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Chapter One- The Statistical Outlier
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I wasn’t the kind of person who made reckless choices. My life had always been built on data—tide charts, migration patterns, controlled variables. I trusted what I could measure, what I could predict. If a decision showed even a hint of instability, I stepped back without hesitation. That was who I was: methodical, scientific, steady.

So, buying a hotel I’d never seen should’ve been impossible.

But the coastline wasn’t a mystery to me. I’d spent years in these waters, cataloging coral health and tracking fish populations, learning the rhythms of the reef the way other people learned their hometown streets. The ocean here had always made sense.

The hotel didn’t. The leap didn’t. And yet—I took it anyway. A statistical outlier in the story of my life.

The plane hadn’t even finished climbing before the memories started pressing in, one after another, like they’d been waiting for altitude to ambush me. I kept my forehead against the cool window, watching the coastline shrink behind us, and all I could think was how strange it felt to be here—in the air, leaving everything I knew—when I’d never been the kind of person who made reckless choices.

I packed the way I made every decision: methodically, with quiet precision. Rolled clothes, labeled pouches, gear I trusted from years in the field. But even as I zipped the last suitcase, something in me knew it didn’t feel like me. Not the me who lived by tide charts and migration patterns. Not the me who trusted controlled variables and predictable outcomes. If a decision showed even a hint of instability, I stepped back.

And yet there I’d been, boarding pass in hand, walking toward Gate 12 like someone trying to convince her own body this wasn’t a mistake.

I kept telling myself it was temporary—a sabbatical, a pause—but I knew better. I wasn’t leaving for a weekend dive trip or a research grant abroad. I was leaving for good. Twenty-eight years old, and somehow this was the most reckless, life-altering decision I’d ever made... and I’d made it on a whim.

Or at least, that’s what it looked like on paper.

My stomach fluttered now the same way it had then—tight, insistent—but threaded through the nerves was something I hadn’t felt in years. Anticipation. The quiet, electric kind that hums beneath your ribs and whispers that maybe the unknown isn’t the same thing as danger.

The engines steadied into a low hum, and I let my eyes drift shut. That was when the real memory hit—the one I’d been avoiding.

The night I opened my laptop.

I’d meant to check reef health reports. That’s all. But I’d been exhausted, salt still crusted in my hair from a dive, and instead of typing the usual data sources, my fingers had... drifted. Hovered. Then typed something I had never typed before.

Hotels for sale near—

Even now, I couldn’t explain it. Maybe it was the ache I’d been carrying for months. Maybe it was the memory of those waters—warm, impossibly clear, alive in a way nothing else in my life felt anymore. Maybe it was the truth I hadn’t wanted to name...I was lonely. Not for people, but for a purpose.

And then I saw it.

A small, weathered hotel tucked between palm trees and shoreline. Nothing flashy. Nothing corporate. Just... honest. Familiar in a way that made no logical sense.

I’d clicked on the listing expecting to talk myself out of it. I always talked myself out of things. But the more I read, the more something inside me shifted. The proximity to the reef. The private dock. The old dive shack that happened to look just like the one I’d used during fieldwork. The price was suspiciously low—but not too low.

It felt like the coastline itself was nudging me. Whispering, You know this place. You’ve always known it.

And for once, I didn’t run the numbers to death. I didn’t map out the risks. I didn’t wait for fear to talk me down.

I just... said yes.

The inspection report arrived two days later, and reading it felt like watching a reef bleach in real time. Pipes that needed replacing. Wiring from the early nineties. A water heater that groaned like a dying whale. A dive shack, one strong breeze away from collapse.

I’d stared at the report, wondering which version of myself thought I was qualified to own anything with plumbing.

But I hadn’t backed out. I hadn’t even hesitated.

I rolled up my sleeves and started making calls. Contractors. Electricians. A plumber who laughed and then promised he’d “see what he could do.” I built spreadsheets I didn’t want to look at twice.

It was overwhelming. Messy. Utterly outside my comfort zone.

And yet... I kept going.

Another memory surfaced—one that still made me smile. Talking to the groundskeeper over video chat. Mateo, with his sun-bleached cap and easy grin, was walking me around the property with his phone, narrating every creak and stubborn hibiscus like he was introducing me to an old friend.

And then, at the end of the call, he’d said it so casually:

“Don’t worry. I’ll pick you up at the airport when you get here.”

As if I were simply coming home.

The engines hummed beneath me, steady and warm, and I let out a slow breath.

I had a hotel. I had a groundskeeper. I had a coastline I trusted.

And for the first time in a long time, I had a future I hadn’t overanalyzed to death.

A future I was flying straight toward.

When the doors opened, a wave of heat and humidity rolled in—thick, warm, unmistakably tropical. The kind of air that clings to your skin and tells you exactly where you’ve landed. I stepped out onto the mobile stairs, my hair frizzing instantly in the salt-heavy breeze, and the sun settled on my skin like a welcome I wasn’t sure I deserved.

Inside the tiny terminal, the baggage carousel squeaked with every rotation, a metal loop that looked like it had survived more hurricanes than it should have. My suitcases—three of them, packed with the precision of someone terrified of forgetting a single essential tool—came out one by one. I hauled them off, stacking them neatly, already running mental checklists: supplies I’d shipped ahead, equipment I’d need to replace, repairs still looming.

Then I heard it.

“Sloane Kessler?”

I turned—and my brain short-circuited.

Mateo stood a few feet away, holding a cardboard sign with my name on it, but that wasn’t what hit me. What hit me was him. Broad shoulders. Sun-browned skin. Forearms roped with muscle from actual work, not gym mirrors. His T-shirt clung to a chest that suggested he lifted more than gardening tools. And his smile—warm, easy, confident—landed somewhere low in my stomach.

My reaction was immediate, visceral, and embarrassingly primal. A full-body jolt that had nothing to do with jet lag. My scientific brain tried to analyze it—elevated heart rate, sudden heat in my cheeks, a spike of adrenaline—but the rest of me was too busy thinking, He’s handsome. He’s really handsome. Is he single? Why am I thinking about this? Stop thinking about this.

And then, unhelpfully: He did not look like this over video.

“That’s me,” I managed, my voice a touch too bright, too quick.

Mateo lowered the sign, his grin widening just enough to make my pulse jump again. “Welcome home.”

The words hit harder than they should have. Home. I wasn’t sure I’d earned that yet. But the way he said it—steady, certain—made something inside me loosen.

He stepped forward and lifted two of my heaviest bags like they weighed nothing. Muscles flexed. My brain fizzled.

Focus, Sloane. Pipes. Wiring. Roof repairs. Not... that.

“Car’s out front,” he said. “Figured you’d be tired after the flight.”

“Tired,” I echoed, though that wasn’t the truth. I felt wired. Unsteady. Like I was standing on the edge of something I couldn’t quite name.

We walked toward the exit, and the automatic doors slid open, letting the full force of the island air wrap around me—warm, bright, alive.

The drive from the airport wound along the coastline, the ocean flashing between palm trees and stretches of white sand. When the truck turned onto a narrow road lined with hibiscus and sea grape trees, my breath caught. I recognized the curve of the shoreline, the angle of the cliffs. I’d studied this stretch of coast for years, but seeing it like this—as someone who belonged here—felt different.

“We’re close,” Mateo said as the trees thinned.

And then I saw it.

My hotel.

Relief hit so hard I almost laughed.

It wasn’t falling apart. It wasn’t a disaster. It wasn’t the half-condemned structure I’d imagined at 2 a.m. after reading the inspection report. It was... charming. Weathered, yes. Faded paint, loose shutters, a few wilted potted plants begging for someone with a gentler hand.

But the bones were beautiful.

A wraparound porch. Wide windows catching the afternoon light. A roofline with a slight storybook curve. And behind it, the ocean—blue, endless, familiar.

“It’s...” I stepped out of the truck the warm breeze lifting my hair. “It’s actually beautiful.”

Mateo’s smile softened, almost proud. “Told you it had good spirit. Just needs a little love.”

I took a slow step toward the porch, my chest loosening with every breath. “I can’t wait to get this place a fresh coat of paint.”

His grin widened. “Yeah? I was hoping you’d say that. She’s been waiting for someone who sees her.”

“I already have color palettes saved,” I admitted, sheepish and a little proud.

“I figured,” he said, lifting my bags again with effortless strength. “You strike me as someone who plans ahead.”

I snorted. “You have no idea.”

He nodded toward the door. “Come on. Let’s get you inside. I made your bed this morning. And dinner’s waiting.”

I blinked. “You... made dinner?”

“Nothing fancy,” he said, though the faint pride in his voice suggested otherwise. “Just something warm. Something you don’t have to think about.”

A made bed. A home-cooked meal. A hotel that wasn’t falling apart. And a man who seemed genuinely excited to help me bring it back to life.

For the first time since I clicked purchase, something bloomed in my chest—not fear, not doubt, but possibility.

This was it. The beginning.

Mateo started up the steps with my bags, and I followed, taking in the sun-washed porch and the soft creak of the boards beneath my feet. I was halfway to the door when a delayed thought slammed into me like a rogue wave.

He said he made my bed.

I stopped for half a second as the meaning settled in. Not just “your room is ready.” Not “I tidied up.” He had made my bed. Fresh sheets. New pillows. A space prepared specifically for me.

My stomach fluttered in a way that had nothing to do with hunger.

Mateo glanced back, catching the pause. “You okay?”

“Oh—yes. Sorry.” I cleared my throat, trying to sound normal. “I just... realized what you said earlier.”

He raised a brow, amused. “About dinner?”

“No,” I said, heat creeping up my neck. “About the bed.”

His smile softened, losing some of its teasing edge. “Figured you’d want a place that felt clean and settled when you walked in. First nights in new places can be rough.”

The simplicity of it—the thoughtfulness, the care—hit harder than I expected. No one had done something like that for me in a long time. Maybe ever.

“That was... really kind,” I said quietly.

He shrugged, warmth in the gesture. “You’re the owner. You deserve to walk into something that feels good.”

The words landed somewhere deep. Feels good. I hadn’t expected anything about this leap to feel good yet—not until I’d earned it, fixed it, proven I hadn’t made a mistake.

But here I was, standing on my own porch, with a man who’d made my bed and cooked my dinner, and for the first time since I clicked purchase, I felt... welcomed.

Maybe even wanted.

“Come on,” Mateo said gently, pushing open the door. “Let me show you your new home.”

And I stepped inside, heart unsteady, realizing I wasn’t just walking into a building.

I was walking into a life I hadn’t dared imagine.
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Chapter Two – The Tour
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Mateo pushed open the front door, and I stepped inside, bracing myself for mildew, dust, or the faint, stale scent of abandonment.

Instead, I inhaled... citrus. And something warm. Something savory.

The lobby was small but bright, sunlight pouring through the wide front windows. The floors were worn but clean, the walls faded but charming. A few mismatched chairs sat near a bookshelf that had clearly been dusted recently.

I blinked. “It looks... good.”

Mateo shot me a sideways smile. “Told you I’ve been keeping an eye on things.”

He led me through the lobby, pointing out small details as we walked—the light fixture he’d rewired, the window he’d unstuck, the patch of floorboards he’d reinforced. He wasn’t bragging; he was simply proud. And that pride settled somewhere warm in my chest, unexpected and disarming.

We reached a hallway lined with doors, each one painted a different shade of sun-bleached blue.

“Guest rooms are down here,” he said. “I’ve been working on them one at a time. But yours is at the end.”

Yours. The word hit me again, soft and startling.

He stopped at the last door and turned the knob, stepping aside so I could enter first.

My living quarters were... lovely.

Not fancy. Not modern. But airy and bright, with a large window overlooking the ocean. The bed—my bed—sat neatly made with crisp white sheets and a soft sea-green blanket folded at the foot. A vase of fresh hibiscus flowers sat on the dresser.

I froze. “You... did all this?”

Mateo rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly modest. “Figured you’d want to walk into something that felt settled. First nights in new places can be rough.”

My throat tightened unexpectedly. “It’s perfect.”

He nodded toward a small table near the window. “And dinner’s over there.”

I turned—and my breath caught.

A plate covered with a linen napkin. A glass of cold-water beading with condensation. Silverware set neatly. A candle—unlit, but placed with intention.

“You cooked for me,” I said softly.

“Island hospitality,” Mateo replied, his voice warm, almost gentle. “And you’ve had a long day.”

I stepped closer to the table, the scent of garlic and herbs drifting up as I lifted the napkin. My stomach growled loudly enough that he laughed.

“That answers that,” he said.

I looked back at him, suddenly aware of how close he was standing, how the late afternoon light caught the gold in his eyes, how my pulse had been misbehaving since the airport.

“Thank you,” I said — and I meant it more deeply than I expected.

He dipped his head in a small nod. “I’ll let you get settled. If you need anything, I’m just down the hall.”

He turned to leave, but paused in the doorway.

“Oh — and Sloane?”

I lifted my gaze.

“I’m glad you’re here.”

The words landed with surprising weight.

He started to step out — and that’s when it hit me. He said he made my bed.

I blinked, the realization washing over me in a warm, disorienting wave. Not just “your room is ready.” Not “I tidied up.” He had made my bed. Fresh sheets. New pillows. A space prepared specifically for me.

“Mateo?”

He paused again, glancing back.

I swallowed. “Would you... Maybe join me? For dinner, I mean.”

His brows lifted slightly — not in surprise, but in consideration. “You sure? It’s been a long day. You might want quiet.”

“I’ve had quiet for weeks,” I said, a small, honest smile tugging at my mouth. “I’d like the company. If you’re not busy.”

Something warm flickered in his expression — not flirtation, not assumption, just a gentle kind of pleased. “Yeah. I can do that.”

He stepped back into the room, leaning a shoulder against the doorframe. “Let me grab a plate. I didn’t want to assume.”

I nodded, then hesitated. “Do you... Stay on the property?”

He chuckled softly. “Most days, yeah. There’s a small apartment behind the tool shed. It’s nothing fancy, but it’s home.”

My eyes widened. “You live here?”

“Someone’s gotta keep an eye on the place,” he said with an easy shrug. “And it’s easier to fix things when I’m already on-site.”

I hadn’t expected that — the idea of him being here, always nearby, always within reach. It sent a strange little ripple through me, warm and unsettling.

“That makes sense,” I said, trying to sound casual even as my pulse picked up again.

Mateo pushed off the doorframe. “I’ll be right back.”

As he disappeared down the hall, I exhaled slowly, pressing a hand to the back of the chair to steady myself.

I’d invited him. He’d said yes. And now I was about to have dinner with the man who’d made my bed, cooked my meal, and lived close enough that I could probably hear him whistle while he worked.

This new life was unfolding faster — and far more intensely — than I’d prepared for.

And I wasn’t sure I minded.

Mateo returned a minute later with a second plate balanced in one hand and a fork tucked into the back pocket of his jeans. He set the plate down across from mine, then pulled out the chair with an easy scrape of wood on wood.

“Hope you don’t mind simple food,” he said as he sat. “I’m better with tools than recipes.”

I lifted a bite to my mouth and nearly groaned. “If this is you being ‘better with tools,’ I’m terrified to see what you can do when you actually try.”

He laughed, low and warm. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

For a moment, we just ate — the kind of quiet that didn’t feel awkward, just... new. Comfortable in a way that surprised me.

Then he leaned back slightly, studying me with a curiosity that wasn’t intrusive, just honest.

“So,” he said, “what was life like before all this?”

I swallowed, suddenly aware of how rarely anyone asked me that. “Busy. Structured. Predictable. I spent most of my time in the water or in the lab. Research, reports, and grant proposals. I knew what every day would look like before it started.”

“And you liked that?”

“I thought I did.” I traced the edge of my napkin. “But somewhere along the way, it stopped feeling like living and started feeling like... maintenance. Like I was keeping a machine running instead of building a life.”

He nodded slowly, as if he understood more than I’d said. “So, you bought a hotel.”

A soft laugh escaped me. “Yeah. Apparently.”

“What made you pick this one?” he asked. “Out of all the places you could’ve gone.”

I hesitated, searching for the truth beneath the easy answers. “The coastline,” I said finally. “I know these waters. I trust them. And when I saw the listing... it felt familiar. Like I already belonged here, even though I’d never set foot inside.”

Mateo’s gaze softened. “Places can do that. Call you in before you know why.”

I looked at him, surprised. “You believe that?”

“Sure do.” He shrugged lightly. “Happened to me.”

That caught my attention. “How’d you end up here?”

He toyed with his fork for a moment, thinking. “I grew up on the other side of the island. Worked odd jobs, construction, and landscaping. This place was always kind of a landmark — everyone knew it. When the old owner got sick, the hotel started slipping. I came by one day to fix a busted pipe, and... I don’t know. Something about it felt worth saving.”

“You’ve been taking care of it ever since,” I said quietly.

He didn’t puff up or deflect. He just nodded. “Someone had to.”

There was something in his voice — not pride, not obligation, but a kind of loyalty that made my chest tighten.

“And now?” I asked. “Now that I’m here?”

He met my eyes, steady and warm. “Now it’s not just a place I’m keeping alive. It’s a place that finally has someone who wants it.”

The words hit deeper than I expected. Maybe because they weren’t really about the hotel.

I cleared my throat gently. “Do you like living on the property?”

He smiled. “It’s quiet. Peaceful. And I like being close enough to fix things before they break.”

“Is that your philosophy?” I teased. “Preventative maintenance?”

“Something like that.” His grin tilted. “Though I’m guessing you’re not the type who breaks easily.”

I felt heat rise in my cheeks. “You’d be surprised.”

His gaze lingered for a moment — not heavy, not suggestive, just... attentive. Seeing me in a way I wasn’t used to being seen.

I took another bite to steady myself. “So, what should I know about this place? Any quirks? Secrets?”

“Oh, plenty,” he said, leaning forward slightly. “But I figure we’ll take them one at a time. Wouldn’t want to overwhelm you on your first night.”

“Overwhelm me?” I echoed. “You think I scare that easily?”

He chuckled. “Not even a little.”

The candle between us remained unlit, but the room felt warm anyway — the kind of warmth that had nothing to do with the island air and everything to do with the man sitting across from me.

Mateo returned with his plate and settled back into the chair, the wood creaking softly under his weight. For a few minutes, we just ate — the kind of quiet that felt companionable rather than strained.

But curiosity tugged at me, gentle but persistent.

“So... you said you grew up on the other side of the island,” I said, nudging the conversation forward. “Do you still have family there?”

He paused mid-bite, not stiffening, just... considering. “Yeah,” he said after a moment. “My mom, my grandmother, and my sisters still live over there. A couple of cousins, too. Big family, small houses.”

There was affection in his voice — warm, lived-in — but something else too. A distance. A choice.

“Do you see them often?” I asked.

“Sometimes.” He set his fork down, leaning back slightly. “We’re good. No drama. Just... different lives now. They’re busy, I’m busy. And I like being here.” His gaze drifted around the room, then back to me. “Feels right.”

I nodded, absorbing that. “They must miss you.”

He smiled, a little crooked. “They do. But they also know I’m stubborn. When I decide something’s mine to take care of...” He gestured vaguely toward the walls, the window, the ocean beyond. “I stick with it.”

A quiet warmth unfurled in my chest. “The hotel?”

His eyes held mine for a beat longer than necessary. “Among other things.”

I looked down at my plate, suddenly very aware of my heartbeat.

“What about you?” he asked gently. “Any family waiting back home?”

The question landed softer than I expected — not probing, not pitying. Just... interested.

I shook my head. “Not really. My parents travel a lot. Research, conferences, sabbaticals. They’re good people, just... not rooted. I think I inherited the science part, not the rest.”

“And friends?”

“Mostly colleagues. People I worked with. People who knew me as the version of myself I’m not sure I am anymore.”

Mateo’s expression softened. “That’s a lonely place to be.”

“It was,” I admitted. “But I didn’t realize how much until I left.”

He nodded slowly, like he understood that more deeply than he let on.

“So, you came here,” he said. “To start over.”

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. “Yeah. I guess I did.” I hesitated, then added quietly, “I figured if I was going to start over... I should do it somewhere that already felt like home. And these waters—” I glanced toward the window, toward the distant sound of waves, “—they’ve always been the one place that made sense to me. Familiar. Safe. Like I belonged there more than anywhere else.”

He smiled — not wide, not teasing, just warm and steady. “Good choice.”

The words settled over me like the island air — warm, grounding, impossible to ignore.

I took another bite to steady myself, but the truth was undeniable:

This wasn’t just a meal. This wasn’t just a tour. This was the beginning of something I hadn’t planned for — and couldn’t quantify.

And for once, I didn’t want to.

I pushed a piece of garlic across my plate, pretending to think about something logistical, something managerial — anything that wasn’t the real reason my pulse had picked up again.

“So...” I said lightly, “since I’m technically your boss now, I should probably know where you live on the property. For... you know. Practical reasons.”

Mateo’s mouth curved, just slightly — not a smirk, not teasing, but the kind of smile someone wears when they’ve caught the truth beneath the words.

“Practical reasons,” he echoed, amusement warm in his voice.

Heat crept up my neck. “Yes. Practical.”

He didn’t call me out on it. He didn’t need to. He just pushed his chair back and stood, wiping his hands on a dish towel he’d brought with him.

“Come on,” he said. “I’ll show you.”

My heart thudded once, hard. I wasn’t sure what I expected — a shed, a cot, a hammock strung between palm trees — but the idea of seeing where he lived felt strangely intimate. Like stepping into a part of his life, he didn’t show just anyone.

I stood too quickly, nearly knocking my knee on the table. Smooth, Sloane.

Mateo pretended not to notice. “It’s not far,” he said, gesturing toward the back door. “Just behind the tool shed.”

I followed him down the hallway, past the guest rooms, past the kitchen, past the soft hum of the old refrigerator. The air grew cooler as we stepped outside, the evening breeze brushing against my skin.

The path behind the hotel was narrow, lined with sea grape trees and patches of hibiscus that looked like they’d been trimmed recently — by him, no doubt. The tool shed came into view first, weathered but sturdy, its door propped open with a stone.

And just beyond it, tucked beneath the shade of a large palm, was a small apartment — simple, neat, with a single window glowing softly from a lamp inside.

“This is me,” Mateo said, stopping a few feet from the door.

I took it in — the tidy porch, the pair of boots by the step, the surfboard leaning against the wall, the faint scent of cedar drifting from inside. It was humble, but lived-in. Cared for. Like him.

“It’s... nice,” I said, surprised by how much I meant it.

He shrugged lightly. “It’s home.”

I nodded, my throat tightening for reasons I didn’t fully understand. “I’m glad you’re close. I mean — for emergencies. Or repairs. Or—”

His eyes warmed. “Or if you just need someone to talk to.”

The words hit deeper than they should have.

I swallowed. “Yeah. That too.”

For a moment, neither of us moved. The breeze rustled the palm leaves overhead, the ocean murmured in the distance, and the space between us felt charged with something I wasn’t ready to name.

Then Mateo stepped back, giving me room to breathe. “Come on,” he said gently. “Let’s get you back inside before the mosquitoes decide you’re dinner.”

I laughed softly, grateful for the reprieve — and for the fact that he didn’t push, didn’t pry, didn’t make the moment heavier than it already was.

On the walk back to the hotel, something warm and certain unfurled in my chest. I hadn’t asked to see where he lived out of duty or authority. I’d asked because I wanted to know him—more than I should, more than I meant to admit.

By the time we reached the hotel steps, the adrenaline that had been carrying me all day finally began to ebb. A slow, heavy yawn crept up on me before I could stop it, catching me mid-step.

Mateo glanced over, the corner of his mouth lifting. “There it is.”

“There, what is?” I asked, rubbing at my eyes.

“The crash,” he said, amused. “You’ve been running on fumes since the airport. I’m honestly impressed you made it this long.”

“I’m fine,” I insisted — right before another yawn betrayed me.

He laughed softly, shaking his head. “Sloane, go to bed. It’s been a long day.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but the truth settled over me like the warm night air. My body ached in that deep, travel-heavy way, my thoughts were starting to blur at the edges, and the idea of sinking into that freshly made bed felt dangerously appealing.

“Maybe I am tired,” I admitted.

“Maybe?” he echoed, raising a brow.

I nudged his shoulder lightly as we climbed the last step. “Okay, fine. Definitely.”

His smile softened, losing its teasing edge. “Get some sleep. Tomorrow’s your first real day here. You’ll want a clear head.”

I nodded, feeling that strange, warm flutter again — the one that had been following me since the airport. “Goodnight, Mateo.”

“Goodnight, Sloane,” he said, voice low and steady. “I’m right down the hall if you need anything.”

The words lingered in the air between us — simple, practical, but threaded with something that made my pulse skip.

I slipped inside my room, closing the door gently behind me, and leaned back against it for a moment, letting the quiet settle.

He was close. He was kind. And he was already becoming a presence I felt more than I understood.

And as exhaustion finally pulled me toward the bed he’d made for me, one thought drifted through my mind, soft and certain:

I wasn’t alone here.

Not anymore.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Three – Morning Light
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Sleep hit me fast.

One moment I was sinking into the bed Mateo had made — crisp sheets, soft blanket, hibiscus drifting faintly from the dresser — and the next, the world went dark. No tossing, no replaying the day, no overthinking. Just a deep, heavy drop into nothingness.

The next thing I knew, someone was knocking.

Soft, steady. Patient.

I blinked awake, disoriented. The room was bright — sunlight spilling across the floor in warm, golden stripes. I had no idea what time it was. My body felt heavy, boneless, like I’d been asleep for years.

The knocking came again.

“Uh—coming,” I croaked, my voice thick with sleep.

I pushed myself upright, wincing as my hair fell in a wild tangle around my face. I hadn’t even changed clothes. I’d just collapsed like someone who’d run a marathon and then face-planted at the finish line.

I stumbled to the door and pulled it open.

Mateo stood there, framed by morning light. His hair was damp, like he’d already showered. He wore a faded T-shirt and work shorts, and somehow looked even more grounded, more solid, than he had last night.

“Morning,” he said, his voice warm. His eyes flicked over my sleep-dazed state with a hint of amusement. “Didn’t mean to wake you. Just wanted to check in.”

I rubbed my eyes. “What time is it?”

“Almost nine.”

“Nine?” My voice cracked. “I slept that long?”

“You needed it,” he said simply. “Yesterday was a lot.”

I leaned against the doorframe, trying to gather myself. He smelled faintly of soap and sun, and the hallway light caught the gold in his eyes again, and suddenly I was very aware that I looked like a shipwreck survivor.

“I—sorry,” I muttered, gesturing vaguely at my hair, my clothes, my everything. “I didn’t mean to pass out like that.”

Mateo shook his head, smiling softly. “Sloane, you don’t have to apologize for being exhausted.”

I opened my mouth to argue, but he added, almost casually, “You’ve got fresh towels in your shower, by the way. Put them in yesterday so you wouldn’t have to hunt for anything this morning.”

I blinked at him, warmth blooming in my chest. “You... thought of that?”

“Of course.” His smile deepened, gentle and unassuming. “Figured you’d want everything ready.”

The tenderness of it — the quiet, practical care — hit deeper than I expected.

“Thank you,” I said softly.

He nodded toward the hallway. “I’m about to make coffee. Thought I’d see if you wanted some.”

Coffee. Yes. God, yes.

“That sounds amazing,” I said, maybe too quickly.

His grin widened just a fraction. “Give me ten minutes. Come down when you’re ready.”

He started to turn, then paused and glanced back.

“Oh — and Sloane?”

“Yeah?”

“Welcome to your first morning here.”

Something warm unfurled in my chest — slow, steady, impossible to ignore.

“Thanks,” I whispered.

When he disappeared around the corner, I closed the door and leaned back against it, letting out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding.

Fresh towels. Coffee waiting. A knock on my door at nine. A man who noticed what I needed before I even asked.

I wasn’t alone here.

Not anymore.

I closed the door behind him and let out a long breath, the kind that emptied my lungs and left me standing in the quiet with my pulse still catching up.

Fresh towels. Coffee in ten minutes. Mateo was knocking on my door like it was the most natural thing in the world.

I scrubbed a hand over my face and turned toward my suitcases, which sat exactly where I’d dropped them last night — neatly stacked, untouched, accusing me of being too exhausted to even unzip them.

“Okay,” I muttered to myself. “Let’s try to look like a functional human being.”

I knelt beside the first suitcase and flipped it open. My clothes were still rolled with the precision of someone who had tried very hard to pretend she had control over her life. I rifled through the layers — tank tops, shorts, a couple of lightweight dresses — all practical, all familiar.

Nothing felt quite right.

I pulled out a soft linen top and a pair of worn denim shorts, holding them up to the light. Simple. Comfortable. Not trying too hard. Good enough.

The second suitcase was a little more chaotic — toiletries, dive gear, a tangle of chargers, a pouch of sunscreen bottles I’d overpacked because I didn’t trust island shops to carry my preferred brand. I dug through until I found my toiletry bag, unzipping it to check the essentials.

Toothbrush. Face wash. Moisturizer. Hair tie. A travel-sized bottle of leave-in conditioner that suddenly felt like a lifeline.

I caught sight of myself in the mirror above the dresser — sleep-creased my cheek, wild hair, eyes still heavy with the kind of rest I hadn’t had in months.

“Yikes,” I whispered.

But there was something else there, too. Something softer. Something almost... hopeful.

I grabbed my clothes and toiletries and headed for the bathroom. The shower curtain was pulled back neatly, the tiles clean, and — just like he’d said — a stack of fresh towels waited on the counter, folded with quiet care.

I touched the top one, the cotton soft beneath my fingers, and felt that same warm flutter in my chest.

He’d thought of this. He’d thought of me.

I shook the thought away before it could settle too deeply and turned on the shower, steam beginning to fill the small room.

Coffee in ten minutes. A new life waiting outside this door. And Mateo — steady, warm, impossibly kind — somewhere down the hall.

For the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel like I was rushing to catch up with my own life.

I felt like I was stepping into it.

Steam filled the bathroom quickly, curling around me as I stepped under the warm spray. The water hit my skin in a steady, soothing rhythm, washing away the last traces of travel and exhaustion. I closed my eyes, letting the heat loosen the tightness in my shoulders.

But the moment my mind had space to wander, it went straight to him.

Mateo.

The knock on my door. The soft “morning” in his voice. The way he’d said he put fresh towels in my shower like it was the most natural thing in the world to think ahead for me.

I reached for my shampoo, squeezing it into my palm, and tried to focus on the familiar motions — lather, rinse, repeat — but my thoughts kept drifting back to the hallway, to the way he’d leaned against the wall, relaxed and steady, as he belonged there.

Like he belonged here.

I tilted my head back into the water, letting it run through my hair.

It wasn’t just that he was handsome — though he was, undeniably. It was the way he noticed things. The way he moved through the world was with quiet competence. The way he made space for me without making a show of it.

Fresh towels. Coffee in ten minutes. A knock at nine because he’d guessed I’d oversleep.

No one had ever done that for me. Not in a way that felt... personal.

I pressed my palms against the tiled wall, letting the water cascade down my back.

This wasn’t supposed to happen. I’d come here for a fresh start, not a distraction. Not a man with sun-warmed skin and a smile that made my pulse misbehave. Not someone who lived just down the hall, close enough that I could probably hear him humming while he worked.

I exhaled slowly, the steam wrapping around me like a confession I wasn’t ready to say out loud.

It was too soon to feel anything. Too soon to want anything.

And yet...

I turned off the water and reached for one of the towels he’d left — soft, clean, smelling faintly of sunlight and detergent. I wrapped it around myself, holding it close for a moment longer than necessary.

Maybe it wasn’t about him. Maybe it was about being seen. Not as a scientist or a researcher or a woman who always had a plan — but as someone who’d just arrived, exhausted and hopeful, and deserved a soft landing.

Still... when I caught my reflection in the fogged mirror—cheeks warm, eyes a little too bright—I knew the truth. I was thinking about him. More than I should.

And as I reached for my clothes and started getting ready for the day, one thought lingered, stubborn and undeniable: I wondered what he was thinking about, too.

The onions hit the pan with a soft sizzle, filling the kitchen with the smell of breakfast. Morning light poured through the windows in long, golden stripes, warming the tile floor and catching dust motes in the air. I’d been up for hours—long enough to shower, long enough to start the day’s chores, long enough to think too much.

Long enough to wonder if she was awake yet.

I cracked two eggs into a bowl and whisked them, the motion familiar, steady. Cooking wasn’t technically part of my job, but it felt right this morning. Felt like something she’d need.

The eggs could wait a minute.

I stepped out the back door, the screen creaking softly behind me. The morning air was warm already, carrying the scent of salt and hibiscus. A few yards away, the fruit trees stood in a loose row — mango, papaya, and a stubborn little lime tree that only produced when it felt like it.

I reached up and plucked a ripe mango, its skin warm from the sun. Another followed easily, then a papaya from the lower branch. Juice clung to my fingers, sweet and sticky.

She’d like this. Fresh fruit, not the store-bought stuff. Something bright to start her first morning here.

I wiped my hands on my shorts and headed back inside, setting the fruit on the counter. The kitchen filled with the scent of mango as I sliced it open, the knife gliding through the soft flesh. I arranged the pieces on a plate — simple, but colorful — and added a squeeze of lime.

Yeah. That looked right.

I poured the eggs into the pan and reached for the bread. The toaster clicked on with a low hum.

I shouldn’t be thinking about her like this. She was my boss now. She’d just arrived. She had enough on her plate without me adding anything complicated to the mix.

But the image of her standing in the doorway earlier — blinking up at me, hair tousled, voice soft with sleep — kept replaying in my mind.

And the way she’d touched the towel I left in her bathroom, like it meant something.

I shook my head and flipped the eggs.

Focus.

The hotel needed work. The grounds needed trimming. The dive shack needed a new hinge. There were a dozen things I should be thinking about instead of the woman upstairs getting ready for her first morning here.

But I could hear faint movement — drawers opening, the soft thud of her suitcase closing, the distant sound of water running earlier. She moved lightly, like she wasn’t sure she was allowed to take up space yet.

She’d learn.

This place had room for her. More than a room.

I plated the eggs, added toast, and poured two mugs of coffee — one for me, one for her. The steam curled upward, carrying the smell of roasted beans through the kitchen.

I found myself smiling.

Yeah. She’d slept hard. She’d needed it. And she’d probably come downstairs with that same sleepy confusion in her eyes, the kind that made something warm settle in my chest.

I shouldn’t think about her like that.

But I did.

And as I set the fruit plate on the table, bright and fresh and ready for her, I realized something simple and undeniable:

I was glad she was here.

By the time I made my way downstairs, the scent of something warm and savory drifted through the hallway — onions, eggs, and something bright and citrusy. My stomach tightened in a very unscientific, very needy way.

I followed the smell into the kitchen.

Mateo stood at the stove, one hand on the skillet, the other reaching for a plate of sliced mango and papaya. Sunlight poured through the windows behind him, catching in his damp hair and turning the edges gold. He moved with an easy confidence, like he’d been doing this every morning for years.

He glanced over his shoulder when he heard me. “Morning.”

The word landed warm and soft, like it had been waiting for me.

I stepped farther into the room, taking in the space. The kitchen was bigger than I expected — old but well-kept, with wide counters and open shelving lined with mismatched mugs. A long wooden table sat in the center, sturdy and sun-worn, clearly meant for more than just one person.

“This is where guests would eat?” I asked, running my fingers along the edge of the table.

“Yeah,” he said, flipping the eggs with a practiced motion. “Breakfast service happens here. Or out on the porch if the weather’s good.”

I looked toward the double doors leading outside. Through the glass, I could see the wraparound porch bathed in morning light, the ocean glittering just beyond it.

“It’s beautiful,” I murmured.

Mateo smiled without looking up. “Wait until you see it at sunset.”

I swallowed, suddenly aware of how close I’d stepped to him. The fruit plate sat on the counter beside him — bright slices of mango, papaya, and lime arranged with a care that made something warm settle in my chest.

“You picked these?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said, still focused on the pan. “Trees out back. Figured fresh fruit might help start your day right.”

My heart did a small, traitorous flip. “That’s... really thoughtful.”

He shrugged, but there was a quiet pride in the gesture. “Just part of the job.”

I wasn’t sure I believed that. Not entirely.

I moved to the table, running my hand over the wood again. I could picture it — guests sipping coffee, chatting, planning their dives or hikes or lazy beach days. A place full of life. A place that could be mine.

“This feels real now,” I said softly. “Like I’m actually doing this.”

Mateo turned off the stove and set the pan aside. “You are doing this.”

He carried the plates to the table, setting one in front of me and one across from it. The fruit plate followed, then two mugs of steaming coffee.

He pulled out a chair for me — a small gesture, but it made my breath catch.

“Sit,” he said gently. “Eat.”

I did.

And as he took the seat across from me, sunlight warming the room, the ocean murmuring just outside, and breakfast laid out between us like something domestic and impossible...

I realized this was the first morning in a long time that felt like the start of a life I actually wanted.

Mateo slid into the chair across from me, the morning light catching in his hair as he reached for his coffee. I wrapped my hands around my mug, letting the warmth seep into my palms, but my mind was already racing.

The hotel. The repairs. The money. The responsibility.

It all pressed in at once, sharp and sudden, like the weight of everything I’d taken on had finally caught up to me now that I was sitting still.

I must’ve gone quiet, because Mateo’s gaze softened. He set his mug down and leaned forward slightly.

“Sloane.”

I looked up.

He reached across the table and placed his hand over mine — warm, steady, calloused from real work. The contact startled me, but in a way that made something inside me loosen instead of tightening.

“Relax,” he said gently. “We’ll get this place ready for guests. It’s not out of the realm of possible.”

The words landed with a surprising amount of weight — not because they were dramatic, but because he said them like a fact. Like something he’d already decided.

“We’ll sit down and make a list together,” he continued. “Figure out what needs doing first, what can wait, what we can handle ourselves.”

My shoulders eased a fraction. “A list would help.”

“Good,” he said, giving my hand a small, reassuring squeeze before letting go. “But first? Drink your coffee.”

I huffed out a breath that was almost a laugh. “Is that an order?”

“It’s a survival strategy,” he said, leaning back with a grin. “Everything feels less overwhelming after caffeine.”

I lifted the mug to my lips, the steam curling against my face. The first sip was rich and warm, grounding in a way I hadn’t expected.

He watched me with a quiet kind of satisfaction, like seeing me breathe again was its own small victory.

And for the first time since I’d arrived, the panic receded enough for something else to take its place.

Possibility.

Breakfast disappeared faster than I expected — maybe because I was starving, maybe because the food was good, maybe because sitting across from Mateo made everything taste a little brighter.

When I set my fork down, he was already reaching for his empty plate.

“I can help,” I said quickly, pushing my chair back.

“You’re the boss,” he teased lightly. “You don’t have to.”

“Exactly why I should,” I countered, standing. “I’m not going to sit here while you do everything.”

His smile deepened, warm and approving. “Alright then. We’ll clean up together.”

We moved toward the sink at the same time, and for a moment, we almost collided — his shoulder brushing mine, his hand hovering near my waist before he pulled it back. The contact was brief, accidental, but it sent a quiet spark through me all the same.

He cleared his throat softly. “You rinse, I’ll dry?”

“Deal.”

The kitchen settled into a comfortable rhythm — water running, dishes clinking, the soft scrape of plates stacking. But underneath the domestic calm, something else hummed. Something warm. Something aware.

I passed him a plate, our fingers brushing.

Just a touch.

Barely anything.

But enough.

He didn’t pull away this time. Neither did I.

His voice was low when he spoke. “You’re already making this place feel different.”

I glanced up. “Different how?”

He held my gaze for a beat too long — long enough that I felt it in my chest. “Lighter,” he said quietly. “Like it’s waking up again.”

My breath caught, just a little. “I’m not sure I’ve done anything yet.”

“You showed up,” he said simply. “Sometimes that’s the hardest part.”

I swallowed, handing him another dish. “You make it sound easy.”

“It’s not,” he said, taking it from me, his fingers brushing mine again. “But you’re not doing it alone.”

The words settled between us, warm and steady.

I turned back to the sink, but my pulse was doing its own thing now — a soft, insistent flutter that had nothing to do with caffeine.

He stepped closer to set a glass on the drying rack, his arm brushing mine again — not accidental this time. Not quite intentional either. Just... aware.

The kind of closeness that made the air feel charged.

The kind that made me wonder what it would feel like if he didn’t step away.

But he did — just enough to give me space, not enough to break the moment.

When the last dish was done, he took the towel from his shoulder and hung it neatly on the hook.

“All set,” he said, his voice softer than before.

I nodded, drying my hands on my shorts. “Thank you. For breakfast. For... everything.”

He looked at me then — really looked — and something warm flickered in his eyes.

“Anytime, Sloane.”

The words lingered, threaded with a promise I wasn’t ready to name.

Not yet.

But I felt it.

And from the way he held my gaze, I knew he did too.
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