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For my dear friend Donna Cooksley Sanderson. Thank you for setting your coffee down to become responsible for me.

 

For my ASL teacher, Billy, thank you for showing me the beauty of a soundless language.

 

And for the people of St. Thomas.



 

Note to reader

 

For the purpose of being mindful about the nature of American Sign Language and the perception of the deaf culture, I’m writing my personal experience with the personalities of those I’ve known, while incorporating my own knowledge of the language. While I do have a formal education in ASL, in the way of interpreter training, I do not claim to be an expert on the language, nor the culture. Please keep in mind that the ASL communication in this book is between two individuals with years of experience interacting with each other, therefore leaving a broad avenue for interpretation.

 

Thank you, and I hope you enjoy it.

Kate
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“Ian.”

I turned to face my ex-wife as she moved toward me at warp speed. “Where is she?”

“In X-ray. She’s got stitches from a large gash in her arm and suffered a nasty break in her right leg.”

Her shoulders slumped as she exhaled a stressed breath. “Are the other girls okay?”

I slipped my hands into my slacks. “Just bumps and scratches. Ella got the worst of it.”

Tara looked at me accusingly. “You couldn’t go with her to X-ray?”

“She didn’t want me to. She’s still in the midst of claiming her independence.”

She pursed her lips. “You’re the parent.”

“Right, so you keep reminding me. Yet I was here first.”

“I was working,” she hissed, a ready defense on her tongue.

I raised a brow. “So that’s what you call it these days?” Tara was an assistant to her new boyfriend —or rather, an old boyfriend she’d taken up with after our divorce. He was a commercial builder based in Houston.

“I’m sure the boss will have no issue giving you time off, considering your duties last long past the five o’clock whistle.”

She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms, her sundress lifting enough to see the six-hundred-dollar cowgirl boots I bought for our last anniversary. “If I didn’t know better, I would think you were jealous.”

“But you know better,” I said, sounding as bitter as I felt about the situation, which had nothing to do with who she was with. It had everything to do with our custody agreement and the fact that I was expecting her to dispute it any day to suit her new ‘professional’ situation. And if the law saw fit, that meant my daughter would leave Dallas because of a man her mother was crazy about.

She gave me a wary glance. “Can we not do this now?”

“Fine. That was petty. I apologize. Ella lost some blood, and they had to give her a transfusion.”

Tara’s face went pale.

“She’s fine,” I assured her. “Thankfully, she had been keeping up with her meds, so that helped. I didn’t know her blood type. I felt horrible. How could I not know that? She’s anemic for God’s sake.”

“We only just discovered it when she got her period a few months ago. Don’t be so hard on yourself.” Tara swallowed and stared at me with wide eyes. “By the way, it’s—”

“Type B, I know now, of course.” I moved to sit next to her as she studied me carefully. She was looking for anger. I knew it from years of being with her. What would I be angry about? She flinched as I took the cracked blue plastic seat next to her. The hospital’s bones were dinosaur, but the healthcare was top-notch. It was the only reason I wasn’t crawling out of my skin with worry.

“So, they did a blood test?” she asked quietly, her eyes cast down.

“Actually, I asked for a few tests just in case something like this arose again. The doctor said it’s a good precaution with her condition.”

Tara began shaking next to me, her fearful eyes meeting mine briefly before they flit away.

“What is it, Tara?”

“Ian, I—”

“Mr. and Mrs. Kemp?” The doctor interrupted, and we both stood. “She’s going to be fine. We’ve ruled out surgery, managed to set her leg, and have given her something mild for the pain.”

I blew out a long breath of relief. “Thank you.”

Tara spoke up. “We were supposed to leave for vacation tomorrow. We’re driving to my parents’ house in Houston. Will she be able to travel?”

“She’s going to have some discomfort no matter what, but it’s a short trip, and as long as you’re equipped to care for her there, it should be fine.”

“She can stay with me—”

“That’s ridiculous,” Tara scoffed. “The whole point is for us to spend time together.”

“I thought the whole point was to spend time with Daniel?” I challenged.

Tara glanced away briefly in an attempt to hide her agitation before producing a fake smile for the doctor. “We’ll be fine. Can we see her?”

I was being a dick, but I rather enjoyed it at her expense. Tara had a way of getting under my skin by her presence alone.

The doctor’s eyes bounced between us. “They’re finishing up now, but you can go back.”

The walk down the stark white corridor was hell on earth. I was thankful the injuries weren’t severe and said a little prayer of gratitude. No feeling in the world had ever been worse than that phone call from the paramedics.

Ella perked up when I walked into the room behind her mother. Her eyes wide and lingering on her bright purple cast before she gave me a weak smile. She lifted her hands as I leaned in and kissed her forehead. I beat her to the punch, signing to her.

 

Had to go and break a leg, brat?

 

She grinned. You’re such an asshole, Daddy.

 

Does it hurt much?

 

Not too bad.

 

Who was driving?

 

She lifted her hands reluctantly. Jessica.

 

It was my worst fear as a parent. Most kids don’t pay much attention in driving school—I know I didn’t—and did the bare minimum just to get their driving freedom. Unfortunately, as a sixteen-year-old, all you needed to get a license was decent eyesight and a little confidence to obtain that independence. With her friend Jessica being deaf and a new driver in a car full of deaf friends, she was already at a disadvantage. Sirens from speeding ambulances, warning sounds from car horns, and skidding brakes were forever silenced. Add youth and the fact that the girls relied solely on their hands for communication, and it was a recipe for this father’s worst nightmare. There were plenty of deaf and hard-of-hearing drivers on the road. I knew Ella would be a responsible and defensive driver when she got her license, but it did little to ease my nerves. She was still a year away from driving on her own, and I was selfishly thankful for that blessing. My relief was cut short when I found out Ella had plenty of friends already behind the wheel. I had all but begged her mother to keep her away from the shitty clique of impressionable girls who were too old for her to hang out with. Tara hadn’t taken my pleas under consideration. It was another reason for my irritation with her that day. Ignoring the surfacing anger toward her mother, I spoke to my daughter to keep the peace. Still, I couldn’t help my hands.

 

You’re fourteen. You don’t need to be hanging out with sixteen-year-old girls.

 

Ella guffawed audibly and rolled her eyes.

 

I’m not that much younger. I turn fifteen next week. And I don’t need a lecture. It was an accident.

 

Don’t roll your eyes at me. And you’ll get lectures until I’m dead. What happened?

 

I could see in Ella’s hesitation to answer that the accident was Jessica’s fault. And though it might not have anything to do with her disadvantage, her slow hands, reluctant to respond, told me differently. Reading my face, Ella stiffened, her anger simmering. She was a lot like me and hated to admit when she was wrong.

 

I don’t want to talk about it. I’m hurt and sleepy. Go back to work, Daddy.

 

Okay. I’ll let you get to sleep. FaceTime me every day while you’re in Houston. I’ll miss you. Be good for your mother. With the sign of a P, I rubbed my hand over my chest. Promise?

 

Promise. Love you.

 

Love you, brat.

 

I looked over at Tara and signed while I spoke. “Stay safe and have a good trip.”

 

Tara nodded, a distant look in her eyes, her porcelain skin tinted red in anger or embarrassment from our earlier exchange. I’d broken free from the responsibility of figuring her out when I left her a year ago. Her behavior was strange, but then again, we’d been strangers for years. Tara was good at reinventing herself every new moon, and I’d spent enough of my life figuring out who she’d decided to be with each moon that passed. I blew her bullshit off as a reaction to Ella being hurt. Taking my leave, I moved a few steps toward the door when Tara’s earlier question began to gnaw at me.

“So, they did a blood test?”

A new sort of awareness plucked at my spine as I opened the door and froze. Sweat gathered at my temple as I turned to see that my ex-wife had been staring at my retreating back. I stood statue-still as my daughter read my posture.

 

Daddy? What’s wrong?

 

My gaze drifted over Ella—she had pale skin to my olive complexion, light hair to my dark, and deep-sea blue eyes to my gray.

In an attempt to mask the fear racing through me, I forced a smile worthy of an Oscar as my gaze drifted to Tara. If it was guilt etched all over her face, if I was reading her right—which I’d become a pro at over the years—every-fucking-thing was wrong.

 

Ella raised her hands, a frightened look on her face. What’s wrong?

 

I glared at Tara, who sank into her chair, confirming my worst fear. Apparently, there was a feeling worse than what I felt just hours ago.

 

Ella waved frantically for my attention.

 

Daddy, what is it?

 

It’s okay, sweetheart. I just need a minute with your mother. Tara, I need to speak to you outside.

 

I walked the hall quietly, trying to steady my heartbeat with even breaths as she followed slightly behind me. I made it to the garage, barely able to handle the rattle under my skin from the rage that threatened.

I turned on Tara abruptly, and she stopped just short of hitting my chest. She was beautiful. At one point in time, I thought she was the most beautiful woman alive. At one point in time, I couldn’t imagine a life without her. At one point in time, I would’ve taken a bullet for her, no questions asked. She had been my life. She had been my purpose, my meaning, my everything. Seething, I fisted my hands at my sides and tried to hold my bite, but it was impossible. I prayed I would owe her an apology for the thoughts that surfaced.

“I’ve always given you credit for being more intelligent than you actually are. But by the look on your face, you’re frightened about something that can’t be true.”

Tara stared at the stripes on my necktie.

“Look at me.” Her eyes shot to mine, full of fear, tears threatening. “Because in order to determine paternity, it would require more than a blood test.”

“Ian—”

“I know my damned name. Fourteen years I was your husband, and fifteen her father. Tell me now, Tara. Right. Fucking. Now. Tell me my suspicions are ridiculous. Tell me that Ella belongs to me in every sense. Tell me.”

“Ian—”

“Tell me!”

Fear and trepidation marked every inch of her as all the anger dissipated out of me in one breath, and devastation took its place.

Don’t ask her, Ian. It doesn’t matter. Don’t ask her!

I pointed behind her. “Tell me that’s my little girl in that room that calls me, Daddy, not his. Tell me I didn’t lose my life to your selfish fucking whims. Tell me!”

Incredulous tears fell down my face as my heart bottomed out.

“Tell me she’s mine, Tara,” I croaked, my face soaked, my heart obliterated. “Don’t do this to me. Please, I’m begging you. If you ever loved me at all, tell me she’s mine.”

“She is your daughter,” she offered weakly.

“But I didn’t father her, did I?”
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I don’t always feel like a failure, but as I picked up the iguana crap from the side of the pool, a small glimpse of the life I left behind hit me in a flash—sipping a designer martini with a killer view of the city from the thirty-fifth floor, a healthy bank account, and the feel of a new pair of heels.

“Freezing your ass off in those heels,” I muttered, studying my chipped blue toenails in the flip-flops I wore.

“Pardon?” Mrs. Osborne asked as I removed the ‘excrement’ that she had called about fifteen minutes after I thought I’d finished my day.

Holding the warm crap in my hand, I studied Mrs. Osborne lying in a lounge chair, covering herself with thick glue-colored sunblock while inside the house, Mr. Osborne scoured the five-bedroom rental, opening every single cabinet and drawer. “I think we’re all set.”

Half an hour prior, I’d been in my plush sun chair on my porch with a freshly corked pinot when I got the call.

“At Ease Property Management, Koti speaking.”

“Koti, this is Stephanie Osborne.”

“Hi, Mrs. Osborne, are you enjoying your stay so far?”

“I am, but we have an issue.” I took a well-deserved sip of my wine as I prepared for the worst. I loved my job, but there was always that one guest who could make said job a living hell. The Osbornes had only checked into their villa three hours prior. One call was typical from a new guest, even with the inch-thick notebook that was on the counter, filled with every single piece of information they would need. It was her fourth call since I left them.

“How can I help?”

“Well, there was a large iguana next to the pool.”

I choked down my laugh. “Yes, ma’am, it’s common on the island.”

“I understand . . .” she said hesitantly, “and that’s fine. He gave us a fright, but that’s not the problem.”

“No?”

“Well, it seems he decided to relieve himself next to the pool.”

I sat up in my chair. “In the pool?”

“No, next to it.”

“I’m not following.”

“There’s iguana excrement next to the pool.”

I was already downing my wine and took my final swallow before I braved a reply. “Okayyyy.”

“I was wondering when you would be by to pick it up?”

And there you have it. My new life in a nutshell—sans new Jimmy Choos and Christmas at Rockefeller Center—now the proud owner of an anorexic bank account.

I threw the poop in the trash can and inhaled a calming breath as I scanned her three-million-dollar view, which consisted of deep blue to aqua surf and the neighboring island—St. Johns.

Nothing bad happened here, at least not in my private universe. The universe I created when I left my toxic life in New York and retreated to the one place I remembered being happy.

If the island could cure me, I was sure that after a few days, it would work wonders on Mrs. Osborne.

“Can I help you with anything else while I’m here?”

With curious, crinkled eyes, she looked up at me from where she sat. “Do you really make your own electricity here in St. Thomas?”

“Actually, no, we buried a giant extension cord below the ocean from the States.”

It was my best friend Jasmine’s line for people who weren’t smart enough to believe differently. I had never used it until I was forced to pick up iguana crap.

Mrs. Osborne—a seven-day refugee from Long Island—sat with a magazine on her lap, mouth open, her eyes on the surf while she pressed her brows together to try to make sense of it. I bit my lip to keep my laugh hidden. She was old money and hadn’t earned a cent, and it was painfully obvious. She’d clearly ignored the thousands of solar panels set up all over the top of the mountains as she was chauffeured in.

What was even more ironic was that I used to spend hours of my life on the phone with women just like her, answering endless questions and catering to their every whim—much the same as I was at that moment—but for a much larger paycheck. Watching her ungreased wheels turn was entertaining, but I had a breathing bottle to get back to. “Well, if that’s all, I’ll leave you to it.”

The announcement of my departure led to another set of questions. “Is it true we will be bathing with rainwater?”

“Yes, Mrs. Osborne, as I explained when you arrived, we do use the rainwater since there are no real alternative water sources. The rainwater is captured by the gutters and drained into a filtration system beneath the house. It’s completely safe. I’ve checked your water level, and it looks good for the length of your stay, but feel free to give me a call if you need some delivered.” Studying the excess amount of skin around her eyes and the sagging lady flaps underneath her arms, I was sure she wasn’t worried about the pH of the water affecting her skin. Still, she was a beautiful, older-looking woman. I had to give her credit, she put in a ton of effort when other women her age wouldn’t.

“You’ll deliver water?”

Please, God, I just want to go to my happy place.

“Absolutely.”

“Okay, well, as long as we won’t run out.”

“Have a good night.”

I was halfway to the sliding door that led to my exit and the waiting bottle of wine when she spoke up behind me.

“Wait. Is it safe to drink . . . or do we need to boil it first?”
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“Get the Osbornes settled?” I could hear the smile in Jasmine’s voice—she must have known when she took the reservation that they would be a pain in the ass. I drove along the mountainside, enjoying the breeze, and glanced over the cliff to see that a cruise ship had come in while I was at the Osbornes’.

“Shit.”

“What?” Jasmine asked through the speakers in the cabin of my Jeep.

“The cruise ship came in while I was dealing with shit, like literally. Now I’ll never get home.”

“What?” she asked absently.

“What to which part? I just picked up iguana crap. In fact, I was summoned to pick up iguana crap. Thanks, boss.”

Jasmine’s laugh belted out while I navigated through a thousand tourists. Shipwreckers walked around like new babies with their cell phones, arms up in selfie poses, clicking away at the scenery while risking their lives in the rush of traffic.

“The ship never shows up this late. Damnit, I’m going to miss the sunset.” Routine was crucial to my well-being, and the sunset was often a focal point of my day. For me, it was a finish line of sorts.

Parked in traffic, I surveyed the sparkling water next to me. It would never get old. Even when I grew gray and ceased grooming and had grown my own pair of lady flaps, I would enjoy the same view.

“All you do is complain, Koti.”

I shoved a fistful of French fries from my brown-bag dinner into my mouth. “Liar. I hardly ever give you grief. I’m the best employee you have.”

“You’re the only employee I have, so there is no comparison.”

Swallowing my food, I laid on the horn as a van veered slightly toward the median. In the rearview mirror, I saw a lady whose attention seemed to be on anything but driving, her phone hanging out the window to capture the perfect picture of the surrounding bay.

“Hey, lady, pay attention to the road!”

Jasmine ignored my shriek. “What are you doing tonight?”

I filled my mouth with more fries to keep from answering.

“Oh . . . let me guess. Nothing. Again,” she chided. “Come join me, I’m at the wine bar.”

“No,” I cut her off quickly. “No, no. No, lady, no. Last time we did ladies’ night, I ended up flashing my thong to a hundred people.”

And it was the best night I’d spent in St. Thomas, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. If there was one thing I’d learned, it was that you can’t repeat the same good time twice. And the only reason I partook in that night was because I was half-drunk before we got to the bar.

Jasmine’s infectious laughter was welcome amidst the chaos that surrounded me. “That was a great night. And if you would act a little more twenty-nine than eighty-nine, we could have more of them. Besides, I only took one picture. One.”

“If that picture even exists.” She was forever threatening me with evidence she never produced. “I’m fine with being a homebody. You know I prefer it.” I laid on the horn again just as an old Cadillac cut off my progress. And seconds later, as if some cosmic force decided battling traffic on a ship day wasn’t enough, a chicken—lady flaps spread wide appeared on the hood of my Jeep and came straight for me.

“ARE YOU KIDDING ME!” I swung my arm out in a knee-jerk reaction. “Shoo!”

“What? What’s going on?” Jasmine asked, more amused than concerned, as I took up the inch of space between me and the car in front and tapped on my brakes to try to get the bird off my hood. The stoic chicken didn’t budge.

“A rooster just jumped on my hood!”

“You are shooing a chicken?”

“Is there chicken-speak etiquette?” Apparently, there was, because the chicken came toward me like it knew I had a freshly plucked, chopped, deep-fried, and wrapped relative in the brown sack next to me. “It’s attacking my windshield!”

Honking the horn, I stood on my brakes as the rooster closed in. It would have been an easy jump into the open cabin of my Jeep. I was in full-on panic mode as the bird bobbed and weaved like we were in a Tyson fight. I might as well have put hot sauce on my ear because that bastard was ready to brawl and take a piece of it.

“What do I do?”

“It’s a chicken,” Jasmine cackled, “Shoo it away.”

“You are such an asshole,” I screeched, as her laughter filtered through the speakers. I rarely ever spoke on the phone while driving. Car accidents were the most notorious killer. And my Jeep just so happened to be a deathtrap as well. But the Jeep didn’t actually belong to me. It was on loan like much of the rest of my life. I had no choice but to drive it around the mountainous terrain of St. Thomas. The cloth hood made zero difference in safety. I’d checked. Being able to drive the SUV at all was my first milestone in the many I’d conquered in the last year. I wasn’t about to throw them all away for a psychotic chicken.

I had to keep calm.

I looked for anything I could throw at the real-life version of an Angry Bird to keep it from making the easy leap into my passenger seat, then realized all I had was my dinner. The bird seemed satisfied with intimidation at that moment until I laid on the horn. Apparently, the sound was the chicken’s trigger.

“Oh, come on!” The light I sat at had changed three times, and I was in gridlock, battling a psychotic rooster. “FUCKING SHIP DAY!” I screamed, hurling the bag at Tyson, who let me have round two and jumped off the hood.

“Atta girl, blame it on ship day.” Jasmine was still laughing as a group of people next to me applauded.

“I just nailed it with a chicken sandwich. How twisted is that?”

“I would give my left boob to see what just happened,” she bellowed.

“Is there something you need, boss? Because I’m off the clock, and I really don’t like you right now.”

“No, you love me. You okay?”

And that was Jasmine, a friend first, boss second, but that wasn’t the order we started in. She’d picked me up off the side of my quarter-life crisis, and we’d been inseparable since. “Yes, I’m fine. Just really freaking done for the day. I love you too, you jerk. See you tomorrow.”

She hung up as I battled cars, traffic, and new tourists for another half hour to get home. I managed to sip my pinot right as the sun met the water, setting off an endless trail of diamonds too elusive to be captured by anything other than the naked eye.

I inhaled and thanked the God I hoped existed for the gift of it.

I dug my toes into the sand as Bon Iver’s “33 ‘GOD’” drifted through the speakers off my porch and melted the rest of my day away.
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“At Ease Property Management, this is Koti.” The next morning, I sat behind my two-inch desk as Jasmine waltzed in with a handful of coffee for us. I mouthed her a ‘thank you’ as she placed the cup in front of me and took the desk opposite mine.

I listened to Mrs. Osborne ranting and saw Jasmine waiting for me expectantly, a devious smile on her glossed lips, a fresh story on the edge of her tongue. Jasmine was gorgeous, from the tip of her silky, long hair to her dark-skinned toes. She was a bit older than me, but you couldn’t tell because of her exotic-looking features—caramel brown eyes bordering gold, a heart-shaped face, and ebony hair. She was curvy, and that day had poured herself into a loud yellow sundress that would look ridiculous on anyone else. Oversized sunglasses sat perched on the top of her head, a clothing staple for her. We were night and day in the looks department. Where she was dark, I was light. My mother had gifted me with silver-blue eyes and her body. I was the pint-size version of her. Where she had made millions with her frame, I was a bit more conservative in my dress. My mother kept her signature blonde locks even as she aged, and though I’d inherited those as well, I’d razored them short after I landed in St. Thomas.

Blair Vaughn had been one of the first supermodels and ended her reign on her own terms before she married my father. My parents’ Fifth Avenue penthouse was a shrine to her illustrious career. Every room was adorned with framed magazine covers on which she was featured. She had owned Manhattan in her day in the way I had hoped to in my own. What she conquered with her breathtaking smile and figure, I’d attempted to master with my father’s business sense.

My mother’s smile won, and my smile was erased by reality. So, I created a new reality where pavement was scarce and there was always a soft place to land. A place where I didn’t have my mother’s high expectations weighing me down.

Annoyed that I was in my own headspace with my mother and even more so with the woman who’d called me every hour since seven o’clock that morning. I assured Mrs. Osborne, again, that she wouldn’t run out of water.

“Koti, I find this disturbing,” she yapped on the other end of the phone as if she were suddenly existing in some apocalyptic hellscape rather than a tourist destination.

“I’ll go ahead and send a truck.” You really need a hobby, lady.

“I’d appreciate it. I just think with what we’ve paid for this rental, we shouldn’t have to worry about necessities like water.”

“I completely understand.” You old, flappy bat.

Once I’d put her at ease—though I refused to assure there would be no more visits from the pesky iguana who lived there because she was ridiculous—we hung up.

“Mrs. Osborne?” Jasmine checked her lipstick in a compact she produced from her purse. No matter the time of day, her makeup was flawless. She gathered her hair into a self-adhesive bun. “Cinco de Mayo is coming up,” I joked, as she curled her lip at me. “Should we celebrate with a margarita?”

The first time I met her—in fact, the first time anyone met Jasmine—they assumed she was Latina or of Spanish descent, which always led to her favorite line, “I’m half filifuckingpino.” Jasmine was raised in ‘bumfuck’—her words, not mine—Minnesota, and sounded like one of the cast of Fargo. There were a lot of ya’s for yeah’s, soda was pop, etc.

St. Thomas was an eclectic mix. Even among the natives, accents varied, including those of the neighboring islands. Jasmine had moved to St. Thomas with an ex-fiancé and stayed after he decided he wanted to return to the States—without her.

“You know it was Mrs. Osborne, and she’s a pain in the ass,” I said, typing a note on the property file. DO NOT RENT TO THESE PEOPLE.

“That commission is worth it,” she scolded, before I reluctantly backspaced my note with a single finger, one key at a time. I added a death glare in her direction for good measure.

“You’re checking them in next time.” Curling my lip at her, I picked up the phone to fetch Mrs. Osborne her water.

“So, I had sex in a tractor last night.”

With a raised brow, I paused my hand on the number pad and looked above my screen at her. “A . . . tractor. How is that even possible? How many tractors are on St. Thomas that you could have sex on?”

“At least one,” she said, sitting back in her seat. “I feel a little dirty about this one, I will admit.”

“Really?”

She stood and walked over to the coffee pot to refill her cup. “No, not at all. No regrets, my friend. And now that I think about it, I’m sure it was a backhoe.”

I shrugged. “Well, as long as it was a backhoe.”

“Exactly,” she turned to me, hands propping her up on the counter behind her. Our office was a shoebox, but Jasmine insisted we rent a small space when we managed enough properties to make us more “official.” Yet we never met any of our renters in the office, and no one had ever occupied the two chairs we had waiting for clients. Jasmine claimed that having a place to show up to made us more accountable. I agreed to a point because if I had it my way, I’d live as a happy recluse and work within the confines of my beach house. She started the company herself, heartbroken and determined to survive in St. Thomas without the man who lured her here and left her to fend for herself while licking her wounds. Our work hours could be grueling at times, but she paid well, and after a year of being out of corporate hell, I wouldn’t dream of doing anything else.

“Will you be seeing this one again?”

“Meh, I don’t know.” She pulled up her skirt to show me her thong-clad, purpling-brown ass. “But man, is this a sign of a good time or what?”

Sighing, I held up my hand to block the view of her tan globes. “It’s 9 a.m. Do I really need to see your ass this early?”

“I’ll sing you the “Thong Song,” come on.” She giggled, flexing her cheeks to make them bounce.

“Oh, you just go straight to hell.”

I grabbed my phone and purse as she resumed her seat and gave me a wink. “Best video ever.”

I stopped in my tracks. “You have video?”

“Just remember I love you, and I have only good intentions for keeping this.”

Panic raced through me as I thought of the night I’d let all my inhibitions go, and I mean let go. The slow spreading smile on her lips revealed she was playing with me. There was no video.

“Where are you off to?”

“I’m getting new neighbors today.”

“Oh, right. The Kemps are booked, I forgot.”

“Yep, two weeks. Newlyweds.” I was excited about the idea of newlyweds. My parents and the Kemps bought our neighboring houses within a year of each other when I was five. They both purchased the properties as vacation homes or investment rental homes. And while the Kemps still rented theirs out, my parents were stuck with a daughter who had fled from New York to theirs, costing them a year’s worth of profits. While my dad insisted the house had paid for itself tenfold and it was mine as long as I needed it, my mother kept her tongue idle. I knew it would eventually become a bargaining chip. I always felt guilty about taking away some of their retirement income, not to mention the small fortune they wasted on a degree I no longer used. While my mother was no stranger to money, Ryan Vaughn had been a scrapper and worked hard for his fortune.

But in a way, even with my mother’s grudge about my current situation, I think they knew that house had saved my life.

Or at least, helped me find a new one.

“Take it easy out there,” Jasmine chimed, as I refilled my coffee. “Careful of those chickens, though we both know you could use a little cock.”

“Classy,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You aren’t off the hook. I want to know what could have possibly led to backhoe sex.”

My phone rang, and I cringed while Jasmine smirked, but it quickly disappeared when I silenced the call. Mere seconds later, the office phone rang. Jasmine narrowed her eyes as she picked up the phone. “Good morning, Mrs. Osborne.”
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With the back of my floorboard full of clanking wine bottles, I pulled up to my piece of paradise, which was the second to last of two identical cottage-style houses on Vista Lane. To the right of the Kemp house, large boulders crowded the beach, giving it an intimate feel, and to the left of my cottage lay a large stretch of silky beige sand and an endless view of the ocean. The builder had only erected two of the three planned houses before the Kemps intercepted and bought the last available lot for more privacy. Aside from the residences on the neighboring cliffs, I basically lived on a private beach, which was the most exclusive real estate you could find on St. Thomas. And though the houses weren’t as modern as others—built in the eighties—they were equally as inviting. Between the two-story twin dwellings lay a wide sand path, which was convenient for me.

I parked my Jeep between the two porches, cutting off Bobby McFerrin singing to me “Don’t Worry, Be Happy,” hopped out, and grabbed the flowers and wine before I dug for the last bottle lodged under my seat. I cursed my timing as I heard tires on the gravel behind me.

Crap, they’re early.

I had no idea what condition the house was in and prayed the cleaning lady had done a decent job. Finally getting a grip on the loose bottle, I pulled it out along with the flowers and caught a glance at the retreating cab before I was motored over by something or someone else.

The bottle I’d retrieved hit my chin before I landed on my ass with a soundless thud. Large hands gripped me by my bare shoulders, and I was instantly pulled back on my feet. A man dressed in a power suit stared down at me with shattered features and tortured gray eyes. Recognition of his pain was instantaneous, and I felt despair leaking from every part of him. Through thick black lashes, ready tears threatened to spill as he assessed me to make sure I was in one piece. It was a split second before he righted me on the sand and released me with a quick and barely audible, “I’m sorry,” before he rushed away. I looked down at the crushed flowers on the ground and mourned them briefly, along with dashed hopes of happy new neighbors.

If that man was one of my newlyweds, I was in for a shit two weeks.

I looked around for a bride to follow the groom and came up empty.

Shit. She left him at the altar!

My phone rattled in my pocket as I made my way toward the Kemps, my eyes in the direction of the groom, chin burning. He was standing at the edge of the water, shoulders slumped, hands in his suit pockets. Even from yards away, I could see his devastation.

Poor guy. What an evil woman. How could she do that to him? Why do people do that? How do they leave someone standing at the altar, thinking they are about to start the rest of their life, and not show?

Even though I had made it out of New York a laughing stock with my peers, I got away with only a slightly jaded heart. And even that shit hurt. I’d been in the dating neighborhood, browsed, but never decided to buy. I still had plenty of years to find Mr. Forever.

When it came to me, renting was a better option, and even with that decision, I hadn’t bothered to act on it. It seemed the ideal thing to do when one goes flying off the handle, only to abandon her life and live in a new one. I was a work in progress, and love could wait.

I tried to give my jilted groom privacy as I made my way to the porch of the Kemps’ house and opened the door. It was spotless and up to standard, which was a relief. I doubted the guy would give a damn about the state of the house. I threw the broken flowers in the trash and stuck one of the wine bottles in the fridge as I eyed the window. My phone rattled again just as I pulled it out of my pocket to shoot a text to Jasmine, and saw she was calling.

“Hey.”

“We have a problem,” Jasmine said without a trace of humor. That tone meant we had a serious problem.

“Oh, I can assure you we do. I’m staring at a jilted groom.”

“Jilted groom?”

“My new neighbors. It looks like the bride was a no-show.”

I’d managed to land us the Kemp account last summer when they had come to stay for a weekend before heading further south. I adored Rowan and William Kemp; they were worldly-wise, extremely kind, and more than happy to hand the business over. I was sure I’d pissed on someone who had managed their rental for years, but I needed the commission. I loved the house—it was warm and inviting, much like mine, with subtle differences in décor. So far, the house had brought in a steady commission and was rented for every week of the summer.

“No, your bride and groom are about to pull up.”

“No,” I spoke slowly. “He’s here, she’s not.”

“Tall? Late thirties, dark hair?”

I squinted in the afternoon sun. “Yeah.”

“That’s Ian Kemp. Mrs. Kemp has been calling all morning to see if he might have shown up there.”

“Ian?” I walked out onto the porch and studied his back. “I haven’t seen him since I was seven. Well, I saw him for a few seconds when I was seventeen—”

“Babe, that’s all fine and dandy, but we have a bride and groom whose ETA is now, and we have no place to put them.”

“We can relocate Ian.” Even as I said the words, I knew there was no way I was walking up to that man and asking him to leave. The look in his eyes alone would haunt me for weeks. He stood statue-still, staring at the aqua glass water.

“Something’s wrong.”

“Uh, yeah,” Jasmine said, as I took another step forward. I had the overwhelming urge to go to him, but I was sure he wanted his space. His posture confirmed as much.

“No, I mean with Ian.”

Jasmine cursed before she growled into the phone. I could hear her frantically typing in the background. “Every place else is booked. We are going to have to put them at Margulis Mansion.”

“No, you can’t! That’s a twenty-two-million-dollar rental with nine rooms!”

“We’re going to have to make up the difference. At least for the night. I’ll call and see if anyone has something we can swap.”

“Crap,” I said, staring at the back of Ian’s suit. “I needed this commission.”

Jasmine sighed. “You and me both.”

“This sucks!” I may have said it a little loud, but Ian didn’t move. Not an inch. He was searching for answers. I knew that feeling. I’d done the same thing.

“Well, hell, why not a hotel room?”

“And risk a shit review? We’re trying to build the business. These are newlyweds. Can’t do it.” Jasmine sounded pissed, which was rare, but I understood it. We were going to lose a ton of commission.

“There is nothing else?”

“Nothing,” she sighed over the line, defeated.

“Okay, text me the address. As soon as they get here, I’ll divert traffic.”

“K. Call me when you get home. Fucking ship day.”

“That was yesterday, Jasmine.”

“If you can use it, so can I.”
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After waving to the taxi driver like a bird trying to take flight, I threw the two newly discarded suitcases back into the taxi while I spoke rapidly to a confused bride and groom. After escorting them to their oversized mansion for two, where they repeatedly looked around with a “No shit? This is ours? No way!” I made my way back across the island to check Mrs. Osborne’s water—at her insistence—and scoured the porch for any poop before I turned two more rentals. When my workday was done, I pulled up to my house and pressed my forehead to the wheel. I had an ass full of sand, thanks to my new and unexpected neighbor.

A chuckle escaped me as I trotted down the alley to my porch, where my serenity waited, and I paused when I saw Ian. He was still standing in the exact place I had left him hours earlier. From what his mother had told me last summer, he’d been married and had a daughter. They lived in Dallas and were doing great. The Kemps had emigrated from South Africa and moved to the States. Ian had told me as much when we were kids. Smiling, I recalled the first time we met. It was just feet away from the water he was transfixed on.

Treading on the surface, I looked at my newly designated playmate. My mother saw fit to entertain our new summer neighbors with strict instructions that we get better acquainted. “You talk funny.” I stared at the brown-haired boy with bright eyes and a chipped front tooth.

“I lived in South Africa until last week,” he defended.

“Where did you move?”

“Texas. Dallas. A dreadful place surrounded by dirt. No weekend safaris. I hate it. Now—”

My giggle cut him off. “You’re so . . . proper.”

“Do you want my help or not?”

I jumped the wave that rolled through us to keep from getting another mouthful of water. My feet barely touched the sand, and we were neck deep. The water was warm, and I could feel the sunburn on my back and arms, even with the floaties my mother made me wear.

“I think I have it,” I said, lowering my mask and biting the mouthpiece.

“You don’t have it,” he challenged.

“You don’t have it,” I repeated in the worst imitation of a South African accent ever.

“Fine then. You’re on your own now.”

“Fine then,” I mocked with widening eyes through my mask.

Ian laughed before he gripped my shoulders. “Don’t worry if it trickles in a little. Let the pressure of the water keep the mask to your face, even when you think it’s safe not to breathe, breathe anyway.”

The truth was, I’d been out there for the better part of an hour panicking before he swam in, barking orders. I’d watched Jaws the night before with my father’s permission. It was the one time I regretted talking him into letting me get my way. I didn’t want to go anywhere near the water. No matter how many times I told myself it was just a movie, I heard the du-nuh every few seconds.

“Okay,” I said with false courage. “I’ve got it.”

He shook his head as if he knew I would choke. “All right, give it a go.”

“You sound like The Crocodile Hunter.”

“He is Australian.” He rolled his eyes. “And you sound ignorant. Now stop stalling.”

“Don’t be rude, crocky pants,” I piped.

Ian shrugged, pushing his dark hair off his forehead. “You’re scared.”

“I’m not scared of anything.”

“Well then, go on, miss.”

“I’m six, I’m not a miss.”

“You’re a little girl, you don’t have miss-tits yet to be called a miss.”

His eyes sparkled with his laugh.

“Pervert alert!” I yelled at the top of my lungs.

Ian cringed. “I was just joking!”

“My father says any time a boy says a word about privates in front of me to tell!”

“I’m not a pervert. And I’m too old to be babysitting you.”

Offended but too terrified to be alone in the water, I shrieked when the next wave got the best of me. I was too far out in the surf, and I knew I was about to get in trouble for it.

“I’ll have tits one day,” I promised, unable to think of anything else to say. Ian rolled his eyes as he pulled me by my floaties closer to shore. Choking, I pushed my hair out of my face. “I know you aren’t a pervert.” I smiled the way my mother did when she wanted her way. “I was just joking too.”

Ian squinted at me as if he was trying to decide if I was being truthful.

“I want to be your friend. I’m sorry, Ian. Please don’t leave me out here.”

He grabbed hold of me then and pulled me to where I could safely stand.

“It’s okay, little puffer fish.” He lined my mask up for me. “All right. You can do this. I know you can. But,” he looked behind his shoulder and then back to me, “no one said you had to.”

“I asked for the mask and flippers for my birthday. I’m gonna be seven next week. I’m not afraid.” I was lying. And he knew it.

“Are you scared of what you’ll see under, then? Give them here.” He took the mask from me and peeked underwater before he pulled up and shook his head. “Nothing to see but a few fish.”

“Okay.” Taking the mask from him, I pulled it over my eyes and nose, and he became harder to see when the lens fogged up.

“No big deal.” He knuckled the top of my head, and I glared at him before I went under.

Within seconds, a needle-nose fish swam a centimeter from my mask, and I began choking as I surfaced. “Holy shit!”

“Koti!” My mother shrieked from shore. She had the ears of a Doberman.

“Sorry, Mom, there was a fish!”

She stood in a bright red bikini, and I saw Ian’s eyes float her way with interest. My mother had ‘tits’ in abundance and a whole lot of everything else. Curves from head to foot, I could see Ian deduce she was the ultimate miss. Even as a retired supermodel, she commanded the eyes of everyone she sauntered past. “Young lady, I’d better not hear that language again.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I could feel the blood rush to my face. Ian shook his head and nudged his chin forward.

“Try again.”

Embarrassed, I shrugged. “I don’t want to.”

“Mad? Humiliated? Scared? That’s when you should do things anyway. It will always piss the other guy off.” He grinned at me with pencil point freckles dotting his nose. “Have fun anyway, Koti. I’ll keep a lookout for you.”

I knew a little about the boy inside the man I watched. The boy who had put together my first s’more laughed with his whole body at the surprise in my eyes when I tasted the toasted marshmallow, a product from a fire which he, himself, had built. While Ian was allowed freedoms like that, I was allowed very little sugar and spent an hour bubbling marshmallows and smashing them between graham crackers and melted chocolate. I could still remember Ian’s amused reaction as I gorged. He was a firecracker then, about to turn fourteen, but he took me under his wing that summer.

There wasn’t a trace of that boy in the man who stood in a puddle at the edge of the sea.

Life was funny like that. For a moment in time, a few weeks in the summer when we were both just a couple of naïve kids, I called Ian Kemp a friend. Earlier that day, he had treated me as a stranger. It was the summers after that turned us into nothing more than a few memories.

But those few memories turned significant.

Ian Kemp had introduced me to my comfort food. He’d also given me the confidence to smile to spite my mother when she got the best of me.

And for those memories, I felt a little indebted. A little bit more familiar to the stranger on the beach.

I made my way back to my house, my gaze fixed on Ian until I was forced to unload my sand-filled panties. A hot shower and a loofah scrub down later, I poured another glass of wine from my already corked bottle and took residence on my porch chair overlooking the calm sea. In an attempt not to screw up my routine—a routine I carefully followed to the letter on most days—I lit my hurricane candles on my porch as Novo Amor’s “Faux” drifted through my speakers and out to sea.

I learned much too late that ambiance was the key for me. Music, wine, and candles created my safe haven. These little things made me feel like I was in the midst of something, instead of looking forward to something else. I had spent way too much of my life looking forward to things.

Those things rarely ever came the way I’d imagined them.

Certainties were pap smears, head colds, and flat tires. But the feeling you got wrapped up in a good book, the perfect song, surrounded by candlelight, could be repeated over and over.

Endless self-made memories that no one could screw up? Yes, please.

Because when you date yourself, there is no one to disappoint you. Jasmine didn’t get it. But me and my hesitant libido understood. I’d gone through an entire year without missing men. I’d go through another if I felt like it. But it wasn’t about setting restrictions on my life. It was about the way I felt about myself.

I’d come to the island anxiety-ridden, and the blue water was my prescription. I’d set goals to forget my old ones and shed my skin for a better fit. One that bled life without calculations and alternate possibilities. I basked in the smell of the ocean—a new necessity—and marveled at the swirl of different shades of blue that hit the slightly rocky shore.

Several healthy sips of wine later, and much to my dismay, my bottle was empty.

As wrong as it was, I glanced over at Ian—who remained in the same spot on the beach—and then over to the Kemp’s house, where I knew an expensive bottle was chilling in the fridge.

As the sun began to fade behind the new Armani-clad statue in the neighborhood, the ocean and surrounding mountain islands behind him, I tiptoed over to the house. In record time, I had the bottle in hand and walked out of the Kemps’ ready to step lightly back to my side of the invisible fence. I shrieked when I saw the dark cloud that waited on the other side of the door and dropped my keys on the porch between us. Ian peered down at me as I scrambled to retrieve them.

“Shit, I’m sorry. Ian, hi, do you remember me? Koti?” He remained mute with no recognition on his face. “Well, it’s good to see you. I was . . . just making sure the place was ready for you. I manage this property now. I don’t know if your mother mentioned it?” Ian stood silent, his hands in his pockets. He was pale, and his stubble-covered face was slightly bloated. Red-rimmed eyes were a sure sign of the day he’d had, and his full lips didn’t move with a single tell.

Ian glanced at the bottle of wine with indifference before
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