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CHAPTER ONE

I always assumed paradise would be more than enough.

It wasn’t.

It was 7:42 in the morning and the sun had only just cleared the palms behind me, but the air was already feeling pretty soupy. I’d been sitting on my patio for a while and my T-shirt was stuck to my spine.

I looked out over the water and swirled the dregs of my coffee. This was the earliest I ever saw the sea; I’d convinced myself I needed to wake up with the world, coming here with grand visions of being the kind of man who journaled and swam every morning, maybe even took up yoga. Now, I just watched the horizon and wondered if the whales ever got bored of blue.

My villa had come with a hammock (still in its shrink wrap), a ‘starter’ art collection, and a patio so close to the water that I could hear every mating call from the gulls at night. When I’d first moved in, the novelty of it all kept me busy—morning runs, paddle boarding, workouts in the resort gym, taking pictures of sunsets like some clout-chasing influencer. But after three months, it had all started to leave me feeling a little empty.

The quiet wasn’t peaceful anymore. It was just quiet, and it made my thoughts so much louder.

I was in a popular Caribbean resort, surrounded by dozens of others who had taken the plunge and rented the converted holiday villas in the new residential section, yet I hadn’t spoken to another human face to face for two days. After the initial introductions and small talk, it gets kind of tricky for a guy in his twenties to find much common ground with retirees or boomer couples, especially if most of them moved here for some peace and quiet in the first place. I was starting to imagine myself as one of those hermits who goes feral on a deserted island, only with better dental hygiene and more mid-century furniture.

I was halfway through a second mug when I heard the soft thud of a sliding door from the villa next to mine. The place had been empty this whole time, but it looked like someone had finally moved in—the previous evening, I’d come back from a late stroll along the shoreline to find lawn chairs unpacked, the interior lights shining through the curtains, and a big wooden sign over the patio door that said ‘SALTY HAIR, DON’T CARE’. That last part didn’t bode well.

But this was the first time that I’d seen anyone emerge. And things were suddenly looking up.

Two women stepped out onto the deck, both in shorts and loose tank tops, both with hair that caught the morning sun like they’d been lit by a special effects team. One was tall and lean, with a long copper ponytail that swung when she pointed out at the bay; the other smaller, noticeably bustier, with loose blonde waves and a warm laugh that I could hear over the tide. They actually looked close to my age—maybe even a couple of years younger.

And they were hot.

The redhead—no, it was more auburn up close—had the kind of posture that I associated with ballet dancers or people who’d come to terms with their own beauty very early in life. She had probably been called ‘willowy’ at some point, but from the way she stretched and leaned on the railing as she looked out at the view, she seemed just as fit and strong as she was elegant. There was a pronounced confidence about the way she spoke and gestured, and at one point she broke out in a laugh that was filled with mischief, instantly captivating.

The other woman was shorter, with an ample chest that made her tank top strain in just the right way and a big, wide smile that looked like it could sell anything, even timeshares in the off-season. I couldn’t make out their conversation, but it was clear that she was quieter than the other girl, her movements a little more reserved—but with a sincerity in those big blue eyes that was mesmerizing in its own way. She definitely struck me as the ‘cuter’ of the two.

The two women moved around each other in an easy way, close without being performative, sharing a plate of fruit and taking photos of the beach while they sipped ice water from mason jars. Not sisters or romantic partners, but almost certainly best friends.

I tried not to gawk. I absolutely gawked.

I imagined what it would be like to have a girl like them sitting across from me at breakfast, or, hell, just within conversational distance. The thought was comforting, and embarrassing, and I tried to will my blood to stop rising in my cheeks. I’d spent most of my adult life pretending not to want attention, which had the unfortunate side effect of convincing most people to take me at face value.

I had half a second to feel hopeful before the doubt set in. What if they weren’t interested in meeting the local hermit? What if they were about to be followed outside by two boyfriends?

They didn’t seem to notice me at first. The tall one took a selfie—then another, this time with the blonde kissing her cheek. They radiated that ease you only get when you’re either on vacation or completely unencumbered by existential dread.

I found myself standing up, mug still in hand, pretending to stare out over the beach while stealing glances over the low fence that split our yards.

“Oh! We have a neighbor,” said the blonde, catching my eye. She gave a little wave.

“Uh, hey,” I said, too loud, then cleared my throat and tried again. “Hey! I’m Miles. Welcome to Tranquil Bay.”

The tall one grinned, stepping closer to the fence. “I’m Natalie. This is Jess.” The blonde wiggled her fingers shyly as she followed her over; her nails were painted powder blue.

“Nice to meet you both,” I said. I tried not to sound desperate, but I was already imagining asking them to come by and hang out once they were settled in. Then I remembered I hadn’t shaved in a week, was still wearing the T-shirt I’d slept in, and probably looked like a castaway. “You’re the new tenants?” I asked, nodding to the villa.

“We are,” Jess smiled. “We’d seen all those stories about the new visas for remote workers here, and after a while we figured… why not us? We work together at a company that was okay with it, so… here we are.”

“It’s just a six-month lease,” Natalie added. “I don’t think I’m ready to completely walk away from civilization just yet.”

I just smiled and nodded. It sounded like they had approached this thing a lot more sensibly than I had—I’d gone all out and committed to a year of island life without seeing much potential for it to go wrong. Like I said, moving to paradise had seemed like all I could ever want.

Jess motioned to the water. “Do you swim much out here? I can’t believe how clear it looks.”

“Yeah,” I said, “every morning.” A lie, but it sounded good.

Natalie beamed. “Maybe you can show us where not to get eaten by a shark.”

I smiled back, feeling the first spark of something like hope. “The sharks are mostly just rumors. But the jellyfish—those are real.”

Jess laughed. “Great. We’ll bring Natalie’s tequila as an antidote.”

An engine sounded behind us. Natalie glanced over at the path, where a buggy was bringing more of their stuff over.

“Speaking of which, I think it’s in one of those boxes. We’d better run—but it’s nice to know we have at least one neighbor who’s, you know…” She lowered both her head and her voice conspiratorially. “Not more than twice our age.”

“Ah, you noticed that already,” I laughed. I pointed at the buggy, where a resort employee was unloading the first box. “You need any help?”

“This is the last load, but your offer is noted—I’ll have to see how I can put you to work.”

“Oh, my god. I’m sorry about her,” Jess said, widening her eyes pointedly at her friend. “Thank you, Miles, that’s really nice of you.” She checked her wristwatch. “Nat, we should try to unpack some more before we log on—it’s only a one hour time difference, remember.”

“You think they’ll believe me if I say I’m jetlagged?” Natalie sighed, before looking over at the employee again. The guy had just cleared his throat, waiting helplessly by their door and straining to hold up the moving box. “Shoot, I need to let him in. Guess we’ll see you out here soon!”

“Go ahead—nice chatting to you. If you need anything, feel free to swing by anytime.”

They smiled in tandem. I never wanted to go a day without shaving again.

“We’ll hold you to that,” Natalie said, turning and heading inside to open the front door—and as she passed her friend, I could have sworn they glanced at each other and shared a furtive little smile.

Jess lingered, gazing out at the water. “I like it here already,” she said, and I didn’t know for sure if she was just talking about the island or something else.

“It’s a good life here,” I said, and for the first time in weeks that felt like the truth.

She gave me a little smile, then paused. “Actually, we could probably do with some help setting up a few things this evening. If you’re free and you still don’t mind—”

“Of course. Just give my door a buzz when you need me.”

She gave me a big, earnest smile, then turned and scurried after her friend.

I had never looked forward to doing anyone a favor as much as I did that day.


CHAPTER TWO

By midday, my world had once again shrunk from beaches and palm trees down to my laptop and the rectangle of sunlight that crept across my desk. SEO is supposed to be this modern, arcane form of wizardry, but in reality it can sometimes feel like little more than massaging the same three paragraphs until you can convince both humans and the machines to believe what you want them to.

Today, though, my mind was running on autopilot. I found myself imagining what kind of smile Jess might have if she let her hair up, or how much more flirty Natalie might get after some of that tequila she mentioned. I got absolutely nothing useful done, but I did at least mentally prepare myself for an evening next door with two beautiful strangers.

I remembered I still had some bottles of red—optimistic purchases back at the start, when I had a very different vision of life out here. I dug out the best one as a welcome gift, then turned my attention to my outfit. By five, I’d run through at least half a dozen different shirts, trying to figure out which one said “I’m the eligible bachelor next door—eligible, not desperate.”

The sun was now retreating to the water’s edge, and my mood was starting to drop with it. I was in full overthink mode and was about to abandon my latest pick, a collared navy blue shirt, when my doorbell sounded—the first time it had ever rung, if you didn’t count room service or the maintenance guy who had come to fix a faucet on day two.

I opened the door to find Jess, this time in a loose yellow sundress. Her hair was still wet from a shower, and she had that bashful, teetering-on-her-heels energy of someone who didn’t do this kind of thing very often.

“Hi,” she said. “If you still don’t mind lending a hand, Nat and I could really use some help. The fancy standing desk she brought over is, um, basically in a million pieces, and she can’t remember where everything goes.”

“Sure thing,” I said, and tried to keep my tone from veering into eager puppy territory.

She led the way, bare feet slapping the tiled walkway. She moved with the distracted haste of someone carrying too many thoughts in her head, the hem of the dress catching on her thigh before she noticed and tugged it back into place. I wasn’t sure if she’d picked it for comfort or simply because it was the first thing she had unpacked, but the effect was devastating—her tan made the yellow light up, and the neckline dipped just enough to get my imagination working overtime.

I followed, fighting not to stare each time she reached up to tuck a stray hair behind her ear and caused her chest to pull at the fabric. It was hard to keep my eyes to myself; Jess had the sort of hourglass figure that celebrities strived to feign in their red carpet poses and filter-heavy Instagram posts, and I suddenly found myself wishing that I’d put on cologne or at least not worn socks with holes in them.

Their villa was a mirrored layout of mine, but whereas my place was turning into how a hotel suite might look if a Do Not Disturb sign had been left on the door for three months, theirs was already starting to resemble a lifestyle magazine’s idea of ‘effortlessly lived-in’. On the kitchen island: a pyramid of tropical fruit. On the shelves: books both literary and embarrassing, and a ceramic cat with a chipped ear.

Obviously, though, they had been putting off the less fun aspects of unpacking. Boxes were scattered all over the place. Natalie was on the floor, legs crossed, surrounded by Allen wrenches and the skeletal remains of a standing desk.

“Don’t believe what Jess tells you,” Natalie said as I walked in. “This thing is in pieces because she made me take it all apart when we moved, instead of just taping the drawers shut like a normal person.”

“I just didn’t want it to break,” Jess said softly, a contrast to her friend’s undeniable confidence.

Despite the context Natalie looked incredible, like a model who’d broken into a hardware store. Her hair was up in a sloppy twist, copper strands waging a losing battle against gravity, and she wore a faded scoop neck tee and cutoffs that showcased both the shape of her back and the definition in her calves. She’d chipped her dark nail polish in the process of prying open boxes, and as she aimed a wry look up at me, I realized I was already projecting entire scenes of an unlikely future together.

She was gorgeous, the kind of woman who was almost certainly used to men falling all over themselves to win her over.

“Have a seat,” Natalie said, gesturing to the open spot next to her. She looked so good in that outfit I found myself staring at the desk for dear life. “I warned you I’d put you to work. Did you happen to bring a power drill?”

“Just my hands,” I said, then immediately regretted it.

“Even better,” Natalie said, grinning. “You know how to use them?”

Jess suppressed a laugh and busied herself with disentangling a power cord, her cheeks turning a little pink. I tried to find a middle ground between flirting back and just doing the job.

“No complaints so far,” I said, turning the main body upside down and finding a leg.

She watched me with a grin. “Good. Then you’re calling the shots now.”

Natalie followed my lead, and we got into a rhythm: I’d assemble and tighten, she’d fetch whatever components and screws I needed next, and Jess would read instructions aloud in a voice that got less nervous as we went.

When I reached the last step, Natalie decided it was the perfect time to make margaritas. She vanished into the kitchen, leaving Jess and me alone on the floor while I tightened the final screws. The silence wasn’t awkward; it actually felt like a relief.

“I’m sorry about her,” Jess said finally, playing with a loose strand of hair. “She’s… a lot.”

“I don’t mind,” I said, finishing the last step and standing back to check that the desk matched the unhelpfully vague sketch in the manual. “She seems fun.”

“She is. She just doesn’t always know when to stop.” Jess glanced at me, then down at the desk. “Looks good to me—if it collapses, we’ll just tell her it got damaged on the ship.”

I laughed along. “Deal. Anything else you’d like me to help with?”

She screwed her face in thought and looked at two boxes behind us. “Can you open one and I’ll do the other? I can’t remember what was in these, there are no labels.”

I picked one, ripped off the layers of packing tape, and opened it up. The top item was a lacy black bra, strappy and complicated-looking, the price tag still attached.

I froze, not sure whether I should ignore it or make a joke. Jess went pinker than I thought humanly possible.

“Oh my god, sorry—” she started, but Natalie, who had materialized behind us holding one of the resort’s ice buckets, leaned over my shoulder and snatched it up.

“Thank you,” she said breezily, holding it by the hanger and waving it at Jess. “I was wondering where I’d packed it. You know, you’d look amazing in this,” she added, holding it up next to her friend’s ample chest and turning to me with a perfectly straight face. “Wouldn’t she?”

‘No comment’ came to mind, but something told me that answer might actually just make things more awkward.

I shrugged and gambled.

“Uh… sure. Yeah.”

Jess giggled, but there was something real in it, not just embarrassment. She waved it away and said, “I don’t know if it’s my color.”

Natalie winked at me, then swept off to put the bra in a closet, humming as she went.


CHAPTER THREE

After that, the mood lightened. Jess and I worked in sync, and she eventually stopped flinching every time one of us accidentally brushed against the other. We put up her far more straightforward desk, got the monitors mounted, and I helped her untangle a jungle of charging cables and adapters.

“Is this your first time living out of the country?” I asked.

She nodded, then dug out a small framed photo from one of the last boxes. “I lived in Minneapolis my whole life before this. Believe it or not I actually thought I’d miss the snow, but I haven’t yet.”

She set the photo on the desk, and I saw that it was a selfie of her and what must have been her parents, all smiling against a frostbitten cityscape. She pulled out another one showing her and Natalie—arms around each other, standing on the Vegas Strip, both of them grinning like they’d just won something.

“Nat and I have been working together for three years or so now. We’ve been friends since the start,” Jess said quietly. “She’s the only person I know who’s not afraid of… anything, really.”

“I could tell.”

She stifled a laugh. “I think I’m the opposite. I’m scared of everything, but I end up doing it anyway. I guess that’s the only way to end up in a place like this.”

“I think it’s how you end up anywhere good,” I said. “Or at least, doing anything interesting.”

She looked at me for a moment, and I got that feeling you get when a song gets quiet right before the chorus—like something is about to break, but in a good way.

“Mind helping me set these up?” she asked, holding up a handful of other photos. “They’ll go in here.”

She led me to her bedroom, which was already neat and arranged. She had a yoga mat in the corner, fake plants on every available surface, and a big whiteboard covered in color-coded goals and deadlines. A stack of notebooks was aligned with military precision.

“It’s not much,” she said. “But it’s mine.”

“It looks great,” I said. “You’re way more organized than me—my room has barely changed since the day I moved in, to be honest.”

Jess smiled. The air felt easy. We set out the photos on her dresser and nightstand, and then I helped her hang up a calendar, straightening it against the wall. She stood close enough that I could smell a hint of coconut sunscreen on her skin.

We heard a crash from the kitchen, followed by Natalie’s triumphant cackle. Jess rolled her eyes, but there was affection in it. “Sorry,” she said, “she gets bored when she’s not the center of attention.”

“I don’t mind. I can kind of understand that, to be honest.”

She gave me a searching look. “You seem so… chilled out. Like, I can’t imagine anything being a big deal to you.”

“Only the important stuff,” I said. “But it’s a work in progress.”

She smiled, and for a beat it was just us, listening to the distant commotion of the crickets and the faint pulse of music from Natalie’s phone in the next room.

“I’m glad you buzzed my door,” I said.

“Me too,” she replied, so quietly I almost missed it.

Natalie reappeared, carrying a tray of three margaritas and a bowl of chips. “You two get lost in here?” she said, plopping down on the bed and patting the spot next to her for Jess.

“We were just finishing up,” the blonde answered, sitting next to her friend and folding her legs beneath her.

Natalie handed me a margarita and raised her own glass. “To new neighbors, and mad assembly skills.”

We all clinked glasses and sipped. The margarita was strong enough to make my lips tingle.

The rest of the night passed in a blur of citrus and salt. We relocated to the patio, where Natalie commandeered the conversation and Jess played the role of amused fact-checker, correcting her friend’s exaggerations with a sly smile and the occasional nudge. The two of them together were like a matched set: one all directness and dare, the other loading every silence with warm smiles and subtle glances.

I learned that Natalie had once spent a summer in Italy and gotten herself banned from three hostels. (Jess: "Only two were official—the third was because she was too embarrassed to show her face there again.”) I was more surprised to hear that Jess had a purple belt in karate, which Natalie demonstrated by challenging her to chop me on the shoulder. I was expecting a play-tap, but Jess pulled no punches. I yelped, and she blushed and covered her mouth, stammering through a stream of apologies while Natalie howled with laughter.

In between stories, Natalie would dart inside to mix another round, and I’d find myself alone with Jess, the sound of the surf filling the space. Those brief one-on-one moments were the best. She’d relax a little, knees drawn up to her chest, voice softer now, asking about my work, my family, what it was like living here all alone.

I started to tell her about my first few weeks on the island, the same highlight reel that I’d given to anyone back home who asked, each time feeling more like an attempt to convince myself that it had been the right choice. But it felt even less sincere saying it to Jess, and I quickly admitted that things had become a little quiet for my liking. I even confessed that I had once named all the geckos on my patio, and she rewarded me with the closest thing I’d ever seen to pure, honest affection. Jess listened like I was saying something that mattered, and it made me want to try harder, to be a better version of myself, even if just for the night.

Natalie, however, was a different prospect entirely.

After tossing back the last of her fourth margarita, she suggested a midnight swim. “Let’s do it,” she said, already on her feet. “Skinny-dipping—total island initiation.”

Jess groaned. “Come on, no one actually does that.”

“I’m someone,” Natalie countered, then looked straight at me. “Are you in, or is this where you pretend to be shy?”

I tried to play it cool, to weigh the dare against the inevitable aftermath, but my brain had already started piecing together a montage of what the next ten minutes might look like: the three of us, tipsy, stripping down and diving into the surf, laughing as if it didn’t matter who saw what. The thought alone nearly made me choke on my drink.

My hesitation must have been obvious. Natalie smirked and raised one eyebrow—mocking, but not unkind. “Don’t tell me you’re chicken, Miles.”

Jess, to my surprise, was the one to break the spell. She caught Natalie’s eye and tilted her head, all silent communication. “We have an all-hands at eight thirty tomorrow. I think we’d better quit while we’re ahead—I don’t know if showing up on that call visibly hungover would be the best start to life out here.”

Natalie groaned, rolling her head back. “You are no fun.”

“Sorry, Miles,” Jess said, setting her empty glass down and looking at me. “I know your heart was probably all in on that.”

I laughed, maybe a little too loudly.

Natalie flopped back into her chair, pouting. “This isn’t the last you’ve heard of this.”

I knew better than to try and prolong a night that already felt perfect. I made some joke about getting old and needing my beauty sleep, which made Jess laugh and Natalie roll her eyes at the same time. I stood, suddenly self-conscious about the effort it took, and thanked them both for the drinks and the company.

“Don’t be a stranger, Miles,” Natalie said, stacking the empties and waving—but holding eye contact for a second longer than I had expected. “Hey—want to hang out again tomorrow? We were thinking of heading to the beach after work.”

“Sure, see you then.”

As she disappeared inside, Jess got up and walked with me to the patio gate, arms folded tight against the cooling night.

“Thanks again for helping tonight,” she said, almost shy again.

“Any time,” I replied, returning her smile.

There was something in her eyes—a flicker that might’ve been hope, or just the reflection of the lights in the plunge pool. “See you tomorrow?”

“See you tomorrow,” I said.

She waved me goodnight, and while she jogged back up to her villa and slid inside I walked the few steps back to my place, the night air humming with the kind of energy that doesn’t fade just because a door clicks shut behind you.

Inside, everything was as I’d left it: dishes in the sink, laptop on standby, several discarded shirts flung across the back of the couch. But all I could think about now was the way Jess had looked at me when she thought I wasn’t looking, the intoxicating unpredictability of Natalie, and how the universe had maybe rewarded my patience with more good company than I could ever hope to handle.

I lay in bed, wide awake, no matter how hard I tried to hack my brain back into a normal sleep cycle. There was a new kind of noise to contend with, a mental echo chamber that replayed every glance, every brush of a hand, every unfiltered laugh—churning up anxiety and anticipation in equal measure.

It had only been one day, but solitude was now the least of my worries.


CHAPTER FOUR

The horizon outside my patio doors always looked like a desktop background, but at noon the next day I was treated to a sight that trumped my view of the beach: Natalie in a bikini, sprawled out on a striped towel on the little patch of yard beyond her patio. She’d chosen a swimsuit that was at least twenty percent smaller than whatever the local gift shop would consider appropriate, and the color—a kind of radioactive turquoise—was visible from space.

I knew all of that because I’d been pretending to work while I ate my lunch at my desk, while in reality I was running a one-man surveillance operation over the top of my laptop screen.

She was reading, but every few pages she’d stretch her arms overhead, arch her back, and flip onto her stomach in a motion that could have single-handedly revived the art of time-lapse photography. I tried not to stare, failed, then tried again, which only made me more aware of how it would look for a single guy to be spotted eating lunch while ogling his neighbor like the world’s saddest peeping Tom.

Which is exactly what happened the next time she turned over—looking right at my windows and locking eyes with me.

My heart hammered frantically, panic setting in. But she simply gave a lazy little wave, without the rest of her even moving a muscle. Just a palm up as if to say “I see you,” so casual and practiced that it made me wonder how many other men she’d caught staring out of windows in her life. I lifted my sandwich in a half-toast, and she smirked, then went back to her book.

I couldn’t tell if she was flirting or just being merciless. Probably both.

Shortly after that, Jess emerged on their patio wearing a linen dress and carrying two coconuts and a spoon, and joined Natalie on the towel. Their conversation was impossible to hear, but it had a bouncy rhythm to it—Natalie’s laughter loud and easy, Jess’s more shy and staccato. They lounged out there, legs tangling, talking the way people do when they know the rest of the world is just background noise.

I got back to my work, re-reading the same two-sentence email for the umpteenth time, and tried to tell myself that I’d moved to the tropics for a quiet life.

Except it felt like I had a chance at something more—much more. And now a quiet life was the last thing I wanted.

***

I hadn’t been entirely sure whether their invitation to the beach was for real or just a polite sign-off after I had helped them out the previous evening. So it came as a relief when, near sunset, I heard the slap of flip-flops and then a sharp “Miles!” through my screen door.

Natalie was standing on my patio, hair in a messy bun, sunglasses perched high and proud on her forehead. That same bikini from lunchtime was back on, this time with a pair of denim cut-offs over the bottoms. Jess was next to her, wearing a maxi dress over her own swimsuit, grinning in a way that told me she was just as excited yet uncertain as I was about how this was going to play out.

“Ready for the beach?” Natalie asked. “Jess has, like, a religious obligation to be there for sunset.”

“Uh, yeah. Give me two minutes.”

“Just come as you are!” Jess said, waving me out, but her voice faltered as she realized that I’d clearly been wearing the same old tank top and shorts all day.

They waited in my backyard while I changed into swimming trunks and a loose long-sleeve shirt. When I emerged I found Natalie perched on my patio ledge, Jess standing beside her with her arms crossed, both admiring the view—and as they walked with me to the gate and chatted excitedly, I was relieved to find that it all felt as natural and comfortable as it had after all those margaritas the previous night.

We followed the little path to the beach, and Natalie talked at length about these next few months in Tranquil Bay: the difference it made knowing there was a beach right there at the end of her work day; how even in the tropics it seemed like no one could escape the seagulls (“they’re basically winged raccoons”); and how Jess was so competitive in open water she would “absolutely drown me to win a race.” Jess protested, but it was clear she thrived on being pulled along in Natalie’s slipstream.

The beach was almost deserted, just a few old couples and a family in the distance. At this time, most people were either getting ready for dinner or firmly planted at the main bar for happy hour. The sky was an acid wash of orange and pink, the sand still warm, the water a glassy, impossible blue.

Natalie stripped off her cutoff shorts and ran straight for the surf. Jess lay on the beach and watched her friend, and I joined her, idly drawing a line in the sand with a stick.

“She’s funny. She’s like the Energizer bunny,” I said, as Natalie shouted something incoherently from the water and we smiled and waved.

“She’s the best,” Jess replied, after a pause. “I know she can come on strong.”

“I noticed. I don’t mind.”

Jess smiled at the ground, then at me. “Thanks again for helping out yesterday. I felt bad for asking.”

“Not at all—it was my pleasure.”

“Mine too.”

I’d like to have said something clever, but I couldn’t think of anything that didn’t sound like a line. Instead we sat there in silence—the kind that didn’t feel like it had to be filled.

Eventually Natalie emerged and ran back up to join us, glistening and unbothered by the fact that she was so close to a near-stranger while wearing a bikini that barely covered her. She flopped onto the sand on my other side, propped herself up on her elbows, and turned so the three of us formed a little triangle.

“Okay,” she said. “Truth or dare.”

Jess groaned. “We’re not twelve, Nat.”

“Doesn’t matter. Miles, you’re first. Truth or dare?”

I shrugged. “After that skinny-dipping talk last night, I’m going for truth.”

She grinned, teeth white in the half-light. “How many times have you checked us out since we moved in?”

“Nat!” Jess groaned.

I hadn’t expected that. I stared at the surf, then at Jess, then back at Natalie. She’d put me in a hell of a position, but once again it felt like instinctively waving the question away wouldn’t be the right play.

“At least four times. Each,” I said, trying to act as though the question hadn’t rattled me, and Jess snorted, covering her smile with one hand.

“Honest! I like it,” Natalie said, and held out her hand for a high-five that I reluctantly accepted.

Jess picked dare, and Natalie dared her to race her over to the nearest buoy and back, which she did—and won. I sat and watched as the two of them arced toward the buoy, their bodies long and bright against the dusk-lit blue, occasionally glancing over to check the other’s position. Natalie was all arms and legs, a kind of ragged determination as she sliced and frothed through the water, while Jess moved in compact, efficient bursts, barely breaking the surface.

They met at the buoy and circled, splashing aggressively, then turned for home. Natalie started strong but faded, flailing with theatrical desperation; Jess took the lead, but once it was clear who was the victor she waited and treaded water a few yards from the shore so they could finish together. They emerged from the surf side by side, gasping and laughing.

I had to look away for a moment as they approached, the sight of them—water running in lines down their stomachs, suits clinging to their skin—making me feel like I was in a teen movie, the kind where the nerdy guy’s glasses fog up just before prom. I tried to regain my composure by staring fixedly at the horizon, but when they plopped down next to me that became a lot more difficult.

Jess, reclaiming her breath, turned on Natalie with a look that I recognized from sibling rivalries and long road trips—a gleam of mischief cut with the threat of payback.

“My turn,” she said, brushing wet hair from her forehead. “Truth or dare?”

Natalie rolled onto her back, arms flung out, like she’d been waiting for this. “Dare.”

No hesitation. It figured.

Jess considered for maybe a second. “Sing,” she said, pointing at Natalie’s chest, “any song, at least a few lines. Loud.”

Natalie barely flinched. She propped herself up and, without another word, belted out, “I DON’T PRACTICE SAAAAAANTERIA—” her voice at full, unfiltered stadium volume.

It was breathtakingly horrible. The notes were somewhere between a foghorn and an air raid, but Natalie powered through, waving her hands like a backup singer in a music video. A couple walking the beach a few hundred yards away glanced over at us, then quickened their pace. I heard a cell phone beep somewhere—someone filming, probably, or calling to report a disturbance.

Jess shrieked, mortified, and tried to clap a hand over Natalie’s mouth, but Natalie just sang louder, rolling clear and then stumbling away so that Jess had to chase her down the sand. She caught up to her and they wrestled and fell as one, both laughing so hard they had to pause for breath. Eventually Natalie let herself be pinned, Jess sitting astride her, palms pressed firm over her mouth.

It was more entertainment than I’d had for a while. And I got a creeping sense that at least one of them was striving to put on a show for me.

“I think I won that one,” Natalie grinned, after she was finally released and they slumped back onto the sand beside me.

“Yeah, that kind of backfired,” Jess said, giving me a weary look.

“Miles’ turn again!”

Jess groaned. “I think that’s enough, Nat, or we’re going to get complaints.”

“Just one more. And this time, it’s a dare.”

She turned to me with a smirk that made my stomach tighten—she was up to something now, something more than just a game.

“You, Miles, have to take Jess to dinner at the resort restaurant tomorrow. Like… a date.”

Jess sputtered. “Jesus, Nat!”

Suddenly, everything started to make a little more sense.

I looked at Jess. If someone had told me that one day I would find myself in a situation like this with a girl, I’d assume that it would be just about the most uncomfortable moment imaginable for both of us. But it didn’t feel that way—and it didn’t look like this had come as a total surprise to Jess.

So I took the bait.

“Well… If you’re up for it, then I’m game.”

She smiled, shy but clearly not unhappy about this turn of events. “Sure. That actually sounds… really nice.”

Natalie stretched, catlike. “Perfect. Then my job here is done.”

With that out of the way, we watched the last of the sun bleed out of the sky. Nobody spoke for a while. I let it sink in that I had a date lined up with my new—brand new—next door neighbor. I glanced at Jess and saw her staring out at the horizon with a pensive smile; I suspected, or maybe hoped, that her thoughts were racing in the same way.

I noticed her shivering, so I offered her my shirt. She put it on over her dress as though it was a jacket, the cuffs flopping endearingly over her hands.

I barely knew a thing about this girl, but she seemed perfect.

***

We made our way back up the path slowly, the sand clinging to our shins. It turned out that the bag Natalie had brought to the beach actually contained a change of clothes for the gym; she told Jess that she’d meet her at home after her workout, wished me a good night, and then veered off toward the main building, leaving us to walk together down the darkening path.

The moon was rising, and the lights skirting the walkway were just starting to flicker on, throwing tiny constellations of bug shadows at our feet. Jess walked next to me, side by side—not quite touching, but close, like she wanted to be within the field of my gravity. She kept glancing up at me, then away, her hair still wet and smelling of salt and aloe.

“Thank you for playing along with, you know, Natalie’s dumb game,” Jess said, voice small but steady. “You don’t have to really take me to—”

“I want to,” I shrugged.

She grinned and looked up at me for a moment. “Okay. Me too.”

I kept waiting for the awkwardness to set in, but it never did. Jess seemed genuinely delighted about the date. Her eyes kept flicking to my face, like she was checking to see if I’d change my mind, but when I smiled or glanced back she would blush and bite her lip, like the whole thing was a secret that she’d just remembered.

I was starting to realize it wasn’t just me, that whatever was happening here was reciprocal—this nervous, hopeful orbit around each other. Maybe Natalie had seen it before we saw it ourselves, and that was why she’d set this in motion.

As we neared our row of villas, Jess slowed, then stopped at the low hedge that separated her entry from mine. We stood there, neither sure if it was the kind of goodnight where you hugged or waved or just retreated in silence.

“So… see you tomorrow night?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she smiled, fidgeting a little. “What time works for you?”

“How’s six? You can fulfil that ‘religious obligation’ to the sunset.”

For a second she looked confused, and I felt that terror of a joke not landing. But then she groaned and laughed, her eyes creasing. “Stupid Nat. But sure… Six sounds great.”

“Six it is.”

She unlocked her door and ducked inside, giving me a quick wave. I went back into my own villa with my shirt back on, still warm from her body. And then I sat on the edge of my patio and stared out at the black waves, wondering if life here might actually turn into what I was hoping for.


CHAPTER FIVE

The next day was predictably impossible. With a website re-launch imminent, I was forced to spend my morning dealing with the client’s technical team—who had interpreted a list titled Essential Fixes that I had emailed to them two days earlier, marked High Importance and with a subject line that screamed URGENT, as some kind of nice-to-have wish list. But I did everything in my power to get the work pushed through that day, or at least gave the appearance of doing so, because I sensed that my future self—tomorrow’s hungover, possibly lovestruck version—might need the extra buffer.

In the meantime I cycled through every possible outfit, re-checked the dinner reservation twice with the front desk, and even considered shaving for a second time with an hour to go—though I finally decided to keep a little five o’clock shadow, in case Jess liked it.

At six I walked over. Natalie answered the door in a bathrobe.

“She’ll be ready in a minute,” she whispered, like we were spies.

“So this was your motive all along,” I smirked, nodding at the robe. “A quiet night to yourself?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know,” she said, holding her chin aloft and waving me in, her eyes lingering on mine for just a little too long.

Just when I thought I knew what was going on, Natalie had thrown another spanner in the works. The girl was all about flirting—I just didn’t know whether that was merely her personality, or there was something more to it.

Either way, it was still a little jarring when she was shipping me and her best friend at the same time.

Jess emerged a couple of minutes later, in a blue sundress that caught the color of her eyes, hair loose and shiny. I could tell she’d put effort into it, but she was still herself—natural, slightly nervous, palms pressed together to keep from fidgeting.

“You look amazing,” I said.

She looked at the ground, then back at me. “Thank you. You clean up really well too.”

“Shall we?”

She nodded, her eyes flashing eagerly.

As we headed out the door Natalie posed in the hallway, blowing us a kiss. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do. Which admittedly doesn’t leave much, but I feel like I’m supposed to say it.”

Jess rolled her eyes, but I could see the affection under it.

We walked together to the restaurant, where we were led outside and shown to our table. As we sat on the deck overlooking the sea, a live band played reggae covers of old pop and rock songs.

We ordered drinks—piña colada for her, gin and tonic for me—and for the first few minutes we just watched the sun sliding down toward the water. The breeze off the ocean made the candle on our table gutter and lean. Jess cupped her hand around it as if this was her job, and I realized I was already fighting the urge to take hold of it.

“So,” she said, lips around her straw as she sipped. “Do you go on a lot of dates here?”

I almost choked. “I’ve literally never been on a date in this place,” I said, subtly gesturing to the nearby retirees. “Or, I guess, within two thousand miles of it.”

She grinned. “Then I’m flattered to be your first.”

“Admittedly you’re kind of the only girl my age around here, other than Natalie. Unless you count the nurse who they brought in to give out flu shots last month—she was definitely not my type.”

She laughed, loud enough that the table behind us glanced over. “Well, I’ll choose to take that to mean I am your type.”

“Definitely,” I said.

She held my gaze for a second, and I could see her weighing how honest she wanted to be.

“I almost said no to Nat’s idea, you know,” she said finally. “Earlier yesterday, she kept telling me she wanted to hook us up, but I kept thinking, like—what if we go and it’s awkward? Then I have to live next door to you for months.”

I nodded. “Not gonna lie, I worried about the same thing.”

She tilted her head, seeming surprised. “You did?”

“Yeah. I’ve never been great at the whole casual small talk thing, especially with people I actually want to impress. My strategy is usually just to avoid saying anything dumb, which ninety percent of the time means I say nothing at all.”

This seemed to amuse her. “You’re doing pretty well so far.”

I shrugged. “It’s early yet.”

The server came by and asked for our orders, and we realized we hadn’t even looked at the menus. I asked for a few more minutes and Jess opened hers, but her eyes kept flicking up at me.

“What about you?” I asked when we had decided on our mains. “Any wild dating history I should know about?”

She shook her head, setting the menu aside. “You probably guessed: not very adventurous. I had one boyfriend, and we basically just outgrew each other. It’s weird, but I think I’m better at being a friend than a girlfriend.”

I could see how a person might think that, but I didn’t believe it. Not for a second.

Still, it felt like something that needed talking out.

“Why do you say that?”

She toyed with her straw, thinking. “I guess because being a friend means you don’t have to be the center of attention all the time. You just… show up for people.” She paused. “And you don’t end up getting let down too badly.”

“I get the sense that relationship wasn’t a very fair one.”

“You could say that.”

“Well, for what it’s worth… I might not know you all that well yet, but I can already tell you deserved better than whatever you got.”

She looked down, smiling, and I loved the way it made her cheeks glow. “You’re nice to say that.”

The band switched to a reggae version of ‘Dancing in the Dark’. She tapped her fingers against the table, finding the beat.

“Anyway,” she said, “I’m glad you said yes to Nat. I can’t remember the last time I went to dinner with someone who didn’t already know my entire life story.”

“Well, we can keep it all mysterious if that’s what you want. Refuse to answer any direct questions, only communicate through cryptic clues.”

She snorted. “Or, we could just get to know each other like normal humans.”

I grinned. “Where’s the fun in that?”

“Okay, mystery man. Tell me something about you that you’ve never told anyone on a date.”

I considered that for a moment. “Okay. Do you want weird or embarrassing?”

“Both,” she said immediately.

I pretended to think, which wasn’t hard, because I had plenty to choose from. “I ran away from home once,” I said. “When I was eight. Packed a bag, left a note, and… got as far as the neighbor’s treehouse, where I spent three hours eating Goldfish crackers and reading Goosebumps before my dad found me. He didn’t yell at me. He just let me finish the book.”

She beamed at me. “That’s adorable. And that’s one patient dad.”

“I don’t know if teenage me would have agreed. I think I just wanted to see if anyone would come looking.”

She looked at the sky, which was going purple around the edges. “So did you always want to move away? Like, this far away?”

“Not at first. I thought I’d live in my hometown forever. And when I did end up moving around a few times for work, every place ended up feeling the same after a while. So I figured that if I was going to be bored, I might as well be bored in paradise.”

She nodded, like she got it. “I used to want the exact opposite. I thought if I ever left home, my life would fall apart. But then I started to realize I was just playing it safe and there was more to life than what I had. So, in the end, leaving was kind of a relief.”

I watched her closely, searching for more of a story behind those words. But instead she smiled and sipped her drink. “Sorry. Was that a bummer?”

“Not at all,” I said. “You’re just being honest.”

She took a deep breath, then looked at me. “Okay, your turn to ask something.”

Clearly it was time to shift topics. I furrowed my brow and steepled my fingers in the manner of an interviewer to lighten the mood; her face creased in a smile.

“Why did you agree to the dare?”

She laughed. “I just… wanted to. That’s all.”

“Good answer.” I grinned. “And?”

She shrugged. “I’m still alive. So far, not regretting it.”

“Same.”

We both laughed, and then the server returned and took our orders. Jess got the catch of the day, and I ordered steak. Our conversation started to meander—from the weirdest local wildlife we’d encountered so far (hers: a hermit crab the size of a baseball, mine: a lizard that fell into my cereal) to our mutual hatred of red onions.

She told me about her family—two brothers, both married already—and about college, where she’d majored in business but really wanted to go into graphic design, resulting in one more year of studies at design school for a quick career pivot. I told her about my failed band in high school and how my mom still believed I’d get back into music someday.

By the time the food arrived, it was obvious neither of us wanted the night to end. She asked about my work, but I tried to keep it light—I didn’t want to bore her with SEO talk. Instead, I asked her about the last great book she’d read; I could tell that at least one of those girls was a reader after seeing all the books in their villa, and I knew who I would put my money on.

“Does it have to be ‘great’?” she said, blushing a little. “Because I’ve read, like, five Colleen Hoover novels in a row and I’m not ashamed.”

“Colleen Hoover it is,” I said, raising my glass. “To knowing what you like.”

She clicked her glass to mine, then leaned in. “What about you? What’s your guilty pleasure?”

I tried to think of an answer that wasn’t too revealing, failed, and went with the truth. “I watch total garbage on YouTube. Like, actual human train wrecks. I love the chaos.”

She burst out laughing. “That’s so much better than pretending you only watch documentaries.”

“I do watch documentaries,” I said. “But only about cults or sharks.”

“Trashy books and trashy TV. I guess no one can say we weren’t ourselves on this date.”

We ate slow, dragging out the meal until the band finished their set. I ordered another round of drinks, and Jess seemed to relax even more, shoulders unspooling, voice a little warmer.

After a while, the place started thinning out, and Jess gave me a look that was part tentative, part conspiratorial. “Do you want to walk on the beach a little before we head back?”

“That sounds perfect.”

We wandered along the waterline with our shoes off, the sand cool against our bare feet. The sky was full of stars, and the only other people around were an old couple walking a poodle and a group of locals getting ready to take out a fishing boat.

I noticed how our hands kept brushing as we walked. I almost reached for hers, but didn’t want to rush it.

She looked up at the sky. “I had a good feeling about you, but I was still afraid this might be weird.”

“Same here. But it’s not,” I said. “At least, not for me.”

“For me either,” she said. “I mean, it kind of is, but in a good way.”

We reached a little curve in the bay, where the lights from the restaurant and the main building were now just a faint glow behind us. She stopped and faced me, searching my face for something.

“This is going to sound stupid, given… everything,” she said, “but I’m really glad you’re my neighbor.”

I stepped a little closer. “Not stupid at all.”

She smiled, shy and open. “I’m terrible at this.”

“You’re really not.”

We stood there for a second, the surf lapping at our ankles, and I could see she was about to say something else.

I leaned in, just enough to make it clear what I wanted. Jess closed the space between us like she’d been thinking about it for hours, too. That first kiss was soft, just an electric touch of her lips on mine, and then she pressed in, warm and gentle and deliberate. She tasted a little like rum, and when I slid my hand behind her back she let out a laugh that was half nerves and half encouragement.

Even with the waves fizzing out at our feet and the sky crowded with stars, I didn’t see or hear anything but her. She kissed like she wanted to get it exactly right, like there was no rush. After a second she rested her forehead against mine, eyes closed.

“I’ve lived next to you for two days and I’m doing this,” she whispered with a disbelieving smile.

I grinned and kissed her again. “Unless you want to back out,” I said.

“Yeah, that’s the problem,” she said, almost giddy. “I really don’t.”

She squeezed my hand, and I realized hers was trembling just a little. We stood there for a while, getting used to the idea of being something more than neighbors, until the rising tide started to soak the hem of her dress and she yelped.

When we pulled apart, she looked at me in that way that made it seem like maybe this whole thing had been inevitable.

“Should we head back?” she asked, voice gentle.

“Yeah,” I said, “let’s go.”

We walked the rest of the way home, the moon now out in full and the path lit up again with those little solar lamps that made everything feel like a movie set. Jess slowed as we reached the gate to her yard, and then turned to face me.

“I had a really good time,” she said.

“Me too.”

She hesitated, then stood on tiptoe to kiss me one last time—quick, soft, but not tentative. I kissed her back, and she smiled against my mouth.

“See you soon?” I asked.

She nodded with a grin, went inside, and closed the door so gently I barely heard the latch.

I walked over to my gate and crossed the yard, letting the night air cool my face, thinking that maybe this place was starting to feel like a home after all.


CHAPTER SIX

The sun was only just beginning to peer out over the villas behind mine, but I was awake and halfway through my first cup of coffee. Sleep had been hard to come by after that evening with Jess.

Tranquil Bay’s lawns glistened with dew, and there were still a couple of hours to go before the gardeners would be here in their buggy to scalp the hibiscus hedges to regulation height. I scrolled through my work emails, ignoring the ones that didn’t have “urgent” in the subject line or a “get this to me yesterday” request. But today, I was more interested in the early comings and goings along the tiled path connecting the residential villas—admittedly in the hope of catching one resident in particular before our days began in earnest.

I knew it was unlikely. I just hadn’t considered who else might be up at that hour.

Natalie’s ponytail appeared, jouncing and red as a hazard sign. She wore compression shorts and a lime green sports bra, surely fully aware of the effect it would have on the other early risers. I set my mug down, wondering if she would pause or just toss a wave as she finished her circuit. Instead, she clapped excitedly and jogged straight up to my patio, bouncing in place.

“You look like you slept in that shirt,” she said, eyeing my faded college tee.

“Do you always insult people before sunrise?” I said, but I couldn’t help grinning. Natalie had the rare talent of saying exactly what she meant, and rarely what I expected.

“Only the ones who deserve it.” She bent at the waist, stretching. “So—word is you fulfilled your dare and then some last night.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Good review?”

She nodded, not even trying to hide it. “Jess was buzzing like a jellybean on Red Bull when she got home. I’m taking full credit as matchmaker, by the way.”

“Well, it wouldn’t have happened last night without your ‘nudge’,” I admitted. “She’s… awesome. I don’t know what else to say.”

Natalie gave me a sly look. “You don’t have to say anything. But you might want to practice your poker face if you’re going to see her again. She might not let it on, but Jess is a black belt in reading people.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

She stretched again, and for a second her eyes flicked to mine—longer than a joke warranted. Then it was gone, replaced by her usual smirk. “I’m happy for you both,” she said, softer this time. “Really. Jess needs someone who won’t, you know, treat her like a rescue puppy.”

“Thanks, Nat.” I wanted to say something else, but I couldn’t figure out what. She saved me by glancing at her watch.

“Shoot, I’m gonna be late for Pilates. There’s so much to do in this place. Anyway, set up your next date with Jess, or I’m showing up at your door again.”

She darted away, hair streaming, and I watched her vanish around the corner with one last wave.

With the path suddenly empty again, I was alone with my own thoughts. It was easy to blame the caffeine for the quickening pulse in my neck, but the reality was a less comfortable truth: Natalie got under my skin in a way I didn’t expect, or really know how to handle. There was no denying the way my eyes had tracked her as she powered up the path, or the zing in my chest after her parting shot.

I’d been around women like Natalie before, of course. In college, there were a few who wielded their confidence like a weapon, but always with a layer of performance, a wink to the fact that it was all for show. Except with Natalie, the confidence was real and the performance was in how little she seemed to care who noticed.

She was as unsubtle as a billboard, and about as easy to ignore.

I tried to put it out of my mind, but the image of her—lean in skimpy lime green, hair flaming—kept surfacing, like a screensaver that wouldn’t quit.

I couldn’t entertain those thoughts, not after the previous night. I had to shake it off.

I headed inside, microwaved a bowl of oatmeal, and tried to dive into my work day.

***

It was a Friday, so at lunchtime I decided to head down to Hector’s beach bar and escape the empty villa—that, and the three hours of video meetings I was supposed to be preparing for. The deck surrounding the little shack was half full, with clusters of retirees and a couple of other digital nomads fighting for the best oceanside tables. Hector was behind the bar, stacking pint glasses and humming something off-key.

He grinned when he saw me. “Well, well! Loverboy returns.”

“What? I didn’t know there was a rumor mill in this place.”

“Yep, and I hear it all. The usual?”

“Sure,” I said, sliding onto a stool. “And a turkey club, please, if the kitchen’s awake.”

He filled a glass and set it gently in front of me. “So? How’d it go?”

I wasn’t sure how much to share. “It was good,” I said. “Better than good. I think we’re actually… compatible.”

He leaned in, elbows on the counter. “That’s the corporate term? Compatible?”

I laughed. “I’m out of practice with the vocabulary.”

Hector cocked his head. “You’re holding something back.”

I hesitated, thinking about Natalie’s look earlier that morning, the way it lingered just a little too long once again. But I wasn’t about to say that out loud.

“It’s just weird, you know, dating someone who’s also your neighbor. Your next door neighbor, who literally just moved in. There are no exits.”

Hector dried a rack of glasses one by one while I sipped my pint. “Look. Most people drift through life hoping the universe is gonna throw something interesting at them. Well, there you go—something interesting is right next door. If it gets messy, it gets messy. What are you gonna do, let that get in your way and turn down a chance at… ‘actually compatible’?”

I nodded, though I wasn’t sure if I bought into his thinking. “I just don’t want to screw it up.”

“You probably will,” he said, matter-of-fact. “But then you can try to fix it. That’s what interesting people do.”

My sandwich arrived, and I ate in silence while Hector took orders at the tables behind me. I fell back into mentally replaying the sight of Jess across the table from me, how she had looked after we kissed on the beach, the nervous excitement in her laugh.

And like a glitch, those glances from Natalie cut in, an uncomfortable but not entirely unwanted jolt to my system.

Maybe Hector was right. He just didn’t know how messy this could be.

***

When I got back, the heat had finally burned off the morning haze. Jess was on her patio next door, knees curled to her chest as she lazily scrolled on her phone. The sight of her—comfy shorts, a soft T-shirt, hair in a topknot—sent a little current through me that (probably) had nothing to do with that lunchtime beer.

She looked up and saw me crossing my yard, gave me a wide smile, and tucked her feet under her.

“Hey, stranger,” she said.

I leaned over the low fence separating our patios. “Hey yourself. Mind if I join?”

She looked genuinely pleased. “Not at all. I was hoping you’d be around.”

I stepped onto her patio and she made room, patting the empty spot beside her. I sat. There was a pitcher of iced tea sweating on the table, and she poured out a second glass and handed it to me. I noticed her hands were still a little shaky as she did.

“I wanted to say I had a really good time last night,” I told her. “Possibly the most fun I’ve had in… years, actually.”

She blushed—real, visible color—and then beamed. “Me too. I kept replaying it in my head. I was worried I came off as, I don’t know, awkward.”

“Not at all. You were perfect,” I said.

She took a sip of tea, then set the glass down so deliberately I could tell she was working up to something. “So, I know this is kind of fast, but… would you maybe want to hang out again this weekend? Unless you’re busy.”

There was a hopeful tremor in her voice, as if she’d gone out on a limb and expected it to snap. I might not have known all that much about Jess yet, but I could tell she wasn’t used to putting herself out there—so it meant a lot that she would be so open about wanting something now, even if it cost her a little vulnerability.

I didn’t have to think about my answer.

“How about tomorrow? We can go somewhere that’s not in the resort this time. I’ll even let you pick—dealer’s choice.”

Her smile widened. “I’d love that. And I’ll actually be a person tomorrow, not the zombie that I’ll be by tonight.”

We talked about possible destinations: the local art gallery, a little fried seafood place in the next town over, hiking along one of the old overgrown sugarcane trails. At one point she got so excited about visiting the local botanical garden that she bumped my knee with hers and didn’t move it right away.

For a second, I caught movement from Jess’s villa window—Natalie’s face, visible for a blink before she stepped behind the curtain. I wondered if she was keeping tabs on us, or if I was just being paranoid after our conversation that morning. Still, I caught myself glancing over, half-expecting her to pop out and toss a one-liner my way.

Jess didn’t seem to notice. A work email had distracted her from our date brainstorming and she was now telling me a little more about her job—designing digital ads and social campaigns for an ad agency back home.

“They’ve been great about letting us go fully remote,” she said, “but sometimes I wonder if they’ll suddenly pull the rug out from under us and make us come back. Like, what then?”

“You tell them you’re staying, and you quit,” I said, and she rolled her eyes at me, but let a smile escape.

A few moments later, the sliding door behind us opened and Natalie breezed out, wrapped in a towel that she shed instantly to reveal a skimpy orange bikini. The girl was boldness personified. She stretched and flopped onto the lounger right below us.

“Don’t mind me, I’m just solar charging,” she said, closing her eyes but obviously aware of the attention.

Jess grinned at me. “She acts like she does whatever she wants. But sometimes I wonder if, really, she just needs us to see it.”

“Zip it, or I’ll tell him about the Christmas party.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“The Christmas party?” I asked, turning to Jess. For just a second I caught her scowling at her friend, and I quickly decided to drop it.

“I thought so,” Natalie smiled at her. “Anyway, what were you two lovebirds talking about?”

The three of us chatted for a while, though it was mostly Natalie asking about our plans for the next day and then pretending not to care about the answers. I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was sizing me up, or maybe even gauging how serious Jess was about me, but I tried to focus my attention where it belonged.

Eventually, Jess’s phone buzzed with a reminder and she looked up at me, her eyes soft and direct. “I should get back to my desk. But tomorrow—meet me around ten? Botanical gardens, then lunch?”

“Sounds great. I’ll drive.”

“Wait, you have a car here?” Natalie asked, pushing herself up with a look of real surprise.

“Yeah, although it isn’t anything to get too excited about. I bought it second-hand when I got here, and… let’s just say I didn’t splash out.”

Jess giggled. “I can’t wait to see this now.”

I got up with a weary grin. “See you at ten.”

I said my goodbyes and slipped back inside to my desk. For a minute or two I could hear their voices from next door as Jess hovered in her doorway—hers sweet and a little giddy, Natalie’s lower and half-mocking.

I knew they were talking about something else now, but I couldn’t help but wonder if something was quietly brewing between them. Surely Jess didn’t love that Natalie had gatecrashed our lunch break in a tiny bikini, then dropped in a hint about some embarrassing secret. I figured it was just the way Natalie was, but that didn’t mean Jess had to be cool with it.

I tried to put it out of my mind. I was looking forward to our date the next day—that was all that mattered.


CHAPTER SEVEN

When I went next door to pick up Jess the next morning, she was already waiting for me on the doorstep, fussing with her sunglasses and checking the sky. She wore a breezy orange dress printed with something that looked like little white seashells, along with a pair of sneakers, while her hair was up in a ponytail.

She looked up when I appeared and gave that bashful, impossible-to-ignore smile.

“Good morning,” she said, holding up her glasses for a moment and immediately blinking hard as the sun blazed right in her eyes.

It was an adorably clumsy start.

“Morning. You ready?”

She popped up and slung her purse over her shoulder. “I think so. Do I need a safety briefing before I get in your car?”

I led her down the path towards the parking lot, passing two old ladies walking matching dachshunds. “Just… brace yourself,” I said. “She’s a classic, I’ll leave it at that.”

Jess snorted. “It sounds like you got what you paid for.”

The Tranquil Bay parking lot was an architectural marvel, all imported cobblestones and bougainvillea spilling from every planter, meaning my car stuck out like a stale Twinkie at a luxury afternoon tea. Faded silver, with paint peeling in spots, it was a compact two-door from the Y2K era with the mileage to match. The passenger side door handle was missing, so I had to duck inside and reach across to pop it open for Jess, which she seemed to find amusing and worrying in equal measure.

She climbed in and surveyed the cracked dashboard and the sun-faded seats. “Did you import this all the way from 2003 yourself, or was it here already?”

“It came highly recommended by the only salesman willing to entertain my budget,” I said, starting the engine, which coughed twice before settling into a jittery idle. “Plus, it has air conditioning. Technically.”

Jess buckled her seatbelt, grinning wide. “You didn’t mention you were going to whisk me away in style. I feel like I should have worn a scarf and oversized sunglasses.”

I liked that she could laugh about it. But I also liked the way she leaned towards me with her dress riding up a little over her thighs, the faint vanilla scent of her shampoo.

I would have driven her anywhere.

We jerked out of the parking lot and towards the main road, the car’s suspension clunking like it was packed with coins. The island was waking up, a typically late start: mopeds buzzing, roadside stands setting out baskets of mangoes, the sea in the near distance stitched with whitecaps. Jess rolled down her window and let the warm sea breeze in. She started narrating the scenery—excitedly pointing out a heron, the candy-colored houses, a passing cruise ship—and didn’t seem to mind when I occasionally missed a comment, distracted by her profile and how the sunlight struck her cheekbones.

After twenty minutes we cut inland, passing through a tangle of palm and banana trees, and then turned off onto a smaller road lined with hand-painted mailboxes and the occasional tethered goat. We both chuckled when we saw the wooden sign for “Botanical Gardens—Parking $3, Endemic Bird Exhibit, Gift Shoppe.”

“Gift Shoppe with an ‘e’,” Jess said. “The ridiculous thing is… it actually makes me want to see it.”

“They know what they’re doing.”

The car gave a metallic sigh as I killed the engine and we stepped out. I led Jess over to a shaded kiosk and paid for two tickets. As he dug out some change, the old man in the booth took one look at us—maybe the only people under fifty for a mile in any direction—and gave us a cheery wink and a grin.

The gardens stretched out in a wild sprawl, part jungle, part museum. We followed a winding path through what must have been a hundred kinds of hibiscus. Jess leaned into each identifier plaque like it might contain a secret, reciting the Latin names under her breath.

At one point, I caught her peering at something on her phone—then shoving it away quickly, like she was embarrassed.

“You’re allowed to check your messages,” I laughed.

“I wasn’t really checking,” she said, her smile apologetic. “It keeps buzzing in my purse because a certain roommate of mine is pestering me for updates.”

The date had barely started. I found it odd that Natalie would be texting for gossip this soon, but I didn’t say anything. Either it suggested that something really was going on with her—that those glances and flirty comments did mean something—or it simply confirmed the exact opposite, that she was rooting for her best friend and couldn’t wait to know how things were going.

“So we never talked about what really brought you out here,” Jess asked, bringing me back to the present. She was too busy staring at a cluster of hummingbirds at a feeder to notice that my mind had wandered.

“I just needed a change, same as anyone else who moved here,” I said. “Got tired of pretending that working from a windowless cube was actually my dream. I mean, it paid the bills—”

“—but it didn’t make you ‘feel alive’,” Jess finished, giving me a look that was half teasing, half not.

“Something like that,” I said. “I figured if I was going to be chained to a laptop for the rest of my career, at least I could do it somewhere interesting. What about you?”

She hesitated. “In a word, Nat,” she said eventually. “She got so into this whole idea of living in the Caribbean and keeping our jobs—‘having it all’, as she put it. She kept sending me pictures, links, news stories, saying how we ‘needed’ to try it. I always thought it was mostly a joke. Then she found that villa listed for a short-term rent, and probably for the first time in my life I thought: why not?”

“And do you like it so far?” I asked.

She gazed out over a carefully crafted display of local flowers. “Early days, I guess. Sometimes I wake up and I can’t believe it’s real. And sometimes it’s kind of like I’m in witness protection—you know, hidden away from the world. Except I don’t have a new name or some traumatic back story, I’m just doing it for the hell of it.” She shrugged, but her smile was back. “But I do like it. Especially today.”

We reached a little open-air café in the center of the gardens and decided to take a breather. It was barely more than a shaded patio, but the iced coffees hit the spot and the plantains were fried to perfection. We sat across from each other at a wobbly iron table, both a little sweaty, and Jess shot me a look that made me feel like the only person on the island.

“So, can I ask you something else?” she said.

“Anything.”

“Were you ever… not great at this? Like, dating.” She bit her lip, as if bracing for the answer.

I laughed. “Is it that obvious?”

She blushed. “No! I just—I’m really bad at it. Most of my friends were serial daters, but not me. Weirdly, I was always the one everyone else asked for advice, but I felt like the least qualified. It seems like there are so many random rules and agendas and signs that go over my head… I always just felt like it was all getting a bit unhealthy. Social media and all that.” She sighed and smiled. “This feels a little more like my speed.”

“So you’re saying a date with me is low pressure?” I joked.

She jolted, then laughed too. “Well, kind of. But in the good way.”

I tried to read her expression and felt a strange calm, like it was impossible to screw this up as long as I was honest. “I haven’t had a serious relationship since my first year out of college,” I said. “And that was a disaster.”

Jess nodded in sympathy. “Mine wasn’t a disaster, it just—faded away, I guess. We both got new jobs, new routines, and we stopped trying. It’s weird how you can feel so connected and then suddenly not at all.”

“Yes and no,” I said. “I think it’s just how it goes when at least one of you starts… living your life.”

She smiled softly, then asked, “Okay, not to get all serious or anything but… did you ever cheat?”

The question was so sudden it nearly made me choke on my coffee. “No, never,” I said, after a beat. “But I have to admit, there was a point near the end of that whole mess where it crept into my thoughts. I think it was the last red flag I needed to call an end to it.”

Jess nodded a little, her hair bouncing. “Well, then you handled it better than some people do.” She looked down at her hands. “I never cheated, either. But he did. Safe to say, that was the last red flag I needed.”

“Shit. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she said, waving it away and smiling sweetly. “It sucks when you’re in it, but look where I am now. Like you said, I deserved better—well, I got better.”

Her eyes bulged and she sat upright.

“I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean I’ve got you—I’m not saying this is a—”

I reached across the table and put my hand over hers. “Don’t worry,” I said. “I get what you meant.”

She looked like she wanted the ground to eat her up. “Please don’t get the wrong idea though—I’m not making any assumptions. I don’t know what you want, and it’s all still so new, and… I should stop talking.”

I shook my head. “For what it’s worth, I’m here with you right now because I want to see where it can go. But I’m not assuming anything either. It should be low pressure.”

Jess grinned and squeezed my fingers. “That’s… nice to hear, actually. Low pressure it is.”

We took our coffees with us and wandered more, through the aviary, a medicinal herb garden, and a little pond where the lotus leaves looked like floating dinner plates. After a while, we found a bench under a breadfruit tree and sat, side by side, not talking for a little while.

It was the most peaceful a date had ever felt.

“This is exactly what I hoped for when I decided to move here,” she said suddenly. She held up a hand and laughed. “Again, not you specifically. I’m not talking about a bigger picture ‘this’, or anything else to do with… Ugh, I really need to know when to stop. I just mean: this.”

I wanted to say something perfect back, but I had a feeling that the words would never come out anywhere near as good as they sounded in my head. Instead, I put my arm around her and she leaned into me, warm and content.

We sat like that for a while longer, until the sun edged above the canopy and the heat started to feel oppressive. I checked the time.

“I didn’t realize how long we’d been here. Lunch?”

She smiled up at me. “Lunch.”


CHAPTER EIGHT

If I’d been looking for the world’s fastest way to impress a girl, I’d have done well with The Mirador.

There wasn’t even a sign out front, just a pebbled driveway that switched back up a sandstone cliff and a single white stucco arch spangled with bougainvillea. The place looked like something you’d find above the Amalfi, except for the raucous flock of grackles nesting in the palm trees and the distant sound of a pirate-themed party boat out at the edge of the bay.

Jess stared out the windshield as I parked. Her jaw actually hung open.

“See, I told you it was worth the drive,” I said as she climbed out.

“I feel underdressed,” Jess whispered, smoothing her dress. “Do you think they’ll let me in?”

“They have to. You’re with me.”

She saw my smirk and rolled her eyes, but her cheeks pinked slightly and she let out a laugh. We crossed the small parking lot to the entrance, where the host—French, tanned to the color of toast, and wearing linen pants that probably cost more than my monthly rent—met us and led the way through the building toward the sea-facing side. She passed through the glass doors and showed us onto a patio that hung over an endless expanse of turquoise water.

I couldn’t help staring at Jess as she took it all in. With a contented smile, she leaned both arms on the railing, her body framed by the Caribbean and the kind of sky you only get in the tropics. She noticed me looking and blushed again.

“I mean… wow,” she said. “If you’re trying to impress me, it’s working.”

I shrugged. “I figured we should go big, so you’ve got something to compare the resort buffet to.”

She laughed, full and bright, and then the waiter arrived with a cocktail menu that read like a snobby travel brochure. Jess ordered a cucumber gin fizz; I got a rum punch and pretended I didn’t notice her foot brushing mine under the table. She was more relaxed now, her posture less stiff, and when she smiled at me it actually made me feel a little calmer too—truth be told, I had wondered if the Mirador might be overkill and turn up the pressure, but she looked nothing but happy to be there.

For a couple of minutes, we just sat there and watched the boats crawl across the water like little wind-up toys. Jess told me about the time she got stung by a jellyfish in San Diego and how she’d sworn off ocean swimming until college. I told her my worst vacation story—getting drenched by someone else’s coffee in an airport cafe in Prague immediately before my flight, which in hindsight was funnier than it was tragic—and she was the first person who actually tried to comfort me before laughing.

“Did they make a good coffee, at least?” she asked.

“I drank mine too fast in a panic, burned my tongue and couldn’t taste anything for days,” I said. “So, no idea.”

She laughed, but with her eyebrows raising in the kind of sympathetic expression that you actually want to see. “Yeah, I guess I’d take the jellyfish sting over that.”

I signaled the waiter for food. Jess asked for the mahi-mahi, I ordered a snapper au citron, and then we let the silence hang for a minute, just content to look out and enjoy the view.

Jess surveyed me over the top of her glass for a moment. After a lull, she leaned in a little, her voice suddenly quieter. “Can I ask you something kind of weird?”

“Shoot.”

“As someone who’s just getting to know her… Does Natalie ever strike you as, I don’t know, lonely?”

The question caught me off-guard. “She definitely seems outgoing, but… yeah, maybe. A little.”

Jess nodded, stirring a lime wedge through the half-melted ice in her drink. “Don’t get me wrong, she gets a lot of attention. But I don’t think she knows what to do with it. She’s never had a real relationship.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Really?”

“Not even one. She jokes about it, but I think it actually bothers her.” Jess hesitated, chewing her lip. “Sorry, I know that’s probably not your problem. I just… I don’t know, sometimes I wish I could fix it for her.”

There was something about her tone, the way she took responsibility for her friend, that made me want to reach across the table and hug her. Instead I said, “You’re a really good friend.”

She shrugged, looking a little embarrassed. “I guess. I just—she’s the first person who ever made me feel like I could belong. When I met her, I was fresh out of college and didn’t have a clue what to expect of the real world. To be honest, I was a total deer in the headlights. But she stuck with me anyway.”

“Well, you seem like a good pair.”

“Yeah… we are.”

She glanced at me, then away. I got the sense there was something more to this, but I didn’t want to push.

“I just wanted to say,” she said, her tone suddenly a little more serious, “I don’t want you to feel like you can’t talk to Nat now that you and I are… you know… doing this. We’re all out here in the same boat, and I don’t want to cut her off from the one person she’s met who she actually likes hanging out with.”

I didn’t know what to say. It made sense that Jess would tell me that, but it was still unexpected—especially that last part. This didn’t feel like she was just trying to keep things friendly between everyone; she was actually encouraging me to spend time with Nat.

Which felt a little risky, at least to me.

But I simply said: “Sure… no problem.”

“Thanks. Anyway—any more embarrassing stories like the coffee in Prague?”

I laughed. “None that I’d admit to on a second date.”

“Oh, wait, you’re assuming this is a date too?”

She smirked, her eyes glinting impishly.

“I was. Damn—I totally misread this.”

“Yeah, sorry. That last one just didn’t pan out,” she sighed, pretending to inspect her fingernails and failing to fight back her smile. “And the kiss was, you know, a ‘platonic’ kiss. Today you’re just giving me a tour, right?”

“This is so embarrassing.”

“It really is. For you.”

She said it so simply, so decisively, that I had to grin. I watched her face, the delicate arch of her eyebrows, the way she kept reaching for her glass even when it was empty. The wind curled off the sea and lifted stray hairs from her neck.

By the time the food arrived, the sun was drifting lazily downward in the afternoon heat. I didn’t even taste my fish. We talked about the weirdest jobs we’d ever had, about parents and siblings, about which of us would survive longer in a zombie apocalypse.

I forgot about everything else: the emails, the deadlines, even what day it was.

It was the feeling I had hoped for when I originally moved to Tranquil Bay, one that had eluded me since that first week.

***

On the drive back, Jess broke the silence just as we rounded the bend and the resort came into view.

“Hey,” she said softly. “I had a nice time. Like… really nice.”

“Me too,” I said—not used to being so honest and open at such an early stage, but embracing it.

I thought back to all those stupid dating ‘rules’ she had mentioned. It seemed like we were constantly breaking one or another, and yet it was a good feeling. If I was honest with myself I still didn’t know shit about dating, but it seemed like we had stumbled upon a pretty good way to do it.

I parked in the lot, the engine ticking as the heat bled away. For a second we just sat in the quiet, the air heavy with all the things we hadn’t said but maybe didn’t need to. She turned to me, her face lit by the dome light’s soft orange, and I knew the moment was up to me.

So I leaned in, and she met me halfway. It wasn’t a fireworks kiss, not even a second-date tongue kiss, but something softer and more personal. The thought flashed through my mind that I was falling for her, and that maybe, just maybe, I had somehow got lucky enough that she was falling for me too.

We took the path into the resort together, her hand finding mine so naturally I almost didn’t notice. The walk was short, but neither of us was in a hurry. I looked up at the sea, bustling with pleasure boats and rickety fishing vessels drifting back to shore, a couple of giant cruise ships looming in the distance, and I felt a strange disconnect—it had been one of the best days I could remember, a date that promised so much more to come, yet all around us the island had been living out another typical Saturday afternoon.

Right before we rounded the hedge and reached her porch, Jess let go and fished around in her purse. I don’t know if she meant to break the spell or if she just didn’t want to be seen holding hands by her roommate, but I had a creeping suspicion that it was the latter. Whether or not that was just Jess’s shy nature or some deeper meaning, I couldn’t know for sure.

Either way, it had clearly been no accident, because for a second I saw a shadow move in the window, then it was gone.

Jess’s keys jingled. “I had a great day,” she said, her voice shy and proud at the same time.

“Me too.” My throat felt dry, and I wanted to kiss her again, but I got the sense that, today, she didn’t want that to leave the car. I wasn’t going to push it or turn this into some awkward, needy thing.

She stepped up to the door and hesitated, looking over her shoulder with a smile. “Get home safe.”

I nodded to my villa and pretended to gauge the journey. “I’ll be careful. If you don’t hear back from me, send a search party.”

She laughed, biting her lip. “Guess I should just invite you inside next time.”

I felt my face fall, stunned, as her eyes twinkled back at me and she unlocked the door. I think I nodded—it was hard to tell, because my body was already humming with the memory of her mouth on mine and the thought that the next date would mean so much more.

“Good night,” I managed, and she slipped inside with one parting smile.

I walked back to my own villa in a daze. The ocean was just a faint hush out past the palms, the distant speedboat engines and the waning beach chatter barely on my radar. All I could register now was my little corner of the resort, one that felt like it had grown ever so slightly this past week.

I entered my villa and flopped onto the couch, gazing up at the ceiling and processing it all. A moment later my phone buzzed, and I checked it immediately.

Thanks for today, the text read. I think that was the best date I’ve ever had. X

I stared at the screen like an idiot, replaying the whole day in my head. I didn’t even care that I was being that guy, the one who rereads a two-line text for subtext. I wanted to believe the words exactly as they were.


CHAPTER NINE

The rest of my Saturday night consisted of a room service burger, a FaceTime with my parents (who, as always, seemed to enjoy the live footage of the beach behind me more than the conversation), and a Netflix movie that I only half-watched before passing out at ten.

It was the kind of evening that had been happening a lot lately: lazy, contented, comfortable. I told myself it was self-care, but really, I was just riding the high from my afternoon with Jess.

On Sunday morning I woke up with the sun already high over the beach. I made an espresso and sipped it on the balcony, watching the sea for any sign of the tour boat that Jess had mentioned during our drive the day before; she and Natalie were booked for an all-day loop of the island, complete with snorkeling and a swim with turtles.

The image of Jess in a bikini flashed in my mind, immediately followed by the image of Natalie in… less. I felt guilty as hell and tried not to think about it anymore. Instead I basked in the success of the previous day, and just how lucky I was to have got to this point with Jess.

With the day wide open, I decided to hit the gym and get back into the habit of a morning workout—albeit partly to offset the previous evening’s burger. The resort gym was rarely busy, and this time it was just me and one German tourist doing deadlifts with alarming intensity. I spent forty-five minutes doing a half-assed circuit, allowing myself the excuse that I had to ease back into it, and deciding to feel good for showing up at all.

Afterward, I made my way over to Hector’s for a light brunch. Hector was behind the counter, wiping everything down and restocking in the lull between a morning rush and lunchtime.

“Morning, Miles!” he called as I walked up. His accent made every greeting sound like a celebration.

“Hey, Hector,” I said, sliding onto a stool and pointing to the menu board. “Can I get that egg and spinach breakfast sandwich?”

He grinned, one eyebrow raised. “That’s a new one for you.”

“I probably shouldn’t go for bacon every time.”

“You got it.” While he typed in the order, he looked me up and down, clearly trying to figure something out. Eventually it seemed to click. “You look like a man who had a good night.”

I shrugged. “I fell asleep in front of a crappy movie before ten.”

“Don’t deflect. That’s the look of a man in love,” he said, wagging a finger.

I laughed, and instinctively looked around out of a sudden fear that Jess or Natalie were still around after all. “It’s only been a week. Don’t jinx it.”

“She’s a keeper,” Hector said. “I can tell. Tell her Hector says so.”

I shook my head and waved it away, although I had never had the best poker face and I could feel my grin giving me away. No doubt sensing that I was now on something of a health kick, he whipped up a green smoothie and told me it was on the house. I thanked him and sipped it, making a mental note that I’d probably owe Hector a hell of a Christmas tip—I’d lost count of the number of freebies he had thrown my way over the course of just a few months.

When my sandwich arrived, I dove in and left Hector to handle the early arrivals for lunch. Meanwhile I took the chance to check my phone for messages from Jess.

Nothing yet. I tried not to read into it.

After lunch and one last chat with Hector about the latest local cricket results—albeit a one-sided chat, which I regularly braved out of politeness—I headed home and took a quick nap on my couch in front of the TV. Eventually I managed to drag myself down to the beach for some sun and waded into the water.

It was still lunchtime and not many people were around, so I floated on my back, letting the salt water hold me up. Above me, the sky was so blue it almost hurt. I closed my eyes and let the sun work its magic. For the first time in a while, I didn’t feel like I was missing out on anything.

I got out, toweled off, and lay on the sand. It turned out that while I had been in the water, Jess had sent me a text.

This boat is amazing. Natalie has been practically interrogating me about yesterday. But not gonna lie, I’ve enjoyed talking about it :)

I smiled and texted her back: Been thinking about yesterday a lot :) Have fun!

I lay there, phone on my chest, waiting for nothing in particular. If this was island life, I could get used to it after all.

***

For a lazy day on my own it was almost perfect, so naturally my brain decided to sabotage the night. I lay in bed, sheets kicked down around my feet, and stared at the ceiling fan making lazy loops over my head.

I should have been asleep. After all, I had nothing to worry about, not really. But my mind replayed every detail of the previous day’s conversation with Jess—even the texts since—picking it all apart for clues about where things were going.

And then, of course, there were other thoughts about her—about what might happen if our third date really did end with me staying over, or vice versa. My heart hammered in my chest at the possibility, like I was still some awkward teenager who couldn’t believe a girl would ever want to sleep with me. It was embarrassing. But it was also exactly the kind of energy that made it hard to shut my eyes.

When the clock on my phone ticked close to midnight, I gave up and slid out of bed. I opened the curtains; the moon was so bright through the glass balcony doors that it looked like someone had turned on a floodlight outside. I threw on a T-shirt and shorts, grabbed some sneakers, and decided to walk it off.

The salt air outside was still humid and thick, but it was cleaner than the air in my apartment and I immediately felt better. And the resort after midnight had its own kind of magic. All the visiting families and the boomer residents were tucked away in their rooms, with only a few of the villas or the condos in the main building emitting light at this late hour. The only sound was the crash of the surf and the faint whine of insects.

I walked to the edge of the sand and stood there, letting my feet sink in. The ocean glittered; the moon cut a silver streak across the surface, straight toward the horizon. I had to appreciate my luck that this was how I could deal with insomnia now—wandering barefoot along a moonlit beach like a dreadlocked college-age backpacker, instead of sitting in my old cramped apartment and squinting blearily at a late night cable show. I could almost imagine myself as some kind of lone-wolf poet, contemplating the meaning of love or the futility of desire.

Which was kind of right. Except in reality, I just spruced up words for marketing purposes, I wasn’t so much contemplating the meaning of love as the chances of me screwing it up, and my current problem was less ‘desire’, more horny frustration.

I walked along the water for some time, until my head felt clear again and I realized I was a couple of miles away from the resort. On the walk back, I decided to put the rest of my energy toward planning the big third date with Jess. The resort had a high-end bar with stunning views over the bay, and to my knowledge she had yet to visit.

Assuming that she would be even half as eager as I was to move quickly from the public-facing part of the date to its private denouement, it didn’t feel like a lazy choice so much as the most convenient location possible.

When I finally circled back to the villa complex, I saw a light on at Jess and Natalie’s place. Not from the windows, but the soft lamp on their patio. It was late enough that I figured it must be Natalie—she had mentioned being a night owl.

Sure enough, when I got closer I saw her stretched out on one of the lounge chairs, phone in one hand and a beer in the other.

She spotted me and called out, “Hey, neighbor.”

I waved, caught between wanting to be friendly and not wanting to jeopardize anything with Jess, but she motioned insistently for me to join her.

“Couldn’t sleep,” I admitted as I entered through the gate and crossed the lawn.

“Same,” she said, scooting her feet off the other chair so I could sit. “Meanwhile Jess has been passed out for hours—that girl could sleep in a hurricane. Beer?”

I shrugged and nodded in a way that meant yes, please.

She jogged over to the patio door, disappeared inside for a few seconds, and re-emerged with another bottle. For a moment we just sat there, silent except for the distant waves.

Natalie was wearing a ratty old T-shirt bearing the logo of some dude ranch back home, big enough to count as a dress, and her hair was in a wild, I-don’t-care bun. It might have been a far cry from the bikini model who I had seen earlier in the week, but for the endless bare legs and her always strikingly pretty features. There was a comfort in her casualness, but I had to fight to keep my eyes on the dark horizon.

“So,” she said, picking at the label on her bottle, “you and Jess had a nice ‘day date’?”

I tried not to give too much away. “Yeah. We did.”

She gave a sly grin. “I know. She ran me through the highlights.”

I wondered which parts that meant, but decided against asking.

“She’s really happy,” Natalie continued, her voice softening. “I haven’t seen her like this… maybe ever.”

That surprised me. Despite what she had told me about her modest relationship history, Jess seemed like she was always happy, or at least content. I was so used to the sight of her smiling that I struggled to picture her any other way.

“I like her a lot,” I said. Understatement, but I wasn’t about to spill my guts to her best friend.

“Good. Because I’m going to warn you now—she’s had some shitty luck with men. If you ghost her, I will hunt you down and break your kneecaps.”

I laughed. “Duly noted.”

More silence. Natalie leaned back, looking up at the stars. “I know you won’t. You’re not what I expected, to be honest,” she said.

“How’s that?”

“I figured you’d be some ‘crypto bro’ or a dude who still wears boat shoes after dark. That’s what I assumed when I saw there was a guy our age living next door. But you’re actually pretty normal.”

“I try my best,” I said, chuckling.

She turned her head and gave me a long, thoughtful look. There was definitely something unspoken in the air, the kind of tension that I’d been trying—and failing—to ignore since the first time we met. I hoped she would take the same approach.

Instead, she said, “This resort must be a weird place to start a relationship. It’s kind of like summer camp, if it was held on the grounds of some country club full of rich retirees. And, you know, there’s zero supervision.”

I nodded, not sure that I could contribute much to that analogy—and feeling a little wary of the last sentence.

Natalie took a long sip of her beer. “You’re two dates down. I’m not letting Jess forget about the third date rule… but I don’t think I need to.”

I looked out at the black water and tried to play it cool. “I’d be okay with that.”

She smiled at me, slow and knowing. “Yeah. I think you two are going to be good together.”

We were talking about me and Jess. But the look in her eyes, the late night setting, the weird undercurrent between us—it felt electric, and I was starting to worry.

I decided it was time to turn in.

A split second ahead of me, Natalie stood up and stretched. “Well, I’m going to give sleep another try. Don’t let me keep you up.”

“Same,” I said, jumping up like I’d just been unshackled and taking my last swig. “Thanks for the beer.”

“No worries. Night, Miles. And hey—if you’re ever up at night with a girl on your mind, you know where to find me.”

She winked and disappeared into the villa, leaving me to head back to mine with nothing but the distant fizz of the ocean and my own racing thoughts.

What kind of game was she playing?!

I lay in bed once again and tried to puzzle out what I was feeling. For one thing, I knew I wanted nothing more than to see where things would go with Jess. She was everything I had ever hoped for: she was gentle, funny, and cute as hell; plus being around her made me feel like a better version of myself. And dating her felt so easy—in the best way.

But I couldn’t shut out those unwanted, terrible thoughts.

Natalie was something else. Magnetic, a little dangerous, and, if I was honest, the kind of challenge I would have naively chased in a past life.

She was temptation personified.

I kept thinking about the way Jess had looked at me, the way she kept brushing my hand with hers while we sat close on that restaurant patio, as if she was reminding herself that I was there. It all just felt… right.

I fell asleep to the soft hum of the air conditioner, feeling an unfamiliar knot of anticipation coil tight in my chest.


CHAPTER TEN

Monday morning punched me in the face.

I spent exactly thirty seconds on the balcony, usual mug of coffee in hand, before my phone started buzzing with pings from a client team sharing their last-minute thoughts about content for the new website—the website that was due to launch the next day. It all added up to a raft of “critical changes” that they insisted “absolutely could not wait until post-launch.”

My inbox was now a mosh pit of self-inflicted client emergencies. Somewhere between the first and second of what turned out to be several related crises, I realized that it was already 9:00 and I hadn’t even showered.

But I did what any self-respecting remote worker would do: I threw on a clean shirt, put on headphones, and started talking it out with my team like I’d already been awake for hours. The palm trees outside my window did their slow, lazy sway, as if the island didn’t know the meaning of ‘backlog’. Meanwhile, I was deep in the weeds: reviewing content for a brand new page that one of the client team had apparently written themselves overnight; talking another down from a handful of wildly misguided technical requests that would tank the site’s speed; and trying to prevent my direct report from having a meltdown.

By noon, my head was ringing with ‘urgent clarifications’, my neck was sore, and the only view I’d had was of my own screen and someone waterskiing in the distance, not a care in the world. I nuked some leftover rice and scarfed it at my desk, because the lunch hour was now “dedicated to alignment calls”.

Through the glass, I spotted Jess and Natalie on their deck, sharing what looked like shrimp tacos and something bubbly, laughing with their bare legs propped up on a cooler. I wanted, more than anything, to be out there with them, even for a five-minute break. Instead, I fired off polite smiling emojis and watched the clock tick down to my next meeting.

The dark clouds of my work day lifted for a second when, around 3:00, a text from Jess popped up: You surviving in there?

I grinned and typed back, Just barely. With any luck I’ll join the land of the living at 5.

We’re heading to the beach then, if you wanna join?

Sounds good!

Then nothing—until the next thing I knew, I was watching the two of them in their bathing suits tramping down the path to the water, towels and a speaker in tow. I had been so busy putting out fires and jumping from one call to another that I hadn’t even realized it was 5:15.

Jess hovered by the gate and waved for my attention, but I was rooted to my desk on another team catch-up. All I could do was fire off a quick text apologizing and watch as she looked at her phone, gave my villa one last glum look, and headed for the sand where Natalie was already sun-bathing.

I watched her go and cursed every project manager who had ever lived.

I didn’t see them again until they returned just after sunset, by which point my day had been wrestled into submission and I was a shell of a man. I leaned back, feeling the ache behind my eyes, and noticed my phone blinking with a new message as they headed to their villa.

Jess, again: Sorry we missed you! Rain check?

I felt a fresh pang of disappointment, but also relief that she’d thought to message me.

And I figured that if any good was to come from that day, it was getting that third date locked down.

I typed back: I’m sorry—today was out of control. But let’s do something Friday? I want to take you somewhere nice. High-end bar, your pick of drinks, and maybe you can get ONE more embarrassing story out of me.

She replied instantly: You’re on. Let me know the time and place and I’ll be there.

During the brief window where I was stuck waiting for client approval on our updates, I called the Lookout bar and reserved us a table for Friday, just before sunset—specifically requesting a window table in the middle, the best possible view over the bay. I texted her the details with a little flourish (“awesome cocktails, window table, best view on the island—it looks pretty good outside, too”) and for the first time that day it felt like something had gone my way.

She wrote back a string of excited emojis and the words, Can’t wait!!, which instantly melted the mountain of stress I’d built up since sunrise.

Shortly after that, the clients were finally satisfied (again) that everything was set for the launch. I closed my laptop, made a protein shake for dinner—my first in a while—and allowed myself exactly one hour of nothing. No work, no texts, just staring at the TV and letting myself be tired.

It was the best hour of my day.

***

Tuesday started early, but the frantic urgency was gone. The site went live at 8:00 sharp, we made sure that everything was running as it needed to, and by noon all the congratulatory emails had dried up, leaving just the sudden, existential dread of a ‘quiet week’.

A calm day or two was always welcome, but too much quiet meant only one thing in my industry: somebody, somewhere, was about to get laid off. So I filled the time with cold emails, calls around the agency to rustle up whatever I could, and half-hearted attempts at networking over social media.

After noticing that Jess didn’t surface during lunch I sent a text asking how she was doing, but I didn’t get a response right away. After a couple of hours I began to worry a little, but decided to focus on the fact that the date was booked; besides, I had left Jess waiting plenty the previous day, and I knew that her work had a tendency to get pretty busy.

At five I set off for a run around the paths of the resort, passing a pair of elderly women power-walking in matching visors. I gave them a wave; they returned it with the slightly baffled smile I often got from the other residents. It wasn’t hard to decipher: to them I was just another curiosity in a changing world, one of those ‘remote worker’ slackers they had heard about.

After the run I stretched on my patio, mopping up the sweat with my T-shirt, and looked over at the neighbors’ place. Natalie was out there alone, sprawled on a beach towel with her headphones in, eyes closed, lips moving along with the song.

I wondered what she was listening to. I wondered, more, why it mattered to me. Before she could notice I was there, I ducked inside and took a shower.

By dinner I still hadn’t heard from Jess. It wasn’t until late, after I’d put the free time to good use by cooking myself a veggie pasta and then eating while catching up with friends back home over text, that my phone buzzed in my hand with her reply.

Hey, she wrote. Sorry, it was my turn to have a crazy day! All okay now, but I’m beat. I can’t believe I already miss hanging out with you and it’s only been a few days. Is that weird?

I stared at the message and struggled to remember the last time anyone had said something like that to me—let alone after knowing each other for such a short time.

I felt a renewed determination not to screw this up.

Not weird at all, I replied, opting for more direct wording: I missed you today. Friday can’t get here fast enough.

She liked the message, then sent a heart. I sat there grinning like an idiot until long after the phone stopped buzzing.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

After that, the rest of the week felt like a countdown.

I’d sometimes see Jess and Natalie unwinding on their deck or up to their hips in the plunge pool, sometimes just stretched out with their laptops and drinks, music humming softly between them. I popped out a couple of times to chat, but I forced myself to keep my distance in between; Jess was preparing for a big pitch at work, our date was coming up, and the last thing I wanted was to be the needy neighbor hovering for attention.

Besides, I figured I could use the time to actually catch up on my own life, which had been neglected in favor of disorganized clients and daydreams about her.

The only interruption to my self-imposed discipline came on Thursday evening, when Natalie caught me heading in from a run just before six and flagged me down from her patio. She was sprawled in the hammock, hair loose, wearing a tank top and tiny shorts. She had an iced tea in one hand and a paperback in the other.

“Hey, you,” she said, sitting up and swinging her legs over the side. “Your week’s less crazy now?”

“Way less. Maybe not crazy enough.” Instead of going into detail I nodded at the villa. “No sign of your partner in crime?”

Natalie smiled sympathetically and put her book face down on her lap. “Jess is chained to her laptop—prepping for that pitch tomorrow morning. She’s been pacing and muttering to herself all afternoon. I told her you’d understand if she fell off the grid here and there, but she feels bad about it.”

“She mentioned she had a big day coming up. Want me to send in a rescue mission? Pizza and caffeine?”

Natalie raised her eyebrows. “You know, that’s actually a killer idea. I think she’s running on pure anxiety and nothing else.”

I pulled out my phone and thumbed open the room service app. “What’s her poison?”

“Anything with cheese and carbs is perfect. And she loves a cold brew with ice, if they have it.”

A few minutes later, the order was in and my ego felt unjustifiably inflated. “Done. You can tell her it’s from both of us, if you want to keep it low-key.”

Natalie laughed. “You’re sweet. But I’ll tell her it was your idea—those bonus points might come in handy,” she added with a wink.

I smiled, quietly scrambling for the right words to keep the conversation on safe ground. “I’m just hoping she doesn’t pass out at her desk. Or worse, hate me for interfering with her flow.”

“She’ll love it. She’s been talking about you non-stop, by the way.”

Natalie said it like a casual aside, but the look she gave me was anything but. There was a half-smile, half-invitation in her eyes that made it hard to look away.

I pretended to be fascinated by a lone catamaran coming back to shore. “So, what about you? You adapting to life here?” I was becoming increasingly curious—maybe too curious—about how she was planning to spend her free time, now that Jess often had plans with me on top of working extra hours.

A flicker of something crossed her face. “You mean, am I desperate for company in this sleepy little resort?”

“No! I just mean—”

“I won’t lie, there are moments,” she continued, unabashed. “But I’m good. I have my sun, sea and sand. And every now and then, free iced tea from the barista who’s trying to get in my pants.”

I laughed. “You’re not seeing anyone out here?”

“Please. I tried the apps for, like, five minutes. Got matched with some finance bro who sent me a dick pic, and a local who I’m pretty sure was a catfish. Nobody was my type at all.” She leaned back, swinging the hammock gently with one foot. “Honestly, I thought maybe moving out here I’d meet someone by accident. Like, you know, a meet-cute at the market or a scandalous fling with the pool boy. But nothing yet.”

I got the sense she was leaving something out. I just tried to play dumb and kept an encouraging tone. “No one at Tranquil Bay?”

She groaned. “I started talking to a guy at the gym—big mistake. He tried to impress me by guessing my body fat percentage. Ew.” She shuddered. “The second time, he cornered me on a cross trainer and just point blank asked me out.”

“Yikes.”

“Yikes is correct. I’ve been hiding from him ever since. I’m not that desperate.”

“So no more gym, I guess. I’d love to say a creepy stranger was the reason why I spent two months without setting foot in there… But the closest I came to that was some lady on vacation who thought I was an employee and kept asking me about the treadmill settings.”

Natalie chuckled. “I think I’m safe there in the mornings—he only seems to go after work hours. But if you hear screaming from the direction of the gym, please come rescue me.”

We both sat in silence for a second, and I realized this was the realest conversation I’d ever had with Natalie. She wasn’t trying to one-up anyone, or mug for attention; she seemed, if not lonely, then at least not as invincible as she came off.

“Hey,” I said, without really planning to, “if you ever want a gym buddy, or to go for a run, or to just… escape the villa for a bit—and, obviously, as long as it isn’t weird for Jess—let me know. I’m good company in small doses.”

“I might take you up on that.” She looked at me, and for a moment her guard was all the way down. “You’re not like most guys, Miles. I mean, I guess you’re average-to-slightly-above-average interesting,” she added, as though to protect herself with some banter, “but you’re also not a walking red flag.”

“That’s my LinkedIn bio, actually,” I said, and she snorted.

The food and coffee arrived fifteen minutes later. I handed the bag to Natalie, who disappeared inside with a theatrical “Wish me luck, she might bite,” and I heard a muffled shout and laughter from the hallway.

A moment later, Jess cracked open the patio door, her hair unkempt and face flushed but smiling. She wore oversized glasses, a rumpled T-shirt and yoga shorts, and looked at me with the dazed gratitude of someone who had just been rescued from the brink.

“You didn’t have to do this,” she said, holding up the pizza box.

“I didn’t. Natalie did,” I lied, and she instantly called me on it.

“Come on, she told me what you did. That was sweet.” She opened the box and scooped up a slice. “You’ve probably stopped me from falling apart tonight. Although I guess you’re also laying the groundwork for that next date.”

I grinned and shrugged—you got me. “Is it working?”

She nodded, mouth already full. “On both counts, yes. I can probably afford to step away from my desk if you want to stay for a bit?”

“Of course.”

Natalie joined us, and we ate together on the patio under their new string lights, distracting Jess for a while by sharing stories of the worst bosses we’d ever had, and trash-talking Natalie’s admirer from the gym. When Jess’s phone eventually buzzed with a work notification, she groaned and stood up.

“I have to get back to it, but… I’m looking forward to tomorrow. I promise I’ll look a little better than this.”

“I am, too,” I said. “And hey, you look cute. I don’t know if they’d let you in with that outfit tomorrow night, but you’ll hear no complaints from me.”

“Yuck,” Natalie smirked.

Jess squeezed my shoulder as she passed, then disappeared inside.

Natalie stayed seated, winding a strand of hair around her finger. “You know, you’re kind of perfect for her. I hate to admit it, but I’m rooting for you.”

I waited, not sure where this was going.

She just smiled. “But if you ever fuck it up, I get first dibs.”

I blinked.

“On Jess, that is,” she laughed, swinging back onto the hammock. “If none of the guys on this island are going to do it for me, I need to change tack.”

I called it a night soon after that, and I walked home feeling like the world had tilted a bit.

I had a date with Jess the next evening, a milestone date at that, and so far things between us could hardly have gone better. But there was another variable in the equation—a Natalie-shaped one, with unknown intent.

It was starting to make everything feel a little precarious.


CHAPTER TWELVE

Friday, 6:30pm.

The Lookout bar was already half full when I got there, the evening’s golden light pouring through the wraparound windows and splashing the walls in honey. I gave my name to the maître d’, she checked the reservation, and I took the table right at the center curve of the glass, a perfect line of sight over the bay—just as I’d requested.

I ordered a beer and tried my best to look casual while I waited. Jess arrived at exactly 6:45, in a white dress with a little blue embroidery at the hem. Her hair was up, but with a few strands floating loose around her face; she looked like something out of a travel commercial.

She saw me and broke into a smile, and for a second it was hard to believe anyone could be that happy to see me. I got up and went for the hug and the kiss on the cheek, but she moved straight for the lips—resulting in an awkward bump of heads.

“Oh, my god. I’m so sorry,” she said, her cheeks rapidly darkening.

I just smiled, rubbed my forehead, and pulled her in for a proper kiss. When we parted a few moments later, the look she gave me told me that I’d handled it perfectly.

She sat and reached across the table to touch my fingers, just for a second. “Thank you for waiting,” she said, and I could see she’d put in a real effort for this. She even had on a necklace—I’d never seen her wear one before.

We ordered drinks (whiskey sour for her, a negroni for me) and started swapping dumb stories about high school and college. The conversation flowed easily; she told me more about her family, about the time she got lost in a parking garage, and about her first-ever job at a frozen yogurt shop where the owner was an actual cult member.

We almost didn’t notice the food arriving. It was excellent, but we took our time with it—the conversation was all either of us seemed to care about.

At one point, she paused and looked out at the sunset. “This is… so nice,” she said quietly. “You knocked it out of the park.”

“Well, I can’t take much credit. We both saw this view on the resort’s website, right?”

She laughed and nodded at the now bustling bar area—every other table was full, with some people craning their necks to see the water from far back across the room. “They all saw it, too. But you got us the best spot.”

I smiled. “Well, that’s because I had the best date to fill it with.”

“Oh, man.”

She groaned, but again she gave me that big, genuine smile. She clearly hadn’t heard enough cheesy lines like that; I resolved to give her more.

We let the night stretch out as long as possible, but eventually we had built up a good buzz and there was only one way we wanted it to end.

I signed the tab to my villa and we made our way back to the residences. The walk home was slow and winding, and I could tell she was getting nervous but didn’t want to let on. I took it as reassurance that we were on the same wavelength.

When our villas came into view, I gestured to mine.

“Want to come in for a bit?”

“I’d love to,” she said instantly, her voice just above a whisper.

I almost laughed, because the look on her face—pure, unfiltered relief—was exactly how I felt.

When we entered I kept the lights low, the only sound the hum of the ceiling fan. She looked around and took it all in, but there wasn’t much to see—essentially, this was still the template villa I had moved into, just with the addition of a triple-monitor desk and a handful of books.

A classic bachelor pad.

She gave the place a slow once-over. “It’s very… corporate retreat in here,” she said, grinning. “Have you, uh, even hung a picture of your own yet?”

“Not unless you count the one by the TV that my mom bought me,” I said. “I keep thinking I’ll make the place ‘mine’, but then… I don’t know. Guess I never got around to it.”

Jess wandered over and traced a finger across the edge of the kitchen island, her shoes off, toes curling into the rug. She suddenly looked a little worried. “But you’re planning to stay here for a while, aren’t you? Or is this more… temporary… than I realized?”

The question caught me off-guard. I considered just saying that I was staying put—which is exactly what I was hoping for—but I didn’t know that for sure. No one here did. I didn’t want to start this thing, whatever it was, with anything less than the truth.

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “I was getting to a point where I thought it would probably be just the one year. But more and more…” I let the words hang, hoping she’d catch my meaning.

She smiled. Those blue eyes had a way of making it feel like she saw right through me. “I like that answer.”

“Aren’t you and Natalie on a shorter lease?”

“Yeah. But our company has made such a big deal out of letting people go remote—it’s, like, their number one perk. When we came out here, we hoped it could be for longer.”

“I like that answer, too.”

Each of us seemed to relax again now, and I figured it was a good time to move on. I pointed to the kitchen cupboards.

“Wine?”

“Sure! Red, if you’ve got it.”

I opened one of my better bottles and poured us each a glass, and then we sat side by side on the couch. Not touching, but close enough that I could feel the energy building between us. We talked a little about life at the resort—small talk about the convenience of room service and regular cleaners—but the words felt mostly like a smokescreen for the real conversation happening without words.

As she looked around the villa she leaned her head back, one leg tucked underneath her, and the hem of her dress rode just high enough to show a line of tanned thigh. She sipped her wine and caught me glancing. She smiled and didn’t look away.

The tension was practically fizzing around us now; I set my glass down on the coffee table next to hers and held her gaze. There was a moment where neither of us said anything, just the ticking of the wall clock nearby.

Her lips parted like she was about to say something, but I kissed her before she could. This time, not tentative, not subdued with any potential onlookers in mind. Warm and slow, a building pressure that neither of us hurried. Her hand slid up my neck and into my hair, and I let mine rest on her hip—every touch and every move now felt like a huge step forward.

When we broke for air she stayed right there, our foreheads almost bumping. “You have no idea how much I’ve been wanting to do that,” she said. “Properly, I mean. Not, uh… where people can see us.”

“Me too. Worth the wait, though.”

“Just so you know, I was serious last time. I wanted to invite you in, but… you know.”

I nodded and smiled. No explanation needed.

She bit her lip. “Plus, I thought if I jumped you too early, you’d run the other way.”

“I don’t think that would have been a problem,” I said.

We kissed again, longer this time. She wrapped an arm tight around my shoulders and pulled me closer, enough to make it clear that she wasn’t interested in stopping anytime soon. We let it build, hands starting to wander, each of us searching for that border between ‘too slow’ and ‘too much’.

She shifted onto my lap, knees bracketing my hips, her fingers threading through my hair as she kissed me with a deliberate, almost indulgent energy. I let my hands rest around her waist, then slid them up to her back, and she arched, pressing against me.

While her tongue flicked out at mine I felt every inch of her that I could, and she began to gently grind down on me. We kept going like that—kissing, still in our clothes, just letting it accumulate—until she finally leaned back, hair a little wild and cheeks flushed.

“Take me to your bedroom?”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

She had never sounded so certain of anything.

I picked her up and she wrapped both arms around my shoulders, giggling into my neck as I carried her down the hall. I set her gently on the edge of the bed and for a second we just looked at each other, and then we were kissing again, a slow burn that became frantic and then softened again, back and forth, like we were both afraid of missing some essential step.

She reached for the zipper at the back of her dress, but I covered her hand, wanting to do it myself. I pulled it down slow, inch by inch, and she shivered, watching me with a coquettish smile. We undressed each other in fits and starts, laughing every time we collided or fumbled a sleeve, but not once did she look away from me.

There was this unspoken challenge—like she was daring me to look, and keep looking.

When we were finally down to just skin, she pulled the sheet around us and everything faded out except for how she felt, how she tasted, how her breath quickened every time that I touched her. I wanted to take my time and savor it; and she let me, matching every move with her own, never passive, sometimes even a little bit ahead of me.

I would never forget what Jess looked like under me that night, hair splayed out across the pillow, skin glowing in the blue wash of the moonlight coming through the blinds. She seemed impossibly delicate, but her curves were anything but. She was what the old cartoons called a bombshell: hips built for cradling, breasts that I couldn’t quite wrap my hands around, and a waist so soft and narrow it made me feel like I could break her if I wasn’t careful.

But she wasn’t breakable. She moved with a shy, precise hunger—a kind of greed that made me want to give her everything she asked for, and more. She started trembling the second my hands ran over her, so I slowed down and just traced her until I felt her start to melt. I kissed a line from her neck to her chest to the sweet hollow of her belly, and each time she’d gasp or moan, she’d clamp a hand over her mouth like she was still worried about being overheard.

I stopped just above her hips, glanced up for permission, and she gave me a look that was half disbelief and half need.

I went down on her and let go of any pretense of taking it slow. She tasted amazing, and within seconds her legs locked around my neck and she started making these desperate, gasping little cries. Her hands came down on my head, fingers clutching my hair, and when she came it was as if her whole body tried to shake itself apart.

I came back up and lay beside her, still fully hard, and she rolled over and kissed me urgently, tasting herself on my mouth. After a minute or so, when she could breathe again, she let out a helpless, high-pitched sigh, a sound I’d never heard from her before.

She curled into me, still shaking, and whispered, “Holy shit. I have never… I mean, that never works.”

She looked stunned, totally sated. I felt a fierce, unexpected pride; if that was her reaction, I wanted to go down on her every night.

She reached down and took me in her hands, stroking with an unhurried confidence that told me she was past the point of caring about modesty. I shifted slightly, ready to reach for the nightstand; she followed my gaze.

“Condoms?” she asked, her voice suddenly shy again.

I nodded. She let me open the drawer, her hand still on my shaft, but it looked like she was deep in thought.

I hesitated. “What is it?”

“I’m on the pill,” she said, after a pause.

My heart hammered into life.

“And I got tested before I moved out here,” she continued. “It’s been a while for me—like, a while—but I figured it was as good a time as any. It was all clear,” she quickly added.

“Me too, actually,” I said, hand frozen against the drawer. “And I haven’t done anything since.”

“Same. Obviously,” she said with a light laugh. “It’s totally up to you—I know you might not be comfortable with it—but… we can… you know. If you want.”

I did. I hadn’t expected to at all, but now it was all I wanted.

Some guys might have read into this; some might have freaked out. I’d heard the horror stories. But this felt a million miles away from anything like that. I could tell from the look in her eyes that she was suggesting it because she wanted to, because she knew she was safe, and because she trusted that I was—nothing more.

“If you’re sure,” I said, letting out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “I trust you.”

“I’m sure.”

I kissed her again, and she guided me between her legs.

Nothing could have prepared me for how good it was to be inside her, totally bare. The feeling was so intense it was almost sickening, like my brain couldn’t process pleasure in that quantity without short-circuiting. I was acutely aware of every part of her, of the way her body arched up to meet me, the way her arms wrapped around my back, pulling me closer with each thrust.

It was slow at first, a kind of mutual hypnosis. We kept pausing to kiss, to look at each other, to let the feeling crest and break, and then pick up again. She whispered my name and I felt her nails rake down my back, spurring me on, making me want to give her even more.

I thought about all the stuff I had heard about what real, intimate sex is supposed to feel like. I had never really bought into it before that night, but now I understood: there was nothing else.

Just Jess, just this, just the tidal pull of her body and the look in her eyes. For the first time in my life, I didn’t care about how long I lasted or if I got it exactly right; I just didn’t want it to end.

When I finally came, it was with a force that nearly blacked me out. I buried my face in her neck and let it take me. She held me so tight I could barely breathe, and I didn’t want to move, didn’t want to let go of the moment, ever.

We lay there, sticky and exhausted and completely quiet, barely moving except to part and then tangle our legs together again. When I looked over at her, Jess’s hair was pasted to her cheek and her eyes were watery with happiness.

“I feel like I should say something really deep and meaningful now,” she laughed softly.

I smiled and flopped back against the pillow. “Well… right now I feel like I can barely string a sentence together.”

She giggled and nuzzled against my shoulder. “This is going to sound corny, but I’ve never felt so… myself, around anyone. Not even a little bit. It’s so early, and I keep worrying that I’m imagining it all, but… I’m not.”

I believed her. I felt it too. More than I wanted to admit.

“I don’t think you’re imagining it,” I said. “This all feels… right.”

She hoisted up the sheet around us. We lay there and dozed, still naked—stroking each other again, but slower this time.

It had been perfect. The night needed nothing else.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The next morning I woke up to the sound of Jess in the shower, singing softly to herself. I lay in bed, ticking through the memories of our night and wondering if it had actually happened, or if I’d slipped into some kind of fever dream.

She came out wrapped in a towel, face bright and open, and climbed back into bed next to me.

“Morning,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind, but I stole your toothpaste and, uh, some of your shower gel. Unfortunately I kind of smell like you now.”

“Mi casa…” I mumbled, still waking up, but then realized I was naked and made a vague grab for the sheet. Jess just grinned, tossed the towel aside, and climbed on top of me.

“Last night was perfect,” she said.

“For me, too.”

She leaned down and kissed me, hair damp against my chest. “So… what now?”

I wanted to tell her I’d never met anyone who made me feel this way, that she’d already ruined me for anyone else. I wanted to say that I’d drop everything to spend another day—as many days as I could—with her.

But that broke all the ‘rules’ she’d talked about, and I couldn’t do it.

So I said, “I don’t know. But I’m looking forward to finding out.”

In the moment that followed, each of us staring at one another, I’m pretty sure she knew what I really wanted to say. In her smile, I dared to hope she was saying it right back.

“You have any plans today?” she asked, leaning against my chest.

I almost did a double take; her bare breasts were squashing together against me and looked absolutely enormous.

“Right now, just one.”

I rolled her onto her back and climbed on top of her, and she gladly pulled me down for another round.

***

We spent the rest of Saturday in a kind of daze—eating breakfast on the balcony, wandering the resort, swimming in the ocean, stealing more kisses whenever we thought no one was watching.

Jess seemed lighter in a way, almost serene. Even though we were both still figuring out what we were doing, the weight of expectation had disappeared. There was just the here and now. It was starting to feel like a holiday romance without the expiration date.

After a late lunch, we ended up back in bed that afternoon. I went down on her again, we slept together again, and I came inside her again.

I was reeling at how quickly we had got to this point, but also at how natural it all felt. I kept looking for the problem—a sudden deal-breaker, or a big turn-off that I hadn’t noticed until it was too late, but there was none. It all seemed perfect.

We napped together and ordered dinner, which we ate while watching some cheesy comedy from about a decade ago. A couple of times during the day, Jess had grabbed her phone to send text messages, and though I hadn’t said anything about it she apologized and admitted she’d been talking to Natalie. She just wanted to let her roommate know what she was doing and how it was going, which was fair enough, and I told her there was no reason to apologize.

But there was something in her tone that made me think she felt guilty for being there with me—guilty for leaving Natalie on her own.

That night we lay tangled up in each other, both of us spent after yet another round. Jess drew slow circles on my shoulder, her hair fanned out over the pillow. She looked so at home there, like she’d been in my bed a hundred times before.

“Are you okay?” I asked, because I was suddenly nervous that maybe I’d pushed too hard, or missed a signal, or that this might just be too much.

She turned to me, lips still swollen, and smiled. “I’m more than okay,” she said, and then, more softly, “I wanted this pretty much from the moment we met.”

“Good. Same here.”

She sighed, sweet and happy, sliding back under the covers and resting her cheek on my chest.

It was late and I assumed we’d both be ready to sleep, especially after everything we had done that day, but neither of us wanted to. Instead we just kept talking—bad dating stories, favorite movies, all of it pretty pointless but somehow making me feel closer to her. The sky outside turned from indigo to black, and I savored that sense of time drifting, of the world beyond that window fading out of focus.

Eventually Jess drifted off with her leg draped over mine, breathing slow and even. I watched her sleep, and as my own eyelids got heavy I started to wonder if those first few months in Tranquil Bay had been one big false start.

***

That Sunday morning, we woke up with the first hint of sunlight peering through the blinds. She wanted to see the sunrise, so for the first time I wasn’t alone for that morning coffee on the patio. She rested her head against my shoulder and we watched it without a word, nothing else out there but the call of the tree frogs and the sight of the fishing boats in the distance.

I made us a quick breakfast of toasted peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, and we watched the island begin to wake up—the early swimmers and joggers, the distant shouts of the resort employees, an excursion boat coming in to pick up the day’s passengers.

“I should head back after this,” Jess said, her tone laced with apology as she glanced at her phone. “I feel like I’ve left a hyperactive kitten on its own for too long.”

I laughed and waved it off. “We just had, like, a thirty-six hour date. You should definitely go hang out with her for the day.”

“It won’t be ‘hanging out’ so much as fielding a day-long Q&A session, but… thanks for being cool about it.”

“Of course.”

The comment made me wonder what she had come to expect of a guy if she thought that could be a potential issue. But it was hardly the time to go down that avenue, and I didn’t want to ruin either of our good moods.

As we wrapped up breakfast, Jess licked peanut butter off her finger and gave me a look that was equal parts sly and hopeful. “Would you want to do something after work one day this week? I feel like my job is going to be less insane the next few days.”

“Sure—I’ll have a think.”

“Nope,” she said, pointing her last chunk of toast at me. “You’ve done all the heavy lifting so far. Let me plan the next one. Tuesday?”

I couldn’t argue; truthfully, I kind of liked the idea of her surprising me.

“Deal,” I said. “But good luck topping those other dates.”

She grinned and flicked a crumb at me. “Challenge accepted.”

She headed inside to retrieve her bag and find her shoes. And then I followed her to the edge of the patio, where she let me pull her in for one last, slow kiss.

“I’ll text you,” she said, that same bashful smile on her lips. “Although I, uh… might need to nap first.”

“I’ll definitely need to. See you later.”

I watched her cut across the lawn, morning dew flicking up from her bare feet as she dangled her high heels in one hand, before she let herself into her yard.

She turned, gave a little wave, and disappeared inside.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

I spent most of the day relaxing: catching up on life admin and text chats with friends back home, retreating back to my bed for that much-needed nap, and zoning out in front of an easy mystery series that I’d been binge-watching. But that evening—feeling more refreshed and motivated than I had in months—I spontaneously embarked on a marathon batch cooking session to stock my fridge for the week, and then I changed into my workout gear and headed over to the gym for a late workout.

I was getting back into the habit at last. But I also needed to burn off all the energy that had been building up throughout the evening with thoughts of my burgeoning romance with Jess—and of what else might be in store between the sheets.

There were a few people scattered around the gym, including a couple of young full-timers squeezing in some exercise before their working week. I had wondered if Natalie might be there, but I was a little relieved when I finished up my session without any sign of her. After all those comments about what a third date with Jess might entail, I dreaded what she might say after the fact.

That relief was short-lived.

As I was coming back from the gym, she intercepted me again—this time waving me over as she lay on her hammock beneath the porch light. She gestured to a wine glass and a bottle of white on the table beside her.

“Jess is dead to the world, no doubt thanks to you,” she said, “and I need to celebrate not being sexually harassed by the gym guy this morning. You in or out?”

I couldn’t think of a good reason to say no, so I sat with her on the patio and joined her in sipping aggressively mediocre chardonnay. Villa lights were blinking off up and down the strip, and the only sounds were the crash of waves on the beach and the nearby crickets.

“So, how’d you spend your weekend?” I asked, desperate to at least delay any questions about my date with Jess.

She smirked, reading me like a book. She topped up my glass, then hers, and kicked one leg up so her foot dangled in the air.

“Honestly?” she said, “I was boring. I watched half a season of that nude dating show, then rage-cleaned the kitchen—without Jess being here to nag me, I’d left so much washing up in the sink that there was nothing clean to eat with. At one point I did a deep dive on my ex’s Instagram and concluded he’s still a tool. Oh, then I spent two hours shopping online for sunglasses.”

She said it all with a big, unapologetic smile, as if daring me to say her weekend sounded pathetic.

I didn’t. “Uh, did you find any good ones?”

“I bought three pairs I don’t need and a swimsuit I’ll probably return. Classic me.” She took a long sip of wine, then side-eyed me. “But enough about my tragic single-girl life. I assume you and Jess spent the weekend in a state of post-coital bliss?”

I snorted. “You make it sound like we just locked ourselves indoors for a sex marathon.”

“I mean, did you not?”

My face was warm enough that I was glad for the darkness and the haze of wine. “We hung out. Ate, talked, slept.”

“Boooo. You’re too much of a gentleman.”

“I wouldn’t say that.”

Natalie glanced at me for a moment, her mouth curling up at the edges. Then she let the hammock swing, her eyes on the sky. “I’m happy for you guys. I know I joke and stuff, but Jess deserves something good. Plus, I get all the tea and none of the responsibility, which at this point is as good as I’ll get.”

“Glad we can provide,” I said.

She turned her head, her eyes scrutinizing me. “So… was it amazing? Or do I have to pretend she didn’t already tell me every detail?”

She grinned and waited for me to react. There it was—the same unspoken tension from the last time we spoke.

I tried to let it roll off. “It was,” I said. “I like her a lot.”

Natalie held my gaze, her expression suddenly softer. “Good. She’s really into you.”

I smiled, unable to think of a better answer than “I hope so.”

We sipped our wine and sat in the silence. Natalie shifted, tucking her knees to her chest.

“I’m glad you’re not like her ex,” she said, absent-mindedly. “He was a little weird, to be honest. You’re… chill.” She looked at me, earnest; for a second I almost didn’t recognize her. “Seriously… I think you’re just right for her."

“Thanks,” I said, a little taken aback. I felt like I should say something in return—compliment her, perhaps, or at least acknowledge the moment—but the words wouldn’t come. I just let the sound of the surf fill the gap.

Natalie didn’t force it either. She just sipped at her glass and stared up at the stars.

“Jess says you two are hanging out again on Tuesday night,” she said eventually. “You know that’s the turning-point test for new relationships, right?”

I blinked. “What do you mean?”

She grinned. “Tuesday dates are make-or-break. No sexy Friday night cocktails. Just a boring, weekday you. If you can impress a girl on a Tuesday, you’re in.”

I laughed. “Good to know. Although I don’t get the impression Jess goes for those rules all that much.”

“You’re right, she doesn’t.” She eyed me slowly, almost looking impressed. “Of course, I try to give her advice about these things, but she can be surprisingly stubborn. Which, given my dating history, I’m starting to think is totally understandable.”

I shrugged. “Mine was nothing to write home about up until now, if I’m honest. Maybe it’s the ones who fail the most who end up getting it right.”

“I like that.” She held out her glass. “To love’s losers.”

I laughed and clinked mine against hers.

We sat together for a while longer, the wine making my limbs loose and my brain a little fuzzy. I was starting to like the way the world felt on Natalie’s porch on those late nights—dim and slow and untethered. I didn’t have anything to worry about, and I wasn’t stuck thinking about what came next. I was in the here and now.

I realized with a jolt that the only other time I felt like that was on dates with Jess.

Oh, shit.

Natalie yawned, stretching her arms over her head. “I need to sleep or I’ll be a zombie at work tomorrow. Thanks for the company, neighbor.”

I stood to go, wobbling only a little. “Any time.”

As I stepped off the porch, she said: “Hey, Miles?”

I turned. She grinned, but there was something sharper in it now. “Does that offer to be my gym buddy still stand?”

I’d forgotten about that—in hindsight, it felt like a big mistake. But now I had no choice but to go ahead with it.

“Of course.”

“Great. Let me know next time you’re planning to go and I’ll come with.”

I tried to keep my voice steady. “Will do. Have a good night.”

“Night, Miles.”

I walked back to my villa, feeling the wine and something else—a knot in my chest that I couldn’t quite untangle. I had been trying not to feel guilty about these conversations with Natalie, seeing as Jess had insisted I keep having them, but this was something else. It felt like I was starting to enjoy her company a little too much.

But then I remembered the way Jess had looked at me that morning in bed, and I knew where I wanted to be.

At least, I hoped I did.

I showered, got under the covers, and let the sound of the ocean lull me to sleep, hoping it would drown out everything I didn’t want to think about.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Monday morning was a blur of internal meetings and some work on the one project that I had so far managed to rustle up in that quiet spell. But as the clock ticked toward midday I became painfully aware that Natalie was probably about to reappear on their patio—with or without Jess, and with or without adequate clothing.

I decided it might be a good day to head over to Hector’s bar for lunch and clear my head.

There were only four people at the bar when I arrived: a couple of sunburnt British tourists splitting a basket of fried conch fritters, a lone boomer in wraparound sunglasses nursing a Bloody Mary, and Hector, who always gave the impression that he’d been up for hours and had already lived several lifetimes before noon. The place was shaded and warm and smelled faintly of citrus mixers, a welcome contrast to both the AC of my villa and the sweatbox beyond.

Hector clocked me the second I walked over. “You look like you’re running from something, young man,” he smirked, already reaching for a pint glass.

“You’re kind of on the money there.”

He grinned, taking my lunch order, then filled the glass with my choice of pale ale and slid it my way. “Young love takes another victim?”

I wavered for a second, then sat at the bar and let out a long, slow breath. “Honestly? It’s going better than I could’ve ever hoped. But there’s a problem.”

Hector leaned in, elbows on the bar. “There always is, my friend.”

“You got time for a confession?” I asked, which sounded more melodramatic than I meant it to, but Hector just gave a nod.

“This bar is confession and communion,” he chuckled. “What’s on your mind?”

I glanced over my shoulder. The Brits were too deep in an argument about their next choice of day trip to listen, and the boomer was scrolling a tablet. I turned back. “You have to keep this to yourself. Like… really.”

Hector raised two fingers. “On my honor and the honor of every bartender who came before me. What’s up?”

I’d been circling the thought for days. But I didn’t really know how to put it into words, even now.

“I think I’m… attracted to her roommate. Definitely more than I should be. And I get the sense that her roommate… I don’t know. There’s a vibe.”

Hector didn’t even blink, just started drying a glass. “Classic triangle,” he said. “You’re not the first, believe me. But tread lightly.”

“I am,” I insisted, a little too loudly, prompting a glance from the wraparound shades guy. “But it isn’t easy when she’s always right there, you know? And she’s not subtle.”

He gave a knowing smile. “The eligible bachelor is a little too eligible. So, what’s your play?”

I shrugged, instantly feeling small. “I… told her I’d be her gym buddy. I thought that would be safe, but now...”

Hector snorted. “Son, nothing ever started with ‘wanna be my gym buddy’ and ended with innocent stretching.”

I laughed, but it was hollow. “I just don’t want to screw up what I have with Jess.”

He set down the glass and fixed me with a serious look. “You like Jess?”

I nodded. “A lot. More than I’ve liked anyone in years.”

“Then here’s my advice: stay out of situations that make you forget that.”

I felt hot behind the ears. “It’s not like I’ll do anything. I just… think about it sometimes, and I really wish I could stop.”

“You’re human. Just don’t let thinking turn into doing. Got it?”

“Got it,” I said, though I wasn’t sure I did.

Hector nodded, satisfied, and moved away to take the Brits’ order for another round.

I finished my beer, along with the Caesar salad I had ordered, and left a tip big enough to signal gratitude without making it look like I was paying Hector to be my therapist.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a kind of suspended animation. I cranked through some work, answered a few desultory emails, and stared at the wall for longer than I cared to admit. Around four, a text from Jess lit up my phone.

Hey! Are you around at five? Nat asked me to tell you she wants to go to the gym. She says you “better not wimp out” lol.

I felt a wave of guilt, especially after that conversation with Hector, but also something like anticipation. I typed, Sure, I’ll meet her out front, and hit send before I could overthink it.

The response came from a new number. Hey, it’s Nat :) Bring water, I go hard.

This wasn’t the best start to taking Hector’s advice.

***

At five I pulled on some workout clothes, grabbed my sneakers, and walked outside to find Natalie already waiting by the railing beside the footpath, stretching in a way that looked like she was getting ready to shoot a Nike commercial. She wore a neon pink sports bra and shorts that could be measured in centimeters.

She spotted me and grinned. “There he is. You ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” I said, and we set off together toward the gym.

I could feel myself tensing up, if only out of a concerted effort not to glance at her in that tiny outfit, but if she sensed anything she didn’t show it. She practically bounced down the path as though this was the most normal dynamic in the world.

If anything, there were moments when it seemed like she was flaunting her body—like when I held open the gym door for her and she entered backwards, stretching in a way that made her arch her back and thrust out her chest.

“Hope you can keep up,” she smirked, before spinning around and heading for the cardio machines.

I just hoped I would have something else to look at in that gym.

She jumped onto an elliptical and motioned for me to take the one next to her, launching into a quick pace. The gym was empty except for a middle-aged guy in the weight section who could have once been in a Marvel movie, and a retiree gingerly pedaling a stationary bike. I climbed on and tried not to stare at the way Natalie’s ponytail swished just above her ass with every step.

“So,” she said, barely winded after three minutes at a pretty high tempo. “How much do you work out, anyway? You seem like one of those guys who just… doesn’t have to try.”

She glanced at my arms, which now felt like they were awkwardly on display, gripping the handles in a way that made my biceps pop more than intended.

“Thanks, but not as much as I should. At best a couple times a week, usually less. I’m more motivated by guilt than fitness goals, honestly.”

She laughed, a short, sharp bark. “Same. Guilt is my only workout buddy half the time. But don’t sell yourself short. Jess and I were literally talking about it yesterday, how you can eat burgers and pizza and look like that.” She leaned sideways for a beat, as if to size me up, then nodded approvingly. “It’s sort of unfair.”

I didn’t know what to do with the compliment. I gripped the heart rate sensors and checked my pulse in an effort to stall; the numbers that flickered up were bananas, so I let go before she could see the screen and wiped my hands on my shorts.

“I mean, you’re not exactly slacking off,” I said, gesturing vaguely at her. “You’re here practically every day. I admire the dedication.”

Natalie grinned. “I get a little obsessive. If I miss a workout, I feel like my body’s going to instantly punish me by doubling in size. Which is crazy, but, you know, old habits.”

“It is a bit crazy,” I laughed. “But I kind of get the compulsive thing too, just… in other ways. If I sit still for too long it’s like my brain tries to use up all that energy on its own, which doesn’t always end well.”

That last part had proved especially true lately.

She gave a little ‘huh’ of recognition, as if this explained everything. We lapsed into a companionable silence, the only sounds the rhythmic whir and squeak of the machines.

After a few minutes, Natalie slowed down and turned to face me, still walking in place. She dropped her voice slightly, so it just floated under the hum of the elliptical.

“So, I have to ask you something, and you can totally tell me to fuck off if it’s weird,” she said.

I braced myself, already knowing I would not in fact tell her to fuck off, no matter how weird.

She leaned a little closer and lightly touched my arm. “Is Jess, like…as good a kisser as she looks?”

I blinked at the question, nearly missing a step. “Uh—yeah, she is.” I tried to keep my face neutral, but I could feel it changing color anyway. “Really good. Why?”

Natalie affected a look of innocence, but a wicked grin tugged at the corners of her lips. “Just curious. She’s always so reserved, but I told her she’s probably a secret sex goddess. I just wanted to see if I was right.”

“She definitely doesn’t lack confidence,” I said, laughing. “But I probably shouldn’t kiss and tell.”

“Of course. A gentleman, like I said,” she smiled, clearly delighted at having extracted something of an answer.

The words hung there, suspended. I looked over at her, saw the beads of sweat on her collarbone, the way her chest heaved just slightly faster than her legs. She glanced over and her eyes creased in a smile; I wondered if she wanted me to say something else.

“Okay, enough jogging,” she said suddenly. “I’m going for it—sprints. You’re welcome to join… if you think you’re a match for me.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

With that she accelerated, her legs pumping fluently, her breathing controlled. I slowly brought up my speed until I was at her level, trying to look composed while the sweat broke out all over me.

She gently slowed a minute later. I was quietly grateful as I followed suit at a near-walking pace, but it wasn’t long until she was off again, dragging me with her. As the cycle rolled on, frantic sprints alternating with leisurely jogs, I kept my eyes on the TV screen across the room—currently showing some inane chat show—and focused on keeping my own breathing under control.

“That felt good,” she said after the last sprint, walking it off and rolling her head from side to side. Her cheeks were bright pink, and she was covered head to toe in a slight sheen, but she looked a hell of a lot better than I felt—every part of me was on fire.

A few moments later she stepped off the elliptical, crossed the room and grabbed a towel. As she wandered back over she blotted her face, then her collarbone, and then, with a kind of deliberate nonchalance, worked the towel across her chest.

Her skin was flushed and shining, sweat glittering over her toned midriff. I tried to keep my eyes fixed on the TV screen, but it was impossible not to notice her dragging the towel along the shelf of her sports bra, using the white cotton to mop the sweat from the curve of each breast.

Then she bent down to stretch her calves, ass in the air, the shorts riding up just enough to make me look away fast, like a kid caught peeking at an R-rated movie. When I dared another look, she caught me watching me in the mirrored wall, eyes bright, a small smirk pinched into the corner of her mouth.

For a second I wondered if she’d done the whole thing just to make me squirm. More likely, I realized, she just didn’t give a shit—it was my problem if I couldn’t handle it.

She finished her stretches and flopped onto the rubber mat as I climbed off my own machine. “You’re not so bad at this,” she announced, wiping at her brow. “I thought you might die halfway through.”

“Give it ten minutes,” I panted. “I still might.”

Natalie laughed, propping herself up with an elbow as she stretched one leg. “You know, this was fun,” she said, her voice softening. “I haven’t really hung out with a guy like you before.”

I let the words land, but they felt like bait.

“You mean not completely hopeless at cardio, or just not some creep in the gym?”

She made a face, as though chastising me for missing the point. “Both. But you’re not terrible to look at, either.”

And there it was. This had gone too far now.

I tried to deflect.

“Thanks, I try my best. Had to land a girl like Jess somehow.”

At the mention of her friend she looked at my face for a half beat longer than I was comfortable with. Her lips pursed, somewhere between a smile and a sigh, and she rearranged her hair, scooped it back in a fresh ponytail, and looked at the clock.

“You want to do a cool down lap before we head home?”

I could have made an excuse and left right away, but something told me to play this carefully—plus, after all those sprints, my body felt like it would punish me big time if I didn’t. I nodded, the pulse in my neck still thumping.

We left the gym together, cutting across the courtyard outside and then following the main path around the tennis courts and the resort’s mini golf course, where the floodlights had come to life as the light began to wane. When we reached the residential area, the path narrowed and ducked into the shade of the palms, now lit only by the solar-powered lanterns that lent the evening an awkwardly romantic feel now.

We slowed to a walk. Throughout our jog, I had been turning over in my mind how to handle her earlier comments, and decided that I needed to make it clear where my loyalty resided.

“Can I ask you something?” I said, keeping my eyes on the path.

“Uh-oh,” said Natalie, in her best TV sitcom voice. “Lay it on me.”

“You’re okay with this, right?” I asked, motioning vaguely to myself, to the distance beyond the palms where Jess was somewhere in her villa, to the whole situation. “I don’t want to—I mean, Jess said everything is cool, but I’m serious about her. I don’t want there to be any issues with me and her spending time together.”

She gave a soft snort.

“Are you kidding? Jess has been on cloud nine since you started seeing her. She’s, like, a whole new person. And honestly, I think it’s good for her to have something real, and sweet. Something that’s not me dragging her to bars to get her to meet guys. In vain, I should add.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Sounds like you had your work cut out for you.”

“You have no idea.” Natalie’s expression flickered, then settled into something more serious. “Look. She’s my best friend. I want her to be happy, and I trust you not to screw that up. That’s all.”

We walked in silence for a while. A frog bounded across the footpath and for some reason it made Natalie smile. The cool evening air made me increasingly conscious of the sweat pooling in the small of my back, my muscles stiffening with that righteous, post-workout fatigue.

As we neared our villas, Natalie stopped and turned to face me.

“Thanks for going with me this evening,” she said. “It’s way more fun when I have someone to talk to.”

I hesitated for a moment, still wary, but after our last exchange I felt like the ‘threat’ had passed. “I had fun, too.”

And then she hugged me, suddenly and all at once. Not a quick side-hug, but both arms wrapped around my neck, her chin digging into my shoulder.

I froze, not knowing what to do for a moment, before I returned it—tentatively, carefully. But with nowhere else to put my hands, they landed on her bare back. Her body felt so lithe and toned against mine, with her breasts mashing against me through her sports bra, soft yet firm. She held on for a few seconds, then stepped back.

“For real,” she said. “This was nice. Let’s do it again sometime.”

“Sure,” I said reflexively, my voice sounding foreign to my own ears.

She gave me a look that I couldn’t decipher, then spun and jogged off toward her villa, hair streaming behind her.

I retreated indoors and made a beeline for the shower, running on autopilot while my mind tried to process what the hell had just happened.

***

That night, I replayed every second of the gym session, looking for proof that I was reading too much into it.

I wanted to believe that I was imagining things, that nothing wrong had happened at all. But the guilt that had started as a dull itch was now a live wire, buzzing in my chest.

I texted Jess goodnight, then lay in bed and listened to the surf outside my window. I thought about how easy it had been to say that I wanted to see where things could go with her, how right it had felt. I wanted to hold onto that and not let anything else in.

But the world has a way of complicating even the most perfect things.

I made a silent promise to keep it simple. No more gym sessions. No more hugs. Nothing that would risk this shot at real happiness.

But before I could drift off, my phone buzzed again. It was Natalie.

thanks for today :) let me know when you wanna go again.

I paused, then sent back an innocent thumbs up.

She sent back a flex emoji. Then, after a minute: next time I’m making you do abs with me.

I groaned, turned off my phone and tried—really tried—not to think about anything but Jess.

But it wasn’t that simple anymore.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

I spent most of Tuesday waiting for my brain to click into gear. It was one of those days where nothing quite landed, where the sun pressed so hard against the glass you felt slow-cooked before lunch, and it felt like you were reading every email underwater.

The only thing that propelled me through it all was a text from Jess inviting me over that evening for our mystery fourth date, which I couldn’t agree to quick enough. The rest of the day was spent idly anticipating whatever she had up her sleeve—especially after a follow-up message from her, around mid-afternoon.

Tonight might be a little different, but I think you’ll like it :)

When I stepped onto their porch at seven, the first thing I noticed was the sound of music from inside—something light, jazzy, the kind of soundtrack that played in luxury hotel lobbies. There was a faint smell of garlic and citrus.

Jess opened the door in a soft blue jumpsuit that looked even better than anything she’d worn on our dates so far, her hair flowing loose. She exhaled when she saw me, and for a second it almost felt like we were starting from the beginning.

“Hey,” she said. “Come on in. Hope you’re hungry.”

I stepped inside. The first thing I noticed was that the dining table had been set with three places.

Before I could ask what was going on I spotted Natalie, standing at the kitchen island and pouring a clear liquid into a row of shot glasses.

“Look who it is!” she called, grinning with her usual coy cheerfulness. She wore a tank top and linen shorts, her lean, taut body on display even now. “Jess and I made tacos, so I hope you brought your appetite.”

I had naturally expected an intimate, two-person evening—a date, hopefully ending with a post-dinner continuation of what we’d started at the weekend. Not this. I glanced at Jess, who smiled, a little apologetically, and then at Natalie, who was already holding up a shot as if she’d been waiting all day.

“A little something to loosen up,” Natalie announced.

Why? I wondered, but I took my glass and clinked it with theirs.

“To neighbors,” Jess said, a strange emphasis on the wording, and we all drank.

The tequila was smooth, but it lit a fire in my chest all the same. Natalie suggested one more round, but thankfully Jess begged off, saying she wanted to keep her wits about her if she was going to make it through her own cooking. There was a confusing dynamic at play, but I decided to just settle into the rhythm and let the evening take whatever shape they had in mind—if they really had one in mind at all.

I convinced them to at least let me help with any remaining food prep, chopping tomatoes and mashing avocadoes. Meanwhile Jess darted back and forth between oven and pan, assembling a spread of carnitas, roasted veggies, and homemade pico, which she insisted we “try and make look pretty, even if we’re going to destroy it in two bites.”

Natalie set up the ‘build station’ at the table, slicing limes and opening a bag of chips from the resort grocery store that cost at least twice what it should have, while the three of us talked about the looming specter of hurricane season. Natalie was a force throughout, cracking jokes and at one point steering the conversation toward anecdotes from their days back home when there was a lull.

It didn’t take long for me to get a strange sense that, for all Jess’s talk about wanting to plan the date, this was Natalie’s show tonight. She had a way of pulling in the focus, but not, I realized, in a competitive way. She wanted me there. Both of them did, but for different reasons that I couldn’t quite parse.

When the main course was ready—platters of tacos, bowls of salsa, fresh guac—Jess dimmed the lights and put on a shared playlist of their favorites down the years, an eclectic mix of indie songs and dance tracks that ran quietly in the background. We ate together at the table, with me at the head and the girls on either side. Each of them acted as if the whole thing was completely normal, but there was a tension in their movements.

Natalie was more restless and fidgety than usual, and Jess was strangely talkative; I was starting to get the sense they were both trying to race toward something.

Somewhere between the second and third tacos, Natalie turned to me. “So, what’s it like living next door to the two greatest women on the island?”

For a second I tried to think of a reply that wouldn’t sound too ingratiating. But I felt only gratitude for them turning up just when this move was starting to feel like a huge mistake, and I didn’t feel like hiding it.

“Honestly? It’s the best surprise I’ve had since moving here.”

Jess smiled. Natalie leaned in, propping her chin on her hand.

“Obviously Jess is your favorite. But am I a close second, at least?”

“She’s fishing for compliments,” Jess laughed, but the question hung there, a joke with something sharp at the center.

I glanced between them, trying to figure out what the hell was happening. Natalie was doing her best to look casual, but her eyes were locked on me. Jess was watching, too, but with a different energy—half amusement, half wariness.

“Sure,” I said. “You just about pipped that lady on the mobility scooter a few doors down.” Jess giggled and raised her glass to that.

Natalie smirked, her eyes flashing mischievously. “That’s fair. She has some giant boobs, I’ll give her that.”

Then she let the matter drop.

For the time being.

***

As the meal wore on, the conversation drifted into riskier territory.

Natalie asked about my worst ever date; Jess confessed she’d once gotten so nervous at a college party that she locked herself in a bathroom for half an hour. Another round of tequila loosened things further. Natalie made a game of asking increasingly personal questions, and Jess rolled with it, alternating between mortification and shrieking laughter. After the plates were cleared, we moved to the living room.

Natalie sprawled across one end of the couch, and Jess took the other, leaving me the middle. I sat, and they flanked me—close enough that I could feel the heat from both of them. Jess tucked her legs under her, her head just inches from my shoulder. Natalie stretched out, one foot resting ever so slightly against my thigh.

I still didn’t know what was going on. I had one possible interpretation, but I didn’t dare believe it.

“Okay,” Natalie said. “Question time. I want to see just how honest our neighbor can be.”

“You don’t think I’ve been honest already?”

She fired the first question: “Would you rather be famous or rich?”

I grinned. “Rich. I’d be a terrible celebrity.”

Jess asked, “What’s your weirdest phobia?”

“Worms,” I said, without thinking. “I hate how they move.”

Natalie snorted. “That is so specific.”

We kept going. The questions grew more pointed, more revealing, but never mean.

At some point, Natalie casually put her feet right in my lap, her head propped on the armrest, and looked up at me with a smirk. I glanced at Jess, thinking this was surely too far, but she showed no objections—if anything, she seemed to be gauging my reaction to it all.

“Have you thought about moving back home?” Natalie finally asked, soft this time.

“Not for a second,” I said, and looked at Jess when I said it. She colored, then smiled.

Natalie grinned at Jess, then me. “Good answer.”

I felt like I was at the center of something I didn’t understand.

The girls fell into a lazy, happy silence, and I tried to roll with it, even though it felt like everyone in the room was in on a secret except for me. Jess’s hand found mine, fingers lacing together. Natalie wriggled her toes, then sat up and leaned past me, exchanging a look with Jess that I couldn’t read.

“I’m gonna go and clean up for dessert,” she said. “I’ll leave you two lovebirds for a bit.”

Then she strode off, and I tried to ignore the hypnotic sway of her linen shorts, the way they tugged tighter with each step and highlighted the shape of her butt.

I turned to Jess and felt my face instinctively tense into a questioning look.

Jess met it with a little half-shrug, like she’d anticipated my confusion. “Sorry if this is… a lot,” she said quietly, and tugged me closer by the hand. “I know you probably thought tonight would just be the two of us.”

“I can’t say it hasn’t been nice. But yeah… I didn’t expect a full house.”

She squeezed my hand. “It’s not that I didn’t want a night alone. I just… there’s something you should know about Natalie.” She hesitated. “You’re not in trouble or anything, it’s just… Natalie and I have been best friends for a long time, and when we moved here, we made a rule that we wouldn’t let anything come between us. No drama. No secrets. Not even a guy.”

This was taking an odd turn. I waited, letting her talk.

She exhaled. “I know you’ve noticed how Natalie is. She’s not subtle. But what you probably don’t know is… when we first met you, she actually said: ‘mine’.”

I felt my eyes balloon.

Jess laughed, embarrassed. “It was a joke, sort of. But then I got to you first, and she was like, ‘fine, I’ll back off, I want you to be happy.’ And she really meant it. But then… she saw how happy I was, and I think it made her want it, too. Or maybe it made her remember she’s never had it.”

She looked at me, blue eyes searching my face for any flicker of judgment.

I didn’t know what to say, so I said the one thing that felt honest. “It’s flattering,” I managed. “Unexpected, but flattering.”

Jess seemed to relax a little. “Look, what I’m about to say… I don’t want this to be weird. I really don’t. But I care about her, too. And lately… I’ve noticed there’s something there.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but she just smiled and shook her head.

“You haven’t done anything wrong—although I am a girl, and I do notice the looks. I mean Nat. She likes you more than she lets on.” She gripped my hand tighter and leaned in, her eyes trying to reassure me. “If you’re only interested in me, that’s great. Obviously. But I think there’s a spark between the two of you, and… if you want to try something with Natalie, I’m cool with it. I know it probably sounds crazy, but something about it feels… okay to me.”

I stared back at her, stunned.

I didn’t know where to start.

“There’s no pressure at all,” she continued. “If you do this with Natalie, I don’t want it to affect me and you. And if it doesn't work out with her, I know that she and I will stay friends, but I hope you and her can too.”

I sat there, brain scrambling for the right response. The idea sent a jolt through me, but not in the way I would have expected; it was more like the sudden opening of a window you didn’t know you needed, the breeze surprising but not unwelcome.

Jess picked at the edge of a throw pillow, a nervous energy in her fingers now. “I know it’s a lot. But she and I have always been honest with each other. I figured I should be honest with you, too.”

I took her hand in mine. “I appreciate it. Really. This is just a lot to process.” I paused. “You’re serious?”

She nodded. “We both are.”

I thought about Natalie in the kitchen, the effortless way she drew eyes, all those looks she’d given me. I thought about Jess, the softness of her mouth, the warmth of her body under mine.

The idea of both—together or apart—was dizzying.

“Do you want me to… do something about this tonight?” I asked, feeling as though in the course of one evening my understanding of women and dating was less than I had ever known.

She smiled at that, calming instantly. “No. Unless you want to. And just to be clear, this isn’t a test—I promise. I wanted to talk to you about it one on one and, I guess, put the ball in your court.”

My eyes darted to the doorway leading to the kitchen. “She knows we’re talking about this right now?”

Jess nodded. “She says she’ll be happy to just be your friend, if that’s all you want. But she’d like to see if you two can be more… and you don’t have to hide anything from me.”

I looked back at her, the tequila warmth now mixing with a slow, rolling wave of curiosity.

“I need to think about it,” I said—which was true, regardless of how tempting this all seemed. “But Jess… I really like you. That’s not going to change.”

She leaned over and kissed me, just once, with a softness that felt like a promise. “I really like you, too,” she said. “And for the record, you’re not obligated to like her back. I just think you might.”

We heard Natalie rattling around in the kitchen, humming under her breath as she finished plating something. Jess squeezed my hand.

“If you want to talk about it more next time, we can. If you don’t, and you just want me to drop the whole thing, that’s fine too.”

I ran a hand through my hair, still half stunned—and half turned on—by the thought of Natalie having designs on me, let alone Jess facilitating them.

“You know, for a Tuesday night, this is… a lot.”

Jess laughed, that low, musical giggle I loved. “And you haven’t even seen what she made for dessert.”

Natalie called from the kitchen: “You guys coming or what?”

We got up and joined her. She’d arranged three little plates with miniature tres leches cakes, each with a swirl of whipped cream and—a detail I would not have guessed—candied lime zest. Natalie grinned, proud of herself, and poured us each a glass of cheap dessert wine.

I tried to meet her gaze, wondering if she could read in my face that I knew everything now. She must have caught something, because she offered a sly smile and a gentle tap of her foot against my shin under the table.

“This looks incredible, Nat,” Jess said, admiring her plate.

“Dessert is the best part, if you ask me,” she replied, shooting me a glance. “It’s actually my specialty.”

Jess shook her head and gave her friend an exasperated smile, and for a moment the three of us just watched each other, all our cards apparently on the table now.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

The conversation turned to lighter matters as we ate, and—courtesy of Natalie’s usual chatty manner, and perhaps the slight buzz from the earlier drinks—we eventually fell back into an easy rhythm. For the rest of the evening there was no more mention of anything happening between Natalie and I, no more pointed questions. Just laughter and music—a relaxed, enjoyable evening, with a sparkling, tipsy sense that we might be at the start of something.

When it was time to leave, Jess walked me to the porch. “Take your time,” she whispered, as she kissed me goodbye.

I crossed the lawn in the moonlight, wondering if I had somehow misunderstood something. I couldn’t tell what would happen next; all I knew was that everything had just gotten a lot more interesting.

The next morning, I struggled to believe that my conversation with Jess had even happened, until I saw the text from Natalie on my home screen.

hey, thanks for being so cool about me tagging along last night. i had fun

It didn’t take a dating expert to figure out what she was up to. I stared at the screen for a long minute, trying to figure out a safe way to play this, then typed back:

You two are the highlight of my week. Thanks for having me.

After a pause, I sent another: Are you around for a run later?

She wrote back instantly: i’m around now. and i ain’t holding back this time ;)

She knew just how to get into my head.

I scrambled to get changed, my mind still racing through all those memories of the night before—Jess’s candor, Natalie’s foot pressed against mine, the suddenly enormous field of possibilities that had just opened up right next door.

***

She was already waiting for me outside, stretching her quads in a way that seemed designed to show off every angle of her body. She was wearing biker shorts and a cropped tank, her hair in a high ponytail. She saw me and beamed, then fell into step beside me as we set off on a slow warm-up along the path.

The resort was humming with the quiet energy of a day not yet begun. Our conversation was cautious and stilted, each of us trying to gauge what exactly was happening here. It was a weird feeling, the two of us moving closely together in sync, as though feeling out the idea of being out and about in the resort as something other than neighbors or friends.

We jogged side by side in silence for a while, just enjoying the scenery or nodding politely at other joggers as they made their lazy loops around the palms. Natalie definitely seemed more reserved than usual, quieter—but when she did speak again it was with that same directness from the previous night.

“So… Jess said she talked to you.”

It took me a second to realize she was putting it in my court. “Yeah. I, uh… I was pretty surprised.”

She nodded, then shot me a look. “I know it’s weird. It’s a huge thing for Jess to be so cool with, and… it’s pretty forward of me. I get that it puts you in a weird place.”

I tried and failed to think of what to say back to that. I couldn’t argue with any of it, but I also couldn’t pretend it wasn’t an insanely tempting idea.

“So if it doesn’t work for you,” she continued, “I’m not going to be mad. You and Jess have something good going on, and I don’t want you to feel like you’re risking anything. If you want to keep this just friends, I can do that.”

I stopped, wiped sweat from my brow, and tried to hold her gaze.

“Look, I don’t know what I want here exactly, but… If this works for you, and it works for Jess, then yeah. I’d like to see what could happen.”

Natalie sighed, her smile slow and real. “Good. Because I was worried it would get awkward.” She leaned in, her voice dropping to a hush. “Plus I think you’re really hot.”

It was the first time anyone had just said that to me, full stop. I laughed, not knowing what to do with the information. “Thanks,” I said, then blurted out: “You’re stunning.”

She smiled, bit her lip—and then, with a mischievous glint in her eyes, she started running again.

I caught up to her and we kept going, the pace picking up as we crossed the far side of the loop in the gold of the early morning. Natalie’s eyes kept flicking over, each time like she was checking whether I was still there, or whether I was going to bolt. Meanwhile I just kept my mouth shut for fear of saying something to ruin the moment. Throughout it all, I felt more than a little off-balance.

When we rounded the bend and the main building came back into view, she slowed to a walk, breath coming in short bursts.

“So, did you ever actually date two people at once?” she asked.

I laughed, both at the absurdity of the question and at the way she said it, pacing me like a wolf at the edge of the firelight. “I’ve never even managed to successfully date one person at a time,” I said.

She grinned, a white flash in the haze of dawn. “That’s not true. You and Jess are disgustingly cute.”

I snorted. “You think so?”

“Trust me. Sometimes I have to leave the room or I’ll puke.” She nudged me with her elbow, a gentle jostle. “But I mean it: I don’t want to mess it up. If this gets weird, we shut it down, okay?”

“Okay,” I said. “Deal.”

She stopped and turned to face me, hands on her hips. “And I’m not doing anything unless Jess is one hundred percent cool with it. If she changes her mind, we’re done. I don’t do drama.”

It was the most serious I’d ever seen her. I nodded, feeling like there was a contract being signed here.

“I wouldn’t want to hurt her,” I said. “Obviously. I’m interested in you, for sure, but… it’s only because she’s insisting on it that I’m even entertaining this idea.”

Natalie’s mouth twitched. “I know. She’s tougher than she lets on, though. So am I.” Another beat. “And, like, if it’s just attraction or whatever, that’s fine too. I’m not gonna pretend I’m above it, but I’m also not going to, you know—” She trailed off, then rolled her eyes. “Shit, I sound like one of those girls who has to clarify that she ‘isn’t looking for anything serious’ on a dating app.”

I grinned. “You don’t have to do the disclaimer. I get it.”

She glanced away, brushing a stray hair from her face. “Do you?”

I surprised myself by answering honestly. “No. Not really. But I’m game to figure it out.”

Natalie seemed to like that answer. She kicked at the toe of her sneaker, then looked up at me through her lashes. “Okay, so… we’re doing this?”

I felt the question land somewhere deep in my stomach. I nodded, and for the first time it didn’t feel like a betrayal, or a trap. “Well, how about we try it out on a real date?”

Her smile came quick, predatory and delighted. “How about tomorrow? That gives you a full day to figure out how you’re going to impress me.”

“Tomorrow it is. I like a challenge.”

“Good. Me too,” she said, then leaned in until I could feel her breath on my face. “And if you treat me like second best, I’ll know.”

I grinned, and for a second I thought she might kiss me, right there on the path. But she pulled back, her eyes dancing.

“On that note,” she smiled, “I’m heading back for a shower.” She turned and jogged backward a few steps, watching me with those wild, green eyes as though waiting to see if I would chase her, or at least to detect whether she had successfully planted an image in my head (she had). “See you tomorrow, neighbor.”

“See you tomorrow.”

I watched her go, then walked the rest of the way back to my villa with the nervous energy still buzzing in my legs, trying to convince myself that this was all still normal. It wasn’t.

I jumped into my own shower and thought about the next day. About what kind of date Natalie would want, about how I could do right by everyone—including myself.

But mostly I thought about the look on her face when I had asked her out: the raw, bracing excitement of it. Until her and Jess, I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen it, but that was the second time in just a couple of weeks.

I thought I’d feel guilty about all of this, or at least confused, but instead I felt like I’d just won something.

***

I did my work—or what was increasingly becoming tasks in the pursuit of work—but every hour or so my thoughts would drift to the next evening, and how it might play out.

At lunch I caught sight of Jess on her patio, twirling a glass of iced coffee in her hand. She saw me and waved, a smile so open and unguarded that I felt a pang in my chest.

And then she quickly stepped down from the patio and headed for the gate; this time, she was coming over to my side of the fence.

“You survived your run?” she asked as she crossed the lawn and walked up to join me, bare feet leaving prints in the damp grass.

“Barely,” I called back. “Your roommate put me through my paces.”

“You might have to get used to that.” Jess took a sip, watching me with a kind of pleased concern. “You okay?”

“Actually, I am. But I’m more worried about how you’re doing.”

She waved it away. “I’m totally okay with this. It was my idea, remember?”

I nodded. “I know. I just find it hard to get my head around.”

“That’s kind of why I wanted to check in,” she said, looking a little sheepish. “Did last night make you uncomfortable? I know we threw a lot at you.”

“You did, but… I can’t pretend I don’t like the idea.” I paused, then added, “You’re kind of amazing for this, you know that?”

Jess rolled her eyes, but her cheeks pinked. “I’ll take your word for it.”

We stood there a minute, nothing between us but the faint thrum of insects and the wet air.

“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” she said, more serious now. “I meant what I said—the important thing is that we’re honest. And that we keep… this.” She gestured between us, as if at a rope she didn’t want to see fray.

I nodded. “I’m not going to do anything if it means losing this.”

She smiled, set down her coffee, and, on impulse, reached up and touched my cheek. “I’m so, so glad you’re here,” she said.

“Me too.”

“I need to get back to my desk. But do you want to do something tonight, just us? Like we were supposed to?”

“Of course. Come over to mine—I don’t think you can outdo that last surprise.”

She laughed, then left me with a kiss—quick, but deliberate—and headed back to her villa.

After that I couldn’t go back to work, not right away. I checked the time, opened my inbox to find there was once again nothing new to report, and figured I could step away a little longer.

I walked to the beach, waded into the surf until the water was up to my knees, and tried to make sense of how, in the matter of just a couple of weeks, my entire life had been upended.

I had two dates this week. With two women who were, by any measure, way out of my league.

I stood there, pulse pounding, and realized my world had just become something entirely new—a place with no script, no rules, and no limits except the ones I was brave enough to set.


CHAPTER TWENTY

The afternoon drifted by like I was stuck floating on a slow-moving river, buoyed by the residual high from seeing Jess.

I made it through a couple hours of dull project work, half-focused on a handful of internal messaging threads and emails from the rest of my department amidst what was clearly a lull. I scanned for anything urgent, anything that might justify my continued existence in the org chart, but it was like the entire company was going to sleep for the summer.

By three o’clock I was so deep in my own head that I almost missed my weekly one-on-one call with Amy—the head of my department, who had lately slipped into the habit of referring to me as “their man in the Caribbean” like I was some kind of expatriate spy.

“How’s the bandwidth on your end, Miles?” she asked. “You’re not losing your mind yet, are you?”

“Not yet,” I said, which was true enough, though the lag in my voice might have suggested otherwise. “Things are… weirdly quiet here. I’ve got time if you need a hand on anything.”

She made a show of thinking it over, but I could tell she was multitasking—probably messaging someone more urgent while she half-listened to me.

“Just keep going with the new business efforts and, honestly… enjoy a little downtime. You’ve earned it after that last launch.”

I wanted to say that the downtime made me nervous, that I’d built my career on the predictability of client crises that needed my particular brand of triage. Instead, I nodded and told her I’d keep an eye out for new work.

She gave a thin smile and signed off with a “don’t work too hard, and say hi to the ocean for me,” which felt unreasonably final.

I sat back in my chair and listened to the silence of my inbox, thinking: this is what it would feel like to be unemployed, only with better scenery.

The only thing keeping that mounting fear at bay was the fact that Jess was coming over at sunset, and—unlike those last few years at home—I had no impulse to check a dating app or even text another girl as a hedge against the possibility of failure. I was all in. In the past it might have scared the shit out of me, but I guess there’s truth to that adage: ‘when you know, you know’.

Once I had fired off a few more emails to old contacts to chase up some business, I spent the rest of the afternoon making lasagna from scratch. Aside from the prospect of returning the favor for the previous night’s meal, there was something deeply satisfying about stacking the noodles and ricotta, ladling sauce like a bricklayer. When it was done, I opened the sliding doors and let the late sun flood the kitchen, then changed into a nice long-sleeve shirt that I hadn’t had the chance to wear since moving over. I even set the table with actual napkins, which I had bought exclusively for the purpose of a date night.

Just before seven, Jess texted: walking over now :))

I replied: hope you brought your appetite

A few minutes later she appeared at the patio gate, wearing a sundress so short it could have been a top on anyone else. I had a strange suspicion that it was something to do with Natalie.

She had her hair down again, and the wind had worked a few golden strands across her cheek. She looked more beautiful than I remembered; though it wasn’t just her appearance that caught my eye but a new confidence in her walk, the way she let herself fill the space. It’s a nice feeling, knowing that the person who has just turned your world upside down is experiencing that same boost.

I tried not to stare but failed within seconds.

She stopped in front of me, grinning, and said, “Hi, chef.”

“Hi yourself,” I said, and she pushed up on her toes to peck my cheek. Her lips were soft and she lingered for just a second, as if guessing—correctly—that I was about to pull her in for a proper kiss on the lips.

After that she pulled away with that big smile of hers, and I led her inside. I poured us each a glass of wine and we chatted for a while as I served up the food. When everything was ready we sat at my table on the patio and looked out at the view, our chairs almost side by side, the light now slipping away across the water.

The conversation was easy, better than easy—it was the kind of talk you could only have with someone who genuinely liked you, and who you genuinely liked back. But underneath it there was a current of something else, a tension neither of us wanted to acknowledge directly.

I watched her lips as she ate, watched her fingers pick apart the bread, watched her legs shift and cross beneath the table. She caught me looking at one point, and instead of getting embarrassed she met my eyes and held them until I looked away, grinning.

She finished her plate and set her fork down. “Best lasagna I’ve had on the island.”

“You’ve been here for two weeks, so that’s an incredibly low bar,” I pointed out, but she shook her head.

“No, seriously—that was really good. If you ever need a change of pace, you could set up a restaurant here,” she replied, tongue firmly in cheek now.

“Only if you agree to work the front of house.”

“Partners or nothing,” she said, looking up with a smirk. She reached for her glass, but she never took the sip. She just held the stem, her eyes still on me.

A long silence, not uncomfortable, but charged.

I leaned over, took her hand, and gently pulled her in for a kiss.

She said, very quietly, “I’ve been thinking about this all day.”

“Me too,” I said, and it was true, but even that didn’t come close to the depth of what I’d been feeling. I wanted her—wanted her in a way I had never really wanted anyone.

We kissed again, softly at first, then a little harder. Her hand moved to the back of my neck, her body angling toward me in the chair. I could feel her heart racing through her wrist.

My own hand ventured out over her thigh and she shuddered slightly, a contented murmur slipping out as she kissed me. Her tongue slid against mine and she shifted her body closer, as though to force my hand further up. With her hem already so high, I quickly found my fingers gliding up her warm inner thigh; she squirmed in anticipation, her kissing now hungry, surprisingly aggressive.

Some kind of caveman instinct kicked in. I had to have her, now.

I picked her up, bridal style, and carried her inside. She giggled, “Miles, you don’t have to—” but I shushed her with another kiss, shutting the door with my foot. I walked us to the bedroom and set her down on the edge of the bed, where she sat and stared up at me, her eyes twitching in calculation.

Then she flopped onto her back and pulled me down with her, and the next few minutes were a blur of hands, lips, and laughter. She undressed herself with a conviction that surprised me: first the dress, then her bra, before she shimmied out of her panties and tossed them at my face, giggling.

I had always found sex to be a negotiation, a series of signals and permissions, but this was different—she wanted me to look, wanted me to want her, and it made me feel invincible.

She lay back against the sheets, hair fanned in a gold halo, those perfect breasts rising and falling with each shallow breath. For a moment I just wanted to take her in. And as I looked at her, I didn’t get the sense she felt the slightest bit awkward or self-conscious.

I took off my shirt, and she reached for my belt, her fingers grazing the skin of my stomach. When she tugged my pants down, she let out a low, appreciative sound that did more for my ego than a thousand hours in the gym.

Her body was impossibly soft, but her eyes, when they found mine, were hard and clear with purpose. I reached out and traced the delicate slope of her hip, the little line of muscle above it, the silk of her thigh below.

Then, without preamble, I dipped my hand and pressed my thumb gently where I knew she wanted it most.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

The effect was instantaneous. Jess’s breath sharpened; her knees drew up, opening to me, and her hands shot to my shoulders as though to anchor herself.

I circled her clit with slow, measured pressure, savoring the way her entire body seemed to tense and then unravel with each pass. I pushed a finger inside, then two, watching her head tip back as she let out a gasp that was half-laugh, half-moan. She was so wet it startled me—like she’d been waiting for this all week, maybe longer.

She never lost eye contact for long. Even as I worked her with my hand, she kept her gaze fixed on my face, as if to show me every twitch of pleasure or surprise. Then, with a kind of deliberate laziness, she reached down between us and wrapped her small, strong hand around my cock.

Instantly, I was as hard as I’d ever been, and the sight of her stroking me, so confident and unhurried, almost undid me right there.

We watched each other like that, hands moving in tandem, until the air in the room was thick with sweat and want. I felt her body start to tremble, her thighs clamped around my hand, her voice rising in little hesitant gasps.

When she finally came, she clutched my wrist so tight I thought she might leave bruises, hips rocking wild against my palm. She tried to muffle the sound with her other hand, but I wanted to hear it—every gasp and moan, the sweet aftershock of it as she slowly came back down.

I shifted closer and kissed her mouth, her cheek, and for a while I just waited as she lay there panting. The room seemed brighter than before, the low sun flooding the walls with orange.

She kissed me again, slower this time, and then reached down and guided my cock toward her. But as I hovered over her I hesitated.

Seeing her like this now, emboldened yet more at ease than at any time since we’d first met, a thought appeared. One that I couldn’t let go.

“Have you ever been on top?”

She bit her lip, then shook her head. “Never,” she whispered.

I smiled, a little jittery with nerves and excitement. “Would you like to try?”

She nodded, eyes wide, and I lay back, arms open. She climbed onto my lap, straddling me, her hands braced on my chest. Every inch of her skin was honeyed by the sunset, her strong thighs framing my waist, her hefty chest sitting picture-perfect right over my face. For a second she hesitated, looking down at me with a searching, almost reverent expression.

I reached up, cupped her jaw, and pulled her down to kiss me. She guided me inside her, the first inch making her gasp, and then she buried me to the hilt.

She moved slow at first, her hips rocking gently, her belly pressed against mine. I could feel her muscles tighten, feel the way she clenched around me as she found her rhythm. I don't know if it was the wine, or the sunset, or just the sheer relief of being with her again, but I felt like I was in a dream—every part of her fit me exactly, and every movement felt effortless, a language we both already knew.

She pushed up and let her head fall back, eyes half-closed, her lips parted. I watched her body, the way her breasts trembled with each bounce, the way her stomach tensed and relaxed. It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen. She moved faster, chasing her own pleasure, and this time when she came she sank her fingernails into my chest and gripped hard, riding the wave until her whole body shook.

I gripped her hips, thumbs digging into the soft heat just above her thighs, and then my hands roamed around and found her ass cheeks. They were so firm, yet soft; and a perfect size, just a little too big to really grasp. I held on tight and she gasped as she ground herself down onto me. She was all curves and muscle tone, and I loved the way she used her whole body—back arched, hair wild, breasts quivering in front of me in a rhythm I could never have imagined.

I wanted to reach up and grab them, lose myself in them, but at that point I couldn’t bring myself to let go of her ass, not when she was moving like that.

She rode me with a gentle, steady force, each movement drawing tight moans from her throat and stifled gasps from mine. She kept her eyes locked on my face, as if she needed to see what it was doing to me, and every time I groaned or bucked up against her, she rewarded me with a slow, wicked smile.

At some point I lost all sense of time—there was only the sound of our bodies, the tangle of legs and arms, her hands sliding up and down my chest or tugging at my hair.

When she started to lose her rhythm again, hips shuddering, I finally reached up and cupped her breasts in both hands, squeezed them, watched her bite her lip like she was trying not to cry. I tried to say her name, but all that came out was a half-swallowed groan. She fell forward, hands braced on my shoulders, and I met her thrust for thrust, fucking her from below until the world went white at the edges.

I felt it coming—an old, familiar rush, but this time ten times more intense, like my entire body was about to catch fire. I gripped at Jess, and she held me tight and close, and as I came inside her she let out a little moan of appreciation and collapsed onto my chest, our bodies glued together in a heap of sweat and bliss.

Afterward we just lay there, her body like a dead weight on top of me, her hair sticking to my chin. I felt drained and oddly awake at the same time; a kind of animal contentment, full and lazy. I stroked her back, my hands discovering damp little dimples along her spine, each a marker of how hard we had both just worked for this.

“I like you on top,” I said, because it felt like the thing to say and, more importantly, because I meant it.

She laughed—soft, sleepy, finishing with a sigh. “I liked it, too. But I think I pulled a muscle.”

“Shit… sorry.”

“Don’t be. It was worth it.”

I pulled the covers over us and let her melt into my arms. For a long time we just lay there, breathing and sometimes kissing. I tried to let the moment stretch as far as it could go.

“I’ve never felt like that in bed before,” she whispered. “Like I could just do whatever I wanted.”

I kissed the top of her head. “You can. You should.”

She giggled—exhausted, slightly delirious. “I want to do everything with you.”

As if my love life could have been any more exciting, she put that out there.

I wasn’t entirely sure what she meant. But I looked forward to finding out.

***

Later, after we’d showered and split the last of the wine, we sat on the balcony and watched the moon rise over the bay. Jess curled up beside me, her head on my shoulder, legs tucked under a blanket. The world felt small and perfect.

“Do you think it’s weird,” she said, “that we went this fast?”

I thought about it, then shook my head.

“If it was with someone else, sure. But no. I just think it’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

She kissed my cheek. The rest of that night belonged to us, and nobody else.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

No matter what happened the night before, few things in the world can make a man feel less essential than a Thursday with a dead-silent inbox.

At that time the previous week, it had almost felt like a badge of honor, a much-needed calm spell after saving what could have been a disaster of a launch. But now, as the hours ticked by and my internal messages went unanswered, I started to wonder if I’d been quietly “offboarded” and just hadn’t gotten the memo yet.

By 10am I had sent four emails, followed up with two leads who I had tried earlier in the week, and checked LinkedIn twice, because LinkedIn is where men like me go to feed their own self-esteem when they’re not sure if they still have a job. By noon, I could no longer pretend to be busy. I made a sandwich and ate it at my desk, watching the wilting palm fronds outside and wondering if there was an alternate universe where I’d become a surf instructor or a motivational speaker, instead of a guy who wrote branded blog posts for SaaS companies.

I picked up my phone and turned my attention to my other pressing concern: what to do for a date with Natalie that night. As though she was reading my mind, a few moments later it buzzed in my hand with a text from her.

hey, big guy. excited for tonight? just to check—i know we’re gym buddies now, but you’re not gonna make me do, like, CrossFit for a date, are you?

I stared at the message, thumb hovering, not sure how to answer. I’d been trying to come up with a plan that wouldn’t tank my credibility as a viable dating candidate after the great evenings I’d had with Jess, and I was coming up empty.

Natalie was… unpredictable. And I got the sense that her idea of a good time was a little different to botanical gardens and home-cooked lasagna.

No CrossFit, I typed. I’m not really into burpees or public humiliation

She replied instantly: sounds like my sorority initiation

… what?

seriously. surprise me. but if there isn’t a good cocktail involved, I’m out :P

So: drinks, no CrossFit, and something that would impress the most intimidating woman I’d ever met.

I sat back, thinking. The resort’s own lounge wouldn’t cut it—Jess and I liked it, but she’d called it “dad bar energy”, whatever that meant. There were a couple of decent places in town, but they were mostly geared towards boomer tourists or expats with tattoos and too much free time. What I wanted was somewhere upscale, but not stuffy—a place with actual atmosphere, maybe even live music.

Then I remembered hearing about the new rooftop bar at the Sapphire, a newer, fancier resort a few miles up the beach.

I’d walked through the lobby once and felt instantly unworthy, but now I found myself dialing the number and asking if they had any space for us at 7:30. They did, and I made the reservation, feeling like I’d just put all my chips on red.

I texted Natalie back. The surprise is all set—I’ll come get you at 7. I hope you have something fancy to wear. Dress code is ‘James Bond villainess’

She wrote: so, a regular thursday night then. see you soon

***

The rest of the afternoon passed in a haze of rehearsed jokes, imagined conversations, and a lot of staring at my closet. I didn’t own much in the way of classy date night attire—which was looking like a bigger problem now that I was dating two girls who were probably swapping notes—but I threw together a clean shirt and a pair of chinos that had gone unused for months, and it worked. I shaved, even though I looked exactly the same afterwards, and tried not to wonder what Jess would make of this.

At 6:55, I walked over to their villa, pulse pounding with the weird, nervous energy of a man about to be publicly evaluated.

Natalie answered the door without ceremony. She wore a black dress with a plunging neckline that was both a threat and a promise, and red lipstick that made her look about ten percent more dangerous.

“Shall we?” she asked, and for a second I forgot how to speak.

Jess poked her head out of the kitchen, gave me a wolf whistle, and said, “Back before midnight, okay?”

I chuckled, still struggling to believe this was really happening. “In this scenario, I’m not sure who you’re talking to.”

Natalie rolled her eyes. “I’ll have him home by curfew, Mom.”

She closed the door behind us, and we set off down the path toward the parking lot, each of us quietly trying to recalibrate the dynamic into a conventional date.

There’s something about the first few minutes of a date that’s like the opening hand of poker: everyone’s bluffing, and nobody wants to fold. Throw a third party like Jess into the mix, and it feels like the dealer has been stacking the deck.

In the cab Natalie talked a mile a minute. She teased me that the bar “had better not be Jess’s idea of a night out”, adding that she hoped they had ‘real’ cocktails, not just the syrupy stuff they served to cruise ship retirees. As we rode down the coast and passed the lights of neighboring resorts, I realized that I’d never been less sure of myself, and also never more aware of every word and gesture. She was testing me here, and I didn’t want to fail.

The Sapphire was even more imposing at night, all blue uplighting and glass railings. We checked in at the front desk and took the elevator up to the rooftop bar, where a hostess led us to a table right at the edge, overlooking the pool and the dark sweep of the bay. The venue was polished but intimate, and the air buzzed with music from a live band—some kind of jazz fusion, with enough funk to kill the elevator vibe. Aside from a handful of younger expats like us, the crowd was a mix of overdressed honeymooners and rich locals.

But Natalie didn’t seem fazed; she looked around, nodded appreciatively, then leaned into me and said, “You might just know how to show a girl a good time after all.”

I grinned, feeling way too proud of myself. “Well, I hope as the cocktail connoisseur you’ll approve of this next bit.”

“You already ordered?”

I pointed to the bar, where a pair of martinis were just being poured. “I figured you for the gin type.”

She arched an eyebrow. After the waitress had brought them over, she took one, sipped, and gave a low whistle. “Not bad. You might actually know what you’re doing.”

For the next hour, we drank and talked, with Natalie volleying questions and stories like a pro. She told me about learning to surf in Santa Barbara, about quitting her first ad agency after her boss got indicted for wire fraud, about the time she tried to run a half marathon on a dare and ended up in the ER. She asked about my family, my last breakup, and then—in what was starting to feel like Groundhog Day—my most embarrassing story.

Thankfully, Jess hadn’t told her about the coffee shop incident. It felt like cheating to tell the same story again just a few days later and still get a good laugh, but I wasn’t complaining.

She was a lot, as always. But in a way that made me want to keep up, to be sharper and funnier than I really was. And the more she leaned in, the more I realized she wasn’t trying to one-up me—she was just trying to see if I could handle her.

After our second drink the band took a break, the house DJ stepped in with some background music, and the bar filled up with the restless energy of people weighing whether to stay or go. I suddenly felt like I might need to pivot, but surprisingly Natalie looked contented, happily gazing out at the water.

“Okay, here’s a big one,” she said. “What’s the most out-there thing you’ve ever done?”

It took me a moment. This was probably my real most embarrassing story, except for the fact it had paid off.

“I was dating a girl in college who maybe… expected a little too much of a guy. She kept saying I wasn’t romantic enough, never made any big gestures, yada yada, even though in hindsight I did more than enough.”

“Says you.”

I didn’t take the bait and just returned her smirk. “Anyway, eventually I decided to just go for it. I had it all planned, and I spent a couple weeks preparing—I knew if this didn’t do it for her, nothing would.”

“Do what?”

I felt my face begin to burn as I got the words out. “Just when she texted and said she was turning in for the night, I went over to her dorm room with a guitar and serenaded her with a cover of ‘All of Me.’”

She burst out laughing, almost choking on her drink. “That is the lamest flex I’ve ever heard. She must have transferred schools.”

“Believe it or not, she loved it. I wanted to, though. And when she complained again about me ‘not having a romantic side’, like, a week later…” I drew my hand across my neck.

“Good call.” She grinned and touched my arm. “By the way, you’re cute when you’re embarrassed.”

The band had started up again. Natalie looked around, then glanced at the dance floor near the bandstand.

“You dance?” she asked, her tone already daring me to say no.

“In theory,” I said, and she grabbed my hand and pulled me onto the floor before I could protest.

The music was slow, but not syrupy, and as we found a spot in the crowd Natalie stepped in close, her hands light on my shoulders. I put mine on her waist, surprised at how easy it felt—a sensation I’d only ever associated with women who I’d actually dated for a while, never the first time out.

She was taller than Jess, and her body was… different. It was hard not to notice it, even before I pulled her in. With heels she was maybe two inches shy of my height, and every line of her was sharp, elongated, intentional. Her legs went on forever, her arms were lean as cable, and the way she moved was like a dancer who’d learned to weaponize her own elegance. She was more assertive, too, as though she was guiding me as much as I was leading.

We moved together, not quite in sync, but not awkward either. The band started a cover of “Come Away With Me,” and for a minute it felt like everything else faded out of focus behind her.

She leaned in, her mouth near my ear.

“You know, I thought this would be weird,” she said. “Like, ‘dating my best friend’s guy’ weird.”

I swallowed, searching for something to say.

“But it’s not,” she continued, her lips brushing my cheek as we moved. “It feels kind of perfect.”

She pulled back and looked at me, her green eyes searching and hungry and totally unlike Jess’s.

“What are you thinking?” she whispered.

I thought about lying, but it felt pointless. “That I can’t believe I could be this lucky.”

Natalie smiled, slow and wicked.

“How about now?” she said, and then she kissed me.

It was different from Jess—harder, more urgent, and electric in a way I hadn’t expected. She slid one hand to the back of my neck and pulled me in, her mouth parting just enough to let me know exactly what she wanted. I kissed her back, our bodies pressed together, the heat of that dance floor and the drinks and the music blurring everything except the taste of her.

The song ended and the next began, but she didn’t let go. She rested her head on my shoulder, her breath hot against my neck as we danced.

“Let’s get another drink,” she said eventually, voice low and rough.

We headed back to our seats, her hand never letting go of mine, and I waved down the waitress. This place made for a cliché date, but it was a good one—and for a moment, just sitting there with Natalie and sipping another cocktail, I let myself believe that maybe, just maybe, this could all work. That I really wouldn’t have to choose, and this was the shape of my new life: two beautiful, complicated women, here in the tropics where the old rules didn’t need to matter.

After midnight, we caught a cab back to the resort. During the ride, Natalie rested her head on my shoulder; she played with my fingers, tracing the lines of my palm, then held my hand in both of hers.

“You surprised me, you know,” she said suddenly.

“How’s that?”

“Knowing Jess’s taste, I thought you might be a pushover.”

“Thanks?”

She nudged me with her elbow, then kissed my cheek. “You’re better than I thought.”

The car rolled to a stop in the main driveway of the resort. I paid up and then walked Natalie along the path toward our villas.

It was late, and most of the lights around the resort were out, but surprisingly we weren’t alone out there—and at one point we passed one of the other residents, a middle-aged guy who had seen me and Jess around the place a couple of times. From the look on his face I could see that he recognized me and was struggling to compute it all.

It was a good feeling, to be honest.

Just before we reached her door she turned and held my face in her hands, kissing me again, this time with a care that was almost sweet.

“Thanks for a real date,” she said. “I had a lot of fun.”

“Me too,” I said.

She looked at me, her eyes softening. “Hey… we’d still be friends, right? If whatever this is doesn’t…?”

I nodded. “Yeah. Of course.”

“Good. Anyway… we’ll see.”

She squeezed my hand, blew one last kiss, then slipped inside.

I walked back to my place, feeling the warmth of her body and the lingering taste of her on my lips. I wondered if Jess was awake, if she was lying in bed thinking about what kind of night I was having. I wondered if the three of us could keep this up, or if it would all fall apart the first time someone got jealous, or scared, or just tired of the game.

But tonight, with the salt breeze and the whine of the insects and the faint hum of the ocean in the distance, I decided not to care.

I decided I was going to forget everything else and just enjoy it.

And I did—until the next morning.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Daylight already filled the room when I woke to the sound of my phone buzzing, the shrill little vibration that usually meant either a client emergency or some automated calendar reminder I’d neglected to silence.

I was half-awake, tangled in the thin sheets and still basking in thoughts of the night before, so it took a second to register the notification.

New meeting: Miles HR 1-on-1, 9:15am EDT — Confirm?

There are exactly three reasons why a marketing agency HR person suddenly wants to meet with you first thing on a Friday morning: you’re about to be promoted, you’ve said or done something highly inappropriate around a colleague, or you’re about to walk the plank.

Considering I was hundreds of miles away from my nearest coworker and had been having an absolute sleepwalk of a quarter, I was pretty sure I knew where this was heading.

I closed my eyes, trying to will myself back into the warmth of last night’s memories—Natalie’s red lipstick still smudged on my collar, the echo of jazz and martinis, her hand lingering on my thigh through the entire cab ride home—but the cold certainty of that scheduled call gnawed it away. I tried to imagine what Jess would say about this; she’d probably reassure me and then make a half-joke about me needing to move in with her.

That thought cheered me up for a moment, at least.

As the meeting drew closer I showered, made coffee, and stared at my laptop as if it could transmit confidence through the webcam. I’d never been fired before, but I’d heard enough about these things to know how it went: they opened with “unprecedented market conditions,” threw around phrases like “business model recalibration,” and then offered you a standard severance and a good reference.

At 9:15 the video window flickered and up came the HR director, a woman with a tight smile and the kind of hair that suggested she’d already fired one or two people before me, probably working through a list alphabetically.

“Hi, Miles,” she sighed. “Thanks for joining on such short notice.”

I nodded, hearing the echo of my own pulse in my ears.

She started with a rehearsed apology about “timing” and “regrettable necessity,” then a quick rundown of “organizational restructuring” and my department being “streamlined.” She reeled it all off as if this was the weather and not the sum total of my employment. I felt a kind of sick, chemical calm settle over me.

“The company wants to stress that this has nothing to do with your performance,” said the HR lead, looking at her notes, “and recognizes that you’ve contributed a lot to the agency—especially during your most recent launch.”

I waited for the rest, the part where they would offer me a project-based extension at a fraction of my old salary, or at least a shot at the freelance roster. But it was over almost before it started.

She sent me an attachment outlining my redundancy packet, promised me a letter of reference and a continuation of my health insurance until my notice period was over, then asked if I had any questions.

I did, but the only one that came to mind was: What do people do when this is it?

Instead, I said: “No, I understand.”

She thanked me again—twice, for some reason—and then the call dumped me back into the pixelated silence of my desktop.

I sat, blinking, at the blue-lit screen. It was 9:21 a.m. and I was officially unemployed.

A few seconds later, a new message appeared:

Sorry, Miles. Just heard the news. Let me know if you want to talk.

From Amy, my boss.

That was it. No emoji, not even a sign-off. I stared at the message like it was a fortune cookie someone had left at the bottom of a trash can.

I closed the laptop and looked out at the patio, where the sun was already burning off the mist over the plunge pool. On the deck next door, Natalie and Jess were sitting cross-legged at their table, each with a coffee, their two laptops open between them. Natalie’s hair was tied up in a battle bun; Jess, in a baggy T-shirt, was scrolling her phone and making little snorting laughs at whatever she was reading out loud.

I didn’t go outside. I didn’t text them, or anyone. I just sat at the kitchen island, imagining all the different ways my life could unravel from here.

Late rent.

Applying for jobs I didn’t want.

Awkwardly explaining to two beautiful women who used to be attracted to me that I no longer have a Real Job, because the world has apparently decided it doesn’t need my particular set of skills.

I tried to muster any feeling at all—anger, fear, even relief—but there was just a strange, weightless clarity. I had enough in the bank for maybe four months if I was careful. I was sitting in a mid-luxury villa in the Caribbean, with no obligations beyond what I invented for myself. I could, theoretically, just walk down to the beach, dig my feet into the sand, and never return a work email again.

Except then I’d be living at my parents’ place by Christmas.

There was no way I could leave Tranquil Bay, not now. I didn’t want to lose this new version of myself—the one that had Jess’s hair on his pillow, Natalie seducing him at the gym, the ocean right outside the window. I had lived through so many months—hell, years—of waiting for something good to start, and now that it finally had, I refused to let a soulless, box-ticking HR call be the end of it.

I sat there for a long time, watching the condensation run down my coffee mug, listening to the click and whir of the fridge, the faint shouts of children at the main pool. At one point I even caught myself humming—something from the jazz band the night before, I think. And for the first time since being told about the layoff, I felt a pulse of actual energy.

I could figure this out.

Maybe it was the sun, or the residual charge from last night’s martinis, but I started to see the whole thing as a challenge rather than a funeral. I had a few months of runway. I had a strong background, an interview’s worth of successes to boast about (or at least embellish), and something resembling a ‘network’. For now, there was no reason to panic. The real risk was losing the life that I’d somehow lucked into, and that wasn’t going to happen this instant.

Once I’d pulled myself together, I spent a couple of hours rewriting my resume, then sent it to three recruiters I’d worked with before. I drafted a LinkedIn post that tried to turn my forced unemployment into “embracing new opportunities,” but deleted it before hitting post. Every time I paused, I glanced out the window at the girls next door. At one point, Natalie caught me looking and waved her mug in the air, like a ref signaling a time-out; I just waved apologetically and pointed vaguely to my laptop.

It was almost noon on a Friday and I’d just been laid off, which arguably meant it was an acceptable start to beer o’clock, but I held off. I made a sandwich and started eating it at my desk, staring at the walls, trying to conjure up any ideas beyond putting my career in the hands of a couple more well-connected strangers on LinkedIn.

At 12:03, my phone buzzed. A text from Jess:

hey, how’s your friday going? lunch on our patio if you want? i’m making a salad and Nat is “helping”

I stared at the message for a minute, thumb hovering.

I didn’t want to answer it. I didn’t want to see anyone. But the prospect of eating another meal by myself, in a villa that now felt too big and too hollow, was worse.

I wrapped the sandwich, shoved it into the fridge, and wrote: be over in a sec.

***

It was almost like a normal lunch.

Jess had made a salad with approximately one hundred ingredients, most of which I couldn’t name, and Natalie sprinkled cheese on top with the self-important flourish of a TV chef. The two of them were in good spirits, ribbing each other about work and tiptoeing around the inevitable group discussion about my date with Natalie.

But after a while it became impossible for them not to notice how I kept zoning out.

“Miles? You look like you just got shitcanned or something,” said Natalie, spearing a cherry tomato with a doubtful expression. I realized she was probably trying to figure out whether or not to take my reticence personally.

I sighed. “Actually… that’s about right.”

“Wait… what?”

“Miles, what are you talking about?”

I put down my fork, took a deep breath, and told them about my morning.

Jess squeezed my hand and gave me a sympathetic look. “I’m so, so sorry. That’s awful.”

“I’ll be okay.” I poked at my salad. “I kind of saw it coming. And I’ve done what I can, for now.”

Her eyes softened and she gave a sort of half-frown, half-smile. Meanwhile Natalie crunched through a crouton, watching me.

“So what’s next?”

I shrugged. “Hopefully some job interviews, and probably a lot more time at the gym.”

She grinned. “You say that like it’s a bad thing. I got laid off once and it was the best summer of my life. That’s when I learned to surf—and, uh, started a travel blog that no one ever read.”

Jess made a face. “That blog is still up. I read it sometimes, when I need to remember just how bad a traveler you are.”

I smiled. It felt good, even if it was just a mask for the panic underneath.

We ate. We bitched about all the rain showers and higher humidity in the forecast now that hurricane season was here. We talked about how the main pool was apparently closed for the day for ‘urgent maintenance’ and speculated as to what that meant.

I let myself get pulled into the banter, if only because the alternative was thinking about the very real possibility of having to move back home before the holidays.

When lunch was over, Jess gathered the plates and Natalie filled my glass with what she claimed was the “good” boxed wine.

“Tonight,” Natalie said, “we’re getting you blackout drunk and absolutely not talking about jobs.”

“Deal,” I said, surprised at how much I wanted it.

Jess gave me a warning look. “She’s serious, just so you know.”

Natalie nodded. “And, seeing as you’re probably vulnerable right now, I absolutely will not make a move on you tonight.” As if to reassure me, she winked and stuck out her tongue.

“Don’t make promises you can’t keep,” I said, and for the first time all day, I actually smiled.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

After lunch and a glass of the island’s most sour wine, I walked back to my villa and found an email from one of the recruiters, asking for a call “whenever you’re free.” I called him immediately, and in less than five minutes he confirmed what I already suspected: “The market’s pretty soft right now, but I’ll send you anything that comes up.”

I thanked him, hung up, and lay on the bed with my eyes open for a long time.

At four, I changed into my running gear and set off for the beach. I ran until my lungs burned, until the pounding of my feet on wet sand was the only sound in my head. I tried to imagine what life would be like if I never worked a ‘real job’ again, if I just drifted from place to place, gig to gig, never building anything or putting down roots. I wasn’t sure if I found it terrifying or liberating.

But pulling at my thoughts were Jess and Natalie. It felt like I had roots now—and a reason to find a way, any way, to stay here.

When I started to tire I walked back up the beach, sweat turning cold in the sea breeze. There, waiting on my patio, were Jess and Natalie. They had dragged an extra chair over from their own side, along with a cooler that housed a six-pack.

The way they sat there together carried the air of a rescue mission—two women determined to make me forget, even for an hour or two, that my world had just started to slip out from under me. It felt weirdly cinematic: Jess in a white tank knotted at her ribs, and a pair of high-waisted shorts that made her curves stand out even more. Natalie in those tiny gym shorts she sometimes wore, legs tanned and endless, with a wide-neck T-shirt that hung off one shoulder. Both wore shades with the low sun now shining right across the water, but neither made any attempt to hide the smirks on their faces as they spotted me walking up.

They looked good. Not “good for here,” not “good in the way of people who don’t try too hard,” but good in the way that made the rest of the world blurry for a second.

“You’re late,” Natalie said.

Jess popped the top on a beer and handed it to me.

“We ordered a comfort food feast from room service,” she said. “It’s on us.”

“You really didn’t have to do that.”

“To be honest, I could do with it too,” Natalie said. “I tried to hide it all day, but I went a little too hard on those martinis last night.”

“Okay, then I’ll accept—for Natalie’s sake.”

I sat with them, and we watched the sun go down. We didn’t talk about work, or what came next. We just sat and drank and let the world feel small and quiet and, for a little while, uncomplicated.

The room service delivery came stacked: two pizzas, a tray of chicken fingers with three “house-made” dips, a container of fries, and a bucket of ice for the cooler. There was also a big bowl of salad, but that somehow made the rest seem even more decadent, as if by contrast.

Natalie ripped into the pizza while it was still volcanically hot, and Jess insisted on arranging the fries in a neat pile between us. I could feel my shoulders losing tension with each mindless, greasy bite. There was so much food that it covered the entire small patio table and we had to use the overturned delivery boxes as makeshift trays in our laps.

“So,” Jess said, after we’d made it halfway through the first pizza, “are we just not going to talk about last night?” She gave me a sly, sideways smile.

Natalie, mouth full of fries, grinned. “I think he’s still in shock.”

“Probably, but not in a bad way. It was… actually really nice,” I said, truthfully, but in a tone I hoped was casual. “Even if you did make me dance.”

She made a show of fanning herself. “I always did want a man I’d have to drag onto the dance floor. You’ll need to get used to that.”

I laughed. Jess snorted into her wine.

“We’re being totally honest here, right?” Jess asked a moment later. “Because I really do want to hear everything—not in a ‘jealous bitch’ way, but in a ‘I hope it went well’ way.”

I looked at Natalie for permission, and she just shrugged like she was game for whatever.

“Well, the bar was a bit much, but the band was good. And Natalie knows way more Steely Dan lyrics than any woman should know.” That got a groan. “She also drinks cocktails like water, which I’m pretty sure gives her a competitive advantage. But the best part was…”

I paused, realizing I didn’t want to embarrass her, but that was probably impossible anyway.

“She’s a really good dancer. Seriously. It felt like the whole floor was looking over at us.”

Natalie looked, for a fleeting moment, almost shy. “That’s because your moves were so bad they thought it was some kind of performance art.”

Jess grinned at me. “So, what’s the verdict? Think you’d see Nat again?”

It was a real question, and I could feel the currents under it. I tried to answer honestly. “If she’ll have me, definitely.”

Natalie raised her beer. “He’s growing on me. Like a fungus, but a cute one.”

The three of us laughed, and suddenly it all felt easy again. I realized in that moment that neither Jess nor Natalie seemed to be waiting for the other shoe to drop—for jealousy to kick in, or for things to get weird. It was just three people who liked each other, eating chicken fingers in the tropics.

Jess wiped her hands on a napkin, face thoughtful. “Can I ask you one more question?”

“Sure.”

“Do you think… it’s too weird, us doing it this way?”

I blinked. I didn’t know how to sincerely answer that in a way that wouldn’t instill any more doubt.

But Natalie plowed right in. “I think it’s only weird if we want it to be. We’re not in high school. Plus, I don’t even know what the rules are anymore—and it’s not like they did me any favors in the past. I say: if it works, it works.”

Jess seemed to consider that. Then she looked at me, blue eyes serious. “But you’re okay with it?”

I looked at them both, the pink flush on Jess’s cheeks, the way Natalie sat with one leg tucked under her, totally at home. I thought about how—my job aside—the last few weeks hadn’t ended in disaster, or heartbreak, but in more fun than I’d had in years.

“Yeah,” I said. “More than okay.”

Natalie toasted me with her beer. “See? Mushroom boy can handle both of us.”

We ate until the food was gone and the cooler was empty. The sun dipped away, leaving a pearly haze across the ocean. I felt a real buzz gently take over, the kind that made the air seem charged and every color pop just a little brighter.

Jess leaned into my shoulder as we watched the light fade, and Natalie sat close beside me, looking out at the water. None of us said much. It was the kind of silence that felt like it meant something.

At some point, I realized that—in spite of what had happened that morning—this was maybe the happiest I’d ever been. Not that it was perfect, or secure, or at all traditional. But it was real, and it was happening, and it was mine.

When the first star came out, Jess nudged my leg. “You still holding up okay, after earlier?”

“Yeah. I am.”

“And the whole ‘no job’ thing?”

I thought about it. The panic was still in there, somewhere, but right now it was buried under pizza, beer, and the weight of her head on my shoulder.

“I’ll figure it out. I have time,” I said.

“Damn right you do,” Natalie said. “And if you get desperate, you can always join my pyramid scheme.”

Jess groaned. “Do not let her sign you up for anything. You’ll end up with a garage full of protein bars.”

“Hey, I might need it. Probably more cost-effective than using the Tranquil Bay store.”

They both chuckled. It’s a good feeling making a beautiful woman laugh—but two is something else.

A breeze picked up, and the patio lights flickered on. After a while, Jess stood and stretched, then wandered inside in search of one of my sweaters. Natalie slumped back in her chair, long legs stretched out, her head tipped toward the night sky.

“Hey,” she said, quietly. “You’re not allowed to spiral now, okay? You’re gonna end up with something better. I know it.”

I looked at her. “Promise. And thanks.”

She smiled. “Good. And if you want to kiss me again, I wouldn’t be mad.”

I looked at the house to see if Jess was watching, but she was still inside. Natalie smiled wider, then just leaned in and pressed her lips to mine. It was quick, soft, almost comical after the bravado of the previous night, but it still made something spark in my chest.

Jess came back out and saw us, and instead of looking hurt or weird she just settled into her chair and said, “Get a room, you two.”

“You’re next,” Natalie said, and Jess rolled her eyes.

The beers nearly made me brave enough to make a joke then, or even a hopeful comment disguised as a joke. But my better judgment prevailed.

Some time after the sky had blackened and become pocked with stars, Natalie got up and said, “All right, you two. I have to get ready for my team call in the morning.”

“Go ahead. And thanks for this—really. I appreciate it.”

She leaned down and gave me a hug and a surprisingly self-conscious kiss on the cheek; but she lingered, exchanged a look with Jess that I couldn’t quite read, and then stooped down for another kiss on the lips.

Jess waited beside me until her friend had moved aside, without even a hint of discomfort in her features. She looked at me for a long moment, then reached over and hugged me tight.

“I’m here if you need me, okay?” she whispered, before giving me a kiss of her own—longer, and more intimate.

I didn’t say anything after that. I just held onto her for a moment and let her nuzzle against me, while Natalie shook her head and made a show of pretending to hold down the contents of her stomach.

After the girls left I finished my last beer in silence, staring up at the night sky and wondering how it was possible to feel so lucky and so lost at the exact same time.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

It was late morning by the time I started my Saturday, after the sort of sleep where you wake up three or four times and, finding nothing interesting happening on your phone, surrender and drift back down again.

Outside the wind rattled the roof and stirred up the palms, and for a few minutes I just lay there listening. I thought about the night before, and about how, once the food coma and the booze haze had worn off, I’d found myself in bed, staring at the wall, running the numbers on my bank account and also on the probability that I could ever find this again: two women, both into me, and both apparently okay with the arrangement.

I wasn’t just adapting to the weirdness—I was starting to love it.

I rolled over, pulled the blinds open and stared out the window. The sky was blue and hard and unblinking, the way it always was after a night of rain, and I let my thoughts do that lazy, circling thing they often did after spending too long indoors. I kept coming back to Jess and Natalie, and the more I did, the more I felt like I was walking through a funhouse mirror version of my old life.

I started to wonder how this would actually work in practice. Was this more than a vacation romance, or was that all it could ever be? Would we keep having these weird evenings together until someone got tired of it, or would it evolve to fully fledged dates—going out together, all three of us?

Was I supposed to come back to reality and pick one at some point? If I ended up with one of them, would the other hate me, or would everyone just keep being friends like nothing happened?

Or—my brain suggested, in a reckless leap—was I overthinking this?

Would we just… keep doing this, all three of us? It didn’t even seem impossible, not out here at least.

I tried to picture what it would look like. I imagined us walking into the resort bar together, Jess on one arm and Natalie on the other, and everyone watching like we were the main characters in a show that only got one season because the premise was too “out there.” I imagined the three of us going to the beach, or out to a nice restaurant, or flying back to the States to visit my parents for Christmas.

(I nearly burst out laughing at that mental image—my mother, who still wrote out birthday checks in cursive and referred to my ex as “that girl from Oregon,” would probably have a fainting fit.)

But even then, I wasn’t sure I cared.

There was a kind of freedom to the idea. I’d spent my whole adult life following the invisible script—one girl at a time, never overlap, never even admit if you were tempted—so this was like suddenly discovering you could walk through walls. I was still afraid of screwing it up, but part of me wanted to see how far I could push it—how long I could make it last before the world snapped back and handed me the bill.

When I finally got up for good, it was nearly eleven. The girls were already out on an all-day food tour they had booked earlier in the week, but while I had been asleep they had set up a group chat, where they sent me photos of fritters and some kind of cake and told me that they’d see me later in the day. The previous evening, Jess had offered to cancel the tour and keep me company instead, but I had told her not to worry—even if I was now a recently-fired boyfriend, I didn’t want her to feel guilty for just enjoying her Saturday.

Still in bed, I called my parents. There’s no good time to deliver the “I lost my job” speech, but I figured daylight made it less dramatic. My father was stoic, my mother anxious but ultimately supportive. Halfway through my attempted reassurance that I’d land on my feet, my dad said, “Well, worst case, you can come home and help your mother with the yard projects.” I could hear the hope in his voice, as if I’d become a plant they had left in a window that was finally about to be repotted.

After that bit of adulting I let myself flop back on the bed, alternating between reading the news and watching a rerun of some sitcom I’d seen three times before. It was the first time since finding out about the layoff that I was alone and let myself just…exist. No resume edits, no networking, no worrying. Just the distant murmur of the shore, the whir of the AC, and the dreamlike sense of a day with no appointments.

By noon, I’d gotten hungry enough to find motivation. I made a vegan protein shake based on a recipe Natalie had told me about (as much as I hated to admit it, it wasn’t bad), then scanned LinkedIn for any new postings. I made a spreadsheet of the ten most relevant jobs I found online—even though two of them were at companies I’d already interviewed with in the past—and resolved to fire off a tailored application to each at the start of the week.

After that I hit the gym. There was only one other person there: the Marvel movie guy from earlier in the week, grunting through a set of deadlifts. I kept my head down, did my sets, and left after a surprisingly efficient and mercifully short forty-five minutes. The air outside was so thick with heat that I broke out in a fresh sweat the second that I hit the path.

Which, naturally, led me to Hector’s. If not for the shade and the sea breeze, I might have made myself some lunch at home—plus the prospect of a cold soda and some much-needed human interaction was drawing me in like a moth to a neon sign.

Hector was behind the bar, as always. He gave me a once-over and grinned.

“I envy you. You look like you have nowhere to be.”

“You could say that.”

He filled a pint glass with ice and soda and tossed in a wedge of lemon before I even sat down. I ordered the chicken pesto special and he rang it up, but after a beat he squinted at me and leaned in close.

“Oh, boy. What is it now?”

“What?”

He pulled a face: come on.

“You have to keep this under your hat,” I said in a whisper, even though we were the only people there except for a tourist couple way out of earshot and a teenager at the other end of the bar, glued to a game on his phone. “I’m seeing Jess. Still. But… uh, I’m kind of seeing her roommate Natalie, too.”

Hector raised an eyebrow. “Together?”

“Not, like, as a group. Just… I’m dating each of them at the same time. It was Jess’s idea, and they’re both cool with it. I don’t know what to make of it, but I don’t feel like questioning it.”

He gave a little laugh and shook his head. “You’re living in the future, my friend. Polyamory, right? Or is it just some kind of open relationship?” He said it like he was struggling with a bar trivia question.

I shrugged. “If there’s a term for this, I’m not up on the literature. But it’s definitely something.”

Hector wiped his brow and gave a whistle. “Well, just don’t push it. Take it easy and go with the flow, or you’ll end up either in the ER or on the news.”

“I’m just taking it one day at a time,” I said, but I wasn’t sure if I was convincing either of us.

He chuckled and shook his head as he stacked some glasses. Shortly after that, my food appeared; I ate my pasta and just enjoyed the breeze for a moment, staring out to sea and wondering how the girls’ trip was going.

I pictured Jess and Natalie somewhere on the far side of the island, drinking guava mimosas and debating the merits of each new course without a care in the world. I started to wonder what they talked about when the niceties and the food ran out. Me? The nuances of our situation? Did they compare notes on my ‘performance’, or did they just enjoy the ease of not having to explain themselves to anyone?

Naturally I hoped it was the latter, but I was surprised to find that I just didn’t care; if them talking openly with each other about dating me was what had got us here, then I wasn’t going to start worrying now.

It was almost comforting, to think of them as a fortress of two, letting me in because they realized it worked for them, or because they’d already mapped out every possible disaster and decided I wasn’t one. I thought about their first week on the island, how Natalie had flirted so brazenly that I feared she was going to tank my chances with Jess before they’d even begun. It felt like a lifetime ago.

These were nice problems to dwell on. Unlike at any other point in my long and patchy dating history, daydreaming about the women in my life somehow felt far less fantastical and exciting than the time I actually spent with them.

Still, thoughts of yesterday’s news kept flaring up, trying to drag my mood down. And evidently it showed.

Hector reappeared in front of me and caught me mid-daydream. “I’m sensing there’s more to the story.”

I hesitated. “There’s more, just a different story. I, uh… I got laid off yesterday.”

He blinked. “Seriously? Man, I’m sorry.”

I waved it off, but it was nice to hear anyway. “It happens. And I’ve done what I can for now. Hopefully get some interviews lined up soon. It just… might take a while. The industry is in a bad state.” I took a bite of my lunch and tried not to sound as adrift as I felt.

After a moment he said, “I never did understand what you do. You’re some kind of computer guy?”

“SEO,” I said, trying to keep it simple. “I help companies show up higher on Google.”

“That’s a job nowadays? What does that even mean?”

I laughed. “It’s been a job for years. I write, fix websites—basically, I make sure the way companies present themselves online isn’t a total mess, and I make it easier for people to find them.”

Hector’s eyes widened, and a grin slowly crept over his face.

“Oh, boy.”

“I know, I know. ‘Millennials.’”

“No… I think you made a good call coming here today, my friend.”

I tilted my head questioningly.

“Miles—there’s someone you need to meet.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

I showed up at the girls’ villa that night with the sun still leaking pink through the clouds and a feeling in my chest like something big was about to happen. I knocked, expecting the usual chorus of “coming!” and a shuffle of feet, but instead Jess answered instantly, as if she’d been standing by the door waiting for me.

She wore baggy sweatpants and a T-shirt, her hair loose around her face. She looked completely at home—so unlike the version of herself that she put on for dates or even wandering around the resort, but still the same blend of sexy and cute.

“Hey. You look cozy.”

“I’ve reached new levels of cozy,” she said, drawing the word out and stretching her arms above her head, so the shirt rode up just high enough to give me a flash of skin. “Come in. We’re watching garbage TV and digesting about a week’s worth of food.”

Natalie was sprawled across the couch, her legs jutting out at an angle that didn’t seem remotely comfortable, looking like she was about to fall asleep. She lifted her head and gave me a lazy salute as I walked in, then patted the space beside her.

“We brought you dinner,” Jess said, already in the kitchen, digging through a paper bag. “Unless you already ate. But there’s, like, a metric ton of jerk chicken, so please help yourself.”

I dropped onto the couch next to Natalie, who immediately draped her foot across my lap, while Jess placed a styrofoam box onto the coffee table in front of me.

“Hard day?” I asked, tapping her ankle.

She groaned and rolled her head back. “They made us eat at eight different places. I don’t want to see another piece of fried plantain until I die.”

Jess plopped down on my other side, sandwiching me between them. “She’s exaggerating, but barely. I don’t know whether that was how the locals eat, or how they expect us to eat—but they made us eat and drink like it was a competitive sport.”

“And we lost,” added Natalie.

I opened the box to find a glistening quarter chicken, heaps of rice, and a tangle of pickled vegetables. My stomach made a traitorous growl. “This is incredible. I owe you, for this and last night.”

“Make us green smoothies and rice cakes for the next month, and we’ll call it even,” Natalie said.

“Don’t mention it,” Jess laughed, and sipped her drink with a smile that told me she liked watching me eat.

For a few minutes, we sat in a blissful haze, the TV murmuring in the background while the girls relaxed and I worked through the remains of their food tour. I told them about my day: how I’d gone to the gym, how I’d tried to set myself up for a week of job applications, how I’d ended up at Hector’s for lunch and kept him from serving half the customers by using him as my unofficial therapist.

There was a comfort in being here, in talking through the tiny details of a day as if they actually mattered to someone. It also turned out that neither of the girls had actually met Hector—probably because he was stationed between the main building and the resort’s beach club, catering mostly to the vacationers—so I promised to introduce them in the next few days.

But underneath it all, I was itching to tell them what had happened. I kept waiting for the moment when it would make sense to bring it up, but it never did, so I just blurted it out.

“So, Hector wants me to meet someone at the resort. Apparently they’re looking for help with the Tranquil Bay website and generating more online bookings. He set up a meeting for me on Monday morning.”

Both girls perked up, their exhaustion forgotten for a second.

“Wait, really?” Jess said. “That’s amazing!”

Natalie sat up straighter, which brought her knee dangerously close to my ribs. “Dude, that’s huge. You’ve been unemployed for one day and you’ve got a meeting already?!”

“It is pretty lucky, but… I still have no idea what I’m walking into. Hector made it sound like the management here has been all change lately. I don’t even know who I’m meeting with exactly.”

Jess tutted. “Sounds like Tranquil Bay. It took me that whole first week to track down the person running the laundry department.”

“What, why?”

Natalie rolled her eyes. “Don’t ask. But this is awesome news, Miles. You’re going to be the guy who saves Tranquil Bay. You’re going to revolutionize Caribbean resort marketing and then we’ll all ride off into the sunset.”

I shrugged, but the thought sent a ripple of excitement through my chest. “I don’t even know if I’m qualified for what they want. But… maybe? Anyway, it’s not a job offer, it’s an interview. At least I think it is. I’m not getting ahead of myself.”

Jess nudged me. “You’re totally qualified. They’d be crazy not to hire you. Right, Nat?”

Natalie nodded, then poked my side. “And even if you’re not, just bullshit them. That’s what every startup founder does.”

I laughed, feeling the warmth in my face, and maybe a little hope. “‘Startup founder’… I like that.”

We talked for a while about how I should play it—how I should dress, what I should say, how to avoid looking like a desperate unemployed American who washed up on the beach. Clearly not feeling reassured by my suggestions, Jess insisted on helping me pick out an outfit.

Then Natalie volunteered to “grill” me with fake interview questions, which quickly devolved into a contest between the girls as to who could come up with the most ridiculous scenarios, like “how could we rename the hotel surcharges to make them sound nicer?” or “what would you say on the FAQ page if we were getting complaints that it rains sometimes?”

I don’t know if any of it was particularly helpful, but it was definitely the most fun I’d ever had preparing for a job interview.

Eventually the food was gone, the girls had tired themselves out again, and the TV had switched over to some late-night reality show. The three of us slouched together on the couch—me in the middle, Jess curled up under my arm, Natalie with her head on the armrest and her legs draped across my lap.

I sat there between the two of them, and realized that it no longer felt like I was waiting for something to go wrong. It just felt right—not in the way that made your heart hammer and your palms sweat, but in the way that made you believe maybe life really could be this easy if you just let it.

Jess nuzzled into my side, her hair cool and clean against my cheek; Natalie lifted her legs, yawned cartoonishly, and curled up so that her feet rested heavily on my thigh, as if they belonged there. This was just a boring night in, but even now I wanted to pinch myself.

For so long, I’d felt like a stranger in someone else’s script, always worried about missing the next cue or screwing up the landing. Now I was just… here. In a living room on a tropical island, still mostly unemployed, and, for reasons I didn’t even want to question, falling for two women at once.

It didn’t feel greedy. Or sleazy. Or even like I was cheating some cosmic rule. It just felt like the three of us had found a way to exist together, and for once I didn’t want to overthink it. If this was how things ended up when the three of us were together, maybe this could be something real. Maybe we could all be happy like this.

At some point, Jess’s breathing slowed and I realized she was asleep, her hair tickling my chin. Natalie’s eyes were closed, her lips parted. For a minute I just sat there, letting myself feel the weight and the warmth of them both, like I was the luckiest man on earth.

I didn’t want to move, but eventually I untangled myself, shifting Jess so that her head rested on a cushion, then gently sliding out from under Natalie. I found a throw blanket and covered them both, then let myself out quietly.

Back in my own villa, I sat at the kitchen table with my laptop, staring at the Tranquil Bay website. It was, just as it had been when I first looked up their residential villas, a disaster—broken links, ugly fonts, a color scheme that looked like it had been chosen by a committee of colorblind parrots. Had it not been for their prices, there was a good chance I’d have quickly hit Back and looked elsewhere, fearing this place was just one big scam.

I suddenly felt a lot more confident that, whoever I was about to meet, I could make a strong case for them hiring me to fix this mess—and there was enough here to keep me going for a couple of months. I started making notes and organizing my thoughts, until I had so many of them that I ended up sketching out a full-blown proposal.

The time ran away from me, and I realized that, ironically, I was enjoying my work more than I had for a while—right after I’d stopped getting paid for it. Every so often I’d glance at my phone, half-expecting a text from Jess or Natalie, but they were out for the count. I worked until my eyes blurred, trying to ignore the nerves and focus on the possibilities.

By the time I finally went to bed, it was nearly two in the morning. I lay there in the dark, listening to the rush of the wind and the calls of the tree frogs, and tried to imagine that I could really be this lucky: not just dating two brilliant women, but potentially landing on my feet right away with another job with no dress code, all in a universe where every day felt like a bonus round.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

I was feeling too revved up to sleep in, so I found myself getting up not long after the sun. I headed outside, blinking in the blue-white haze and listening to the hiss of the waves breaking on the sand.

Officially it was Sunday—not that the days of the week meant much to me at this point—and with nothing planned I had no reason not to start my day with a quick dip in my plunge pool. The water stung, then numbed, then made me feel like I could stay in there forever. I floated on my back, toes pointed at the sky, and vowed to make sure that I could hold onto this life.

It was the kind of morning that made you want to start over. I made a mountain of eggs and toast, brewed coffee strong enough to jumpstart a corpse, then batch-cooked a week’s worth of lunches because the only way I knew how to beat unemployment panic was to treat it like a project. I even managed to squeeze in a couple chapters of the new SEO book I’d downloaded during my evening of over-preparation for the Monday meeting. It was awful—full of incomprehensible diagrams and awkward jargon, as if the author had never met another human being—but I slogged through it anyway, desperate for some edge to bring to the meeting.

Around noon there was a soft, syncopated knock at the patio door. I looked up to find Jess and Natalie standing there, both in swimsuits and with towels draped around their shoulders like prizefighters. Jess’s hair was up, the combination of her blue bikini and her curves toying with my imagination. Natalie’s suit was cut almost surgically—black bands wrapping her like something out of a Bond movie.

“You alive in there?” Jess called.

I opened the slider and let in a blast of heat and sunscreen. “Me? I was about to come knock on your door and see if you still needed reviving from your food coma.”

Natalie grimaced. “Don’t remind me. I’ll be dragging you along to that gym all week.”

Jess shrugged, unbothered. “I’ve already started looking for more tours like that one.”

I invited them in, but Natalie just cocked her head toward the beach. “You want to come down with us? It’s quiet out there right now, and I want to see if I can make you openly ogle me the way you do Jess.”

There was no universe in which I was going to say no to that. Jess rolled her eyes, but she reached out a hand and wiggled her fingers until I took it.

We followed the winding path through the palms, the girl’s flip-flops slapping against the wooden slats. The resort had been noticeably quiet over the last few days, and the beach was almost empty except for a couple of joggers and a pair of glossy crows arguing over a bag of chips. The girls had brought a battered Bluetooth speaker and their cooler (which I stoically heaved alone, at all times conscious of my audience) and they set up camp in a shady spot at the top of the slope.

For the next hour, there was nothing but sun and salt and the kind of lazy, half-flirtatious conversation that comes once you’ve already seen each other in sweats and ragged old tees. Natalie handed out drinks—hard seltzers from the back of the cooler—and Jess pointed to a cruise ship in the distance and wondered out loud what kind of cruise it was and who was on board.

“Swingers cruise,” Natalie decided, and that was the end of that game.

After a while, Jess dozed off, her arm draped over her eyes. Natalie and I watched the waves in companionable silence. Then she rolled over and propped herself up on one elbow, shading her face with her palm.

“So, have you decided?” she asked.

I blinked. “Decided what?”

“Where you’re taking me on our next date?”

I smiled and looked at the horizon, at the curve of the bay and the row of little white villas shivering in the heat, and thought for a moment.

“I was thinking you’re probably down for a board game night.”

Her face fell and she looked genuinely disgusted for a moment, until she saw me fighting back a smirk.

“This was nearly over, pal.”

“Don’t worry. I have something up my sleeve already—I think you’re gonna like it.”

“Really? Already? Wow, I was only kidding.”

“Yeah,” I said, adding in a half-joke: “Nothing but the best for you two.”

She smiled, slow and real. “Okay, that’s actually pretty sweet.”

Then she threw a handful of sand at me, and the moment was over.

Eventually we all drifted to the water. The ocean was tepid and soft, like a bath that never cooled. We waded in together, then gradually fell into a game of seeing who could dunk the others first. At one point, Jess got hold of me and tried to pull me under, but I spun and hoisted her up instead, both of us laughing as she landed on my shoulder with a squeal.

Natalie watched with a smirk, then paddled closer and splashed me. “Showoff—save that for the gym.”

I let Jess slide off me and she floated away, still giggling. Then, with a look I couldn’t quite read, Natalie moved in and wrapped her arms around my neck.

She studied me, her eyes narrowing against the glare of the sun. Then she kissed me—quick and soft, but with a force that caught me by surprise. I kissed her back, and when we parted, she rested her head on my shoulder.

“I just wanted to say… don’t get nervous about tomorrow,” she said. “You’re going to crush it.”

I braced for the sassy one-liner, but it never came. I wasn’t quite sure how to handle this side of her.

A little ways off, Jess called, “Are you two coming, or what?”

Natalie let go and gave me a little push. “I’m giving myself a head start.”

She smiled, stuck out her tongue and made me watch as she strode away, the water running in rivulets down her toned body and that perfect ass. And then she dove in and swam off toward Jess, leaving me standing there in the sparkling water—feeling several disbelieving stares behind me, and choosing to just enjoy it.

I joined them, and the rest of the afternoon passed in a swirl of sun and saltwater and the kind of laughter that leaves your ribs sore.

***

On the way back, Jess took my hand, Natalie looped her arm through mine on the other side, and we walked together up the path to our villas, three long shadows stretching in the gold of the late afternoon.

At my door, I turned to them. “I should probably call it an early night. Big morning… I hope.”

Jess squeezed my hand and smiled. “You’ll be amazing.”

Natalie winked. “If you bomb, we’ll still let you hang out with us. Maybe.”

I watched them walk back to their place, towels slung over their shoulders, their hair drying in wild, tangled fans behind them. I savored the way Natalie walked with that deliberate, swinging confidence, how Jess’s mesmerizing curves moved with such a soft, unassuming ease.

They were both beautiful in ways that had nothing in common, except for a sense of real, self-assured abandon that neither of them had seemed to possess in their first few days here, not even Natalie. They both seemed happy, genuinely happy, and all I wanted was to keep that going.

Being a perfect boyfriend for one woman would be hard enough, but somehow I was going to turn myself into the perfect boyfriend for both of them.

I lingered on my patio for a long minute, letting the sea air dry the salt on my skin, and then headed inside. Even my villa was starting to feel less like a bachelor’s outpost and more like a place where I might actually be living. I poured myself some water and flopped onto the couch, my legs half-dead from the swim, and let myself drift.

As the sun slipped away, I replayed the afternoon in my mind, letting the little flashes of laughter and skin and sunlight float up, one by one. It didn’t make sense, how easy it was with them—or rather, how easy it had become. If you’d told me six months ago that I’d end up in an accidental throuple on a tropical island, I’d have laughed, or at least assumed it meant I was about to fall prey to some kind of scam.

Although I wasn’t even sure what the word for us was. “Throuple” sounded too deliberate, too crunchy-granola, and anyway, I was pretty sure the three of us weren’t following any rules except our own.

Just two days earlier it had seemed like this dream life could be over before it had really begun. But at that moment it felt like nothing could bring me down.

I showered, made a quick dinner, and set out my best Jess-approved shirt for the morning. I even practiced my “pitch” in the bathroom mirror, just as Natalie had instructed me to.

Then I lay in bed, closed my eyes, and let myself hope.

***

The next morning, I woke up before my alarm. My brain was more clear than restless, like I’d pre-purged the anxiety in my sleep and only remembered the important stuff.

I showered, made coffee, and sat out on the patio, watching the morning haze over the surf. I made myself a real breakfast for once—oats, yogurt, some of the local honey, all those things you do on the first day you’re pretending to be a new person.

By half past seven I’d changed into my best “I’m professional but also on a tropical island” outfit, as picked out by Jess: clean, pressed shirt, khaki pants, and the only dress shoes in my possession. I spent another hour going over my notes and rehearsing my presentation, then packed up my laptop and walked along the path to the main building.

The resort’s business center was on the ground floor, tucked away behind the spa; though it took up a wing of its own, I had never actually noticed it. With a wall of tinted windows overlooking the beach and some potted ferns for ‘ambience’, it was small, consisting of a handful of meeting rooms of various sizes as well as the usual office facilities.

Hector had told me to go to the Coral Suite, and when I found it, the door was already ajar. I paused, wiped my palms on my trousers, and knocked.

A woman’s voice, low and polished, called out: “Come in.”

I stepped inside and took stock. At the head of the wide table sat a woman in a crisp white blouse and navy skirt, not a hair out of place. She looked about forty, with the kind of immaculacy you only ever see on TV legal dramas or drug commercials—but with gold hoop earrings and a tiny diamond in one nostril, like a challenge to anyone who wanted to underestimate her.

And she was gorgeous.

She stood, extended a hand, and gave me a smile that was both intimidating and warm all at once.

“Miles? I’m Caroline—I’m the new owner of Tranquil Bay.”

The Island 2 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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