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To those of you harbouring secret crushes. Here’s one dream that had a happily-ever-after.

And to Darren, my big brother. Because it’s always easier to be brave, when you know that someone has your back.

And to Tracy. She was there for the ups and downs of my own romance. She knows my love origin story.
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Ginny bounded down the stairs, her duffel bag thumping against her leg, and burst onto the street. A thousand-watt smile spread across her face when she spotted him waiting. This was really happening. 
“Hey baby,” Luke said, opening his arms as she launched herself at him. Her oversized bag hit the sidewalk with a dull thud. He pulled her tight against his chest, brushed a quick kiss against her mouth, then eased back with a laugh. “Whoa, someone’s ready to go.”
She was. Oh god, she was.
She’d been useless all week, floating through work ever since he’d asked her. None of her other boyfriends had ever whisked her away to Tofino for a long weekend. It had to mean their relationship was moving to the next level.
And she was more than ready.
The first time Luke Winters smiled at her—his sun-bleached hair falling in his eyes—she hadn’t stood a chance. They’d been on the Survival Spa Week course. She’d been there to support Shelby and hadn’t been expecting to meet someone, never mind be swept off her feet. But that smile had undone her.
They’d kept things pretty casual—that’s how Luke liked it—but a weekend of lounging on a beach and eating decadent meals together had to be a sign that things were getting serious.
She smiled up at him. “I’m ready.”
“You think you’ve got enough stuff?” Luke asked, stepping away and appraising her bag with raised eyebrows. “You really think you need this?” He grabbed her rain jacket off the top of her duffel, holding it like acknowledging its presence might anger the weather gods.
“Don’t give her such a rough time. Girls always need more stuff. If you’d managed to date one for long enough, you’d know that,” said a familiar voice.
Ginny’s head swivelled around at lightning speed to find Tyler grinning at her from the front seat of a white SUV. Her stomach flipped, her happy bubble popping. Tyler wasn’t supposed to be here, and Luke didn’t drive an SUV—white or otherwise.
Her mind scrambled to catch up. This was supposed to be a romantic weekend—just her and Luke. Not her and Luke and Tyler and whoever the heck the guy driving was.
She turned towards Luke, angry words on the tip of her tongue, but he was already moving towards her. He clasped her face in his hands, gently running his thumb across her cheeks. Her body betrayed her, melting into him as her anger wavered.
“Come on, baby. You won’t even notice they’re there. It’s all good.” 
His honeyed words hit her ears, but she couldn’t hear them over the roaring in her head. Her dream of a romantic weekend was being swept away, and she felt helpless to stop it. She looked between Luke and the SUV and back again. She needed to say something now. If she got into the vehicle without protest, then she was saying “yes” to whatever this was. 
Except, she couldn’t exactly complain. It was his love for adventure which had drawn her to Luke in the first place—that and his ridiculously scrumptious muscles—so she couldn’t really stand in the way of his next one. Not if she wanted to keep this relationship alive.
It was for those half-formed reasons, dancing around the edge of her brain, that Ginny climbed in without argument, even though every cell in her body was screaming for her to stand her ground and make a fuss.
“Alright, let’s hit the road,” Luke said, tossing Ginny’s bag in the back before joining her in the backseat. “Leo’s bachelor party, here we come!”
“Bachelor party?” she squeaked, her stomach lurching.
“That’s why we’ve got Jaxson with us,” Luke said, grinning and patting the driver on the shoulder.
Jaxson turned and held out his hand. “Nice to meet you. You must be Ginny. I’m Leo’s cousin and the other groomsman.”
Ginny breathed in hard, steadying herself and pushing her tears down. “I’m Ginny.”
Her voice shook, and Jaxson glanced at Luke before turning forward and putting the SUV into drive.
“Don’t worry. Isla’s having her bachelorette, and you’re invited.” Luke said, like this announcement solved anything, as if she was upset because she was worried about having something to do during Leo’s bachelor party.
“Great.” Her voice cracked. 
She didn’t even know Isla, and Luke had never had a good thing to say about her. Ginny bit her lip and looked out the window. She wasn’t going to cry. Their romantic weekend could be salvaged. She just needed to get her brain to catch up, and everything would be fine.
Luke was amazing. He was fun and carefree. She was lucky to have been chosen by him. With his surfer-boy good looks, his sleek, athletic body, and his charisma, he could pretty much have any woman he wanted, and he’d picked her. Even though at thirty-three, she was seven years his senior.
Scrambling to take control of the situation, she turned back towards Luke, smiling coyly. “I was just imagining us getting naughty on the beach.”
She might not be able to prevent her romantic weekend turning into a bachelor party, but she could sure as heck fight dirty.
“That’s my girl,” Luke said, leaning in close.
As the heat of his breath fanned across her skin, it was suddenly difficult to remember why she’d been so upset. A smile back on her face, Ginny leaned against Luke’s shoulder. She could feel that this weekend was going to be the catalyst for a big change in their relationship, and she was more than ready.






  
  Chapter 2
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When Jaxson pulled the SUV into a parking space in front of the hotel, relief swept through Ginny. The five-hour drive to Tofino had been about four-and-a-half hours too long. Instead of the romantic drive she’d envisioned—with multiple stops to enjoy the view and a little kissing— she’d ended up cramped in the backseat of a stranger’s SUV listening to the guys discuss all the amazing things they’d planned for the weekend—like this evening’s fishing trip—and by the sounds of it, there wasn’t going to be much room left for her and Luke. 
Which meant she had two choices: she could pout the whole weekend, ruining every moment together and possibly tanking their entire relationship, or she could embrace it. 
She was choosing to embrace it, and she’d spent the drive planning. Tofino, located on the wild west coast of Vancouver Island, was home to sandy beaches that stretched for miles. It held the potential for not only adventure, but romance beyond her wildest dreams, and Ginny planned to make the most of every second she had with Luke. 
Since they were just about to check into their hotel, her first chance was coming, and she had on the perfect pair of lace panties and matching bra to make it happen.
Luke was definitely going to be late for fishing.
Luke sidled around the SUV and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her in close. His breath brushed against her ear, sending shivers through her body, strengthening her resolve to steal him away the moment they got to their room.
“I knew you’d be cool hanging with the guys,” he drawled into her ear. “It’s why they dig you. You’re like one of the guys.” 
Like one of the guys—what was he talking about? The romantic plans she’d been clinging to crumpled in an instant. “It’s all good,” Ginny choked out.
“That’s my girl,” he said, winking as he dropped his arm from her waist and turned to join Jaxson and Tyler at the hatch. He grabbed her bag and lobbed it at her without looking. She got her arms up just in time to catch it and avoid taking it in the face. She stumbled backwards under its weight and her shock. Apparently when Luke had said she fit in with the guys, he’d really meant it.
She choked down her response. She was on the verge of exploding and wrecking everything. She just had to get through these next few minutes, and then it would all be fine. She would have a few guaranteed moments alone with Luke when they dropped their stuff in their room. And she was damn sure things would turn on a dime when Luke caught sight of her in nothing but black lace. She might be like one of the guys, but she had curvy assets she wasn’t afraid to use.
Hoisting her bag up on her shoulder, she turned to follow the guys—then stopped cold.
She stared transfixed at the sign next to the entrance, creaking as it swayed lightly in the ocean breeze, as if to mock her. The afternoon sun glinted off the faded letters: The Fool’s Retreat Hostel. Her stomach dropped.
“A hostel?” The words were out of her mouth before she could react to her own thoughts. She hadn’t been expecting the Wickaninnish Inn at four hundred dollars a night, but a hostel?
“Didn’t he tell her?” Jaxson whispered to Tyler.
“I don’t know, man…”
“Babe, this is about adventure,” Luke said, coming towards her with his arms outstretched and a smile that was just a little too big to be real.
Ginny pursed her lips, ignoring the guys huddled by the back of Jaxson’s SUV. She wanted to be the kind of girl who could just roll with surprises and embrace adventure, but this one felt too over the top, even for Luke.
“I know, Luke. But a hostel?”
“It’s what we could afford. Having fun in Tofino isn’t cheap-like, you know.”
“I know,” she said patiently. “I just thought we’d have at least a little time to ourselves. You know, alone, in our room. Now we’re going to be bunking in a dorm. That’s not how I saw this weekend going.”
“Oh,” Luke waved her off. “You’ve got it wrong, babe. It’s all good. We’ve got a private room.”
Her anger drained, replaced by guilt that she’d doubted him. Luke wouldn’t expect her to sleep in a dorm room with a bunch of strangers on their weekend together.
“That’s why it was still cool for you to come.”
The relief she’d felt a moment ago wobbled.
“What do you mean?” Ginny asked. 
“We needed a fourth to get the private room and keep us out of the dorm,” he said, taking her hand.
She snatched it away. “What do you mean, you needed a fourth?” Unease pooled in her belly.
Still smiling, Luke stepped towards her, trying to capture her hand. She wouldn’t let him.
“Oh now, babe. You’ve got it all wrong. This weekend was for Leo, and we needed a fourth, so I thought I’d bring my best girl. It made total sense. You knew that.”
Her eyes narrowed, the unease sharpening. “You never at any point mentioned anything about a weekend for Leo. I thought the Survival Spa was your last hurrah before he got married.” She stepped back, needing some space to breathe.
“It was. But the tides have shifted, and you wouldn’t ask me to miss his bachelor party. I’m the best man. I thought you’d understand.”
Something pinched behind her ribs, tightening her breath for a beat. “No, Luke, I don’t understand.”
“It’s simple, babe. I wanted you with me.” 
“Why isn’t Leo your fourth?”
She was being petulant, finding faults where she should be looking for positives. They had the kind of relationship where she could come along on a bachelor party weekend, which should be enough. But it wasn’t.
“He’s staying at the Wickaninnish Inn with Isla.”
Ginny closed her eyes, trying to steady herself. Leo got the Wickaninnish and she got the Fool’s Retreat. Just perfect.
“Come on. Tomorrow, I’ll take you to the beach. Make it up to you,” he said, his voice low.
Pressing her lips together, she looked away. The unfairness of it all pressed in, catching her for a beat. When she glanced back at him, agitation softened. She wanted this weekend with Luke, and he’d wanted her here. Pushing aside her reservations, she smiled at him. It didn’t matter where they stayed or why they were there. What mattered was that they were together.
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Hours later, Ginny stood at the edge of Chesterman Beach. The misty air was sharp with salt. Long Beach was the reason the surfers came to Tofino, but Chesterman was closer to town, and she’d needed to get away from the Fool’s Retreat. 
Any comfort she’d taken from Luke saying he wanted her here had begun to ebb away once she found herself alone in their room after Luke left to go fishing. He’d made it very clear she wasn’t welcome to join them.
So much for being one of the guys.
Yesterday—when she’d still been dreaming of a romantic getaway—she’d been so sure about their relationship. Now, she was alone on a beautifully romantic stretch of beach, while her boyfriend spent the evening with his buddies.
She kicked off her sandals and stepped onto the sand. This was her first time in Tofino, and she refused to let Luke’s bullshit ruin it. This might not be Long Beach, but it was still stunning.
The beach was shrouded in the evening fog, and the ghostly grey sand seemed to disappear into the mist. With her sandals dangling from her fingers and her beach bag slung over her shoulder, she wandered down the beach, searching for the water that lay somewhere buried in the thick fog, luxuriating at the feel of the soft sand on her feet.   
She breathed in, filling her lungs with the tangy sea air, her tension easing with each breath. She needed more of this in her life. Moments like this—unexpected, unplanned, free—were what she loved about being with Luke. 
Maybe she was overthinking things. Maybe if she could just loosen her grip a little, stop trying to make their relationship look like something it wasn’t, she’d feel steadier. She didn’t want something traditional anyway. If she could just relax, then things would settle. Everything would be fine.
A smile tugged at her mouth as the romance of standing on a mist-shrouded beach suddenly overwhelmed her. This was the kind of moment where you just knew a fairy tale prince would come out of the fog to sweep you away to a happily-ever-after.
It didn’t matter that she didn’t believe in locking herself into a marriage where her whole identity would be subsumed by her role as a wife and then eventually a mother. What mattered was that she loved a good fairy tale, and tonight she felt like she was in one.
Throwing her hands up in the air, she twirled, laughing softly and gliding along the beach with a dreamy smile. The tide was out, and the long expanse of smooth, wet sand stretching off into the mist beckoned her forward. She let herself be drawn towards the water, closing her eyes as she breathed in the magic of the moment.
“Ouf!” 
Her eyes flew open, her twirl jolting to a stop as she collided with something solid. 
“Careful. You might dance your way right into the ocean, never to be seen again,” said a deep voice out of the fog.
Strong hands gripped her shoulders, stabilizing her. But they didn’t have the same steadying effect on her body. Deep inside, something stirred, akin to a scatter of sea-spray flickering low in her belly.
Shocked at her reaction to this man’s voice, Ginny ripped herself out of his grasp, spinning around to face him. Heat erupted on her cheeks as she took in a pair of steady eyes and windblown, copper-coloured curls. Her body’s reaction wasn’t an accident. She knew him.
“Justen?”
She could barely get the name out. Her mouth had gone dry, and her heart was racing.
“That’s right. How did—?” His eyes narrowed with recognition. “Ginny? Ginny White?”
The world tilted, and she fought to regain her equilibrium. She stared at him in shock, his hair wild and glowing in the ethereal light of the fog. The last time she’d seen Justen Barrett, she’d been in high school. A slow heat spread through her as her gaze drifted down his body. He was no longer the lanky boy she remembered—his muscles had filled in, and he was a fully developed, gorgeous man.
“You’re the last person I thought I’d meet out here,” he said.
His familiar, lopsided smile sent her pulse skittering. Justen had been one of her older brother Spencer’s best friends back in high school, and she’d had a mad crush on him.
“You think about me then?” 
The coy words slipped out before she had a chance to censor herself. A play of emotions danced across his face, and she wished she could swallow the flirty comment back down. Heat surged in her cheeks. This was Justen—the guy she’d spent the entirety of her teenage years dreaming about, while he’d never seen her as more than his buddy’s little sister. She’d tagged along while Justen, Spencer, and Ian had basically ignored her or actively tried to lose her.
“I think about you a lot,” he said quietly. Then something flickered in his eyes, and he added, “You, Spencer, and Ian. We had lots of good times together. I miss that.”
“Right,” she laughed, the sound thin and uncertain. Her stomach did a strange flip, but she ignored it. “You think about me? You barely even noticed I existed back then.”
Something shifted in his expression, subtle but unmistakable. It felt like he was looking straight into her soul. 
“I noticed.” His voice was so low that she wasn’t even sure she’d heard him right. 
“What are you doing here?” she asked, needing space—any space—to get her bearings. His presence on this fog-shrouded beach was stirring up far too much.
“Taking care of some family stuff.” 
Suddenly the air felt too thick, the fog pressing in around her. She needed to get away. Justen had been like family once—until he’d gotten too busy with his fancy life and ghosted them.
She pressed her lips together, glancing over her shoulder. “I think I’m going to go and explore the beach a little more. It’s so magical with the fog.” 
“Come on, Ginny, stay with me. You could tell me about what Spencer’s been up to, and I could regale you with interesting facts about the financial sector.”
She fought a smile, avoiding looking at him as she searched for the right thing to do. She’d forgotten how funny he was. In fact, she’d pretty much forgotten about him entirely. Finding no answers in the fog, she risked a look at him. He was watching her. Her breath hitched under the weight of his gaze.
Who was she trying to kid? She hadn’t forgotten about Justen for a second. He’d been out of her life for more than a decade, but being this close to him had brought her teenage crush rushing back to the surface.
“Sure, I’d like that,” she said, the words slipping out before her mind had fully caught up. She was being seduced by the fairy-tale romance of their mist-shrouded meeting, and she didn’t care.
Or she mostly didn’t care. A part of her knew Luke wouldn’t appreciate her hanging out with Justen. Except Luke had brought her here under false pretenses and then ditched her to play with his friends. If he could spend their romantic weekend with Leo and his groomsmen, then she could spend an evening on the beach with an old friend.
“You don’t sound sure,” he chuckled. “I promise I bite even less than I did before. And I’m a bit out of shape, so you could probably outrun me, if you really needed to.”
She laughed nervously. He didn’t look the least bit out of shape, and his husky voice was awakening sensations in her that she didn’t dare look at too closely.
“No. I’m sure. It’s just such a surprise to see you. Hadn’t thought I’d run into anyone in this fog. Never mind—” she bit off her words before she could say what she was really thinking.
So many times, she’d dreamed of Justen being her knight in shining armour, sweeping in to carry her off to her happily-ever-after. Her high school friends would be swooning with jealousy if they could see her now. But she wasn’t that girl anymore. She was a grown woman with a boyfriend—even if he was being a little disappointing right now.
She took a step back, needing to put a little space between them, but then their gazes caught, and she couldn’t look away. Something inside her softened, melted. She knew she should be protesting, but she couldn’t find the strength. In that moment, she knew she would follow Justen anywhere. It didn’t matter that he’d left her behind before.
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Ginny watched as Justen crouched in front of the fire, slowly feeding it with the bits of kindling he’d collected from under one of the giant driftwood logs, trying to gather her thoughts. They’d strolled along the beach for a while, shrouded by mist and a strange awkwardness—like they were standing too close and too far apart at the same time—sharing bits of information about their lives. Mostly she’d told him about what her parents and Spencer were up to, but then she’d gotten cold, and Justen had offered to build a beach fire. She’d readily agreed. 
But she hadn’t been prepared for how the crackling sound of the fire would release a flood of memories. As kids, they’d spent countless hours around the fire pit at her family’s cottage—Spencer, Ian, Justen, and her. He’d been a permanent fixture in her life, right up until he’d disappeared.
“Do you always carry a lighter to the beach?” she asked, needing to say something to fill the silence.
Justen looked at the lighter in his hands and then over to where she sat on her towel. He smiled wistfully. “It’s a habit from back in the days of stomping through the woods with the guys. It was Ian who got us onto it, caring a mini survival kit everywhere.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small packet, handing it to Ginny.
“It’s one of the things he was right about,” she said, glancing at it before handing it back. “My friend, Shelby, was in a canoeing accident, and it was the whistle from one of these kits that saved her life. Well, actually,” she added ruefully, “it was Ian who saved her, but he only found her because of the whistle. And he’d been the one to give it to her.”
“Maybe we won’t tell Ian about his being right. If I remember correctly, he always had a bit of an ego.” Justen said, his eyes sparkling.
Ginny laughed and the strange tension gripping her began melting away. “I think you might be thinking of Spencer.”
“Yes,” Justen said, laughing heartily. “Your brother did have a particularly high opinion of his abilities.” 
His laugh was captivating. She yearned to move closer to him to be enveloped in his warmth, instead of sitting wrapped in the chilly mist alone. Suddenly, she didn’t know where to look. If she looked into his eyes, she would lose herself in their depths, and she couldn’t let herself go there. This was Justen Barrett. There was a time when she’d dreamed about having a moment like this with him, but it had come a decade and a boyfriend too late.
And yet, she couldn’t look away from him. She couldn’t stop imagining running her hands along his muscular shoulders and down his back. Justen turned away, as if he could sense the tumult going on inside her. 
She shook her head to clear her ridiculous thoughts. She was reading things into this situation that wasn’t there. They were just old acquaintances, sitting on a beach together—nothing more.
“The fire is small yet, but it’s putting off some nice heat.” He held his hands out to the flames.
“This place is amazing,” Ginny said softly, needing to do something to break the tension building in her.
“Yeah, it’s one of my favourites.” 
He turned to gaze out into the fog. There was a raw edge to his voice, and Ginny could almost imagine that in his mind he could see the ocean out beyond the mist.
“You come here a lot?”
He turned back towards her, fixing her with his gaze. Ginny squirmed. Her brain was definitely not getting the message that nothing romantic was happening here.  
“Yeah, whenever I can.”
“I’m a Tofino virgin,” she blurted out. She pressed her lips together, internally cringing. Had she just told Justen Barrett that she was a virgin? She could die right here on the spot.
His eyes widened mischievously. “I would never have taken you for a virgin.”
She stared at him for a fraction of a second, but his cocky grin had her smiling in return.
“Hey!” She swatted at him, her cheeks burning. 
His face grew serious. “I just thought that this would be the kind of place you would’ve explored.” He shrugged, not taking his eyes off her for a second. “You know, with Spencer being your brother and all.”
This time Ginny turned her eyes towards the water. “You should know better than to think Spencer would willingly bring me here. I gave up chasing after him a long time ago.”
“Still.” He raised his eyebrows questioningly. “What self-respecting islander hasn’t been to Tofino?”
She nibbled on her lower lip. “The outdoors isn’t really my thing. Hasn’t been since I discovered nightclubs and boys who aren’t joined at the hip with my brother.”
He picked up a large stick and poked at the fire, causing a cascade of sparks to burst into the air. “So, no Mr. Ginny White or pack of kids waiting for you at home?”
“Heck no,” she snorted. 
Something flickered across his face, and she winced. Great. Really smooth, Ginny.
Justen raised his eyebrows speculatively. “Not the marrying type, eh?” 
“It’s not the marriage per se.” She grimaced—people never understood this part. “It’s all the expectations society puts on marriage. All the responsibility and stuff. I want my life to be more carefree.”
She braced herself. He wouldn’t be the first one to try and convince her she was crazy. But he said nothing, busying himself with the fire. The knot in her chest tightened, warning her that her crush on Justen was a very real danger.
She gripped handfuls of sand, needing to ground herself in reality. It didn’t matter that he didn’t think she was crazy for her views. He wasn’t interested in her like that. Never had been and never would be. Not to mention she wasn’t even single.
Thoughts of Luke made the knot in her belly contract even more. She shouldn’t be here with Justen. It wasn’t fair to Luke. Sure, he’d abandoned her tonight, but that didn’t give her the right to sit on the beach letting old feelings tug at her. Because she could pretend all she wanted that she was here just for a little reminiscing between old friends, but she’d be a liar. She still wanted Justen just as badly as she had all those years ago. 
She should leave, but she couldn’t seem to get up off her towel. She watched Justen fiddle with the fire, searching for any excuse to justify staying.
“You don’t seem to have lost any of your skills,” she said, needing to break the awkward silence. Move things to safer topics.
Justen placed a large piece of driftwood across the fire, bracing the end against a rock, then he smiled at her, the corners of his eyes crinkling. “You say that like you think I haven’t been hanging out in the backcountry.”
She tilted her head, narrowing her eyes shrewdly. “Your pastiness gives you away.” 
It was true. The Justen she remembered had always had the deep tan of someone who preferred to spend their time outdoors. This version was paler and more serious.
“Touché, my friend.” His smile turned wry. “There isn’t a lot of wilderness in the financial sector. It’s probably why I didn’t think to bring a towel to sit on. Out of practice.”
She looked at him at the exact same moment he turned to look at her, and their eyes locked. The jolt that passed between them sent shivers all the way down to her toes. She tried to look away, but the depths of his gaze held her captive.
The earlier awkwardness was gone, replaced by something else. Her thoughts spun out of control. Justen wasn’t her boyfriend. He was just a ghost from her past. But at this moment, with his eyes locked on hers, it was pretty damn hard to remember why any of that mattered. She yearned to lean in closer and taste the salt on his lips.
She watched him, her lips parted, her breath coming fast. The moment seemed to stretch on forever until the cooing trill of an eagle calling for its mate broke the trance.
He looked away first. “Can’t sit crouched like that anymore.” Justen pushed himself to his feet and shook out his legs. “Too many hours behind a desk.” He chuckled again, but this time, it sounded thin.
“You can sit on my towel,” she said softly, shifting to make room.
She caught his hesitation and instantly regretted her offer. Justen Barrett didn’t want to share a towel with little Ginny White. He hadn’t wanted to when they were teenagers, and he certainly wouldn’t now. 
“Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to crowd you. I could just drag over a piece of driftwood.”
She swallowed her relief that he chose to ignore her blunder. “I kind of want to watch you drag over the driftwood. It could be entertaining. And today has been a bit of a bust. I could use some entertainment.” She offered him a crooked smile, hoping her teasing would land playful instead of desperate. “Plus, watching you walk away with a wet spot on those chinos will really be a great end to the night.”
“So—” a slow smile spread across his face “—you’re saying that you want to look at my butt? I’m flattered.”
The flush that crept up her neck felt hotter than the heat coming off the fire. She hadn’t meant to flirt—not really. Not when the stakes with Justen were too high.
And she wasn’t single. That alone should be enough for her to shut down any thoughts of something happening with Justen. And even if she were, Justen wasn’t her type. Not anymore. Everything from his job in finance to his carefully pressed clothes screamed responsibility. He was basically a walking advertisement for the kind of life she didn’t want.
Whatever this was—this spark of attraction—was just a hangover from when they were teenagers and she’d been crushing on her brother’s best friend.
With a chuckle, he dropped down beside her on the towel. “I guess I’d better take you up on your offer. I’m not sure I could actually move that log over here. I’m not exactly as strong as I used to be.” He chuckled ruefully. “Sorry to disappoint.” He paused for a moment, staring into the fire. “My butt isn’t quite as fine as it was back in the day either, I’m afraid.”
She glanced at him, her lips pressed together hard, trying not to guffaw. He had to be kidding. He might not look like he spent every spare minute outdoors, but he was definitely still swoonworthy. “Well, my butt isn’t what it used to be either,” she tossed at him. “So, you’re in good company.” 
His lips quirked, and his eyes twinkled. “Oh, I disagree. From what I saw, your butt’s doing just fine.”
A strange jolt ran through her. He’d never noticed her body when they were teenagers—why on earth was he paying attention now? She opened her mouth to fire back, but another voice sliced through the fog. 
“Well, that butt is none of your business.” 
She jerked away from Justen, her head snapping towards the sound. Her eyes met Luke’s, and she flinched at the anger in their depths. 






  
  Chapter 5

[image: ]

Long after Ginny had gone, Justen sat stunned, staring at the fire. Only moving to stoke up the flames when they threatened to flicker out. When she’d come twirling out of the mists into his arms, it’d been like the universe was finally hearing his prayers. For a split second, she’d looked up at him, her eyes filled with hope, and he’d felt like he’d stumbled into a fairy tale. 
And then her boyfriend had shown up. How the hell had he missed the fact that Luke Winters was dating Ginny?
Ginny with her impish smile, pixie hair and mouth-watering curves had always been forbidden fruit—Spencer had made that very clear. Not that it’d stopped his teenaged self from dreaming about her. Back then, there’d always been girls hovering around—that’s what happened when you were friends with Spencer and Ian—and Ginny had been there in the background, following them, trying to be close to her big brother. He’d had to watch her out of the corner of his eye, pretending he wasn’t, hoping no one noticed.
Now she was doubly off limits.
He tried to shake off the memories. They wouldn’t do him any good. Ginny wasn’t single, and she was still Spencer’s little sister. Not that he had any reason to believe she’d be interested.
He dragged a hand through his hair. Watching her walk away with Luke had been excruciating.
Facts didn’t matter to his heart. The pretty girl he remembered had blossomed into a stunning young woman he wanted to spend time with and get to know again.
He closed his eyes to steady the swell off emotions. This was just useless fantasizing because he’d learned one thing today that he couldn’t ignore—Ginny didn’t like kids. And he had two.
Her reaction had been subtle. But he’d seen it, and that should be enough. He’d had enough experience with women who didn’t want kids to last him a lifetime—he was crazy to think for even one second about going down that road again. 
He poked at the fire, shoving the big piece of driftwood deeper into the flames, too messed up to really comprehend what had happened. How had running into the little sister of an old friend turned into flirtation around a beach fire? 
He hadn’t really spent much time thinking about what his life was missing. He’d made the decision a long time ago to step away from his nature loving ways and jump headfirst into finance. His family had needed him, and that was that. Up until now, he hadn’t really regretted it. Or at least the regret hadn’t been sharp enough for him to notice. 
Just a short time with Ginny White had changed things. He felt like his world had tilted on its axis, and maybe he didn’t quite know where true north was anymore. Or maybe he did. It sure as hell felt like there was a bright shining star trying to show him the way.
Problem was that star belonged to someone else. And that someone else just happened to be the highly irritating best friend of his sister’s fiancé. Whoever said the world works in mysterious ways was not wrong.
“Hey. There you are. I was getting worried about you.”
He smiled wistfully up at his sister. “Sorry. I hadn’t planned to be down here so long. My past caught up with me a bit, and I’m just trying to recover.”
Isla planted her hands on her hips and raised her eyebrows. “Well, I need you on the job. This wedding isn’t going to plan itself, you know?”
He chuckled. As much as she was a pain in the butt, his sister knew how to make him smile. “Maybe you should’ve thought about that before you agreed to take the plunge.”
She shoved his shoulder. “Always the serious one, eh?” She smiled, but he could see the stress around the edges of her eyes. 
“Leo not back yet? I just saw Luke.”
“Yeah,” she sighed. “Sometimes, it feels like I’m marrying both of them. Would it hurt for Leo to help just a bit? It was mostly his idea to hold it at Hot Springs Cove.”
“Come and sit,” he said, patting the sand beside him. “Your butt will get wet, but it’s really worth it. We can tackle it all in the morning.”
She paused, looking back towards the hotel with anxious eyes. Then she turned and plopped down beside him. He put his arm around her shoulder and drew her close. 
“You’re the best. You really are,” she murmured.
He stared into the flames, thinking of another woman he would love to hear those words from and wondering why he wasn’t telling his sister he’d run into her.
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“You going to give me the silent treatment all the way back to the hostel?” Ginny asked, struggling to keep up with Luke’s quick pace. “It seriously wasn’t what it looked like.” 
He turned on her suddenly, fire flashing in his eyes. “That’s what everyone says when caught in a compromising position.”
“Compromising?” She blinked at him. “Are you kidding me? Who says that?” 
He just stared at her. For a second she had the impression he was pouting. After all the crap he’d put her through this weekend, was he really going to be this childish about something that was completely innocent? 
“Luke,” she said, trying to keep the impatience out of her voice. “He wasn’t just some random guy. I grew up with him. He was one of Spencer’s crew when we were in school.”
Luke’s eyes narrowed. “Did you invite him up here?”
“What? No—Luke, seriously?” her thoughts lurched, the accusation hitting her harder than she expected. She was still reeling from what happened with Justen. From Luke bursting in. And now he thought she’d planned it?
“No, I didn’t invite him. I literally just ran into him on the beach, and we got talking about old times—nothing more.” She really needed him to believe that.
Or maybe, it was herself she needed to convince.
“Those were some pretty cozy old times.”
“I told you. He didn’t have a towel to sit on, and the sand was super wet. You were so late getting back. It was just nice to have someone to talk to.”
Luke’s eyes flashed again, and she didn’t miss how he clenched his fists hard. “So, this is payback? I didn’t know you were so selfish.”
She bit her lip to hold back a torrent of angry words. How exactly had she become the bad guy? This weekend was supposed to be the two of them together, and he’d spoiled that. Or more accurately, he’d misled her into thinking that was the plan. But fighting was only going to make everything worse. They still had time to salvage something at least.
She could almost feel time ticking by as they stared at each other. She didn’t know what to say to fix this—especially when she couldn’t claim with one hundred percent certainty that it really was innocent. She’d had some pretty significant reactions to Justen. And just because she didn’t plan to act on them didn’t mean she hadn’t been thinking about it when Luke showed up.
She reached out a tentative hand. He didn’t flinch when she touched him, but he didn’t grasp her hand either, leaving his hand limp in hers. It didn’t matter who was right and who was wrong. She’d upset him, and she needed to fix this.
“I’m sorry, Luke. It was stupid. I got carried away. I should’ve thought about your feelings more. Let me make it up to you.”
He exhaled sharply, not meeting her eyes. “I felt like such an idiot. He was just sitting there, grinning at me, like he’d won a bet.”
She inadvertently took a step backwards as shock rippled through her, and she fought to keep her reaction off her face. What was he even on about? Stay calm. This was just a blip. She hadn’t intended to disrespect Luke. She’d been blindsided by her memories. She’d let herself get caught up in the romance of the moment—anyone would’ve been—Justen Barrett belonged in her past, and she needed to leave him there.
“I’m sorry.” She squeezed Luke’s hand and stepped closer, her voice husky. “He doesn’t hold a candle to you.” 
She ran her free hand up his arm, squeezing his bicep. He tensed but didn’t pull away. She moved closer, sliding her hands inside his jacket. A little time alone with Luke here on the beach would help wipe Justen from her mind.
She felt him relax beneath her fingers and pushed up on her tiptoes. Pressing her lips against his, she murmured, “We could steal a few minutes here. The mist is pretty romantic.” 
With a mischievous grin, she moved backwards towards the beach, crooking her finger to entice him along with her. For a heartbeat, heat flickered across his face—his mouth pulling into a wicked, knowing grin. But then he stiffened, shaking his head.
“Come on. We’ve got to get back. The guys are waiting for grub—”
She froze, barely hearing the rest. How could he be thinking about the guys?
“—I know this weekend hasn’t gone according to your perfectly laid plans, but, babe…” His voice trailed off when their eyes met. 
She braced herself. If he told her to relax and just enjoy the adventure, she was going to snap.
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The next morning, Ginny smiled and stretched like a cat, waking to the sun filtering in through the hostel’s ill-fitted blinds. Today was going to be glorious. She had Luke to herself all morning, and she intended to take advantage full advantage. Sure, he was heading to Long Beach—where the serious surfers went—with the guys around noon, but that was a later issue, and she wasn’t letting it poison her morning. 
She rolled over, glanced lazily at the time on her phone, then sat bolt upright. Crap. 
Her gaze quickly swept the room, her stomach sinking. She’d slept in, and Luke’s bed was empty. 
She swung her legs out of bed, scrambling for her phone. The hollow feeling in her stomach rapidly filled with writhing worms of anxiety. He’d ditched her—again. Could this weekend get any worse?
She frantically typed out a text, one hand flying over the screen while the other tried to tame her bedhead.

GINNY: Where are you?

She’d been a fool to think she could keep Luke’s interest. She was uptight, rigid, and way too old to hold his interest for long. Suddenly, thirty-three felt ancient. Instead of wasting her time on the beach with Justen, she should’ve been primping herself, waiting to pounce on Luke the moment he got back from fishing. You didn’t overcome a seven-year age gap by resting on your laurels.
She was in the process of typing out another frantic plea when Luke’s response came in. 

LUKE: Eating breakfast with the guys 

GINNY: Where? 

LUKE: Restaurant across the street

She bolted to her feet, grabbing the first thing she saw—Luke’s sweatpants—and yanked them over the slinky black negligee she’d packed when she’d still been delusional enough to believe she was going on a romantic weekend. It was the only thing she had to sleep in, mortifying given they were sharing the room with Jaxson and Tyler. She tucked the negligee in as best she could and headed for the door.
Barely glancing at the desk clerk, she flew through the hostel lobby and burst out the door, tumbling into the street. Spotting Luke almost instantly, her stomach clenched tight. He was enjoying his breakfast on an upper terrace with Tyler, Jaxson, and, of course, Leo. 
Crap! If Leo was already here, then she’d lost her chance to spend the morning with Luke.
“You coming up?” Luke called down casually.
Heat surged up her neck, mortification and frustration tangling together. She must be beet red. The sight of Leo sitting so nonchalantly at the breakfast that was supposed to be hers made her want to scream.
“She’s looking a little crazy around the edges,” Tyler said. 
“Don’t be an ass,” Leo said, punching Tyler in the arm.
“Ouch.” Tyler rubbed his arm. “You know you were more fun before Isla wrapped you around her little finger.”
“You know that you’ve always been an ass,” Leo retorted.
“Ignore them,” Luke said.
Her eyes swivelled and locked onto Luke. His gaze was fixed on her, which would normally make her pulse jump but… not when he’d ditched her for Leo and the boys.
And sure. Ignoring Tyler calling her crazy was a simple thing. Especially since she knew Tyler couldn’t be far off the mark. She was standing in the street with her hair sticking up all over her head, and a pair of Luke’s sweats pulled over her negligee. She was basically a poster for unhinged girlfriends everywhere.
“I was just checking we’re still going to the beach before I got dressed.” She squeezed her eyes shut, wishing she could melt into the sidewalk.
“Of course, babe.” Luke smiled down at her with his core-melting smile that got her every time.
“I’ll… I’ll just go get changed.” She spun around, needing to get inside before she unraveled any further.
“You guys wanna come with us? We’ve got nothing special planned.” 
She froze with her hand on the hostel’s door as Luke’s words floated down to her. Every instinct screamed at her to turn back and deal with this, but she held herself still. She’d already embarrassed herself enough this morning. She would not compound that by adding a public meltdown to the list. 
“Whoa, Luke. It doesn’t take a wise man to know that’s a bad idea,” Leo said.
“Getting engaged doesn’t exactly make you an expert on women,” Luke retorted.
“No. But an idiot could predict the outcome.”
“I hate to admit it, I really do, but he’s right on this one,” Tyler said.
Not wanting to hear more, Ginny pushed through the door, hot tears pricking the back of her eyes. She wanted to scream at Luke, but she’d brought this on herself. She’d wanted a carefree relationship without all the strings of a traditional one. And that’s exactly what she’d gotten.
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A few hours later, Ginny nestled in closer to Luke, trying to absorb some of his body heat, as a gust of wind blew in from the ocean. The breeze carried the promise of stormy weather, and her crochet top over a bikini top and cutoffs was completely inadequate—what she needed was a fuzzy sweater and the warmth of Justen’s beach fire. 
Startled by her own thoughts, she pushed the image of Justen out of her mind. But being here on the beach was making yesterday feel a bit too real.
Of all the things she’d thought might happen this weekend, running into Justen Barrett certainly hadn’t been one of them. When he’d disappeared out of her life, she’d never thought she would see him again. 
She snuggled closer to Luke, shoving the memory back down where it belonged. It didn’t matter what Justen was doing. She had Luke in her life now. She wasn’t the girl on the outside anymore. 
She smiled up at Luke, leaning in to kiss him. This morning had been a fluke. She’d panicked over nothing. It had been considerate of him to let her sleep in. It showed how much he cared, not that he was thinking of ditching her.
He pulled out of the kiss almost the moment their lips touched. She bit her lip, shivering as the breeze blew right through her top. She’d been going for cute and sexy but ended up with popsicle.
Not that he’d even noticed her outfit—too distracted by today’s surfing trip. She should’ve just worn something fuzzy and warm. What was the point of freezing in the name of sexy, if he was too blind to see it? 
She tried to catch his gaze, but he was staring out at the water. Had been since they arrived. He pulled away slightly, and it was more than just the chilly breeze that swept between them. The loving feeling she’d been revelling in only moments before was suddenly gone—something was off. His body was here on the beach with her, but he was somewhere else.
“Earth to Luke,” she said, bumping against his shoulder.
He turned slowly to her. Their eyes met, and she saw him snap back to this moment. The twinkle in his eyes gave her a split second of warning, before his fingers found her bare skin and started tickling their way up her side. She giggled and squirmed.
“Luke!” she gasped.
He dipped in and brushed his mouth along her neck, a playful scrape of teeth that sent a warm shiver through her. She let out a breath as he eased her back into the sand—finally he was here in the moment with her—her pulse kicked, desire blooming fast and bright.
He pulled back just enough to look at her, really look at her. Their gazes locked. His eyes gleamed, and for a heartbeat, everything else fell away. The disappointment. The doubt. Everything. 
He was going to kiss her right here on this public beach, and it wasn’t going to be PG.
Her mouth softened in anticipation, tilting up towards his. 
Then his expression shifted—gleam turning to a grin—and he pushed away from her, springing to his feet. “Time for surfing, babe.”
She blinked, her lips poised for a kiss that wasn’t coming. 
She stepped towards him, hands half-raised. “Maybe I could tag along…” The desperate whine in her voice made her wince, and she yanked her arms back, tucking them under her armpits. Nausea curled low in her stomach. She’d believed he was about to ravish her, and he’d just been excited to go surfing with Leo.
It was always friggin’ Leo.
She was a fool. A desperate fool.
“Oh, come on, babe. It would be dead boring for you. And the weather’s dodgy. You being miserable would kill my vibe.”
Sucking in a slow breath, she reminded herself to stay calm. “I could try surfing…” She pressed her lips together to stop any further words from slipping out. She already sounded desperate enough.
“You on a surfboard would be hot, but the waves are going to be epic. It’s not for newbies.” He leaned in, nuzzling her neck.
She shifted away from him. “Right, of course.” She looked off towards the water, fighting tears. “I just didn’t want to be away from you.” 
She tried to smile, but her lips felt rigid, refusing to curve the way she wanted them to.
His eyes brightened, and he pressed his lips to her forehead. “It’s what I love about you. Always up for anything.”
His words sent a ripple of warmth through her, and her face softened into a smile. Luke did desire her. Of course he did. He had to. She just needed to get out of her head and go with the flow. She needed to stop looking for disaster everywhere. He could enjoy himself surfing and be into her. He could hang with the boys and be committed to their relationship. He could have space and still choose her.
And tonight, after he got back from Leo’s bachelor party, she was taking things into her own hands and seducing him. Tyler and Jaxson could choose to stay or leave.
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As she stepped out into the rain, Ginny tucked the brown paper bag containing her new book under her jacket and adjusted the hood tighter around her head. Instantly the full force of the downpour assaulted her. A spark of vindication shot through her. Good thing she hadn’t listened to Luke and left her rain jacket behind. 
It was followed by a flicker of frustration. Where the heck was Luke? 
The rain had started shortly after the guys had left for their surfing excursion, but she could only assume that didn’t deter them, because he hadn’t messaged her a change of plans. Or messaged her at all. 
And now it was dark. They couldn’t still be out on the water, could they? The only logical explanation was that they’d already headed to the bachelor party—but he wouldn’t have done that without messaging her to let her know, right?
She shoved down her worries about Luke’s whereabouts. He was fine. He had to be. If something had happened, then surely one of the guys would’ve told her. And it was just rain, anyway. This was the west coast of Vancouver Island—if you couldn’t handle a little rain, then you were out of luck.
Shifting the book to make sure it wouldn’t fall out, she moved off down the street. She’d spent all afternoon scrolling through social media, but then she’d gotten a little stir-crazy and gone in
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