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Dear Readers,



It’s with bittersweet emotion that Rachael and Merrick’s story comes to a close with Given and Take This Man. Not many people know this, but Rachael and Merrick have been with me since 2007, when I put them in the first novel I ever wrote, an urban fantasy (new adult, which wasn’t a real genre then) novel that never saw the light of day. Until the summer of 2012, they passed their days in a place I called Misfit Character Island. I never realized all those years they were sitting on Turtle Tear waiting for me to gift them a new story that would introduce them to readers.

Turtle Tear is a real place in my mind. I know it inside and out. I’ll miss being there with Rachael, Merrick, Beck, Joan, Maddie, MJ, and you. I hope you’ve enjoyed reading their stories as much as I’ve enjoyed writing them.


All My Best,
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… he’d put his blood, sweat, tears, and entire heart into building the home where he wanted to spend the rest of his life, and since she owned his life, it was all hers to have. He only hoped she’d let him keep his soul, which was bound to hers for all eternity.



—Taken, Prologue







One

Rachael

I never thought this day would come, and yet, it came faster than I’d ever imagined. Staring at my reflection in the antique dressing mirror in the big back bedroom on the second floor of the Weston Plantation, I felt excitement spark through every nerve in my body. My grandmother’s wedding dress fit perfectly, and the lace overlay my mother had added to hide a red wine stain on the front matched flawlessly. Actually, I liked the dress even better with the addition.

“You look…” Aunt Jan tilted her head, faltering for the right word. “I was going to say you look like a princess, but I know you’d hate that, so I’m just going to say you make a beautiful bride.”

I let out a nervous laugh. I would’ve hated it if Aunt Jan called me a princess. “Thanks. Where’s my mom?”

“She’s coming right up. She had to get something from her room that she wants you to have today.”

As if summoned, my mom popped through the door. She took one look at her sister and frowned. “Jan, I thought we agreed you’d wear a dress today.”

“A nice pantsuit is fine for a wedding,” Aunt Jan said, turning to me for confirmation. “Right?”

I paused from fiddling with my delicate hairclip made of pearls and white heron feathers found on Turtle Tear Island. “You could wear jeans and I’d be fine with it as long as you’re here.”

Mom rushed over to me, waving her hand around my head, prodding the knot that held the sides of my hair back and fingering the loopy thick curls that hung down my bare back. “I hope there are no fleas or lice in those feathers. I can’t believe you’d want something like that in your hair.”

I refused to let my mother—who was only acting over-the-top crazy today because she was even more nervous than I was—get to me. “Mr. Simcoe soaked them and made sure they were clean. Don’t worry.”

“Well,” Mom said, wringing her hands, “okay then. Do you have the strand of Great-Grandma DeSalvo’s pearls I sent you?”

“Right over there on the dresser. I need help fastening them, though.”

Aunt Jan picked up the pearls and draped them around my neck. After they were fastened, she kissed my cheek. “I’m proud of you, kid. Not just for getting married. You know that.” She chucked me in the arm with her fist playfully, and turned for the door. “I’ll give you two some mother-daughter time.”

Mom and I watched her leave, the solid wooden door clicking shut behind her. “Come sit for a minute,” Mom said, taking my hand and leading me to the windows overlooking the expansive backyard, where an enormous tent had been set up for the reception. Workers in black tie were setting up tables, dressing them in white linen.

I sat on one side of a Victorian love seat in a small sitting area, and Mom sat beside me. She reached into the pocket of her beaded pink jacket and pulled out a man’s ring with a blue stone. I recognized it as my father’s. His father had given it to him. “The dress covers old and new with the lace bodice, and borrowed since it was your grandmother’s. You needed something blue,” she said, placing the ring in my hand. “If you’ll let me, I’ll sew it into the underside of your skirt. I’d like Merrick to have it after the ceremony.”

Tears sprang to my eyes as my heart clenched. “Only if you give it to him, Mom.” My father’s presence would be missed—him walking me down the aisle especially—and for Mom to make him a part of today with his ring… it was more than I could take without breaking down.

“I’d love that,” she said. I dove across the love seat and hugged her. She held me tight and kissed my forehead. “I’m so happy for you,” she whispered. “I know your father would’ve loved Merrick. He’s a man’s man, just like your dad was.”

I nodded, unable to speak around the lump of emotion stuck firmly in my throat.

“Now stop the tears,” Mom said, holding me back from her. “You’re ruining your makeup.”

“She better not be ruining her makeup!” Shannon, my best friend from home and college roommate, said in the doorway. “Sorry. Hope I’m not interrupting.”

“No.” I stood up, waving my hands toward my face to dry my eyes. “You’re fine. I think I need a touch-up, though.”

“I’ll grab my sewing kit while she’s busy with you,” Mom said, straightening her tea-length raw silk skirt, which rustled when she walked.

Shannon strode in the room as Mom strode out. My bridal room was starting to resemble Grand Central Station with all the coming and going. “What do you think?” Shannon asked, twirling in her bridesmaid gown. Since there were only two of them, I let Maddie, Merrick’s son’s girlfriend—no. Brother. MJ was Merrick’s brother. It was still difficult to convince my mind that MJ wasn’t Merrick’s son after all. I let Maddie and Shannon pick out their own dresses as long as they coordinated. Shannon’s dress was like her personality—flashy, a bright yellow-green that set off her blond hair with an uneven hemline and shiny, fitted, strapless bodice. I’d seen a picture of it on the hanger she’d sent me from her phone, but this was the first time I’d seen her wearing it. “You’re stunning, Shan,” I said, giving her a hug.

“Nothing compared to the bride.” She held my hand and spun me around. “Hope Merrick doesn’t rip all that lace when he gets you alone tonight!”

I kind of hoped he would, except that the dress was a family heirloom.

“Oh my God, Rachael!” Maddie swooped into the room and put one arm around my waist and one around Shannon’s. “You are the most beautiful bride I’ve ever seen! Merrick is going to die!”

Her dress was a rich, emerald green that accentuated her brilliant blue eyes and dark hair. She wore jewel tones amazingly well. The yellow and burnt orange calla lilies tied with ivory ribbon around their long stems would be perfect with each of their choices. “I’ll be the most beautiful bride until you walk down the aisle, Mads.” I took her hand and squeezed. Knowing MJ’s college graduation was right around the corner, I doubted it would be long before she had a diamond on her finger.

“What about me?” Shannon teased. “Don’t you think I’ll be a beautiful bride someday?” She made a gagging sound and laughed. “I can’t even talk about being a bride without getting sick. Forget it! You two can wear the white. I’ll stick to the bridesmaid role. More variety that way.”

“I’m guessing she’s not talking about the dresses?” Maddie said, grinning.

“Uh, no,” Shannon said, smirking. “Definitely the men. Speaking of… are Riley and Jesse going to be at this shindig?”

Shannon had experienced a night of, well, debauchery with Riley and Jesse in the past. I wanted no part of another meet-up with that trio. “They’ll be around,” I said as noncommittally as possible.

Shannon rolled her eyes and grabbed her makeup bag. “Whatever. You’re no fun.” She patted a tufted wingback chair. “Sit.”

“One hour left,” Maddie said, an edge of a squeal to her voice. “I’m going to find MJ and make sure they’re ready.” She gave Shannon a wink.

“I’ll be right down to help,” Shannon said, almost conspiratorially. They’d probably done something crazy, like ordered a cake shaped like a turtle for Turtle Tear.

“What are you two up to?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Maddie said, then darted out the bedroom door.

“Shan?” I said, giving her the eye.

“Oh, don’t be so surprised that we’d want to do something special for your big day.”

“By special, you don’t mean crazy, right?”

Shannon made an effort to look like she was in deep concentration. “Define crazy.”

I shoved her arm and we both laughed. “I’m trusting you,” I said.

“When have you ever not been able to trust me?” She unscrewed the lid from her eyeliner. “Okay, not including the times I told you I’d have my share of the rent on time.”

I took her hand. “I’ve always trusted you. Thanks for being here with me today.”

“Like I’d be anywhere else.” We smiled, holding hands for a moment. “Okay,” she said, shaking her hand away. “This is getting weird. Next thing you know we’ll be weaving friendship bracelets.”

I threw my head back, laughing. Nobody made me laugh like Shannon.







Two

Merrick

One hour.

I’d practically paced the lawn bare behind the guest house. The Weston Plantation was dressed up like a wedding cake with flowers bursting around its white columns.

“Stop pacing, man, you’re making me nuts.” Beck put a hand on my shoulder. “It’s going to be fine.”

“What if it doesn’t work? What if she knows already?”

“How would she know?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

Across the lawn, Joan—my old assistant and Beck’s girlfriend—bossed around the hired help for the reception. She was making them move a ten-foot table about three inches to the left, perfectionist that she was. The ceremony was to be held on the front lawn, which was currently empty since Rachael only had a view of the back of the property.

“If we pull this off, it’ll be a miracle,” I said, turning to Beck.

MJ pushed through the door of the guesthouse, two short rocks glasses full of amber liquor in his hands. He shoved one toward me. “Drink this. You’re coming unglued.”

I took it and knocked it back. “All three helicopters set?”

“For the fifth time,” MJ said, sipping his drink, “yes.”

“And the hired pilot is set to take off in”—I looked at my watch—“fifteen minutes?”

“He’s ready and waiting.”

I set the glass down on a patio table and rubbed my hands together. “Okay. This is it.”

Beck stared at me with one eyebrow hitched.

“What?” I asked.

“If I’m ever like this over a woman, feel free to kick the shit out of me.”

MJ and I looked at each other. Beck seemed to be the only one who wasn’t aware of how gone he was over Joan. She’d burrowed right through his tough guy exterior. It was obvious to the rest of us. “Will do.”

I checked my pocket for Rachael’s ring. It was there. What else could I do for the next quarter of an hour to keep my nerves at bay?

I’d never been so nervous in my life. Not over multimillion-dollar acquisitions. Not even the night I kidnapped Rachael and took her to Turtle Tear for her own good. Not ever.

Beck’s hand came down on my shoulder as he nodded toward the corner of the big house. “There’s Shannon. Rachael’s alone. Let’s do this.”

Panic kicked in hard. “It’s not time!”

“Hey,” MJ said, putting a hand on my other shoulder. “We’ve got the plan down. We’re all ready. Let’s get going.”

I took a deep breath. I could do this. I’d done it before under more dire and, to be honest, illegal, circumstances. I could do it now.

I shook out my arms, releasing tension. “Okay.”

“Give us ten minutes,” MJ said, and he and Beck left me standing alone watching them go.

*     *     *

The ladder was right where it was supposed to be, lying on the side of the big, white house. Rachael was in the corner bedroom. If I knew her, and I did, she’d be watching, dreamily out the back window, waiting for her mother to fetch her when it was time for the bride to make her appearance.

I lifted the ladder and propped it against the house, directly under the side window to Rachael’s room. I could see that the window was open a few inches.

Beck and the hired pilot took off in their helicopters as my foot hit the first rung. I paused to watch them lift into the air and disappear before continuing, hoping Rachael wouldn’t be tipped off that something was going down she didn’t know about. She was a stickler for plans and would start to panic.

I climbed up the ladder. The closer I got, the more the nervousness faded. This was our day, and I only needed to be with my bride. I smelled her faint, floral perfume through the open window as I peered through the screen and saw I’d been right. She was sitting on a love seat staring out the window over the back lawn, humming.

My God, she was beautiful, like some Renaissance painting come to life, all softness and light. My heart pounded so hard, I had to hold on to the window ledge so I didn’t fall off the ladder.

This was how a man was supposed to feel on his wedding day. Fortunate. Really damn fortunate, and it was time to tell her.

“Rachael?” I said, hoping not to scare her, but knowing it was inevitable.

She jumped, putting a hand to her chest, her eyes darting to the window where she’d heard my voice. “Merrick?” She got up and headed toward me.

“It’s me.”

She lifted the window all the way and knelt to prop her elbows on the ledge. A big smile spread across her lips. “What are you doing?”

“Before we get to that, maybe you could lift the screen and let me in.”

“I think this is staunchly against wedding day protocol, but since you climbed all the way up, I’ll do it.” She pulled the screen from the bottom and I helped push it all the way up before lifting myself inside one leg at a time.

“Thanks,” I said, taking her in my arms and looking her over, head to toe. “I couldn’t have imagined this in my best dream of you today.” I touched her cheek with the back of my fingers. She was so smooth and soft.

“You’re looking pretty dashing in your tux, Mr. Rocha,” she said, tugging on the ends of my bow tie. “What’s with sneaking in to see the bride before the ceremony? You don’t think you’re going to get the honeymoon benefits before you say ‘I do,’ do you?”

I laughed. Like I hadn’t been getting those benefits for months already. “No, Ms. DeSalvo, soon to be Mrs. Rocha, I came to save you from yourself again, just like the first night we met in that club.”

Her forehead creased in confusion, but she kept smiling. “Save me from myself? How do you mean?”

“You and I both know that while the Weston Plantation is a fantastic place, it’s not where you want to get married.” She opened her mouth to say something and I placed a finger on her lips. “So just like Archibald did with Ingrid all those years ago, I’m whisking you away to Turtle Tear.”

Her eyes got wide. “You’re whisking me away?”

I took her face between my hands. “Yes. It’s been planned for a while. All those people you invited here, they know the wedding will be a small, private affair on our small, private island. Nobody’s showing up until much later for our reception.”

At her bewildered expression, he leaned in and kissed her softly. “I love you, Rachael. I want to give you the day you desire with all your heart.”

Tears rolled down her cheeks onto my hands. “How’d you know?”

“I know you. I know what makes your heart beat. What makes your soul ache. I have to know, Rachael. I promised you forever. I get the honor of being the man waiting at the end of the aisle.”

A sob escaped her and she grabbed me behind my neck and pulled me to her. “I love you so much. I can’t imagine being without you.”

As she kissed me, I scooped her up in my arms and turned to the window. “Time to start our forever.”







Three

Rachael

Turtle Tear came into view, the tips of the leaves on the highest trees already a brilliant burgundy in the late November sun. I’d always wanted a fall wedding. It might be the season when everything died off, but for me, it was about the smell of a bonfire in the air, the sharp crack of acorns falling on the roof, the crunch of crisp leaves underfoot, and the chill in the air. Nothing was better than the cool nights with a blanket and the man you love snuggled up on the couch.

Merrick landed the helicopter in the clearing. There were already two others there. “You did put a lot of planning into this, didn’t you?”

He lifted his chin proudly. “Oh yeah. Not just me, though.”

“I can tell.” I couldn’t stop smiling. It felt like my cheeks would crack. I knew today would be the happiest day of my life, but having Merrick whisk me away—again—to the place I loved and belonged… it was overwhelming.

“Stay there. I’m going to lift you down so you don’t accidentally tear your dress.” Merrick hopped out of the pilot’s seat and jogged around the front to my side, where he helped me unbuckle the harness and tossed me over his shoulder, laughing.

“It’s like I’m being kidnapped to the aisle!”

“Nope! You’re going willingly, I hope.” He started across the tall grass toward a waiting golf cart decorated in white tulle. “Your chariot awaits,” he said, putting me on my feet beside it.

All the way down the shadowed path to the hotel, clear glass votive holders flickered with candles hung at different lengths from tree branches. But there were other things, different shapes, frames, I thought, hanging from a few of the branches as well.

I stood still, one hand pressed to my lips, in awe. Emotion spurring chill bumps up both arms. “This is a dream, Merrick.”

He held me from behind, his arms wrapped around my waist. “You’re my dream, Rachael. I wanted to give you the perfect day. One you’ll never have regrets about.”

I spun in his arms, closed my eyes, and pressed my lips to his. So warm and familiar, so comforting and secure. Home. Husband. Best friend. I cherished this man, treasured him. Always.

In the distance, I heard a cello playing, its melody drifting through the trees. “Beck,” I said, breaking our kiss and grinning up at Merrick.

“Our own personal cellist.”

“Fancy.” I kissed him again quickly. “Let’s get this chariot moving, Mr. Rocha. I have vows to take.”

“Funny, so do I,” he said, slipping in behind the wheel.

On our way down the path, Merrick began to sneak expectant looks in my direction as we approached the first frame hanging from a branch. He stopped in front of it. When I saw who was in the photo, I immediately began to sob.

There in an ornate, rectangular cherry frame was my dad with me on his lap as a little girl. The picture was one of my favorites—my mom knew that. She must’ve picked it out. It was taken on Christmas Eve. I was eight. Everyone—grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins—was at our house, packed into the small family room. I could still smell the ham in the oven and the cigar smoke on my dad’s shirt.

His unruly dark, wavy hair was brushed back and shiny with some kind of gel or hair wax. I was on one knee and he balanced a drink of some kind on the other. We both had wide smiles on our faces, me missing two front teeth.

Merrick brushed a tear from my cheek with his thumb. “Looks like he loved you a lot. Wish I could’ve met him.”

I turned to look at Merrick. His dark eyes held such sincerity. More tears rolled down my face. “He would’ve liked you.”

Merrick took my hands in his. “Since I couldn’t ask him for your hand, I wrote him a letter. I took it out by the gazebo and burned it, thinking maybe the wind would blow the ashes to Heaven.”

There was no keeping the sobs wracking through my chest at bay. I leaned into Merrick’s shoulder and cried bittersweet tears. Happy to have such a wonderful man, sad that my dad would never know him. “Thank you. I know he got it—he knows what you wanted to tell him.”

He kissed my temple and stroked my back as I took a few minutes to collect myself and regain my composure. When I was finally ready, we moved on. “Am I going to bawl my brains out at each photo?”

Merrick squeezed my hand and chuckled. “No. That was the only one.”

About a yard away, a second frame dangled on a ribbon. This one was oval and beaded with what looked to be blue and green sea glass. The photo was of a woman and there was no mistaking who she was. Merrick might be the spitting image of his father, but this woman with her expressive smile—she was laughing in the photo and the way she held her head, her mannerisms—was definitely his mom.

I put a hand on his arm. He placed his hand over mine, but kept his eyes on the photo. “I can still hear her laugh,” he said. “It had this ring, almost like a bell, but not a feminine tinkling, a deeper clang, I guess. She really let it out. You couldn’t help but laugh with her when she got started. I don’t remember a lot about her, but that’s what I remember the most. Her laugh.”

He turned to me then, his dark eyes shining. “You remind me of her. Well, not her exactly, just the way I remember feeling when she would tuck me in, or hold me. Like everything would be okay because she was there. Like I didn’t need anything else, just her. That’s how it is with you. As long as I have you, nothing else matters.”

I stroked his cheek. “I’m glad you remember those feelings and had her in your life even for a short time.” His childhood had been so terrible after she died, stuck with a father who lied, manipulated, and neglected him and his sister. “I know she’s proud of you and the man you’ve become.”

“I hope so.” He picked up my hand and kissed my fingertips before moving on down the path.

My eyes spotted one last suspended frame swaying gently up ahead. Merrick’s mood seemed to rise as we approached, his smile broadening, his eyes hinting at playfulness. “This ought to be good,” I said, making him laugh.

“Just wait.” He slowed to a stop beside the large, dangling frame. There was nothing fancy about it. It was black—and empty other than a white mat. From the right bottom corner of the matting, a black ink tree was sketched, jutting up with branches sprouting over the right top corner. On the tree trunk was drawn a heart, and inside that heart was written Merrick and Rachael Rocha, and the date.

The handwriting was familiar. I couldn’t believe he’d done this. “Merrick… you drew this?”

His dimples and the gleam in his eye couldn’t be contained. “I did. It’s the start of our family tree. We’ll put our wedding photo in it and eventually a family photo and then a photo with our grandkids.” He took me by the chin. “And in fifty years when we’re old and gray, we’ll renew our vows here on the island and have a new wedding photo to frame.”

Merrick kissed me then, a firm kiss, full of confidence, promises that would be kept, a lifetime of adventures to share and a family to love. My heart was on a precipice, ready to fall over the edge and burst with its fullness.

He took my face between his hands and nuzzled my nose with his. “Are you ready to get married now? To become my wife?”

I almost laughed with so much joy inside. “I’ve been ready!”

Then we did laugh and held each other until our giddy excitement was interrupted by the squawk of a walkie-talkie clipped to the visor followed by MJ’s voice. “NBT to Big Papa, what’s your ETA?”

Still chuckling, Merrick closed his eyes and shook his head. “NBT?” I asked. “Big Papa?”

“MJ’s idea,” he said. “He says he’s the NBT—Next Big Thing—and that even though he’s my little brother, he’d always think of me as Big Papa.”

I slid my hand up his thigh. “Big Papa, huh? I’ll have to remember that.”

“I want to hear you scream it tonight.” He shrugged his eyebrows up and down.

“Big Papa,” MJ said into the walkie-talkie. “Come in, Big Papa. Looking for an ETA here. Riley’s got his thong in a knot about putting the cake out too soon.”

“Forget the damn cake.” Beck’s voice now, fainter than MJ’s. “I’ve got a gator fifty yards from the gazebo. Get it gone—now!”

“Fine!” Riley’s voice now. “You fly in the cake from L.A. next time, tough man, and figure out how much defrosting time it needs so it’s not frozen solid or a ball of mush for photos.”

Beck let out a bark of laughter. “Yeah, that will always be all you.”

“Don’t act all muscles and tats with me. You’re in touch with your feminine side, Mr. Cello.”

“Big Papa!” MJ yelled this time. “ETA.”

Merrick and I couldn’t stop laughing. “You put those three stooges in charge of my wedding?” I gave him a playful whack on the arm.

He rolled his eyes. “Trust me, my selection of helpers was limited. Maddie and Shannon are around somewhere, though. Never fear.” He pressed his foot to the accelerator and picked up the walkie-talkie. “Big Papa to NBT. ETA five minutes.”

Five minutes and I’d be walking down the aisle.

Five minutes and this man beside me would be mine forever.

Five minutes and I’d become Mrs. Merrick Rocha.







Four

Merrick

My palms sweat on the steering wheel. How could I entrust the details of Rachael’s perfect wedding to Beck, MJ, and Riley? I wanted to grab the walkie-talkie and demand to know where Maddie was. She was the only one I trusted in this situation. Shannon was too easily distracted, and Jan and Rachael’s mom, Sylvia, were probably busy bickering.

“Is it okay if we stop at the hotel for a couple minutes?” Rachael asked. “I need to fix my makeup for the hundredth time.”

“Yes. Absolutely.” This couldn’t have been planned better. The stooges would get a little more time to make sure the last-minute things were completed at the gazebo. Knowing Rachael, that was the whole point of stopping, not really the makeup check.

Inside the hotel, the lounge was dark and cool. Rachael went upstairs and I sat on one of the leather sofas and leaned my head back. I knew I should be savoring this time, this entire day, but I couldn’t wait for it to be over and have Rachael all to myself. Starting our lives together was something we’d already done—not as husband and wife for another few minutes, but the pomp and circumstance was only confirmation that we’d always be together. I’d known that since the first time I heard her voice.

I thought about my vows. I’d never spoken a word of them aloud, and each time I’d thought of what I would say, something new came to mind. But it was only Rachael and I and our friends and her family. If I stumbled a little with phrasing or had to repeat myself, nobody would mind. I knew it would come out best if I was genuine and my words flowed naturally. I didn’t want to sound rehearsed.

This was the last time I’d sit in this room—be in this hotel, our home—as a single man. I stood up, unable to keep myself from going to Rachael. Today, the distance from downstairs to up was too great standing between us.

I strode down the hall into the entryway and hit the bottom of the grand, turning staircase just as she was gliding down in her gown, one hand sliding down the railing beside her.

My breath caught.

I could only imagine how I looked standing there gawking up at my soon-to-be wife.

I’d fallen into a storybook wedding scene—our castle, my princess. Movies were made from moments like this. Little girls dreamed of moments like this. The way Rachael’s face beamed, even if I hadn’t already known she’d dreamed of this moment, it was plain for anyone to see.

“You’ve stolen my…” I took a deep breath. “My everything. It’s all there, inside you. Yours for the keeping.”

She put a hand to her chest, over her heart. “Same.”

I started up the stairs to meet her, stopping when I was one step below my bride, gazing up at her. “Thank you,” I whispered.

She knew what for—everything.

Her eyes rose over my head and swept across the wall murals of bright birds and trees, streams and flowers, catching the light pouring through the windows over the double hacienda doors. “Thank you,” she whispered back, both of us lost in our moment of reverence.

I held her then, resting my ear against her chest, listening to the solid, strong beat of her heart. A heart that held an unlimited supply of love, understanding, and forgiveness. Her fingers tickled the back of my neck. Her check pressed against the top of my head. I would’ve been a content man standing there for the rest of my days.

“We should go,” she said. “Don’t you think? Everyone’s waiting.”

I never wanted to move from this spot. “We could let them find us and get married right here.” I squeezed her tighter until she let out a little squeak and started laughing. “You’re probably right. We should go.”

I took her hand and escorted her the rest of the way down the stairs. In the center of the entryway, under the big mangrove root chandelier, I scooped her up and spun her in circles just to hear her laugh echo up to the top of the three-story-high ceiling.

“Best day ever!” she shouted, her head thrown back.

“Hell with it.” Overtaken by the urge to keep her all to myself for a bit longer, I darted toward the front doors and swung them open before she could protest. “This is our day. They can wait.” I carried her over the threshold onto the wide front porch.

“Merrick Rocha, impulsive?” Rachael rolled her eyes at me. “Never.” She kissed me, her hands cradling my face. I lowered her to her feet, sliding her body down against mine. She pulled her lips away all too soon. “Let’s not get all worked up before the ceremony. We don’t have that much time.”

“I can be quick,” I said, and tugged up the back of her dress a few inches.

“Come on,” she said, grabbing my hand and pulling me down the steps to the crushed shell courtyard below, her lace train trailing behind her. “I have things to say that I can’t put in my vows and have my mother hear.”

I knew what she was referring to—our extremely nontraditional first night together, which led into forever together. It was definitely something her mother never needed to know about. Sylvia would never forgive me even if her daughter had.

We strolled across the courtyard and under the bows of the key lime trees in the island’s grove. The sticky sweetness still lingered in the air even in fall when there was no fruit hanging from the branches. Rachael draped her train over her arm, ducked under one of the tallest trees, and perched on an old wooden bench, turning green from age and dappled in moss across the back.

I’d never wished I had a camera so badly in all my life. Sitting there in the grove, she was Queen of Turtle Tear Island, ruler of my life. “Don’t ever move from that spot. You were born to sit right there in that dress until the end of time.”

She shot me an ornery look. “What if I have to pee?”

“Go quick and run right back.”

She patted the empty spot beside her. When I sat down, she took my hands in hers. “I know I was born to be here. And we both know I never would’ve stepped foot on this island if you hadn’t made it so. With Dad being gone for a year, I should’ve been able to tell my mom what I wanted and taken the job you offered for myself, but I didn’t—I couldn’t leave her yet. You not taking no for an answer saved my life, Merrick. I can’t imagine where I’d be without you and this place. Nowhere I’d want to be. Not here—home. I know that night is still something you look back on with… well, not regret, I don’t think. Not exactly…”

“No. Never regret, Rachael. Embarrassment would be the appropriate sentiment.”

She rubbed her thumbs over the backs of my hands. “Never think you should’ve done otherwise. Was drugging me and bringing me here illegal? Hell yes.” She laughed, giving me an escape from my humiliation. “But at the time, I’m not sure there was any other way to get me here. I would’ve never left my mother on my own, and you wouldn’t have been able to convince me to go with you.” She gazed up at me from under her eyelashes, such an innocent, beguiling look. “Plus it’s how you operate. Never a straight line to any destination, you’re all over the map—that’s the genius of you. You see things from all directions, not just one. Most people would give up way before you ever start. You’re the most determined person I’ve ever met. You want something, you make it yours no matter the cost. I couldn’t be more blessed that you saw me as someone you had to have.”

Talking about when we first met brought back every desperate desire I’d had. “After talking to you during our interview, there was no way I was hiring anyone else to renovate Turtle Tear. It was you or this place was staying in a heap of rubble. It was too important to trust to anyone less enthusiastic. You were in love with this hotel, with its history. I’d never seen so much passion in a person before. You were this huge force tucked inside this woman who was content to put everyone else’s needs before your own. I couldn’t let that fire get snuffed out of you. It would’ve been a bigger crime than… than whisking you away and bringing you here.”

Rachael grinned. “A crime of passion.”

“Exactly.” I brought her hand to my lips and kissed her knuckles. “More passion than I’d bargained for, thank God.”

A four-wheeler buzzed by the end of the grove. “I think the vultures are circling,” Rachael said, turning her head toward the sound fading in the distance. “I’m ready. Are you?”

“Ms. DeSalvo—and this is the last time I will call you Ms. DeSalvo—I’ve been ready to make you my wife since the first time I laid eyes on you.”

“Mr. Rocha—this is not the last time I will call you Mr. Rocha—take me to the end of the aisle already!”

I stood, grabbed her up off the bench, and tossed her over my shoulder. “Let’s get you to the altar caveman style.”

Rachael laughed and kicked her feet, her delicate beaded shoes glinting in the sun. “Caveman style, huh? Maybe you could show me a little more of that after the ceremony?” She grabbed my butt and squeezed.

“You have no idea what I want to do to you after the ceremony.” I returned her butt squeeze by turning my head and giving hers a bite through her lacy dress.

“Hey!” She squirmed, but I held on tight.

“I can’t believe you felt that through all of this lace.” I snaked a hand up the bottom of her dress. “Let’s see if you have undies on under here.”

She hugged her thighs together, trapping my hand. “You’ll have to just wait and find out!”

“I’m no good at waiting. How about I toss you down on the ground and find out right now?” I wiggled my fingers, tickling her thigh.

She squealed with laughter. “Stop! Merrick!”

I let her catch her breath before setting her on her feet, taking her face in my hands and kissing her. Caveman style.







Five

Rachael

The white aisle runner started at the pool cloister, where Merrick let me out of the cart. “Next time I see you, you’ll be walking toward me, seconds from saying ‘I do.’ ”

I was so anxious, I couldn’t wait another minute. “Let’s get this show on the road then. Seems like I’ve waited forever for this day!” I leaned in his side of the cart and gave him a peck on the cheek. “Move it!” I pointed toward the gazebo. “I might beat you there at this pace.”

His dimples popped and I couldn’t resist putting the tip of my finger in one before he pulled away with a wave, calling behind him, “MJ will bring your mom back. Wait for her!”

I suppose waiting for my mom to walk me down the aisle was a good idea. I stood on tiptoe trying to see the gazebo as the cart turned with the path, but for all the bushes and trees, I could only make out the weather vane on the very top turning gently in the breeze.

I was alone. For one blessed moment, I was alone before my wedding and thought I might burst with excitement. I’d planned and planned, and standing in the bridal room at the Weston Plantation, I’d been running through every detail in my mind, hoping and praying everything went off without a hitch—well, with only one hitch, Merrick and me.

Until this moment, I hadn’t realized how much stress and pressure I’d been under. But now, having a ceremony I hadn’t planned or even expected, there was only excitement. Merrick had known me once again, better than I knew myself. He was giving me the exact wedding of my dreams, one that I hadn’t planned for myself, instead inviting four hundred people I didn’t even know for the good of his future business interests.

He whisked me away for a second time to force me to take what I wanted and needed. A small, private wedding on our island, in our gazebo, was my ideal. How did he always know?

A cart hummed, then turned the corner as it neared. MJ and Mom both waved when they saw me standing waiting for them. I could already tell from ten yards away that Mom was crying. I hoped she wasn’t thinking of Dad and they were tears of joy, but something told me they were tears for the daughter who had to have her mother walk her down the aisle instead of her father.

MJ stopped the cart in front of me, hopped out, and ran around to take my mom’s arm as she stepped out holding my bouquet of yellow calla lilies. The first flower Merrick ever gave me.

“You look incredible,” MJ said, and kissed my cheek. “Sis,” he added, then laughed. “Still weird.”

“Thanks, and yeah, it’s weird.” After thinking of MJ as Merrick’s son for months, to shift gears and accept that they were actually brothers was odd. Good, but odd.

“Gotta get back. You two come when you’re ready.” He hustled back to the cart and took off.

Mom handed me my bouquet. “I’m supposed to say the motherly thing and make sure you know you don’t have to do this if you don’t want to.” She rolled her eyes. “I know you would have to be dragged away from Merrick by wild dogs, and I love him like my own son, but my friend June with the women’s group at church said I had to tell you that as your mother.”

I tried not to laugh imagining what Aunt Jan would be saying if she were standing there with us. “Duty done,” I said, “and you’re right, but it would take more than wild dogs.”

A somber expression crossed her face and I knew what was coming. “Did you like the photo of Dad?” she asked.

I leaned in and hugged her, knowing she’d spent hours and hours poring through boxes of old photos to find that one—the one she knew was my favorite. “I loved it, Mom. It was unexpected and perfect. He’s here. Not just the photo. You know that, don’t you? He’s over there at the gazebo wondering where we are. I can hear him now, can’t you? ‘Jesus, Sylvia, what’s taking so long?’ in his grumpy, impatient voice.”

Mom laughed through the tears streaking her cheeks. My own face was damp, and tears dripped from my chin. “He was always such an old grouch, wasn’t he?” she said.

“We loved him just the same, though.”

“Tough on the outside, soft on the inside.” She wrapped both of my hands around my bouquet and straightened the shoulders of my dress as the string notes of Beck’s cello floated down the aisle to meet us, Pachelbel’s Canon in D Major. “It’s time. Let’s pull ourselves together and start our walk. Are you ready?”

“I’ve never been more ready for anything, Mom.”

She gave me a big, watery smile then kissed my cheek. “I’m so proud of you and so happy for you both.”

She hooked her arm through mine, and we began our walk toward the gazebo, my heart fluttering a million miles a minute.

We walked in silence, Mom sniffing back tears every once in a while. Colorful fall flowers were in bloom and flanked the path. Mom would know their names, but I didn’t. I’d have to learn from her so I could pass the knowledge of every inch of the island on to my kids someday.

Every time I thought of having kids, I pictured a little girl in Merrick’s arms. She had his dimples—all Rochas had the dimples—and dark curly hair in ponytails. She’d be a daddy’s girl, of course. Who could resist Merrick when he put everything inside him into loving you? And he would love her more than anything, maybe more than me in that way daddies love their daughters. She’d be his universe.

We’d have more than one, but so far, she was the only child I could conjure in my mind. I knew she’d be ours. Our first. Someday.

The gazebo came into view, causing me to pause and catch my breath. It was covered in climbing ivy. As in the trees on the path, clear votive holders dangled with flickering candles at different heights. Our unity candle was one we’d inherited from a couple who celebrated their fiftieth wedding anniversary by renewing their vows in our gazebo. We reminded them of themselves at our age, and they gifted us with the unity candle from their first wedding. It sat on a small wooden table Merrick had built himself out of scrap wood from the hotel renovation.

Aunt Jan stood behind the table in a white robe. “Mom?” I whispered.

“Your aunt has been studying under our minister day and night to be ordained to marry you today. It took a lot of talking to convince him to take her under his wing, but you know your aunt.”

More tears flowed past my lower lids. My chest was so full, it hurt. All the people I loved the most had come together to give me the most perfect wedding imaginable. It was unimaginable—beyond perfect.

Merrick stood at the bottom of the three stairs that led up inside the gazebo with MJ beside him. Beck was on the end, sitting in a chair playing his cello. The three of them together in their tuxes made a breathtaking trio. On the opposite side, Maddie and Shannon stood in their striking shades of green holding their bouquets. In white wooden chairs on the bride’s side, Joan sat with Mr. Simcoe, Maddie’s dad.

The most shocking surprise was the woman sitting on the groom’s side beside Riley—Merrick’s sister, Heidi. At the end of the aisle, her two kids, Holly and Sam, stood as flower girl and ring bearer, watching for my arrival. Holly’s dress was a close duplicate to mine.

“I had Holly’s dress made when I had the lace added over the bodice of yours,” Mom said, watching me take everything in.

“I didn’t know Merrick made up with Heidi,” I whispered.

“I’m not sure he has, but she’s his sister. I told him he didn’t have a choice.”

I suppressed a grin. Mom being overbearing with Merrick. I could only imagine how that conversation had gone. Heidi’s husband wasn’t in attendance. I wondered if that had been Merrick’s negotiation.

We reached Holly and Sam. Holly gave me a huge smile, admiring our matching dresses. “You look beautiful,” I told her. I gestured to the basket of rose petals she held. “Are you going to spread those down the aisle?”

“That’s what the blond lady told me to do. She said if I didn’t, I don’t get cake.”

I couldn’t stop the snort of laughter from coming out. Joan. Only Joan would threaten little kids with wedding cake.

“Sam’s got the ring,” Holly said, patting the cushion her brother held. Sam gave me a small, shy smile and looked more afraid than any kid should ever look.

“You’ll do great, Sam. You can’t mess this up, so don’t worry.” His chin dropped in a quick, sharp nod, wide-eyed.

“Here we go,” Mom said, and shot Beck a smile, her eyebrows lifted to her hairline.

Beck stood behind his cello. Our guests stood with him as he began the “Wedding March.” As if they’d practiced a hundred times, and they probably had, Holly and Sam started down the aisle with measured steps. Holly spread her rose petals and Sam hung on to his ring cushion for dear life. They were adorable. My heart squeezed seeing Merrick watching the two of them with pride etched on his face. He prized his niece and nephew and spent too little time with them.

When they hit the end of the aisle and parted, Sam walked over to stand next to Beck, and Holly stood on the outside of Shannon. Mom squeezed my arm.

This was it. The moment I walked down the aisle to stand with Merrick and vow to be his wife until death do us part.







Six

Merrick

I blinked double time keeping the wetness in my eyes from blurring my vision. What a vision it was. My Rachael, my beautiful bride, coming down the aisle in time to the aching cello notes to become my wife.

Mine! Of all the men in the world, this incredible woman was going to marry me. How the hell had this happened? I had no idea—every day was an amazing blur of scents and sounds and warmth and overwhelming love with Rachael. I’m lucky I remembered my name, because I was in no way the same man I was before I met her.

I was so much better for her being in my life. She needed to hurry down the aisle so I could tell her. All the words were jumbling up, fighting to get out. My mind spun with everything I should tell her, everything I wanted to tell her, and all the things I couldn’t forget to say. The only problem was I knew the moment they were out of my mouth, I wouldn’t be able to remember a word I’d uttered.

MJ put a hand on my shoulder from behind. It was what I needed—a firm hand—to ground me in the moment. He and I were so much alike, he must’ve known my head was spinning like a top.

Her descent, which at first seemed to take forever, was over like a flash of lighting.

There she was. Right in front of me.

Sylvia kissed her cheek and whispered in her ear before placing Rachael’s hand in mine and kissing my cheek, hers wet with tears. “Take care of my baby,” she said.

“Always,” I promised.

Rachael took a step forward, joining me in front of the steps. We looked into each other’s eyes and didn’t say a word, but a million words passed between us. I had the distinct impression that she and I had stood like this a million times in a million different places taking our vows as husband and wife. I’d never been an overly spiritual man, but always believed in God, in an afterlife, and standing with Rachael in this moment, I believed in several past lives lived with her. She’d been my wife in many, many lifetimes. This was our path, familiar and worn, that always led us home to each other.

Jan’s voice, true and clear, rang out, calling for our attention. “We are gathered here today to unite Merrick and Rachael in holy matrimony.” She beckoned us forward. Rachael handed her bouquet to Maddie before gifting me with a confident smile and taking the three stairs up to the altar beside me.

I took a deep breath. All of the anxiety and buzzing in my brain stopped; there was nothing but noiseless peace. That was the power of Rachael. She grounded me, plugged me in to the universe, where there was no doubt or fear, only blinding truth and serenity.

“Merrick and Rachael,” Jan continued, “as you prepare to take these vows, give thought and prayer to the commitment you’re promising one another as long as you both shall live. Love and loyalty alone, in the best of times and the worst of times, will serve as a foundation for a marriage that endures. Patience, mutual consideration, kindness, confidence, and affection are the ingredients to future happiness. Give and take equally, respect, leadership, protection, and support. As two become one, you must trust and rely upon one another and never be divided. Know that you do not walk this path alone.”

Everyone—bridesmaids, groomsmen, friends, and family—joined hands, Maddie and MJ reaching out for mine and Rachael’s.

“Call on your friends and family in times of need. To accept an outreached hand is not a sign of failure, but an act of faith. As you take each other’s hands…” Jan nodded to us. I took Rachael’s hand in mine. “Don’t let your grip become intolerable; hold on with tender firmness. Don’t let your grip become too weak; be flexible as you go through change, as such a marriage is made, hand in hand.”

I expected Rachael to cry during our ceremony with her aunt presiding, but she beamed as she took in every word.

“Rachael, will you take Merrick to be your wedded husband, and in the presence of friends and family, do you vow to water and nourish your love so it shall grow stronger from day to day, week to week, year to year? Do you promise to hold him to your heart, forsaking all others, as long as you both shall live?”

Rachael squeezed my hand tight. She still smiled and radiated happiness, but the first tears trickled from the corners of her eyes. “I do.”

Hearing those two words from her was a parachute opening, a life raft in a churning sea. This woman would never stop saving me with her love.

“Merrick, will you take Rachael to be your wedded wife, and in the presence of friends and family, do you vow to honor and protect her, doing your best every day to create a loving, happy, healthy home? Do you promise to hold her to your heart, forsaking all others, as long as you both shall live?”

I slid my hand up her arm and placed my palm over her heart. “I do.”

Jan stepped behind the altar. “As a symbol of your unity, we join two individual flames into one. Merrick and Rachael, as you join your eternal flames, you unite yourselves, body and soul, two into one, for life.” Rachael and I stepped forward and each picked up a lit taper. Together we joined them at the wick of the unity candle and watched it spark to life—our new life—before blowing out our individual flames.

We set our candles aside and Jan nodded to Rachael to begin her vows. We’d already said so much in the key lime grove, I wasn’t sure what was left to say, but knowing Rachael, she would have me sobbing on my knees before she was done.

“Merrick,” Rachael began, taking my hands, her voice soft but steady, “before I met you, I never believed there was one person for everyone. One true love. It was illogical to think that out of the entire population of the earth, a person was supposed to find this magical love like a needle in a haystack. Then you came along and I realized I’d never known anything about love, because I became one of the lucky ones who knew the truth—there really is only one person for each of us. Knowing this truth, it’s like a door to the great beyond opening, like being given a puzzle piece that not everyone ends up with. I’m not sure how I became one of the fortunate ones to be granted the piece to my puzzle that makes everything fit—the answer to every impossible question—the other half to my soul, but I’m blessed to have you.

“There are so many years ahead of us, but even if we had a hundred of them, it wouldn’t be enough. My love for you is never ending, so I don’t just promise you today, or for as long as we both shall live. I promise you eternity, Merrick. You’re my one true love for now and always.”

She turned and took my ring from Maddie. My hands trembled in hers as she slid the gold band on my ring finger. “With this ring, I thee wed,” she said, and I had to close my eyes for a moment and reopen them to assure myself this was real. I was certain it was all a dream. My life didn’t work like this. Everything good always turned out to be a mirage, but there she was, my Rachael, looking down at the ring she’d placed on my finger.

I pulled her close and breathed in the scent of her hair. Jasmine and ginger. The shampoo she’d first found in my shower here at the hotel, when I was certain my days with her were numbered. Now my days with her were limitless.

“Rachael,” I said, my voice coming out a bit hoarse around the welt of emotion in my throat, “I could say what many, many men have told the women they love over the centuries: you make me a better man. It’s true, but only scratches the surface, because you simply make me. You make me complete. You make me strive every single day to be the best man I can be for you. You make me want to be a father someday even though I have no idea how to be one. I know with you to guide me, I can do anything. You make me fearless. You make me proud. You give me peace and hope and faith.” I reached out and stroked her cheek. “You give me more love than I imagined was possible, and you take more love from me than I thought I was capable of giving. But with you, I have an overabundance of unconditional, never-ending love. You make me safe and make our home our haven. You make me happy, Rachael. You make me wish we were immortal and could live forever, because no amount of time with you will ever be enough. You’re my reason for being, for waking up in the morning, for going to bed each night. For trying harder every day, for never giving up. You make me tick. You wind me up and run me down. You make me, Rachael, because I’m one half of us now. So I’m not a better man than I used to be, I’m a different man than I used to be, because before you, I was nobody.

“Standing here becoming your husband is what I was placed on this earth to do. I promise to be the best half of us I can be.”

I held out my hand to MJ, who placed the diamond-studded band in my palm. I kissed it and slid it firmly in place on Rachael’s finger. “With this ring, I thee wed.”

There was no stopping the tears that slipped from my eyes. I quickly wiped them away, but wasn’t ashamed of them.

Standing on tiptoe, Rachael took my face between her hands and pressed her forehead to mine. “I love you,” she whispered.

“I love you, too.”

“By the power invested in me,” Jan said, “I now pronounce you husband and wife. Merrick, you may kiss your bride.”

I didn’t hesitate lifting Rachael off her feet and spinning her around, pressing my lips to hers—to my wife’s—as her hands still held the sides of my face. Our first kiss as husband and wife was sweet and salty with tears and parted by her giggles of happiness. I set her back on her feet and wiped her cheeks dry with my thumbs.

“It’s my honor,” Jan continued, “to present to you for the first time, Mr. and Mrs. Merrick and Rachael Rocha.”

Our friends and family applauded and cheered. My mother-in-law’s face shined with tears, and so did my sister’s. Mr. Simcoe stood like a proud father, and he was as close to one as I’d ever had. MJ would be lucky to have him as a father-in-law someday.

As Rachael and I stepped off the last stair onto the ground, they all rushed around us with hugs and congratulations. I’d never felt like I’d belonged to a group of people more than I did in that moment. It seemed my whole life had been leading up to that very second to actually begin.







Seven

Rachael

A photographer marched us around the island for pictures. I already knew my favorites would be the ones of the entire wedding party—friends and family—lined up on the curving staircase in the entryway with the wall murals beside us.

“A toast,” Beck said, holding up a glass as we stood around a table with a small cake made to look like a tree stump with MR + RR inside a heart drawn on its ringed surface like a carving in the wood. Like the initials in the beam above our bed in the tree house, but with my old initials, RD, instead of my new ones, RR. “If I may.”

Beck cleared his throat. “I get the honors here since MJ gets the honors at the reception tonight. Anyway, I know anything I have to say is best said in our small group. Junior can make the polished speech, but I get the real one.”

Merrick groaned beside me. “Keep it clean. Please. I’m begging you.”

“Listen,” Beck said, “I knew Merrick before Rachael and after Rachael. What he said during his vows, man, I can vouch for that. He’s not the man he used to be. He was an asshole back then.”

Everyone burst out in laughter, even Merrick.

“When Rachael suddenly appeared out of nowhere, it was like she was sent to save us all from this guy. You know Beauty and the Beast? It was like that. She transformed him from this person me and my crew dreaded working for into the guy who became my best friend. She tore down his defenses and let out the good man inside. She saw right through him, so he couldn’t hide anymore.”

I felt my chest flush and fought back tears. No more tears. I’d shed enough, even if they were happy tears.

Beck lifted his glass. “Rachael, to you. He was right. You made him. Together, you’re an awesome pair. Congratulations.”

Everyone joined in with murmurs of congratulations and clinking of champagne glasses. Merrick and I touched ours together and took a sip. The bubbles shot up my nose and made me cough. The wine was fresh and crisp and fit perfectly with the day.

“Now it’s my turn,” Mom said, pulling a small silver seam ripper from her pocket.

I held up my dress as she knelt and separated the stitching holding Dad’s ring in my skirting. Once freed, she stood and held it up, like Beck had held up his glass to toast us. “Merrick, this ring belonged to my husband and to his father before him. As Rachael’s father, I wish he’d been alive to know you, to give you his blessing today. But you should know that he would give his blessing to you to marry Rachael.”

Mom stepped in front of Merrick and held his hand. “When she left me to come here to you, I didn’t know how to live without her. I hadn’t learned to live without my husband and couldn’t imagine living without Rachael, too. I held her back, and you pulled her away. At the time, I couldn’t imagine coming to terms with that. Standing here today, I want to thank you. You not only gave Rachael the courage to live her own life, you gave the same to me. By forcing her to take what was rightfully hers—a bright, beautiful future—you forced me to do the same. Even though my one true love is gone, I know he wants me to live on without him. He wants me to have a bright, beautiful future, too, full of family, grandchildren on my lap at Christmas, fireworks over this beautiful hotel on the Fourth of July, sitting on the patio watching the two of you grow together in age and your love mature over the years.

“Today this ring was Rachael’s something blue. It’s yours now, son, this ring and my daughter.” Mom wrapped Merrick’s fingers around the ring. “Take care of them both.”

“I will,” he said, and sniffed. “Thank you.” The day had been filled with emotional upheavals for us both. Mom hugged him. He took my hand and pulled me into the hug, too.

“Thank you, Mom,” I said. “I know Dad’s proud of you.” She’d come so far on her own. The guilt I’d felt for leaving her was enormous, but it was gone and she was right—Merrick had unknowingly forced us to live again a year after Dad died.

“Family hug!” Aunt Jan dove into the mix.

“Jan, you’re on my foot,” Mom said, stepping back.

I grabbed my aunt and hugged her hard. “I had no idea you were marrying us. I couldn’t imagine a better ceremony. It was perfect. Thank you so much.”

“I know my girl,” she said. “Nothing too fancy or fussy, just heartfelt.” She kissed my cheek. “I love ya, kid.”

“I know. Love you, too.”

I stepped back from Aunt Jan to find Merrick embracing his sister. “Don’t cry,” he whispered to her. “It’s all over now. We can start new. You’re still my little sister. I’ll take care of you like I always have.”

Merrick liked to say I had an unlimited supply of forgiveness, but it was he who had forgiveness in spades. I knew the family I married into was one built on manipulation and lies, one that had recently been freed of all that deceit with the passing of Merrick’s father. It was a fresh start for them, one I’d encourage and foster as best I could.

“Can we call you Aunt Rachael now?” Sam asked, appearing like a shadow by my side.

“Yes,” I said, ruffling his hair. “I’m officially your aunt now. And my first duty is to get you an enormous piece of this cake. So let’s see if Uncle Merrick is ready to cut it.”

Holly spun around the other side of me and grabbed Merrick’s arm, tugging him away from her mom. “Uncle Merrick! Time to cut the cake!”

“Okay, but Aunt Rachael has to help.”

“Duh,” Holly said, carefully handing him the cake knife. “You both take a slice and feed it to each other. You know that’s how it works, don’t you?”

“I almost forgot,” he said. “Good thing you’re here to make sure we do this right.”

I picked up the cake server as Merrick sliced two pieces and placed them on plates. We each picked one up, took the slice of cake in our hands, and eyed each other. A rush of giddiness ran through my chest and I couldn’t help myself. I smashed the cake right against his mouth, smearing the frosting into his short, stubbly beard. He let out a loud laugh and retaliated by pushing his piece into my face. Icing covered my nose and dotted my forehead. We both stood there laughing like immature little kids, but neither of us cared. It was our day to do with what we liked. Merrick swiped a finger across my nose and stuck it in his mouth. “Mmm, good!”

Mom tsked, then Holly cut giant pieces for her and Sam, who took their pieces and ran before their mom could tell them they had too much. Shannon grabbed me and kissed my cheek then licked frosting from her lips and handed me a napkin. “He’s right, you are pretty tasty.”

By the time the cake was eaten and the champagne was gone, everyone had found their own peaceful spots to settle in. MJ and Maddie were lounging in the hammock under the pool cloister. Shannon and Riley had gone for a walk—I was sure that wasn’t really what they were doing—and Mom and Aunt Jan sat with Mr. Simcoe and Heidi on the patio while Holly and Sam ran around on a sugar high. Beck and Joan had gone to the boathouse to stash his cello and find their own privacy.

“Tree house?” I asked Merrick, leaning drowsily against his chest.

“Tree house,” he said, taking my hand and leading the way through the trees.







Eight

Merrick

I know I wasn’t the first man to feel the pressure of making love to his wife for the first time and wanting it to be the best ever. I didn’t want it to be kinky or dirty, but I didn’t want it to be too tame either. I knew I’d put way too much thought into this, but how could I not?

After carrying Rachael over the threshold and helping her unbutton the eighty million buttons on the back of her wedding gown, I sat on the side of the bed, my jacket discarded over the chair in the corner, my bow tie undone and hanging around my neck, the buttons of my shirt open. Rachael seemed to take forever in the bathroom, leaving my mind to its own devices.

Really, what my wife deserved was to be ravished. I could do that. I’d done that many times before, but I could outdo myself today.

I darted over to the dresser and opened a few drawers, finally finding the scented lotion she loved. A knock on the tree house door set me on edge. Who had the nerve to interrupt us here—now? I ran down the spiral staircase and threw the door open to find nobody there. Just as I was about to slam the door shut, I saw our unity candle sitting at my feet.

Thank God for MJ. I knew it was him.

Back upstairs, I lit the candle and set it on the nightstand. With the shades drawn, the candlelight flickered against the netting draped from the canopy above the bed. I grabbed my tux jacket and pulled off my boutonniere, two dark red roses. I plucked the petals off and sprinkled them across the bed.

Perfect.

The bathroom door creaked open, and I turned to catch the first sight of my new wife’s bare flesh. She wore a white corset, a thong, garters, and a sheer robe over them with her white, beaded heels. Her dark hair hung loose past her shoulders.

I swallowed. My dick went hard as rock. I didn’t know how I could pull off romance when all I could think of was shoving myself as deep inside her as I could get.

Her eyes wandered the room. “Wow. You did this?”

I nodded, speechless.

“It’s perfect.” She took in my face and, noting my strained expression, laughed. “No pressure, my love. We’ve done this many, many times before.”

“Not as husband and wife, though.”

She unbuttoned my shirt the rest of the way and shoved it off my shoulders. Her mouth met mine, her tongue flicked against my tongue, her fingers worked to unfasten my pants. “I just want to be with you,” she whispered. “Nothing fancy or special. Just you and me together. That’s all I want.”

I took control of myself. “That’s not all you’ll get.” I picked her up and laid her in the center of the bed. “First a massage.”

I crawled onto the bed with the lotion and stopped on my knees between her legs, trying to get the cap off. She sat up, grabbed the bottle, and tossed it on the floor. “Massages later. Make love to me, husband.”

Husband. Jesus, that word. She was mine. Mine. And I’d show her just how much. I pushed the sheer robe aside and traced my finger along her pale stomach between the corset and the thong, making goose bumps rise on her skin. I lowered my mouth and ran my tongue over the bumps. Rachael’s fingers wove into my hair and she sighed.

Pushing the thong to the side, I ran my fingers between her legs, parting her wet folds, touching her lightly. She squirmed and arched her back. Once again, my tongue followed my fingers. My wife tasted like sweet nectar. My sweet nectar.

“Don’t,” she said.

“I won’t.” I knew what she meant. She wanted me to take her to the brink, but not past. She wanted to go there with me.

I laved her delicate, sensitive pussy until she was writhing under me, grasping her breasts with her hands. Then I kissed my way up her body, unhooking every snap and button I could find until I had her completely naked. She shoved my pants off, making sure every inch of our skin could touch. I took her breast in my mouth and suckled her nipple as she wrapped her lovely fingers around my cock and began to stroke me.

I took a deep breath and held it in. There was no better sensation than my wife’s hand wrapped around my cock. I popped her nipple out of my mouth and kissed her neck, grabbed her ass, ran my fingers down between her cheeks until I could reach her dripping center and push a finger inside. She rocked against me, wanting, ready. Her leg came up around my hip and she guided me to her opening. As soon as my finger was out, she had the head of my cock inside.

“You feel so good inside me,” she said, thrusting her hips to take me in farther.

I pulled her against me and drove myself inside deep, taking her mouth with mine, sucking and licking her lips. She did the same. We couldn’t get enough. “Not deep enough,” she said, desperate, and pushed me onto my back. “I want my husband buried so deep inside me, I’ll go blind with the sensation.”

I grabbed her arms to slam her down on top of me, but she slipped down instead and my dick came out of her. “First, I want to taste you and me, our joining.”

My wife was a fiend. Here I was thinking roses and massages and she was in the mood for tasting her pussy on my cock. I was the luckiest bastard on the planet.

Her tongue touched my balls and my hips jerked. She ran her slick pink tongue up to the tip, where she pressed her lips against me before taking me in her mouth. This was a wedding night a man’s fantasies were made of.

She soon had me panting. “Rach…”

“I won’t.”

But she didn’t stop. I chuckled, trying to hold back. “You’re going to.”

She popped me out of her mouth and straddled me. “Hearing you panting like that gets me so wet. I can’t hold back either.” She pushed down onto me and whimpered my name. My balls contracted. She rocked and bounced fast, grinding her pelvis against mine. I pinched and plucked her nipples, feeling the sensation of bursting well up in the base of my cock.

“Fuck, Rach.”

She groaned and began to quiver. I put a hand between her legs, rubbed fast and hard, pushing her over the edge. She arched back and cried out, her pussy contracting around my cock as I spurted into her and let out my own loud groan of release.

My wife collapsed on top of me, both of us sticky and sweaty, panting and spent. “I married a saint,” I said, collecting her hair and wrapping it around my hand. “I love you, Mrs. Rocha.”

“I love you, Mr. Rocha,” she said, breathing heavily. She looked up at me. “Thank you for today. It was the best day of my life.”

“It was pretty high on my list, too.” I kissed her forehead. “I have one more surprise for you.”

“What else could you possibly have?”

“My gift.”

She shook her head. “You are my gift.”

“No. There’s a rundown farmhouse in France beside a little lake at the back of the property owned by the Renaults. You loved that house when we were there. I saw the fire in your eyes. You were seeing it as it could be, not as it is. It’s yours now, Mrs. Rocha, to renovate as you see fit.”

She sat up on top of me, pressing her palms against my stomach. “Are you kidding me?” Her jaw dropped. “I can’t believe you’re my husband. What did I ever do to deserve you?”

I flipped her over and held her in my arms. “You told me a story about two people desperately in love. To be together, the man built her a home and had to whisk her away from her parents to marry her and live on this island. I wanted that kind of love, Rachael, and I heard it in your voice—you wanted it, too. From that moment, you were mine. You knew my heart. I knew yours. You were mine.”

“And you were mine.” She lifted her head and kissed me.

“Forever and always.”

Our road together would have many twists and turns and at times become rocky, but the one woman strong enough to face the future with me was my wife. My Rachael. Forever and always.
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Prologue

My fingers shake as I log on to the video chat. I can’t believe I’ve made it this far into the interview process with Rocha Enterprises. This is my dream job, and a shot at being the project manager for the renovation of historic Turtle Tear Hotel working for a world-renowned company. It’s a bigger opportunity than I ever imagined I’d have.

I’ve researched Turtle Tear Island and the background of the hotel extensively. There’s no way anyone else is a better candidate for the position, and the fact that I made it this far—through the basic human resources interviews to an interview with the CEO himself—is proof of that.

I click my mouse to connect. I’m five minutes early, but my interviewer is already logged on to the video chat. My palms become slick with sweat, and I wipe them on my pants.

“Hello, Ms. DeSalvo. I see you’re prepared to start early.”

Even with my cheap webcam displaying a grainy image, the warm smile greeting me from the screen should put me at ease, but I’m intimidated as all hell. Maybe it’s the deep voice that sends prickles of heat down my neck and flushes my cheeks, or the handsome, clean-shaven face. It could be the tidy, slicked-back hair that makes this feel so intimidating and all too real.

This can’t possibly be real. I have to be dreaming.

The dark, piercing eyes on my monitor are most definitely dreamy.

What am I thinking? This is an interview with the CEO of Rocha Enterprises, not some dating website meet and greet. I have to pull myself together.

“Hello.” My voice cracks. I clear my throat, straighten my shoulders, and smile. “I’m willing to bet I’m the most prepared applicant you’ve spoken to.”

There. I exude confidence.

My boasting is rewarded with the flicker of an eyebrow and a repressed smirk. “Is that so?”

Oh, that voice sends goose bumps crawling up my arms.

“Maybe you can tell me something I don’t know then. Go ahead and impress me, Ms. DeSalvo.”

My mind flashes through the dozens of facts I know about the property. Despite my staunch desire to remain professional, my overeager libido rears its head when my interviewer rubs a long finger over a full bottom lip. Somehow, I find myself reciting the romantic love story of Turtle Tear’s founder and his wife instead of something more professionally relevant, like the ecological importance of preserving the integrity of the island.

“Did you know, Mr. Rocha, that Archibald Weston built the hotel to impress a woman?” I wait for a curious lift of the chin in response before I continue. “Mr. Weston was desperate to win the affections of Ingrid Burkhart. He convinced himself that building her a magnificent place to live would win her hand in marriage.

“Turtle Tear Island with its lush green trees and beautiful wild flowers seemed like the perfect place to build it. Archibald grew up in the area and paddled his canoe to the tranquil island every chance he had.” I stop to take a breath and to make sure I’m not droning on too long and losing my audience.

That long finger glides across those amazing lips again. Instantly, I imagine how soft and firm they would feel pressed against my own. Why does my webcam image have to be so awful? If I get this job, I’m buying one that displays in high def.

“You’re an excellent storyteller, Ms. DeSalvo.” A trace of humor mingles with the deep timbre. Could this be a trifecta? Wealthy, good looking, and a sense of humor? “I’m entranced. Please, continue.”

“During the course of Archibald’s business ventures, he’d visited the Yucatan and been taken with the Hacienda-style cattle ranches in the region. Turtle Tear Hotel was modeled after a ranch where he’d stayed during one of his visits.”

“Is that so?” Those eyes and a strong jawline come closer to the screen.

My story is impressive. I’m nailing this interview.

“Yes, that is so. Anyway, he built Ingrid a grand hotel since the island is remote and he knew she would want friends and family to visit and stay. Once it was completed, he showed up on Ingrid’s doorstep, dropped to one knee, and instead of proposing, presented her with the deed for Turtle Tear Hotel.”

I hear a low, exhaled “Hmm…” and some shuffling of papers. My screen blurs with movement. “I’m just making notes. Please, go on.”

I take a deep breath and squeeze my hands together. The next part is my favorite.

“Archibald told her he’d put his blood, sweat, tears, and entire heart into building the home where he wanted to spend the rest of his life, and since she owned his life, it was all hers to have. He only hoped she’d let him keep his soul, which was bound to hers for all eternity.”

“Wow. That’s an incredible declaration. He was a brave man.”

My heart pounds. I’m afraid it can be seen beating against my blouse on the other side of the small camera. “Yes. He was very brave and entirely selfless in his pursuit of Ingrid.”

“I assume she accepted since they were married?” The question comes through in a louder, more insistent tone that makes my speakers crackle. Something else to add to my wish list.

“Actually, no. She told him he needed her parents’ blessing if she was to return to Turtle Tear with him.” I clear my throat and can’t suppress a grin. “This is where the story gets really interesting.”

“It gets even better?” My grin is reflected back on a pair of delicious-looking lips framed by deep dimples on both sides. The image pixelates and freezes.

“Much.” I fiddle with my webcam cord, trying in vain to get a better connection. “Archibald and Ingrid were the Romeo and Juliet of the Civil War. His family supplied sugarcane from their plantation to the Confederate troops. Ingrid’s family housed Confederate deserters. Even though it was August 1865 and the war had ended, there was no way Ingrid’s parents were going to give Archibald their blessing to marry their daughter and take her away.”

“What did he do?”

Damn. I wish I could see the expression that accompanies the urgency conveyed in the tone of the question, but my screen is still frozen on that set of white teeth and pair of dimples. Not that I mind. I’m considering making it my new screensaver.

“He tried his best for months to convince her parents he was worthy of Ingrid, even offering to let them live at the hotel, too, but they wouldn’t budge. Finally, heartbroken with nothing left to lose, he climbed a ladder up to her window one night, broke in, and whisked her away.

“Ingrid was furious at first, but when she got to Turtle Tear, it was love at first sight and she refused to ever leave the island again. It’s said that she’s buried there, but no grave marker has ever been found to confirm that fact.”

I sit back in my chair—mirroring your interviewer was a tip I acquired in an interview workshop—and wait for a response.

“That’s quite a big risk for the love of a woman. I suppose it paid off for him in the end. Would you agree, Ms. DeSalvo?”

“Yes. The lengths he went to just to win her over… I’m sorry. Ingrid and Archibald’s story always overwhelms me.” I put a hand to my chest and inhale deeply to catch my breath. “His grand, romantic gesture won him his wife and the home where he lived the rest of his life. I hope to work with your company to restore the property and hotel to its original style and design, to make it a place nobody would ever want to leave.”

“Something Archibald and Ingrid would be proud of?”

My chest fills with emotion that can’t be repressed. An enormous smile threatens to split my face in half. “I’d love nothing more, Mr. Rocha. Given the opportunity—”

“The opportunity is yours. I’ve never seen someone so passionate and knowledgeable about a run-down hotel on swampland in the Everglades. I’d be a fool to entrust anyone less enthusiastic with this project. In fact, you’re the only one I’d trust it to. Nobody has proven themselves more deserving.”

The rest of the interview becomes a blur. A haze of details and names of HR personnel who will be in touch to discuss salary and relocation. My head is in the clouds. My dream realized.

I’m the newest project manager at Rocha Enterprises. The Turtle Tear renovation is mine!







One

Three months later…

The club is packed. Bodies grind together on the dance floor. There’s barely room to move. You catch my eye.

You’re alone.

Bass pounds through my body, rushes from my head to my toes, takes the same path your eyes follow. Your dark-eyed stare is flutter-soft on my skin. It raises goose bumps. Makes me flush. My vodka-and-cranberry-soaked blood runs hot with need.

You smile. Dimples pierce your cheeks. Your eyes flash. I can’t resist.

“Rach!” Shannon grabs my arm. She’s sweaty from dancing and pulls her blond hair up off her shoulders. “I’m going.” She tilts her head toward Shawn or Shane or Seth—I’m not sure—the guy she met two hours ago.

“How am I supposed to get home?” She drove.

Shannon shoves her car keys in my hand. “See you in the morning.” She winks and pushes back through the crowd toward the guy whose name starts with an S.

When I turn from watching Shannon go, you’re standing right in front of me. “Hi,” you say. Familiarity strikes, but I don’t think I’d ever forget meeting you.

“Hi.” I fall into your dark eyes and can’t get out. They’re serious and focused on mine. Looking away would be a crime.

You run a hand through your wavy black-brown hair. Are you nervous? I can’t tell. “What were you drinking?” You tap my glass, empty except for melting ice.

“Vodka and cranberry.” I take in a thick, damp breath. Dancing bodies fog up the air, make it heavy to breathe.

You shake your beer bottle, indicating its emptiness. “I’m headed to the bar. Would you like another?”

I have to drive Shannon’s car home, but I don’t want to stop talking to you. I nod. “Please.” I’ll drink slowly. I’ll drive even slower.

I follow behind you, taking in the view of your incredible backside in jeans. A black long-sleeved shirt shifts with your strong, wide shoulders and hugs your narrow waist. You work out. A lot. The body I’m staring at didn’t come from luck and a good gene pool.

You glance back to make sure I’m following. When a group of people push between us, you reach out and take my hand. My fingers curl around yours like they’re possessed.

We reach the bar. You squeeze between two men. I stand back to wait while you order. I watch you reach into your pocket. A second later, you turn to me and hand me a glass.

“Thanks.” I take a deep drink, ignoring my self-promise to sip and make it last. Looking at you, I need all the courage this vodka is offering.

You sip your beer, watching me. An intense magnetism pulls between us. I’m sweating. I wipe my forehead with the back of my hand. The vodka is kicking in fast. I stumble sideways. You grip my arm.

“Feeling okay?” you ask.

The room spins and tilts. Black spots swim through my vision. “No. I need to sit.” My drink slips through my fingers and splatters on my bare leg.

“I’ve got you.” You put an arm around me and lead me toward the door. “You need some air.”

I’m blacking out and coming to, over and over again. This has never happened from three-and-a-half vodka and cranberries before. “I need to get home.”

“I’ll take you,” you say.

“No. I…” The words won’t come. They buzz around in the darkness inside my mind, searching for the light. I watch them break apart and fade.

You usher me through the parking lot. Open the door of a black car. Put me inside. “We’ll be home soon,” you say, buckling a seat belt around my waist.

I try to grip the door handle to get out. My arm won’t move. My head lulls on my shoulder. The blackness narrows, leaving a small tunnel focused on the dashboard. Then it closes completely.

No more words.

No more light.

No more sound.

Just like that—I’m taken.
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ABDUCTION

He steals her away to a deserted island, to the one place she’s dreamed of being—the one place she can’t go. He’s used to buying whatever he wants, but he can’t buy her.

SEDUCTION

How can she resist the magnetism of his body, the longing ache deep inside her? She wants him to take her—on her terms.

DESPERATION

Every attempt he makes to love her only hurts her. How can they go on like this? This is the story of how she was…

TAKEN
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A Give & Take Novella

HIS PAST MAY DESTROY THEIR FUTURE

The man Rachael DeSalvo loves more than anything is suffering in silence. The grand opening of Turtle Tear Resort should be a time of celebration for Merrick Rocha. But he’s suddenly intent on selling off the business he built from the ground up—and Rachael’s hell-bent on finding out why. Only one man can give her the answers she seeks, but meeting with him would be the ultimate betrayal to Merrick. Merrick once asked Rachael to trust him against all odds… can he do the same?
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“Taken by Storm is a passionate love story that grips you by the heart from the first page and doesn’t let go. MJ and Maddie’s love is soul-deep. Maine has written a masterpiece!”—Kristen Proby, bestselling author of the With Me in Seattle series



DECEPTION

Maddie Simcoe knows the devastation that comes from keeping secrets. Now she’s desperate to move on from the heartbreak that almost destroyed her—trading wild passion that once made her knees weak for a life of comfortable stability. But before Maddie can start over, she must return home to put the past behind her once and for all…

PASSION

When Maddie blows back into MJ Rocha’s life, nothing will stop him from proving to her that walking away from him was the biggest mistake of her life—not even the engagement ring she wears. Her every look, every touch, tells MJ that the fire that once raged between them still burns hot, and MJ won’t give up until Maddie gives in to the inferno.

REDEMPTION

Trapped by a hurricane roaring through Turtle Tear Island, MJ and Maddie find shelter in each other’s arms. While the lightning flashes, MJ and Maddie are helpless to fight the bonds of desire that tie them together. But just as they’re about to surrender to the torturous longing that consumes them both, the storm unleashes violent secrets from MJ’s past… secrets that could wash away all MJ and Maddie’s hopes of forever…

TAKEN BY STORM
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DESIRE THAT CAN’T BE DENIED

Rachael DeSalvo is haunted by the past. She’s come home to her beloved Turtle Tear Island, where she looks forward to happy days and bliss-filled nights in the arms of Merrick Rocha. But when she finds a trunk full of old photo albums and handwritten notes, Rachael soon realizes that the island has not given up all its secrets…

For long before Rachael and Merrick made Turtle Tear Resort their home, this historic island was a haven for sensual, forbidden affairs. As Rachael and Merrick work to restore the grand hotel to its former glory, they will be caught in the perfect maelstrom of conflict and desire.


“I love the banter between Rachael and Merrick throughout the book… some steamy scenes that will not leave you disappointed.”—The Indie Bookshelf
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