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Prologue

I had hoped not to have to write these words but, sweetheart, we both know my time on this earth will soon be at an end. I have fought for a long while, but it’s finally time to accept my fate. I’ve lived such a good, full life, experienced everything I wanted to, even positively touched lives. Most importantly, I loved and was loved in return. 

And best of all, I had you. 

So I have no regrets, nothing left unsaid, except one very important thing. And that is more of a desire for you. I want you to live, my wonderful girl. 

Live every moment more abundantly than you ever have.

You’ve spent almost your entire life trying not to be noticed. Never truly able to recognise the incredible person you are inside. I know your father leaving us so soon devastated you and perhaps because of that you tried to control your world – holding on for dear life to what you knew best. You held on to me. But sadly now, my darling, I have to leave you too and need your promise that, once I’m gone, you will try harder to embrace others. Learn to open your heart and overcome your fears so that you may truly taste life. 

I’ve always told you about growing up in my homeland – the fun, sun, and spice that coloured every aspect of life in the Caribbean – where people truly savoured living and didn’t work every second just to pay the bills. I want you to experience that. I want you to see life as you never have before, carefree and confident about the future. Promise me that you will at least try?

So with this in mind, I also need you to be brave and do one last thing for me. The Palms Hotel, which as you know has always been my beloved happy place, is under threat. 

Developers have long been after the wonderful location upon which the resort stands, but I and the other original investors have always strenuously resisted. We didn’t want our precious natural sanctuary, or yet another crucial piece of our St Lucian heritage destroyed in the pursuit of money. But I fear that with so many of us fading away, including myself now too, time is running out. And given the recent loss of one of our staunchest supporters on the island, resistance will surely crumble even further.

Lately, I’ve been made aware of yet another plan to secure The Palms once and for all. Seems our opponents have this time engaged someone with the short-term aim of undermining the resort’s reputation and in time, diminishing the business altogether. And if successful, secure majority shareholder control.

To my mind, the upcoming summer sunset party is the perfect target for such chaos. And since I can no longer travel there myself to help, or more importantly, alert our beloved friends and staff at The Palms to stay vigilant for potential interlopers, it’s up to you to do so in my stead. 

To this end, I’ve ensured a reservation for you in my usual suite during the week leading up to the party. It’s also where the key to my Barclays safety deposit box is concealed. Naturally since you are reading this, the box and everything in it, plus – and most important of all – my original share certificates for The Palms are now yours.

To be safe, I won’t tell you where the deposit box key is hidden; though once you’ve checked in to the room, I’m pretty sure you’ll be able to figure it out …




Chapter 1

Don’t stop. Keep going. There is no giving up. 

Erin Howard’s muscles ached with the strain of exertion and her breath was laboured. Sweat dripped off her in cascades as she grasped the edge of a jagged rock and pulled herself up. Her vest was stuck to her chest, and her khaki shorts were drenched with perspiration along the fold of the hem. Even her socks felt damp in her boots. Tropical humidity was having more of an effect than she’d anticipated. 

Her guide, Andy, was ahead, leading the way along surer footing as they continued their ascent up the lush mountain face. He seemed unfazed, though his dark skin also shimmered with sweat, his waist-length braids restrained by a blue handkerchief. 

‘You all right back there?’ he called over his shoulder to her.

‘Doing great,’ she replied through gritted teeth. ‘How much further?’

‘Another four hundred and fifty feet till the end of the trail. Still think you can keep up?’

‘Of course,’ Erin countered determinedly.

He turned his attention to the rest of the group. ‘Everyone else OK?’

Unanimous assent resonated from somewhere behind Erin, but she didn’t look back. Her sole focus was on the climb. One more step. One more foot. One more mountain conquered. 

She’d been giving herself these mental pep talks since she was a girl, the way her dad always told her. A man who’d risen from the gambling pits in Vegas to casino manager for the Mandalay Bay, a position he’d held for most of Erin’s life, Tony Howard had made his daughter into pretty much a female version of his own image. Someone who got the job done no matter what. There was no such thing as ‘can’t’ or ‘impossible’; there was always a way. 

The only time you gave up is when you were dead, and sometimes Erin believed that her father vowed to never let that happen to him either. While harsh and sometimes overbearing, his heart was always in the right place. Testament to that and his determination, Tony had raised her alone after Erin’s mother abandoned them when she was a young girl. Even now at sixty-five, he was still working long days on the casino floor. And while Erin didn’t quite anticipate doing the same, she’d certainly inherited her father’s fierce independent streak and was proud of the self-reliance he’d instilled in her. 

‘You falling asleep, or are you giving up already?’ Andy jibed. 

Momentarily distracted, Erin pushed on. 

‘In your dreams,’ she retorted as she picked up her pace, but on the rock ledge found, much to her surprise, that she was no longer alone. She had been so fixated on Andy that she hadn’t even known anyone else was on her heels.

‘Mind if I join the competition?’ the guy called out and, as he turned, his electric blue eyes upon her, Erin was momentarily stunned while he proceeded to surge ahead. 

What the hell? she remonstrated silently, getting a hold of herself. He might be cute but he was gaining ground. So she’d better keep moving.

Step by step and foot by foot, the trio raced further up while the rest of the group – in the patient care of another guide – remained way behind. 

Erin’s breath resonated in her ears, each pant filling her senses as she negotiated her way to the top. The other climber was keeping pace remarkably well, leaving her to wonder whether he was a frequent hiker too. 

Andy, however, lost some of his lead and was looking over his shoulder intermittently to gauge their proximity. He was on the ropes. Erin had them both and she knew it, and was sure they knew it too. They were getting close to the top. It was now or never. One final push.

Not today, buddy.

She once again cranked up her energy, her legs throbbing and her shoulders aching, but it would be worth it. She began to pull away from her rival, who seemed taken aback at her sudden burst of vitality until he too seemed to catch a second wind and came racing after her. It wasn’t long before they had completely obliterated Andy’s pace, and were now neck-and-neck in a race to the top, just the two of them. 

Like a couple of Olympic long-distance runners closing in on gold, they were only a few feet away from the summit when her competitor tapped into some hidden power source that Erin couldn’t match. She watched dumbfounded as he pulled ahead, right as they were about to reach the end of the trail. He’d won. 

Or worse, she’d lost.

She couldn’t believe it, nor could she remember the last time someone had bested her. She collapsed at the top, rolling onto her back as she tried to catch her breath, still in shock, her face pointed upwards as she gazed at the clear blue St Lucia sky dotted by the odd cotton-ball-like cloud. Once her breath had returned to a manageable pace, Erin looked over to where her unnamed victor lay beside her on the top of Petit Piton. 

He too was on his back, chest heaving as he tried to return his heart rate to normal.

‘Well done,’ she congratulated reluctantly, still panting a little. ‘I guess I owe you a beer.’ Still, she swallowed hard, biting back her disappointment.

‘Don’t worry about it. I wasn’t in it for a prize,’ the guy chuckled. ‘Mack,’ he introduced himself, extending his hand. His eyes twinkled and, as she took his firm grip, Erin felt an immediate flutter of something she couldn’t quite identify, immediately diffusing her frustration.

‘Erin,’ she replied distractedly, completely thrown by the effect this guy – a competitor no less – was having on her.

Well, he might have beaten her to the top, but as he continued to grin at her with a smile that could light up an airport runway, Erin was starting to feel like she’d scored a win after all.





‘Afternoon everyone,’ Erin greeted a little later, as she took a seat at a heavy mahogany conference table at The Palms Hotel. 

Though considerably older than many of the other beachside resorts in the area, the old colonial was an inviting refuge and welcoming cool from the outside temperatures. Located on a stunning stretch of palm-fringed Caribbean sand, and right on the edge of a lagoon serving as a nature reserve and bird sanctuary, The Palms was perfectly located for visitors looking for a more traditional St Lucian slice of paradise. 

In this room, retro palm and toucan-print drapes by the windows, and flamboyant banana print wallpaper were a testament to the hotel’s age and exotic location, and as she waited for proceedings to begin, Erin couldn’t help but amuse herself trying to count the number of tropical birds adorning the heavy material. Her momentary distraction was quickly overridden by the sound of a voice addressing the small gathering. Erin’s predecessor was resigning today, making her the brand-new guest relations manager for this landmark resort on St Lucia’s vibrant west coast.

While she didn’t officially start till the following Monday, today she was being introduced to other hotel staff gathered around the room, and she caught them shooting the occasional glance at her, silent questions reflecting in their eyes. Erin could hazard a guess what they were thinking. Here was a freckled mid-thirties redhead from Nevada who’d never spent a day on a Caribbean island until her arrival a couple of days ago. 

She didn’t belong. And she had no idea what she was in for. 

It was the start of a busy time for the Caribbean in general, when sun-loving vacationers escaped in their droves to the warm, crystal-clear blue waters, sun-kissed sands and pink umbrella-trimmed glasses. They came by sea and air to bask in the memory-making moments to be found in premium tropical surroundings. It was surely no time for a fledgling to be testing her wings. But running the show was in Erin’s blood. So too was her need to face every challenge, and not only that, but defeat it too. It didn’t especially matter what her new colleagues thought; she was going to prove her mettle to every last one of them. 

Once the hotel’s general manager Grant Evans had formally introduced her to the team, she raised her chin and gave a cursory glance at each face before she spoke.

‘Thank you all for coming to meet with me today. I know you’re busy, so I’ll make this brief. You must be wondering what management was thinking when they hired me to take on the role that Mr Harrington has performed impeccably here for all these years. Especially now, with the busy season right on our doorstep.’ She found another gaze in the crowd and held it firmly. ‘I get what this time of year means. I’ve done my homework.’

Various sets of eyes shifted from one to the other, but everyone remained silent.

‘Roger has served this resort for many happy years, and he wouldn’t hand it all over to someone he didn’t believe would look out for you.’ She found another gaze and held it. ‘I have spent my entire life in the hospitality industry and I’m confident, as management is too, that I’m the person for the job.’ Once again her dark eyes surveyed the room. ‘But words mean nothing without action. So in short, I intend to reassure you all today that I’m ready and up for the challenge. I look forward to meeting with you all again next week and if you have any questions, please have them ready. Have a wonderful day.’

Her predecessor Roger Harrington, a stately native in his mid-fifties, approached her as the staff filed out of the room. ‘Nicely done, Ms Howard,’ he said in a strong and distinct English twang with hints of French. ‘I suspect they already know you’re not to be trifled with.’

‘Thanks,’ she said, smiling up at the friendly distinguished man who was an easy six inches taller than her five-foot-eight frame. She extended her hand. ‘Call me Erin.’

‘Roger,’ he returned with an amused shake of his head. ‘When Grant and the HR suits told me about you, I had to admit that I was somewhat sceptical. But I think I can see now why they had such confidence.’ 

They fell into step beside one other as they moved through the door and out into the hallway. 

‘What are your plans until you start?’ he asked amiably. 

‘Just getting to know the island a bit.’

‘The beach, of course?’

‘Eventually, but I also want to take in some of the other activities on offer. I hiked Petit Piton this morning.’ She could feel him watching her in surprise, but she didn’t acknowledge it. 

‘Well, that doesn’t sound enjoyable at all – it sounds exhausting.’ Roger’s chuckle lingered in the air like smoke. ‘With this job, I think you’ll find more than enough mountains to climb.’ 

‘Hey, I was raised in Nevada.’ Erin shrugged. ‘Extremes are all I know.’




Chapter 2

As she sat in a little office in The Palms’ beachside wing watching the aquamarine ocean ravish the sandy shore, all Lily Carter could think about was how great it would be to dash out and dive into the enticing depths. She felt blessed to have been born and raised in such a place; a destination that tourists spent thousands of dollars a year to visit. Doubly fortunate for her, because those same visitors helped make up a considerable part of her income. 

Working as events coordinator for The Palms, one of the island’s favourite destination wedding locations, Lily spent her days catering to the dreams and desires of people who didn’t know much about St Lucia, but were swept up in its idyllic beauty. The majestic Pitons in particular were a magnet that drew people from all around the world. And for so many, those evocative volcanic spires and lush tropical setting were the ultimate romantic backdrop for a wedding ceremony.

‘The Coopers decided against us in the end?’ her best friend and colleague asked, over her cup of milky-white coffee. Dee was tall, statuesque and gorgeous, with dark skin, large brown eyes, and a head of thick hair that fell to her shoulders in a blunt cut. 

Whereas Lily was almost the polar opposite. She stood at a little over five feet two with a curvy frame and thick, loose blonde curls that fell to the middle of her back. Like Dee, her eyes were large though a light hazel colour, making them a pretty contrast against her fair complexion. 

‘Unfortunately, yes, the Coopers aren’t going ahead.’ She sighed, leaning back in her swivel chair as she clicked the mouse to reawaken her PC. ‘The bride-to-be said they needed more “imaginative” suggestions.’

‘Imaginative?’ Dee repeated, flabbergasted. ‘Just because you made perfectly reasonable amendments to her bonkers “unicorn wedding” theme?’

‘Even so, it might have been fun.’ 

‘Yeah sure, horns and horsetails on your big day. Sorry to unicorn lovers, but there comes a point where you really need to stop. Glitter is fine … neighing your vows is another thing entirely,’ Dee remarked archly, sending Lily into a fit of laughter. 

‘They were a nice couple, but perhaps their style of wedding wasn’t … quite right for The Palms,’ she admitted, shrugging.

‘Yes, important to stay faithful to the brand.’ 

Dee, ever business-focused, oversaw all event-related administrative operations and the financial stuff that Lily couldn’t make head nor tail of. Lily was the creative powerhouse. It wasn’t that she lacked business savvy; she had a degree and had worked in banking for a while before her true passion was awakened when she went to work for the resort as an event coordinator almost seven years before. 

Lily was the visionary and die-hard romantic who concocted elaborate celebrations in tropical surrounds to help others to fulfil their dreams. Her own dreams, however, seemed to elude her. At thirty years old, she considered herself a success work-wise, but was as unlucky in love as could be. Her lacklustre romances could almost be used as a how-not-to guide. She’d made far more mistakes than she’d like to admit and dated more losers than one person should know. And since the dating pool in St Lucia was so small, romance seemed to be dead (or at least on life support) for Lily, which was why she was eternally single. She was sure that one day Mr Right would come along somehow, but for the moment, she was jaded by Mr Right Now. 

‘How’s the plan for that Irish couple coming together?’ Dee asked absently as she continued sipping her coffee. Her professional detachment to the point that she rarely even remembered clients’ names amused Lily. ‘Just checked with the suppliers; we have a couple of open invoices, but things are on all track with the caterers and the cheques written. Any last-minute changes I need to account for?’ 

‘Nothing new to report, they arrive at the weekend,’ Lily replied. ‘I actually just got an email from Shay.’ 

She clicked open the relevant missive and began reading through it again: 


Dear Lily,

Can’t believe the wedding is only days away! I wanted to touch base before we travel and become submerged in all the excitement, or more importantly, in case I forget to tell you how grateful I am for all you’ve done. The past few months have been a breeze because of you. I wouldn’t have known the first thing about planning a wedding (let alone one in an exotic location), but you walked me through it all with the patience of a saint – even if I was a complete eejit in the beginning. I hope you’ve found me much improved under your tutelage on the differences between taffeta and tais. You’ve truly been a godsend and I know Sarah is going to love all the surprises we’ve planned. As you know, I want everything to be perfect – for this to be everything she’s ever dreamed of. 

My idiotic attempts at romance often miss the mark, but together I think we’ve nailed this. I also hope you will be able to enjoy the day with us, not just as our planner, but as a guest and friend too?

All going well, we arrive in St Lucia late afternoon. Still on for a meet-up at the hotel at seven? So look forward to finally meeting you in person.

Best regards,

Shay



Lily couldn’t help but chuckle at the email. She’d never had a groom plan a wedding pretty much entirely on his own before. But this lovely Irishman knew his fiancée Sarah well, and everything she’d dreamed of for her big day – as a child or had even spoken about in passing – Shay Brady had noted and ensured to incorporate into their wedding. 

Getting married in the Caribbean in traditional colonial surrounds was one of her childhood dreams, apparently. She’d visited St Lucia with her parents as a child and had since longed to return. It was this desire that led Shay to contact Lily after a friend gushed over a wedding he’d attended at The Palms the previous year. His first communication had been a request for information, but it wasn’t long before that simple email exchange had resulted in a video call to discuss the options. Shay’s fiancée had unfortunately been otherwise engaged and missed the majority of those early calls, but Lily was amazed to find how organised he seemed already and how clearly he envisioned everything. 

The only thing he needed was someone who could execute it to perfection. 

Since then, their communications had been frequent. Lily had to admit she liked talking to Shay; he always had some funny anecdote or another to share that made her laugh, and she could listen to his lilting Irish accent for hours. His sense of humour was infectious and his laugh reminded her so much of her dad’s. 

She especially missed hearing that. 

Now, she wondered if the groom would be as nice in person. He was a business owner of some kind in Dublin, while his fiancée worked in tech. They were both busy people with demanding jobs, though Sarah seemed to be the one more pressed for time since her groom was doing the majority of the planning.

Now, Dee read the email over her shoulder. 

‘Sounds like another satisfied customer. I really wish I had your knack for people. Speaking of which, I wonder what the newbie will be like?’ she added with a raised eyebrow. When Lily frowned in confusion, she continued, ‘Roger’s replacement?’

‘Oh. I was so busy focusing on the farewell party I’d almost forgotten he’s actually retiring,’ she replied, referring to The Palms’ long-standing guest relations manager, with whom she and Dee worked closely. Roger Harrington was almost a permanent fixture at the resort; a beloved favourite with guests and staff alike. He’d been here since The Palms’ very inception back in the seventies, and it was still hard to imagine this place without him. 

The end of an era.

‘Crazy, isn’t it?’ Dee remarked. ‘An island novice landing right into our busiest season. Let’s hope she knows what she’s doing.’ 

Lily hoped so too. But mostly, she hoped that her brand-new colleague would be understanding of the badly timed bombshell she herself was about to land. 




Chapter 3

That evening, Lily turned the key in the lock to her family’s beachfront bungalow, Sea Shells. It sat on a quarter acre of land that opened right onto the beach and the building itself was older than most on the coast. Built in the nineteen sixties, it had larger rooms that were uncommon at the time of construction, though her mother and father had made several improvements over the years. The pool and deck had been added when Lily was a young girl and it was the ideal place to watch for turtles. The mile and a half of beach stretch they were on was one of the largest turtle hatcheries on the island, and as a child, she and her dad would go out in search of hatchlings to aid them out to the water before predators could get to them. 

When the first real estate boom hit in the eighties, and every other thereafter, her folks had been approached several times about the sale of the property, but repeatedly refused. Sea Shells was their family home and always would be. Even if these days it was filled with more pain than joy. 

Lily placed her keys on the rack by the kitchen counter and left her shoes on the floor nearby. Her mother was in bed, no doubt. Just to be sure though, she tiptoed toward the rear of the house to check. Slowly turning the knob on the bedroom door, she peeked inside and, sure enough, could see the silhouette of her mum’s body under the covers. But what struck the hardest was the soft sobbing Lily could hear from beneath. It ripped her to shreds to witness it and instantly there were tears in her own eyes as she moved to provide comfort. 

‘It’s OK, Mum, I’m here,’ she soothed as she slipped into bed beside her mother and cradled her in a hug. She kissed the top of her head and Barbara responded by gripping Lily’s arm in acknowledgement. Her mother had good and bad days. Today was a bad day. 

They stayed curled beside each other for some time until her mum had the composure to speak. ‘How was your day, sweetheart?’ 

‘It was fine. The usual,’ Lily dismissed, unwilling to discuss trivialities when her mother was struggling like this. Everyone said it was merely the way grief worked, but it was still worrying. Lily’s dad, Richard, was a man everyone adored. Set in his ways, but always bursting with wisdom too, he was a gentle giant at over six feet tall and two hundred and fifty pounds. 

He’d been the manager of Barclays bank on the island (relocating from England before Lily was born) until his recent retirement, after which he planned to devote his time to enjoying life and indulging in his favourite pastimes of swimming and fishing. 

He was doing what he loved the day it happened. Out on the water with some of his old buddies enjoying a day of fishing. They told them that Richard was fine one minute, and then the next he was crumpled on the deck. An aneurism, the autopsy said, though knowing the ‘what’ didn’t cure the ache of the why. Lily’s father was perfectly healthy, even exceptionally so for someone of sixty-five. He ran every morning that he wasn’t out fishing, and made swimming a frequent exercise too. There was no reason for him to die so young, and his loss was the worst kind of shock.

Lily had never seen such a gathering of people on the island as there had been for her father’s funeral. Reverend Anderson told her that the number of locals who’d gathered to pay their respects was a fitting testament to the good and generous life her father had lived, and the many lives he’d touched. The sight was something she would never forget, nor the kindness shown to them amid those heartbreaking days. Even now, some still came by to check on them and occasionally drop off a food dish. 

Those close to the family knew her mother still hadn’t recovered from the shock and loss, and everyone was concerned that Barbara would mourn herself into an early grave. Lily feared that too. 

‘Have you eaten?’ her mother asked now, her voice no more than a whisper. 

‘Not yet,’ Lily replied and stroked the top of Barbara’s fair hair that had gradually become mingled with silver. Lily wistfully recalled when that hair was dark gold and she never saw a tear in her mother’s eye that wasn’t caused by laughter. 

‘I can make you something,’ her mum offered as she forced herself to sit up.

‘You don’t need to make me dinner. I was actually thinking I’d make you a nice chicken fried steak and mashed potatoes.’

‘I’m not really feeling up to anything like that.’ Her mother was staring listlessly at the wall in front of her bed, so different from the woman of old. 

Barbara truly had been the cool mom everyone wanted and Lily was the lucky girl who had her. Even as she got older, their relationship remained close. She and her parents were the Three Musketeers, or four if Dee was around, as her best friend often was. 

But all that changed five months ago. Her mother was just so … adrift without her dad. She had lost all desire for the things she’d once felt passionate about to the point that Lily sometimes felt as if she’d lost both parents at once. 

‘What happened, Mum?’ she asked gently now, trying to confirm what had triggered this particular wave. Her mother smiled sadly.

‘I had a dream. Your father was in it. We were at The Palms’ sunset party. We danced the night away on the beach. It was like we were young again,’ she mused, her eyes glassy at the memory, before her face fell. ‘I woke up to talk to him about it and he … wasn’t there.’ Tears rolled down Lily’s cheek too and she quickly tried to brush them away. ‘I know I should be getting better, sweetheart. Time heals all wounds and all that. But I can’t seem to get used to him being gone. He was my best friend for most of my life, my soulmate.’

Her mum and dad’s marriage was the definition of happy ever after in Lily’s mind. They had married young and remained devoted even after her father had temporarily relocated here early in their marriage. He had initially come to St Lucia to take a stand-in role at the bank, but after they’d both fallen in love with the island, her mother had joined him for good. Now, Barbara had lost what Lily had yet to find, and even though it was painful to watch, it was a pain she thought she would gladly accept, because it meant she would’ve experienced a love that deserved it. Throughout her life so far, Lily’s energy had been devoted to making other people’s hopes and dreams come true.

And she worried she was fast running out of time to do the same for her own.




Chapter 4

I could get used to this …

True to her word, Erin had spent time settling into her new and utterly stunning location, as well as sampling some of the excursions and services offered by The Palms to their guests, before officially taking up her role. In the time it typically took visitors to acclimatise to the tropical weather, she had become an expert on many of the resort offerings. The venture had taken every moment of her ‘free time’, but had been worth the exhaustion that now plagued her on her official first day on the job. 

Now, she once again found herself standing before the full complement of staff reporting to or connected with Guest Services. Dressed in a neatly tailored white linen pencil skirt suit that she’d paired with a palm-print blouse and court heels, Erin knew she looked the part. Her flyaway auburn hair was controlled in a conservative chignon, and her make-up was immaculate. She was the embodiment of control.

‘I’m glad everyone seems to be in such good spirits this morning,’ she greeted warmly, as she sat on the edge of the boardroom table. Folding her hands in her lap, she again made eye contact with various faces. 

‘Firstly, I wanted to reiterate that I am very serious about maintaining The Palms’ current standard of excellence in every aspect. I don’t condone shirkers. I expect everyone to pull their weight and go the extra mile. We are in a service industry and we need to provide our guests with what they paid for and more, be they locals or visitors. They’re spending their money with us and we need to justify it.’ She paused, then continued. ‘I have a two-strike system. Two warnings and then you’re out.’ Her eyes fixed momentarily on the faces that seemed to baulk at her words. ‘But I’m also someone who likes to get her hands dirty. In other words, I intend to know your job as well as you do, better even. I want to know what works and what doesn’t so that you can carry out tasks to the best of your ability. For the next few weeks or so, I will be joining and shadowing your teams to get a better sense of what your day-to-day here at the resort looks like.’ 

There was an audible murmur mingled with both looks of confusion and smiles of amusement. One was a little bolder than the others, which immediately caught her attention. ‘Yes, in the back? You have a question?’ she inquired.

A man of average height, wearing the resort’s signature cream-coloured short-sleeved shirt and eggplant shorts, stepped forward. ‘Michael Manley, Miss Howard, nice to meet you. I wanted to ask, does this mean you will be working on the grounds too? Cleaning up, even?’ His scepticism was clear, and the entire room remained silent in anticipation of her response.

‘Yes, Michael, I will indeed,’ Erin replied without hesitation. ‘I’ve already chosen which teams I’ll be joining, though I won’t reveal when that will be,’ she continued with another cursory gaze around, then smiled. ‘It’ll be a surprise.’

As Michael stepped back into the crowd, she began to steadily traverse the room. ‘Hey, I understand that there are hiccups in every organisation. Things that are complained about among the team but never said, because you don’t believe anything will happen. You feel that management only cares about the guests, and not you. Let me assure you, that isn’t the case with me. Our people are an integral part of what makes a place such as this work. If this team isn’t happy, our guests can’t be happy, and that is the crux of my job. So I need to make sure you’re happy. Feel free to approach me with any problems, drop me a note anonymously if you so choose, but I would like us all to come to the point of not only being bosses and employees but also teammates with a common goal.’ Erin completed her turn around the room and finally stopped at the head of the table. ‘I also believe in compensating good work.’ She paused to let the words sink in since announcements of this kind were typically taken more seriously. ‘And I’ve agreed with Grant and management to offer periodic reviews with commensurate monthly awards or bonuses for good performance.’ 

She rested her fingertips on the table and leaned onto her arms in emphasis. ‘This is the start of a brand-new chapter for The Palms. Once we all work to our strengths, there’s no limit on what we can achieve, and of course, by staying true to the resort’s long-standing motto “A Taste of Paradise.”’ She finished, dismissing them, and as she stepped back from the table, the room began to empty out. The aforementioned general manager Grant Evans approached then, welcoming each of the staff as he made his way to where she stood.

‘Great start, Erin,’ he said brightly, with a cherubic face that always seemed to be smiling, though she knew there was a keen brain at work behind it. ‘Extra brownie points for mentioning the hotel’s motto too. Nice touch.’

‘Thanks,’ she said, pleased. ‘How can I help?’

Her superior’s cheerful face quickly became more serious. ‘I got an urgent call. Seems that we are to expect a VVIP – very, very important guest this week. CEO of Discover Earth?’ When she didn’t react, he continued. ‘Currently one of the hottest ecotourist agencies in the US. Their founder Daniel MacKenzie’s here to scout out resorts on the west coast for eco-certification plus “potential partnership”.’ Grant accentuated those words with the curling of his fingers into bunny ears. ‘Sources say Breezy Shores is courting him too but he’s coming here first, so obviously we need to put our best foot forward.’ He perched on the edge of the table, enlisting a small hop to achieve the necessary height. 

‘Eco-tourism?’ Big business for their industry, Erin knew, and of course, all things sustainable were massively en vogue right now. And rightly so.

‘This guy has a direct line to a global tourist network seeking more environmentally friendly experiences, and willing to pay big bucks to get it. Having him personally endorse the resort for eco-certification would be amazing, of course, but to have him partner with us too would truly put The Palms on the map.’ 

He slid off the desk to face her squarely. ‘Basically, Erin, landing this guy is a huge opportunity for us and one to really test your mettle and show off your stuff to the big boys.’ He added, referring to head office in Philadelphia, ‘I expect they’d offer significant compensation too.’

‘When is Mr MacKenzie arriving?’ she asked. Grant needn’t have mentioned any financial bonus; she was immediately driven by the challenge alone.

‘Within the next day or two, or so I’m told,’ Grant replied, a look of satisfaction creeping up his cheeks as he noted her enthusiasm.

Erin grabbed a glass of water and finished it in several quick gulps. ‘Leave it to me. I’ll take care of it. By the end of his stay, the guy won’t want to leave this island, or indeed The Palms.’

Grant’s shoulders visibly relaxed as he exhaled. ‘I knew I could count on you.’ He checked his watch. ‘Now I have a meeting shortly that I need to prepare for. Keep me informed if you need anything. And enjoy your first day.’ 

Erin walked out after him and closed the door behind her. Her first hour on the job and already she had a quest to fulfil. Turning, she pressed her back against it and folded her arms across her chest, her eyes sparkling with excitement.

Hello, mountain, here I come.




Chapter 5

The rest of the day passed in a blur of chaos, as Erin worked closely with the reception desk while getting acquainted with the day-to-day running of the resort. As always in the hotel business, one thing after another seemed to crop up. When it wasn’t a poor dead frog found in one of the garden’s submerged Jacuzzis (right as a guest was about to go for a dip, of course), it was a pipe breaking in one of the outdoor showers by the pool, then a water main near the beach bar. Accustomed to the rapid response of service providers in Vegas, she was a little taken aback at the length of time it took to get things done. Everyone seemed to work on ‘island time’, which, depending on the person, varied from as little as five minutes to sometimes hours after they assured they’d fix the problem. 

Once she’d got to grips with guest-arrival protocol and the variances in offering between the resort’s two very different accommodation wings, plus finally had a couple of smaller teething problems under control, the day was further derailed by a temporary glitch in the IT system, whereby the entire network went offline during their heaviest check-in period. 

Here, Erin shot into action, and was quick to direct waiting guests to the beach bar to sample The Palms’ signature welcome cocktail, while the tech department worked feverishly to get them back online. Never one to be caught off-guard, she had printed out today’s arrivals list when she’d come in that morning and thus was able to ensure guests’ luggage was directed to the correct rooms without a fuss. They could update the system once it was functional, but luckily guests were none the wiser that there had even been a problem. She also personally delivered every room key to the requisite visitor waiting in the bar and took the opportunity to inform them about that evening’s entertainment and dining offerings, so that they felt immediately in vacation mode. 

But any earlier minor crises were overshadowed by an emergency meeting request by the head of housekeeping. This was something Erin hadn’t anticipated; her first day on the job and thanks to her earlier ‘in this together’ speech, she was already dealing with employee issues. A cleaner for the Sanctuary wing – aptly named due to its proximity to the lagoon and bird preserve – was having some difficulty conforming to the requirements of her contract, specifically times of work and the procedures for lateness. The younger woman, called Nellie, had also missed that morning’s meeting, which Erin didn’t take as a good sign. Until discovering that the younger woman lived on the east side of the island, over an hour’s drive away. She had no transportation of her own and two small children to get to school each day. Whenever the bus failed to arrive, if something happened with her kids, or when she missed the transportation, she was late. It was unavoidable, she insisted tearfully. But Erin got it; Nellie was a mother doing what she had to in order to provide for her children. It was admirable and she had the utmost respect for those who braved parenthood alone and took it with the level of seriousness and importance that it deserved. She’d only wished her own mother had shared the same thinking when she was a girl. While her dad raised her as best he could, that pain of abandonment was something Erin never got over. Nor truly understood. And she was determined that no one would ever hurt her like that again.

A quick call to Human Resources to identify another staff member in the same area produced a porter who lived a few minutes away from Nellie, and who, after a short conversation, agreed to offer a lift. He’d be given a small payment for the inconvenience, Nellie could relax a little, and everyone would be happy. Erin was thankful for the swift resolution. It didn’t bode well to have to issue warnings the first day out; it sent a negative sign to the staff, and she was hoping to have a smooth transition into her new post. 

Now, she was standing behind the front desk alone since Makellah, the receptionist on the afternoon shift, had fallen ill and needed to go home, leaving Erin and the concierge to handle new arrivals. Thankfully the day was winding down and the evening shift change soon to begin. She might finally get a taste of paradise for herself, Erin mused, glancing out at the palm trees swaying hypnotically in the breeze as the sunlight turned golden. The entire day had been a never-ending parade of people and problems, and she wasn’t sure if she could take much more. Vegas had nothing on this: it truly had to have been the most exhausting first day in her career, but at least it would soon be over and she could maybe catch the sunset on the beach and let the cooler evening breeze work on some of this humidity. She pushed back some damp tendrils of hair from her face, the chignon of earlier no longer so neat or controlled. And her stomach grumbled then, helpfully reminding her that she’d also missed lunch. 

‘Stop that,’ she ordered sternly, grunting at her disgruntled abdomen as she organised the various sheaves of guest check-in information ready for input once the IT system was back up. But her stomach wasn’t playing ball. ‘I’m warning you.’

‘Sorry to bother you,’ a voice piped up from behind, causing her to jump a little.

‘Oh, I’m so sorry, pardon me,’ Erin said, recovering quickly, annoyed at herself for having her back turned at the desk. It was the worst first impression. She smiled broadly. ‘Welcome to The Palms. Checking in?’

The guy was dressed in an expensive-looking cream linen suit and a blue and white pinstripe shirt. There was something familiar about him, but she couldn’t figure out what. 

His eyes were hidden behind dark sunglasses, and his black hair gelled back. He was over six feet by her estimation, and nicely toned judging by the way the jacket sleeves hugged his biceps, but it was his face that kept her fixated, the strong jawline in particular. Had she seen this guy before? One of the high-rollers from back home, perhaps … 

Erin may well have continued trying to decipher the mystery, if not for his enquiring glance as he handed over his ID, causing her to realise that she was staring. 

‘Excuse me, I’m so sorry,’ she mumbled, looking down at her makeshift arrivals sheet to locate the reservation. ‘I was miles away.’

‘That’s OK, Erin. I’m in no hurry.’

It was the use of her name that made her quickly look back up, and as the sunglasses were removed and his electric blue eyes revealed, it came to her.

‘Oh my gosh, Mack?’ she gasped, as the penny well and truly dropped. The guy she’d met up on Petit Piton the other day – the one who had bested her to the peak – was none other than Daniel MacKenzie.

Newly arrived CEO of Discover Earth, and the very man Erin’s bosses needed her to win over on this stay.




Chapter 6

Lily drove from the small apartment she shared with Dee on the outskirts of Castries, music blaring within the confines of her little yellow Mini Cooper – a gift to herself for her thirtieth birthday. The tiny roadster hugged the corners as she darted between cars on the highway, heading back to the hotel. 

When she arrived, she waited at the aptly named Sunset Bar for the Irish wedding couple to appear. She was watching the fireball of golden light, perfectly framed behind a pair of curved coconut palms, sink into the horizon, and sipping from a tall ice-filled glass of water when she heard a familiar voice from nearby. 

‘Lily?’ 

The lilting accent seemed even stronger in person, but there was no mistaking the voice. 

‘Shay!’ she greeted, somewhat more enthusiastically than decorum necessitated, as she jumped up. ‘We meet at last,’ she added brightly, extending her hand. 

‘Great to finally see you in person.’ Though his reply was considerably more lacklustre than hers and Lily quickly noted his ashen face and more serious demeanour.

‘Everything OK?’ she questioned, terrified that something had been missed, a problem with their hotel reservation or some crucial piece of information about the wedding she’d neglected to inform them about. Then, realising Shay was alone, she wondered if someone in their party was unwell after the journey or, as sometimes happened, become overwhelmed by the island humidity. She looked past him. ‘Where’s Sarah?’ 

His gaze faltered and she watched the slight bob of his throat as he swallowed. ‘She isn’t coming,’ he said, his words heavy. 

‘What?’ His response made no sense. ‘Did she miss the flight or something?’ 

‘No.’ She watched stunned as the groom-to-be slumped down on the chair alongside her. ‘She broke up with me, Lily. The wedding’s off.’



‘Poor guy,’ Dee commented the following morning over breakfast before they left for work. ‘I can’t believe she’d actually dump him like that, and right before they were about to fly?’ She poured herself a fresh cup. ‘I’d be devastated. I imagine he is devastated.’ 

‘He is,’ Lily confirmed. ‘He was at the airport waiting to check in when she called and told him it was over.’ She held out her favourite palm-printed ‘Island Life’ mug – a gift from her dad – for Dee to fill. ‘Can you imagine? Standing there in the crowd, all excited about your Caribbean wedding and then getting a call from your fiancée telling you not only that it’s not going to happen, but your entire relationship is over. And all your dreams are at an end.’ 

‘So what was he hoping to achieve – by coming here anyway, I mean?’ Dee inquired, as she and Lily sat across from each other, both sipping their coffee. ‘I mean their money’s blown – obviously. He isn’t going to get anything back from the external suppliers at this point. We can try … but you know how it is … plus we’ve already gone to so much expense in-house.’ 

Lily pulled at a piece of the cheese and onion croissant she was eating.

‘I already explained all that … well, as much as I could without adding to his woes,’ she told her friend with a sigh. ‘He intends to go ahead with the stay as planned, so that the cost doesn’t all go to waste, at least. But obviously cancelled family and friends; what few they had coming along. Said he definitely couldn’t face seeing anyone else.’ 

‘Brave.’ Dee sipped her coffee. ‘Even so, I don’t think I could face still travelling here after all that.’ 

Lily nodded, thinking again of all the effort Shay (and indeed she) had made on his fiancée’s behalf. Poor thing, though.

‘He was supposed to be here with the love of his life to start the rest of their lives together. But instead, he’s all on his own in a foreign land,’ she said, shaking her head. ‘Not exactly the best circumstances for a vacation, is it? I feel so bad for him.’ 

‘Yep, but what can you do … ’ Dee agreed absently as she skimmed the headlines of the newspaper. ‘Best laid plans and all that. You of all people should know that.’

Lily set down her mug. ‘Actually, I was thinking that maybe I can and should do something.’ 

‘What though? It’s not like you can force the fiancée to go through—’

‘No, I mean – the poor
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