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“Let me take that, Miss Hernandez,” said Natalie, a short, thick Dougla waitress, as Malika cleared a table.

Malika turned toward the young woman, taking in the bright, beautiful smile and the standard diner uniform—tastefully altered to suit Natalie’s flair. She was full of youthful energy, and Malika liked having her around. There was a warmth about Natalie that made her feel like sunshine in the middle of the lunch rush. Customers were drawn to her.

It was Malika’s fifth week of service in the borough of Chaguanas, and so far, things had been going fairly well. Mostly.

April had always been her favourite month—with its gentle showers, first blooms, and the sweet promise of new beginnings. But it also marked the start of flu season, which explained why she was currently clearing tables herself on a busy Monday afternoon.

Three waiters and the cashier had called out sick that morning. To top it off, David—her afternoon cook—had phoned to say he was heading to Tobago to care for his ill mother. He wouldn’t be back for a while.

Thankfully, Nathaniel had promised to lend a hand before heading out for the evening.

Her day would be busy, packed with serving customers, clearing tables, and smiling politely even when she didn’t feel like it. But Malika didn’t mind; this part of her life at least was working out. This small part of the plan had settled neatly into place.

“Thanks,” she said to Natalie, handing over the bus tub. “If it weren’t for you and Nathaniel, I’d be buried under these tables by now.”

The waitress flashed another smile and got to work, clearing the table with a speed and grace Malika couldn’t match. Probably for the better. The dazzling white romper she’d chosen that morning—tailored and crisp—was not exactly suited for bussing tables. One careless splash of pepper sauce, or worse, a touch of curry, and that would’ve been the end of it.

“You look very pretty today, by the way,” Natalie added with a grin as she turned toward the kitchen. “That outfit suits you.”

Malika glanced down, fidgeting with the hem of her shorts before patting her hair. She didn’t feel beautiful. She hadn’t felt beautiful in a long time. She smiled nonetheless and said, “Thank you.”

She moved behind the counter, trying to shake the nerves crawling beneath her skin. This was Chaguanas, she reminded herself. She could be whoever she wanted to be here. And she had chosen to be bold, capable, self-made—the person she always thought she would be if circumstances were different.

Never mind the prickling anxiety that rose in her chest whenever the lunch crowd overflowed onto the pavement outside, the noise growing too loud to think. Trinidad might only be home to about 1.5 million people—but most days, it felt like a million of them were in Chaguanas, and half were inside her diner.

By half past five in the morning, they began to trickle in, coming from God knows where, like sleepy-faced zombies in search of nourishment. Their numbers grew steadily, and by lunchtime, the streets erupted into something that felt almost apocalyptic. In the six months she’d been living in Chaguanas, Malika still hadn’t grown used to the crowd.

There was still too much of the country girl in her—the love of calm and quiet, the craving for the gentle ocean breeze that could soothe the most erratic of nerves.

Malika had grown up on the southwestern peninsula of the island, in the fishing village of Cedros—where the air was cool, the pace slow, and the landscape was more nature than glass and concrete. There, on her mother’s farm, she’d spent lazy days lying under the shade of the almond tree, listening to the waves hit the shore.

She had never been meant to worry—not really. She was Everlene Hernandez’s daughter, after all. Theirs was the largest farm in the area, and everyone knew it would one day be hers. It had always been expected that she’d marry Miguel, the eldest son of a close family friend. Their union had been encouraged since childhood, and when she turned twenty-five, he proposed—just like he was supposed to. Everything in her life was meant to fall neatly into place. The perfect life.

“Missing the beach?” Natalie asked again.

Malika chuckled. “Not as much as I was last month. Ask me again in May when the heat rises; my answer might be different.”

Natalie laughed. “Don’t worry, before you know it, you’ll get accustomed.” She turned toward a satisfied toddler licking curry from his short, stubby fingers, then wiping them on the front of his shirt—to the horror of his mother.

Malika glanced down at her white romper, grateful to be safely behind the counter. Chaguanas would never have been her first choice. But desperation to leave, and a deathbed confession from her mother, had changed everything. The father she’d been told was long dead was, in fact, alive—and running a medical practice right here in Chaguanas. So, when her world crumbled after her mother’s passing, Malika made the only decision that made sense: go where there was at least someone. She didn’t know him—but he was her father. And her mother had said he would be glad to see her.

She’d seen him many times already, though she hadn’t yet found the courage to approach him. His practice sat just a few buildings down from hers, on the opposite side of the busy Main Road. She remembered the first time she spotted him vividly. About a month after moving, while clearing out the old printery to make space for her diner, she’d looked up—and there he was. An older version of the man in the photograph on her bedside table.

Her heart had recognised him before her mind did, thudding painfully in her chest. She trailed him at a distance, and then saw it: his name, in bold blue letters above the entrance—Dr. Richard Linus. From that day on, she became something of a quiet observer. Not a stalker, exactly—she never followed him home—but every morning she found herself looking out for him, waiting for the strange mix of excitement and comfort that came from knowing he was close. And wishing—every single time—that she could find the courage to cross the street and say hello.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” Natalie asked, passing her for the third time.

She sighed. “Maybe I am missing the beach after all,” she said, then settled behind the register as the chime sounded above the door and a customer walked in.

She noticed first that he was handsome—in his early to mid-thirties, with a brisk, confident stride. Like almost everyone in Chaguanas, he looked flustered and in a hurry. Malika watched him approach. He was tall, sexy, and mannish, in a way that made a little heat rise to her cheeks.

He wore grey slacks and a light blue shirt, the fit showing off broad shoulders, a slim waist, and strong arms. His manner radiated confidence, and as if all that were not enough—he had a damn beard. She didn’t know where it came from, but since moving to Chaguanas, Malika had become very fascinated with men with beards. Chaguanas men loved beards—and apparently, so did she.

“I understand, Miss Jacob. But I cannot bend the rules for your son. Antonio is bright. He just needs to focus a bit. If he could get that ‘F’ to a ‘C’ at least, he could play in the games,” the tall, handsome, mannish man said as he reached the counter, phone propped to his ear, files tucked under his arms.

He lifted a finger, signalling her to wait. She didn’t mind—there was so much to admire. His face was angular, with a firm jawline and lips that looked soft to kiss. She almost scolded herself for the thought, then remembered who she was now.

The truth was, once she no longer felt compelled to be overly polite, this bold, honest version of herself was the truest she’d ever been. A person who could watch a man and think, Damn, I wish I could have those large hands on my body.

She wondered what Miguel would think if he knew she had such a thought. He would probably have her branded a scarlet woman.

“I’m sorry you feel that way, Mrs. Jacob, but it does not change my decision,” he continued. “Antonio needs to...” He stopped mid-sentence, glanced at his phone, then sighed and slipped it into his pocket. His attention now on Malika, he opened his mouth to speak then frowned and looked back at the door.

“Wasn’t this a printery?” He sounded irritated, eyes narrowing.

Malika smiled. “Yes, it was. But I bought the property a few months ago and opened my diner.”

He twisted his face into an undignified scowl. “So, you’re happy, and to hell with everyone else then? There are a billion restaurants on this street. There was just one printery, and you close it down to open another god-awful restaurant?”

She frowned. “Excuse me?” she asked, hoping she had heard him wrong.

“Firstly, I bought this building six months ago. Since I haven’t been running a printery, it’s not my fault you never noticed. Secondly, it’s my building. I can do whatever I want with it. Now, if you’d like something to eat, place an order. If not, I’m busy, and I’m sure you know where the door is.” She dismissed him with a casual wave of her hand.

He scowled again. “All I’m saying is the area needs a printery. We don’t need another restaurant.”

“Fine. Open a printery, then. And this is not a restaurant—it’s a diner.” She held his stare as he gaped at her, mouth opening and closing again.

He blew a heavy breath and turned to leave.

“Hi, Coach Henry,” Natalie called as he headed for the door.

Malika caught a flicker of shock and embarrassment on his handsome face before he gave Natalie a quick smile and wave, then slipped out.

She watched him go, annoyed that even from behind he looked good. Her only consolation was that she wasn’t the only one noticing—he’d drawn attention first with his looks, then with his outburst. It was her first encounter with unsolicited rudeness, and she thought she’d handled herself well.

“Don’t be too hard on him,” Natalie said, passing with a tray of milkshakes. “He’s not always like that. He was my teacher—he’s tough, but fair. And he coaches the boys’ cricket team too.”

“Does he now?” Malika replied coldly, her anger stirring. “Well, he doesn’t seem like such a nice guy. More like a jerk, if you ask me.”

Natalie shrugged and smiled, walking away. Malika wasn’t worried. Sure, he was hot, but she had no interest in getting involved with any man right now. One man had dominated her existence for as long as she could remember. Now that she was free of him, Malika wanted life on her own terms.

Soon after her mother’s death, it became common knowledge in Cedros that Miguel was having an affair. When the village turned on him, he began spreading private details of their relationship in his defence. Malika was humiliated. Whispers followed her everywhere, and the once proud Miss Malika Hernandez became the village joke.

She did the only thing she could think of—Malika left. She sold the house and the farm, bought a building on the Main Road in Chaguanas, and opened the diner she and her mother had once dreamed of running together.

She had a plan. Start over where no one knew her. Become the woman she’d always wanted to be—strong, independent, wilful. Not the simple creature who lived to obey Miguel’s every bidding.

But even with her new wardrobe and carefully curated appearance, Malika feared people could still see through her. That beneath the polished exterior, she was still just the simple country girl who had always accepted whatever life—and Miguel—handed her.

Sighing, she straightened up and smiled as another customer walked in.

“Hi, welcome to Simply Delicious,” she said, relaxing when he smiled in response.
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Chapter Two
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Aiden was in a bad mood.

He’d been simmering since he arrived at school that morning, fresh off six weeks of medical leave, only to find that his assistant coach had quit nearly a month ago. With the start of the Intercol Cricket season just a month away, Aiden knew his team would struggle to get back into shape in time.

On top of that, the substitute teacher handling his Form Four English class was so young, she probably thought she was one of the students. Over a month into the term, and she hadn’t even touched the syllabus—leaving him to scramble and play catch-up. And because the universe clearly knew he was already pissed off, the school’s printer chose that very morning to stop working, forcing him to use part of his lunch break to make his way to the printery—only to find it had been turned into a damn restaurant.

He stormed into the staffroom at a quarter past twelve, hungry and sweaty, having chosen to walk rather than face lunchtime traffic. Slumping down at his desk, he sighed heavily.

“What’s eating you?” his friend and colleague Rishi asked.

Aiden looked over and scowled. It was his go-to expression for the day. He’d worn it so many times, he’d lost count.

“So, I guess your phone was broken—that’s why you didn’t call to let me know Jacob quit?” he said sarcastically.

Rishi shrugged. “And what would you have done if I had called you?”

“I would’ve come back and made sure my team was ready for the season!” he all but shouted.

Rishi shook his head, his Shah Rukh Khan–style haircut swaying at the back of his neck. He always had a way of looking like he’d just stepped off a Bollywood movie set, with his light brown complexion, soft hazel eyes, and long, straight nose. He favoured long-sleeved shirts, always rolled neatly to his elbows, and his tailored pants showed off his slim, fit build.

“And that’s exactly why I didn’t call you,” Rishi responded, not bothering to pacify Aiden’s anger. “The time your doctor said you needed to heal wasn’t a suggestion, Aiden. It was extensive surgery — you know that. And if you messed up the healing, you could lose even more strength in the hand.”

Rishi was right, of course, but the guys on the team were important too, and Aiden never wanted to let them down. They looked up to him — trusted him in everything.

“I would’ve been careful,” Aiden replied stubbornly, knowing his friend knew he was lying.

Rishi chuckled.

“And did you know Copy Stop closed? Man, I go away for six weeks and come back and everything is just garbage,” Aiden continued complaining.

“Yeah, they closed months ago — long before you left. They opened a diner there a few weeks ago though. You should see the owner. A solid ten.”

Aiden scowled again. “Yeah? Well, she and I had words a while ago.”

Rishi laughed. “How on earth could you have words with that woman? She is the sweetest person on earth. I’ve never met anyone as nice and friendly as her. And have you seen that body?” he asked, miming the shape of the woman’s curves in the air.

“Whatever,” Aiden responded, attempting to sound unimpressed. “And she didn’t seem like no sweet woman when I spoke to her a while ago. Plus, I’d much rather Copy Stop than another damn restaurant.”

Truth was, he had noticed the body. As preoccupied as he was with the call, he hadn’t missed the sexy treat in the white romper standing behind the counter with the megawatt smile.

“Diner,” Rishi said, interrupting his memory.

“What?”

“It’s a diner, not a restaurant. The owner’s very particular about that — and unlike you, I plan to stay on her good side. Her food’s affordable and delicious. Her roti tasted better than my nana’s. Just don’t tell Nana I said that,” Rishi added, pushing back his chair and rising from his seat.

Aiden chuckled humourlessly, “Yeah, she mentioned it’s a diner, right after she bit my head off.” he said, but he knew that Rishi was right. It was the delicious aroma of what he was sure was callaloo, teeming with ochroes and crab, that had alerted his senses to the fact that he was not in a printery. The damn place smelled like a haven — and the Spanish Creole goddess standing behind the counter only added to the charm.

She was very beautiful. Tall, with long, thick hair she had straightened and wrapped into a tight bun at the back of her head. Her eyes were large and bright, and she had a warm, welcoming smile. Embarrassingly enough, Aiden had to admit that it was the smile that irritated him. When she smiled her triumph at acquiring that building for her business — at the expense of his convenience — he couldn’t help it. That was the proverbial straw, and the damn camel’s back broke. He let her have it, then returned to the school feeling just as angry and frustrated — but now a little guilty too.

“I’m going upstairs to meet my form ones. I’ll see you after,” Rishi said as he walked toward the staff room door.

Aiden sighed and got up too. “Might as well walk up with you. I have a class up there as well. Hope Miss Nella did a better job with them than she did with my form fours.”

Rishi laughed. “I wouldn’t count on it.”

The day was long, and by the end of it, Aiden had given up. He sat in the pavilion on the uncomfortable concrete steps, waiting for his team to show up. They were already five minutes late, but at this point, Aiden barely cared. Whatever happened today, he would just start fresh tomorrow.

“I told you guys he’d be here. Coach Henry doesn’t play,” Lucas, one of his skilled bowlers, said as the team walked onto the field, grinning when they saw Aiden.

Standing, Aiden looked at his watch and glared at them. “You’re six minutes late!” he snapped.

Their smiles faltered.

“We thought you might take the afternoon off, since it’s your first day back,” Ainsley defended, looking a little sheepish.

“How can I take the afternoon off when you guys have been without a coach for a month? Intercol begins in four weeks,” Aiden said, walking down the couple of steps, out of the shade and squinting in the afternoon glare.

There was a general look of despondence shuffling among them.

Aiden frowned. “What? Is this news to you guys?”

Ainsley spoke up again. “It’s not news, but we’re not in shape. Coach Jacob hardly ever held practice – and when he did, all we ever did was run around the savannah. We never ran drills or worked on techniques.”

Aiden held back the explicit word that threatened to escape his lips. He knew his assistant was a joke. But Aiden had taken the time to make notes and leave specific instructions on what should be done while he was away. There was definite room for improvement in the boys’ performance, and he had hoped that by the time he got back, the skills he’d left them to work on would have already started developing.

He nodded. “I know,” he said. “It’s fine. We’ll do a soft practice today, just so I know where we stand. How’s that sound?”

The boys nodded quickly, visibly relieved.

Aiden smiled to himself — his day was beginning to look up. “Alright, you two,” he said, pointing at his opening batsmen, “gear up.”

The team moved swiftly, the lazy lull of weeks wasted giving way to diligence. As Maliq and Stefon strapped on knee pads and gloves, Ryan and Dave dragged the tarpaulin from the pitch and set the stumps. The sun had shifted lower, shadows beginning to stretch across the field as the first ball was bowled.

The next couple of hours passed in a blur of shouts, the sound of wood smacking leather, and the thinning of Aiden’s patience as he realised how much work was really needed. By late afternoon, he was sighing for what felt like the millionth time. Lucas had just delivered yet another yorker — textbook perfect — that was cleared effortlessly by Ainsley.

The problem was that it was the third ball Lucas had bowled in the exact same fashion—and he’d been bowling like that all afternoon. Ainsley had been using the same shot to clear each one, every ball rising high into the air, falling several feet short of the boundary, then rolling lazily over. The fielders were no better. There was no urgency to retrieve the ball, and after two hours of practice, not a single catch or run-out had occurred.

“Come on, guys, you’re killing me here!” Aiden shouted, his earlier frustration beginning to rise again.

“But that’s three boundaries in a row, Coach,” Ainsley boasted.

Aiden chuckled. “Yeah? Well, in a real game, you would’ve been caught on the second hit,” he said, walking towards the batter. “Lucas is bowling straight yorkers. His line is clean and his pace is steady. You need to do more than just clear the ball. Put a little extra muscle into it and get it over the boundary.”

Ainsley groaned.

Aiden stopped in front of him. “Come on, shorten the distance between your hands on the bat and put your right leg forward a bit,” he instructed.

Ainsley quickly adjusted his stance.

“That’s it. Now bend your knees, and when you make contact, follow through with the shot and send it clear over the boundary.” Aiden patted his back. “Alright Lucas, send another one!”

Lucas ran up to his mark and delivered another ball with the same pace and line. Ainsley’s bat made solid contact, and now in the correct stance, able to grip his bat firmly, he drove the ball high into the air and straight into the pavilion. His teammates erupted with cheers.

“And now you!” Aiden called, walking down the pitch to Lucas. “You’re too predictable. You need to mix it up or you’ll get beat on every ball. This time, send the ball a little slower, shorter, and a bit wide of the line. Make him reach for it.”

Lucas’ shoulders slouched slightly, but he nodded and walked back to his mark. He did his usual run-up, but when the ball was released, Aiden could see the adjustments he'd made. He wondered if Ainsley would notice them too.

Ainsley didn’t. He spotted the short length, stepped down the pitch to meet it, but swung as if the line hadn’t changed. His bat made poor contact, and the ball shot up into the air before landing safely in the wicketkeeper’s gloves.

“That’s not fair! You helped him,” Ainsley complained.

Aiden laughed. “Yeah? Well, I helped you first.”

He turned to the rest of the field. “Alright, close it in, guys!”

The fielders jogged in from the boundary. Aiden waited until they were huddled near before speaking.

“I’m not going to sugar-coat this. If we decide to compete this season, it’s going to be a hard one. You’re sluggish, out of form, and clumsy on the field. It’s going to take serious work to get where we need to be.”

A sigh seemed to ripple through the group.

“This isn’t your fault,” Aiden said, his tone firm but understanding. “But the drills matter. They sharpen your reflexes, and we all know how much proper technique counts.”

He looked at the boys’ downcast faces and sighed. “Alright, here’s what—we’ll vote on it. If you’d rather sit out this season, raise your hand.”

They stared at him, startled.

“I’d rather lose than sit out,” Ainsley said, scornfully. The others nodded quickly in agreement.

“Well, that settles it. We’ll make an extra effort and just do our best,” Aiden said, checking his watch. “It’s almost six. Time for you guys to head home. And I’m tired—so no more than fifteen minutes in the locker room, please.”

The boys nodded and started heading towards the school building.

“Antonio!” Aiden called. A tall, skinny boy with dark skin and curly hair turned back and jogged over.

“Yeah, Coach?”

“I’m not going to put up with your nonsense this term, alright?” Aiden got straight to the point. “If you want to stay on the team, you need to get your grades up.”

Antonio nodded, already looking guilty.

“First, I expect you to attend every class. I’ll be checking in with your teachers. Second, you’ll attend private tutoring sessions with me at the community centre every Saturday and Sunday morning.”

“Oh, Coach!” Antonio groaned.

“Every Saturday and Sunday, from 9 a.m. to noon. Non-negotiable. You can tell your mother the terms, and if she agrees, we start this weekend.”

“And I can play in the games?” Antonio asked, hopeful.

“You can play once I start seeing improvements. For now, you’ll practice—and ride the bench during games.”

Antonio nodded, clearly disappointed. Aiden didn’t feel sorry for him. The boy had slipped from a B student to an F student in just two terms. It wasn’t that he lacked intelligence—he simply wasn’t trying. Teachers said he skipped class, submitted assignments late—when he submitted them at all.

“Do we have a deal?” Aiden asked.

“We have a deal,” Antonio replied.

“Good. Run along.” Aiden waved him off, and the boy sprinted to catch up with his friends.

Antonio was an excellent player—a hard hitter, and the only one Aiden had successfully taught to bowl a proper spin. With discipline and a little luck, he could make a real career out of cricket. But a sports career was never a sure shot.

And Aiden knew that better than anyone.

Seven years ago, Aiden had been a notable talent on the Trinidad and Tobago T-20 international team. A specialist bowler, he’d been ranked among the top players in the region. Then, a freak accident during practice — a fast edge off the bat — left him with a deep injury to the tendons in his right hand. The surgeons repaired the damage, but his grip never returned to what it had been. He could hold a bat or throw a ball, but the strength and fine control needed for his signature spin were gone. Aiden retired quietly a year later, trading the roar of the crowd for the quieter challenge of high school teaching and coaching.

A few weeks ago, he’d finally undergone follow-up surgery to free the tendons from scar tissue that had built up over the years — not to get back on the field, but simply to make everyday tasks less of a struggle. The procedure had kept him on medical leave longer than planned, but now, with the brace gone and his hand functional again, he was back on the pitch, passing his hard-earned lessons on to the next generation.

He flexed his hand instinctively as he walked to his car in the fast-approaching darkness. Teaching had been his second choice, but it wasn’t one he regretted. He loved the classroom — and even more, he loved coaching the school’s cricket team. That was why the contract inviting him to help coach the national T-20 team still sat unsigned in his glove compartment.

Aiden had already made his decision. He wouldn’t leave his students. Over the years, he’d grown close to the children he taught and coached, investing deeply in their futures. And while he knew coaching the T-20 team would be more glamorous and financially profitable, Aiden wasn’t willing to trade what he had now for money or status. Still, he hadn’t said yes or no to the team manager. He’d been given until the end of the season — and he intended to take his time.

He watched the boys file out of the school gate, then followed behind them, waving to the security guard as he did.

“Straight home, guys,” he called, and they waved their acknowledgement as he accelerated and headed for the main street.

An uncomfortable rumbling in his stomach reminded him that he’d skipped lunch. He was just deciding where to grab dinner when he noticed the familiar glow of the open sign on the glass door of the new restaurant — the one where he’d managed to offend the owner earlier.

Not a restaurant. A diner, his mind corrected, and he smirked.

Through the wide glass window, he spotted the attractive creole woman standing behind the counter, a soft smile on her pretty face. He braked suddenly in the middle of the road — much to the disapproval of the driver behind him, who honked his annoyance into the quiet evening.

Inside the diner, she jumped and looked out towards the street. For a second, it felt like their eyes met, but Aiden knew she couldn’t see him. The sun had already gone down, and the interior of his car was shrouded in shadow.

It’s as good a place as any to grab dinner, he thought, smirking again as he pulled to the side and parked. And I can apologise while I’m at it. Two birds with one stone. Rishi had said she was the nicest person alive, maybe this time he would meet that version of her. 
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Malika was a bit nervous. It was the first time she had kept the diner open by herself, but so far, things had gone smoothly. Nathaniel had prepared all the food she would need, and she could handle both serving and cashing without issue. She might have felt less jumpy if Nathaniel hadn’t warned her to “be careful” before leaving. He didn’t think it was a good idea for her to stay open alone, but Malika figured she could at least try it and see how it went.

It was a quarter to seven, and the pace had slowed. A sweet young couple sat near the door, holding hands while sipping milkshakes. Three young women were gabbing and giggling in a corner over burgers and fries. And in the far corner, six men sat around a table, speaking in hushed voices over plates of food. It was the men who made her uneasy—not because they’d done anything wrong, but because Nathaniel had warned her: Chaguanas men can be dangerous.

Trying to stay calm, Malika kept a polite smile fixed on her lips as she leaned over the counter, counting down the minutes to closing. A loud sound from the street outside made her jump, though she couldn’t quite make out what had happened. It looked like a near collision between a van and a car. She took a breath and reminded herself to stay calm, silently deciding to close before dark if she had no
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