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      He taught her how to trust again.

      

      Recently divorced, Amber Nolan is not looking for romance, but when her best friend invites her to spend a week in the sun in the Caribbean, Amber meets a special kind of man who makes her question her decision to never fall in love again. 

      Mark Castel is charming, sexy, and looking for the woman of his dreams. After one, intense encounter, he thinks that woman is Amber, and sets out to put his mark on her.

      Will Amber be able to fight the attraction between them, or will she give in and let the mark of a good man heal the hurt in her heart?
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      Dulcina, August…

      Amber stretched her slender body in the hammock on the veranda of the Hamilton’s family home, and gazed pensively out at the Caribbean Sea. In a few hours, the horizon would be bursting with an amalgam of radiant colors, but for now, the sun shone brightly from a clear blue sky.

      Disappointment nipped at her. In two days, she would leave Dulcina and return to her life in Manhattan. The thought of being reunited with her six-year-old twin daughters, Paige and Peyton, brought an eager smile to her face, though. She missed them terribly, but she knew from their daily video chats that they were having fun in California with their father and grandparents.

      “Why are you out here in this heat, Amber. It’s a lot cooler in the house.”

      Amber turned as her best friend walked toward her. Josephine Hamilton—Josie, for short—was a native of Dulcina, and if it weren’t for her insistence, Amber would have spent her child-free week grinding away at her flower shop on the Upper West Side and missing her girls even more. Instead, she had spent the week walking along the sandy beaches, swimming in the sapphire ocean, feasting on local foods, and dancing in the moonlight to hypnotic reggae and calypso music.

      “It’s not so hot,” Amber said, as Josie eased into the hammock opposite hers and curled up like a cat. “There’s a cool breeze coming off the ocean.” Amber eyed Josie under lowered lids. “How was your nap?”

      “Girl, don’t look at me like that,” Josie retorted, in her melodious Dulcinian accent. “It’s the heat.”

      “Mhm,” Amber murmured. “I’d imagine it gets pretty hot in Colby’s bed at nights.”

      Josie plucked a slice of papaya from the bowl of local fruits sitting on a table between them, and popped it into her mouth. “Hey, don’t hate me because I’ve got a man. You could’ve been having fun with Basil all week long.”

      Amber sighed and looked off into the horizon again. Basil was one of Josie’s childhood friends, and an immigration officer at the airport. Josie had introduced them the day they arrived on the island, and Basil had been pursuing her since, but Amber had remained aloof. She had only been divorced for a little over a year, and she was not looking for a relationship, not even a short-lived one in paradise. Her only priorities were her business and her daughters, and after the hell her ex had put her through, she wasn’t sure if she would ever be ready for love again.

      “Basil is a nice guy. I don’t understand why⁠—”

      “Why did you give all this up for New York?” Amber pointed at the ocean on one side of the property and a view of Dulcina Peak—a three-thousand-foot lush green mountain—on the other. They had been down this road several times. Josie was a hopeless romantic and thought it her duty to fix up every single woman she knew, but her romantic life—or lack thereof—was the last thing Amber wanted to talk about.

      Josie laughed. “The grass is always greener. Don’t you know that? I bet you’ve been fantasizing about selling your business, packing up your kids, and moving on down to this wonderful paradise. But me? I needed more excitement than this sweet, little island offered.”

      Amber reached for a slice of mango and placed it between her lips. The sweet juices splayed across her tongue, bringing her taste buds to life, and she closed her eyes and savored the moment. Yes, she had been fantasizing about moving to this beautiful island where life seemed so relaxed. But she knew her dreams were impractical. What would she do to support herself and her kids on a remote island?

      She had a bachelor’s degree in business administration, but had been a stay-at-home mom for the first three years of her seven-year marriage. Her only workforce experience was running Bibi’s Flowers which she’d taken over after her mother died four years ago. That skill would do her no good on an island where everyone cultivated their own gardens, and flowers grew abundantly in the wild. She sighed in resolve. “You’re right, and I’m gonna miss it.”

      “Me, too. Even though I grew up here, it wasn’t until after I left that I really began to appreciate the beauty of my homeland. I guess it’s really true that you never miss the water until the well goes dry.”

      Amber raised an eyebrow. “Are you talking about Colby?”

      Josie’s brown eyes filled with warm affection. “He is the only man for me. I know that with absolute certainty now.”

      Amber almost allowed herself to feel a little jealous. Colby Warner, who owned Coral Sky Airways, was Josie’s high school sweetheart. They’d reconnected when Josie came home last Christmas, and she had been sleeping at his palatial beach house most nights for the past week. It was no wonder she needed to nap during the day.

      She would love to have a man like Colby—someone devoted to her and her pleasures, but that kind of relationship had not been in the cards. Amber had her daughters, and perhaps Lady Fate thought that was all the happiness she could handle. “I think you should stay down here,” she told Josie.

      “Are you forgetting that I’ve offered to help out at the shop once Sarah leaves?”

      Sarah was Amber’s best florist who Josie had set up on a blind date with a coworker at Capstone Bank, where Josie worked as a marketing director. Last summer, Sarah had married the man who had recently been transferred to Capstone’s Boston branch.

      While Josie clapped herself on the back for her matchmaking prowess, Amber knew she still felt guilty for setting in motion the events that would cause her to lose her most valued employee. That was why she had offered to give up her second week of vacation to help Amber through the transition. “I can manage,” Amber said, deciding to go easy on her friend who had been there for her when her mother died, and more recently during and after the months of her difficult divorce. “If it gets too crazy, I’ll hire a temp.”

      “Josephine!” Josie’s sixteen-year-old sister, Monica, yelled from inside the house. “You got a phone call.”

      “Who is it?” Josie asked.

      “Who else? De pilot.” Monica appeared in the doorway with the cordless receiver.

      Josie jumped up, sped across the veranda, took the phone from Monica’s hand, and raced into the house.

      Happy for her friend’s blossoming romantic life, Amber settled back down, gazed out across the sea, and soaked up the serenity of the island. “Better enjoy it while you can,” she said to herself.

      

      “Hey, change of plans tonight.”

      Amber turned as Josie reappeared, sashaying across the veranda, practically glowing with whatever she was about to announce. She leaned against the railing. “Colby is taking us out to dinner.”

      “I thought he had a charter flight this afternoon.”

      “It was canceled.” Josie curled a finger around an extra-long braid that had fallen across her oval-shaped face. “We’ll go for a swim first, shower and change at his place, then head to dinner from there.”

      Amber’s lips twisted ruefully. The first time she’d gone to Colby’s secluded stretch of beach to swim, she had felt like an intruder watching him and Josie kissing in the water, and then later, their subtle touches on their beach towel had convinced her that she was in the way. She had gone for a long walk to give them some privacy, and when she’d returned, the look on both their faces told her they’d done a lot more than kiss while she’d been gone. “Josie, I love you, but I don’t really feel like being a third wheel tonight.”

      “Come on, it’ll give you a chance to get to know Colby a little better. You haven’t really spent a lot of time with him, and you’re my best friend and he’s my man, so⁠—”

      “Fine, but just tone down the PDA?”

      Josie pushed off the railing. “Alright. Hands off Colby. I got it.”. She looked Amber up and down, speculatively. “Pack something nice to wear to dinner.”

      Amber’s suspicion shot from zero to one hundred. She swung her legs over the side of the hammock and stomped her bare foot on the tiled floor. “Josie Hamilton, are you trying to set me up again?” The last time Josie set her up on a blind date, Amber ended up having to slap the guy. He had turned out to be an octopus who needed his limbs tied together, or just plain chopped off. It had taken her days to forget the gross feel of his unwelcome, sweaty palms on her body.

      “No… We’re going to The Figtree.”

      “The Figtree!” Amber clapped her hands in excitement. “Why didn’t you say so?” The Figtree Beach Oasis was Amber’s favorite restaurant on Dulcina, and a true fine dining experience. “Let’s get going, then,” she said, lifting herself from the hammock.

      “Sure thing.”

      As Amber followed Josie inside, her mouth watered with thoughts of The Figtree’s lobster and conch dishes, and their delicious, thick, and richly flavored stews. It would be the perfect ending to an already perfect vacation in paradise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Amber studied herself in the full-length mirror in the guest room. The woman looking back at her had a heart-shaped face, high arched brows, and bright-brown eyes that her mother had always called “too honest for her own good”. And now, here she was putting everything on display.

      She’d felt naughty yesterday when she’d bought the red, skimpy bikini—the top barely containing her full C-cup breasts, and the bottom doing nothing to hide her gym-sculpted ass. It was a lot more revealing than anything she’d ever worn, and she could still hear her ex-husband’s criticisms in the back of her mind, but to hell with him and her fears. She was on vacation—she could afford to be a little naughty.

      Fashioning a pink and white sarong into a dress, then arranging her long brown hair over her shoulders, she then concentrated on organizing what she’d need for dinner.

      She quickly packed a tote bag with a peach, ankle-length silk dress, lacy underwear, sexy leather sandals, a small evening bag adorned with seashells, and her makeup and toiletries case, and walked down the hallway to Josie’s room. “You ready?” she asked, through the half-opened door.

      “In a sec,” Josie said. “Go wait in the living room. I’ll be right there.”

      “You look nice, Amber.”

      Amber turned around and smiled at Monica who was wearing a cute, white cotton dress with a floral embroidered neckline and a pair of turquoise sandals. “Thanks, you, too. You coming out with us?”

      Monica rolled her eyes. “Me, limin’ with old people? No way. Me and my girls are goin’ down to Clifton’s. They have a bonfire tonight, so maybe we’ll catch a star or two. Who knows?”

      Amber grinned. The ‘stars’ Monica was referring to were the numerous celebrities known to hang out at Clifton’s, a local beach bar, just a stone’s throw from the magnificent Four Seasons Hotel. Dulcina, a quiet, relatively unknown island, provided peace and solitude from spectators and paparazzi, and Mr. Clifton kept his A-list clientele in high spirits with fresh caught Mahi-Mahi, good music, and the Stinger—his famous rum punch. Josie had cautioned Amber against the highly effective Stinger, but she’d still been caught off guard when her legs began to wobble beneath her after just one drink.

      Amber narrowed her eyes and wagged a finger at Monica. “Don’t get yourself into any trouble tonight.”

      Monica gave Amber a mischievous smile. Just then a car horn blasted out front.

      “Gotta go!” Monica called as she dashed down the hallway toward the front door.

      

      Ten minutes later, Josie and Amber were heading south, toward Winnifred Beach.

      “Did Colby make a reservation?” Amber asked, a smile playing at the corners of her mouth in anticipation of feasting on local food with The Figtree’s unparalleled sunset view as a backdrop. “You know how quickly they fill up on the weekends.”

      “Yep. They’ve got a table for four with our name on it.”

      Amber’s head whipped around as the alarm bell sounded. “Did you just say for four? Who else is going?”

      Josie cleared her throat, but kept her eyes on the narrow road. “Well, Colby has a friend from Barbados who’s on island for the night. And⁠—”

      “Man or woman?”

      “Man,” Josie squeaked.

      Rage churned in Amber’s chest. “So you lied to me.”

      “Not really. I just didn’t give you all the facts.”

      “Don’t play the cunning strategist with me. I asked if you were setting me up, and you said, ‘No’.”

      “And I’m not, I swear.” She placed her right hand across her heart. “I didn’t want to tell you about him because I knew you wouldn’t come out with us.”

      “Damn right I wouldn’t have. You know what happened the last time you set me up.”

      “I am not setting you up. He is just a friend. But perhaps you should leave yourself opened to the possibilities and just let things happen naturally. You’re not always gonna look this good, you know. Your bountiful head of hair will thin and gray, and your taut, impeccable skin will start to sag and collect age and liver spots at some point. Play, while the sun is hot, girl. Night will come, and so will the crow’s ugly feet to stamp all over your lovely face.”

      Amber chuckled. It was hard to stay mad at Josie, especially when she rendered her silly metaphors and analogies. They’d been best friends since that marketing class at Columbia Business School, and even after all this time, they’d never been able to stay seriously mad at each other.

      “So, do you know anything about this friend of Colby’s?” she asked, grudgingly.

      “Besides the fact that he’s fine as hell, he’s a really terrific guy.”

      “How do you know he’s terrific?”

      “I met him when I came home at Easter. He was spending a few days with Colby.”

      “Please, you’ve only spent a few days with him? You can’t know anybody in such a short time.”

      “Well, you like Colby, right?” She tossed Amber a sidelong glance. “They are very much alike.”

      Knots formed in Amber’s stomach. “How much alike?”

      Josie mumbled under her breath.

      Amber slapped her palms on the dashboard. She just knew she hadn’t heard correctly. “What was that?”

      “I said…he’s a pilot.”

      She took a deep breath to keep from exploding, but it was no use. “I know you didn’t say pilot!”

      “Look, there’s still a lot of love in that big heart you’ve built a wall around. You’re beautiful, smart⁠—”

      “And I asked you to stay out of my personal life. Josie, I swore I would never date another pilot. I was married to one who had a woman in every city he laid over in. ‘Laying over’ to him means ‘getting laid’.”

      “Not all pilots are like Josh. Colby isn’t like that.”

      “How do you know?”

      “If he were, he wouldn’t be a pilot. He wouldn’t be much of anything. He’d be dead. I trust him,” she added emphatically.

      “Ha! Trust. That was my problem. Now it’s yours.”

      “Relax, girl. It’s not like you have to marry the guy. Mark’s here for one night. In two days, we go back to New York, and you’ll never have to see him again.”

      Amber glared at Josie as they turned off the main road and cruised along the driveway lined with rows of coconut trees to Colby’s sprawling blue and white house.

      Josie parked beside Colby’s SUV and dropped her hands in her lap. “Seriously, Amber, you need to live a little. Ever since you found out what Josh was doing, you’ve given up on men. There are lots of nice guys out there, and I’m sure there’s one with your name written on his forehead. But you’ll never recognize him with that attitude.”

      She rested her hand on Amber’s shoulder. “I want you to be happy. Sooner, rather than later, I hope. For tonight, though, just try to enjoy yourself. Is that too much to ask?” She hung her lip in a mocking sulk. “Do it for me. I only have two more days with Colby and I want them to be nice. I can’t have a good time when you’re wearing your sourpuss face.”

      After a long silence, Amber flashed her a noncommittal smile. “Fine, I’ll try to have a good time for you. But I don’t care how good-looking this guy is, I’m not letting my guard down tonight.” She opened the door, stepped out of the car, and waved to Colby, who had appeared on the veranda.

      His friend was nowhere in sight, and that suited Amber just fine. She needed a little space to collect her frazzled thoughts and put on her ‘look-I’m-having-a-good-time’ face.

      “Get your bag,” Josie said as Amber began to walk away.

      “No, you can get it,” she called over her shoulder. “You owe me.”

      “Oh girl…” she heard Josie say.

      Amber grinned in satisfaction as she walked across the green lawn toward the beach. When the grass ended, she slipped off her sandals and kicked her way through the warm sand toward a wooden gazebo beneath a tamarind tree. She leaned against the outer railing and once again allowed the aura of the island to soothe her like a warm balm.

      The sea shimmered in the late afternoon light, and gentle waves rolled rhythmically toward the shore. Overhead, the sky was bright blue, with streaks of soft peach tones along the horizon, hinting at the coming sunset. The scene made an opulent backdrop for the local ferry making its way from Dulcina to the neighboring island of St. Jude in the distance.

      Amber had traveled around the world with her ex-husband, but never had she seen such beauty. She knew she would never get enough of this island, and toyed with the idea of moving to Dulcina. Would Josh ever let her take his daughters so far away from him? He may have been a lousy, two-timing bastard of a husband, but he’d always been a devoted father.

      Amber sighed. She had come to Dulcina to relax and detox, not to think about Josh. She closed her eyes, took a deep breath in through her nose, and exhaled the stress through her mouth, sending it floating up into the ethers.

      “Exquisite.”

      Amber’s body drew as taut as a bowstring at the sound of the deep, masculine voice behind her.
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      That single word resonated through Amber like the echoing notes of a cello. She willed her heart back down to her chest as she wondered, foolishly, how the sound of a man’s voice could affect her so severely. Especially when she’d spent the past year erecting a wall between her heart and the opposite sex. Perhaps it’s because he’d caught her unexpectedly when her lungs were deprived of oxygen.

      But when the leaves of the tamarind tree wrestled gently above, and a soft breeze, pregnant with his masculine scent caressed her face, Amber realized that it wasn’t just his voice that had affected her. It was his scent as well. He smelled of wet coral sand and a woody aftershave. Or was it the beach she was smelling? Whatever it was, she felt warm, hyperaware—all her senses becoming fine-tuned to his presence.

      Taking a steadying breath Amber turned around to face the man whose voice had effortlessly unraveled her nerves.

      He was a massive wall of golden-brown flesh, his chest, as smooth and hairless as a newborn baby’s behind. And he was handsome—angular jaw, wide forehead, and lips that were frankly, distractingly full.

      He took a step forward, bringing the dark heat of his body dangerously closer to her. Her breathing became labored, her breasts swelled beneath her swimsuit and sarong, and her nipples had the audacity to harden.

      “Yes, it is exquisite,” she finally responded in a tremulous voice. He’s fine as hell. Amber swallowed hard and held onto the gazebo railing as her knees threatened to give-way. “Dulcina has the most beautiful sunsets in the world.”

      “I was referring to the lady,” he said softly in a Bajan accent that was even more melodious than the Dulcinian she’d grown used to hearing. “But the sunset is also exquisite. Almost as exquisite as you.”

      Amber licked her lips as she watched a daring drop of seawater slither from his neck, down one powerful pec and the tight expanse of his stomach, and settle temptingly inside the dark, secret hollow of his belly button. Involuntarily, her gaze dipped lower to the heavy bulge in his wet swim trunks. He was blessed.

      “Hi,” he said. “You must be Amber.”

      Embarrassed, she raised her head and nodded. But her heart skipped a hard fast beat when her eyes encountered his. They were the most earthy-brown, intelligent, magnetic eyes she’d ever seen, and her body shuddered in response. She wanted to run, but her feet ignored the signal from her brain.

      “You are more beautiful than I imagined.” His gaze swept lazily down her body.

      Again, Amber tried to speak, but words had eluded her. She was spellbound, as though caught up in some kind of island magic. Her body felt heavy, yet light enough to soar into the late afternoon sky if a strong enough breeze happened along. Her heart was beating hard, and she couldn’t tell if it was fear or excitement that was propelling the blood through her veins. She’d never felt this powerless, this vulnerable in the presence of a man before.

      “Well, good to see the two of you getting along so well.” Josie’s voice broke the spell.

      Amber turned to see her friend and Colby walking hand in hand toward them in their swimwear.

      “We haven’t formally met, yet.”

      “Does everything really have to be that formal with you Bajans?” Colby asked. “You already talkin’ to de woman.”

      “We’re known for our etiquette,” Mark stated with a sense of pride in his island’s heritage.

      Colby shrugged. “Whatever, man. Amber Nolan, meet Mark Castel. Mark, Amber, Josie’s friend.”

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Amber.” Mark bowed slightly at his neck, his wide lips ruffling into a sexy smile.

      “Yeah, you, too.” When he said Barbados was known for their high standards of etiquette, he wasn’t joking, she thought, realizing he was waiting for her to initiate a handshake. She held out her hand and when he took it, lightning shot up her arm and spread through the rest of her body. She snatched it back and balled it into a fist behind her to stop the tingling.

      “Well, now that we have that out of the way, you all ready to swim?” Colby asked.

      Panic swept through Amber as she became suddenly, painfully aware of how little her new bikini left to the imagination. She wished she
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