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      My cheeks are burning hot, and my heart is racing in my chest. All the little nerve endings on my body prickle, and I bite down on my lower lip. This isn’t how I pictured my vacation with my boyfriend and his father!

      Patrick—my boyfriend of two years—gives me a swift kiss at the corner of my lips, and it makes my blood turn to lava.

      “Don’t worry, I won’t be out all night,” he says with a laugh, his strong cologne irritating my sinuses. “I haven’t seen Billy all week, and we’re long overdue for a boy’s night!”

      “Why is he even here, Pat?” asked my boyfriend’s father.

      My blue eyes flick up to his father, who is sitting beside me at the restaurant table. He’s dressed in a nice linen suit, the shade of jade green, not one that most men could pull off. With his salt-and-pepper beard and nicely styled hair, however, he looks like a GQ model.

      Pat, meanwhile, is wearing cargo shorts and the same t-shirt he’s worn since flying into Spain yesterday morning.

      When we were walking to the restaurant, there were more than a few people looking between us and tittering. I am completely overdressed to be holding his hand, my long cocktail gown a dusty blue, my blonde hair carefully styled in soft, bouncy curls. When Pat told me we were having dinner at a nice restaurant, of course I dressed in the best outfit I could.

      I had no way of knowing that he was going to ditch me before dessert even arrived!

      “I told him we were here, and he wanted to catch up, pops,” Patrick replies with a roll of his eyes. “Between the two of you, I feel like I’m getting the third degree. Come on, I’m in Spain for the first time in a year. You can’t expect me to already be attached to my ball-and-chain.”

      It takes everything I have to not burst into angry tears, and my skin prickles uncomfortably beneath my silk gown. I grit my jaw, my eyes lowering to my mostly finished meal as it cools in front of me.

      The shock of a gentle hand on my knee breaks me from my meltdown, and I look up at the sympathetic face of Mr. Brock. His clear blue eyes are soft and kind, his thumb caressing my knee reassuringly, and it brings me back down to earth.

      “We’ll get you a nice dessert, Britt, and we can enjoy the rest of the evening together,” Mr. Brock replies.

      “Yea, totally!” Patrick says as he takes two steps away from the table, no intention of covering the bill for the meal, despite the fact that he drank an entire bottle of wine himself. “You two should get to know each other better anyway. I’ve said that for ages!”

      “First I’m hearing of it,” I mutter dejectedly, and there’s another strong squeeze of my knee as Patrick almost dashes for the door. He bumps into a waiter, who nearly spills the drink they had in hand, and Patrick finds it obnoxiously hilarious.

      For the last six months, I’ve been working overtime to afford this family vacation, only for Patrick to ditch me on our second night here.

      It is a really frustrating experience. All those nights wasted, working tables just so he could ditch me at this pricey table. All those meals I skipped, and we didn’t even get to finish this one together.

      Mr. Brock is greying at the temples, but he’s broad in the shoulders, and he’s wearing a well-tailored suit that hugs his honed body. He heaves a sigh, his blue eyes moving from the door to me.

      There is that look of… is it pity?

      No.

      Embarrassment mars his dashing, older face.

      He’s absolutely embarrassed by the behaviour of his son.

      For the first time since setting out on this trip, I don’t feel so alone.

      I mean, Pat bailed on me before we even made it to the airport, saying he had to go separate. He had the car, and I had to pay my cab bill.

      “Tell me, Britt,” he asks, wetting his full lips, as he puts down his fork and reaches for his wine glass. “Is he always like this with you? I noticed he never picked up the tab once on this trip, even though I gave him a card to cover expenses for you two.”

      He takes a sip of wine as my mind reels.

      What?

      What?!

      My body jolts in my seat as if the floor just fell out beneath me, my gaze raised to Mr. Brock.

      I must have heard him wrong. There’s no way…

      My polite smile is extremely forced, and my jaw hurts from gritting my teeth.

      “Pardon, Mr. Brock, I didn’t catch that?”

      The tall, dashing man blanches a bit, and he puts down his glass, clearing his throat.

      “I’m sorry. I meant no offense. I am certain you’re able to pay your own way. You’re clearly a bright, diligent, meticulous young woman who knows what she’s doing. If you didn’t want me or anyone to cover for your costs, that’s totally fine. I just wanted to pay for the expenses and plane tickets for you both, so you could relax and have a good time together, without worrying about what you’re saving towards as a couple,” he explains so calmly and compassionately, mistaking my clear upset for being about injured pride rather than a lousy boyfriend.

      I can’t take this anymore!

      All this time of keeping my cool is completely shattered, and I expect tears to start falling from my eyes at any second, but they never come. No, red-hot anger easily sweeps the heartbreak away.

      “Mr. Brock, I do not know how to tell you this,” I say, just as the waitress comes by. It gives me a second to catch my breath as Mr. Brock places an order for something in Spanish that I’ve never heard of before.

      “It’s a local delight. You’ll love it, I promise,” he smiles. “Sorry to interrupt. What were you saying?”

      “Mr. Brock, I was under the impression that I was paying my way. Patrick bought the tickets and paid for the room, and I paid him back. He even told me he paid you for dinner last night, and I gave him my share. I took on extra shifts for the last six months because he told me I had to pay my own way,” I explain, my voice trembling in rage every few words.

      Mr. Brock’s face freezes as he stares at me.

      I have no idea what is going on in his head, but at last he drains the rest of his glass of wine, and runs his long, thick fingers through his hair. It tousles his carefully groomed mid-length hair a bit, but it looks no less dashing on him.

      “I don’t know what to say, Britt…” he remarks through a clenched jaw. “I did not raise him to be like this… I…”

      He wets his lips, and his eyes glare at the door, from where Pat was long gone.

      “I guess that’s how that no good friend of his could afford to come here, despite being unemployed,” he mutters, his voice a husky, low growl.

      “That didn’t occur to me until now,” I admit with a frown, just as the waitress comes back and sets down two plates in front of us. It is the most decadent and delicious looking thing I’ve seen in my entire life, the glossy flan dripping with fresh raspberries and dark chocolate scrapings.

      “Here you go,” she smiles happily, looking between us. She wasn’t the same waitress who served us earlier, and is far more bubbly than I feel. “I have to say, it’s nice to have a couple who know how to dress for dinner. You look so perfect together in those colours! My manager keeps fighting me when I say we should have a dress code, but there was a guy in here earlier in a shirt with pit stains so… I might be able to convince him now.”

      “Should have kicked him out,” I say with a scowl, unable to hide my disgust. The comment on us being a couple only filters into my mind later, and I look up at Mr. Brock with a humiliated blush. He must be so embarrassed at her thinking we’re a couple! He’s old enough to be my father, after all.

      And until this vacation, I assumed he one day would be my father.

      Father-in-law, that is.

      But still.

      Mr. Brock politely thanks her and gives her a cordial smile, not making an issue of it.

      “Yes, she really ups the game. I have to keep up. Wouldn’t do to leave her looking so fabulous all by her lonesome,” he remarks with a kindly chuckle. But then I feel his comforting, strong hand back at my knee.

      “I am so sorry, Brittney. I’m at a loss for words. But… I will pay you back for all your expenses so far. And if Pat wants to see a dime from me again, he’ll cover it,” he says, trying to sound so calm and collected, but he’s disappointed.

      “You deserve better than him. I know that might be an awful thing for a father to say about his son, but he does not deserve you in his life. Not as he is.”

      Mr. Brock’s brow is furrowed, radiating a sensitive, masculine strength.

      “I’ve been so busy with work, I wasn’t really paying attention to our relationship,” I reply with a partial smile.

      My knee moves into his hand, the warmth so welcome.

      When was the last time Patrick even hugged me?

      He always said it was too much of a tease to touch me, since I was saving myself for marriage.

      “This is actually the first time in the vacation that I’ve felt… I don’t know. Not happy, but… it’s been really stressful, honestly. I’ve never been on vacation before, but I’m pretty sure it’s not supposed to turn me into an anxious wreck.”

      Mr. Brock’s eyes widen at my revelation, touched. He squeezes my knee, his fingertips digging into my inner thigh slightly as he does so.

      “I hope you won’t think it improper or presumptuous of me, sweetheart, but you deserve to enjoy your first vacation. To make up for how absolutely dreadful this has all been so far.”

      His deep, soothing voice sends a thrill through me. It’s like being wrapped in a big, warm blanket, safe and protected.

      “After we leave here, I say we turn things around,” he offers with a burgeoning smile. “No more money worries, for a starter. It’s all on me. Including a few shopping trips I insist you take. Don’t worry, I’ll just budget the money I had set aside for Pat’s card instead. But first off, once we get back to the hotel, I will get you a new suite. All to yourself. How does that sound so far?”

      His smile is infectious, and I just start giggling like a school girl. The flan in front of me dances.

      “That sounds like the part of my dreams when I usually wake up,” I tease, and finally take my first spoonful of the dessert. I had tasted flan before, but it was the little cups of it you grab at the grocery store in a rush. This… This is an entirely unique experience. I moan with delight as it melts in my mouth.

      He smiles warmly at me, his hand still on my knee as he enjoys a forkful, too.

      “There’s no waking up from this dream, Brittany,” he says with a pleasing warmth. “After this, how about you accompany me for a pleasant walk along the plaza? We can visit any stores you might like to check out. I want to make sure you go to bed tonight on the right footing. So you can wake up tomorrow for a true vacation experience.”

      “I haven’t been shopping in a real store forever. Can I confess something? This gown was supposed to be my prom dress, and I got it from a thrift store. I had to tailor it a bit, but I wanted to look nice.”

      I run my fingers over the soft silk, the v-neck dipping down to the bottom of my ribcage, my delicate curves making the fabric shine on my bust. It’s so soft and my hand glides along it easily.

      “I didn’t get to go to prom, but I held onto the dress just in case.”

      Patrick hadn’t even commented on it. Mr. Brock, meanwhile, stares at me with awe. A warm glow fills me.

      “That’s remarkable work, sweetheart. I remember when I was starting out, and I didn’t have a buck to my name, I was quite good at thrifting. But I don’t think I ever pulled off such an amazing win as you have here, Brittany.”

      The way he says my name is like a love sonnet, the syllables wrapped in smooth affection.

      “Say, since you’re dressed for dancing, what do you say we go find a place with some good music and cut loose, huh? It’s no prom, but you deserve to strut your stuff before a crowd. And I know a few dance moves myself,” he remarks with a cheeky grin growing on his face.

      “Did you really get the rooftop suite for yourself?”

      “Yes I did. Something I like to treat myself to. A guilty pleasure.”

      “Then why not have our own prom on the hotel roof?” I giggle excitedly. “See, my prom theme was supposed to be ‘A Night Under the Stars.’ It feels like it’s meant to be, right? And I’m sure the hotel has a pretty decent sound system up there. Plus, as much as I love your offer to take me shopping, I still might be a bit too humiliated to be around a lot of people. Just you and me feels a lot… better.”

      His smile never fades, it just shifts. He gives me a nod, and a squeeze of my knee—which his hand had still not left—before speaking.

      “That sounds lovely. I didn’t think you’d care to spend the evening alone with an old man like me, but I definitely won’t try to talk you out of it. It’s been ages since I had the company of a woman half your beauty, after all. Feels like
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