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Dedication


This book is dedicated to my favorite spot in Romancelandia,
where happily-ever-afters are guaranteed, love is love, and only cakes are moist.
It’s a special place, and we need it now more than ever.
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9:00 a.m. PDT 5/1/2017 by Observer Staff

Los Angeles, California

Fans hoping to see more of Carter Stone will soon have their wishes granted. The popular television actor, best known for his roles as Nina Blake’s love interest in My Life in Shambles and as the adorably awkward but gorgeous neighbor Clinton in the second season of Man on Third, recently completed work on a super secret project in Philadelphia that will feature Stone on the big screen. According to a set insider, most of the principal photography was completed several months ago, but Stone’s part required a delay in the production schedule. Color us intrigued. Our sources couldn’t tell us whether Carter will be in the buff for this role, but we’ve got our fingers crossed.










Chapter One


Carter

I’M STANDING IN the middle of an airplane aisle, inching my way to row 12, when I spot her. I don’t know her name, nationality, age, or occupation, but I know this: Someday I’m going to marry the woman sitting in 12D.

Okay, maybe that’s an exaggeration—for all I know she could be someone else’s wife, or a serial killer—but hey, I’m an optimistic guy. Plus, she’s in my row, so I know fate is in play.

Don’t roll your eyes. It’s not polite.

I lift the baseball cap from my head and whip my hands through my hair, trying to bury the cowlick that’s been the bane of my existence ever since Seventeen Magazine dubbed it my “adorable nod to imperfection.” That was eight years ago, and among my friends and family, the embarrassing mention might as well have happened yesterday. Knowing from experience the errant lock of hair won’t budge, I concentrate on her instead.

She’s gorgeous. What I can see of her, at least.

It begins with her bottomless dark eyes, which are set in an intense gaze as she watches the parade of travelers making their way through the cabin. Although she’s probably just anxious to know who her seatmates will be, I can’t help wondering what it would be like to have all that attention focused on me. Her hair is a riot of dark brown curls that I could easily wrap around my fingers. From this vantage point, I can’t see her lips, but that might be a good thing, since what I can see is enough to fry my brain.

Look, before you decide I’m a shallow jerk for choosing my life partner based on appearance alone, consider this: Sexual compatibility is a strong indicator of long-term wedded bliss. I’m not saying that I’d marry this woman if she were as engaging as my dad’s proctologist—yes, I’ve heard stories—and I’d never be able to marry someone who didn’t at least feel comfortable around children or puppies—but this instant lust is promising. The truth is, I’m excited, and I haven’t been eager about anything other than acting in years.

An older couple two rows ahead of me parks their luggage in the center aisle, and my future wife pulls her headphones out of her ears and jumps up to assist them. She edges out of our row with a warm smile. I peek around the jerk in front of me, the guy who buried his face in his phone when the couple asked for help, and that’s when I see it: the finest ass I’ve ever seen. For a few seconds, I don’t know what to focus on: face, ass, face, ass. Who am I kidding? My gaze falls to her backside. Yes, Mom, you’ve taught me better, but you are not standing where I’m standing as I look at the bounty that’s before me.

She’s dressed in expensive-looking casual wear, and the pants covering said backside leave little to the imagination. Granted, her oversized off-the-shoulder top probably was meant to cover all that finery, but she’s stretching to place the couple’s carry-on bag in the overhead compartment, and I’m the shameless beneficiary of her Samaritan act.

After a few more seconds of unabashed ogling, I return my gaze to her face. Her brown sun-kissed skin is smooth and seemingly unadorned. I imagine she’s got some kind of makeup on, though, because I’ve watched my younger sister, Ashley, spend an hour plastering her face for what she calls a “barely there” look. Whatever this woman is or isn’t wearing, it works.

The elderly woman squeezes my future wife’s hands, thanking her with a bright smile, and the bronzed goddess reciprocates. Her lips are shiny—with gloss perhaps—and made for wickedness. My heart does this weird thing: a thump and a catch, then a thump-thump and a catch, almost like the beats are off track and are working to right themselves. Fuck me, this is weird. And yet right—in a weird kind of way.

I make my living convincing audiences that love at first sight exists. Turns out I’m a shitty actor because there’s not much pretending involved. It happens. Because I’m pretty sure I’m experiencing it right now.

Hoping this muddled feeling will level out, I stretch my neck and shake out my hands. I can’t demonstrate my game if I’m sidelined by queasiness. Now that the elderly couple is tucked away in their row, I click the latch to open our overhead compartment. Wanting to make my best first impression on my seatmate, I puff out my chest and stand tall, eager for our eyes to meet. We’re seconds away from the moment to end all moments, the one I’ll tell our kids about a decade from now.

And then my dream lady ruins it.

She again jumps up. “Oh, hey.” Pointing to my bag, she says, “Looks like you’re going to need a little help there.”

Confused by her assumption that a strapping man like me can’t handle my own luggage, I tug on my overgrown beard—and wince. That’s when I remember my appearance is not my own. Instead, I’m embodying my latest character, an emaciated twenty-seven-year-old man suffering from drug addiction and possessing a troubling aversion to grooming. I’d like to think that she’d be able to see beyond my skinny frame and unkempt hair and recognize her soul mate, but folks, it ain’t happening.

I quickly recover from this twist in our love story and stop her with a wave. “It’s okay. I’ve got it. I’m stronger than my body suggests.”

A faint blush appears on her cheeks.

And there goes the thump and a catch again. Fuck. Do I have a heart defect I don’t know about?

She takes great interest in her footwear. “Of course. It’s the helper in me. I didn’t mean to—”

“No need to apologize,” I say as I hoist my travel bag above my shoulders and slide it into the compartment. With my arms pressed against the overhead bin, I wait until she’s looking at me again and give her a wink. “We’re fine.”

I typically don’t cut off people when they’re talking to me, but I’m worried that my future wife’s embarrassment might lead her to ignore me during the flight. That’s definitely not how I’ve scripted this in my head, so if she thinks it’s a little rude, she’ll have to forgive me. It’s for the greater good.

I smooth my jeans and confirm that I’ve got the middle seat, conveniently close to her but away from curious onlookers who might recognize me. Given that I look like the fourth and forgotten member of ZZ Top, that’s unlikely to happen anyway. Pointing to my boarding pass, I tell her, “Mind if I slip in here?”

“Sure,” she says with an easy smile.

She’s still standing, so she steps into the aisle, giving me a glimpse of her ass as she moves one row back to let me in.

As I crawl into the tiny space—it’s been a while since I’ve traveled coach class—I catch a whiff of her scent and close my eyes. Not sure if it’s perfume, body wash, or what, but it smells like vanilla and reminds me of the candles my mother used to buy at the local craft store. That right there is a sign. My mother would most heartily approve of this woman.

Now to find out her name.

I turn in my seat, prepping myself for a short conversation—too much too soon isn’t part of the playbook—but then I realize she’s not next to me. I raise myself off the cushion and pretend to stretch as I turn my head to scan the back of the plane. She’s a few rows back, standing and chatting with a guy who doesn’t appear to have anyone sitting next to him.

Oh, hell no.

Do I have to go to the restroom? You bet.

Before I stand, a bell rings and a flight attendant announces that there will be a short delay while the ground crew clears debris from the runway. Perfect.

I rise and make my way through the aisle, pushing down the bill of my baseball cap so no one notices me. But, of course, someone does. For all the wrong reasons.

A little girl with huge brown eyes and a mop of bright red hair tugs on her mother’s shirt and says, “Mommy, that man looks like a bear.”

The cutie’s pronouncement is loud enough that several nearby passengers chuckle. Even the object of my fascination turns and laughs. I grin at the kid, and she growls in her best imitation of a bear. So freaking adorable, that girl. Enjoying her fascination with my beard, I channel my inner Leonardo DiCaprio and growl right back.

Now I’ve done it.

The little girl’s eyes go round, and her eyes water. Then she lets out a shriek like the hounds of hell are chasing her. Unfortunately, I’m the hounds, and everyone on the plane, including my future wife, knows it.

The girl’s mother tries to quiet her, rocking her and telling her everything will be okay. Their seatmate, meanwhile, throws daggers at me with his eyes.

“He’s so scary looking,” the little girl chants over and over into her mother’s chest.

“Sir,” the flight attendant says behind me, “we’re getting ready to take off soon. Could you please return to your seat?”

Bewildered by the past ten minutes of my life, I nod and amble back to my row. How the hell did things go south that quickly? Fantasy woman returns, and my stomach drops when I catch the look of sympathy on her face. I slide down into my seat, give her a pathetic smile, and cover my face with my baseball cap as though I’m settling in for a nap. I need to regroup before I can speak to her. And I refuse to listen to the preflight safety demonstration unless the attendant can teach me how to save me from myself.

So now I know another thing: Whatever I tell my kids about how I met their mother, it’s going to be a lie. A big, fat fucking lie.
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Heard Around Town

By Lisa Blane | Leave a comment

One year ago, Philly residents swooned over the story of how two-time Olympian and current Philadelphia councilman Mason King met Tori Alvarez, a personal trainer, at a community service event hosted by Get Fit America. Alvarez challenged King to a push-up competition, and King accepted, but only if the prize was a date with Ms. Alvarez. The badass trainer won and sparks flew. It appears those sparks have fizzled, however, as sources tell us King and Alvarez are no longer an item. We at Philly Water Cooler aren’t surprised, but the couple’s meet-cute would have been the perfect story to share with their grandkids.










Chapter Two


Tori

POBRECITO.

I think the poor guy’s embarrassed that he made the little girl cry. I watched the whole exchange, though, and it was kind of cute. Normally, I’d try to coax him out of his shell, but I know what it’s like to be the subject of unwanted attention, and I understand the need to block out the rest of the world.

This trip to Aruba, for instance, is my way of hiding from the aspects of my life that I don’t want to deal with.

Well, one thing specifically: my boyfriend.

Scratch that.

My ex-boyfriend.

The one who announced in a radio interview that he was taking a “breather” from the dating scene—in direct response to a question about whether there was anyone special in his life. Guess who thought she was special? Go ahead. I’ll wait.

I’ve heard about men breaking up with their girlfriends via text messaging, and I’m sure it’s a wretched experience. But trust me, listening to your breakup on a local radio show sucks big balls. Like huevos the size of a tuberous bush cricket—relatively speaking, that is. Stay with me here. You see, while some men walk around like their balls make up 14 percent of their body, this insect’s balls actually do. Nothing like a spirited game of Trivial Pursuit to round out your cultural literacy. And yes, I was tipsy, pero that morsel of uselessness made an impression on me, penetrating my apple martini haze and settling in my brain for eternity.

The pendejo—that’s dumb ass for you non-Spanish speakers—didn’t even have the decency to warn me about his little publicity stunt. And yes, I’m sure that’s what this is. Somehow it benefits Mason, but he’ll try to explain it away. Escaping Philly for a short but much-needed trip ensures that I won’t suffer through Mason’s pitiful attempts to justify his asinine behavior—at least during that critical period when my anger might lead me to inflict bodily harm on him.

No. Take a deep breath, Tori, and focus on the many positives. I won’t have to worry about a local news crew taking pictures of us during the seventh-inning stretch of a Phillies game. And no reporter’s going to corner me at a political fundraising event in a harebrained effort to get me to spill secrets about Councilman Mason King. This is my chance to relax without worrying about whether to filter my language, hide my cleavage, or smile for the occasional camera. I made a vow to enjoy this attachment-free vacation, and I intend to keep it.

As the plane taxis down the runway, I close my eyes, enjoying the rumble of the engine and the vibrations under my feet. Minutes later, the pilot switches off the seat belt sign and gives us the local forecast: no threat of rain for several days—which is perfect since that’s how long I’ll be staying on the island.

The man next to me shifts, but his hat is still sitting atop his face. My gaze falls to the armrest between us. He’s thin, but he’s also tall, and his wrist size suggests that he should be larger than he is. Given the sunken cheeks and wan complexion that accompany his lean frame, I’m guessing he’s sick. I’m hesitant to disrupt his nap, but there’s no one sitting in the window seat, and I could use the extra elbow room.

I tap his hand. “Excuse me, sir.”

He removes the cap and sits up, his movements quicker than I’d expected them to be. “Yeah?”

The man stares at me, his eyes alert, a small smile lifting his lips at the corners. The mouth catches my attention, but the eyes seize it. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a pair like his. Ice blue and rimmed in black, they sit in stark contrast to his other features: the raven hair on his head, the dark brows, and the full beard that covers the lower half of his face like a shaggy carpet. If a blond man had eyes like his, I’d probably think nothing of them, but on this guy, the effect is startling.

He doesn’t otherwise look well, though, and I give him a sheepish grin because I feel a hairbreadth’s shy of shitty for disturbing him. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“Are you sure about that?”

I drop my head a fraction, acknowledging the insipidness of my own words. “Well, you’re right, I did mean to wake you. Looks like no one’s sitting with us, so I figured we could spread out a bit.”

He spins his head and torso toward the window seat as though he needs to see for himself that, indeed, no one is there. “Yeah, yeah, sure. I’ll move. Not a problem.”

His languid movements make me regret the interruption.

I’m not a nosy soul, but I venture into personal territory anyway. I don’t know why, but I just want to be certain. “Are you feeling okay?”

His eyes widen as he refastens his seat belt. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just exhausted. I mean dead-on-my-feet tired.”

I give him a nod in understanding. I’ve definitely been there. “I won’t bother you anymore, then. Sorry I woke you.”

If he’d waved off my interruption with a friendly salute or smile, I’d have thrown on my earbuds, closed my eyes, and settled in for a short rest. But that’s not what he does. Instead, he turns on his side and stares at me with those piercing eyes, and I swear that we’re not on a plane, but in a bedroom, and he’s staring at me as we lie on a bed facing each other. The vision causes me to shrink back and gasp, and I can tell that he has no idea what’s going on in my head because his thick eyebrows shoot up as though he’s not certain I’m mentally stable. Unfortunately, at the moment, I can’t assure him that I am. Because . . . what the hell was that?

This time he’s the one who’s concerned. “You okay?”

My words trip over themselves. “Yeah, yeah. I’m fine. I’m exhausted, too. Just feeling a little loopy.” I point at the air around me. “Flying, probably.”

He nods and holds out his hand. “I’m Carter, by the way.”

Our hands meet in an awkward handshake, his confident grip clashing with my delicate finger dance. “Tori.”

“Short for Victoria?”

I get that question often. “No. Just Tori.”

“I have a feeling there’s nothing just about you.”

Oh no. That was awful. But the guy’s had a bad day, and he’s exhausted, so I don’t give him my infamous side-eye. “So what’s taking you to Aruba?”

He nibbles on his bottom lip as he ponders my question. If it’s a calculated move, boo. But if it’s an unstudied mannerism, I dig it. I dig it a lot. I’m watching. He’s nibbling. What am I even doing?

The pause approaches an uncomfortable territory seconds before he answers. “I’ve been banished. I got into it with someone, work-related crap, and I’ve been told to take some time off. So here I am. You?”

“I haven’t taken a vacation in two years. And a situation in my personal life’s gone wonky all of a sudden, so I thought this would be the perfect time for some relaxation and reinvention.”

“Nice,” he says. A sliver of his hair falls forward, the tip of it landing just above his eyebrow. He swats at it with the enthusiasm of someone trying to avoid a mosquito bite.

“So what did the someone do?” I ask.

He frowns. “What?”

“The person you got into it with. The one who caused your banishment. What happened?”

His face relaxes in understanding. “Ah.” But he doesn’t answer my question.

“Sorry, if that’s too personal . . .”

He shakes his head. “No, no. It’s just . . . the person . . . he took advantage of me, and I didn’t expect it.”

“I’m sorry. I’ve been blindsided recently, too. But here’s how I see it. Now that whatever happened is out in the open, you can learn from it and move on, right?”

He draws back and squints at me. “Right. It’s as simple as that.”

I know that tone well. It rings with male condescension and ends with a “well, actually.” “Am I detecting a sheen of sarcasm on your skin?”

“Christ,” he says. Then he bursts out laughing. “You’re not defensive at all.” With his head cocked to the side, he holds out his hands. “See there? That’s sarcasm.”

My cheeks blaze under his inspection. And although I don’t want to give him the satisfaction, I laugh anyway. Because he’s not wrong. The debacle with Mason has left me raw. “Did you know the phrase ‘The quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog’ uses every letter in the English language?”

He narrows his eyes. “What are you doing?”

Without an ounce of embarrassment, I say, “Changing the subject.”

“In that case, did you know only female mosquitoes sting humans?”

A man who’s willing to engage my love for trivia? Oh my. If I were on the market, I’d be sold. Instead, I mentally swat at the butterfly zipping around in my stomach. We’ll have none of that, thank you. “Well played, Carter. There’s hope for you yet.”

“I was thinking the exact same thing about you,” he says with a grin. “First time in Aruba?”

“Yes. You?”

“Same. Where are you staying?”

Okay. Does he think I’m stupid? I’m a single woman traveling alone. My intended whereabouts shall be guarded like state secrets. Well, given how often government employees divulge confidential info, maybe that’s a bad analogy. But you know what I mean. So what do I do? I fib. “Oh, I’m not even sure yet. A friend is meeting me at the airport. He’s taken care of the arrangements.” I lift my brows and rub my hands together. “A surprise.”

The brightness in his eyes dulls, like a headlight dimming in the black of night. He stares at me, eyes unblinking, for several seconds. “Hope you have a great time,” he finally says. Then he loosens his grip on the armrest. “I’m going to catch some much-needed z’s, so . . .”

Damn, that was abrupt. “Sure, sure. You won’t hear a peep out of me.”

He reclines his seat and places the cap back on his face. “Peep all you want. I’ll be out in a minute.”

My body is still angled in his direction, poised for more conversation. And now I feel kind of silly because he’s tuned me out in less than ten seconds. I gather the existence of my fake boyfriend has relegated me to the unbangable-and-therefore-uninteresting zone. Well, screw him. But then my conscience batters me with guilt, because maybe he is sick and maybe he’s been screwed already.

Well, no matter. His dismissive attitude lights a fire under my freshly ditched ass, bringing the last few days of my life into focus. After one last glance at his sleeping form, I put on my earbuds and close my eyes. I’m going to have fun on this vacation, sure. Dance on a few tables, in fact. But men? They’re off-limits to me. No rebound hookups. No one-night stands. Not even a kiss on the cheek.

I decree it.





Chapter Three


Carter

MY WIFE IS dead to me.

Okay, before you accuse me of being dramatic, bear in mind that I’m an actor. This is minor drama compared with the stuff I’ve experienced in my real and fictional lives. Still, her defection hurts. I’m not experiencing gut-wrenching pain, of course. No, it’s more like a pang that settles just below my heart, in that fucking annoying space my younger sister always tickles when she’s trying to get a rise out of me.

I’ll live. If Tori’s with someone, she plainly wasn’t fated to be with me. But damn. Just damn. I’d enjoyed talking to her. Lyrical and comforting, her voice reminds me of the wind chimes that hung over our front porch and lulled me to sleep when I was young. And her smile has the power to distract me from completing my sentences. She’s entertaining, too. The kind of person who requires your undivided attention in a conversation.

The thing is, I’d already imagined her meeting my parents, but now I know that’ll never happen. And nothing’s worse than experiencing a sliver of magic and learning later that there’s no more magic to be had. She probably thinks I’m a jerk who just blew her off, but in reality, I couldn’t think quickly enough to hide my disappointment.

I shift my hat and look at her with one eye. There’s no point in disturbing her, and pondering what might have been won’t be useful, so I settle into my seat and prepare to sleep the remaining duration of the flight. With luck, I won’t dream about the woman one seat away from me.

A TAP ON my shoulder wakes me.

“Hey, sleepyhead. We’re here.”

Tori shoots up from her seat as I get my bearings.

I stretch my arms wide. “Haven’t slept that hard in a long time. Thanks for waking me.”

“No problem,” she says as she gathers her stuff. “Didn’t want you to get trampled by the folks behind us. Getting into the aisle after you’ve missed your turn is about as hard as merging into traffic on the 405 in LA.”

I’m still disoriented from my four-hour nap, but that gets my attention. “You know that area?”

She nods as she speaks, and a few of her curls bounce around her shoulders. “Very, very well. I have a cousin who lives in Costa Mesa. Are you from LA?”

I shouldn’t say too much here, right? No, that wouldn’t be wise. “It’s where I live now. Transplant.”

If she thinks it’s odd that I haven’t volunteered the location of my hometown, or that my flight originated at Philadelphia International, she doesn’t show it. Instead she nods and turns away. She then bends to peek out the window of the row across from ours, and I’m proud of myself for resisting the urge to gawk at her ass.

We slip into the aisle, and I grab my bag from the overhead bin.

She shifts from side to side as she waits for the people ahead of us to make their way off the plane. Leaning backward, she looks at me over her shoulder. “This is the worst. The waiting. I’m the most impatient person on the planet, so this is high-level torture.”

I lean against the top of the aisle seat. “A small price to pay for the rest and relaxation that awaits you.”

I glimpse part of her smile.

“Yeah, you’re right,” she says. “Thanks for the perspective.”

“My pleasure.”

We say nothing else to each other as we shuffle off the plane. Once we’re through the jet bridge, she waves at me. “Have a great time.”

“You do the same.”

She hoists her bag on her shoulder and strides away.

I watch her veer in the direction of the women’s restroom, and my steps slow as I catch a last look at her curls bouncing through the entrance. That’s it. She’s gone. And it’s tragic, but I’ll survive.

I follow the signs to ground transportation on the airport’s lower level. When I get there, a blast of warm air hits me full on. The airport isn’t packed, and everyone proceeds through the building like they’re being captured on slow-motion video.

A driver who looks like he was plucked right out of a casting call for a Tommy Bahama ad holds a cardboard sign with my name neatly written on it in big block letters. He shakes out his shoulder-length blond hair and flashes a megawatt smile, complete with the kind of gap that would make the latest “quirky” model super famous. “Mr. Williamson?”

It takes me a few seconds to answer to my given name. “Yes, that’s me.”

“Good to meet you, sir,” he says as he grabs my bag from me. “I’m Derek. I’ll be driving you to the Caribé Resort. Shouldn’t take us more than ten minutes.”

“Great. Lead the way.”

As we walk out to the bay for short-term parking, I power on my cell phone and check my messages. Three missed calls from Julian, my best friend and agent. I hit the call button as I climb into the car.

Julian addresses me without preamble. “Did you get into any fights on the way there?”

“Nice to hear from you, too. And no, I didn’t get into any fights. What’s the latest?”

“Okay, so here’s what Legal has been able to learn. The doctor claims he had nothing to do with selling the photos. Says his medical assistant was the one who snapped them for her own stash and then got the stupid idea to sell them to the magazine.”

That’s not what the jackass said when I confronted him in his office and took a swing at his jaw. Now he’s throwing his assistant under the bus to save his license? What a prick. “You don’t believe that, do you?”

“No, I don’t believe it. But the question is, what do you want to do about it? The studio’s not pressed. To the execs, this only adds to the mystery surrounding the movie, but they assure me that if you want to pursue an invasion of privacy action, they’ll support it.”

“You mean they’ll stand behind me, but they won’t bankroll it, right?”

“You catch on fast, my friend.”

“What about a complaint with the licensing board?”

“That’s easy, but we’ll have to drag in his medical assistant. Legal says she’s a forty-two-year-old single mother of three.”

Shit. My older sister, Kimberly, is a single mother of two. I picture what losing her job would do to her and my niece and nephew. More than anything, the hit to her pride would devastate her. Not worth it. Particularly since I know the doc’s assistant wasn’t the one who sold those photos to the tabloids. Plus, when I decided to become an actor, I signed up for the inevitable intrusion into my personal life. It’s not right, but it happens. And since I was under the doctor’s care specifically for a movie role, I’m not too sure it’s entirely personal anyway.

Still, I’m not thrilled about having my physical metamorphosis plastered on the inside of a rag mag. And the doctor’s face knows it. I’m not proud of myself for hitting the guy, but I’d be lying if I said the blow wasn’t satisfying. “I’ll let it go as long as he doesn’t try to pursue charges. Let’s keep the complaint in our back pockets just in case. But for now, I just want to spend a few uncomplicated days in the sun.”

Julian clears his throat. “Speaking of which, you know to keep a low profile, right?”

I chew on my bottom lip to stem whatever smartass remark is bound to fly out of my mouth otherwise. I’ve never gotten used to the idea that my best friend has a right to tell me how to behave.

“Carter?” Julian’s voice is impatient. As usual.

“Yeah, yeah. Low profile. Got it.”

“You don’t have to take any extraordinary measures. Just don’t go looking for publicity, okay? The studio thinks it’ll spark interest in the film. Mystery begets curiosity. And curiosity begets ticket sales.”

“Right.”

“Okay. We’ll talk when you get back.”

“Fine.” A quick glance out the window confirms we’re still on airport grounds. Which reminds me of Ashley, who’s working as a flight attendant this month. Next month, it’ll be something else. “Wait. Ashley’s flying into LA tomorrow. Can you check in with her?”

The pause on the other end of the line isn’t a surprise. Julian hates when our conversations switch from professional to personal during a single call. But after several more seconds of silence, I realize the length of this delay is atypical. “Julian?”

“Yeah. I’ll give her a call.”

“And see her, too, Julian? Because I’d like to be sure she’s okay.”

His voice is gruff when he asks, “Why wouldn’t she be?”

“She broke up with the douchebag.”

His name is Johnny Doche, and there was no way he wasn’t getting that nickname, whether or not it fit. Unfortunately for Ashley, it does.

“Good riddance,” Julian says.

“Agreed. So you’ll see her?”

“If she’s willing to see me, then yes, I’ll see her. Anything else?”

“Nope. That’s all. Love you lots. Smooches.”

“Damn, man. If you weren’t my best friend, I’d drop you as a client.”

I chuckle at the thought. “If you weren’t my agent, I’d drop you as my best friend.”

A car at the intersection honks at my driver for jumping out in front of him before the light changes. “Gotta go, Julian. See you on the other side of sanity.”

“Later. And don’t forget: Keep a low profile.”

“Right.”

The livid driver and mine gesture at each other like they’re dabbing at the Super Bowl. Now that I’m off the phone, Derek turns his head and gives me a what-are-you-going-to-do shrug. “Sorry about that,” he says. “Every once in a while, someone on the island forgets the rule.”

I lean forward as I peer out the windshield. “What’s the rule?”

“No stress. Just rest. There’s no such thing as ‘having to be somewhere’ in Aruba.” Derek glances at me through the rearview mirror and gives me a toothy smile. “If you’re here for fun, you picked the right time.”

“Why’s that?”

“The Caribé’s hosting the Miss Aruba Pageant this weekend. Wall-to-wall women at the resort.”

Christ. Not what I need right now. Particularly since I’ve been asked to keep a low profile. I’m on the phone with my assistant within seconds. “Jewel, it’s Carter—”

“I see your international cell service is working. I wonder who arranged that—”

“Thanks, Jewel—”

“Was your driver at the airport at the appointed time?”

“Yes, thanks—”

“And are you on your way to the five-star resort where I booked a last-minute reservation in an opulent suite?”

My groan fills the taxi’s interior. “I am. From the bottom of my heart, Jewel, thank you. For everything you do. For brightening my day with your sunny disposition. For just being. For all of it, you have my unending gratitude, okay?”

“Which you’ll demonstrate by giving me two days off next week, right?”

Holy shit, she’s something. “Right.”

“Well done, Carter. By the way, sarcasm does not look good on you.”

“So noted.”

“Now what else can I do for you?”

The clickity-clack of her long fingernails tells me I don’t have her full attention. Nothing new. “I need to book another hotel room.”

“Why? Is the one I arranged for you too small for your ego?”

“You’re about to lose the two days off.”

She laughs. “Okay, okay. What’s wrong?”

Mindful of my audience, I explain the situation without revealing too much. “The Caribé’s hosting the Miss Aruba Pageant this weekend. Not a good idea.”

“You’re still in character, though, right?”

“Yes, but this beard’s itchier than a crotch full of crabs. I—”

“Crotch full of crabs, huh? You’d know that why?”

I’d never replace her. She seriously brightens my day. But damn she controls every one of our conversations. Every. Single. One. “Not all metaphors are based on personal experience. Anyway, I need to get rid of the carpet on my face, and when I do . . .”

“Fine, fine. I’ll see what I can do. I’ll text you the new info when everything’s set.”

“Great. But don’t try to be cute about my accommodations. Simple is fine.”

“You doubt my abilities? I’m hurt.”

She’s not. This is merely future ammunition for her. “I don’t doubt your abilities. I think you’re fully capable of pranking me one hundred percent of the time. The coach-class ticket was a nice touch, by the way.”

She snorts. “Glad you think so. Just making sure you stay grounded, Carter. Wouldn’t want you to lose touch with the masses.”

“And your days off are disappearing in five, four, three—”

“No, don’t. I’m on it. Simple accommodations forthcoming. No pranks included, I promise.”

“You’re a goddess, Jewel.”

“Who will not be in the office Monday or Tuesday of next week. Bye.”

She hangs up on me. Again, nothing new. Jewel calls herself my phenomenal personal assistant, or PPA. The acronym is perfect because she’s also my personal pain in the ass.

Derek looks at me through the rearview. “Change in plans?”

“Yep. Sit tight.” Which he’ll have no problem doing since we appear to be stuck in traffic anyway. “We should have a new location soon.”

I return to my emails, and sure enough, Jewel’s text comes through ten minutes later.

Tried to book a secluded villa but no availability on short notice. New hotel is Eagle Bay Beach Club. Mix of families, newlyweds, and singles. Low-key according to travel agent. Have fun. And watch out for crabs!

I gift her with a thumbs-up emoji and share the new location with Derek.

“You got it,” he says as he maneuvers an illegal U-turn. “So the idea of wall-to-wall women doesn’t appeal to you?”

Why is everyone in my personal business this week? I shake my head as I continue to read my emails. “Usually, yes. This week, no.”

Derek nods at my succinct response and returns his attention to the road.

There’s nothing of importance in my inbox, so I search Google and find the Eagle Bay Beach Club’s website. The image gallery displays a sprawling ten-acre property on the northernmost point of Aruba’s hotel row. A typical beachfront resort with all the amenities a single guy could need or want. Well done, Jewel.

A minute of whistling-while-he-drives later, Derek again tries to engage me in conversation. “So what do you do?”

The response falls from my lips without much thought. “I’m in between jobs right now. Taking a vacation while I figure out my next steps.”

“Not a bad place to figure out next steps. You look familiar to me. Are you famous or something?”

His narrowed-eyed gaze suggests that he’s ready to pounce and say I knew it. But retreating into my shell will only make Derek more curious, so I snort and give him an open smile. “If I were famous you wouldn’t be asking me that question.”

Derek purses his lips and nods his head slowly. “Right. Of course.”

I glance in the rearview.

Derek’s squinting as he looks back at me, one question away from asking too much. Fuck. I should probably keep the beard while I’m here.

Minutes pass. I drum my hands on my lap as I pretend to enjoy the scenery outside my car window. “It’s gorgeous in Aruba. Wish I had enough money to live here year-round.”

I scan Derek’s face for any signs that he knows who I am. As his face relaxes into a plane of serenity, the tension in my own muscles dissipates.

“You don’t have to be rich to live on the island, trust me,” he says. “That’s the real draw of the place, in fact.” He maneuvers the car around a taxi unloading its passengers and parks in the circular driveway. His long whistle is meant for my ears. When he knows he has my attention, he juts out his chin in the direction of the cab at the curb. “Actually, that’s the real draw of the island.”

I follow the trajectory of his gaze with my own. Good gravy, I’d know those curls and that ass anywhere. They belong to the woman who will never be my wife. Well, well, it’s good to see you again Tori-not-short-for-Victoria.

What are the odds?

I whip out the billfold in my back jeans pocket and watch her like an assassin keeping an eye on his target in a crowded square. She strides down the walkway leading to the resort’s lobby and glides inside, an eager bellhop walking by her side and chatting her up. Reenergized, I spring out of the car and chuckle to myself. If it weren’t for the beauty pageant, I’d be at another hotel. Now Tori and I will be spending some time together after all. Not exactly how I thought this day would play out, but Fate, you’re a cunning mistress, and it’s my duty to follow your lead.





Chapter Four


Tori

THE BAR ADJACENT to the pool area boasts a lovely view of the sun setting over the ocean. A few feet away, three men tend to an open-fire barbecue pit, filling my nostrils with the smell of smoked meats and taunting my empty stomach. The sticky air coats my skin like a layer of scented lotion. Makes me feel like I bathed in coconut oil and reminds me of my grandmother’s best dessert, tembleque, a creamy coconut pudding that literally jiggles on the plate. When I was young, I’d scramble underneath her arm as she kneaded dough for her empanadillas and tap the tembleque to watch it shake. Abuela Clara would promptly swat my hand away and shoo me from the kitchen, and I’d smile on my way out of the room, listening for her ever-present throaty laugh.

Abuela’s long gone, but her wisdom is with me today: “You’ll always know when you matter to someone. Sometimes it’s something said. Other times it’s something done. But it’s always in their eyes. Even when the person’s angry, the eyes will show they care.” She said all of this in Spanish, with her head cocked to the side and a weathered hand on her hip. I’d nod, pretending to understand, but her sage advice didn’t sink in until now.

Mason never looked at me as though I mattered. Abuela would have said that was the only sign I needed. I’m not bitter. Not exactly. Mostly, I’m pissed at myself for remaining in a relationship that gave me so little and exposed me to so much. The manipulative little shit didn’t deserve me.

A breeze washes over me as though it’s signaling the time to forget the past and live in the present. With so much natural beauty around me, doing so is easy. The sunset casts a majestic glow over the pool area. I snap a picture of it and post it on Twitter: “Sometimes the best thing you can do for your mind and body is relax and enjoy your surroundings. #Aruba #vacation #longoverdue.” Other times, the best thing to do is tip your head back and guzzle a cocktail. I draw in a deep breath and lift my finger to get the attention of the nearest of the two male bartenders.

He reaches me in seconds, thanks to a dramatic shuffle across the length of the bar, and leans across the counter. “Just you, pretty lady?”

I sigh. “Yup. I’m alone in paradise. All the good ones are taken.”

He casts a sideways glance at his coworker and grins. “Well, let’s make you feel better. What can I get you?”

“A pineapple upside-down cake, please.”

The bartender bites his bottom lip and furrows his thick brows. “Not familiar. But I’m sure I can make it. Tell me what you need.”

I use my fingers to tick off the ingredients. “Vodka, bourbon, pineapple juice, Peach Schnapps, and a maraschino cherry to top it off.”

He winks at me and leans his elbow on the counter. “Know your drinks, eh?”

“I was a bartender in college,” I explain.

He extends his hand for a fist bump, and I oblige him.

“What’s your name, handsome man?”

“Damon.”

“Nice to meet you, Damon. I’m Tori.”

“A pleasure, Tori,” he says with a sweet smile before he turns away.

I watch him work, admiring how he imbues every movement with energy, his hands sweeping everywhere as he gathers the liquor for my cocktail. A sheen of sweat kisses his impossibly smooth skin. It’s the perfect canvas for just about anything, and my tongue is all too willing to serve as a paintbrush. He and the other bartender step around each other, a clumsy dance that makes them laugh, and then I catch the way they almost lean into each other at one point, a look of longing passing between them. The moment’s so thick with tension I catch my own breath.

Ah, okay, no licking the bartender, then.

His apparent unavailability is a good thing. It reminds me that I’m not here for a fling anyway. I’m here to unwind and let loose. Also on the to-do list: forgetting that I dated Mason King for over a year. Thankfully, my pineapple upside-down cake will help me achieve both.

Except the drink that’s placed before me is in a martini glass, its sexy maker apparently under the misimpression that I intend to sip it daintily. “Damon?”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“I’m going to need another one of these in a few minutes,” I say, pointing to the cocktail.

“You got it, Tori.”

He drops a napkin next to my drink and heads off to the other side of the bar. I cup the glass with both hands and take a long gulp. The liquor slides down my throat in a satisfying rush. The resulting burn intensifies and then abates, a warm sensation flowing like lava from my chest to my stomach. I’m hopeful this is the first step toward oblivion. Pineapple upside-down cake, don’t fail me now.

“Is this seat taken?” a man’s voice to my right asks.

Shit. I’m not in the mood to fend off someone this early in my vacation. My mistake, though. I should have ordered room service and thrown a pity party in my pj’s.

I peer into my martini glass. “That seat’s not taken. Nor is the one next to it. Or the one next to that one.”

My voice is low and husky, irritation laced with a layer of “Get lost, dude.”

“Don’t misunderstand me. I don’t want to sit next to you,” he says. “I was just hoping to snag the stool.”

Good cover, I suppose. Without raising my head, I give him a dismissive wave. “It’s all yours then.”

“Boyfriend not showing up anytime soon?”

Ha. Hardly. “Definitely not.” And this is beginning to sound like the worst pickup attempt in the history of pickup attempts. With the cocktail still in hand and poised to connect with my lips, I turn to give my would-be harasser the “say anything else and you die” stare. My eyes cross instead. Him. Momentarily confused, I drop my head and bump my mouth against the rim of the glass. Damn. That’s going to leave a mark. My gaze whips up to his face. “You.”

“Yes, it’s me,” my skinny, icy-eyed seatmate says.

“Okay, this is super creepy. You know that, right? I mean, I meet you on a plane and now you’re asking if it’s okay to take the chair next to mine? What gives?”

He tilts his head and considers me. His cool gaze doesn’t stray from my eyes, and I really want to squirm. My muscles go rigid as I wait for him to say something. Finally, he quirks his lips as if he knows something I don’t. Then he lifts the stool. As he walks away, he says, “I didn’t follow you here, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

That’s exactly what I was thinking. “You’re telling me this is nothing more than a coincidence, then?”

“Exactly,” he says over his shoulder.

I roll my eyes. “Right.”

“Sorry to bother you. Have a nice evening.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I observe him plant the stool behind me, next to a table—with no chairs.

I guess if he wanted to sit at the table he would need the stool. But my suspicious nature nevertheless refuses to believe his presence here is pure happenstance.

His cell phone rings, and the background noises fade as I try to listen in on his end of the conversation. Who’s the stalker now, Tori?

“Yes, Jewel,” he says with an exasperated sigh. “It’s perfect. You’re perfect. I never should have doubted you.”

A bit of silence as he listens to the person. Then, “No, hell, no. I’m not saying that.”

He inhales deeply and lets out a long, slow breath. “Fine. You are a phenomenal personal assistant,” he says, and then he mumbles, “my PPA for sure. Are we done here?”

The person on the other end of the line cackles—so loudly I hear it despite the hum of the island music and bar chatter around me.

My seatmate—his name escapes me—then says, “Enough with the crabs already. And yes, you’ve more than earned your two days off by scoring me reservations at the perfect resort. Good-bye.”

He ends the call and slides the phone across the table as though he’s willing himself not to pick it up.

If someone made these reservations for him, I suppose it’s unlikely he stalked me from the plane. Dammit. Looks like an apology is in order
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