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Chapter 1 
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Whitney

I’ve met a lot of people on the Camino del Santiago over the past thirteen days. Some I’ve loved, and some I’ve merely tolerated, but this is the first time I’ve wanted to punch anyone in the nose. 

I’m not the punching type, either, to be clear. I’m pretty even-keeled and have never so much as slapped a guy on the face, but oooooh these idiots behind me!

I’ve been walking along a dirt path sheltered by towering trees I can’t identify, enjoying the gently swelling, green hills and eucalyptus forests in the distance, and this group behind me has been slowly catching up. 

At first, when I’d hear their occasional burst of laughter, I just figured they were a lively bunch. There’s nothing wrong with that. I’ve met all types on this trip, and the lively ones have actually been my favorites. They’re the ones that pull me out of my shell and remind me that I’m only twenty-five, and not the old lady I sometimes feel like. 

But if you’re going to do something like walk the Camino del Santiago, you should probably try not to be an asshole. Do they really need to compare the nether regions of all the girls they’ve “mounted”? And so damned loudly? 

The metal tinging of an empty can scuttles over the dirt road not far behind me. They’re kicking cans down the road. Cans. Here!

I try to block it out. I’m not going to let them, or anybody else, spoil a once-in-a-lifetime experience like walking the Camino del Santiago.  

The Camino is that famous five-hundred-mile walk that cuts across Spain and ends at a cathedral in Santiago de Compostela. It was a popular religious pilgrimage during the Middle Ages, fell into a bit of a lull, then enjoyed a resurgence back in the 1980s. There’s even that movie with Martin Sheen, The Way, where he walks the Camino and takes the ashes of his dead son along with him. 

I never thought I’d do anything like this. I mean, here I am, walking hundreds of miles across Spain on foot. Who does that for real? 

But I guess everyone here had something that pushed them to do something like this. For many, it still is a deeply spiritual experience. For others, it’s a test of athletic endurance. 

For me, it was how I felt when I happened across a blog about the Camino on one of my dark days. I sat hunched over my tablet, silencing my emotions with an entire can of cheese-flavored Pringles, wishing I could tumble into the screen and escape into the peaceful paradise in the picture.

I’d heard of the Camino before, and had always been vaguely and noncommittally intrigued. But that time? 

I sat on my sofa with cheesy dust on my fingertips and thought, “I need this.” 

So here I am, my frazzled, overloaded self somehow reborn into this one. This me walks with a slow and steady pace that feels in tune with both my body’s natural rhythm and the broad, green fields unfolding peacefully beside me. 

Well, what would be peacefully were it not for the unpleasant rumbles of the guys behind me. 

But I am determined not to let that ruin things. They’ll move on and I’ll be able to go back to my almost Zen-like state. 

My Camino gait is calm and centered, in spite of the ever-present, dull ache in my feet and legs, or the damp heat in my shirt where my massive pack presses against my back. 

I am a version of myself I hardly recognize. 

I’ve traversed narrow, crumbling roads in old Medieval villages, navigated noisy, bustling Spanish cities all by myself, and drank from public faucets that dispense sweet red wine instead of water.

I’ve allowed myself the luxury of watching a tiny, old woman who looked straight out of the last century as she drove her band of cattle up the Camino pathway. Back in San Francisco, I did not know the cure to my ailments was the scent of sixty-plus dusty, brown cows, their gentle moos resonating through the dewy, early morning air.

As foreign as that experience was, it was just as unfamiliar as being in no particular hurry at all, even though I still had hundreds of miles to go.

I ate my first Camino meal while talking with a middle-aged couple from Germany who are walking the Camino for the third time; Maggie from Ireland (who I keep running into); and Roy from Tennessee (who keeps running into me). 

I’ve mastered the ninja art of blister care. (I’ve only had three minor blisters this whole trip, so yeah, ninja.) 

I’ve walked past a field of bobbing sunflowers with not another soul in sight. Sometimes the Camino is crowded, and other times it’s like you’re the only pilgrim on it.

Oh, and I get to call myself a pilgrim. 

Ninja pilgrim. That’s me. 

It’s been incredible. 

But the asshole guys behind me are seriously killing my Camino mojo. A partially crumpled Pepsi can goes skittering by, bouncing on the dirt path until it comes skidding to a stop.

I glance back. The group of four is exclusively male, all around my age, and (I think) all American. This is such a rare sight among the potpourri of international travelers on the Camino, I can only assume they’re on this journey together. 

After spending the last couple of miles slowly catching up to me, I’m now lucky enough to be able to make out every word of their juvenile conversation over the sound of their heavy boots scuffling along in the dirt behind me. 

I feel badly for any female who’s ever dated a single one of them. In between bouts of obnoxious laughter, they’re comparing notes about how many girls they’ve laid, how many cherries they’ve popped, and who’s had the most girls at one time. 

Now they’ve moved on to tips about how to “convince an unwilling female.” 

One Prince Charming in the bunch says, “All you have to do is tell her she’s beautiful, even if she looks like a hag.”

Someone else groans. “Who wants to do a hag?”

“They’re all the same where it counts. Between the legs.”

Cue more raucous laughter. My skin crawls. There’s no ignoring this anymore. They’re too close, too distasteful. 

If it weren’t for the pilgrims about a quarter mile behind us on the path, I’d be scared to be around a group of men like this by myself. As it is, I’m just pissed.

“There’s always a way to get ’em,” the first guy continues. “‘No’ is only for chumps who don’t know how to turn it into a ‘yes’.” 

I’m tempted to spin around and give them a few choice words, but that doesn’t seem in the spirit of the Way. Instead I step to the side so I can kneel down to re-lace my hiking boot. It doesn’t need it. I just want them to pass me and get the hell out of my sight. I’m not going to listen to these disgusting boys anymore. 

Their conversation has me more rattled than I realized, though, because I somehow forget to mind the massive pack I’m balancing on my back. 

Or rather, not balancing. 

The whole overstuffed apparatus rocks first to one side, then to the other as I overcorrect to keep it from knocking me over. 

This damned thing hasn’t given me this much trouble since I abandoned a bunch of stuff at a hostel five days into the trip. All I have left are the bare essentials and this behemoth is still big enough to waylay me if I’m not careful.

As the entire monstrosity heaves to the side, threatening to take me with it, I drop one knee to the ground and plant two hands in the dirt to try to stabilize myself. 

It works, thank god, but now my cheeks are burning with embarrassment and my palms are stinging from their abrupt introduction to the rough path. There’s an accompanying burst of harsh laughter, but that’s been the norm for the last mile, so I can sort of hope they’re not laughing at me.

Desperate to salvage what’s left of my pride, I resume my original charade and reach for the laces on my boot. But I wasn’t as stable as I thought because I have to plant one hand in the dirt again.

There’s a fresh burst of laughter from the boys who are now walking by. I leave my hand on the rocky ground, along with the remnants of my ego, and give a hearty scowl (a ninja scowl!) to the guys in front. They’re sniggering too heartily to notice. 

Just as I hear the crunching of a hiking boot on the ground, I see someone come next to me. 

“Need help?” a rich, deep voice asks.

I turn just enough to see one of the guys reaching for my elbow. But I don’t need help from the likes of him! 

“No, thank you,” I say, jerking my arm away and sending my army green turtle shell swaying again.

This time, I’m in no position to argue when his hand firmly goes to my bicep and easily brings me to my feet. I sense, more than see, that he must have one hand on my pack to help steady it. 

While I’m still orienting myself to my new, more stable position, I’m knocked unsteady in a different way. 

Much as I hate to admit it, this dude is hot. Like, crazy hot. Soft scruff covers his angled jawline and he’s got blue eyes that are so vivid they’re a little unreal.

He’s not one of those beefcake guys, but has that masculine, athletic build that I find so sexy. He’s wearing a navy-colored shirt, and as the wind rushes through, it presses the soft fabric against his chest. 

As the fabric rustles in the breeze, it reveals the firm outlines of hard pecs and broad shoulders. The sleeves are short, leaving bare his tanned skin and taut biceps. 

I take him in and our eyes lock. A shiver runs down my back. 

It’s hard to imagine any malice behind those brilliant eyes. In truth, it’s a little confusing for a moment. His eyes make me want to trust him, even though I heard what they were saying and know better. 

Our feet shuffle slightly, the gravel grating under the hard soles of our boots. I catch a whiff of his scent, a mixture of sweat, dirt, and citrus, as though he’d just peeled and eaten a fresh orange.

I’m aware, too damned aware, of his hand steadying my elbow.

Against my will, my skin heats up under his touch. I don’t want to find this guy attractive, but I do. Which is the very thing this kind of male uses against unsuspecting females.  

Dangerous.

That’s what sexy jerks like him are.

Having determined that I’m now able to stand without toppling over, he releases me. “Are you all right?”

I take a step back, needing some distance from the intensity of his presence. I lift my chin slightly and narrow my eyes. “Fine,” I answer curtly. Or try to answer curtly.

Okay, yeah, his hotness took the wind out of my scowling sails, I admit, but I can’t help that I’m female. Any straight woman on the planet would soften at the sight of such male perfection. It’s written into our biological code. 

But I mentally give myself a shake. I haven’t forgotten the conversation I’d been overhearing against my will. 

In fact, from the sounds of it, the rest of the pack has picked up their crude conversation right where they left off. It doesn’t matter how sexy this one is. They just all need to go. 

His blue eyes light up with humor, though I don’t know what’s so damned funny, and the corner of his mouth twitches. 

He swoops down with one strong hand to pick up the wooden walking stick lying at his feet. I’ve never been one to pay much attention to a man’s hands, but even this detail catches my attention. They look strong. Safe.

Not safe, I remind myself. 

I return to my scowling, which is admittedly not quite as ninja, but should be enough to get my point across. 

And do you know what he does?  

He grins at me!

That cocky bastard.

But he won’t disarm this woman with that grin. I cross my arms. “You can keep right on walking.” 

He glances toward the others and I do the same. I wonder if they’re going to leave without him, and if he’ll leave like I want him to. 

Never mind the weak part of me that wants him to stay. The rest of me is stronger, and that’s the part that gets to make the decisions.

“Hey, no problem,” he says with an easy smile. Then he takes his sexy scruff and broad shoulders and strong hands and simply walks away.  

With the wind roaring in my ears, I stand there with my arms crossed and watch them all go. I let my eyes land on the guy in the navy shirt. Or rather, his impressively small backpack. 

Yeah, all right, I’m not looking at the pack. I’m taking full advantage of the fact that his pack stops just above the world’s most perfect ass. Wouldn’t you look, too? 

But he’s still a cocky bastard.

Good thing I’ll never see him again.
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Hours later, I dump my pack onto a narrow bed tightly made with a faded blue blanket, and the springs squeak in protest. “Your turn,” I tell it, feeling no sympathy for its new burden. I plant my hands on my hips and stretch out the aches in my lower back and shoulders. 

Next to me, Maggie deposits her backpack on the floor with a heavy thud. One of the things I like about Maggie is her load is even bigger than mine. She drops onto her bed and lies back with a protracted groan of approval.

We’re in the little village of Arca, my stop for the evening, and ran into each other while we were checking in downstairs. Just in time, too, as this place is about full up and we heard that there are more pilgrims than the town can handle. I’ve seen that happen once before. Some people took to setting up camp out in the open.  

“Looks like we got one’a tha last,” Maggie says in her adorable Irish accent. She’s around my age, with sharp green eyes and bright red curly hair she wears pulled into a ponytail. (Ponytails are pretty standard here, what with no hairdryers and all; I wear my long, dark hair up as well, pulled through the back of my baseball cap.) 

She’s doing the Camino alone, like me. Over the past several days, we’ve walked together a few times and become friends, but our pace is different so we keep saying goodbye, only to run into each other again later. We’ve figured out that even though she walks faster than I do, she takes more breaks and lingers for lunch longer. 

I scan the room, which is on the smaller side. There are only thirty or so beds, which will accommodate both men and women since most Camino hostels are co-ed. But it isn’t so bad. I’ve been in rooms with over a hundred snoring pilgrims. This place doesn’t even resort to bunk beds. 

“It’s way better than those triple deckers,” I say, referring to the sleeping conditions of the hostel where we first met. The whole bed would shake and rattle every time anyone moved, and I had to perform some pretty interesting acrobatics to climb in and out of that top bunk. 

Maggie laughs, rubbing the top of her head. “I still ha’ the bruises.” She was on the center bed, right beneath me, and two different times I felt the thump when she accidentally sat up too much and hit the board above her. 

I drift over to the old, wood-framed window to look into the rear courtyard. Sure enough, there are six pilgrims with their packs, preparing to sleep under the stars. 

I tense up a bit when I notice who’s out there. “Maggie,” I hiss, gesturing wildly to come over. “It’s those obnoxious guys I was telling you about.” 

Well, three of the four, anyway. Navy Shirt is nowhere to be seen. Maybe he’s using the restroom. Or maybe he’s already seduced some Spanish beauty using that terminally charming, mocking smile. I don’t know. And if he has, I don’t want to know.

Maggie heaves herself off the bed and comes up next to me. “Which?” She leans closer to the glass.

She tsks as I point them out. Even her tsking has an accent. 

They’re all in a little group, looking sinister to me even though they’re just sitting around talking. There are two other men out there as well, both much older, and one lone woman. She’s in her early thirties, I’d guess, with brown hair in a short bob.

“I’d hate to be that lass,” Maggie says in her slight Irish brogue. “Who’d want to be all alone with so many strange men?”

“Yeah. After all that crap they were saying, I wouldn’t feel safe with those guys.” I turn away from the window and toward my bed. “I wonder if—” but the sight of something stops me. 

Navy Shirt is sitting on the edge of the bed on the other side of Maggie’s. His pack is on the ground next to him, his walking stick leaning against the bed’s metal footboard. He’s resting his elbows on his knees, strong hands laced loosely together, and he’s looking right at me with those stunning blue eyes. 

There’s no cocky grin, though. In fact, he’s not smiling one bit and there’s not a trace of arrogance. He has a thoughtful look on his face. 

I’m startled by the sight of him, and have to remind myself that he’s one of them, even though he doesn’t seem like he is. I frown at him before turning my back. I grab my pack and start digging around. 

What was I saying? What am I looking for? My body’s being all female again, and it’s kind of irritating. My heart’s thump, thumping and I can still see his hands and his eyes and that strong, scruffy jawline. 

I’m gripping my backpack and digging past rolled up clothes, my headlamp, my guidebook, but I’m distracted. How long has he been there? What did he hear us saying?

I shake the mental image of him sitting there looking at me and decide it’s my shower stuff I need. That’s it. I just need to do my normal thing. Take a shower, change into my tan shorts and red shirt so I can wash my one other pair of clothes (the black shorts and green top I’m wearing now), and hope there are spots left on the no-doubt crowded laundry line. 

I don’t need to be thinking about whether or not Navy Shirt is watching me. 

I peek over my shoulder to see if he is.

But he’s not. I straighten and turn to watch him hitch that smartly-packed backpack over his shoulder and retrieve his walking stick from its place against the wall. 

He faces in our direction but looks directly at me. I curse myself for the little zing my chest gets when our eyes meet. “I’ll take care of it.”  

He’ll take care of it? What the hell does that mean?

Then just like that, Navy Shirt turns and heads for the door. Maggie and I exchange looks that say, ‘What’s with that guy?’ Then we both watch in silence as he disappears.

“Nice arse,” Maggie declares. 

“Don’t even,” I say, turning back to the window.

In the next five minutes, we watch as he approaches the woman in the courtyard. Minutes later, that same woman ends up settling into the bed he once inhabited, tucks her short hair behind her ear, and starts reading a beat-up Camino guidebook. 

Now I don’t know what to think. I’m unsettled, and don’t like it, so I tell myself to forget it and focus on my own business.

And that blue-eyed man is none of my business.

But later, after my shower, I’m drawn back to the window. It’s an old window with slightly peeling paint on the wooden frame and a crank at the bottom. I turn the crank a few times and the window angles open slightly, letting in some fresh air and the sounds of the group outside. 

There are seven pilgrims out there now. The three obnoxious guys are in their own circle, talking. Among the other scattered pilgrims, I find Navy Shirt. He’s sitting on a bedroll, one knee up and one arm resting casually on top. He’s talking with one of the old men I saw earlier. As the man talks, Navy Shirt smiles easily.

God, what a smile. 

I see no trace of anything negative about him. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was an easy-going, friendly guy to look at him now. Not that you can always tell by looking.

Was he with those guys? His pack is nowhere near theirs. I think back to the conversation I’d overheard earlier and try to determine if he’d actually been participating. I don’t know for sure. Maybe he’d just been passing them by? 

Whatever Navy Shirt and the old man are talking about has amused them both, because they’re both laughing. The sound of it flows through the open window. It’s not the raucous laughter I’d heard from the group of guys before, but the kind of warm, welcoming laughter that makes me want to go outside and see what I’m missing. 

I’m not the only one, either. The two pilgrims nearest them look over, smiles tugging at the corners of their mouths. Before I know it, they’ve been drawn into Navy Shirt’s circle, and an easy camaraderie forms. 

I watch them until Maggie returns from her shower, and go to bed wondering if I’d been mistaken about him. I don’t have a chance to find out, though. 

The next morning, Navy Shirt is gone. 
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Chapter 2
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Connor

I didn’t mean to walk the Camino del Santiago. It sort of happened by accident. But this isn’t the first accidental adventure I’ve gone on, so it’s not like I’m surprised or anything. And is it really accidental when you’ve purposely arranged your life to allow for such things?

I’d spent a few weeks leisurely boating down the Bay of Biscay and hit San Sebastian, Spain on a Sunday afternoon. It’s a great Basque city with gorgeous beaches and a fun Old Town. The docking fees were reasonable so I decided to drop anchor for a while and see if I could discover what the city was really like. 

You know, underneath that top crust where the tourists dwell. “Tourist traps” some would say, usually with derision, but I’ve found some things trap tourists for good reason. 

Who doesn’t want to see the Roman Colosseum or the Strait of Gibraltar or the Pyramids? I’d be a pompous ass if I tried to pretend not to be awed by the Eiffel Tower, I don’t care how many photo-happy, cheesy-souvenir-buying tourists are there enjoying it with me. Anyway, I’m not ignorant to the fact that not everyone has the luxury to drop anchor—or pick up and go—at will. So I try not to take it for granted. 

Aside from being lured by the tourist trap thing, some places call me to stay for a while. I love to sink deeper into a city, get to know the locals, settle into their rhythm and pace of life. I want to know the scents of their spices and the feel of their cloth. It’s different everywhere, and yet, the same. Despite any cultural differences, underneath we all want the same things: love, safety, a sense of purpose. To be understood. 

Not to wax poetic or anything. 

I’d been in San Sebastian for something like thirty minutes when I came across my first Camino pilgrim. The Northern Route to Santiago goes right through, and a lot of pilgrims actually start in that city. After a few days, in spite of my original plan to stay for a few months, the pull of the Way won out. I decided, what the hell. Why not? 

I refreshed the supplies in my hiking pack, dug out my trusty walking stick Gandolf—yes he has a name, don’t judge me—decided on my end destination (Muxia, on the western coast of Spain), and hired a delivery crew to sail my boat to Muxia’s marina so it’ll be there waiting for me whenever I get there. 

There are several routes to Santiago. The “French Way” is the most common, so named because it starts in far western France. Pilgrims spend their first day hiking up one side of the Pyrenees mountains and down the other, before landing in Spain. The rest of the French Way cuts through northern Spain before landing in Santiago. 

The Northern Way is even further north, right along the coast. It’s more rugged, which is why fewer pilgrims take it, but man, is it gorgeous. By day four, the Northern Way made the list of my top five favorite hikes ever. I was originally going to take it all the way to Santiago, but about two-thirds of the way along, there’s a fork in the road. 

I love forks in the road. 

I fucking live for them. 

I could either continue on the coast as planned or cut south on the even less-traveled segment of the Camino called the Primitive Way. It joins with the French Way just a couple days from Santiago. 

Of course, you know which way I went. 

My favorite part about the Primitive Way was its rugged beauty. That, and this seventy-year-old woman from Poland named Agnes who left her home town for the first time in her entire life just to walk the Way. She’d taken the Northern route to the Primitive Way just like I did, but we didn’t meet up until the town of La Mesa. I’d been on the Way several weeks by then, but I’d stopped in several towns for a few days to hang with the locals and explore a bit. So even though she started the path long after I did, our paths still crossed eventually.

Though this is unusual for Camino pilgrims, we walked two entire days together. In a small family bar, we shared a delicious mussel soup on an open-air patio as the rain pounded the clay-tiled roof and the darkened street. On the stretch of muddy trail just outside of town, we petted the wiry coat of a young boy’s goat while Agnes told stories of growing up on her grandfather’s sheep farm. Twice, we made a point to find accommodations at the same alburgues before finally saying goodbye. 

Some people just touch you, and there’s no point wondering why. 

Countless people come in and out of my life, like sunrises and sunsets, but there are those few who grab me in a different way. Those are the people I stay in touch with from time to time, and she’ll be one of them. It’s like we were meant to know each other.

It’s funny how fate works, isn’t it? 

The Primitive Way joined up with the French Way in Melide, and I spent about a day walking it before staying the night at a hostel in Arca. Well, if you consider sleeping in the courtyard staying there. And if you call tossing and turning since two in the morning sleeping. 

It wasn’t because I was outside. I actually love sleeping outside. I just get this terrible insomnia from time to time, I don’t know why. Sometimes I’m able to get back to sleep, and other times I flat give up. That’s when I’m up before the sun, on the move. It turns out it was a good thing I wasn’t inside anyway, where I just would’ve been keeping people awake. 

I think back to what led me to give up my bed in the first place. I’d barely sat down when I overheard those two women talking about the poor girl stuck outside. I didn’t know the red-headed woman (Irish, no doubt), but I recognized the other one from earlier in the day. 

Hers is not the kind of face you forget. Smooth skin even without makeup, full lips, and intelligent, soft brown eyes. Even when she gave the stink eye to me and those guys from Utah, she’d been strikingly beautiful. 

My hand still remembers the feel of her arm under my palm. My chest still remembers the way my heart stuttered when our eyes met. My ears still remember the dull roar of the soft wind as I took in the gentle lines of her face.

It wasn’t just her beauty that grabbed me. I had to admire her strength of character. Even wrestling around with that oversized backpack of hers wasn’t enough to make her back down in the face of something she knew was wrong. I couldn’t help but smile at her courage. 

But her conversation with the Irish woman concerned me. Even though I didn’t think those guys would do anything—they’re just a bunch of puffed up blowhards, from what I could tell—no way was I going to let a woman sleep outside alone like that when I had a bed to offer. So that’s what I did. 

And why not approach the woman with the beautiful scowl, if I found her so appealing? Which I did. As I’ve walked the first few miles of my daily Camino in the dark, watching the sunrise over the hills, I’ve pondered the answer to this question. 

I guess it was because she was too interesting. Too appealing. If she’d been the kind of girl who’s up for a fling, that’d be one thing. But she’s the kind of girl you want to get to know better. The kind of girl who isn’t the fling type. I could see that right away. 

I’m not good for girls like that. I’ve learned that by now. And I’m not up for leading anyone along. 

That’s why I let her blend into the sea of people who go out of my life as quickly as they come into it. 

It’s better for everyone that way. 
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Chapter 3
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Whitney

As I approach yet another little Spanish village, the dirt path crunching under my hiking boots, I can’t believe that sometime this afternoon, I’ll be at the Santiago de Compostela cathedral, the place where all paths meet. I’ve been walking toward this goal for 192 miles. I only have six more miles to Santiago!

Six miles! 

I’m excited to get there at last, nervous about what it will really be like, curious about whether or not it will live up to my expectations, and sad that my journey is almost at an end.

It helps that it’s not really the end anymore. 

I didn’t know how many miles I’d be able to walk each day, so I went with the low end of the average range I’d read about on the blogs. Turns out, I’m more in the middle. 

Once I realized I was going to arrive in Santiago earlier than anticipated, I decided to continue on, as a small number of pilgrims do, to the town of Finisterre. It’s another three days’ walk, is right on the coast, and is what medieval Europeans thought was the end of the earth. Finisterre means end of the land. 

And I really want to see it. 

Once I’m in town, the dirt path morphs into smooth cobblestone and I soon spot a group of pilgrims having lunch on a café patio. It’s just simple tables and plastic chairs, but there’s shade from an awning and food and the welcoming presence of other pilgrims. Maggie is among them. She spots me and waves me over. We walked together for about forty minutes or so this morning before saying goodbye. 

As I pull out the empty chair opposite her, I notice her plate is nothing but bread crumbs now and her wine glass is almost empty. She’s clearly been here awhile. 

There are three other people around the table, plus someone who must have stepped away for a moment, because in front of the empty chair next to me is a plate with half a bowl of soup and a full sandwich.

“Everyone, this is Whitney,” Maggie says, by way of introduction. I gratefully unload my pack on the ground, but don’t sit down yet so I can shake hands with people as she goes around the table, telling me their names one by one.

After I shake hands with a young French couple, Maggie gestures next to me and says, “And Connor.” In my peripheral vision, I see someone come up next to me, presumably to reclaim his chair and his lunch.

I extend my hand automatically, at the same time turning to see who it is. Blue eyes. Scruffy jaw.

Holy crap, it’s Navy Shirt. Except he’s in a green shirt now and tan shorts.

His eyebrows raise just slightly at the sight of me, but he offers a friendly smile and takes my hand. My heart stops for half a second. My skin tingles where we touch. 

I don’t know if it’s because I’ve been taken by surprise or if it’s because my hand is inside his, and those blue eyes are only maybe a foot away from me, and he’s tall, and the green shirt he has on now hugs those broad-shoulders just right, and—

Whoa, girl. Keep your head on.

I try to take my hand away, but he holds on. A slight breeze pushes through, making my ponytail brush the back of my neck.

“And you are?” he asks, still with that smile. His hand is so warm.

“Whitney.” 

Still smiling, he gives my hand a little squeeze before saying, “Whitney,” and finally letting me go. 

As we take our seats, I give myself a firm talking to. He’s beyond gorgeous and I’m reacting to it, no question. But that’s just biology and I need to use my head. I don’t know him and, if he was participating in the conversation I heard on the road yesterday, I don’t want to. 

Not that it matters. It’s not like we’re on a date or something. I don’t have to know him or like him. He’s just one more person I’ll meet here, then never again. Course... this is the third time I’ve seen him in two days. 

Our orbits get nearer and nearer to one another each time, too. We’re sitting so close, we’re practically rubbing shoulders. 

The man next to Maggie—I already forget his name, but he has a sunburnt bald head—asks me where I’m from. “California,” I answer, grateful for a distraction from sexy hands and shoulders. 

“Ah, another American.” He indicates Connor, but I dare not look at him again so soon. I’m still recovering from the last time. “He’s from California, too.”

I can’t help but turn to Connor in surprise. He could live hundreds of miles away in the southern corner of the state, for all I know, but being this far from home, anywhere in California is practically my own backyard. “Really?”

“Used to be,” he says. “I’m not from anywhere anymore, but my family still lives in central California. What part are you in?”

“San Francisco.” I’m about to ask what he means by not being from anywhere anymore, but the waitress comes outside to take my order. I get the typical pilgrim’s meal—a Bocadillo and wine—and by the time I’ve ordered, the conversation around the table has gone on. 

Everything I’d read about the fluid social aspect of the Camino was pretty accurate. As you run into people, you might have a light-hearted chat for a few minutes, or end up in a surprisingly deep conversation with someone you’ll likely never see again.  

Unless you’ve seen him three times already. I glance at Connor, who’s chewing a bite of sandwich. He glances at me too. Man, those blue eyes.

I look to Maggie. She’s leaning back in her chair, listening to the conversation at the table. Everyone’s currently comparing notes about where they started on the Camino, one of the favorite topics among pilgrims. (Others are places of origin, why we’re walking the Way, and how many blisters we have.) 

The couple at the table tell us they started at the beginning of the French Way in St. Jean Pied de Port. Turns out, they live there and after years of seeing pilgrims come into their city, they finally decided to do the Camino themselves. 

As they share their story (the man has a thick French accent, but the woman speaks English almost like a native), I’m suddenly self-conscious that I have no makeup on. I don’t wear much makeup to start with and am usually comfortable enough without it that I’ll just throw on lip gloss some days and be done with it, but right now I’m wishing I looked a little more put together. Not to mention the fact that we pilgrims tend to smell like we’ve just come from the gym. Course, it smells good on him. Not that I’m paying attention to that.

The woman finishes her story and asks Maggie where she started the Camino.

“Burgos,” Maggie says. “If I didn’t have to split my time off with my family’s vacation, I could’ve walked the whole thing.” I’ve heard this story once before, so I know how frustrated she was about the situation. Even if I didn’t already know, her tone says it all. “My family spends a week in Cork every summer and there’s no gettin out’a that one.” 

“Not even for this one year?” the French woman asks. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Connor take a sip of his wine. I’m more aware of his movements than I want to be.

“Ach, noooo,” Maggie says in her Irish brogue. “It’s tradition, you see. Way back when I was a wee lass my parents decided we’d do it every year and, by golly, that’s the way it’ll be.”

“It’s funny, isn’t it?” Connor says, putting down his glass. “How other people think they get to make decisions that affect the rest of our lives?”

I turn to him, intrigued in spite of myself. “There’s a story behind that comment.” 

He smiles, and nods down at his plate. “Yeah, I guess there is.” He takes a bite, but we’re all watching him in anticipation. 

He swallows and glances around. His eyes land on me and linger. A sudden heat appears on my cheeks. Damn his handsomeness. 

“Well?” the bald man says. “Let’s hear it.”

Connor gives a soft laugh that I feel in my chest. “It’s not that exciting. My parents run a hotel and my older brother and sister both work there. I did too, of course. It was just kind of assumed I’d make that my career, but...”

He lets the word trail away. 

Maggie leans in. “You’re a wee rebel child, aren’t ya?” 

He laughs. “Sort of. I had different plans for my own life and one day, I finally got up the courage to tell them.”

“How’d that go over?” I ask.

“Like a rock, at first,” he says simply, but when his eyes rest on me again, it feels like there’s something else going on under the surface. It’s that same feeling I get at the beginning of a first date, when by all appearances both parties are just having a casual conversation, but the eyes are trying to go deeper. He’s wondering about you, and you’re wondering about him.

That’s what it feels like right now, here on this patio cafe with all these other pilgrims around and him talking about his family’s reaction to the news that he didn’t want to be in their business. He’s not just looking at me. He’s taking notice. I’m taking notice, too. I don’t know what I think about that. 

“Everyone’s okay with it now, though,” he continues. “It’s been almost four years.”

“And your family’s business isn’t suffering?” the French woman asks. 

“Oh no. They didn’t need me for free labor, or anything. It wasn’t about that.”

I want to ask what it was about. Instead I ask, “So what are you doing instead?” 

“Feeding my wanderlust,” he says with a grin and a wink, and that wink gives me a little flutter, like he physically poked my heart with it. “I go where the wind takes me, and more or less live wherever my boat’s docked.” 

I raise my eyebrows. So that explains his earlier comment about not being from anywhere.

“Those were the plans you had for your life?” the French woman asks. 

Connor shrugs good-naturedly. “The world is a fascinating place, and I want to see as much of it as I can. I can’t think of anything better. I mean, soon I’ll be heading down that road,” he nods his head in that direction, “and I’ll be seeing something I’ve never seen before. I’m sitting here talking to people I never would’ve met otherwise.” 

He picks up his glass, swoops it in a little circle indicating all of us, and smiles a little broader when he gets to me. He raises his glass in a toast. When he takes a drink, the sunlight winks off the rim. 

The waitress comes out and deposits my food and wine in front of me. I ignore it at first. I have so many questions. He just... wanders the world? Doesn’t he need to work? Is he independently wealthy? But that doesn’t seem right, if the family business is a little hotel. 

I don’t want to just shoot off all my questions rapid-fire style, but I want to know these things. Turns out, everyone else seems as intrigued as I am. They spend the next several minutes battering him with questions and we listen to him tell us about bathhouses in South Korea, cockroaches the size of turtles in Ecuador, and dancing in Carnival in Rio. 

Pretty much anywhere he goes, he’ll find someplace to kayak, parasail, surf, or hike. He’s climbed the fucking K2 in Pakistan. It’s mesmerizing. 

He doesn’t just talk about what he’s done and where he’s been, though. After a while, I notice that whenever he mentions a place, he talks most about the people he’s met there. 

Eventually, the French man casts aside good etiquette and rather pointedly asks Connor what he does for a living. We learn he “dabbles in investments” and has occasionally worked a handful of odd jobs—as a salmon fisher in Alaska, a river guide in Brazil, a surfing instructor in Australia. Even when talking about work, he makes it sound like it was all about the experience, and not at all about the money. From the sounds of it, he simply does these things until he decides he’s ready to try something else. 

I think about traveling the world like he does, and part of me is crazy jealous. I’d love to travel more. It’s been so amazing this entire trip. How cool would it be to be able to see the world to my heart’s content? On the other hand, the idea of going from place to place and never having anywhere to go home to afterward? 

I don’t know. I think it’d be unsettling after a while, too. 

“Not too many people have the guts to live that kind of life,” the bald man says.

“I can’t even imagine it,” I say.

“Why’s that?” Connor asks, turning slightly so he’s facing me better. He’s been right next to me this entire time, but that little movement makes him feel that much closer. It’s almost intimate. 

“I don’t know. I think it’d be fun, but I also think it’d be hard not to have a home.” 

He nods. “For some it would be. That’s true.”

“But not for you?”

His eyes light up and he leans in closer, making my heart sprint. “The world is my home.”

I feel like I’m sort of sliding into a vortex. Every time I look at this guy, the effect he has on me gets a little bit stronger. It’s kind of alarming.

The waitress comes to ask if anyone wants dessert. I’m finished with my lunch by now, as is everyone else. Maggie, Connor, and the bald man eagerly place their orders. The French couple says they’d better be on their way and start gathering their packs from against the wall. I notice Connor’s pack and walking stick are over there as well. 

The interruption has been enough for me to back up a little and get a glance at this situation from a distance. If we were in a cafe back home, I’d maybe try to get to know him better. I realize I might have made an assumption about him the first time I saw him, but I’d still try to find out what he thought about what those guys were saying, because it was bad enough that it would matter to me. 

If I was wrong about him, I’d maybe let myself slide into whatever vortex Connor is. Because it’s been a long, long time since I’ve come across anyone interesting enough to get this tingly over. 

But I’m not home. I’m in Spain, and every single person at this table is eventually going their separate ways, including Connor. In five days, I’m flying back to San Francisco. Today, I’m walking the last leg into Santiago. I’ve been waiting fourteen days for this. Hell, years. I didn’t come here to crush on this mystery man. I’m here for me. I have a cathedral to see.  

The waitress comes to me last, wanting to know if I want dessert or not. 

“No thanks. I think I’ll go.” Now that the words are out of my mouth, my heart deflates a bit with regret, but my mind is firm. 

I stand, and sense Connor watching me do it. I grab my pack and heft it over my shoulders. Maggie stands to give me a hug, and we say goodbye like it’s the last time, just as we have every time. 

But Connor doesn’t say goodbye. I bid farewell to the others, then finally allow myself to look at him before leaving. He’s wearing a thoughtful, almost serious expression. “See you around, Whitney.”

The way he says it, it sounds like a hope, more than a certainty. 

But maybe not. 

After all, I’m leaving, and he’s not trying to get me to stay. 

“Bye,” I say, and make myself follow through. I head out to the road several steps behind the others. The sound of my name on his lips echoes in my mind, but I shake it off, and keep going. 
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The last few miles to the cathedral cut through the large, bustling city of Santiago de Compostela. It’s strange to be completing such a monumental, almost spiritual task while the busy sounds and activities of ordinary city life go on all around you. But when I finally approach the soaring, gothic cathedral, my lingering worries that reality might not live up to expectations disappear. 

It’s far, far better than I expected. Standing there in the square looking up at the massive, intricate towers, I’m overwhelmed with joy. The line of pilgrims waiting for their certificate of completion is massive and does, in truth, seem too ordinary a thing for such a momentous occasion. But I’m buzzing anyway. 

As I’m waiting, I end up seeing a mother and her son from Toronto, pilgrims I met clear back on day two, and we eagerly congratulate one other on making it. Later, seeing my own certificate, my Compostela, with my name written across the top... I couldn’t stop grinning. I’ve sat through almost an entire Catholic mass now, which I’m finding alternately fascinating and dull, but I am still so light in my heart. And I can’t stop running my fingers over the name on my certificate. 

I can’t believe I really did this. 

I’m on a hard, ancient, wooden pew, surrounded by other pilgrims. This is the daily afternoon “Pilgrim’s Mass,” so there are plenty of us. As the mass draws closer to the end, I feel the anticipation growing. We’re all eager to see the famous ceremony, the Botafumeiro. 

The main part of the cathedral’s interior is laid out like a cross, with pews filling the long bottom end, called the nave, and more pews in each arm of the cross, called the transept. At the center point where the lines of the cross meet, there’s a large stage with an altar toward the rear. Behind the altar, in what would be the top of the cross, it’s floor-to-ceiling decorations that are all gold-covered and so ornate that it’s been enough to keep me entertained during the mass.  

Hanging high above the altar is a large, very elaborate incense burner made of silver-plated brass. It’s over a hundred and fifty years old, and I read that when they load it with the coals, it weighs nearly a hundred and forty pounds. 

The rope attached to the top of the Botafumeiro goes all the way up to the soaring, arched ceiling, then back down at an angle to a group of priests in red robes. They’re all standing in a circle, and just before it gets to their little group, the massive rope splits into parts so they each have hold of an end. 

They slowly lower the Botafumeiro to the altar where two priests in red robes have to hold it still—the massive censer is nearly five feet tall—and other priests in white robes each ceremoniously take a spoonful of the incense and add it to the censer. It starts to emit soft plumes of gray smoke and they all leave the altar, save one priest in a red robe, who is standing next to the giant incense burner. 

For a moment, all is still and the congregation seems to hold its breath. My skin pricks with anticipation. 

The priests holding on to the rope tug together as one and the censer bounces high once, twice. It comes to a stop, still hanging straight, but with the base now just above the head of the priest at the altar. He grabs hold of the base, pulls back a few steps, then gives the Botafumeiro a strong but graceful push. 

It arches out maybe ten feet away from him, as he calmly descends from the altar. He is out of the way well before the censer swings back to where he’d been. It swings through gently. As it comes back down, just as it reaches the center point, the priests pull together on their ropes and the censer jerks upward and down before completing its swing. 

I watch it, captivated, as it swings out a little farther this time. Yet again, acting as one, the priests pull their ropes when the censer is at the center point. Again, it seems to bounce in midair and starts swinging much faster now. My heartbeat speeds up watching it. 

Only a few more swings back and forth, and it’s going farther out, higher and faster. It’s trailing gray smoke and I catch a whiff of the sweet scent now as it rushes down one arm of the transept, then high up the other arm. It’s traveling in such a wide arc, I have to turn my head to follow its path. 

Within seconds, the one-hundred-forty-pound mass of smoking silver is swinging so high, that at its highest point the rope it’s attached to is nearly horizontal. There’s a subtle but audible gasp from the congregation. 

I read the censer gets up to forty-two miles per hour in only a minute and a half, but right now, as it speeds along, it seems to be going much faster than that. And here we all are beneath it. I wonder if I’m the only one hoping the rope doesn’t break. My heart is pounding in awe. 

The priests are no longer tugging on the rope; instead they’re letting the laws of physics take over. Too soon the Botafumeiro is slowing down. It swings serenely for a few minutes, the arc getting smaller as it goes slower and slower. It’s strangely peaceful, after the powerful acrobatics it’s just performed. 

When its arc is some twenty feet across, the red-robed priest calmly steps up to the altar, puts himself just in the path of the Botafumeiro, and grabs on with both hands. Immediately after he catches it, he brings it into a gentle spin, turning himself around with it, as gracefully as any dance team I’ve ever seen, and brings it to a calm stop. 

I let my breath out. I didn’t realize I’d been holding it. 

I glance around at the people near me. That was amazing! I want to say. I want to applaud! But maybe they know how to behave in church better than I do, because they all look full of reverent approval and not damnable Protestant excitement, like me. 

At the conclusion, we file out. The peace I felt at the conclusion of the ceremony is still with me. I wish I could feel this all the time, and am even more resolved to make healthier decisions when I go back home. Maybe if I can try to stay balanced, like the Botafumeiro, I’ll be able to recreate some of this peace for myself. 

I hear it’s flying again at the late evening mass tonight, a rare treat. While I’m not keen on sitting through another long service, I’ll not turn down the chance to see it twice. I’ll be back. 

Not ready to leave the vicinity of the cathedral just yet, I mill about the square outside. I scan the crowds and the many pilgrims, wondering if I’ll see anyone else I know. I look for curly red hair. 

In spite of myself, I look for a green shirt. 

I come up short on both accounts, but I do run into Roy from Tennessee again. We compare notes on our Camino journey since we saw one another a week ago, then say our final goodbyes and I head to my hotel to check in. 

After days of basic accommodations, laundry lines, and thin mattresses, a private room with a real bed is pure luxury. But nothing, nothing, compares to the indulgence of the bath. Oh god, the warm water. The freedom to relax and take my time. I don’t even have to wear shower shoes! 

In the interest of full disclosure, I’ll admit that my mind strays to Connor more than once. I’ll blame it on being naked in the tub. And his hotness. And the fact that it’s been way too long since I’ve been with a man. But I really don’t want to fantasize about someone I walked away from, so I force myself to think of other things and reflect on my incredible experiences over the past two weeks instead. 

I stay in the tub until the water cools, then use the hotel’s blow dryer to dry my hair. Another luxury! I even decide to forgo the hat and ponytail and leave my hair down. Feeling clean and fresh, I head out so I can get some dinner before returning to the cathedral for a second viewing of the Botafumeiro. 

I’m waiting for the elevator, wondering if I should ask the front desk for restaurant suggestions or just find a place on my own. Then the doors open to reveal someone standing inside.

My lips part in surprise. Connor does a double take, then gives me a slow, slow smile. 

Umm.... okay. This is a whole new ballgame now. 
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Chapter 4
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Whitney

“We meet again,” he says, still smiling. My estrogen starts flowing at the sight of that smile and those eyes. I couldn’t stop it now if I tried.  

“Hello again.” I step into the elevator. He looks—and smells—freshly bathed as well and I have a sudden vision of him naked in a tub. God. Between that and the fact that there’s apparently no escaping this guy, I completely forget why I was trying to escape him to start with. 

The doors slide closed with a soft thud and the little space grows even smaller. I don’t stand too close, but I certainly would’ve stood farther away if I’d never met him before. The car begins its downward journey and my stomach swoops more than usual. 

We start giving each other that wondering look from before. He’s still smiling, and there’s a smile teasing the corners of my mouth too. In spite of being freshly bathed, he didn’t shave. He still has that cute scruff on his jaw.

“You’re staying here, too?” I ask.

He turns toward me a bit and leans one shoulder against the back wall. Oh man. Just like when he turned toward me at the table, this little movement makes things feel more familiar. But this time it’s just us. In this little box. I like it. “I heard this is the best place for the weary Camino pilgrim.” 

I adjust slightly so I can lean against the wall as well. I really can’t help it. Because it seems like this is the moment we’ve been building to all along. “That’s what the guidebooks say anyway.”

“Do they?”

“Don’t you have a guidebook?” The car already starts to slow, dammit. I don’t want to walk away this time. I want to linger awhile. 

“I’m not the guidebook type,” he answers, as we come to a stop. “I’d rather just ask around. But I think we have more important matters to discuss.”

The elevator dings and the doors open. Neither one of us moves. My heart is thumping in anticipation. “Do we?”

“Yes. You’re about to go your way and I’m about to go mine, but clearly the universe thinks we need to talk some more.”

Thump, thump, thump. Now it’s my turn to give a slow smile. “The universe, huh?”

“Okay.” He grins. “It’s me. I think we should talk more.”

The doors slide closed and we both ignore them. We’re just leaning against the back wall, giving each other smiles that have an edge of heat under them. “So, Whitney,” and damn but I do like the way my name sounds on his lips. “Are you game for dinner?”

I might just be game for anything, I think, but what I say is, “Sure, Connor. I’m game.” 
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After discussing options with the hotel’s concierge, we settle on a little restaurant just a few blocks away but still off the beaten path. It’s a favorite of the locals, something Connor specifically requested. 

We’re walking along a side street, away from the heavy activity of the busy streets we’ve left behind. His nearness is as stimulating as it’s been all along, if not more so. The physical attraction is a little startling, actually. But now that I’m out of the magic bubble of the elevator, my previous reservations come back to me: his involvement in the disturbing conversation I heard, and the fact that this is fleeting, whatever this is. 

Part of me just wants to enjoy the flirtation and not worry. What does it matter anyway, if it’s temporary? I can live with temporary. 

In fact, I’ll have to. Connor’s already going to be part of my Camino memories. There’s no preventing that now. 

But if he’s the kind of guy who has so much disdain for women, do I really want to be doing this? Whatever this is? It’s the last little thing giving me pause.

“So,” I say, trying to sound casual, “those guys I saw you with before. Are they friends of yours?”

“I wouldn’t say that. We met on the trail, but didn’t talk much.”

“But you talked some?”

He doesn’t answer right away. He’s giving me a searching look. I try to keep my expression light. I don’t want to accuse him of anything. I just have to know what he thought about what I heard, and if he was participating. 

“They were being assholes,” he says firmly. “The little I heard was more than enough.”

Relief floods through me so strongly I have to wonder at myself. I didn’t realize how important it was to hear him say what he just said. I shouldn’t care so much. I barely know him. I could end this little outing any time, if I needed to, and go about my merry way. 

But I’m glad I don’t need to. Really glad. 

“I was kind of hoping you were going to go all gangsta on their asses though,” he says, and I laugh. “You looked like you wanted to.”

“I did. I thought you were part of it.”

“No fucking way. I don’t get guys like that. Don’t they have mothers?”

Damn, now he’s making my heart go all squishy. I know it should be a given, but there’s still something so endearing about a man who genuinely respects women. “Your mom wouldn’t let you talk like that, huh?”  

“It’s not just that. It would never occur to me to talk about women like that. I mean, how can you have women in your life and not realize they’re amazing?”

“Your mom must be pretty cool,” I say, and he nods. “You said you have a sister too, right?”

“You may as well throw my cousin into the mix. She’s practically a sister.”

“So three awesome women in your life and you’re convinced we’re all amazing,” I tease.

He gives me a most delicious sideways glance. “Aren’t you?”

The heat from that look spreads through my body and blooms on my cheeks. Damn, this guy. “I guess you’ll have to wait and see.” 

We’re approaching a small intersection and he smiles at me before glancing at the signs. “I have no doubt. Here, it’s this way.” He points, indicating we need to turn to the right, and puts his hand on the small of my back to guide me, just for an instant. It’s not creepy or too much. In fact, it’s just right, and gets my chest fluttering.

“So where are you in the family line up?” I ask, keeping my eyes on him more than on the sidewalk in front of me. I notice he’s doing the same thing.

“My brother Rayce is three years older than me, then Lizzy’s next. She’s two years older.”

“You’re the baby, then?” How adorable.

He groans. “Yeah. They still like to rub it in, too. But Corrine is younger than me. Does that count?” He looks so hopeful, I have to laugh.

“Wait, is that your cousin? Was she raised with you?”

“No, but she lived nearby for most of the time we were growing up so we spent a lot of time together. Plus,” he raises a finger like he’s making a point, “she lived with us for a bit when we were in college.”

I play along. “Hmmm, maybe that counts since you guys both lived at home when you went to college.”

“Well...” he says, slowly, like he doesn’t want to say whatever comes next. “We were just home for breaks,” he admits quickly, and I laugh. “But we were both working for my folks, so...”

I shake my head. “I think you’re pushing it. You really don’t like being the youngest, do you?”

“I’ve been accused of that a time or two.” 

We come to a corner and stop, looking at the street signs. “Wait a minute...” I think back to the directions we’d been given. “Did we go too far?”

He seems confused too, and looks back in the direction we just came. “Ah, yeah.” He points. There it is: the deep purple sign with white script. We’d walked right by it. 

We look at each other and start laughing. 

“Whoops,” I say, as we head back. “Maybe we should pay better attention.”

“You’d better stop being so distractingly beautiful then.”

I glance at him. He didn’t say it like a slick compliment, but rather a simple statement of fact. He’s still half-laughing at our mishap, actually, and I can’t help but feel flattered by his off-handed sincerity. It’s nice to feel pretty, too, since my no-makeup-hiking-boot-Camino style is about as plain as it gets. I feel anything but plain around him though.

We make it back to the restaurant, a tiny little alcove of a place with a dark, alluring color scheme, glass jars with candles on the tables, and an aroma that gets my mouth watering. It’s not very busy—we’re well ahead of the dinner rush since people here eat so late—but it does seem to be a place for locals since there’s not a pilgrim or tourist in sight. 

As we settle at a table in a back corner, I have to wonder if the hotel concierge sent us to such a romantic atmosphere on purpose. I guess we were kind of giving each other looks when we were at the desk. 

Connor’s giving me another such look right now. It gets a heat going, deep in my core. And he’s so fucking scrumptious. Seriously, looks this good aren’t even fair to normal humans. 

At this point I want to just rest my chin in my hands and take him all in. 

Oh, god. Take him in. I should not have thought those words because my mind’s in a completely different place now. 

I straighten, grab the menu, and hope I’m not blushing too much. I glance at him and he winks at me before turning to his own menu. If he keeps poking me with those winks of his, I’m going to have to ask him to poke me with something else. 

I try to focus on the menu and soon realize I’ll have to rely on my rudimentary Spanish for this one. “I can read maybe a quarter of this.”

“I can help if you want.” Connor glances at my menu. “I’m fluent.”

“Are you? Have you spent much time in Spain?”

“Yes, some. I also took Spanish in school, but I figured out pretty quickly it’s a little different here than what we learned in class.”

“I’ve noticed that too. I just took one year though, so it’s been interesting. I tried to refresh my memory before I left, but...” I wave at the menu helplessly. 

“Here.” He puts his menu down and gently turns mine so we can both look at it together. He leans in closer. I do too. “These are the soups and salads.” He points, going down the list. I’m not looking at the menu though. I’m facing it, because I don’t want to be too obvious, but I’m looking at his face. 

As I take in the angle of his brow, his soft lashes, the way the candlelight flickers over his skin... I’m back to wondering again. He glances at me briefly, then realizing what he saw, looks again. I could’ve quickly dropped my eyes to the menu and pretended I wasn’t watching him, but I don’t. He keeps his eyes on mine and I let our gaze linger, faces close, flame dancing quietly nearby. 

A moment passes. It’s short. Just a moment. But in that moment, whatever draw we’ve been feeling toward one another mingles with something deeper. I think about what he said earlier, about the universe wanting us to talk more. Does it? Because something’s happening here, for sure.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see the waiter approaching. We both glance at him, then lean back in our chairs, still watching one another. 

The waiter asks a question in Spanish and I pick up enough to know that he’s asking if we’re ready to order. 

I think Connor’s about to send the waiter away since we haven’t finished going through the menu yet, but I’m feeling bold and up for anything. “Surprise me.” 

He gives that half-smile of his and my heartbeat thickens. He quickly glances through the rest of the menu, then places our order in what sounds like flawless Spanish. The waiter nods and collects our menus. We hold a silent gaze for a moment longer, then he leans closer, one forearm on the table, and asks quietly, “What brought you to the Camino, Whitney? Was it all you’d hoped?”

“More.” So much more. “I’m so glad I’m doing this.” He’s listening, really listening, making it easy to want to share. “It wasn’t a spiritual thing, exactly. It was just something I’d always wanted to do but never had the guts to do. And...” I shrug. “Life’s been a little unbalanced lately.”

“How so?”

We pause as the waiter brings two glasses and a bottle of wine. He and Connor talk for a minute, and the waiter gracefully pops the cork and brings the end to each of us so we can smell the bouquet. They’re both talking so rapidly I catch only a few words, but after our glasses are poured and the waiter leaves, Connor explains that he asked them to select the wine based on our entrees. 

I take a sip, enjoying the full, robust taste. It’s amazing. Something I’ve learned about Spain is they definitely know their wine.

In spite of the interruption, our previous mood has been altered only slightly. “You were saying you feel unbalanced...” Connor prompts, leaning in again, and the intimacy of our conversation is restored.

“Yes. Sometimes. My life kind of revolves around my work. I don’t mind it, mostly.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m a placement specialist for the Kendrick Refugee Outreach Center, there in San Francisco. We find homes for orphaned refugees.”

His eyebrows raise. “No kidding. That’s great.”  

I nod. “I really love it.” And I do. If only it weren’t so heartbreaking so often.

He’s watching me carefully. “But?”

I let out a small laugh. “Yeah. Okay. I do love it, but sometimes it’s really hard. It just... hurts to see those kids hurting. You know?”

He nods, listening. 

“My boss keeps telling me that I get too attached to the kids we serve. She sees what it’s doing to me. I’ve tried, but man, some of these kids are so sweet. It’s hard not to care about what they’re going through.” 

It weighs on me more than it should. It’s the reason there’s an old lady in me, to tell the truth. But what I do also makes me feel needed and I’m good at it. 

“The work we do is rewarding, but... I wish it didn’t hurt,” I confess. “I know that sounds terrible.”

“It doesn’t sound terrible.”

“Plus, I’m kind of afraid to close my heart too much. I mean, what if I start putting up walls and can’t stop and then I become one of those people who doesn’t care about anything? There are people like that in the system. I see them, and I get it. If you care too much, it can really tear you up. They’re just trying to protect themselves. I don’t blame them. But I still don’t want to be that person, even though I’m getting all torn up. You know?” I didn’t mean to say all that. It just came out. 

“You sound like my mom.” He nods, like he really does understand. “She has a big heart too.”

I smile. I like that that’s what he sees. It makes it sound nicer than it sometimes feels.

“She’s had that kind of struggle, too. She says she tries to remember what she can control, and what she can’t. Instead of not caring about the stuff she can’t control, she tries to care most about the stuff she can.”

I like the feel of that, and it makes sense. The stuff I hurt about the most is the stuff I can’t control: the tragedies these kids have already seen, the fact that they have to start over in a strange new world and struggle with grief, and language barriers, and culture shock. I don’t want them to have to go through any of that, but I can’t change it. And, ultimately, it’s okay that I care. I’ve already decided that. 

But if I try to focus my caring on what I can do—trying to place them with a good family, and directing that family toward resources that can help them with the other stuff... Well, that’s the part that always feels good. That’s the part I live for. 

I smile at him and he smiles back. “That’s a nice perspective. I think your mom’s right.”

“She usually is. But don’t tell her I said that.”

I laugh. “Want to see some pictures of my kids?”

For a second he gets this stunned look on his face, then he says, “Oh! The kids you help.”

I nod, laughing. “Yeah, definitely no kids of my own yet. These are good enough for now.” I pull out my phone. I haven’t had service for most of the walk, but I’ve taken plenty of photos and have checked in with my parents when I’ve been in the big cities, something I’ve yet to do here in Santiago. 

I flip to the album I keep for work and start going through it, Connor and I leaning close together again so he can see. Mostly it’s me posing with the kids, or with their newly-formed families. I’m sure it all looks the same to him and probably isn’t that interesting, but his willingness to look and listen only adds to his attractiveness. 

I tell him their names and ages, where they’re from and where they are now. Most are scattered all over central and northern California but I have a few living in Oregon too. I linger a little longer on the kids I really got attached to, the ones I still keep tabs on even though that’s “outside my job scope,” as my boss would say. 

“Since these aren’t my real kids, I don’t feel guilty about admitting I have favorites.” Connor smiles broadly. If he’s bored, he’s hiding it well. “This one, Nadim, is my very favorite. I placed him with a childless couple down in Swan Pointe. They’re really neat people. I really like them, but Nadim I love.” 

My heart squeezes at the sight of him. In the picture, his face is right next to mine because when I knelt down to take the picture with him, he threw his arms around my neck and hugged me so tight through the whole thing. 

“He’s a pretty cute kid.”

“So danged cute. And he always has this big smile on his face. That actually made me worry about him at first. ” I lower the phone a bit and we look at one another, staying close. “I mean, he lost his whole family. I was concerned he was maybe blocking things and urged his adoptive parents to get him into counseling right away, which they did. He seems to be doing okay though. He has his moments and it’s been plenty hard for him too. But he’s really doing great, all things considered. He’s even on a Little League team and has picked it right up. He’s one of their top batters.” 

I feel like I’m bragging about my own kid, which I know some people can find annoying, but Connor just grins at me.

“I know he’s going to carry what he’s been through for the rest of his life, and we can’t help that. But... I think he’s a success story too, and I don’t know that it’s because of anything we’ve done. I’ve thought about him a lot and I think he’s just a strong kid. He smiles so much in spite of everything because that’s how he copes and because...” I hesitate, not wanting to repeat the words Connor just said to me, but it’s true. “Because he just naturally has a big heart.”

“See?” Connor lays his hand on my wrist and squeezes gently. “A big heart’s not so bad after all.” 

I want to lay my hand on his. In fact, I want to lean right in and give this man a kiss. But the waiter comes with our food, and we have to sit back again to give him room. 

I smile, taking in the aroma of the dishes on the table. Steak medallions for Connor and what looks like salmon on a bed of black rice for me. “I’m glad Nadim didn’t lose that big heart. After everything.” 

“Me too.”

“So what is all this?”

“Seared salmon,” Connor says, gesturing to my plate.

“Mmm. Good choice.”

“And tenderloin cutlets with herbed potato slices.” He indicates his own plate. 

“Wow. That sounds good, too.”

“That’s what I thought. I was hoping we could share a taste?”

“Great idea.”

We each start cutting a bite of our food. “Thanks for indulging me. With the pictures, I mean.”

“Not at all.” He gives me an amused look, like he hadn’t done anything extraordinary to deserve thanks. Maybe he didn’t. But there’s too much bad in the world not to appreciate good things and good people when you come across them. 

He finishes cutting and brings his fork across the table to me, offering me the first bite. I smile and take it, our eyes holding for a moment, the heat rising in me again, and the delicious flavor of the tender meat and its tangy sauce bursting on my tongue. 

I close my eyes, sit back slightly, and moan. God, it’s incredible. “Mmm,” I say, opening my eyes after a moment. 

“Good?” He’s watching me. His fork is suspended in midair, apparently forgotten. 

I smile and get a bite of my dish for him. He holds my eyes. As I feed him, watching his lips slowly slide over my fork, I decide it’s the most erotic thing I’ve seen him do yet. 

I hope it’s not the last.
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Chapter 5
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Whitney

After dinner, Connor comes back to the Santiago de Compostela with me for the second Botafumeiro ceremony, even though it wasn’t originally in his plans since he’d been at the pilgrim’s mass this afternoon as well. We hustle inside, running a bit late since we lingered too long at dinner. 

Which was amazing. 

Being with Connor is giving me such a high, even approaching this incredible cathedral feels better than it did earlier, which I wouldn’t have thought possible. As a bonus, during dinner he told me he’s continuing his Camino tomorrow just like I am. His boat is docked in Muxia, which is just a bit farther up the coast from Finisterre, where I’m heading. 

We didn’t exactly make plans to walk together tomorrow, but when he found out I don’t fly home until Saturday, he gave me another slow, slow smile.

When we go through the broad entry and into the nave, it’s standing room only. The afternoon mass had been full, but this is bursting at the seams. The pews are packed, and the outer perimeter, which is meant to be a walkway, isn’t much better. The opening music has started and we’re hovering in place, glancing around for a place to land. 

“Looks like we’ll have to stand,” I say quietly, leaning close to him so he can hear. 

Connor puts his hand on the small of my back and whispers in my ear. “The view will be better around that side.” He points down the outer aisle to the right. “Let’s try to squeeze through.” 

I nod in agreement, liking the feel of his touch and hoping he’ll stay close. He doesn’t have much choice. As we navigate behind the crowd of pilgrims standing along the outer aisle, he’s right behind me, though he did drop his hand. Dammit.

We work our way closer to the transept, where the Botafumeiro will be performing its act. “Right here,” he says quietly, pointing to a small space next to a woman in a blonde ponytail. She gives a welcoming smile when she sees us eyeing the space next to her. 

As I settle next to the woman, I wish Connor and I were still touching. Soon enough, I get my wish. As the mass continues, more pilgrims enter late and a few end up squeezing in next to us. We shuffle a few inches to make room. Connor and I end up pressed close to each other, his hand on my back again. My left arm and hip are connected to his right shoulder, chest, and thigh. We settle in this way, and linger.

Just so you know. I. Am going. To hell. Because I’m officially feeling zingy in places that prolly shouldn’t be zinging when you’re in church. 

Maybe if I were Catholic I would at least try to focus on the mass, but no. Apparently I am a weak and lustful woman. The longer the mass goes on and the longer I’m standing right up next to him, the weaker my resolve and the worse things get. My mind’s really running away from me now. I’m back to envisioning Connor naked, but there’s no tub in my imaginings this time. It’s just him and me and those hands of his all over my body. Did I mention that in this fantasy I’m naked too? Way naked, people.

Even when the priests lower the massive silver incense burner, I’m completely distracted. The priests add the incense on top of the burning coals in the Botafumeiro, but I’m the one burning. I wonder if Connor can feel the heat coming off my body. Or am I feeling the heat coming from him? My entire left side is hot and humming where we touch.

The priest gives the giant censer a push and steps out of the way as it starts to swing. The priests with the rope give it a tug so it bounces higher. Its swing widens on the rope. We do have a good view, Connor and I, and I have to turn my head to the right to follow its path as it swings past. When it comes back I turn my head to the left, toward Connor. 

My eyes leave the Botafumeiro and land on him. He’s not looking at it either. He’s looking directly at me. In my peripheral vision, the censer swings back down and out of sight behind me. His eyes are holding mine. He glances at my lips for a brief moment. There’s that subtle gasp from the congregation that means the Botafumeiro is reaching new heights. My heart is pounding.

Again the giant censer comes into my peripheral vision, swinging up high behind Connor. I don’t look at it. I can’t take my eyes away from him. I really, really want him to kiss me, and he looks like he’s about to. Right here in church!

The smoking censer swoops back down and out of my vision. His eyes drop to my shoulder and he leans close. For a split second, my heart leaps in anticipation of a kiss. As soon as I realize he’s not going for my lips, but rather getting next to my ear so he can whisper something, disappointment drops through me. 

“I shouldn’t be having thoughts like this in the middle of a mass,” he whispers. His breath tickles my ear and sends shivers over my skin.

He pulls back only the tiniest bit, staying close, following the curve of my jaw. His mouth comes near and I turn my head just a bit, to bring my mouth closer to his. The massive censer speeds past. He presses his lips to mine. Everything else falls away. I hear nothing. My breath catches. My heart flutters against my chest. 

I kiss him back, exhaling slowly, pressing my lips against his. My left arm curls around him, my fingertips brushing his shoulder blades.

It’s a brief kiss, a stolen moment, and it leaves me smoldering. He ends it gently, but stays close, holding my eyes. My awareness expands again. All these people around feel like an intrusion. I want to be alone with him. 

He gets next to my ear again, his soft scruff rubbing gently against my jaw. “Want to get out of here?”

I nod. I’m going to hell anyway. Ditching out of church isn’t going to change anything. 
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There are people everywhere. In the hall. In the courtyard. On the street. In the hotel lobby. We’re walking close, my hand in his. The memory of our kiss lingers on my lips like a physical presence. I just want to be alone with him. I want him to kiss me again, longer this time. Deeper.

As we wait for the elevator in the hotel lobby, two other people are waiting as well. Connor and I look at one another. No longer a wondering look, this is a look of desire. 

The doors open and we all file in. Connor hits the number 7 as we enter, then pulls us into the back corner. We let go of hands and slide arms around waists instead. One of the men hits the number 3 and the other says, “Quatro, por favor.” 

It takes forever. Connor looks at me, his thumb subtly rubbing along my side, making my nerves dance. I’m taking in those blue eyes—god, they’re so intense—and running my hand slowly up his back... then slowly down to his waist.

Second floor.

He leans close to my ear, to whisper something I thought. Instead he plants a soft, hot kiss just under my earlobe. I want to close my eyes and lean my head back, but the people. I hold my breath, scoot closer, tighten my hold on his body.

Third floor. 

The car stops. The bell dings. Connor and I watch the doors expectantly. It is an eternity before they finally bloody open and the first man steps out. 

We’re faced forward now as the car finally starts to move again. We keep a sharp eye on the digital number above the door, watching as the three changes to a four, eager for the last occupant to leave the car so we can finally, finally be alone. 

Fourth floor. Connor’s hand spreads on the side of my waist, pressing firmly, holding me to him. The bell dings and I’m hardly breathing. The doors slide open and there is a quiet moment of panic as we see there’s a woman and her child on the other side, waiting to get on. 

The man leaves, the two start to get in before realizing this car is going up when she wants to go down, and they mercifully step back to wait for another car.

As the doors begin to close, seconds away from giving us our privacy, our hold on one another tightens. As soon as the gap in the doors disappears, he angles me back against the wall, his body in front of me, pressing against me. He cups my jaw with one hand, my lips part slightly, and he pauses. 

Only for a moment. 

Just long enough to hold my eyes and make me see him before his lips are on me and my arms are around him and his body is against me hard. Good lord. Our kiss deepens and the warm taste of him heightens every nerve in my body. I put my hand to his cheek, caressing the soft whiskers.

Mere seconds pass when already the bell is dinging and the doors are opening to the seventh floor. 

He backs away, eyes on me. I take a shaky breath. He takes my hand again and leads me out of the elevator on weak legs. We take quick steps down a long hall, my hand in his and my heart pounding the entire way. As before, when we were walking to the restaurant, our eyes are on each other more than on the floor in front of us. 

We stop in front of a door at last, but he brings me in for a kiss. Our lips are soft. They open slightly so our tongues can briefly brush against the other. And again.

He breaks our kiss and gives me another intense look before turning his attention to the door and the keycard. When we go into the darkened room, he leads me to the nightstand next to the queen-sized bed. As the door closes behind us, the light from the hall steadily narrows, then disappears. When he leans toward the lamp, there is a moment when it is all shadowy silhouettes and a sliver of midnight blue through the tiny crack in the curtains. His body is close and I would contentedly keep us wrapped up in the dark like this if he wanted to. 

A metallic click precedes the soft bloom of light from the lamp. This is good too, because now I can see his handsome face and the shape of his broad chest underneath his tee. 

He pulls me in and kisses me, bringing his hand into my hair at the base of my neck. Now that there’s nothing to hold us back, I take him in deeply. Our tongues play together. Our grip on each other tightens. His hand slides down my back and to the curve of my ass. 

Every passing second, every movement, increases the heat in my core. My entire body is buzzing so hard, it’s all I can do not to attack him like a crazed lunatic. I don’t know if it’s him or the fact that it’s been so long since I’ve been with a man like this or both, but I’m already so wet and aching, I fear one touch in the right place will push me over.

He brings his hands to my face, cupping it as he kisses me. “We stop when you say stop,” he says breathlessly. “We don’t have to do any more than you want to.” My face is in his hands as he continues kissing me fervently.

I nod, barely hearing him. “Okay.” I’m kissing him back, arms around him, hands roaming.

“I mean it.” He stops and pulls back enough to look me directly in the eyes. He’s smoldering, but he’s serious.

I nod again. “I know. It’s okay. Don’t hold back.”

At that, he doesn’t. He backs me against the wall until I’m pinned, my heart pounding in my throat and his hard rod pressing into my upper thigh.

A few inches over and you’ve got me. 

Practically squirming, I kiss him hard, gathering up the material of his tee to lift the hem. He backs up and removes his shirt in one smooth movement, muscles flexing. Oh yeah, I’m definitely grateful for the light now. I put my hands on his pecs, exhaling in appreciation and taking him in. 

His movements halt for a moment. I glance up at him, blood coursing through me and hands still caressing his chest. Except for his slight panting, he’s perfectly still, watching me. I return to his chest, rubbing my hands over his firm shoulders. 

He exhales and cups my face again, kissing me intently. I bring my arms around his neck and press against him, feeling his torso against mine. There’s too much between us. I want my bare skin on his.

Hurriedly, we both reach for my shirt at once. He gently pushes my hands away and lifts my shirt off himself. I start to go for my bra, but he pulls my hand down to my side, firmly holding it in place as he undoes the hook with his other hand. I let out a tight exhale.

Releasing my hand, he slides the straps down my arms and his eyes fall to my breasts. My bra drops to the floor and he cups the underside of both breasts in his hands. I exhale shakily. I feel like a teen again, trembling at every touch. 

His thumbs rub gently over my nipples. Then he brings his eyes to mine and does it again. My mouth is slightly open and he puts his mouth over me, tongue tasting me. I grip his firm biceps and moan lightly.

He breaks away, dipping down to me. I arch my back to meet him. When I feel his wet mouth on me, I close my eyes and throw my head back. 

Too long. God, it’s been too long. I forgot how good this feels. 

His arms tighten around me, hands spread wide on my back. I run one hand down his back and one into his hair. He teases my nipple, circling it with his tongue before taking it back into his mouth. I watch him move to the other side, squeezing  me while his mouth sucks and pulls on my nipple.

Suddenly, he pulls away. “Oh, shit.”

“Whaa?” Which is all I can manage. What I’m thinking is, Why the fuck are you stopping?

He straightens and looks at me, a mixture of heat and dismay on his face. “I didn’t... pack for this.”

I blink at him. What?

“I don’t have protection,” he clarifies.

“Oh.” I’m not on anything either, thanks to my non-existent love life. “Oh, shit.”

“Exactly.” He pauses for a second then holds up a finger, looking determined now. “I’ll take care of it.” He gives me a quick kiss then grabs his shirt from the floor. “I’ll be back in five minutes.” He kisses me again, then wrestles his shirt on. “Two.” He kisses me again. This time he cups my face in his hands and lingers, kissing me deeply and eagerly. 

Pulling back but staying close, he looks into my eyes. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“Don’t worry,” I say heatedly. “I won’t.”

He kisses me once more, then hustles out the door, leaving me alone in his room, shirtless and breathless. “Ahhhh....” I breathe out, half swooning, half collapsing on the bed. “Oh my god.” I sit up, putting my hands in my hair. I’m so tingly and flushed I can hardly think. 

One glance at my hiking boots changes all that. I hop up and hurriedly unlace them, tucking them in the corner away from the bed, along with my socks. I take my shorts off, too, but leave on my underwear, even though they’re not exactly the sexiest thing I could be wearing. Plain cotton, but at least they have soft lace trim and a cute pattern. 

I took a bath just a few hours ago, thank god, but I still want to freshen up my feet. I’m probably being paranoid, but taking off hiking boots just is not as sexy a feeling as kicking off heels. I dash into the bathroom and flip on the light. It’s too bright after the soft light in the main room. I grab a washcloth and quickly wash my feet in the tub and pat them dry. 

I check my appearance in the mirror, hastily fussing with my hair. Even though I wasn’t really able to style it earlier, its natural wave works to my advantage and it actually looks pretty good. My face has a vibrant flush, too, thanks to Connor’s magic touch. God. And, since I’ve always detested shaving and got the full-body laser treatment a few years ago, my legs are smooth and I’m fully groomed. 

I quickly grab the little container of lotion, wondering how long it’ll take him to track down condoms in a foreign country, but I already hear the keycard in the lock. Heart leaping into my throat I throw down the lotion, flip off the too-bright lights, and hustle to lean casually against the door frame of the bathroom. I manage to put a relaxed, sexy expression on my face before he enters the room. 

He comes in, takes one look at me and freezes, the door halfway open but shielding any view of me from the hall. The heated expression on his face warms me right up again. As he releases the door and it slowly swings closed, I can’t help but notice he’s empty handed.

“Did you strike out?” I’m trying not to sound like I’m pouting. Which I may or may not be doing. It’s not an important point, really.

“No,” he says distractedly, eyes still taking me in. “I got a couple.”

Thank god. “Just a couple?”

His eyes swing hard up to mine then and I give him a wicked grin. He takes three decisive steps forward, removing his shirt and tossing it aside, then scoops me into his arms. I hang onto his neck and he kisses me—the tip of his tongue brushing the tip of mine—as he carries me to the bed. 

He lowers me and releases me just above the mattress. I land with a soft bounce. He doesn’t join me though. He kneels at the foot of the bed, hooks his hands around my upper thighs, and yanks me down until my ass is right on the edge. Right under him. 

Now it’s his turn for a wicked grin. Good thing, because I can barely breathe. Arms still hugging my upper thighs, he brings one hand down the front, scoots the damp crotch of my panties out of the way, and exhales like I’m the most desirable thing he’s ever seen. 

Then slowly, so slowly, he dips down to me. His soft, wet tongue brushes the base of my folds. It slides up slowly, covering me with heat and moisture. My eyes slide shut and my hips relax open. I let out a slow exhale, matching the slow advance of his tongue up my seam. My core trembles in anticipation before he gets there. When he touches my aching clit I exhale sharp and loud, arching my back. 

Oh god.

He tightens his embrace around my thighs, and circles the wet tip of his tongue around my clit before flicking it directly. 

Oh god. 

He sucks on it gently before rubbing the flat of his tongue side to side over the tip.

Oh god. This, this, this.

My breaths come short and hard. My channel is hot and aching, my legs are spread wide, my head is back, my mouth open. It’s been so, so long and it all feels so good I almost can’t handle it. I’m almost embarrassed to come so soon but with his tongue on me like that, it’s a force I can’t stop. It grips me hard and I’m trembling and moaning in a mind-tilting climax. 

I curl in, shaking and helpless, and he keeps pleasuring me, making a sound like he’s enjoying it more than I am.

Not possible. My entire body is flushed with pleasure. It’s thrumming through my skin and still he continues, keeping me coming. I gasp for breath. I think my heart stops for a second. I throw my head back, crying out, arching myself up. He grips me hard against his mouth. 

I bite my bottom lip. “Ffffff...” 

Translation: Holy Fuck.

At last, my climax breaks and releases me and I come down in crashing waves. When he finally takes his mouth off me, I’m weak and panting on the bed. 

He slowly comes to a stand, watching me. 

“Uuuhhhhhh,” I say. 

Translation: You are divinity. 

There’s that half smile. And those incredible, smoldering blue eyes. And that chest. His muscles are flexing as he undoes the button of his shorts. I want that chest all over me. I want to take a little bite out of it. Or a big bite. I want—

“God, is that thing real?” I say suddenly.

He’s slipped down his shorts and briefs—or boxers, I wouldn’t know because it all came down together—and the sight of his cock has brought me up on my elbows, gawking.

“You’re about to find out.” He slips off my panties and drops them on the floor.

“Uuuhhhhhh....”

This is porn star perfection, right here, and it’s either going to break me or deliver me to the highest heaven.

“I’ll go slow,” he says as he opens the condom wrapper and rolls it on.

Did you get a king-sized one? I want to ask. As I fully take in his length and girth, I want to say, Gimmie, gimmie, gimmie. But I keep my trap shut, because if I open it, the only thing that’s going to come out is, Uuuuhhhhhh.

As he slowly crawls onto the bed, I scoot backwards to give us more room. His eyes are locked on mine the entire time. They stay on me as his bare body rests on mine, as his weight settles on me so deliciously, as his hand comes into my hair and grips a handful gently, as he lowers his mouth to mine. 

His tongue is warm and slightly tangy with my taste. The way he kisses me stokes the blaze inside me. I caress his back and squeeze his waist with my legs. I’m open to him and he’s somewhere down there. Not touching me yet, but I sense him. I flutter with anticipation and nerves, wondering if I can handle him. 

He dips his hot mouth to the crook of my neck, sucking the tender skin gently and making my nerve endings dance. I run my hands over his firm ass, squeezing eagerly. Still tasting my neck, he tugs slightly on my hair with one hand, and rubs my breast with the other.

And still he’s not touching me down there. I’m throbbing. I angle my hips up, hoping to feel him. His cock just barely brushes against me and I exhale with brief satisfaction. It turns quickly to aching frustration. I want more. 

My hands go into his hair as he kisses me, his tongue thrusting deeply, making that ache in me go higher and higher. I angle my hips up again, still a little afraid of his size but wanting him. The way he’s working me up, it’s almost more than I can stand.

He pulls away and looks me in the eye. He slowly traces his hand down my chest, down my side, over my inner hip as he reaches between us for his cock. My breath catches. Still holding his eye, I briefly kiss his lips, leery and ready and so, so wet for him. 

The head is right at my slick entrance. I exhale briefly, then hold my breath again. He very slowly presses against me, opening me slightly, then wider. Deeper and wider and he’s going so slow. My mouth parts slightly. As he comes fully past my entrance, stretching me more than I’ve ever been, almost to the point of pain but feeling so good, my eyes slide shut. He’s in enough to be able to release his cock and his hand comes back up, cupping the underside of my shoulder. His massive width slides deeper in me, and I let out a slow exhale, tilting my head back. 

The fullness spreads down into me. Deeper. He pauses. My eyes flutter open. He’s still watching me. Being careful. Not wanting to hurt me. But he has the same expression of pleasure on his face that I feel. 

“More,” I whisper.

He complies. My eyes close again as he stretches me harder. He reaches so deep I feel a sudden zing and let out a small gasp. He halts. 

“More,” I demand, eyes still closed. Relaxing the base of my muscles so he can slide in more, he dives deep until I’m completely full with him. “Oh god, yes.” I exhale with a previously-unknown satisfaction. 

And then it starts. 

He pulls back some, making me tremble with pleasure, then comes back in and fills me again. He pulls back again, then rests his forehead on mine as he comes in quicker. 

“Oh yes.” I gently dig my nails into his back. He rocks back, then in. Out, then deeper. 

Our exhalations increase their pace with our movements. Our kisses and caresses increase with intensity as he thrusts and rocks me. I claw at him. Throw my head back. Kiss him hungrily. 

We cling to one another and our whole bodies move together with his thrusting. I’m climbing steadily. The pleasure in me pulsing as I clamp down on his cock. And he’s so rigid inside me. The muscles in his back are tightening. Even his thighs, against mine, are getting firmer as he climbs too. His breath is hot and short in my ear.

The rising flood of ecstasy within me gathers into a tight core, trembling and straining. He lets out a desperate groan, waiting for me. “I’m so close,” I gasp.

“You feel incredible,” he says thickly, increasing his speed. Hitting bottom.

“Yes, yes. More.”

He lets loose. Pounding me fast and hard and startling me and pushing me up, up, up and over the edge. My orgasm explodes. I’m contracting and gasping and out of my mind. He grips my shoulder hard, thrusting me fast and furious, making my toes curl and my eyes roll back in my head. His movements are suddenly erratic as he moans in my shoulder and pulses inside me. 

I tuck my forehead hard against his neck and whimper over and over as I ride it out. As I start to come down, I gasp against the continued pulsations in my body. At last I’m released, and as I start to relax my legs, I take a deep breath. 

He comes up on one elbow, then cups my face in one hand and kisses me. He pulls away, we both exhale hard, and he slides gently out of me. 

“Give me a minute.” He kisses me again before climbing off the bed. 

He heads for the bathroom and I close my eyes, my blood coursing hard through my veins. Uuuuhhhhh, I think. Damn. 

He climbs back into bed. I look over at him as he flops onto his back. He’s still panting a bit too. 

“Man,” I say, and he looks over at me. “What in the hell took us so long?”

He laughs and I smile too, but I close my eyes, still trying to catch my breath.
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Chapter 6
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Connor

Oh, fate did me good, this time. 

Earlier today, when I saw Whitney standing outside the elevator, I was done holding back. When fate puts someone in your path four times, you don’t fucking argue. 

Anyway, there’s no harm because we’re both well aware of the fact that she’s leaving in a few days. No expectations, no disappointments. Right? 

As I watch her over there, eyes closed and slightly panting, face beautifully flushed, I’m as intrigued as I was the first time I saw her. She’s beautiful, strong willed, and caring. Listening to her talk about her kids was endearing as hell. You don’t come across a woman like this every day. 

Not that I’ve been looking. In fact, I’ve been doing the opposite of looking. 

Yet here she is, in my room. I play again in my mind the image of her eyes rolling back in her head as she took me inside her for the first time. I hear again her sigh of fulfillment. I think about the way she asked for more. And god, she was so wet and tight and moved under me just right. 

As satisfying as it was to be with her, it wouldn’t take long to be ready again.

She opens her eyes and looks at me. Her smile pinches at my heart. I smile back. She rolls heavily onto her side and sighs, still watching me. “You,” she says slowly, “are crazy hot.”

I laugh and go onto my side too, tucking one arm under my head. 

“Like, irresistible,” she says. 

“Thank god.”

She grins wider. “And your cock is the eighth wonder of the world.”

I laugh and put my arm around her waist. I scoot her closer. She was too far away. “You were pretty fucking awesome yourself.”

She tucks her head onto my shoulder and snuggles in. She’s pinching at my heart again, which is maybe a dangerous thing. I allow myself to sink into it anyway, trying not to sigh like a schoolgirl. It’s been a long time since I’ve held a woman like this. A long time since any woman made me want to. 

There have been hookups, sure. But those were different. This is nice.

“Do you have any siblings?” I softly stroke her upper arm.

“No. I’m an only child.”

“I used to wish for that when I was kid, every time I fought with my brother.”

She laughs lightly against my chest. “Don’t you get along?”

“No, we do. And we mostly did when we were growing up too, but we had our moments.” I’m actually pretty tight with my siblings and can’t imagine life without them. “Did you like being an only child?”

She shrugs lazily. I trail my fingers lightly on her skin, finding her softness soothing. “Yeah, I had plenty of privacy. Anyway, it’s all I know. I wanted a little sister when I was a kid, but once my parents divorced I gave up on that idea.”

“How old were you when they divorced?” 

She comes up slightly and gives me an amused smile. “So many questions.”

“I want to know more about you.” I tuck a lock of her hair behind her ear. And I do. I could ask her questions all night. 

It’s not the only thing I could do all night with her, but anyway. 

“I was seven,” she says, settling back into my arms again and rubbing her hand on my chest. “During the school year I lived with my mom and saw my dad on the weekends, then we kind of switched during the summers. It was hard at first, but they were good about keeping the drama to a minimum, thankfully. They never put me in the middle of anything.”

“That’s good.”

“Yeah.”

“No step-siblings?”

“Nope. Just me. I don’t even have any cousins.”

“What?” My hand stills for a moment. “None at all?”

She shakes her head against my chest. 

“Wow.” I rub her arm again, running my fingers down past her elbow and up again. She’s still caressing my chest, my stomach, my side. “Small family.” 

“Yeah. I think that’s partly why I get so attached to my kids. Is Corrine your only cousin?”

“Oh no. I’ve got a ton. She’s the only one close by though.”

“There in... where’s your family from?”

I’m purposefully vague about that with people in general, just in case the subject of my parents’ “hotel” ever comes up. The Rivers Paradise Resort is no hotel. In fact, it’s on the global map as a top destination. In addition to our many California devotees, we get tourists from all over the world. 

My parents’ business isn’t a secret, exactly, but I get bored with answering the same questions over and over again. And, frankly, the resort put me into the limelight enough when I was a kid. Articles about “the Rivers family” are mostly limited to the local papers and magazines—unlike articles about the resort itself, which are usually national or global in scope—so it was really nothing more than homegrown celebrity. But still. I don’t miss the scrutiny one bit. It’s the same reason I’m vague about how I make my living. I prefer to fly under the radar on that one. 

At dinner, I felt kind of funny about not speaking up when Whitney told me about the little boy whose adoptive family is from Swan Point, but as she went on with her story, I figured I could let it slide. However at this point, now that she’s asking, giving “Central California” as an answer doesn’t feel quite right. “Swan Pointe.”  

“Where Nadim is!” she says.

“Yep.”

“Do you know Gerard and Abigail Sanders? They live kind of up in the hills there.”

We know a shit ton of families in Swan Pointe, but they’re not one of them. “No.”

“Huh. Still! Small world.”

“It is. It’s funny the people I’ve run into. When I was in New Zealand, I ended up having drinks with a man who used to teach where my mom went to high school. He didn’t think he ever had a class with her in it, and when I called her later she confirmed it. But she remembered seeing him around campus.”

“Oh wow.”

“I think that was my closest connection. Well, except there were the twins I met in Curaçao. A brother and sister, and he works for my uncle. He made me swear not to report back how smashed he was though.” I laugh a bit at the memory. “Maybe that was the closest.”

She comes up on her elbow again, this time resting her chin in her hand. “I think it’s so cool, all the places you’ve been.”

“Is this your first time outside of the United States?” I trail my fingers down her back.

“No. My dad took me to Vancouver the summer before sixth grade.” 

I try to picture her has a little sixth grader and smile. “Did you do the whole Victoria Gardens thing?”

“Yeah!” Her eyes light up. “It was cool. Have you been there?”

I nod. “Sort of. Freshman year. One day I was—”

“Wait. Freshman in high school or college?”

“College.”

“And where’d you go?”

“CSU San Marcos. I picked a school on the coast so I’d have a place nearby to dock my boat.”

“Of course.” She grins. “Go on.”

“So one day, I was fed up with papers and tests and, oh my god, boring lectures, so I hopped in my boat and sailed up the coast, not knowing where I was going or when I’d be back.”

“You just... hopped in your boat?”

“Yeah. Right after class.” This was back when I just had my little Catalina sailboat, which had been a graduation gift from my parents. They were going to get me a car, like they did for my siblings, but I asked if I could get a sailboat for the same price instead. “Anyway, so I sailed up the coast for hours, feeling like I could just keep going forever, you know? But then I came to this marina that looked interesting so I stopped. I didn’t realize I was in Canada by then.”

“You didn’t know where you were?”

I shrug. “It’s all right. I always figure it out eventually.” 

She gives me a look that’s half perplexed, half amused, half impressed. I realize that’s three halves, but believe me, I’ve seen this look a lot so I’m not questioning the math. 

“Well, they weren’t too happy about me pulling in without a passport so I had to turn around and go back. By that point I’d cooled down enough though, so I just went ahead and went on home.”

“What do you mean ‘cooled down’? About what?”

I sigh. “I was just... frustrated a lot back then. I thought college would be better than high school, but it was worse. The classes were more interesting, kind of, but I think because I had so much more freedom, it just made me pull at the leash even harder.”

Whitney settles into the pillow, one arm under it, and gives me a thoughtful look. I can’t stop touching her, so I run my hand along the gentle curve of her waist and hips. “The leash?”

I may as well come out with it. “Yeah. The leash. Whatever it is that keeps people in one place, I don’t like it. I have to move. I have to see what’s on the other side of the horizon or around the next corner.”

“You do have itchy feet, don’t you?”

I smile. “For as long as I can remember. It made me a bit of a daredevil when I was a kid, but my dad helped with that.”

“How so?”

“He likes adventure, too. My mom says I get it from him, but she says it like it’s all his fault, so I don’t know if that’s a good thing.” Whitney laughs. The sound of it lightens my chest. “Anyway, he taught me how to be smart about things, and not so reckless. He taught me how to sail and climb and took me down my first Class 5 rapids.”

“Wow.”

I nod. “My dad’s in his fifties but you’d never know it to look at him. I’ve never seen him shy away from any challenge. He’ll make damn sure the rope line is laid out correctly, but when he’s done, his ass is rappelling down that cliff like it’s nothing. He’s had his share of injuries, but I totally have him beat. I was such an impulsive kid, without his guidance who knows if I would’ve even survived childhood.”

She laughs. I’m joking, but only kind of. I really was a stupid kid. 

Still smiling, she closes her eyes a bit. I see the exhaustion on her face, but she’s fighting it. She opens her eyes and gives me a contented smile.  

“Are you getting tired?” I ask.

“Just a little.”

“Long walk tomorrow.” 

She hesitates, then scoots in closer, but keeps her eyes on me. She slips her arm around my waist and I wrap my arms around her too. She smiles gently and I run the back of my fingers down her cheek. “You’re coming with me?” she asks softly. “Right?”

I smile. “Hell, yes. I’m gonna follow you all the way to Finisterre, if you’ll let me.”

Her smile broadens and I lean in to kiss her. My dick’s been in a state of semi-arousal this whole time, but as our kiss lingers, and then deepens, it comes roaring to life. Our embrace tightens and her leg slides up my thigh and hooks over my waist.

I half groan, half growl (two halves) and roll on top of her. She giggles lowly and wraps both legs around me. Her soft moistness is against my pubic bone and the blood flow’s really going now. My cock is raging hard.

“I want you inside me again,” she whispers, then gently nibbles my bottom lip. If I were a cat, I’d be purring.

“Oh really?” I run my hand up her side and to the full cup of her breast. “You want some cock, you naughty girl?”

“Not just any cock. Yours.” My heart’s pounding.

“I don’t know,” I say calmly, a smile emerging as I dip my head to her neck to taste her soft skin. God, she tastes incredible. “We only have one condom left. We may have to pace ourselves.”

Pace ourselves, my ass. I could climb on board right now. But I want to do more than warm her up first, I want to make her molten. I want her to be more than ready. I want her to squirm.

“We can get more.” She sucks on my neck, sending chills through me. I clutch her shoulder and hold her tight. 

“Or... I could make you come with my tongue.” I kiss her shoulder, then trail hot kisses down her breast. She takes a shaky breath, her hips adjusting under me. Seeking.

There you go, sweetheart.

“I’d want more,” she says.

I grin before taking her into my mouth. Her back arches and I flick the hard tip of her nipple with my tongue, my cock throbbing. She whimpers. “Then after my tongue,” I swing to the other side, “I’d make you come with my fingers.”

She moans and I take her in, sucking her firmly. 

“I’d still want you.” She’s panting now. Her hips are angling up to me. Asking. 

“Greedy girl,” I say smiling. 

“Yes,” she breathes, tugging on my biceps, trying to get me to come up and in position. She moves her hips again and this time I feel her silky softness against the length of my shaft. Fuck, I’m gonna lose my resolve. But I keep a cool tone. 

“You want it, don’t you?”

“Yes.” She reaches for the condom on the nightstand, taking it eagerly. “Fuck me, now. Please.” She brings her mouth to mine and takes me just as impatiently. Damn, this woman knows how to kiss. We’re practically fucking with our tongues. I hope she’s ready, because there’s no resisting her now. I grab the package, tear it open, and roll the condom on. Angling above her, I grab the thick base to guide my tight cock.

I don’t know if I found her entrance or if she found me. She’s just as wet as she was the first time, but I don’t go as slow. She’s tugging on my hips, kissing me fervently, angling up to meet me. I kiss her firmly, then pull away just enough to watch her face as I slide in. Her eyes roll back and her lips part. Soft ecstasy washes over her beautiful face. She exhales long and slow, and I exhale with her. She’s amazing. Fucking amazing.  

We kiss and caress and start to move together. She’s taking me so deeply, I don’t know where the hell she’s putting it. She’s so hot and tight around me. I hook my arm under one knee to spread her harder. She gasps, then says, “Yes, yes.”

It’s such a turn on, giving her this much pleasure. I’m greedy, too. I want more. 

I bring her knee up over my shoulder and she throws her head back, moaning.

“Do you like that?”

“God, yes.” Her eyes are pinched shut, her breathing short and tight. I brace myself on both hands and abruptly increase the rhythm and pressure, taking her harder. “Oh fuck, yes,” she says, but I don’t speak. She’s so hot and feels so good, it’s taking all my concentration to keep it together. Her slick core is driving me wild. Her moans are making me crazy. I want her to come all over me. 

I’m pounding her hard and she’s bucking against me as if it’s still not enough. She’s gripping my biceps, nails digging into me. “Fuck, Whitney.” I drop my head and close my eyes, almost losing it. 

We’re both panting and groaning. My cock and my entire body are clenched. I’m desperate for release. At last she clamps hard on my dick. Her body curls inward and she cries out. Her orgasm pulses around me and I grit my teeth, my pleasure spiking high and furious but me holding out, wanting to give it to her hard and steady until I feel her first release. 

The pleasure balloons around me as she comes, and when she takes that first gasping breath, her core relaxing temporarily, I let go. I drop my chest to hers and the lights burst behind my eyes as I come again and again. She clutches me tighter, pulsing around me, and my whole body shudders hard.

When it’s over, and we’re tucked back into each other, and our bodies are still, and her breathing is quiet and deep, I have to wonder.

Did fate really do me a good turn?

Or is this one going to tear my heart out?
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Chapter 7
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Whitney

I realize I’m probably just another adventure for him. Maybe he’s only that for me, too. I’ll go home and get on with life and have a good story to tell. 

That’s what I’m telling myself anyway, because I don’t want to lose my head about this. I need to be smart. I’m going to just enjoy it, for as long as it lasts. 

And enjoying Connor is so easy to do. 

We’re currently walking a beautiful, gently curving path, talking easily. He’s back to wearing his navy shirt, and using his walking stick, which I’ve learned is named Gandolf. Our conversation has flowed effortlessly from one topic to another. I’ve heard more about his travels, and his stories are so interesting that I have to be boring in comparison. Yet, he doesn’t make me feel boring. He continues to ask questions about me and listens and laughs and it’s all just so easy. 

We’re only about five and a half miles from Santiago when we finally get to the medieval bridge I’d read about in my guidebook. It’s a “wee” thing, as Maggie would’ve said. An arched, stone footbridge that takes maybe twenty steps to cross, but it’s survived centuries, which gives it a neat atmosphere. 

When Connor and I get to the top, I stop and look below. Maybe it used to cross a stream, or a creek, but the only thing beneath it now is tall grass and a few flowering bushes.

Connor crosses to the other side, then turns back and waits for me. When I reach him, he smiles and takes my hand. He leads us off the stone slab path and down into the grassy ravine. I grin at him. He has a go-with-the-flow, impulsive streak I find both invigorating and calming. 

We go down the slope and to the arch of the bridge. He rests his stick against the side, then we slip underneath the arch. The bridge isn’t very wide, so it’s still sunlit under here, but we’re in the light shadow, running our free hands along the rough stone above us. 

“Someone made these stones,” Connor says. “A long time ago, with their own hands.”

I try to imagine who those people might have been. What their lives were like. “Think of all the times and people this bridge has seen since then.” I glance at Connor’s profile, my heart skipping a bit. 

“Pretty amazing.” He’s not feeling the stones anymore, but he’s still looking up at them. 

“I wonder how many people have kissed under this bridge.” A shameless hint. 

He grins and looks at me. “I don’t know.” He pulls me closer, making me tingle all over. My chest comes lightly against his and he wraps one arm around me, still holding on to my hand. “But this’ll be the only one that counts.” 

He dips down and I raise up slightly to meet him. His kiss is soft and lingering, then slowly opens to more. When our tongues softly brush against each other, my core starts to simmer. I release his hand and we sink into a firm embrace. He kisses me slowly and masterfully, and when he pulls away I’m wishing we were still back at the hotel. 

“We’ll never get there if we keep this up,” I say.

I’ve already told him how much I want to walk to Finisterre. It just seems like the perfect end to my Camino journey. But it was tempting, oh so tempting, to spend my remaining days rolling around with him in a Santiago hotel room instead. 

“Then you’d better stop asking for kisses, greedy little miss.” He grins and places another kiss on my lips. 

“All right, we’ll go. After the next one.”

The heat factor of this kiss is several notches above the last. Oh yeah, we need to get going, or I’m going to be too turned on to walk. I’ll throw him down under this bridge and have my way with him and his magnificent cock and not care at all how many pilgrims come by and watch me do it. 

“Okay,” he says thickly, pulling away with heat in his eyes. He gently grabs me by the shoulders and turns me determinedly. “Back you go, missy, or we’ll be losing some serious time.”

I duck out from under the bridge obediently. He’s behind me, but hangs back a bit. When I glance over my shoulder I spy him subtly adjusting himself. I face forward again and grin, already feeling quite accomplished today. 
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We reach our day’s destination well into the evening and forgo the larger hostel option, wanting more privacy than that. There aren’t hotels in this town, so we go for a small, private hostel, which is basically a bed and breakfast. It’s a charming, restored stone house with a red terra cotta tile roof, sculpted rough iron door handles, and potted flowers lining the walkway. 

As we’re checking in, Connor refuses to let me help pay. 

“That doesn’t seem fair,” I protest. “You don’t need to pay my way.” 

“You could contribute some other way,” he says off-handedly as he determinedly leads me away from the check-in desk. The host is taking our packs and his walking stick to our room for us, but we’re heading out for dinner. We’re both starving, otherwise we’d be checking out the room and the bed first.

“Like buying dinner?” I suggest. We’ve been buying our individual meals thus far. 

“Uh, no. How about this?” We go out the front door and onto the street. “I get the room and you agree to explore the city with me.”

“That’s the deal you want to make?” I think I’d be getting the better end of things there, but I’m already giving in. I see he has his mind made up. 

“Well, I don’t know how you feel about more walking.”

“With you?” I give him a grin. “I’m game for anything.”

He smiles. “Good. It’s a deal.”

We duck into the first restaurant we find and finally get some dinner. We still pay separately, which I’m glad about. The hotel was one thing, I suppose, but this can’t start feeling like we’re dating, or it’s going to make things that much more difficult. 

We’re just having fun. That’s what I keep chanting to myself. We’re having fun. That’s it. And it’s great and I should enjoy it. 

After dinner, we start wandering. We leave the restaurant in the opposite direction than the one we came in. The first time we come to a small intersection, Connor stops and grins at it. 

“Ah,” he says, his voice pulling slow and sweet like caramel. “A fork in the road.” He has a glint in his eye I haven’t seen before. “Which way shall we go, Whitney?”

“Does it matter?”

“Not one whit,” he says, like that’s the best thing about it. He looks at me expectantly. “You get to choose.”

Grinning at him, I point down the street to the left. “Good choice.” He squeezes my hand and turns in that direction with a little spring in his step. 

“What if I’d picked the other one?” I ask, amused. 

“That would’ve been an excellent choice, too.”

I laugh. He makes me feel light, without a care in the world. “Is this how you travel? You get to a crossroads and randomly pick a direction?”

“Pretty much. Some things I plan, but damn,” he says, getting that sweet pull in his voice again, “there’s nothing like a fork in the road.”

It’s not long before I see what he means. On my entire journey, up until I met Connor, I’ve pretty much been doing the pilgrim thing. I’ve seen a lot of things and met a lot of people. And it’s been incredible. But I’ve stayed in the hostels where the pilgrims stay and eaten in the restaurants the pilgrims frequent and have more or less stayed on the path. 

But in this little town with Connor by my side? It’s one impromptu turn after another, and I like it. Still though, we’ve gone so far off the path, I have to ask, “Do you know how to get back to our room?”

“Sure.” He squeezes my hand. “Don’t you?”

“With all the turns we’ve taken? We could be going in circles for all I know. It doesn’t help the way the roads are laid out here.” Unlike the grid system I’m used to, these older towns have streets that go at strange angles willy nilly, their direction dictated by some long-forgotten need. 

“I have a good sense of direction,” he says reassuringly. 

“I guess you’d have to, or you’d get lost too often.”

“I didn’t say I don’t get lost. But being lost is a frame of mind anyway. What’s that saying? Wherever you go, there you are?”

“Wait. You do know how to get back, don’t you?”

He laughs. “Yes. But even when I get lost, if there’s somewhere specific I’m trying to go, I figure it out eventually. Okay...” He nods toward the junction we’re approaching. There’s that glint in his eye again. Every time. 

I feel like I’m watching a wild animal in its natural habitat. I’m starting to see that whatever it is that drives Connor to wander, it’s stitched deep inside his soul. It makes me wonder. “You know, I hope I’m not keeping you from, you know, doing your thing.” 

“Doing my thing?” He looks at me. 

“Yeah. I mean, how many forks in the road have you passed by today because you were walking with me instead?”

“Ah,” he says, eyebrows lifting and coming to a stop. Grinning, he pulls me in close to him. “Well, it’s not like I’m completely incapable of staying on a path. I’ve spent the last several weeks walking the Camino, as planned.” 

“That’s true,” I say, enjoying being in his arms. No matter the reason for it. 

“Besides,” he leans in close. He has that glint in his eye I saw before. “You were the fork in the road.”

He cups my face in his hands and brings his lips to mine so slowly, I feel the spark before we actually touch. When we do touch, it lifts me up right off my feet. My face still in his hands, I wrap my arms around his waist and press myself softly against him. 

He pauses, looks me in the eye, then kisses me again, this time bringing one hand into my hair and the other slowly down my side, one thumb running over my breast and edging close to my nipple. 

We sink deeper into it, tongues gently swirling together. He takes a handful of hair at the base of my neck, gripping it gently and sending prickles of pleasure down my spine. I grip him tighter, press myself against him more firmly, and feel his hardness growing against me. Our kiss grows more heated and he cups my ass, squeezing hard. 

I pull back, breathing hard. “Take me back,” I whisper. 

He gently sucks on my bottom lip, making my knees go weak. “I don’t know the way,” he whispers.

“What?” I straighten and look at him in alarm. 

He grins a devilish grin. “Just kidding.”

“Oh, you are going to pay for that one.” 

He leads us back down the street, his arm firmly around my waist. “One can only hope.”
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After we break open the new package of condoms he purchased earlier today, and manage not to make the old bed in our room squeak too much putting that condom to good use, Connor draws a warm bath and leads me to it. 

I’m starting to feel a little raw from so much sex, but it feels good and I’m hoping we’re not done for the night. Judging by the way he looks at me as we settle into the tub, I don’t think we are.

I’m sitting between his legs, with my knees pulled up and my back toward him. Using a cup, he’s slowly pouring warm water over my hair, prepping it for a wash. Each time he pours the water, he gently runs his hand down my hair, from scalp to ends. It’s so gentle and tender and erotic. By the time he’s applied shampoo and is slowly massaging my scalp, my eyes are closed and I’m a helpless little puddle right there in the tub. The warm water is just covering my breasts. I’m wrapped in a cocoon of warmth and sensation. 

“No one’s ever done this for me before,” I say, eyes still closed, arms wrapped around my knees.

“Really? Never?”

I shake my head lazily. 

“Well I’m glad I get to be your first.” He plants a soft kiss on my shoulder. 

I shudder and sigh. “We could do this all night.”

He brings his mouth close to my ear. “I have other plans for you tonight.”

I shudder again. 

With hands covered in bubbles from my hair, he runs his hands over my shoulders and down my arms. 

“Mmmmm.”

“Feel good?” He brings his hands back up my arms and over my shoulders to my back. 

“Uh-huh.” 

He caresses the length of my back, going under the water now. Still under the water, he curls around to my stomach before coming up and over my breasts. 

I let out a slow exhalation. He slowly returns to my hair, gently rinsing the shampoo out. I drop my arms so I can put my hands on his calves. They’re soft and warm under the water, and I rub my hands up and down them as he rinses. 

I rub his knees and up higher now to his inner thigh. He rinses and runs his hand down the length of my hair, setting the cup aside. 

He wraps one arm in front of me, across my collar bone, and cups my shoulder gently. His lips are on my shoulder again. My hands rub his inner thigh and calves. His hardness bobs against my lower back. His other arm comes around my side and to my breast, as his lips move to my neck. I tilt my head to give him room. He sucks gently and my lips part in a sigh. 

He gently pulls me back against his warm chest. The water curls around my breasts, my nipples popping above the water line and back down again. He runs his fingers down my chest and to my nipple, giving it a gentle pinch. Meanwhile, his other hand slides lower down my stomach, down to my mound. 

I part my knees slightly, leaning my head back against his shoulder. His fingers gently separate my folds and the warm water rushes onto my clit. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispers hotly in my ear as his fingers gently brush over my bud, the nerve endings sensitive from the orgasms I’ve already had tonight. 

His hard cock is pinned against my back. Thinking about it inside me only gets me more aroused. 

“I want you to fuck me,” I say, as he circles my bud, making me open more, pressing my thighs harder against his.

“I know you do.”

He pinches my nipple again, then squeezes me, all while gently brushing his lips along the sensitive skin on my neck. 

“You will, right?” I ask weakly, angling my hips up slightly. His fingers curl down until they find my entrance and he presses two inside me. I let out a gasp.

“Oh, yes. But not till I’ve had my way with you here first.”

I move my hand higher up his thigh, wanting to reach behind me for him, but the angle prevents it. His hard shaft is digging into my lower back and I can only press against him more as I open as much as I can. He slides his fingers deep into me. My silky moisture is protected inside, making it easy for him. 

I hook my arm around his neck, turning my head so we can kiss. His warm tongue slides over mine as his fingers slip out and return to my throbbing clit. He delves into me with his tongue, caressing my breasts and rubbing my clit in fast, tight, hard circles. I moan into his mouth, my tongue warring with his. 

He continues on like this. Caressing and playing me, he knows just how to touch me so it’s the right amount of friction, making the most of the water. 

Soon I’m gripping his knees, my head is thrown back on his shoulder, and I’m panting helplessly. 

“That’a girl,” he whispers in my ear as the flush in my chest, climbs and climbs. The water is hitting the side of the tub in an agitated way as I buck my hips in small movements. He squeezes me and pinches my nipples, as the flat of his fingers strum perfectly over my clit. 

I let out a whimpering cry, my desperation growing with the climbing pleasure. I cry out again.

“There you go,” he whispers behind me, the full length of his shaft digging into my back.

His fingers flying, I’m pressing hard against his thighs, needing so badly to open myself and yet feeling what the restraint is doing to me. It’s made the climb so slow, but so, so delicious. 

“Connor,” I breathe, arching my back so my breasts come out of the water. The cool air rushes over my nipples.

“Yes,” he says tightly, his fingers moving faster, harder.

“Connor,” I bite out.

“Whitney.”

Oh, fuck. 

My climax peaks, tearing me in two, stealing my breath. I whimper again and again, and Connor sucks on my neck, my earlobe, my shoulder and his fingers don’t slow. 

My head flies forward and I tuck my chin hard against my chest as I ride it out. When I’m released and collapsing back against him, his hand cups my mound firmly and I pulse against the firm pressure of his fingers. 

He lets me lie against him for a minute, head heavy on his shoulder and the sound of my panting filling the little room. His rod is rock hard against my back.

“My turn,” he whispers hotly in my ear, and I throb in anticipation. 
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We exit the tub and hastily dry off, just enough not to freeze. He throws his towel on the floor, then takes mine out of my hands and tosses it down too. When he takes me in a hot, hard kiss right there in the bathroom, there are still some droplets on our skin. 

Now that I can reach it, I grab his cock greedily. I squeeze him in the center, again closer to the top, again cupping the tip. He moans in my mouth, grabbing my upper arms. I want to taste him, and am about to slide down so I can, but I don’t get a chance. He sweeps me into his arms and carries me into the bedroom. 

I’m still flushed and throbbing from my orgasm, but I’m getting more wet at the thought of that cock inside me. He lays me on the bed, then goes for the box on the nightstand. As he rips the package and rolls it on, I lift one knee and lower my hand to my clit.

“Holy fuck,” he says, watching my fingers rub in circles. “Flip over.” He climbs onto the bed on his knees.

I do as he says and get on all fours, looking over my shoulder to watch him get into position. He grabs his shaft, and I feel it at my wet opening. He starts to come inside me and I drop my head in relief. It’s like I can’t get enough of this. 

He slides in deeper, the different angle stretching me hard in completely new ways. I gasp and he freezes.

“Am I hurting you?”

I urgently shake my head no, scooting my hips back, asking for more. He slides the rest of the way in. I widen my knees slightly. He firmly grabs my hips and gets us going in a rhythm that makes my nerve endings hum all over. I’m rocking back to meet each thrust, wanting it deeper. Wanting it harder.

I bite my lip and glance over my shoulder. His chest and ab muscles are hard and defined. The view of his body down to his pelvis are such a turn on from this angle, I don’t want to stop looking. I’m bracing my arms hard against the mattress, trying to give as much resistance as I can to his movements. 

“You like it hard?” he asks. I nod urgently.

Grabbing my hips more firmly, he yanks me back against him and thrusts into me so hard that I drop my head to the mattress and desperately grip the sheets in my hands. “Yes,” I choke out, but I don’t know if I said it loudly enough for him to hear. I can barely breathe. Every thrust causes a pulse of pleasure to radiate out from my center. His stiff cock is stretching me almost more than I can handle and hurts so good. 

I exhale in hard, sharp gasps as he pounds a mind-splitting climax right out of me. I’m crying out, my open mouth pressed into the mattress, and arching back on him. As my orgasm rips through me, he comes, pulsing inside me. His groans and sporadic thrusts only make me come harder. 

It lasts so long, I’m left gasping for air when it’s done. My blood is pounding in my ears and my heart is trying to break out of my chest. I sink heavily onto the mattress and he sinks heavily onto me, cock still wedged firmly inside. 

“Oh my god,” I say, as he kisses my shoulder in between pants. 

“You’re insatiable.” 

“Not,” I protest, slowly catching my breath. The pulses in my body are morphing into a sweet, throbbing afterglow. “I’m good for at least ten minutes. Maybe fifteen.” 
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Chapter 8
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Connor

Sometimes insomnia bites hard, but having Whitney by my side makes it significantly better. She’s sleeping on her stomach, one leg pulled up, chin tucked down, hugging her pillow, breathing softly. She’s fucking gorgeous. We didn’t finally get to sleep until after midnight to start with—well, she fell asleep anyway—but, it’s after one now and, in spite of my physical exhaustion, I’m still wide awake. 

For some reason, people assume I get insomnia when I’m worried about things. I wish that were the reason. At least then maybe I could do something about it. No. It seems my body has a mind of its own and just flat won’t sleep sometimes. 

Tonight’s different, though. Aside from a whole lot of wondering about the woman lying next to me, my cousin Corrine is on my mind and, yeah, you could say I’m worrying about her. It’s only four in the afternoon in California, so I should wait a bit before calling her, but fuck it. I’m awake and I can’t wait any more. 

I quietly climb out of bed, get dressed, and take my phone to the darkened main room. Not bothering to find a lamp, I use my phone’s light to guide me to a chair and hit Corrine’s number. 

When she answers, she doesn’t even say hello. “No, I haven’t heard yet.”

“I wasn’t calling for that.”

“You’re full of crap.”

“I wasn’t.”

“I was just getting ready to call Dr. Nguyen’s office though. I want to get them before they close. Want me to call you back?”

“Okay.”

Trying to ignore my nerves, I check emails while I wait. It’s the usual sort of stuff: some business-related correspondence, an update from my broker, a sappy this-is-true-and-will-break-your-heart bullshit internet story my gullible grandmother forwarded to me, and a link from my mom. It’s an article about a graphic novel that illustrates Albert Einstein’s life, just the off-the-wall thing we both find interesting. 

I’m half way through drafting a reply to an email when Corrine calls back. “The nurse was just getting ready to call me.” I already know the answer based on the tone of her voice. “Negative!”

Thank God. 

“See?” I say, trying not to sound as relieved as I am. “I told you everything would be fine.”

“You always say that.”

“Because it’s true.” I sigh and sink further into the chair, feeling distinctly more relaxed now. “So tell me what else is new.”

“Your mom gave me a new project. She wants me to update the operations manuals.”

“Shit. All of them?”

“Yeah. I’m really excited.”

“Better you than me.”

“Do you want me to read a few pages to you? It’ll help you sleep.”

“If you’re trying to bore me, just put Rayce on.” I grin.

“I’ll tell him you said that.”

“I was hoping you would.”

“So, where are you now? Did you make it to Santiago yet?” 

“Yeah. A couple days ago.” 

“Did you get to see the incense thing?”

“Yeah,” I say, remembering kissing Whitney during the second one, and everything after. “Yeah. It was pretty cool. I’ll send you a pic.” 

“How long do you think you’ll stay? Do you know?” 

Last time we talked, I mentioned that I’d planned on staying in the city awhile. It seemed like it’d be a good one to explore. After getting there I didn’t change my mind about that. It did seem like the kind of place I’d like to get to know better. But, you know, things change. 

“Well, I’m actually heading for the coast now,” I answer. “I’m in Olveiroa.” 

“Oh yeah? What made you decide not to stay in Santiago?” 

“Oh,” I say vaguely, “you know.” 

She laughs. “Yeah, I know. Those feet of yours have a mind of their own.” 

We talk awhile longer before hanging up. I finish the email I’d started and send off another. That done, I sit in the dark a few minutes, trying to let my mind and body relax. My brain is still whirring though, so I give my brother Rayce a call.

“I heard you want me to put you to sleep,” he says, after our initial hellos.

I smile. “Word travels fast.” 

“I could sing you a lullaby.”

“There aren’t enough miles between us for me to stomach your singing.”

“So where are you?”

That’s the standard question on just about any call with my family: where are you? I give him the latest, sans Whitney. Normally I’d tell him, but he’ll either make it out to be a meaningless hook up—which I don’t want him to think—or something serious. Which I also don’t want him to think. 

I don’t know what to call this thing that’s happening with Whitney, so I’d rather stay mum. 

Anyway, I called him for a reason. “How’s Corrine?”

“She seems to be doing okay.”

“She’s not getting too worn out?”

“No. If anything she’s looking better. I think it’s helping to get back into the swing of things. Mom was right.”

“She usually is. But don’t tell her I said that.”

Not long later, when I’m climbing back into bed, Whitney stirs slightly and barely opens her eyes at me before letting them slide shut again. “Did you go somewhere?” she asks sleepily.

“Just for a minute.” I kiss her on her cheek and settle into bed. My body finally seems tired enough, and I’m more than ready.

She heavily scoots over, curls her arm around my waist, and rests her head on my shoulder. I wrap my arms around her soft body, sink against the pillow, and am asleep seconds later.
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We both sleep in a bit, and take a little longer getting ready than usual—what with the whole morning romp we couldn’t seem to resist, not that we tried very hard—but we manage to get on the road at a decent time anyway. 

A couple hours in, we pass by an outdoor market and pick up some bread, cheese, salami, and grapes for lunch. Not long after, we find the perfect place to enjoy it: a grassy area with a view of the sprawling field just across the Camino from us.

We settle on the ground and lay our items on the brown bag we’ve been carrying it all in. 

“It’s almost too pretty to eat,” Whitney says, admiring the braided Challah loaf, “but I’m sure we’ll manage it.”

I smile, pull out my pocket knife, and cut a slice of the salami. When I hold it out to her, she holds my eyes and smiles in that way that makes my breath catch. Good lord, she’s a beautiful woman. 

She reaches for the salami, but I gently catch her wrist in my other hand and tug. Her smile widens, and she lets me pull her in. Our lips come together in a soft, sensual kiss. Only when I’ve had my fill do I release her. Her cheeks are softly flushed and the crotch of my shorts are a bit tighter than normal. 

She takes the slice of salami with two fingers, puts it in her mouth, and licks the tip of each finger, watching me the entire time.

“She-devil,” I say grinning, and turning to the meat to slice the rest.

“You started it.”

“Keep that up and I’ll finish it.”

We’re too close to the road and potential spectators to be serious, though, and eventually settle into our meal. 

“Were you up in the middle of the night?” She tears off a chunk of the bread. “Or did I dream that?”

“Yeah. Just for a bit.”

“Was I keeping you up?”

“No. Not at all.” I explain my occasional insomnia issues, telling her there’s no real reason for it apparently. “I just have trouble with my clock sometimes. Last night was different though. Corrine’s been fighting cancer and we were waiting on some test results.”

“I’m sorry.” She genuinely looks it. “Is she okay?”

“Everything came back negative, so that’s good.” 

“Is she in remission then?”

I nod and fill her in on the details. Corrine was diagnosed half way through the first semester of her sophomore year of college (what would’ve been my junior year, had I not left that summer to travel the world instead). The prognosis wasn’t too bad that first time. She had to pull out of school, then went through six months of treatment before being declared cancer free.

That fall she went back to Hartman College, again starting her sophomore year. She finished that year and got in a full semester’s worth of credits her junior year, but in February of that school year, the cancer came back and she had to drop out again. 

“Things were serious before,” I say, “but when it came back last year it was really bad. She ended up going to the Mayo Clinic in Scottsdale from February all the way until October.”

“Geez,” Whitney says softly. “That’s a long time.”

I nod. “Yeah. It was a long, long year. Things were kind of touch and go there for a while, until they found the treatment that worked.”

“Did you get to see her at all?”

“Oh yeah. Both times. The first time I still travelled all over, in between visiting her. She lost her hair, and I made a joke that I should’ve brought her a gaucho hat from Argentina—”

“What’s a gaucho hat?”

“Gauchos are South American cowboys, and they still wear traditional clothing.”

“Oh yeah. I think I’ve heard of them.”

“Right. Well, that’s where I’d been when she was diagnosed. So, you know.” I shrug, smiling. “I went back and got her one.”

“You went all the way back to Argentina just to get her a hat?” Whitney says, grinning.

“Well, it’s a lot quicker if you fly. Besides, she wanted one. She loved it, too. All any of us wanted was to try to make her happy. It turned into this running thing. I’d bring her hats from all over so it wouldn’t be as bad, you know. Losing all her hair.”

“What else did you bring her?”

“I got her a headwrap in South Africa. She loved that one. A Rastacap from Jamaica. Soft things like that were better so she could wear them lying down. She asked for a beret from Paris. Places far away like that I’d cheat, though and fly.”

“You didn’t want to sail all that way, huh?”

“Well, normally, sure. But I didn’t want to be gone too long. I kept my boat docked in the Caribbean or Gulf of Mexico somewhere and fly to Arizona to see her. I felt like I needed to stay close, especially when the cancer came back that second time. That’s the only time in my life it was hard to pick up and go places. No matter where I went or how long I was gone, it was like there was this part of me... kind of... anchored there in Scottsdale with Corrine. I’d feel really unsettled until I was with her again.”

Whitney’s listening thoughtfully, chewing on her bread.  

“I would’ve stayed there the whole time, but I was afraid she’d think I was just waiting around for her to die, and how was that going to help? It was better to say, ‘Hey, I’ll bring you something cool from Saint Lucia.’ There was this weird power in that, too. If I said I’d bring her back something, she had to stick around, you know? Like, that was a reason to fight.”

Whitney smiles, but I shrug. 

“Honestly, looking back, it’s kind of stupid I thought that. As if she didn’t have enough reasons to live. It’s not like my little gifts were the things that would make her want to stay. But at the time, giving her things was like making an offer to whichever god could keep her from dying. Every time I brought something, her eyes would light up and I’d think it was working.” I shrug. “It’s funny what you hang onto in times like that.”

“I’m sure,” Whitney says. “I don’t think it’s stupid.”

“I’d find the perfect thing and call and say, ‘Wait till you see it.’ But I wouldn’t tell her what it was, because, you know, wondering would keep her alive until the next time I saw her.”

“Hmmm.” Whitney smiles softly. “I think it’s sweet.”

“Sweet. Delusional. Whatever word you want to use.”

She laughs. “Maybe she needed someone in her life who could leave for weeks at a time and say, ‘See you when I get back.’”

“Yeah, maybe.”

“What was her favorite thing you brought her?”

“Aside from the African headwrap? Two shot glasses from the Bayou Boogaloo Festival in New Orleans.”

“Bayou Boogaloo?” she asks, laughing.

“Oh yeah. It was awesome. Music, food, people.”

“Why two glasses?” 

I grin. “So we could take a shot together when she was better. And we did. She’d been done with her treatment for about a month and was living in Seattle with her mom at the time. They came down for the Christmas party my parents throw every year, and before the big toast, she pulled them out of her purse and she and I took a shot first.”

She told me she’d been saving them. I’d wanted to do it as soon as her treatment was done, but she claimed she wasn’t up for it physically. She eventually confessed that wasn’t completely true. When she went home from the Mayo Clinic, she still felt like she was straddling the line between life and death, and hadn’t yet really allowed herself to believe she could put both feet on the life side of the line. She knew she’d come to it eventually, it just took some time. She didn’t want to use those shot glasses until she was “all in.” 

“Anyway,” I continue, “for a while she was kind of convalescing in Seattle, and she needed it. But her mom’s a little... overprotective. She always has been, but it’s even worse now. Just hanging around doing nothing made things worse for her after a while though, I guess. My parents went up last month and my mom kind of saw what was going on and decided it was time for Corrine to take the next step to rebuilding her life. So she says, ‘When are you coming back to work?’ and that was that.” I grin. “Gotta love my mom.”

Whitney smiles. “So Corrine’s doing okay now?” 

“So far so good. We’re all holding our breath for the five year mark. That’s when the chances of it returning go way down. She’s just working part-time and living with my folks again, but Rayce says she’s getting her strength back. Thank God.” 

“So she’s been in remission...” I see she’s doing the math in her head, but I know it without having to calculate.

“Eight months.” I brush the crumbs off my hands and pull out my phone. “Here.” I bring up the photo gallery. “My turn for pictures.”

“Oooh.” She scoots closer so she can see better. This girl gets brownie points for that, I can tell you.

I go to the older pictures first, and pull up one of the four of us on the beach in Swan Pointe. It’s one of my favorites. This was my junior year of high school, well before Corrine got cancer. Also before I shocked the hell out of my family to take off on my own. Rayce and Lizzy were both in college, but home for summer break. Rayce and I are standing next to one another wearing our swim trunks. The girls are in their suits as well and on our shoulders—Lizzy on Rayce’s and Corrine on mine—with their arms up in victory. We’re all sporting broad smiles and the dark California tans of deep summer.

“Oh my God, look how cute you were,” Whitney says. “How old were you?”

“Seventeen. That’s Corrine, there.” I point. Her long hair is flowing over her tan shoulders.

“I figured. You look like your siblings. You can tell you’re related.”

“Everyone says that.”

“So this is Lizzy and Rayce.” Whitney points.

I nod. I scroll until I find the one with Corrine in her gaucho hat. This picture is just her, sitting at the game table in Mom and Dad’s living room, looking pale from the chemo. She’s holding some playing cards and sticking her tongue out at me, the picture taker.

I laugh a little. I laugh every time I see this one. 

“Why’s she sticking her tongue out?” Whitney asks, laughing a bit too.

“Because I just stomped all over her ass in gin rummy.”

“So when was this? Was she in treatment then?”

“Yeah. This was during the first round, so she’d go in a few times a week and be home in between. I think this was maybe three or four months in or something.”

“And with everything she was going through you didn’t let her win the card game?” Whitney playfully swats my arm. 

“Oh no. The Rivers family takes competition very, very seriously. She’s not easy to beat, either, so let me tell you, that was one fine moment of glory.”

Whitney laughs and takes another slice of salami as I scroll through looking for my other favorite. “Just one more. I promise.”

“No, no.” She licks her fingers again. “I love this.”

And I love it when you lick those fucking fingers.

“Okay, here it is.” Whitney leans back in, her shoulder pressing against mine. I took this photo in the Mayo Clinic, Corrine’s home for nine fucking months. But she’s a fighter, and no other picture shows it more than this one. She was down to something like ninety-five pounds, and her complexion had turned sallow. Between the cancer trying to eat her alive and the chemo taking its own shot at it, she was weak and exhausted almost all the time. 

She’s in her hospital bed, bald, all hooked up to IVs and monitors and oxygen. I’m leaning over the bed, my head close to hers, and we’re both looking at the camera, making “rock on” signs with our hands.

“That was our secret Fuck Cancer sign.” I grin at Corrine’s smile. “Our moms would’ve had our hides if we’d gone around flipping the bird all the time, so we came up with this instead.”

“I love that.”

“Yeah.”

“Do you have a recent picture of her?”

“Sure.” I flip through to the one I took the last time I was in town. “This was back in March.” We’re at her mom’s dining table, leaning close to each other and smiling for the camera, the remnants of our most recent hand of gin rummy on the table. Her hair’s growing back. She has a cute pixie cut that actually suits her well, though she’s a little self-conscious about it. 

“Aww,” Whitney says. “So cute. Is that another gin rummy game?”

“Oh yeah. I can’t get out of a visit with Corrine without playing gin rummy. She fucking loves that game. Played it about a billion times when she was in the hospital.”

“Who won that one?”

“Irrelevant,” I say, tucking my phone away, and Whitney laughs. 

“You’re close to your family.”

I nod. “Yeah.”

She smiles. “Do you miss them?”

“Yes, I really do. But I go home for visits, and call them a lot. So, you know. It’s all good.”

“So you’re close to them, and you miss them, but not enough to stick around?”

Our eyes meet then. I’m not sure, but we might be talking about something else now. 

“No,” I say, quietly. “Not enough for that.”

“That tells me how much you love it. I’ve seen it, too. Just the little I’ve been with you. It’s like this energy inside you coming out.” She talks about it like it’s a good thing, and I appreciate that. 

“Yeah.” I look at the field and trees off in the distance. “That’s a good way to put it.” I can’t help but wander. I really can’t, and I’ve tried. “I just...” I hesitate. “I love my life, but there’s a downside to anything, I guess. I just wish I didn’t cause other people pain.”

“Like who?”

“Like the people who want me to stay.”

“Your family?” 

I don’t respond. Yeah, my family, too. But that’s not who I’m thinking about. 

“A girl?”

I sigh. She’s a smart cookie, this Whitney.
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Chapter 9
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Whitney

I see the uncomfortable look on his face and know I’m right. Damn. 

He nods. “All of the above.”

“What happened?”

He sighs and starts packing up after lunch. 

“Sorry. You don’t have to tell me.”

“No,” he says quietly, standing and extending his hand to me so I can get up too. “Maybe you should know.”

We heft our packs onto our shoulders and he grabs his walking stick. We head back down the hill to the road. Connor’s quiet, working up to it, I think. After we’ve reached the road and fallen into a rhythm, he starts. 

“Her name is Evie. We met in Middleton. That’s in South Australia.”

“Is she Australian?”

He nods. 

“Does she have an accent?”

He gives a small smile. “Best part about our fights was hearing her swear at me with an accent.”

I laugh a little, but only a little. He’s already back to being serious again, lost in whatever thoughts are swirling around in his head. 

“This was, wow, two years ago now. I’d been exploring New Zealand and Australia for a few months. I was about ready to take off to somewhere else when I met Evie.”

He pauses. Whatever story this is, it seems more difficult for him to tell than the one about his cousin. 

“We were together six months. I docked my boat and we got an apartment together. She owned a surf shop, and I got a job as an adventure tour guide.” He shrugs. “I thought it’d be something fun to do, you know.” He rubs his fingers along his forehead, hesitating again. 

“Did you love her?” I ask, prompting him.

He nods. “Yes.”

I gotta admit, I’m feeling little pangs of jealousy listening to him talk about another woman, as if he’s mine or something. But I still want to hear the story. 

“It was a very... intense relationship. Everything she did, she did full throttle. She was exciting and daring and I did love her, but the fights were intense too and I didn’t care for that. I think I could’ve put up with it though. It wasn’t that, I guess.”

“You couldn’t stay.” I know where this is going.

He shakes his head. “No. And she didn’t want to travel like that. She had her shop. We’d take trips, but they were limited to her vacation time, and mine for that matter. I tried to stay. I really, really did. But it’s like you said. There’s this thing inside of me and it drives me. The longer I stayed, the more restless I got and she started to resent it. She thought I wanted to get away from her, but it wasn’t that. I just needed to go. Chase down that horizon. Just... go see something.”

I’m watching him and he’s watching the road, eyes distant as he’s remembering, his brows knit tight in frustration. 

“I’d be going about my everyday work, and something in me was just pacing all the time.”

Like a wild animal caged, I think.

“Sometimes I have to wonder if there’s something wrong with me,” he continues, almost desperately, “because sometimes it’s like this... this itch I can’t scratch. Why can’t I just get it together and do the things people need me to do?”

He exhales sharply then falls to silence. 

“Because,” I say gently, “there’s only so much changing you can do for another person. This is obviously who you are, Connor. Like, the very core of who you are, from what I can tell.” Even as I’m saying it, I’m seeing him more clearly than I have yet. He’s like this little piece of wind blowing around, belonging to no one but the earth itself. 

Back in that café with Maggie and the others, when he said the world was his home, he wasn’t kidding. 

As I look at his handsome face, I feel both awed to be in the presence of someone so genuine and wild, and sorrowful that my time with him is inevitably fleeting. I’ve suspected it all along, but it feels different now that I know for sure that a man like Connor can never be captured. 

“There’s nothing wrong with you,” I say. “You can only be who you are. It’s all any of us can do. Sometimes being who we really are is just hard, but it’s still right.”

We’re walking down a gravel path that runs somewhat parallel to a highway. We’re quiet, both thinking. 

“Whitney,” he says slowly. 

We take a few more steps in silence. “Yeah?”

“I want to make sure there are no misunderstandings here.”

“There aren’t.”

He looks at me regretfully. 

I sigh, regretful too, but it is what it is. I mean, I’m not thrilled with the situation. Yes, I wish things were different. I wish we were both in San Francisco instead of here. I’d definitely like more than a few short days with him. But, the fact that we have so little time together is probably for the best, because regardless of the situation, Connor will always be on the move anyway. 

The time limit we’re staring down is a blessing in disguise. It’ll keep us from getting too attached. Too serious. 

“We both know where this is going,” I say. “It’s okay. No one’s made any promises here.”

He sighs and stops. I stop too and he pulls me into his arms, looking me directly in the eye. “I’m not able to make promises.”

“I understand.”

“I can’t.”

“I’m not asking you to.”

He sighs, lowering his forehead to mine, still looking regretful. “I just want to enjoy you as much as I can, while it lasts.”

“I want that, too.” And I do. I take a deep breath. “Look, let’s don’t worry, all right? Let’s just have fun and enjoy it. Aren’t you enjoying it?”

He smiles, his eyes softening. “You know I am.”

I smile too, my heart warming at the way he’s looking at me. “Me too.” This is what we have to do. Just stay in the now. All I need to think about is me and Connor and how he makes me feel right now. And he makes me feel happy. 

“I could use another kiss, though,” I say. 

Because kisses help. 
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That night we stay at a small, private hostel in Dumbría, and (not for the first time) make enough noise to cause the hosts to avoid looking us directly in the eye the next morning. It’s our last full day together. We’ll be in Finisterre sometime this afternoon, find a place to stay, and tomorrow morning I’ll take a cab back to Santiago so I can catch my flight home. 

And that will be that. 

Connor will become a story I tell, and I’ll become another story for him. 

Something about this happening tomorrow is making it more real than it’s felt so far. Every step I take closer to Finisterre, every hour that passes, makes it harder than it was yesterday. The hours are slipping through my fingers. Part of me wants to turn to him and say, “Say goodbye to me now and go, before it gets too painful.”

But I’m greedy. I want every minute of Connor I can get. 

We’ve seen pilgrims on the road each day since we left Santiago, but are running into them more today. Or maybe it just seems that way because every time we do, I wish we didn’t. I don’t want to talk to other people. I just want to be with Connor. 

Maybe he feels the same way, because within minutes of joining up with someone on the road, we do something to unjoin with them. We’ll either pass them, or if they’re going too fast for that, we’ll find a reason to stop artificially so they’ll pass us. 

We do this without speaking about it. We do it all the way through the old sea town of Finisterre, with its boxey buildings and colorful red tile roofs. 

When we finally get to the little cape that was considered, for centuries, to be the end of the world, my heart swoops up in my throat. The ocean goes on forever. In spite of being a modern woman who’s familiar with the world map, it still seems like this is the end of things. 

The beach, a combination of sand and large black rock formations, stretches on in both directions. And that water. God, it just goes on. The sound of it is like a siren call, drawing me in. I can’t help but smile. I wanted to see this so badly, and walked an additional eighteen and a half miles to get it done. But I suppress the urge to cry. 

Maybe it’s tears of joy. Maybe not. Either way, I don’t trust myself to let them go. 
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The ocean is enough to distract us for a while. We take off our boots and play in the water, walking along the shore as far as we dare with our packs lying on the beach behind us. We grab a quick dinner, then head back to the beach. There are more pilgrims now, coming for the sunset, just like we are. We manage to find a rock to sit on away from the others.

The closer the sun gets to the horizon—oranges and yellows glistening on the water—the faster it descends. We watch it in silence. Our arms are snug around each other, and my head is resting on his shoulder. The shimmering orb of the sun dips toward the water with steady determination. There’s no stopping a force like that. The bottom of the circle kisses the horizon and slips down into it. Farther and farther, until it is only a sliver of light that winks at us, and is gone. 

We take a deep breath together, but don’t move. We sit like that until the sky darkens to a deep indigo with only a hint of pink streaking along the horizon.

Connor looks at me, and I tilt my head up to look at him. I don’t want to be sad, so I smile. He gives me a gentle, lingering kiss.

I should say goodbye right now. I should. It’s the perfect moment. But when he pulls away, I say, “Well... I guess we should find a place to stay.”

“Or,” he says quietly. “We could take a cab to Muxia and sleep on my boat.”

I smile. I guess if Connor doesn’t see a fork in the road, he’ll just go ahead and make one himself. A cab to Muxia was not in the plan, but I like it. I like it very much. 
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It’s dark when we get to the docks in Muxia and board Connor’s ship, which is not at all what I’d imagined. Rather than the ratty Forest Gump boat I had in mind, this is a fifty-five foot ocean trawler with a deck that shines in the moonlight. When we go into the interior I’m pleasantly surprised again. It has a clean, almost luxurious feel. 

He takes me on a tour and I’m in love. It’s a magnificent vessel. There’s a spacious living area (called a saloon on a boat), full-sized appliances in the kitchen (galley), and even an en suite with a full-sized shower in the master stateroom (bedroom). There are two places to steer the boat: an interior wheelhouse with a seating area and table for guests behind the captain’s chair, and a “flying bridge” up top that’s open to the outside. There’s even a guest stateroom and a little nook to be used as an office space. Everything is gleaming and inviting. 

My mind starts running away with me for a moment. What would it be like to live on this boat with him? It’d be comfortable enough, no question. But, tempting as it is, my mind doesn’t linger in that fantasy for two reasons. 

One, I’ve given some thought to his lifestyle and I don’t think I could do it. I still feel as I did before: it’d be hard not to have a real home to return to. Not to mention the prospect of leaving my job.

Two, he hasn’t invited me, so it’s not like it’s an option to turn down anyway. 

When we return to the main saloon, he raises his hands. “So this is it.” 

I want to ask, How are you affording all this? But that feels like crossing a line, so I stick with what I know. 

I step into his arms, go up on tiptoe, and kiss him. 

His arms come around me and I rub my hands along his back. Our kiss deepens, and I wonder if this is the last time we’ll be together.

I push that thought away. Not yet. There will be more. We’re not done yet. 

Our tongues explore one another, hands caressing. The heat in my body is rising. Without breaking our kiss, he picks me up and I wrap my legs around his waist. He carries me into the master stateroom and sets me on the bed, smoothly coming down on top of me. I put my hand on his jaw, caressing the soft whiskers. He holds my face too, and kisses me so tenderly I almost can’t breathe.

He pulls away, holding my eyes, and reaches for his pack, which he had propped next to the bed earlier. Heart thumping thickly in my chest, I don’t take my eyes off of him. He brings out the condoms, pulls one out, and puts it on the nightstand within easy reach. 

While he does this I slip off my shorts and underwear. I sit up enough to remove my shirt and bra. He quietly undresses too, rolls on the condom, then comes back to me slowly, watching me. Still holding my eyes, he puts his forehead on mine, his hand on my jaw. Lips parted, our breaths mingle together as our bodies slowly rearrange so he can come inside me. I’m wet, and ready, and dying a little because of the way he’s looking at me. 

As he slips inside, so slow and sweet, our mouths meet. And I can’t do this. It feels too much like making love. This is hard enough. I don’t want him to make love to me. I want him to fuck me. Only that. 

Swallowing hard, I switch gears. I start kissing and stroking him in a way that’s intense and physical. It takes a minute. I have to persist. But soon he’s following my lead. And then it’s a little frantic. And then we’re fucking, only fucking, and it is a relief. I make myself forget the rest and just get carried away with it. Thank god his cock in me feels so good because I need to stay in this place. 

I tell him to fuck me hard, but first he kisses me hard. And gropes my breasts. And clutches my shoulder and then he’s pounding me so hard lights explode behind my closed lids. I’m moaning and panting and he’s groaning in my ear. His muscles are flexing under my hands. His cock is hardening in my tight channel and I tell him, “More. Harder.”

We’re unleashed in a new way, then. It’s a wildness I’ve never experienced. It’s almost vulgar, but it’s so hot and my climax is building so strongly I know when I come, I’m going to come hard. He’s propped up above me, thrusting me with his entire body and making my whole body rock. I’m almost there.

This is it, I think. The last time.

When I let go, my orgasm shakes me with such violence I am transcended out of time and place. I gasp and convulse, helpless. Connor releases inside me and I throw my head back, crying out, tremors pulsing through me. I ride it out in desperation.

When it’s over, we’re both on our backs, panting. 

We’re not touching at all. The afterglow of my orgasm is dissipating quickly. I tighten my hands into loose fists at my side. A shiver runs through me.

Connor notices this. He rolls toward me, presses his warm chest against mine, and cups my jaw in his hand. He kisses me deeply. Something inside me sighs as I feel my heart reconnect with his. He comes away, pecks me softly on my lips, and pulls me into his arms as he rolls onto his back. 

It wasn’t a long kiss, but I’m grateful for it, because I couldn’t end whatever it is we just did with whatever that ending was. That kiss, however short, reminded me that it’s still Connor and still me and we’re still in this together. 

Whatever this is. 
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Chapter 10 
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Connor

I wanted our last time together to be different, but thinking back on how we started, compared to the insane way we finished, I can see anything else would’ve torn my heart out. 

It’s six in the morning. Whitney’s already scheduled a cab pick-up and is in the bathroom, getting ready to take her shower. I’ve gotten dressed—I’ll shower after she goes—and am sitting on the edge of the bed. Whitney’s impending departure is pulsing through my veins. 

I hear the shower water turn on. Something inside me starts to sink and grow still. I listen for a few minutes, not moving. When I do move, it’s to pull out my phone and dial my sister. I just need to hear her voice. She answers after the second ring.

“Hey!” Lizzy says, always so happy to hear from me.

“Hey sis.” I try to make my voice sound normal. 

“You okay?”

“Fine,” I say, trying harder. “I saw a stork yesterday and it made me think of you. You’ll have to tell Rayce.” It’s an old joke. It’s not really funny at the moment.

She laughs. “I will.” 

I’ve successfully diverted her, but it does me no good. “I met someone.” 

I didn’t mean to say those words, even though they’re true. The full and weighty implications of them are all true.

There’s silence on the line. Maybe because I said it like it’s something I’m already regretting. “What does that mean exactly?”

“Nothing. Just that I met someone.”

“You’re seeing her?”

I grip the side of the bed. “Not exactly.”

There’s more silence. Only the sound of the shower water. My heart’s pounding painfully. “Okay Mr. Elusive,” Lizzy says. “What exactly is it then? You’re the one who brought it up, you know.”

“I know. Her name’s Whitney. I met her outside of Arca.”

“There in Spain?”

“That’s right.”

“Is she Spanish?”

“No. She lives in San Francisco.” I don’t know why I’m telling Lizzy any of this. I really don’t. 

“So, you like her?”

I nod but I don’t say anything. I’m just listening to the shower. I wish Lizzy were here. Or I was there. These are the times when I feel too far away and too alone.

“Geez, Connor. Why’d you even say anything if you didn’t want to talk about it?”

“Sorry. I don’t know. I just... thought you’d like to know.”

“I don’t even know what I know,” she says lightly, accepting my ways for what they are, like she always has. “But I’m happy if you’re happy. Does she make you happy?”

Irrelevant. All irrelevant. “She leaves for San Francisco today. She lives there.”

“Yeah,” she says slowly, responding to my tone, which hasn’t changed one wit since I said I met someone. “You mentioned that.”

She’s right here, I want to say. She’s on my boat, in my shower, in my head, in my veins.

“What’s this about, Connor?” Lizzy says quietly. “Do you want to follow her to San Francisco? You could, you know.”

“I know, but...” I take a deep breath and lean my elbow on my knee, closing my eyes and pinching the bridge of my nose between two fingers. 

“But what?”

“How long would that last?” I say, not moving. “I don’t want to hurt her.”

Lizzy sighs. “Well. That’s something to think about,” she says gently. 

I let my arm drop and fall back onto the bed, staring up at the ceiling. 

Lizzy sighs again. “I don’t know if you want advice or if you just need me to listen or what.” One of the great things about Lizzy is she’s careful not to give unsolicited advice. “I wouldn’t know what to tell you anyway because I don’t know enough.”

“I know. I wasn’t looking for advice, I guess. Just telling you. Like telling you I saw a stork yesterday. It’s not a big deal.”

“Uh huh.” She doesn’t believe me. Nor should she. “You’re full of shit, you know.”

“That’s what I hear.” I sigh. We sit on the line in silence for a moment.

“Are you okay?”  

The shower water shuts off and I sit up. “Yeah. Look, I’d better go. Give everyone my love.”

“I will. But you know you’re in my dog house now.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because now I’m going to wonder about this Whitney person until we talk again and I get to find out if she’s still in your life or not.”

The pang of that truth pinches my heart. I understand what she’s saying. People don’t stay in my life. Because people are kind of like plants and tend to want to pick a spot of ground to grow in, while I don’t stay in one place long enough to grow any roots that matter. I can’t seem to do it. Not even for the people I love. 

Evie’s words come back to haunt me: “It’s not fair to be with someone when all you want to do is leave.” And she was right. It’s not fair. I imagine Whitney one day looking at me the way Evie did that day, brows pulled down, arms crossed, anger and resentment all over her face. 

I don’t want Whitney to ever have to hate me like that. 

“I love you,” I say.

“I love you too, kiddo.”

“Don’t call me kiddo,” I say automatically, like she knew I would.

She laughs and we hang up. 

By the time Whitney comes out of the bathroom, fresh-faced and clean, I’m resolved we’ll say goodbye as we should, with a smile on her face and a smile on mine. 

No matter how much it hurts. 
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Chapter 11
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Whitney

Connor isn’t wearing his navy shirt, or his green shirt. He’s pulled something else entirely out of his closet: tan sailing pants and a white, collared polo. I, on the other hand, am still in my Camino outfit. It only adds to my feeling that we’ve already separated and this is already over. The morning has been busy with preparations since the moment the alarm went off. And now we’re standing on the deck of his boat—which is shining and beautiful in the morning sun—watching the cab pull up in the parking lot. 

Connor waves, getting the driver’s attention, and the cab comes to a stop. 

“I’ll walk you there.” He bends down to pick up my pack.

“No.” I stop him.

He gives me a questioning look, and I smile. I’m determined to smile. It’s not entirely fake, even if it is bittersweet. “Before I get in that cab, I want to look back and see you on your boat. That’s the last image I want of you.”

He just looks at me, searching my eyes, as if to decide if he’s supposed to argue with me or not. I smile again and wrap my arms around his waist, still looking up at him. 

He sighs and smiles too. “If that’s what you want.”

“It is.” The tears are building, thick in my throat and pooling in my eyes. I don’t try to stop them, because my smile is as genuine as my tears. “Thank you, Connor.” 

“No.” He brushes my cheek with the back of his fingers. “Thank you, Whitney.”

He presses his lips to mine and lingers softly. We break our kiss and sink into an embrace. I go up on my tiptoes, and hook one arm over his shoulder, nestling my nose in his neck. He tucks into me too. We stay like this, holding each other firmly, not speaking, not moving. Only breathing each other in. 

Then it’s time. 

I release and slowly come out of his arms. We give each other one last smile, tender and fond, then he holds his hand up and helps me step off the boat and onto the dock. He hands me my pack and I heft it onto my shoulders. We look at one another and take deep breaths. 

“See you around, Whitney,” he says, like a wish. 

But I know better. 

“Goodbye, Connor.”

With that I turn and head down the dock, feeling every step. I get to the end and turn left, so I can make my way toward the parking lot and the waiting cab. I glance at him, and he’s watching me, his hands in his pockets. I look back to the worn boards in front of me and too soon, I’m at the cab. 

The driver takes my pack and puts it in the trunk. I open the back door, and only then do I turn for one last look. He’s still there, watching me. He takes one hand out of his pocket, and raises it in farewell. 

I think about going back. Of course, I do. But go back for what? I can’t change reality, and the reality is that trying to claim Connor as my own would be like trying to put sunshine in a box. It can’t be done, because as soon as you close up the box, the sunshine is eaten by the dark.

So I raise my hand in farewell too. I want the smile on my face to be the last thing he sees.

I’ll let my tears flow later.  

Eleven Months Later
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Chapter 12
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Whitney

It’s always interesting, thinking back on my time on the Camino. In my mind there are two parts. Part one was walking to Santiago. That’s the part that gave me the time I needed to realize there’s more to me and my life than just work, even with the kind of work I do. It was the clarity I’d been hoping for. I’d been neglecting too many sides of myself before Spain, and became determined to live a more balanced life after Spain. 

Part two, of course, was Connor. He helped me bring those abstract ideas about life into sharp focus. I don’t know if I’ve ever felt as alive as I did during those few days with him. He made my desire for that more vivid, and, yes, he made me realize I really did want a relationship in my life. 

I have both cursed the fact that our time together was so short, and been grateful for it. If we’d been together much longer, I may have just fallen in love with old Navy Shirt, and then where would I be?

I still think about him. Still wonder about him. Still imagine him coming to a fork in the road and getting that glint in his eye. I love that about him, even though that’s the very thing that makes him out of my reach. 

Since the Camino, I’ve had mixed success with my new goals. It’s funny how even something as monumental as walking the Camino can fade in our memories with time. I still work too much sometimes, get worn out, and have to reel myself back in and start over. But I’m better about making time for myself, time for my friends, and time for dating. 

Well, sort of dating. More like going on one or two dates with somebody and just leaving it at that. I’m not trying to be overly picky or anything, but some of the yahoos out there. Honestly. 

I’d just... like a guy like Connor. Except for the can’t-stay-in-one-place-long-enough-to-commit-to-anyone part. Except that. 

But I’ve yet to find anyone who even comes close. 

Maybe that’s why, in spite of myself, I’ve found myself looking around for him each time I’ve come to Swan Pointe. I’ve been here twice in the last two months, both for work-related reasons. 

Last time I was here, it was to place a brother and sister from Myanmar with their new family. While I was here, I visited Nadim and his adoptive parents. I bonded even more with Nadim and Abigail, his mother, who’s so great to talk to that I told her it’s a shame she can’t adopt me.

Nadim was excited about the Junior League baseball season that was just starting. His team almost won the championship last year and I promised him if his team made it to the finals again this year, I’d come watch him play. With that big grin of his, he told me he’d be sure to make it happen. 

True to his word, he did. The game’s tomorrow morning. 

True to my word, I’m here. I’m using a vacation day to make a long weekend of it. I flew in last night, Thursday, so I could have Friday here, too. I had dinner with Nadim and his family last night, and today Abigail and I are having lunch, just the two of us, which I’m really looking forward to. Tomorrow is the game, and Sunday morning I’ll visit the brother and sister to see how they’re doing. I fly out Sunday afternoon.

The last time I came, I stayed at the Everland Hotel, one of many in Swan Pointe. I have no idea if it’s the one Connor’s family owns, but it didn’t matter. Every time I entered the lobby, every time I got in the elevator, I half expected him to just magically appear. I knew it wasn’t going to happen, and I was creating disappointment in myself I didn’t need to feel, but I couldn’t seem to stop those thoughts anyway. Besides, I kept reminding myself, even if I did see him, what then? 

This time I’m staying in one of several little bungalows right along the beach. It’s a charming clapboard cottage in light blue with white trim. It’s older and in need of some maintenance and updating, but it has the advantage of being right next to the water—and not a Swan Pointe hotel that’s going to drive me nuts every time I step into the lobby or the elevator. 

I’m meeting Abigail at The Wadsworth Room, a restaurant inside the Rivers Paradise Resort that Abigail promises has the best fish tacos in California. The resort is situated on a high bluff overlooking the bay, and the bungalows are down on the beach below it. I consider walking around and up the hill as it’s not that far, and I could use the exercise, which I don’t get enough of. But I don’t feel like making the climb and end up taking my rental car up to the resort anyway. 

I’ve always been curious about the famous Rivers Paradise Resort. I’d wanted to come check it out the last time I was here, but it was a short trip that was taken up almost entirely by business and I just didn’t get the opportunity. 

As I drive up the hill and the resort comes into view, I have a feeling it’s going to live up to its reputation. It’s a superb example of California architecture, with beautiful brick and iron work on its grand central building, which looks about ten stories high or so. Flanking either side of the main building, there are two shorter wings that are maybe six or seven stories high and stretch back at forty-five degree angles. The circular drive sweeps under a gorgeous stone portico, and curves around a crystalline pond that’s adorned with flowers and home to the resort’s famous pair of swans. The massive grounds are impeccably landscaped. Beyond that is a sweeping view of the ocean. 

Forgoing valet service, I opt for self-parking and make my way to the building and its grand entrance. As I approach the bay of glass and wood doors, a doorman in a smart navy jacket opens the door for me. I smile and nod my thanks, grateful I thought to dress up a bit. 

I’m in a slender, sleeveless black dress with a form-fitting bodice and a skirt that flares gently at my thighs and stops just above my knees. A soft poppy-colored, see-through shrug gives it a pop of color, which is echoed in my strappy heels. I took the time to style my hair with large, soft curls and put on just a touch of makeup. I don’t own any expensive jewelry—I’ve never really wanted any—but am wearing a short necklace and delicate bracelet that tie the whole outfit together. 

Being in a place of such graceful luxury only amplifies how I feel in these clothes. I feel like a queen. There are plenty of guests in casual shorts and shirts, and a few in swimsuits and cover-ups who are most likely on their way to the beach. But others are dressed up like me. 

The lobby floor is all marble and features a gorgeous, intricate tile medallion in the middle, which is perfectly centered beneath the slightly domed ceiling two stories above me. The ceiling is trimmed with ornately carved wood support pieces and is breathtaking. 

Everywhere I look, I see the kind of attention to detail that lends to the luxurious feel of the place: beautiful sconce work, original art in massive gilded frames, intricately carved side tables with expensive-looking porcelain vases overflowing with fresh flowers. 

The front desk is made of walnut and adorned with a few sculpted lamps that give a gentle ambiance. Ditto the concierge desk and bell hop stand. On the other side of the registration desk, the lobby lets out to a large, carpeted area dotted with exquisite seating areas and a gleaming black grand piano. Forget the beach. I could just hang out here all day. 

Passing through the lobby, I come to a broad interior hallway—adorned with paintings and stone statues in little nooks—that goes to the right and left. There’s a long bank of floor-to-ceiling windows that give a wide view of the beautiful rear grounds, where I see one of the resort’s extravagant pools and an outdoor dining area. 

A simple but elegant-looking sign indicates which way to go for the fitness center, spa, conference rooms, and various restaurants, among other things. 

I turn to the right, wondering if I was supposed to meet Abigail in the resort’s lobby or at the restaurant itself. In a few moments, I have my answer. The wide, open entrance to The Wadsworth Room is directly ahead of me and Abigail is waiting out front. She’s wearing a pencil skirt and cream shell top, holding her purse in front of her, and breaks out into a smile when she sees me. 

“Have you been waiting long?” I give her a hug. 

“No, I just got here a couple minutes ago.” She leads us to the hostess stand, where a finely-dressed young woman waits for us with a friendly smile. “I was—” Abigail starts to say, but something interrupts us. 

“Whitney?” It’s coming from some distance behind me, but I heard the strong call of my name clear enough to know exactly who it is the second I hear it. My heart leaps into my throat.

“Connor?” I spin and scan the broad hall behind me. 

I knew his voice, but I almost didn’t recognize him. He’s in a silk button-down shirt—the first button undone—and a fine suit coat, and the scruffy beard is nowhere to be seen. But I know those intense blue eyes and my jaw drops in surprise as he hurries toward me. The blood is sprinting through my veins.

“Oh my god.” I put my hand on Abigail’s arm to indicate she should wait for me, and head in his direction. His eyes scan me quickly, taking me in, his face a mix of shock and happiness. Same as I’m feeling. 

The closer I get to him, the more I can’t believe it. He’s here. Oh my god, Connor is right here in front of me.  

“How—?” he says, smiling and holding his arms out. I practically skip the last few steps to him and then I’m in Connor’s arms and he’s lifting me just slightly off my feet and something deep inside me is sighing and laughing and dancing. 

“Holy shit,” I say and he laughs in my ear.

It feels so amazing to be in his arms again. God, I can hardly think.

He sets me down and I step back and look up at him, both of us grinning. “Are you staying here?” he asks as Abigail comes up, curious.

“No.” I gesture to her. “We’re here for lunch.”

“Ah.” He glances at the restaurant behind us. 

“This is Abigail. Nadim’s mom.”

“Oh right.” He takes her hand and shakes it.

“And this is Connor.” 

“It’s nice to meet you,” she says. “I brought Whitney for the fish tacos.”

“Ah, yes. Excellent call. If you’re going with seafood, you may want to try the mango shrimp, as well. The chef just added it to the summer menu and it’s fantastic.” He glances down the hall toward the lobby and I follow his gaze, but my overloaded brain feels like it’s trying to work something out.

Coming down the hallway in the opposite side of the lobby, are two people I recognize as Connor’s brother and sister. The brother, Rayce, is also in a suit, like Connor. His sister Lizzy is in a smart red blazer and skirt. 

Wait a minute.

“Hang on.” Connor holds up a finger and takes a step in their direction. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“Uh,” I say as he hurries away. Uhhhh.... I think, rather coherently.

“I didn’t know you knew Connor Rivers,” Abigail says as we watch Connor go up to his siblings and say something.

“Holy shit.” I totally did not mean to say out loud in front of her, because she’s not a woman who’s fond of swearing, but holy shit.

Rivers? As in the Rivers Paradise Resort?

I bite my lip to keep from saying holy shit again. 

Connor starts heading back and his siblings linger, apparently waiting for him. His sister is watching us curiously, but his brother... well, frankly, his brother is checking his watch, looking pretty irritated. 

Connor comes back up to us and I gawk at him. “Some hotel!”

He laughs and shrugs. “Sorry. Here.” He pulls his phone out of his inside jacket pocket and hands it to me. Damn, look at you looking all professional, I want to say. “Put your number in. I’ve got a meeting I can’t miss but I’ll call you when I get out.”

I enter my number with slightly shaking fingers. I still can’t believe he’s here. And I can’t believe this is the freaking hotel. Geez!

I give him his phone and we take each other in. My heart’s fluttering like mad. 

“It’s good to see you, Whitney,” he finally says, putting his hand briefly on my arm. Which only makes things worse. Okay, deep breath. 

“You too.”

“It was nice to meet you,” he says to Abigail and then just like that, he leaves to rejoin his siblings and is gone.

I exhale deeply, staring at the space he just vacated. Holy hell. 

“How do you know Connor Rivers?” she asks.

“Um.” I tuck a lock of hair behind my ear and will my heart to settle down. “We met on the Camino del Santiago last year.”

“Oh wow.” We turn back toward the restaurant. “Small world.”

“Uh huh.” The hostess leads us into a space that’s the perfect blend of elegance and casual, with brick accents and colorful blown glass light fixtures. What’s he doing here? Is he back? Did the wild little wanderer decide to finally settle down? Because if he did...

“They’re such a nice family,” she says as we take our seats at a small table along the back wall. The hostess gives us our menus and departs.

“Do you know them too?”

“Oh no. I know of them. Most people around here do. They just seem really nice though.” She opens her menu. “Such a shame about the parents.”

“Why? What do you mean?”

She glances up, a serious expression on her face. “You don’t know?’

“Know what?”

She puts down the menu and leans in. “They passed away last year.”

My hand flies to my mouth.

“Drowned in a boating accident.”

“Oh my god.”

She nods soberly and returns to her menu. “Yes. It was such a pity. Those poor kids.”

I return to my menu too, but I’m not really seeing it. Oh, God. Poor Connor. My heart aches as I imagine what he’s been going through. What they’ve all been going through. I feel like crying and blink back the tears that are wanting to build, trying to keep my emotions under control.

“Oh dear,” Abigail says gently. “I forget what a tender heart you have.”

“No, I’m okay,” I say, slightly embarrassed and not wanting her to make a fuss. “I cry at Kleenex commercials.” That’s not exactly true, tender heart notwithstanding, but she smiles at my explanation and goes back to the menu.

My phone vibrates and I pull it out of my purse, my mind reeling. It’s a text from a number I don’t recognize. Now you have my number. How long are you in town?

Till Sunday, I text back, but what I want to say is, ‘God, Connor, are you okay?’

Good. I’ll call you soon. That’s the last I hear for the rest of lunch. I try to have a nice visit with Abigail but I’m having a hard time listening as well as I should. All I can think about is Connor.
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Chapter 13
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Connor

The day my parents died, I was descending Mount Everest and out of cell phone range. It would be three more days before my phone picked up a signal, and I heard it ring. When I answered, Lizzy’s frantic voice said, “Oh my god, Connor!” It was the sound of painful relief and agony all mixed into one. I’d never, ever heard her voice sound like that before. It sent me into an immediate panic. 

“Lizzy? What’s wrong?”

The sound of her hysterical crying faded, like she was pulling the phone away. 

“Lizzy? Lizzy!”

“Connor?” It was Rayce. He’d taken the phone from her. His voice was calm, but grim. 

No. Corrine. That’s what I thought. The most logical thing. The worst thing I could possibly think of. 

It was far, far worse. 

“Corrine?” I asked.

“No. It’s Mom and Dad.” His tone of voice alone told me it was something truly horrible. Confusion blurred with cold dread. Mom and Dad? There couldn’t be anything wrong with Mom and Dad. They were invincible. Truly.

Except they weren’t. As I stood outside of base camp at the foot of Mount Everest, the wind whipped around me and rustled against my insulated jacket, and Rayce told me Dad had taken Mom out sailing three days ago. Their boat capsized and their bodies were found later that night. Three days ago, I’d been on top of the world. I was literally on top of the world the very day my parents were dying. I couldn’t process it. It couldn’t be. 

“I’m sorry, Connor.”

No. It couldn’t be. Except my brother would never lie to me. Not about this. The wind whipped through again, my jacket rustling violently. 

“Connor?”

“I’m here.”

“Where are you?”

I should be home. “Uh... base camp.”

“What?”

I hadn’t told my siblings I was climbing Mt. Everest. Dangerous stuff makes Lizzy nervous, and we had a deal that I wouldn’t tell her about things like that until after they were over. It’s not common for me to go several weeks without calling, but because of the various things I do it’s not exactly unusual either. The radio silence I needed while I climbed Everest wouldn’t be enough to cause her concern. Normally. 

I need to be home. I need to be home right now. “I’m in base camp,” I said again. “Mount Everest.”

“Jesus.” He paused then said, “Is that Tibet or Nepal?”

“I’m on the Tibet side.”

“All right, hang on. I’m going to call Carl Maddox. He said he’d help with transportation if we needed it, once we tracked you down.”

“Okay.” But my brain was still thick. I couldn’t think much of anything. I sank to the ground, right where I’d been standing, and stayed there while my brother made arrangements with Carl. Carl owns Maddox International, has a ridiculous amount of money and resources, and he and his family are old family friends. I don’t know how many private jets and planes the Maddoxes own, but they have offices and various headquarters all over the globe, with planes to go with them. So, a lot. 

When Rayce came back on the line, he said, “Can you get a car to Shigatse? There’s supposed to be a small airport there.”

I flew into Lhasa City, which is farther away, but trusted him. I nodded, then realized he couldn’t see me. “Yes.”

“Okay, Carl will have a shuttle plane meet you there. He’s still putting together the rest, but he’ll take care of it. You don’t need to worry about anything. We’ll get you here as soon as possible.”

I heard Lizzy crying in the background. 

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“It wasn’t your fault.” I’d never heard my brother sound so old and tired.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there. I’m sorry I scared Lizzy.”

“She thought you were dead.” I pinched my eyes shut. I’m sorry. “She’ll be okay now. Let me know when you get there.”

I nodded. “I will.”

There was a moment of silence as we sat together on the phone. I didn’t want to hang up. I didn’t want to be alone here. 

“We’re going to need you, Connor.”

“I know. I’ll ship my boat back. I can’t arrange it now. I’ll have to do it later.”

“I’m sure Carl would be willing to help.”

“I’ll do it later,” I said again, unable to think about it any further. 

“Okay,” Rayce said. “Are you all right? Can you make the call?”

“I can make the call.”

“Keep me posted.”

“I will. Tell Lizzy I love her. And Corrine. I love you, too.”

“Travel safely. Please.”

I’d said I could make the call, and eventually I did. But I must have sat there on the ground for many minutes, my brain in shock, before I was able to think through all the steps, which suddenly felt very complicated: look up the number, make the call, tell them where I am, get my things together. 

The next twenty-six hours were the longest of my life. I hired a car that drove me the eight hours to Shigatse, where there was indeed a very small airport. There I was greeted by a grim-faced Maddox employee in a suit, who simply nodded and said, “Mr. Rivers.” He led me to the plane—just a little Learjet—and we flew to Lhasa City. Aside from the employee and the pilots—I never even learned their names—I was the only one on the plane. From there, I was once again the lone passenger on a Falcon jet that flew almost direct to the airport in Swan Pointe, landing somewhere a couple times—I don’t remember where—to refuel. The employees on board tended to me, expressing their condolences and bringing food and drink. I let them, but I ate and drank little and mostly just stared out the window in numb disbelief. 

When I de-boarded the plane, Lizzy and Rayce were there waiting for me. Lizzy ran into my arms and damn near knocked me over and we clung to each other like our lives depended on it. She cried on my shoulder and I may have shed some tears on hers too. Rayce didn’t cry or speak, but he put his arm around Lizzy and rested his hand comfortingly on my head. 

The patriarch already, I’d thought. I remember that very clearly.

I really couldn’t tell you how long we stayed joined together like that. 

Through it all, our parents were still dead. 
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The day before the funeral, my siblings and Corrine and I spent the entire day at the resort, going through Mom and Dad’s offices and trying to figure out what we needed to do to keep things running. We sorted through emails, reviewed calendars, went through files. We dealt with open correspondence with various people, although by then most people knew what was going on and were patient with all the delays. We made endless lists of things to do.

It was a long day. It was the first day I felt a mantle settle like an anvil on my shoulders. It was the first day (but not the last) that I felt terrified by the fact that we didn’t yet know all the specifics we needed to know about the business, and might not be able to keep Mom and Dad’s dream from collapsing in on itself. It was the first day (also not the last) I felt damned determined to make sure that didn’t happen. 

The first few months passed like a whirlwind. Truth be told, none of us were what Mom and Dad would’ve considered “fully trained.” Rayce was closest. He’d been working as the CFO, and his duties intersected with Mom and Dad’s most often. Lizzy was still “stair-stepping” up and working as the Director of Lodging—we’ve since hired another—and it’s my understanding that she did a good job of it. But she was still training with Mom to learn the other aspects of operations, which Mom handled herself, and there were a few remaining gaps. 

Thanks to my good memory and lifelong drive to prove I could do anything my big brother could do—it began once I’d started walking, according to Mom, and hasn’t let up since—Dad had trained me on quite a bit on his side of things before I left home. But I wasn’t really thoroughly versed in all the details of the resort’s executive operations either and besides, I’d been gone four years.

It was kind of a disaster, at first, and we relied heavily on our management team. Eventually we started to figure things out, but it took us awhile to sort out a new division of responsibilities. Mom and Dad had overseen various aspects of the resort based on their interests and strengths, which didn’t really line up with what the three of us did best. Rayce still handles the financials, but he and I share the executive relations side of things, which Dad handled. Lizzy and I split up some of the operations, with her focusing more on rooms and events, and me overseeing the restaurants and activities side. Things eventually started to calm as we got a better handle on things and were no longer working ninety-hour weeks. 

That’s when the dust started to settle, which was almost as bad. With far less to distract us at that point, the shock let up and the grieving hit hard. Almost eight months later, I wouldn’t say anyone’s over it, but we’re getting on as best we can, I guess. 

Though, I’m not so sure about Rayce. Honestly, things have been a little rough with us. 

As for the business itself, though, it’s almost routine now. Every so often we’ll hit a snag—we’ll discover something Mom or Dad handled that no one else knew about—but it’s going pretty smoothly overall. Thank God for our incredible managers and staff. Many of our employees have been around for years, a few from the very beginning, and they’re almost like family. When it happened, they gathered around us and did everything they could to help. Not to mention our regular guests and members of the Swan Pointe community, who also expressed their love and support. I’m deeply grateful for it. Truly.

I still wish my parents were here instead. 

And I’m rapidly approaching a fork in the road I’m dreading. Really dreading. Because I have no idea what I’m going to do. 

[image: image]

Rayce pulls his Bentley Continental into the parking lot of the lawyer’s office building at exactly one o’clock. Most people would consider this close enough to being on time, but not Rayce. Not lately, anyway. Rayce unbuckles his seatbelt, practically oozing irritation. From the front passenger seat, Lizzy gives him a look, clearly wanting to tell him to relax but not wanting to stir the pot. 

I don’t care. 

I get out of the backseat still in happy shock about Whitney. I can’t believe she’s here. If it weren’t for this stupid meeting I would’ve just crashed her lunch party, because I didn’t want to let her out of my sight for even a second. And what a sight she was. Wow. She’s beautiful anyway, but damn did she look stunning in that dress. Not to mention the way she felt in my arms. Her smell. Her smile. Damn. 

I’ve thought of her often since we last saw one another. It took a while to get over her. Much longer than I thought it would. Well, okay maybe in some ways I’ve never really gotten “over” it, but what could I do? I’d deliberately left things without a way to contact her, and she didn’t ask for my information either. I told myself that had been the right thing to do, too, because there have been many, many moments of weakness when I would’ve reached out to her. 

And now here she is. I’m a little drunk with it. I’m not assuming she’s interested in starting anything again. I couldn’t begin to say. She could have a boyfriend, for all I know. Though the thought of that makes me a little crazy, so maybe not. I hope not. God, I’m a mess. But even if all I get to do is talk to her, I’ll take it. I’ll take whatever I can get. 

I ignore Rayce’s silent fuming all the way to George Hollister’s office. Normally I’d take the bait, I admit. We’ve been rubbing each other wrong for months. This isn’t how things used to be and I don’t like it, but he’s been acting kind of like a jerk and I’m not going to just put up with it. Today though, I’m energized just thinking about Whitney, which is probably only irritating him more since I’m not at all sorry about making us late. 

We walk into George’s office and shake hands while Rayce apologizes for our lateness, looking right at me. I smile in response, just to piss him off, and he scowls a bit. When he gets in these moods, I can’t seem to keep from goading him. It’s practically habitual at this point. 

We all settle into chairs, opposite George, who sits behind his broad, mahogany desk. He’s a frail-looking man in his sixties, with thinning gray hair and pale, sagging skin. Don’t let his looks deceive you. He’s a lion in disguise, and goes way back with our family. He knew my father in Dad’s real estate days, before the resort, and the two had remained tight over the years. He specializes in estates, and our parents chose him to be the trustee of the Grant and Sharon Rivers Trust. 

Let me establish one thing right now. Assets coming your way because your parents drowned at sea feels pretty fucking ugly, no matter what it is you’re receiving. As for me, since you’re probably wondering, this is what I got: a portion of their investment real estate properties and portfolios, several items from their art collection (most of which are on display at the resort), sizable cash assets, and my one-third share of the resort itself. 

Rayce and Lizzy’s inheritances came to them right away, but because I’m not yet twenty-five, my inheritance is still technically part of the trust. I get cash allowances of a sort every two months—not that I need it or want it—the size of which is determined by the man sitting across the table from us. There’s been no conflict about it. He’s been fair and, as far as we can tell, following our parents’ wishes. I’m just sticking it in the fucking bank and ignoring it anyway. 

When it came to money, our parents took a strong hand with us from the time we were old enough to balance a checkbook (ten, in case you were wondering). In addition to our business training, which took the form of working just about every kind of job imaginable at the resort—from busboy to maintenance crew to front desk—and one-on-one management training with our parents, we were expected to fully understand money. We were allowed to spend a small portion of what we earned on the stupid stuff kids like to buy, candy and games and whatnot, but then the rest of our money we had to manage under our parents guidance. We were expected to save, invest, and donate. 

Our father taught us how to evaluate stock portfolios, real estate markets, and even soft investments like artwork, though those purchases are as much about the heart as they are about anything. All my dad’s training paid off, though not in the way he’d hoped. My freshman year of college, I made friends with some upperclassmen who were knee-deep in plans to launch a start-up. I gave them some free advice, since they knew more about tech than they did about business, and even made a small investment in their company. Which came back to me ten-fold. 

This led to me gaining a reputation of sorts, and now the largest portion of my investment portfolio is in start-ups. Some have been successful, a few have crashed and burned, and two have made me a small mint. One woman I invested in has grown her fledgling tech business into a multi-million dollar company that’s getting ready to go public. I could travel the world on income from that investment alone. While I’ve shared my business skills with the companies I’ve invested in, for the most part I always kept my hands-on role to a minimum. Too much of that would’ve interfered with my wandering ways, and I made enough to keep it all afloat anyway. If I had aspirations to be a billionaire I suppose I could work night and day for it, but what’s the point of having money like that if I’m too busy to enjoy it?

In addition to the life-long training we’ve had in business and money management, our mother taught us how to investigate charitable organizations, whether they be large, international groups like the one Whitney works for (which has been the recipient of several Rivers family donations, in fact) or small, local groups who tend to really work in the trenches. We were expected to be in the trenches sometimes too. As kids we did everything from help prepare meals at the local Ronald McDonald house to help sort cans at the food bank. 

I’d love to say I was never a bratty kid who complained about such things, but it’d be a lie. My mom knocked that attitude out of my head pretty thoroughly though, and by the time I was in high school I learned to appreciate what she was trying to teach us. Thanks to her, I realized people are just people, and if we’re in a position to help someone who needs and wants it, we should just get off our asses and do it. As a bonus, it feels good to help, but we were expected to do it whether it felt good or not.

Before I left for college, when I was old enough to understand, she said something she only ever said once. “You might want to consider the value of anonymous donations. It’s a good way to take yourself out of the equation.” 

Maybe I’m wrong, but I got a feeling Mom took herself out of the equation more than she put herself in it. Looking back, the only time she went public with support was when it was to leverage the pull of the Rivers name to help more. As an example, the resort holds a fundraising dinner for the battered women’s shelter every year. The resort donates the venue, labor, food, and supplies. We also donate cash from our personal funds because my mother insisted business donations do not negate the responsibility for private donations. People pay $500 a plate to attend, plus spend thousands more in a high-end silent auction of items donated by area businesses. 

A good portion of the attendees are the kind of people who come partially because they care about a good cause, and partially because they want to be seen caring about it. Mom knew that, and knew putting the Rivers name on the event was a way to draw them to it in droves. You know, for the prestige. But, being the person she was, she never judged them for it. The way I sometimes do, to be honest. Rather, she figured their money did just as much good as anyone else’s and we should be grateful they’re willing to give it, regardless of the reasons. 

God, I miss her. 

After some preliminary niceties, George opens a file on his desk and launches into an update on the disbursements of the trust. While from a strictly legal standpoint, he doesn’t really need to tell us about the things that don’t affect us directly, it was our parents’ desire that their children be kept in the loop on everything. 

When they first passed away, we were each given a copy of the trust, a densely-written legal document some fifty-two pages long. I was in too much of a brain fog to pay attention to most of it. I still can’t bring myself to comb through it. All I know is that while they made sure the bulk of their estate passed to their kids, there’s not a family member, close family friend, or favorite charitable organization that went overlooked. Distant relatives I’d never even heard of received a modest chunk of change. Some people went so far back in our parents’ memories that George is still trying to track everyone down. 

In addition to important people we never knew about, we had no idea the extent of our parents’ wealth. There were real estate properties Dad owned we didn’t even know about. I now own two of them, or will when I’m twenty-five.

Corrine inherited a property herself, along with an investment portfolio the three of us are teaching her how to manage. It, too, is still technically under the umbrella of the trust, but George has been good about letting her make decisions about things. 

He finishes telling us about the current state of affairs—he’s tracked down a couple more of Dad’s old friends—and lets me know how much I’ll be receiving in the upcoming disbursement. I sigh. Maybe I’ll just make a donation to the Mayo Clinic. I don’t know. I’d rather just have Mom and Dad back, thanks anyway. 

As the meeting goes on, I know we’re getting closer to a topic I’d rather avoid. Even the high I’ve been feeling from seeing Whitney is not enough to keep me from feeling anxious about it. 

“So, Connor.” George turns to me more fully and rests his hands in his lap. “Have you given any thought to what we discussed last time?”

Lizzy and Rayce both look at me. I keep my eyes on George. 

“Yes, but I’m still thinking about it.”

He nods and puts his hands up in reassurance. “That’s all right. You have plenty of time.” An answer that’s technically true. He looks ready to move to the next item of business. I’m sure he’d love to, but we all know that’s not the end of it. 

“Do you know which direction you’re leaning?” Rayce asks, managing not to sound too exasperated. I’ve known him my whole life, though, and hear a trace of it anyway, deep under the surface. 

“No.” I don’t want to talk about this. I’m not trying to be difficult, but I really don’t know what to do. I wish I did.

Lizzy sighs. “It’d be helpful for us to know what you’re thinking,” she says gently. She even puts her hand on my knee.

“I don’t know yet.”

“This isn’t the kind of thing you can decide one day and be gone the next,” Rayce says, his effort to remain calm fading. 

“Who says I’d be going?” I retort, looking at him sharply.

He rolls his eyes, which gets my goat, but before I can say any more Lizzy says, “We would just need time to prepare.”

“I’m aware of that. I don’t know yet.”

“Okay,” she says. “It’s okay. No one’s trying to pressure you.”

But Rayce and I have been looking at each other hard. “You don’t know,” he asks, “or you don’t want to say?”

I narrow my eyes. “No pressure, huh?” I say to Lizzy, then look back to George, who’s been watching us carefully, probably waiting to see if he’ll have to step in, which he’s unfortunately had to do before. “My answer is I don’t know,” I say firmly.

“Fair enough.” He glances at Rayce and moves us along to the next topic. Rayce lets it go, but he’s still steaming, and so am I. 

Eventually the meeting ends and we make it clear back to Rayce’s car before he starts in. “You know, Connor,” he says hotly, as we’re all buckling up, “you could at least try to give us something.”

I clench my jaw, take a deep breath, and keep my eyes out the side window. I’m just going to let it go. I don’t want to get into it with him again.

“Let him be,” Lizzy says as Rayce starts the car.

“Stop taking his side.”

“I didn’t know we were on different sides,” she says calmly, not taking his bait. Just like Mom would have.

We pull out of the parking lot and onto Alameda Boulevard. “Fine. We’re not on different sides. But we both know what’s going to happen.”

“What’s that mean?” I take his bait just fine. 

“That means I’m not keen on being blindsided by you and wish you would just man up with an answer already.”

Oh, fuck you, I think, as we come to a stop at a red light. I hastily unlatch my seatbelt. 

“Rayce, knock it off— Connor, where are you going?”

“I’ll meet you back at work.” I open the door and climb out. “Don’t follow me, Lizzy.” I should get props for merely closing the door, instead of slamming it like I want to, but maybe not, because if it were just Rayce in the car, I totally would’ve done it. 

Actually, if it were just Rayce in the car I’m not sure I wouldn’t be taking a swing at him. We’re not kids anymore and I’m almost as tall as he is. Maybe I could take him these days. Who knows? As it is, I take a right and head down Melwood Avenue. 

I’m not walking in the direction of the resort, and honestly it’s far enough away I’ll probably just call a fucking cab, but I’m too steamed to care about any of that at the moment. I’m well aware of the fact that I’m not only angry, but hurt as well. But if it’s all the same to you, I’m just going to keep ignoring the hurt part as best as I can.

I realize I’m close to Gilligan’s and decide a cold beer is in order. Whitney’s on my mind, of course, but I don’t want to try to talk to her when I’m like this. I need to cool down first.
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Gilligan’s is a small, old, relatively clean bar with a good selection of local craft beer and a couple of pool tables in the back. Being an early Friday afternoon, it’s pretty quiet. As I’m saddling up to the bar, I get a text. 

Rayce: Where are you?

You’d be surprised how often they still ask me this question, as if they’re half expecting me to just take off one day. As if they can’t believe I’m still fucking here. I’m tempted to answer “Puerto Rico” just to be ornery, but honestly, given the circumstances, it’s a fair question. 

Me: Gilligan’s. Be back later.

He doesn’t reply and I order a local brew I’ve never tried before. It’s not half bad. I concentrate on trying to breathe and calm down. Once I get myself together, I’ll call Whitney. That reward turns out to be good motivation, and I’m just about ready when someone settles into the seat next to me. 

I glance at Rayce, who’s holding up a finger to get the attention of the bartender. I look straight ahead and finish my beer. 

The bartender comes over and Rayce orders a Jack and Coke. “Can I get you something?” He doesn’t sound pissed anymore, so I guess that’s progress.

I hesitate. I could just walk out. But I raise my bottle to the bartender, indicating I want another. 

“I haven’t tried that one yet,” Rayce says. “Any good?”

If it weren’t, I wouldn’t be ordering another one, I want to say, just to be a jerk. I’m clearly still feeling ornery, but he’s trying. I can try too. 

I nod and gesture to the new bottle, which the bartender just set down. Taking my invitation, Rayce takes a sip and puts it back. 

“Hmm. Not bad.”

“Yeah.” 

We each take a sip of our drinks. 

“Come on.” He slides off the seat. “Let’s play.”

He heads for the pool tables and I sigh. I take another swig, then follow him back. He removes his jacket and drapes it over a nearby chair. As I come up, set down my beer, and do the same with my jacket, he says, “Wanna rack ’em up?”

“All right.”

We roll up our cuffs and Rayce picks out a cue stick while I rack us up for Nine Ball, the variation we both favor. 

When I come back to the table after hanging up the rack and getting my own stick, Rayce is leaning on his stick, watching me. 

He drops his eyes, then picks up the chalk. “You’re doing a good job here, Connor,” he says, prepping the cue stick. “You stayed when we asked you to, and you didn’t hesitate.” 

I soften in spite of myself. 

He blows on the end, puts down the chalk, and glances at me. “I haven’t forgotten that.”

Then he leans down, takes aim, and makes a clean break. 

I keep my eyes on the movement on the table, sighing and giving in. What can I say? He’s my big brother. I’m always going to forgive him, just like he always forgives me. I’ve done my share of things to require forgiveness lately, too.

The only thing he sinks is the cue ball. I take it out of the left center pocket, evaluate the table, and set it where I want it. He’s waiting for some sort of response from me. I sense it. 

I look at him. “You suck at pool.”

He smiles and I take my shot. 

As we play out the game, we’re more settled with one another if not still a little raw. Not for the first time, I wonder if we’ll ever be the way we used to be. We keep doing this—fighting and making up, fighting and making up. 

But even when we make up, it seems there’s something significant going unsaid. 

Even I don’t know what it is.

Or how to start trying to find out. 

But for now, I’ll settle for a game of pool. That’s something, at least. 
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Chapter 14
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Whitney

I’d originally planned on walking the grounds a bit after lunch—which our waiter informed us was “courtesy of Mr. Rivers”—and checking the place out, but instead I head back to my little bungalow and do some searching. The deaths of Grant and Sharon Rivers were just a blip in the national news scene, but there’s been quite a lot of coverage locally. 

Grant and Sharon Rivers Missing Several Hours; Ship, Bodies Found

Cause of Death Confirmed in Tragic Rivers Case

Thousands Mourn at Touching Rivers Funeral

Prodigal Rivers Son to Jointly Inherit

Trouble in Paradise? Rivers Resort Struggling

Faithful Guests Rally Around Young Resort Heirs

I read every article and every comment. It almost feels sneaky, getting information from newspapers and commenters instead of from Connor himself, especially since sometimes what I’m reading is contradictory, inflammatory, or clearly just speculative, but I can’t stop reading. 

I examine every photo, particularly those with Connor in it. There’s a close up of him and his siblings, side-by-side and facing their parent’s caskets, grim and resolute. I have to wonder what it would be like to go through something so personal and horrible while reporters look on. 

When my phone rings and it’s Connor, I almost feel like I’ve been caught doing something wrong. 

“Hi,” I say.

“Well hello, Whitney.”

I smile. He sounds good. I’m tempted to ask him about his parents, but instead I say, “I still can’t believe you’re here.” 

And not just here, but here. Living here. Grounded.

“You shocked the hell out of me earlier,” he says and I laugh. “It was so great seeing you.”

“You too, Connor.” So good.

“Well, I’m hoping you have time to get caught up a bit. I don’t know what your schedule’s like, but I’d love to hear what you’ve been up to.”

“I’d like that, too. I have Nadim’s game tomorrow morning, and Sunday I meet with a new family I’ve been working with, but other than that...” My mind and body are humming in nervous anticipation. Connor’s here. I’m trying not to get ahead of myself here, but it’s hard.

“So that means you’re free tonight?” 

My knees actually bounce a bit in anticipation. “Yes.”

“Are... you free right now?”

I smile. “Absolutely.” I don’t know what he has in mind, really. It may be that we catch up and say our goodbyes and that’s it. I firmly tell myself not to expect anything more. 

My heart is more honest than my mind, and is thumping hard anyway. 

“Excellent. Where are you staying?”

When I tell him, he says, “Good choice. Okay, so what would you like to do? It’s early for dinner, but we could get drinks somewhere and talk first. Or I could show you around Swan Pointe.”

“Or the resort?”

“You want to?”

“I didn’t get a chance earlier.”

“Sure,” he says, sounding pleased. “I’ll give you the grand tour. After I could take you to Martini Ranch, if that’s all right. They have great food. My treat.”

“Oh no, no, no. You already bought lunch. Which, thank you by the way. That wasn’t necessary.”

“It was my pleasure. Did you enjoy it? What’d you get?”

I run down what we each had and quite honestly praise it as the finest meal I’ve had in a long time. I’m eager to see him though, and eager to talk face to face instead of over the phone like this. I almost ask about his parents. I’m anxious to know how he’s doing, but I want to ask him in person. “Shall I come back up there now?”

“I’m already on my way.”

I laugh. “You are? You’re so impulsive.” I love that about him. 

“I want to see you.”  

My heart beats thickly and I take a couple steadying breaths. I still can’t believe this. I can’t believe he’s here. I can’t wait to see him. “Me too.” 

“Well come on out, because I’m almost there.”

“Should I change?” 

“No, you’ll be perfect.”

By the time I get my purse and slip on my heels, he is, indeed, pulling into the parking space next to the bungalow, facing the ocean. I lock the door and walk over as he turns off the car and gets out. We both break out into huge smiles and three steps later I’m once again in his arms as we give each other fierce hugs. This time we linger, hanging on to each other.

“It so good to see you,” he says in my ear.

“You too.” I don’t want to let go. 

We both exhale deeply and squeeze one last time before finally releasing each other. 

“You look great.” He smiles at me.

“You too. I almost didn’t recognize you. You look really different in a suit.” Really hot.

He laughs, leading me to the passenger side door.

“Your beard is gone, too.”

He rubs his bare jaw with his hand. “Yeah. It wasn’t to code.”

He opens the door for me and I climb in, smoothing out my skirt. I wonder if I should ask him why he’s working at the resort again—as if I don’t know—or just come out with things. By the time he’s settling in behind the wheel and giving me a warm smile, I decide I need to be frank.

“Connor,” I say gently, “I heard about your parents. I... read about it.” 

His smile fades a bit. “Ah.” He nods and looks out to the ocean. 

“I’m really sorry.” I put my hand on his forearm, the suit coat thick between us. 

He smiles and turns toward me again. “Thanks.”

“How are you doing?”

His smile falters before he hitches it back on. I suspect he’s about to give me the standard American answer: I’m fine.

“Really,” I say.

He gives me a serious look then. I give his arm a gentle squeeze. “It’s been rough,” he admits, nodding. “Kind of a nightmare at first, honestly.” 

We end up just sitting there in his car, while he tells me his side of the story. He tells me about the horrible way he found out, something they thankfully managed to keep out of the papers, and how things have been since then. He gets choked up a couple of times as he recalls those early days, but I just rest my hand on his arm and listen, something I’ve learned the grieving need more than anything else sometimes. 

“But...” He takes a cleansing breath. “You know, we’re doing a lot better now. More good days than bad.”

“That’s good.”  

“Yeah. Life goes on, right?”

“How are your siblings?”

“Lizzy’s doing okay. Rayce is... I don’t know. Rayce is Rayce.” I’m surprised by the slight edge in his voice and want to ask him about it, but he continues on and I don’t want to interrupt. “Then we’ve got the whole resort thing to sort out.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well... you know I walked away from it all before.”

I nod.

“Now I have a stake in it. When it first happened I stepped back in because, obviously. They needed help.” He’s already told me about how hard he and his siblings had to work at the beginning just to keep the family business afloat. “But there are these clauses in the trust. They’re allowed to buy me out, if I decide I want to sell my share.”

“Ah.” I have a sinking feeling, but try not to let it show. I give him a gentle, teasing smile. “Are you tugging at the leash again?” 

He doesn’t answer at first. I can see we’re talking about something pretty serious. Dammit.

He lets out a sharp breath. “Yes. I’ve been here eight months.” Two months longer than he’d stayed with his old girlfriend in Australia, not that I’ve thought about that or anything. “It’s the longest I’ve been in one place since I left and, yeah. It’s...”

He lets out another breath and rubs his forehead. I can almost see it, the wild animal pacing its cage in there. 

“It’s bugging me,” he says finally. I sigh. Not the answer I wanted. “But, at the same time, I can’t imagine leaving again. I’m not sure I want to.” My heart lifts slightly at this. “In some ways, it’s been nice to be home. To be with Lizzy and... to be with family. And the work is more engaging than it used to be. Maybe because I’m not just doing a job for my dad this time.” He shrugs. “It feels important now. We’re trying to keep their legacy alive, you know? So I have all these reasons to stay and they’re pulling on me too, but...” He looks at me, a soft pain in his eyes. “I’m not sure I can stick it out for the long haul without going insane either.”

“So,” I begin slowly. “What would that mean for them? If you wanted to leave, would you be able to, like you did before? Did they have to replace you the first time?”

“Yeah. I was still in college and just working seasonally, so it wasn’t a big deal, as far as that goes. But... if I left again it would take a while to find a replacement. It’d be an executive hire, which always takes longer. And...”

He frowns out at the sea.

I wait, not wanting to push him. I don’t know what to say anyway. I’m a confusing swirl of thoughts and emotions myself right now. 

“It’s—” he stops, then continues. “It’d be bringing in someone from the outside to act as an executive and that would be a first.”

“Because the family business has always been in the family.” 

He nods. “Right.”

“What do Rayce and Lizzy have to say about it?”

His expression gets tight again. “They’ve said it’s my choice.”

“They’re not trying to push you one way or another?”

“No. They... just want an answer.”

“What are you going to do?”

He sighs and pushes the button to start his car. “I have no idea.” He backs out and onto the road. 

I sigh and settle back into the seat. Maybe I’m wrong, but it seems the wandering boy hasn’t gone anywhere. If I had to place bets, I’d say they won’t be able to keep him down forever. 

“Okay, I think that’s enough of that,” he says lighter, as we head out. He gives me a grateful smile though, and I think he’s glad we talked. “I want to hear about you now.”

“All right, but first I want to know about Corrine. How’s her cancer?”

“Still clear,” he says, with a genuine smile.

“Thank God.”

He nods and turns onto the street that climbs up the bluff to the resort. “She’s doing great. She even went back to school full time last fall. Her mom wanted her to just finish her degree online, but she wanted to go back to Hartman, even though all her friends have graduated by now. She’s almost done with this school year, then she just has one more year to go.”

“Good for her.”

“Yeah. She’ll be home for the summer in a few weeks.”

I remember she was living with his parents when she came back to work part time after her second round of cancer. But with his parents gone... “Where’s home for her now?” I admire the resort as it comes into view. It doesn’t seem real that this is partially his. 

“Lizzy has our parents’ house now. It came to all three of us, and Rayce and I just wanted to sell it, but Lizzy wanted it so she bought out our shares. We would’ve just given it to her, but the trust doesn’t work that way.” He shrugs, pulling around the side and going down a ramp to underground parking that’s marked Valet Only. “Anyway, when Corrine’s home on break, she still stays there. They’re kind of best friends anyway, so it all works out. We’ll be putting her to work at the resort too, I can tell you.”

I laugh. “I’ll bet.”

He drives to a section of the underground parking garage marked for employees and pulls into a spot with a plaque in front that reads: Connor Rivers. Rayce and Lizzy’s spots are right next to his, and both are occupied. She drives a cute BMW hybrid. 

“Okay. Now you.” He turns off the car. 

“Now me what?” I say as we climb out. 

“Now you tell me all about you. I’ve been talking enough.”

I smile as he leads me to an elevator bay. “What do you want to know?”

“Everything.” 

The elevator dings and the doors slide open. We look at one another, pause a minute, and start laughing. “Uh, this brings back memories,” I say as we climb in. Oh god, I’m getting all tingly just thinking about being in an elevator with him.

“Just a few.”

This elevator looks different than the one in Spain, of course. The back of the car is glass, though the only view we have right now is cement. 

He pushes the highest number—ten—and as the doors close he takes my shoulders and gently turns me to face the glass. “We’ll start at the top,” he whispers in my ear. “It’s the best way.” 

Oh, yeah. Definitely tingling now. God, I don’t know how I feel or what I think about any of this. All I know is there’s still a connection here. Still a draw. But Connor’s the same wandering boy he’s always been. Isn’t he? Do I really want to go down that path again? 

The car starts to move and almost immediately, the back opens up to the outside. We’re facing the rear grounds of the resort. As we rise higher and higher, the many pools and beautifully landscaped surroundings unfold before us. Higher still and my eyes are pulled to the vast ocean just beyond. 

“Wow,” I breathe. 

“Pretty, isn’t it?”

I just nod, taking it all in. 

The elevator stops and the doors open. “Come on.” He puts his hand on the small of my back just for a moment. “You can see more from over here.”

We exit not to a hallway leading to hotel rooms, as I’d expected, but to a luxurious lobby area framed in rich, dark wood. There’s a massive crystal chandelier hanging from the high ceiling, and—directly in front of us—the entrance to the resort’s famous five-star restaurant, Commoners. I’d forgotten it’s located at the top of the resort. 

The lobby is lined with massive windows and has several glass doors leading to a covered, stone patio. Connor gives a wave to the hostess at the hostess stand, but leads me out to the patio. “I would’ve brought you here for dinner,” he says as we step outside, “but I wanted more privacy than that. Too many ears.”

We step onto the patio, where there are a few people hanging out with their glasses of wine, and go to the heavy, stone railing. We’re rewarded with an even broader view than we had from the elevator. 

“Okay.” He leans close and points in the distance and to the right, away from the ocean. There, the grounds just keep going and going. “Those are the different courts.” I see tennis, sand volleyball, basketball, and a large, one-story building nearby. “Then the golf course is over there.” 

I’m not into golf, but it looks like a gorgeous course. 

“We can take a cart out there if you want to see it all up close, but it’s just as interesting from up here. I’ll take you around the pools and stuff on the ground if you’d like though.”

“All right. What’s that?” I point to the building next to the tennis courts. 

“Indoor courts. All the same as what’s outside, plus racquetball.”

“Nice.” I take a closer look at the pools. There are several beautiful pools perfect for lounging, plus a lap pool and what looks like a kids’ pool, complete with slides and... “Is that a lazy river?”

“Yeah. I loved that thing as a kid. Rayce won’t let me go on it now, though. He thinks it’s an undistinguished activity for the owners. He’s probably right. Maybe.”

I laugh. “What’s that building by the slides?”

“That’s the teen center. It’s full of all these classic arcade games. I think it’d be great if we could expand it to put in other stuff, like bowling and laser tag. See?” He leans closer again, pointing. “There’s plenty of room to add on right there. Maybe renovate the whole thing and give it a cool theme, like pirates or a Tiki hut or something.”

I nod, smiling at his enthusiasm. Maybe when he said he enjoys working here, he wasn’t just saying that. “Sounds great. Are you going to do it?”

His expression dims a bit and he shrugs. “Maybe eventually. Right now it’s... kind of hard to make changes. Rayce and Lizzy have mentioned a few ideas they have too, but it’s only ever been in passing. I don’t think we’re ready to get serious about anything like that.”

“Are you still too busy?”

“At first we were. Now I think we just don’t want to do anything that will make it different than it was the last time they saw it.” He shrugs again and smiles. 

“Ah.” I press my lips together and nod. “I can see that.”

He takes a deep breath and turns to me fully. “Okay, do you want me to take you through the restaurant or do you want to just go down and see the ballroom? Or maybe just the ground floor? I don’t know how detailed you want this tour to be.”

“I want to see everything.”

He smiles. “Well, right this way.” He puts his hand on my back again and gestures toward the restaurant’s entrance. God, he gets me tingling every time he touches me. Hell, I’m zinging and humming every time I merely look at him.

The whole thing is starting to kind of scare me. I remember how amazing it was to be with him, and I want that. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t. But I remember what it was like to leave too. And that’s the thing. Even though Connor’s breezed back into my life like the wild little piece of wind he is, that doesn’t mean he can’t breeze right back out. He’s been here in Swan Pointe eight whole months already. 

How much longer is that really going to last?
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Chapter 15
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Connor

I feel like I’m playing with fire here. 

I don’t even have to ask Whitney if she has a boyfriend. I know. It’s like the connection between us hasn’t lessened at all, like the time apart never happened. 

Except that it did. And being with her is making it hard for me to pretend it wouldn’t kill me to get involved again, only to have to say goodbye. Again. 

Because the truth is, that pacing, pacing, pacing has been revving through my body more and more these days. I’m trying to make it stop. Not for the first fucking time in my life, I’m trying like hell to make it stop. I don’t know how to do it. How do people stay?

Earlier, Whitney called me impulsive. She’s not wrong. But that’s something my dad worked really hard to help me be wise about. Going left or right down a street? There’s no harm either way, usually, so it’s fine to take a leap. But if you’re going to, say, take an actual leap, it’s best to check out your landing conditions first. 

I learned that the hard way when I went cliff diving as a preteen and broke my arm on a rock under the surface. If I’d landed one foot to the left, I probably wouldn’t have survived long enough to bury my parents. 

Dad said it over and over again: there’s good impulsive and there’s bad impulsive. The difference comes down to being wise enough to assess the risks. It comes down to being strong enough to walk away if taking that leap means you or someone else can get seriously hurt. 

Like now. Because as I take Whitney through the resort and watch her eyes light up at the things I’ve come to take for granted—she’s even fascinated by the fucking A/V room for Pete’s sake—I feel that powerful lure of taking a leap. 

You know what I mean: the adrenaline of running full out for the edge, the thrill of launching into clear blue sky, and the beauty of falling so fast it’s like you’re flying. 

Flying.

Only I can’t see what dangers might be at the bottom of that leap. 

For either of us. 
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Chapter 16
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Whitney

As requested, Connor gave me a thorough tour. In between getting him caught up on my life—I leave out the dating part—I get to see just about everything. My favorite parts kept changing as we went along. First it was meeting the head chef of Commoners and getting a taste of the ah-mazing butternut squash soup they were making. Then it was seeing the stunning Grand Ballroom with its massive crystal chandeliers. And then it was meeting their Events Manager—Renee—and watching her team in action as they set up for a wedding on the massive, second-floor, stone balcony with a gorgeous view of the ocean. The balcony can seat up to 200 people! 

Connor and I also played a few games of Mrs. Pac-Man in the teen lounge and got some raspberry truffles from the resort’s little brunch cafe and sweet shop, Sweetbrew. 

The most fascinating thing has been getting a glimpse at what goes on behind-the-scenes. I never thought about what it really takes to keep an operation like this going. 

But my favorite thing? My most favorite thing? Connor himself. Not just being with him, which has been as amazing as it’s always been, but seeing how he is with his staff. He’s friendly and encouraging, but still wears this air of quiet authority they all seem to respond to. It’s a mix that I find incredibly attractive. In fact, the more employees we pass, and they are everywhere, the more amazed I am by who Connor is. 

“How many employees do you have?” I ask as he leads me toward our final stop on the main floor, the administrative offices. 

“That depends on the time of year. We get a big influx of part time and temp workers during the season. Sometimes as many as six-hundred.”

“Holy cow. You manage all these people?”

He laughs. “No. We manage the managers who manage all these people.”

Still. 

“What?” He’s grinning at the way I’m staring at him.

“I’m really impressed.”

“Ah,” he says lightly, as we approach a wide, dark-wood door marked Executive Offices. “You didn’t know the wanderer had it in him, huh?”

I laugh. “I guess not.”

“That’s all right. It’s a common mistake.”

“I don’t know. Your employees seem to view you with respect.”

“They’ve never met the wanderer though, have they?” He winks at me. Oh, I remember that wink. Damn, Connor, you are killing me. 

The fact that he does, clearly, love what he’s doing here is giving me hope, though. It’s also helping me understand why he’s been struggling to make a decision. Between enjoying his work and feeling what I suspect is a strong sense of obligation to his siblings, it’s a wonder this situation isn’t tearing my little wanderer in two. 

I’m not sure it isn’t. 

We go through the door and into a large area that has a central cluster of nice, open cubicle spaces—for employees who do mostly accounting and administrative support work—and an outer ring of private offices. These offices start small—with door tags identifying the Events Manager, Food and Beverage Manager, and so on—and work up to impressive offices well suited for the people who work in them. 

Rayce’s name is on the big corner office with large windows facing the lush front gardens. On either side are offices for Connor and Lizzy, slightly smaller but also with broad windows. Rayce’s office is empty, but my nerves shoot up when I realize Connor is leading me past his own office and straight to Lizzy’s where—yep, there she is, getting up from her desk and coming around as she sees us walk right in. 

“Hey Lizzy,” Connor says. “I wanted you to meet a friend of mine. I’m showing her around. This is Whitney Spencer. Whitney, Lizzy.”

Lizzy has dark hair and pretty green eyes. She’s wearing a friendly smile that so resembles Connor’s, but when she hears my name her eyebrows shoot up and she seems to give Connor a questioning look. 

If I had to translate this look, I’d say it went something along the lines of, Oh, ho, ho. Who do we have here?

But then the look is gone and she’s back to smiling at me. She shakes my hand. “It’s nice to meet you.” 

“You as well. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“All good, I hope.” But she doesn’t seem at all worried about how Connor might talk about her when she’s not around. These are the kind of people who make me wonder what it would have been like to grow up with siblings and be such good friends with them later in life. “Is he giving you the grand tour?”

I nod. “It’s really beautiful here. I’m so impressed.”

“Thank you. Ah, here’s Rayce.” We turn to see Connor’s older brother walking through the door. 

Rayce certainly resembles his siblings in appearance, but his demeanor is something else entirely. While it’s easy to describe Connor and Lizzy as friendly, Rayce is much too powerful a presence to be defined by such a word. He’s not unfriendly, and gives me a gracious smile as he enters and notices me, but he’s the kind of person who looks like he owns and runs a famous luxury resort. 

Connor introduces him as “Rayce”, but when we shake hands and I say, “Nice to meet you,” it’s awfully tempting to add a Sir to the end. 

“Whitney and I met in Spain last year,” Connor explains. “She works for the Kendrick Refugee Outreach Center in San Francisco and is visiting one of the kids she placed with a family that lives here.”

“Now I’m the one who’s impressed,” Lizzy says. “They do great work.”

“They do. Thank you.”

“Well, since you’re here I think you should join us for our monthly dinner on Sunday.” She smiles and glances briefly at the other two as if to get their opinion about the idea, but doesn’t wait for them to give it. “How long are you in town?”

“Uh...” I look to Connor to see if this is a serious offer or what. He’s giving his sister an amused smile. “I fly out Sunday afternoon.”

“We can change it to Saturday then. Are you free Saturday?” 

“You didn’t ask if I have Saturday free,” Rayce says, but he’s giving her a smile that manages to be both distinguished and fond. It’s easy to see these brothers love their sister. 

“Shush.” She waves a hand at him and returns her attention to me. She’s smiling eagerly. I have to say, she seems so genuine and welcoming that I kind of want to go. But I don’t know. Having dinner with Connor’s family feels like a bit much, like we’d be taking a step or something. We haven’t even had a chance to talk properly. For all I know, that’s as far as this is going.  

“Stop trying to take over her vacation,” Connor says easily, winking at me.

“Oh fine.” But she’s still smiling gracefully.

“Thank you for the offer, though,” I say, and mean it.  

Rayce pulls out his phone, which has just beeped at him. He checks the screen. “Excuse me, I have to go. Oh Connor, did Lukas ever send you those numbers?”

“Yes. I’ll get my report to you Monday.”

“All right. That works.” He looks at me and I’m a little startled to have his full attention again. “Whitney, it was nice to meet you.”

“You, too.” Sir.

“We’re off as well,” Connor says. “We’re having dinner at Martini Ranch.”

Lizzy nods in approval. “Your tour’s over then?”

“Just about. I still want to show her the gardens.”

“Well enjoy, you two.” She gives a little wave as she heads to her chair, and I wave back.

When we’re out in the hall, I say, “Your family’s so nice.”

“Tell me I’m the cutest one.” He grins. “Even if you have to lie.”

“Oh, I don’t have to lie,” I say, without hesitation. “I’ve already told you how hot you are.” In fact, you’re driving me crazy. 

“Good answer. I’ll be sure to tell Rayce you said that.”

“No!”

He laughs at my reaction. “I’m only teasing.”

“Good,” I say as we head through the lobby and toward the front entrance. “Because your brother’s kind of intimidating.”

Connor laughs. “Oh, he’s all right. You know, when he’s not being an ass.”

I glance at Connor, not sure if he’s kidding or what, because in spite of the laugh, there was something in his tone. 

We walk over to the gardens, which are on the west side of the resort’s front grounds, situated along the edge of the bluff, so there’s a clean view of the ocean. There are winding paths, little waterfalls, a lovely footbridge. It’s beautiful and impossibly romantic. We’ve slowed our pace and are meandering through in silence. For the first time since I arrived, we’re away from people. In fact, it feels like we’re completely alone. 

We took so long on the tour, it’s nearing dinnertime and the sun’s making its descent toward the horizon. In a few more hours, it’ll be sinking into the water, which makes me think of the ocean sunset we once watched in Spain. 

It makes my heart yearn for him, and he’s right here. 

We come to a little labyrinth, laid out with white, rounded stones. It’s just off the main path, and set on a base of firm gravel. Impulsively, I enter it and start following its curved pathway, from the large outer circle, in to the smaller circles. Still in heels, I have to hold my hands out a bit to keep my balance on the gravel. 

Connor stays on the garden’s main path. I sense him watching me. I glance at him. His hands are in his pockets, his intense eyes are on me, and he’s giving me a look that brings a warm flush to my face. 

Heart pounding, cheeks warm, I drop my eyes to the path and keep them there until I reach the center. Only then do I stop and meet Connor’s eyes again. 

And there’s the look I’ve been waiting for. 

The one that says he intends to kiss me. 

It’s the look I’ve been longing for since we started the tour. Hell, since I saw him at lunch. 

Scratch that, I’ve been longing for this since I left his ass in Spain. 

Keeping his eyes on me, Connor steps off the path and into the labyrinth. He doesn’t follow the circular path though. He just steps over the little stones and slowly comes straight for me. A gentle breeze blows through, ruffling the soft fabric of my skirt around my thighs.

My heart is pounding and I feel a little unsteady on my feet. But I take a step forward to meet him anyway. We come close, bodies just shy of touching, and he puts his hands on my upper arms. I rest my hands on his waist, under his suit coat. 

Neither one of us moves. His eyes are holding me in place. I’m holding my breath. Now I can’t tell if he wants to kiss me or not. Maybe he doesn’t know either. 

But then he bends down and presses his lips to mine, so lightly. My breath catches and my hands gently squeeze his waist. Our lips part just slightly, and our heated breaths swirl together. 

My eyes meet his. In them I see the same confusing blend of hesitation and desire that I feel. We freeze here, searching each other’s faces. I know the split second before he does it that he’s going to pull away.

“Sorry,” he says thickly, straightening. But he hasn’t let go of me. “I... maybe shouldn’t have done that. Not because I don’t want to,” he says quickly, reacting, I know, to the look on my face. “I just...” he squeezes my arms firmly, like he’s hanging on, and takes breath. “It was really hard ending it last time.” 

I press my lips together. 

“So... maybe we... shouldn’t.” His voice is full of regret.

Because you still can’t make promises, I think. I swallow past the lump in my throat. God, he’s probably right. I hate this.  

“It was hard,” I say. But as I look up at him, I know it wasn’t hard enough to keep me from doing it again. I want to be impulsive and reckless and take him while I can get him and pay the consequences later. Part of me doesn’t care. 

But maybe he feels differently about me. And I don’t want to rope him into this when he’s telling me he wants to step back. 

“All right” I nod. Agreeing. Hating it. “It’s okay.” I’m suddenly cold and shiver a bit. I drop my hands and rub them on my forearms. 

“Come here,” he says gently, pulling me into him. 

I wrap my arms around his waist, rest my cheek on his chest, and sigh. We stay there for several minutes, hanging onto each other. 

“Can we still have dinner?” I ask. I’m not ready to say goodbye. “Just as friends?”

“Of course.” He squeezes me. “I want to.”

“Okay,” I say, just relieved this isn’t over yet. 
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Whitney

Martini Ranch has a large bar in the center with a restaurant on one side and dance floor on the other. Though not formal, it has great atmosphere and fantastic food. During dinner, Connor asks me about work again. The tour wasn’t exactly conducive to deep conversation, and he wants to know how I’m really doing. 

How I’m doing, right now, is not so well. But work has nothing to do with it. 

I tell him more or less what I told him on the tour, keeping my most difficult struggles with work to myself. I don’t tell him that in my darkest moments I think seriously about quitting because I feel too weak to stay. I don’t tell him about my dark moments at all. I decide I shouldn’t share the hard stuff. It’s too intimate, and I’m trying to hold back. That’s what we’re doing, right? Putting a fence around things? 

Maybe this really is better. Not so painful. 

Maybe. 

As we finish our meal, I’m starting to feel anxious that it’s all about to come to an end. I’m relieved when he suggests we hop to the other side and either hang at the bar or do some dancing. 

“I don’t know if you like to dance,” he says, but I’m already on my feet and grabbing his hand. 

“I love to dance.”

He laughs and follows behind. I do love to dance, too, and don’t get near enough of it at home. It’s another non-entity, actually, like my non-existent love life. As I pull him onto the dance floor, the music pounding in my chest, I decide this is the perfect way to get out some of my frustration. He doesn’t want to kiss me? Fine. He can sure as hell dance with me. 

The DJ is playing “Shots” by Imagine Dragons, and the song is half over. It’s a blast to dance to, though, and I let myself go. Smiling and following my lead, Connor gets into it too. This guy can move. No surprise. 

So that’s what we do. The DJ is kind to me, and plays the fast songs. The ones I can’t help but move to. The ones that are helping me forget. And Connor is right there with me, still in his dress pants and shirt, dancing like the free bird he is. 

We keep our distance. Until we don’t. 

“Naughty Girl” by Beyonce comes on and Connor pulls me in close and throws my arms around his neck. We’re still pumping to the music, but within seconds it’s like something out of Dirty Dancing. Oh, if I’d known he could dance like this, we would’ve done nothing else the entire time we were in Spain. Of course, it’s been so long, I forgot I knew how to dance like this. 

We’re rocking and swaying and everything but grinding. Our bodies are perfectly in sync as we move to the music. My cheeks are flushed and my body warm, and not just from the dancing. 

When the song is over, the DJ switches to a slow song. Connor and I break apart, holding each other’s eyes and panting, deciding what to do next. He could pull a Patrick Swayze and just disappear into the crowd. 

I look away. I run my hand through my hair and try to calm down my breathing. All around us, couples are swaying and we’re just standing here. I take a few deep breaths, my heart rate finally slowing. I’m still not looking at him. 

I’m also not looking at him when he takes my hand and pulls me into his arms. We start swaying. It’s hesitant, almost mechanical. Hell, it’s so bad I’m having flashbacks to the junior high dances. 

Eventually we soften, though, and our bodies meld together more naturally. Our movements are more in tune with the music and one another. The next song begins—“Open Arms” by Journey—and we don’t stop. We aren’t just moving our bodies to the music, our hands are moving too. Mine over his chest, his down my back. I drape my arm over his neck and he runs his hand from my elbow clear down to my waist. Our heads move closer together. 

Lips parted, panting slightly, my mouth is next to his jaw and his hot breath is underneath my ear. His arm tightens around my back, he moves his hips to the music and guides my body to move along with him, knees bending, bodies dipping. We wrap in even closer. 

As we dance and move, his head comes from one side of mine and switches to the other. Our lips pass within inches of each other. Still not looking at his eyes, I run my hand into his slightly-damp hair. His arms tighten around me and still we’re dancing. 

His mouth is near my cheek. I turn and brush my lips over his, then keep going like I didn’t mean to do it. Like it wasn’t the stolen kiss that it was. 

He snakes one hand into my hair and grips it gently as our mouths come close together. I glance up at him, see the heat in his eyes, and realize I’m luring him in deliberately now. Maybe I have been all along. Because every move of my body is drawing him closer... just like every move of his body is drawing me closer to him. 

“Sorry,” I whisper, pulling my mouth away slightly, because I should respect the fact that he doesn’t want to go there. But we don’t stop dancing. A moment later, my resolve weakens because he’s the one who steals a kiss, brushing his lips on mine and then away. 

Two more beats of our bodies blending together, then we press our mouths against one another and linger. 

We pull away. Take a breath. Resist for another beat. 

Then his mouth is on mine and I feel myself start to tip. I pull away slightly, glance up at him, then tuck my chin down. 

“Connor,” I breathe. “If we’re going to stop...”

“I don’t care anymore,” he says thickly, putting his finger under my chin and tilting me up to meet him. “I’m already flying.”

Then Connor Rivers kisses me like he means it. I’m done holding back too. I wrap my arms tighter around him and we open to each other. His tongue touches mine and I’m rising up to meet him. We kiss deeply, intently, eagerly. I give in to all of it. 

It might be a mistake, but I don’t care. 

Some mistakes are worth making. 
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Whitney

We dance for another half hour, settling into each other and—I think—making sure no one’s going to pull away this time. Neither one of us do. At last he asks if I want to go back to his place, and of course the answer is yes. 

We pull up to his house, a luxurious-looking, modestly-sized home with two levels, balconies, and a nicely-landscaped front yard. I’m as fascinated as I was when I saw Connor in a suit. Or realized how many employees he manages. I glance over at his handsome profile as he pulls into the garage. The Connor I know has a walking stick named Gandolf and lives on a boat. He’s not nailed to the ground living in an actual house. 

Maybe he can be more steady than I think. Maybe, when he makes his decision, staying at the resort will win out. 

I’m not going to worry about it though. Right now, it’s me and Connor and that’s everything I need. 

He takes my hand as he leads me through the mudroom, laundry room, and into the kitchen. It’s a clean, open space with professional-grade stove and appliances. He leads me to the other side of the bar and just into the living room. The dining area is to our left, one side surrounded by a bay of windows. The living room is all hard wood flooring, and decorated in a plush, classic style, with richly-patterned furniture, an abundance of gorgeous throw pillows, and beautiful vases and flowers. It doesn’t at all seem his style. There’s more to it—an office down the way, I think—but we stop not far from the staircase, which curves up gracefully to our right. 

He snakes one arm around my waist and pulls me snug against him. “I’ll give you the tour.” But we don’t move. “Kitchen, dining room, living room.” He gestures with his free arm, then brings that one around me too. I wrap my arms around his waist and look up at him, smiling. “Office and game room down the hall,” he says, looking into my eyes and smiling too. 

“Uh-huh.”

He gives me a kiss. I press my lips against his, sinking into it. He breaks our kiss just for a moment, brings his hands to my cheeks, and kisses me again. We taste one another slowly, our temperatures rising. 

“Bedrooms upstairs,” he says, his lips still brushing mine.

“I want to see those.”

He kisses me again. As our kiss deepens, I feel the power of it swooping up into my chest. Our hands and bodies move to the rhythm of our own song now. It’s slow and intense and increasingly molten. He’s rock hard against my thigh. I’m ready for him too. We kick off our shoes before he leads me up the stairs. 

He takes me through the double doors leading to the master bedroom, and turns the lights on the elegant fixture above the king-sized bed in the center. The bed’s on an impressive frame, with an intricate, curving headboard. Again, not the style I would’ve imagined for him, but it’s a bed, so I don’t really care. 

He turns the dial down, dimming the lights, then returns his attention to me. My attention has turned to the buttons on his shirt. He undoes his cuffs as I loosen each button, one at a time. 

Once the shirt is hanging open, I rub my hands up his firm chest and over his shoulders, bringing the shirt fabric with them. He slowly shimmies his arms, his chest muscles flexing, and his shirt falls to the floor. He cups my face and kisses me again, releasing me once I start to fumble with his belt buckle. 

He reaches for my dress at the waist, raising the fabric of my skirt. I raise my arms as he lifts my dress and drops it onto the floor. I shake my hair off my shoulders then return to his belt, pulling it loose. 

As I work to undo his pants, he caresses my neck and shoulders and arms. Then he unclasps my bra, sliding it off. Eyes on one another, we finish up on our own. He removes his pants and I slide down my panties, which are wet at the crotch. 

My breath catches in my throat at the sight of his hard cock. Oh, this I remember. My core starts that pleasurable aching as I remember the feel of him inside me, and anticipate him entering me again. 

“Oh!” I suddenly remember something. “Please God, say you have a condom.”

He grins and hooks his hand on the back of my neck, bringing me in to him. “I have a condom,” he whispers, then kisses me deeply, his warm tongue warring eagerly with mine. We break briefly as he backs up toward the bed, bringing me with him. I’m breathing hard. 

“More than one?” 

He laughs and grabs me suddenly. I squeal as he turns and tosses me on the bed. “You’re insatiable.”

I grin. “Come here.”

He slowly crawls onto the bed, like a panther, smiling, his eyes hungry. “I want to taste you first.”

“Taste me later. I want you.” I sit up slightly to reach for his shoulders. I tug on him, indicating I want him to come all the way up to me. I want him to mount me. I want him inside me.

He does come up—quickly—but he grabs my wrists and pins them above my head. 

“Behave, you,” he says hotly, and my body tingles. I hold my breath. “I want to taste every inch of you.” He dips his mouth to my ear, still holding my wrists. He sucks on my earlobe and I exhale slowly. “I want to run my tongue all over your body.” He lightly traces his tongue down to the crook of my neck. 

He sucks on the sensitive skin, and slowly rubs both hands down the underside of my arms. I start to lower them, but he presses them back in place, indicating I’m not to move. I bring my thighs up the sides of his body, angling my hips to feel him but he’s holding himself too far above me. 

“I want to lick you until you come, lap up all your juices, then lick you till you come again.” I exhale sharply, shivering with anticipation. He grins at my reaction. Holding my eyes, he runs his fingers over my collar bone, then down my front. He stops just short of my nipple, teasing me.

“And then?” I whisper, wanting him to cup me.

“And then what?” he asks, still holding my eyes. He gently rolls my nipple between his fingers, then takes me in his hand and squeezes firmly.

I close my eyes briefly and let out a soft moan. “Then what will you do?”

“You mean,” he says slowly, lowering his head toward my chest, “will I pound you with my cock until your eyes roll back in your head?” He takes my breast into his hot mouth and sucks firmly. 

“Mm-hmmm.” I nod my head slowly, eyes closed, arms still above my head. 

“You’ll have to wait to find out.” He goes to the other side, slowly circles the nipple with his tongue, then sucks on that one too. 

“Yes,” I breathe, squirming underneath him.

“Stay there like a good girl.” He plants kisses down my stomach and runs his hands down my sides.

I nod obediently, my nipples aching from missing him already. My legs are spread and I’m throbbing, anticipating his touch. He kisses the top of my pubic bone. Then just above my seam. He opens his mouth and places the flat of his wet tongue in the same place, teasing me. My clit throbs. I firmly clasp my hands together above my head, my breath shallowing. I look down, watching him, willing him to move lower. 

He scoots himself down a bit at a time, kissing and tasting the inside of my upper thighs as he goes, sending ripples of trembling gooseflesh all over me. Finally, he grabs my hips with both hands, holding me in place and positioning his mouth right above my sweet spot. 

He exhales slowly. “Oh yeah,” he says softly, taking me in appreciatively. I’ve never had a guy make me feel so beautiful down there. But the way he looks at me, like he’s the one in for a treat, makes me feel safe and hot and completely under his control. 

His tongue touches me just at my entrance and he takes a long, soft swipe up toward my clit, tasting me slowly. Like he’s the puppet master with the string, I arch back long and slow to match his movement. His wet tongue slides over my firm bud and I exhale a shuddering breath. Then he lowers his tongue and does it again. “God.” I can’t stop myself from grabbing the back of his head and angling toward him. 

He gently sucks my clit into his mouth and teases the tip of it with his tongue. My body contracts with the shudder he just sent through me. “Fuck,” I say, eloquently. 

He rubs his hands up the back of my thighs and presses firmly just beneath the back of my knees, spreading me farther apart. He’s rubbing the flat of his tongue all over my clit: up and down, side to side. I groan when he goes side to side and he responds by doing it again. 

“Yes, yes.” I’m breathing hard and curling toward him. He starts to work me faster, and harder. I’m gasping helplessly. My toes point and he’s sending me closer and closer to the top. 

Oh my god.

He pushes his entire mouth hard against me, pleasing me everywhere. I’m whimpering, so close. God, I’m so close. He swirls his tongue and and I come hard, crying out. He doesn’t slow or ease up, sending pleasure spiking over my entire body as I pulse against him. I’m thrashing helplessly, and he grabs my thighs eagerly, pulling me harder to him and coming at me with so much eagerness, I’d think he was the one coming. 

It goes on and on. I’m nearly out of my mind with it. It comes down in intense waves, and I can barely breathe. Finally it recedes enough that I can take in deep breaths and he eases off me slowly.

“God,” I say. I’m so damned articulate.

“Mmm-hmmm.” He’s a poet too. I love it. 

I expect him to come to me now, and want him to, but he doesn’t look done with me. Not at all. I remember what he said and look down at him, disbelieving. Is he really going to do that twice? Is that even possible? 

Minutes later, I have my answer. He starts slow, initially avoiding my bud, which is too sensitive to want direct contact at first. Instead he slowly caresses my folds with his tongue and gently massages my thighs and stomach and ass and breasts. It’s like stoking a fire. Slowly. Patiently. Soon I’m eager again. Wanting more. 

He touches my clit softly at first. Momentarily. It’s enough to throw my head back and make my legs open up more. Then he does it again. The heat spikes in my body, rising at his commands. It’s like he’s cast a delicious spell over my body, and I’m so enchanted by what he’s doing that words escape me.

Eventually I’m moaning and rocking my hips. I’m gripping his forearms, hanging on. He grasps my forearms too, and that’s how we hold on to each other as he pulls another heart-pumping orgasm out of me. 

I’m making the kind of sounds that would make a porn star blush, but I can’t help it. It feels so fucking good. 

When it’s over and I’m panting heavily, he pulls up on his elbows and smiles at me. “How you doing up there?” he asks, amused.

“Uuhhhh.” I’m just trying to breathe.  

“You still want more?”

I grin. 

He chuckles and places a firm kiss on my inner thigh. I’m still trembling all over, just beneath the surface. 

“I’ll be right back.” He crawls backward off the bed. I catch sight of his cock, still raging hard, and maybe I am insatiable because I’m tingling pleasantly at the thought of it inside me.

He disappears into the bathroom. I take a deep breath, blowing it out hard and resting my hands on my stomach. Good lord, this man. 

He comes back with the condom already on and climbs on top of my weakened—but ready—body. Oh this is what I wanted. Not that I would’ve given up the other, but it feels so good to have Connor on top of me. To have him in my arms. To be able to kiss him. As we kiss, deeper and more intently, he runs his hand up the back of my neck and into my scalp. He makes a fist, grabbing a handful of my hair and tugging firmly. Our mouths are locked in a hot kiss. He tugs again, harder this time, and I moan with pleasure. 

Still clutching my hair, he reaches down and takes hold of himself, searching. Yes. At last. I feel his broad tip and I scoot just enough so that between the two of us, we’re lined up. His wide shaft presses against my entrance. I relax my muscles, letting him in. He slides in so slowly, I feel every inch rubbing against my ridges, deliciously sensitive after my orgasms. 

He reaches bottom, and pauses. I’m stretched around him. He’s so big, the pleasure of being this full is touching the boundaries of pain. 

“You feel so good inside me,” I breathe. “I don’t want it to end.” God, I don’t want any of this to end. 

He cups my jaw and slowly withdraws, one inch at a time, my channel humming with his touch. He rests his forehead and against mine and holds my eye. My chest flushes hot and it spreads over me like warm honey. 

“You’re incredible,” he says, coming deep inside me again, slightly faster. He’s still holding my eyes. My heart skips a beat and my mouth drops slightly open when he hits bottom again. “So tight and wet.” His dirty talk sends a pulse of pleasure through me and I tighten around his cock even more. His eyes pinch shut, and I catch a glimpse of the ecstasy on his face before he dips down and sucks on the crook of my neck. At the same time he increases his rhythm more. 

Breathing hard, I roll my hips, working with his movements. He groans and I moan at the same time. He steadily increases his speed and I continue to rock myself with him. 

“I remember you like it hard,” he says breathlessly.

I nod against his shoulder.

He kisses me firmly then, but keeps with the same rhythm. When he breaks our kiss though, he grabs my shoulder and thrusts hard. A bloom of pleasure and pain flows over me and I gasp, throwing my head back. “Yes,” I bite out.

He does it again, and again, and I am not being quiet about telling him how I feel about it. He goes faster and harder, so the pulses of pleasure are bursting over me with increasing rhythm. Those pulses get closer and closer together until they blend into one, steady, quivering mass of pleasure. 

Omigod.

When my orgasm bursts over me, he’s half a second behind. He thrusts into me irregularly, moaning in my ear. I gasp as I tighten around his hard cock over and over.

The fierce grip of my climax loosens, but he’s regained control and strokes me so deep and so perfectly the long downward slide of pleasure flows over me. When it’s finally over, I’m a panting helpless mass beneath him. 

Fuck. 

I wish I could stash Connor in my suitcase and take him home with me. 
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Connor

Well, what can I say? It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve been “bad impulsive” and there’s no going back now. We’re both pretending we didn’t just blindly jump off a cliff together. I’m enjoying the fall enough to almost forget for real anyway. 

Whitney makes me feel like... I don’t know... like nothing I’ve ever felt before. The longer I’m with her, the more I feel myself sinking into her. In the back of my head, I think I might be in serious trouble because I’m already in deeper than I was in Spain. 

Deep enough, maybe, to change things. 

After spending the night trying to appease this woman’s sexual appetite (which, by the way, earns her a big gold star in my book), we go to the game together and I get to meet Nadim and his parents. The way Whitney followed the action and cheered him on, you’d think we were watching the World Series. When he hit a fly out of left field, helping his team score two points, she jumped up and down and cheered in the cutest damn way. I was cheering right along with her. 

Best Saturday morning I’ve had in a long time. 

There’s a food shack across the street from the field, so we walk over after the game to get Philly cheesesteaks. We’re sitting on the grass, under a Monterey Pine, talking about the game. Well, partly about the game. She’s mostly focusing on Nadim.

“I can see why you like him so much,” I say. “That kid’s damn funny. He’s got personality coming out of his ears.”

“Doesn’t he? I’m so glad you got to meet him.”

“Me too.”

She takes another bite of her sandwich and smiles at the near-empty field across the way. It makes me smile just watching her. She gets a glow on her face when she thinks about “her kids.” But there’s something else I wonder about.

“So how are you doing with work these days?” It’s the third time I’ve asked this question. The first was during the tour, but she was too distracted by the resort to want to talk about much else. The second time was during dinner last night and she was holding back, licking her wounds. But I’ve been concerned about her, and I want to know how she really is. The look on her face tells me I may have been right to worry.

“I’m... about the same, I guess.”

She looks at me to see if I’m going to accept that as an answer. I raise my eyebrows as if to say, Try again.

She sighs. “It was better at first. I was doing really good when I first got back, trying to be more balanced, you know. That sort of helped. But, then again, not really. Back in March, two kids attempted suicide, within a week of each other.”

“Oh, wow.”

“Marcel is doing a lot better now. He just needed some counseling I think and seems to be okay. We’re still worried about Ophelya though. She just struggles. They have her on antidepressants, but now the doctors are wondering if she has bipolar disorder.” She sighs and picks at her sandwich. “Stuff like that... it’s almost more than I can handle. I’ve come close to quitting a couple of times.”

I’m surprised, but not. This girl is really torn. 

“Then I feel bad because here these kids have real problems and I’m just over here whining.”

“You’re not whining.”

“It feels like it.”

“You’re an empath with compassion fatigue.”

She blinks at me. “What?”

“Empaths are people who kind of absorb the emotions of people around them. Or even just people they hear about. Do you have trouble watching the news?”

She just nods, watching me, thinking.

“My mom did, too. Dad would have to keep her up-to-date on the important stuff because it was too much for her to watch all the other crap. Like, she’d keep thinking about the family who died in a house fire or would have a hard time getting to sleep because there’s a little girl who went missing.”

“Me too! I can’t watch the news either.” 

I nod. “You people are like sponges. You have to be careful.”

“What’s compassion fatigue?” She tucks her long hair behind her ear. “I think I can guess, but I’ve never heard of that.”

“I hadn’t either until last year. It’s just the term they use for what you have. I once had a conversation with a woman who left a career in nursing because she wore herself out. I guess it’s pretty common in fields like that and we talked about it awhile. She said most people try to manage it by making sure they’re taking care of themselves and stuff, but some end up finding different work and that’s what she decided to do.”

“What did she end up doing instead?”

“She’s an accountant.”

Whitney’s eyebrows shoot up. “No kidding? That’s a big change. Did she like it?”

“She said she did. Sounds boring as hell to me, but to each their own.”

“Hmm.” Whitney takes a bite of her sandwich and looks out at the field thoughtfully. There’s a congregation of soccer kids and their parents gathering. “I don’t know. I don’t know if I can leave my kids, but it’s been really hard this year. I need to figure something out though, because I can feel it coming to a head. I can’t go on like this forever, you know?”

Uh, yeah. I can relate.

“If you were to quit, have you thought about what you would do instead?”

She takes a drink of her soda, then puts the cup back on the grass. “Yeah, but everything else I think of would lead to the same problem eventually.”

“Why? What else have you thought of?”

“I don’t know. I did think about something like nursing. I don’t know.”

“You just want to help people,” I say, then take a bit of my sandwich.

“I really do.”

I think about the possibilities as I finish my bite. “Maybe something that’s more administrative and less hands on.”

“Yeah. Maybe.”

It’s tempting to think about her making a career change that would, conveniently, bring her to Swan Pointe. There are plenty of people here she could help. But Whitney’s problem is, well, her. Her greatest strength is also her greatest weakness. 

The other problem is, well, me. Even if she came here, could I stay? 
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Whitney

After lunch, Connor gives me a whole list of things we could do. Some of them are activities the resort provides, and which he now oversees. The resort is partially known for its adventures—zip lining, scuba diving, kayaking. Some of his other suggestions are things we could do in Swan Pointe.

What I really wanted to do though was go out on his boat, so we end up spending the afternoon lazily heading up the coast. We’re on the upper bridge, caressed by the soothing ocean breeze. The weather’s been perfect. There’s a rear bench seat for passengers up here, but I’m sitting in the co-pilot chair and Connor’s in the captain’s chair next to me, his hands casually on the wheel. He’s answered my many questions about the control panel—which is far less extensive than the one in the pilothouse downstairs—and even let me steer the boat for a while. That was fun, but I’m content to let him be in charge.

We’ve talked about anything and everything under the sun, it seems. He’s entertaining me now by naming his many injuries and scars. I don’t have a single broken bone to my name, but he got his first fracture when he was just six years old, from jumping off the top bunk at a cousin’s house. Since then he’s broken an arm cliff diving, the same arm again during an extreme kayaking trip that included taking his kayak down a series of actual waterfalls, and his left shin bone from a “dumb ass move” that involved a trampoline and a roof. He’s had a torn rotator cuff and six stitches from a skateboarding accident. 

“Geez,” I say, eyes wide. “It’s amazing you’re still in one piece.”

“Eh,” he says lightly, “I’ve got crazy good luck.”

“How do you figure?”

“I got bucked off a horse once, in Australia. Walked away without a scratch on me.” 

I laugh. “Well, I guess that settles it, then.”

Our conversation takes a few more leisurely turns, and soon I’m telling him about the dreadful listlessness I felt in college. I changed my major twice before making myself stick with something, anything (Sociology won out purely by default). “I had the same problem in high school. I took graphic design, speech, drama, even metalworking. It’d be fun at first, but by the time the semester got over, I’d be bored with it. The only thing I’ve ever found I’m passionate about is helping these kids.”

“Sounds like you’ve got a wandering spirit of your own. Too many things interest you to settle for just one.”

I laugh. “Maybe.”

But none of those things made me feel alive, and that’s something Connor does. It’s like some of his adventurous spirit comes inside me and makes me feel ready for anything. Maybe that’s the ‘empath’ in me, just absorbing his emotions, but it doesn’t seem like it. It’s more like Connor reminds me of who I really am, things I’ve forgotten about myself. Like the dancing last night. How long had it been since I’d gone dancing, even though I love it so much? 

“I wonder if we should head back,” he says. “By the time we get to Swan Pointe, it’ll be time for dinner.”

“Or we could just eat dinner at a port somewhere.”

He gives me a big grin, a little fire in his eyes. There’s that wandering boy. “Now that’s the spirit. I know a good place in Redwood City.”

I grin, suddenly reminded that I’ll be on a flight to San Francisco tomorrow. It’s not the first time today this unpleasant fact has rudely intruded on my otherwise pleasant thoughts. We have another goodbye coming. Already. 

Only it doesn’t feel inevitable this time. This time, it feels like we have a choice. San Francisco isn’t that far. This doesn’t have to be the end, does it?

But I fear that’s not what he wants. When he kissed me in the labyrinth, he was worried about making the next goodbye too hard. Does that mean he sees our goodbye as inevitable? For all I know, his inability, or unwillingness, to make promises is no different than it’s always been and he just won’t want to go there. 

I deliberately shove these thoughts away. It’s what I’ve done all day, any time I remember the situation we’re in. I don’t want to obsess and ruin things. I just want to be here, with Connor and the wind, and enjoy how good it feels to be alive. 

I slide off my chair and stand close to him, my arms around his shoulders. Still hanging onto the wheel, he pulls me in close. “Sounds perfect.” I lean in to give him a kiss. Our lips are soft on one another, our breaths warm and steady. It’s a short kiss, but when I pull back he keeps me close. He lowers the throttle, slowing us down, then brings his hand off the wheel and to my face and kisses me again. We linger this time, and I feel the heat rising inside myself. I can’t tell if it’s my body feeling it, or something deeper. 

He returns to the wheel out of necessity, giving me a smile. I stay close, arm still around him, and allow myself the luxury of enjoying the view. 

Connor, I mean. Because he’s just so lovely to look at. 

He catches me doing it and grins at me. “What are you thinking, missy?” 

Dirty, dirty things. I lean over to whisper in his ear, my breasts gently pressing against his arm. “If you knew, it’d distract you from driving the boat.”

I peek at his profile, pleased to I got the reaction I’d hoped for, then gently take his earlobe between my teeth. 

He exhales deeply, then tightens his arm around my waist. “Well now. I’d hate for you to distract me.”

He doesn’t sound like he’d hate it at all. In fact, I think I could get him to beg if I really wanted to be naughty. I slowly kiss his neck, rubbing my hand along his firm chest. I lower my hand to his stomach. My mouth to his shoulders. I bend my knees and slide down his body as my hand goes to his growing bulge. 

“Uh...” he says, as I start to undo his pants. 

“Eyes on the water, baby.”

When this guy gets hard, he doesn’t mess around. He’s already taut and ready for me, springing loose as I open his fly wide. 

“I need a drink,” I say, as I take it into both hands.

“Jesus, Whitney,” he says thickly, but he angles himself to give me more room. When I take the warm tip into my mouth and slowly start working my way down, he exhales deeply and angles himself even more. 

Can I say, his cock is just as glorious in my mouth as it is between my legs. Which, by the way, is dripping wet as I work him into a state of tortured agitation. Soon he’s clutching the back of my head and groaning deeply, his hips moving toward my mouth hungrily. I’m hungry too, tasting him greedily while I pump the base of his shaft with my hands. When he finally releases, I’m throbbing so much myself I know it wouldn’t take much to get me off. 

“Damn,” he says afterward, panting and tucking himself back in with one hand, still steering the boat with his other. 

He looks weakened and glowing and is having a hard time catching his breath. I grin.

Cock ninja. That’s me.

I sink into the co-pilot seat and cross my legs alluringly. He gives me a hungry look. “I wish I could fucking drop anchor right here and return the favor.”

I only lick my lips and smile, confident he’ll find a way sooner rather than later. I’m not wrong. 

We finally get to Redwood City and he finds a space in the marina, but hauls me down to the main saloon and eats me out right there on the couch before I even get off the boat. 
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By the time we’ve had dinner and are heading back, the temperature has dropped considerably, so he’s driving from the interior wheelhouse instead. There’s no copilot chair here, so I’m stretched out on my side on the soft bench seat that runs along the back. I’m feeling the effects of an afternoon of sun, too little sleep, and perhaps too much wine. The Moscato at the restaurant was amazing, so I had three glasses.

“You look ready to crash.” He winks at me and turns the wheel ever so slightly as he keeps us on course. 

“I only got four hours of sleep.”

“That’s not my fault,” he says, laughing.

I grin, getting warm at the memory of what we were doing last night instead of sleeping. “Aren’t you getting tired?” I feel badly that he still has to get us home.

“Nope.”

“That’s good. I could fall asleep right here.” I settle in deeper. 

He smiles at me. “Go ahead.”

I close my eyes and sigh, still smiling. How does he make me feel so content and so alive at the same time? “Maybe when I wake up, we’ll be in China.” 

I open my eyes to grin at him. He’s watching me. I see I should be careful what I say to my impulsive captain over there.

“Don’t tempt me,” he says seriously, and goes back to watching ahead.

I’m surprised to realize that part of me wasn’t kidding. How exciting it would be to just take off and go somewhere? Anywhere. Part of me wants to do that with him. Part of me thinks I could do that with him forever. 

But could I?

As much as I love being out on this boat with him, I think about the fact that this was his only home for four years, with no end in sight. When I really think about what it would be like if this were my home... only this? For life?

It’s unsettling.

I honestly don’t know how Connor did it. 
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It’s dark by the time we pull into the marina and are tying the boat to the slip. Connor shows me how to tie the knot so it doesn’t come undone, then lets me try. He’s crouching right beside me, guiding me when I forget the next step. When the knot’s done, I ask if we can undo it so I can practice once more.

He smiles and undoes the knot, the muscles in his arms flexing as he moves with speed and precision. “Here you go.” He hands me the rope.

This time I remember all the steps, and when the rope’s secure I grin at him. “Hooray!”

He laughs and puts his hand behind my neck so he can pull me in for a kiss. “Good job,” he says as we come apart, but he keeps his hand there and I stay close. I raise my eyebrow at him as if to say, wanna have some fun? He gives me that slow smile that heats up my insides.

We kiss again, going deeper, slowly coming to a stand so we can pull each other into an embrace. We stand right there, arms and hands roaming, tongues moving together, and the heat rising and rising until we break, panting slightly. He leads me inside.

When we get to the master stateroom, he brings me into his arms and kisses me again, but it’s not hurried. His hands move from my face, to my back, to my hair, then to my face again. He’s steadily backing me up, kissing and caressing me. It’s so slow and intimate and deep. He’s so tender with me, I’m melting right here in his arms. 

My hands slowly explore him too: his firm chest, his broad shoulders, the hint of stubble on his jaw, his strong arms, his hard back. When I feel the wall behind me, and he presses gently against me, I slip my hand over his rear and squeeze. 

We’re fully clothed, standing up, and already I feel like Connor is making love to me. Oh god, I can’t fight this. I don’t want to. I want to know what it’s like to have Connor make love to me, just once. I kiss him with all the feeling in my heart, longing for him even though he’s right here. 

He pulls away just slightly, holding my face with both his hands, holding my eyes with his. Our breaths are hot and shallow. We’re just looking at one another, and our gaze deepens. I look at him, and slide right in. 

Still holding each other’s eyes, we slowly start removing our clothing. When we’re both completely nude, he brings me to him, my bare chest against his. I’m falling.

We move to the bed and he sinks on top of me. His hard desire presses against my throbbing folds. I want him. Not just him inside me, but him. My heart starts to ache.

He kisses me and caresses me so lovingly. I’m doing it right back. We don’t stop kissing as he reaches for the drawer next to the bed. I hear the crinkling of the little package as he pulls out a condom, the soft pant of our breaths, and we don’t stop. 

We roll over, me on top now. He opens the package, and we break our kiss just for a moment as he finishes the job and rolls it on. I watch his face, then dip down and kiss his jaw.

I tug on him indicating I want to go back to the way we were. He rolls us back over. I sigh with satisfaction as his weight settles on me. I run my hand into his hair and slowly wrap my legs around his waist. Cupping my jaw with one hand, he takes hold of himself with the other and gradually slides inside me. I exhale softly and tilt my head back, unable to maintain our kiss as he stretches and fills me. 

He kisses my neck and tucks his arm under my shoulders to embrace me. My grip tightens in his hair and around his waist. I bring my eyes to his. Holding my gaze, his parted lips just brushing against my slightly open mouth, he rocks inside me. 

My heart is aching, but I don’t pull back. No one’s ever made love to me the way Connor is right now. We move as one, kissing and caressing, our hot breaths blending together. 

I feel him in the core of my being. His soul is brushing against mine, feather light and on fire.

As our pace quickens and our kisses alternate with shallow gasps for breath, our eyes never leave the other. I watch the pleasure climbing on his face. I allow him to watch mine as well. When the pleasure peaks so much that I can’t keep from closing my eyes and whimpering before looking at him again, his eyes never lose their heat or tenderness. This is how it goes on. Connor strokes me and our mouths come together and away, eyes close then open, searching for one another.

When our movements become more intense, he grips the back of my head. I tuck my nose into the crook of his neck. I’m stretching more and more open and he’s getting harder and harder and I almost can’t breathe. I gasp and press my forehead against his neck. He grips my shoulder, grips my hair, sucks on my neck, increases his speed, and I cry out once, twice, as my impending orgasm grips my entire body. “Yes,” I gasp, hanging on to his back, his muscles hardening as he climbs too. “Ye—” I gasp for breath, stretching open hard. “Yes,” I bite out. 

His hand grips my head and he pushes me to a shuddering peak. I let out a long cry of release as he works himself even faster. When he stiffens and moans himself, the waves of pleasure are pumping through me so hard I hear the blood pulsing in my ears. 

And still I hang on to him. And he hangs on to me. Our holds on one another stay firm as we ride it out together. It goes on and on, and when I come down, I come down slowly, throbbing with pleasure. 

And pulsing with shock. Because this makes things different now.

As we gradually relax and slow, our grip on one another softens, but we’re still tucked into one another. His hand still cradles the back of my head. He strokes my hair lovingly, and puts a tender kiss on my shoulder.

I become more his than I’ve ever been. 
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By the time we get back to his place, I’m shaken. We walk into the living room, but instead of going up the stairs, I sink onto the couch, rubbing my forearms. 

“Are you okay?” He sits next to me. “You’ve been really quiet.”

I’m looking at the floral vase on the table next to the chair, the satin throw pillow, the ornate lamp. I’m scared to tell him what I’m thinking.

“What’s wrong?” 

“This stuff doesn’t really seem your style,” I say, stalling.

“Well, that’s because it’s not. It’s Lizzy’s style. This is her place.”

I look at him full on, my mood getting even more serious. “Because you’re only here temporarily?” 

He’s watching me carefully, trying to figure me out. “I don’t want to get a place until I know what I’m doing.”

Now it’s all starting to sink in. “So all this furniture is hers?”

He nods. “What’s wrong?” he asks again, concerned but still trying to work out what’s going on.

“Is there anything you own you couldn’t pack on your boat and take with you if you left?”

He hesitates. The look on his face tells me he understands what this conversation is about now. “Does the car count?”

I don’t know if that counts. He would have to buy a car to use here regardless of his ultimate decision, right? “Did you buy it, or are you borrowing it?”

He sighs and takes my hand into his. “Neither. I inherited it.”

“So you haven’t done anything to put down roots here?”

“I’ve... spent the last eight months working here. That’s something.”

I nod. “Yes. It is. But you don’t know if you’re staying or not.”

“No. I don’t. I’m sorry.”

“Why should you be sorry?” I try to ask like it’s no big deal, but my voice betrays my emotions and I’m starting to tear up. Shit. I didn’t want to do this. I turn my head away, blinking back the tears and trying to get myself under control. 

“Whitney...” he says softly.

“I’m sorry. I’m not trying to make this difficult.”

“You’re not...”

“It’s just that I... I think I—” I abruptly stop myself from saying what I was going to say and just as quickly change tracks. “I know you said we shouldn’t start again because it would be too hard so I shouldn’t complain but I think I’m falling for you.” And there it is. The thing I wasn’t going to say just two seconds ago. I close my eyes and fall back against the couch. I press my palms to my eyes. “I’m sorry, I’m not trying to pressure you.”

“No I....” He gently pulls my hands down from my face and holds my eyes. “I’m pretty fucking fond of you, too,” he says thickly. My heart starts to pound. “More than fond.”

“I don’t want to say goodbye again.” I hate the pleading sound in my voice. 

“I don’t either.” 

I exhale in frustration. We didn’t want to say goodbye last time, but that’s not what I mean. “I mean, I really, really don’t want to say goodbye.”

He puts his hands on either side of my face and hold my eyes. “I know what you mean. I don’t either.”

He has my attention now. Does he mean what I think he means? “What are you saying?” I’m afraid to hope, but of course doing it anyway. 

“I’m saying... things are different now.” His thumb strokes my jaw. “Would you be open to a long distance relationship?”

My heart lifts and my lips part as I exhale softly in relief, but I’m still holding back on the reins. My brain is spinning. What does he mean things are different? “So, the thing about not being able to make promises. You feel you can now?”

He hesitates. I hold my breath. He takes my hands inside of his and looks at them. 

“I want to say yes, but the honest answer is I don’t know.”

My heart falls. “So how are things different?”

“They’re different,” he looks at me, “because before I would’ve said I definitely can’t make promises. But now... I don’t know. Maybe I can. Look, we don’t have to talk major commitments right now. But,” he looks at me earnestly, “I want to at least try things. Don’t you? No, I can’t make promises, but I don’t know if anyone could make promises at this early stage. Not even normal people.” 

I let out a small laugh. “Normal people, not hopeless wanderers?”

He smiles. “Right. I mean, are you in a place where you could make the ultimate promise to me?”

I don’t know. Maybe. But I see his point. 

“But I do know this.” He takes my face in his hands again. “I’ve never felt this way about anyone. Ever. This—” He strokes my cheek so tenderly I have to swallow past the lump in my throat. “I didn’t know this kind of feeling really existed. I can’t let you go, Whitney. Not again.”

My heart lifts right out of my chest and I don’t want to stop it this time. “So it’s not goodbye?” I start to smile.

He shakes his head, smiling too. 

I’m so relieved, I don’t just kiss him. I kiss him over and over and crawl onto his lap and give him a full body hug. He laughs and hugs me too, and when I pull back to look in his face, his eyes have a spark in them that I feel in my heart. We’re both past smiling. We’re beaming at each other. 

“This makes me so happy,” I say.

“Me too.”

“It’s a good thing I don’t live too far.”

“It doesn’t matter how far away you are. I’d cross the globe for you.” 

I’m still grinning at him. “You’d cross the globe for a hat.”

He laughs, then holds my face again and gets that serious look in his eyes. “You’re worth far more than a hat.”
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Chapter 21
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Connor

I really hope I don’t fuck this up. But things are to the point where I have to at least try. The thought of Whitney leaving and that being the end of things was driving me crazy. Her actually leaving wasn’t great either, but we’ve made plans to see one another again next weekend, so that helps. Today’s Monday, so I only have four more days before I get to see her again. I’m taking off early on Friday and flying up there. 

I’m seriously considering buying a plane. Hell, the resort needs one anyway, doesn’t it? Okay, maybe not. We’ve survived this long without one, true. But if we had a private plane I could see Whitney anytime I wanted. I could send the plane for her anytime she wanted to come down. 

Back when I was living on the boat, I’d thought about buying a plane then too. It would definitely make overland travel a lot easier. 

But I’m not going to think about my wandering days. I’m going to see if I can do the roots thing. 

Even if the thought of a permanent commitment here is just as unsettling as it’s ever been. 

I don’t know why. I do like the work here, and it’s no small part of me that wants to stay. Rayce and Lizzy want me to stay. Whitney wants me to stay. So I’m going to try. 

Rayce comes into my office, holding a folded up newspaper in his hand and looking cross. Here’s a step I haven’t taken: I haven’t said anything about this to Rayce. All he’s wanted from me is a decision, or at least an indication of which way I’m leaning. I finally have something I can give him... but I don’t feel ready to tell him yet. I don’t know why. 

It might be because there’s still something restless inside me, gnawing at me. I hope not. Maybe I’ll tell him tomorrow.

“Do you have the Haven Group report?” he asks. It’s not late. He’s just obsessing. He’s in one of his grouchy moods again. He didn’t use to be this way, but ever since Mom and Dad died...

“I’m finishing it up now.” I glance at him. My hands don’t stop on the keyboard as I continue a sentence I’m writing. “I’ll send it over soon.” 

“Can you give me an ETA?” 

“Yes. The estimated time of arrival is five minutes after I finish it.” I can’t help it. It irks me when he acts like this.

He huffs and plops the folded up newspaper on my desk. This time I do stop what I’m doing to see what headline he’s showing me this time. It’s been awhile since there have been any articles in the local paper about the resort, or us, and I’ve been more than happy to be off the radar. 

Before I even see which paper it is, I see the picture. It’s one of me and Whitney dancing on Friday night. It’s pretty hot, actually, and it’d make for a hell of a picture if it weren’t in the stupid paper. 

I don’t even have to look to know this is Rita Becker’s gossip column in the Voice, but my eyes skip over the byline to verify it anyway. Yep, there it is. Headline: “Wild Child Living Up to the Rivers Name?” I roll my eyes. It must be a slow day in Swan Pointe for the Voice to consider my dancing at Martini Ranch to be gossip worthy.

Swan Pointe’s local Indie rag can be categorized by mostly intelligent (if sometimes scathing) editorial essays, trendy feature articles, thorough coverage of Swan Pointe’s Indie arts and music scene, and personal ads wherein local residents can find their next gardener, accountant, or masseuse willing to give them a happy ending. I’d like their publication a lot better if they didn’t pump up Rita’s ego by giving her regular print space. 

“Did you see this?” Rayce asks.

“No.” I return to my report, wondering if I need to give Whitney a head’s up. I probably should. She won’t see it in San Francisco, but she should know about it anyway. 

“Aren’t you going to read it?”

“No.”

I’ll read it later. I’m just trying to be difficult. But he’s the one who came into my office with attitude. I haven’t even done anything to him today. 

“You should be more careful.” He gestures to the paper.

“We were just dancing.”

“Uh huh. At least have the common sense to go somewhere private, instead of, say, making out on the grounds for everyone to see.” 

I glance up. Someone must’ve seen me kiss Whitney in the labyrinth, but I’m too irritated to ask who. Whatever’s going on with him, I wish he’d get over it already and stop taking things out on me. Maybe he’s the one who needs a girl. Who the fuck knows. 

“We weren’t making out.” 

“That’s not what Olivia Walsh said. She came to Lizzy crying because she saw you and that girl making out in the gardens.”

“Her name is Whitney, and why would Olivia Walsh be crying about that?”

“Because she’s secretly in love with you.”

“Good lord.” I roll my eyes. “Stop being such a drama queen. Do you want me to finish this report or not?”

“You know, you represent this resort, Connor.”

“Yes. I know.” I’ve heard this before. I’ve heard it for years, and I do know it’s important. I don’t take that lightly. But at the same time, you can’t let this kind of gossip bullshit get to you. Rayce knows this. But these days, everything gets to him. He never used to have such a short fuse. 

“People are watching us now. They’re waiting for us to screw up and prove we can’t do what Mom and Dad did here. We need to be careful.”

I soften a bit at this. We’ve all felt the pressure of being handed our parents’ legacy years before we were ready. “Everything’s fine,” I say, letting go of my inclination to poke at him and really looking him in the eye. “The resort is fine. And the papers have moved on to the next story. This is just Rita getting her jollies.”

He softens too. God, the way we have to tiptoe around each other these days. I miss like hell the way it used to be. 

I gesture to my computer screen. “Fifteen minutes, all right?”

He sighs and nods. “All right. Thanks.”

Ten minutes later I’ve sent Rayce the report and am on to the next thing. 

I’ve been feeling restless all morning and am resisting the urge to go the Activity Manager’s office to see if there’s a zip line guide who’d like a few hours off. Not that I ever have trouble convincing someone to give me part of their shift; I don’t want to take away from anyone’s income, so they still get paid. Working the zip line is one of my go-to strategies for when things get to be too much. 

You might think it’s Rayce who’s getting to me, but it isn’t. I mean, I don’t like how things are right now with us, but that’s not it. My itchy feet just get the better of me sometimes and I have to get out of the office. I’ll take a group down the zip line or run a kayaking excursion or something. Often I’ll have to work late to make up for it, but it’s worth it. 

I’ve been having more problems with this over the past couple months. More and more frequently I’ll wake up, like today, feeling like I’m going to go crazy if I can’t get the hell out of dodge. 

Lizzy’s called me out on it recently, too. About a week ago, we were all feeling the pressure building thanks to our upcoming meeting with George Hollister and my continued inability to make a decision about whether or not I’m here to stay. Lizzy confided something I found unsettling: “I fear one day I’m going to wake up and you’ll be gone.”

I was offended at first, even though deep down I knew her fears were valid. 

She knew it too, and when I tried to protest she said, “Remember when you took your boat out?”

Not counting my recent outing with Whitney, I’ve taken my boat out exactly one time since I’ve been home. At first, I told myself I wasn’t going out boating because I was too busy. Those first several months, that was true. We were beyond busy. After things settled down though, it became clear I was avoiding it. I kept it stocked and maintained. I could’ve gone down to the docks and taken her out any time I wanted. But for the longest time, I didn’t.

Finally, I decided to try it. I took a weekend and went as far down the coast as I could and still be back in time for work on Monday. That trip did nothing but confirm my fears.

I still remember the moment it was time for me to turn around and come back. I sat in the captain’s chair on the upper deck, both hands gripping the wheel, the rough sea winds whipping around me. I let my gaze go soft on the horizon. In one direction Mexico, South America. In another Hawaii, or Japan. I’ve never been to Japan. They were all calling to me from over the sea. But I’m needed here too. 

It was a tough battle to win. 

“I didn’t think you were going to come back,” Lizzy said. 

“Well, I did.” But she only looked more concerned. “I won’t do that to you.” I still didn’t know what my final decision was going to be, but I did know I couldn’t just abandon them on a whim like that. “I promise.”

She didn’t look at all comforted. It was disturbing.

“Don’t you believe me?”

“I believe... you don’t want to.”

That was too much. I still don’t know if it’s because what she was saying wasn’t true, or because it was. “You know, I’ve been here almost eight months, Lizzy. That’s not nothing.”

“I know.”

“I’ve been here right alongside you guys, and yet that doesn’t seem to be enough.”

“No, we appreciate it. It’s not about that.”

“Then what is it about? Haven’t I done enough to show I can be dependable? I think I’ve come through for you. Why does that mean nothing?”

“It means everything,” she said, her voice breaking. I can still hear the way her voice broke, and the way her face looked. When she continued, she maintained her composure, but her voice still quivered a bit. “That’s part of the problem. We love having you here and—”

“We?” I interrupted.

“Yes, we. Rayce really missed you when you were gone.”

“I think he’d be fine to get rid of me now.”

“That’s not true. I know he’s been... kind of difficult lately.” When I gave her a wry look, she said, “Hey, you’ve been feeding into it too, kiddo.”

“Don’t call me kiddo.”

“Look, this hasn’t been easy for anyone, you know. And I know we keep telling you we’d need time to find a replacement, but the truth is, it’s more than that. We’re just... trying to prepare ourselves to lose you again and it’s hard not knowing when that will be.”

That’s when I really felt like an ass. As if they haven’t lost enough already. 

At the pained look on my face, she said, “Don’t feel badly. I’m not trying to guilt you. That’s why I haven’t said anything, but I really think you need to make a decision with your head before your feet make it for you. It’ll be bad timing for everyone if that happens.”

“Why do you both keep talking about it like you know I’m going to go?”

She let out a humorless laugh. “Because. We know you and we see that wildness in your eyes. You’re starting to lose it, Connor.”

Now, sitting in my office, with memories of Whitney still fresh on my skin, I’m determined not to be losing it. I have to find a way to tame my restless side. I have to find a way to make this work. Other people manage to have lives like this. I should be able to do it, too. 

Right?

I get a text from Lizzy. I know she’s in for the day because her office door is open, but she must be busy elsewhere because I haven’t actually seen her yet. 

Lizzy: Where are you?

See what I mean? 

Me: In my office.

Lizzy: I need to talk to you about the Zurwicky wedding. Can we chat in 20?

Me: I’ll be here.

I turn back to my computer and try to focus on the email I’m drafting. I feel like I’m crawling out of my skin. I take a few deep breaths, and it helps a little. I haven’t felt this unsettled in a long time.

Maybe I’m struggling so much today because we took the boat out. Maybe I shouldn’t have. But I wasn’t going to tell Whitney no. 

Speaking of, my phone dings and it’s a text from her.

I smile instantly. 

Whitney: I miss you already.

Me: Me too. Four more days. 

Whitney: I can’t wait. We get to see each other on purpose!

I laugh. I think about sending her a text back, but impulsively hit “Call” instead and get up to shut the door so we can talk privately.

“Hi,” she answers. I hear the smile on her face. 

I sink back into my chair and lean back, smiling too. “Hey. I wanted to hear your voice.”

And maybe that really is all I’ve needed, because as we begin to talk, whatever’s been restless inside of me settles in deep, and grows still. 
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Connor

The next few weeks are filled with texting and phone calls and not enough time seeing one another. I did spend the weekend with her in San Francisco, where I got to meet her boss and coworkers, see her small but homey condo, and go to her favorite places (this girl is in love with Philly cheesesteak). Last weekend, I flew her down. I took her on the zip line, which she loved, and we had dinner with my family. Corrine’s out of school now, so she was there too. They all love Whitney. 

I think I love her too. 

In fact, I’m pretty damn fucking sure I am crazy in love with that woman. 

The best part, as Whitney says, is that now our goodbyes are temporary.

The worst part is I still can’t seem to officially commit to staying. Even though my family sees what’s happening with Whitney and think I ought to have some sort of answer, when they ask if I’ve made a decision, the words that come out of my mouth are still, “I don’t know.” 

They’re frustrated with me. 

I’m frustrated with me. 

Even though I’ve made the decision in my head, and even though I’ve told Whitney I’m staying, when it comes time to tell my siblings and make it official, I can’t spit the words out. 

It’s made my relationship with Rayce even more fun. He’s been in rare form the last few days. The fact that Rita Becker recently ran a column accusing him of having illicit affairs with multiple lower-level staff members didn’t help matters. She had neither names nor photos to back up her claims. It’s just more trash, clearly, but it pissed Rayce off anyway. Put all that together, and that means I’m still his favorite target.

Corrine and I have joked around that I need to keep a tranquilizer gun in my desk so I’ll be prepared the next time he comes barging into my office on the warpath. 

I’m currently wrapping up a meeting with Lizzy and two of our managers. We’ve been discussing a couple upcoming, high-profile weddings that will be taking advantage of the full offerings here at the resort, and have things more or less under control. As we all clear out of the Event Planning Conference room, though, our Events Manager, Renee, asks if she can speak with me privately. 

Lizzy gives me a questioning look—she’s Renee’s immediate supervisor, not me—but I don’t know what this is about either. As I shut the door and sit back down at the table, Renee starts fidgeting with the file folders in front of her. My curiosity is piqued even more. “What’s up?”

“There’s something I wanted to bring to your attention.” She takes a deep breath.

“All right.”

“It’s... maybe not my business, but...” She stops again, furrowing her brows. “Did you see the article about Mr. Rivers? About the, um, affairs?”

Oh, is that all this is about?

“Just gossip,” I say. “If Rita Becker doesn’t have anything good to report, she’ll just make stuff up.”

She nods slowly, still hesitant. “Well... I don’t know. I... saw something I thought you should be aware of.”

The skin on the back of my neck starts to crawl. “All right,” I say steadily. 

“The other day I saw Mr. Rivers and one of my employees coming out of the Redwood Room. It wasn’t being used or scheduled for anything, so there was no reason for her to be in there. They...” she hesitates and my skin is crawling everywhere. “They kind of gave each other a look and she was straightening her skirt and they left in different directions.”

“What kind of look?” I ask, even though I don’t want to know. 

“Well... I don’t know. I’m not accusing anybody of anything. I don’t know why they were in there.”

“I understand.”

“It just... seemed off. They did look at each other like... like maybe something was going on in there.”

I take a deep breath and sit back in my chair. “I see.”

“I’m not saying anything happened. I just... I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about it and then I saw that article in the Voice and I thought you should know.”

“Who was the employee?”

“Her name is Taylor Norell. She mainly does set up and such.”

“Did you ask her about it?”

“No. I didn’t know if I should.”

I take another deep breath. “All right. Thank you for telling me. Is there anything else I need to know?”

She hesitates.

God. What else?

“Well...” she begins. “You should know I overheard a couple people in the break room speculating about this. I didn’t believe it and put an end to things pretty quickly. I have zero patience for gossip. And I didn’t think he would do anything like that.”

“But now you’re not so sure?”

She gives me a pained, apologetic expression. “It’s not for me to say. I just wanted to tell you what I saw. Maybe it was just an innocent thing. It... doesn’t seem like the kind of thing Mr. Rivers would do. I have a lot of respect for him. For all of you. I really admire the way you’ve all kept this place running. Your parents would be proud.”

I give her a small smile at the compliment, but I’m feeling the weight of everything she’s just told me. “Thank you, Renee. Do you have anything else to tell me?”

She shakes her head. “No. And I don’t need to know anything more about this.” She holds her hands up. “I wanted to tell you and now I have. I’m not going to give it any more thought.”

I thank her again and head back to the administrative offices, my thoughts heavy and my blood running cold. Even though it didn’t exactly prove anything, I feel uneasy about what Renee saw. But Rayce wouldn’t do something like that. Would he?

I enter the offices not knowing what I’m going to do until I’m doing it. Rayce is sitting behind his desk, writing something on a small pad by his computer. I go in, shut the door behind me, and approach his desk. 

When he stops writing and looks at me, I look at him more closely than I have in a while. The truth is, something has been different not just with our relationship but with Rayce. I don’t know what, and I don’t know why, but something is different. 

I still don’t think he would do this, though.

“I have a question for you,” I say quietly. There’s no animosity in my voice (the way there so often is these days, if I’m honest with myself). Right now, I’m putting everything else aside. I have a real question, and I need a real answer. I think Rayce senses it, because he puts his pen down, knits his brows at me, and leans back in his chair. 

“Okay,” he says. Also without animosity. 

“That column of Rita Becker’s.”

His expression immediately goes hard. “Jesus, Connor. You should know better.”

“Are you having a relationship with a Taylor Norell?”

He freezes, holding my eyes. He looks uncomfortable. 

“You shouldn’t listen to rumors.” He picks up his pen, then puts it back down. I’m still standing here, watching him. I don’t want to believe it, but I don’t like what Renee saw. And I don’t like how he’s acting. I don’t like that he didn’t really answer my question. I don’t like any of this. 

Yet, I can’t see my brother doing something like this. I just can’t. 

He sees me watching him and lets out an exasperated sigh. “Oh come on, Connor.” He turns back to his computer, mouse clicking. 

Again, no denial. Heart pounding harder than I’d like, I say quietly, “Tell me it’s not true, and I’ll believe you.”

Rayce looks at me then. He just looks at me, and I think he’s going to admit it. God, he looks like he’s going to say, ‘Yes, I’m having an affair.’ 

But in a calm and sober voice he says, “It’s not true.” Then he gets up, and quietly leaves.

I’m left standing there, knowing the truth. 
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Whitney

I’ve been offered a promotion. My boss wants me to be manager over the San Francisco resettlement team. It would mean more responsibility, more money, and more benefits. I’d be working with the refugee families who come over intact, not the orphans like I do now, so it’d be easier to deal with emotionally, I think. There’d be less direct contact with the people we serve, so that might help too. 

She told me to think about it and give her an answer next week. It’d be worth making a change and giving it a shot, if it weren’t for one thing. 

This last month with Connor has been amazing. Whether we’re talking on the phone or spending time together in person, every interaction I have with him just makes me love him more. He hasn’t asked me to move to Swan Pointe, but if he gets to the point where he’s ready, I already know I want to. I’ve flirted with the idea of making a career change for a couple of years now, always feeling so torn and undecided. 

Connor has tipped the scales. 

Starting over with a new career would be intimidating and risky, but it has the potential to pay off if I can find a better fit for myself, and the risks would be worth it if I could be with Connor while I’m doing it. The long-distance thing is already getting more difficult. I haven’t wanted to pressure him about anything though. It’s only been four weeks and I think we need to take our time.

Well, I think Connor probably needs that anyway. I’m ready to take it to the next level right now. But I don’t want to push. I’m well aware of the fact that Connor’s going down a road he closed off to himself a long time ago. 

For that reason, I don’t know how to approach talking to him about the promotion. If I’m going to be making a move within the next year (please, oh, please) I don’t think it’d be fair to my boss to accept the promotion now. 

This week, we each took a long weekend because I’ve been wanting to go on an adventure with him. I didn’t care where. He brought me to Haida Gwaii, these beautiful islands off the western coast of British Columbia, where we’ve spent our first full day hiking through an ancient rainforest. I didn’t know rainforests existed this far north, though they look different than the ones on the equator. I must have taken fifty pictures of the trees alone. There are all these massive Sitka Spruce and Red Cedar that bring to mind the coastal Redwoods and giant Sequoias back home. 

We’re having dinner at a casual restaurant with good food and a view of Skidegate Inlet. We’ve finished our main meal, but are enjoying some dessert, in no hurry to leave. As we eat the delicate cream-filled pastry with ice cream and fruit compote, we’re trying to decide what we’ll do tomorrow. We’ve narrowed it down to either kayaking or boating around the north side of the island, which is supposed to have all these glorious coves. 

“Either is fine by me,” I say. “It’ll be fun either way.”

“Too bad we can’t do both,” Connor says. 

I don’t think he’s used to having such a short amount of time to explore a place, but he’s being a good sport about it.

“Are you missing that wide-open calendar?” I tease.

He grins, lifts my hand, and plants a kiss on it. “I don’t miss anything when I’m with you.” I reward his sweet talking with a smile. “How about we just wake up tomorrow and see how we feel?” 

“Sounds good to me.”

We polish off the rest of our dessert, then fall into a contented silence, watching the water.

I’m again thinking about the promotion offer, trying to decide how to bring it up and what to say. But the opportunity passes me by yet again, thanks to my procrastinating, and Connor gets us on a new topic. The topic itself makes me clean forget the promotion. He thinks his brother might be having an affair with one of their employees. 

“What?” I ask, wide-eyed. 

Connor nods. “I’m shocked, too. I wouldn’t have thought he’d do anything like this. And maybe he isn’t but... I think he is.” Connor fills me in on his conversation with his Events Manager, and says he’s not sure if he should get Lizzy in on things, or talk with the employee himself, or what he should do. Then he tells me about Rayce’s denial, but Connor doesn’t believe him. 

Which leads to us talking about how strained their relationship still is. I knew it had been bad for several months. What surprises me is that it isn’t getting any better. I’d been under the impression that Rayce had been frustrated with Connor because he wasn’t making a decision about whether or not he’d continue at the resort. 

“I don’t understand why Rayce is still being so short with you. Now that he knows you’re staying, doesn’t he feel better about things?”

“Uh.” Connor has an uncomfortable look on his face. “Well... I haven’t really made that official yet.”

I blink, not processing what he said. “What do you mean, official? The lawyer doesn’t know yet?”

He gives me an apologetic look. “No. Rayce and Lizzy don’t know yet.”

My eyebrows shoot up and my blood drops. “You haven’t told them?”

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I don’t know why I haven’t.”

“But...” I’m trying to keep my cool, but this has knocked me off kilter more than a bit. “You told me you did.”

“No, I absolutely did not,” he says, gentle but firm.

Even as he’s saying it, I realize he’s right. He didn’t say that. He told me he wanted to stay. I had only assumed he’d told his siblings the same thing. 

“Why haven’t you told them?” It’s been a month. “Are you changing your mind?” My heart is pumping hard. God, my biggest fear has been that I won’t be able to keep this restless piece of wind after all, and this just proves I was right to fear it.

“No, I’m not.” He leans toward me earnestly, and he does seem to mean it. It settles me a bit, but I’m still scared. “I just... I will. I promise.” He kisses my hand, then brings it into his lap and holds it tightly between both hands. I’m slowly settling down, but I’m watching him carefully, still unsure. “I will,” he says firmly. “I’m not changing my mind. All right?”

“All right.” I don’t want to push it because he does seem sincere, but... it also seems like he should’ve told them by now. I can’t see why he wouldn’t unless he’s still not sure himself. 

“I just haven’t found the right time to have this conversation with them. It doesn’t help that Rayce is so hard to deal with right now.”

“Maybe that will change once he knows.”

“Maybe. But this thing with the affair makes me think there’s more going on with him than I thought. This is so out of character.”

I sigh. I can tell he wants to talk about Rayce, but I don’t know if I want to change the subject. I want to know that he’s staying for good, like I thought he was. But even though I still feel uneasy, I’m reluctant to pressure him. He said he’ll tell them. I think I can wait a little longer, to see what he does. “Well.” I’ll let the conversation go in a different direction for now. “Is there any chance he’s drinking too much or doing drugs or something?”

“Drugs?! God, I hope not! Why do you think that?”

“Well, I don’t, necessarily. It’s just that when you describe your brother when you guys were growing up, and even a few years ago, he seems really different than the person you describe now.”

Connor sighs. “He is different.”

“Maybe it’s this loss you guys have had. Do you think he’s grieving okay?”

“Grieving okay?” Connor squeezes my hand and leans back in his seat. “I don’t know. I mean, it’s been hard on all of us. And he’s never been real touchy feely, so... I don’t know. Is there a wrong way to grieve?”

“No. As long as you’re actually doing it. Maybe he’s avoiding it, or just not coping well with such a big loss. We see that a lot with our kids. Does he ever talk about your parents?”

Connor nods. “Yeah, sometimes. He talks about how important it is that we live up to their legacy, you know?”

I nod. I’ve heard this before. “But that’s just business.” I don’t think that’s the same thing as saying, I really miss Mom and Dad. “Does he ever talk about them like a son?” 

Connor gives me a funny look. “That is talking about them like a son. The resort’s not just a business, honey. It was Dad’s dream. His passion.” He cocks his head at me. “I haven’t told you how he started it all, have I?”

I shake my head.

“Ah, well.” He settles deeper into his chair and smiles a bit. “He and Mom were living up in San Francisco at the time, back when Rayce and Lizzy were little kids. I wasn’t around yet. She was an executive for this big hotel and he was a real estate agent, like his older brother. He sold these really high-end properties all over northern and central California. Sometimes SoCal too, but mostly upstate. Anyway, this client contacts him and says he wants him to list this property in Swan Pointe.”

Connor smiles fully now, eagerly embracing our new topic. I settle into my chair too, sinking into another one of his stories. 

“Well Dad drives down there to meet the guy so he can write up the listing. It was the resort, obviously, but it wasn’t anything like it is today. It had fallen into disrepair and hadn’t been updated since it’d been built in the Twenties. It was a real shit hole, he liked to say.” 

Connor laughs. “But he’s walking through the property and he gets this vision for what it could be. It was really different, back then. You wouldn’t believe the pictures. Only one pool. Interior elevator bays. No windows along the back lobby, which was actually just a single-story lobby originally. God, I could go on. But my dad,” Connor’s eyes are all lit up, kind of the way they get when he comes to a fork in the road, “he’s walking through it all and taking notes like he’s going to list the thing. But the whole time he’s seeing things. Another pool here. Glass elevators there. A big mosaic on the floor here,” and Connor sweeps his hand in a circle like he’s seeing it himself, right this moment. 

I am too. I’m smiling and imagining it all. 

“So he finishes up with his client and says he’ll send him a draft of the listing the next day. But he drives back up to San Francisco, pulls my mom out of work, and drags her back down there. Oh, I wish you could hear her tell this part. She’d go on about how he was like a little kid, telling her everything he saw in his head.” Connor laughs again. “So just like that, the decision was made.”

“I can see where you get your impulsive side,” I say, teasing him.

He grins and nods. “Yeah. The good impulsive, though.”

“Is there a bad impulsive?”

Connor laughs. “I assure you, there is. And there were times in the beginning when Mom wondered if the resort wasn’t bad impulsive. They sold literally everything they had that was worth anything, bought the resort, and sunk every last penny into renovating it and covering their operating expenses. At first they lived right there on property with Rayce and Lizzy in this little two-room suite. I don’t know how they did it. Not long after, Mom found out she was pregnant with me. Everyone likes to tease me that I was conceived in Room 701.” 

He rolls his eyes and I chuckle. “Were you?”

“She didn’t know for sure. I’ll have to show you the room sometime. It’s the only room that wasn’t renovated. There’s a whole other story that goes with that room.” He grins. “Anyway, they made it work. Mom was a marketing genius and leveraged her connections in Hollywood to get big names to come check it out.”

“Your mom had connections in Hollywood?”

“My grandfather’s a career scriptwriter and director. Nothing major so you’ve probably never heard of him, but he’s been doing it for something like forty years and he knows everybody. Mom said he’s one of those industry legends who’s only legendary inside the industry.” Connor smiles. 

“Wow.”

He shrugs, like it’s no big deal, but I think it’s pretty cool. “Anyway, between completely reinventing the resort and offering free stays to the Hollywood elite to help put it on the map, my parents created something completely new. A place where people could come and get pampered and forget about all their stresses for a while. We have plenty of wealthy people who come stay and it’s just another nice vacation for them. But many of our guests really have to save up for it. Dad always said either way, it’s our job to make sure we give them a beautiful memory that’s worth more than what they spent on it.”

Connor’s face goes soft as he remembers. I rest my chin in my hand, watching him and falling in love with him a little more, like I do every time I discover some new piece of his heart.

“This is what we grew up with, Whitney. It’s not a business. It’s a dream. It meant something to them. Everything you see is there because my mom or my dad dreamed it up in their head.” He sighs. “I think that’s why it’s so hard for us to want to change anything.”

“Also why it’s so hard to leave?”

He doesn’t answer. He just kisses my hand, then puts it back on his lap, lost in his own thoughts. 

Even though you want to, I want to say, but don’t.
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I don’t mention the promotion to Connor until our last night. We’re in bed, recovering from another round of sex so wild and intense I think I might actually be satisfied enough to last me until the next time we see each other. 

I look over at him, lying on his back with his eyes closed and radiating that relaxed, post-sex glow. His chest is looking all gorgeous and his fingers are lightly caressing up and down my inner thigh, giving me light shivers. 

Well, maybe I’m satisfied enough to last until we see each other again. 

I’ve been hesitant to bring up the promotion offer because what if he just congratulates me and tells me to go for it and doesn’t even think about how this may or may not affect our future together? I’ve been hesitant because I don’t know what I want from him at this point, or what it might be reasonable to want. We’ve only been together four weeks, after all. 

But I have to give my boss an answer this week, so the time has finally come to let him in on things. “So.” I nudge his side a bit. “I have news.”

He opens his eyes and looks at me, giving me that loving smile that lifts my heart. “Oh yeah? What?”

“My boss wants to promote me to San Francisco Manager of Resettlement.” His eyebrows slowly raise, but he says nothing as I continue. “It wouldn’t happen until the current manager leaves in September, but she’d want to start training me right away. I would be mostly coordinating with our specialists, so it wouldn’t be working directly with the families as much. So that part’s good.”

“That is good,” he says quietly, his expression almost unchanged.

“And it would be a nice raise and I’d have better benefits.” I can’t figure out his expression over there and I’m talking out of nerves now, I know it. “I’d have four weeks of vacation instead of two. So it’s, you know, a good opportunity.” On paper, anyway.

“It sounds like it.” There’s an awkward pause as we look at one another, then he smiles and says, “I’m really proud of you, honey. Congratulations.”

“Thanks,” I say, weakly.

He furrows his brow a bit and rubs his hand on my arm. “Don’t you want to take it?”

“I don’t know.” I scoot closer to him. “Do you think I should?”

“I... think you should do whatever makes you happy. I like that it would be easier on you. I think that’s a benefit that’s better than everything else combined.”

“Yeah.” 

Tell me not to take it. Tell me to find something different in Swan Pointe instead. 

But maybe it’s unfair for me to expect him to say that, when I’m too afraid to even say that’s what I want. Because what if he hasn’t told his siblings he’s staying because he’s not really? What if he wants to, but won’t be able to?

That presents a whole different problem for me. Because I’m to the point where I think I’d follow him around the world if he feels he can’t resist that horizon. If he’d let me. I’d give up my job and my promotion and my desire for a piece of land to call home if it meant I could just be with him. 

But can you say that to someone after only four weeks? Especially someone like Connor? Will it frighten him away? 

And if he did decide to leave, who says he would want me along? Can you still be the wind when you’ve got someone tied to your side?

Because when I’m really honest with myself, I’m afraid he’s still the wind, and I’m over here completely delusional about my ability to capture him. 
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Connor

I’m genuinely proud of Whitney for being offered such a great position. And I am genuinely happy she’ll be doing something that gives her tender heart a break. I mean, it’s good news, right? So why aren’t I happy about it? Not only am I not happy about it, every time I think about it, I get a little sick to my stomach. 

Or, that might be because I’ve decided to keep my promise to Whitney today. I promised I’d tell my siblings I’m staying. I promised. I have to do it. I can’t put it off anymore, even though Rayce is once again being kind of an ass today and I don’t really want to talk to him more than I have to. 

But maybe he’ll relax once this isn’t hanging over his head anymore. 

And, I’ve given some thought to what Whitney asked me about. Is this just a sign that he’s not handling Mom and Dad’s deaths very well? 

But are any of us? I still get this hot ache in my heart if I think about them too much, and I think about them every day. 

But, that’s not something I can worry about right now. Regardless of what’s going on with Rayce, today’s the day I have to tell them. 

I wait until the last minute though. It’s after six o’clock and Lizzy’s stopping at the door to my office to see if I need anything before she leaves for the day. 

“Uh, wait,” I say.

She looks at me expectantly.

“Um, is Rayce still here?” I kind of hope he’s not. Then I’ll have to wait until tomorrow. But she peaks her head around the corner, then looks back at me. 

“Yep.”

“Uh. Okay. Um, will you have him come in here? I have something I want to tell you guys.”

A slightly fearful expression comes over her face. Then she looks resolute. “All right.”

She disappears and I hear her talking to Rayce, conveying the message. I remember what she said to me all those weeks ago. That they’re scared I’m going to leave and they wanted time to prepare for it. 

At least I won’t be breaking their hearts. That’s good. 

Too soon, they’re both coming into my office and settling into the chairs opposite me. I wish I didn’t feel so nervous. I wish I knew why I do. I do want this, don’t I?

“Well, I’ve made a decision.”

“Okay,” Lizzy says nervously. Rayce is watching me, looking like he’s bracing himself for a blow.

I take a deep breath and decide to just spit it out. “I’m staying.”

Her mouth flies open and her eyes light up. “Really?”

Rayce frowns. “Really?”

“Uh, yes. Really.”

“Oh, I’m so glad!” She gets up and comes around to give me a hug. I stand up and hug her back but my eyes are on Rayce. He’s looking at me like he can’t decide whether or not to believe me. 

“You’re sure?” Rayce asks.

Lizzy pulls away and I nod. She beams at me. “Wait till Corrine hears. Oh my god, we have to celebrate.” She turns to Rayce and sees the expression on his face. Her face falls a bit. “Don’t even start. He’s decided.”

“And you’re sure?” he asks again, ignoring her and keeping his eyes on me.

I nod. I can’t seem to say it again. But it’s out there and I’ve told them, like I said I would.

“See?” Lizzy says to him with a surprisingly stern tone in her voice. “He’s sure so let’s be happy. I say this calls for chocolate. Rayce, do you have your keys?” Meaning his set of master hotel keys, for those areas that don’t use key cards.

We all three have sets but Lizzy tends to keep hers in her purse in her office. Rayce always has his keys. Hell, I’ve always got my keys on me too, but I think when Lizzy said, “Do you have your keys?” she meant “So stop looking like that and let’s go do something nice together.”

He stands up obediently and she claps her hands. “That’s more like it.” 

She leads the way out and I follow her, with Rayce behind me. We leave the administrative offices and cross the hall at an angle, heading for Sweetbrew, which is closed for the day. Rayce comes up so he’s walking right next to me.

He’s watching me, but I ignore him. 

We get to the door and Lizzy holds out her hand.

Still looking at me, Rayce digs into his pocket and hands his keys to her. “You’re sure?” he asks again.

“God, Rayce,” Lizzy says, obviously irritated. “He said he was. What more do you want?”

She turns to unlock the door.

“He just doesn’t seem too excited.” 

“I’m right here,” I say, as Lizzy lets us in and locks the door behind us. “You don’t have to talk about me in the third person.”

“Stop being so sensitive,” he says. 

“Knock it off, you two.” She leads us past the little round tables and front counter with its glass display cases, and into the back kitchen where she flips on the light. 

The kitchen of Sweetbrew is as familiar to me as anywhere else in the hotel. There’s a small bank of griddles and a stove, an oven, a few industrial floor-mixers, a fridge, a sink, and a grouping of stainless steel work stations that are used most often for chocolate making. We’ve been sneaking in here after hours ever since we were kids, and the chocolate is the primary reason. 

She heads to the refrigerator where the manager keeps a stash of the occasional chocolates that are too misshapen or imperfect to sell. 

Rayce and I come down the row between the work tables. “I’m not the one who’s being sensitive,” I say. “You can’t seem to keep your cool about anything these days.”

“Boys,” Lizzy says, in a warning tone. She’s stopped right where she is, not quite to the refrigerator yet. Her back’s to us and she’s braced both arms on the edge of the stainless steel sink, her head hanging down. 

“At least I’m not lying about my intentions here,” Rayce says hotly, and I spin on him.

“Oh, you haven’t lied to me about anything at all recently.”

Rayce’s eyes sharpen on me and he opens his mouth to say something. He doesn’t get a chance to say whatever it was though, because in the next minute, two things happen: Lizzy lets out an exasperated “Arrgh!” and Rayce gets blasted straight in the face with a stream of water from the sprayer Lizzy’s now holding in her hand.

Rayce hollers and puts his hands up. I glance at Lizzy in just enough time to see the determined and infuriated expression on her face, before the blast of water comes right at me. Now we’re both throwing our hands up and desperately looking for cover and saying, “Hey Lizzy!”

“Shut up both of you!” she yells, but I barely hear her because she’s not letting up with the water. We both scramble to crouch behind the work station, safe for the moment. The water stops.

“I’m so sick of your petty bickering and constant sniping and—” Rayce and I stay crouched low, looking at each other wide-eyed and wondering if our sister’s lost her mind, “and your stupid childish behavior,” she finishes. She doesn’t sound done, though. She sounds raging mad.

Rayce’s suit is soaked and water’s dripping from his hair and into his face. I’m not much better off. We both wipe the water out of our eyes and look at each other as if to say, Which one of us is going out there?

I shake my head. Not me, dude.

“Uh, Lizzy?” he says tentatively, raising his head just a bit to peek over the top of the counter at her. His eyes widen and he ducks back down. A spray of water goes over his head. 

I’d laugh if I weren’t so stunned. 

“Don’t Lizzy me! You’ve been a royal fucking pain in the ass for months and I am over it. And as for you.” Even though I can’t see her I know she means me and I cringe. “You just can’t resist feeding into it, can you? Can you?”

Neither one of us says a word. Nope, not us. We’re just two grown men in suits, looking at each other in astonishment, and crouching behind steel tables in sheer terror of their sister and her water hose. 

“I’m so sick of it. I’m so—” her voice breaks “so—” 

A sob breaks loose and the mood of the room changes instantly. The weight of our sister’s heartbreaking sob drapes over us. The silence is thick, and neither one of us moves. I don’t think either one of us are breathing. 

“It was bad enough losing Mom and Dad,” she says firmly, anger and tears still trembling in her voice. “I don’t need to lose you, too.”

Ouch. Rayce and I look at each other, more openly than we have in months.

A reverberating clang tells us she’s thrown the nozzle back into the sink, but we still don’t move. We aren’t looking at each other with shock or fear anymore. The only thing I see on Rayce’s face is exactly the one thing I feel: regret.

“I want my brothers back!” With that, she storms past us, her heels clicking furiously on the tile, and slams the kitchen door behind her. 

We both hold our breath in the silence that follows. We’re frozen for a second. Then he pinches his eyes closed and I exhale heavily. We slowly sink the rest of the way to the floor, our backs against the table and our knees drawn up. 

His arms are resting on his bent knees. “Shit,” he says quietly. 

I run my hand through my wet hair. “Yeah.”

“Well, that was fun.” But there’s not a hint of malice in his voice. In fact, he sounds like my brother again, and it makes my heart hurt. I’ve really missed him.

I look at him. He looks like he’s hurting too, but like he doesn’t want to be hurting. Like he’s trying to stomp it all back in. With my anger sprayed clean out of me, it’s easier to see what Whitney was trying to tell me. I think my brother might be really suffering. I wish I’d been willing to see it sooner. I wish I’d been there for him, instead of pushing his buttons all the time.

“Sorry,” I say.

“Oh...” He sighs again and rubs his forehead. “I’m the one who should be sorry. I’m not mad at you. I’m really not. It’s just... it’s just been a lot, you know? Trying to keep it all going.”

“I know.” I think maybe, as the oldest, Rayce has felt even more keenly than Lizzy and I have the weight of protecting Mom and Dad’s legacy. But... as I really look at him now, I don’t think that’s what’s making his face look so weary and drawn. I think back over the past several months, and what his behavior’s been like. 

Now I’m even more sure of what’s going on with him. God, it’s so obvious. Now that I see it, I don’t know how I was missing it. “It’s okay to miss them.” 

He blinks, almost like I struck him. But otherwise, his expression is unchanged and he’s still looking straight ahead. “Don’t get all Dr. Phil on me.” His voice is tight, I don’t think from anger, but from suppressed sorrow. He’s been all locked up, and it’s killing him.

“It is.” 

“I mean it, Connor.”

“It’s eating you alive.”

He looks at me suddenly, his eyes sharp and miserable. “I’ll tell you what’s eating me alive. Mom called me that day. At exactly 3:04 p.m. she called and I didn’t answer because I was in a meeting.”

Now it’s my turn to feel like I’ve been punched. She called from the boat. 

“I didn’t call back until almost five. Because I had the meeting and emails to respond to and a stupid, fucking coffee to get from—”

“Rayce—”

“She called me and I wasn’t there.” Then his anger breaks and his face twists into agony. I can’t move. I’m held fast by the wrenching look on his face. I’ve never seen him look so raw. “What if she was calling for help? What if I could’ve got to them?”

I exhale slowly. Is this what it’s been? “Shit, Rayce,” I say quietly. “It wasn’t your fault.”

He laughs humorlessly, leaning his head back against the table and closing his eyes. “You don’t know that,” he says dully.

“Well, you don’t know that it was but you’re over there blaming yourself? God, I really wish Dad was here to knock some sense into you.”

Before the whole Lizzy-spraying-us-with-water thing, a comment like that would’ve pissed him the hell off. But he doesn’t get mad. Instead he does something I haven’t seen him do since we were kids. He drops his head onto his arms and starts to cry. It’s silent at first, the only sign the trembling of his shoulders. Then I hear it, and it intensifies, like a great dam has been let loose. It rips right through me. 

Ultimately, I’m glad he said something, and I’m glad he’s finally letting this out because I think he’s really needed to, but God, it’s killing me to watch. I put my arm on his back, my palm cupping the back of his head. I keep it there, trying to offer my big brother some small measure of comfort. He doesn’t move. He just grips my hand and hangs on while he weeps and weeps. 
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Eventually he stops, and we start talking. For an hour we talk, moving from the floor to sitting on the tables eating chocolate, and it’s much more like the way things used to be between us. We talk a lot about Mom and Dad, and old memories, and what life looks like now without them. We even end things with a hug that lingers awhile. 

We agree to make things up to Lizzy right away, and are surprised to find her still in her office instead of at home. She’s sitting behind her desk, and watches us warily as we approach her. We each have one hand behind our backs.

I carefully bring my hand out and put a square of dark chocolate in front of her. “I brought you a piece of chocolate.”

Her wary expression is unchanged as she frowns at the little square, molded with a fleur de lis on top.

Rayce puts his offering in front of her, an oversized pecan turtle that’s one of her favorites. “And I brought you a bigger piece of chocolate.”

Her expression breaks and she kind of laughs, looking up at us. We’re both smiling. 

“We’re sorry,” I say.

She looks at Rayce, hopeful. 

“I’m really sorry,” he says, in a tone of voice that gets me right in the chest. There’s still so much raw tenderness about him. Now that he’s cracked open, it may take a while to close him back up again. 

His apology must have hit Lizzy in the heart too because she immediately gets up and comes around to give him a hug, starting to cry.

“Don’t cry,” he says, holding her. “I’ll be better, I promise.” She keeps crying and he just holds her tighter. “God, I’m sorry.” 

“You just had to one-up me in the apology department, didn’t you?” 

He smiles at me and Lizzy laughs, pulling back. “I do want my brothers back,” she says sternly, wiping her tears away. She said brothers, but she’s only looking at him. 

“We’ll be here,” he says. “We promise.”

She looks at me to confirm and I wink at her. 

She leans back against her desk and takes a deep breath. “Okay.” Calmer now, she looks us both over, taking in the big wet spots all over our clothes. “I would apologize for spraying you, but it was pretty gratifying, actually.” 

“Don’t get too comfortable with that,” Rayce says, grinning. “You get one free pass. Anything beyond that is open for paybacks.” 
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Chapter 25
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Connor

I told Whitney all about it and she was pretty happy, both because I made things official and because Rayce and I seem to have turned a corner. I’m happy too. But something is wrong. I can’t figure out what. 

Worrying is definitely the cause of my insomnia this time. I slept for something like two hours, then woke up in the middle of the night and haven’t been able to get back to sleep. 

Why do I still feel so off? I’ve made my decision, and I do think I want to stay. But something is wrong. Something deep inside me feels all riled up. In a panic almost. 

It’s bad enough that I get dressed and go for a walk, unable to be still. There’s normally something soothing about being out in the world when it’s this dark and quiet. But my mind won’t be still. It’s all over the place.

Way back when I told my family I wanted to leave the business and go travel the world, it was Mom who was the first to endorse my decision. I was on my old sailboat, stocking the pantry and still feeling raw from the emotional conversation we’d all had at my parents’ house about it. She found me there, helped me pack in my supplies, and talked at first about other stuff. Normal stuff. 

When we were done, and I was feeling calmer, that’s when she decided to talk for real. We were sitting on the deck, looking out at the sea. My boat was ready to go, but still moored to the dock. 

“You have a lot of your dad in you.”

I shrugged. While my siblings weren’t exactly keen on the idea of me leaving, they weren’t mad about it like he was. They didn’t tell me I was making a big mistake, like he did.

“He’ll come around,” Mom said reassuringly. “I think your dad just forgets what it’s like.”

“What do you mean?”

“He was pretty restless when he was younger, too.”

“But he didn’t do anything like this.”

“No. He didn’t. But nearly every weekend was about him getting his adrenaline fix. I think once he has a chance to recover from the bomb you just dropped on all of us, the adventurer in him is going to win out and he’ll respect you for what you’re doing.” I was too upset at the time to believe her, but she’d been right. He eventually accepted my decision and later did, in fact, tell me he respected me for it.  

“As for me,” Mom continued, “I think this is what you need to do for now.”

“For now?” I said, still feeling defensive. “Like getting it out of my system?”

“I don’t know. You’ve always been your own person, son. I don’t know if this is something you’ll ever get out of your system. It’s always been in you, even when you were little. But... then again... at some point in your life, you may decide you want more.”

More? More what? What could be better than seeing the world and meeting all the people in it? What could be better than chasing that horizon and turning the next corner? As reassuring as my mom was trying to be, her comment only reinforced my notion that no one in my family really understood how I felt about this. “I can’t image anything more.”

“Which is why you need to go.”

Now, walking the streets of Swan Pointe in the black hour before pre-dawn, letting my feet take me wherever they want to go, a brisk wind pushing me on, I think back on that conversation with my mom. The fog I’ve been feeling for months gradually starts to clear. Things are coming into focus. 

I’m able to back up and see the last several years from a distance: my frustrating time in college, breaking away from my family and the life they wanted for me, finally putting my wandering self in the driver’s seat, my failed attempt to change for Evie, and my perpetual itch that I could never quite seem to scratch. Even upgrading from a small sailboat to a trawler once I could afford it, because sailing the coasts wasn’t enough. I had to be able to cross oceans. 

And now Whitney.

And the fact that I’ve been here nine months now. 

Aside from the occasional visits, it’s only been family tragedy that’s drawn me back for any length of time: Corrine’s cancer and my parents’ death. 

I look at it all from a distance, and things become more and more clear, little by little. 

At that moment, I realize just where my feet have taken me. I’m turning off the street and crossing the parking lot that’s next to the marina. The sea wind is rushing up to greet me, like an old friend. I could say I came here accidentally, I suppose. But the thing is, here in Swan Pointe, I know what’s around all these corners. There must have been a part of me that knew exactly where I was going. 

For months I’ve been wanting to say that I will stay. I’ve been wanting to make my family the promise I knew they wanted to hear. But I refused. Because I wanted to be sure. I didn’t want to make a promise if I was going to just turn right around and break it. 

It was Evie all over again, except worse, because it was my family and they were already wounded. Who in the hell wants to be the asshole to put a knife in the wound?

Not me. 

I wanted to stay. 

I also wanted to leave. 

Both in equal measure. 

Then Whitney came along. I didn’t want to walk away from her, and now I’ve made all these promises all over the place. 

Now, at the worst possible moment in time, as I stand here at the docks in the middle of the night with the wind whipping around me, every voice in my head falls to silence as I gain the clarity I’ve been wanting this entire time. 

Now I know why I didn’t want to tell them I’m staying, even after I decided I would. I know why I’m not happy about Whitney’s promotion. I even know exactly what’s brought me here in the middle of the night.

For the first time in months, I know precisely what I want. 

Now that I know, I do what I always do. I act. I head down the dock toward my boat and start to untie the stern line.

Minutes later, I’m gone. 
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Chapter 26
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Whitney

A fierce storm has been pounding San Francisco mercilessly all morning, but even the dark skies and rain gusts buffeting my window aren’t enough to dampen my mood. Connor told his family yesterday. He finally made a decision for real and he’s staying. He’s really staying.

I’ve made a decision too. I don’t want to do the long-distance thing anymore. I should’ve been upfront with Connor about how I’m feeling. If it doesn’t feel like too big of a step for him right now, I’d rather try to find work in Swan Pointe than take the promotion here. I don’t expect him to make the “ultimate promise”, as he puts it, but I’m willing to take chances if he is. 

I’ll call and talk to him about it after work tonight. 

Meanwhile, I’m knee-deep in one of our influxes of paperwork as a new group of refugee orphans enter our program. The reason we have this new group is, as always, gut wrenching.

As much as I’ve loved working with these kids, I do think I need to find something less hands-on. Talking to Connor about things helped me feel better about the possibility of that, and as I’ve considered what it would be like to have a job like Manager of Resettlement, it’s made me realize there are other things I can do that will fit my personality better. Things in Swan Pointe, maybe.

So, all in all, that rain can pound on my window all it wants. I’m in love with Connor and at peace with myself. 

What could be better?

Our receptionist sticks her head in my office with a strange look on her face. “Whitney, there’s someone here to see you. A Connor Rivers?”

“Connor Rivers?” I glance at my office phone, expecting to see a red light indicating he’s actually waiting on the line, even though she said he’s here and not on the phone. “He’s here?”

She nods. “In the lobby. He’s dripping wet.”

I pop out of my chair and follow her to the lobby. He’s by the front doors, standing like he’s too restless to sit, and is indeed soaking wet. I head straight for him as the receptionist goes back to her desk. 

He sees me and breaks out into a smile. I smile too. “What are you doing here?” 

He gives me a kiss—we forego what would be a very wet hug—but as we pull back and I get a good look at him, it only adds to my confusion. I’ve never seen this expression on his face before. There’s an intensity and anxiety there I can’t read. 

“Are you okay?”

He glances at the receptionist. “Is there somewhere we can talk?”

In that one moment, Connor did what the storm had failed to do all day. “Sure.” I lead him to the small conference room with a terrible sinking feeling in my gut.

We go in and I shut the door. There’s an oblong table in the middle, surrounded by eight straight-back chairs. One wall is all windows with what’s normally a nice eighteen-story view of the bay. Right now it’s hidden by the dark rain.

Connor doesn’t sit. He takes to pacing, looking at the table, and at me, and out the window, and back at me again. I take in his drenched appearance. “How did you get here?”

“My boat.” He waves a hand dismissively, still pacing.

“In this weather?!” I look out at the bay again. It’s twice as ominous now.

“Yeah. Not the smartest thing I’ve ever done. Damn near capsized trying to come into the bay.”

“What?!”

“But I’m here,” he says, again waving a dismissive hand and still pacing. “I needed to talk to you. You know, I had to come here and talk to you. I had it all worked out how I wanted to say it, and now it’s all jumbled up.” 

He’s still pacing. Aside from being terrified about whatever it is he wants to say, I’m concerned about the way he’s acting. He almost seems in shock. I think about him being out in this storm all morning, and his statement that he nearly capsized. 

“Are you hurt?”

“Huh?” He stops and looks at me.

“Did you hit your head?”

His eyebrows shoot up and he blinks at me. Then he breaks out into a broad grin. Then he starts laughing. Like, really laughing. 

“Oh my god,” I say, even more alarmed now and pulling out a chair. “Come sit down.”

But he shakes his head, still laughing, and walks right up to me. He puts his hands on my face, still chilled from being outside, and looks down at me. My hands and forearms are on his damp shirt. God, he has to be freezing, I think, but with the way he’s looking at me, all I can do is look back. “I love you.” As my heart lifts at hearing these words from him he plants a firm kiss on my lips. 

Now I’m really confused, because something seems wrong but he’s telling me he loves me and I don’t know what to think. I kiss him back, out of fear and joy and love and desperation. I’m spinning.

We finally pull away. “I love you, too.”

He grins and exhales deeply. “You do?”

I nod. “But you’re scaring me.”

“I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t mean to scare you.” He kisses me again reassuringly. “I just... I just realized, I think I may have made a promise but I don’t know if I can keep it.”

I’m really panicking now. “I didn’t ask you to make a promise to me.” So please don’t go.

“No, honey, no.” He strokes my cheeks and kisses me again. “Not you. My family. Here, come here.” He sits on the chair and pulls me right into his lap with him. 

I curl around him, hugging him and his cold, damp shirt, not caring. 

He hugs me back. “God, I’m screwing this all up,” he says softly in my ear. “I don’t remember how I was going to say all this, so I’ll just tell you, okay?” He gently pulls me back so we can look at each other. “Just listen and I’ll try to explain it, all right?”

I nod.

“I told my family I would stay, but maybe I shouldn’t have. Because you’ve got this great job and this incredible promotion and maybe you aren’t going to want to leave that later, you know? What if you want to stay here and then I’m stuck down in Swan Pointe?”

He pauses, and I don’t know if he wants an answer or what, but my brain’s trying to work this out. What is he saying?

“So, I... okay, look, I’m not trying to get you to make a promise to me before you’re ready. And I had it all worked out how I was going to ask you this, but I forget it all now.” He’s back to looking intense and anxious, like he was out in the lobby. “But do you think there’s any possibility you might be willing to move to Swan Pointe in the future?”

My breath catches in my throat.

“You don’t have to say you will for sure,” he says quickly. “I don’t want to rush you. But if you know for sure you wouldn’t want to give up your job or your city, is it all right if you tell me that now? Because then I’ll know what to tell them and I’d rather they know now. I don’t want to blindside them later. Do you understand?”

No, I don’t. I don’t understand what he’s saying. “So, if I’m not willing to move there, you’ll go back to wandering?”

“No,” he says, urgently, shaking his head and holding my eyes. “No. If you don’t want to go there, I’d want to come here.”

I blink at him. “You’d come here?”

“Only if you want. God, I’m not trying to pressure you or move too fast. It’s just that I told them I’d stay and if there’s a possibility I could take that back, I want to tell them I made a decision too soon.”

“You’d come here?” I say again, my whole heart and body lifting as it sinks in what he’s saying to me. 

“Maybe you don’t know where this is going yet, and that’s okay. I’m not asking you to make promises you’re not able to—”

“Yes.”

“Yes?” He blinks at me. “Yes, what?”

“Yes, I’d move to Swan Pointe.”

His face softens, and all the anxiety I saw on his face starts to drain away. He strokes my hair. “You would?”

I nod. “But...”

His hand freezes as he watches me.

“I’m...” I stop. Then I say the thing I’ve been afraid of all along. “I don’t want to be that leash tying you down.”

He strokes my hair again and smiles. “You’re not. That’s what I realized. You’re my anchor.”

Part of me relaxes, but another part of me is still nervous. “What’s the difference?” 

He smiles gently. “It’s like the difference between good impulsive and bad impulsive,” he says, holding my eyes. “There’s always been this restlessness inside of me. It’s always, always been there.”

“The itch you can’t scratch.”

“Exactly!” His eyes light up the way they do when he gets to a fork in the road, or talks about his parents’ dream, or—I suddenly realize—looking at me. “I thought that itch was for adventure. But it wasn’t. It was the part of me that wanted more. Only I didn’t know what the more was, so I kept looking for it over the horizon and around the next corner.” He holds my face in his hands and gives me that tender look of his. “That thing I needed,” he says, “that more, it was you.”

He looks at the smile emerging on my lips and smiles too. 

“Every time we’ve been apart, even just after Spain, I’ve felt something tugging on me. But it’s not the world that’s calling to me anymore. It’s you. I didn’t realize what it was until I was standing in the marina this morning, looking at my boat, and wanting to follow that tugging all the way here to you. I realized that for the first time in my life, I have something on the earth I’m anchored to. But it’s not a place or a job or even my family, even though I do love them and want to stay there. Only if you’re there though. Because you are my anchor now. You’re my home port. And God help you if you decide you don’t want me, because you see how persistent I can be.”

I laugh and put my hands on his face and kiss him again and again. “I love how persistent you are.” We both grin at each other. “And impulsive and amazing and, God, I just love you.”

“So you might come to Swan Pointe some day?”

“Connor.” I exhale gently. “I’d come to Swan Pointe tomorrow.”

“You would?” he says softly.

I nod. “I really, really wanted you to tell me not to take the promotion.”

“You did?” He grins and gives me a kiss. “I would have but I didn’t want to be a selfish ass.”

“I don’t want it.” I shake my head and thread my hands into the back of his hair. “I only want you.”
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Chapter 27
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Connor

I was in San Francisco a grand total of twelve hours before I had to rent a car and drive home so I could be back in time for a morning meeting. I had texted Lizzy so she wouldn’t think I just up and disappeared (permanently anyway). 

I’ll drive back up on Friday and bring Whitney here on the boat, weather permitting. She gave her boss plenty of notice, so she won’t move here for another month, but she’s looking at houses with me this weekend, now that I’m finally ready to find a place. 

Right now I’m at Rayce’s, dropping off Lizzy’s espresso machine that I don’t want and she doesn’t need, since Mom and Dad had one too. We’re finally starting to sort out what to do with everything, which we hadn’t done yet. It’s made me realize just how much everyone’s lives were on hold while I tried to figure out what was what.

We’re sitting at the wet bar in his basement, but keeping it simple with a couple of beers. Rayce lives in a sprawling ranch house that, frankly, could really use a woman’s touch. 

Speaking of women, just before he takes a swig of his beer, he says, “I ended it with Taylor.” We’ve talked more in the last few days than we have in months, but other than an acknowledgement that an affair was, in fact, happening, he’s said little about it and I haven’t pushed. I’ve thought about it though. I suspect it was his way of trying to avoid dealing with our parents’ death, a little piece of self-destructive behavior that was, at least, better than turning to alcohol or drugs.

“That’s good.”

He looks at me and hesitates. I think he’s waiting for me to chastise him about this, which I’ve yet to do. “I know it was stupid.” 

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You’d have every right to. It could affect you guys too. Everything really.” 

I know what he’s talking about. Even though the relationship was consensual, she could decide to sue for sexual harassment because Rayce is her boss. Dad would’ve kicked his ass all over California if he’d been around to do it. But Rayce is kicking himself plenty over there, I can see.

“I know,” I say. 

Rayce gives me a serious look. “I won’t do that again.”

I already know this, now that the old Rayce is back. But this is a serious situation, and a little extra insurance never hurts. “Is that a promise?” 

He nods. “I promise.” 

“All right then. No more needs to be said.”

He sighs and takes a drink. “Sometimes something will come up at work and I’ll think, ‘I should ask Dad about this.’ Then I remember I can’t.”

“I do that, too. With both of them.”

He looks at me “Really?”

I nod. 

“Huh,” he says, taking another drink. “Well, it sucks.”

I nod again. “I really wish they could’ve met Whitney.”

“Yeah. They’d like her.” 

“I think so too.” I tell him about Whitney’s tortured big heart and how it’s so like Mom. 

“She’s the kind of person you want running a foundation or something,” Rayce says, and finishes off his beer.

Now it’s my turn to say, “Huh.” That’s not a half bad idea.

“Wanna play Super Mario Brothers?” He gestures toward his game room. He’s never entirely outgrown his love for old video games, but I don’t think he’s touched any of it since Mom and Dad died. “We could order a pizza.”

I smile. “You’d better get wings too. It’ll ease the pain of me kicking your trash all over Mushroom Kingdom.”

As we head into Rayce’s game room, I think how remarkable it is to feel so content and settled. Is this what people feel like when they grow roots? Maybe I’ve been the one missing out after all. 

I recall again the conversation I had with my mom, the day I told my family I was leaving the business. She had reassured me that it was okay to pick up and go, but she also told me it would be just as okay to come home one day and drop anchor. I can hear her voice now, and smile as I remember: “If you ever grow tired of the tumbleweed thing or decide you want something more, don’t sweat it kiddo. It’s just another bend in the road.”

What a beautiful bend it’s been, too. 

I can’t wait to see what’s down the rest of this road I get to travel, with Whitney by my side. 
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Chapter 28
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Whitney

After a day spent house hunting, Connor and I are at Lizzy’s house for the monthly dinner with his family. Connor and his siblings are lounging on the couches, swapping stories and laughing, and Corrine and I are at the little table by the window overlooking the backyard and playing gin rummy.

Corrine gives the first impression of being a delicate flower. Maybe it’s her slight build. Or maybe it’s just an assumption I made about her, after having seen pictures of her wasted away in a hospital bed. A few games of gin rummy with her blew that impression right out of the water. This girl is a gin rummy ninja. 

“Gin.” She lays down her hand, grinning.

Shit. See what I mean? “How do you keep doing that?”

She shrugs and starts gathering up the cards, still smiling. I smile too. She’s so endearing, it’s hard to get too mad at her.

“Wanna play again?” she asks.

“Anyone else want to get stomped on over here?” I say with a grin, and they laugh. 

“I’ll play the next winner,” Lizzy says.

“Okay,” Corrine says, shuffling the cards like a Vegas blackjack dealer.

“She’s already assuming she’s going to win,” I say, teasing. Corrine shrugs with faux innocence.

“Okay, so go on with your story,” Lizzy says to Connor. He just started telling them the one about the marijuana guys he met at a remote campground in Washington, but I’m only half listening because I’ve heard it already and I’m trying to finally win a hand against Corrine.

“So these guys had been friends for forty years or something,” Connor continues as Corrine deals the cards, “and they ride their racing bicycles all over the place. This time they started in Couer d’Alene, Idaho and biked fifty or sixty miles a day to get to the coast. They didn’t have the physique you’d expect, either. Their legs were as skinny as all get out, but they all had these beer bellies on them. Maybe from drinking so much, because they were really putting it away. They were high-style drinkers too. Cognac.”

“Good choice,” Rayce says, nodding. As for first impressions, I’ve found it a lot easier to relate to Rayce after I saw him get stomped all over by Corrine himself.

“One guy had it in a shot glass, but the other guy had a big water glass full of it,” Connor says, holding up his hands to indicate. “He was the one who offered me a joint.”

“Which you claim you turned down,” Lizzy teases.

“I totally did. So we’re around the campfire and they’re telling the most raucous stories and getting hammered and I’m just trying to figure out how they do that at night and still function enough to ride so many miles the next day. Well we get to talking about the legalization of marijuana, and the guy tells me where he goes to get his hashish oil to smoke. ‘But,’ he says,” and Connor takes on the old guy’s voice for affect, “ ‘That’s not for everyday use. Just special occasions, like the symphony.’ ”

They all start laughing but I’m trying to figure out if I should pick up the five of spades or draw. Corrine’s watching me with an amused grin. 

“So then he starts telling me that he smokes it for medicinal purposes, and that he didn’t smoke much after he quit in his twenties. His friend calls him out on it and says, ‘Bullshit. When did you ever quit? You’ve been smoking for as long as I’ve known you.’ ”

I finally pick up the five and discard my eight of hearts. Quick as lightning, Corrine picks it up and discards a king of diamonds. Dammit. 

“So then,” Connor continues, laughing, Rayce and Lizzy laughing with him, “he says, ‘I read this article that says as you age, marijuana will eat the stuff in your brain that causes Alzheimer’s.’ I said, ‘Oh yeah? Where’d you read that?’ He says, ‘I don’t know. I forget.’ ”

Corrine starts laughing and looks over at Connor.

Rayce is laughing and says, “You’re making this shit up.”

Connor raises his hands, “I swear to god.”

I’m smiling too, but I’m too distracted to laugh with the others thanks to the lousy card I just drew. What the hell am I supposed to do with a ten of clubs?

The story concludes with Connor declaring, “Those old guys were quite the characters,” and the laughter settles down. 

“Well, I better go pick up dinner.” Rayce gets off the couch. It’s his turn to cook, so I’ve learned that means he either picks something up or has it delivered. 

Connor gets off the couch too and heads over to us as Corrine picks up yet another one of my discards. “How’s it going over here?” He plants a kiss on top of my head.

“I’m getting my ass kicked, that’s how it’s going.”

Corrine shrugs. “I’m trying to go easy on her.” But her happy grin betrays her lack of remorse. 

“You Rivers kids are brutal,” I say, and Connor laughs.

I start pulling a card out of my hand to discard but he stops me. “Not that one. That one,” he says pointing.

“Hey, no cheating!” Corrine pulls her cards close to her chest, even though neither one of us can see them anyway. 

“I’m not cheating. I’m helping.”

“Did you look at my cards when you came over?”

“No. Stop being a poor sport.”

She grins. “Me?”

He laughs and points to the card. “That’s the one,” he says again.

I shrug. It can’t hurt. I discard and she draws off the deck. Then she gets that gleeful look on her face I’m getting all too familiar with. “Gin!”
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While Rayce goes out for food and Lizzy takes on the challenge of Corrine, Connor and I settle into the couch for some G-rated snuggling, since we have an audience and all. I lean against his chest and rest my hand on his stomach. He plays absently with my hair, stroking my shoulder in between. 

Even sitting here on Lizzy’s couch, Connor gives me those feelings that should be contradictory, but aren’t. He makes me feel peaceful and alive, all at once. 

“I want to go somewhere with you,” I say impulsively. “Once I’m down here.”

I haven’t started looking for work yet. Connor’s encouraged me to take a short break after I move so I have some time to really think about what I want to do next. It’s not a bad idea, so I won’t start looking until I’m moved and settled. That would be the perfect time for us to take a longer trip together.

“Where do you want to go?” he asks easily, still playing with my hair. 

“I don’t know. Japan?”

He chuckles and wraps his arms around me, settling deeper into the couch. “Hmm. Good choice. I’ve never been to Japan and that one’s been on my list for a long time.” He’s got that honey-sweet pull to his voice. I look up and see that adventurer’s glint in his eyes. 

“We could go right now.”

He laughs, strokes my cheek, and gives me a kiss. “Or we could get out a calendar and do it that way.”

“A calendar?” Corrine says, acting shocked he isn’t just jumping on the boat two seconds after realizing he wants to go somewhere.

He shrugs, not at all bothered from what I can tell. “She told her boss she’d stay until August 14. Anyway, I’d like to get a contractor finalized for the renovations to the teen center first.”

Lizzy’s giving him a fond smile. “I think you’re all grown up, kiddo.”

“Don’t call me kiddo.”

I put my mouth next to his ear. “She wouldn’t call you kiddo if she knew what you can do with that cock of yours.”

Connor laughs and holds me closer. 

“What are you two giggling about over there?” Lizzy asks, but forgets all about us when Corrine lays down her cards and yells, “Gin!”

“Dang it.” But Lizzy is smiling easily. As she gathers up the cards and starts shuffling, Connor tucks his finger under my chin so I’ll look at him. 

He gives me that tender look, and I soften against him, smiling. 

“I love you,” he mouths silently.

“I love you,” I mouth back, feeling safe and secure in his arms, with no fears about where he might go or what he might do next. 

It’s only been four days since Connor showed up dripping wet, declaring his love for me and calling me his anchor. Maybe a reasonable person would wait to see if he really means it or if he’s going to end up getting restless later after all, but I don’t need to wait. 

I see it in his eyes. I feel it in his arms and in my heart.

I’ve tamed the wind, and made it mine. 

––––––––
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Continue with the Rivers Family saga...

When Lizzy Rivers crosses paths with “Brett Freaking Carmichael”, the son of her nemesis, she learns there’s more to this heart-stopping single dad than she first believed. Get swept away in their sexy, heartfelt love story, BEAUTIFUL FALL. 

Not to be left out, the Rivers’ beloved cousin Corrine falls for the mysterious Mason Reeves, a man with tragic ties to the family clan. But family secrets aren’t the only things standing in the way of their happily ever after. Experience all the feels of their stunning love affair in BEAUTIFUL DARK. 

Be sure to find out who tames the eldest Rivers brother. Fall in love with Rayce and Emma in BEAUTIFUL DEEP, a powerful tale of passion, love, and redemption. 

Don’t miss discovering a whole new side to Swan Pointe’s intrepid gossip columnist, Rita Becker, when her path collides with Dallas Huntington in BEAUTIFUL LIES. 

Enjoy this excerpt from BEAUTIFUL FALL.

Lizzy

I’ve had less than one hour to enjoy my triumph, and here comes my arch nemesis trying to screw it all up.

I’m on the boardwalk in front of a long row of old beach cottages, waiting for my contractor to arrive so we can discuss renovations. There are twenty-three cottages in total, two-story clapboard structures that vary considerably from one another but which all provide an unobstructed view of the ocean. The beach comes almost up to their back steps, with only an old, wooden boardwalk serving as a sand break. 

I was already feeling a little anxious, mainly about how the town will react to my plan for these cottages. 

The Cottages, as they’ve been so simply called in Swan Pointe for decades, have been part of the town’s landscape since they were built in the 1950s, and part of the community’s heart for nearly as long. It’s a quiet central California destination for tourists, as well as a popular retreat for local Monterey County residents. 

And I’m about to change it all.

As of this afternoon, The Cottages—which are on a narrow strip of land at the base of a high bluff—now belong to the Rivers Paradise Resort—which sits atop said bluff. As relatively recent heirs of the resort, my brothers and I own these cottages jointly, but this project? She’s my baby.

It’s my chance to prove I’m worthy of the Rivers family name, that my late parents weren’t the only ones who could envision something bold and new, and that I’m not the horrible person I’ve recently been made out to be.

Though I’m expecting my contractor, the car crunching up the gravel drives that runs behind the cottages does not belong to him. No, that little blue Subaru belongs to one Marcia Carmichael, President of the Swan Pointe Historical Preservation Committee. Because apparently she hasn’t had enough of making my life a living hell.

Well, I’ve got her this time. I’ve already closed on this property, so it’s too late for her to try to stop me.

I came here straight from closing, so I tuck the manila envelope full of keys under my left arm and march through the open space between two of the cottages and toward the drive. She’s parking and hasn’t seen me yet. 

Even though we officially own these properties now, I’m more than a little nervous she’ll find some way to create another problem for me. Just one month ago, I tried to purchase another property located between the resort and a well-known conservation area. I was so excited about it. The land would’ve been perfect for the casitas I wanted to build for long-term vacationers, and I would have kept the remaining space pristine without any further development. 

What I didn’t know when we put in an offer was the conservation group wanted the land, too. They decided to try to block the sale, in spite of lacking sufficient funds to purchase it themselves.

The woman who delivered this news was, of course, Marcia Carmichael. Conservation land has nothing to do with her jurisdiction, but that didn’t stop her. She has no problem sticking her nose into other people’s business. 

At first, I dug in my heels, determined not to let her interfere. In response, she took the matter to the papers and it quickly became a local media sensation. In addition to painting me as a “greedy, profit-hungry corporate skirt with no regard for basic values or the environment,” she managed to quickly organize a few dozen protestors who parked themselves just at the border of our property so they could wave hand-painted signs at our guests. 

Meanwhile, I was not blind to what else the papers had to say about the situation. The Westridge Conservation Refuge was legitimately smaller than it needed to be, and they wanted the additional land to help alleviate some of the encroachment issues they were facing. 

I quietly called the head of the Refuge to see if a compromise could be reached. Turns out, he’s a much more reasonable person than Marcia. After a heartfelt, three-hour conversation, I knew what I had to do. I withdrew my bid on the land and donated the money they needed to make their bid competitive. 

Though the papers did quote Marcia Carmichael’s declaration that the resort’s donation of funding was “nothing more than a publicity stunt to save face,” I wouldn’t let that take away from the one good thing that came out of the entire mess. I happen to care about the environment, no matter what she says.  My mother, at least, would’ve been proud of my decision.

I was still licking my wounds when I heard through the grapevine that these cottages were going up for sale. I almost let them go, still feeling too raw from the encounter to want to try anything again. Then I walked the boardwalk, just nine short days ago, and a vision of what these beloved but dilapidated old cottages could be took hold of me and wouldn’t let go.

I consulted with my brothers and we acted fast. As of two o’clock this afternoon, these cottages are ours. Now here comes that wretched woman looking like she wants more trouble. I don’t know why she’s here, but I’m pretty sure it’s not to congratulate me.

As she climbs out of her car, my skin crawls with trepidation. I linger in front of the nearest cottage and square my shoulders. I’ve never yet cowered in the presence of Marcia Carmichael and I’m not about to begin now, no matter our past dealings or what she might think she has on me. 

She’s pulling a massive purse out of the car and hefting it onto one broad shoulder. She’s tall, probably pushing six feet, and has thick arms and legs. She’s not overweight; she’s just a big woman, and knows it too. I think she uses it to her advantage. She has smooth brown hair with a hint of auburn, and it comes to her chin in one large, decisive wave. Even her hair is commanding and sensible. She’s wearing slacks, a button-down blouse, and smart, black shoes.

I pull down the hem of the loose, satin top I’m wearing over my knee-length pencil skirt. I had heels on earlier, for work and signing papers at the title company, but changed into my denim docksides when I arrived so it’d be easier to walk the property with Rod. Now I wish I hadn’t. Normally I wouldn’t care if someone found my shoes inappropriate, but this woman is so good at judging me. I’ve yet to figure out how to truly keep her from getting under my skin. 

She finally spots me and puts on that smug grin of hers. Lord, she’s aggravating. 

“Ms. Rivers,” she says, approaching. She always says “Ms.” like Mizz and “Rivers” like it’s the aftertaste of a particularly bitter medicine. I don’t know what I did to get on her hit list, but by this point, I’m not too fond of her either. “Your hand is already in another pot, I see.” 

My parents trained us well, so I give a professional smile, even though I want to smack her. “What do you mean?”

“I hear you just closed on these cottages.” God, how does she know this stuff? “I hadn’t realized they were for sale.”

Well, at least I had that up on her. I want to point and say, Ha! Too late! even though I’m not entirely sure she is. I don’t like that confident smirk she’s wearing, like she knows something I don’t. Still, I keep my composure. “I didn’t realize anyone was supposed to notify you that they were for sale.” 

She narrows her eyes slightly and gives me an acid smile. “I should think I would be notified of anything going on the market that is of historical value.” As preservation committee president, she pretty much thinks she owns the entire town from what I can tell. “Did you know most of these cottages were built in the 1950s?”

“From 1954 to 1955, to be exact.”

“That is correct. As such, they have been a significant part of Swan Point’s history for many decades.”

Now I know where she’s going with this. And this is within her jurisdiction. 

Fuck me. 

“It is in the best interest of the community,” she continues, “for these structures to be properly preserved for future generations.”

A crawling sensation creeps down the back of my legs. Dammit if this woman isn’t going to try to strong arm me again... “Well then,” I continue calmly, maintaining my well-trained demeanor, “it should please you to know I have every intention of renovating them.”

“I said properly preserved, Ms. Rivers, which is an entirely different matter than mere renovations. Proper preservation is best assured, of course, when structures such as these are placed on the National Register.”

Shit, I knew it. But can she do that? After I’ve already bought them? Would that take the consent of the current owner? I wish Rod were already here. He might know the answer to that question. Although, whether she can legally make that happen or not is almost a moot point. This woman is adept at stirring up public protest. The last thing I need is another media frenzy. 

But I don’t want these properties on the National Register of Historic Places either. While part of what I love about these cottages is their historic character, and I want to preserve as much of that as I can, I definitely want to modernize. Being on the register would more than tie my hands. It would change everything.

Marcia Carmichael has a little glint in her eye. It only pisses me off and strengthens my resolve. 

“I’m not interested in placing these on the Historic Register,” I say with more certainty than I feel. I’m operating under the assumption she can’t force my hand in this, whether that’s the case or not. Judging by her reaction, I’m wondering if I’m correct. Is that a chink in her armor I see? “We are, however, going to honor the historic feel of—”

“Pardon me for interrupting,” she says curtly, “but who is ‘we’? Do you have a qualified contractor?”

It’s taking every bit of my mother’s training to keep my cool with this insufferable woman. “My contractor is Rod Gilbert.” We were going to use him to build the casitas.

“Still?” Marcia starts digging in her bag. “You’re rather fond of him, aren’t you? However, Rod is a general contractor and has no experience with historical structures.” 

I stiffen. Rod Gilbert is more than just a general contractor. He holds an LEED credential, and has been recognized several times for his sustainable building practices. “He—”

“Nevertheless,” she continues, talking over me and pulling a card out of her purse and handing it over. “I would agree to keeping these structures off the registry so long as you subcontract a qualified historical expert.” 

I’ve taken the card—out of polite habit more than anything—but haven’t even looked at it. I’m too incensed that she has the nerve to presume it’s her right to “agree” to anything. All the while, I’m well aware she may be offering me an avenue that doesn’t involve yet another media circus and the potential threat of a legal battle. 

“That’s an excellent historical contractor with ample experience.” She gestures to the card. “You can call him at that number.” 

Suddenly, I’ve had enough. I have had enough of her demands and her bullying and her stupid, little smirk. A deadly calm settles over me and I look this pain-in-the-ass woman right in the eye. Gone is my mother’s charm. “I agree that your suggestion to bring on an expert is a reasonable one, which I may or may not take into consideration. But this is my property. Who I hire is up to me.”

A half smile works its way onto her face, as if she’s pleased I stood up to her, though I can’t imagine why. “Well, so long as the expert you hire really is an expert, I’ll consider the matter settled.” 

Oh, thank you, your Royal Highness.

Without so much as a ‘goodbye’ or a ‘fuck off’, she turns and heads to her car. I don’t wait to see her go. I roll my eyes and head back between the cottages, tearing the card in half without looking at it. I shove it in the pocket of my purse that I reserve for gum wrappers and used Kleenex. I’m not hiring anyone she recommends. 

“Obnoxious woman,” I mutter. 

By the time Rod shows up five minutes later, I’ve Googled the issue at hand and determined that, as the owner, I could block any movement to put the property on the register if I wanted to. Still, if it keeps her from making trouble, there’s no harm in bringing on a specialist. Honestly, it’s probably a good idea anyway. It still makes me grit my teeth. I’d really rather tell her to go hang. 

Rod approaches with a wave of one hand and a “Hello, Elizabeth.” He’s a hearty man in his upper fifties. He has short, salt and pepper hair, weathered skin, and a friendly countenance. He’s worked with the resort before, and was the contractor my parents preferred. The last time I saw him was at their funeral. He wore a dark suit, a navy tie, and took my hand between both of his when he came to greet me. He kept my hand tucked warmly in his when he expressed his sorrow over our loss in such a way that made it clear to me that it was his loss as well. I didn’t know him as well as my parents did, but that simple, sincere gesture warmed my heart to him.

We’ve only spoken on the phone as we’ve gone through the process of securing him as the contractor for this project, so this is the first we’ve met in person since the funeral ten months ago. 

I don’t bother telling Rod about my confrontation with Marcia Carmichael—mainly to save my pride—but when I suggest he subcontracts an historical expert as part of his team, he readily agrees. 

“I was going to ask you about that anyway, since these buildings are so old. I’ve worked with Renaissance Restoration several times before. They’re generally considered the best in the business.”

“Perfect.” Marcia Carmichael can’t complain about that. “I’ll let you handle it.” Trying to shake off all this unpleasantness, I dig through the keys in the manila envelope and nod toward the pink-colored cottage on the end. “Let’s start with that one.” 

Keep reading Beautiful Fall. Get your copy here.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

BOOKS BY JORDYN WHITE


[image: image]


THE FIREWORK GIRLS

“Like an addictive TV show where you feel like you’re friends with the characters and are glued to every development.” - SPR

FORBIDDEN HEAT

Isabella and Shane (Firework Girls #1)

MIDNIGHT HEAT

Chloe and Grayson (Firework Girls #2)

ETERNAL HEAT

Ashley and Erik (Firework Girls #3)

NUCLEAR HEAT

Sam and Jack (Firework Girls #4)

HANDLE THE HEAT
A Firework Girls Short Story
Sam and Jack (Firework Girls #4.5)

HOLIDAY HEAT

Bobby and Sophie (Firework Girls #5)

––––––––
[image: image]


THE BEAUTIFUL RIVERS SERIES

“I loved the Firework Girls series but I think I'm loving Beautiful Rivers more!” – Mary M, Five-star Amazon review

BEAUTIFUL MINE

Connor and Whitney (Beautiful Rivers #1)

BEAUTIFUL FALL

Lizzy and Brett (Beautiful Rivers #2)

BEAUTIFUL DARK

Corrine and Mason (Beautiful Rivers #3)

BEAUTIFUL DEEP

Rayce and Emma (Beautiful Rivers #4)
BEAUTIFUL LIES (a novella)

Rita and Dallas (Beautiful Rivers #5)

––––––––
[image: image]

HEARTS ON FIRE SERIES

HEART OF GLASS

Mia and Luke (Hearts on Fire #1)

LOVE ON THE ROCKS

Raven and Spencer (Hearts on Fire #2)
Coming summer of 2019

For a complete, up-to-date list of all Jordyn’s books and shorts:

Jordyn White’s Reading Order Page

––––––––
[image: image]


Connect with Jordyn!

Go to my website for excerpts from the books, news, and more. www.JordynWhiteBooks.com

Become a Firework Friend! Join my fan group on Facebook. 

Like my Facebook Page.

Follow me on BookBub.

Follow me on Book+Main. 

Or feel free to drop me a line. jordyn@jordynwhitebooks.com

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
JORDYN WHITE





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image001.jpg





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





