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      She's secretly burned for him for years.

      

      Derek Severson left his career as a firefighter after tragedy shook him to his soul. Running his uncle’s beachside bar on a south Texas island gives him the chance to heal, find peace, and avoid entanglements. That is, until Macey, his childhood friend, tracks him down.

      

      After two years abroad in a developing country, Macey Locke is ready to dive in to her Peace Corps-inspired foundation. But when she learns Derek is suffering, she can’t turn her back. Six weeks on a tropical island to help the guy she’s loved for years? No-brainer.

      

      Derek can’t help but notice she’s not the same girl he used to know. She’s more. More self-assured, more determined, more irresistible. But is she enough for him to let go of his newfound fragile peace and give in to the passion sparking between them?
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      Macey Locke didn’t often wake up alone in a man’s bed. Frankly, she didn’t often wake up in a man’s bed period. But here she was, sprawled across Derek Severson’s mattress, hogging the covers, hugging the pillow as if the man himself were here with her.

      Awesome. An awkward “morning after” and she hadn’t even had the pleasure of sleeping with him.

      She sat up, cringing as she recalled the night before. She’d driven all day to get to Derek’s bar on San Amaro Island off the coast of south Texas, and though she’d tried to prepare herself for the state he was in, his less-than-enthusiastic reception had cut deep. She’d thought the sight of an old friend — her — would dig through his layers of grief and sorrow and at least warrant a smile.

      She’d thought wrong.

      Macey helped herself to the connecting bathroom and splashed water on her face, then looked longingly at the shower stall. Maybe later. She’d made herself at home enough already, barging in and stealing his bed while he closed up the bar.

      She ran a brush through her hair and pulled it up into a sloppy bun as she returned to the bedroom. Her flip-flops were next to the bed, where her feet had been hanging over the side; she must’ve kicked them off in her sleep. She slipped them on and was about to go find Derek when she noticed the framed photo she’d left among the pile of blankets. Once again, she was compelled to pick it up.

      Julie. Derek’s girlfriend who’d died just over a year ago.

      She’d known Julie vaguely. Had watched as Derek fell in love with her. It had been the final push for Macey to join the Peace Corps two years ago.

      But instead of the cutting jealousy she’d felt toward this woman, now sorrow made her throat burn and her eyes water anew.

      Feeling even more like an intruder, she set the photo back on the nightstand and left the room, wiping tears away.

      Had Derek even bothered to come home?

      The soft drone of the television answered her question as she reached the open kitchen and living area of his beachside condo. There he was. Crashed out on a worn recliner that looked too small for his long, muscled body to be anything close to comfortable. He was still asleep. She should give him privacy but...

      Damn.

      He wore a pair of black boxers, nothing else. A large tattoo of the Texas Longhorn logo, with flames added behind it, emphasized the size of his biceps. His chest was sculpted with muscles, as was his abdomen. She’d thought six-pack abs were fictional, but they were totally alive and well here. Her eyes tracked slowly, appreciatively downward and eventually landed on strong, solid thighs. She swallowed hard, knowing this private inspection of hers was a bad idea. She watched his chest rise and fall for a few breaths before her gaze traveled up to his face.

      That was like having a bucket of cold water poured over her head. Derek looked like hell, as if he hadn’t slept for a month. The stubble on his chin was more than a shadow, making him appear older, rougher than he was. His ash-blond hair was longer than she’d ever seen it; for Derek, normally with military-short hair, that meant maybe long enough for a woman to run her fingers through it. She clenched her hands into fists.

      Macey recalled the emptiness in his moss-green eyes last night, and she ached to comfort him somehow. To touch him, to run her palms gently down his arms, to hold his hands in hers.

      Derek would never tolerate her sympathy.

      What he’d have to figure out was that she was no longer the shy, afraid-of-confrontation girl he’d known. The Peace Corps had changed her, and she wasn’t going to back down from him, former badass firefighter or not, no matter how ugly he got with her.

      Derek stirred in the chair, turned his head the other way, and she waited for him to discover her staring at him. But his eyes remained closed, and he exhaled deeply before slipping back into even breathing.

      Macey stepped away silently, filled with so many emotions her head felt like it might explode — the least of which was not lust. Bad timing or not, how could she gaze at all that masculine beauty she’d secretly pined away for for years and not feel a stirring of desire? Stirring, hell. A flood.

      She belatedly noticed the view out the sliding-glass door and the floor-to-ceiling windows. Waves. Sand. Patches of sea grass. Lots of people. She unlatched the door, glancing toward Derek to make sure he was still asleep. She needed to get her head straight before round two with him, so she slid the door open without a sound and went out.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Macey was gone, Derek got up to deal with the kink in his neck, stomping his left foot to wake his leg. Feigning sleep had been a bitch because of his discomfort, but the last thing he could stomach was a cheery morning greeting from Macey.

      He checked out the door and spotted her light brown hair and short frame halfway between the patio and the waves. Last night at the bar, there’d been a moment when he’d been glad to see her. A familiar face. One of his oldest friends. He’d tamped that down right away though. He didn’t want to hurt Macey, but dammit, he’d come as far south as he could to be by himself.

      After pulling on running shorts, he strode to the kitchen and turned on his cell phone. Ignoring the display that told him he had twelve messages, he punched in his mother’s number.

      “Hello, Derek.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter, Mom. I’m twenty-eight years old.”

      “It’s good to hear your voice. You’ve been ignoring my calls.”

      “Running a bar here. Tell Macey she can go back home.”

      “I’m not going to tell Macey anything. I’m not⁠—”

      “Cut the crap, Mom. I know you put her up to coming down here.” He paced through the condo blindly. “I’m not coming back to Dallas. I don’t want her around.”

      “You can’t mean that. Maybe Macey’s exactly what you need. Someone to⁠—”

      “I don’t need anyone. She can’t stay here.” She’d be nuts to want to.

      “You’ll have to take that up with her. She’s planned a six-week working vacation for herself down there. Well-deserved after spending two years in Thailand, wouldn’t you say?”

      Derek ground his teeth together. He loved his mom — he really did. But there was a reason he hadn’t returned her calls. Hell, there was a reason he’d jumped at the chance to move away and take over Gus’s bar for him. This kind of call was that reason, clearly and emphatically. That she hadn’t denied being behind Macey’s sudden appearance didn’t escape his notice.

      “Gotta go, Mom. Bye.” He ended the call and set the phone down hard on the counter.

      At an unobtrusive knock on the glass door, he whipped around, ready to blow. Of course, it was Macey. He couldn’t ignore her, as he would a stranger, and that just pissed him off more. He went to the door and slid it open, his frustration thinly veiled.

      “I hope I didn’t wake you,” she said, eyeing him carefully.

      “No. Look, Mace⁠—”

      “I need to borrow your sink. Maybe a bandage if you have one.”

      He followed her gaze downward and noticed she wasn’t putting any weight on her left foot. She lifted it to the side to reveal blood on the sand.

      “What happened?” Grudgingly, he let her inside.

      “Sliced it on a shell or something. I’m fine.” She hopped to the kitchen and looked around. “Paper towels?”

      “Don’t have any. Here.” He picked her up — she weighed next to nothing — and put her on the counter next to the sink.

      “Derek!”

      “Let me look.” He grasped her slender calf and she stiffened.

      “I can take care of it,” she said quietly but firmly. “All I need is some kind of rag.”

      “I’ll get you some toilet paper and a bandage if you sit still.”

      Their eyes met in a standoff. After several seconds, she nodded in acquiescence and he went to the hall bath.

      “Let me make sure there’s no sand rubbed into the cut.” He didn’t ask and he didn’t make eye contact; he just went for her leg again, and this time she let him.

      “Well?” she asked.

      “There’s sand. I need to run water over it to clean it.”
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        * * *

      

      Derek had changed, Macey thought as she watched him. Even more than she’d expected.

      She wanted nothing more than to give him the space he craved, but that wasn’t why she was here. And okay, it wasn’t entirely the truth either.

      The truth was she’d do just about anything to help him stop hurting so much. That’s why, when her mother and his, who’d been best friends for more than twenty years, had joined forces and suggested the trip, a.k.a. presented a list of compelling reasons and offered to pay for her lodging for the entire time she was here, she’d caved. They’d fought for a three-month stay. She’d compromised with six weeks.

      She studied the angry set of his jaw as he carefully, tenderly rinsed her foot in the sink. His mom had warned her he’d be difficult. Moody, uncommunicative, and withdrawn, she’d said. Macey had tried to brace herself for it, had come knowing he wouldn’t be happy to see her.

      The Derek she’d known since she was five years old was still in there somewhere. Buried deep, for sure. His insistence on seeing to her injury was proof. From the moment they’d met in the back office of their mothers’ restaurant, both only children and hungry for a companion to pass the hours with, they’d hit it off. Though they’d been the same age, they’d slipped into roles, Derek as the leader and the protector and Macey as the more introverted, little-sister-like follower. He’d always watched out for her, helped her or anyone in need, even long after she’d hoped to outgrow any kind of sisterly place in his mind. Protecting and rescuing were his nature as much as hers was to bring order to things. The trick would be to get to that inner Derek, the one she’d known and loved for so many years. To pull him out.

      “Sorry I stole your bed last night,” she said.

      “No big deal.” He continued to scowl as he worked on her foot.

      “I must have been exhausted to fall asleep like that.”

      “Long drive,” he said shortly.

      “Anyway, thanks for letting me stay there. I slept like the— like a baby.”

      “You can say dead. Avoiding the word doesn’t change that she is.”

      “I’m sorry, Derek,” Macey said quietly. “That she died. I never got to say that.” She’d gotten the news while she was in Thailand. She’d done the only thing she could do, really, and sent him an email. She assumed he’d received it though he’d never responded.

      He met her gaze finally, just for an instant, and in that moment, she saw so much pain she reached out to him. Touched his shoulder.

      He stood abruptly. “Wound is cleaned and bandaged. I’m going on a run before work.”

      Before she could slide off the counter, he was out the door.
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      When Macey walked up to the Shell Shack — Derek’s hexagon-shaped thatch-roofed, open-air bar on the beach, with a large patio to one side — a couple of hours later, she couldn’t help but notice he was oblivious to the woman he was taking an order from. That was telling, as the woman’s boobs were large and on display under a teeny string bikini top, and most of the men in the vicinity were anything but oblivious. She wore a barely there sarong on the bottom that revealed long, perfect legs, and Macey instantly slipped back into feeling like the short, plain girl she’d always been. Didn’t matter that she’d changed, become more confident, embraced her own style as she’d traveled the world. Her own clothes — a strappy two-layer mint-green tank that draped down and gave a peek at her abs and a pair of short, holey denim cutoffs — felt frumpy compared to Ms. Boobs.

      Macey stood in line behind four or five people to order lunch. According to the chalkboard-style panel hanging above the shelves of liquor behind the bar, the menu consisted of a few simple items like shrimp, nachos, burgers, and hot dogs. When she turned her attention from it, she realized there were more people gathered all the way around the bar, waiting to order. Derek was by himself behind the counter, although she could see a woman in the miniscule kitchen in back, zipping around, preparing food.

      After fifteen minutes, Macey had hardly moved up in line and wasn’t any closer to ordering. Derek appeared to be calm, but she heard a couple of impatient comments from waiting customers. The day was hot and humid already, and she could see sweat forming along Derek’s hairline.

      He was never going to wait on everyone by himself.

      Macey watched him for a few more seconds and then jumped into action. She slipped around the end of the counter and fumbled around until she found a pad of paper. She spotted a pen by the cash register, then went to the side opposite Derek and took an order.

      As she reached into the beer cooler, Derek came up beside her. When she glanced over, his gaze popped down to the sliver of her abdomen that was bared by her tank and then back up.

      “What are you doing?” There was a sting to his tone.

      “Saving your ungrateful derriere.”

      She took out three bottles and walked away, not looking back to gauge his reaction. She snatched one of the flimsy paper menus as a price guide and went to the cash register to ring up the order. The machine was old-school and straightforward, and she managed to figure it out fast.

      The second group ordered Bloody Marys and shrimp, which presented a double problem. Macey went to the back room and quickly took in the sight of the slender girl in her mid-twenties pressing burgers on the grill.

      “Who’re you?” the scowling brunette asked.

      “A friend of Derek’s,” Macey said. “He’s getting slammed out there. Do you take care of all the food orders?”

      The girl took the piece of paper from Macey and set it on the counter in response. She guessed that was a yes. Now to figure out how to make a Bloody Mary. She returned to the front.

      She knew there was tomato juice in them, so she searched for a can of it. The place was a disaster area, as Derek flew around mixing, stirring, adding this and that. Macey stepped next to him.

      “Bloody Marys,” she said, speaking loudly to be heard over the chatter.

      Derek looked at her for several seconds, never pausing in what he was doing. She thought for sure he was going to tell her to get the hell out from behind his bar, which would be stupid, and she was prepared to tell him exactly that. Finally, she saw acquiescence in his eyes.

      “Plastic cup,” he said, pointing to a stack. “Just about everything goes in a plastic cup here.” She grabbed three plastic cups. “Start with vodka.” He set a shot glass in front of her. “Fill that for each drink.”

      She did as he said and noticed he was still working on his own cocktails.

      “Add tomato juice.” He pointed at the recessed cooler.

      She was clumsy and definitely not up to bartender speed, but she poured in the juice. Derek finished what he was doing and watched her slow progress for a few excruciating seconds. He handed his drinks to her.

      “Guy in the bright blue shirt by the register. Already paid.”

      She delivered them, and when she returned to Derek, he was adding a shrimp garnish on her Bloody Marys. She took them without a word and placed them in front of the customer, then went to the kitchen, hoping Miss Friendly had some shrimp for her. There were two cardboard containers of shrimp and cocktail sauce on the counter next to the doorway. Macey hesitated half a second, then grabbed them.

      The next hour and a half flew by, the only conversation between her and Derek being directions for mixing drinks.

      The crowd finally thinned, everyone served for the moment, and Macey took a deep breath. Sweat curled the hair at her temples and ran between her breasts. She copied Derek and picked up a towel to start scrubbing all the surfaces.

      “Place looks like a damn bomb went off,” said a gravel-voiced old man who had just taken the third stool from the end. He wore a light blue bucket hat over his wispy white hair and a wild floral button-down shirt.

      “You’re late,” Derek said to the guy.

      “I’m not on the clock anymore, so I guess that doesn’t matter much.”

      Macey’s confusion must’ve shown on her face because when Derek glanced at her, he explained. “My uncle. Gus. Former owner.”

      Apparently the introduction ended there. Macey held out her hand. “Nice to meet you, Derek’s uncle Gus. I’m Derek’s friend Macey.”

      Gus took her hand and held it longer than necessary, but not in a dirty-old-man way. He smiled and his eyes crinkled at the corners, as if he’d laughed a lot in his lifetime. “Pleased to meet you, Macey. Didn’t realize he had any friends.”

      “Met him when I was five and didn’t know any better.”

      Gus howled and nodded in appreciation as Derek set a drink in front of him.

      “This straight?” Gus asked Derek.

      “Pure whiskey.”

      “I can taste if you watered it down.”

      “That’s why I don’t. But you only get one.”

      “We’ll see,” Gus said and took a swallow. He grunted in self-righteous approval.

      “We have this argument every godforsaken day,” Derek said to Macey as he went back to cleaning the counter.

      “Boy tries to mother me,” Gus said. “It’s okay for a pretty lady to mother me, but he’s not so pretty.”

      No, pretty wasn’t a word she’d use to describe Derek. Sexy as hell, with those brooding moss-green eyes in his hard, angular face and biceps that bulged out of the sleeves of his plain black tee, yes. Add to that the fact that he apparently tried to keep this gruff old man in line…

      Macey suddenly became acutely aware of the afternoon Texas heat in spite of the rotating fan that blew across the drink prep area.

      “That’s why you like it at the old folks’ home,” Derek said. “All those nurses waiting on you hand and foot. They’d have my ass if I put you on the bus completely crocked.”

      Macey turned to the work area along the back wall and started putting lids on the containers of fruit slices in the cooler. The limes were gone and the lemons were low. “Do you have more fruit?”

      “You don’t have to help,” Derek said as he organized the liquor bottles on the shelves above.

      “You need help.” In more ways than one. “Are you planning to hire someone?”

      “I’m working on it.”

      “Do you have any applicants?”

      “I said I’m working on it.”

      “I told him a month ago he needed to hire people,” Gus said.

      The unsmiling girl from the back room appeared and filled her glass with ice and lemonade, watching Macey. “He doesn’t take suggestions well.”

      “He never has,” Macey said, sensing that this other female might be an ally in spite of her chilly demeanor.

      The girl had a rough edge to her. She was dressed in head-to-toe black, with multiple silver chains around her neck, a plain tank on top, combat boots on her feet, and leather pants. In May, in oven-like south Texas, it didn’t seem to be the best choice of outfits. Her shiny dark hair looked baby soft, an interesting contrast to her unsmiling face. “He works open to close, seven days a week. Tell me that’s not insane.”

      “I’m right here,” Derek snarled. “I can hear every word you say.”

      “But you don’t listen,” the girl said.

      “I’ll second that,” Gus muttered from the counter.

      “I’m Macey. I grew up with this guy.” She pointed to Derek.

      “Andie. You’re familiar with his hardheadedness then.”

      “Very. Open to close… How many hours is that?” Macey asked.

      “From ten a.m. to two a.m. You do the math.”

      The math said he was about two steps away from exhaustion.

      “No wonder you look so tired,” Macey said to Derek. “You can’t do that.”

      “I’m used to twenty-four-hour shifts.”

      “But at the fire department, you could sleep on the clock and you got several days off in a row.”

      “Andie, could you show her where the limes are in back?”

      Andie stared at him as she sipped her drink. “Fire department? I’ve worked with you for four weeks and you’ve never said a word.”

      “I’ve said as much about my past as you’ve said about yours,” Derek pointed out.

      “Mine isn’t interesting. What’s a firefighter doing in a place like this?”

      “Tending bar.”

      “You must be hiding from someone,” Andie speculated, her head tilting as she sized him up.

      Or something, Macey thought. It spoke volumes that Derek hadn’t even mentioned something that was such a basic part of him. Firefighting had been more than just his job; it’d been his life. And just like Derek’s mom had warned her, it appeared he’d given it up completely.
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        * * *

      

      Derek had made Andie go home at midnight, when they’d finally closed the grill. He’d tried to get Macey to leave then, too, but she’d refused. Then a large group of customers had descended on them and he didn’t have time to argue. At one point, as they’d both prepared drinks, she’d shot him a smug look, as if to point out he wouldn’t have been able to handle the crush of business if she’d left. That made him irritable, possibly because she might’ve been right.

      All he wanted to do was close the bar, go home, and collapse. He’d screwed up big-time not hiring someone before now. Gus had warned him, but Derek had had no concept of how many people would suddenly invade the island as soon as schools were out for the summer all over the state of Texas. He felt as if he could sleep for a week, except, of course, he wouldn’t sleep much at all once he turned in.

      They’d just served last call and had started cleaning. A couple of small groups still hung around the high circular counter skirting the perimeter of the shack, and closing time was only ten minutes away.

      “Hey,” Macey said, scrubbing at a splatter on her frilly shirt that was too fancy for the job. “I meant to ask you earlier … would you mind if I stayed at your place while I’m here?”

      He’d been wiping down liquor bottles but froze at her question. A houseguest appealed to him about as much as having someone take a baseball bat to his head. He’d let her stay there last night only because she’d been sound asleep when he found her. He didn’t want anyone witnessing his nightly living room-TV pattern or anything else about his fucked-up life. Especially someone who would report back to his mom. He was surprised Kathy Severson hadn’t trooped down here herself.

      “I don’t know, Mace...”

      She quickly shook her head, a spark in her eyes. “Forget I said anything. I can find a hotel.”

      He put the towel down. “I know my mom sent you. You can tell her I’m fine. I don’t need anyone spying on me.”

      “Spying? I wasn’t going to spy.”

      “I came to the island to be alone. I need space. From everyone.”

      “I understand.”

      But he could tell she didn’t. No one did, and he didn’t expect them to. As long as they left him the hell alone.

      “I’m not good company. You’re better off staying somewhere else.”

      “Yeah. I get it.” She finished putting everything in its place. “Okay if I head out?”

      “Of course.” Considering he’d tried to get her to leave hours before. Multiple times. Not to mention she didn’t work for him. Didn’t have to be here at all. “Come by tomorrow and I’ll pay you for the day.”

      She nodded absently and got her orange soda from under the counter before leaving.

      “Macey,” he said, fully aware of what a complete asshole he was not to let her stay with him.

      She looked back over her shoulder and he couldn’t help thinking, for the hundredth time today, how different she seemed since he’d last seen her more than two years ago — both physically and otherwise. She was somehow more self-assured, more comfortable in her skin. Even though they’d only talked a bare minimum, for the sake of business, he could tell.

      “Thanks for helping today.”

      The smile she sent his way was forced, nothing like the genuine one she’d had for customers all day. But he supposed it was better than the response he deserved.

      This was exactly why he’d told her no. As asshole-ish as it was for him to turn her away, his transgressions would stack up higher if he agreed to let her stick around. While he didn’t like to hurt her, he was just doing what he had to do.
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      Macey had never been much of a door slammer. But when she got to her barely-from-this-century Corolla, still parked outside of Derek’s condo, up the beach from the bar, she swung the door shut so hard she was surprised it didn’t fall off the hinges.

      She leaned over the steering wheel, exhausted. She hadn’t helped Derek out all day in the bar so that he’d feel obligated to let her stay with him. But the fact she could do that for him and then he wouldn’t let her sleep on his couch...

      She pounded the steering wheel and started the ignition. Pulling onto the street, she had no idea where she was going. All she knew was she needed a bed, preferably ten minutes ago.

      The island, which didn’t seem to be much more than a half mile wide, apparently had two main streets — one on the bay side and this one, on the gulf side. From what she’d seen on her way into town last night, hotels, condos, souvenir shops, bars, and restaurants lined both, and houses — built on stilts in case of flooding — lined the perpendicular streets in between. She’d stop at the first hotel she came to and get a room for one night. Tomorrow she’d search for a longer-term rental. His mom had told her there were vacation rentals all over the island and a six-week stay shouldn’t be an issue. Derek might think he could scare her off, but he was wrong with a big, fat capital W. She wasn’t the same girl he’d known, the quiet girl who didn’t speak up often enough. Spending two years on the other side of the globe could do that.

      Thirty minutes later, Macey struggled to come up with plan B as she continued to drive toward the south end of the island. There were no vacancies. Not even at the shady-looking motels. According to the night manager at the last one, she’d be lucky to find anything tonight, as tourist season had officially kicked off and there was a fishing tournament going on. There might be condos and houses available, but she wouldn’t be able to get ahold of a leasing agent in the middle of the night.

      Her options were limited. She could keep trying hotels, hoping that one of them had a room to rent out before she keeled over, or she could find a place to park and sleep in her car.

      She drove up to the last chain hotel on the road, literally the end of the line, and turned into the driveway. Scanning the parking lot, she couldn’t see an empty space anywhere. As she pulled into the check-in lane outside the main door, she peered inside. “One more try,” she muttered.

      She had her answer within thirty seconds. Toyota Inn it was. She fell into the seat and started the engine. Without knowing where she was heading, she went back the way she’d come, driving slowly, looking for a place to park overnight where she wouldn’t be bothered, wouldn’t have a bright light in her face, and hopefully wouldn’t have the police called in.

      She was back to Derek’s bar before she realized it, and almost didn’t recognize it all sealed up tight for the night. Closed and dark. And owned by someone she knew wouldn’t call the cops. She turned in and pulled up as close as she could get to the building.

      Her eyes watered from fatigue as she turned off the ignition. She popped the trunk from inside, then climbed out to open her suitcase. She dug through it until she found her University of Texas sweatshirt and pulled it over her head. She didn’t even bother to reclose the suitcase, just shut the trunk and went back to the driver’s side and sank in. She reclined the seat all the way, curled up on her side, and passed out, not allowing herself a single thought about Derek.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t the Hilton, but the driver’s seat wasn’t much worse than the thin mattresses Macey had slept on in Thailand. She opened her eyes and checked her watch. Twenty after eight. The morning sun was beating down on the car and she was covered with sweat. To sleep through the growing heat and all the people out and about… She frowned when she raised the seat and realized how public her bed was.

      After grabbing a change of clothes from her suitcase, Macey hurried to the public restroom next to the patio outside Derek’s bar. She’d shower as soon as she had a private bathroom.

      That was her first order of business this morning — finding a real bed. A place to rent for the next few weeks. Actually, make that the second priority. Her stomach rumbled loudly enough people could probably hear it on the beach.

      She drove to the grocery store the map app on her smartphone directed her to. Minutes later, she took a maple-frosted doughnut, a bottle of grape juice, and a vacation rental magazine out onto the beach, down a few hundred yards from Derek’s bar and in the opposite direction from his condo. She wasn’t ready to see him yet. Would have to prepare herself mentally — and physically. It was going to take some effort to act as if everything was fine and he hadn’t hurt her.
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        * * *

      

      Macey’s new apartment had seen better days. Probably about thirty years ago. But when the sixty-something property-management lady had mentioned that some “hottie” firefighters lived in the same building, Macey hadn’t been able to resist the place. It wasn’t the hot factor that attracted her, though if the woman was right in her assessment, that wouldn’t suck. But Macey was hoping to find out more about the local fire department, with the ultimate goal of getting Derek to recognize that’s where he belonged. Time off from firefighting, she understood. But she was afraid he might never let himself return.

      So now, in addition to firefighting neighbors, she had a shower that stayed hot for a good eight and a half minutes, a galley kitchen with appliances from an avocado-green era, and a bed — luxuriously queen-size, no less.

      Best of all, she had a minuscule view. Her lodging funds didn’t come anywhere close to covering an apartment directly on the beach, but Macey felt lucky to have a bedroom window with a peek of the gulf, just a block and a half away. While the view was partially blocked by condos, she could see blue water. And sand and sky. There was a desk in front of the window, which would make a perfect place for her to work.

      She’d already unpacked her old workhorse pre-Peace Corps laptop and set it up on the desk and couldn’t wait to dive in. The Peace Corps website had promised a life-changing experience, and that’s exactly what Macey had gotten. Not only had it altered her personally, given her more confidence and a broader view of the world, but it had changed her career goals significantly.

      Prior to Asia, she’d planned to use her business degree to go into project management with a large firm somewhere. Her job in Thailand had been to help villagers and rural residents
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