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Chapter One

The sun beats down on us. It’s hot. Sauna
hot. The kind that makes the air heavy and saturates your skin with
a sheen of moisture.

I let my eyes roam over your tan, sculpted
chest down to where your fingers thread together resting on your
abs.

“Like what you see?” you ask. Smiling, you
reach out and trace your finger along my cheek. I wish I could see
your eyes behind your black sunglasses.

“You know I do.”

You chuckle and link your hands again,
relaxing on your lounge chair.

The pool water ripples in the breeze,
sunlight glinting off its surface. Pinkish-purple bougainvillea
twines up to the palm frond roof of the pool-side bar. How did we
get here? Us together? There were so many obstacles between us.

Over the past few months, Turtle Tear has
been transformed from ancient ruins to a luxury resort on a private
island in the Everglades. In the distance, the work crew bangs and
saws, finishing the last few rooms in the hotel.

“Let’s cancel tomorrow,” you say. “I don’t
want to share you.”

“We’ve waited too long for this.” Even
though it’s only been about six months for me, you’ve waited years
for this day to come. Tomorrow is the grand opening of Turtle Tear
Resort to our friends and family. After that…well, I haven’t
decided if I want to open it to the public, or keep it private. I
guess I’m not ready to share this place or you with anyone else
either. “After they’re all gone, you can become a hermit.”

You take my hand and kiss it. “At least you
promised me we could stay in the tree house

and not crowd in the hotel with everyone
else.”

I roll to my side and run a finger down your
arm. “I love our little hideaway.”

Footsteps sound from the covered walkway. I
sit up and turn to see Riley, your new assistant, step out from the
shade and into the pool courtyard. “Why are you wearing dress pants
and a tie?” I ask him. “Are you insane? It’s sweltering out
here.”

You sit up, and your knees bump against
mine. “Riley likes to look professional.” You grasp the left side
of my red bikini top and tug it closed. “And you’re a little too
casual. More like falling out.”

“No interest in sharing me with this
assistant then?” I whisper.

You clench your jaw, but don’t reply. I was
teasing, but struck a nerve bringing up the reason I left you last
time.

“Ms. DeSalvo,” Riley interjects, spots of
pink on his cheeks from either the heat or from overhearing my
comment, “your mother and aunt are scheduled to arrive at ten a.m..
tomorrow morning. Do you have a preference of which rooms are
reserved for them?”

I shade my eyes and glance up at him,
wishing I hadn’t forgotten my sunglasses back in the hotel. “No.
I’m sure you’ll pick very nice rooms for them. I trust your
judgment. But can you do me a favor?”

He nods, eager to please. “Of course.”

“Call me Rachael.”

A sheepish grin spreads across his face.
He’s young, twenty-two at most, not that I’m much older. But his
reserved manner and uncontrollable blushing make him seem a lot
younger. “Can I get you another drink from the bar, Rachael?”

I pick up my empty mimosa glass from the
small table beside my chair and hold it out to him. “That would be
amazing of you. Thanks.”

“Mr. Rocha?” he asks, taking my glass.

You pick up your half-full bottle of water
and shake it in Riley’s direction. “I’m good, thanks. But that
reminds me, when’s the domestic staff getting in?”

“Three this afternoon.”

Riley trots off toward the bar on the
opposite side of the pool and courtyard. “Someone has a crush,” you
say, squeezing my knees between yours.

The stubble on your face has grown to a soft
beard that covers your chin, not quite as full as it was when we
first met, but soft to the touch and sexy. I can’t resist running
my fingers over it. “You’re right,” I say. “But look at him. Those
pressed oxford shirts he wears, the flop of dusty blond hair over
his forehead and the way he always blushes when he looks at me. How
can I not be crushing hard?”

You lower your sunglasses to the end of your
nose and arch one brow over your blazing, dark eyes. “You’re full
of jabs today, aren’t you? You know what I meant.”

I stand between your legs and take your face
between my hands skimming my fingers through your dark, wavy hair.
“You know I’m kidding. Look at you.” I let my hands run down your
neck, across your broad shoulders, down over the bulging muscles of
each arm. “Why would I ever want anyone else?”

Your hands find my hips and pull me closer,
close enough to rest your cheek against my stomach. “I’ve already
done everything you’re just getting to do. I’ve reached my goals.
You could have someone like him—like you. Someone driven, making
his way up the ladder. I kicked my ladder down, Rachael.”

Why do you think I care that you’ve decided
to retire in your mid-thirties with billions in the bank? Somehow
in your head that’s a bad thing. “You told me your plan months ago.
When we went fishing, remember?”

“The storm that day.” You chuckle, sending
vibrations through my skin. “I swear, you wrapped your wet little
body around my back so tight when I carried you back to the hotel,
I had obscene images running wild in my head.”

“Every time lightning flashed, I thought we
were going to die.” I stroke the top of your head, twisting
sun-warmed locks of hair around my fingers. “The fish you caught
was good though.”

You turn your head and rest your chin in my
bellybutton. “Yeah? You hardly touched it.”

I bend and kiss the grin off your face.
Eating around you leads to kissing you and touching you and meals
are quickly shoved aside and forgotten. I’ve lost eight pounds
since I stepped foot on this island. “We need another chocolate
raspberry cake.”

You growl and lick my stomach sending
delicious flesh memories straight to my center. Memories of smeared
chocolate frosting devoured with your tongue. “Don’t worry. I’ve
got that covered.”

“Uh…” Riley stammers, standing at the end of
my lounge chair with a fresh mimosa in one hand. “I’ll just…” He
sets it on the wooden table and shuffles away.

“Thanks!” I call after him. “Think he’s a
virgin?”

You let out a derisive snort. “Can’t imagine
why you’d think that.”

“I don’t know. Maybe he’s just
modest.”

“Hmm. Maybe.” With a flick of your fingers,
my bikini top falls open. “Glad you’re not.”

“Not with you.” I wrap my arms around your
neck and you pull me down on top of you on the lounge chair sucking
a nipple into your mouth.

“Ah,” I gasp. I’ll never get used to the
feel of your lips, your tongue. It’s too good, too drive-me-insane
overwhelming.

I press against your shoulders, releasing my
flesh with a drag of your teeth. I have to have your mouth on mine,
your tongue sliding over mine drawing moans from deep in my
throat.

I devour your lips. No holding back. I held
back so long waiting to trust you, but now I need to take and take
and never stop until there’s nothing left of you. Consume you
delicious bite by delicious bite.

Rewarded with a low groan when I nip your
bottom lip, I taste my way across your jaw to lap your earlobe and
take it in my mouth. Your hands squeeze my ass and slide down
between my inner thighs, pulling them apart so I’m straddling you.
Your chest is warm under my splayed fingers, salty on the tip of my
tongue tasting your hard pecs. You rock your hips into me. I dig my
nails into your skin in response making you suck in an airy hiss
through your teeth.

The wind blows my hair across your face,
cools my bare back damp with heat. You ball my hair in your hands
as I trail kisses down your stomach. “I love how you taste.”

My hair goes loose around my shoulders and
you run both palms down my back. “I never want anyone else here.
Just us. Alone.”

“Me too,” I say, springing your hard length
free from your swim trunks. “I’ll have you naked whenever and
wherever I want.”

Your fingers find my nipples and begin
pulling, pinching and rolling, sending shocks of clenching arousal
through my center. “My sex kitten.”

I run my thumb up the thick vein running
from the base of your cock to the ridge around the head. A bead of
pre-come glistens at the tip. “Mmm, for me?” I tuck my hair behind
my ear and lave your slit with my tongue while staring into your
deep, dark eyes. “I love giving you that look on your face.”

Your heavy-lidded, lust-filled expression
shifts for a moment as one side of your mouth hitches into a smile.
“What look?”

“Like I’m killing you.” I circle my tongue
around the underside of your head, flicking and nibbling. “Slowly.”
I stroke you and let my tongue slide down to trace the seam between
your balls. “So slowly.”

Your hand cups the back of my head. “God,
you’re right. You are killing me slowly. Painfully slow. Suck
me.”

I take you in deep, hollowing my cheeks and
moaning along with you. Your hand guides my head, but I know what
you like. And I love giving it to you, to that glorious cock that
makes me come so hard.

Your breath comes faster as I pick up the
pace. I’m wet and throbbing, needy and empty. You have to touch me
soon, satiate this ache. Fill me.

Both hands cup my face and pull me off of
you, breaking my suction with a wet sucking sound as you free
yourself from my mouth. “Take me inside you.”

Your fingers sweep my bikini bottoms aside,
and you groan finding me wet and swollen, ready to take all of your
considerable length. I’m always ready for you.

I angle your tip against my opening and ease
down onto you. Both of us sigh in ecstatic relief. Nothing feels as
perfect as when you’re squeezed tight inside me.

You sit up, shocking me with the way you
slide even deeper, and pull my ass into you as close as I’ll get.
Your mouth finds mine. Our lips barely graze as we breathe the same
air, the tip of your tongue teasing mine. At the gentle urging of
your hands, I rock my hips torturously slow.

It feels so, so good. You’re hitting a spot
inside me that sparks tears to my eyes. Our lovemaking is bitter
sweet with suppressed urgency, denial of clenching muscles begging
for a faster release.

Another languid rock into you, and a whimper
tumbles out of me. I choke out the word, “God,” like a prayer. I’m
all senses and longing. I’m going insane.

Your jaw’s taught, eyes barely open, brow
furrowed in your effort to hold back. “You’re…so…tight,” you
whisper, sounding like you’re in pain.

I can only make incoherent noises in
response between gasps of pleasure.

You lay back, and I clench around you
tighter, desperate to keep you so deep. But when your thumb presses
and rubs against my clit, I lean back and brace my hands on your
thighs, grinding and bucking. Release is so close. A delicious,
tingling burn smolders in my core. “Oh God. Right there.”

“That’s right, baby. Come for me.” Your
thumb continues its maddening assault, while the fingers of your
other hand pluck and squeeze my nipples.

On the brink of exploding, I raise and lower
faster and faster, slamming you deeper inside me. Your hips come
off the lounge chair, meeting me thrust for thrust. “Fuck. I’m so
close, Rachael.”

“Oh! Oh, God!” I throw my head back as the
first orgasmic wave crashes over me. “Come, Merrick. Come with
me.”

Your fingers dig into my hips as you thrust
hard twice and groan in release. “Fuck.” You throb inside me as you
come and I continue to ride you.

My orgasm runs rampant. My fingers take over
for your thumb, and I set loose the last pulse of my climax before
falling limp on top of you.

We lie panting with the sun beating down on
us, the distant buzz of a saw blending with the chirps of birds and
rustle of leaves in the gentle island breeze. “I couldn’t have
dreamt this.” I kiss your chest, slick with sweat. “It’s too
perfect.”

You comb your fingers through my hair. “It’s
more than perfect. Promise me something.”

I prop myself up on your chest to look at
you. “Anything.”

Your face is so serious, so…wide-eyed and
wistful. “Never leave.”

There’s a fear in your eyes I’ve never seen
before. It worries me. “I won’t. I promise.”

You hold me tight against you and kiss my
temple. With your father trying to take everything you own, all of
the real estate you’ve acquired as CEO of Rocha Enterprises, your
primal need to grasp on tightly to what’s yours is
understandable.

But seeing you, confident-to-a-fault Merrick
Rocha, falter on your axis, leaves me shaken.


Chapter Two

Helicopter blades beat against the
humid swamp air. Whomp. Whomp.
Whomp. The domestic staff has arrived. Maids, servers,
a chef. The sound of their arrival makes me giddy.

This is really happening. It has actually
come together. Turtle Tear is a fully functioning luxury resort,
and I’ve successfully completed my first project manager job.

The click-clack of heels breaks my revelry.
“Congratulations. You did it.” Joan’s tone tells me she was
skeptical of my ability, but I knew that all along.

She stops beside me on the patio, fiddles
with her blonde hair twisted up in back and crosses her arms. As
usual, she’s wearing her power-hungry, trademark red. Today it’s a
pencil skirt paired with matching platform heels and a filmy,
white, sleeveless blouse.

“Thanks.” I don’t let on that I caught a
hint of her doubt. “Going to usher them in?” Maybe she’ll remember
she’s in a hurry and leave.

She arches a brow and studies her manicured
nails. “That’s Riley’s job now, remember?”

Right. She no longer works as your assistant
because of me, giving her yet another reason to hate me. Like it’s
my fault you slept with her and didn’t realize she’s in love with
you. It’s my fault you’re not in love with her.

It’s my fault I ran when you brought her
into our bed.

No. It was a severe misjudgment on your
part, but I’m not in the mood to place blame. It’s over, and we’ve
gotten past it.

Joan, however, has not.

“Where’s Beck?” She and our foreman have
been involved for a couple months. Shouldn’t he be keeping her mind
from wandering to you? If so, why is she still a bitch to me?

“My new boss is inspecting the two rooms the
crew just finished. Renovation complete.”

Since you gave Joan a lateral move from
being your assistant to being Beck’s, he usually keeps her busy
elsewhere—off the island. Guess there’s no avoiding her for the
grand opening.

“Think I’ll go take a look.” I turn and her
hand lands on my arm.

“Rachael, you’ve done a great job
here.” Her blue eyes meet mine, the creases along the edges
revealing sincerity and regret. “With everything.”

She means you. I’m too stunned to say
anything, so I take her hand and squeeze it before walking away, in
through the large, wooden hacienda doors standing open to the
lounge.

The tile floor and stone walls keep it cool
inside. Large ceiling fans circulate the air. This once bare room
is now filled with studded, brown leather couches and chairs
settled in front of the fireplace. The rustic wooden tables nestled
beside them will be perfect for our guests to rest their drinks.
Mexican rugs striped yellow, red and teal add a splash of color,
and vases filled with flowers from the island give the room a
heady, sweet scent.

I take in a deep breath and let excitement
and nervousness wash over me. In a couple hours, everyone will
begin to arrive. The crew members’ wives or significant others, my
best friend, Shannon, and her boyfriend, Seth.

Your sister, Heidi, and her husband and
kids.

Your sister.

Those aren’t butterflies in my stomach;
they’re the size of bats with a twelve-inch wingspan fighting to be
set free. If I think about meeting Heidi anymore, I’m certain
whatever’s inside me will claw its way out like that scene from
Alien.

God, what if she hates me? Thinks I’m too
young and naive for you? Too inexperienced?

I have to stop thinking like this.

I need a drink.

I pad down the hall in my flip-flops to the
kitchen. I’m glad we kept the big, farmhouse-style, original sink
and the butcher block island. Unfortunately, all of the crumbling
marble countertops had to go. Since there are only twenty rooms in
the hotel, I wanted the kitchen to feel more homey than industrial,
but with the necessary accommodations for the chef, like subzero
refrigerators and about a hundred stainless steel appliances
sitting under the high, native, Cypress wood cabinets.

Grabbing a sharp knife from the magnetic
strip on the wall, I pluck a lime from the tree outside out of a
large basket of fruit on the counter. I slice it in half and start
scooping out the juicy pulp when Beck strolls in.

“What’s up, Rach?” Standing across the
kitchen island from me, he leans his elbows on the butcher block.
His dirty blond hair is back in a ponytail, and he has the
ever-present shit-eating grin on his face.

I can’t look at Beck without smiling. He has
something about him that’s larger-than-life. “Making a margarita
shot. Want one?”

“You know I do.”

I salt the edges of the hollowed limes and
pour mix and tequila into them. “Here you go,” I say, handing him
one.

“To Turtle Tear,” he says, holding his lime
shot up to mine.

“To Turtle Tear,” I repeat. “Cheers.” We
down the shots. It burns, and I cough. “Another?”

“Sure.” He sets his lime shot glass back
down for a refill. “Looking to get wasted?”

I salt the edges of the limes again. “Just
taking the edge off. Merrick’s sister, husband, niece and nephew
get here this evening.” I roll my eyes, like I know I’m being
ridiculous. “Meeting the fam. Little intimidating.”

Beck waves a hand. “Heidi’s a sweetheart.
Nothing to worry about.”

It doesn’t feel that way.

I fill our limes and hand his back over.
“How are things with Joan?” I lift my brows suggesting I mean on a
personal level, not as his assistant.

“Things are…coming along.” He twists
the side of his mouth and shrugs. “She was in love with him for a
long time, Rach. I’m no miracle worker, but we have a good time
together.”

I smile and hold up my margarita shot to
lighten the mood. I don’t want to put the burden of Joan on his
mind. She’s my burden to bear. “To good times then.”

He chuckles and gently knocks his lime
against mine. “To good times.”

~~~

“Rachael.”

I open my eyes to the sound of your voice in
my ear, your body spooned against mine. The margarita shots did
more than take the edge off, they knocked me out entirely. “I came
up to lay down for a while. Guess I fell asleep.”

“Our bed’s too comfortable to resist taking
a nap.” You push a lock of hair back from my face and kiss my
cheek. Your hair’s wet and smells like your spicy, jasmine
shampoo.

“You took a shower without me?”

“I didn’t want to wake you. I waited as long
as I could, but we have a hotel full of guests to greet.” You kiss
the tip of my nose. “Time for Sleeping Beauty to wake up and get
dressed.”

I bold upright in bed. “They’re here
already? What time is it?”

My eyes focus on the clock at the same time
you say, “seven.”

“Seven! I slept all afternoon! Why did you
let me do that? There’s so much to get done!” Panicked, I shove our
white, down comforter off and hop out of bed.

You grab my wrist. “Don’t freak out. It’s
all taken care of. Riley and I handled everything.”

I let my shoulders fall on an exhale of
relief. “You did?”

You get to your knees on the bed and stroke
my cheeks with your thumbs. “Of course I did.”

I kiss your soft, warm lips. Once. Twice. I
never want to stop kissing you. I let out an involuntary moan and
graze my tongue over your bottom lip.

“Mmm…” You kiss me firmly, letting your lips
linger on mine for a moment, then pull away and rest your nose
against mine. “You have to get ready.”

“I have to get ready,” I agree, dazed.

“I have to go to the clearing and meet my
sister.” You hold up your phone. “Riley said they landed a few
minutes ago.”

My stomach turns.

“What’s wrong?” You thread your fingers with
mine.

“Nothing. Why?”

“You made a face like you were in pain.”

I turn and make my way across the hardwood
floor to the closet. “Just nervous.”

“Not about Heidi?” I hear you slide off the
bed. “You like me a lot more than she does. She could hate you—she
won’t, but she could—and it wouldn’t make a difference to me.”

Your arms wrap around my waist, and you kiss
my cheek. “No being nervous. You’re amazing. I have to get down
there.” One more kiss and you unhook your arms from around me and
stride out of the bedroom.

Your words should comfort me, but they
don’t. Everything’s wrong. My outfit—it sucks. My hair—too frizzy.
My smile—crooked. My laugh—too hyena-like. God, I want to close my
eyes and disappear.

To top it off, I have a raging headache.
Margarita shots were a terrible idea.

After a hot shower, I’m a little more
relaxed. Maybe my coral-colored maxi dress isn’t as bad as I
thought.

I slip on my sandals and head down the
stairs holding the twisted mangrove root railing. It’s my favorite
part of the hotel, and one of the few things I demanded be kept.
It’s been polished, and the once-dry wood now shines in brilliant
shades of rich brown. The murals painted on the walls were touched
up by an artist flown in from Spain. She did an excellent job
restoring the bright red flowers, blue birds, and green vines in
with shadows and highlights. They’re so lifelike, it’s as if I were
standing outdoors instead of inside the grand entryway to a resort
hotel.

I imagine this is what it looked like a
hundred years ago, and pride swells in my chest.

At the bottom of the stairs, a man in black
pants and a white oxford shirt hefts two pieces of luggage across
the lobby. I slept right through the arrival of the staff.

The smoky, sweet smell of BBQ wafts through
from the lounge where the back doors stand open. Tonight’s
celebration will be luau style.

Riley buzzes through an archway from the
hall and into the kitchen, halting when he spots me. “Miss De—I
mean, Rachael, can I do anything for you?”

His wide blue eyes take me in, head to toe.
Maybe you’re right. Maybe someone does have a bit of a crush. “Not
right now, thanks. Is everyone getting settled?”

He tucks his hands in his pockets and nods.
“The chef has had the pig roasting most of the afternoon, I have
servers on top of drinks and hors d'oeuvres and Jesse—”he motions
to where the guy with the suitcases is trampling up the stairs—“has
the luggage delivered to the guest rooms.

“Wow. You’re on top of everything. Thank
you.”

An adorable blush creeps up his neck and he
bobs once on his toes before disappearing into the kitchen.

I swipe a hand across my forehead and gather
my strength. “Nothing to worry about,” I tell myself. “Have a good
time.”

“Pep talk?” I startle and spin around. You
must’ve slipped in the front door.

“Don’t sneak up on me like that.” I hook my
arm through yours. “What are you doing wandering around?”

“Waiting for you. Believe it or not, I’m
probably way more uncomfortable with everyone here tonight than you
are.”

I step into you and feel the warmth of your
body seeping into me. “Why did we do this? I just want to take you
back to bed. Make them all go home.”

Your hands run down over my lower back.
“We’ll sneak away early. I have the tree house ready for us.”

I trail little kisses from the corner of
your mouth to your ear. “You think of everything.”

“There you are!” a cheerful, feminine voice
calls from the hallway.

Your hands grip my arms and turn me around
in front of you like a human shield. “Rachael, this is Heidi, my
sister.”

She’s a fireball of dark, bouncing curls,
blazing black eyes and curves that would put most Playboy models to
shame. She’s the female version of you. “Hi.” I hold out my hand to
her, hating the hesitant, nervous tinge in my voice. “Nice to meet
you.”

She takes my hand in both of hers and leans
in to kiss my cheek. “I’ve heard a lot about you. My brother seems
to have finally found someone worthy of him.”

I glance back at you. I knew you’d talked to
her a few times, a direct result of my badgering, but it sounds
like you call more than I know.

And you talk about me.

That’s good. I think. It sounds good. She
thinks I’m worthy of you.

“Thank you. I’ve heard a lot about you. I ̶
”

“Ra-chael! Where are you?” Shannon’s voice
booms and echoes through the entryway.

“Shannon!”

Heidi steps back from me as Shannon runs
down the hallway, spots me and sprints on her silver heels—the
silver hooker heels she picked out for me to wear when you were in
Cleveland. They were my parting gift. I left them in her closet
when I moved out and came here.

She tackles me in a bear hug, and we both
fall back into you. Luckily, you anticipated what was about to
happen and catch us.

My face is lost in a sea of caramel-colored
hair with platinum tips. Her signature Chanel perfume floods my
mind with a sense of home. The apartment we used to share. The blue
and white striped couch. Bottles of Shannon’s nail polish
cluttering the end table. I hug her tighter, breathing her in.
“I’ve missed you, Shan.”

“I’ve missed you so much.” She pulls her
head back and wipes her eyes, mascara threatening to streak down
her cheeks. Her eyes flick upward, catching sight of you behind me.
“Hi, Merrick.”

“Hi, Shannon. Good to see you again.” You
reach between us and pat her arm. “Heidi, where are the kids?” Your
fingertips glide up and down between my shoulder blades before you
lead Heidi toward the lounge giving me time alone with my best
friend.

“Do you like your room? Which one are you
in?”

Shannon shakes her head glancing around.
“Girl, this place is in-fucking-credible. I don’t know what you did
to that guy in the sack, but Jesus, teach me.”

I can’t help but to crack up laughing.
“Please. This isn’t due to any sexual prowess. But just in case,
stay away from him. He’s mine.” I give her a fake glare and untwist
one of the thin straps of her shimmery pale blue dress. “You’ve got
Seth anyway. Where is he? How’s it going? Teaching him how things
are done?”

She rolls her eyes. “It’s over. He wasn’t
very receptive to my techniques. I swear to God, that man can’t
find a woman’s clit with his ten fingers and mine together. It was
hopeless. He had to go.”

“So you’re living in the apartment alone?” A
pang of guilt prods my chest. “I’ll pay half of the rent until you
find another roommate. It wasn’t fair of me to leave.”

Shannon juts one hip out and props her hand
on it, smirking. “Why would you ever leave our little shithole
apartment in Cleveland for this? Please, Rachael, I would’ve
ditched you so fast you wouldn’t even remember my name.”

I shove her hand off her hip. “Is that
supposed to make me feel better, knowing you wouldn’t hesitate to
ditch me?”

She laughs. “You know what I mean.”

Riley emerges from the kitchen with two red
daiquiris. “Ladies,” he says, handing them to us, “I hope you don’t
mind that I took the liberty of bringing you drinks. It sounded
like a celebration out here.”

“Thanks, Riley. That’s nice of you.” I
notice his eyes are nowhere near me. He only has eyes for Shannon
now. There goes the cute, virginal crush. “This is my best friend
from home, Shannon Piper. Shannon, this is Riley Webber, Merrick’s
assistant.”

“Thanks for the drink, Webster.” Shannon
doesn’t even make eye contact with the poor guy.

“Nice to meet you, Ms. Piper.”

She lifts her glass in acknowledgement that
doubles as a gesture of dismissal.

“I’ll check back with you later, Rachael,”
he says, and bolts down the hallway toward the doors.

“What was that about?” I ask Shannon.

Her eyes go wide over the rim of her glass.
“What?”

“You wouldn’t even look at Riley. He’s a
nice guy, and he definitely noticed you.”

She runs her finger around the rim of her
glass, filling her fingertip with crystal sugar. A devilish
expression crosses her face and she purses her lips. “I already
have my eye on someone here. Built like a Greek God, black tribal
tattoo, blond hair tied back and some kind of crazy energy behind
his eyes. That guy would know what to do between a woman’s
legs.”

I close my eyes, overwhelmed by the pounding
in my head that’s suddenly returned. “Shit. Beck.”

“Yeah. Beck.”

I open my eyes to see her licking the sugar
from her finger seductively, deep in fantasy. “He’s with
someone.”

She pulls her finger from her mouth and
arches her eyebrow. “He’s with me tonight.”

I take a deep drink of my daiquiri. At least
Joan will have someone new to hate.


Chapter Three

Shannon and I step out onto the patio to
loud music, animated chatter and the setting sun. The work crew and
their guests crowd around tables that fill the tiled patio and
spill out onto the lawn. The faint sound of splashing can be heard
from the pool, along with kids laughing. Your niece and nephew.

Since you’re nowhere to be found, you must
be with them.

“I should mingle,” I tell Shannon. “Do you
mind?”

“Of course not! You know I have the gift of
making myself at home anywhere. Don’t worry about me.”

Her eyes are already trained on Beck leaning
against the wrought iron fence at the end of the patio.

She’ll be the death of me yet. “He’s off
limits.”

I leave her to her seduction plans and make
my way across the patio, table-by-table, shaking hands and trying
to remember names. Almost to the gate, a man sitting alone just
beyond it catches my eye. He sips a beer and studies me like I’m a
math problem he’s trying to figure out.

While saying hello and making small talk
with the remaining guests, I can’t stop my eyes from wandering to
him to see if he’s still watching. He is. Every time.

I start to fidget under his relentless
examination. Why is he studying me so critically? Who’s he
with?

Finally, I’ve exhausted my introductions
inside the gate and step out onto the lawn. Stopping in front of
him, I extend my hand. “Rachael DeSalvo. And you are?”

“Roger Kildare, Merrick’s brother-in-law.”
He stands and shakes my hand. “I apologize for staring. You seem
so…normal. Nice. I’m surprised.”

Roger stands only a couple inches taller
than me. He adjusts his glasses on the bridge of his nose and
slicks a hand back through his dark hair faintly streaked with
gray. He reminds me of a young college professor. Reserved. Proper.
Judgmental.

“Surprised that I’m normal and nice?
Why?” You’ve already told me your brother-in-law isn’t your biggest
fan, and because of that, I’m struggling to follow the number one
bit of advice I gave you for dealing with people: You win more bees
with honey than vinegar.

“Merrick’s never wanted normal. It’s beneath
him.” His eyes shift somewhere behind me as he takes a sip of beer
from his bottle.

“I think you might project that onto him.
He’s very down-to-earth actually.” I can’t stand here one more
second with this man who is clearly jealous of you. “It was nice
meeting you. I have some things to check on.”

“I hope you’re right,” he says, before I can
escape. “For your sake. Like I said, you seem like a nice
woman.”

“Thank you, and I am right.” I force a stiff
smile onto my lips and turn from Roger. What a jerk. Why is Heidi
married to him? She’s so warm and full of life. How does he not
drag her down?

Maybe he does. You have just as much dislike
for him as he does for you. I’m sure you’d rather see your sister
with someone less…him.

I take the path of sidewalks paved with
colorful pebble mosaics leading to the pool. The chef and his team
in white jackets are set up near the tree-line. A fat pig rotates
on a spit, and large fish are being steamed in a pit of hot rocks
and wet palm fronds. It smells like Heaven and makes my stomach
growl.

The splashing gets louder as I step under
the covered cloister. The sky is a dark, navy blue with only a hint
of sun left. Torches light the courtyard around the pool. The
swim-up bar is lit with rows of white lights under the awning. A
few couples sit sipping drinks.

I catch sight of you and stop in the shadows
to watch without you seeing me. You’ve changed into your swim
trunks and sit on the side of the pool with your legs dangling in
the water. A young girl holds on to one and a young boy the other.
They’re trying to pull you in. All three of you laugh loudly,
without a care in the world.

I’ve never seen you like this. Free of
worry—free of everything. My heart lodges itself in my throat, and
I press my fingers against the lump there. I want you this happy
always.

Without warning, you jump in and dunk them
both underwater. They pop up sputtering and squealing. You swim
backward luring them to charge, to team up and retaliate.

Heidi steps up beside me. I don’t know where
she came from. I didn’t even hear her approach, I was so entranced
watching you with the kids.

“I wish they saw him more often,” she says.
“They miss him.”

“He misses them, too.” I’m not sure you’ve
ever said as much, but seeing you with them, there’s no denying it.
“I met Roger.”

She takes a deep breath. “That wasn’t a very
subtle transition, Rachael, but I guess I know why the conversation
took that abrupt turn.”

“He doesn’t like Merrick.”

I can’t pull my eyes from you. The kids are
on you now, pulling at your shoulders and climbing up your back.
You’re saying something to them, but I can’t make out the words,
just the deep timbre of your voice.

“No,” she says without apology.

“He’s jealous of Merrick.” There’s no
apology in my voice either.

Heidi crosses her arms. “Roger knows what
would happen if he ever made me choose. That thought makes him
crazy. A husband has to feel like he’s number one in your life, but
it’s never been the case with us.”

Now I turn to her. Her eyes are piercing in
the dark. “But you did choose.”

She shakes her head with such force, her
long curls swing out around her head. “No. Merrick made the choice
for me. He backed away, stopped visiting, didn’t return my calls.
I’d never turn my back on him, Rachael. Never.”

The low rumble of your laughter draws my
eyes back to you. You have your niece held high by her waist, and
she starts counting. On three, you launch her in the air and she
splashes down in the pool holding her nose.

“He didn’t want to come between you and your
family.”

“He is my
family. I refuse to let go of him or Roger.”

We stand side-by-side watching, reluctant to
step out from under the covered walkway and break the spell. “You
love him,” she says.

It’s not a question, but I nod anyway. I
love you. If I wasn’t certain of it before, watching you with your
niece and nephew sealed the deal. This is love I feel for you.
Absolutely.

Heidi puts a hand on my back. “Good, because
he loves you too.”

She steps out onto the lawn and strides
toward the pool while I stand frozen in place running my fingers
over my throat where my heart still clings for dear life.

~~~

Everyone’s seated at the round tables on the
patio and lawn. Platters of pork and fish and bowls of rice and
grilled vegetables make the rounds. Drinks are refilled, and the
music changed to a low-key dinner selection.

Heidi, Roger, and your niece and nephew,
Holly and Sam, sit at our table. Holly can barely keep her big,
brown eyes open and leans against Heidi who holds her little girl
to her side and strokes her hair. Sam’s still wound up from
swimming and has an ornery glint in his green eyes. When he picks
an olive out of his salad and aims it at you, Roger grabs it from
him and shoots him a stern look.

You share a conspiratorial smile with Sam
before standing and clearing your throat. “Can I have your
attention, please?”

The talking and laughing dies down as people
nudge each other and eyes turn your way.

“I’d like to thank you all for coming. If
you would’ve asked me six months ago if I’d be here right now with
Turtle Tear Resort renovated and all of you celebrating the grand
opening, I would’ve said there was no chance. Because there was no
chance.”

You look down to where I’m sitting beside
you. “The one person who I knew could pull this off had turned down
the job. It was a lost cause without her.”

Surely, you’re not going to tell them what
you did to bring me here, that you drugged me and kidnapped me from
a nightclub. That secret dies with us. I stand and take your hand.
“Fortunately,” I say, taking over the speech. “Merrick can be very
persuasive and charming.”

The crowd laughs, and Joan glares from a
table across the lawn. An empty chair sits to her left. Where’s
Beck? Shit. Where’s Shannon? She’s supposed to be sitting at our
table.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” you say, and kiss my
hand, “I’d like to introduce you to the woman who took charge of
this project and gets all the credit for its success, Rachael
DeSalvo.”

You lead the applause, then take your seat
beside me. I suppose this means I really have taken over the
pre-dinner speech.

“Thank you. I can’t think of the renovations
here at Turtle Tear as a project or a job though. This place has
become my home and my heart. I couldn’t imagine leaving it in the
shape it was in, to never reveal and share its beauty. And I can’t
take any credit for what was accomplished here under an insanely
tight deadline. Beck Tanner and all of you on his crew who spent
the past few months here away from your families pounding nails
from dawn until dusk are the ones who deserve the applause.”

Hoots and whistles accompany the cheers and
clapping hands.

When it dies down, I wrap things up. “To say
thank you will never be enough. I hope you enjoy your stay here,
relax and think of this place as your home-away-from-home too.”

“Now let’s eat!” Beck calls from the far
corner of the patio.

At least the mystery of his whereabouts is
solved. Now, if I could only spot Shannon.

I take my seat, and your hand finds my thigh
like it’s magnetized. “Do you see Riley anywhere?” you ask,
fiddling with your phone. “I haven’t been able to reach him for the
past hour.”

“No, I ̶ ” It hits me. “I haven’t.”

Shannon wouldn’t. Would she?


Chapter Four

Dessert is served, Fresh Fruit Pavlova with
Passion Fruit Sauce, and you’ve still got your phone in your hand
checking email and sending text messages. I lay my hand on your
forearm. “What’s going on?”

“Max gets here in the morning and wants to
get business out of the way early. I need Riley to get the
paperwork organized, or I’ll have to excuse myself from the party
for a short time to get ready.”

“What paperwork? I thought everything was
done—all your properties sold.” I’m not looking forward to seeing
Max again. He seems to like me about as much as Joan, but I guess
it would be rude to not invite your lawyer who you’ve trusted with
your business for so long to our celebration.

Your arm drapes over the back of my chair
and you stroke my shoulder with your thumb. “After I sign these
last few papers, it’s over. This closes the sale on the last
property. It’s in Luxembourg. One of my favorites.”

I hate the wistful, longing in your voice,
and the tortured expression you try to hide from me by turning
away.

Damn your father for taking everything you
love away from you.

Everything but Turtle Tear.

And me.

That man will never get either.

Your phone buzzes and vibrates with another
urgent text from Max. “I’ll go try to find Riley,” I say.

“You stay and enjoy the party. I’ll go find
him.” You don’t look away from your phone while you say this, and
your thumbs move like lightning over the letters onscreen.

I scoop up a bite of the Pavlova and touch
the spoon to your lips. “I’ll be back.” You open your mouth, take a
bite, and I slip the spoon out. “Save me some of that…and I don’t
mean the dessert.”

I kiss the top of your head and slip away
from the table. Several people have finished dessert and are up
from their tables milling around. Joan and Beck step out from the
lounge onto the patio, and I make a beeline for them, weaving
between guests with polite smiles and quick comments.

Beck smiles as I approach and slips his arm
around Joan’s waist. “Have you guys seen Riley?”

“Not for a while,” he says. “Have you?” he
asks Joan.

“I wasn’t exactly watching for him.” She
refuses to look at me.

“Sorry,” Beck says. I’m not sure if he means
for not knowing where to find Riley, or for Joan’s snub.

“That’s okay, I’ll find him.” I hurry
inside, checking the ground floor, the lounge, restrooms, kitchen,
entryway. No Riley. No Shannon.

A sinking feeling comes over me. I wish I
knew which room was hers. If I can find that Jesse guy who carried
the guests’ bags to their rooms, he can tell me. But, everyone
seems to have disappeared.

I lift the bottom of my dress and run up the
stairs. I can’t count the number of times Shannon’s woke me by
having loud sex in the bedroom next to mine when we lived together.
If something’s going on, I’ll hear her.

Tip-toeing down the hall, I pause at each
door and lean in close to listen.

I hear nothing in any of the rooms until I’m
up on the third floor with my ear pressed against the door of the
room on the end.

“Fuck, yes!” Shannon cries. “Just like
that!”

I step back like the door’s on fire and
stare at it. Should I knock? I don’t really want to interrupt her,
but I don’t want her corrupting virginal, blushing Riley
either.

I wring my hands. Shit. He’s a big boy. He
doesn’t need me to run in there rescuing him.

Hell, it doesn’t sound like he needs
rescued. If it’s even him in there moaning along with her.

“Ah, God, you guys!”

You guys? What the… I pound on the door.
“Shannon?”

“No, don’t stop,” she says. “Go away!”

“I will not go away!”

She cries out in ecstasy.

I try the door and can’t believe the knob
turns. “Stop what you’re doing and cover up,” I warn, “because I’m
coming in.” I wait a minute before entering. “You didn’t even lock
̶ ”

Instantly, I regret opening the door. Riley
and Jesse lay head-to foot on the bed, or more accurately,
balls-to-balls, with Jesse’s legs scissored on top of Riley’s.
Shannon is on top of them facing Riley with each of them inside
her, one in front, the other in back. She’s riding them like a
cowgirl on crack.

I want to run, but can’t tear my eyes away.
None of them even noticed me come in. Shannon’s head’s thrown back
while Riley plucks her stuff nipples, and Jess squeezes her hips
while ramming himself into her.

“Fuck, Jess,” Riley pants, “I can feel your
cock sliding against mine. “It’s making me want to come.”

“No!” Shannon cries, slamming her hands down
on Riley’s chest. “Me first! I’m so close!”

“I’ve got you, baby,” Jess says, reaching
around to rub her clit.

I should look away, leave. Why can’t
I? God, I’m so fucking turned on. I have to find you and get you
naked and inside me now.

“Oh my God,” Shannon whimpers, leaning back
and bracing herself on Jessie’s strong stomach. “Oh, oh,” she grabs
his wrist making him rub harder as both men thrust into her faster.
“Too fucking much.” She sounds on the verge of tears, but drives
herself into them like she can’t get enough. She needs this. “I
want it so bad. God, right there, Jess. Fucking rub it.”

Riley sits up and takes a nipple into his
mouth, he pulls back and releases it with a scrape of his teeth on
her flesh, and she spirals out of control.

“Oh God, I’m coming. Shit, it’s so hard.”
She groans and cries with her head tossed back, writhing and
bucking on their cocks.

“Jesus, you’re tight,” Riley says through
clenched teeth, then he lets go with one last thrust.

Jesse still isn’t satisfied. He pulls
Shannon off of Riley and bends her over on all fours.

A soft cough from the hallway sends me
spinning around on my heels. “I thought you only liked watching me
get off,” you say, smirking.

“I…um…” I drop my gaze to the floor. “I’m
sorry.”

“There’s nothing to apologize for, my sex
kitten.” You step toward me and lift my chin. “It’s hot. I was
watching them too.” You take my hand and press my palm against your
erection. “I want inside you, Rachael.”

My knees go weak. “Bedroom. Quick.”

We dart down the hall to our room. You throw
open the door and slam it behind us. Before I know what’s
happening, you have me lifted with my back against the wall. Your
arms hook under my knees, spreading me wide. My dress bunches
around my waist.

I reach between us, pop the button on your
pants and jerk your zipper down, releasing your hard length from
your boxers. You groan and nip my neck. “I’m dripping wet. Ttake me
hard, Merrick.” I grip your girth and use your crown to push my
panties aside. The sensation of your silky head against my lips
makes me gasp. “Don’t be gentle with me. I need it rough.”

You pin me to the wall, grasp the side of my
panties and tear them off. “I can do rough.” You nip my neck again,
harder this time and drive yourself inside me to the root.

“Uh! Yes, just like that.” I lick the side
of your neck and nibble your ear while I shove your pants down past
your hips.

You pull out and ram into me again, your
balls smacking me in the ass. You do it over and over and I want to
cry it feels so good.

I pull the top of my dress down and roll my
nipples between my fingers and thumbs.

“That’s so,” you thrust hard, “fucking,”
another thrust, “sexy.”

You bend your head and lick my nipples as I
play with them. “I want to come harder than I ever have,” I whisper
in your ear. “Make me come that hard.”

“I’ll make you come hard, baby. I’m going to
try something. If you don’t like it, I’ll stop.”

My head bangs against the wall as you pound
me. “Do whatever you want to me.”

Your hands cup my ass cheeks. I feel you run
a finger between us, spreading my wetness. Then your finger circles
my puckered hole, and I clamp down on you. “Oh. I…”

You keep thrusting into me hard, licking and
sucking my nipples. “Stop?”

“No. I’ll tell you.”

“Relax for me.” You run your finger between
my holes, getting me slick everywhere, then circle your fingertip
in my remaining virgin territory again before easing it inside a
little. You leave it there as you fuck me, letting me get used to
the sensation.

I’m surprised by how good it feels.

“Okay?” you ask.

“Very okay.” I suck your bottom lip in my
mouth and moan. You take that as your green light to keep going and
push your finger in farther, wiggling it as you thrust long and
deep inside me.

I stop thinking about what you’re doing and
just let go, feeling each delicious push and pull that sends a zing
of electric heat down my inner thighs. I strain to get them open
farther, thrust and buck my hips to get even more of you inside me.
There can’t be enough of you inside me.

We’re panting and grunting, fucking primal,
animalistic, raw. Pain stings as I tug my nipples. The slap of my
ass against the wall burns. “I want to come,” I beg. “Make me
come.”

You growl and change positions, propping my
ankles on your shoulders. You suck your thumb to wet it before
popping it in my ass and thrusting into me faster and deeper than
you’ve ever been. “Give it to me, baby. I fucking want your come
running down my cock.”

This angle has you rubbing against areas
inside me that make me want to scream and push you away and at the
same time explode into a million pieces around you. “Right there.
Oh my God, Merrick, I can feel you in my stomach you’re so
deep.”

You thrust and grind your hips, rubbing my
clit with your pelvis. “Yes,” I hiss. You do it again and again,
and I slam my hands flat against the wall, climbing higher and
higher, every nerve ending poised on the edge of release. You
thrust and grind again, turning your thumb at the same time,
pushing me over the edge.

My body jerks and convulses against yours,
my insides clenching you in spasms of endless pleasure. You
continue to thrust through it, desperate for your own release.

Still riding the high, I reach around you
and slip my finger down your ass crack. I hold your balls and
squeeze them gently. Your breath hitches, you fuck me faster with
shallow thrusts then plunge deep inside me, grinding my ass into
the wall as you come, shaking and groaning against my neck. “You’re
a fucking goddess. Jesus.”

You reach beside me, and I hear the door
lock click. “I don’t think we’re making it out of this room again
tonight,” you say, setting me down on my feet. “I hope you don’t
mind.”

“Mind sleeping against your naked body in
our bed? I don’t think so.” I place my hands on the sides of your
face and kiss you as we catch our breath. “Thank you for that.”

You chuckle. “You’re thanking me? I can’t
feel my legs, and you’re thanking me.” You pull my dress over my
head and toss it aside. “You have no idea what it does to me when
you touch yourself.”

I unbutton your shirt and slide it off your
shoulders, letting it fall to the floor. You kick your pants the
rest of the way off and pull me against you. “Your heart’s going to
beat right out of your chest,” you whisper.

“So is yours.” I press my palm against your
chest over your heart.

You lift my chin. Your dark-eyed gaze
penetrates deep into my eyes. “I love you.”

The words glide across my skin, making me
tingle and raising goose bumps all over. You love me. But why is
hearing it such a surprise? I already feel it with every action and
every word.

Still, a tear trickles from my eye down my
cheek. “I love you, too.”


Chapter Five

The next morning, it’s hard to look at
Shannon as she finds her way, bleary-eyed, to the patio for
breakfast. I watched her in the most intimate of acts—without her
knowing.

I have to admit it to her. I can’t be in the
same room with her without picturing last night in my mind. There’s
no way I won’t act strange and awkward around her now and she’ll
wonder why.

She plops down beside me, grabs the water
goblet at her place setting, and drains it. “You’re welcome,” she
says.

Heat rushes up my back. “For?”

“The eye-full last night. Got you and
Merrick so riled up it sounded like he was going to plow you
straight through the wall.” She leans back and stretches her arms
above her head as my mortification seeps in. “Hey.” She tugs my
hair. “It’s okay. Everyone on this island could’ve watched, and I
wouldn’t have stopped. I’ve never felt anything like that before.”
Her eyes shine and flash thinking about it. “I want to stuff them
both in my suitcase, take them home with me and tie them to the
bed.” She taps her fingernail against her lips. “Actually, I wonder
if they’d tie me up.”

I gulp the sip of coffee I just took instead
of spitting it out. Shannon never ceases to shock me. Other guests
begin to wander out looking hung over, squinting at the bright
sunlight, grabbing water and coffee from servers. “What time is
it?”

Shannon shrugs and snatches a bagel off a
passing tray. “I think it was around ten when I stumbled out of
bed.”

“My mom and Aunt Jan should be here any
second.” I uncross my legs, a twinge of soreness reminds me of last
night, and tap my foot on the ground.

“No big deal,” Shannon says, tearing a piece
of bagel. “Who cares what she thinks. She needs to cut the apron
strings already.”

There’s never been any love between Shannon
and my mom. “I’m here aren’t I? Apron strings cut.”

“Then why are you so nervous?”

The past few months have been a whirlwind.
There are secrets I can’t tell, and even though nobody will ever
find out, having my family and friends here riddles me with
anxiety. “I’m not nervous.”

Shannon turns her body to face me and tosses
her hair behind her shoulder. “What aren’t you telling me?”

I laugh. It sounds incredibly fake.
“Nothing. I just hope she likes it. You know how critical she is of
everything, all the time.”

“I don’t need to point out that you’re
lying. We both know there’s something you’re not telling me and
that something has been nagging at you since you met Merrick.”

I push her shoulder playfully. “Whatever.
Quit being dramatic. You know I tell you everything.”

Sadness passes over her face. “You used
to.”

Some things can’t be told.

It’s not even keeping a secret from Shannon
that bothers me. It’s having her find out somehow and not
understand how I could be here, how I could be anywhere near you.
Nobody would understand.

Nobody can ever find out.

Shannon’s eyes lift from my face, and she
smiles at someone standing behind me. I turn to Riley—and the most
embarrassing moment of my life—with his phone in his hand. “Sorry
to interrupt,” he says. “Your mom and aunt just landed.”

His cheeks are ten shades of red, so there’s
no question that he’s aware of my voyeuristic evening in Shannon’s
room. “Thanks.” I have to shove the word off my tongue.

“Mr. Rocha’s waiting to take you.” He points
to the golf-cart trail on the edge of the tree line where you’re
sitting in the driver’s seat of a cart ready to take me to the
helicopter.

Thankful for a quick escape, I jump up, tell
Shannon I’ll see her in a bit and dart across the lawn.

You’re smiling, and your eyes are creased in
amusement when I get to you. “How was that?” you ask. “Not too
awkward seeing Shannon and Riley this morning, huh?”

I smack my hands to my cheeks. “I don’t want
to talk about it. Do they know you were watching too?”

You pull my hands down. “I don’t think so.
Riley didn’t act differently.”

“Of course they wouldn’t notice you.”

“I stayed in the doorway. You wandered into
the middle of the room.” You chuckle and rub a hand over my
thigh.

“Stop talking about it. I have to see my
mother in a minute.” I fan my face and pull my hair off my
neck.

We bump along the trail and come to a
clearing. It used to be a field, but now there’s a manicured lawn
with a square asphalt landing pad in the center. The black
helicopter sits like a large, winged bug in the middle of a red
X.

Beck helps my mother out of the back with
one hand on her head like he always does to me, making sure she
stays under the slowly rotating blades.

You get out of the cart and come around.
“Are you getting out?”

“No.”

“I thought you’d be excited to see her.”

“Me too.”

You take my hand as I slip out of the cart,
and we stroll across the grass to meet them. “Rachael!” Mom sees me
and starts jogging toward me with her arms outstretched. You give
me a gentle push on my back, and I lunge forward before falling
into a run for my mom’s arms.

Aunt Jan and Beck follow behind her with
arms full of bags. “Slow down!” Aunt Jan yells. “We don’t need a
helicopter trip to the ER for a twisted ankle.”

Mom grabs me and squeezes me hard. “I’ve
missed you so much.”

“Me too, Mom.”

She smacks a kiss on my cheek. I catch the
scent of her bath powder and hairspray. Nostalgia floods through
me. For a moment I want to be young again, living at home with her
and Dad. But he’s gone, dead, and I left Mom too. I shouldn’t feel
guilty. A woman in her mid-twenties should be on her own. But I am
guilty for leaving her alone.

“Merrick,” she says, letting me go and
giving you a big hug. “What a beautiful island. This is where
you’ve been keeping my girl hostage?”

I inhale sharply and my back stiffens. You
laugh and reach out to squeeze my arm. She’s joking. Mom’s only
kidding around with you. She knows nothing.

“What can I say? She’s too perfect to let
her get away.” You take the bags from Aunt Jan’s arms. “How’ve you
been, Jan?”

“Better now,” she says, rubbing her arm.
“This one likes to bring everything she owns when we leave home.”
She points to Mom with her thumb.

I give Aunt Jan a huge hug. “I’m so glad
you’re here.” She and I have always been close. I can talk to her
about things I wouldn’t dare tell my mom. She’s more open-minded
and accepting.

You stride a few feet behind Jan, and I’m
surprised to see Max standing there beside Beck. He must’ve taken
the helicopter with Mom and Aunt Jan. “You met Mr. Campbell then?
Merrick’s lawyer?” I ask them.

“Of course. We had a drink with Max at the
airport before Beck arrived. He’s a lovely man.” Mom pats the side
of her perfectly coifed blonde bob.

God, is she’s attracted to Max? I
shoot Aunt Jan a desperate look. Later, she mouths.

You escort Mom and Aunt Jan to our cart. Max
and Beck take another from the small fleet parked on a slab of
cement under an awning and follow us down the path.

“How was your flight?” you ask breaking the
silence. I’ve somehow lost all ability to speak along with my place
and time in the world. I can’t get over how bizarre it is to have
my family here, like planets colliding that should stay firmly in
their own orbits.

“It was fine,” Mom says, looking left and
right like she’s in Disney World. “What’s that little house over
there?” She points to the roof of the tree house, barely visible
through the leafy canopy.

“I built that for Rachael,” you say. “It’s a
little place for her to escape when she needs to.”

Mom stares at you, taken aback. “Escape from
what?”

“I don’t need to escape from anything, Mom.”
I twist a ring on my finger. “If we open the hotel to the public,
that will be a place just for us, private.”

Mom still looks confused.

“Oh, jeez,” Aunt Jan says, nudging Mom.
“It’s a love nest. Got it?” She looks at me and rolls her eyes.
“She’s dense sometimes.”

Mom smacks her arm. “Maybe I prefer to not
think of my daughter needing a love nest until she’s married.”

You stifle a laugh, probably thinking of me
asking for it hard and rough last night, and train your eyes on the
trail.

“It’s not the ‘50’s,” Aunt Jan mutters.
“She’s a grown woman.”

“Can we stop talking about this now?” I say,
ready to dive and roll from the cart. “Shannon got here last
night.”

“Oh, good, your best friend and worst
influence,” Mom says, clutching her purse on her lap.

You lean in and whisper in my ear. “I think
she’s a damn good influence.”

“You would.”

“As long as it’s me reaping the
benefits.”

“What are you two talking about up there?”
Mom says. “I can’t hear anything with all this wind.”

“Nothing, Mom.” I point diagonally to the
right. “Look, there’s the hotel.”

Both of them swivel on the seat to get a
better view. “It’s beautiful!” Mom says.

“Fantastic,” Aunt Jan agrees. “You’ve had
your hands full with this renovation. I looked up some old pictures
online. I can’t believe it’s safe to stay in.”

“It’s one hundred percent safe,” you say.
“I’ve had…Rachael’s had the best foreman in the business and his
crew working to get this place in top shape.”

It’s killing you—giving it all up,
everything you’ve worked so hard for your whole life. You would
never admit it, but I can see it on your face and hear it in your
voice. You’re grieving for what you’ve lost. How could you not?

~~~

Mom and Aunt Jan settle in at the pool, and
you’re off with Max signing paperwork. Shannon’s disappeared again,
and this time I’m not going in search of her.

I know I should pull on my swimsuit and plop
in a lounge chair beside my Mom, but I’m desperate for even one
hour alone.

Taking one of the narrow trails off the main
path to the pool, I follow it around to a small, circular area
lined with pavers. Two wicker chairs with cushions sit hidden on
all sides by tall flowers and wide-leafed plants. It’s one of the
many secluded areas off of the main path that I designed, private
places for people to relax and unwind, maybe even fall in love.

I sit and fling my feet over the arm of a
chair and open my book. Not five minutes later, I hear a voice that
I don’t place until it gets even closer. Then I know it’s Heidi
carrying on a one-sided conversation. She must be on the phone.

When she steps into view, our eyes meet and
she stops talking. “I’ll call you right back.”

“Hi,” she says when she hangs up. “I didn’t
realize anyone was back here.”

“I didn’t realize anyone had found this
place already.” I swing my feet down and sit up. “Want to sit
down?”

She takes a seat in the other chair and
looks like she wants to say something, but doesn’t know how to
start. Finally, she says, “That was my dad on the phone. Has
Merrick told you about him?”

My back bristles. “Yes.”

“Can I talk to you, candidly, about
something? Something Merrick doesn’t know?” She blinks a few times,
like she’s not sure she should be bring this up, but it’s too late
now.

“Of course. What is it?”

“All of the properties—the different people
purchasing them? My dad’s paying them off. He’s the one buying
them. He doesn’t want Merrick to know.”

My head begins to spin. I feel ill. “So,
he’s getting them anyway? The lawsuit doesn’t even matter?”

She reaches out and grabs my wrist,
desperate for me to understand. “He has a reason, Rachael. A good
reason. He’s making sure his family is taken care of. He can’t be
sure Merrick will do what’s right. He’s always been so…” she drops
her hand and gives me a regretful look. “Selfish.”

“What reason could he possibly have for
taking the business Merrick has worked so hard to build? How is
that taking care of family? I’m not making the connection.” I stand
up and get ready to walk away when she shocks me again.

“My father wants to talk to you. He wants
you to call him. He can explain.” She holds up her phone. “Will you
talk to him?”

I let out an indignant laugh. “Why? Because
he knows I own this place? Does he think he can talk me into giving
it up to him? Not a chance.”

She holds out her phone. “Please? It’s not
what you’re thinking.”

I should talk to you about this first. Of
course, you might take the news that your father owns all of your
properties better if I have an answer as to why. “Fine. Dial.”

She presses a button, says hello and hands
me the phone.

“Ms. DeSalvo,” your father says, “I’m glad
my daughter convinced you to talk to me. I have something I’d like
to reveal to you. In person.”


Chapter Six

The crystal vase hits the wall and shatters
in a thousand pieces. “What do you mean you’re going to see my
dad?” you shout.

I’ve never seen you as mad as you are right
now, lips pulled into a tight sneer, eyes squeezed into narrow
slits. “Stop packing!” You grab the clothes out of my suitcase on
our bed and throw them on the floor.

“Calm down. Please. I told you, I don’t know
what it’s about. He wouldn’t give me details.” I grab my clothes
and shove them back into my suitcase. “It’s one night.”

You run your hands through your hair and
pace the room. “No, it’s not one night. He doesn’t want me to be
happy. He’ll take you from me too.”

“How?” I place myself in front of you and
refuse to budge. “How is he going to take me from you? I can’t be
bought. I’m not property.”

Your eyes leap back and forth between mine,
searching and desperate. “I thought you understood. I thought you
got it. You don’t.”

I take your face between my hands. “I do. I
get it. I’m trying to help. I said I’d try to help, remember?”

You pull my hands away. “Not like this. You
said you’d never leave me.”

“I’m not leaving you. I’m going to meet your father to
find out what he wants to tell me.” I hook my fingers in your
pockets. “Do you trust me? Do you trust Heidi?”

“I can’t believe she’d do this to me.” You
shake your head. “And you.”

“And me, what? You’re the reason I’m going.”
I unplug my phone charger from the wall and toss it in my bag.

“I can’t believe you’d even talk to him
without telling me first.” You scratch your chin, running your
short nails through your beard. “Do you have any idea how that
feels? It feels like betrayal, Rachael.”

“Betrayal?” I fling my arm out in the
direction of Shannon’s room at the end of the hall. “I talked to
your father on the phone. I didn’t have a threesome with Riley and
Jesse.” My neck starts to flame in anger. “Betrayal? Really? That’s
what you’re accusing me of?”

“You don’t understand.” You fling the door
open and slam it behind you.

I slump down on the end of the bed, torn.
Tears well in my eyes. I fight them back, but there’s no keeping
them at bay. We’ve never fought like that before.

Now what do I do? Do I go and try to fix
your relationship with your dad—try to get your business back? Or
do I stay and let it go?

Heidi was so adamant that there was
something I didn’t know. Something that would change everything.
Something you don’t know that your father hasn’t told you.

Why would he tell me?

What I do know is that there’s a man I love
more than anything suffering because he’s been left with no choice
but to give up the life he made for himself.

I want to know why.

I love you too much not to fight to get it
back.

Even if you’ve given up.

~~~

Beck stands off to the side of the cart by
the trees, clearly trying to get away from our heated
discussion.

“What am I supposed to tell your mom and
aunt? Shannon?” Your hand grips the side of the golf-cart so hard,
I think you might tear it apart.

“Tell them I had to go away for the night,
and I’ll be back in the morning. Hell, tell them I felt sick, had a
headache and went to bed early. I’ll be back first thing tomorrow.”
I swing my suitcase in the back of the cart and strap it in the
seat.

“You’re hurting me, Rachael. You know that.
You’re going to him.”

I step into you so our bodies touch and lift
on my toes until my lips meet your ear. “I’m not leaving you. I
promised I wouldn’t leave. I’m not.”

Your fist pounds on the roof of the cart. “I
can’t promise I’ll be here when you get back.”

My heart bleeds as you stride away from me.
Last night you told me you love me, now you’re walking away because
I’m fighting for you.

Don’t you see I’m fighting for you?

You’re mine.

That makes this our battle.

I choke on a sob as Beck’s strong hand lands
on my shoulder. “He’ll be here. I’m his only way off this island
and my ass isn’t taking him anywhere.”

I nod and take a deep breath before getting
in the cart. “Let’s get out of here.”

“He’s met his match. I think you might be
even more stubborn that he is.”

Beck and I are quiet all the way to the
Atlanta airport. He helps me inside the terminal with my suitcase,
and we arrange for him to pick me up at eight the next morning.

A man in a black suit stands outside the
door holding a sign with my name on it. I follow him to a black
S.U.V. He opens the door, and I slide in. Two men are already
inside. An older man in the front passenger seat, and a younger man
beside me.

Both look like you.

Exactly like you.

I stare at the young man sitting beside me
and cover my mouth with my hands. “Oh my God.”

The older man, your father, reaches back and
pats my shoulder. “Now you see what I mean by protecting my
family’s interests. He won’t be left with nothing. It’s his
inheritance.”

“But, Merrick doesn’t know. He would ̶ ”

“You don’t know what he would do, Rachael.”
Your father’s hair, wavy like yours, is mostly a dark, steel gray.
He’s not as broad as you, but might have been once. His presence is
intimidating. “The man you know and the man I know are different
beings. Yours would embrace this young man beside you, but mine
would not.”

The driver gets in and pulls out of the
airport lot. I can’t keep my eyes off of the man who could be your
younger twin sitting beside me. “What’s your name?” I ask him.

“M.J.” He holds out a hand to shake mine.
“Nice to meet you.”

“You too.”

This has to be a dream, or maybe it’s a
nightmare.

“We’ll have a late dinner and get to know
each other,” your father says. “I don’t have anything else to tell
you, Rachael. I only wanted you to see him for yourself. It’s time
Merrick knows. I hope you can help break the news.”

Coward. He’s too afraid to tell you
himself.

“He’ll take it better coming from you,” he
says, as if reading my mind.

“I’m sure he’ll be very happy regardless,” I
say, smiling at M.J. “He should’ve known all along.”

“It wasn’t possible,” your father says. “I
couldn’t breathe a word until he was eighteen. By then Merrick and
I had fallen so far apart there wasn’t a way to tell him.”

“Heidi knows.”

“She knows,” M.J. says, smiling. The
dimples. I’m speechless. “So does Roger, but not Holly or Sam. I’ve
only seen pictures of them.”

“You can meet them!” I lean forward and put
a hand on his knee. “Come back with me. They’re at the hotel.
They’re staying for a week.”

He takes a shaky breath and his smile
falters. “Maybe.”

I nod, understanding he needs time to think
about this. My offer was too sudden, and again, you would say I
should’ve talked with you first.

You’re never going to believe this.

We pull into a circular driveway flanked by
brick pillars and a high gate. Large trees reach over the S.U.V.
with thin, angled branches. We stop in front of a grand, historic
Tutor-style house with a sloping roof and many-paneled windows.

Your father opens my door while the driver
gets my bag out of the back. M.J. comes around beside me. “How old
are you?” he asks.

I’m closer to his twenty-years than your
thirty-two. “Twenty-five.”

“I thought we were close in age.” He’s tall
like you, but with lean, defined muscles like a runner instead of
your brawn. You probably looked exactly like him twelve years
ago.

My phone chimes with a text.

“Excuse me,” I say, stepping to the side of
the front door and digging in my bag for my phone.

I grasp it in the very bottom among lipstick
tubes and pens and pull it out, praying it’s from you.

It’s not. It’s Beck.

I’m sorry. He threatened to fire me.

My hand shakes. You left Turtle Tear?

Thanks for telling me.

You can’t leave me.

I choke on a sob, and dial your number. It
goes to voicemail. I hang up. I don’t know what I can say. I can’t
give you details, but I have to smooth things over somehow.

I hit the send message button and start to
text you.

Beck said you left.

I swallow hard trying to think of a way to
prepare you and remain guarded at the same time.

You have to come back. I’m bringing back
something. Something that belongs to you.

I hit send and sit on the stoop with my head
in my hands. How could you leave me after everything we’ve been
through. How could me being here be worse than what you did to
me?

This isn’t fair.

“Are you okay?” M.J. sits beside me and
stretches his long legs. “This can’t be easy for you. I asked my
grandfather to let me handle this, but he insisted he knows best.”
He frowns, picks up a rock and throws it across the driveway.

“I’m okay. Just…sorting everything out.”

You told me about your first time with a
girl. She was your babysitter when you were twelve. She was fifteen
and neither one of you had enough sense and zero experience to know
to use protection.

And your dad said he took care of it.

I guess he did.

I nudge my knee against his. “M.J., huh? The
“J” stands for junior?”

He presses his knuckles to his mouth, then
drops his hand. “Yeah. Guess so.”

My phone chimes. You’ve answered me.

There’s nothing you can bring me that I
want. You can’t turn back time.

You’re wrong.

What if I can?

A few minutes go by, and I’m digging my
nails into the concrete hoping you’ll text back when I get your
message.

What are you talking about?

I glance at M.J., stare into his dark black
eyes rimmed with thick lashes. There’s no easing into this.

I’m bringing home Merrick Rocha Jr., your
twenty-year-old son.

I wait and wait for a response.

It never comes.

~~~

Rachael and Merrick’s story continues
in
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