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      Sex was supposed to be fun, but Missy Winter was bored.

      “Uhn,” Carter grunted as he slid into her, his rhythm rivaling a metronome.

      She loved him for his steadfastness, but years of missionary position twice a week was a slow death. In the beginning, it had been exciting just to be with him. Increasingly, she craved more variety.

      Travel posters used to help combat her boredom. She’d imagine the trips they would take after they finished law school. In final preparation for their relocation, she’d taken the scenic images down. Her home for the last seven years, the studio apartment hadn’t been so empty since she moved in. Nostalgia washed over her before she remembered she needed to pay attention to what Carter was doing.

      “Mmm, yes, Carter. It feels so good.” Missy stifled a yawn and ran her hands down his smooth back. “Oh yeah. Do it.”

      Carter didn’t respond as expected. No growls about the size of his cock and how he was fucking her so good. She held in another yawn.

      It would be the last time they’d have sex under such stressful conditions. No more law school. No more avoiding Carter’s parents. No more—

      “Uhn,” he grunted louder. Her cue to start moaning with him. She squeezed her internal muscles lightly in a rhythm he believed indicated her orgasm. Having never experienced a real one other than by masturbating, she’d read online how to fake it.

      Stroke, pause, stroke, pause.

      And there it was. He came.

      She smiled up at him, although his eyes were closed, and ran her hands through his shaggy chestnut locks. His untrimmed hair was another sign of how busy and stressful the last semester had been. He’d never let it go that long, but it would be a perfect beach look.

      As he withdrew, he used one hand to grip the condom around his softening penis and pushed off the old futon she planned to leave behind. The usual gaze into her eyes to make sure she was happy, his touch of her hair while he lingered inside her…absent. Was something wrong? His confident swagger on the way to the bathroom reassured her that all was well in spite of his silence.

      Once, giving in to a spontaneous urge to have the sex life she fantasized about, she’d tried to mix it up. With her ass in the air, she’d looked over her shoulder at him when he came out of the bathroom, condom already in place. Her long blond hair cascaded down her back, and she encouraged him to take her from behind. She’d been so wet in anticipation.

      Instead of the turned-on sex god she’d wanted, his face flamed red, and his jaw dropped open. He slowly closed his mouth, and fire lit his eyes, accompanied by a huge load of brimstone. She’d expected surprise but not preacher mode. He accused her of cheating on him. For two weeks he’d withheld every bit of intimacy, even kisses. A shiver ran up her spine, still mortified by the memory.

      “Are you ready for tomorrow?” she called through the bathroom door, over the sounds of him cleaning up. In less than twenty-four hours, they’d be lying on the sand, drinking umbrella-topped cocktails. She could almost taste the pineapple. A month in the Virgin Islands—away from the relentless humid heat of summer in Missouri. Hopefully, what they said about vacation sex was true and they’d have plenty of time to find out. Besides, they needed a restful break before moving to New York for her dream job.

      Carter exited the bathroom, fully dressed. “I’m not going with you.” His voice was emotionless as he eyed the small space.

      “Haha. Funny.” Missy, still naked, propped up on her elbows.

      “What we had was fine. Now I have to consider my future.”

      She cocked her head, unable to wrap her mind around what he was saying. “What are you talking about?”

      “I need to be with people who can advance my career. That’s not you.” Arms crossed, he glanced down at her but avoided eye contact.

      She sat upright, drawing the sheet tight across her body as she stared at him. He had to be kidding. But his expression was deadly serious as he fiddled with the handle of one of his suitcases.

      He’d leave? Right after he’d fucked her? Bile rose in her throat. She swallowed hard.

      “New York was your dream, too.” Missy hated that her voice was barely above a whisper.

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “It does. It’s all we talk about.”

      He winced. “Reality is, I can’t do this.”

      “Can’t do what?”

      “Waste a month on some godforsaken island in the middle of the Atlantic.”

      “It’s the Virgin Islands, Carter.” The tropical getaway they’d planned months ago, every detail discussed and decided. Together. Her mind whirled through the events of the past few days. What changed? When?

      “I have to take advantage of the opportunities I have—“

      “Opportunities? Your father’s law office?” Her voice rose as she pushed the words through her constricted throat.

      “It’s a very successful firm.” He sounded stiff, as if he’d rehearsed.

      “You were going to keep looking for a job once we got to New York.”

      His shoulders sagged. His mouth opened and then closed tight.

      She struggled to take a breath as her stomach clenched. Carter was methodical. He didn’t surprise her. Ever. They made a plan and it happened. It had been that way from the start. Her life had been a series of tragic losses, but not him. Carter was constant.

      “You told me you loved me.” She peered at him sideways, as if another view would change the situation. Pain saturated her system, but she held back the rising panic. They were good together, successful. He was supposed to be the One. Tears rolled down her face. If it were a nightmare, she’d wake up any second. “I—I don’t understand.”

      “Goddammit!”

      Missy gaped. Carter never yelled.

      “You’re so fucking needy.”

      Finally, he made eye contact. A hateful glare. He towered over her, hands on his hips. “I’m sick of being the only one who can bail you out. Do you know how much it sucks to have to attend fucking funerals for old people I don’t even know?”

      What the hell did he mean “bail her out”? And he dared to bring her grandparents into the argument? The two people who had loved her unconditionally even when she hadn’t deserved it. Hugging her knees, she tried to protect herself from his verbal assault. “Why are you doing this?”

      It wasn’t happening. There was nothing she’d done to justify his betrayal.

      “What, did you think we were going to move to New York and get married and live happily ever after?”

      She stared wide-eyed at a stranger she’d thought she’d known.

      He rolled his eyes. “I have a life here. In St. Louis. My family has been here for a hundred years.”

      The roar of his voice jolted her into action. She held the sheet to her shaking body as she stood to her full height and lifted her chin.

      “Then why were you with me?” she screamed.

      The neighbors were going to call the cops if they kept yelling at each other, but she didn’t care. It wasn’t like she was going to see them in the hallways after tomorrow.

      “Because I like to get laid, and you were a good study partner.” Carter sneered at her as if she were a roach in the kitchen.

      She stomped toward him. “I should have listened to my friends when they said you were an asshole.” Friends who had drifted away once she’d started dating Carter. “Instead, I believed everything you told me.”

      “A little lesson for the courtroom. People lie.” He picked up his overnight bag and set it on his large rolling suitcase.

      As the reality hit her, Missy saw her future. One where she was completely alone. An icy coldness filled her veins, and she shuddered. “You don’t have to do this, Carter. I love you. I want to be with you, always.”

      A small twitch of his cheek was his only response before he walked out.

      Missy leaned heavily on the closed door. Her muscles could no longer hold her, and she collapsed to the floor in the fetal position. There wasn’t enough air in her lungs to scream.

      He’d actually left her.

      Not even the apartment was hers after tomorrow. What was she going to do? Everything was supposed to be different, brighter, better since she’d graduated. Instead, it was all gone. Her future had walked out the door. How could she have been so wrong about him?

      Missy cried until there were no more tears left. Unsure whether hours or minutes had passed, she dragged herself into the bathroom. The cheap dinner Carter had bought her earlier in the evening didn’t taste any better coming up than it had going down. She was covered in snot, sweat, and stink. Turning on the shower, she stepped under the spray. Its frigid temperature shocked her system. Sucking in a ragged breath, she waited, shivering.

      Slowly, the water started to heat, warming her frozen core. Time to make a new plan. No one was going to rescue her. But Carter’s leaving wouldn’t destroy her. She’d survived much worse and, despite how she felt, she would survive his abandonment, too.

      There were only so many options. None of them were good. To stay in St. Louis for the month, she’d have to beg her landlord, but all of her belongings were in a truck. The apartment in New York wasn’t hers until next month. The urge to bang her head on the shower wall would result in a trip to the emergency room, also not a good choice.

      The only place she had to live was the bungalow on the island, but a solo vacation didn’t appeal to her any more than the Brazilian wax she’d had two days ago. Unlike the wax, there was no other alternative.

      Before the water went cold again, she shut it off and wrapped herself in the oversized beach towel she’d bought for Carter. No. Not Carter anymore. The Shit. That would be his new name: the Shit. Kind of ironic since he thought he was “the shit.”

      Fuck him.

      Not one more day would be wasted on him. Five years was already more than he’d ever deserved. Terrified and shaking, she vowed to move on. No way would she allow him to destroy her plans or prevent her from keeping her promise to the people who’d truly loved her.

      Before she assumed her conventional career in New York, she’d go to the godforsaken island in the middle of the Atlantic. Take chances, have adventures, and experience the vacation of a lifetime. All by herself.
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      Missy put her arm around the tiny white-haired woman in the terminal. “Thank you.”

      “Oh, dear, you made the flight a pleasure.” Alice held Missy’s hand as they walked up the ramp from the plane. “John always sleeps, and I love showing off my grandchildren.”

      “I’m so glad you did. I hope you have a wonderful visit with them.”

      “I’m sure to.” The elderly woman shoved the well-worn photo album back in her purse with her free hand. “And you must have a marvelous adventure. One you may tell your grandchildren about one day.” Her eyes twinkled.

      “I will.” Missy nodded, determined to follow the woman’s wise counsel.

      “Off you go. If you miss your connection, you won’t make it to the island, and that wouldn’t be a very good story.” Alice released her hand, but Missy wasn’t ready to leave them.

      “Thank you for everything, especially the cookie.” Eating had seemed like a bad idea after her sleepless night. Who knew the plane had no food other than a foil package containing six pretzels?

      “I remember when they used to serve a full meal, with proper linens. But times change.”

      Alice’s husband followed her and Missy down the concourse with their small roller bag. Her connection was probably in the opposite direction, but at least she’d make sure they found their way out of the terminal. The crowd of people moved much faster than the elderly couple.

      “We have to leave you here, dear.” Alice pointed at the sign for the baggage claim just outside the TSA-cleared area.

      Missy gave the tiny woman a gentle hug and then waved goodbye. It was difficult to part from the older couple, knowing she would never see them again. Despite the years since her grandparents had passed, she still desperately missed them. They’d raised her after her parents were killed on a train they should’ve never been on.

      Tears formed in the corners of her eyes, and she swiped them away. They weren’t for Alice, but for her own grandmother, who would have told Missy to have a marvelous adventure, too.

      A monitor suspended from the ceiling displayed the information for her gate. Unsure how long it would take to get there, she grabbed the handle of her carry-on tighter and dove back into the river of people. No time for tears. Her stomach rumbled like the low growl of an angry dog. As soon as she reached the gate, she would search for something to appease the beast.

      Restaurant signs blurred by on both sides as she speed-walked to the remote terminal. Carter hated it when they were late. He would have told her to let the old people make their own way. How had she missed the fact he had no compassion for others?

      When she finally got to the gate, she found a single shop cut into the wall displaying pre-made sandwiches and tired-looking oranges and apples. Not a great choice, but it beat starvation.

      She hitched her purse up and wheeled her carry-on into the store. There wasn’t a lot of room to move around, but she had no one to watch her things.

      She dumped a sandwich, juice, and small bag of cookies on the counter, thankful she hadn’t dropped them before it was her turn. The cashier barely acknowledged her before ringing up the items. “Twenty-three ninety-six.”

      “For that?” Missy retrieved cash from her wallet. If she wanted to eat at the end of the month, she’d have to find cheaper food. Hands overloaded, she turned to leave and crashed into a wall of hard muscle.

      “I got ya.” The masculine voice vibrated through her entire body and pushed the rest of the air from her lungs.

      She gazed at the finest man she had ever seen. He was tall and radiated warmth and light like the sun. Blond hair fell across his tanned forehead to frame crystal-blue eyes that focused on her like lasers. Laugh lines softened the overwhelming effect.

      He’d caught her sandwich out of the air while she was plastered to his chest and smiled down at her, revealing model-perfect teeth. She drew her first breath in a gasp and tried to slow her racing heart. Damn, he smelled good—clean linen and spring grass. Men like him belonged in magazines, not closet-sized food stores.

      “Oh god, I’m so sorry.” She stared at him wide-eyed.

      He laughed. His mouth was right next to her ear and his breath tickled and teased parts of her that were nowhere near her head. “Usually, I have to get a woman naked before she calls me ‘god.’ Let me help you.” Even his Texas drawl was hot.

      “Um…thanks.” Had she heard him correctly? She ducked her chin to hide the heat rising up her cheeks.

      “Of course. In addition to being a god, I’m also a gentleman.” He took the juice from her and followed her out of the store.

      She sat in a nearby chair and took back the vital food he’d saved.

      “I…you…” Her vocabulary evaporated in the sexy-as-sin man’s presence.

      “My pleasure, ma’am.” His low voice rasped up her spine, spreading heat as it went.

      She opened her mouth to bleat an appropriate response and came up with nothing.

      “Well, have a good trip.” He backed up a couple of steps before he turned back toward the store.

      The stranger was as delectable from behind as he was from the front. His faded jeans molded to his tight ass. The white cotton shirt she’d had her hands all over was tucked in around his trim waist. Well-loved leather cowboy boots made his slow walk a strut.

      A sigh escaped her lips. The opportunity to flirt, or whatever it was a woman did to get a man interested, was gone. She didn’t know anything about dating as an adult, another thing she’d missed out on while she’d squandered her life with Carter. To have any kind of sexy adventure on her vacation, she’d have to figure it out. Maybe she could find some advice online. It had worked for faking orgasms.
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        * * *

      

      Ned’s eyes tracked his friend Jack as he navigated the people and suitcases packed into the tiny waiting area. The cocky half-grin Jack wore said there would be a story, most likely about a woman. Heads turned to watch him move, so comfortable in his own skin. Ned didn’t remember being that confident, even years ago when he’d been the younger man’s age. There was just something about Jack that drew people.

      “You would not believe the woman I ran into.” Jack handed him a bottle of water. “Well, she ran into me.”

      “And you’re already back?” Ned shifted to prop his ankle on his knee. Airport chairs weren’t designed for tall men.

      “She didn’t bite.” Jack took his seat, leaving the mandatory empty chair between them.

      “Not into you?” Despite the fact he didn’t feel thirsty, Ned opened the bottle and took a deep swallow.

      “Long blond hair with a body that won’t quit. She’d be a typical princess type except for her eyes. They’re unbelievable. Light brown, flecks of gold…” He craned his neck as if trying to locate her again.

      “I’m shocked you remembered she had eyes, much less what color they were.”

      “She’s over there. You can’t see much but the top of her head. Did I mention she’s tall?” Jack opened his water and took a swig. “I’m sure she’s going to be on our plane.”

      A burning sensation flashed through his gut. What was that? A spark of… Damn. Jealousy? That he might not have his friend’s full attention during the flight? It was ridiculous. “Sounds like love.”

      Jack shuddered. “Even I’m not cowboy enough to attempt that ride again. It’s an unequivocal case of hard-core lust.”
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        * * *

      

      “Where’s first class?” Jack teased the flight attendant as he folded himself in half to board the small plane. The cabin had twenty rows with two seats on one side of the aisle and three seats on the other. His first time flying commercial to the island and damn he missed Ned’s company jet.

      He took his assigned window seat leaving Ned to take the aisle. Those had been the last two seats available when they’d booked a week ago, and some poor soul would have to wedge in between them.

      Ned’s eyes were closed, his head tilted back against the seat. After three years of mourning, the man’s sadness had become a part of him like his eyes or his lips. Even his hair was grayer. It was time to get him back to the person he’d been or, if not back, at least better.

      Jack tapped him on the arm with the in-flight magazine. “Thanks for working on this project with me, man.”

      “I need the distraction.” Ned opened his eyes and turned his gaze to him. “Anything that doesn’t require logging billable hours for assholes.”

      “I’ll try not to be an asshole.”

      “And I’ll take any excuse to get to the island.” Ned laced his fingers and stretched.

      Drawn to him, Jack noticed every movement. He forced himself to continue the conversation. “Are you going to miss it?”

      “Eighty-hour weeks? Clients who won’t listen, do stupid shit, then expect you to fix their fuck-ups?” Ned exhaled as if he were trying to blow those clients away. “No. I’m not giving it up, just limiting it to people who deserve my time. I only wish I’d wised up about a decade sooner.”

      “Wouldn’t have changed anything.”

      “It would have changed the memories. I’d have a whole lot more of them.” Ned’s voice was so low, Jack strained to hear him.

      “Hell, I’d love to go back and never have met Katherine.” He kept his tone light despite the burning in his gut. “But then I probably wouldn’t have met you. Everything happens for a reason.”

      “Sure.” Ned lifted one shoulder slightly.

      The lack of conviction in his friend’s voice squeezed his heart. Ned was too young to give up living, and it was Jack’s self-assigned duty to make sure he didn’t. “So, what are we doing tonight, partner?” He slapped his hands together and rubbed them back and forth.

      “I hadn’t planned anything. The housekeeper stocked the bar and the fridge. If she got lobsters, we can throw those on the grill.”

      “I like the way you think.” Jack closed his eyes briefly and could almost feel the ocean breeze that would stroke his skin while they cooked outside on the deck. “But we can’t spend the entire month chained to the house, working, no matter how nice it is. I require more company than your old bachelor ass. And it’s about time for you to get back in the game.”

      “I’m too old to play games.”

      Jack punched Ned in the arm. “You are if you say shit like that.”
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        * * *

      

      Missy boarded the plane, her pass clutched in her hand. Choking down the desert-dry sandwich meant she was one of the last passengers through the door. The plane was so small that the airline agent had to check her carry-on bag, but she had her purse, book, and what was left of her courage. Which evaporated when she verified for the second time that she was seated between two gorgeous men, one of whom was the sunshine god who’d saved her in the store. The man seated on the aisle was just as handsome but brooding, with dark hair going silver. Her pulse sped. Where were the doting grandparents when she needed them?

      As tiny as the plane was, with so few seats, it wasn’t at all unexpected she would be near the man, but right next to him? She was going to have to make conversation—an impossible task before she was stuck in a steel tube, thousands of feet in the air. Maybe she could read her book and ignore him since her headphones had been whisked away with her carry-on.

      “Um, excuse me.” She pointed at the empty seat between the men while trying to avoid eye contact.

      “Of course,” the dark, handsome man said, his cultured voice deep and smooth like expensive liquor. He unfolded his tall, lean form, and she couldn’t help following his every move. She tottered back a few steps as he moved into the aisle.

      Try not to crash into him, too.

      She sat and attempted to take up as little room as possible, arms folded to her chest and legs pressed together. Wedged shoulder to thigh between the men, there was no space to spare. When she glanced up, they were staring at her, smiling. Suddenly, the plane was way too warm. She clenched her thighs tighter, trying to quench the source of the fire.

      “Hey again.” The man from the store held his hand out to her as best he could, given the cramped conditions. “Andrew Jackson. Friends call me Jack.” A warm hand, slightly callused, engulfed hers. The heat of his touch traveled up her arm to her achy breasts. “This is my buddy Ned.”

      The other man held up his hand briefly.

      “Missy. Nice to meet you both. Sorry again about the store. I’m a bit out of my element.” Her cheeks burned. Had she really said that? She gave a slight tug, and Jack released his grip.

      “You can run into me anytime.” Jack nudged her gently with his shoulder.

      “It’s my first time flying. Except for the plane I took to get here. I mean, it’s still my first time…uh, trip.” And the stupid just kept coming.

      “Really? You’ve never been on a plane before?” Jack asked like she was the only one on the planet who hadn’t.

      “My grandparents couldn’t leave their farm.” And they didn’t spend money if they didn’t have to.

      Thankfully, the flight attendant interrupted their conversation with the safety presentation as the pilot moved the plane to the runway. Soon, they were in the air, sipping cold drinks.

      “Are you visiting someone?” Ned’s dark blue eyes focused sharply on her when she met his gaze.

      “No, on vacation. I have a free month before I start my new life. I rented a bungalow. It’s going to be great.” She plastered a smile on her face.

      “What new life will be waiting for you?”

      Missy’s smile wobbled. She drank some water to try to release the catch in her throat. Sharing so much with strangers was dumb, but she wanted to talk to them. It might have been their demeanor, or it might have been that she was so wrung out from her breakup and sleepless night. “I’ll be working at a law firm in New York while I study for the bar. I just finished law school.”

      “Beautiful and smart,” Jack said.

      Missy ignored that. She’d heard it before. Why was it such a big deal when a woman was both? Men could be smart and sexy and no one batted an eye. Brains and boobs and suddenly you’re a curiosity.

      “What school?” Ned asked.

      “Wash U.”

      “Congratulations, that’s a top-tier program. Your family must be very proud of you.”

      “I’m sure they would be.” Missy was surprised that Ned recognized the St. Louis university. It was an elite program, but not as famous as Harvard.

      “Would be?” Ned’s eyebrows were up at his hairline. She admired Ned’s interview technique. Textbook trial lawyer.

      “I don’t have any family left.”

      “No brothers or sisters, aunts, uncles, cousins?” Jack asked. “No one?”

      Ned rubbed his forehead. “Jack, I’m going to get you a mouth filter for your next birthday.”

      “They don’t make ’em Texas-sized. Seriously, no one at all?” There was genuine concern in his voice.

      “My boyfriend—ex—was supposed to come with me, but it seems he wanted different things.” Missy sucked in a breath and blinked as her eyes burned.

      “He’s an idiot,” Jack said, giving a final judgment.

      She resisted the urge to laugh at Jack’s succinct assessment. “Enough about me, what do you two do?”

      “Well,” Jack drawled, “I do a little bit of everything. Mostly, I work on business opportunities that capture my attention. Ned’s a lawyer, like you.”

      Her instincts about the silver fox had been correct.

      “I invited myself to his place to hash out some details on my next project.” Jack stared at Ned as he answered her. “Possibly get him to work with me full-time.”

      “So, you’re an entrepreneur?”

      “That’s about the best label.”

      The conversation lulled, but they remained focused on her. She conversed with others easily. Why was it so hard to find intelligent words around a couple of attractive men? “What do you recommend I see while I’m on the island?”

      “The Diamond Dunes has a beautiful restaurant right on the ocean. It’s out of this world,” Ned replied. “You’ll have to let us take you to dinner one night.”

      “Sounds nice. Will your spouses join us?” Missy wasn’t sure about agreeing to meet the men by herself, and the place was probably way out of her league. She could let the invitation die after they went their separate ways.

      “My wife passed away.” Ned tugged his bare ring finger. “Jack’s divorced. But don’t worry, we’ll meet at the restaurant.” He patted her hand gently, much as Alice had on the first flight. His hand was firm and warm, and she had an unexplainable impulse to cling to it. She gazed into his dark sapphire eyes and basked in the kindness he radiated.

      The flight attendant interrupted by offering additional drinks and snacks. Missy declined. She yawned deeply and, after loosening her seatbelt, tried to stretch in the tight confines. The exhaustion from her sleepless night hit her as soon as she closed her eyes.

      Missy woke when the pilot announced they were descending, only to find she had curled up with her head on Ned’s chest. The armrest was tucked away, and he’d twisted in his seat to accommodate her. Her bottom pressed into Jack. Sprawled sideways, she filled any space he might have claimed. Dizziness and heat swamped her as she tried to figure out how to disentangle herself from the two men and perhaps melt into the baggage compartment underneath the plane.

      “Welcome back.” Ned smiled at her and petted her hair, probably smoothing her bedhead.

      “I’m so sorry.” She cringed as she lifted her head from Ned’s chest. She discreetly checked for drool, relieved there was none.

      “Not at all. It was the best flight I’ve ever had.”

      “Me too.” Jack grinned and a hint of a dimple formed on one side. He reminded her of a big, playful puppy.

      Wow. Her trip had barely started and already she’d slept with two men who weren’t her ex.

      Jack laughed. “What was that?”

      Missy swiveled her head to take in Ned’s shock and Jack’s lifted eyebrows and heated stare. “I did not say that out loud.”

      “Pretty sure you did.” Ned chuckled.

      Laughing, because what else could she do, she ran her hands through her hair and tidied up her space. Teasing two men wasn’t quite what she’d intended when she’d planned a vacation. However, it might be the juiciest story she’d have to tell at the end of the month. No, she could do better than that. She would take risks while on the island before she left it all behind for her real life.

      The plane landed, and the two men stayed with her as everyone exited. “Follow me.” Ned touched her elbow briefly. “I know this airport like the back of my hand.”

      Her own private escort beat the heck out of stopping to stare at signs. They were at the baggage area in moments.

      “Mr. Strauss?” A woman in coveralls waved over the crowd as she moved toward them.

      Ned’s face lit with a smile. “Cas.” He shook the worker’s hand.

      “Long time no see.”

      “It’s been less than two months.” His chuckle was low and warm.

      “Why aren’t you in your plane?” Her barrage of questions didn’t seem to bother Ned at all. Jack had wandered over to the emerging bags. Missy joined him.

      She leaned to pick up her big suitcase, but a tanned arm darted in front of her.

      “Let me help.” Jack tugged the bag up like it was empty and set it on the ground next to her. She merely pointed at the next one, and he immediately snatched that one, too.

      Ned joined them and took one of the two bags that Jack had pulled for her and one of the others. They moved toward the large sliding glass doors.

      “Cas usually handles the luggage when I fly private,” Ned said with a quick glance over his shoulder.

      He spoke of the airport employee like a friend. Not a servant. So different from Carter. Missy made a mental note to add it to a list of criteria for her next boyfriend.

      They guided her to the taxi line in front of the airport and got her settled in the first available car.

      “Here’s my number.” Ned held out a cream-colored rectangle. “Promise you’ll call us for dinner.”

      Missy nodded and took the offering through the open window, a warm feeling in her stomach and a smile on her face. She dropped it in her purse. It was a sweet gesture. Ned patted the top of the taxi twice, and it whisked her away toward the bungalow.

      Everything was going to be okay.
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      Everything was not okay.

      The taxi stopped at the address Missy provided—the same address on the paperwork from the landlord.

      “Um, sir?” Missy leaned forward and gripped the headrest of the passenger seat. “Are you positive this is it?”

      “Sure am.”

      “Is there another Flower Street on the island?”

      He shook his head.

      Early evening light exposed the carnage clearly despite the tangled foliage that surrounded the structure. Gaping holes occupied the spaces that should have contained windows. The interior walls, visible from the street, consisted of exposed two-by-fours, and the roof lacked at least half of its shingles. Chunks of concrete from the exterior walls lay crumbled at the foundation. The bungalow was a disaster. So was her dream vacation.

      Tears pricked her eyes as the sharp knife of betrayal sliced through her again.

      Pity in the driver’s dark eyes reflected through the rearview mirror, making her uncomfortable. Through gritted teeth, she asked him to return to the café they’d passed.

      Homeless. She belonged to no one, no place. Her heart raced, and she gulped in the musty taxi air. Other people were scared of things, cockroaches or crowds. But the absence of everything was a true nightmare. Her plan had been sound, well-thought-out. Give up the apartment in St. Louis, live in the island rental for a month, finish the move to New York. Fear and regret wouldn’t solve her problem. She had to stay calm. It was pointless to fly to NYC and spend a month in a shelter, but she had to do something because living in the back of a cab wasn’t an option.

      Using the manual crank, she opened the window. The island air reminded her why she’d come. Unlike the wet wool blanket that was a Missouri summer, the fresh ocean breezes gently hugged her. She sucked in a slow, shuddering breath.

      The driver parked in front of the tiny diner. She paid him, then forced herself to open the door and get out. He set her bags at the entrance of the restaurant.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to wait, miss?” he asked her.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      The booth in the restaurant was well-worn, the fabric showing through parts of the turquoise vinyl. Outside, the cab remained at the curb. The cabbie’s eyes met hers through the window, but she turned away, surprised he hadn’t sped off to the next fare. The smell of hot food filled her nostrils. A meal wouldn’t sit well, but she could order coffee and buy some time. If she could overcome the latest hurdle, she vowed to relax into the slower island lifestyle and enjoy every moment of her imperfect vacation.

      The waitress delivered a fresh carafe of cream with her cup, but the ritual of stirring in the white cloud wasn’t as comforting as she’d hoped.

      A call to the property manager only informed her that Carter was beyond redemption. And the no-longer-in-service message she received when she dialed his number shocked her on one level, but should have been predictable. Tears threatened to fall, but she blinked them back. That wouldn’t help.

      Phone still in hand, she pulled up every travel site possible. Someone on the island had to have a place, even just a room.

      Nothing.

      In complete desperation, she dialed the number of her former best friend. If Bethany answered, maybe Missy could fly back and stay with her until the apartment in New York was ready. Skipping her vacation would suck but not as bad as being homeless. No answer, and the voice on the greeting was someone she didn’t know.

      Tears streamed down her cheeks as she choked down the cold cup of coffee.

      As soon as the caffeine kicked in, she did the only thing she could. Digging through her purse, she retrieved the abandoned card. Missy dialed again.

      Ned answered on the second ring. “Edward Strauss.”

      “Ned? It’s Missy, from the plane?” She was unsure if the man honestly meant she should call, but she was out of options. If he hung up on her or couldn’t help, she didn’t know what she would do.

      “Missy. How’s the bungalow?”

      She sucked in a sob, trying to keep it together.

      “Are you okay? What’s happened?”

      After a deep breath, she answered as calmly as possible. “The rental, it’s wrecked. I-I don’t know what to do.”

      “Where are you?”

      Missy told him the name of the diner and the street.

      “Stay put.”

      A surprisingly few minutes later, Ned and Jack, freshly showered and changed into casual wear, slid into the booth. Jack’s light blue t-shirt hugged his muscular frame. Ned’s chin was dusted with dark stubble. Both of them stared at her intently, warriors ready to do battle on her behalf.

      “What happened, sugar?” Jack asked.

      “The place I rented months ago—apparently there was a big storm…”

      “Yeah, the caretaker secured my house. I had some damage. Nothing too major.” Ned’s eyes didn’t leave her as the waitress placed two more coffee cups on the table.

      “Well, I guess the landlord isn’t the planner you are, because the rental looks like it was hit by a hurricane. Which, I guess it was.”

      “Didn’t he contact you, or warn you, or anything?” Jack’s eyes were wide, and she imagined she’d had a similar expression on her face when she was in the taxi.

      “He said he did, but I never saw the letter. Or the refund.” She gritted her teeth to stop the tirade of vitriol that threatened to erupt.

      “The boyfriend?”

      “Yes.” Missy’s voice was a low rasp. Beneath the anger, she was embarrassed she’d spent so much time with Carter and trusted him completely when he obviously wasn’t the person she’d imagined he was. “We had an agreement. Budgeted everything. I paid the rent. He was going to cover the food and stuff while we were here. I mean, I have some savings, but…”

      “How did he get the refund?” Jack’s hands clenched on top of the worn Formica.

      “We used his credit card, but I paid the bill.” Despite promises to herself, she was crying, wasting tears over him again. Ned handed her a handkerchief from his pocket.

      “Have you called him?” Ned’s voice seethed with anger.

      “He changed his number.” She gripped the phone in her lap tighter, barely resisting the urge to sling it across the restaurant. The Shit had outdone himself. Maybe he’d assumed she would never get on the plane without him.

      Ned’s jaw was set as tight as hers, and he had a white-knuckled death-grip on his mug. Strangers cared more about her well-being than her ex-boyfriend did.

      She wiped her eyes with the handkerchief again. “How could I be so blind?”

      Jack held up a hand to stop her. “Some people aren’t what they portray. They wear a mask and perform to get what they want. They don’t have actual feelings. They’re human parasites. That type of deception is impossible to see through. I should know.”

      Ned’s eyes never left Missy as he put a hand on Jack’s shoulder.

      The tension left Jack’s body. “Sorry, go on.”

      “I asked the landlord if he had anything else I could rent, and I did a search. But—”

      “You’re staying with us,” Ned interrupted.

      Missy let the comfort in his deep voice wash over her. If she went with them, it could be a huge mistake. It felt right, but she’d believed Carter was trustworthy, too. “I don’t—”

      “At least for tonight.” Jack cut off her argument.

      It was a terrible idea, but she didn’t have another option. If she had to trust someone, and it might as well be Ned and Jack. “Just one night. Let me text my friend Bethany the address?”

      Ned smiled and then rattled it off. She posted it to her Facebook account that she hadn’t accessed in months.
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      Missy gripped the passenger door armrest as a fluttery dance started in her stomach. Ned parked in the open asphalt driveway at the base of a sprawling, creamy-yellow, one-story house. The huge stained-wood front door sat invitingly at the top of a flight of painted concrete stairs, contrasting with the white trim. The house hovered on a small cliff that edged the beach. Expansive windows, framed by shutters, would let in plenty of light, and the oversized, pitched metal roof provided tons of shade for a deck that seemed to surround the entire structure. Palm trees, clustered artfully around the house, ruffled in the breeze, and the orange light from the setting sun glinted off the waves. It was postcard perfect. A complete opposite of the tiny, once-turquoise wreck she’d planned to inhabit.

      “Wow. This is your house?”

      “It is. Let’s get you settled,” Ned replied while he and Jack helped remove her belongings from the trunk. As nice as the house was, the view of them was better. They handled her months’ worth of luggage like it weighed nothing. She reminded herself that it was temporary. One night. If she left in the morning, she wouldn’t be preying on their kindness.

      “You sit here.” Jack patted a stool at the bar that flanked the gourmet kitchen. “We’ll be right back.”

      As an unexpected guest, she should be the one to haul her bags, but she sat. For tonight, she would let them be in control.

      “Are you hungry?” Ned asked as soon as they returned from the back of the house.

      “No, I’m fine, really.” She crossed her arms around her still-churning stomach.

      “Nonsense. There’s plenty.” Ned pulled a tray of lobsters and asparagus from the stainless-steel fridge and stepped through the door that led to a back deck.

      “Go with it. He wants to feed you.” Jack opened a bottle of white wine and poured three glasses. He set one in front of her.

      “Can I at least help?”

      “Ned’s grilling everything. Should only be a few minutes.”

      “I feel like I should be doing something. Calling someone. Looking for a place to stay.” Even though she’d already done that, there had to be someone else she could call. Or something else to try.

      “No rush.” His lips wrapped around the edge of his wine glass, and his eyes locked with hers. Heat filled the space between them, and Missy forgot to breathe.

      Damn. She had a million problems to deal with and all she could think about was how good-looking Jack was. She tasted her glass of wine. For just one night, she resolved. Decision made, she took another sip of wine.

      Ned toed the back door open and set the platter of steaming red lobsters on the counter. He glanced from Jack to Missy and back again. “Everything okay?”

      “Never better, partner.” Jack grinned at Missy.

      Ned grunted and took three plates from the cabinet. Jack handed him a glass of wine and took over plating the food.

      “That smells amazing.” Missy’s mouth watered.

      Dinner tasted even better than it smelled, but it wasn’t a meal for manners. They each dipped pieces of the tender meat into the lemon-and-butter sauce with their hands. Missy tried to ignore the way Jack licked his fingers. And the way Ned groaned in delight every few bites. She focused on her plate and used every bit of etiquette her grandmother had taught her. Lobster had never been served at the Winter household, but damn, it was good. After the ravenous eating slowed, Ned and Jack chatted about things to do on the island and a little bit about the businesses Jack was trying to buy out and combine. She was interested but could barely keep her eyes open.

      “All right. That’s the third yawn you’ve tried to hide.” Ned stood and took her plate.

      Jack followed Ned with the remaining dishes.

      “I can help clean up.” Missy pushed back from the dining table.

      Ned came out of the kitchen. “You need to rest. I’ll show you to your room.”

      Missy tucked her chair in and followed him. Exhaustion, emotional and physical, from the last twenty-four hours hit her hard.

      Jack came out of the kitchen as they passed. “Good night, sugar pie.” He kissed her cheek.

      It was a sweet gesture, one her grandparents had repeated nightly when she was growing up. Warmth seeped through her at his kindness.

      “This is you.” Ned opened the door and stepped back with his arm out. The walls were the same creamy color as the outside of the house, with matching white trim. Bamboo flooring warmed the space. Picture windows, covered with gauzy drapes, flanked a door that led to the wraparound deck. She let her fingertips drift over the fluffy white queen bed and admired the five-star-hotel-quality linens.

      “It’s lovely. Thank you, Ned.”

      “I’m glad I could help.” His eyes locked on hers. Slowly, he reached up and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.

      Frozen in his gaze, a part of her wanted it to mean more than he surely intended.

      He kissed her cheek. “Get some sleep,” he said gruffly before he closed the door, leaving her alone.

      After she changed into sleepwear
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