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      She’s running from her past. He’s chasing his future.

      Noah Cartwright has one mission—turn his budding rock band into a global sensation. But beneath his cool, rockstar exterior lies a heart scarred by betrayal. He’s not giving up on love, though, and still believes that Miss Right is out there. He just wasn’t expecting her to be his employee.

      Ana Oliveira is on a different path. After escaping a powerful ex-husband who nearly destroyed her, she’s working hard to reinvent herself. Serving tables by day and studying for her teaching degree by night, Ana’s sole focus is securing her freedom. Love is a fairy tale she no longer believes in.

      When Noah and Ana’s worlds collide, their undeniable chemistry threatens to upend their carefully laid plans. Their connection is electric, but surrendering to it means exposing secrets that could tear them apart. Will their passion burn bright enough to help them heal from the past, or will their fears extinguish the flames of their future?

      Perfect for fans of steamy, emotional rockstar romances by Kylie Scott, Jaine Diamond, and Piper Lawson.

      Expect heartache, heat, and all the feels on this angsty road to happily-ever-after. No cheating, no cliffhangers—just a sexy, emotional rollercoaster you won’t want to get off.

      One-click this page-turner now and join Ana and Noah as they find love, redemption, and second chances.
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            NOAH

          

          10 YEARS AGO

        

      

    

    
      Pulling up to the first available spot at LAX parking structure, I hopped out of the burgundy convertible Maserati without bothering to open the door. As the little man crossing in the traffic light flashed red, I sprinted across the street. I rushed toward the entrance to Tom Bradley International Terminal, dodging baggage trolleys, meandering toddlers, and departing tourists.

      I had to catch Brenda before she went through security and time was not on my side. When I got inside, the sliding glass doors whooshed behind me, and my gaze darted right and left. My throat clogged when I failed to spot her curly blonde hair among the loud throng of people scurrying in all directions.

      A swirl of blue and green caught my eye when a short woman cursed in Portuguese surveying a chaotic scene. Her bags had spilled around the floor, a solitary carry-on left on the cart she stopped pushing. My heart somersaulted in my chest as I took in one of my favorite views - Brenda Safra’s generous ass, hugged by tight jeans, as she bent over to collect the stray luggage. The wide strap of her flowery top slid down her left arm revealing the tanned skin of her shoulder.

      My fingers itched at the sensory memory of caressing her satiny, generous curves. Lust rushed me forward. I halted a step behind her and squatted by her side.

      I whispered in her ear, “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re running away from me, love.” She swayed as she snapped her head and met my eyes. I stayed her with a grin as wide as the sky. “Sorry I startled you.”

      She rasped, “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      Unfolding to stand up, I brought her upright with me. “You should have, though. Last night, you didn’t show up at Tristan’s party. This morning, I called you, but your phone’s been disconnected. I had to come.”

      She squeezed my forearm, desire zapped through my nerve endings setting my skin on fire. “I’m sorry. There’s been a family emergency and I had to anticipate my flight.”

      In my twenty-one years, I had always been quite the chatterbox. I was quick with a joke, or a smart comeback, but the glint of coldness in her gaze rendered me speechless. My heart thudded against its rib cage as I searched for words to tell her she was killing my hopes and dreams.

      Instead of some eloquent remark, I blurted, “You were leaving without saying goodbye?”

      She blinked a few times, her eyes brimmed with unshed tears. “It’s my dad. He’s suffered a massive heart attack and he’s in the hospital now.”

      I was a royal bastard. Scratch that. There was nothing royal about my suspicions. I was just a bastard.

      I folded my arms around her small frame, cradling the back of her head in my right hand, stroking her back with my left, and wishing I could kick my own selfish butt for doubting her.

      “Shush, babe. He’s going to be fine,” I promised, even though I had no way of knowing that would be true.

      She splayed her hands on my back and sniffled against the cotton of my red button-up before pulling away until our eyes met.

      She held my stare, her chin trembling, and whispered, “I’ve got to go if I don’t want to miss the flight.”

      “Yes, of course,” I agreed.

      I bent down and lifted the suitcases at my feet. I settled them on the cart and pushed it to the check-in counter for the first class. In no time, Brenda had the boarding pass inside her passport, and I accompanied her to the security check line. With a chaste kiss on her lips, I said goodbye. I stood rooted to the spot, watching her until she went through the screening area and disappeared behind a thick wall. She didn’t turn to look at me. She didn’t wave goodbye. But I noticed she rolled her shoulders a couple of times, spine as straight as a rod. I figured she was choking up on the memories of our time together as much as I was. I got why she didn’t want to look back. Turning around to face me would have been torture.

      Already missing the feel, smell, and taste of her, I dragged my feet back to my car. I didn’t know of any long-distance relationship that had ended up well. But I was resourceful, tenacious, driven. The seed of a plan to keep our love alive began to sprout in my chest. I clang to that sliver of hope as it warmed my bones with the power of a tropical sun.

      I was going to Brazil.

      Brenda lived in Florianopolis, and I was going to attend grad school there.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In May, three months after Brenda and I graduated from UCLA, I stepped onto the balcony of my brand-new house in Mole Beach. The sleek concrete, steel, and glass beachfront construction had been featured in a style magazine a year earlier. A Brazilian award-winning architect designed it in a way that every panoramic window and floor-to-ceiling door offered a breathtaking view of either the ocean or the forest-covered hills. And there were plenty of strikingly gorgeous views in Florianópolis, a capital city set on a lush island in the southern shores of Brazil.

      I tossed my head back to drain a much needed shot of morning caffeine. After I straightened up, I took a deep breath in and inhaled the fragrant air. It expanded my lungs, invigorating me as much as the cup of java. A chilly breeze filled my nostrils with the salty smell of the sea.

      Here, fall didn’t coat the trees in red and rust as it did in the Northern Hemisphere, but the temperatures dropped to mid-fifties in this latitude. I gazed at the distant hills to the right that tumbled into the Atlantic Ocean. I followed the movements of the seagulls, graceful and swift, until they dipped into the sea to my left. I chuckled remembering the real estate agent’s excitement last week as she showed me around the property.

      “Galheta beach is a stone’s throw away, you know,” she murmured, wiggling her eyebrows.

      I frowned. “I don’t get it.”

      “It’s the best nudist spot in the island.”

      I guffawed. “I’ll be sure to take my girlfriend there.”

      The pretty brunette’s disappointment marked her expression, but I had to make it clear I was taken. My heart belonged to Brenda for a long time. I wouldn’t lead the young woman on.

      Shaking my head to return to the present, I moved back to the kitchen and washed the mug. As I dried my hands, the thought hit me. Today was the day! I rubbed my hands as I recalled my plans.

      Excitement zinged through me, tingling my muscles and making my heart beat faster in my chest. After enrolling in an MBA program at the best local university, and settling down in my new house, I found out that Brenda worked in her family’s business. Their headquarter office was downtown. The last phase of my plan was inches away, within my grasp.

      That thought stole my breath away and sent blood rushing through my veins. My ears rang from that pressure. I had a couple of hours before driving to her. I decided to occupy myself to avoid leaving home too early and ruining everything. I went jogging on the beach, oblivious to the surfers in their gear as I listened to my rock and roll playlist. After an hour and some change, I went back home, showered, and got dressed in a pair of charcoal slacks, a black button-down, and black Oxfords.

      The Monterey Blue Lamborghini ate up the distance between my house and Brenda’s office in no time, despite the couple of stops I made on the way. They were essential to the success of my plan, though. When the receptionist of Safra & Associates refused to divulge where Brenda was eating lunch, I turned the Cartwright charm up a notch. Or ten. The woman was tough, but my parents hadn’t become legendary Hollywood stars for nothing. I learned a trick or two from them. Although the biggest lesson Reggie and Olivia Cartwright taught me was that true love existed and was worth fighting for.

      I settled a box of fine Belgium chocolate on the counter in front of the young receptionist and grinned. “Silvia, I got these for you. Last time we spoke on the phone, you told me they’re your favorite.”

      Her cheeks grew rosy as she eyeballed the tempting treat. Her eyes darted around before she whispered, “I can’t afford to lose my job.”

      “You won’t,” I reassured her before moving my pinched fingers along my lips as if zipping them shut. “I wouldn’t tell a soul. Come on, I just want to surprise an old friend from college. What’s the harm in that?”

      I chose to play my cards close to the vest to the very end, so in my phone calls to Brenda’s office, I never revealed the real reason why I was tracking her down.

      Silvia tore a slip of paper from a notepad, squabbled something on it, and placed it in the palm of my outstretched hand. I recognized the name of a starred restaurant nearby before I folded my hand with reverence as it contained a map to the most exquisite treasure.

      “Thank you.” I tossed over my shoulder as I sprang through the marbled-covered corridor.

      I swung open the staircase door on the fifteenth floor. I had no time to waste waiting for sluggish elevators. Trotting down, two steps at a time, my cheeks hurt with the silly grin that I plastered all over my face. That phase of the plan was completed with flying colors and I was heading for the final and most important stage.

      “Today is the day,” I shouted.

      I laughed out loud, like a kid unwrapping presents at his birthday party, when the words bounced off the walls of the hollow stairwell.

      Half an hour later, I deposited a dozen red roses on the lap of a slack-jawed Brenda. With a flourish, I dropped to one knee beside her chair, and snapped open the turquoise Tiffany’s box.

      As the square diamond sparkled under the bright lights of the restaurant, I held her wide-eyed gaze and murmured, “Brenda Safra, would you make me the happiest man on Earth? Would you marry me?”

      Her left hand flew to her throat, then fluttered on her chest. Her eyes darted from the ring to my face and back to the box.

      My heart beat in a rhythm crazier than my drums as it tried to climb out of me to fly to her.

      Her mouth formed words, but she never uttered them. She was speechless, surely as overwhelmed with joy as I was.

      When she drew her lips into a thin line and her brown gaze hardened, my world stopped spinning. This was not an expression I was expecting to see on her face. A chill ran up my spine as I sensed a wrench might be hurling towards my well-laid plans.

      “Are you insane? What are you doing here in Brazil?” Her harsh words and freezing tone confirmed my fears.

      She knocked the air out of me. Still, I managed to murmur, “Why are you so angry?”

      She huffed, dismissing my question with a flick of her wrist. “You shouldn’t be here. Period. Now leave me alone.”

      Before the fog lifted in my addled brain allowing me to process information and articulate thoughts, long fingers clasped my elbow, hoisting it in the air.

      I stood to my feet to avoid injury and found a sturdy man holding me with an iron grip. At least a foot shorter than me, his black beady eyes drilled holes into my skull.

      “You heard my fiancée, mister. Now, scram,” the man growled.

      Although my mind was still spinning, I found my voice to whisper, “This must be a mistake.” I turned to Brenda. “Tell him, babe. Tell him who I am.”

      He scoffed, “No need. I know all about you, Mr. Cartwright.”

      As ice began to replace the blood in my veins, and her lack of input confirmed my worst fears, I smirked. “Funny you know so much about me when I’ve never heard of you, mister…”

      “That’s none of your business. What you need to get through that thick head of yours is that Brenda is safe now. I won’t tolerate you harassing her ever again.”

      I wouldn’t be surprised if a gaping hole opened beneath my feet sending me tumbling into another dimension. An episode of The Twilight Zone had nothing on my life right now.

      I pivoted to face Brenda and spat out, my voice still low, “What the hell is going on here? What kind of shitty lies did you tell him?”

      He stepped between us clearly trying to protect her from me.

      Me!

      Indignation choked me as I eyed Brenda behind him. The deceitful vixen had the decency of turning a deep shade of red. Not that he saw it. His eyes were trained on me.

      “Last time Brenda came home for vacation, she found out she was pregnant,” he reached behind to lace his fingers through hers. He squeezed her hand as if to reassure her. “A couple of weeks later, she had a miscarriage.”

      My heart crumpled as my mind raced through dates and data. That vacation had been summer break, end of our sophomore year. We had been dating for almost a year but taking precautions. I shook my head, pushing thoughts out of the way, trying to make sense of what he was telling me while battling fire and ice creeping up my limbs.

      I felt sick.

      Then, I realized he was still talking.

      “Obviously, I told her all was still fine between us because it hadn’t been her fault. You,” he spat the word as if it had burned his tongue and stabbed his index finger into my chest. He shut his eyes for a second, schooled his features and said, “You took advantage of Brenda after she got drunk at a college party. You should’ve known better. She was too embarrassed to press charges, but I assured her our wedding plans were set in stone. We booked the date right after graduation.”

      Air burned my lungs like a torch with each inhale and exhale. My throat clogged as the world spun around me until everything became a blur. I lost track of what was up or down, left or right. Only one thing was crystal clear, the truth at the core of that monumental imbroglio. Brenda Safra had been lying to me, and that poor sap standing beside her, for years. I had the upper hand though. I now saw her for who she really was.

      Clasping his shoulder, I dug my fingers into his soft flesh, and laughed, a rough sound that was borderline maniac. “Phew, you’ve just helped me dodge a bullet. I was about to make the worst mistake of my life. I owe you, bro.”

      I twirled and stalked out of the restaurant, ignoring the turned heads, pretending all was right in my world, and telling my shattered soul I was better off without a woman that could carry on such an elaborate lie for so long.

      Too bad the agonizing pain in my chest was not an illusion just like all the rest had been. No. The ache was too real to be ignored as it stabbed my ribs from inside. After all, Brenda had just yanked my heart out of my chest and trampled it under her Jimmy Choos. The queasiness was too numbing as my stomach churned. I was broken, hollow, and dazed.

      Collecting the scattered shreds of my heart, I wished my mind was anesthetized. Instead, the thoughts collided as I retrieved my car from the parking lot and drove home.

      How long would it take for my heart to be whole again? Could it be that my parents’ love was an anomaly? Had I been chasing a mirage?

      At twenty-one, I began to doubt Ms. Right existed.
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      Excruciating pain overwhelmed me as I inched my head to the right peeking at an alarm clock resting on the nightstand. I drew in a long inhale and the astringent smells of the hospital filled my lungs reminding me of my privileged condition. I lay on a bed in a private hospital equipped with state-of-the-art technology, staffed by the best health professionals in the country.

      Meanwhile, most of the Brazilian population relied on a health system that had been on the brink of collapse for longer than anyone could remember. A shameful reality the upper class, in which I was born and raised, tried to ignore.

      The bright red light on the display of the clock indicated night shift would end in little less than half an hour. It was almost time. My heartbeats spiked as if I were zooming in at the finish line of a long, treacherous race. My journey to this point was as agonizing as a marathon and just as difficult as a cross country race. I sent a grateful prayer to the universe that the doctors unhooked me from the monitors earlier today. I didn’t want a bunch of nurses flooding the room to check my vitals. That would ruin my carefully crafted plans.

      My battered heart passed every medical test with flying colors. Sadly, hidden emotional scars broke my heart beyond repair. As anxiety threatened to choke me, I made an effort to veer my thoughts towards more positive things. It was as hard as steering an oil tanker truck as it skidded out of control on a packed freeway. Paddling against white waters as they threatened to pull you under sounded more pleasant than my current situation. And battling inner demons as they haunted your every waking moment was probably easier than fighting my wayward feelings.

      Still, I persisted. There was no other way out for me. I planned this to the smallest detail. I wouldn’t back out now. A shiver ran down my spine and I blamed the icy winter night for it. Surely the thin blue hospital gown didn’t protect my skin against the coolness of the air. Nor did the translucent off-white bed sheets.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, summoning to mind my go-to happy place. Without much effort, vivid images of a tiny fishing village on the southern coast of Brazil formed behind my closed eyelids. As a kid, my parents used to take me around the world to fancy resorts and luxury hotels. But I spent my favorite vacations in that quaint small town in the state of Santa Catarina. Right now, I took comfort in the remembered scenes of white houses with navy-blue windowpanes and wooden doors. They lined a narrow strip of soft pristine sand as fishing boats of all sizes bobbed up and down the gentle, emerald waves. Their colorful hulls painted the ocean like a rainbow while the screech of seagulls filled the salty air seconds before the birds dove into the tepid waters of the small bay trying to catch their next meal.

      Those memories soothed my frantic thoughts, but did nothing to mitigate the pain, both physical and emotional. I lifted the hem of the gown and splayed my right hand on my belly. A thin needle collected the dripping IV and injected it into a vein on the back of that hand. My gaze followed my fingers as they drew circles on the taut surface. I missed the bump that used to be there. My heart skipped a few beats as I stared at the fainting purple and grey bruises under the skin. My husband put me here, on this bed, in this hospital, when he beat me to a pulp. It wasn’t the first time. I had enough of his abuse, though. Tonight, I was going to make sure this trip to the hospital was my last one.

      Peeking at the IV bag, I wished these drugs could change the bad choices I made in my life. Most people would agree that committing a crime to escape a criminal situation wasn’t a good solution. It didn’t appeal to me either. At least, not until a few weeks ago. Paulo left me no choice. If I stayed, he would end up killing me. I had zero doubts about that. Hell, my family didn’t behave any better.

      As if on cue, my mother’s petite body appeared framed by the door. Her eyes darted up and down the corridor a couple of times before she stepped inside my room. Wrapped in a mink coat that showcased her utter disrespect for life, she floated to my side on designer shoes. As always, her long, wavy chestnut hair was twisted into a tight bun secured at her nape by invisible hairpins. Her big green eyes glistened, and she clenched a crispy white handkerchief between her delicate fingers as if poised to dry her tears.

      I scoffed, “Cut the martyrdom act, Mom. The members of the hospital board aren’t here to be dazzled by your performance.” For years, Melinda Alvarenga had been organizing fundraisers for multiple charities out of a tireless need to look good in other people’s eyes. I lifted my hand in the air forming a V with my index and middle fingers. “Two weeks. I’ve been here for fifteen days.” I infused my words with all the disdain that burned the inside of my chest. “I’m glad to find out your charitable work has finally guaranteed you access to my room outside visiting hours. God forbid the good name of our family be dragged through mud by my scandal.”

      “Ana, I don’t know what to do with you,” she admonished in a breathy voice. She glanced over her shoulder as if to make sure nobody was standing at the door. Her fingers fluttered in front of her throat. “We sent you to the best schools abroad so that you’d get an education fit for royalty. You beamed when you first returned from Switzerland. You were as cheerful as the brightest stars, just like Dad and I had dreamed our oldest daughter would be.” She ran her fingers along my left arm. I focused on her short nails covered in nude polish. That way I was able not to shudder. Much. “Lately, you’ve become this sour, gloomy young woman.”

      I slashed the air with a hand indicating my limp body on the hospital bed. “Gee, Mom. I wonder why.”

      She nodded. “Why indeed. You’ve had a miscarriage. Many women go through that. It’s not the end of the world. After all, you’re only twenty-one. You’ve got your whole life ahead of you. Things will turn out fine if you just persevere a little more.” She patted my hand.

      I gawked at her, unable to believe my ears as my heart crumbled.

      “Miscarriage?” I murmured, dumbfounded.

      She ignored me and went on, “The Fonsecas are an honorable family, the perfect business partners for your dad. He’s been saying so to me for years. And Paulo is such a good man. You need to remember your place, cater to your husband’s happiness, and he’ll take care of everything for you.”

      My mother truly believed the lines she just uttered. With her whole heart, Melinda Alvarenga defended the idea that the sole duty of a woman in life should be taking care of her man’s needs, making sure he enjoyed his creature comforts, and used her body however he saw fit, for pleasure or for punishment.

      Bile scorched my stomach. I took deep breaths to keep the foul substance from shooting up my throat and out of my mouth. I hurt everywhere, but most of all, in my heart. I hoped this time would be different. I wished this time Mom and Dad would see Paulo for the monster he was. That they would side with me, defend me, believe in me. I should have known better. Her words shattered my last hope into a million pieces and smashed my heart into smithereens.

      I was hollow, numb, spent.

      I slumped on the pillows and closed my eyes, murmuring, “Please go.”

      She gasped and sniffed. I pictured her dabbing at dry cheeks as her obscenely expensive heels click-clacked away from me. I peeled my eyes open again and gazed around the empty room.

      My stomach churned. Why did I expect a different outcome this time? Three years living this hell should have taught me not to trust my own parents, my family. Still, I wished for their understanding and support. When they didn’t offer me that, I turned to strangers.

      Dad set up my trust fund in a way that I would never access the money myself, only through a husband. In the absence of one, through a male trustee. Over the past year, I saved every penny I received for tutoring kids to buy my way out of this nightmare.

      A willowy brunette in wrinkled turquoise scrubs approached my bed. Nurse Cristina Lopes had dark circles under her brown eyes evidencing her state of exhaustion at the end of another twelve-hour shift. Her hair was tied in a ponytail. It bounced off her shoulders along her upper arm as she leaned down and deposited a manila envelope on the mattress beside my hip. I promptly opened it and pulled out a sheet of paper. My ticket to freedom. I eyed the municipal coat of arms on the top, then skimmed over the text. My heart beat so loud I stole a glance at the woman’s face to make sure she couldn’t hear it. Her lips curved up and she nodded to the certificate with my real birth information, but under my grandmother’s maiden name.

      Thanks to that piece of paper, I was no longer Ana Alvarenga Fonseca. I became Ana Oliveira.

      She murmured, “Is everything fine?”

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat and found my voice to reply, “It’ll be.”

      I spoke the words aloud to convince myself as much as her. Although this was not a perfect plan, I bet all my chips on its success. I believed Paulo wouldn’t press the police to look into this case very closely. Even with his powerful friends in high places he had too much skin in this game to risk having an ambitious detective doing a good job. On the other hand, I doubted my parents would call for a thorough investigation of a crime because that would taint the family’s immaculate reputation.

      Shaking my head to dissipate those heartbreaking thoughts, I folded the certificate and added, “I appreciate your help more than you’ll ever know.” She supported me as I sat up against the pillows. I pointed to the overstuffed armchair by the window and asked, “Would you mind handing me that purse?”

      She did so and I tucked the birth certificate in an internal pocket and zipped it close. Then, I hunted for my wallet inside the big brown leather bag, where the red and green logo of a famous Italian designer stood out. I fished a wad of bills and snapped my head up. With a sigh of relief as loud as the sparrows chirping in the summer sky, and a smile as wide as the Atlantic Ocean, I placed the money on her outstretched palm.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, enclosing her hand between mine.

      Cristina Lopes stole a glance behind herself at the door and replied for my ears only, “To be honest, I’ve accepted your offer to pay me because this money will help me make sure my daughter gets into a good college. After witnessing your multiple visits to our ER these past three years, I would have helped you escape the hell you’re in for free. No questions asked.”
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      On a sunny morning in October, I drove to the airport to pick up my childhood friend, Tristan Knight. Last time I saw him was more than a year ago, so I was beyond thrilled. Unfortunately, the circumstances that compelled him to leave California behind were devastating. It broke my heart to think of the kind of shit that he was going through.

      Lost in those gloomy memories, I bumped into Tristan’s wide chest when I walked into the terminal. His arms engulfed me in a bone-crushing embrace. I clutched him just as fiercely, swallowing past the gravel in my throat, fighting the prickly sensation in my eyes. I stared up into the vaulted ceiling of the small, but modern building. I had to get a grip on the swelling tide of emotions before I crumbled in front of my friend. I meant to be the one cheering him up, taking his mind away from sorrow. Crying like a baby was not in my plans. Even if I missed my family so damn much and felt like I left them behind. Regardless of the fact my and his love lives turned out to be disastrous. On the other hand, I was excited to be seeing him again after so long.

      “Missed you, man,” Tristan whispered, his voice sounded muffled by my shirt.

      “Same here.”

      When he finally allowed me to step back, I took in the disheveled strands of light brown hair, his sunken cheeks, and the black circles under his eyes. Anguish stole the sparkle from his blue gaze. Grief aged his youthful expression. At twenty-three, Tristan reminded me of a much older man. His shoulders slouched as if they had given away under the burden of the latest blows that life threw at him.

      No surprise there, though. He was carrying the weight of Izzie Anderson’s betrayal. His childhood friend turned girlfriend, turned rock and roll megastar did a number on him every bit as cruel as Brenda’s on me. However, I never told him what happened here last year. His and my heartbreak unfolded at the same time on opposite sides of the continent. I didn’t have the courage to add my pain to his overwhelmed mind when we talked on the phone.

      Now, standing in front of my best friend, I shook my head, opening and closing my mouth unable to articulate how sorry I was. At twenty-two, I felt like an epic failure. I had nothing to offer him when he needed me the most.

      Tristan slung the strap of his backpack over one shoulder and tried to smile. “I know. No worries,” he said in his raspy baritone. “There’s nothing you can say that I haven’t already heard from my mom. Or haven’t come up with on my own.”

      In silence, we headed toward the exit.

      When we stepped out, he groaned, “Shit. It’s way hotter than I expected for October.”

      His hand drew circles in the air in front of him indicating the jeans and black t-shirt he wore. The change in topic was intentional and I went with it.

      “We’re not in the Northern Hemisphere anymore, Toto,” I joked, adding a wink to lighten the mood. “It’s spring on this side of the equator, so I don’t leave the house in anything warmer than this.”

      He eyeballed my white sleeveless t-shirt and Bermuda shorts, with a colorful pattern where birds and palm trees shared the space with waves and surfers.

      Tristan mopped beads of sweat from his forehead with the back of a hand. “I grew up in Southern California, but I’m not ready for this weather. Remember those August nights we’d make s’mores in the fireplace? In freaking summer, man.”

      “Right?” Popping the trunk open for him to toss his backpack inside, I smiled. “It gets warm here and it’s hard to get used to the humidity, but you’ll get there.”

      “You know this is just vacation,” Tristan replied, arching an eyebrow, a lopsided smile gracing his lips.

      I counted it as a blessing.

      “Can’t blame a friend for trying,” I countered, sliding behind the wheel as he closed the trunk.
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        * * *

      

      Florianóplis boasts forty-two stunning beaches on the island alone, not to mention numerous others on the mainland, just a short drive away. For the next two weeks, I took Tristan to a different slice of paradise each day, showing off the best the island had to offer. I mentally fist-pumped as he praised the striking combination of forest-covered mountains, emerald bays, dark-blue lagoons, and endless sandy stretches of coast. He was falling in love with the place, and I couldn’t be happier. But it was the warmth of the locals and their welcoming attitude that captured his heart, just as they did mine.

      Just like I secretly hoped they would.

      Still, Tristan was a stubborn man. One I’d known for most of my life. He booked his return flight for exactly fifteen days after his arrival. He wouldn’t cancel it without strong arguments.

      Luckily, I prepared myself for that scenario.

      I had a plan.

      Two days before his scheduled departure, I took Tristan to a secluded beach named Matadeiro, accessed only by boat or by treading a narrow trail through the wilderness from the neighboring Armação Beach. The windy promontory that separated the two bays had become my favorite spot in the whole city. I often sat on one of its ragged boulders, mesmerized by the spectacle of the waves. Thousands of feet below, they broke against the rocks with a deafening roar, sending salty water spraying over me and onto the grassy knoll behind me.

      Those moments of contemplation granted me the peace of mind I needed to begin reassembling the scattered pieces of my heart. The locals had coined a perfect nickname for their city: Island of Magic. No other place in Florianopolis held a more potent spell on me than those twin strands of white sand. I was gambling all my chips on their power to bewitch Tristan and help me convince him to stay.

      Parking the Lamborghini in a private garage, I greeted its owner, Jorge Mendes, with an affectionate hug as I handed him the fob key. We exchanged a few words in his native Portuguese. Meanwhile, Tristan grabbed our beach gear from the trunk and stood by, tilting his head, knitting his eyebrows. He didn’t speak the language, but it wouldn’t be hard to guess we were talking about him. The elderly man let the proverbial cat out of the back when he took off his large straw hat and waved it in Tristan’s direction.

      I translated the conversation to my bewildered friend. “Jorge asked me why you looked angry on such a beautiful day. I explained you must go back home the day after tomorrow. He said he’d feel miserable too if he were to be cast out of Eden.”

      Jorge’s wrinkled tanned face spoke of long years of hard work under the sun on his fishing boat. He saluted Tristan with a grin, displaying an irregular set of teeth. My friend nodded at the silver-haired man, offering a weak smile and a thumbs-up in reply. The universal gestures bridged the language barrier and Jorge enveloped the other man’s tall frame in a bear hug.

      “You’ll get used to this kind of PDA,” I assured a stunned Tristan as we waved Jorge goodbye.

      “Not sure about that.”

      When we exited the garage, stepping onto the sand, Tristan stopped in his tracks, drinking in the view. His eyes swept to the left, to the right, and left again. I bobbed my head in a silent assent when our gazes met but chose not to comment on his patent astonishment. I had a pretty good idea of what was going on in his head. A year ago, Armação beach had floored me as well. My frequent returns had only solidified the sensation.

      The wooden houses spread along the beach to the left, their doors and windows coated in varying colors of enamel gleamed in the early morning sun. Small fishing boats dotted the ocean. The clash of waves against the promontory rivaled the shrill cries of seagulls swooping around the boats. My idea of paradise.

      “Wow! Just… I… Wow!” Tristan’s baritone dropped a couple of octaves as if not to disturb the perfection of our surroundings. “This is the most beautiful place I’ve seen so far.”

      “I hear you.” I looped the strap of an oversize tote over my shoulder and took a couple of steps to the right.

      Tristan grabbed my forearm. “There’s nothing that way.”

      I clicked my tongue. “As gorgeous as Armação is, we’re not staying here. You don’t want to fight surfers and fishermen for a spot in the water in a two-mile-long beach, do you? I’m taking you over there to Matadeiro,” I pointed my chin to the entrance of a trail a few yards ahead of us.
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, we lounged on twin black chairs, facing the sea, savoring our drinks, made of lime juice, tons of sugar, and a hard liquor called pinga. I brought the Caipirinhas we were sipping, since there were no bars or restaurants on that beach. The famous Brazilian cocktail relaxed all our muscles.

      No boats sailed the placid waters of the bay shaped as a horseshoe.

      A handful of people dotted the one-and-a-half mile of extra fine sand.

      Tristan asked, “How long did it take you to feel at home here?”

      I arched an eyebrow, allowing hope to color my voice. “Planning to stay?”

      He dipped his shoulders, studying the mix in his plastic cup. “Jury’s still out.”

      I seized my chance and pointed to an abandoned structure that the jungle had reclaimed, covering it in vines where a myriad of pink, purple, and yellow flowers bloomed.

      “See that building? It used to be a restaurant, the only one ever built here. Due to political rivalry, the administration refused to link Armação to Matadeiro. The business went belly up for lack of customers. I’ve got the right connections to convince the new mayor to open a street between the two beaches. All I need is a trusted friend to be my partner.”

      Tristan studied the structure and turned a pointed look my way. He scoffed, “Is it even safe to enter that old thing?”

      “Don’t let the teeming foliage mislead you. It’s been closed for little less than a year. I dined there a few times before Nelson caved in and closed the place. The building still holds all the fixtures necessary to operate a restaurant. He’s looking for investors. I’ve got money. The exchange rate is extremely favorable. Foreigners need to partner with a Brazilian citizen to open a local business. Win-win all around.” I allowed my words to sink in before I offered him another reason for my request. “The thing is I’d love for you to invest in it with me.”

      He held my gaze for a beat before facing the expanse of blue ocean. He slumped against the lounge chair. I tightened my grasp on the plastic cup, swiveling it, watching the green liquid slosh as the cubes of ice clicked.

      And I waited.

      Having my heart shredded by Brenda last year, without Tristan around to lift me up, was the worst thing that happened to me. Was it selfish to wish my best friend stayed here? Probably. I felt lonely and I missed him like hell. But I sincerely thought this could be a great place for him to heal too.

      “Does that mean you gave up the band?” Tristan asked without looking at me.

      Given his refusal to discuss anything remotely connected with music over the past weeks, that question came out
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