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Tani heard them talking about her—they weren’t even trying to be subtle. Society snobs were everywhere like a bad case of heat rash itching under your bra in the summertime. They were always pretending to be as pure as the driven snow, then sucking up to you face to face as if they were your best friend. The affectation of those false smoochie kisses that landed somewhere in the open space next to your ear drove her stark raving mad. As if they actually had a stiff upper British background. 

So boringly predictable. 

She knew they were talking about the handsome hunk beside her who was the son of a friend and just happened to be traveling with her and her assistant on this cruise. Jared Crandall was headed for a job in the Bahamas as a manager in training at one of the tourist hotels. They had arrived at the ship together and were waving to his mother in the sendoff, but he had connections of his own and would not be with them once the ship departed. Still, it was fodder for the gossip mill that Tani had a love-hate relationship. In the course of her job any publicity, whether negative or positive, worked in her favor. 

Tani was on board and headed for a tiny bit of work and then some well-earned fun. This was her reward, her celebration for finally being shed of her ex-husband and she intended to enjoy every minute of it. The image of her ex with his current girlfriend flitted through her mind. 

Asshole, as she’d dubbed him, hadn’t wasted any time after he’d finally signed the divorce papers. Rumors of another woman caused her to suspect he’d soon be married again. After all, taking care of himself was foreign to him. 

Surviving these last two years without maid service must have been hell for him, he was certainly too cheap to hire someone. How he’d made it this long was a mystery, but she figured the house had probably been transformed into a giant pigsty. Picking up or putting anything away was a foreign concept, and washing a dish was on his list of ‘things I’ll never do.’ Of course, maybe his conquests were coming in and cleaning for him. Not that she cared, she was happy to be out of it.  

Giving her mind a mental shake, she put thoughts of her ex back into the box they’d sneaked out of and firmly locked it. Back to her current situation.   

The tiny bit of work she had lined up would be reviewing the cuisine of a world-class restaurant and she was looking forward to it. Tani loved food and she couldn’t wait to sample the delicious foods of the islands and the famous seafood soup the Bahamas Regal hotel boasted. 

Besides eating food, Tani enjoyed preparing it and spent many wonderful hours in the kitchen trying out new recipes. Her goal was to write a cookbook one day, and she’d been preparing her own personal recipes for years. When she wasn’t cooking or working, she was reading cookbooks.

Well...mostly cookbooks.

She would admit to enjoying her book boyfriends, as some authors called them. Of course, they only existed in books. After all, what planet did you have to be on to find a man who actually wanted to take care of a woman, the sex was so hot the pages should be on fire, and money was never a problem? 

“Who are you staring at?”

The question was from Mel England, her personal assistant, and Tani jerked back to reality, realizing she’d been wandering in her own mind again. It could be a dangerous place with landmines everywhere. Best pay attention to here and now before one of the society cats caught an unbidden expression. “Oh, no one,” she replied easily. “I was just thinking about how great my job is and totally planning on enjoying myself.”

Mel smiled and waved at a handsome, muscled hunk down in the harbor, her finance. “I have to agree with you. Especially since I get to go with you. Poor Adam is envious.”

“You could have brought him with you.”

Mel shook her head. “He can’t be gone that long from his hvac business. Plus, we’re saving for our wedding and honeymoon.”

“I totally understand,” Tani murmured. “Building a business can be demanding for the first several years.”

This was one of the perks of her job though, getting to travel to exotic places in whatever manner she chose. Only this time, when the job was finished, she would be spending a relaxing six weeks doing nothing but soaking up sun and admiring cabana boys who brought her those delicious drinks with the little pink umbrellas and slathered suntan lotion on her back. 

The White Fin was a world-class restaurant, and the elusive owner was going to pay handsomely for a critique of the cuisine. Her well-paid-for opinion had the power to make someone’s day or break it. She was liberal with both a positive or a negative review and honest to a fault. Although sometimes, if the owner was a male, whether or not the ex-husband had recently acted like the ass he was might have made a negative review more vigorous. But by and large, she tried not to let that factor in.

Leaning in close, she slipped her arm through Jared’s and smiled sweetly up at him, giving the gossip mill even more fodder. What did she care? It was no secret that she admired handsome young men—what sane woman didn’t? Not this young of course, but they didn’t know that.  

“Adding fuel to the fire, are we?” 

“You know it, Mel. Why not? What they don’t know, they make up anyway, so it might as well be as juicy as I can provide,” she replied with a bite to her sarcasm. 

Mel just laughed and shook her head. “Tani, you’re a piece of work.” Her slim, tanned fingers pushed the short strands of shiny blond hair behind her delicate ear. 

“Ignore Adam and smile for the camera, Mel,” Tani purred, her grin running from ear to ear, her aquamarine eyes sparkling with pure mischief. Her shoulder-length, well-coiffed chestnut hair was blowing back in the sea breezes, her slender figure dwarfed by the six-foot-three frame of the sexy young man beside her. 

The clicking of cameras told her there would be pictures of her and Jared in the tabloids by nightfall, the gossips speculating on who the young man was and what secret rendezvous they might be cruising to. Not that she cared. Gossip could only go so far, and then the truth would come out and spoil all her fun. She reveled in the news reports—they kept her name in the public eye. After all, fame was usually short-lived, so why not enjoy it to the fullest? 

At five foot two and going on forty-three, Tani Diane Carpenter was still a beautiful woman by anyone’s standards, even after twenty-three years of what she described as unpaid whore and maid service. Tani readily admitted she should have left her ex-husband years ago, but there were deeper reasons that she didn’t like to talk about. That part of her life was ugly and private. 

In what she facetiously liked to describe as pure Tammy Wynette style, Tani had stood by her man—or laid down for him, whatever you wanted to call it. Anyway, she’d stuck it out until the kids were grown—and that had been twenty-three years too long. 

She’d known her marriage was a mistake from the first night. Eighteen years old and fresh out of high school was the first part of her mistake.  Getting pregnant the first time out of the shoot was the second part. 

Talk about bad luck. 

Strict religious upbringing had factored in, as well as the talk about making your bed so now you have to lie in it sort of stuff. Her parents had warned her not to marry him. They’d wanted her to go on to college and get an education, so they were less than sympathetic when she started having regrets.  

Now, after a grueling year of negotiations and lawyer’s talks, it was finally over. No more waking up to a drunken slob falling over himself to get into the house and yelling for her to come help him. No more fumbling fingers in the middle of the night. The biggest ass in the male race had finally signed the papers. 

Shoving those old haunting thoughts aside that had creeped out of her locked box again, she knew she was going to over-imbibe tonight. She was going to celebrate in style, she was going to be totally plastered and get falling down drunk – and she was going to love it all. 

As the ship left the harbor and Jared went to find his room, the sense of pure freedom swept over Tani. A lightness she hadn’t felt since she was a teenager enveloped her. The sea winds were in her hair, the sun was hot on her face and the ship was heading for the freedom of the open seas. Damn, but life was good—bring it on!

“Who knows?” Mel teased. “Maybe you’ll find romance yourself on this cruise, or in the Bahamas on one of the islands.” 

Tani glared at her, mistrust and years of abuse shining in her expressive eyes. “Not in this lifetime. It’s taken me a year with lawyers to get rid of one man, why in hell would I want to put myself in bondage to another one?” 

Mel’s face took on a troubled frown. “Tani, not all men are the same, you know. There are lots of kind and decent men out there. There’s no reason why you shouldn’t have a second chance at real love.”

“Not for me,” Tani vowed vehemently. “Every man I know is needy, clingy, and wants to be waited on hand and foot. You get married and suddenly they forget where the clothes hamper is, how to fix a simple sandwich, and how to even return a dish to the kitchen. And they damn sure can’t keep their hands from pawing you night and day, expecting you to lie down for them any time they require it.” 

She tossed her head as the bitter words spilled out. “Not just no, Mel, but hell no! Never again. I have friends who tell me these same stories. Not only did I live through the same complaints they voiced, but I had to live with an alcoholic as well. I never felt safe, not for me, nor for my kids.”

Mel’s look went from troubled to horrified. “I had no idea, Tani. I’m so sorry.” 

Tani took a deep breath and tried to calm down. Her eyes were slightly wet around the edges, evidence of her inner turmoil, but she tried to tone down her words as she spoke. “It’s okay, Mel, I shouldn’t have said that. Just know that if I have anything to do with a man again, it will be on my terms. It’s time I did the using for a change.” 

She spun on her heel and looked around for a steward. It was time to find their room and get settled. The minute the words had left her mouth, she’d regretted them and she resolved to keep any future acrimony to herself. 

Mel knew she hadn’t had a happy marriage, but Tani hadn’t made her privy to many details. Her beautiful young assistant was in love and planning marriage in another year. There was no point in disillusioning her before the war even began. She would never believe it could happen to her anyway; most women didn’t. But Tani knew better. She’d lived through it. No, there would be no second chance for her—she wasn’t even remotely interested. 

As the sound of the gulls crying overhead and the salt air wafted around them, Tani shook off her sudden melancholy and smiled brightly. “Come on, let’s find our cabin.”

***
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INSIDE THEIR STATEROOM, the space was small, but comfortable. “This isn’t bad,” Tani said as they looked around the inviting space. Each bed fastened to the walls so they wouldn’t move. They had plenty of cabinet space to store their suitcases, a loveseat, a small desk, and even a table and two chairs. All were permanently attached to the flooring so they couldn’t shift with the movements of the ship. 

The color scheme was soft greens and blues with a little hot pink thrown into the pillows and bedspreads. For an unlikely color combination, it blended well with the three white walls and one solid rose-colored wall. There was a long window between the beds. 

They were on the first level above the deck so their window looked out over one of the swimming pools and the bow of the ship. The window was a double pane that could be opened a foot or so like French doors to let the sea breezes in. 

“This is really cute,” Mel cried with delight. 

“It should be, it cost enough,” Tani snarked, but a smile softened her features. 

Mel smiled back, her pretty green eyes lighting up. “Thanks for inviting me along.” 

“Are you kidding? I couldn’t go anywhere without my assistant! I depend on you to edit my articles for me.”

“You know how much I love doing it,” Mel replied. “This is the best job I’ve ever had.” 

Tani did depend on Mel, a lot more than Mel believed. She didn’t know what she was going to do when she got married and left her. Mel had vowed she would still work for her, but Tani knew how things could change with a man calling the tune, and children as well. Things you always intended to do just got swept under the rug. Friends, even jobs went by the wayside. Not wanting to reminisce again, she shrugged her shoulders and determinedly put the past out of her mind. Too many trips down memory lane could drive a woman crazy. 

“Come on, Mel, let’s hit one of those gorgeous pools before dinner,” Tani exclaimed. “No point in wasting daylight.” 

The girls quickly changed into swimsuits. Tani surveyed her trim figure in her new bikini. Asshole had never allowed her to wear a bikini, not after their first date to the beach. She didn’t know why that wasn’t an eye opener at the time, but she’d thought it was cute back then that he was so possessive and jealous. Little did she know he would turn into a selfish and demanding tyrant once they were married. 

She pivoted sideways to check her tummy. Hard work at the gym and a great diet had gotten rid of most of the belly fat she’d earned as a mother, and a simple tuck had taken care of the stretch marks. Satisfaction swelled within her; it was such a good feeling. It felt like she was starting a new life, but as a much wiser woman these days. No man was going to beat her down to where she couldn’t even take care of herself again. Her two kids were grown, and she’d left Asshole two years ago. She’d indulged herself, and it showed. Besides, she was proud of her accomplishments; it had been a long haul to get some of her self-esteem back. 

Tani didn’t try to kid herself that she wasn’t still fragile and had a chip on her shoulder the size of Texas. She knew she was—and did. But now she intended to direct her anger and contempt towards the opposite gender wherever and on whoever earned it. No more scared mouse for her. 

“Wow, Tani, that white bikini and dark tan is going to knock those guys dead at the pool,” Mel exclaimed in admiration. “No one would ever guess you’re actually forty-four.” 

“Age is simply a state of mind, my dear Mel,” Tani purred. “I’ve worked hard to get where I am, and I intend to take full advantage
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