarked wood and white steel. The desk was at least seven feet wide, empty except for her laptop, a slim wireless keyboard, and her notebook. Floor-to-ceiling glass on the far side opened onto the resort’s gardens, which looked better from here than anywhere else on the property.

The room was designed to leave no doubt about who was in control.

I was getting used to this office. In the first few check-in meetings I’d felt like an imposter, like I was about to be called out for sitting at the grown-ups’ table by mistake. But that wore off fast—now it was just routine. And what started as a formal checkpoint had drifted into something more like co-working, and these meetings now ran over so often that the building’s cleaning staff had started coming in after hours rather than risk a polite standoff with the boss.

Caroline sat across from me, laptop open, pushed back a little from the desk so that I could see one skirted leg crossed over the other. Her foot rocked just a little as she watched the screen on the wall. If she was tired after a full day of staff one-on-ones and vendor calls, she didn’t show it.

She scrolled through the initial build of the homepage, eyes narrowed. “Why is the booking widget in the hero section, but also again as soon as you scroll down to the first piece of copy? Is that intentional?”

“That’s on purpose. Some visitors will prefer to jump down and read first.”

She nodded once, then moved down to another section and pointed, with a single lacquered nail, at a heading that was maybe two pixels off from the one above it. “This needs to be consistent. The spacing is off.”

It was tiny, but she was right. “I’ll get them to fix it.”

She kept going, then pointed to the copy further down. “Why is the copy on this so… poetic?”

I knew exactly what she meant. The copywriter I’d brought in had gone for “warmth”, but it had come out a little like a parody of a wellness retreat and I’d already had to rework it more than I’d expected. “We were trying to avoid the typical ‘luxury break’ language all the other resorts are using. It’s not quite working yet.”

Caroline stared at it, running two fingertips back and forth against her chin. “There’s a difference between distinctive and overwritten,” she said, not unkindly. “I like the direction you’re taking. I think it just needs dialing back.”

She scrolled, fast and precise, then stopped at the section about the residential villas. “This paragraph,” she said. “It’s nice, but it reads like the writer’s about to propose to the king-sized bed.”

I laughed. “I’ll get them to cut down on the romance.”

She gave me a look then, her eyes crinkling at the corners. “Leave a little of it in. Just not that much.”

I made another note. I was starting to like these meetings more than I cared to admit.

We worked through the rest. For a while, the only sounds were the click of her laptop and the keypad of mine as I hammered out the notes and changes. Out the window, the gardens had gone from bright green to a kind of blue-black, the lamps along the paths making everything look like a high-end rendering.

“Can you remind me of the next few milestones here? When the rest of the pages are expected, and when I need to review them?”

“Let me check the tracker.”

While I pulled it up, she stood and rounded the desk to see my screen, bracing a hand on the back of my chair as she leaned in. I scrolled through the spreadsheet, found the relevant line, and hovered over it.

She leaned in beside me to look more closely, her blouse brushing my shoulder. The scent of her—clean, expensive, with a faint hint of vanilla—was suddenly all I could register.

Then I felt it: the slight, warm pressure of her chest against my upper arm. It was a point of contact so brief it might have been accidental, but my focus narrowed on it completely.

The moment lasted maybe five seconds. Then she straightened, hand still on the chair, and said, “Can you see if the development team can move that up by a day? I’m now going to be travelling for those two days of review and feedback. But I can go through it all the day before.”

“Yeah,” I said, keeping my voice as flat as possible. “I’ll let you know by tomorrow.”

She circled back to her seat and wrote something in her notebook. “You’re good at this, you know,” she said, her eyes still on the page.

I almost didn’t hear it. “Thanks.”

She sat back in her chair and looked across the desk at me. “Do you ever miss your old job?”

I thought about it. “No. I do miss having a wider team, but not the job itself.”

“I can relate to that,” she said, her eyes a little softer now. She paused. “You ever notice how people in large companies never really talk to each other normally?”

“Always. And how a meeting either covers everything in the agenda or finishes on time, not both,” I said.

That got a smile. “I had a boss once who said any meeting that runs over is secretly a therapy session for at least one person at the table.”

“That’s a good take. Which one of us is it this evening?”

She tipped her head and smirked. “Probably both.”

She said it with such evenness that it barely registered at first. But when I thought about it, I realized what I was really doing here. These meetings had been dragging longer and longer, and— if I was honest with myself—at times I’d been using them as an excuse to keep talking to Caroline, or simply to hear her talk.

She seemed to read my expression, then glanced at the clock and straightened up in her chair. “Is that a problem?”

“Not at all,” I said, which wasn’t strictly true. “Just thinking about the schedule for the next couple of weeks,” which wasn’t true at all.

She tapped her pen against the notebook and smiled, almost reassuringly. “We’re close,” she said. “A few more weeks and we’re live.” She clicked her laptop shut and the air in the room shifted, like a stage set gone dark between acts.

I stood and gathered my things. “You want to cancel next week’s catch-up? It’s during that trip you mentioned.”

She looked out at the darkening gardens beyond the window, thinking. “Let’s move that up to the day before, too. If you’re up for it.”

I nodded, maybe a little too fast. “Yeah. Absolutely.”

She started to say something, then stopped. “That’s it for me. You’re off the clock.”

I nodded and smiled. “Night—speak tomorrow.”

“Good night, Miles.”

I left the room with my backpack over one shoulder, feeling the residual warmth of her against my arm, and the vague, prickly sense that something had just happened that shouldn’t have.

As I walked I replayed the moment at the desk, trying to decide if it had been deliberate, accidental, or somewhere in the liminal zone where both parties could pretend they hadn’t noticed. Either way, I’d spent the last hour and a half trying to convince myself these meetings were all about work, and Caroline had all but confirmed there was something else at play.

The rest of the resort was almost empty, the sun long gone, but I didn’t want to go home just yet. I took the long route through the courtyard toward the path that bordered the beach, thinking about how close we were to launch—and the end of the project.

And how I didn’t want these meetings to stop.

***

The beach bar was usually busy around sunset, but given the main resort’s indoor bar overlooked the bay—and given, well, most of the clientele—it always emptied out by nine-thirty. Most people shuffled off for a late dinner at the restaurant or drifted back to their rooms, calling it an early night (probably to get a good rest for water aerobics, or so they could grab a good table before the breakfast buffet). The regulars—maybe a half dozen, tops—lingered longer, but most nights the place was just Hector and a handful of tired resort guests.

Instead of making my way toward the villas, I found myself wandering over like a moth to a flame that evening. Behind the bar, Hector was cleaning the counter with the same energy he put into every task: calm, deliberate, the opposite of almost anyone who ever worked in hospitality for tips.

I took my usual seat. Hector looked up, clocked my expression, and then scooped up a bottle of whiskey and poured out a glass without asking. “You look like you just got called to the principal’s office.” He set the glass in front of me.

I sipped. “This is good stuff. And yeah… not far off.”

He let that hang, then leaned on his forearms, waiting for the story.

I didn’t ease into it, not tonight. I took a deep breath and sat back on the stool. “There’s a… thing happening, with me and Caroline.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Like, a work thing, or a thing-thing?”

“Thing-thing,” I said, and then laughed at how juvenile it sounded. “I don’t know. It’s getting complicated.”

He studied me, then smiled and shook his head. “More complicated than what you’re already doing?”

“Well, maybe.”

“So what’s actually happening?”

I thought about how to phrase it. “It’s like… every meeting, there’s this energy. It wasn’t there at first, or maybe I didn’t notice. But now it’s—” I shook my head, trying to find the word. “Undeniable. Even when we’re talking strictly work, it’s always there.”

Hector didn’t interrupt. I kept going.

“Today, she leaned over the desk to point at my screen and kind of pressed against me a little. I think it was by accident. She barely touched me, but… I can’t stop thinking about it. I keep replaying it, wondering if I made it weird, or if she did, or if we’re both just pretending it’s not happening.”

He grinned, just a little. “I don’t think anything Caroline does is an accident.”

I looked at my glass. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“So… what’s your move?”

“My move?”

Hector leaned forward, his friendly expression gone. “Sounds to me like the question isn’t whether it’s there. It’s what you’re going to do about it. And whether you’ve thought about what it would cost.”

He had a point. If it ever came down to it, I was sure I’d do the right thing, but something would still break. I didn’t answer, just turned the glass slowly between my fingers.

He let me stew in it for a moment, topping up my drink and moving to the end of the bar to serve a couple who’d come in from a late swim, the woman in a cover-up and the man in a faded oversized NASA T-shirt. They ordered gin and tonics, not even glancing my way. I listened to the ice clink in the shaker, the pop of a tonic bottle, the easy bar patter.

Hector came back, hands empty, and leaned in front of me again. “You’re still seeing the two ladies, I take it?” he asked, voice low.

“Of course.”

He wiped a ring from the counter. “So, you’re seeing the two girls next door, and now you’ve got the boss giving you looks. That’s a lot to handle.”

“That’s one way to put it.”

“You want to know what people like you could learn from living here?”

I shrugged.

“This isn’t the life you had before—it’s not the place for overthinking. All you need to do is what makes sense in the moment, and if something stops making sense…” He made a popping sound and waved his hand dismissively. “You stop it.”

I took a long drink and sat my empty glass back on the bar. “I don’t want to ever mess things up with Jess. Or Natalie. But I can’t mess up this job—I mean, it’s the only thing keeping me here with them.”

He looked at me for a moment. “You’re not a bad guy, Miles. That’s why you’re worrying so much about this. But you know what’s worse than hurting someone by accident?”

“What?”

“Hurting everyone because you’re deliberately trying to ignore the problem. That’s a surefire way to let all of this get messy.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

For a while he focused on clearing the counter behind the bar for the next morning, letting me nurse my drink in silence. Then he changed the subject, maybe sensing that I’d got the point or just had enough.

“You know, I’ve been working up a plan for that beach service you mentioned a while back. Pop-up cart, table service with high-end drinks, the works. Caroline’s already halfway to saying yes.”

That made me smile. “You’re getting your own staff?”

“That’s what needs to be decided.” He winked. “Maybe if all else fails, I’ll hire you.”

I laughed, and the conversation drifted to simpler things—mainly Hector’s retelling of the latest local cricket game, filled with some apparently dramatic developments that I didn’t understand but reacted to with nods and smiles anyway. It was a much-needed distraction at least.

At the end of the night, Hector wiped down the last of the glasses and said, “About your problem… think carefully, man. That’s all I’ll say.”

I left the bar, shoes in hand, and walked the beach back toward the villas. The sand was cool, the waves louder at night.

This place had taught me that it really could all work out, that you could want more than one thing and not have to pay for it. But everyone had their limits.

I knew I’d be thinking about Hector’s words for a long time.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The main restaurant at Tranquil Bay couldn’t compete with the high-end places around the island, or even the restaurants at competing resorts. But it still beat most places back home.

Every table was set with a flawless white cloth, every plate garnished with a swirl of something green. The servers wore black button-downs with gold piping at the collar, and the wine list came on a single printed page that changed every week. The doors and windows on the terrace side were thrown open, the breeze heavy with salt and the low thrum of surf on the rocks below. From the right table, you could watch the moon skate across the water and feel like the world beyond the bay didn’t exist.

I’d made the reservation mostly out of guilt. Natalie had been pulling marathon days trying to balance her remote job and the partnership work for the resort. I wanted to give her a night off, a break from all of it. Even now, she was finishing her day with a late virtual meeting, so instead of walking over with her I found myself sitting alone and holding our table for a while.

When she appeared in the open doorway, she was worth the wait.

She was wearing a dress I’d never seen before, a halter style that bared her shoulders and collarbones and made her figure look like she’d spent the whole day working out in the sun rather than shut away for hours of meetings. Her hair was down and parted deep to one side, the color richer than I remembered, almost burgundy in the lamplight. Her heels, black and strappy, made her look taller.

She smiled when she saw me, but it felt like her face was doing two different things at once.

“Sorry,” she said, greeting me with a kiss before she slid into the chair across from me. “It wasn’t even the Tranquil Bay stuff. My main job is just nuts right now.”

“Sorry to hear that. You look amazing, though.”

She smiled softly. “Thank you.”

A waiter materialized with menus. I asked for a beer, and she ordered a cocktail—something with mezcal and grapefruit—before she set the menu down and leaned her chin on her hand. “How was your day?”

“The usual, to be honest,” I said, getting tired of talking through the sheer onslaught of every day, especially with her and Jess.

Even though a lot of it came down to the hot mess that was their agency back home, I felt guilty for how busy they both were now. They always reassured me that they were happy to do it, especially with their bank accounts ballooning, but it wasn’t a good feeling seeing them work this much.

“I spoke to my parents, though,” I added, remembering something new and seizing on it.

“Oh?”

“Yeah. My dad’s obsessed with the stock market again. He wanted to know if I’m ‘hedging my bets’ in case this whole resort thing craters.”

She snorted. “You’re the only person I know whose parents are more anxious than he is.”

“I thought I hid it well.”

“Not from me,” she said, and for a second, there was a flash of the old Natalie. “Do you think they’ll ever come visit?”

“I doubt it. My mom can’t do the humidity.”

She gave a soft laugh. “If they did, you’d have to introduce them to me and Jess. That could be fun.”

That was the first mention of Jess that night, and she said it with a careful lightness, like a gymnast landing a tricky dismount. It was a small thing, but it was unlike her.

She went quiet then, eyes on the tablecloth, pressing her thumbnail hard into the pad of her index finger. When the drinks came a moment later, she took a long sip and then set the glass down, steadying it with her hand.

“You okay?” I asked, because I couldn’t pretend not to notice.

She looked up, lips pressed tight. “Yeah. Just tired.” She shrugged. “It’s not you.”

The waiter came back to take our orders, and I couldn’t tell if it was the worst possible timing or the best. She asked for the tuna, and I got a ravioli dish that I’d heard was one of the best at the restaurant. Even while we were ordering, she still seemed off—none of the usual excitable banter, or the intense eye contact that sometimes left me fighting not to glance away.

When he was gone, I leaned in. “Natalie… are you sure everything’s alright?”

She sighed, then smiled in a way that looked almost apologetic. “I’m fine. Seriously. I just have a lot on my plate. A project back home is about to go nuclear, and… I don’t know. I feel like I’m always one step behind, you know? Like I’m trying to keep up with a life that isn’t quite mine.”

“So it’s not just about work?”

She paused and bit her lip, looking away in thought. I waited.

She turned back to me, and for a second the mask dropped. “I like you,” she said. “A lot. I just… I’ve never really had an actual relationship. And this situation isn’t exactly normal.”

I took her hand and she let me, giving me a small smile.

“I know. I think we’re all trying to get used to it.”

“I get that. But it’s not the situation that’s bothering me, it’s… me. I just feel like I’m the one who’ll make this all fall apart. Like I’m going to mess it all up at any moment.”

I stared back at her, completely thrown. “You’re not messing anything up. And if you feel that way… that’s probably on me. I’ve been so wrapped up in everything else that’s going on that maybe I haven’t shown how much this matters to me. But I like you, a lot. I want you to know that.”

“I know. Really.” She took a deep breath. “I just don’t know if I’m as good at this as Jess.”

“Why would you think that?!”

She looked down and shrugged. “Because I don’t really know what I’m doing.” She said it straight, but I could tell it wasn’t easy for her.

“It’s new to all of us, Nat. I haven’t got a clue how to navigate this. But I’m enjoying every second of it.”

“That’s the thing. Being with you makes me happy—really happy. I just find myself worrying. Sometimes I’m worrying because it all seems so good. Like, am I missing something?”

I paused and nodded. “Fair point. I guess we just won’t know until it smacks us in the face, if it ever does.”

She smiled, soft, and squeezed my hand. “You’re right. Sorry… it isn’t like me to get like this.”

“Yeah, who knew you would be the neurotic one in a love triangle?”

She smacked my hand and smirked. “Shut up.” Then she reached for her glass and took a sip, the tension finally fizzing away.

“We’re good?” I asked a moment later.

“We are. I think I just needed to talk about it.”

I changed the subject and asked about her friends back home, knowing she always had a good update. She’d recently heard a disaster date story from one of them, and another was in the running for a spot on a reality TV show “just for the lols.” We laughed, and for a while, it felt almost like the first time we’d gone out, both of us pretending we were just here for fun.

***

We left together after dessert and walked out onto the terrace, which had been closed to diners because of the recent weather. The wind was up, and she tucked her hair behind her ears, shivering just a little.

We walked the rest of the way to the villas in near silence, the sound of the crickets and the soft scrape of the pavement under her heels filling in what our words left out. It had cooled off a little, but the wetness in the air was still enough to draw sweat at my collar and a sheen at the top of Natalie’s brow. She looked tired and radiant at once, her expression open but edged with a kind of restlessness I hadn’t seen before.

At the fork in the path, she stopped and tipped her chin toward my place. “You want to split a bottle on your deck?” she said. “I’m not ready to power down yet.”

I didn’t even pretend to hesitate. After the heavy conversation back in the restaurant, it felt like the date had only really started towards the end of the meal.

Inside, I found a half-chilled sauvignon blanc in the fridge and two mismatched plastic glasses. The deck was still a little damp from rain earlier in the afternoon, but the hammock was dry, and we settled into it side by side, arms touching and drinks in hand. The world was dark beyond the glow of the villa, the garden lights hissing quietly under the drone of insects. Somewhere out on the water, a boat’s engine rose and fell, but mostly there was just the breeze and the wet, green smell of the island.

We drank for a while, the wine going fast while the conversation wandered into one of Natalie’s favorite topics: who among the staff or the retiree residents were hooking up. She did most of the talking at first, her sentences running fast and bright, then trailing off as she watched the night, her mood shifting like the wind. I just lay there with her and let it happen, comfortable in the silence and the knowledge that we had talked out what was on her mind.

At one point, she looked over, hair stuck to her cheek, and said, “You know, I still can’t believe you never went skinny-dipping with me.”

I blinked. “I thought you were just kidding.”

She grinned, sharp and hungry. “Then you still have much to learn about me.”

I laughed, but she was already setting down her glass and climbing out of the hammock. She pulled off her dress in one practiced, almost bored motion, not breaking my gaze, and let it drop in a heap at her feet.

She was wearing nothing underneath. Her body was pale where the sun hadn’t reached, and she posed coquettishly as though daring me not to look.

Her voice was low. “Last chance…”

She smirked, and then she turned and drifted barefoot down the steps toward the plunge pool below. She crossed the grass and slipped into the water, all the way under, then surfaced with her hair slicked back, her pert breasts glistening in the moonlight.

She looked back and gave me a small, tight smile.

I’d have followed her anywhere at that point.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

I stripped, less graceful, more desperate, and strode out to the edge of the pool. She watched me, her eyes dark and alive, as I climbed down and joined her.

The water was shock-cold at first, but it was perfect after the heat of the day. She drifted closer to me, smiling wickedly—and then she hooked her legs around my hips and held me there, suspended in the water as I stood.

We didn’t talk. There was nothing to say. There was just her body pressed to mine, her mouth finding my jaw, my ear, my lips, each kiss a little harder than the last. I wanted to taste her, hold her, quickly blocking out the rest of the world around us. She flicked out her tongue to find mine and clawed at my shoulders, soft and wild, like she was finally letting something inside her out.

Eventually she reached under the water and her hand found me. She didn’t drag it out or tease—straight away, she jerked me hard enough to make my vision blur. I groaned, louder than I meant to, and she shushed me with a finger to my lips.

“Sit up,” she said.

I hesitated, but she let me go and nodded toward the steps. I waded over and took a seat at the top. She followed and straddled my lap, water running in bright beads down between her breasts as I palmed them.

She took hold of my cock and stroked it, slower this time, her thumb circling the head and the water making everything slick and new. Her eyes stayed fixed on mine; it was as though she was watching me to make sure I was under her spell. When she was satisfied, she slid down, knelt two steps lower between my knees, and took me in her mouth.

I had been with her, but not like this. This felt completely different—like she was using her whole self, her mind and body and every stubborn inch of her personality, to own me. She sucked with intent, not just to get me off but as if to prove a point. She drove her head down until her nose bumped my stomach, then drew back, tonguing the underside of my cock with a laziness that made my skin crawl.

I tried to touch her, to run my hands through her hair, but she pushed my wrists away.

No, not tonight. Just let me.

It was too much. After a few minutes I came in her mouth, with a sharp, helpless wheeze. She swallowed, those mesmerizing eyes commanding my gaze as she sucked and licked me clean.

When it was over she sat back on her heels and watched me recover, smirking up at me.

“I’ve heard how good you are at eating pussy,” she whispered, when I had come down from the rush. “Let’s see it.”

With that she hoisted herself up onto the coping beside me, thighs spread, water streaming down her legs. I needed no further invitation.

I took her place on the step and obliged, tasting chlorine and salt and her. I started slow, gently placing a finger inside her at the same time and making her moan approvingly. But her squirming made it clear she wasn’t in the mood for teasing, and she wordlessly instructed me with the churn of her hips until I sped up and went from gently testing her clit to feverishly eating her out.

Soon my face was buried between her thighs, lapping at her pussy. After a while she pressed both hands to my head and ground hard against me. She moaned, not caring who might hear out on the path, and her thighs tightened around my face.

She was getting close. The moans died down, but her body became more and more tense. “Don’t stop,” she whispered, almost locked in place, “don’t stop, don’t…”

She fell completely silent and still for a few seconds. And then relief burst through her, her hands cradling my head as her body pulsed against me, her hot wet pussy riding my tongue like her life depended on it. She clutched me and gasped my name, over and over, her body shivering through it all, and I fought with every ounce of strength to keep my tongue in place through every wild wave of her orgasm.

After she came, she gasped for air and pulled me up to lie beside her on the grass.

We lay there in the wet, humid air, the bugs scritching in the dark, both of us still naked. She looked at me sideways, her smile small and private.

“You ever done anything like that before?”

I ran my hand over her chest, and she arched her back and pressed each nipple against my fingers as I brushed over it. “Not even close.”

“Good. Me neither.” She held my gaze a long time. “But I intend to do more of it.”

She pressed one last teasing kiss to my lips, pushed up, and languidly walked naked across the lawn as if it was the most normal thing in the world. Then she wrapped herself in a towel I’d left drying on the railing, blew me a kiss, and walked inside.

That was the only towel out there.

I climbed out and darted back to the porch, water dripping all over the place. For a moment I was debating trying to dry myself with my shirt, until she reappeared in the doorway with a fresh towel and threw it over to me.

“Thanks, I guess.”

“You’re welcome,” she smirked. “Take your time—I’m going to get us some more wine.”

***

I toweled off out there, looking out at the view and trying to assess whether anyone might have witnessed what just happened. But it was deathly quiet all around us, no sign of anyone on the path or the beach, and even at the girls’ villa all the lights were out. Jess was remarkably adept at turning in early and getting a good night’s sleep while I was out on these dates with Natalie.

It had been a while since she had handed me the towel and invited herself to raid my limited wine selection. I wondered what the hold-up was—I’d closed the integrated blinds in the door earlier that evening, so I couldn’t see inside. I opened it and stepped in.

In the kitchen, she was sipping a fresh glass and leaning against the island, dry but once again stark naked.

I frowned in confusion, but she just placed the glass down and posed for me.

“You want to fuck me against this counter?” she asked.

I nodded, my throat suddenly feeling very dry.

She climbed up, spread her legs and waited, fingering herself. The sound alone let me know she was ready.

As I approached she wasted no time, taking hold of my cock and pressing it against her hot, slick folds. I slid inside her, the counter cold under my hands, her body squirming and desperate. She wrapped an arm around my neck and pulled me tight, biting my ear, then dragged her nails down my back.

We moved together quickly, almost violently. There was nothing gentle or careful about it. She came again, loud, her legs tight around me, her pussy spasming around my cock.

Then she pulled me out, hopped down, and turned around so I could fuck her from behind. She slammed her palms on the counter and looked over her shoulder, lips parted, eyes gone soft and glassy.

I buried myself in one swift motion, gripped her tight ass, and pounded her harder than ever. The sight of her leaning over that counter, casting wicked looks over her shoulder, quickly pushed me to the edge.

I pulled out at the last second and came in a bright stripe across her ass.

She looked back, grinned, and wiped it with the towel before tossing it into the drum of the washing machine behind me.

We caught our breath, while I sipped the wine she’d left out for me, and she finished hers. She watched me for a moment, arms folded, like she was considering something.

“This was the hottest night I’ve ever had,” she concluded.

“Really? Because after that, I’m wondering if I can keep up with you. You really haven’t done anything like that before?”

“Honestly, never,” she said, looking a little sheepish now.

“But you seemed so… confident.”

“That was a first, I assure you. But I’ve always wanted to do something like that. Like I said: I don’t have that much of a dating history. I might talk a big game, but I’ve been flying solo even longer than Jess has.”

I nodded, feeling a little relieved.

We finished our last glass of wine, not bothering with the mess. She pulled on one of my T-shirts and nothing else, then sprawled out on the bed, arms over her head. I joined her, the sheets cool against my skin after everything that had just happened.

After a while, she rolled toward me, her fingers gentle on my bare chest. “I meant what I said. I really like you.”

“I want this to work. I’ll make sure it does.”

“Good,” she said, smiling as she kissed me, slow and sure.

I held her there and we drifted to sleep, the world outside silent except for the sound of the sea.


CHAPTER TWENTY

With the project nearing its end, the Coral Suite had become our “war room”.

There were now two giant wall monitors, one per side, plus a little nest of power bricks and shared chargers in the middle. Printed proofs and mark-ups were scattered across the table, half-pinned under coffee mugs. The overheads ran bright and white and the window was streaked with rain, the view beyond nothing but dark clouds and the downpour now falling hard across an emptied pool area and a deserted beach.

It was just after six. Jess sat at the end of the table, MacBook open, headphones on, back perfectly straight. I took the seat at her left, partly because it gave me a view of the room but mostly because I liked stealing glimpses of the side of her face when she got deep into the work and lost track of anyone watching.

Caroline was with us. She’d claimed the opposite end, today wearing a dark blouse that didn’t bother with buttons, just a single hidden closure at the collar, plus white trousers and a watch that looked like it cost more than everything else in that room combined.

Her laptop was open as she reviewed the latest update from Natalie on the media plan, her phone sitting face-down beside her. Natalie was working back at the villa, again chained to her remote job for the evening; she had been waking up earlier each morning to meet her Tranquil Bay duties, and I was getting more and more worried that she would keep on getting stretched like this until she snapped.

My inbox dinged; Jess had just sent me some assets she’d finished putting together for the social channels, before she turned her attention to the website. She had recently sent the final handoff package to the development team, and she was about to cross-check the new pages they’d put up on the staging site against her layouts. Her hair was up, but a few strands kept falling across her face as she worked, totally locked in. Every time they did, she flicked them away with the tip of her finger.

I was halfway through reviewing the latest draft of the social media plan when Jess’s entire posture shifted. She sat back, blinking at her screen, one hand moving to her collarbone and hovering uncomfortably. I’d seen that look before: something had gone wrong.

She double-checked the screen, then the printout, then the screen again. I looked over as she started flipping between PDFs, her fingers moving so fast the keyboard was just a murmur.

“Everything okay?” I asked quietly.

She cleared her throat, but didn’t look up. “I think I left some old drafts in the design files, the nav is all over the place. And there’s something wrong with the colors,” she said, just loud enough to carry down the table.

Caroline was already looking at her, face blank. “Where?”

Jess spun her MacBook so the screen faced out, showing the staging site. “The hover states aren’t right, and it’s pulling all the old colors, none of the new ones. I must have missed a step and sent the design files without the right links.”

It was obvious to any layman that something had gone wrong. The top menu was an eyesore, and colors were splashed all over the site that had no place there. I could tell from the set of Jess’s jaw that this was the kind of thing she would have nightmares about, and I couldn’t blame her.

It was a mess, and we were already running out of time.

She set the laptop back in front of her, her expression grim as her fingers raced over the keyboard. Then, eyes still on the screen: “I’m so sorry. I don’t know how I missed that. I’ll update the files right away.”

Before Caroline could open her mouth, I jumped in. “No, that’s on me. The social media content is taking priority now, but I could have checked the files myself before we sent it to the developers.”

That wasn’t really my job, but it was technically true. With everything Jess had going on I had to take responsibility.

Caroline gave me a look, just for a second. She didn’t look annoyed, but she certainly didn’t look pleased either. It looked more like she was trying to get a read on me.

“I appreciate your honesty, both of you,” she said. “Either way, let’s fix it before end of day. I’ll let the devs know myself.” She typed out an email, then fired it off and returned to Natalie’s document, like the matter was closed.

Jess nodded, and I watched the color come back to her face.

As the clock neared seven, Caroline gathered her laptop and phone, announced she was heading to the maintenance area to check on a bulk furniture delivery, and left the room with a quick goodnight and a nod at each of us. As always, it felt like she looked at me half a beat longer.

Once her footsteps had faded to nothing, the war room was silent but for the hum of the AC.

“Hey,” I said, softly. “You okay?”

Jess didn’t look up, but her voice was calm. “Yeah. I just hate missing stuff like that. It’s dumb, but…”

“It’s not dumb,” I said. “You caught it. That’s all that matters.”

She smiled a little, a quick side glance, then focused back on the screen. “I know. I just have a hard time making mistakes.”

“We all screw up at some point,” I said. “Caroline just expects us to fix it and move on.”

She nodded. “Yeah. I guess you’re right. And… thank you, for that.”

“No problem.”

I watched her for a moment as she worked. Her jaw was still set, but she looked determined, like the mistake was already a memory and she was halfway to solving three other problems. I felt that familiar mix of admiration and something warmer.

By the time the floodlights kicked in over the tennis courts and cut across the table an hour later, the devs had the replacement files and had already confirmed they were on the case.

“Thanks again,” Jess said as we neared the villas. “You didn’t need to stick up for me back there.”

“It was true though—I could have caught it.”

“Still, it was my work and my screw-up.”

I slowed as we neared my door. “You want to come round for dinner?”

“Actually, Natalie talked me into joining her in the gym for the first time in ages. She says ‘the gym and certain other activities with Miles are our only stress management right now’.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Glad I could help.”

“Sorry. But let’s do dinner soon?”

“No worries, and sure. Go get your reps in.”

She kissed me and started to walk away, then stopped and turned. “Actually… I might swing by later, if that’s okay.”

I smiled. “Sounds good. Just let me know.”

She said it so calmly, so nonchalantly.

I’d never have guessed what she was planning.

***

That night, the villa was silent except for the faint splatter of rain against the deck and the white noise from the TV, which was playing some action movie I’d already forgotten the name of. I had my feet up and a pillow propped under my head. On the nightstand, my phone was flipped screen-down, the sound off.

The clock said eight-thirty, but I was already halfway to a weird, idle sleep—the kind where my brain would float between half-formed thoughts and the faint hum of island wildlife outside. I could hear, faintly, the boom of a far-off thunderclap.

There was a knock at the door. I blinked the sleep off and crossed the villa.

Jess stood in the doorway, umbrella folded and rain beading down her bare arms. She had changed into a simple sundress, pale blue, that clung to her curves and showed off a little more cleavage than normal. Her bag hung from her right hand—which was odd, seeing as we weren’t planning to go anywhere and all of her overnight stuff was already inside.

She had that expression she got when she’d spent some time thinking about the right words, and was now bracing for the moment she’d have to say them.

“Hey,” she said, almost a question.

“Hey, come in.”

She stepped inside and kicked off her sneakers, feet bare, and left the umbrella to dry in the corner. Her eyes scanned the room—she’d been here a dozen times, but tonight she seemed to see it differently. I let her have a moment, then gestured at the open bedroom.

“I’m watching something stupid. Want to join?”

“Yeah. But… is it okay if we shut that off?”

“Sure,” I shrugged.

I followed her in and picked up the remote, while she perched on the edge of the mattress and smoothed the dress over her thighs. The TV flickered off behind her in the background, and for a few seconds neither of us spoke.

Jess set her bag on her lap, hands resting on the clasp. I sat beside her, not too close, trying to gauge what was going on.

“Everything okay?”

“I wanted to ask you something,” she said, then paused, mouth working through the next sentence.

I waited.

She opened the bag, reached in, and brought out a pair of handcuffs.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

They were metal, but not the costume kind—solid, heavy, the chain short. She held them in her palm, then looked at me.

“Would you… use these on me?” she asked, her voice almost a whisper. Her cheeks were pink, but her eyes didn’t waver.

For a moment, I didn’t answer—not because I wasn’t sure, but because I wanted to know she was.

Jess exhaled, then pressed on. “I’ve wanted to try it for a long time. I just… I never trusted anyone enough to ask.”

She looked up at me, her nerves at war with the certainty and confidence in her expression.

I held her gaze. It wasn’t anything I’d ever really thought about trying, but it was clearly a big deal for her, and I was open to trying it. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

She let out a breath, the tension melting from her shoulders, and a small, relieved smile crept across her face.

“Thank you,” she said.

I took the cuffs from her, turned them over in my hands, then looked at her again. “You want to do it right now?”

She nodded, hair falling around her face. “If you want to.”

I stood up, set the cuffs on the nightstand, and reached for her. She let me take her hand and rose to her feet.

I pulled at the straps of her sundress, and she didn’t look away. I slid them off her shoulders, slow, and the dress fell and pooled at her feet, leaving her in just a soft blue bralette and matching panties.

I let one hand rest on her waist, and with the other I traced the line of her hip. She shivered, but didn’t flinch.

I picked up the cuffs. “Wrists in front?”

She nodded.

I guided her hands together and let the cold metal circle her skin. The click was louder than I expected. I paused and looked at her.

“Okay?”

She swallowed, then nodded. Her breathing was faster now, her face flushed, but she was steady.

I kissed her, slow, my hands still wrapped around hers. She leaned into me, arms bound, every inch of her body straining forward to close the gap. Her skin was warm and I could feel the tension—anticipation now, more than nerves—running through her.

We moved to the bed. She lay back, wrists resting on her stomach, and I followed, kissing along her jaw, down her neck, over the top of her chest. With her hands tied, I could tell that every touch was amplified for her. She couldn’t reach for me, so she pressed her body up to meet my mouth, her hips arching off the mattress.

I unfastened the bralette, exposing her breasts. She was breathing in shallow, hungry bursts, eyes fixed on mine, her huge chest heaving in a quickening rhythm.

I touched her face, then kissed down to her nipple. I circled it with my tongue until she gasped. Her body jerked involuntary, and her legs tightened around my waist.

She made a noise—half moan, half whimper—that I’d never heard from her before.

I took my time, moving slow, reading every reaction. She was more sensitive, every contact making her squirm. I ran my hands down her sides, over her thighs. She bit her lip and closed her eyes, but her body kept on trembling.

When I pushed off her and slipped my fingers under the band of her underwear, she arched up and let out a long, low sound. I took my time to pull them off, dragging out the wait.

She was soaked. As soon as I touched her, her whole body clenched, and she pleaded for me to keep going, barely audible.

I teased her, gentle, slow circles, letting her adjust. She was so open, so present, nothing held back. She turned her face into the pillow and made soft, desperate noises with every breath.

I stopped to pull off my shorts. With her writhing like that in front of me, I was done playing games. I took hold of her hip and pushed until she got the message, rolling over and lying flat on her stomach, her bound wrists out in front of her.

I climbed on top of her and brought my member between her thighs, until the head found her entrance and slipped in to her wet heat. She let out a little gasp and looked over her shoulder at me, eyes wide—her cuffed hands were now clutching the far bedpost.

“Ready?” I asked.

She nodded, then said, “Please… fuck me.”

I pushed into her, slow, and she let out a long whine, the sound echoing off the walls. The feeling of her, so tight and hot, was almost overwhelming. She squeezed the bedpost, her whole body straining for more.

I started gently, building a rhythm, watching her. She met every thrust, her ass pushing back against me, her breath coming in frantic, ragged bursts. She was louder than usual, her sounds honest and unfiltered. Every time I pulled out, she whined; every time I pushed back in, she groaned my name.

I reached around her and slid my hand between her thighs, my finger finding her clit. As soon as I began to trace it, her whole body went rigid.

“Oh, God—Miles—”

She was already close. I kept the pace, faster now, and she broke apart—the handcuffs rattling against the headboard as I pounded into her, her mouth open in a half cry, half moan.

She shook, every muscle tensing. Within seconds she erupted into shouts of bliss, begging for more. I kept going, letting her ride every wave until she sank into the bed, hair wild, arms slack.

I wasn’t far behind. Her body was so responsive, so eager, that I had to slow down to keep from finishing too fast. I tried to hold back, but when I saw her look at me again over her shoulder—eyes glassy, lips parted—it undid me.

I came hard, deeper than I’d ever felt, every part of me locking up as I emptied into her.

I was spent. I rested against her, my cock twitching until it was done, Jess looking totally sated as she lay in a heap beneath me.

When I could breathe again, I rolled off, reached for the key, and unlocked the cuffs. Her wrists were a little pink, but she smiled as I rubbed them, massaging the marks with my thumbs.

She let out a shaky laugh and buried her face in my chest. I just held her, stroking her hair, letting her process it.

We lay like that for a long time, sweat cooling, the rain tapping out a soft beat on the deck. Eventually, she looked up at me with her eyes shining.

“You good?” I asked.

She nodded, then grinned. “More than good.”

I kissed her forehead and pulled her close. “Was it what you wanted?”

She closed her eyes.

“Way, way better.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

We were just weeks out from the launch, with Jess and Natalie’s parts in the project about to wrap up. But we had never been so stretched.

I had just held what had become an almost daily check-in with Caroline—something neither of us had requested out loud, but had just seemed to happen over time—and headed straight to the girls’ villa. For once, none of us had any commitments that evening, so we’d decided to have a quiet night in.

I just hadn’t realized how much we all needed it.

Their villa was quiet when I let myself in, filled with the kind of stillness that said someone inside was trying not to think too hard. I found Jess in the living room, curled up on the couch and looking like she’d been there long enough for the cushions to memorize her shape. She wore black leggings and one of my old T-shirts. The only light was the table lamp, which threw an oval of soft yellow across the room and left the corners in gentle gloom.

She glanced up when I came in, tried for a smile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. Her laptop was closed on the coffee table, and her phone sat beside it, screen down.

“Hey,” she sighed.

I sat beside her, close enough for our knees to touch. “Rough day?”

She nodded, then exhaled through her nose, a sound that was more weary than anything else. “I got a new account back home,” she said. “It’s their biggest one yet. They’re starting a full rebrand, right away, so… it’s going to be a lot, right at the worst time.”

I waited for her to keep going, but she didn’t. Instead, she spread her hands flat on her knees and stared at the backs of them like she was trying to memorize them.

“They keep promising me support,” she said, after a while. “But when I asked this time, they told me they’d ‘circle back’ on the budget for a second designer. Which just means I’m the first and second designer. Again.”

She didn’t sound angry, just hollowed out. Like whatever frustration had been there was already burned off, and all that was left was this.

I reached for her hand, and she let me take it.

“I mean, that’s bullshit, right?” she said, looking sideways at me.

“Of course it’s bullshit.”

She snorted, then dropped her head to my shoulder. We sat like that for a while, just us and the faint tap of palm fronds against the roof.

I tried to think of something to say, but all that came up was a replay of that latest meeting with Caroline: the project tracker, the pressing deadlines… her razor sharp replies, the way she filled that blouse, a brief moment where we had both reached to point at something on the screen and our hands had accidentally touched.

I realized I was holding Jess, but my brain was still two steps back, stuck in that glass office and the feeling of wanting something and knowing I wasn’t allowed.

Jess must have felt it, because she looked up at me again. “You look like you’re a million miles away,” she said, not accusing, just tired.

“I’m sorry,” I said, sitting up straighter. “You’re right. That was shitty of me.”

She let out a small, flat laugh. “It’s okay. You’re probably just as fried as I am.”

Before I could answer, the front door thudded open, and Natalie walked in. She wore a sports bra and running shorts, a towel around her neck, her hair a bright, damp rope down her back. Her face glowed with sweat, and she looked like she’d just finished sparring a middleweight and won.

She took in the room—one look, half a second, and she read it right away.

“Jesus,” she said, “did someone die?”

“Just my soul,” Jess said.

Natalie nodded, then let her gym bag drop with a heavy thump. She disappeared into the kitchen, opened the fridge, and came back with a bottle of white and three glasses. She poured them all out, then flopped onto the other end of the couch.

She picked up the TV remote, scanned the options, then settled on some music channel—low volume, enough to fill the gaps but not enough to force anyone to care about what was playing.

She propped her feet up on the coffee table and looked over at Jess. “You want to talk about it, or nah?”

Jess shook her head. “Not really.”

Natalie shrugged, like that was the answer she expected. “You want to drink about it?”

Jess took a long sip of wine and set the glass down. “Yes, please.”

No one spoke for a while. Natalie scrolled through her phone, firing off a few texts. I stretched my arm across the back of the couch and let my hand rest on Jess’s shoulder, fingers tracing circles. She leaned into it, eyes closed.

The music rolled from soft indie to something electronic, the kind of playlist that’s meant to last for hours. In the low light, the villa began to feel miles away from everything—like we had all tacitly decided the rest of the world was someone else’s problem for one night.

Natalie set her phone down and reached for Jess’s glass, topping it up without asking.

Jess blinked up at her, voice quiet. “You don’t have to baby me.”

Natalie grinned. “I’d make a terrible mom. I just know the difference between needing to talk and needing to not.”

Jess rolled her eyes, but she smiled anyway. “Thanks, Nat.”

We sat like that, the three of us in the lamp-lit quiet, nothing much to say and no one trying to say it.

I looked at Jess, and saw the way the light caught in her hair, the slow, steady rise of her breathing. I thought about what she’d said, about the work and the pressure, and realized there wasn’t any magic fix. Sometimes you just had to outlast the bad days.

At that moment, being there with each other and not doing anything at all, seemed like the best way. The wine, the music, and the warmth of the couch did the rest.

After a while, the hollowed-out feeling faded, replaced by something else—not happy, but not broken either.

Tomorrow it would start all over again, but for one night that was enough.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

At 5:40 a.m., the beach was as close to empty as it would ever get. No joggers, no trash-picking crews, not even the skeletal dogs that sometimes appeared and vanished before the sun cleared the horizon.

I walked north with the water on my left, barefoot, the sand damp and almost cold underfoot. The ocean was flat—no wind, no undertow, nothing to break the surface except a line of minor foam where the tide licked the sand. Behind me, the lights of the resort were still on, the glow from the main building and the scattered lamps and floodlights giving it the look of a scale model in a shop window.

The air was damp, but not heavy. It felt like the kind of morning you might get in a city just before a summer rainstorm, minus the salt and the lack of cigarette butts.

I walked the shoreline, not for exercise, but because I needed the time alone. I’d made a promise to myself that I wouldn’t become one of those people who moved away for a fresh start and then just lapsed into all the things I’d run away from. Yet here I was, drifting, the pressure of the relaunch and the pressure of keeping Jess and Natalie happy and the pressure of not completely losing myself stacking up until the only way to manage it was to go somewhere no one could expect anything of me, even for an hour.

The walk was supposed to clear my head. It didn’t.

Instead, my mind did the thing where it ran a highlight reel of the last few days, picking out all the moments where the project threatened to snowball, where Jess and Natalie looked like they were about to break, where those quick catch-ups with Caroline felt more and more like something else was at play. It was one thing starting to feel like my work was spinning out of control, but my personal life, one I could never have imagined before Tranquil Bay, was starting to feel a lot more fragile.

By the time I hit the point along the beach where I usually turned around—a dead chunk of dock between two older hotels, rotted and splintered, poking out of the sand at an angle—I’d decided that the only way through was to get a grip on the work and make a list.

I stopped and dug my phone out of the mesh pocket in my shorts. The blue light looked sickly in the predawn. I opened it and ignored a text notification from a friend back home checking in—I had gotten into the habit of delaying and apologizing, always blaming it on the work. That wasn’t a lie, but I was also struggling to give anyone a real update on life out here while I tried to figure out how to explain my relationships or my living situation.

I opened my notes app and started typing out my thoughts. I stayed there for some time, working back from milestones, identifying what was stopping us from hitting them and figuring out another way to get there. Before I knew it, I’d been there for half an hour and hammered out a possible solution for every issue I’d been dwelling on.

I stood there, reading the list. For a second, the act of making it made everything seem less disastrous, like I’d just pulled the panic out of my brain and stapled it to the outside.

The sky was going light at the edge—blue and ugly, not picturesque yet. I put the phone away and turned back, this time stepping closer to the water, letting the surf wet my ankles. It was cold enough to give me a jolt, which I supposed was the point.

When I got back to the path through the resort, the first of the maintenance carts rattled by. I let myself back into the villa’s backyard, rinsed my feet in the outdoor shower, and went inside.

***

After a quick shower I started the coffee, poured it as soon as it stopped gurgling, and then opened my laptop.

The world had gone quiet overnight—no pings, no new emails, nothing from Caroline, nothing from the dev team. I opened the prioritized list on my phone and started working through the items.

I pored over the final content drafts, which had already been updated based on Caroline’s final feedback but were in need of one more review.

I ran through the rest of the pages on the staging site that the devs had left in my queue. It had seemed overwhelming when it all arrived in my inbox one by one the previous afternoon, but sometimes all it took was carving out some time while everyone else was out of the picture to get enough perspective to finish the damn thing.

That left the partnership calls. Natalie had two left with partners we were onboarding—one with the owner of a local art gallery, the other with a yoga instructor who would be coming in to do sunrise classes on the pool deck. There were meandering email chains with both, trying and failing to get a call in the calendar, their schedules constantly clashing with Natalie’s.

I texted Natalie to ask if she wanted me to take them on. To my surprise she was already up. She wrote back instantly:

please do. i’m SLAMMED. if you get them to commit, i’ll owe you a favor… x

As good an incentive as any… I’m on it x

I fired off an email to each of them, proposing calls that day. Within minutes I had heard back from the yoga instructor and had her call booked for later that morning. Everything suddenly felt back under control. I took a long drink of coffee, sat back, and exhaled, watching the thin line of sun finally clearing the window above the kitchen sink.

***

The girls’ villa was maybe sixty yards from mine, but at dusk it felt farther. The lights were on, a soft yellow in the front room and the bright white of the kitchen striping the blinds. I walked the path, kept my hands in my pockets, and tried to shake off the office brain. It had been a productive day, and all the spinning plates that were threatening to wobble and fall were once again turning in sync.

When she opened the door, Jess looked a little more like herself, offering a small, tired smile.

“Where’s your partner in crime?”

“Believe it or not, she’s already asleep.”

I would have laughed, if it wasn’t such a clear sign Natalie was burning out. “Of all the people…”

“I know. But she’ll be better in the morning.” She stepped aside. “Come in. You want something to eat?”

I stepped in, then stopped, and said, “Hang on. Before anything else—”

She braced, a small but visible strain, like she was about to get more bad news.

“I’m sorry for last night,” I said. “I was somewhere else, and you deserved better. I mean it.”

Jess blinked once, then let out a short breath. The tension broke so fast it was almost audible.

“You don’t have to apologize,” she said, but she sounded relieved.

“I do, actually.”

She let it hang there, then nodded and squeezed me in a tight hug. “Thank you.”

It was clear she’d spent the day stewing and expecting a confrontation. It was just like her to avoid conflict, to embrace smoothing things over rather than causing a ripple; but I was glad she’d acknowledged the problem and accepted the apology.

She walked into the kitchen and I followed. She opened the fridge, peered inside, and pursed her lips. “Is pasta okay?”

“I’ll eat anything.”

She did a quick inventory, then handed me a bag of penne and a box of arugula. “You’re on water duty.”

I got the pot, filled it, and set it on the burner. She started a sauce in a deep pan, moving with her usual quiet focus. We worked in parallel, Jess chopping cherry tomatoes and tossing them in with olive oil and garlic, me rummaging through the cabinets until I found the salt. I poured in too much, and she gave me a look.

“Are you trying to brine the pasta?” she said.

“I thought you liked it al dente.”

“Yeah, but not encrusted.”

She smirked, the first moment of the night where things felt normal.

She poured two glasses of wine—hers just a splash, mine a little more—and turned down the heat, the whole kitchen filling with the smell of tomato and garlic. I leaned on the counter, glass in hand, watching her.

There was something in the way she moved that was inherently Jess: efficient, deliberate, but never hurried. When she tossed the arugula into the pan, she did it in one smooth motion, then stirred with a wooden spoon, tasting, frowning, adjusting. She glanced at me and caught me watching.

“What?”

“Nothing. It’s just nice, doing something together other than work.”

Jess shrugged. “I’m always thinking about it now. It’s like a disease.”

“Well, you’ll be back to normal soon. I’ll be stuck in isolation, hooked up to a tube.”

She let out a laugh and immediately shook her head. “Bleak, Miles. Bleak.”

We ate at the little kitchen table. There was no music, just the soft sound of the cutlery against the china and the noise of us eating. Jess finished her wine, then poured herself a little more.

“This is random,” she said. “But I watched that new documentary today. About those guys who tried to live underwater, like a year ago. Not in a submarine, in like, a pressurized house.”

I blinked. “Didn’t they, uh…”

“Go crazy? Yeah, big time. They started having conversations with the fish outside the window.”

“I don’t know whether I should laugh.”

“You wouldn’t if you saw it,” she said, wincing. “But it kind of made me think about what this place feels like sometimes. Like we’re in a simulation with no way out.”

I put down my fork. “I know what you mean. And I’m sorry. If I hadn’t roped you two into this…”

She held out her hand. “Please… don’t say sorry. This has been way more rewarding to work on than any of the crap I’ve got going on back home. It’s just putting things more into perspective for me—and giving me some really good experience. I’m starting to think about looking for a move.”

I raised my eyebrows. I wasn’t entirely sure how to read that; her lease was nearing an end.

“Yeah?”

She nodded. “I’m not the best at getting out of my comfort zone and pushing for something better. But after these last few months…”

“For sure.”

I dragged out a sip of water, trying to find the right words to turn the conversation toward the lease, but she continued: “I wonder who the fish would be in this scenario. Hector, I guess.”

I gagged on my drink and spilled some down my shirt. Then she laughed at me, nearly knocking over her wine.

She told me about the rest of the documentary, and segued into a story about someone from college who tried and failed to live off the grid in Arizona. None of it had anything to do with Tranquil Bay, though it sure felt relatable.

I decided to let go of the question about her staying here; it had been too long since we’d had an evening like this, and I didn’t want to risk ruining it for either of us.

When the pasta was gone, she leaned back, glass empty, and let her head fall against the chair.

“I missed this,” she sighed.

“Me too.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The gym was already hot at eight in the morning, which made sense with the sun now blaring straight through the windows, but it felt deliberate—like someone wanted you to work twice as hard for half the payoff.

I saw Natalie right away. She was on the treadmill, the one nearest the window, running at a clip that would have winded most people before they hit the five-minute mark. Her hair was pulled tight and high, barely a hint of sweat as she pumped her legs in a pair of gym shorts and a sports bra. She saw me come in and gave a quick wave, her focus on keeping rhythm.

I got on the treadmill next to her and started at a slow jog, letting my body remember what it was doing. The gym was empty except for us and an older guy who did a halfhearted stint on the elliptical at the same time every day.

We ran in silence, side by side, watching the closed-caption news on the TV bolted to the wall. Natalie’s stride was sharp, precise. She never overran her speed and never coasted. I matched her pace for a while, then realized I was one step away from injury and stealthily nudged it down half a notch.

After maybe a mile, I said, “I just wanted to say… I know how tough the last couple months have been. I’m really grateful you helped me out with the Tranquil Bay thing. But I wish I hadn’t put you through it.”

Natalie’s eyes never left the screen, her mouth curling in a smirk. “Can I get that in writing?”

“I’m serious. I know it’s been way too intense. I just wanted to say thank you. It might make all the difference in whether or not I can stay here.”

She slowed her run, wiped her face with the towel looped over the handrail, and looked over at me. “Well… that was kind of the idea. It was fun though. Tranquil Bay wasn’t the one piling on more work than I signed up for.”

“True.” I paused, then continued: “But I also want you to know… I’m serious about me and you, Natalie. As serious as I am about anything right now.”

She looked over, mid-stride, and for a second her expression wasn’t the usual sly grin or raised eyebrow. It was just honest, direct.

“Thank you,” she said, quietly. “I needed to hear that.” She glanced around, making sure the one other person in the gym wouldn’t hear her, then added: “I feel the same way.”

I smiled. She smiled back—then shook her head as though annoyed with herself.

“You and Jess are turning me into a Hallmark card.”

Then she dialed up the speed and set off on another sprint.

I joined her, the thud of feet and the whir of the belt drowning out the sound of the landscapers outside. We carried on for a while, raising and lowering the pace in tandem. I felt like I was sweating off all the stress of those last few months; meanwhile she just looked like she was working at about sixty percent, not once out of breath.

Eventually she dropped her speed all the way and cooled off with a walk. I followed suit. Then she stepped off, stretched her arms up, and turned to face me. Her sports bra clung to her and her cheeks were a little pink, but more like she had been outside in the heat for a while, not like she had just done what I considered a fairly intense HIIT workout.

“I’m going to jog back to the villa. Another busy one today.”

“Go ahead. I’m gonna get in a quick strength workout—still waiting on the updates to the staging site.”

“Sounds fun,” she said, grimacing. Over the last few months, she had mentally tapped out every time someone had said the word ‘website’. “Anyway,” she started, turning towards the door. “I’ll—”

“Hey… are we good?” I asked.

“Yeah. We’re good.”

I nodded, satisfied, until she grabbed my towel and tossed it at my head.

“Try not to die on the Smith machine,” I heard her say, and by the time I had pulled the towel off she was halfway to the door.

***

Jess and Natalie had invited me over to their place after six for dinner. I spent the last hour of the afternoon trying to focus on checking final versions of the site’s content pages and avoid staring at the pleasure boats on the horizon, their lazy drifting reminding me just how close I was to the finish line now.

In a week or two, that could be me, I thought. I resolved to get out there on one of them with the girls as soon as I could.

When I was done I showered and changed into a fresh T-shirt and shorts, instead of the stained tank top and days-old “workout shorts” that I’d been sporting over the last few days of intensive build and content reviews, then crossed the walkway to their villa.

Jess answered the door before I could knock. She wore a gray T-shirt and denim shorts that fit her almost too well, legs bare and lightly tanned, her chest as pronounced as ever. Her hair was down and wavy. Natalie stood behind her in the kitchen, hands in the salad bowl, most of her lean figure showing with a spaghetti strap top and a short skirt. The place was warm with oven heat, and the music was some alt rock I recognized from late-night drives during college.

Something was different, though. They both looked at me with the same expression: open, slightly wary, like they’d taken a dare and were still waiting for someone to call it off.

I stepped in, feeling as though there was something I needed to broach but not sure what.

“Hope you’re hungry,” Jess said, closing the door.

“Starving.”

Natalie wiped her hands and gestured at the counter. “Beer’s in the fridge. Glasses up top, if you’re feeling civilized.”

I grabbed a can, passed another to Jess, and poured water for Natalie, who had uncharacteristically sworn off booze for the night as she had an early call in the morning—though she looked ready to sabotage that plan the moment temptation got the better of her.

Dinner was homemade pizza, two kinds: one with mushrooms and whatever tangy cheese Jess kept finding at the market, the other loaded with pepperoni and hot sauce, at Natalie’s insistence. The salad was arugula, lemon, olive oil, nothing else. We ate at the table, feet bumping sometimes under the wood.

The conversation drifted. We talked about people we missed from back home, and the apparent end of hurricane season. And the whole time, I got the feeling they were pretending not to have something else to say, waiting for the right moment to reveal some hidden agenda behind inviting me over that evening.

I let it ride as long as I could, maybe an hour. At some point, Natalie excused herself to the bathroom, and Jess took the chance to top off her drink and lean back, legs stretched in front of her.

She looked at me. “You’re doing that thing.”

“What thing?”

She smiled, lopsided. “The thing where you don’t want to say what you’re thinking.”

“I could say the same thing. Something’s up with you two tonight.”

She shrugged. “Is it?”

Before I could reply, the bathroom door clicked open and Natalie strode back across the room. She slid into the seat beside Jess and set her elbows on the table, studying me like she was trying to gauge my mood.

“Should we just tell him?”

Jess laughed and shot her a furtive look.

“I knew it. Tell me what?”

They looked at each other. It was that unspoken conversation again, one that seemed like it would never go away.

Then Jess spoke. “We renewed. Six more months on the lease.”

“No way!”

Natalie grinned. “We’ll keep you too, if you want.”

The relief washed over me. I could feel my face break into a smile I didn’t even try to control. “That’s—shit, that’s great.”

Jess reached across the table and grabbed my hand. “I couldn’t wait to tell you. There was loads of back and forth with the hotel—they wanted eighteen months so they could advertise it in peak season if we decided to move. But then negotiator extraordinaire over here made them agree to six with the option to extend by another twelve.”

Natalie grinned. “Sorry, pal. You won’t get rid of us that easy.”

I looked at Jess, who rolled her eyes, but then stared back at me with something more sincere. “I just hope you can stay, too.”

I sighed. “So do I.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

I sat alone in the Coral Suite at 7:59, staring at my screen. At exactly 8:00, the new Tranquil Bay homepage was supposed to go live.

I refreshed once, twice, then with a hard jump an error page gave way to the sharp new logo, white space, and Jess’s color palette. I fumbled to bring it up on my phone and hurriedly checked it on both devices, waiting for something to break.

The new design ran a crisp slider of photography—one couple on paddleboards, a sunset over the pool deck, and the aerial shot of the property that we’d nearly killed the drone to get. The new navigation, all-caps and air, floated at the top of the page and knew when to hide itself on mobile. It was nothing ground-breaking, but after the monstrosity they’d left up there for years it was pure relief to see it finally live.

It was the digital equivalent of renewing your driver’s license after spending way too long presenting a photo of your most regrettable haircut every time you were IDed.

And as much as I tried, nothing on that site broke. The dev team had nailed it.

I texted Caroline—she was stuck in a virtual meeting but had promised to join me later—and fired off confirmation to the social media team, followed by all of the partners.

A minute later the announcement posts popped up everywhere: “Welcome to the new Tranquil Bay. Fresh look, same iconic escape.” The planned reshares and custom announcement posts unfolded across our network—and the organic reshares started immediately.

I toggled to the analytics page, put it up on the monitor, and started compulsively refreshing.

For the first couple minutes, no one came.

Then, one hit. Ten. Thirty. The blue bar ticked up.

A contact form submission from a Florida IP address. A new booking from New York, then another from somewhere in Germany. Meanwhile the views rocketed.

By nine thirty, it was the biggest day of traffic in the resort’s history, and there had already been more new bookings than any day that year.

It was more life than the site had ever seen.

The clock ticked toward ten, and I watched the dashboard like it was the stock price for a tech IPO. Still, the room was so quiet I could hear my own pulse. I wondered if this was how surgeons felt, or maybe astronauts waiting for the booster to ignite—nobody else around, all the actual drama happening in that small, isolated space.

A few minutes later, Caroline appeared in the doorway, wearing the biggest, most genuine smile I had seen from her. She was practically glowing, part relief and part delight.

“This was exactly what this place needed,” she said, taking a seat and staring up at the monitor. “Miles… this was exceptional work.”

I struggled to hide my own relief at hearing that. I’d never received a compliment quite like it, and my first instinct was to stammer out some deflection to all the work by the wider team. But if there was one thing I’d learned about Caroline, it was that she had no time for bullshit or false modesty.

“I appreciate it.”

She looked back at me with a pensive smile, as if she was weighing something up. Then she gently tapped the table with her palm and picked up her phone.

“This calls for a celebration.”

***

The restaurant was empty, the main dining room eerily silent and totally immaculate. It had only closed for the night an hour earlier, but the floors had been cleaned, the tables reset, everything back to the way it usually was at sunset.

Our table sat near the open terrace, angled perfectly for a view over the moonlit bay. The staff had set it for four, but there was no reservation card, only a bottle of champagne chilling in a bucket and the bare, flickering candle at the center.

Jess and Natalie walked ahead of me, both carrying the day's triumphant exhaustion like a visible weight. Jess wore her hair down and loose, with a soft blue dress that I’d never seen before, clearly saved for a special occasion like this. Natalie had gone with a sleeveless black top and white pants that looked sprayed on, her arms bare, freckles standing out against the glow from the candle and the dim overhead lighting. They looked around, grinning, and slid into their seats without waiting for anyone to invite them.

I’d gone for my best button-down shirt, a step up from my usual, hurriedly ironed just a couple of hours ago along with a last-minute shave. I could still feel the day’s adrenaline humming under my skin.

There was a comfort in the silence. Jess leaned forward, elbows on the table, and smiled. “I’ve never seen this place open at this time.”

Natalie smirked. “I doubt anyone tried to tell her no.”

Before I could answer, the telltale clip of heels sounded across the room. Caroline entered, and it was like someone had changed the channel. She wore a simple white dress, sleeveless and fitted at the waist, nothing flashy but so well-cut it looked custom. She’d done something different with her hair, a little looser, a few pieces falling around her face.

She nodded at the table, not waiting for a formal greeting, and took her seat with the same precision she used for everything else. As she joined us, the waiter who had welcomed us at the door reappeared to pour out the champagne. He filled all four glasses then set the bottle back in the bucket, signing off with a polite nod and stepping away.

Caroline glanced around, smiled—really smiled, the kind that wrinkled the corners of her eyes—then raised her glass.

“That was outstanding work,” she said. “All of you.”

We all clinked our glasses in the middle, shared a triumphant “cheers”, and took a sip. I felt the last of the day’s nerves break up and float away.

Conversation started with the menu, Natalie holding court on the merits of the snapper while Jess shyly focused on her drink. We ordered, then wiled away the time by recapping the success of the launch in detail, from local partners to social media to the first wave of travel magazine features. When the food arrived—perfectly plated, and even better to eat—we were still absorbed in talk of the day’s victory.

Caroline asked me to go through the latest numbers and listened, smiling, raising her eyebrows when I got to the latest bookings. “It’s an even better start than I’d hoped for,” she said. “You’ve set a new standard for this resort. Thank you—all of you.”

I felt Jess’s hand under the table, just for a second, her fingers brushing mine in a silent “we did it.” Natalie caught the gesture and grinned.

The talk drifted. We finished the first bottle of champagne, then started on a second. The only light was the candle and the glow from the wall sconces. The ocean sound was bigger now, the tide in. Every so often, a burst of wind came in from the patio, bringing with it the smell of salt and cut grass from the gardens.

It was Natalie who broke the cycle of work chat with a more personal gambit.

A bold one.

“So, Caroline,” she said, “were you always this… intimidating?”

Caroline laughed, low and not as sharp as usual. “I’ll take that as a compliment. Well, I think I was worse when I was your age.”

Jess and I shared a look, both relieved and impressed that it had landed.

Natalie leaned in. “What did you do before this? Your LinkedIn profile was kind of cryptic.”

Caroline set her glass down and folded her hands. “Before this place, I ran a boutique hotel and a couple of restaurants in New York. I tried to do everything everywhere—events, weddings, the whole nine. It went well for about four years, then fell apart spectacularly when the pandemic hit.” She said it like she was reading off someone else’s obituary, no bitterness, just fact.

“Sorry to hear that,” Jess asked.

“Don’t be,” Caroline shrugged. “A private equity firm swooped in for the carcass. And that carcass was worth several times than what I had put into it.”

Natalie stared at her in awe. “I knew you had some badass origin story.”

Her mouth twitched, just a bit. “I don’t know about that. But I learned a lot from the experience. There were certain things I could have done better to protect the business from an event like that. And to protect my own investment… Let’s just say I’d have done considerably better had I sold in 2019 instead of 2021. But I’m acting on all of those learnings here. Starting with making the right hires,” she said, nodding in my direction.

I watched all of that exchange, seeing something different now in the way Caroline held herself. Less the CEO, more… a person. When she looked at me, she caught my eye, and for a second we were absorbed in the moment—her mouth hinting at a smile, eyes a little brighter. She didn’t look away until she wanted to.

Natalie saw it, too. I watched her glance from me to Jess, her eyebrows shooting up. Jess responded with a subtle purse of her lips. It was another conversation I wasn’t privy to, though it didn’t take much to decode this one, and it was over in a second. When they looked back at me, their expressions were perfectly blank.

I felt my ears burn. I finished my drink and poured myself a little more, not quite trusting my hands to hold steady.

The night found an easier rhythm. The food was good, the drinks flowed, and the conversation kept moving. Caroline told a story from her time in New York, this one about a now-famous chef who’d once threatened to burn down her kitchen if she didn’t stop requesting menu changes. The girls pestered her for a name, but Caroline pled the fifth, only hinting that “maybe if they’d listened to me, their own restaurant chain wouldn’t have gone bust.”

The table laughed as the penny dropped, a real, honest laugh that seemed to wash the stress of the last few months away.

We finished the meal, and Caroline signaled for the waiter. “If there was ever a day for dessert…” she said, then asked him to bring out a selection of everything.

I let myself look at Jess: her face was warm in the candlelight, her posture relaxed, her eyes shiny. Then at Natalie, who was now leaning back, her usual restlessness giving way to total contentment.

And then I saw Caroline, who had gone quiet, just for a second, a curious expression on her face—watching the three of us like she was trying to freeze the moment for later.

***

The dessert was good, though I couldn’t have told you much about it afterward except that I ate three of them.

The rest of the restaurant was empty throughout, but the conversation was lively enough—in Natalie’s case, ‘boisterous’—not to notice. The staff hovered near the bar, not rushing us, just waiting for a cue. Out on the terrace, the moon was up, and the ocean had turned the color of steel.

Caroline stood after finishing her chocolate mousse, smoothing her dress. She swept her hair back, glanced at the terrace, and then back at me. “I’m just going to get some fresh air and enjoy the view for a moment,” she said, her gaze lingering on me for a beat before she walked away. “If anyone would like to join me.”

The intention was clear. It didn’t suggest anything untoward—there was just a sense that she wanted to talk to me about something.

“Give me a sec,” I said to Jess and Natalie, who nodded and waved me out of the room. As I stepped away I could feel their eyes on my back.

Caroline led the way. I followed her out to the patio, the breeze stronger now but not cold. She paused at the railing, hands folded, looking out over the water where the lights of far-off boats drifted beneath the bright moon. The lamps around us glowed low, every leaf of the nearby plants silvered with moonlight.

I stood beside her for a moment. She sighed contentedly.

“I have to admit, you’ve surprised me,” she said.

I blinked. “Really?”

She nodded. “You were more direct than I thought you’d be. Most people who work for me only say what they think I want to hear.”

“You never seemed like the kind of person who actually wanted that.”

She turned to face me. “Not many people seem to realize.”

She let it hang there, her face open, all the edges gone.

I cleared my throat, not sure how much the girls could see back in the restaurant, my mind scrambling for a less dangerous avenue. “You should let yourself have more nights like this,” I said.

She smiled. “Maybe I will.” Then she turned to the water and enjoyed the view a little longer. I was starting to think I should head back to the girls when she continued.

“Just so you know—I know about your… ‘situation’ with Natalie and Jess. I knew from the start. Just in case you were worried about telling me.”

I scratched the back of my neck. “Yeah… I was. But I knew they’d be good for the project.”

“You were right. And that was all I cared about. I’m not some corporation back home with a heavy-handed HR department—I’ve learned enough in business to know what’s important and what’s a distraction. And let’s just say I did my research on your third parties.”

I laughed, though I was still a little rattled. “Well, thank you for trusting me enough to let it fly.”

“I trusted your abilities and theirs,” she said. “I don’t do favors. But I’ve enjoyed working with you, Miles. And I’ve enjoyed your company.”

She looked up at me as she said it, and I couldn’t quite read her expression. I figured it was her way of wrapping up this chapter—after all, I’d done what she needed me to do. And if she was getting at something else, it wouldn’t have made any sense in the context.

She turned and looked back to the restaurant. “This breeze is a little strong for my liking. Let’s get back inside.”

When we returned to the table, Jess and Natalie were laughing about something, their heads bent together. Caroline took her seat, then motioned for me to do the same.

We stayed there for one last drink, the four of us at the table, the sea in the background and nothing to do but talk.

The night ended soon after that, but I knew I’d remember it exactly as it was: candlelight, salt in the air, seeing Jess at ease for the first time in weeks, and the way Natalie kept laughing at her own jokes before she’d even finished telling them.

But then there was Caroline's attention on me, even when she was talking to the others—and the realization that Jess and Natalie had noticed all of it.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

By the next day, the campaign rollout had done everything it was supposed to do, and more.

The website traffic had smashed the monthly record in one day. Our partnership work and advertising across social media had helped us muscle in on the other resorts, cutting through the sleek, modern, all-white homogeny with a clear offering of our own. More travel features were popping up across traditional media, all getting a strong reception so far. And most importantly of all, the bookings were snowballing—we were approaching the holidays, and there were now barely any spots left up until the end of spring.

I walked the tiled corridor of the business wing and paused outside Caroline’s door, the same one I’d passed through maybe fifty times in the last three months. Inside, the room was immaculate as always: desk clear except for her laptop and a glass of water with a lemon wheel floating in it, the floor-to-ceiling window at her back with the ocean horizon blue as a gas flame.

She was looking at her laptop with the same expression she wore for every meeting. Only this time, she had her glasses on—black frames, slim, the kind that meant business. She looked smoking hot even when she was in full work mode.

She gestured at the chair with two fingers and waited for me to sit before saying anything. Then she closed the laptop, set it aside, and took off her glasses. For a second, she just looked at me, and the silence felt deafening.

“Thank you for coming up at such short notice.”

I nodded. “Of course.”

Nowhere else to be, I thought to myself. Aside from the post-launch performance reports and finalizing the brand playbook I’d been putting together with Jess and Natalie in the background, I was done—I had already spent the morning dressing up my resume with as much detail as I could from this project.

She smiled slightly, looking like she had read my mind. “Any plans for what comes next?”

“I’m taking my time to find the right move. But I think I’m in the strongest possible position after this. I can’t thank you enough for this opportunity.”

She folded her hands, interlaced, and looked at me straight-on.

“Thank you. What you have done for me exceeded all of my expectations. You’ve set this resort up for its strongest year in almost a decade—and ensured we will have the budget to move ahead with all of the necessary renovations next summer.”

I smiled. “I’m glad those guest rooms will finally leave the 90s behind.”

She laughed lightly, just for a moment. She paused, and I could feel her getting to the point.

“I wanted to know if you had any other thoughts about the resort’s marketing post-launch.”

It was my opening for the pitch I’d been rehearsing for days.

“There was one,” I said. “I don’t know if it fits into your plans, but—”

She tilted her head, just a little. “Go on.”

I let out a breath. “Jess and Natalie. I think you should consider bringing them in full-time, as in-house designer and account manager.”

She raised her eyebrows, but nothing else in her expression changed. I tried not to read into it and pressed on.

“They could have a real impact beyond the relaunch. The partnerships work could fizzle out without someone like Natalie dedicated to maintaining and developing it. You’ve seen all of the media requests, too—she could arrange a whole new wave of features once the renovations are done. And you’ll always need new marketing materials. Jess is the fastest, most effective and most responsive designer you could bring in, far more than any agency, and she developed the brand herself.”

It all came out in a rush, but I stuck the landing.

Caroline listened, no reaction. Not even a blink. The silence stretched, and for a second I started to fear I’d overshot it.

Her gaze sharpened. “You think they would take the offer?”

“I know they would,” I said. “I know what they’re making elsewhere, so I know it might not be practical to match it, but I know where their heads are right now. It’s less about the money and more about enjoyable, rewarding work. They loved working for Tranquil Bay, and it only made them realize how much their current jobs were dragging them down. I think they’d bite your hand off.”

She nodded, slow, then sat back in her chair and stared out the window in thought. “You’re certain.”

“Yes.”

Another long silence. “Okay,” she said, and I had to fight back a smile of relief. But then she looked directly at me. “However, I’m not offering them the jobs you suggested.”

It felt like the floor dropped out from under me. I must have blinked, because when I focused again, Caroline’s face had changed—still unreadable, but now with a trace of mischief.

She leaned in, hands flat on the desk.

“I’m not hiring them for Tranquil Bay. Not in the grand scheme of things, anyway. I never told you why I was traveling off-island over the last few months, did I?”

I shook my head. “I figured you just had places to be back home.”

“Yes and no. Alongside the relaunch of this resort, I’ve been working on an acquisition—which completed two weeks ago.”

“A new resort.”

She smiled. “A group of five.”

Holy shit.

“I want Jess as VP of Creative & Brand Strategy across all my properties. And I want Natalie as VP of Public Relations & Partnerships.”

I just sat there, speechless, trying to imagine the girls processing this news. It was an unbelievable offer.

“And I want you as VP of Marketing.”

I stared back at her, uncomprehending for a moment. “You want us to—”

“Each resort in the portfolio has its own distinct identity, but each needs exactly what you all just did for Tranquil Bay. I want you to run the next five relaunches the way you ran this one,” she said. “Starting now.”

I tried to find words. I felt my mouth open, then close, then open again without anything coming out.

She allowed herself a true smile, teeth and all. “If you’re going to make the case for your… friends… don’t aim so low.”

I made a noise—half laugh, half exhale. I hadn’t been prepared for this at all. I felt like I should say something smart, but nothing came except for “thank you, so much.”

She stood then. “Please don’t mention this to them until after I make the offers official. I have meetings with both of them at the end of the day. As for the new role… shoot me a calendar invite for tomorrow. We’ll meet and go through the specifics.”

“Of course.” I got up and nodded, still stunned, just trying not to babble. “I’m looking forward to it. Thank you, again.”

I headed for the door, but she called out a moment later.

“Miles?”

“Yeah?”

“You don’t need to thank me again. You earned this. If anyone was lucky, it was me for having you right here at the resort when I needed you.”

I swallowed. My whole image of Caroline had unraveled piece by piece over the last twenty-four hours.

“See you tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Miles.”

I walked out of the office and through the silent corridor. In the lobby, afternoon sun streamed through the glass, and the light hit the polished floor in a way I’d never noticed before. It felt like the whole building had opened up.

I didn’t know what I would say to Jess and Natalie, or how I’d keep the secret for even an hour, but I did know this: the old me would have said it was too good to last.

That rule just didn’t seem to exist in this place.

***

The sun was dropping fast, big and red over the west side of the island, when I made the short walk to the girls’ villa.

I’d been checking the clock every five minutes since the meeting with Caroline, my hands still shaky from the adrenaline and the impossible urge to tell someone what had just happened. Instead, I’d spent the day trying to burn off the excess energy with a morning run, a long workout in the gym after lunch, and even a swim up and down the shoreline.

None of it worked.

When I got to the door, I knocked twice, hard, and waited.

The door opened just wide enough to show Jess in a faded tee and a pair of soft drawstring shorts, the kind you only wore when you’d planned on not leaving the house. She gave me a big smile, then pressed her lips together, her eyes bright with something she was trying to hold back.

I said, “Hey.”

“Come in.” She was quick to close the door, her voice a half-octave higher than usual, stretched tight with anticipation.

I stepped inside. Natalie wasn’t in sight, but I could hear music playing from the other side of her door.

Jess didn’t say anything for a second. She looked at me, and her eyes were already wet, but she blinked hard and shook her head, like she was mad at herself for believing what was happening to her.

“I… just met with Caroline,” she said. “She offered me a VP role.”

I laughed, maybe too loud. “Same.”

She let out a sound, somewhere between a laugh and a sob, and then she was there, her arms wrapped tight around me, face pressed to my collarbone. The hug was tight, a full-body squeeze, her shoulders shaking with relief. She stayed there a few seconds longer than normal, then pulled back, wiped her cheeks, and threw her hands up in a gesture of happy surrender.

“This is insane. I feel like I’m dreaming.”

I shook my head. “You earned it. Look what you did for this place.”

She smiled again, this time almost bittersweet. “I was at such a low point with my job back home. I just started talking to a recruiter today.”

Before I could reply, Natalie barreled in from the back, wearing a tank top and shorts, her hair wet from a shower, and a towel slung around her neck. She saw me and stopped, then broke into a wide, conspiratorial grin.

“You too?”

I nodded.

She came over and grabbed both of us in a three-person bear hug. It was loud, awkward, and borderline undignified, but none of us cared.

Natalie pulled away first. “We nailed it. I’m not even sorry for saying it. I thought I’d get a pat on the head and a nice reference, not a whole-ass division.”

Jess laughed, her hand flying to her mouth. “I’ve never managed anyone before.”

“She told you about the new hotels?”

Natalie grinned. “Five more like this one.”

There was a long moment of silence, the kind that happens only when something that’s been a fantasy gets yanked into reality.

Jess broke it. “Do you want a drink?” She said it in a rush, as if she’d just remembered we were still standing in her entryway.

Natalie pointed at the fridge. “I snuck out the last bottle of champagne from the restaurant last night.”

Jess was already in the kitchen, pulling down three glasses. Natalie followed, and I leaned on the counter, watching them open the bottle and pour it out.

Natalie raised hers. “To us, and to getting rid of those fuckers back home.”

Jess lifted her glass, her eyes shiny again. “And to never, ever going back.”

I raised mine. “Nothing to add to that.”

We drank. The champagne was cold and a little too sweet, but it hit exactly right. I resolved to cut down after all this—whether it was from the stress of the project, or as an ongoing excuse to talk to Harold, or celebrating the end result, there had been a little too much alcohol sloshing around ever since my layoff.

Jess sipped and leaned her back against the fridge, letting out a sigh so deep it seemed to leave her lighter. “I don’t even know what I’m supposed to do now. I’ve never been VP of anything.”

Natalie grinned. “Easy. You make a bunch of slides and boss people around. If you get stuck, just ask Miles. He’s the king of fake-it-til-you-make-it.”

“‘Fake it’?!”

They both laughed a little too hard at that. I shot them each a look, but still, I couldn’t help smiling. “Jess…you’ll be great. The work isn’t the same, it’s bigger—but you’ll have people to outsource to. You won’t be doing it alone, and you won’t be maxed out by shitty clients anymore.”

Jess nodded, a little calmer now. “You’re right.”

We wandered out to their patio, carrying the bottle and the glasses, and dropped onto the lounge chairs. The air was thick with night, the sound of waves and music and distant laughter mixing together, like a reminder of how far we’d all come.

Natalie propped her feet up on the low table and held her glass out. “You know, for a while there, I thought I was gonna flame out.”

Jess nodded. “It really felt like the Tranquil Bay stuff was going to backfire, and I’d lose the job back home before I could find something better. But it worked out,” she sighed. “Just about.”

Natalie reached out and grabbed her hand. “You and me both. But now look at us. It more than worked out. This is, like, three steps up the ladder.” Then she looked away, blinking, and scowled at me. “If you tell anyone I got sappy, I’ll kill you.”

“It’s safe with me.”

Jess topped off our glasses, then set the bottle down and pulled her knees to her chest. “I think I’m gonna quit the old job tonight. I want to go all in.”

Natalie nodded. “Me too. I’ll write the letter right now. ‘Thanks for the remote gig, but I found a better one on the tropical island you let me move to.’ I just wish I could see their faces.”

I felt something release in my chest, the way it did after a really good run, or the first breath of air after a long swim. I looked at them—Jess with her chin on her knees, Natalie already typing out a draft on her phone and smiling like she’d just won the lottery—and felt a surge of gratitude that I was here, not anywhere else.

We sat there, the three of us, letting the night roll over us. After a while, Jess fell asleep against my shoulder, and Natalie went inside to find a blanket. I watched the moon rise, and finally, I didn’t feel like I was behind or about to lose it all.

I felt like I was exactly where I belonged.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

I got up before the light, just for the silence. That was the trick to beach running—go early and the sand is yours, not yet carved up by tourists, or the tire tracks of hotel crews hauling towels and lounger cushions.

I started slow, keeping to the firm wet band left by the high tide, and let my mind go loose for a while. My legs didn’t mind the work, but my brain was still trying to catch up with everything: the new job, Jess and Natalie staying, the relaunch, what the hell I was supposed to do now that everything had gone right once again. I tried to outrun the thoughts, focusing on the empty stretch of sand ahead.

The sun was just peering through the palms behind me, gold on the water, already warm against my skin. Up ahead, maybe two hundred yards, I caught a figure walking along the edge of the surf.

At first I thought it was one of the regulars. There were a few guests who did this every morning, either the old folks in visors or other remote workers always on a call with someone in another time zone, like the ocean was their personal phone booth.

But the posture was different. This one walked slow, like she was giving the beach a chance to impress her before she decided if it was worth the detour.

Caroline.

She wore a loose linen shirt, white and billowy, and shorts that looked expensive but not new. Her feet were bare, shoes dangling from her left hand, the steps careful but unselfconscious. It was a striking change from all the business attire I was used to seeing her wear.

She moved with the same economy of motion as she did in meetings, but with none of the hurry. No phone, no notebook, no sign that she was thinking of anything involving dollar signs. She looked calm, reflective, her gaze on the horizon.

I let myself slow down, partly out of curiosity, mostly out of the unshakable sense that I’d look like an idiot if I just sprinted past.

She didn’t turn until I was maybe ten paces behind, then glanced over her shoulder. Her eyes went to my shoes, then up to my face, and she smiled the smallest, most unbothered smile.

“You’re up early,” she said, her voice carrying above the surf.

“I could say the same,” I said, a little breathless.

She looked at the water, then back at me. “It’s the only time the place is this still.”

We stood there for a second. My hands felt useless at my sides, so I put them on my hips, an attempt at casual that felt more like a pose.

“I can leave you to the peace and quiet,” I said, nodding along the shoreline.

“Actually, I wouldn’t mind the company—if you aren’t in a rush?”

“Of course.”

She resumed walking, and I matched her pace. We fell into step, two shadows stretching ahead of us, converging and splitting as the beach curved. I could smell the salt and something herbal—maybe her shampoo, maybe the bay rum plants that lined the nearby dunes.

For a while we didn’t say anything. But in a way it was the most natural interaction I’d ever had with her.

She broke the silence. “So. It looks like the others are going to accept my offer.”

“Yeah… I don’t think there’s any risk of them saying no.”

She smiled. “From what I understand, they haven’t had much in the way of work-life balance lately. I can’t say you all won’t be busy, but I don’t think it will ever be like what you’ve had over the last few months.”

“Music to my ears.”

We walked another twenty yards. The only sound was the slap of the waves and the faint squawk of a bird somewhere behind us.

Then, in the same flat tone she’d use to ask for a weekly status report, she said: “Miles…I don’t usually let myself get distracted by personal things.”

That was not what I was expecting to hear. I kept my eyes on the horizon, trying to match her composure.

She went on, “But there’s something between us when we work. I don’t want to ignore it, but I don’t know what to do with it, either.”

She said it without drama, just as a necessity. It wasn’t a complete surprise that she was bringing it up; the feeling was always right there, a low hum that had been running under every meeting and every shared glance I’d tried to write off as nothing.

“I know,” I said. “I feel it too. But I don’t have an answer.”

We kept walking. The main building of the resort was a small blur in the distance now, the rest of the bay curving out ahead. I didn’t want to turn back, but I didn’t want this moment to go the wrong way, either.

“I’m with Jess,” I said finally. “And Natalie. I know how that might look to people on the outside, but it isn’t as superficial as it seems, or as complicated. I’m sorry.”

Caroline nodded, nothing in her expression, like she’d already gamed out this scenario.

“Thank you for not lying,” she said, and there was a surprising warmth in her voice.

We came to a place where the beach narrowed, a tongue of dark rock pushing out toward the water. Caroline stopped, turned, and looked at the horizon.

“I like things clear,” she said. “Even if they’re messy. If you’re comfortable working together moving forward, then so am I—the same goes for Jess and Natalie.”

I nodded and let that sit. The sun was higher now, the water turning from blue to green. She didn’t look at me, just out at the sea, her face even and quiet.

After a while, she said, “I know it might be different for you. But when we get back to the resort, rest assured that I’ll leave this behind me.”

“I don’t think that’s really how it works, though.”

She let out a breath. “Probably not.”

The wind caught her hair and pushed it back from her face. She looked down at the sand, then back at the resort, and for a split second I saw something like regret, or maybe just disappointment.

“Will you still walk back with me?” she said.

“Sure.”

We retraced our steps, neither of us in a hurry. When we hit the stretch leading up to our cluster of loungers, she walked in the water, letting the surf wash over her feet. I kept to the dry sand, but close enough that our shadows overlapped.

We didn’t talk again until the main building was in front of us. She slipped her feet into her shoes, then brushed the sand off her legs, efficient and practiced. She looked at me one last time, and this time the smile was bigger, if a little sad.

“See you at our next meeting?” she said.

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

She nodded and then walked up the boardwalk, never looking back.

I watched her go, then started running again, slower this time.

***

Night at the resort always had a different sound to daytime—less the whine of kids and the snap of towels, more the steady chirrup of insects and the muffled music from the Lookout, backgrounded by the wet clack of Hector flipping up bar stools for the night. The boardwalk lights were down to half-bright, a few guests left in the outside seating area in front of his bar.

Hector looked up, saw me approaching, and reached for one of the good bottles before I even sat. He didn’t ask if I wanted a drink; he just poured it, set it down, and went back to stacking the bar mats with the same precision you’d use for a game of Jenga.

I took a sip. It was good rum. He saved that stuff for people who wouldn’t murder it with Coke.

“Long day?” he said.

“In a way.”

He nodded, far too used to that kind of response from me by now.

I watched the way he moved as he packed everything away for the night—nothing hurried, every gesture deliberate. I sat like that for a minute, him cleaning up as I drank, silent save for the crickets and the low drone of the ancient ice machine.

I said, “I had kind of a weird morning.”

He paused, one hand on an upside-down pint glass.

“Oh?”

I shrugged, feeling the heat of the liquor in my chest. “I ran into the boss on my morning run. She was out walking.”

He didn’t say anything, just gave me a look that said to keep going if I wanted.

“We talked. I wasn’t imagining it… there’s a thing there.”

He wiped the glass slowly. “You mean she brought it up?”

I took a sip and nodded.

He let out a little grunt and set the glass aside. “That makes things tricky.”

“She doesn’t seem to think so. She’s not asking for anything. Just said it out loud, then said we can go back to normal.”

He started drying the inside of another glass, his whole attention on the towel and the rim. “Well, that depends. You tell Jess? Or Natalie?”

“Not yet, but I have to,” I said. “I’m not sure how they’ll take it. Caroline’s their boss now, too.”

Hector stopped and put the glass down. “You ever notice the women in your life are all way better at this than you are?”

I blinked. “At… what?”

“Knowing what’s going on,” he said. “Deciding what they want, how to get it, and when to let it go.”

I considered that for a second. I didn’t really get what he was saying.

Hector leaned on the bar, arms crossed, looking out at the empty deck. “You have to tell them. But I have a feeling this won’t be a surprise to them. It’ll be tough to say it, but it might not be as bad as you think, and you won’t have to keep driving yourself crazy.”

I didn’t have a response to that. I just sipped the rum, thinking about those telepathic conversations Jess and Natalie seemed to have, and how they always seemed to know a little more about our situation than I did.

“You’re probably right,” I said.

Hector smiled, then started lining up the clean glasses for the morning shift.

We let the silence go on. The breeze picked up, cool off the water, and somewhere down the beach a late-shift security guard was whistling a song I didn’t know.

After a while, Hector stepped back and started counting up the register in the back. I sat there, sipping slow, listening to the sound of coins clattering against the cash drawer, the rhythm of it as regular as a metronome.

I thought about what he had said, about the women in my life, and about the next day. I knew it would probably feel better once I told Jess and Natalie about what Caroline had said.

But twenty-four hours earlier, everything had looked perfect; we had got the future we had worked so hard for, and more. I figured it really was too good to last after all.

I had to do the right thing.

I just had to accept that the right thing could make all of this come crashing down.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

The girls’ villa was quieter than usual. Outside, the crickets worked overtime, loud enough that even with the door closed you could hear them filling the night. Inside, a lamp in the far corner gave the living room a soft, eggy light, and the table was half-cleared from dinner—plates stacked but not yet washed, three glasses still out, the dregs of a green smoothie at the bottom of each to mark the start of a group health kick.

I sat at the end of the couch. Jess was curled up against me. Natalie lounged across from us in the armchair, her left leg hooked lazily over the armrest.

The holidays were coming up, and we’d been talking about our plans. Spending them at home felt inescapable for all of us, especially now that we would be staying out here indefinitely. The consensus was that we’d go to our hometowns, live out the highlights, and get back to Tranquil Bay in time to see in the New Year together.

The girls had been telling stories about past Christmases back in Minneapolis, until they returned to the present and started to imagine the reaction if they told people about our romantic arrangement. Jess predicted that one of her friends would think I was some kind of cult leader; Natalie mused that one of hers would probably want in, which piqued my interest until she clarified that the friend in question was a lesbian who would only be in it for her and Jess.

Most of the conversation was just noise though. I was half checked out, my mind rehearsing the speech I’d need to give them, trying to find the right words for a conversation I didn’t want to have.

I noticed Natalie watching me as Jess and I talked, her eyebrows up, like she could see every thought as it tumbled out and bounced off the nearest wall. I was about to clear my throat and just start—get it out, the way Hector said—when she sat up.

“So, can I ask a question?” Her voice was light, but the words landed like a dropped stone.

Jess blinked and turned, bracing herself. There it was again… both of them already knew what was coming.

“Sure,” I said, watching them.

Natalie glanced at Jess, then turned back to me. I could tell from her expression that she was about to say something delicate, but deliver it in her trademark blunt fashion.

“Jess and I have been talking,” she said eventually, “and we just want to say it out loud. About Caroline.”

My whole body went still. I could feel my pulse right under my jaw.

Jess didn’t look at me now. Her gaze was fixed on the bookshelves across the room when she spoke, her voice so small it was almost lost to the crickets. “We’ve noticed all the looks.”

I wanted to interrupt and tell them what had happened, that I had gently turned Caroline down, but they weren’t done. They ignored me fidgeting, waiting to jump in, and kept going.

“Look, it’s kind of a weird dynamic,” Natalie said. “I know there’s been a lot of that here already. But it’s hard pretending nothing’s happening when it’s so… obvious.”

She glanced at Jess, and for the first time in a while, Jess looked right at me. Her eyes were wide but steady. “I love you. You know that, right?”

I nodded. “I love you too. But—”

She shook her head and reached out, her hand finding mine. “We aren’t bringing this up to have a fight. If there’s something there…” She trailed off, took a shaky breath, then finished: “We just want you to be honest. With us, and with yourself.”

Natalie made a strange noise—part laugh, part sigh. “I didn’t move to the Caribbean to get all high school about this. If it’s there, it’s there. But not talking about it is just—” she shrugged, “—a waste of everyone’s time.”

For a second, the whole room felt off-balance, like the air had gotten thinner.

“I wanted to tell you this tonight,” I said. “I ran into her this morning, and she just… put it all out there. Even after telling me last night that she knows about us three.”

The room went silent as that sank in. But there was no sense of shock, or indignation. They both just digested it.

Jess squeezed my hand. “But what about you?”

I thought about the last few weeks. About the way I’d kept replaying conversations with Caroline, looking for signals, about the way my stomach flipped every time she complimented my work, about the way I always found a reason to stick around after our meetings long after there was anything left to say.

“Yeah,” I said. “I don’t know what it is, exactly, but I’ve felt something there.”

Jess’s eyes closed, just for a second, and when she opened them her face relaxed in something like relief. “That’s okay,” she said.

Natalie smirked, not mocking but almost proud. “See? That wasn’t so hard.” She reached over, squeezed my arm, and said, “Honestly, I get it. She’s kind of amazing.”

A tiny smile touched Jess’s lips. “She terrifies me.”

“She terrifies everyone,” Natalie said. “That’s her whole thing. But I can tell she respects people who don’t bullshit or kowtow to her. I think you’re one of the only people who ever tells her no.”

I remembered one of the moments she meant: during a working session in the Coral Suite, when Caroline had tried to ‘merge’ design elements from one of the other brand options into the one she’d approved weeks before, and I’d explained why that would only confuse and muddy the resort’s image.

She’d looked at me for a long beat—one that felt like an eternity at the time—and then she’d just nodded and moved on. I remembered thinking I’d never met anyone so perfectly contained.

“What we’re trying to say is,” Natalie said, glancing at Jess and taking a deep breath, “if something is there… and you want it… we won’t stand in your way.”

“I’m with you two,” I protested immediately. “I’m not throwing all this away just to—”

“You don’t have to,” Jess said. “I didn’t make you choose between me and Nat. This is the same thing.”

I stared at her, then Natalie, trying to read them. Were they serious?!

“This is working, isn’t it?” Natalie said, pointing at the three of us one by one. “Better than I’d have ever thought something like this could. It’s kind of made me rethink how a relationship can look.”

“You guys were already friends, though. This is different. Not to mention… we’re all working for her.”

Jess nodded. “I know. If we didn’t already know her, maybe we wouldn’t be having this conversation. But it just feels okay to me.”

“And if she already knows about us, and she’s willing to do the whole boss-employee thing…” Natalie said, trailing off and raising her eyebrows.

A few moments passed, the two girls watching me. Jess nudged me.

“So?”

“Okay. If you two are sure you’re cool with this… I’ll see.”

“We are,” Natalie said. “If some hot-ass cougar wants you, we’re not getting in her way. As long as she can play nice and share.”

I felt a calm settle in. My hand found Jess’s, Natalie’s settled on my knee, and the world outside once again felt small and far away.

When I looked at the two of them, all I could think was how rare something like this was—and how easy it could be to lose.

This was more than enough. Way more.

But, somehow, my luck wasn’t going to end here.

The Island 3 is coming soon!

I hope you enjoyed this story. As an independent author, I’m grateful for any feedback, reviews or ratings.

To receive updates about future books, please follow my Amazon author page
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OEBPS/image_rsrc23V.jpg





OEBPS/nav.xhtml


  
    		Title Page


    		Copyright


    		Table of Contents


    		Chapter One


    		Chapter Two


    		Chapter Three


    		Chapter Four


    		Chapter Five


    		Chapter Six


    		Chapter Seven


    		Chapter Eight


    		Chapter Nine


    		Chapter Ten


    		Chapter Eleven


    		Chapter Twelve


    		Chapter Thirteen


    		Chapter Fourteen


    		Chapter Fifteen


    		Chapter Sixteen


    		Chapter Seventeen


    		Chapter Eighteen


    		Chapter Nineteen


    		Chapter Twenty


    		Chapter Twenty-One


    		Chapter Twenty-Two


    		Chapter Twenty-Three


    		Chapter Twenty-Four


    		Chapter Twenty-Five


    		Chapter Twenty-Six


    		Chapter Twenty-Seven


    		Chapter Twenty-Eight


  



Guide

		Cover

		Beginning

		Contents




		1

		2

		3

		4

		5

		6

		7

		8

		9

		10

		11

		12

		13

		14

		15

		16

		17

		18

		19

		20

		21

		22

		23

		24

		25

		26

		27

		28

		29

		30

		31

		32

		33

		34

		35

		36

		37

		38

		39

		40

		41

		42

		43

		44

		45

		46

		47

		48

		49

		50

		51

		52

		53

		54

		55

		56

		57

		58

		59

		60

		61

		62

		63

		64

		65

		66

		67

		68

		69

		70

		71

		72

		73

		74

		75

		76

		77

		78

		79

		80

		81

		82

		83

		84

		85

		86

		87

		88

		89

		90

		91

		92

		93

		94

		95

		96

		97

		98

		99

		100

		101

		102

		103

		104

		105

		106

		107

		108

		109

		110

		111

		112

		113

		114

		115

		116

		117

		118

		119

		120

		121

		122

		123

		124

		125

		126

		127

		128

		129

		130

		131

		132

		133

		134

		135

		136

		137

		138

		139

		140

		141

		142

		143

		144

		145

		146

		147

		148

		149

		150

		151

		152

		153

		154

		155

		156

		157

		158

		159

		160

		161

		162

		163

		164

		165

		166

		167

		168

		169

		170

		171

		172

		173

		174

		175

		176

		177

		178

		179

		180

		181

		182

		183

		184

		185

		186

		187

		188

		189

		190

		191

		192






