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BLURB


I only wanted to escape my old life. Instead, I found an island… and a woman who refuses to let me hide.

My career is gone. My fiancée left. And the only thing I’ve got left is a crumbling shack on a forgotten Caribbean beach—an inheritance I never asked for.

But this island has other plans.

Anaya, the fiery bartender with golden eyes, sees right through me. She’s bold, intoxicating, and dangerous to the walls I’ve built around my heart. Then there’s Ashley—the restless photographer who blows in with trouble in her smile, reminding me that maybe the tide hasn’t finished shifting yet.

And maybe… there are more surprises waiting just beyond the horizon.

The storms coming aren’t just in the sky. A tempting offer to sell the shack could send me running, but my heart is already entangled.

Will I walk away again? Or can I risk everything for a second chance at life—and love?

Second Tide, Book 1 is a sweet harem romance about second chances, unexpected closeness, and love that refuses to follow the rules.

Appr. 18.000 words.
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The key scraped against rust for a full minute before the lock finally gave way. I pushed open the door to what my uncle's lawyer had generously called a "beachfront property" and stepped into what felt like a tomb.

Christ.

The smell hit me first—mildew, salt rot, and something else I didn't want to identify. Dust motes danced in the late afternoon light filtering through cracked shutters. The floorboards groaned under my feet, and I could see daylight through gaps in the walls where the wood had warped and separated.

This was it. This was what I'd inherited after forty-three years of grinding through life in Chicago. A shack that looked like it would collapse if I sneezed too hard.

I dropped my duffel bag and surveyed my new kingdom. The main room held a card table with three legs, a rattan chair missing half its seat, and a refrigerator that hummed like it was dying. Through the doorway, I glimpsed a bedroom barely large enough for the sagging mattress inside.

"Home sweet home," I muttered, and the words echoed back at me.

I found a bottle of rum in one of the cupboards—Barbancourt, still sealed. Uncle Pete must have left it behind when the stroke took him. I cracked it open and took a pull straight from the bottle. The burn felt good, real. More real than anything had felt in months.

The silence pressed in around me. Back in Chicago, there was always noise—traffic, sirens, the hum of the office building's ventilation system where I'd spent fifteen years climbing the corporate ladder until it collapsed under me. Here, nothing. Just the distant whisper of waves and my own breathing.

I took another swig and let my mind wander back to where it always went these days. Sarah's face when she'd handed me back the ring. The way she'd looked at me like I was already a ghost.

"I can't do this anymore, Luke. You're not the man I fell in love with."

Maybe she was right. Maybe that man had died somewhere between the third round of layoffs and the moment I'd cleaned out my desk for the last time. Forty-three years old, no job, no fiancée, no plan. Just this rotting shack on an island I'd never even visited.

The rum was starting to work its magic, dulling the sharp edges of everything. I walked to the window and peered through the grimy glass. Palm trees swayed in the breeze, and beyond them, the Caribbean stretched to the horizon like a painter's fever dream. It was beautiful, I supposed. Beautiful and useless.

A sound drifted on the wind—music, laughter, life. It came from somewhere down the beach, past a cluster of coconut palms. I checked my watch. Seven-thirty. The sun was painting the sky in shades of orange and pink, and suddenly the walls of the shack felt like they were closing in.

I grabbed the rum bottle and headed for the door.

The sand was still warm under my bare feet, and the breeze carried the scent of grilled fish and something floral. The music grew louder as I walked—reggae with a Latin twist, upbeat and infectious despite my mood. Light flickered through the palms ahead, and I could make out the shapes of people moving, dancing.

The beach bar materialized out of the dusk like something from a travel brochure. Tiki torches cast dancing shadows across tables scattered in the sand. A small stage held a three-piece band, the guitarist's fingers flying over the strings while a woman with silver hair sang in what sounded like French Creole. People swayed to the rhythm—locals mixing with sunburned tourists, everyone holding drinks and smiling like they didn't have a care in the world.

I stood at the edge of the light, feeling like an intruder at someone else's party.

"You planning to lurk there all night, or are you going to come have a drink?"

The voice made me turn. She stood behind the bar, hands on her hips, head tilted to one side as she studied me. Dark hair spilled over her shoulders in loose waves, and her skin held the kind of golden tan that came from years under the Caribbean sun. She wore a white cotton top that showed off curves that made my mouth go dry, and her feet were bare in the sand behind the bar.

But it was her smile that hit me like a punch to the gut—wide and knowing, like she could see right through whatever mask I was wearing.

"I'm not lurking," I said, walking toward the bar on unsteady legs. "I'm... observing."

She laughed, and the sound made something twist in my chest. "Observing. Right. You look like a shipwreck in human form, by the way. When's the last time you ate something that wasn't liquid?"

Heat crept up my neck. "It's been a day."

"Uh-huh." She reached under the bar and pulled out a bottle of beer, popping the cap with practiced ease. "Local brew. Food's on the way whether you want it or not."

I accepted the beer and took a sip. It was cold, crisp, with a hint of something I couldn't identify. "I didn't order food."

"Nope. But you need it, and I don't like watching grown men waste away in my bar." She leaned forward on her elbows, bringing her face closer to mine. "I'm Anaya. And you're the guy who inherited Pete's place."

"How did you⁠—"

"Island's not that big. Word travels fast." Her eyes were brown with flecks of gold, and they held mine without wavering. "Luke, right? Pete talked about you. Said you were some hotshot businessman up north."

"Was being the operative phrase." I took another drink, longer this time. "Now I'm just a guy with a falling-down shack and no clue what to do with it."

"Sounds like progress to me."

Before I could ask what she meant, she was moving away, pulling a plate from somewhere behind the bar. Grilled fish, rice and beans, plantains that smelled like heaven. My stomach growled loud enough to be heard over the music.

"Eat," she said, sliding the plate across the bar. "Then we'll talk about what you're really doing here."

I wanted to argue, to maintain some dignity, but the food smelled too good and I was too tired to fight. The fish flaked apart under my fork, seasoned with something that made my taste buds sing. The rice had coconut in it, and the plantains were caramelized to perfection.

"Good?" Anaya asked, refilling my beer without being asked.

"Incredible." I looked up to find her watching me eat with an expression I couldn't read. "You do this for all the pathetic newcomers?"

"Just the ones who look like they might blow away in the next strong wind." She grabbed a rag and started wiping down the bar, her movements efficient and graceful. "Pete was worried about you, you know. Said you were working yourself into an early grave."

"Pete barely knew me."

"Maybe. But he knew enough." She tossed the rag aside and fixed me with those golden-brown eyes again. "Said you were the kind of man who forgot how to live because you were too busy making a living."

The words hit closer to home than I wanted to admit. I concentrated on my food, but I could feel her gaze on me like a physical weight.

The band finished their set to scattered applause, and the guitarist announced a break. The crowd's energy shifted, conversations growing louder as people moved between tables. A couple stumbled past the bar, laughing and drunk on rum and each other.

"Must be nice," I said, nodding toward them.

"What, being young and stupid?"

"Being happy."

Anaya studied me for a long moment, then reached under the bar again. This time she came up with a napkin and a pen. She scribbled something on it and slid it across the bar, her fingers brushing mine as she let go.

"My number," she said with a wink that made my pulse stutter. "In case you decide you want to remember how."

I stared at the napkin, heat spreading through my chest. The numbers were written in purple ink, with a small heart dotting the i in her name. It was playful, flirtatious, impossible to misinterpret.

"I should probably mention I'm a disaster right now," I said.

"Good thing I like fixing things." She leaned closer, and I caught the scent of her perfume—something tropical and warm that made my head spin. "Besides, you're not the first man to wash up on this beach looking lost. Most of them find what they're looking for eventually."

"And if I don't?"

Her smile turned mysterious. "Then you haven't been looking hard enough."

I folded the napkin and slipped it into my pocket, my fingers clumsy with the simple task. She was flirting with me—actually flirting, not just being friendly to a customer. I couldn't remember the last time a woman had looked at me the way she was looking at me now, like I was worth taking a chance on.

"I should get going," I said, though I made no move to leave.

"Should you?" She tilted her head again, and a strand of hair fell across her cheek. "Bar doesn't close until two."

Part of me wanted to stay, to lose myself in her smile and the warm night air and the rhythm of the music. But the larger part—the part that had been kicked around too many times recently—whispered that this was just island hospitality, that I was reading too much into a simple gesture.

I pulled out my wallet and dropped some bills on the bar. "Thanks for the food. And the... advice."

"It's nice having you here. Pete would've liked that."

I nodded and walked back into the darkness beyond the torches.

The walk back to the shack sobered me up, but not completely. I could still feel the weight of Anaya's gaze on me, still hear the gentle sincerity in her voice. I smiled as I climbed the creaking steps to my front door.

Inside, the silence felt different. Less oppressive, maybe. Or maybe that was just the rum.

I pulled out the napkin and smoothed it on the card table, staring at the purple numbers by the light of a bare bulb. A phone number. Such a simple thing, but it felt like a doorway to something I wasn't sure about.

Sarah had been right about one thing—I wasn't the man I used to be. But sitting here in this ramshackle inheritance, with the ocean whispering outside and a beautiful woman's number burning a hole in my pocket, I wondered if maybe that wasn't such a bad thing after all.
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I told myself I was just going for a walk.

Twenty-four hours had passed since I'd stumbled out of Anaya's bar with her number burning a hole in my pocket, and I'd spent most of them trying to convince myself that whatever had happened was nothing more than island hospitality mixed with too much rum. She was being nice to the pathetic newcomer. End of story.

But my feet carried me down the same stretch of beach as the sun painted the sky in familiar shades of coral and gold, and the sound of music drifted through the palm trees like a siren's call.

The bar looked exactly the same—lanterns swaying in the evening breeze, casting dancing shadows across tables scattered in the sand. The three-piece band was back, though tonight they'd added a drummer whose rhythm made the warm air pulse with life. Couples moved together on the makeshift dance floor, bare feet shuffling through sand that glittered in the torchlight.

I hesitated at the edge of the light, same as before. Part of me wanted to turn around and head back to the shack, to the safety of my self-imposed exile. But then I saw her behind the bar, and every rational thought abandoned me.

Christ, she was stunning.

She'd pulled her hair back in a loose bun that left her neck exposed—that elegant curve from her ear to her shoulder that made my mouth go dry. Dark tendrils had escaped to frame her face, curling against her cheekbones, and when she turned her head, they caught the lantern light like silk. Her top tonight was blue cotton that hugged her curves without being obvious about it, the fabric skimming over her breasts and tucking into jeans that sat low on her hips. When she reached for a bottle on the high shelf, the hem rode up, revealing a strip of tanned skin at her waist that made my hands clench involuntarily.

She moved like she was dancing even when she wasn't—fluid, sensual, every gesture deliberate. The way she cocked her hip when she paused to listen to a customer's order. The arch of her back as she bent to retrieve something from below the bar. The unconscious sway of her body as she worked, like the music lived in her bones.

She spotted me the moment I stepped into the light. Her face broke into a grin that sent heat shooting straight to my groin, and when she licked her lower lip—just a quick dart of her tongue—I nearly groaned out loud.

"Well, well," she called out, her voice carrying that same husky quality that had haunted my dreams. Low and rich like aged whiskey, with just enough rasp to make me think of rumpled sheets and breathless moans. "Look what the tide washed up again."

Heat crept up my neck as several patrons glanced my way. I made my way to the bar, weaving between tables where locals nursed beers and tourists sipped colorful cocktails with little umbrellas, my eyes never leaving her.

"Evening," I said, settling onto the same stool I'd occupied the night before.

"Evening?" She leaned across the bar toward me, and suddenly I was drowning in her scent—jasmine and vanilla mixed with something uniquely her, something warm and intoxicating that made my head spin. Her breasts pressed against the edge of the bar as she came closer, the blue cotton stretched taut, and I had to force myself to keep my eyes on her face.

"That's awfully formal for someone who spent yesterday evening pouring his heart out to me."

"I wouldn't call it pouring my heart out."

"No? What would you call it then?" She straightened up slowly, deliberately, her eyes never leaving mine as she reached for a bottle. Every movement was liquid grace—the roll of her shoulders, the flex of her forearm as she poured, the way her tongue darted out to wet her lips again.

"Because from where I was standing, it looked like a man finally admitting he was lost."

The rum she poured was amber-colored and smooth, with a kick that warmed my throat on the way down. I watched her work, mesmerized by the confidence in every gesture. She owned this space completely, and the way she moved suggested she'd own whatever else she wanted just as thoroughly.

"Well, whatever it is, welcome back, old man" she said, bumping my side with her hip as she passed. The contact sent electricity racing down my arm, and I caught another wave of her scent—richer now, with the faint musk of exertion that only made her more intoxicating. Her hip was firm against my shoulder, warm even through our clothes, and when she pulled away, I felt the loss like a physical ache.

"Old man?" I raised an eyebrow. "I'm forty-three, not ninety."

"Ancient," she teased, then leaned closer again, her voice dropping to a whisper that made my skin pebble with goosebumps. Her breath was warm against my ear, and I could see the pulse fluttering at the base of her throat.

"Good thing I like them with a little experience under their belt."

The word hit me like a blow. Experience. The way she said it, with that slight purr in her voice, made it sound like the most erotic compliment I'd ever received. Not broken down or washed up, but experienced—like I was something valuable that had been tested by life, something she wanted to explore.

"You're trouble," I said, my voice rougher than I intended.

"The best kind." She winked, and the simple gesture was so loaded with promise that my pulse kicked up another notch. As she moved away to serve another customer, her fingers brushed mine as she took my empty glass—a brief contact that sent fire racing up my arm and made me wonder if she could feel the effect she was having on me.

I watched her work, trying to figure out her angle while my body betrayed me with every look. She had to be at least fifteen years younger than me—all smooth skin and easy laughter while I felt like I'd been through a meat grinder. Women like her didn't flirt with men like me, especially not in paradise where she probably had her pick of tanned surfers and trust fund kids.

But every time she passed my end of the bar, she found a reason to touch me. A hand on my shoulder as she reached for a bottle, her fingers warm and sure through my shirt. Her hip brushing my arm as she bent to retrieve something from below, the contact lingering just long enough to feel deliberate. Each touch sent electricity shooting through my nervous system, and from the knowing smile that played at the corners of her mouth—that perfect mouth I was starting to fantasize about—she knew exactly what she was doing.

"Another?" she asked, already pouring before I could answer. Her wrist moved in a graceful arc as she tilted the bottle, and I found myself fixated on the delicate bones there, on the way her pulse beat visibly beneath translucent skin.

"Are you trying to get me drunk?"

"Maybe." She slid the glass across the bar, her fingers lingering on mine long enough for me to feel the slight calluses on her fingertips—proof of hard work behind that devastating smile. "Drunk men tell the truth."

"What truth do you want to hear?"

"Why you're really here." She propped her elbows on the bar, bringing us face to face across the polished wood. This close, I could see the golden flecks in her brown eyes, could count the light freckles scattered across her nose. Her lips were slightly parted, and when she wet them with the tip of her tongue, I had to grip my glass to keep from reaching for her. "And don't give me that inheritance story again. Half the people on this island have inherited something. They don't all look like they're running from ghosts."

The music shifted, became slower, more sensual. Around us, couples pulled closer together, swaying to a rhythm that seemed to match the pulse pounding in my ears. The drummer's brushes whispered against the snare, and the guitarist's fingers found melodies that spoke of sultry nights and skin against skin.

"Maybe I am running," I said, the rum loosening my tongue.

"From what?"

"Everything. My job, my ex-fiancée, the life I thought I wanted." I took another sip, welcoming the burn. "Turns out I was pretty bad at all of it."

"Or maybe you were just playing the wrong game." She straightened up and walked around the bar, moving with that same feline grace that made my mouth go dry. When she stopped in front of my stool, I could feel the heat radiating from her body, could smell that intoxicating blend of jasmine and vanilla and warm skin. The crowd had thinned as the night wore on, leaving mostly locals who knew better than to leave when the music got good. "Dance with me."

I nearly choked on my rum. "I don't dance."

"Everyone dances. Some people just need the right partner." She held out her hand, palm up, and I stared at it like it might bite me. Her skin looked impossibly soft in the flickering light, and I could see the faint shimmer of perspiration at her wrist. "Come on, handsome. One song."

Handsome. The way she said it—like she meant it, like she was tasting the word—made heat pool low in my belly. She'd said it loud enough for the couple at the next table to hear, and they both grinned at me like they were in on some joke I didn't understand. My face burned, but something deeper than embarrassment made me slide off the stool and take her hand.

Her skin was warm, soft, with those intriguing calluses on her fingertips that spoke of hard work behind the easy smile. She led me onto the sand between the tables, her hips swaying with each step in a way that made my jeans uncomfortably tight. Other couples moved like they'd been dancing together for years, but all I could focus on was the woman in front of me.

"I should warn you," I said as she turned to face me. "I have two left feet."

"Good thing I'm a good teacher."

She stepped closer, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from her body, could see the way her pulse fluttered at the base of her throat. Her scent wrapped around me like a drug—jasmine and vanilla and something purely female that made my head swim. "Put your hands here."

She guided my right hand to the small of her back, and the contact nearly undid me. Her skin was warm through the thin cotton of her top, and I could feel the subtle play of muscles as she moved, the gentle curve of her spine beneath my palm. When she arched slightly into my touch, I bit back a groan. My left hand found hers, and she laced our fingers together with casual intimacy that made my breath catch.

"Now," she said, her voice dropping to barely above a whisper, her lips so close to my ear that I could feel them brush against my skin, "just follow me."

The music wrapped around us, and somehow my feet found the rhythm. We moved together in the sand, her body flowing against mine like water, like she was made to fit against me. She was smaller than I'd realized—the top of her head barely reached my chin—but she led with such confidence that I found myself relaxing, letting her guide me through steps I didn't know I remembered.

Every movement brought us closer together. Her free hand rested on my chest, and I could feel her fingers flexing against the fabric of my shirt, could feel the warmth of her palm seeping through to my skin. When she turned under my arm, her hair brushed against my face, leaving traces of that intoxicating scent that was driving me slowly insane.

"See?" she murmured, her lips close to my ear again. Her breath was warm against my neck, and when she spoke, I felt the vibration of her voice against my skin. "Not so hard."

I pulled back to look at her, and the sight nearly stopped my heart. Her eyes were heavy-lidded, dark with something that looked like desire. Her lips were parted, and I could see the rapid rise and fall of her chest beneath the blue cotton. When she wet her lips again—that unconscious gesture that was becoming my undoing—I had to fight every instinct I possessed not to kiss her right there.

"You're good at this," I managed, my voice rougher than gravel.

"Which part? Dancing or making uptight businessmen forget how to breathe?"

The smile on her face was pure sin, and she knew exactly what she was doing to me. Her hips moved against mine as we swayed, and when she deliberately let her body brush against the evidence of my arousal, her eyes darkened with satisfaction.

"Both, apparently."

"I like a challenge." Her hand slipped from mine to rest on my chest, right over my heart. I wondered if she could feel how hard it was pounding, if she knew she was the cause.

"And you, Luke Morrison, are definitely a challenge."

The song ended, but we didn't break apart. If anything, she moved closer, her body molding against mine in a way that made rational thought impossible. I could feel every curve of her pressed against me—the soft swell of her breasts, the warmth of her belly, the gentle flare of her hips. Around us, other couples swayed to the next song, but I barely heard the music over the pounding of my own pulse.

"I should go," I said, though my arms remained locked around her waist, though my body was screaming at me to stay.

"Should you?" Her fingers traced patterns on my chest through my shirt, and each touch sent sparks of electricity racing through my nervous system. "Or are you just scared?"

"Of what?"

"Of admitting you want to stay." She tilted her head back to look at me, and the challenge in her eyes was unmistakable. Her lips were slightly swollen now, as if she'd been biting them, and the sight made something primal stir in my chest.

Part of me wanted to laugh it off, to retreat behind the safety of self-deprecation and doubt. But the larger part—the part that had been dormant for months—roared to life at her touch, at the promise in her voice.

"You don't know what you're asking for," I said.

"Don't I?" She rose up on her toes, bringing her lips close to my ear, her body pressing more fully against mine. I could feel the heat of her through our clothes, could smell the intoxicating mix of her perfume and the slight musk of perspiration.

"I'm asking for you to stop thinking so much and start feeling. Think you can handle that, old man?"

The endearment that had embarrassed me earlier now sent heat shooting straight to my core. Her body was soft and warm against mine, her scent filling my lungs with every breath. When she settled back on her heels, her lips were inches from mine, and the invitation in her eyes was clear as crystal.

"Anaya—"

"One more dance," she whispered, her lips so close to mine that I could taste her breath. "Then you can go back to your shack and pretend this didn't happen. But right now, just be here with me."

So I stayed. We danced through three more songs, our bodies finding a rhythm that had nothing to do with the music and everything to do with the electricity crackling between us. Her hands roamed my back, my shoulders, mapping territory that hadn't been explored in longer than I cared to admit. She moved like silk against me, every curve and hollow of her body imprinting itself on my memory. When she pressed closer during a particularly slow song, deliberately grinding against me, I could feel every inch of her through our clothes, and it took every ounce of self-control I possessed not to carry her somewhere private and show her exactly how much I wanted her.

But eventually the night had to end. The crowd dwindled to just a few die-hards, and the band packed up their instruments with the efficient movements of people who'd done this a thousand times before. Anaya walked me to the edge of the torchlight, her hand still warm in mine, her thumb tracing lazy circles on my palm that made my pulse race.

"Will I see you tomorrow?" she asked, her voice husky with exhaustion and something else that made my blood heat.

"I don't know."

"That's not an answer."

I looked down at her, this woman who'd appeared in my life like a gift I didn't deserve. Her hair had come loose from its bun during our dancing, and now it fell in dark waves around her shoulders. Her lips were slightly parted, and her eyes were heavy with the same desire that was eating me alive. She was dangerous—dangerous to my carefully constructed walls, dangerous to my plan of hiding out until I figured out what came next.

But maybe dangerous was exactly what I needed.

"Maybe," I said.

"I'll take maybe." She squeezed my hand once and then let go, stepping back into the circle of light. As she moved away, the sway of her hips was hypnotic, and I had to clench my fists to keep from reaching for her. "Sweet dreams, Luke."

I walked back to the shack in a daze, my skin still tingling from her touch. The ocean whispered against the shore, and palm fronds rustled overhead, but all I could hear was her voice in my ear, all I could smell was jasmine and vanilla and the intoxicating scent of her skin.

Back in the shack, I lay on the sagging mattress and stared at the ceiling, reliving every moment of the dance. The way she'd moved against me like she belonged there. The challenge in her eyes when she'd asked if I wanted her. The warmth of her body pressing close in the darkness, promising things that made my blood burn.

Sleep was impossible. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw her face, felt her hands on my chest, heard her calling me handsome like she meant it. Like I was something worth wanting instead of something left behind.

Like maybe, just maybe, she wanted me as much as I was beginning to want her.
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The sun was already brutal by ten in the morning, turning the sand into a furnace and making my Chicago-pale skin feel like it was slowly roasting. I'd managed maybe three hours of sleep before giving up and wandering down to the water, hoping the breeze would clear my head of jasmine and vanilla and the memory of Anaya's body pressed against mine.

It didn't work.

I was standing knee-deep in the surf, letting the waves cool my overheated brain, when I heard her voice cutting through the morning air.

"Hey, grandpa! You planning to stand there all day, or are you going to help me with these crates?"

I turned to find her on the beach, hands on her hips, glaring at me with mock irritation. She wore cutoff shorts that showed off legs that went on for miles and a tank top already damp with sweat. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and even from fifty feet away, I could see the challenge in her stance.

"I'm not your employee," I called back, but my feet were already carrying me toward shore.

"No, but you're my neighbor. And neighbors help each other." She gestured toward a pile of wooden crates stacked near the tree line. "Beer delivery came early. These need to get up to the bar before they cook in this heat."

The crates looked heavy, and there were at least a dozen of them. I glanced around, looking for whoever usually helped her with this kind of thing.

"Where's your staff?"

"You're looking at her." She grabbed the nearest crate and hefted it with practiced ease, though I could see the strain in her shoulders. "Miguel's boat broke down, and Carmen's kid has the flu. So it's just me and whatever sucker I can guilt into helping."

"Sucker?"

"That's you, in case you were wondering." She started walking toward the bar, the crate balanced against her hip.

"Come on, Luke. Show me those muscles actually do something besides fill out a shirt."

Heat that had nothing to do with the sun crept up my neck. She'd noticed. In the wreckage of everything else—the failed engagement, the career that had imploded, the life I'd thought I wanted—the gym had been my sanctuary. The one thing I could control when everything else was falling apart. Hours of iron and sweat had kept me sane when Sarah's lawyer calls came daily, when I'd had to clean out my office under the pitying stares of former colleagues. My body was the one thing I'd managed not to let go to hell.

And she'd noticed.

I grabbed two crates and followed her up the sandy path, trying not to stare at the way her shorts hugged her backside.

"These are heavier than they look," I said as we reached the bar.

"Poor baby." She set her crate down and turned to face me, wiping sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand. "Want me to get you a chair? Maybe some ice water?"

"I'm fine."

"Uh-huh." Her eyes traveled over my arms, lingering on the muscles that were already protesting the unaccustomed work. "You know, for an old man, you're holding up pretty well."

The compliment hit me like a sucker punch. The way she looked at me now, like I was something worth looking at, made me stand a little straighter.

"Thanks, I think."

"Definitely a compliment." She headed back toward the remaining crates. "Now stop fishing for more and help me finish this before I melt into a puddle."

We worked in companionable silence for the next hour, hauling crates and stacking them behind the bar. The sun climbed higher, turning the work into a brutal endurance test. Sweat soaked through my shirt and dripped into my eyes, but something about the physical labor felt good. Clean. Real in a way my old job never had.

Anaya moved with the efficiency of someone who'd done this a thousand times, but I caught her watching me when she thought I wasn't looking. Her gaze would linger on my arms as I lifted, or follow the line of sweat down my neck, and each time our eyes met, she'd flash that knowing smile that made my pulse stutter.

"Last one," she announced, grabbing a crate of what looked like mangoes and papayas. "Race you to the bar."

"That's not fair. You know the terrain."

"All's fair in love and manual labor." She took off running, laughing as sand kicked up behind her bare feet.

I chased after her, my crate bouncing against my ribs as I tried to keep up. She was fast, but my longer legs gave me an advantage. I caught up to her just as we reached the bar, both of us collapsing onto the deck in a tangle of limbs and laughter.

"Tie," she gasped, rolling onto her back beside me.

"I was winning."

"In your dreams, grandpa."

We lay there panting, staring up at the sky through the palm fronds. The morning sun had given way to a few scattered clouds, and a breeze had picked up off the water, cooling my overheated skin. Beside me, Anaya's breathing gradually slowed to normal, but I remained hyperaware of every inch of space between us.

"Thanks," she said finally. "I owe you a drink."

"You owe me several drinks."

"Greedy." She turned her head to look at me, and something in her expression made my breath catch. "I like that."

Evening found me back at the bar, though I'd sworn to myself I wouldn't return for at least a week. The place was quieter tonight—just a handful of locals nursing beers and a young couple sharing a plate of conch fritters. The band was taking the night off, leaving only recorded music drifting from speakers hidden in the palm trees.

Anaya had changed into a sundress that hugged her curves and made her skin glow in the lantern light. She moved behind the bar with lazy grace, like the heat had settled into her bones and slowed everything down to a more sensual pace.

"Look who came crawling back," she said as I approached. "Miss me already?"

"I was thirsty."

"Sure you were." She poured rum without being asked, adding just enough ice to make it palatable. "How are those muscles feeling? Sore?"

"A little." The truth was, my back was screaming and my shoulders felt like I'd been hit by a truck, but admitting weakness to this woman felt like a mistake.

"Poor thing." She came around the bar and settled onto the stool beside me, close enough that her bare knee brushed my thigh. "Maybe I should have warned you about island labor. It's different from pushing papers around a desk."

"I managed fine."

"You did." Her hand found my shoulder, fingers kneading the tight muscles through my shirt.

The touch sent electricity shooting down my spine. Her hands were small but strong, working at knots I hadn't even realized were there. I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate on my drink, but all I could focus on was the warmth of her fingers and the faint scent of her perfume.

"Relax," she murmured, her breath warm against my ear. "You're wound tighter than a spring."

"I'm fine."

"No, you're not." Her other hand joined the first, both of them working at the tension in my neck and shoulders. "You're a mess, Luke Morrison. A beautiful, complicated mess."

Beautiful. The word hit me like a physical blow. When was the last time someone had called me beautiful? Sarah certainly never had—handsome, maybe, on good days, but never beautiful.

"You don't know what you're talking about."

"Don't I?" Her hands stilled, but she didn't pull away. Instead, she shifted closer, her thigh pressing against mine under the bar. "I think I know exactly what I'm talking about."

The rum was making me dizzy, or maybe it was her proximity. Either way, I felt like I was standing on the edge of a cliff, and the ground was starting to crumble beneath my feet.

"Anaya—"

"You think too much," she said, her fingers tracing the line of my jaw. "Has anyone ever told you that?"

"Once or twice."

"Good. Then you know it's true." She turned on her stool to face me fully, her knees bracketing my thigh. "What would happen if you stopped thinking for five minutes? Just let yourself feel something?"

"I don't know."

"Liar." Her hand cupped my cheek, thumb brushing across the stubble I'd forgotten to shave. "You know exactly what would happen. You're just scared of it."

She was right, and we both knew it. Sitting here in the warm island night with this incredible woman touching me like I mattered, I could feel the careful walls I'd built around myself starting to crack. It was terrifying and exhilarating and completely beyond my control.

"I should go," I said, though I made no move to leave.

"Should you?"

Before I could answer, she leaned forward and kissed me.

It wasn't tentative or questioning. It was bold and heated and completely confident, like she'd been planning it since the moment I walked into her bar. Her lips were soft and warm, tasting of rum and something sweeter, and when her tongue traced the seam of my mouth, I opened for her without thinking.

The kiss deepened, became something hungry and desperate. My hands found her waist, pulling her closer as she threaded her fingers through my hair. She made a soft sound against my mouth, part sigh and part moan, and the sound went straight to my core like a shot of pure adrenaline.

When we finally broke apart, we were both breathing hard. Her eyes were dark in the lantern light, pupils dilated with want, and her lips were swollen from the kiss. She looked like every fantasy I'd ever had and several I hadn't dared to imagine.

"Wow," she breathed.

"Yeah." My voice came out rougher than I intended. "Wow."

She smiled then, slow and satisfied, like she'd just proven a point I hadn't realized we were arguing. "Still think I don't know what I'm talking about?"

Panic hit me like a cold wave. This was too much, too fast, too good to be real. Women like Anaya didn't kiss men like me—broken-down businessmen with more baggage than prospects. She had to be at least fifteen years younger, probably had her pick of guys her own age without the emotional wreckage. There had to be an angle, a game I wasn't seeing.

I pulled back, putting distance between us that felt like miles. "I should go."

"Luke—"

"This was a mistake." I stood too quickly, the stool scraping against the deck. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have⁠—"

"Shouldn't have what? Kissed me back?" She stood too, reaching for my hand, but I stepped away. "Don't you dare apologize for that."

"You don't understand."

"Then explain it to me."

But I couldn't. How could I explain that I was terrified of wanting something this much? That every good thing in my life had eventually been taken away, and I couldn't survive losing one more thing that mattered?

"I just... I can't do this right now."

I left her standing there in the lantern light, her lips still parted from our kiss, her eyes confused and hurt. It was one of the hardest things I'd ever done, but I forced myself to walk away before I could do something even stupider, like kiss her again.

Back at the shack, I paced the small main room like a caged animal. My lips still tingled from her kiss, and I could still taste rum and sweetness on my tongue. The memory of her body pressed against mine, warm and pliant and completely willing, made my hands shake as I poured myself a drink.

This was insane. I was insane. Beautiful women didn't throw themselves at washed-up middle-aged men like me, especially not women like Anaya who could have anyone they wanted. There had to be something I was missing—maybe some game she was playing.

Maybe she felt sorry for me. Maybe this was how she treated all the broken expatriates who washed up on her beach, looking for something they'd lost or never had in the first place. Maybe I was just the latest charity case in a long line of pathetic men who'd mistaken kindness for attraction.

The rum burned going down, but it wasn't enough to wash away the taste of her kiss or the memory of her fingers in my hair. Nothing would be enough for that.

Outside, the waves crashed against the shore in their endless rhythm, but tonight the sound offered no comfort. Tonight, it just reminded me of everything I was too afraid to reach for, everything I'd convinced myself I didn't deserve.

I'd kissed her back. Christ, I'd kissed her back like a drowning man grabbing for a lifeline, and she'd tasted like salvation and sin all wrapped up in one perfect package.

But that was the problem, wasn't it? Things that perfect didn't happen to men like me. Not anymore.


[ 4 ]


I spent the entire day avoiding her.

It wasn't hard—the island was small, but not so small that I couldn't find places to hide. I walked the far end of the beach where tourists rarely ventured, explored overgrown paths that led nowhere, sat on rocks and stared at the horizon until my eyes burned from the glare.

But no matter how far I walked or how long I sat, I couldn't escape the memory of her mouth on mine or the way she'd looked at me afterward—like I was something precious instead of something broken.

By evening, storm clouds had gathered on the horizon, bringing with them a restless wind that rattled the palm fronds and sent sand skittering across the beach. I holed up in the shack with a bottle of rum and a flickering candle, listening to the approaching thunder and trying to convince myself I'd done the right thing.

The candle flame danced in the breeze that leaked through the gaps in the walls, casting shifting shadows across the bare room. Outside, the wind picked up strength, howling through the trees with a sound like loneliness made audible.

I was halfway through the bottle when she kicked open my door.

"You think you can just kiss me and run?"

Anaya stood in the doorway, silhouetted against the storm-dark sky, her hair whipping around her face in the wind. She wore the same sundress from earlier, but now it was damp with spray from the waves and molded to her body in ways that made my mouth go dry.

"Anaya—"

"Don't." She stepped inside and slammed the door behind her, the sound echoing through the small space like a gunshot. "Don't you dare 'Anaya' me. Not after last night."

The candle flame flickered wildly as she moved closer, her eyes blazing with anger in the uncertain light. She was magnificent in her fury—all righteous indignation and wounded pride wrapped up in five feet of curves and determination.

"You left me standing there like an idiot," she continued, her voice rising above the wind. "After kissing me like the world was ending, you just walked away."

"I was trying to do the right thing."

"The right thing?" She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "The right thing would have been staying. The right thing would have been talking to me instead of hiding like a coward."

The words hit like physical blows, mostly because they were true. I stood up, swaying slightly from the rum, and faced her across the small room.

"You don't understand."

"Then explain it to me."

"You're twenty-eight years old. I'm forty-three. You could have anyone⁠—"

"Stop." She moved closer, close enough that I could see the storm reflected in her eyes. "You don't get to decide what I want, Luke. You don't get to make my choices for me."

"I'm trying to protect you."

"From what? From me?" She laughed again, bitter and sharp. "Or are you trying to protect yourself?"

The accusation hung between us like a challenge. Outside, lightning flashed, illuminating the windows for a split second before thunder rolled across the island.

"You're too young," I said weakly.

"Bullshit." She closed the distance between us, backing me against the wall. "That's not what this is about. This is about you being scared."

"Of course I'm scared." The admission tore out of me before I could stop it. "Look at me, Anaya. Really look. I'm a washed-up office guy with no job, no prospects, and more emotional baggage than a cargo ship. You could do so much better⁠—"

She silenced me with a kiss, fierce and desperate and full of all the words she couldn't say. Her hands fisted in my shirt, pulling me down to her level as her mouth moved against mine with urgent hunger.

"You don't get to decide what I deserve," she whispered against my lips. "You don't get to decide what I want."

"Anaya—"

"Shut up." She kissed me again, deeper this time, her tongue sliding against mine in a dance that made my knees weak. "Just shut up and feel."

The storm outside seemed to move inside the shack, electricity crackling between us as her hands roamed my chest, my shoulders, my face. She kissed like she was claiming territory, marking me as hers in a way that made rational thought impossible.

My hands found her waist, pulling her closer until there was no space left between us. She was warm and soft and completely real, and the small sounds she made against my mouth sent heat shooting straight to my core.

"Bedroom…now…," she breathed, and I didn't argue.

The small room barely held the sagging mattress, but it didn't matter. Nothing mattered except her hands on my skin as she pushed my shirt over my head, her mouth following the path of her fingers as she explored the territory she'd claimed.

"You're shaking," she murmured, her lips against my collarbone.

I was. My hands trembled as I reached for the zipper of her dress, fumbling with the simple mechanism like a teenager on his first date. She covered my hands with hers, guiding them, helping me undress her with a patience that made my chest tight with emotion.

When the dress pooled at her feet, I couldn't breathe. She stood before me in the candlelight, all golden skin and curves that belonged in a painting, and the fact that she was here, with me, seemed impossible.

"Like what you see?" she said, but there was no self-consciousness in her voice. Only confidence and something that looked like affection.

"Can't help it." My voice came out rough, barely recognizable. "You're..."

"What?"

"Perfect." The word slipped out before I could stop it, and her smile in response was like sunrise after a long night.

"No," she said, stepping closer until her bare skin touched mine. "But I'm here. And I'm yours, if you want me."

Want her? I wanted her like I wanted air, like I wanted my next heartbeat. But wanting and deserving were two different things, and the distance between them felt like an ocean.

She must have seen the doubt in my eyes because she cupped my face in her hands, forcing me to meet her gaze.

"Just stop thinking," she whispered. "Just be here with me."

Her mouth found mine again, and this time I stopped fighting. I let myself fall into the kiss, into the warmth of her body against mine, into the impossible reality of her wanting me back.

We moved together toward the bed, a tangle of hands and mouths and desperate need. She pushed me down onto the mattress and followed, straddling my hips with a confidence that made my pulse race. Her hair fell around us like a curtain, blocking out everything except her face in the flickering candlelight.

"No turning back after this," I said, my hands settling on her waist.

"I've been sure since the moment I saw you." She leaned down to kiss me, slow and thorough. "The question is, are you?"

I was. God help me, I was sure in a way I hadn't been about anything in months. I rolled us over, pressing her into the mattress as I mapped every inch of her skin with my mouth. She arched beneath me, her hands tangling in my hair, guiding me lower until I found the spot that made her gasp and writhe.

When I finally moved inside her, the sensation was overwhelming. She was tight and warm and everything I'd ever dreamed of but never thought I'd have. She wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper, and the sound she made—half moan, half prayer—nearly undid me.

"Look at me," she whispered, her hands framing my face. "Look at me, Luke."

I did, and what I saw in her eyes stole what was left of my breath. Not pity or charity or misguided kindness, but genuine desire. Raw need. Something that looked dangerously close to caring.

We moved together in the candlelight, bodies slick with sweat and desire, the storm outside forgotten in the heat of our connection. She was everything I'd imagined and nothing I'd expected—bold when I was hesitant, confident when I doubted, leading me through territory I'd thought was lost to me forever.

When we both climaxed, it was with a force that left us both shaking. She collapsed against my chest, her breathing ragged, her hair a dark curtain across my skin. I held her close, afraid that if I let go, she might disappear like a dream I'd been too afraid to believe in.

Outside, the storm was passing, the wind dying down to a whisper. But inside the shack, wrapped in Anaya's warmth, I felt like I was at the center of my own personal hurricane.

She fell asleep quickly, her body relaxed and trusting against mine. But sleep eluded me. I lay there in the darkness, listening to her soft breathing, trying to process what had just happened.

This woman—this incredible, impossible woman—had chosen me. Not out of pity or loneliness or island fever, but because she wanted me. The thought was terrifying and exhilarating in equal measure.

I traced patterns on her bare shoulder, marveling at the softness of her skin, the warmth of her body pressed against mine. She stirred slightly, murmuring something in her sleep, and my chest tightened with an emotion I was afraid to name.

The candle had burned down to a stub, casting barely enough light to see her face. Even in sleep, she was beautiful—lips slightly parted, lashes dark against her cheeks, an expression of complete contentment that made something twist deep in my gut.

She couldn't really want me. Could she?

But the evidence was right there beside me, warm and real and undeniably present. Whatever game I'd convinced myself she was playing, whatever angle I'd imagined, none of it mattered now. She was here, in my bed, in my arms, and for the first time in longer than I could remember, I felt like maybe—just maybe—I was exactly where I belonged.
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I woke to sunlight streaming through the cracked shutters and the scent of coconut oil mingling with the salt breeze. For a moment, I couldn't remember where I was or why my body felt like I'd been hit by a freight train. Then I turned my head and saw her.

Anaya lay beside me, hair spread across the pillow like dark silk, one arm draped over my chest in casual possession. The sheet had slipped down to her waist, revealing the curve of her breast. In the morning light, her skin looked golden, kissed by years of Caribbean sun.

Jesus Christ. It hadn't been a dream.

The events of the night came flooding back—her anger, her kiss, the way she'd looked at me like I was something worth fighting for. The memory of her body moving against mine, the sounds she'd made, the way she'd whispered my name like a prayer.

My chest tightened with something between panic and wonder. This woman—this incredible, impossible woman—had spent the night in my bed. In my arms. And she was still here, real and warm and completely at ease with her nakedness.

"Morning," she murmured without opening her eyes, her fingers tracing lazy patterns on my chest. "You're thinking too loud."

"Sorry."

"Don't be. I like it." She stretched like a cat, all fluid grace and unconscious sensuality, then propped herself up on one elbow to look at me. Her hair fell across her shoulder, and there was a satisfied smile playing at the corners of her mouth. "Slept well?"

"Eventually."

"Mmm. Me too." She leaned down to kiss my collarbone, then my neck, her lips warm and soft against my skin. "Best sleep I've had in weeks."

The simple intimacy of it—the casual way she touched me, like she had every right to be there—sent heat spiraling throgh my chest. Part of me wanted to pull her closer, to lose myself in her warmth and pretend the rest of the world didn't exist. But the larger part, the part that had been kicked around too many times, started building walls.

"We should talk," I said.

"Should we?" Her lips found the spot just below my ear that made me shiver. "I can think of better things to do with our mouths."

Heat shot straight to my core, but I forced myself to pull away. "Anaya, stop."

She raised her head, eyebrows arched in amusement. "Stop what? Kissing you? Touching you? Making you feel good?"

"All of it." I sat up, running my hands through my hair. "This... last night... it was a mistake."

"A mistake." Her voice went flat, dangerous. "Which part, exactly? The part where you kissed me back, or the part where you made me come so hard I saw stars?"

My face burned at her bluntness, but I pressed on. "You know what I mean."

"Actually, I don't." She sat up too, pulling the sheet around herself with deliberate modesty. "Explain it to me, Luke. Tell me how two consenting adults having incredible sex is a mistake."

"You're twenty-eight⁠—"

"Oh, for fuck's sake." She threw her hands up in exasperation. "Are we really doing this again? The age thing? Because I'm pretty sure I proved last night that I know exactly what I want."

"You deserve better."

"Better than what? Better than a man who makes me laugh? Who looks at me like I'm the most beautiful thing he's ever seen? Who touches me like I'm precious?" Her voice softened, became almost gentle. "Better than someone who makes me feel alive for the first time in years?"

The words cut deep. I wanted to believe them, wanted to let myself think that maybe I was enough for someone like her. But experience had taught me better.

"You don't know me," I said. "You don't know what you're getting into."

"Then tell me." She reached for my hand, her fingers warm and sure. "Tell me about the job you lost, the fiancée who left, whatever else is eating you alive. I'm not going anywhere."

But I couldn't. How could I explain that every good thing in my life had eventually been taken away? That I was terrified of wanting something this much because the fall would destroy what was left of me?

"I can't," I whispered.

"Can't, or won't?"

I pulled my hand away and stood up, grabbing my shorts from the floor. "This shouldn't have happened."

She was quiet for a long moment, watching me dress with an expression I couldn't read. When she finally spoke, her voice was calm, matter-of-fact.

"You know what your problem is, Luke?"

"What?"

"You think you get to decide what I feel." She slipped out of bed and started gathering her clothes, completely unselfconscious in her nudity. "You think you can tell me who I can want, who I can care about, who I can love."

That word stopped me cold. Love. She couldn't possibly mean that. Not after three days, not with someone like me.

"Anaya—"

"No." She pulled her dress over her head, smoothing it down with brisk efficiency. "You don't get to 'Anaya' me. Not after this." She walked to the door, then turned back to face me. "But here's the thing—you don't get to make my choices for me. You don't get to decide what I deserve or what I want or how I feel."

"I'm trying to protect you."

"From what? From happiness?" She laughed, but there was no humor in it. "From feeling something real for the first time in years? Because that's what this is, Luke. That's what you're so afraid of."

She opened the door, letting in the morning light and the sound of waves against the shore. Then she looked back at me one more time, and her expression softened.

"I'll be at the bar tonight," she said. "Same as always. If you decide you want to stop running from something good, you know where to find me."

She left without another word, closing the door gently behind her. I stood there in the sudden silence, staring at the space where she'd been, my chest tight with emotions I tried to suppress.

Through the window, I watched her walk down the beach toward her bar, her movements graceful and confident. She didn't look back, didn't give any sign that the conversation we'd just had affected her at all. But I knew better. I'd seen the hurt in her eyes, the disappointment she'd tried to hide.

I'd hurt her. This incredible woman who'd given herself to me freely, who'd looked at me like I was something worth keeping, and I'd thrown it back in her face because I was too much of a coward to believe it could be real.

The shack felt empty without her presence, hollow in a way that had nothing to do with its bare walls and broken furniture. I could still smell her perfume on the sheets, still feel the phantom warmth of her body against mine. The memory of her laugh, her touch, the way she'd whispered my name in the darkness.

I sat down on the bed and put my head in my hands. What the hell was wrong with me? Here was a woman who wanted me—actually wanted me, despite everything—and I was pushing her away because I was too scared to believe I deserved something good.

But that was the problem, wasn't it? I didn't deserve her. She was sunshine and laughter and everything bright in the world, while I was just a washed-up has-been with more baggage than a cargo ship. Eventually, she'd figure that out. Eventually, she'd leave.

Better to end it now, before I got any more attached. Before the inevitable fall destroyed what was left of me.

Except even as I told myself that, I knew it was a lie. I was already attached. Already falling. Already imagining what it might be like to wake up beside her every morning, to build something real with someone who looked at me like I mattered.

The thought terrified me.

Outside, seabirds called to each other as they rode the morning breeze. The sun climbed higher, turning the water into a sheet of hammered gold. It was going to be another perfect Caribbean day, full of possibility and promise.

I could go to her. I could walk down to that bar tonight and tell her I was sorry, that I was an idiot, that I wanted to try. I could take the leap and see if maybe, just maybe, I was worth fighting for.

Or I could stay here in my self-imposed exile, safe and miserable and alone.

The choice was mine.

"I want more," I whispered to the empty room, the words barely audible over the sound of waves against the shore.

"God help me, I want more."


[ 6 ]


It became a routine without us ever discussing it.

Every evening around seven, I'd walk down the beach to her bar. Not because I'd made a conscious decision, but because I kept heading there without thinking, drawn by something stronger than logic. Anaya would look up from whatever she was doing—mixing drinks, wiping tables, arguing with Miguel about the sound system—and smile like she'd been waiting for me all day.

"There's my favorite customer," she'd say, already reaching for the good rum.

"I'm probably your only customer who tips in American dollars."

"That too."

The third night, she introduced me to the regulars—Carlos, who ran the fishing charter and had opinions about everything; Maria, whose husband had died two years ago and who came for the company more than the drinks; Tommy, a kid barely out of his teens who played guitar with fingers that moved like lightning. They accepted me with the easy camaraderie of people who'd learned not to ask too many questions about where someone came from or why they'd ended up here.

The fourth night, she let me help carry crates again, and this time when she called me handsome, I didn't flinch.

The fifth night, it rained. Not the violent storm of a few days ago, but a gentle Caribbean shower that sent everyone crowding under the bar's tin roof. The air grew thick with humidity and the scent of wet sand, and Anaya's hair curled in the moisture, framing her face in dark spirals that made my chest tight.

"You keep staring," she said, appearing beside me with a fresh drink.

"Do I?"

"Like you're trying to memorize me." She settled onto the stool next to mine, close enough that her knee brushed my thigh. "Worried I'll disappear?"

The question hit closer to home than I wanted to admit. "Should I be?"

"That depends." She took a sip of her own drink—something with rum and fruit that left her lips glossy. "Are you planning to keep running every time we get close?"

I'd been asking myself the same question for days. Each night I came here, each conversation we shared, each casual touch that sent electricity through my system, I felt the walls I'd built around myself cracking a little more.

"I don't know," I said honestly.

"At least you're honest." She leaned back against the bar, studying my face in the lamplight. "That's more than most men manage."

"Most men don't have my particular brand of baggage."

"No? What makes you so special?"

The question was asked lightly, but I heard the genuine curiosity underneath. Around us, the rain drummed against the roof and the other patrons talked quietly among themselves, creating a cocoon of privacy in the crowded space.

"You really want to know?"

"I wouldn't have asked otherwise."

So I told her. About the company that had been my life for fifteen years, how I'd climbed the ladder rung by rung until I was senior vice president of operations. About the merger that had made me redundant overnight, how they'd cleaned out my office while I was in a meeting and left my personal effects in a cardboard box by the security desk.

"Fifteen years," she said quietly. "That's longer than I've been running this place."

"It gets better. Sarah—my fiancée—she lasted three months after I lost the job. Said she couldn't handle the uncertainty, the change in our lifestyle." I took a long pull of rum, welcoming the burn. "Turns out she was more in love with my paycheck than she was with me."

"Her loss."

"Is it? I'm forty-three, unemployed, and living in a shack that's one strong wind away from collapse. Not exactly prime relationship material."

Anaya was quiet for a moment, watching the rain through the open sides of the bar. When she spoke, her voice was soft but sure.

"You want to know what I see when I look at you?"

"What?"

"A man who's real. Who's been knocked down and gotten back up. Who doesn't try to impress me with stories about his yacht or his trust fund or how many women he's slept with." She turned to face me fully, her eyes serious. "Do you know how rare that is? How exhausting it gets, dealing with men who think money is a personality?"

She reached for my hand, lacing our fingers together. "My father built this bar with his own hands. Worked sixteen-hour days to keep it running, to give me and my mother a good life. When the stroke hit him last year, the doctors said he'd never work again. Might never walk again."

I squeezed her hand, beginning to understand.

"So now it's just me," she continued. "Trying to keep his dream alive, paying for his medical bills, pretending I'm not scared shitless that I'm going to lose everything he worked for." Her voice cracked slightly. "Some nights I lie awake wondering if I'm strong enough to hold it all together."

"You are."

"Am I? Because most days I feel like I'm drowning." She looked at me then, and the vulnerability in her eyes made my chest ache. "But when you're here, when we talk like this, I remember that I'm not alone. That there are other people fighting their own battles, carrying their own weight."

The rain was slowing, turning from a steady drum to occasional drops against the roof. Around us, the conversation was picking up again as people began to think about heading home.

"I should go," I said, though I made no move to leave.

"Should you?" She stood up, still holding my hand. "Or do you want to come home with me? Not for sex," she added quickly, seeing my expression. "Just... to be together. To not be alone."

She waited for my answer, and I wasn't sure I was brave enough to give it. But looking at her face, seeing the hope and fear warring in her eyes, I knew I couldn't walk away. Not tonight.

"Okay," I said.

Her house was a ten-minute walk up the beach, a small cottage painted yellow with blue shutters and a wraparound porch that faced the ocean. Inside, it was warm and cozy, filled with photographs and books and the kind of comfortable clutter that spoke of a real life being lived.

"Beer? Coffee? Something stronger?" she asked, suddenly nervous now that we were alone.

"Just you."

The words came out before I could stop them, and her eyes widened in surprise. Then she smiled, slow and sweet, and closed the distance between us.

This kiss was different from the others—softer, more tentative, like we were both afraid of breaking something precious. Her hands found my chest, fingers spreading over my heartbeat, and I could feel my pulse racing under her touch.

"Anaya," I whispered against her lips.

"I know." She pulled back to look at me, her eyes dark in the lamplight. "I'm scared too."

"Of what?"

"Of wanting this too much. Of wanting you too much." Her fingers traced the line of my jaw, and I turned my head to kiss her palm. "I've never felt like this before, Luke. This desperate. This sure."

The confession hit me like a physical blow. Here was this incredible woman, telling me she wanted me not out of pity or loneliness, but because something real was growing between us. Something that scared her as much as it scared me.

"Come to bed with me," she said. "Let me show you how I feel."

This time, when we undressed each other, it was with reverence instead of desperation. Her hands mapped my chest, my shoulders, my face, like she was memorizing every detail. I did the same, tracing the curve of her breast, the line of her hip, the soft skin of her inner thigh, until she was trembling beneath my touch.

When I moved inside her, we both gasped at the intensity of it. Not just the physical sensation, but the emotional weight of what we were sharing. She wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me deeper, her eyes never leaving mine.

"Look at me," she whispered, echoing words she'd spoken before. But this time, it wasn't about proving a point or claiming territory. This time, it was about connection. About seeing and being seen.

We moved together slowly, savoring each touch, each kiss, each shared breath. When she arched beneath me, crying out my name, I felt something shift in my chest—a wall crumbling, a door opening, a light switching on in a room that had been dark for too long.

Afterward, we lay tangled together in her bed, listening to the waves outside her window. Her head rested on my chest, her hair warm and ticklish against my skin. I could feel her breathing gradually return to normal, could smell the faint scent of her shampoo mixed with our combined heat.

"Luke?" she said quietly.

"Yeah?"

"Thank you."

"For what?"

"For staying. For not running this time." She pressed a soft kiss to my chest, right over my heart.

"For letting me see the real you."

I tightened my arms around her, pulling her closer. The sound of waves drifted through the window, and for once I wasn't lying awake cataloging my mistakes.
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I stumbled back to the shack around midnight, my head buzzing from rum and from Anaya's fingers tracing patterns on my chest. She'd fallen asleep in my arms, and I'd slipped out reluctantly, not wanting to presume I was welcome to stay the whole night. We were still figuring out the boundaries of whatever this was between us.

The moon was full, casting silver light across the beach and making the palm trees look like dancing shadows. I fumbled with the key to my door, the simple mechanism suddenly complex after an evening of drinks and the kind of touching that made rational thought impossible.

The door swung open, and I froze.

Someone was in my shack.

A woman sat cross-legged on my sagging mattress, backpack propped against the wall beside her, camera equipment scattered across the table. She looked up from the notebook she was writing in and smiled like she'd been expecting me.

"You must be Luke," she said, her voice carrying a faint accent I couldn't place. "I'm Ashley. Your aunt said I could crash here for a few nights."

My aunt. The one who'd died three years ago.

"I don't have an aunt," I said slowly.

"Hmm." She tapped her pen against her lips, considering this. "Well, that's awkward. The woman at the market said you were related and wouldn't mind putting up a fellow traveler. Guess she was wrong about the first part."

She made no move to leave. Instead, she stretched like a cat, all fluid grace and casual confidence, and I got my first good look at her. Dark hair that caught the moonlight streaming through the windows. Skin the color of café au lait. Eyes that held secrets and trouble in equal measure. She wore a tank top and shorts that showed off magazine-worthy legs, and when she smiled, it was with the kind of easy sensuality that made my mouth go dry.

"You can't stay here," I managed.

"Why not?" She gestured around the sparse room. "You've got plenty of space. And I'm very low maintenance. I don't snore, I clean up after myself, and I make excellent coffee."

"Because this is my home."

"Your home?" She laughed, a sound like silver bells mixed with mischief. "This place is held together with rust and prayer. You're squatting here same as me, island boy."

Island boy. Heat crept up my neck at the casual endearment, delivered with a wink that suggested she knew exactly what she was doing to me.

"I inherited this place."

"Lucky you." She uncrossed her legs and stood up, moving with the kind of practiced grace that spoke of years spent climbing mountains and navigating foreign cities. "So what do you say? Roommates for a few days? I promise I won't cramp your style and I'll leave as soon as I can."

She was close enough now that I could smell her perfume—something exotic with hints of sandalwood and jasmine. Different from Anaya's scent, but no less intoxicating. When she tilted her head to look at me, her hair fell across one shoulder in a way that made my fingers itch to touch it.

"How old are you?" I asked, grasping for any reason to maintain distance.

"Twenty-five. How old are you, grandpa?"

"Forty-three."

"Ooh, a silver fox." Her eyes danced with mischief.

The same phrase Anaya had used, but twisted into something else entirely. Where Anaya's version had been warm and genuine, Ashley's dripped with playful mockery—like she was in on a joke I hadn't been told yet.

"You need to leave," I said, though my voice lacked conviction.

"Do I?" She stepped closer, close enough that I could see the flecks of gold in her brown eyes. "Or are you just scared of a little company?"

"I'm not scared."

"No? Then what's the problem?" She reached out and straightened my collar, her fingers brushing against my neck in a touch that was brief but electric. "Afraid your girlfriend won't approve?"

"She's not my—" I stopped, realizing I was walking into whatever trap she was setting. "It's complicated."

"It always is." She stepped back, giving me room to breathe, but her smile remained. "Look, I just need a place to crash for a few nights while I finish shooting this assignment. I'll sleep on the floor, stay out of your way, gone before you know it."

I should have said no. Should have pointed her toward the resort down the beach or the guesthouse in town. But her confidence knocked my judgment sideways.

"Three nights," I heard myself saying. "That's it."

"Three nights." She held up three fingers in mock salute. "Scout's honor."

"Were you ever a scout?"

"God, no. But I did spend two months photographing them in Nepal. Does that count?"

Despite everything, I found myself almost smiling. "Not even close."

"Pity." She turned back to her gear, dismissing me with casual ease. "Well, island boy, I'll let you get your beauty sleep. God knows you need it at your age."

My chest tightened—half pissed, half turned on. "My name is Luke."

"I know." She glanced back over her shoulder, and her smile was pure mischief. "But island boy suits you better. All that rugged, sun-weathered charm."

The way she drew out the word 'rugged,' like she was tasting it, made my skin prickle. Everything about her was calculated to keep me off-balance.

"Good night, Luke," she said, settling back onto the mattress like she owned the place.

I retreated to the main room where I'd set up a makeshift bed on the old couch, my head spinning with confusion and unwanted attraction. Through the thin walls, I could hear her moving around, the soft rustle of fabric as she settled in for the night. The sound of her breathing gradually evening out as she fell asleep.

What the hell had just happened?

I sat at the card table and tried to process the last ten minutes. A strange woman had taken over my bedroom, called me island boy with a smile that suggested all kinds of trouble, and I'd let her stay. More than that—part of me wanted her to stay, wanted to see what other surprises she might bring to my carefully ordered solitude.

The thought made guilt twist in my stomach. I'd just spent the evening with Anaya, just made love to her with a tenderness that had surprised us both. And now here I was, thinking about another woman's smile, the way she'd looked at me like I was something worth teasing.

I wasn't that guy. I'd never been that guy. Even during the worst days with Sarah, I'd never looked at another woman with interest. But something about this island, about the heat and the rum and the complete upending of everything I'd thought I knew about myself, was making me into someone I didn't recognize.

Morning came too soon, bringing with it the scent of coffee and the sound of someone moving around in my kitchen. I emerged from the main room to find Ashley standing at the stove, wearing nothing but an oversized t-shirt that barely covered her thighs. Her hair was tousled from sleep, and she hummed softly as she worked.

"Morning, sunshine," she said without turning around. "Hope you like it strong."

I did, but that wasn't what made my mouth water. The sight of her bare legs, the way the shirt clung to curves I'd only glimpsed the night before, the casual intimacy of her moving through my space like she belonged there—it all combined to scramble my thoughts.

"You said you'd stay out of my way," I managed.

"I am staying out of your way. This is me making coffee. Very different things." She turned to face me, holding out a steaming mug. "Relax, island boy. I'm not trying to seduce you. I'm just being neighborly."

But the way she said it, the way her eyes lingered on my chest where my shirt hung open, suggested otherwise. When I took the coffee from her, our fingers brushed, and the contact sent electricity shooting up my arm.

"Thanks," I said roughly.

"My pleasure." She leaned against the counter, cradling her own mug, and studied me with those knowing eyes. "So what's the plan for today? More brooding on the beach? Meaningful stares at the horizon?"

"I don't brood."

"No? What do you call it then?"

"Contemplation."

She laughed, and the sound made something twist in my chest. "Right. Contemplation. Very manly."

Before I could come up with a response, there was a knock at the door. I opened it to find Anaya standing on my makeshift porch, her hair pulled back in a ponytail and a smile on her face that faltered when she saw my expression.

"Morning," she said, then looked past me to where Ashley stood in the kitchen. "Oh. You have company."

"Anaya, this is Ashley. She's... staying here temporarily."

"Temporarily," Anaya repeated, her voice carefully neutral.

Ashley appeared beside me, still wearing nothing but the t-shirt, and extended her hand to Anaya with a smile that was all innocence and trouble.

"Nice to meet you. Luke's told me so much about you."

I hadn't told her anything about Anaya, and we all knew it. But Ashley delivered the lie with such casual confidence that it almost sounded true.

Anaya shook her hand, her smile sharp as a blade. "Has he? How... thorough of him."

"Well," I said quickly, sensing danger in the air, "Ashley was just leaving."

"Actually, I was thinking about sticking around for a few days. See the sights. Maybe take some pictures of the local... attractions." Ashley's gaze flicked between Anaya and me, and her smile widened. "This place is just full of interesting subjects."

Anaya's expression didn't change, but something in her eyes went cold. "I'm sure it is. Well, I should let you get back to your... contemplation. See you tonight, Luke?"

"Yeah. Tonight."

She left without another word, but not before giving Ashley a look that could have melted steel. I watched her walk down the beach toward her bar, her posture straight and controlled, and felt guilt settle in my stomach like a lead weight.

"She seems sweet," Ashley said, not bothering to hide her amusement. "Like she'd knife me in my sleep."

"She wouldn't do that."

"No? Shame. I respect a woman who fights for what's hers." She brushed past me, close enough that I caught another whiff of her perfume. "This is going to be fun."

"What's going to be fun?"

"Nothing, island boy. Nothing at all."

But her smile suggested otherwise, and as I watched her disappear back into the bedroom, I knew my carefully ordered life was about to become a lot more complicated.

What the hell was happening to me?
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The storm hit without warning.

One minute I was walking down the beach toward the bar, the evening air still and humid, and the next, the wind was howling through the palm trees like something alive and angry. The sky had turned the color of old pewter, and the ocean was churning white-capped fury against the shore.

I broke into a run as the first fat raindrops hit my shoulders. By the time I reached the bar, I was soaked through and the wind was strong enough to make me lean into it just to keep moving forward.

Anaya was already battling with the storm shutters, her hair whipping around her face as she fought to secure them against the building fury. She saw me coming and shouted over the wind.

"Help me with these! The hardware's old—they won't hold if we don't get them latched!"

I grabbed the other side of the shutter she was wrestling with, our hands bumping as we tried to force it closed against the wind. The metal was slick with rain and kept slipping from our grip, but together we managed to get it secured.

"Next one!" she yelled, already moving to the next window.

We worked our way around the bar systematically, fighting each shutter into place while the storm raged around us. The rain came in sheets now, driven horizontal by the wind, stinging our skin and making visibility almost zero. Lightning split the sky every few seconds, followed by thunder that seemed to shake the earth itself.

The last shutter was the worst—a stubborn piece of metal that had probably been warped by a dozen previous storms. We threw our combined weight against it, Anaya pressed against my back as we both pushed, her breath hot against my neck despite the cold rain soaking us both.

"Come on, you bastard," she muttered, and I could hear the grin in her voice even over the storm.

The shutter finally gave way with a screech of protest, slamming closed so suddenly that we both stumbled backward. Anaya crashed into me, and we went down in a tangle of limbs on the rain-slicked deck, laughing despite the wind trying to tear us apart.

"Inside!" she shouted, grabbing my hand and pulling me toward the door.

We burst through the entrance just as another gust nearly ripped the door from my grip. I forced it shut and threw the bolt while Anaya leaned against the wall, catching her breath.

The bar felt like a cave with all the shutters closed. The storm became a muffled roar instead of a living thing trying to devour us, and the sudden relative quiet made my ears ring. Anaya had left a few lanterns burning, their flames dancing wildly in the drafts that found their way through every crack and gap in the building.

We stood there dripping on the floor, breathing hard from the exertion and adrenaline. Anaya's tank top was plastered to her body, outlining every curve, and her hair hung in dark ropes around her shoulders. Water ran down her face, and she wiped it away with the back of her hand, grinning at me like we'd just won a battle.

"Well," she said, "that was fun."

"Fun?" I stared at her in disbelief. "We could have been blown off that deck."

"But we weren't." She stepped closer, close enough that I could see the excitement still dancing in her eyes. "We held the line. Kept the storm from taking what's mine."

The way she said it—mine—made my pulse jump. She wasn't just talking about the bar.

"You're crazy," I said, but I was smiling.

"Probably." She reached up and pushed my soaked hair back from my forehead, her fingers warm against my skin. "But you helped anyway. You stayed."

Outside, the storm continued its assault on the island. Wind screamed around the building, rain hammered the shutters, and somewhere in the distance I could hear the crash of trees falling. But inside our small circle of lantern light, there was only us.

"I'll always stay," I heard myself say.

Her eyes widened at the admission, and something shifted in her expression.

"You make me feel alive again," I continued, the words pouring out before I could stop them. "For months, I felt like I was sleepwalking through life. Going through the motions. But with you..."

"With me what?"

"With you, I remember what it feels like to want something. To fight for something." I cupped her face in my hands, thumbs brushing across her wet cheeks. "To feel like maybe I'm worth fighting for too."

She rose up on her toes and kissed me, fierce and desperate, her hands fisting in my soaked shirt. The kiss was all hunger and heat, rain-slick lips and the metallic taste of lightning in the air.

"You don't get it, do you?" she whispered against my lips. "You make me feel safe. In all this chaos, all this uncertainty about the bar and my father and everything else, you're the one thing that feels solid. Real."

Her confession knocked the wind out of me. All this time I'd been thinking I was the one with nothing to offer, the one who needed saving. But here she was, this incredible woman who had her life together, telling me that I was her anchor.

"I want you," she said simply. "Not for a night or a week or until something better comes along. I want you."

The storm outside seemed to echo the chaos in my chest as I kissed her again, deeper this time, my hands tangling in her wet hair while hers roamed across my chest. She responded with matching hunger, her body pressing against mine with an urgency that had nothing to do with the weather and everything to do with the need burning between us.

We stumbled backward together, her hands already working at the buttons of my shirt, peeling the wet fabric away from my skin. The lantern light painted her skin gold as I helped her out of her tank top, my hands shaking slightly as I traced the curves I'd memorized but somehow needed to discover all over again.

"Here?" I asked, my voice rough with want as she jumped up to sit on the bar's edge.

"Here." She pulled me between her thighs, wrapping her legs around my waist. "I can't wait. I need you…now."

She was warm and soft and completely present, her eyes never leaving mine as we shed the rest of our wet clothes with fumbling urgency. When she guided me to her, we both gasped at the contact, the heat of her against me after the cold rain making my head spin.

We found our rhythm slowly at first, then faster as the storm raged around us. Every crash of thunder seemed to pulse through our bodies, every flash of lightning illuminated the desire in her eyes. She arched against me, her nails digging into my shoulders, her legs tightening around my waist as she pulled me deeper.

She was magnificent in her abandon—head thrown back, hair spilling across the bar's surface, meeting my every movement with equal fervor. When I found the angle that made her gasp and clutch at me desperately, the sound was lost in a particularly violent crack of thunder, but I felt it vibrate through her chest, through mine.

"Luke," she breathed, my name a prayer and a demand all at once.

I lost myself in her then, in the heat and wetness and the way she clung to me like I was the only solid thing in a world gone mad. When release finally claimed us both, it left us shaking and breathless, her forehead pressed against mine while we tried to remember how to breathe.

We stayed like that for a long moment, wrapped around each other while the storm gradually began to lose some of its fury. Then she laughed, soft and wondering.

"Ohh…that was great…" she said.

"Yeah."

She laughed again, the sound vibrating against my chest. "Very articulate."

"I'm still processing." I kissed the top of her head, breathing in the scent of her hair mixed with rain and sweat. "Give me a minute."

"Take all the time you need."

We eventually made our way to the old couch in the corner, wrapping ourselves in a musty blanket while the lanterns burned low. She curled against my side, her head on my chest and my arms wrapped around her like I could protect her from everything the world might throw at us.

But I didn't need time to process what was happening in my chest, the way something fundamental had shifted during the storm. Lying here with her in my arms, listening to the wind gradually die down outside, I felt something I hadn't experienced in longer than I could remember.

Hope.

Not just the desperate hope of a drowning man grabbing for any lifeline, but the real thing. The kind that made you think about tomorrow, about the day after that, about building something that could weather whatever storms came next.

For the first time since I'd arrived on this island—hell, for the first time since my life had imploded in Chicago—I wanted a future. Not just survival, not just getting through each day, but an actual tomorrow worth living for.

And that tomorrow had Anaya in it. Her laugh, her touch, her fierce determination to hold onto what mattered. The way she looked at me like I was something precious instead of something broken.
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The morning after the storm dawned crystal clear, as if the island was showing off after surviving another beating. I woke alone in Anaya's bed, sunlight streaming through windows no longer rattled by wind, and for a moment I felt something I hadn't experienced in months—contentment.

That ended when I saw my phone blinking with missed calls.

Three messages from Scott & Associates, the real estate firm that had been handling Uncle Pete's estate. My stomach clenched as I hit play on the first message.

"Mr. Morrison, this is Janet Scott. I have excellent news about your property in the Caribbean. We've received an offer that I think you'll find very attractive. Please call me back at your earliest convenience."

The second and third messages grew more insistent. I stared at the phone for a long moment, then dialed her number.

"Luke! Thank God you called back. I was beginning to think you'd been swept away by that storm." Janet's voice crackled through the international connection, eager and bright. "I have a buyer for your uncle's property. Cash offer, no inspection contingencies, quick close."

"How much?" I asked, though part of me didn't want to know.

"Four hundred thousand. American."

I sat down hard on the edge of the bed. Four hundred thousand dollars. Enough to pay off my debts, get back on my feet, maybe even start over somewhere else. The old Luke—the one who'd spent years building his business career —would have jumped at the offer without hesitation.

"That's... substantial," I managed.

"It's more than substantial, it's a miracle. The buyer is some tech entrepreneur who wants to tear down the existing structure and build a modern retreat. Apparently, he's been looking for waterfront property on that particular stretch of beach for months."

Tear down the existing structure. The shack that had become, somehow, home.

"I need to think about it."

"Luke, what's to think about? You've got a falling-down shack on a remote island and someone wants to pay you nearly half a million dollars for it. This is a no-brainer."

Maybe it should have been. Maybe the smart, practical thing was to take the money and run. Go back to Chicago, or somewhere else entirely, and rebuild my life with a decent financial cushion for the first time in over a year.

But as I looked around the shack—at the gaps in the walls I'd grown used to, the card table where I'd eaten countless meals, the bedroom where Anaya had first kissed me—the thought of someone tearing it all down made my chest tight.

"I'll call you back," I said.

"Luke—"

I hung up and sat there in the sudden silence, staring at the phone like it might bite me. Outside, I could hear the island cleaning itself up—palm fronds being dragged, hammers on loose boards. The sound of life continuing, moving forward, rebuilding.

I found Anaya at her bar, sweeping glass from where a window had blown out during the storm. She looked up when I approached, and her smile was bright enough to make my chest ache.

"Morning," she said, leaning on her broom. "Sleep well?"

"Yeah." I watched her work for a moment, noting how she moved with efficient grace even in the aftermath of destruction. "Listen, I got a call this morning."

"Good news, I hope?"

"Maybe. A realtor in Chicago. Someone wants to buy the shack."

Her broom stopped moving. "Buy it?"

"Cash offer. Enough to... well, enough to change everything."

She gripped the broom handle tighter, her knuckles going white. "That's... that's great news. Congratulations."

But her voice had gone flat and careful, all the warmth draining out of it.

"Is it? Great news, I mean?"

She attacked the glass again, sweeping harder than necessary. "Of course it is. Financial security, a fresh start. Isn't that what you wanted?"

"I don't know what I want."

"Don't you?" She looked up at me then, hurt flickering in her eyes despite her control. "Seems pretty clear to me. Someone offers you an escape route and you're already mentally packing."

"I didn't say I was taking it."

"You didn't say you weren't."

The truth of that sat between us, heavy and uncomfortable. She was right—when Janet had told me about the offer, my first instinct had been relief. The same relief I'd felt when Sarah had handed back the ring, when I'd cleaned out my office desk, when I'd boarded the plane to come here. The relief of an ending, of not having to fight anymore.

But that was before. Before I'd learned what her laugh sounded like in the darkness. Before I'd felt her body moving against mine in the storm. Before I'd started to believe that maybe I was worth fighting for.

"Anaya—"

"It's fine." She dumped the glass into a trash can with a crash. "I get it. This place, this life—it's not for everyone. Most people who wash up here eventually wash back out again."

"That's not fair."

"Isn't it?" She faced me fully now, and cracks showed in her composure. "Three weeks ago, you were convinced your life was over. Then we start getting close, start building something real, and suddenly you have an opportunity to run back to your old world. Tell me that's a coincidence."

"It's not about running."

"No? Then what's it about?"

I opened my mouth to answer and found I had nothing. Because maybe it was about running. Maybe the offer felt like salvation because I was still terrified of staying, of committing to something that could be taken away from me just like everything else had been.

"I thought you finally wanted to live again," she said quietly. "I thought you were finally ready to stop being afraid."

The words landed hard. Because she was right—for the first time in months, I had been living. Really living, not just surviving. But old habits died hard, and the moment an escape route presented itself, I'd started looking for the exit.

"I need to think," I said.

"Sure." She picked up her broom again, jabbing at the debris with short, angry strokes. "Think all you want. But while you're thinking, remember that some things can't wait forever. Some things need you to choose them before they stop choosing you back."

She walked away before I could respond, disappearing into the bar's storage room and leaving me standing alone among the storm's debris. Around me, the island continued its recovery—people fixing what could be fixed, rebuilding what couldn't. Moving forward instead of looking back.

I spent the rest of the day walking the beach, trying to sort through the chaos in my head. The smart move was obvious—take the money, go back to civilization, rebuild my career from a position of strength instead of desperation. Four hundred thousand dollars could buy me time to figure out what came next, could give me the breathing room I'd been lacking since the moment my old life imploded.

But every time I tried to imagine leaving, I saw Anaya's face. The way she'd looked at me during the storm, like I was her anchor in the chaos. The hurt in her eyes when I'd told her about the offer, carefully hidden but devastating in its honesty.

Night fell, and I found myself back at the shack, staring at the phone and the realtor's number scrawled on a piece of paper. One call, and I could be done with all of this. No more uncertainty, no more fear of getting too attached to something I might lose.

But I didn't call.

Instead, I lay on the sagging mattress and stared at the ceiling, listening to the waves whisper against the shore. The sound that had once seemed like a reminder of everything I'd lost now felt like a lullaby, a constant that would be here long after I was gone.

Anaya was right—I was afraid. Afraid of staying, afraid of building something real with her, afraid of believing that maybe I deserved the kind of happiness she offered. It was easier to run than to risk having my heart broken again.

But for the first time since Sarah had handed back my ring, I was also afraid of leaving. Afraid of walking away from the first woman who'd looked at me and seen something worth saving. Afraid of spending the rest of my life wondering what might have been if I'd been brave enough to stay.

"I don't want to lose her," I said to the empty room.
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I called Janet Scott at seven in the morning, Chicago time.

"Luke!" Her voice was bright with anticipation. "Please tell me you're calling with good news."

"I'm not selling."

Silence. Then: "I'm sorry, what did you say?"

"I'm not selling the property. Tell your buyer to find another piece of paradise."

"Luke, I think you need to think about this more carefully. We're talking about four hundred thousand dollars for a structure that's barely habitable⁠—"

"I know exactly what we're talking about." I looked around the shack—at the gaps in the walls, the sagging furniture, the broken shutters I'd helped Anaya fight during the storm. "And I'm not selling."

I hung up before she could argue further. My breathing eased for the first time in days. The decision was made. No more weighing options, no more escape routes.

The shack was mine. The island was mine. The choice to stay was mine.

For the first time since I'd arrived here, I wasn't running from something. I was running toward it.

Later that evening, I found Anaya on the beach behind her bar, surveying the storm damage in the fading light. She'd changed into a sundress that caught the breeze, and her hair was loose around her shoulders. When she saw me approaching, she turned but didn't smile—her expression carefully neutral, guarded.

"Come to say goodbye?" she asked.

"Actually, I came to say I'm staying."

She went very still. "Staying?"

"I turned down the offer. The shack is off the market." I stopped a few feet away from her, suddenly nervous. "That is, if you still want me to stay."

The smile that broke across her face made my pulse jump. "You're sure? This isn't some grand gesture you'll regret tomorrow?"

"I'm sure." And I was. Standing here with the waves at my feet and this incredible woman looking at me like I'd just handed her the world, I'd never been more certain of anything. "I want to be here. With you."

"So you're mine now, old man?" She stepped closer, her eyes sparkling with mischief. "No more running when things get complicated?"

"I'm yours," I said, and the words felt like a promise. "Whatever that means."

"It means you're stuck with me. My terrible cooking, my stubborn streak, my habit of making you carry heavy things." She reached for my hands, lacing our fingers together. "It means tomorrow, and the day after that, and however many days we can steal from this crazy world."

"That's a lot of heavy lifting."

"You'll manage."

We walked along the shore as the sun dropped lower, turning the water copper and bronze. The storm had left the beach scattered with debris—palm fronds, seaweed, pieces of driftwood polished smooth by years of waves. But it had also washed the sand clean, leaving a pristine canvas that stretched for miles.

"So what now?" Anaya asked, swinging our joined hands between us. "What does Luke Morrison do for an encore?"

"I have no idea." The admission should have terrified me, but instead it felt liberating. "For the first time in my adult life, I don't have a five-year plan. Hell, I don't have a five-day plan."

"Welcome to island time. Plans are overrated anyway."

"Says the woman who runs a successful business."

"Successfully is a strong word. I keep the lights on and the drinks cold. Some days that's enough." She stopped walking and turned to face me, her expression growing serious. "But I do have one plan."

"What's that?"

"To make you happy. To give you reasons to wake up excited about the day instead of dreading it." She cupped my face in her free hand, thumb brushing across my cheek. "To show you that you're worth more than you think you are."

The words caught me off guard. When was the last time someone had wanted to make me happy? When was the last time I'd even thought happiness was a possibility?

"Anaya—"

"Shh." She rose up on her toes and kissed me, soft and sweet and full of promise. "Just let me love you, Luke. Let me show you what you've been missing."

Love. The word should have sent me running, should have triggered every defense mechanism I'd built over the past year. Instead, it settled into my chest, warm and solid and real.

"For the first time in years," I said against her lips, "I want tomorrow."

"Good." She smiled and kissed me again. "Because tomorrow wants you too."

We continued our walk as the sun touched the horizon, the sky going wild with color—deep purples and brilliant oranges reflected in the water like spilled paint. Other couples had come out to watch the sunset, locals and tourists alike drawn to the daily spectacle.

"Tell me something," Anaya said as we found a piece of driftwood to sit on. "What's the first thing you want to do as a permanent island resident?"

"Learn to fix shutters properly. You nearly lost a finger yesterday fighting with that last one."

She laughed, the sound carrying on the evening breeze. "Very practical. What else?"

"Help you with the bar. Really help, not just carry crates and look decorative." I pulled her closer, enjoying the weight of her against my side. "Maybe learn to cook something other than takeout and microwaved disasters."

"I can teach you. Fair warning—I'm a terrible teacher. Very impatient."

"I'm a quick learner when properly motivated."

"Oh, I'll motivate you." The promise in her voice made heat pool in my stomach. "What else?"

I thought about it as the sun sank lower. What did I want from this new life I was choosing? What dreams had I buried under years of corporate climbing and mortgage payments and the endless pursuit of someone else's definition of success?

"I want to wake up next to you and not worry about what time it is," I said finally. "I want to swim in water so clear I can see my feet. I want to learn the names of all those birds that wake me up every morning. I want to sit on my porch and watch storms roll in without being afraid they'll take everything away."

"That sounds like a pretty good life."

"It sounds like paradise." I turned to look at her, this woman who'd appeared in my life like a gift I hadn't known I needed. "Thank you."

"For what?"

"For seeing something in me worth saving. For not giving up when I was too stupid to know what I had."

"Luke Morrison," she said, settling more comfortably against me as the first stars appeared overhead, "you haven't seen anything yet."

The sun disappeared into the ocean with a final flash of green, and the sky began its slow fade to deep blue. Around us, other sunset watchers packed up and headed home, but we stayed put, content to let the night settle around us.

I felt peaceful in a way I couldn't remember experiencing since childhood. Not the exhausted numbness I'd been carrying for months, but actual peace—the kind that came from knowing you were exactly where you belonged.

"We should head back," Anaya said eventually, though she made no move to get up.

"Should we?"

"The mosquitoes will eat us alive if we stay much longer. And I have a bottle of rum at home with our names on it."

"Rum and mosquito bites. The perfect end to a perfect day."

We stood and brushed sand from our clothes, then began walking toward her cottage. The beach was nearly empty now, just a few die-hard romantics scattered along the shore. Palm trees swayed overhead, and somewhere in the distance music drifted from one of the resort bars.

That's when I saw her.

Ashley stood about fifty yards down the beach, partially hidden in the shadows of the palm grove. She had something in her hands—a camera, maybe, though the light was too dim to be sure. As I watched, she raised it briefly, then lowered it and walked away toward the resort.

"What is it?" Anaya asked, following my gaze.

But Ashley was already gone, just another shadow moving through the dusk.

"Nothing," I said, though unease crawled up my spine. "Just thought I saw someone I knew."

"This island's too small for strangers. You probably did."

We continued walking, but I found myself glancing back over my shoulder. The beach behind us was empty—just sand and swaying palms and the endless sound of waves. But I couldn't shake the feeling that we were being watched.

Ashley had said she was a photographer, working on some kind of assignment. But what kind of assignment involved taking pictures of couples on the beach at sunset?

"Luke?" Anaya's voice pulled me back to the present. "You're doing that thing again."

"What thing?"

"Overthinking. I can practically hear the gears turning." She squeezed my hand. "Whatever it is, it can wait until tomorrow. Tonight, we celebrate your decision to stick around."

She was right. Whatever Ashley was up to, it wasn't worth spoiling this moment. I'd made my choice—to stay, to build something real with this incredible woman, to stop running from the possibility of happiness.

Everything else could wait.

But as we walked toward Anaya's cottage, warm light spilling from the windows and the promise of rum and conversation and her body against mine in the darkness, I couldn't quite shake the feeling that my life was about to get significantly more complicated.

The island had a way of keeping secrets. Some of them washed up with the tide. Others arrived with a camera and a smile that promised trouble.
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I came to California to save a vineyard. I didn't expect to fall for the women who'd save me.

My restaurant empire crashed. My girlfriend left. Then my old friend Julia offered me a partnership at her struggling Napa vineyard. Should've known there was a catch.

Gabriella, the passionate winemaker, moves through the vines like she owns them—all dangerous curves and a smile that makes me forget why workplace romance is a bad idea. When she kisses me in the equipment barn, I'm done for.

Julia, sophisticated and calculating, brought me here to save her inheritance. But the way she touches me during our late-night business meetings suggests she wants more than my financial expertise.

While I'm trying to save this failing vineyard from bankruptcy, I'm caught between two incredible women who are making me question if I ever want to go back to Chicago.

Some men can't handle one complicated woman. Turns out I might need two. Or even more…

Vineyard Desires is a sweet contemporary romance with approx. 15k words.
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